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A primitive
thysanuran

There was a terrible commotion
in the house. Dad was on the warpath

and it was going to mean death for

s i l ver f i sh  tha t  had ea ten  grandma's

face olf in the hallway
Th is  5or t  01  ta lk  was f r igh ten ing

for a youngstet as far as I could work

out we hadn't been fishing for weeks,
grandma l i ved  in  Me lbourne and mY

fa ther  d idn ' t  d r ink .  And so  to  war  we

marched, up and down the Passage,
the old fly-spray pump going tlat-

strap.
In  those days  you d idn ' t  querY

adults, you simply waited to be told

what  was rea l l y  happen ing ,  o r  h igh-

ta i led  i t  to  your  room to  qu ie t lY

dec ipher  the  innuendo.  F ina l l y  I  had i t
-they were insects that had damaged

our  fami ly  photos .
S i l ver f i sh . . .  who in  the i r  r igh t  mind

started that misnomer?
Have you ever  P icked uP a

treasured photo, or your favourite

1949 (opy  o l  Womdn 's  DaY magaz ine

from the bottom of a rarelY used

drawer? chances are that silverfish

have chewed, scraPed, furrowed or

ea ten  r igh t  th rough Your  adored

image o f  the  Br i t i sh  roya l  fami lY .

5ilverfish are apterygote Inse(ts
primitive wingless insects that moult

They  are  o f  the  order  Thysanura ,

whose members are small creatures
wi th  an  e longated  body ,  normal  b i t ing

mouthpar ts ,  and th ree  long,  ta i l - l i ke
processes at the end of the abdomen.

Whi le  there  are  qu i te  a  few spec ies

of silverfish throughout the world, the

one most  fami l ia r  to  us  i s  lePrsma

sachar ina .  Th is  an ima l  i s  an  immigrant

f rom Europe and is  found in  our

homes and sheds ,  where  i t  inhab i ts

coo l ,  dark  and damp P laces
L ike  so  many common th ings ,  l i t t le

is known of the l ife history of our
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domest ic  s i l ver f i sh .  We do know,

however, that l ike all the others of the

order, there is no metamorphosis or
pass ing  th rough the  deve loPment

stages of egg, larva, pupa and imago
From the  t ime i t  emerges  f rom an

egg,  the  t iny  beas t  i s  a  t rue
reproduction of its parents, and as it

g rows i t  s imp ly  mou l ts  i t s ' sk in '  (wh ich

is actually an exoskeleton) to achieve

a more roomy covering. After about

six or seven moults the five to 15

mi l l imet re  long adu l t  i s  sexua l l } /

mature  and car r ies  on  i t s  l i fe  o f

continuous activity with no appaient

resting periods.
Between September and March

( typ ica l  h igh  season fo r  insec ts )

s i l ver f i sh  reproduce.  The male

deposits a sperm capsule, and the

female picks it up and transfers it to

her  gen i ta l ia  (how rea l l y  bor ing)  A

rather large egg (about the size of a

smal l  p inhead)  fo r  such a  smal l  an ima l

is  then la id  anywhere  near  a  food

source ,  o r  s imp ly  on  the  lounge room

carpet.
Silverfish l ive for about four years,

and are  noc turna l  They  shun the  l igh t

and,  when d is tu rbed,  scur ry  w i th

tremendous speed to hide in cracks

and c rev ices .  The an imals  Possess
s t rong too thed mand ib les  o r  jaws and

their food includes the surface of

bookcovers, photograPhs and

wal lpaper .  The s ta rchy  dress ing  in

these objects seems to Provide the

chief attraction. Dusty corners also

seem to provide an attractive habitat

and food source.
Although they are considered to

be harmless ,  s i l ver f i sh  never the less

cause consternation in any household
While we can clean and spray \o,/ithin

the  home to  r id  us  o f  these

t
;;!,

f ree loaders ,  one is  thank fu l  tha t  they

are mere specks on the carpet The

fac t  tha t  they  w i l l  read i lY  devour

their own cast o{f 'skins', or the dead

bod ies  o f  o ther  inse( ts ,  and in

capt iv i t y  show un m is ta  kab le

cann iba l i s t i c  tendenc ies ,  serves  us  to
give thanks they are not the size of

the  fami ly  dog.
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DID YOU KNOW?

O Their common name is due to the

rich siluer lustre of their

exoskeleton, which is couered bu

minute scales that bec2me a

residue of fine metallic dust ahen

brushed from the animal. Undet a

microscope each scale k as

beautiful as a finelg sculPtwed

scallop shell.

O Among the most primitiue of

Iiuing insects, silueiish are so soft

and delicate theg haae neuer left a

single trcce of their existence as

fossils in anduring Prehistoric
stone.

O There \re also mang natiue

species of siluerfish that liue under

bark and leaues on the ground

and neuer uenture near human

dwellings. Others are t1lelated

inhobitants of ant and termite

nests.
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Most of us only knou of the exotic
pest ants that inuade our kitchens.
But uhat of the great Aust/alian ants?
See page 23.

research. See 'Tools of
page 41-

Ningaloo Marine Park and Cape Ranae
National Park lie side bg side in our-
north-uest comer, Read qbout how
theg are managed on page 17.
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Armed uith sketch pad, pmcils, pms
and paints, an inlrepid group ofartists
set olf on a brand new LANDSCOPE
expedition. See 'Auash with Colour'
on page 28-

Four more conseruation resemes nou Scientists continue to deuelop wags
olfer grcater prctection to areas in to locate, track and trup for
around the Mitchell Platequ. See
of the Plateau'on page 48.
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Consavins tho ^oturc ol wA
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For mang gears, the decline of
frogs in uarious parts of the
has puzzled conseruationists,
A breakthrough came in 1996 u.
scientkts isolated a naw kind of
fungus that infects and mag kill
Wes tem Aust ral ia n reseqrc hit&w
under way is beginning to.&fur
some inilial auestions aboit lhe fi
and its impact on our unique frogs.
See 'In Pursuit of the Frog Fungus'
on page 10.
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