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GLASSWORMS: A NATIVE FOOD FOE NATIVE FISH 

by Konrad Schmidt, S t .  Pau l ,  Minnesota 

Glassworms, o r  phantom midge l a r v a e  (Ohaoborus amerlcanus L 
are  t h e  immature s t a g e  o f  a n o n - b i t i n g  I n s e c t  t h a t  resembles  
a mosquito .  Here in  t h e  midwest,  t h e  h a l f - i n c h  glassworm can 
be found i n  many smal l  l a k e s  and ponds from September through 
A p r i l .  I probably would never  have l e a r n e d  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o r  
v a l u e  o f  glassworms i f  I had not  worked a t  a t r o p i c a l - f i s h  
s t o r e  s e v e r a l  years  ago .  The s t o r e ' s  owner f e d  h i s  f i s h  and 
s o l d  both glassworms and br ine  shrimp, but pre ferred  t h e  worms. 
Not o n l y  cou ld  t h e y  take  t h e  s t r e s s  o f  overcrowding,  but a l s o ,  
more important ly ,  even t h e  most f i n i c k y  f i s h e s  gorged themse lves  
on t h e s e  t a s t y  morse l s .  At f i r s t ,  I was q u i t e  c o n t e n t ,  a s  were 
t h e  customers ,  t o  pay someone e l s e  t o  c o l l e c t  our glassworms; 
then one y e a r ,  t h e  s u p p l i e r  c a l l e d  i t  q u i t s  and our s o l e  source  
d r i e d  up. The customers'  demand l i n g e r e d ,  however,  so I d e 
c i d e d  t o  t r y  my l u c k  a t  "worxnin,n w i t h  Don Richmond, another  
NANFA member, who was a l s o  i n t e r e s t e d  in  t h i s  l i t t l e  b u s i n e s s  
endeavor.  

The c o l l e c t i n g  methods and m a t e r i a l s  we e v e n t u a l l y  d e 
ve loped  provided a commercial supply o f  worms, but they  can 
e a s i l y  be modi f ied  t o  meet one i n d i v i d u a l ' s  n e e d s .  Unfor tunate ly ,  
t h e  most time-consuming part  o f  c o l l e c t i n g  i s  f i n d i n g  ponds 
t h a t  conta in  glassworms. This  I n c l u d e s  choos ing  g e n e r a l  a r e a s  
t o  check;  d r i v i n g  t ime;  c o n t a c t i n g  landowners; and checking 
ponds.  Most o f  t h e  ponds we used are  w i t h i n  a twenty-mi le  
r a d i u s  o f  t h e  Twin O l t l e s .  Some o f  our  b e s t  ponds were found 
a l o n g  roads ,  but o t h e r s  would have been missed without t h e  
use  o f  maps. We pre ferred  t h e  7 .5 -minute  topographica l  a a p s ,  
and purchased t h e  a r e a s  we wanted t o  check; however, I have 
r e c e n t l y  found them a v a i l a b l e  a t  some pub l i c  l i b r a r i e s .  We 
g e n e r a l l y  searched t h e  maps f o r  ponds t h a t  drained a g r i c u l t u r a l  
f i e l d s  (corn)  o r  l i v e s t o c k  y a r d s .  These ponds seemed t o  have 
t h e  g r e a t e s t  glassworm d e n s i t i e s  due t o  t h e  Increased  n u t r i e n t  
l o a d .  We did a grea t  d e a l  o f  d r i v i n g ,  mainly t o  b u i l d  up a 
l a r g e  r e s e r v e  t o  a v e r t  a s h o r t a g e ,  but an i n d i v i d u a l  cou ld  
p o s s i b l y  g e t  by wi th  one o r  two ponds. We contac ted  landowners 
f o r  two r e a s o n s :  t o  ga in  permiss ion t o  e n t e r  t h e i r  property  
and a l s o  t o  a s k  them i f  t h e  pond conta ined  f i s h .  We have found 
t h a t  i f  f i s h  are  p r e s e n t ,  glassworms are  a b s e n t — o r  so  f ew  t h a t  
t h e y  are  not  worth t h e  e f f o r t .  A l s o ,  f i s h l e s s  ponds are  l e s s  
l i k e l y  t o  c o n t a i n  d i s e a s e s  t h a t  can be t ransmi t t ed  t o  aquarium 
f i s h .  

The o n l y  equipment needed t o  check a pond id  a p a i r  o f  
waders and a f ine-meshed  dip  n e t .  A couple  o f  scoops  with the  
ne t  w i l l  produce glassworms i f  t h e y  are  p r e s e n t .  

The s i m p l e s t  method we found t o  c o l l e c t  glassworms i s  
by dip n e t .  A n e t  e i g h t  t o  t e n  inches  on a s i d e  works w e l l  
i n  a dense pond. One suc& pond tha t  we s t i l l  o c c a s i o n a l l y  
use f o r  o u r  own f i s h  w i l l  produce about a two-week supply  i n  
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about f i f t e e n  minutes o f  d ipp ing .  I b  Sha n o t - s o - d e n s e  ponds,  
we have used hoop n e t s  and s e i n e s .  The hoop n e t s  were t h r e e  
t o  f o u r  f e e t  i n  diameter wi th  v e r y  l o n g  s l e e v e s .  We have even 
used o l d  l a n d i n g  n e t s  by r e p l a c i n g  t h e  coarse  mesh with a 
f i n e  o n e .  I h e  s e i n e s  were about twenty f e e t  i n  l e n g t h  and 
v e r y  s i m i l a r  to  minnow s e i n e s  except  i n  mesh s i z e .  When each 
s e i n e  hau l  was ready t o  be l i f t e d  from t h e  water ,  t h e  e n t i r e  
s e i n e  would be g e n t l y  rocked i n  unison on t h e  s u r f a c e ,  making 
sure  t h a t  n e i t h e r  t h e  top  nor  the  bottom edges dipped below 
t h e  s u r f a c e .  As t h e  s e i n e  was s l o w l y  p u l l e d  upwards, t h e  
worms would concentra te  in a l i n e  down the  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  
s e i n e .  Then, s t a r t i n g  a t  one end,  t h e  s e i n e  would be r a i s e d  
and t h e  worms would be "snowballed" t o  t h e  o t h e r  end.  Some
t imes  t h i s  method would produce a p i n t  o f  worms per  s e i n e  h a u l .  

C o l l e c t i n g  glassworms through t h e  i c e  i n  w i n t e r  i s  a 
l i t t l e  more d i f f i c u l t ,  but not  i m p o s s i b l e .  We cont inued c h e c k 
i n g  ponds i n  t h e  w i n t e r ,  u s i n g  a hand-powered i c e  auger t h a t  
can be found i n  many models a t  most area s p o r t i n g  goods s t o r e s #  
I f  t h e  b lade  was sharp ,  we could  cut  through two o r  t h r e e  
f e e t  o f  i c e  i n  a few minutes .  We l engthened  t h e  handle o f  
our  dip n e t  with about f i v e  f e e t  o f  PVC p i p e .  That a l l owed  
us  t o  sample below t h e  i c e .  The h o l e  g r e a t l y  r e s t r i c t s  maneu
v e r i n g  t h e  n e t ,  but i n  a t h i c k  pond, wi th  a l i t t l e  p a t i e n c e ,  
a person could c o l l e c t  what he n e e d s .  The method we used 
required  removing a b l o c k  o f  i c e  a t  l e a s t  l a r g e  enough t o  
work a hoop n e t .  we began c u t t i n g  i c e  w i t h  an ant ique  c r o s s 
cut  saw t h a t  had about a f o u r - f o o t  b l a d e .  We would punch t h e  
corners  o f  t h e  b l o c k  out w i th  t h e  i c e  auger and "simply" c o n 
n e c t e d  t h e  h o l e s  w i t h  t h e  saw. Y e s ,  t h e  t o o l  d id  t h e  j o b ,  
but i t  t o o k  some t ime and e f f o r t .  We e v e n t u a l l y  brought a 
chain  saw t h a t  made l i f e  a grea t  d e a l  e a s i e r .  S p e c i a l  i c e  
c h a i n s  are  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  most cha in  saws,  but we found t h a t  
f i l i n g  down t h e  c l e a n i n g  rakers  between t h e  t e e t h  worked 
Just a s  w e l l .  Once t h e  b l o c k  had been cut  l o o s e ,  we found 
i t  much e a s i e r  t o  push i t  under t h e  i c e  r a t h e r  than l i f t  
i t  o u t .  The hoop n e t  was worked by walking i n  a c i r o l e  around 
t h e  h o l e  and o c c a s i o n a l l y  r e v e r s i n g  d i r e c t i o n .  

Glassworms are  v e r y  e a s y  to  s t o r e ,  provided t h e  water i s  
kept c o l d  and a e r a t e d .  We p r e f e r r e d  t o  keep our own worms 
i n  a r e f r i g e r a t o r ,  but an unheated basement o r  garage w i l l  
s u f f i c e  i f  t h e  temperature remains above f r e e z i n g .  Glassworms 
have proven s u r p r i s i n g l y  hardy even under seemingly  l e s s - t h a n -
i d e a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  We have had them f u l l y  recover  from b e i n g  
f r o z e n  f o r  short  p e r i o d s ,  and have found them not  t o  be bothered 
i n  t h e  l e a s t  by t h e  c h l o r i n e  presen t  in  t a p  water .  The g r e a t e s t  
b e n e f i t  t o  keeping glassworms i s  o f  course  f e e d i n g  your f i s h .  
Though not  i m p o s s i b l e ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  over feed  with glassworms.  
In a f i s h l e s s  aquarium, we have had smal l  q u a n t i t i e s  l a s t  f o r  
about t h r e e  weeks b e f o r e  t h e y  change i n t o  adu l t  phantom midge 
f l i e s .  In comparison, b r i n e  shrimp w i l l  d i e  In f r e s h  water 
w i t h i n  a few h o u r s .  I have a l s o  been t o l d  by a person who 
now c o l l e c t s  glassworms t h a t  t h e y  a l s o  o f f e r  a n u t r i t i o n a l  
advantage o v e r  br ine  shrimp. He had t h e  dry we ights  o f  both  
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analyzed by a l a b  and glassworms came out on t o p .  I admit 
t h i s  i s  hardly  an unbiased account ,  but I have seen  t h e  p o s i 
t i v e  e f f e c t s  on f i s h  when f e e d i n g  glassworms. One o f  t h e  
most remarkable changes I have wi tnessed  occurred l a t e  t h i s  
summer wi th  some G i l t  Darters Don and I had c o l l e c t e d  a year  
ago .  By summer'B end, t h e y  were a sorry  s i g h t ,  having been 
f e d  o n l y  f rozen  br ine  shrimp. Their  b e l l i e s  were f l a t  and 
a l l  t r a c e s  <s£ go ld  had van i shed .  A f t e r  one month o f  e a t i n g  
glassworms,  they  had a l l  f i l l e d  out ,and  t h e  r i c h  c o l o r s  had 
re turned .  

I am sure t h e r e  are many KANFA members who would p r e f e r  
t o  spend t h e i r  spare t ime c o l l e c t i n g  f i s h ,  not f o o d ,  but would 
s t i l l  be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t r y i n g  glassworms. I sugges t  checking 
pet  s t o r e s  i n  the  a r e a .  The current s u p p l i e r  has  g r e a t l y  
expanded h i s  b u s i n e s s  i n  recent  years  and now sh ips  worms 
to  many major c i t i e s  on both c o a s t s  and the  Gulf s t a t e s .  

m 

NATIVE FISH ON THE PONDEROSA 

L o m e  G r e e n e ^ - e v i d e n t l y  t h e  L o m e  G r e e n e - - h a s  a d v i s e d  
NANFA o f  e x t e n d e d  p l a n s  f o r  "Lorne G r e e n e ' s  New W i l d e r n e s s , "  
a n  a w a r d - w i n n i n g ! t h r e e  Emmys) n a t u r e  s e r i e s .  

"The o l d  w i l d e r n e s s  i s  g o n e , "  s a y s  t h e  r e l e a s e .  " T h i s  
i s  t h e  new w i l d e r n e s s ,  where man and n a t u r e  come t o g e t h e r .  
We a r e  now a t  a c r i t i c a l  p o i n t .  We have  t o  d e c i d e  w h e t h e r  
t o  l i v e  w i t h  t h e  amimals o r  j u s t  g e t  r i d  o f  them. I f  we 
d e s t r o y  them, we d e s t r o y  o u r s e l v e s . "  

We a r e  u r g e d  t o  c o n t a c t  l o c a l  s t a t i o n s  and v o i c e  o u r  
s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  s e r i e s .  A l s o ,  t h e  show i s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  acquir ing 
" b r o a d c a s t - q u a l i t y  n a t u r e  f o o t a g e ,  a s  v/e l l  a s  f i l m  o r  t a p e s  o f  
i n d i v i d u a l s ,  g r o u p s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  and companies t a k i n g  a c t i o n s  
t o  p r o t e c t  and p r e s e r v e  o u r  env i ronmen t .  Those w i t h  such m a t e r i a l  
s h o u l d  c o n t a c t  e i t h e r  Susan  Cooper,  Los Ange les  o f f i c e  o f  
Greene & Dewar, New W i l d e r n e s s  P r o d u c t i o n s ,  213-453-0451,  o r  
L i s a  Ofman, Toron to  o f f i c e ,  416-593-1781 .  

Kon
Typewritten Text
American Currents December 1984 Vol 10 No 10




