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She felt as if something 
were crawling on her. 
The skin on her arms, 
legs and face erupted 
into lesions, harboring 
what looked like small 
eggs and creatures with 
flagella; and stiff, white, 
cotton-like threads 
emerged from her thighs. 
She tried spraying herself 
down with vinegar and 
slathering on scabies 
cream bought off the 
Internet.

But the worst part, says Susan—she prefers not 
to use her last name—was that no one believed 
her.

Then a few months ago she found an online 
community, all of whom suffered similar 
ghoulish symptoms, and had christened their 
condition ‘Morgellons disease.’ The virtual 
Morgellons Research Foundation has around 
5,000 registrants.

“I felt so relieved,” she says. “I found all these 
people talking about the same thing I was.”

After months of futile campaigns—and claims 
of a cover-up by the government—she and her 
fellow sufferers can claim a small victory: in 
June, the US Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) began investigating the 
phenomenon.

The agency plans to first define Morgellons 
with a set of criteria that distinguishes it from 
other illnesses. “It is likely that for many of 
these people, they can be helped through 
another case definition,” says Dan Rutz, a CDC 
spokesman.

Rutz is being diplomatic.
Most dermatologists deny the disease 

exists, saying the people who claim to suffer 
from it have either common skin illnesses or 
psychological disorders such as delusional 
parasitosis, in which people become irrationally 
convinced that they harbor parasites. In such 
disorders, people often have lesions, but those 
are caused by the patients’ own scratching and 
picking.

“There really is no scientific basis at this 
point to believe that this is real,” says Stephen 
Stone, president of the American Academy of 
Dermatology. Many patients with symptoms 
similar to Morgellons respond well to 
antipsychotics, Stone says. But “admittedly, there 
are some that did not. I guess you have to keep 
an open mind to the possibility that something 
is going on.”

Noah Scheinfeld, assistant clinical professor 
of dermatology at Columbia University, says 
patients sometimes come in with pieces of their 
skin mixed with other materials in a box or a 

piece of Saran Wrap.
“Such patients are a 

challenge to help and 
to treat,” he says. “They 
want to be believed 
above all and tend to 
be socially isolated.” 
Scheinfeld says the 
Internet has helped those 
with parasitic delusions 
to band together and 
reinforce each others’ 
beliefs.

To the sufferers, 
nothing could be more 

real. In her most recent email, Susan said light 
yellow worms were crawling out of her face and 
black crud was oozing from her pores. “I’m in 
tears, I’m afraid, I’m screaming I am so scared 
and distraught,” she said.

At least one scientist—albeit not an expert 
in the field—is taking it seriously. Morgellons 
patients have masses of dark fibers visible at 
×60 magnification under the unbroken skin, 
while unaffected individuals do not, says Randy 
Wymore, assistant professor of pharmacology 
at Oklahoma State University. “That took away 
any possibility that this was not a real thing,” 
Wymore says.

Wymore usually works on potassium 
channels but is now planning to investigate 
the nature of the fibers, which he says are 
quite unlike those from textiles. “This is quite 
a mystery,” he says. “It is both intellectually 
intriguing and frightening. We cannot be so 
intellectually arrogant as to believe there is 
nothing new under the sun.”

Emma Marris, Washington, DC

Mysterious ‘Morgellons disease’ prompts US investigation

The University of Cape Town in South Africa 
has set up a committee to assess charges of 
professional misconduct against virologist 
Girish Kotwal.

The move follows a Nature Medicine 
article that linked Kotwal with Secomet V, 
an herbal remedy touted as an HIV/AIDS 
therapy (Nat. Med. 12, 723–724; 2006). 
Kotwal, who is head of medical virology 
at the university’s Institute of Infectious 
Disease and Molecular Medicine, published 
a report of the compound’s in vitro antiviral 
activity and promoted Secomet V’s antiviral 
properties to both local and inter national 
media.

Five days after the article’s publication, 
the university on 3 July suspended Kotwal 

from his research duties and closed his 
laboratories. A preliminary investigating 
committee concluded that there was prima 
facie evidence for charges of misconduct 
against Kotwal.

According to Skye Grove, a spokesperson 
for the university, a formal university 
Committee of Inquiry, which has disciplinary 
powers over academic staff, is investigating 
the charges. The committee is assessing 
whether Kotwal is guilty of violating rules for 
the approval of research on human subjects 
and adequate standards of care for research 
animals and of the misleading publication of 
research results.

In the meantime, South Africa’s Medicines 
Control Council is taking action against 

the drug’s manufacturer, Stellenbosch-
based Secomet. The agency has referred the 
matter to the Department of Health Law 
Enforcement Unit, which is investigating 
the issue. “The [council] considers anything 
making medicinal claims about HIV/AIDS in 
a very serious light,” says registrar Mandisa 
Hela.

Officials from Secomet declined to 
comment.

Kotwal declined to comment on the 
investigation but told Nature Medicine, 
“Misinformation and twisted information and 
wrongful linkages and over-sensationalization 
cause severe and irreparable damage that will 
not go unchallenged in a due process.”

Natasha Bolognesi, Cape Town

University shuts down virologist’s work on questionable AIDS drug

Disease or delusion? Skeptics say lesions in Morgellons disease (left) are similar to those caused 
by patients’ neurotic scratching and picking (right).
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