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Epizootic Lymphangitis, pseudofarcy, 
pseudoglanders, Equine histoplasmosis
• Histoplasma capsulatum var. farciminosum
• Only equines
• Suppurative and ulcerating pyogranulomatous dermatitis and 

lymphangitis
• Spread in body by invasion and via lymphatics
• Freely moveable nodules, ulcerating later
• Transmission close contact, harnesses, grooming equipment, insects



Bizana 
Eastern Cape

Typical chronic case
Neck, legs and chest 
mostly affected
Rarely conjunctivitis or 
respiratory infections



• Severely affected horse

• Epizootic lymphangitis 
causes significant 
economic losses and 
affects the welfare of 
horses and mules



Worldwide, 
especially 
tropics and 
sub-tropics

Endemic in N and NE Africa, 
Gambia, Senegal, Chad, Cameroon, 
Egypt, and especially Ethiopia

Endemic some Mediterranean 
countries, Middle East, Russia, 
India, Pakistan, China and Japan

Sporadic infections in the rest of 
the world.



Anglo-boer war 
imports

• Over 350,000 horses were imported for 
military use mostly from USA, UK, Austria 
and fewer from Australasia, S. America, 
Canada and India
• There was no quarantine
• Mismanagement, poor veterinary care, 

spread of infectious diseases.

• High mortality rate: Horses 67%
Mules 35%

• Deaths due to maladaptation, exhaustion, 
disease



Survivors 
sold in 
South Africa 
and some 
were also 
taken to 
England. 

Many acquired by Basotho. Descendants still in 
Lesotho and the southern slopes of the Drakensberg in 
the Eastern Cape 

Chronically infected horses have only been clinically 
diagnosed since, except for rare cases when 
histopathology was done as well

Other survivors sold to British soldiers returning to the 
United Kingdom, where it spread to British horses

By 1906 the disease had been stamped out in Britain 
by the slaughter of all infected horses, and disinfection 
of the premises, harnesses and equipment



Diagnosis 
of

Epizootic 
Lymphangitis

Histopathology is quite specific

Direct smears are quite accurate

Culture is the gold standard for 
diagnosis in non-endemic countries 
which applies to South Africa



Previous taxonomy indicated 3 groups

• Histoplasma capsulatum var capsulatum
Affects man [Cave’s disease] and many animals

• Histoplasma capsulatum var duboisii
Only in man, only in Africa

• Histoplasma capsulatum var farciminosum
Only in equids



Modern taxonomy

• Molecular tests identify at least 12 phylogenetic species of                       
H. capsulatum

• H. c. farciminosum is genetically intertwined with strains of H. c. 
capsulatum from Eurasia

• This means that older literature based on symptoms, histopathology 
and smears may be inaccurate



South African isolations

• Sporadic attempts to culture the yeast in SA since the 1990’s
• Intensified attempts at culture from 2014 in the Bizana area of the 

Eastern Cape from infected horses belonging to indigent owners
• Samples need to be cultured within 2-3 days for success, which was 

made possible by volunteer veterinarians during charity initiatives.
• Culture is very difficult



Sampling
Date Animal Smear* Significant fungi isolated Significant bacteria isolated

2014.08.18 1 + - -

2016.11.01 2 + - -

2017.06.13 3 + - Streptococcus zooepidemicus

4 + - Streptococcus zooepidemicus

2017.08.28 5 + - Streptococcus dysgalactiae, Pasteurella caballi

6 + - Streptococcus dysgalactiae

2017.11.06 7 + - Staphylococcus aureus

8 + Sporothrix schenkii Staphylococcus aureus, Streptococcus dysgalactiae

9 + Sporothrix schenkii Streptococcus dysgalactiae, Streptococcus zooepidemicus

10 + - -

2018.12.03 11 + - Streptococcus dysgalactiae

2019.07.22 12 + - -

13 - - Streptococcus zooepidemicus

14 + - -

15 + - S. dysgalactiae

16 + - -

17 + - -

2019.09.16 18 + - Pasteurella caballi

2019.09.20 19 Mule + Histoplasma farciminosum Streptococcus dysgalactiae, Staphylococcus pseudintermedius

20 + - -

21 + Sporothrix schenkii -

2020.10.27 22 Thoroughbred + Histoplasma farciminosum Rhodococcus equi



Chronic early 
case

• Nodules form, which are initially 
painless

• They grow and spread, often 
following lymphatics

• The nodules grow, burst and 
ulcerate, and the lesion becomes 
painful

• Secondary infections occur



Chronic neck infection
• The line of spread is probably due to the horse rubbing his 

neck along a pole or a tree, due to the irritation and pain



Eastern Cape horses

• Entire leg affected in both 
horses
• The condition is common in 

the area



Direct smears of the two yeasts

Histoplasma Sporothrix



Histoplasma capsulatum var farciminosum
Confirmed by culture tests, PCR and sequencing
“Cauliflower-like” colonies
1 mm diameter Colonies become brown later. 



Differential diagnosis

• Sporotrichosis – The yeasts of Sporothrix schenkii are cigar-shaped in 
contrast to the oval Histoplasma yeasts. Sporothrix takes 1-2 weeks to 
grow, in contrast to the 8 or more weeks for H. c. farciminosum. 
Sporothrix responds well to potassium iodide treatment.
• Ulcerative lymphangitis due to Corynebacterium pseudotuberculosis 

which is common in sheep in South Africa, and is easy to culture
• Glanders or farcy, due to Burkholderia mallei which has not been seen 

in South Africa since 1945. It is also easy to culture.
• It is unlikely that any of these three would be missed by a competent 

laboratory.



Treatment is unsatisfactory

• Prolonged treatment with potassium iodide systemically and topical 
iodine
• Surgical removal in early cases together with iodides
• Some Ethiopian studies on plant based extracts showed promise, 

such as seed extracts of Combretum molle [Velvet Bush Willow], 
which is also found in South Africa.
• Very rare cases of self-cure have been reported



Thoroughbred filly Hillcrest

• Multinodular abscesses shoulder
• Sporothrix initially suspected
• No response after a month of potassium iodide and potentiated 

sulphas
• She was born and raised in the same general area, and had not had 

any contact with Eastern Cape horses



Thoroughbred 
shoulder 
lesion
This was the situation after 
a month on potassium 
iodide and trimethoprim 
sulfas, showing minimal 
improvement



Thoroughbred 
improvement 
due to 
treatment
Healing ulcers



Treated 
Thoroughbred 
2-year-old Filly
Improvement after 3 
months of oral Potassium 
Iodide [20 mg/ Kg once per 
day] as well as good 
management and care



Most of the 
ulcerated 
lesions 
closed over. 
These 
lesions may 
erupt again.



Control

• Slaughter of all infected horses when possible
• Disinfection of the premises, harnesses and equipment
• Treated and ostensibly cured horses may recrudesce and should 

therefore be isolated



Summary

• Epizootic lymphangitis is still present in South Africa
• It is no longer reportable to the OIE
• H. c. farciminosum is not a zoonotic disease, as far as we know at 

present
• There is an endemic focus of infection in the area of the slopes of the 

Drakensberg. A second focus found in Hillcrest indicates a more 
widespread distribution 
• TAKE HOME MESSAGE Cases of suspected sporothricosis not 

responding to treatment should be investigated further 


