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Who’s who? 
There are thought to be thousands of 
di�erent species of earthworms in the world. 
Some of them are rare, and many species 
have moved around the world with human 
settlers. Some species may be found only in 
greenhouses or other “unnatural” places 
and couldn’t survive in normal soil. 

There are a few types of earthworm that 
make their home under rotting tree bark,  
or even in semi-aquatic (watery) conditions, 
but most do as their name suggests and live 
in the soil. You can divide worms into three 
groups, depending on which part of the soil 
they live in: the surface, the topsoil, or the 
subsoil. See if you can find them all!

SURFACE WORMS These like rich soil with a  
lot of organic matter, and they tend to be 
small and dark in color (which helps with 
camouflage from predators). The compost 
worm (Eisenia fetida) is one of these, and  
it can’t even survive in the soil because it 
needs a really rich habitat. You can find 
them in piles of old leaves and rotten wood, 
and, of course, in the compost.

TOPSOIL WORMS Worms that like to live in the 
topsoil (or loam, usually down to about 8 
inches) are the most common. They eat a lot 
and tend to have shallow, horizontal 
burrows. If you dig in your yard, you will 
probably find some of these worms. 

SUBSOIL WORMS Worms that live in the  
subsoil (under the topsoil) usually have  
a permanent burrow, which can be up  
to 10 feet deep. They still need to come  
up to the surface layers of the soil to feed, 
however, so you might find them if you look. 

LATIN NAMES
Latin names are used in science to precisely 
describe plants and animals, according to which 
groups they belong to. The same species may 
have di�erent common names (like compost 
worm, red wiggler, or brandling worm), but the 
same Latin name (Eisenia fetida) is used around 
the world, helping to avoid confusion! 
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WORMS LOVE
A LOT OF FOOD This is why it’s so important to 

keep feeding the soil with compost.

MOIST, WARM SOIL Although they can survive 

extremes by going into a form of hibernation, 

they prefer soil that is neither too wet nor too 

cold, or too dry.

BEING UNDISTURBED The best habitat for a worm 

is permanent cover, letting it build its burrows 

and breed happily.

WORMS HATE
WATERLOGGED SOIL In wet weather, if the 
ground is underwater for days at a time, then 
many worms will drown.

REALLY DRY SOIL Worms burrow down deep 
to reach moist soil and in extreme conditions 
curl themselves into a tight ball and wait for rain.

BEING CUT IN HALF There is a myth that if  
you cut a worm in half, you get two worms. 
Unfortunately, this isn’t true. They can survive 
being cut if you miss their vital organs, but they 
certainly don’t multiply.

Who eats worms?
Worms are made up of about 70 percent protein. This means a 
lot of things like to eat them.
• All kinds of birds, such as blackbirds and robins
• Mammals, such as moles and shrews
• Lizards, frogs, toads, and turtles 
• Man—we don’t usually eat them, but sometimes our shovels 
and plows do. Whoops!

I LOVE 
worms!

I’m getting 
out of my 
depth here.
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Learning from worms
Identifying which types of worms you have  
in your soil can help you understand more 
about it. Using the fold-out worm measuring 
chart in this book will help you recognize 
who’s who in your yard and tell you more 
about what’s going on underground . . .

If you can find the big night crawler 
(Lumbricus terrestris) in your soil, then you 
are probably looking after it well—this 
worm,  brought here by the Europeans, 
really likes rich soil with a lot of organic 
matter. It comes out at night.

The �eld worm (Allolobophora caliginosa) 
likes poorer soil, so if this is the main worm 
you find, then you should be adding some 
more compost or manure to your garden.

If you’ve found the native Oregon giant 
earthworm (Driloleirus macelfreshi), it  
will almost certainly be in a fine-textured 
soil rich in clay. This worm is large, up to 
4 feet long.

Red wigglers (Eisenia fetida), or manure 
worms, need a lot of organic matter, which is 
why they love compost piles so much. They 
don’t normally survive in soil unless it is rich.

Another common worm is the green worm 
(Allolobophora chlorotica). It doesn’t like 
really acidic soil, but it can cope with a 
slightly acidic soil. Despite its name, it can 
also be a pale gray color. If you touch it, it 
can ooze out a lot of yellow liquid.

BAD WORMS
Not all worms are good—there are some that 
eat other worms. In Europe, some species of 
�atworm from Australia and New Zealand 
have invaded and are eating up earthworms, 
and in North America, invading “hammerhead 
worms” are doing the same thing.

WORMY FACT
Charles Darwin called 

worms “nature’s  
plows” because they 
bring organic matter  

from the surface down 
into di�erent depths  

of the soil.
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