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Purpose of Study: Previous studies suggest that spirochetal infection by Borrelia 

burgdorferi could be transferred from person to person by intimate human contact 

without the involvement of an arthropod vector (Harvey and Salvato, Med 

Hypotheses 2003;60:742)(Stricker,  Moore, and Winger, J Investig Med 

2004;52(1):S151). Detecting viable spirochetes from vaginal and seminal secretions 

would provide additional evidence to support this hypothesis.  

 

Methods used: Three patients, one male and two female, were selected for this 

study. Serologic testing for Borrelia burgdorferi was performed on all study subjects. 

Blood, and semen or vaginal secretions were used to inoculate BSK-H medium with 

antibiotics for Borrelia culture. Motile spirochetes were detected by light and/or 

darkfield microscopy of cultures. Culture fluid containing isolates was centrifuged to 

concentrate spirochetes and the resultant pellets were subjected to SEM and/or 

Dieterle and anti-Borrelia burgdorferi immunohistochemical staining followed by 

light microscopy for further characterization. PCR was performed for specific 

identification of the cultured isolates by two independent laboratories.  

 

Results: Circulating antibodies to B. burgdorferi were detected in all three patients. 

Motile spirochetes were observed in culture fluid inoculated with blood and semen 

or vaginal secretions from all 3 research subjects.  Morphologic features of 

spirochetes were observed by SEM and/or by light microscopy of Dieterle and anti-

B. burgdorferi immunohistochemical stained culture pellets. PCR confirmed that the 

spirochetes isolated and detected from blood, and vaginal and seminal fluids were 

strains of B. burgdorferi and PCR subtyping indicated that the strains were B. 

burgdorferi sensu stricto. 

 

Conclusions: The culture of motile spirochetes from the blood and genital secretions 

of three study subjects suggests systemic spirochetal infection and viability of the 

infecting microorganisms. The detected isolates were confirmed as B. burgdorferi 

sensu stricto. The fact that living B. burgdorferi isolates were detected in both blood 

and genital secretions suggests that systemic Lyme disease could theoretically be 

transmitted by sexual or intimate contact from person to person.  

 


