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Wwe've all heard the old saying, “If it works, don’t {ix il.”
That applies to many things, including nature. Along our East
Coast, you don’t have to look far {or one of nature’s best proofs
of that adage —the horseshoe crab,

Millions of years ago, there were many members of the
horseshoe crab group or Xiphosura, meaning sword-tailed ani-
mals. In fact, they were among the dominant critters 100 million
years before the dinosaurs arrived. Numerous species of horse-
shoe crabs and their extinet relatives the sea scorpions were once
plentiful in all the world’s oceans, but only four species ol horse-
shoe crabs exist today. Three species are tound in the western
Pacific, from Japan to Vietnam, and one is found along the west-
ern Atlantic coast, from Maine south to the Yucatdn Peninsula.
Scientists believe that continental drift played a major role in dis-
tributing the horseshoe crab. As the continents drifted apan, wc
were left with only one species on North American shores.

What Is a Horseshoe Crah?

Whilc its hard shell and numerous appendages with claws
may remind us of a crab, the horseshoe ¢rab is not a crab at all,
Horseshoc crabs belong to the arthropod phylum along with crabs,
insects, and other invertcbrates with jointed legs, but Lheir closest
relatives are spiders and scorpions. Crabs have twe pairs of
antennae and a pair of mandibles, or jaws; horseshoe crabs lack
all three. And if you compare the legs of a true crab with the legs
of a horseshoe crab, you'll lind another significant difference.
Crabs. classificd as decapod crustaceans. have live pairs of legs.
including only one pair with claws. Horseshoe crabs have seven
pairs of appendages under their helmet-like shells, and five pairs
are equipped with claws. Some of these claws have special func-
tions. For example, in adult males, the second pair of claws
(called pedipalps} have a boxing-glove shape and are used to
grasp onto females during spawning.

It is interesting 1o note that in the first description of the
horseshoc crab in 1588, British naturalist Thomas Hariot called
it the “horsefoot™ crab. Somehow through time we’ve corrupted
that to “horseshoc.™ Scientists have named (he horseshoe crab
Limulus polyphenis—Limulus meaning a little askew or odd,
and polyphemus after the giant cyclops of Greck mythology.

The horseshoe crab is a fumiliar sight along the Deluware Bay. Afthough
it may look menacing, the horseshioe crab is harmless.

Yet. despite this frightening comparison and its large, spiny body,
the horseshoc crab is harmless. Its long, spiked tail is not poison-
ous, as some may belicve. Rather, the crab uses its tatl as a lever
w flip itself to an upright position when it has been overtusned by
a wave or a thoughtless human.

Life History and Biology

Horseshoe crabs are animals of the temperate seas, and the
Deluware Bay is the center of the population along the Arlantic
coast. During the cold months, they lie half-buried in the oceun
sediments, but as the day lengthens in the spring, they begin to
stir and move toward the beaches, just as they have done for cons.
Horseshoe crabs have been observed mating from April through
December, but mating activity peaks during the highest tides m
lute May and early June, at the time of the full or new moon. At
that time, a million or more horseshoe crabs appear on Delaware
Buy bcaches. While they can be observed spawning both during
the day and at night, by far the highest numbers spawn at night
because of the protection afforded by darkness.

The males arrive hirst, followed by the temales a week or
two later. Females average 30 larger than males. To attract a
mate, the females release ¢ pheromone, a natural chemical that
serves as a sexual stimulant, into the water. Horseshoe crabs also
usc their relatively good vision 1o help spot potential mates.
Males patrol the nearshore waters and use their pedipalps 1o hook







