
THE HORSESHOE CRAB

Materials:
1) Copy of Witness to Hiroshima
2) Access to Internet for student research

The common name for Tachypleus tridentatus, the species of horseshoe crab 
that lives in Japan, is Kabutogani. Kabuto means “helmet” and refers to the 
headpiece of the ancient samurai armor.

The Kabutogani is one of only four surviving species of the horseshoe crab, all of 
which are biologically similar. Depending on the region, The Japanese horseshoe 
crab is also called hachigame, dongame, or hachigani in Japanese.  Although 
horseshoe crabs are not eaten in the West, they are sold in Asian markets where 
people consider them a culinary delicacy.  Only the Japanese species is not 
eaten or exploited for folk remedies, ornaments and the like.  Unfortunately due 
to marine pollution and urban development, which has resulted in habitat 
destruction, the horseshoe crab is considered an endangered species in Japan.

In the United States, the horseshoe crab species, Limulus polyphemus, is found 
all along the eastern seaboard from Maine to the Yucatan peninsula in Mexico.  
Delaware Bay is home to the largest Horseshoe Crab population in the world
A member of the arthropod phylum, it is called a crab, but in fact it is not a “true” 
crab at all. (It doesn’t have antennae.)  It is more closely related to arachnids like 
spiders and scorpions.  Often referred to as a “living fossil”, the horseshoe crab is  
among the oldest living animals on earth, with a lineage going back 400,000,000 
years. They predate dinosaurs and cockroaches.

Among the more interesting facts about this fascinating animal are the following:
• Horseshoe crabs have hardly changed or evolved over the last 400 million 

years of their existence.
• They are the largest among arthropods, rivaling small fish in size.
• The horseshoe crab has 10 eyes. 
• Horseshoe crabs have the largest photoreceptors in the animal kingdom.
• Horseshoe crabs do not mature until they are about ten years old. They 

molt, or shed their shells about 17 times before they are mature and ready 
to mate.

• Japanese horseshoe crabs mate with one partner for life; American 
horseshoe crabs do not.

• The females are bigger than the males.
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• The blood of the horseshoe crab is blue.
• An extract of the horseshoe crab’s blood LAL, or Limulus Amebocyte 

Lysate, is used to test medicines, vaccines, surgical tools, and implants to 
make sure they are free of bacterial endotoxins and safe for use.

• The spawn of the horseshoe crab provides life saving nutrients for the Red 
Knot, a bird with one of the longest migration journeys.

• Horseshoe crabs are the most researched of all marine arthropods.

WEBSITES:

For the natural history, evolution, anatomy, physiology, and medical uses of the 
horseshoe crab, as well as a superb research bibliography, our favorite site is 
that of the Ecological Research & Development Group. It is the only organization 
in the world dedicated to the conservation of the world’s four horseshoe crab 
species. We suggest that science teachers use the website as a beginning to 
integrate horseshoe crabs into their curriculum.
http://www.horseshoecrab.org,

The University of Delaware Sea Grant College program also has a good 
comprehensive website.
http://www.ceoe.udel.edu/horseshoecrab/

Tachypleus_tridentatus on Wikipedia

Kasaoka City Kabutogani Museum

VIDEO:

This PBS episode of Nature offers a fascinating look at species interactions 
through the life giving relationship between the horseshoe crab and red knot bird.  
The site includes several full episodes as well as an excellent teacher’s guide.

Nature series on PBS  
Crash: A Tale of Two Species

BOOKS:
The most thorough and comprehensive book on all aspects of the American 
horseshoe crab is The American Horseshoe Crab. To read the preface and an 
excerpt, go to http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog/SHUAME.html.
Shuster, Carl Nathaniel, Robert B. Barlow, and H. Jane Brockmann, eds. The 
American Horseshoe Crab, Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2003
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A critical look at the how the horseshoe crab became indispensable to the 
modern pharmaceutical industry can be found in Crab Wars.
Sargent, William. Crab Wars: A Tale of Horseshoe Crabs, Bioterrorism, and 
Human Health, Lebanon, New Hampshire: University Press of New England, 
2006

Based on 2007 the International Symposium on the Science and Conservation of 
Japanese Horseshoe Crab, Biology and Conservation of Horseshoe Crabs 
includes a chapter by Witness to Hiroshima narrator Keiji Tsuchiya on community 
conservation efforts to protect the horseshoe crab in Japan. 

Smith, David, Mark L. Botton and John T. Tanacredi, eds. Biology and 
Conservation of Horseshoe Crabs, New York: Springer, 2009

To read a chapter excerpt by Keiji Tsuchiya, see “The History of Horseshoe Crab 
Research and Conservation in Japan” on Google Books.
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