
Horseshoe crabs 
What are they?  
Horseshoe crabs are actually NOT crabs. They are grouped, along with spiders and scorpions, 
as arthropods. Arthropods make up about three-quarters (3/4 or 75%) of all known animals. 
They range in size from adult giant king crabs to tiny ants hatching in the spring. Arthropods are 
animals that have segmented bodies, a hard outer skin called a cuticle, and jointed legs. The 
three major kinds of arthropods are insects, arachnids (spiders), and crustaceans (such as 
crabs).  

What do they look like? 
Horseshoe crabs you see today are remarkably like the ones that existed 360 MILLION years 
ago. If you see one on the beach, you might mistake them for an old helmet. Their brownish-
green body is a shaped like a dome. They have a spiked tail, which they use to move and turn themselves over. 

On their undersides, horseshoe crabs have gills and five pairs of walking legs. They use their book gills to push themselves through the 
water and as a way of filtering oxygen carried in water. Book gills are called that because they look like pages of a book.  

Where can you find them? 
Horseshoe crabs live in the shallow and deep waters of the middle and lower Bay. Some discarded shells have also been found north 
of the Bay bridges.  

These creatures use the Bay’s sandy beaches as nurseries where the females lay their eggs in shallow nests they dig in the sand. This 
usually happens in May and June during the full and new moons. If you see a horseshoe crab on the beach, you can be sure it is an 
adult crab.  

How do they behave? 
These ancient creatures can swim upside down, pushing themselves through the water, using their legs and book gills for power. 
However, adult horseshoe crabs spend most of their time at the bottom of the Bay, prowling through the sediment layers and looking for 
food.  Horseshoe crabs molt, or shed their shells, several times throughout their life. 

What do they eat?  
Adult horseshoe crabs like to eat marine worms and shellfish like clams. They use their legs to crush and grind their food before they 
push it into their mouths.  

What eats them?  
Young loggerhead turtles and eels feed on adult horseshoe crabs when they come into the Bay in the summer. Migrating birds, fish, 
and shore birds eat the eggs this creature lays.  

Creature Feature 
Horseshoe crabs are very important to your health. Over 200,000 of them are used each year for 
medical research. A clotting agent found in their blood is used to detect bacteria in drugs that you 
are given by a needle. Scientists have also used these animals for research into eye problems, for 
surgery, and in developing special bandages.  

And, after giving their blood, the horseshoe crabs are returned to their watery homes.  
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