
Itwas,perhaps,ahermitcrabthatateAmeliaEarhart.Forfivenightsafter
Earhartdisappearedfromtheskyin1937,theUSnavypickedupdistress
signalsfromNikumaroro,anuninhabitedislandintheWesternPacific.When
arescueteamreachedtheislandaweeklater–ittooktime,sinceplanes
hadtobeloadedontobattleships–itwasdeserted.Butresearchersonthe
islandhavesincediscoveredhumanbonesmatchingEarhart’ssize:another,
laterteamdiscoveredtheshatteredglassofawoman’scompactmirrorand
afewflakesofrouge.Thebonesweresenttobetested,butwereloston
theway,andunlesstheyarefoundwewon’teverbesurewhetherthey
belongedtothevaliant,hell-for-leatheraviatrixwiththefaceofalion.But,
iftheboneswereEarhart’s,only13werefound,andthehumanbodyhas
206:whereweretheother193?

Crunched,perhaps,tofragments.Nikumaroroishometoacolonyofcoconut
hermitcrabs:theworld’slargestlandcrab,socalledbecauseofitsability
tocrackopenacoconut,manoeuvringaclawintooneofthenut’sthree
eyeholesandpryingitopen.Theoldestlivetomorethanahundred,and
growtobewiderthanthreefeetacross:toolargetofitinabathtub,
exactlytherightsizeforanightmare.In2007,researchersdecidedtotest
theEarharttheory.Thecarcassofasmallpigwasofferedtothecrabs
ontheisland,toseewhattheymighthavedonetoEarhart’sdeadordying
body.Followingtheirremarkablesenseofsmell,theyfoundthepigandtore
itapart,makingoffwithitsbonestotheirburrowsundertherootsofthe
trees.Theirstrengthismonumental:theirclawgripcanproduceupto3300
newtonsofforce(thebiteforceofatigeris1500newtons).Darwincalled
them‘monstrous’:hemeantitasacompliment.

Evenmonsters,though,startsmall.Somehermitcrabsinhabittheland
andothersthesea,buttheyallbeginmicroscopicandunderwater.They’re
releasedaseggsintotheocean,hatchasunprepossessinglarvae(though
whatlarvaeareprepossessing?)andit’sonlyafterseveralmonthsthatthey
arelargeenoughtoinhabitthesmallestemptyshelltheycanfind.Asthey
grow,theygraduatefromonescavengedshelltoanother,mostfrequently
thedelicatelysworledshellofaseasnail,graspingitscolumellawith
claspersatthetipoftheirabdomen.Theyshedtheirexoskeletons,releasing
intotheseaasemi-transparentfloatingcrab–aghost.Thecoconutcrab
eventuallyoutgrowsallothershells,andbeginstoliveuncoveredonthe
land,butthemajorityofthe1100-oddspeciesofhermitcrabslivein
borrowedhomesalltheirlives..
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Hermitcrabsarenot,infact,hermitical:they’resociable,oftenclimbing
ontopofoneanothertosleepingreatpiles,andtheirgroupbehaviour
issointricatelyorderedthattheymakethepoliticsofRenaissancecourts
looksimplistic.Whenacrabcomesacrossanewshell,itwillclimbintoit
andtryitonforsize.Iftheshellisofgoodqualitybuttoobig,itwaits
nearbyforanothercrabtocomeandinspectit.Ifthatcrabalsofindsit
toolarge,itjoinsthefirstcrab,holdingontoitsclawuntilaqueuedevelops
–itcanstretchtotwentycrabs,arrangedinorderofsizefromsmallestto
largest,eachholdingontothenext:ahermitcrabchorusline.Whenatlast
acrabarriveswhocanfitthevacantshell,thefirstcrabinlineclaimsthe
newcrab’sformershell,andthereisaflurryofcrabsclimbingintotheir
neighbour’shome.Thecrab’sabdomenissoftandvulnerabletoattackwhile
exposed,sothewholeprocesstakesplacewithastonishingrapidity.

They’renotonlyforagersforhomes:somearerenovators.Theanemone
hermitcrabissocalledbecauseitliftsanemonesfromtheseabedand
sticksthemtoitsshell,wheretheirstingingtentaclesofferprotectionand
disguisefrompredatoryoctopuses.Theanemone,insymbioticturn,consumes
scrapsofthehermit’sfoodastheyfloatby.Whenthetimecomestomove
toalargershell,thecrab,withsomedifficultyandgreatpersistence,prises
heranemonesofftheoldshellandfixesthemtothenew.

Becausetheyaresmall,andbecausetheireyesonstalks,their
ommatophores,arecuriousandgentle,theCaribbeanandEcuadorianhermit
crabsareoftensoldaseasy-carepets.Salesmenpainttheirshellsinbright
colours,whichslowlypoisonsthem.Many,needingdensehumiditytobreathe,
suffocateintheirtanks.Onthebeaches,theyaretrappedandkilledby
plastic.Noraretheysafeinthesea:someliveatdepthsofmorethan6600
feet,andourpollutionreachesthemeventhere.Thecoconutcrab,oneof
theraresthermitcrabs,risksextinctioninlargepartbecauseitsfleshis
believedtobeanaphrodisiac.Inthisfaith,aswithtigerclawsandrhino
horn,thereisevidenceofgreathumanvulnerability,andenoughstupidity
todestroyentireecosystems.Infact,thesumtotalofnaturalaphrodisiacs
–non-medicalsexualstimulants–iszero.Historically,we’vechosento
believethereareaphrodisiacalpowersina)thatwhichisrare,exotic,new
orexpensiveorb)infoodladenwithspice,whichspeedsthemetabolismand
sparksheatwithinthebodyorc)foodwhichlookslikeapenisoravagina
ord)foodwhichactuallyisapenisorvagina,oreggsorsimilar.Oysters,
forinstance,aremadeuplargelyofwater,protein,salt,zinc,ironandtiny
amountsofcalciumandpotassium:they’renomoreanaphrodisiacthana
vitaminpilldrownedinsaltwater,buttheylooksuggestive.



Wehaveinthepastgivensexualpotency,haphazardly,tochocolate,
asparagus,carrots,honey,nettles,mustardandsparrows.ForShakespeare,
thepotatowasrareandexotic,andgenerallybelievedtohaveaphrodisiac
qualities:‘Lettheskyrainpotatoes,’FalstaffsaysinTheMerryWivesof
Windsor,‘letitthundertothetuneofGreenSleeves,hailkissing-comfits
andsnoweringoes;lettherecomeatempestofprovocation.’Ifwecouldall
gobacktothat,backtothepotato,howmuchwouldbesaved.

Themajorityofhermitcrabsareasymmetrical;theyhavetenlegs,but
thefrontleftclawisenlargedfordefence,andthefrontrightissmaller,
forscoopingfood,aboutwhichtheyaren’tfussy:algae,plantlife,other
deadcrabs.Theyhave,too,undertheirshells,rearendsthattwistinon
themselves–helter-skelters.Andthey’reoff-kilterbeautiful:thejewelled
anemonecrabhasshockingemeraldeyes,onstalksthatarestripedlikea
barber’spoleinredandwhite.Theycanbesea-greyorroyalpurple;the
giantspottedhermitcrabisorangewithwhitedotsedgedinblack;the
hairyyellowisstripedyellowandcream,withopulenthairsonitslegsand
eyesonbluestalks.Upclose,eventhecoconutcrabsarebeautiful:some
areaquamarineatthehinges,somerichbrownwithaburnt-orangeback.

Hermitcrabscan,iftheymust,maketheirhomealmostanywhere.They
havebeenfoundintincans,incoconuthalves.ThePylochelidaefamily
evolvedtomaketheirhomesnotinshellsbutinsea-sponges,stones,
driftwood,piecesofbamboo.Moreandmore,inthesedarkerdays,Iadmire
resourcefulness.Ilovetheirtenacity:forginglivesfromtheshellsofthe
dead,makinghomesfromthedebristhattheworld,initschaos,hasleft
outforthem.

ThisshortarticleappearedintheLondonReviewofBookson6thFebruary
2020.KatherineRundell,amongotheractivities,writesbooksforchildren.
HermostrecentisTheGoodThieves.Ifyoucancommentonanyofher
bookspleasedoso.

Wearegoingtodevelopactivitiesaround,underandbeyondthistextupto
thedateofourworkshopon29thFebruary.ThefirstoneMeettheCrabs
hasbeenstsrtedoff.




