Pacific Coast Shells

The thirty-fourth in Nature Magazine’s series of educational inserts.

By E. LAURENCE PALMER

1940), presented pictures and descriptions of fifty-two shells

common along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts of the United
States. It was suggested that a subsequent unit would consider
similar organisms to be found on the Pacific Coast. The eighth
unit in the series (February, 1940) gave more detailed accounts
of a few shells of great economic importance, some of which are
to be found on both coasts. To avoid unnecessary duplication, we
are assuming that these earlier inserts will be available for use.

When these units appeared we were living in a safer period. Now
many of us are widely scattered, and some may be isolated on Pa-
cific strands, dependent on what the shore affords. Thus the mol-
lusks are important. A few are poisonous, or even capable of biting.

In Europe, they say a sack of periwinkles is a standard picnic
equipment. Of course, no mollusk is safe to eat if it has lived in
polluted waters. Even oysters are dangerous if exposed to sewage,
and especially if dead, and a single bad oyster in a stew may sicken
a large number of persons. In general it is safer to eat a two-shelled
mollusk than a one-shelled animal. Authorities generally seem
agreed that the cone shells and the drills (Terebra) should be
avoided. These are abundant in the Philippines, and some are re-
ported to have a poisonous bite. For the most part, however, the
shells found by the average amateur naturalist along our coasts are
perfectly harmless.

It has been repeatedly demonstrated that the study of shells has
value in restoring shell-shocked minds to normal. This alone should
testify to the desirability of studying shells in these days of stress,
whether at home or abroad. Many in the armed forces are making
collections of shells. It would be well to encourage shell collecting
by these men, and by those in training. Probably, as time goes on,
interest in shells will not decrease. It is unfortunate that there is so
little popular literature to guide the activities of amateurs. Obvi-
ously shells and shell collecting hold an appeal for all classes.

If you have a file of back numbers of Nature Magazine you may
supplement the material given here, and in the previous inserts,
by referring to a number of instructive articles. Important among
these are the following: November, 1928, pp. 297-300; March,
1929, pp. 165-166; July, 1933, pp. 13-16; July, 1934, pp. 23-26,
and November, 1938, pp. 541-544. Of these, the second refer-
ence, on the goeduck, should be “required reading” since an ac-
count of this delectable clam cannot be included here. The Pacific
oyster, many mussels, barnacles and others must also be omitted.

A number of useful references are available to those wishing to
study the subject more fully. Important are the following:

West Coast Shells, by Josiah Keep, revised by Joshua L. Baily,
Jr., Stanford University Press, Stanford University, California. 1935.

Seashore Animals of the Pacific Coast, by Myrtle Elizabeth John-
son and Harry James Snook, The Macmillan Company, New York
City. 1935.

The Marine Shells of the West Coast of North America, in four
parts, by Ida Shepard Oldroyd, Stanford University Publications.
Geological Sciences. Stanford University, California. 1924.

Marine Shells of Puget Sound and Vicinity, by 1da Shepard Old-
royd, Puget Sound Biological Station of the University of Wash-
ington, University of Washington Press, Seattle, Washington. 1924.

Molluscan Fauna from San Francisco Bay, by E. L. Packard, Uni-
versity of California Press, Berkeley, California. 1918.

The Edible Clams, Mussels and Scallops of California, by Frank
W. Weymouth. Fish Bulletin, Number 4, State of California Fish
and Game Commission, Sacramento, California. 1920.

The Life History and Growth of the Pismo Clam, by Frank W.
Weymouth. Fish Bulletin, Number 7, State of California Fish and
Game Commission, Sacramento, California. 1923.

Hllustrated Key to West North American Pelecypod Genera, by
A. Myra Keen and Don L. Frizzell. Stanford University Press,
Stanford University, California. 1939.

Summary of the Marine Shellbearing Mollusks of the Northwest
Coast of America, from San Diego, California to the Polar Sea
Mostly Contained in the Collection of the United States National
Museum, with Illustrations of Hitherto Unfigured Species, by
William Healey Dall. Bulletin 112, Smithsonian Institution, United
States National Museum, Washington, D. C. 1921.

Pacific Coast Shells, by Katherine V. Palmer. Slingerland-Com-
stock Company, Ithaca, New York. 1925.

THE tenth of this series of educational inserts (June-July,

Survival on Land and Sea, by Ethnographic Board and Staff of
the Smithsonian Institution, Publications Branch, Office of Naval
Intelligence, United States Navy. Washington, D. C. 1944.

The illustrations here are by Dr. Katherine V. Palmer, and
credit is gratefully given her for counsel and guidance.

The Pelecypods or Bivalves
(Plates 1 and 2, pages 194 and 195)

FAMILY PECTINIDAE. The scallops of the Atlantic Coast were
discussed in detail in the eighth and tenth educational inserts.
Pecten irradians, the commercial scallop of the East, was figured in
both of these inserts, and its detailed life history was presented in
the eighth. These well-known shells are common subjects of art
and appear freely in commercial advertisements. The notch under
the ear of the shells marks the opening through which an attach-
ing byssus may be spun.

(1) Pink Scallop. Pecten hericius. Length: 1 to 214 inches. A
conspicuously pink shell, with unequal ears, thin, with the ribs
bearing slender spines. The under valve is white, while the upper
one is pink-banded and with fewer ribs. It is a deep water species
more common to the north but found from Port Althorp, Alaska,
south to San Diego, California. Off San Juan Island, Washington,
it is found at depths of 150 to 200 feet.

(2) Pacific Scallop. Pecten circularis aesquisulcatus. Length: to
3 inches. Typical form, with shell more bulging than in the variety,
so that the variety is sometimes called Equally-grooved Scallop,
while the typical form is called the Round Scallop. The shell is
found in deep water, or at shoreline at low tide, lying on the right
side, or attempting to escape. While the whole soft part of the
animal is edible, commercial shellers extract the “meats,” or ad-
ductor muscle, for sale, and reject the darker parts. It ranges from
Santa Barbara to Cape San Lucas in Lower California, and is
dredged commercially at Anaheim, California.

(3) Purple-hinged Scallop. Rock Scallop. Hinnites giganteus.
Length: to 6 inches. Height: to 4 inches. Diameter: to nearly 2
inches. When young, it is free swimming, with the shells nearly
alike, but with age it becomes attached to a rock by one shell,
which becomes modified to conform to the rock. The shell near
the hinge inside is alway a deep purple. When disturbed, an adult
may clap its shells together, forcing a stream of water several
feet into the air. It is not abundant enough to be of commercial
importance, nor is it easily taken. It ranges from the Aleutian
Islands to Magdalena Bay in Lower California.

FAMILY ANOMIIDAE. The Plain Jingle Shell of the Atlantic,
Anomia simplex, member of this family, discussed in insert 10.
(4) Rock Opyster. Jingle Shell. Pearly Monia. Anomia machro-
chisma. Length: to 4 inches. Attached to rocks or to other shells,
one shell being much smaller than the other and bearing a hole
through which a muscle scar is visible. It is rough outside, but a
beautiful pearly cast inside, with purple and green tints. The flesh
is bright orange and is edible, although it is not considered to be
commercially important. It ranges from the Pribilof Islands and
the southern Bering Sea area to Japan and the Sea of Okhotsk on
the West, and to the East along the whole coast to Lower Cali-
fornia. At Puget Sound, it is found at depths of 100 to 250 feet.

FAMILY MYTILIDAE. Edible Mussel. Mytilus edulis. This is
identical with the Atlantic Coast species, discussed in insert 8.

(5) Straight Horse-Mussel. Modiolus rectus. Length: to 4 inches.
This mussel, unlike some other Pacific Coast species, has shells
brown rather than black, and the “umbo’” is not at the extreme
end. The shells are also either conspicuously ridged or bearded.
This mussel is usually solitary, partly buried in mud or gravel,
and attached. It is edible but not commercially important. Ranges
Bolinas Bay, California, to Magdalena Bay, Lower California.

(6) Pea-Pod Shell. Hooked Pea-pod Shell. Adula falcata. Length:
to 3 inches. Shell: thin and flexible being pearly white inside and
dark chestnut outside with a series of conspicuous transverse
wrinkles. The animal can and does bore holes in solid rock and
then attaches itself with a strong byssus. It is more common in
sheltered shallow water than on exposed wave-beaten rocks. It
ranges from Coos Bay in Oregon to San Diego, California.
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