
HORSESHOE CRAB
FAST FACTS

•  The earliest horseshoe crab fossils are found in strata from 

the late Ordovician period, roughly 450 million years ago.

•  Horseshoe crabs are not actually crabs at all. They are 

much more closely related to spiders and other arachnids 

than they are to crabs or lobsters!

•  There are four species of horseshoe crabs still around 

today. Only one species, Limulus polyphemus, is found 

in North America along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts from 

Maine to Mexico. The other three species are found in 

Southeast Asia.

•  Horseshoe crabs are known to gather in large nesting 

aggregations, or groups, on beaches particularly in the 

mid-Atlantic states such as Delaware, New Jersey and 

Maryland in the spring and summer, where their  

populations are largest. Horseshoe crabs can nest  

year-round in Florida, with peak spawning occurring  

in the spring and fall.

•  They have blue blood! Horseshoe crabs have copper in 

their blood instead of iron.

Old as dinosaurs? Older! Horseshoe crab  

fossil outdate dinosaurs and have remained 

unchanged for almost 445 million years!  

These animals are closely related to spiders, 

ticks and scorpions. Many people are nervous 

about their tail, but the beachcombers use it 

to flip themselves over in case they get turned 

upside down. 



HORSESHOE CRAB
VOCABULARY

Scavenger: An animal that feeds on carrion, 
dead plant material, or refuse.

Molting: When an animal gets rid of old feathers,  
hair or shell, making room for new growth.

Book Gills: Book gills are flap-like appendages that 
effect gas exchange within water and seem to have 
their origin as modified legs. On the inside of each 
appendage, over 100 thin page-like membranes, 
lamellae, appearing as pages in a book, are where 
gas exchange takes place.

Limulus amebocyte lysate (LAL): Used to detect  
the presence and concentration of bacteria in  
medical microbiology.

Migration: Seasonal movement of animals from  
one region to another.

Arthropod: An invertebrate animal of the large 
phylum Arthropoda, such as an insect, spider,  
or crustacean.

Rite of Spring: Each spring during the high tides of 
the new and full moons, thousands of horseshoe 
crabs migrate to the Delaware Bay shoreline to lay 
their eggs. This is also when migratory shorebirds 
make meals of the horseshoe crabs and their eggs. 

HORSESHOE SCRAMBLE

Unscramble the words below to find 

the anatomy of a horseshoe crab.

PARECAA

STELNO

KOBO LILGS 

SIPNES 

ELGS 


