Oldest Horseshoe Crab Fossil Found, 445 Million
Years Old
ScienceDaily (Feb. 8, 2008) — Few modern animals are as
deserving of the title “living fossil” as the lowly horseshoe
crab. Seemingly unchanged since before the Age of
Dinosaurs, these venerable sea creatures can now claim a
history that reaches back almost half-a billion years.
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In a collaborative research article published recently in the
British journal Palaeontology, a team of Canadian
scientists revealed rare new horseshoe crab fossils from
445 million year-old Ordovician age rocks in central and
northern Manitoba, which are about 100 million years
older than any previously known forms.
Palaeontologist Dave Rudkin from the Royal Ontario
Museum, with colleagues Dr. Graham Young of The
Manitoba Museum (Winnipeg) and Dr. Godfrey Nowlan at
the Geological Survey of Canada (Calgary), gave their
remarkable new fossils the scientific name Lunataspis
aurora, meaning literally “crescent moon shield of the
dawn” in reference to their shape, geological age and
northerly discovery sites. Although they are more
“primitive” in several aspects than other known horseshoe
crabs, their resemblance to living forms is unmistakable.

Lunataspis aurora - fossil paratype specimen
(about 25 mm wide) beside the dried
carapace of a young modern horseshoe crab.
(Credit: Left image courtesy of G. Young, The
Manitoba Museum; right, D. Rudkin, Royal
Ontario Museum)

The fossil horseshoe crabs were recovered in the course of fieldwork studies on ancient tropical seashore
deposits, providing yet another important link to their modern descendants that are today found along
warmer seashores of the eastern United States and the Indian Ocean.
This is particularly significant, explains Rudkin. “Understanding how horseshoe crabs adapted to this
ecological niche very early on, and then remained there through thick and thin, can give us insights into how
ocean and shoreline ecosystems have developed through deep time.”
Today, marine shorelines worldwide are being threatened by human activity, and although some horseshoe
crab populations are endangered, their enviably long record on Earth indicates that they have successfully
weathered many previous crises, including the mass extinction that saw the demise of the dinosaurs and
many other life forms 65 million years ago.

“We do need to be concerned about horseshoe crabs and many of the other unusual life forms found on
marine shores,” said Dr. Young. “Nevertheless, we can also be mildly optimistic that some of these things
have demonstrated a toughness that may allow them to survive our abuse of these environments.”
Living horseshoe crabs are extensively studied, especially in the fields of ecology and medical research. The
exciting discovery of these unusual early fossil relatives adds a new introductory chapter to their remarkable
story.
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