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Introduction

The Harpago complex is a group of three distinct 
species of marine gastropods within the family 
Strombidae. Genus Harpago is one of several 
genera within this fascinating family. Although 
fairly common, all three species exhibit strong 
features and bold characters, while the relative size, 
mass and decorative flair of Harpago chiragra in 
particular has given it a prominent place on many 
collector mantelpieces.

Many would argue that the species within this 
genus border on bland and uninteresting, their 
relative abundance often being cited as reason 
for the aforementioned. This, however, could 
not be further from the truth. Although Harpago 
chiragra and Harpago arthriticus are regarded as 
common, the true joy in collecting this genus is in 
finding spectacular specimens – a feat not easily 
accomplished. Finding specimens resplendent 
with intense dorsal coloration and patterning, 
vibrant aperture coloration and texture, perfect 
digitations and spires, graceful ornamentation 
or uncommon sizes (both small and large) is a 
challenge, and a reward when found. In addition, 
the relative scarcity, and added gracefulness, 
of Harpago rugosus, makes this species a prize 
worthy of seeking out.

An additional challenge is collecting specimens of 
the more common varieties from various locations, 
or collecting aberrant specimens exhibiting some 
flair.

An added boon of collecting a species regarded 
as fairly common is the associated relative low 
cost of acquisition. It is not difficult to build up a 
large collection of species from this genus over a 
relatively short period of time – notably adding 
specimens from various world locations to make 
the collection all the more interesting.
The purpose of this guide is twofold: to inspire 

collectors to see the true beauty and value of the 
species within the Harpago complex; and to help 
them differentiate and identify the three species 
more easily.

Nomenclature

The following diagram provides a visual layout 
of the nomenclature associated with the Harpago 
complex. The genus contains three distinct species: 
Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798), Harpago 
chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758) and Harpago rugosus 
(Sowerby II, 1842).

Superfamily

Stromboidea Rafinesque, 1815

Family

Strombidae Rafinesque, 1815

Genus

Harpago Mörch, 1852

Species

Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798)

Harpago chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)

Harpago rugosus (Sowerby II, 1842)

The Harpago complex: a collector’s guide
Andre Meredith (photos by the author)

Article first published in American Conchologist
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The type species for genus Harpago is Lambis 
harpago Röding, 1798, now accepted as Harpago 
chiragra (Röding, 1798).

An interesting fact about H. rugosus is that up until 
a few years ago it was thought that true rugosus 
and the male form of H. chiragra were one and the 
same. It was though to be a “form” of H. chiragra, 
and was known as “Harpago chiragra f. rugosa”. 
It is now known that there are actually two distinct 
species:  the smaller male of H. chiragra, as well 
as the species H. rugosus. Although both have 
similarities, there are distinct features separating 
them. H. arthriticus was also once thought to be 
only a “form” of H. chirgara (“Harpago chirgara 
f. arthritica”), but it has also been accepted as a 
rightful and separate species in itself.

The following synonyms are associated with the 
Harpago complex:

Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798)
  Harpago arthritica [sic] (incorrect gender 

ending)
  Lambis arthritica Röding, 1798 (original 

combination)
 Lambis chiragra arthritica (Röding, 1798)
 Strombus divergens Perry, 1811
 Strombus nigricans Perry, 1811
Harpago chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)
  Strombus chiragra Linnaeus, 1758 (original 

combination)
 Lambis chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)
 Lambis harpago Röding, 1798
 Lambis undulata Röding, 1798
 Pterocera kochii Freyer, 1855
Harpago rugosus (Sowerby II, 1842)
  Harpago rugosa [sic] (incorrect gender 

ending)
 Pterocera rugosa Sowerby II, 1842
 Lambis rugosa (Sowerby II, 1842)

Besides the many aberrant forms found – in 
particular associated with H. chiragra – the genus 
produces one very interesting (but exceptionally 
rare) recognised hybrid:

•	 H. chiragra X Lambis lambis

Other hybrids may exist, although unrecognised 

(e.g. a report of a hybrid between H. chiragra X 
H. rugosus).

Descriptions

The accepted method used for describing shells 
is using words. Although scientifically accurate, 
a written description accompanied by graphic 
(paintings, drawings, sketches, photographs) 
representations often clears up an uncertainty 
far more quickly. The following are written 
descriptions of all three species, supplemented 
with visual identification plates to highlight the 
primary identifying features (and differences) for 
all three species.

Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798)
Shell (including digitations) 120 to 190 mm (5 to 
7 inches) in length with 5 labial digitations and 
with its siphonal canal turned to the left. Large 
“stromboid notch” located between the 4th and 
5th labial digitations. Similar to H. chiragra, but 
instead of having a deep depression at the upper 
end of the aperture, there is an arching broadly 
rounded, slightly depressed shelf projecting from 
the upper part of the parietal wall. The colour of 
the inside of the outer lip is usually yellowish or 
pinkish yellow with splotches of purplish underlying 
the white spiral lirae. The columella is brownish 
purple with strong whitish spiral Iirae which tend 
to parallel the 4 spiral cords on the parietal wall. 
On the dorsum of the body whorl, the top spiral 
cord bears 7 to 9 evenly-sized, rounded nodules. 
Periostracum thin, varnish-like and translucent-
yellowish.

M/F: There are no significant, officially-reported 
differences between the shells of the males and 
females.

Harpago chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)
Shell large, 150 to 250 mm (6 to 10 inches) in 
length, massive, with 5 large labial digitations and 
with the siphonal canal turned to the left. Large 
“stromboid” notch located between the 4th and 
5th labial digitations. Total number of whorls 
is 10 to 11. Whorls in spire concave, bordered 
above and below by two raised, spiral cords, 
between which runs the finely indented suture. 
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Spiral sculpture of numerous, small threads and, 
on the body whorl, of 4 or 5 large spiral cords. 
The upper cord at the shoulder bears 6 to 7 large 
knobs of which the last two are the largest and are 
welded together in the female shell. The lowest 
fourth cord is the weakest, but it extends on to the 
dorsal side of the 5th labial digitation and there 
forms a raised ridge. Colour of outer shell whitish 
to cream with crowded, zigzag streaks of light- or 
purple-brown. Colour of deep interior of aperture 
is white. Throat of aperture somewhat constricted, 
flushed with rose and bearing short, white, raised, 
spiral lirae. Parietal wall slightly glazed, cream with 
brown, axial streaks. Lower columella area made 
into a raised shield which is smoothish, cream and 
tinted with rose. At the upper or posterior end of 
the throat of the aperture there is an elongate, 
concave, greatly depressed, whitish lobe attached 
to the inner parietal wall. Ceylon specimens 
usually have a brown or purple-brown stain over 
all of the apertural area. Periostracum moderately 
thin, brown, axially striate, but usually worn off on 
the dorsal sides of the digitations and body whorl. 
Operculum chitinous, dark-brown, fusiform, with 
about 16 fine serrations on one side (commonly 
worn away), usually filling the constricted throat of 
the aperture and with the muscle attachment scar 

Size variation in H. chiragra. On the left is a 305mm giant 
from Exmouth Gulf, Western Australia, and on the right is a 

98mm dwarf from Olango Island, Philippines.

being half the area of the entire operculum.

M/F: Females typically larger, and last two knobs 
of shoulder larger than the others and welded 
together.
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Size Variations

The shells of H. chiragra display a wide size 
variation, while the size differences in shells of H. 
arthriticus and H. rugosus are far smaller.

Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798)
Sizes generally vary between 110 to 190mm. The 
current declared World Record Size for this species 

is 264mm – although this is debatable and in all 
probability a wrongly-reported H. chiragra from 
Kenya, which is an area commonly associated with 
H. arthriticus.

Harpago chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)
Approximately 90% of the shells of this species 
range in size between 85 and 260mm. Shells of H. 
chiragra grow to giant proportions, both in length 
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and mass, off the west coast of Australia. Monster 
shells, measuring in excess of 340mm, have been 
found in this location. The current declared World 
Record Size for this species is a 343.5mm Western 
Australian specimen.

Harpago rugosus (Sowerby II, 1842)
Sizes generally vary between 120 to 170mm.  The 
current declared World Record Size for this species 
is 186.5mm.

Habitat

The molluscs of the Harpago complex are 
herbivores, and graze on algae and marine plant 
life. They are generally found at relatively shallow 
depths (ranging between 4 and 10 feet), and many 
have been found just below the low tide mark.

The terrain where these molluscs feed varies 
widely, and has been described in various passages 
of literature as follows:
•	 On seaward reef flats
•	 In sand between rocks and coral heads
•	 In tide pools
•	 Among masses of coral
•	 Algal covered reefs
•	 On sand or rubble
•	 Flat, offshore reefs covered with algae and 

marine grass
•	 Weed-covered, stony reefs
•	 Among coral and gravel

From the above, it is apparent that they love coral 
reefs, or flat patches of sand and rubble, as long as 
it is close by algae and marine plant life.

Locations

Harpago species are found across a wide area 
of our oceans. In some places, H. arthriticus and 
H. chiragra co-exist (northern and central Indian 
Ocean, Philippines), while in other areas only one 
species is found. A good example seems to be H. 
rugosus, which seems to be isolated and located 
in the South-West to Central Pacific. Regardless of 
specifics, all three species seem to be confined to 
either the tropics or sub-tropics.

The following lists provide a rough breakdown 
of where the various species are most commonly 

found. A visual location map has been prepared 
showing where specific specimens have been 
found. The dot sizes are purely coincidental and 
don’t imitate numbers – dots simply indicate 
approximate locations where specimens have 
been found.

Harpago arthriticus (Röding, 1798)

•	 Western to Central Indian Ocean
 Northern Kwa-Zulu Natal
 Mozambique
 Tanzania
 Kenya
 Zanzibar
 Somalia
 Madagascar
 Mauritius
 Reunion Island
 Comoros Islands
 Seychelles Islands
 Maldives
•	 Philippines
•	 Northen/Eastern Indian Ocean
 Sri Lanka
 India
 Indonesia
 Malaysia
 Thailand
 Cambodia
 Burma

Harpago chiragra (Linnaeus, 1758)

•	 Western Indian Ocean
 Madagascar (uncommon)
•	 Northern/Eastern Indian Ocean
 Sri Lanka
 India
 Indonesia
 Malaysia
 Thailand
 Cambodia
 Burma
 Western Australia
•	 South China Sea
 Thailand
 Cambodia
 Vietnam
 Malaysia
 Singapore
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 China
•	 Philippines
•	 Western Pacific (excluding regions listed for 

Harpago rugosus)
 Papua New Guinea
 Japan
  Australian East Coast up to Great Barrier 

Reef
•	 Philippine Sea
 Marianas
 Ryukyu Islands
 Guam
•	 Central Pacific
 Marshall Islands

Harpago rugosus (Sowerby II, 1842)

•	 Coral Sea
 Great Barrier Reef outward
 New Caledonia
 Vanuatu
 Tahiti
 Solomon Islands
•	 Central Pacific
 Line Islands
 French Polynesia
 Micronesia
 Society Islands
 Kiribati
 Pitcairn Islands

References
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Zanzibar Island, Tanzania, 143mm – still with yellow 
periostracum on digitations (coll Andre Meredith)

North-west Muaritius, 107.5mm – dwarf form typical of 
this location (coll Andre Meredith)

Bantayan Island, Philippines, 188mm 
(coll Andre Meredith)

Balabac Island, Philippines, 256mm – with thick brown 
periostracum visible on digitations (coll Andre Meredith)

Diego Suarez, Madagascar, 305mm – giant specimen 
from an uncommon location (coll Andre Meredith)
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Palawan, Philippines, 111.7mm – dwarf with albinistic 
dorsum (coll Andre Meredith)

Balesin Island, Philippines – aberrant form with nine 
digitations (coll Andre Meredith)

Evidence seems to suggest that there may be two “forms” within Harpago rugosus

Larger body, stockier digitations Smaller body, longer and more slender digitations
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Decipher this letter by using the common names for cowries pictured below. Feel free to use a bit of 
conchological licence!

Good (1) my (2) 

 I am planning a trip to the (3) and I was hoping that you would be so kind as to look after my 
(4).  She is quite (5) with a (6) personality. Some describe her as a real (7) and others as a (8), 
but to me she is worth more than all the (9) in the world. You will need to feed her regularly 
otherwise she will try to catch a (10) or (11), both of which nest in my roof. I would hate 
if the birds are disturbed as I am sure they must have an (12) or two in their nests. I would 
appreciate if you also feed the wild birds and I will leave a large bag of (13) and (14) for you. 
Take care that no (15) (16) get at it!  I saw some (17) on the patio. 

The reason for my trip is to collect some semiprecious stones. I will be looking for (18) (19, 
(20) (21),  (22)-coloured (23) and bright (24) (25). I will polish each stone and set it in a (26). 
You know how my wife loves (27) jewellery. 

Please don’t let my (28), (29)) neighbour, Mrs (30) and her hoard of (31) trouble you. She is 
always peering over the fence like a (32).  Her (33) never misses anything and she even goes 
so far as to (34) through our garbage. This type of (35) behaviour had led the neighbours to 
(36) her (37) of the neighbourhood. 

 Don’t be (38), I will (39) my search for gems to find you some cowries. I heard that you can 
find (40)-sized ones on the area. I will be (41) in my search – I know how (42) collecting 
without a permit can be. 

Yours Truly 

Henk Smit 

To help decipher things a bit:
(1) diluculum ( Daybreak Cowrie) , (2) friendii (Friend’s Cowrie), (3) capensis (Cape of Good Hope Cowrie), (4) felina (Little 
cat Cowrie), (5) pulchella ( Beautiful Cowrie) , (6) pulchra (Lovely Cowrie), (7) tigris ( Tiger Cowrie), (8) lynx (Lynx Cowrie), 
(9) moneta ( Money Cowrie) , (10) hirundo (Swallow Cowrie), (11) turdus (Thrush Cowrie), (12) ovum ( Egg Cowrie), (13) 
miliaris (Millet Cowrie), (14) cicercula (Chick-pea Cowrie), (15) pulicaria  (Flea-bitten Cowrie), (16) mus (Mouse Cowrie), 
(17) stercoraria ( Rat Droppings Cowrie), (18) zonaria (Zoned Cowrie), (19) onyx  (Onyx Cowrie), (20)pallidula ( Pale 
Cowrie), (21) achatidea (Agate Cowrie), (22) helvola (Honey Cowrie),(23) carneola (Carnelian Cowrie), (24) lutea (Yellow 
Cowrie), (25) citrina (Citrine Cowrie), (26) annulus (Gold-ring Cowrie), (27) aurantium (Golden Cowrie), (28) decipiens 
(Deceptive Cowrie), (29) xanthodon (Yellow-toothed), (30) porteri (Porter’s Cowrie), (31) childreni ( Children’s Cowrie), (32) 
camelopardalis (Giraffe Cowrie), (33) argus (Hundred-Eyed Cowrie), (34) cribraria (Sieve Cowrie), (35) fimbriata (Fringed 
Cowrie), (36) coronata (Crowned Cowrie),  (37) asellus (Little-Donkey Cowrie), (38) errones (Mistaken Cowrie ), (39) 
interrupta (Interrupted Cowrie), (40) leviathan (Monster Cowrie) , (41)clandestina  (Clandestine Cowrie), (42) controversa 
(Controversial cowrie)

Do you speak Cowrie? 
By Henk Smit
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The Giant Shipworm
Kuphus polythalamia

Shipworms – bivalves of the family Teredinidae 
– are famous for boring into wood in marine 
environments and then feeding on the cellulose 
thanks to symbiotic bacteria living in a special 
organ called the Gland of Deshayes.

But an ancient member of the family, and the 
longest of all bivalves, has recently been discovered 
to do things a little differently. Kuphus polythalamia 
does not bore into wood at all; in fact, it lives in soft 
substrates like mud and literally waits for wood to 
drop into its lap.

Studies on K. polythalamia found in a Philippine 
lagoon have shown it has different bacteria that 
convert, by oxidation, hydrogen sulphide from 
decaying wood that has sunk to the bottom of 
the ocean. Similar to plants using sunlight, water 
and carbon dioxide in photosynthesis, the Giant 
Shipworm gets all its energy needs from this 
example of chemoautotrophy.

Kuphus polythalamia was originally described by 
Linnaeus in 1758 based on the long, calcareous 
tube of the shell, which can grow to five feet in 

By Ken Borland
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length, and was named as a Serpulid 
worm, the tube-building annelids that are 
not molluscs at all, but Polychaetes (bristle 
worms).

In 1770, Guettard realised that it was a 
bivalve – with the two reduced valves, 
which other Shipworms use to grind into 
wood, found inside the tube - and it was 
renamed in the genus Kuphus.

Shipworms in general are considered quite 
a delicacy in the Philippines and are called 
tamilok; as one can imagine, a giant version 
has become quite a hit with the foodies of 
the southeast Asian island country.

There are five named species in the genus 
Kuphus, with K. arenarius, K. incrassatus, 
K. fistula and K. melitensis all being extinct.

The giant clam (Tridacna gigas) is generally 
considered to be the largest bivalve mollusc. 
It is indeed the heaviest species, growing 
to over 200 kg (440 lb) and measuring up 
to 120 cm (47 in) in length, but Kuphus 
polythalamia holds the record for the 
largest bivalve by length. A specimen 
owned by Victor Dan in the United States 
has a length of 1,532 mm (60 in), which is 
considerably longer than the largest giant 
clam.

Kuphus polythalamia is found in the 
western Pacific Ocean, the eastern Indian 
Ocean, including Mozambique, and the 
Indo-Malaysian area. Fossil specimens 
dating back to the Oligocene (23-33.9 
million years ago) have been found in 
South Africa, but whether this species 
still lives in our waters is not known. Its 
preferred habitat is mangrove lagoons.

Acknowledgements: Information and 
images provided by Utah University and 
Wikipedia.

Removing the giant shipworm from its shell

Showing the length of the giant shipworm

Kuphus polythalamia
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an informal column for questions, thoughts and 
answers

by Roy Aiken

“Conus infrenatus, Reeve, 1848.   A beautiful , underrated endemic…
 
A fairly recent acquisition of some older Eastern Cape material included a selection of beached infrenatus. 
Their variability of  colour and pattern  was immediately evident, coupled with the fact that they were all 
collected somewhere in the small area of Jeffreys Bay… Enjoy the images below…  “
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Tectonatica tecta, commonly known as the Mottled 
Necklace Snail, has a yellowish ground colour, 
with dense flecks and dots of brown, and is easily 
recognized by its subsutural region of oblique 
brown lines. The shell is often wider than high, with 
a closed umbilicus and smooth, white operculum. 
At an age of 1 year it is about 30 mm in size, but 
when fully mature can slightly exceed 40 mm in 
width. 

They are predatory molluscs often found among 
eelgrass and preferentially feed on small members of 
the mussel, Choromytilus meridionalis, sometimes 
reaching densities on mussel beds of almost 70 
per square metre. If any empty shell is found on 
the beach along the eastern and southern part of 
the country, with a neatly drilled round hole with 
bevelled edges, the culprit will almost certainly be 
Tectonatica tecta.

Tectonatica tecta (Anton, 1838)
A common inhabitant of estuaries and lagoons, from the West Coast to the Eastern 
Cape Coast of South Africa

Alwyn & Johan Marais

When making contact with their prey, they release 
thick mucous, ensuring a watertight connection 
and then secrete onto the shell surface of the 
prey, a mixture of hydrochloric acid and some 
enzymes from the extensible accessory boring 
organ. Within 30 - 40 min. the shell surface is 
sufficiently softened for drilling to begin. Drilling is 
alternated with applications of acid, until the prey 
shell is penetrated. The drilling is done by the file-
like tongue bearing row upon row of sharp teeth 
tipped with extremely hard substances such as 
silicon and strontium. The shell composition of the 
prey is usually so hard that the teeth are replaced 
after each drilling operation. 

Shells of good quality can often be found in shell 
debris at the Strandloper beach restaurant at 
Langebaan, especially after stormy weather.

Drill hole made by T. tecta. 
(image courtesy Christopher Henshilwood et. al.)
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Nassarius niveus, previously known as Nassarius plicatellus (A. Adams, 1852), has been described 
initially from Batanga Bay, Philippines, but this locality is regarded as erroneous, and was changed to 
Walvis Bay, Namibia (Cernohorsky, 1984). It is now known to occur in the Atlantic off Angola to as far 
south as Saldanha Bay, living on sandy bottoms in sheltered bays, and has been reported to range in 
length from 15 to 25 mm. It is quite common in the relatively warm waters of Langebaan Lagoon where 
it reaches a length of 25 mm. The cream coloured shell is rather broad, with 20 - 28 thin axial ribs per 
whorl. A slightly narrower violaceous-brown form of N. niveus, of almost the same size, but with only 
12 - 16 strong ribs is found in the same location. It was first described as Nassarius scopularcus (Barnard, 
1959) as a subfossil from the Late Tertiary marine beds south of Bogenfels, Namibia. The specimen is 
only 14 mm in length. This form is now considered a synonym of N. niveus.

Recently, 4 specimens of the N. scopularcus - form were found at Jacobs Bay along the open coast, some 
20 km north of Langebaan. The shells measured 12.0, 12.5, 12.5 and 15.0 mm in length, and the outer 
lips were fairly strong suggesting that the shells were close to maturity. Perhaps the colder water of the 
open coast could have resulted in their smaller size. Their small size makes them much more difficult to 
spot in shell debris than the more common bigger ones.
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A poorly known species from the South African West Coast

J.P. Marais & A.P. Marais

Nassarius niveus (A. Adams, 1852)

19 mm

12 mm
20 mm

F.l.t.r: Typical N. niveus, N. scorpularcus from the Lagoon, N. scorpularcus 
from open coast (Jacobs Bay). All now concidered N. niveus.


