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Buried Treasure

A stroll along a Jersey beach is like participating in an endless 
treasure hunt whose gold and jewels are the myriad of sea 
creatures that live among the sand and rocks or are washed 
onto the shore from deeper waters. With over 300 different 
species of seashell and long sandy beaches on which they 
may be washed up, Jersey is one the best places in Europe for 
collecting shells.

Even to the uninitiated it is possible to see that seashells 
come in a variety of shapes and sizes. Our largest seashell, 
the Fan Mussel (now exceptionally rare), may be 50cm 
long; conversely our smallest seashell, called Ammonicerina 
rota, is just 0.5mm. You would need both luck and specialist 
training to find either of these animals. But here we shall be 
dealing with those less elusive shells that are most likely to be 
encountered during a stroll along the seashore.
Let us begin by examining those shells that are often washed 
high up the shore and which may accumulate along the 
high water mark. These shells tend to be robust and from 
animals that live on the nearby seashore. This includes readily 
identifiable shells such as the Common Limpet (Patella spp.) 
and rounded winkles (Littorina spp.) which come in a wide 
variety of colours and patterns. Few people will bother to 
gather limpet shells, which are often worn and dull, but the 
rainbow variety displayed are very attractive and make great 
decorations for sandcastles. Ironically the innocent-looking 
winkle has been a thorn in the side of scientists for decades as 
no one can agree how many species there are or the best way 
to identify them. 

Amongst the shingle and dried seaweed are the large, scaly 
shells of the pacific Oyster (Crassostrea gigas), a non-native 
species that is cultivated in Jersey but which has also bred 
in the wild. Their shells are generally elongated but you may 
occasionally find the more rounded shell of a Flat Oyster 
(Ostrea edulis), a species which was at one time so abundant 
that hundreds of barrels were exported from Jersey every 
year. Alas, the beds were soon fished out and the Flat Oyster 
is now very rare; most shells will be over a century old.
The Pacific Oyster is an introduced species and that is also 
true of the American Slipper Limpet (Crepidula fornicata) 
whose odd-looking shells, which resemble either a slipper 
or a toenail depending on your point of view, are one of the 
commonest on our beaches. However, the Slipper Limpet 
was unknown in local waters before the 1960s and was still 
considered rare in the 1970s; since then its numbers have 
increased exponentially and there are acres of seabed that 
consist of nothing but Slipper Limpets, excluding almost all 
other marine life. It is one of the most serious disasters to 
have befallen our local marine environment, the evidence 
from which may be found washed up along all our coasts.

Paul Chambers, Member of the Marine Biology Section, Société Jersiaise  
takes us on a Treasure Hunt for Shells.
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To find a better and more exotic range of shells it is necessary 
to travel lower down the shore, ideally into an area that has a 
mixture of rocks and sandy areas, such as is found along the 
south and east coasts. Here you will find a greater range of 
shells form the lower shore and offshore areas many which 
will get washed up against rocks or lie half-buried in the sand.
The most obvious are the bivalves (clams) which, like the 
oyster, have two shells and which mostly hide themselves 
by burying in the sand. Most people will be familiar with the 
white shell of the Cockle (Cerastoderma edulis) but other 
common bivalves may include Scallops 

(Pecten maximus; their empty shells are often discarded 
by fishermen), the patterned Dog Cockles (Glycymeris 
glycymeris) and the roughly ridged Praire (Venus verrucosa). 
All these species may grow in some profusion 
On some parts of the coast you may be lucky enough to find 
a Five Shilling Shell (Mactra glauca), a large and spectacular 
animal whose name is derived from the price Victorian 
collectors paid for specimens. The Five Shilling Shell is not 
found in the UK, is rare locally and the Jersey population has 
recently been devastated by overfishing. Nonetheless, empty 
shells may still be found but any live ones should be left alone.
The shells of sea snails (gastropods) are harder to spot than 
the bivalves as most species are small (less than 2 cm) with 
plain colours. Exceptions to this are the shells of whelks which 
are large and, often being white, easy to spot. Take care with 
whelk shells as they often harbour large hermit crabs whose 
claws can deliver a strong nip. Whelk shells may also be home 
to other animals such as sea anemones and hydroids so it is 
best to make sure that any shells you want to take home are 
empty of such things.

Other notable sea snails are the purple and grey patterns of 
the topshell (Gibbula spp.) one species of which, G. pennanti, 
is not found north of the Channel Islands. If you are very 
lucky then you might come across the glossy, globular shell 
of a Necklace Shell (Euspira catena) or the multi-coloured 
and appropriately named Painted Topshell (Calliostoma 
zizyphinum). One shell that most islanders will recognise is 

that of the ormer (Haliotis tuberculata) which has a striking 
ear-like shape and lustrous mother-of-pearl interior. 
Once a common find on our shores, the Ormer population 
has declined severely through overfishing and disease which 
makes finding an empty shell in good condition a rare  
event indeed.

For those who really get into shell collecting, the ultimate 
challenge is to find a shell sand deposit. As the name 
suggests, this is an area of beach which is made almost 
entirely of seashells with the most famous local example 
being Shell Beach on Herm. These form when strong tidal 
currents sweep in shells from offshore and concentrate  
them into small deposits. A small handful of shells sand may 
contain thirty or more species (most of which are very small) 
including hard to find shells from slit limpets (Emarginula 
spp.), false cowries (Trivia spp.) and tusk shells (Antalis spp.). 
There are a few of shell sand areas in Jersey (e.g. near St 
Aubin’s Fort) but most are not permanent and it is difficult to 
predict exactly when and where they will form. 

Gathering seashells requires nothing more than a sharp eye 
and a bag or bucket in which to put your finds. However, and 
as with all aspects of our natural environment, shell collecting 
is an activity that needs to be done safely, sensitivity and with 
a minimum of disturbance. It is a great hobby but should not 
done at the expense of other animal and plant species. 

Below are a few basic rules for the aspiring conchologist: 

• Only collect empty shells and check them for hermit 
crabs and attached life.

• Don’t stick your hand into holes or under rocks. There 
may be animals there that bite or pinch.

• Consult a tide table and don’t linger on the lower 
shore after low water has passed.

• Soak your shells in water overnight; wash them and 
dry them carefully. Using bleach and other chemicals 
is not recommended.
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