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Our Indian Ocean Island Our Indian Ocean Island 
by John Hobbs

ExperiencesExperiences
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In this article, I have outlined some of my western Indian Ocean island experiences, 
particularly relating to shell collection. Most of the following adventures took place 
between 2000 and 2012, approaching retirement, and finally deep into retirement - 
before the Rand went completely sideways.

In no special order my wife Erica and I stayed on some 18 islands, a few - more than 
once:

•	 3		x	Mascarenes	(Reunion,	Mauritius	and	Rodrigues)
•	 	6		x	Seychelles	(	Mahe,	Praslin,	La	Digue,	Silhouette,	Desroches	and	Alphonse)
•	 	5		x	Madagascar	(main	island,	Nosy	Be,	Nosy	Iranje,	Ile	St.	Marie,	 Ile	Aux	

Nattes)
•	 1		x	Mozambique	(Matemo)
•	 3		x	Tanzania	(Unguja,	Pemba	and	Mafia)

We	also	stayed	on	the	Mozambique	and	Tanzanian	coasts.

As an old Brit I had never been to the Isle of Wight in the south of England or the 
Isle	of	Dogs	in	my	former	home	town	–	London.	I	have	also	never	been	to	Robben	
Island,	which	sounds	strange,	coming	from	a	Capetonian	and	a	South	African	of	50	
years standing!

Maybe it’s the palm trees, golden sands and distant reefs, but the tropical islands off 
the East Coast of Africa have always been alluring, hence our many forays into these 
tropical paradise locales.

The following are personal recollections of our trips to these wonderful places.

The Islands

Reunion
It helps to speak French! “Where is the best place for les porcelaines?”  And was it coq 
au vin or coquillages?  Fortunately schoolboy French sometimes came to the rescue... 
Reunion has spectacular landscapes, including volcanoes, but black beaches - and 
I’m not talking about suntanned French tourists but fine black sand instead. Cypraea 
mauritiana could well be Reunion’s national shell! This island is not geared for the SA 
tourist, and is very expensive.
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Mauritius
Mauritius is almost the complete opposite to 
Reunion.	Very	SA-friendly,	and	 the	equivalent	of	
Spain’s	Costa	Brava	for	the	UK.	Back	in	the	early	
1980’s, whilst attending a conference, I “captured” 
my	second-ever	cowrie,	 (C. mauritiana)	and	was	
hooked. 

Completely clueless as to how the animal was 
extracted, my hand luggage was kept at arms-
length on the trip back to SA, and thankfully 
Joburg Customs were fast asleep when we arrived 
at about midnight.

Rodrigues
Rodrigues is a charming, but unspectacular 
island, unlike its big brothers - almost completely 
undeveloped, and probably a mirror of Mauritius 
over 100 years ago. There were plenty of shells 
on the unpopulated beaches, and we still have a 
large-ish clam full of soaps and bathroom stuff to 
this day. 

One day at low tide I ventured into a cave under 
a rock face and nearly drowned as the tide came 
in	 while	 I	 extracted	 –	 yes	 –	 another	 Cypraea 
mauritiana. This species is well-adapted to its 
environment as the animal clamps itself to rock 
surfaces.

In the one and only small market town/port I 
bought a handsome Cassis cornuta from a stall-
holder, which Roy Aiken has now added to his 
handsome collection.
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Mahe
Mahe is the main island in the magical Seychelles 
Archipelago. I believe some parts have now 
become over-commercialised vis-a-vis tourism, 
but 20 years ago magnificent Mahe, with its huge 
granitic	outcrops	and	turquoise	lagoons,	was	quiet	
enough	 for	 this	quiet	guy.	Hiring	a	car	 is	a	must	
and	a	800cc	Daihatsu	 is	 fine	as	 there	 is	 virtually	
nowhere	 that	 60km/h	 can	 be	 reached	 on	 the	
narrow, twisty roads.

At low tide, especially in some of the rocky areas, 
good fresh-dead Cypraea histrios and Cypraea 
depressas are fairly common, and sparkling 
specimens of Conus ebraeus are common. Within 
our Society, Alan Seccombe is the Seychelles 
expert,	 as	a	property	owner	and	 frequent	visitor,	
but possibly even he would defer to Alan Jarrett, 
who compiled the excellent book “Marine Shells of 
The Seychelles”, in which Mahe is heavily featured.

Praslin
Praslin	Island	is	Home	of	the	unique	Coco	de	Mer.	
One day Erica and I were trudging along a road 
hoping to catch a bus, but none of them stopped 
as we frantically waved. What I noticed printed on 
the back of those buses, in bold letters, was the 

word	 TATA	 -	 which	 just	 about	 summed	 up	 our	
plight. This Indian vehicle company hadn’t arrived 
in South Africa yet, so we were ignorant of the 
term, but my translation of the word began with an 
F at the time... Again, beautiful beaches, and one 
little “find” was a sub-fossil Cymatium aquatile at 
Praslin	Harbour,	having	emerged	after	presumed	
fresh dredging.

La Digue
The	most	picturesque	beaches	in	the	World!	Each	
cove is framed by palm trees interspersed with 
smooth and giant pink granite boulders. I picked 
a	fist-size	piece	of	rock	and	brought	it	back	to	SA,	
and had it industrially polished on one side. The 
resulting	 rosy	 glow	 is	 stunning.	 Because	 of	 La	
Digue’s	fame	the	place	is	hardly	quiet,	and	beach	
shell “finds” were few and far between.

Silhouette
Relatively “undiscovered”, this sombre-looking 
mountainous	 island	 on	Mahe’s	 northern	 horizon	
is an explorer’s delight: deserted beaches, with 
several excellent fresh-dead Cypraea histrios 
washed up. For those of you planning a trip, we 
would	 recommend	 a	 helicopter	 transfer	 (beyond	
our	pockets)	because	Erica	still	reminds	me	of	the	
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boat trip on very rough seas, when most visitors’ 
breakfasts were donated to the ocean.

Alphonse
The archetypal coral island! This heart-shaped 
tiny atoll first came into view from a 10-seater 
plane as it approached the dirt runway that 
bisected a few acres of coconut groves. 

The lagoon is a sheller’s delight, with plenty of 
Cones in evidence, and the occasional Cypraea 
tigris. The latter seems to be a small, flattened 
variety of this species, apparently typical of the 
Amirantes Island Group. 

I was warned about sea urchins underfoot, but the 
only real danger in this idyllic island environment 
is from overhead: falling coconuts! So it was 
good	footwear	in	the	lagoon	and	helmets	(non-
existent)	ashore...

Desroches
Desroches	is	another	coral	island,	about	7	km	long	
by	500m	wide.	Management	issued	two	bicycles	
per lodge so we could ride to whatever deserted 
beach	 we	 chose	 (again,	 mind	 the	 coconuts).	
Apparently	 Desroches	 has	 climbed	 upmarket	
rather	dramatically,	with	Prince	William	and	Kate	
hiring out the place a few years ago. 

One particular magical moment for us was to 

spot	a	turtle	laying	her	eggs.	Unlike	the	Kruger	Park	
when	dozens	of	vehicles	surround	the	action	we	had	
this privileged view of nature to ourselves, and we 
forgot about all those Cowries gathered on the way!
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Madagascar
Don’t	forget	the	pro-biotics!	We	had	two	trips,	and	
on both occasions I succumbed to stomach bugs. 
You are warned not to drink tap water, but I suspect 
half the bottled variety isn’t as pure as it should 
be. Because of plane schedules, once we had to 
overnight in Madagascar’s capital, Antananarivo, 
and were advised to stay in the hotel as there was 
a revolution in progress up the road!

We visited a number of charming islands and 
locales whilst in Madagascar:

Nosy Be
Nosy	be	is	a	popular	island	off	the	North	West	coast	
of	Madagascar,	the	main	town	enjoying	the	sinister	
name	“Hellville.”	The	surrounding	countryside	 is	
heavenly, however, with the fragrant scent of ylang 
ylang	everywhere,	which	was	just	as	well	with	the	
roads	littered	with	local	cattle	(zebu)	“extras”.	We	
were keen to investigate the shoreline, so one day-
trip involved handing me an oar to help paddle 
down the river in a pirogue to what looked like a 
mangrove swamp - where we were introduced to 
boa constrictors and lemurs instead of seashells. 
Not	for	the	first	time	-	lost	in	translation!

Nosy Iranje
Nosy	Iranje	is	one	and	a	half	hours	by	speedboat	
from	 Nosy	 Be	 and	 is	 composed	 of	 two	 islands	
separated by a narrow sandbar exposed at low tide. 
The small resort is situated on the much smaller 
island	(takes	only	15	minutes	to	walk	right	round)	
and the larger counterpart is a 300m stroll away 
along a narrow strip of sand, but only at low tide. 
This strip is festooned with worn Cypraea monetas 
and Cypraea annulus, all gleaming a deep purple 
with their worn dorsums.

We walked over one afternoon and after a while of 
peaceful beachcombing Erica decided to make a 
call of nature. Although there was nobody in sight 
I recommended wading out and doing whatever 
comes	 naturally,	 until	 a	 sea	 snake	 lazily	 took	 an	
interest.  The “need to go” was overtaken by the 
“need for speed” as Erica grabbed an imaginary 
outboard motor and stormed up the beach!  “I can 
wait till later...”
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Ile St Marie
Ile	St	Marie	is	off	the	North	East	coast	of	Madagascar,	
an	 island	 60km	 x	 10km,	 famous	 for	 legends	 of	
Captain	Kidd	and	buried	treasure.	There	is	a	much-
trodden cemetery allegedly containing that pirate’s 
remains which I suspect is more tourist hype than 
actuality, but it makes for a good story. 

We were lodged a bicycle-ride away from the fore-
mentioned, but it needed a rugged vehicle to guide 
us to the far north of the island. The road was so bad 
there	were	potholes	inside	the	potholes	(like	those	
craters	 on	 the	moon),	 and	 if	 it	was	not	 an	open	
vehicle we would have needed helmets to protect 
us banging our heads on the roof. Beach sellers 
offered hundreds of Cowries - nothing special, 
except for a large gem Cypraea caputserpentis with 
a beautiful mantle line, which set me back about 
two Rand.

Ile Aux Nattes
Ile	Aux	Nattes	is	about	400m	off	the	southern	tip	
of Ile St Marie, and takes roughly 3 hours to walk 
around. On one rock-pool trip, under a single rock 
I located a Cypraea caurica	 (not	 elongata, but 
coarse-ribbed variety, similar to dracaena).	 The	
next rock revealed two Conus textile - a yellowish 
sirventi and the very rare textile textile	 (!).	These	
were handled with great care after reading some 
horror	stories	about	their	lethality.	Having	taken	a	
greater	interest	 in	Cones	recently	I	am	amazed	at	
the plethora of textile varieties out there, especially 
from Madagascar, but then I confess to being a 
lumper	 rather	 than	a	 splitter.	Don’t	 get	me	going	
on the Cypraea cribrarias…

But back to this charming island. A larger-than-
life character by the name of Ockie Snyman from 
Benoni runs a hostelry on the shore and South 
Africans naturally gravitate towards this hugely 
extrovert personality. We had not previously heard 
of him, but one day, about 100m away we certainly 
heard English spoken for the first time - and South 
African English, too - with plenty of Afrikaans 
thrown in for good measure. The aforementioned 
zebu	 is	 the	 basis	 for	 Ockie’s	 boerewors	 -	 highly	
recommended!



Strandloper 295                                                                            2018                                                                                      Page 11

Matemo
Our	only	Mozambique	Island	experience	was	on	this	small	island	up	north	in	the	Quirimbas	Archipelago.	
The whole hotel staff came out to the small airstrip to greet us, chefs and all, and we were treated 
like	royalty	(mistaken	identity,	we	think).	Although	“Prince	John”	and	“Duchess	Erica”	had	their	best	
experience ever on this Island, this Philistine was only interested in shells, of which there were plenty. 
The lagoon was literally spotted with Cypraea tigris,	 some	 fully	exposed,	all	 roughly	between	70mm	
and 90mm. Spoilt for choice I selected one very dark specimen, which now presumably still resides in 
Pretoria after last year’s AGM.

Others included beautiful pairs of Cypraea lynx, Cypraea vitellus,	knobbly	 trapezoid	yellow	Cypraea 
monetas and Cypraea helvolas.	I	was	escorted	to	a	nearby	Island	(Rolas),	and	the	guide	thought	I	was	
interested in anything but shells, as he hoisted octopus, crayfish and starfish out of the shallows, but 
eventually he located some large clams which stayed where they were, thank goodness!  
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Unguja (Zanzibar)
Zanzibar	 is	 famous	 for	 being	 the	 birthplace	 of	
Freddie Mercury, and infamous for being the place 
of	 death	 for	 thousands	 of	 Arabs	 in	 the	 1960’s	
(the	 last	bit	 is	not	 in	 the	brochures…).	For	 those	
who think Mauritius is beyond their budget, check 
out	Zanzibar	at	half	the	price.	We	were	based	on	
the	 east	 coast	 in	 a	 2-star	 hotel	 on	 Paje	 Beach.	
At low tide the beach was strewn with Strombus 
gibberulus and the odd small Conus betulinus - I 
could have walked for hours.

On the other side of the island in the capital 
–	 Stonetown	 –	 we	 got	 lost	 several	 times	 in	 the	
narrow	alleys,	finally	emerging	with	some	70mm+	
Cypraea histrios	 and	 various	 bright	 (I	 thought)	
pieces of material for Erica.
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Pemba
Pemba	 Island	–	 the	“sister	 island”	of	Unguja	–	 is	
also known as the “spice island.” It is full of clove 
plantations, coffee groves, huge mango trees and 
deserted	beaches.	Pemba	is	as	quiet	as	Unguja	is	
bustling. 

I recall the short airplane hop, where an Idi Amin 
look-alike was the cheerful pilot, who pretended to 
forget which switch was which. I had volunteered 
to sit next to him in the 8-seater and he offered 
the controls to me to enliven the proceedings.......
Er, no thanks! Pemba is a fantastic “get away from 
it all” and apparently a diver’s paradise. A gem 
36.7mm	 Cypraea stolida diauges is a pleasant 
memory.

Mafia
A	short-ish	small	plane	trip	south	of	Dar	Es	Salaam	
is	the	birth-place	of	Al	Capone	(just	 joking).	Like	
some other islands, a dirt strip serves for landing, 
then	a	Land	Rover	to	the	resort.	In	the	reception	
for all to see is a huge Charonia tritonis, so big I 
asked the manager if he had a tape measure, and 
it	came	to	445mm!	I	thought	that	if	the	water	is	that	

good I was in for a feast of monster Cowries, but to 
no avail! Plenty, yes, but nothing special.

I	do	remember	one	Cowrie	in	particular,	a	43mm	
Cypraea erosa which was magnificently covered 
with splendid ocellations - truly beautiful, but I 
mistakenly dunked it into boiling water, and several 
hours later the gloss and colours had disappeared. 
Never	again	have	 I	 found	another	quite	 like	 that	
one. For those thinking of going to Mafia, there is 
a	$200.00	per	person	entry	fee	to	the	east	side	(it’s	
a	Marine	Park),	and	of	course	that’s	where	all	the	
small resorts are located.

In Closure
No	 more!	 Just	 quickly	 to	 mention	 that	 on	 the	
mainland	 coastline,	 in	parts	 of	Mozambique	and	
Tanzania,	 in	 the	popular	 areas	 there	were	plenty	
of shell stalls. I remember chatting to a fisherman 
in	 Bagamoyo	 (Tanzania)	 who	 obtained	 from	 a	
cousin	 and	 sold	 me	 a	 perfect	 mid-size	Cypraea 
talpa imperialis, which is possibly still one of the 
most beautiful Cowries I have.

So next I suppose it’s Robben Island. Maybe.
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We are pleased to announce that the SCSA has 
finalised a wonderful new shell poster, which 
highlights many of our wonderful seashells. It 
also highlights our national shell. The Poster will 
soon	 be	 available	 for	 a	 small	 fee,	 on	 request	 by	
contacting the Secretary.

POSTER ON

Apart from being an eye-catching display tool, the 
poster is also ear-marked as an educational tool 
for display at museums, libraries and educational 
institutions, including schools. It is hoped that 
the poster will instil a new enthusiasm for shell-
collecting and the environment, and further the 
growth and membership of SCSA.

South African shells
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It is human nature to race to find the Guinness Book record of the biggest, tallest, oddest 
thing	on	the	planet.	This	is	true	for	the	world’s	smallest	land	shell.	Until	recently	the	record	
was held by the Chinese landsnail Angustophila dominikae which has a maximum shell 
height	of	less	than	a	millimetre,	clocking	in	at	0,86mm.

This	record	has	now	been	broken	by	the	discovery	by	a	group	of	Dutch	collectors	of	
the landshell Acmella nana,	from	Sarawak	in	East	Kalimantan	in	Malaysia,	clocking	in	
0,6mm	in	height,	smashing	the	record	by	more	than	a	fifth	of	a	millimetre.

The shell belongs to the land shell family Assimineidae, which are characterised by very 
small	to	medium-sized,	dextral	shells.	Sculpture	is	often	absent,	but	shells	can	exhibit	fine	
spiral and/or radial sculpturation, sometimes with more distinct ribs and tubercles. The 
shell aperture is usually angular and the peristome is slightly thickened. The umbilicus 
is usually open, and is narrow. The operculum is corneous, and sometimes calcareous, 
and usually has thin spirals.

Acmella nana is a minute thin, translucent, white shell with a shiny surface and a conical 
spire with almost flat to distinctly convex sides, a broadly obtuse apex, and moderately 
convex whorls.  The shell has a radial sculpture with inconspicuous growth lines and 
irregular	coarse	riblets.	The	aperture	 is	obliquely	ovate	and	the	umbilicus	 is	narrowly	
open.	The	shell	ranges	from	0.60–0.79	mm	in	height	and	has	a	width	range	of	0.50–
0.60	mm.	The	shell	is	found	on	disturbed	primary	forest	on	limestone	outcrops.

It is good to know that whilst marine micro-shelling is growing in interest, so to is its 
terrestrial counterpart.

References
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The world’s smallest land shell
By	Ken	Brown
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SCSA members met on 2 June 2018 in Pretoria 
for our AGM. A number of members we have not 
seen for a while were warmly welcomed to the  
AGM,	including	Kobie	DuPreez	and	Johan	Marais	
(Smiley),		as	well	as	John	Hobbs	who	had	travelled	
from Cape Town.

The Constitution was unanimously adopted to 
have the position of Vice President altered to that 
of	an	ad-hoc	position,	whilst	the	status	of	Lifetime	
Achievement Awards and our Patron were agreed 
upon, as well as guidelines for publication in The 
Strandloper. It was also agreed that Haliotis midae 
be recognised as South Africa’s national shell.

A new management committee was appointed 
for the next two years, with the appointment of 
Andre Meredith as President, Anton Groenewald 
as Secretary, Alwyn Marais as Scientific Officer, 
Maurice	 Evans	 as	 Treasurer	 and	 Ken	 Brown	
as Editor of The Strandloper. The outgoing 
Committee was thanked for its stalwart efforts. 

Other matters discussed included the preparation 
of a SCSA marine shell poster and the agreement 
providing the Management Committee with the 

discretion to identify and appoint a Patron. Various 
reports by the President, Treasurer and Editor all 
showed that SCSA was alive and well and slowly 
but surely increasing its membership. Members  
shell	 displays	 were	 adjudicated,	 with	 the	 overall	
winner being Roy Aiken’s artistic shell collage 
depicting	 the	 Society’s	 60th	 year	 of	 existence.	A	
number of other awards by category were made. 

In	this	regard	it	was	also	agreed	that	a	special	60th 
edition commemorative Strandloper would be 
compiled and put out in addition to the standard 
distribution.

Once the business of the AGM had been completed, 
an	 auction	 of	 shells	 from	 the	 Lorene	 Du	 Preez	
collection donated to us, took place, which raised 
a significant amount of funds, freeing the Society 
to undertake a number of activities such as Poster 
production,	 60th anniversary commemorations, 
membership drives etc.

Maurice once again provided an entertaining and 
valuable	role	as	auctioneer,	raising	questions	as	to	
whether he missed his vocation.

Our 2018 AGM

Left: A selection of the shells on auction.
Above: Maurice Evans holding up a 
Strombus gallus during the auction. 
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Right: Alan Seccombe receiving the trophy for his 
cowry display pictured above.

Above: Alwyn Marais providing feedback on the 
judging	of	the	displays.
Right:	 Gillian	 Petzer	 receiving	 the	 trophy	 for	 the	
beginners display.

Right: Roy Aiken receives the trophy for the best 
display in the artistic category as well as the best 
display	overall.	Roy’s	display	(above)	highlights	the	
society’s	60th anniversary.
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The wreck of  the
St. John (São João)

By Henk Smit
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Have	 you	 ever	 spared	 a	 thought	 on	 how	 old	
the shells are that you collected on the beach? 
Observing the might 
of the wave action, 
especially at a locality like 
Splash Rock, Port Edward 
always leaves me with 
the conclusion that these 
dainty collectibles would 
not survive for more than 
a	day	in	the	sea.	However	
there is proof that some 
shells survived the sea 
from long before Jan Van 
Riebeeck was a twinkle in 
his mother’s eye. 

Reports of beached 
Monetaria moneta being 
found	 along	 the	 Natal,	
Transkei and Cape 
coast are not new but 
never was there any live 
Moneta’s found. The only 
conclusion is that these 
shells were deposited by 
man, and the most likely 
source is the Portuguese 
merchant vessels of the 
16th	century.	These	shells	
were used as money 
(hence	 the	 name),	 and	
it is incredible to think 
that they are the oldest 
“money” left behind 
by Europeans in South 
Africa.  For some it is hard 
to believe a shell could 
survive	for	almost	500	year	
in the sea, and a theory 
that these deposits by the 
ships wrecks seeded new 
Moneta communities was 
adopted.	 Unfortunately	
there is no proof of this.

Let	us	take	a	closer	look	at	
one of these merchant vessels. On the 8th of June 
1552	the	overloaded	galleon,	the	St John, ran on 
the rocks most likely between Ivy point and Port 

Edward. At first it was believed that Port St Johns 
in Transkei was the wreck site, hence the name. 

In later years this was 
proven incorrect, and a 
site closer to Port Edward 
was favoured.

The St John	 wreck	 (as	
far	 as	 we	 know)	 was	
the first in a number of 
Portuguese wrecks where 
survivors wandered up 
and down our coast line 
in search of help, mostly 
with disastrous outcomes. 

Approximately	 500	
people survived the St 
John wreck and 100 
plus died in an effort to 
reach land. The St John’s 
stubborn captain, Manuel 
de Sousa Sepulveda, 
led the survivors north 
with hopes of reaching 
Delagoa	 Bay	 (Maputo).	
They left the wreck site 
on	 7th	 of	 July	 1552	 and	
on	25th	of	May	1553	only	
25	reached	Mozambique.	
Their tales of the survivors 
were	 horrific.	 Hunger	
drove some to boil and 
eat the soles of their 
shoes.	 Natives	 not	 only	
stole	 their	 equipment	
but even stripped them 
naked and left them to 
the elements.

I don’t want to spoil 
these tales with too much 
information and urge 
you to read their fantastic 
recounts yourself. You 
will always think of these 
poor souls when you 

cross a rugged outcrop or cold windy beach after 
doing so.
   

The view from TO strand in the direction of 
Port Edward

St John Monument before the roof blew off.

M. moneta found at T.O. Strand 
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The cargoes these Portuguese ships carried were 
mainly spices, and in particular pepper. You will 
be surprised to learn that peppercorns most likely 
from the St. John were found in the Port Edward 
area.	(Burger,	p78.).	Frequent	finds	at	wreck	sites	
are Moneta shells, carnelian beads and Ming 
dynasty pottery shards. The pottery is by far the 
most conspicuous and the blue on white shards 
stand out in the natural surroundings. Most now 
believe that this pottery was used as ballast. The 
carnelian beads are red to orange and a drill hole 
can easily be observed. Rough carnelian pebbles 
are sometimes found.  It must be noted that 
removing	any	of	these	object	from	a	historical	site	
is	 illegal	 and	 these	objects	 are	protected	by	Kwa	

Zulu	Natal	Heritage	Act	10	of	1997.
There are reports that Monetas, presumably from 
the St. John, were found as high up as Trafalgar. 
The furthest I personally observed a specimen 
was from Palm Beach with TO Strand being the 
epicentre for these shells. 

466	years	after	the	St John, South Africa still has 
a thriving Portuguese community. The St John 
wreck is commemorated yearly by a Portuguese 
Mariners’ Food and Wine Festival, and there is a 
Monument on the main beach of Port Edward. 

My sincere hope is that you will treat beached 
shells with a little more respect knowing that they 

Artist’s impression of the Sao Joao wreck

Date Name of ship Locality
1552 São João Port Edward

1554 São Bento Transkei Msikaba River  Close to Msikaba camp

1593 Santo Alberto East	London,	Sunrise	on	Sea,	North	Of	Gonubie

1608 Santo Espiritu 30	minute	walk	south	from	the	car	park	at	the	Double	Mouth	
Nature	Reserve	near	Morgan	Bay.

1622 São João Baptista Port	Alfred,	between	Woody	Cape	&	Kei	River,	Cannon	Rocks,	
near	Cape	Padrone.	Kenton	on	Sea

1630 São Gonçalo Plettenberg Bay, Piesang rivier

1635 Nossa	Senhore	de	Belém Port	St	Johns,	Mzimvubu	river	Close	to	Agate	Terrace	cottages

1643 Santa	Maria	(Madre)	de	Deus East	London,	Bonza	Bay

1647 Sacramento Port	Elizabeth,	Scoenmakerskop

1647 Nossa	Senhore	de	Atalaia	do	Piheiro Midway	between	Cefane	river	and	Cintsa	river	,	Keiskamma	
Point	Noth	of	Gonubie	South	of	Morgans	Bay

List of other Portuguese wreck were you might find Monetas, Ming and Carnelians.
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might be very old. I am by no means suggesting 
that these monetas are the oldest beached shells. 
Some	pristine	specimens	of	Hinnites	found	on	the	
beaches	of	Namibia	can	be	more	that	10	000	years	
old. 

It is also my hope that you will be able to update 
you	labels	of	these	objects	with	extra	information	
and thereby preserving our cultural heritage. What 
I hope for most is that this little article will lead to 
further	reading	and	a	deeper	enjoyment	of	the	sea	
and all it holds.
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The Executive of SCSA pondered long and hard 
over the relevance and role of having a Patron. 
The unanimous feeling was that there was value to 
continuing to have the largely honourary position 
of Patron for SCSA, but that the role of such 
individual should be more clearly defined.  

A Patron should be seen as someone who embodied 
academic excellence, but who also has close links 
to SCSA, and was not simply a fairly distant 
academic who derived his professional income 
and status from conchology, and occasionally 
interacted with SCSA.

There should be relationship and active involvement 
between the parties from which there should be 
benefit and increased exposure and standing to 
SCSA.

SCSA, with this vision in mind, had absolutely no 
hesitation	in	approaching	Dr	Johan	Marais	to	stand	
as the patron of the SCSA in this new and dynamic 
role, with his long and distinguished academic 
career, and close association and involvement with 
SCSA.

We	take	this	opportunity	to	welcome	Dr	Marais	to	
his new role as SCSA Patron and look forward to a 
long and successful relationship.

A new Patron

Dr	 Johan	 P.	 Marais	 attended	 the	 University	 of	
Potchefstroom where he obtained a BSc degree, 
majoring	 in	 Chemistry	 and	 Botany,	 and	 a	 BSc-Hons	
degree	 in	 Plant	 Physiology.	 He	 then	moved	 to	 Natal	
where	 he	 joined	 the	 Department	 of	 Agriculture	 as	
Regional Biochemist and also enrolled as a student in 
Biochemistry	at	the	University	of	Natal.	After	obtaining	
his	MSc	and	PhD	degrees,	he	was	appointed	as	head	of	
the Biochemistry Section at the Agricultural Research 
Station at Cedara and later as Specialist Scientist until 
his retirement in 2003. For a period of 10 years prior 
to his retirement he was also involved in the Grass 
Breeding Programme of the Agricultural Research 
Council in Pretoria. 

Johan	 joined	 the	 Conchological	 Society	 of	 Southern	
Africa	 in	 1973	 and	 over	 the	 years	 made	 substantial	
contributions	 to	 the	 shell	 collection	 of	 the	 Natal	
Museum. Several shell species were named after him, 
and during the eighties he was invited to take part in 
the	Natal	Museum	Dredging	Programme	off	the	South	
African coast, using the research ship of the CSIR, the 
Meiring Naude.	He	subsequently	became	an	Honorary	
Research	Associate	of	the	Natal	Museum	and	served	as	
President	of	the	Conchological	Society	for	a	period	of	4	
years.	He	was	one	of	the	authors	of	the	book	entitled:	
Identification guide to the seashells of South Africa, 
edited	 by	 A.P.	 Marais	 &	 A.D.	 Seccombe.	 He	 is	 still	
actively pursuing his hobby and is particularly interested 
in the marine micro-shells of South Africa.
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Molluscs and medicineMolluscs and medicine
J.P. & A.P. Marais

Apart from the beauty of their shells and the fact that they are 
a source of food for many, molluscs are also important for their 
novel secondary metabolites, many of which play an important 

role in the pharmaceutical industry. 
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Members of the plant kingdom have long been 
used as the main source of medicinal products, 
while less attention has been given to members of 
the animal kingdom. From a biochemical point of 
view, organisms such as plants and animals can 
be regarded as complex systems of rigorously 
controlled, interacting chemical compounds. 
These compounds are either primary metabolites 
directly involved in normal growth, development, 
and reproduction, or are secondary metabolites, 
which appear not to have any direct function in 
growth and development. Secondary metabolites 
are	 typically	 produced	 in	 small	 quantities	 and	
usually play a role in the survival strategy of the 
organism producing them. Inadvertently secondary 
metabolites, also called bioactive substances, 
sometimes	 have	 unique	 properties	making	 them	
suitable for applications in the pharmaceutical 
field. A review of molluscan secondary metabolites 
and their medicinal uses has been published by 
Benkendorff	(2010).	

The slime produced by terrestrial molluscs 
contains active substances that have been used 
for centuries for the treatment of minor ailments. 
Arion hortensis, the common Italian garden slug, 
is a good example.
 

Arion hortensis

The slug is sometimes swallowed whole as a 
treatment for gastritis or stomach ulcers, but for 
those who find this too disgusting, a recipe for ‘Slug 
Syrup’ can apparently be found on the website of 
the	University	of	Saskatchewan.	This	 “medicine”	
can	 be	 prepared	 by	 filling	 a	 jar	 with	 alternating	
layers of slugs and sugar and after about a day, 
when the slugs have ‘dissolved,’ the resulting 
mixture is strained through a sieve, after which 
30% alcohol is added by volume. The resulting 

syrup is used for the treatment of bronchitis, asthma 
and ulcers, and is claimed to heal these conditions 
when everything else fails.

Fortunately, the modern pharmaceutical industry 
is vastly more sophisticated and bioactive 
secondary metabolites are usually first isolated and 
often modified for specific medicinal applications. 
Active substances are derived from a large number 
of natural sources, of which the Mollusca is but 
one. In this paper a few more recently-developed 
molluscan-derived drugs for combating some 
serious human diseases are discussed.

Infectious diseases 

The	 advent	 of	 antibiotics	 in	 the	 early	 1950’s	 for	
the	 treatment	 of	 bacterial,	 fungal	 and	 protozoal	
infections	 played	 a	 major	 role	 in	 increasing	
the average lifespan of the human population. 
However,	 due	 to	 the	 marked	 adaptability	 of	
pathogenic organisms it is estimated that more 
than	70%	of	them	have	become	resistant	to	most	of	
the presently available antibiotics. This is a matter 
of great concern to medical authorities worldwide, 
and	 emphasizes	 the	 urgency	 of	 developing	 new	
antimicrobial drugs. 

Molluscs	thrive	in	damp	or	aqueous	environments	
where they have been exposed to bacterial and 
viral infections for millennia. In order to survive 
they must have evolved highly effective immune 
systems to combat these infections. It is not 
surprizing,	 therefore,	 that	molluscs	have	attracted	
much attention in man’s search for secondary 
metabolites with antibacterial and antiviral activity 
against human pathogens. 

Trophon geversianus
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Egg mass extracts of the muricid, Trophon 
geversianus were found to inhibit the growth of 
various human pathogenic bacteria.

Gut extracts from Drupella fragum inhibit the 
growth of  Staphylococcus aureus and the 
potentially life threatening Escherichia coli and 
Pseudomonas aeruginosa.  

 Drupella fragum 

The haemocyanin isolated from the blood of the 
muricid Rapana venosa was found to inhibit the 
replication of Epstein-Barr and Herpes simplex 1 
viruses.

 Rapana venosa

Symbiotic bacteria associated with marine 
organisms such as molluscs have been found to 
be a source of novel antibiotics. Members of the 
Teredinidae	 (shipworm),	 for	 instance,	 burrow	
deeply into wooden marine docks and ship hulls, 
causing severe damage over time, but wood 
is	 of	 no	 nutritional	 value	 to	 them.	 However,	
symbiotic, cellulolytic nitrogen-fixing bacteria in 
the shipworm’s gill tissue convert wood fibers into 
an acceptable food source for shipworm.
 

Surprisingly, the bacteria also secrete a very strong 
antibiotic, able to inhibit the growth of Gram-
negative and Gram-positive bacteria, probably 
aimed at defending valuable sources of energy 
from	competitor	microbes.	 	 	Discoveries	 such	as	
these could provide valuable information for the 
design of new antibiotic drugs.
 

Although few molluscs have been tested for the 
presence of specific antiviral compounds, antiviral 
activity has been demonstrated in gastropods 
such as the Australian Haliotis laevigata, Littorina 
littorea, Rapana venosa and Buccinum undatum, 
and bivalves such as Mytilus galloprovincialis, Mya 
arenaria and Ostrea edulus.
  
Neuropathic pain

Pain is an extremely complex process, with 
multiple channels for transmitting pain signals to 
the brain. Present pain killers are very effective in 
relieving	pain	caused	for	instance	by	injuries,	but	
much less effective for chronic neuropathic pain 
from sources such as diabetes, cancer or multiple 
sclerosis. Treatments that do exist for these types 
of pain are often not very effective and could be 
associated with side effects such as addiction and 
tolerance	in	the	patient.	New,	more	effective	pain	
killers are, therefore, in great demand. 

Cone snails are carnivorous molluscs, killing their 
prey by means of nerve toxins which block the 
transmission of nerve signals to all vital organs. At 
very low concentrations, these toxins were found 
to block pain signals without causing death.
 
The venom of each cone species contains at least 
20	unique	components,	called	conopeptides.	Since	
there	 are	 more	 than	 600	 known	 cone	 species,	
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there must be thousands of natural compounds 
already evolved to act on the nervous system and, 
therefore, potential candidates for the development 
of new pain killers. 
 
A conopeptide from Conus geographus toxin was 
engineered to form a very effective pain killing 
drug	 which	 was	 approved	 by	 the	 US	 Food	 and	
Drug	 Administration	 (FDA)	 in	 2004	 under	 the	
name	Ziconotide	(brand	name	Prialt).	

 Conus geographus 

It is many times more potent than morphine, but 
unfortunately has the drawback of not being able 
to cross the blood-brain barrier, and has to be 
administered	via	an	injection	directly	into	the	lower	

spinal cord to effect pain relief. 

A second conotoxin peptide from Conus regius 
for treating neuropathic pain is now under 
investigation	at	the	University	of	Utah.	
 
The active compound in the toxin was engineered 
to work in a human metabolic system as a treatment 
for chemotherapy-induced neuropathic pain. 
Apart from relieving the pain it also appears to 
prevent nerve damage that normally occurs during 
chemotherapeutic treatment. This could mean that 
the compound is able to reduce the root cause of 
chronic	pain	rather	than	just	temporarily	relieving	
the	symptoms.	Unlike	Prialt,	this	drug	can	be	given	
by	subcutaneous	injection.	There	are	already	a	few	
other cone snail toxins that have been transformed 
into potential pharmaceuticals, awaiting clinical 
trials.  

Diabetes 

Carbohydrates are digested in the human body 
to form sugar, which is transported by the blood 
to the cells of the body, where it is converted into 
energy. Since food intake varies a lot over a period 
of	 24	 hours,	 sugar	 production	 similarly	 varies	

A B C

D E F

(A) Haliotis laevigata, (B) Littorina littorea, (C) Buccinum undatum, 
(D) Mytilus galloprovincialis, (E) Mya arenaria, (F) Ostrea edulus
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tremendously. For various reasons it is essential for 
blood	 sugar	 levels	 to	 remain	 constant	 –	 if	 not,	 a	
condition develops called diabetes. The only way 
an	elevated	blood	sugar	level	can	be	normalized	is	
by stimulating the transfer of sugar out of the blood 
and into the cells where it can be converted into 
energy	 and	 other	 metabolic	 products.	 However,	
the entry of blood sugar into the cells is controlled 
by the pancreatic hormone, insulin, which consists 
of	an	inactive	aggregate	of	6	insulin	molecules.	In	
a healthy body the blood glucose level is controlled 
by	the	release	of	just	the	right	amount	of	insulin,	a	
process which can take up to an hour.

The mechanism of insulin production in diabetics 
is absent or functions erratically and has to be 
controlled	 by	 injecting	 the	 patient	 with	 insulin.	
Some insulin drugs are fast acting, others slow 
acting, or acting for different lengths of time. The 
fastest acting products presently available still take 
15	to	30	minutes	to	take	effect.
 
Conus geographus and some other cone snails 
produce not only conotoxin, but insulin as well for 
rendering the prey sluggish and partially immobile. 
Compared to human insulin it is remarkably fast-
acting	and	appears	to	take	effect	within	5	minutes.	
It was found that the cone insulin does not occur 

as an aggregate which has to dissociate first, but 
is already in the active form. Cone insulin gives 
researchers a better insight into the structure and 
mode of action of different types of insulin, which 
might enable them to develop more effective 
insulin drugs to combat diabetes. 

Cancer

Cancer is a group of diseases characterised by 
uncontrolled cell growth with the potential of 
spreading	throughout	the	body.	Despite	the	use	of	
chemotherapeutic drugs, radiation therapy and the 
surgical	removal	of	affected	tissue,	the	World	Health	
Organization	 (WHO)	 predicts	 a	 cancer	 related	
death toll of about 12 million people worldwide 
by 2030. In recent years the emphasis on finding 
a cure for cancer has shifted to the development 
of drugs from natural secondary metabolites with 
promising antitumour properties. 

Nudibranchs	and	sea	hares	are	renowned	for	their	
ability to accumulate in their body tissue some 
secondary substances derived from symbionts 
in their tissue and from the organisms they feed 
on. Ciavatti et al.	 (2017)	 illustrated	a	number	of	
nudibranchs presently under investigation for 
secondary anticancer compounds. 

(A)	Aplysia dactylomela.	(B)	Aplysia punctata.	(C)	Bursatella leachii.	(D)	Dolabella auricularia.	(E)	
Elysia subornata.	(F)	Glossodoris quadricolor.(G)	Hexabranchus sanguineus.	(H)	Jorunna funebris.	(I)	

Onchidium sp. 2.	(J)	Peltodoris atromaculata.	(K)	Phidiana militaris.	(L)	Phyllidia coelestis. 
(courtsy	Ciavatti	et al.	2017)
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A	potent	anticancer	agent	called	Kahalalide	F	was	
discovered in the sea hare Elysia rufescens and 
in very low concentrations in the alga Bryopsis 
pennata on which it feeds. 

Elysia rufescens 

Kahalide	 F	 normally	 functions	 as	 a	 chemical	
defense system against fish predation, but also 
shows activity against prostate cancer. 

Antitumour	 compounds,	 called	 Dolastatins,	
have been isolated from the sea hare Dolabella 
auriculata and have shown strong activity against 
several forms of cancer.

 

Dolabella auriculata

A novel anticancer compound has been isolated 
from a South African population of Trimusculus 
costatus inhibiting esophageal cancer cell lines.

 Trimusculus costatus

Another promising anticancer drug and 
immunotherapeutic agent is known as keyhole 
limpet	 hemocyanin	 (KLH).	 It	 was	 isolated	 from	
Megathura crenulata, a marine gastropod found 
in large numbers on the Pacific coast of California 
and Mexico. 
 

Megathura crenulata 
(Females	70-80	mm)

KLH	is	a	potential	drug	for	the	treatment	of	bladder	
carcinoma.	More	 than	a	dozen	vaccines	 that	use	
KLH	are	already	in	clinical	trials,	and	a	treatment	
for bladder cancer has been approved for use in 
Europe and Asia. 

A	 potent	 anticancer	 agent	 called	 ES285	 was	
discovered in the bivalve Spisula polynyma that 
prevents dividing cancer cells to separate from one 
another	 and	 also	 triggers	 apoptosis	 (the	 orderly	
disintegration and engulfing of the fragmented 
cancer	cells	by	the	body’s	phagocytic	cells).		

Spisula polynyma



Clinical trials evaluating intravenous formulations 
of this drug for treating solid cancers are in progress.

Extracts from egg masses and hypobranchial 
glands of Dicathais orbita and many other muricids 
induce cancer-cell death by apoptosis and have 
been shown to inhibit the proliferation of a range 
of cancer cell lines, highlighting their potential use 
as chemotherapeutic agents.

Dicathais orbita

A large number of anticancer compounds of 
molluscan origin are being investigated, of which 
the following 12 appear to be particularly promising 
for further study: 

dolastatin 16, chlorolissoclimide, doliculide, 
ulapaulide A, kabiramide C, halichondramide 
related metabolites, aplyronine A, sphinxolide, 
latrunculin A, hectochlorin, lamellarin D, and 
spisulosine.	(Ciavatti	et al.	2017).
 
Unfortunately,	 due	 to	 many	 factors	 such	
as instability of the active compound and 
unacceptable side effects, preciously few of the 
promising natural compounds will eventually pass 
through	the	different	screening	phases	required	for	
their release as pharmaceutical drugs. At present, 
described	molluscan	 species	 total	 about	 52	 000,	
of which less than 1% have been investigated for 
secondary metabolites. The Mollusca, therefore, 
remains an open field for the discovery of novel 
chemicals for future drug development.
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Margaret Borland/Johnson, a long-standing member of 
Shell Collectors SA, passed away in June in Grahamstown 
after	a	short	illness,	one	day	before	her	86th	birthday.

She was an integral part of the South Coast Conchological 
Society, having been one of the founder members in the 
late	1970s,	and	she	remained	an	active	member	 into	her	
80s. Margaret was tremendously passionate about shell-
collecting, a hobby which began for her as a teenage girl 
on the shores of California, where the family moved from 
England due to the Second World War, and she collected 
shells from all over the world, with specimens from every 
continent	(except	for	Antarctica),	aided	by	her	great	love	of	
travelling.

She derived great pleasure from finding her shells herself, 
even if this meant clambering around boats and getting 
them direct from the fishing nets; she also obtained many 
specimens from swapping with other collectors, as she had 
collected for many years on the Zululand, South Coast and 
Cape coasts.

Her	 studies	 for	 a	 BSc	 paved	 the	 road	 for	 her	 to	 have	 a	
highly scientific collection, with individual species all boxed 
and labelled and catalogued, and her passion rubbed off 
on	 her	 youngest	 son	 Ken,	 who	 has	 been	 a	 member	 of	
SCSA	for	40	years	and	now	lives	in	Johannesburg	with	the	
combined collection.

Celebrating and honoring 
a unique life.

Obituary


