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Introduction

In recent years Taiwan’s fishing industry has
been flourishing. Both the pelagic and inshore fleets
have been successful in their annual catches of fish
and the industry’s by-product,—seashells. There are
many precious specimens which are of interest to
both scholars of academic studies and the collectors
of cherished objects. Through years of constant effort
our country has taken an important part in the fields
of malacology and conchology. The specimens in this
book represent a few of the rare shells which |, the
author, have collected over a number of years. | am
pleased to be able to display them here for those who
enjoy the hobby of shell collecting.

The collection areas of the rare shells contained
herein ranges from the southern end of the Taiwan
Strait; Pon-chia-yu off the north-eastern coast of
Keelung harbor; Tiao-yu-tai and Kue-shan Island; and
the South China Sea, all within the range of Taiwan'’s
coral-trawling boats. The exact source of these rare
species is quite indispensable in scientific research;
however, due to the varied itinerary of the boats and
frequent changes in the range of their activity, it is
almost impossible to determine the specific'collection
sites. Therefore the collection areas indicated in the
accompanying bathygraphic charts represent only general
locations such as: the southern part of Pescadores
Islands; offshore along Taiwan’s south-western coast;
O-lan-pi facing the Bashi Channel or off the coastal
water areas of north-eastern Taiwan.

Although the waters around the Pescadores
Islands are relatively shallow, the fringing coral reef
is quite narrow. There is a 100 meter deep trench
situated in its south-eastern part. It is Pong-hu Kan-tao
(Pong-hu Trench), and east of this Trench there is one
shallower—Saichen that resembles a great depression
in the sea floor where it is similar to the one located
in the Tosa Bay, Shikoku, Japan and is abundant in
many classic species of rare sea shells. The southern
deeper part of the Seven Beauty Isle (Chi-mei-yu),
Pong-hu is the collection center for obtaining red coral
and is also the source of many rare cowries. There is
a relatively large area about 100 meters in depth near
the north-eastern coast of Taiwan. Farther to the east
of Tiao-yu-tai the sea bottom reaches nearly 2,000
meters. The western continental shelf averages ap-
proximately 100 meters in depth. Taiwan’s broad
coastal area with its exceedingly great depths remains
a treasury of many native rare abyssal shells. Kue-shan

Island which lies off Suao Port is surrounded by waters
several hundred meters in depth and is also a source of
many rare shells. Waters off Hualien and Taitong which
reach a depth of 1,000 meters or more have never
been dredged for seashells due to the trawling methods
employed by the fishing fleets which operate in this
area. The coral reefs of Liu-tao and Lan-yu- which
contain many shells are also awaiting further explora-
tion. Another reef containing rare species of conidae
is located off O-lan-pi. Local fishing boats operating
near Pratas Island (Reef) have brought back specimens
never before collected around the Formosan Sea. Most
of the fishing boats of Tongkang and Kaoshiong sail
southward toward the Bashi Channel or Tawu (Tai-
tong) or northward to Chiatin (Kaoshiong). The outer
reef off Liu-chu-yu has long been known as the home
of many large showy tropical deep sea shells. The
harbors of Taiwan which produce seashells consist
of Keelung, in northern Taiwan, Nan-fang-ao (Su-ao),
An-ping, Chiatin (near Tainan) in south-central Taiwan,
and Kaoshiong, Tongkang (Pingtong) in the south,
and Makong in the Pescadores Islands. The fishing
boats transit these harbors in large numbers. The vessels
from the Pescadores lIslands also proceed far to the
north to collect the precious red coral so there are
many fishing boats which are home-ported at Makong
in the Pescadores Islands. The boats often bring back
precious seashells as a by-product of their fishing acti-
vities. The fishermen often keep the exact location of
their voyages secret, especially when their trip has
been quite successful. This is particularly true of the
coral trawling vessels. The information they do pro-
vide regarding their course is frequently unreliable and
is purposely calculated to deceive the innocent. There-
fore, the actual location from which many of the shells
are collected cannot be authenticated, except for the
name of the home port of the vessel involved. Although
one may check the vessels’ logs, the actual location
of their catches is difficult to obtain. We can only
determine that the vessel was from Tiao-yu-tai, Saichen
or the South China Sea. However, by keeping in mind
the general area in which the vessel has been operating
and using marine charts, shell books, operating pro-
cedures, and observing the attachments to the shells,
and the other species of shells and fish collected on
the same voyage it is possible to determine the pro-
bable area in which they were collected. This is often
the only way in which we can determine the population



center for many shell species. The fourth-known
specimen of Pleurotomaria rumphii ever collected
was found off the north eastern coast of Taiwan. The
vessel was ported at Kaoshiong and it was rumored
that the shell was obtained from the Pratas Island.
However, over 300 specimens of this rare shell were
later collected off the north-eastern coast of Taiwan,
near Keelung Harbor by vessels from that area. The
argument aroused by the collection of the fourth-
known specimen of P. rumphii which appears to be
the only one ever collected in the waters off Pratas
Island has never been settled. It was the first time in
the duration of thirty years covered by the ship’s travels
in that area that this species had been collected in
southern waters. The primary responsibilities of
malacologists include asking one question after another
until the true data is obtained. Due to the improve-
ment of fishing skills many more deep sea species are
gradually appearing. In this respect, much additional
study is needed to determine the accurate shell pro-
ducing centers. The collection data supplied by Taiwan
fishing vessels are so unreliable that it is often subject
to ridicule among world shell collectors. For example
one species of murex which is native to Australia was
published in a well-known foreign shell journal in-
dicating that it was a Taiwan species. A specimen of a
cowry collected from South Africa by Taiwanese fishing
boats was sent to a noted foreign malacologist who
mistook it for a new species. Also other instances of
this sort have been commonplace. The cause of these
errors is frequently the eagerness of authors to publish
new species without adequate research, or a case of the
supplier wanting to protect the actual source of the
specimens for commercial purposes.

Among the Taiwanese ports which are the most
frequent source of seashells, Kaoshiong is probably
the most productive. Most of the fishing boats in pursuit
of the pelagic species of fish are also successful in the
collection of shells. Chia-tin port (near Tainan), another
source of shells, is rather small and the fishing skiffs
are moored offshore. Sometimes the specimens of the
rare conus and cowry species are collected from the
Saichen. The fishing boats of An-ping near Tainan
operate in the Taiwan Straits. The variety of shells
collected makes it second in significance to Kaoshiong.
Almost all of the modern trawlers using single or paired
towing nets operating out of other ports also collect
seashells.

Many of the shells sold to tourists in the northern
Yehliu (near Keelung) and the southern O-lan-pi scenic
spots are obtained from foreign waters. However, some
rare local specimens may occasionally be offered. Since
many of these specimens are cleaned with acid or
painted with lacquer it is difficult to find good col-
lectors” specimens. Even rare shells are frequently ruined
by this procedure. The result is a specimen which is
only good for scientific study.

The standards by which the rarity of shells are
guaged in this book is divided into two categories.
The first category represents the scarcity of the
specimens in their natural habitat. Next is the scarcity
of the same specimens in private collections. Some
of these rare species are not well known since they
lack the beauty and color of the more popular families
and therefore are of little interest to most collectors.
However, they are often the favorite subjects of malaco-
logists who like to collect and study without regard
to these characteristics. In contrast, the rare species
which are quite popular, such as cowries, cones, murex
and volutes elicit much enthusiasm among collectors
who are especially anxious to obtain the deep sea
varieties which have not yet been identified and may
as yet be unnamed. Due to the fishing methods which
are not ideal for the collection of shells and the inac-
cessible habitat of many species, the supply is severly
limited in many cases and these species rarely seen in
collections. Although a collector may seek a specimen
of one of these exceedingly rare species, he will never
be sure when the shell will be available. The Chinese
phrase "‘to fish a needle from the ocean’ is quite ap-
propriate in describing the chances of obtaining a
speceimen of these rare species. Due to significant
changes in fishing technology, many of the species
which were obtained only by sheer luck in the past
are now quite commonplace. For example, during the
past five years many of those species which | have
listed in the Bulletin of Malacology of the Republic
of China as rare shells have been collected in rather
large numbers in areas such as the Philippines. Such
species are Murex alabaster Reeve, Murex barclayi
Reeve and Conus kinoshitai Kuroda which are not
included in this book. However, no one can predict
the continued availability of such species. Therefore
many of the rare species contained herein may someday
become quite common, or may never reappear. For
example, in the case of Pleurotomaria rumphii Schep-
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man, 1879 which is now quite rare in Taiwan it
may someday be discovered in greater numbers in
other areas. At one time there were over three hundred
specimens of this rare shell collected in less than half
a year. However, at present only very limited numbers
of specimens'have been obtained since after that pro-
ductive year of 1968. Therefore it may be more
realistic to say that even though three hundred
specimens were once collected in less than a year it is
still a very rare shell in the total period in which this
species has been known for 100 years, the average
annual catch has been less than 4 specimens and at
present the shell is quite difficult to obtain. By con-
servative estimates there are over 100,000 shell col-
lectors in the world. Although many collectors cannot
afford to purchase such an expensive shell, it is still
greatly desired and is a classic among rare shells. A
species even rarer than Pleurotomaria rumphii Schepman
is Voluta pratasensis Rehder, 1967 of which only two
specimens have ever been collected. They were dredged
in 1908 by U.S. Fishery research vessel in terrigenous
sand deposits at a depth of 380 meters off the Pratas
Island. It is unfortunate that this rare species has never
been collected by Taiwanese fishing boats.

Can shell rarity be determined by commercial
value? The answer is No. Definitely NOT. In the past
ten years three specimens of Cypraea tessellata Swainson
were collected in waters off Taio-yu-tai. Locally these
specimens are literally worth their weight in gold.
However, Cypraea tessellata obtained from Hawaii is
relatively inexpensive, since it is much more common
from that area. Therefore scarcity cannot be judged
solely by commercial value. Cypraea aurantium Gmelin
which is collected primarily from the southern
Philippines was once exceedingly rare, however, in
recent years it has been collected in fairly large numbers.
Though it is no longer a rare shell, the value is still
quite high due to its membership in a popular family
and its large size and eye-catching color. Also some
shallow water species are both rare and beautiful, but
do not command a high price since they are members
of less popular families. One such species is Cantharus
melanostomus Sowerby which is brightly colored in
contrasting orange and black and has an exquisite design,
but is not well known.

Since ! have been a collector more than twenty-
five years, | have carefully chosen species which for
the most part are also rarely collected in other waters

and are found primarily in Taiwan. My personal ratings
of rarity do not necessarily have anything to do with
the selling price. The specimens are generally obtained
by trawling the ocean bottom for red coral. Since the
shells are often attached to the coral they are frequently
damaged in the trawling process which employs the use
of tangle nets weighted with large stones to break the
coral branches from the bottom. For this reason perfect
specimens are difficult to obtain. However, many of
the deep water species are found only in this manner.
The majority of shells obtained by the trawlers are dead
specimens which formerly lived in the fissures of the
coral brought up by the nets.

Because of Taiwan's subtropical climate, the island
is surrounded by coral reef teeming with marine life,
and the study of conchology is quite favorable. Con-
sistent with our government’s policy of improvement
in fishery skills we hope to discover many new species
of shells and greatly advance the science of malaco-
logy. It is only through our cooperation in this area
that the achievement of our scientific goals can be ful-
filled. For example, the study of shell life-cycles may
contribute to aquaculture research and the produc-
tion of oysters, mussels, and scallops and a variety of
other marine life which will be necessary to feed the
increasing populations of the future. The achievement
of enjoying the beauty of seashells and also un-
derstanding their ecological importance is a goal all
of us should strive for. | sincerely hope to encourage
other collectors and researchers to contribute to this
goal, both at home and abroad.
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Explanation of asterisks on species:
Asterisk *“ % ""represents availability of shells from Taiwan waters in any condition regardless of whether

live taken, dead or imperfect shells and worldwide availability is also considered.
% % 3k Triple star stands for extremely rare.

% 3k Double star stands for shells rarely available.
%k Single star stands for rare, but occasionally available.

Ranges of locality data:
NE off Taiwan — including north-east off Taiwan, Hua-pin-yu, Mien-hua-yu, Pon-chia-yu, Tiao-
yu-tai, Huan-wei-yu, Tsu-wei-yu and Kue-shan Island.

SW off Taiwan — including south-east off Pescadores Island, Pong-hu Kan-tao (Trench), Tainan,
Kao-shiong, Tong-kang and Liu-chu-yu. -
South Taiwan Strait — South of the Pescadores Island, south-east off Hong-kong, Pratas Island,

Bashi Channel and South China Sea.

1
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