
Walking Sideways: The Remarkable World of
Crabs

Crabs. These fascinating creatures have captivated human curiosity for centuries.
With their distinctive sideways walk and unique features, crabs inhabit various
marine and terrestrial environments across the globe. From their astonishing
anatomy and impressive survival skills to their role in ecosystems, the world of
crabs is nothing short of remarkable.
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The Remarkable Anatomy of Crabs

Crabs boast intricate anatomy perfectly designed for their peculiar lifestyle. Their
hard outer shell, known as the exoskeleton, protects them from predators and
provides support. Interestingly, this exoskeleton does not grow as the crab grows,
leading to molting – a process wherein crabs shed their old shells to
accommodate growth. During molting, crabs are soft and vulnerable, until a new,
larger exoskeleton forms.
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One of the most distinct features of crabs is their ten walking legs, with the first
pair modified into powerful claws. These claws serve multiple purposes, from
defense and capturing prey to courtship rituals and communication with other
crabs.

Crabs also possess remarkable eyesight. Their eyes are situated on stalks,
allowing them to have a 360-degree view of their surroundings. This not only
helps them detect predators but also plays a crucial role in finding mates and
foraging for food.
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The Variety of Crab Species

The world of crabs hosts an astonishing array of species, each with its unique
characteristics. From the tiny pea crab, measuring less than an inch, to the
Japanese spider crab, which can have a leg span of up to 13 feet, crabs come in
all shapes and sizes.

Some species, like the decorator crab, are known for their ability to camouflage
themselves by attaching bits of algae, sponges, and even other animals to their
exoskeletons. Others, such as the coconut crab, have remarkable strength,
capable of cracking open coconuts with their powerful claws.

Deep-sea crabs, like the Yeti crab, have adapted to extreme environments,
surviving in the abyssal depths where sunlight cannot reach. These crabs rely on
bacteria that live on their hairy claws to obtain their nutrition.

The Importance of Crabs in Ecosystems
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Crabs play a vital role in maintaining the balance of ecosystems they inhabit. As
opportunistic scavengers, they help clean up decaying matter from the ocean
floor, preventing the spread of diseases and removing excess organic material.
Their feeding habits also have a significant impact on the distribution of nutrients
and the productivity of marine environments.

Moreover, crabs are an essential part of the food chain. They serve as a
significant food source for many species, such as fish, birds, and larger
crustaceans. Without crabs, these animals would face significant challenges in
finding sustenance, potentially disrupting entire ecosystems.

Crabs and Human Interaction

Crabs have not only intrigued scientists and nature enthusiasts but have also
found their way into various aspects of human life. Many cultures consider crabs
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a delicacy, resulting in significant fishing industries worldwide. Iconic dishes like
crab cakes and crab legs have become popular culinary choices, showcasing the
unique flavor and texture these crustaceans offer.

In addition to their value as a food source, crabs are also sought after in the
aquarium trade. Their vibrant colors, intricate patterns, and peculiar behaviors
make them fascinating additions to marine tanks, capturing the attention of
hobbyists worldwide.

Crabs, with their sideways walk, incredible adaptations, and diverse species,
have an extraordinary place in the natural world. Their impact on ecosystems and
their intriguing interactions with humans make them a subject of continuous study
and appreciation. By exploring the remarkable world of crabs, we gain a deeper
understanding of the intricate and interconnected web of life that envelopes our
planet's diverse habitats.
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The world's nearly 7,000 species of crabs are immediately recognizable by their
claws, sideways movement, stalked eyes, and thick outer shells. These common
crustaceans are found internationally, thriving in various habitats from the edge of
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the sea to the depths of the ocean, in fresh water or on land. Despite having the
same basic body type as decapod crustaceans—true crabs have heavy
exoskeletons and ten limbs with front pincer claws—crabs come in an enormous
variety of shapes and sizes, from the near microscopic to the giant Japanese
spider crab.

In Walking Sideways, Judith S. Weis provides an engaging and informative tour
of the remarkable world of crabs, highlighting their unique biology and natural
history. She introduces us to recently discovered crabs such as the Yeti crab
found in deep sea vents, explains what scientists are learning about blue and
hermit crabs commonly found at the shore, and gives us insight into the lifecycles
of the king and Dungeness crabs typically seen only on dinner plates. Among the
topics Weis covers are the evolution and classification of crabs, their habitats,
unique adaptations to water and land, reproduction and development, behavior,
ecology, and threats, including up-to-date research.

Crabs are of special interest to biologists for their communication behaviors,
sexual dimorphism, and use of chemical stimuli and touch receptors, and Weis
explains the importance of new scientific discoveries. In addition to the traditional
ten-legged crabs, the book also treats those that appear eight-legged, including
hermit crabs, king crabs, and sand crabs. Sidebars address topics of special
interest, such as the relationship of lobsters to crabs and medical uses of
compounds derived from horseshoe crabs (which aren't really crabs).

While Weis emphasizes conservation and the threats that crabs face, she also
addresses the use of crabs as food (detailing how crabs are caught and cooked)
and their commercial value from fisheries and aquaculture. She highlights other
interactions between crabs and people, including keeping hermit crabs as pets or
studying marine species in the laboratory and field. Reminding us of characters



such as The Little Mermaid's Sebastian and Sherman Lagoon’s Hawthorne, she
also surveys the role of crabs in literature (for both children and adults),film, and
television, as well in mythology and astrology. With illustrations that offer
delightful visual evidence of crab diversity and their unique behaviors, Walking
Sideways will appeal to anyone who has encountered these fascinating animals
on the beach, at an aquarium, or in the kitchen.
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