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I 've got one." The call came from 
the far side of the stream—just 
that short sentence and no more, 

not even the perfunctory exclama­
tion point to indicate that what 
was "got" was of any importance. 
And yet my skin tingled as if 1 had 
just been informed of the discov­
ery of a living trilobite. At the time 
that the voice filtered down to me 
through a completely foreign 
vegetation, 1 was knee-deep in 
cold water in the Arroyo San An­
tonio in southern Uruguay. Wad­
ing upstream, 1 approached my 
friend with some uncertainty. Af­
ter all, the animal we were seeking 
had not been reported from this 
part of the world for nearly half a 
century. My doubt was unjus­
tified, and 1 now feel guilt when 1 
remember my lack of faith; Dr. 
Bruce Means, probably the finest 
naturalist I shall ever know, has a 
reputation of sorts and (1 was to 
find out later) makes few if any 
mistakes in the field. When 1 
reached him, any quest ions 1 
might have had were immediately 
answered. He held in his hands a 
living specimen of a bizarre fresh­
water "crab." Not a true crab (that 
is, a member of the infraorder 
Brachyura) or a crayfish (a mem­
ber of the infraorder Astacidea), 
the animal in Bruce's hand was a 
member of the endemic South 
American crab genus Ac^la. 

Decapod (ten-footed) crusta­
ceans— the group of inver te­
brates that includes the familiar 
crabs, shrimps, and lobsters — are 
among the largest of the inverte­
brates. A brief perusal of the 
group usually leaves one stag­
gered at the diversity of sizes and 
shapes. Decapods range in size 
from symbiotic pontiniid shrimp 
only a few millimeters in length to 
Japanese spider crabs with a leg 
span of several meters. In shape 
they may be of unbelievable deli­
cacy and fragility, as are some of 
the resplendent cleaner shrimps, 
or they may be as massive as 
that culinary delight, the Maine 
lobster, known to exceed sixty 
pounds in very old individuals. 

The diversity is itself somewhat 
misleatiing. All decapods, regard­
less of size or shape, are basically 
very similar. All possess eight 
pairs of thoracic appendages; the 
first three pairs are modified as 
feeding structures, which leaves 
five pairs for ambulation (hence 
the name Decapoda). Often the 
first of these five pairs are mod­
ified into large claw-bearing ap­
pendages, leaving only four pairs 
of walking legs. Every species 
possesses a large carapace, shield­
ing the back of the fused head-
thorax region, and each has an 
abdomen of six segments, al­
though it may be modified from 
group to group. It is a simple men­
tal exercise to envision the elon­
gate tail of the primitive forms, 
such as the commercially har­
vested penaeid shrimps, becom­
ing heavier and more massive 
with a corresponding flattening 
and thickening of the carapace. 
The result is a lobster; indeed 
there are few differences between 
"shrimps" and "lobsters" other 
than the number of legs that ter­
minate in claws and the mode of 
reproduct ion (the commercial 
shr imps shed their unhatched 
eggs into the sea, whereas all 
other decapods carry the eggs 
through hatching). Continuing 
the exercise, one can see that a 
crab is built along the same plan, 
but with the abdomen reduced 
and tucked away beneath the 
thorax and with the carapace 
greatly widened. 

This unity of form serves to 
unite the decapods into a natural, 
clearly defined taxon. The basic 
architectural design can be fol­
lowed without interruption as one 
proceeds from group to group. 
But th is same c o h e s i v e n e s s 
makes the job of the taxonomist 
devilishly hard. How does one 
divide the decapods into sub­
groups? A crab is a crab, and a 
shrimp a shrimp, but in reality the 
boundar ies of "c rabdom" are 
poorly delimited, and there are 
many groups that seem to fall 
somewhere in between. 

Early naturalists divided the 
decapods into three somewhat 
artificial groups, based upon the 
relative development of the abdo­
men. The macrurans (longtails) 
encompassed all of the shrimps 
and lobsters. The brachyurans 
(shorttails) contained the true 
crabs; this assemblage is believed 
to be a natural (monophyletic) 
g roup, and we have retained 
Brachyura as a widely recognized 
taxon. But there remained a large 
number of decapods that fit into 
neither of these two groups. The 
tail was either asymmetrically 
twisted (the hermit crabs and their 
relatives) or flexed forward be­
neath the abdomen like that of a 
crab, but not as reduced. Ex­
amples of this latter group are the 
familiar mole crabs or sand fleas 
(EiUL'rita and Hippa) of Atlantic and 
Pacific coasts of North America 
and a marine benthic (deep water) 
taxon, the Galatheoidea. The ap­
propriate name Anomura was 
assigned, on the basis of the 
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