
 When the Spanish explorer Don Álvaro de Mendaña 
‘rediscovered’ this archipelago in 1568, he believed he had found 
the source of King Solomon’s fabled treasure.  Mendaña’s dreams 
were soon tarnished, and he died of malaria shortly afterwards, 
but the Spanish name “Yslas de Salomon” stuck.  I visited the 
Solomon Islands in August 2010 in search of molluscan treasure.
 Jet travel has made trips to the Solomons easier than 
was the case in Mendaña’s time, but still grueling.  Visitors arrive 
in the capital, Honiara, from Brisbane, Australia.  For European 
shell collectors, Brisbane is the opposite side of the globe, so the 
long-haul flights are then followed by a ‘backwards’ flight over the 
Coral Sea to the Solomons.  The round-trip from Europe requires 
a daunting six days of travel and visitors from North America 
fare little better.  More adventurous souls than I may opt to fly to 
Papua and make their way by sea canoe to the northernmost island 
groups of the Solomons – a traditional trading route, but fraught 
with dangers. 
 The 922 islands that make up the Solomons have a 
combined land area somewhat less than the state of Maryland.  
It is their 3,300 miles of coastline that is the main attraction for 
shell collectors.  There are mangrove swamps and extensive 
lagoon areas.  The larger islands like Guadalcanal are ruggedly 
mountainous and densely forested - challenging habitats for 
landsnail collectors to explore.
 Transport between islands is usually by canoe, even for 
worryingly long journeys.  The traditional ‘dug-out’ canoe in the 
picture above was my principal means of transport around Marau 
Sound, in the south of Guadalcanal.  This was one of the more 
seaworthy vessels I used, although it paid to be handy with the 
‘baler’…

 Most conchologists, amateur and professional, have their 
‘wish list’ of countries they’d like to visit.  I have my list, and it’s 
long.  So, why the Solomons?  A decade ago I was obtaining a 
good range of shells from the Solomons, but the flow then ‘dried 
up’.  I wanted to see for myself whether these islands were still 
a potential treasure-trove of shells and to find out why the shells 
were no longer coming out.

(Above) Most of the islands in the Solomons archipelago are 
low-lying coral atolls with shallow-water lagoons.  Although 
transportation to most of these islands is problematic, such 
localities are rich molluscan habitats and can be a paradise 
for snorkelers.  This picture was taken while flying over the 
Solomon Sea and shows Kisa, Lologhan, and Laumuan Islands, 
in the Russell Islands group.

Page 18                                                                                                                                                Vol. 39, No. 1                               



(Above) In the 'Are'are language of the Marau peoples, seashells 
are called “puriruri.”   Marau Sound is a delight for Cypraea 
collectors.  With the help of local villagers I found 35 species 
around just one small island.  The shells illustrated here were 
collected by snorkeling or by turning rocks at low tide.  All 
are illustrated to the same scale.  1. Erosaria eburnea (Barnes, 
1824), 33.8mm; 2. Cribrarula catholicorum (Schilder & Schilder, 
1938), 12.1mm; 3. C. cribraria zadela (Iredale, 1939), 16.1mm; 
4. Nucleolaria nucleus (L., 1758), 16.8mm; 5. Erronea caurica 
(L., 1758), 38.0mm; 6. Lyncina carneola (L., 1758), 20.1mm; 
7. Palmadusta clandestina candida (Pease, 1865), 20.6mm; 8. 
Purpuradusta fimbriata (Gmelin, 1791), 8.9mm; 9. Erronea 
cylindrica lenella (Iredale, 1939), 28.2mm; 10. Pustularia 
margarita (Dillwyn, 1817), 12.2mm; 11. Ransoniella punctata 
(L., 1771), 10.8mm; 12. Ovatipsa chinensis amiges (Melvill & 
Standen, 1915), 29.1mm; 13. Erronea chrysostoma (Schilder, 
1927), 27.7mm; 14. Eclogavena coxeni hesperina (Schilder 
& Summers, 1963), 17.7mm; 15. Luria isabella (L., 1758), 
15.6mm; 16. Bistolida stolida crossei (Marie, 1869), 24.9mm; 
17. Erronea errones (L., 1758), 25.3mm; 18. Erosaria beckii 
(Gaskoin, 1836), 11.4mm; 19. E. labrolineata (Gaskoin, 1849), 
16.8mm; 20. E. helvola (L., 1758), 14.4mm; 21. Bistolida kieneri 
depriesteri (Schilder, 1933), 13.8mm; 22. Palmadusta asellus 
(L., 1758), 21.2mm; 23. Staphylaea staphylaea consobrina 
(Garrett, 1879), 13.6mm; 24. Melicerona listeri (Gray, 1824), 
16.2mm. Also collected in this locality but not shown: tigris, 
mappa panerythra, arabica, mauritiana, teres, moneta, erosa, 
aurantium, annulus, humphreysi, ziczac. 

(Above) Palmadusta humphreysi (Gray, 1825) from Marau 
Sound.  The variation in color, pattern, and size (smallest 
12.6mm, largest 22.3mm) is striking.  These specimens are 
from a small area near Simeruka Island, collected at night by 
snorkeling.  P. ziczac (L., 1758), shown at bottom right, is a 
closely related species from the same locale (19.4 & 20.3mm).

(Middle) Lyncina aurantium (Gmelin, 1791), the golden cowrie, 
selected as the highest denomination postage stamp in a special 
“Cowries of the Pacific” set issued by the Solomons in 2002.
(Below) A Melanesian diver displays a live L. aurantium he 
caught in Marau Sound.  This shell is much rarer here than 
in the Philippines, but appears very similar morphologically.
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 The Solomons has a turbulent history.  Polynesians 
started arriving here 800 years ago by canoe; they were probably 
disappointed to find the major islands already settled by 
Melanesian peoples.  The racial tensions between Melanesians and 
Polynesians continue to this day, and disputes over land ownership 
have never been forgotten.  I came to know many Melanesian 
people in Marau, who regard themselves as the ‘original’ settlers 
of Guadalcanal.  Their lingering resentment towards other settlers 
is still apparent.  Attempts by Europeans (mainly the British) to 
‘colonize’ the Solomons eventually put an end to ‘head-hunting,’ 
yet neither the natives nor the British can have felt satisfied with 
the subsequent developments.  In one extreme example from 1927, 
some Kwaio tribes people of Malaita Island killed a tax collector 
and his armed guards; the reaction of the self-styled ‘colonialists’ 
was to send a punitive expedition (including a battleship!) that 
killed or captured hundreds of Kwaio, desecrated and destroyed 
sacred tribal sites, and set up a situation that foments bad feelings 
that last even today.  The tribes people can be forgiven for their 
suspicions about European-style ‘diplomacy.’
 The Solomons gained independence in 1978, but the 
21st Century started with five years of what is best described as 
civil war.  Territorial disputes, particularly on Guadalcanal, led 
to hundreds of deaths, tens of thousands of refugees, a bankrupt 
government, and economic devastation.  In 2001 the government, 
such as it was, asked for outside help to quell the violence.  Shell 
collecting was simply not a priority.  Australian shell collectors 
who used to visit were now warned not to go. With no visitors 
buying shells, the Solomon Islanders just had no reason to search 
for the ‘collectible’ species.

(Above) The sandy bottom of Marau Sound is a fertile hunting 
ground for miters.  1. Vexillum rubrocostatum Habe & Kosuge, 
1966, 27.8 and 27.9mm; 2. V. antonellii (Dohrn, 1861), 23.8mm; 
3. V. coronatum (Helbling, 1779), 21.1mm; 4. V. semifasciatum 
(Lamarck, 1811), 22.3mm; 5. V. vulpecula (L., 1758), 43.9 and 
45.1mm (5a seems to be an unusual localized color form); 
6. Imbricaria conularis (Lamarck, 1811), 20.3mm; 7. Mitra 
pellisserpentis Reeve, 1844, 24.6mm; 8. Pterygia crenulata 
(Gmelin, 1791), an unusually inflated specimen (31.0mm). 

(Below) Cones are so characteristic of the Solomons that their 
current series of definitive postage stamps features only cones 
– 14 different species on the 14 denominations.  Although the 
Solomons has few true endemic Conus, several quite desirable 
species are easier to obtain here than elsewhere.  These 
specimens are from Marau Sound: 1. Conus crocatus Lamarck, 
1810, 25.8mm; 2. C. floccatus Sowerby, 1841, 43.5mm (a 
marvelously variable species); 3. C. striolatus Kiener, 1845, 
29.5mm; 4. C. legatus Lamarck, 1810, 24.8 and 25.2mm; and  
5. an unusual form of C. consors anceps A. Adams, 1854, 
50.5mm. Conus gloriamaris Chemnitz, 1777, is found close to 
Honiara, but in very difficult conditions for divers: the black 
sand bottom is stirred up by river run-off and the area is all-
too-popular with saltwater crocodiles! 

(Above) Cypraea tigris L., 1758, forages on the wreck of a WWII 
American transport boat off New Georgia, where shipwrecks 
and plane wrecks lie within reach of snorkelers.  Surprisingly, 
there is little organized SCUBA diving and not much effort to 
attract foreign visitors to these sites.  
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(Above) Turning a rock at low tide in Roviana Lagoon in the 
Solomons’ Western Province reveals a cluster of Mitra tabanula 
Lamarck, 1811.  After cleaning, the shell’s beautiful sculpture 
is revealed (15.4mm specimen, right).

(Above) This 75mm specimen of Cymatium pileare (L., 1758) 
is almost invisible against its environment in Roviana Lagoon 
(left picture).  On the right is the same shell, turned to show its 
aperture.

(Above) The shallow waters around New Georgia Island in the 
Western Province are a haven for opisthobranchs.  The species 
I saw most commonly was Chelidonura varians Eliot, 1903 
(family Aglajidae), which is active on sandy bottoms during 
the day.  This species actually has an internal shell.

(Above) In my quest for ‘baṉa’ (seashells, in the Roviana 
language), I turned an intertidal rock and found this Mauritia 
arabica (L., 1758) guarding its eggs.  Naturally, the rock was 
immediately put back after one photo.

(Below) The cleaned Monetaria annulus (L., 1758) were 
collected on an American wreck in Roviana Lagoon.  Both 
show unusually intense orange coloration.  The live specimen 
(upper picture) is exposed on a reef at low tide.
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(Facing page) These ‘rusty’ Mauritia arabica (43.7–57.7mm) 
were collected in a few feet of water, on an American shipwreck 
in Roviana Lagoon.  This wreck actually breaks the surface at 
the lowest tides.  The rust coloration is very pronounced in 
some specimens and a few are ‘over-glazed’ so as to appear 
almost grey.  The shell at the upper left (35.5mm) is a normally 
colored reef specimen for comparison.  Just a few miles away 
is the small island where a certain Lieutenant John F. Kennedy 
swam ashore in 1943, after the sinking of his PT boat. 

(Below) Sycamore Bea from Munda examines a truly ‘gigas’ 
specimen of Tridacna in Roviana Lagoon.  The bright blue 
mantle of this same individual is shown on the back cover of 
the September 2010 American Conchologist.  This area was 
particularly badly hit by a tsunami on April 2, 2007, caused by 
a powerful undersea earthquake.  It was reassuring to see the 
variety of healthy marine life 3½ years later.  

DID YOU KNOW?
Swimmers today owe thanks to a young Solomon Islander 
named Alick Wickham.  Alick used a special swimming 
stroke he had developed in Roviana Lagoon when he visited 
Australia in 1920.  The top swimmers were impressed and 
started to copy it.  We now call his swimming stroke ‘front 
crawl’.

(Below) These Tridacna gigas are part of a ‘family group,’ 
sitting beside the shell shown on the left.  At 300–350mm, they 
are dwarfed by the larger specimen.  Even in such a discrete 
group, there is considerable variation in mantle color.

(Above) A young Tridacna lodges in the reef near Kiambe 
Island in Roviana Lagoon.  All the recognized Tridacna species 
are found in the Solomons, and the living animals can be 
difficult to identify.  The clams incorporate living algae in their 
mantle tissue (endosymbiosis), providing nourishment through 
photosynthesis.  The algae can be clearly seen in this picture. 

 Tridacna gigas (L., 1758) has traditionally played an 
important role in the life of the Solomon Islanders, and continues 
to today.  Known locally as ‘hio,’ it is an important source of 
protein for the Roviana people.  The shells are often carved, most 
notably into ‘shell money.’  Discarded shells litter the seashore and 
I saw a children’s ‘play-pit’ filled with Tridacna shells.
 Visitors to the Solomons should be wary of the products 
made from Tridacna that are offered as souvenirs.  Tridacnidae 
are protected by CITES and there would be heavy penalties for 
attempting to export these shells without proper documentation.  
Any artifacts containing shell product whatsoever must be declared 
and inspected on arrival back in Australia.
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(Above) The Roviana people make ‘bakiha’ from Tridacna 
gigas shells, which is used as a form of money.  The non-
commercialized societies in the Solomons started using 
currency only recently and the tradition of shell money 
remains strong.  Special grinding tools are used to carve the 
massive shells, a time-consuming labor, and the bakiha shown 
here would be the prize possession of a Solomon Island family.  
The rings can be worn on the wrist or hung round the neck.

(Below) The women of New Georgia collect Nassarius camelus 
von Martens, 1897, which are exported to New Britain.  This 
curious little species, rarely more than 8mm, is then used as 
money by the indigenous Tolai peoples. (Below) Nassarius horridus Dunker, 1847 exhibits surprising 

color variation in this selection from Roviana Lagoon.

(Above) The Marau people of southern Guadalcanal make a 
completely different form of shell money, called ‘hikahika.’  It 
is still sometimes used to ‘buy’ a bride, or to buy property.  
As westerners might say, “time is money,” and it is the time 
required to create these pieces that translates into their value.  
Oliva carneola (Gmelin, 1791) are painstakingly ground down, 
one at a time, to form small ‘cylinders’ that can be strung on 
a cord.  The ‘spacers’ are made from turtle shell.  Also shown 
here are four forms of O. carneola collected in Marau Sound, 
including an albino.

Page 24                                                                                                                                                Vol. 39, No. 1                               

(Above) Mangrove whelks or mud creepers (Terebralia palus-
tris L., 1767) are stacked in heaps in the Honiara market.  The 
price is charged for one heap, but they freely redistribute 
themselves between heaps - to the frustration of the vendor!  
Despite the awareness of mollusks as a food source, there is no 
tradition here of collecting shells specifically for conchologists.



(Above) Besides the abundant Oliva carneola, the Solomons 
boasts a variety of beautiful Olividae.  On this trip I collected: 
1. three color forms of O. longispira Bridgman, 1906, 23–24mm 
(now considered a full species); 2. O. amethystina (Röding, 
1798) (showing huge size variation: 22–43mm); 3. O. reticulata 
(Röding, 1798) (3a is form azona Dautzenberg, 1927, 43mm; 
3b is form zigzac Perry, 1811, 46mm; 3c is an unusually dark 
specimen, 39mm); 4. O. tessellata Lamarck, 1811, 22mm; 
5. O. caerulea (Röding, 1798), 41 and 42mm (showing color 
variation); and 6. O. miniacea lamberti Jousseaume, 1884, 48 
and 52mm.  All are shown to the same scale.

 My Solomon Island travels took me from Guadalcanal 
to the town of Munda in the Western Province.  Munda has a 
population of barely 4000, and a paved runway suitable for 
wide-bodied jets.  This anomaly is because Munda was a center 
for military activity during WWII.  Indeed, Munda experienced 
some of the fiercest fighting in the Pacific, in 1942/3, largely 
because its airfield offered the Japanese a staging point to attack 
‘Henderson Field,’ the country’s principal airfield.  Today, much 
of the surrounding lagoon area is a designated “Marine Protected 
Area,” where no shell collecting or fishing is allowed.  The rusting 
remnants of the fighting are easy to find, both in the water and on 
land.  Much military equipment was scuttled or unceremoniously 
‘dumped’ in these waters, unwittingly providing many artificial 
reefs for marine life.
 The Solomons remains a relatively undeveloped country.  
For the shell collector, this means that boats capable of pulling 

a dredge are hard to come by and there are few compressors 
for SCUBA gas.  Good shells have certainly been obtained by 
dredging here in the past, but the so-called ‘tensions’ of the early 
2000s caused a loss of interest.  Other drawbacks for collectors 
are the surprisingly heavy seas (even in ‘sheltered’ lagoons), 
cyclones, human-eating sharks, and – of course – copious saltwater 
crocodiles.  There are barely 20 miles of paved roads in the entire 
country, so water transport and ‘bushwhacking’ are essential for 
exploring the Solomons.
 Notwithstanding the devastating 2007 tsunami and 
despite the ethnic tensions, the Solomons retains much of its 
allure for shell collectors.  Based on my direct observations, 
the native islanders show respect for their marine environment.  
They recognize the importance of human interaction with marine 
ecosystems and willingly work with the authorities to preserve 
what is unique.  
 A serious book devoted to Solomon Island seashells is 
long overdue.  The landsnails of the Solomons are now receiving 
the scholarly attention of André Delsaerdt, with volume 1 of “Land 
Snails on the Solomon Islands” published by L’Informatore Piceno 
in 2010 and volume 2 expected this year.  In a future article, I 
shall illustrate my own experiences collecting landsnails in the 
Solomons. 
 I wish to thank the villagers of Suhu, Vutu, Hautahe, and 
Simeruka, the people of Munda and its neighboring villages, and 
the Peter Joseph WWII Museum near Kiapatu. I also thank Markus 
Huber, Felix Lorenz, Jean-Claude Martin, Giancarlo Paganelli, 
and Dennis Sargent for their valued advice.

All photographs appear courtesy of Simon’s Specimen Shells 
Ltd (www.simons-specimen-shells.com).
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(Above) The seaweed Kappaphycus alvarezi lays on large 
outdoor tables on an island in Marau Sound.  Some Solomon 
Islanders have recently started cultivating seaweed, which is 
sold in China for use in foods, pharmaceuticals, and tradi-
tional medicines.  Aquaculture is a promising new strategy for 
these islanders.


