
In the deep sea there live 
‘crabs’ that look like yetis 

 

 

 

 

At the bottom of the ocean, hydrothermal vents spew out boiling-hot water into the 
ice-cold sea above. Within a few feet, the temperature goes from scalding to bone-
chilling. On top of that, the pressure is crushingly intense and there is no light. This 
unimaginable environment is home to "yeti crabs", clawed crustaceans first discovered 
in 2005. Their hairy arms make them look like the mythical abominable snowman. 
Since the initial discovery, just five species of yeti crab have been found. But they have 
turned up all over the southern hemisphere. These strange little creatures have found 
a way to live in some of the most extreme environments in the world. 

Back in 2005, Robert Vrijenhoek of the Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute 
in California was leading a team exploring deep-sea trenches in the south Pacific. With 
their ship anchored 930 miles off the coast of Easter Island, the scientists were piloting 
a submarine called DSV Alvin along the Pacific-Antarctic Ridge, 2,200m below sea 
level. On one dive, marine biologist Michel Segonzac spotted a huge blonde hairy crab-
like creature on the seafloor. On subsequent dives, many more "crabs" were seen, 
usually hiding under rocks with just the tips of their arms poking up. The tough 
crustacean was quickly nicknamed the "yeti crab", because the long shaggy white hair 
on its claws bears an uncanny resemblance to the abominable snowman. Despite the 
name, yeti crabs are not true crabs, which all belong to a related group. 

The yeti crabs were seen living around vents that emanated from small cracks in 
basalt rock, and at the base of some smoker chimneys. The scientists also noticed that 
the yeti crabs were performing an odd behaviour. They seemed to drape their furry 
claws over plumes of hot water escaping from the hydrothermal vents. On closer 
inspection, the researchers saw that the hair on the claws was covered with thousands 
of bacteria. The yeti crabs were not just sitting there, passively allowing bacteria to 
grow on them. They were actively farming the microbes, by performing a sort of dance 
and waving their claws through the water. The motion provides the bacteria with a 
constant flow of oxygen and sulfide gas, which could help them grow. 


