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lmost no one who comes

uoon gee cucumbets.or b€che-

de-mer as they are called in

the Pacific islands, is likely to

classify them as endearing

marine cri t ters. Usually cigar-

shaped, often slimy and slug-

gish, they lack the powerful

grace of whales and dolphins

and fail to get the public

attention that turtles, corals,

and shellfish do on the basis

of their beauty and ecological importance.

Yet these echinoderms, close relat ives of

sea stars and sea urchins, are sought after

like very few other creatures of the sea, with

the consequence that the survival of some

species is now in serious jeopardy.

Wonderful ly weird,
lhe tenlacles of the sea Grcumber

Opheodesona sp. are used t0 colleol detrifal
mater ial  on fhe ssa f loor.  This l ropioal
sPecies is nol  commeroial  and is lhus

prol i f io in seagrass bed habitats.

Aplfy nrmod lho "eoa lpplo," Puudoooloahins
erlllogus, le a plankfonlo flltor-focdlng
holothurlon. Wlth lonfeclss rolruolod, lf doos
resemblo r  br ight rod rpplo nort lod on fhe reef.

The booming worldwide craze for sea

cucumbers lies not in their potential as living

animals, but rathef in their economic value.

About 90 percent of their tissue is edible,

including body wall, muscles, gonads, and

intestine. B€che-de-mer, a French adaptation

of the Portuguese word Bicho-do-mar (sea

cucumber\ is the common expression for

boiled dehydrated sea cucumber body wall,

which is the most commonly exported prod-

uct. In Malaysia,Indonesia, and some parts of

the South Pacific, they are also called teripang

or trepang, while Australians commonly refer

to them as sea slugs. Regardless of their name,

sea cucumbers ate an important part of tradi-

tional Asian cuisine, especially among Chinese

who have traded for b€che-de-mer throughout

the Indo-Pacific for over a millennium.

To  se rue  o r  t o  seue?
SEA CUCUITIBERS
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Marine life

The sea cucumber, Eohadschie
gneffei, lop, seerohing for food

among conls in lhe shal low wrlers
of lhe Solomon ls lands.

The pr ickly redf ish,
lhelenota rrrrrrsf rrofy

popular on fhs Asian markef,
crn weigh op lo sir  k i lograms.

Ths thinners and fregi l i ty of  i ls
body wrl l ,  and i ts color,  make lhe

curryfish, Stichopus ufiegalus,
abore, e low vr lue species.

Ihe foffyfish, Hololhuile atn,
below, ls a conmonly found

lropiool species.

The populariry of sea cucumbers

owes much to the fact that their meat

is  sa id  to  conta in  chemica ls  tha t

many consider aphrodisiacs or cures

for certain forms of cancer or antibac-

terial and antifungal agents. They are

consumed in a variety of ways: Micron-

esians l ike them raw, the Japanese

marinate slices of the body wall in a

mixture of vinegar and soy sauce, and

Chinese cooks add b€che-de-mer to

soups, st ir- fr ied vegetables, and a

number of other recipes.
'W'e 

were completely unaware of

the rest of the world's appreciation

for sea cucumbers when we first saw

the strange critters a decade ago. In

the scientific jargon, rhey were called

holothurians, and to us, they were

beautiful, virtually unknown, and de-

serving of the utmost interest. So we

fhe amberfish, lheleonola anat,
loP, oen reach ouer fhir ty inches.

Hololhufie edalis, fhe pinkfish,
middle rbole, is one of the smal lesl
spocies on fhe b0che-de-mer markel.

unhesitatingly plunged into the cold

waters of eastern Canada to uncover

their most intimate secrets. How could

we imagine that our studies'would

lead us to travel from northern shores

to Pacif ic islands on the traces of

these enigmatic animals and that we

would even get to taste the subject of

our research?

As a defense when disturbed or
aftacked, seo cucumbers of the genus

Bohadsahia ere able lo euiscerele a
porf ion of their  in lesl ine, releasing

sf icky, for ic whits f i lamonts
celled Cutieriar lubules.

A cucumber of the sea? Most peo-

ple to whom we talk about our work

invariably picture an edible marine

plant. Even divers, having seen hun-

dreds of sea cucumbers without look-

ing at them closely, might sometimes

be surprised to hear that they are ani-

mals, with a mouth, a stomach, an

intestine, a nervous system, and a very

complex sex life.

Sea cucumbers are found in vir-

tually all marine habitats, from arcric

seas to tropical lagoons, but they have

not invaded freshwater environments.

From a few centimeters to several

meters, bulky as a football or thin as

a snake, with brown dots, purple

stripes, or shades of red, they come in

al l  shapes, colors, and sizes.
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