
 
 

Hawaiian Conus pennaceus BORN, a subspecies? 

 

Within the family Conidae , one of the 

most interesting and best loved species is 

with out doubt Conus pennaceus, because 

of its great variabili ty in shape and colour 

pattern and its wide geographical distr i-

bution  too. Over the years many phena 

were described and most probably a few 

can assume the status of subspecies. C. 

pennaceus is reported from the entire I n-

dian Ocean; in the Pacific Ocean, except 

for a few specimens found in the South-

ern Philippines, it is pre sent only in the 

Hawaiian Islands. In that archipelago it is 

possible to distinguish several morpho-

logically distinct populations that present 

a significant dif ference in shape and col-

our pattern , when compared to the typical 

C. p. pennaceus from Mozambique.  A 

phenon ascribed to C. elisae Kiener, 1845, 

usually ventricosely conical with a fine 

axially reticulate p attern, is also present 

and it is found simpatrically with spec i-

mens that show the typical colour pattern, 

without intermediates. According to lab o-

ratory studies (PERRON, 1980), this vari-

ant is the expression of a Mendelian i n-

heritance in which the phenot ype is due 

to a recessive allele. 

I checked twenty specimens of my collec-

tion (about 50% of the total), 40.1 to 65.6 

mm in length and 8 to 51 g in weight. The 

maximum length is reported for a geron-

tic specimen whose weight is 25% higher 

than for a non-gerontic  similarly sized 

one. 

The shells are of medium to large size and 

solid. Last whorl rather variable in shape, 

conical, broadly to ventricosely conical 

with straight, slightly convex to convex 

sides; spire low to moderately high with 

slightly concave to convex outline, shoul-

der angulate or sub-angulate to rounded.  

The aperture is generally wider at base 

than near the shoulder.  

The ground colour is white and the sur-

face rather glossy with a very variable col-

our pattern, simple to intricate. The last 

whorl is overlaid with light yellow to o r-

ange and reddish, brown to blackish 

brown, leaving many various sized tent-

like ground colour mar kings. Tents, edged 

with a darker line mainly at the frontal 

side, are placed in three spiral bands, be-

low shoulder, near centre and at base. Of-

ten coloured overlying blotches, some-

times dotted with small ground -colour 

markings, forming 2 -3 spiral bands. Lar-

val whorls and first post nuclear sutural 

ramps generally pink to white. Following 

sutural ramps matching last whor l in col-

our pattern. Last whorl with weak spirally 

ribs at base. The aperture is white.  

The periostracum is thin, light transpa r-

ent to moderately opaque, yellowish to 

brown. Operculum somewhat variable in 

shape, elliptical to hooked, 1/6 to 1/8 of 

the shell length.  

Larval development, unlike the other spe-

cies of Conus in Hawaii, is mainly non  

planktonic from lecitotrophic eggs about 

500 ȉm in diameter and concludes within 

24 hours. That peculiar way of develop-

ment brought about the presence of many 

various populations locally isolated. 

With regard to feeding  C. pennaceus is 

mol luscivorous but not to congeners. 

The live animal has a white mottled of 

brown-reddish foot, siphon white red 

tipped with a narrow black ring at about 

1/3 from the end.  



 
 

C. pennaceus is usually found in 0.3 -3 

metres of waters, sometimes deeper, in 

sand, under coral rubble. Most of the 

specimens of my collection come from 

Oahu Island, chiefly in the West Leeward 

Shore. A few, with the typical elongate 

shape, are collected in Midway Atoll; 

phenon elisae is from Kauai I sland. 

The Hawaiian C. pennaceus populations 

are geographically separate from other 

conspecific ones from  the Indian Ocean (a 

gap of about 8,000 kilometres ) and most 

probably have developed different repro-

ductive mechanisms. Because of these 

reasons, (and also according to RKK, 

1995), it is hoped that subspecies status is 

given to these marginal populations and I 

think that Conus pennaceus hawaiiensis  

could be a good solution regarding the 

ssp. name (in my opinion , hawaiiensis, 

Bartsch P. and Rehder, H. A., in Kaicher, 

S. D., 1956, is a nomen nudum  and for 

this reason available).  

Obviously mine is only an omen and, as I 

am only a collector, surely it is not my in-

tention to take the place of more reliable 

Malacologists. Most probably current and 

future inve sti gations of molecular biology 

by DNA analysts will provide crucial evi-

dence on the right taxonomic status of 

these isolated populations.  

Many thanks to Dr. Alan J.  Kohn and 

David Watts for their helpful personal 

communications and to Marco Bettocchi 

who put a specimen from his collection at 

my disposal. 
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No. 3382, 45.8 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3772, 50.9 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

  

No. 3727, 50.9 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3192, 45.4 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore, Nanakuli 

  

No. 3660, 62.8 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3711, 42.1 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

 

Plate 1 



 
 

  

No. 1886, 54.6 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 1903 44.9 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

  

No. 3591, 64.6 mm 
Oahu, Wind ward Shore, Punaluu 

No. 3592, 47.0 mm 
Oahu, Wind ward Shore, Hauula 

  

No. 3729, 35.9 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3644, 48.3 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

 

Plate 2 



 
 

 

Plate 3 

 

  

No. 3794, 60.7 mm 
 Oahu, South Shore, Wailupe 

No. 3726, 59.1 mm 
 Oahu, Leeward Shore 

  

No. 1868, 41.5 mm 
 Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 2921, 30.8 mm 
 Oahu, Leeward Shore 

 

  

No. 3783, 27.7 mm 
 Oahu, Windward Shore, Kailua 

No. 3747, 26.7 mm 
 Oahu, Windward Shore, Kailua 



 
 

  

No. 3746, 32.6 mm 
Oahu, Leeward Shore, Maili 

Collection Marco Bettocchi, 46.7 mm  
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

  

No. 3773, 49.7 mm w/p  
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3774, 42.1 mm w/p  
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

  

No. 3777, 33.6 mm (w/p on left)  
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

No. 3775, 40.1 mm w/p  
Oahu, Leeward Shore 

 

Plate 4 


