What a Raven Showed Me

Bob Armstrong

I once helped put together a publication on a fish called the Pacific sand lance and
concluded that it was one of the most important fish in the North Pacific Ocean.
Sand lance constitute a major prey for at least 40 species of birds, 12 species of
marine mammals, and 45 species of fish.

I have continued to be fascinated by these fish and we
are quite fortunate to have a place in Juneau where we
can easily see them. I often watch and film ravens
digging these fish out of the sand at Eagle Beach. On
three different occasions I also filmed them digging a
Pacific staghorn sculpin out of the sand. At the time I
thought it was quite unusual but later when I
reviewed the videos I realized something really weird
had happened.

The raven pulled the
sculpin out of the sand at
a minus tide several feet
from the water.

The sculpin was very much
alive and flipped about on
top of the sand.

Then the raven digs in the
sand in the same place it
had found the sculpin.

And it comes up with half of a horse
clam shell.

Within the shell the
raven picks up two
large clumps of the
sculpins eggs. And
flies off with them
to its nest in the
forest.

I mentioned these events to my friend John Palmes and he said he has seen sculpins
in this area buried in the sand with a horse clam shell on their head. He showed me
these two photos of a sculpin with the horse clam shell.

(A) The horse

clam shell
containing the
sculpins eggs.
(B) The head of
the Staghorn
sculpin.

This shows the sculpin with the clam shell on top of its head that John took. The eggs
are laying on the sculpins head with the horse clam shell covering them. The shell is
outlined so you can better see it.
Here is what I think may be occurring:

1. After spawning the male buries himself in the sand.
2. The female places her eggs on the head of the male.
3. And then covers them with a horse clam shell.
4. The male then guards the eggs until they hatch.
In reviewing the literature about Staghorn sculpins I found no mention of this occurring.
So its possible that what John and I have observed may be "new to science." I hope to better
document this event in the future. Especially making sure it is the male sculpin associated
with the eggs. If anyone has seen this please let me know.
According to the literature about marine sculpins male parental care has been noted as
being common, although biparental care has also been reported.
It is really fun to see and or film something in nature and then try to understand
what has happened.
Thanks Raven!

