
The Wonderful World of Snails 
 

                    
 
On Thursday evening, April 4th (no I’m not going to sing a U2 song), we gathered at the Gorey Library 
to hear a talk delivered by Dr Maria Long on the wonderful world of snails, revealing a lot of new 
information on a little creature we thought was familiar.  She is an ecological consultant and Irish 
officer for the Botanical Society of the British Isles.   
 
Dr Long’s PhD thesis studied the effects of removing grazing animals from limestone habitats in the 
Burren on the number and diversity of plants and snails.  In the course of this work, she became an 
expert in malacology (the study of Molluscs) and conchology (the study of Mollusc shells).  Molluscs 
are a huge and varied Phylum of animals with up to 85,000 known species in 7 classes.  Two classes 
are familiar; the Gastropoda, the snails and slugs and single-shelled marine shellfish such as limpets, 
and the Bivalvia; the two-shell molluscs such as cockles, mussels and oysters.   
 
To us, a typical snail is the common Garden Snail (Cornu aspersum, older books call it Helix aspersa), 
the gardener’s nightmare.  In fact it’s not that typical for Irish snails being huge (40 mm across) and 
eating live plants.  Most snails are tiny (3 or 4 mm across, remember 26 mm = 1 inch) and eat dead 
rotting vegetable matter.  Also snails hatch out from eggs as tiny versions of an adult so you have to be 
sure if the snail you’re studying is either a tiny adult or the juvenile of a less tiny adult.  As there are 75 
species of land snail in Ireland, (along with 35 species of slug), snail identification is a very important 
skill.  Of the 3,500 specimens Dr Long examined, half were immature, a quarter adult and the rest 
empty shells.  She found 30 species, the three most common were the Glossy Pillar Snail Cochlicopa 
lubrica, the Hairy Snail Trochulus hispidus with hair-like projections on the shell and the Rayed Glass 
Snail Nesovitrea hammonis.  
 
Maria Long found that, in exclosed areas (where fencing kept grazers out not in) grass outgrew and 
overwhelmed other small plants so increasing the mass of vegetation but reducing plant diversity.  
With more plant cover and plant litter however, snail numbers and diversity increased.  Snails like 
vegetation cover as it keeps things moist.   To avoid the drying affects of light, heat, cold and wind they 
hibernate (winter sleep) through cold spells and aestivate (summer sleep) through hot dry spells.   
She collected them by gathering vegetation samples in muslin bags and hanging them to dry, the snails 
let go of the plants and could be collected.  Being so small most specimens had to be analysed under a 
microscope and identified using guide books and manuals such as the FSC Aidgap book by RAD 
Cameron, Land Snails in the British Isles.   
 
To identify a snail, the shell height and width were measured and compared; was the shell taller than 
it was wide or was it as wide or wider than tall?  Was it adult or immature?  Adults tend to have a 
clear ‘lip’ around the shell opening or mouth.  How many whorls does it have?  Looking down from the 
apex or tip, how many times did the shell twist around?  Was it dextral or sinistral?  Did the mouth 
open on the right or left side when you had the mouth facing you?  What colour was it?  That wasn’t 
any great help as colour can vary greatly.  Where was it?  Distribution maps can be out of date and one 
Irish snail Omphiscola glabra an air-breathing freshwater snail, turned up in South East Ireland 
despite being classed as extinct in the country.  
 



Of Irish snails, 1 species is listed as extinct, 6 species are critically endangered, 14 species are 
endangered (including the species of Vertigo the Whorl Snails) and 26 species are vulnerable.  The 
biggest threats are habitat loss and habitat change.  Ten Irish species are of global importance as the 
Irish population is especially large and six species are protected by EU law, such as the case when the 
Pollardstown Fens were saved from road works because such a species of snail was found there.   
 
One thing most of us know about snails is that they –er- swing both ways.  They are hermaphrodites 
(derived from the Greek Gods Hermes and the mighty Aphrodite), both genders in one, which makes 
dating so much easier and headaches much less effective as an excuse.  Snails don’t self-fertilise but 
find a partner of the same species.  Each then shoots the other with a love dart, which is not a way of 
delivering sperm but does seem to be essential to fertilization.  Snails then lay 10 to 200 eggs in dark 
dank places and leave them to their own devices.   
 
The eggs hatch into tiny snails, already with shells, which they expand by laying down new material at 
the edge of the mouth as they grow, basically more shell is laid down to accommodate the growing 
body like an endless home extension.  The original shell of any snail can be found at the tip or apex of 
its shell.   
 
After all that romance, snails will have worked up an appetite.  We all know how much snails love to 
eat our garden vegetables.  Actually most do not.  The familiar Garden Snail is not a typical Irish snail 
in it’s liking for live greens, most other snails eat dead and decaying plants and fungi which they 
gather up with their tongue or Radula; an abrasive rasp covered in up to 14,000 tiny ‘teeth’ that can be 
examined under a microscope to help identify the species.   
 
What eats snails in Ireland; the Song Trush is perhaps the best known, using a flat stone as an anvil to 
smash open the shells.  Foxes, hedgehogs, mice, frogs and carnivorous beetles also go for l’escargot.  
The French and, as Dr Long found out, the Portugese like to cook and eat snails, larger ones especially.  
But we Irish, so keen on marine molluscs in our diet, have no tradition of snail eating.  Snails have also 
been used to make beauty products.   
 
Hairy, spiky, hermaphrodite, endlessly variable and smaller than we expect, snails offer more variety 
than we thought.  To see more in the flesh, don’t forget to come to Camolin Woods Park for the snail 
hunt on Saturday 13th, details in the Newsletter.   
 
John Kinsella 


