o ———

e~

MESOGONISTIUS CHAETODON: An Agcount of Tts Breeding and Other
dablls = . . ... ..DPY W.F. Seal L C

Reprintéd from Aguarium Notes & News, Aquarium Soclety of‘phila.,

September, 1914 (Vol. I, No. 7), 50 ff.
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Blackbanded ‘Sunfish, call-d "Chaetodons,” as they
sti1ll are by some Wraditionalists, wore one of the favorlte-
aquarium fish in theé 'Middle Atlantic states early in this
century. At that time, no -Americans had succeeded in breeding
the specles in an aquarium.: The Aquarium Society of Phlla. -
gsent letters to prominent ichthyologists and naturalists around
the U.S., in search of information., No one knew anything.
~ The soclety president, H.,R, Llppincott, then offered a cup--

the Lipplncott Oup--to the first member of the socliety "who
succgeded in ralsing and exhibiting Mesogonistiug Chaetodons
/sicZ." W.P. Seal wrote up the account of the winner, George
W, Price,and forwarded it %o the Smithsonian., Sesal had been
Aquarisy for the U,S, Fish Commission, predecessor of omne helf -
of the U.S, Fish & ‘Wildlife Service. - Seal also authored the
“article on darter breeding reprinted ir the Oct '85 AC, - o
. Unearthing this material was Jare Sausaman, a NANFA

member who 1s an historian of aquarium socletles.

The article needs 1little in the way of comment, save .
that the genus name Mesggonistius has been changed to Ennea-
canthus, genus containing the Bluespotted (E. glorlosus ‘
and Banded (E. gbesus) Sunfish. ' o

. The last five parégraphé of the article, not dealing with
this species bul with native-~flish agquaristics as a whole, arse
- a C-Major conclusion, '

: Thls specles, the only one of the genus, 1s-one of the
smallest as well as beilng one of the most beautiful and mild-
maunered of the Centrarchidae or sunfish famlly. The name
Chaetodon popularly glven to it properly belongs to it as 1ts
specific name, belng so-called: because of its general outward
resemblance %o the family Chaetodontldae; these, however, being
tropical sea fishes /i1.e., Butterfliyfishes/. It deserves the
distinction because of 1ts beauty and gentle character, The
name black-banded sunfish is long and commonplace, ' The objJectlion
that the name Chaetodon 1s borne by a famlly of sea fishes has
as 1little force as would an obJectlion to the name sunfish,
because there are sunfish in the sea.
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While the speciles has been known at least slxty years,
untll recently very 1little had been learned regarding l1is
hnabits. Its known raenge, which was for many years limlted %o
the state of New Jersey, was later extended to Maryland, and
gt11l later %o North Carolina. It is rarely found outside of
red or black water--what is lknown 28 cedar swamp or Cypress
swamp water--thourh these conditlons are, no doubt, merely an
accident and not a unccessity of its exlistence.

There is hardly room for doubt that they can be found
in waters of this character at least as far gouth as Florida,
and probably also in the bayous of the Gulf Coast.t I have
only found it in one place in Pennsylvanla, and that a tributary
of the Deluware River, where, at one time, 1t was abundani,

Its habits of 1life are such that even where 1% ls very
abundant 1% might not be found at all by one not properly
provided with the means of taking 1t and knowlng where %o look
for 1t. Though the various specles of the Tfamily in general
are noted for thelr pugnacious dispositions, the Chaetodon 1s
s¢ mild-mannered as to appear timid by contrast--nol at all
1ike a carnivorous specles. The contrast in this respect to
the two somewhat smaller specles of Enneaganthusg, gbegus and
gloriosusg, with one or both of which 1% 1is always found asso-
clated, is very great, In the aquarium, therefore, the
Chaetodon 1s gquilte harmless to goldflsh or other sofi-rayed
fishes, except to some extent when under the influence of sexual
excltement, and then, possibly, only with the older and larger
individuals. I was once told of a case where one had torn the
eye out of a goldfish, a story which a% the time I disbelleved,
but later having wltnessed = savage attack by cne under simllar
stress, I was compelled to reverse my cpinion. Pugnaclity in
the breeding season is, however, an universal characterietlc.

The natural food of this species 1s probably almast
wholly the worm-like larvae of dipterous inseclis, as these are
more abundant than any other low forms of 1ife in masses of
plonts in stagnant water. 0f course, there are some young of
other form3s, such as beetles and dr:gon flies, and crustacesauns,
such as gammarus and asselus /sig/, and possibly some copepods,
such as gyclops and daphnia, though these latter are scarce where
fishes abound. In the aguarium they will eat mos% 1living things
that they can swallow easily. They are very susplclous and willl
approach an objlect and examine 1t carefully before attempiing
to eat 1%, even when very hungry. Small water beelles they will
not touch. They eat mosquito larvae wlth avidity, but do not
care much for the pupase., Belng timid, possibly the grotesque
mask frightens them. Most, and perhaps all of the other sunfishes
wlll gor ;e themselves with food until there 1s a very perceptible
distenslion of the abdomen, but, whether %taken from nature or
in the aquarium, except the females when gravid, they never
look as though they were well fed. Dead food, such as minced
oyster, mussel or earth worm, or any of the prepared foods of

lThe speculations as %o range were correct.-~Ed,
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animal nature, they will come by degrees %o eat sparingly, but
on such foods they will never breed. They will slumply eat
enough to_preserve 1ife for a time. ;

It 1s w=1ll known %o all fish breeders that an sbundance
of acceptable food 1s the fundamental requirsesment in bringlng
about the spawning of fishes; not simply the quantity necessary
%o keep them slive and in health, but also that necessary ln
addition to stimulate the genera%ive instinct and processes.

Though the Chaetgdon has been a familiar aquarium fish
for half a century and was exported to Germany many yesars
© ago, 1% is only in the present year that any record of thelr
breeding habits has been made, so far as I am aware. A4n
articls by Mr. F, Schubert, appearing in the German magazine
"Blaetter" of March 3d, 1914 and reproduced in Aquarlum Notes
and News for April, 1914, gives an interesting sccount of the
breeding habits of thils gpediles.

Regarding Mr. Schubert's description of sexual coloration,
I can only say that I have never been able to satisfy nyseslf as
to thelr sex, except by ths distenslon of the female when
gravid., I have never been able to dlscern any difference in
shape or coler, and I have caught them in thelr breeding season,
some females being very dark and others very light and tinged
wlth yellow. Some of those that were evidently males wers

likewlse black and some qulte 1ight, with the yellowlsh tinge, R
Judging by analogy, 1t would be expected th2t the male would be

the one more distinctly marked with hands or helghtenzd color
at this seagon, but,as Dr. Theodore G111l has pointed out {("A
Plez for the Obssrvation of the Hablis of Fishes, and Against
Undue Generalization," "Pro. of 4th Int. Fishing Congress®),
we cannot safely generalize concerning such matlers.

The natural habltat of the Chasltodgn is th. sluggish or
stagnant part of oreeke or ponds where there are dense masses
of plants, and among these thsy have thelr preferences, soms
of them probably affording better protection or more abundant
food supplies. At all events, the seeker sfier them may search
a long time before he finds their favorite haunts., In winter
they wlll be more closely segregated and will, of course, bs
£t or near the bottom, while in spring and summer they will be
near the surface, where 1% ls warmer.

Because of 1ts hablit of 1llving in dense masses of planis,
with a thick, soft, sedimentary deposit beneath, it has always
appeared %o me probable that they spawned on plants, but until
the present summer there has been no certainty of this,

Mr. George W. Price, of the Philadelphla Aquarium Soclety,

has besn fortunate enough to have had several nests made in his
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aquarium by Chaestodons, which, while in part seeming to confirm
the observations of Mr. Schubert, have been found in the main
to...9pawn on plan%s, thus again emphasizing Dr., Gill's caution
against "Undue Generalizatlon." Mr. Price had one pair of fish
to spawn five times, June 5th, 16th and 1%th, and July 11ih

and 15th. The usual spawning season is the latter part of

May and early part of June, buit in this case 1t was retarded
by the changed oconditions, Ne figh resulted from the first,
socond and fourth spawnings. O0F the third leot, some of the eggs
wore removad and placed in a Jar, where they hatched on June
21s%, ©Of the f£ifth spawning, July 15th, sbout half of the eggs
were trausferred %o a Jar, uhere they hatched on the 17th.

The nest 1z usually made 1y the denser pari of a mass of
plants, and is simply a hollow fashioned ocut by the male forcing
itself around snd arocund until & place.larges snough to hold the
two fish is formed. On the plant on the lower part and sides
of this hollow the eggs are gepositedo

The act of spawning, Mr. Price dsescrlibes as follows:
After several attempis, the male succeeded in inducing the
female b0 follow to ths nest., Following the usual sldewlse
undulatory wovements common %o the octher sunflishes, the fish
came together somewhat in the ghape of a butterfly when
resting on a leaf with wings moving back and forth, thus forming
an acute sngle, varying probably from five %o foriy degrees.
With this there was also the characteristic qulvering motions
counon to fishes that are not in motlion whon spawning. When
tiie spawning was completed *%he female was driven oul, and thereafter
kept away from the nest. The fish were haitched In two days,
on June 21st%, upon which they dropped %o the boittom of the tank
and gtood on thelr talls irx & cluster direcily under the nest.
They were then only about one-eighih of an inch long. By the
26th they had started %o swim. Prom the 224 they were fed on
dried lettuce leaf and fine daphnlis, but as all young fishes
of oviparous species are provided with a yolk sac, from which
they derive sustenance while uandergoing tHe earliiest sbtages of
development, 1% 1s probable that the dried lettucs did no more
than provide food for the development of infusoria and for the
daphnia, 81l of whlch later became available for the young
Chaetodons. In a week's time the fish had lncreased to & length
of about three-sighiths of zn inch. By July 20th the black and
red markings on dorsal and ventral fins were plairly discernible.
By July 25th, when flve wegks ¢0ld and half sn inch long, they
were perfect- -reproductlions of adults,

The plants in which the nests wWere made were the roots
of the water hyacinth and Myrlophyilum. In addition to the
nests in the plant masses, some hollows were fanned out in
the sand and gravel, but i% was found that thls was donse to
uncover the fine flbrous roots of planig like ¥alisperlis and
Sagittaris, on which %o deposit the eggs. It 1s quite posslble
tThat a closer examination would have shown this to be the fact

in Mr. Schubert's case, as he refers to ¥alisneris as the
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plant used and preferred for the purpose, On th~> other hand,
it 18 quite possible that in the absence of the ropts they
might have spawned on small stones or whatever solld substance
might have been presemt. I onyoce had a speclas of gggggggggggg
to spawn on the glass of an aquarium, the eggs belng plaslere
in a single layer, Jjust as they were deposlited by the coumon.
sunfish, Bu.,./11leg./ gibbosus. ~

It is also possible that the younger and small~r indivlduals
of the larger specles may...spawn on plants and that the
"pot-nests" are only made by the older and larger ones. These,
however, are only suggestions for future observatlon.

Tlleg,/ H.R. Lippincott was also fortunate enough %o have
a nest bullt in a wooden %tank,but, u:fortunately, where chances
‘for observation were limited. He says, "They hollowed out a
cup-shaped space 1ln a mass of very fine Ezgigg;%gig, arranglng
it Just below the surface and making 1t about 2% inches in dlameter,
with an opening in the bottom through which they made thelr
entrance and exit. After the eggs, which were much 1like goldfish
eggs, except for thelr uniform crystal whilteness, wers deposlted,
one of the fish seemed to be almost constantly with them, and
when disturbed would dart quickly through the hole and irto
hiding." This was undoubtedly the male fish. Very unfortunately,
at this time, Mr. Lippincott was obliged to be away from home,
and so was unable to make further observatlons and i1s not sure
whather or not any of the young are in hiding in the darker
recesses of the %tank,

In published papers I have quoted Dr, Theodore Glll as
saying to me that "It 1s a shame that we know so little of our
commonest fishes."™ I once delighted Dr. David Starr Jordan by.
showing him two specles of darters spawning in aquaria, he being
especlally interested in that group of fishes, '

I lntroduce these two incldents here us a texi for a.few
rema~ks offered in the hope of inspiring greater efforis on the
- part of our fanclers in the investigatlon of the habits of our
native fishes. We are far behind the Germans in this respsct
and are engaged principally irn obsserving species-whose hablits
they have already described, the Chaetgdon helng one of them,

To anyone who desires a pleasant pastime for thelr leisure
hours,or for a mental stimulus, nothing can have a greater
intersst than a study of living things, and especlally of the
denlzens of that more hidden and mysterious realm, the waters,

It 1s not too much %o say that all the great aquaria of
the world, costling large sums of momey for srection and maintenance,
and most of them belng adjuncts to great bloldgleal laboratories,
10 not achleve any of the results common tc the aguarium fanoiers
of the world. :
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They have not even acquired that fundamental luowledge
necessary to the successful holding of fisghes in:capiiviiy in
healthful condition, to say nothing of inducing the exerclse
of the generative instinct. Menagerie methods prevcll, and
but for constant renewal at great expense, thelr tanks would
be emply. :
“Blackbandeds Lave recelved freguent attentlion in NANFA publica-
tions, most recently in "Spawning the Blackbanded Sunfish" by
James Sternburg, AC, Jan, 86, p. 65 .
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