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Dedication


This book is dedicated to owners of local fish stores, not only here in the United States but all over the world. For most, theirs is more than a business—it is a labor of love. Unless you have owned, or at least worked in, a local fish store, you cannot know how demanding and difficult the job can be. Certainly, doing it well requires extraordinary commitment to and expert understanding of not only the living beings inside the aquariums but also the living beings who are the customers.


Consider this: a neon tetra is raised in Hong Kong and shipped by air freight to an importer in California, then to the wholesaler, and finally to the local fish store where you buy it for your tank. The price you pay for this very hardy, well-traveled fish is probably less than what you would shell out for a large fancy cup of coffee. What makes your purchase possible are those folks who own and operate local fish stores, devoting much time for uncertain profit. So the next time you shop at yours, give them a nod of thanks: without them, fish selection would be limited, prices would be prohibitively high, and the aquatic hobby would be very boring. Please give them as much of your business as you can—without them, the hobby would be in real trouble.
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The people who have helped me along the long path of my involvement with tropical fish are too numerous to mention, but I must call out one by name, my wonderful wife, Janet Rogalski. Known to my fishy friends as Saint Janet, she has put up with floods, middle-of-the-night trips to my retail stores after a break-in—and after a car drove through the side of the building—dashes to the airport to pick up fish, and more.


We met when I had a large wholesale fish operation in Boston and she was the unlucky customs broker assigned to help me clear a shipment of live marine fish from the Philippines. The airline let me take the shipment the night it arrived, with a promise to complete the necessary customs clearance—at that time U.S. Customs required a special import license to bring live fish into Boston. The next day, the lady customs broker called to ask for that import license number. I told her we had applied for one (a little white lie) but didn’t have it yet. She said she would talk to U.S. Customs. That conversation did not go so well: she called back to tell me not to sell any of the fish. I suggested that she inform Customs that the fish had all died. She said she couldn’t do that and would get back to me. Her next phone call was to tell me that Customs wanted the common and scientific names of all the fish, which were at that point listed only as product numbers on the invoice. Dutifully, I wrote out all of the names and delivered the list to her office. She then called to complain that she couldn’t read my handwriting. I told her that I didn’t have a typewriter and was sorry that my handwriting was so bad. She said, “Listen, you moron, you don’t seem to understand that Customs can close you down.” To which I responded, “Let’s see if we can work this out—what are you doing for dinner tonight?” We met for dinner, and it was love at first sight. We have been happily together ever since. (And I not only found my soul mate; they also let us keep the fish.)


So it is to my dear wife, Janet, that the only specific thank-you goes. To the many others to whom I am grateful, I quote from William T. Innes’s 1926 preface to the ninth edition of his book Goldfish Varieties and Tropical Aquarium Fishes, the precursor to his classic Exotic Aquarium Fishes: “Anyway, we have to accept most of our blessings in life as a matter of course, without credit to the source, satisfied if we may pay the debt to our anonymous benefactors by passing on our own contribution to others.” The great man has said everything I would, so I leave it at that.




The Allure of Angelfish


For me, it all started with angelfish. When I was a kid growing up in Cincinnati, Ohio, in the 1960s, my most prized possession was my copy of “the Innes Book” (Exotic Aquarium Fishes, by William T. Innes), the bible of generations of tropical fish hobbyists. What mesmerized me and really got me hooked on keeping tropical fish was a color plate tucked into the section on plants.


The photograph (see page 101) showed a pair of adult angelfish facing each other, fins perfect and erect, surrounded by their babies, exact miniatures of the parents. That picture, and those angelfish, launched the hobby that has been such an important part of my life. Angelfish are still my first love when it comes to fish; I hope that what I have learned over many years of keeping and breeding them will be interesting and useful to you, my fellow hobbyists.


Angelfish are ideal aquarium fish because they are:
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This illustration of three angelfish, printed in Beldt’s Aquarium Catalog in 1931, is a typical example of the catalog’s illustrations from the late 1920s through the mid-1940s.


• Beautiful—their tall bodies, their long flowing fins, and the way they move gracefully and regally around an aquarium make them extremely attractive fish.


• Varied—in addition to the wild silver variety, angelfish are available in many different colors and body patterns, with different degrees of flowing veiltail fins.


• Hardy—angelfish can adapt to water chemistry with wide ranges of pH and hardness, and they will put up with less than perfect tank conditions.


• Inexpensive—because these fish are produced commercially and by hobbyists in large quantities, angelfish are among the more affordable fish available at your local fish store.


• Easy to breed—very often two fish will pair off and spawn in a community tank, terrorizing all the other fish because when a pair of angelfish spawn, the territory they like is usually much larger than the tank they and their tankmates are in. Set up in their own tank, a pair will reliably produce offspring for many years.
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This angelfish is truly a thing of beauty, tall and elegant, with long flowing fins and an alert presence.


When first introduced in the United States in the first quarter of the twentieth century (a date of 1917 is often cited), angelfish were very expensive. According to some reports, the price of a pair (just two fish, not a mated pair) was the equivalent of a working person’s salary for a week. Early attempts to breed angelfish did not meet with much success. They were first spawned in Philadelphia in the 1920s. Soon the more skilled and dedicated hobbyists were successfully breeding angelfish, but only in relatively small numbers and only the wild silver variety. By the 1980s, commercial fish farms in Florida and the Far East were producing angelfish in many different colors, patterns, and fin types. Then “the plague” hit, and angelfish were nearly unavailable for a number of years. Now that the breeding stock has been rebuilt and healthy fish are reliably available, angelfish are one of the “bread-and-butter” mainstays of local fish stores. It is my hope that you will share with me the grace and beauty of this wonderful fish and that you will include them in your tropical fish collection.











	
CHAPTER 1




	
Where in the World?















Chances are you will never see a wild angelfish in your local fish store. Virtually all the angelfish available to the hobby today are produced commercially on a more or less massive scale, from the basements or garages of local hobbyists everywhere to large fish farms in Florida or the Far East. Even though it is very unlikely that you will ever encounter a wild angelfish, we can learn much about these fish in general by looking at where they came from originally and how they live in the wild.
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These wild angelfish are of the variety often called the Peruvian altum. This variety is rare and is not often seen in fish stores.


ANGELFISH IN THE WILD


There are three species of angelfish—Pterophyllum altum, P. leopoldi, and P. scalare—all of which originated in the Amazon River basin in South America, primarily in Brazil but also in Peru and Colombia. The main branch of the mighty Amazon River is formed around Manaus, Brazil, a port city where the Rio Negro and the Rio Solimões merge in the famous “wedding of the waters” (also known as the “meeting of the waters,” or, in Portuguese, Encontro das Águas). The warmer, slower waters of the Rio Negro, which flow from the north, are almost black, full of dissolved vegetation and other organic material. The colder, faster waters of the Solimões are almost yellow, full of silt and other mineral particles washed into the river from its many tributaries in the Andes. From Manaus to a point many miles downstream, they seem to run separately in the same bank, the northern side of the Amazon black and the southern side yellow, until the waters finally mix to the muddy brown color the river keeps all the way to the Atlantic.


My introduction to the Amazon started with an eight-hour flight that was truly amazing. For hour after hour we flew over the jungle, a green carpet broken only by a river or a lake here and there. Once in a while we could spot a wisp of smoke from a native settlement, the only sign of human presence. A few hours into the flight, we passengers were freely wandering the plane. By the time we neared Manaus, I was talking with the two crew members and enjoying the view from the cockpit jumpseat. The pilot started making wide, arcing S-turns. I asked him what he was doing and he replied, “I’m looking for the river.” I asked for some explanation, and he said that it was hard to navigate over the endless green of the jungle and their instruments were not all that accurate, so he normally located Manaus by looking for either the Rio Negro or the Solimões. That day he spotted the Rio Negro, and we followed it to Manaus, getting an incredible view of the wedding of the waters from about 2,000 feet.
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Transporting people and cargo along the Amazon, a boat makes its way along the “wedding of the waters” (also called the “meeting of the waters”) in the vicinity of Manaus, Brazil.


Angelfish are found throughout the tributaries of the Amazon, primarily in the small creeks and almost still pools and small lakes that feed the Rio Negro and the Solimões. This natural range is generally referred to as the flooded forest, but the term accurately describes local conditions only during the rainy season, roughly December through May. The dry season (or not-so-rainy season) includes the other six months of the year. While average temperatures in the tropics vary little from one season to the other, the water levels in the region change dramatically. When the rains flood the forest, water levels rise as much as 50 feet above dry-season levels.


THE “WEDDING DRINK”




My friend Scott Dowd, the senior freshwater aquarist at the New England Aquarium in Boston, leads an expedition at least once a year to the Amazon basin, concentrating on the area between Manaus and Barcelos in Brazil. To celebrate the “wedding of the waters,” Scott creates a special drink by filling a beer stein halfway with Antarctica Pilsner, the most popular light beer in Brazil. Scott then pours in Guinness Stout (which he has hand-carried from Boston) over an inverted spoon, so the dark stout floats on top of the lighter pilsner. When you drink the beer, the two slowly mix together, just like the wedding of the waters. Scott points out that this is done on all of his Amazon trips when they first see the actual wedding of the waters, regardless of the time of day or night.





THE AMAZON RAIN FOREST




This area is an amazing rain forest—for the most part, pure unspoiled jungle. I saw it for the first time in the early 1970s from a DC-3 cargo plane en route to Manaus from Panama. We—my two traveling companions, two other passengers, and I—boarded in Panama at five o’clock in the morning. The cabin held two banks of three seats precariously bolted to the floor, and boxes of cargo filled the rest of the space. As we prepared to depart, one of the pilots told us that because the plane carried passengers it was bound by all of the rules for passenger airlines, which meant that we must keep our seat belts fastened at all times. He then tied the door shut with a length of clothesline rope, and we were off.
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Aerial view of the Rio Tapajós, which meets the Amazon River in Brazil





What this means for angelfish is that, during the rainy season, the water is freshened and there is plenty of food around. Angelfish, along with most of the other fish in this great body of water, spawn frequently, producing many thousands—actually, make that millions—of baby fish trying to survive but mostly providing food for the larger species. Fruits and insects are also abundant during the rainy season—it is a time of easy and bountiful feeding for the fish. In addition, because the volume of water increases significantly, the adult fish are less likely to fall prey to other fish, as they have so much more room to swim and more places to hide.
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At the time of high water along the Amazon, the water literally invades the land, creating flooded forest areas such as this one, near the Rio Nhamunda in Brazil.


When the dry season comes and the waters recede, conditions in the Amazon basin become less friendly. As the volume of water decreases, the fish population becomes more concentrated, and competition for hiding places and food increases. The baby fish that have survived the rainy-season spawning need more food as they mature, but there is much less in the way of fruits and insects to feed on, so the fish go for long periods of time without much food—as well as prey more on each other. This eat-or-be-eaten situation makes the outlook fairly bleak for an angelfish in the dry season. Fortunately, the rains eventually come again, life in the river improves, and the cycle continues.


HABITAT IN THE WILD


As noted, angelfish exist in the wild through much of northern South America, primarily in the huge expanse of jungle from which the Amazon River and its tributaries drain into the ocean. This vast basin encompasses much of Brazil, Peru, and Colombia, and altum angels and altum/scalare hybrids are found as well in the upper Rio Negro and Rio Orinoco basins in Guyana and Venezuela.
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This is the Rio Nhamunda (same GPS location as the photo on the previous page) during the dry season, when the lower water levels force angelfish to compete for precious food and hiding places.


THE RAINY SEASON




According to my good friend Arie DeZwart, a co-owner of Ruinemans Aquarium (Montfoort, Holland; Miami, Florida; and Manaus, Brazil) who has been involved with South American fish for many years, the timing of the beginning and end of the rainy season is less reliable and less predictable than it has been in the past. Arie also observes that at some times and places it simply doesn’t rain enough to cause the waters to rise and flood as they must. He points out, however, that while global warming may be a factor in these trends, similar situations are known to have occurred fifty years ago.





Water Conditions in the Wild


The typical angelfish habitat in the wild is not the sparkling clear water of either the local fish store or your home fish tank. The waters of their natural habitat range from cloudy to black, waters so dark you can barely see your hand in front of your face. Also unlike most aquariums, many of the places angelfish come from in the wild do not have any plants, with the exception of the shallows at the edges of rivers and ponds. The water is much too dark, and often much too acidic, for most plants to grow. Typical angelfish habitat consists of a profusion of submerged tree limbs, branches, and roots—the result of years and years of jungle trees’ growing and falling into the water and shifting and swirling as the waters rise dramatically in the rainy season and fall in the dry time. It is within this maze of pieces of wood that angelfish are usually found. The conditions in the flooded forest change dramatically over the course of the year, and wild angelfish are well adapted to the wide range of pH and hardness that changing water levels entails. Similarly, the vast majority of angelfish that are now commercially raised have become well adapted to the water conditions of the fish farms, your local fish store, and your aquarium.
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The Rio Momon in Peru, shown here, is a typical angelfish habitat, with dense plant growth, scattered driftwood, and fallen tree trunks for angelfish to hide among.
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Light filters down through a maze of driftwood, tree roots, and dead branches in the Rio Xingu tributary in Brazil, creating the perfect natural habitat for angelfish.


The water conditions where P. scalare are found in the wild are generally soft and acidic and allow for some variability—pH of around 6.5 and hardness of 4 to 5, and a temperature of 75 to 80 degrees Fahrenheit. Variations in both pH and hardness are small at a single location but can be significant from one place to another. The situation is very different with altum angels. These are found only in locations with a pH of 5.0 or lower, virtually no hardness, and temperatures ranging from 80 to 85 degrees Fahrenheit. Fortunately, all of the angelfish you will see in local fish stores adapt very well to any conditions around neutral pH and moderate hardness, since all of the fish you will see in the hobby have been commercially raised under those conditions.


Diet


In the wild, angelfish are pretty much the top of the piscine food web, in that the only fish that would eat an adult angel would be a red-tailed catfish or another of the larger catfish. Baby and subadult angelfish, however, are prey to larger fish throughout their habitat, and angelfish of all sizes are fair game to other animals, such as caiman and other fish-eating creatures avian, mammalian, and reptilian. In the wild, angelfish are omnivores, eating anything that they can. Their diet varies by the season and by what is available. Their wild diet would normally consist of a variety of crustaceans and insects and their larvae, as well as any small fish they can catch; angelfish will also eat fruit and other forms of vegetation if that is all that is available.
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Large shovel-nosed catfish such as these are found in the wild along with angelfish. These catfish will prey on angelfish of all sizes, along with anything else they can catch and swallow.


Shoals, Not Schools


Angelfish occur in large groups called shoals, not in schools. The two terms describe very different kinds of behavior. Schools are usually considered to be many fish that move almost as one; they all swim in the same direction, turning and darting as a single entity. Shoals consist of many fish that basically are hanging out together but not necessarily pointing in the same direction and definitely not all moving in the same direction. Shoals of fish generally muddle around together, and the entire group gradually flows from one place to another instead of moving as a unified mass. To illustrate the difference between a shoal and a school, I think of my 300-gallon display tank, which contains seven large altum angels and around 150 rummy nose tetras (Hemigrammus bleheri). Eight large wild discus and many catfish and algae eaters also live in this tank. The angelfish are in a shoal, usually spread out within roughly a third of the tank, either looking for food individually or sparring with each other or some other fish. The school of rummy noses, in contrast, is always on the move, often in a line, its members streaming as one from one end of the tank to the other.
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A fine shoal of young angelfish shows a number of the different color varieties that are available.


ANGELFISH IN YOUR TANK


Because I wholesale fish to local fish stores in the greater Boston area, I frequently chat with hobbyists and store owners about angelfish. I am always amazed that very few of them—not even the store owners—have any idea where angelfish come from. Store owners usually tell me, “Angelfish come from you—you deliver them to my store,” and hobbyists almost always say, “I dunno—I get them here at Joe’s Pet Place—that’s where they come from.”
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