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FOREWORD


BY DR. HERBERT R. AXELROD





For the Love of Tropical Fish


My longtime associate Andrew DePrisco phoned me and said, “Hey, Dr. A., I think I found your biggest fan. You’re one of his heroes. His name is Marc Morrone. He’s the pet expert from The Martha Stewart Show!”


My initial reaction, which will tell you a lot about my interest in television, was, “Martha who?” I regret that I had never heard of Marc Morrone, either. As it turns out, Marc Morrone and I have been living parallel lives, separated by several decades and, now, thousands of miles of ocean (in which the fish we both love swim day and night).


Both Marc and I shared a childhood fascination with tropical fish: I, in Bayonne, New Jersey, in the 1930s and Marc, about forty miles away in Long Island, New York, in the 1960s. Just before Marc was born, in the late 1950s, I discovered the cardinal tetra, Paracheirodon axelrodi, one of several popular fishes to bear my name. By the time five-year-old Marc had his first 10-gallon tank, in 1965, I had been publishing Tropical Fish Hobbyist magazine for over a dozen years as part of T.F.H. Publications, Inc., a company I had founded and that had become the world’s largest publisher of pet books. Even today, I’m still proud that Dr. Axelrod’s Atlas of Freshwater Aquarium Fishes, originally published in 1985 and now in its eleventh edition, remains one of the world’s best-selling titles on tropical fishes. Of the hundred or so books I’ve written, it remains a personal favorite, too.


Marc still tells the story about how excited he was when his copy of Tropical Fish Hobbyist arrived each month. He’s been a loyal reader since 1970, when he began following my fish-collecting expeditions in the waters of South America and Africa. To me, nothing else ever has been as exciting as hunting for—and occasionally discovering—new species of fishes, and I’m glad that I’ve been able to introduce others to the thrill of the chase.


I also discovered that Marc and I both love pet shops! Marc owned his first pet shop when he was just eighteen years old. I met my beautiful wife of fifty-three years, Evelyn, while she was working at her dad’s pet shop (before Marc was a twinkle in his dad’s eye!).


I’m delighted to be introducing you to Marc’s first book on fish keeping. Marc, like me, is a self-taught fish doctor and keeper. Every answer Marc offers in this terrific little book comes from his years of experience working with fish in his home and in his shop. I’m highly gratified that the newer generations continue to love tropical fish as much as I have all these years!


—Dr. Herbert R. Axelrod


Zürich, Switzerland


March 2009
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INTRODUCTION


Have you ever heard the saying “Give a man a fish, and he eats for a day; teach a man to fish, and he eats for the rest of his life”? That principle also applies to fish keeping. When I discussed this project with the editors of this book, there was a bit of controversy about what we should include. People who keep reef tanks may care little about salt water fish tanks. People who keep saltwater tanks often have no interest in the freshwater discus fish, and people who keep the egg-laying discus may not want to read about live-bearing fish. In this hobby, everyone tends to focus on his or her own particular area of interest. However, no matter what type of aquatic pets people may have, everyone seems to have questions about what these animals need to stay healthy.


Fish keepers tend to ask the advice of other hobbyists or so-called experts and accept any answer that they get. This book is designed to encourage all aquarists to look at the residents of your aquarium from a different perspective. Many people think of the fish in their tanks as consumer products, computer chips, or CDs: you just pop a fish in the tank and watch. But fish are much more complicated than that. They can see in color and have far greater cognitive powers than most people realize. Anyone who has attempted to catch a savvy largemouth bass can attest to this. Fish recognize each other as well as humans, and they can learn various behaviors through positive reinforcement training just as dogs and cats do.
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The first step in finding answers to your questions about your fish is to take the time to observe them. As a child, I would sit in front of my 10-gallon tank, watching my fish for hours. I knew every fish as an individual. It’s a pity that more modern-day aquarists don’t devote as much time to this. Fish are still pets in our care, and any aquarium is comparable to a little zoo in your living room. You need to be aware of the quality of this environment and the denizens inhabiting it because they are totally dependent on you. If fish keepers spent more time studying their fish as animals and as individuals, they would have far fewer problems.


The next step, especially if you are having trouble with your kind of fish, is to learn something about its natural habitat and diet. Once you do, it becomes your job as a pet keeper to duplicate all of these factors as closely as possible. You must compare the animal’s natural environment to the husbandry and habitat you have provided in the tank.


Fish are grouped according to family, genus, and species. For instance, majestic angels, blue-faced angels, and imperator angels are in one classification. Butterfly fish such as longnosed butterflies, copper band butterflies, and falcula butterflies are in another classification. The group of tangs includes yellow tangs and purple tangs. Many books provide detailed information on the biology, life histories, ecological niches, and so on of saltwater and freshwater fish. I really think it important that fish keepers study this type of information. If they understand their fish better, they can do much more to provide good habitats and help their fish to thrive. Unfortunately, you cannot not just depend on advice from someone who works in a fish store. Some fish store employees really don’t know as much as they should. And there is no guarantee that a pretty fish you see in the pet store will be a suitable resident for your home aquarium. It is your responsibility as a fish keeper to go home and hit the books. Find out where a particular fish fits into the order of nature, so you will know where it fits—and whether it fits at all—into your home aquarium.
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FOOD


Q&A ON FLAKES, FLIES, FEEDER FISH, AND MORE





Feeding Picky Fish


There are many reasons why some fish don’t eat in captivity. For instance, many fish are caught in ways, such as with drugs, that cause them to start dying as soon as they are removed from the water. Some wild-caught marine fish may take two months to slowly waste away. You can’t put a fish on an IV. Other fish don’t eat because they are not used to the foods they are offered in captivity. Today, pet shop freezers are stocked with almost every organism that a fish might eat. But even these are too unfamiliar for some fish to accept.


I have found that newly imported butterfly fish will sometimes eat fresh clams. Crack the clams open and put the halves in the tank. The odor will attract the fish, and they will start picking away at the clams. Once they start eating this, they can be accustomed to other foods. However, this may not work for specialized feeders such as Moorish idols. They are notoriously difficult to feed in captivity. I’ve tried to acclimate these fish many times throughout my career but have always failed miserably. I worked particularly hard with one really nice idol, finally getting it to eat almost everything I offered. Then one day, as I stood admiring it, I decided to go get it some frozen clams to eat. I went to the freezer, got the clams, and thawed them—the whole process took no more than three minutes. But when I got back to the tank, the fish was just lying there, dead. Even though I had been able to trick that fish into eating many different foods, it could not survive on what was for it an unnatural diet. After that, I quit keeping Moorish idols. Other fish I have given up on are pinnatus batfish, blue ribbon eels, and all polyp-eating butterflies. Benefit from my experience and don’t try keeping fish that cannot be trained to eat in captivity. In this day and age, it’s inhumane to have a pet die from starvation because we cannot offer it the foods it would have in its natural habitat.
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Don’t buy a fish unless you see that it can and will eat in captivity. If you see a fish in a fish store that is not yet eating, don’t bring it home until you see it do so. This is one of the drawbacks of buying a fish over the Internet—you can’t confirm whether it is eating.


I once knew a man who hated to spend money, even though he had plenty of it. He hunted through numerous pet stores for bargains while always coming to me for free advice. I cheerfully advised him even though I knew he would never spend any money in my store. That was fine with me because he was one of those customers I really didn’t want—a constant complainer always wanting to return merchandise.


One day, he came to tell me he had purchased an imperator angelfish, and he had gotten a great deal on it because it wasn’t eating. He wanted my advice on what to feed it. I asked him why he assumed it would eat in his tank if it would not eat in the pet store. He seemed confident that he could overcome the problem, and I told him what I could. Every day after that, he came into my store, asking about different foods. Finally, he called me to ask if I would take a look at the fish if he brought it in. The next day at lunchtime, I looked out the window and saw him getting out of his car across the street with a big bag of water. He crossed the westbound lanes of Sunrise Highway and, as he was standing on the divider, the bag broke. Moments later, he rushed into the store with this half-starved fish that had just landed on the hot tarmac and seriously asked me what I could do for it. I told him there was nothing I could do. He then began worrying about his wife berating him for spending so much money on this fish.


There are two lessons you can take away from this sad tale. One, never buy a fish that you haven’t seen eat. If it won’t eat in the store, it probably won’t eat in your home. Two, if you can’t afford to lose a $150 fish, buy a $10 fish instead. King Neptune makes no allowances for valuable fish.





How do you get a fish to eat the food you want it to instead of the food it wants to eat?


Fish, like other animals, refuse to eat unfamiliar foods. Although I’ve prided myself on my ability to get wild-caught fish to eat commercially prepared foods, it’s not always an easy (or successful) task. Sometimes it involves feeding the fish a food that it likes bit by bit until it waits for the feeding at the surface of the water. It’s even better if there are other fish in the tank to create competition. Drop in a couple of pieces of food that you know the fish likes, then drop in a piece of the food you want it to eat. Most of the time, the fish will snatch it up without realizing that it has eaten an unfamiliar food.


This method works particularly well for fish accustomed to eating live food. Drop one goldfish into the tank, and the fish will grab it; drop in a second goldfish, and it’s immediately consumed as well. Then drop in a piece of frozen silverside or freeze-dried krill. As soon as the alternative food hits the water, the fish will snatch it.


In addition, when a fish becomes well acclimated to a tank, it will be more willing to investigate unfamiliar food items. I once had a newly imported adult Achilles tang that refused all foods for three months and became extremely thin. I tried everything, every single day. I became fixated on this fish. I knew the fish wasn’t sick. It wasn’t eating because it could not find the food it was accustomed to in its native waters of Hawaii. (This is one reason why I don’t like to import adult wild-caught fish.)


After three months, this fish finally started eating frozen bloodworms. I have no idea why a fish that lives a hundred feet underwater in Hawaii would decide to eat a freshwater organism such as a bloodworm when it ignored other the fare I thought would be more appealing. But that’s what it eventually chose to eat. I fed the Achillles tang small amounts of bloodworms about ten times a day until it began to regain its strength. Then I began adding some misa shrimp, and lo and behold, it started eating those. Day by day, the fish accepted more foods. Now it eats frozen formula foods, pelleted foods, romaine lettuce, and freeze-dried kelp. I was so proud of this accomplishment that I kept this fish, and I still have it several years later.


Are tubifex worms safe, or can they transmit pathogens?


I’ve fed live tubifex worms to my fish my entire life, and I’ve never had a case of a fish picking up a pathogen this way. However, I have always rinsed the tubifex worms in running water every day for several days before putting them into the tank. The fish really seem to like them, and they have been an essential food for some of my fish. We used to import kissing goramis from Indonesia, and these fish were not used to eating flakes. If we put tubifex worms into a tubifex worm feeder, they would eat them readily. Later on, they would start eating other foods offered to them. The only fish that I have never been able to wean off of tubifex worms are African arowanas.


However, these days I rarely feed live tubifex worms to my fish because they have become too expensive. Now you can buy so many types of frozen worms that are much more affordable.


With the advent of frozen foods, we can offer our fish much more natural diets at lower cost. For freshwater fish, we have frozen brine shrimp, bloodworms, and mosquito larvae. These are all ready to use, free of parasites, and highly nutritious. And just about any food item found in the ocean is available in a frozen form for marine fish.




CRACKERS TO CUBES


When I was a kid, the commercial fish foods available were essentially rice crackers. To keep our fish in good condition, we collected mosquito larvae, daphnia, and tubifex worms from ponds. Or I got beef heart from the butcher and cut that into small pieces for my fish. But as time went on, the formulas of commercial fish foods improved, and freeze-dried worms became available. These came in little cubes that I would squish in the tank. As the cubes absorbed water, the fish eagerly ate them.





Should I stick with one type of food for my fish?


Frozen foods are my preferred choice for fish, but nowadays flake and pellet foods are quite nutritious. They are also very convenient when you are in a hurry and don’t have time to thaw frozen food. It is actually a good idea to vary a fish’s diet occasionally so that it becomes accustomed to different food sources. If you need to treat your fish for a parasite or infection, it is much easier to dust the medication on flakes or pellets. If your fish are accustomed to eating prepared foods when they are healthy, they will have no hesitation about it when they are ill. As a general rule, it is easier to keep a pet healthy if it will accept a variety of foods. And fish are pets, even if some people seem to think otherwise.


I will be away from my tank for about one month and am looking for an automatic fish feeder. Do you have any suggestions?


The best automatic fish feeder is a good friend or relative. I have never placed much faith in automatic fish feeders because most mechanical things in my life break at some point. However, if you are going to get an automatic fish feeder, get the best you can afford; cheaper ones will definitely break. As a general rule, you are better off using pelleted rather than flaked food in an automatic feeder. Humidity in the air will cause flaked foods to clump in the automatic feeder and not be dispensed at appropriate times. If you plan to use a pelleted food, make sure that your fish are acclimated to eating it before you go away. Make sure as well that the environment in the house will be OK while you are gone. If the house is going to be locked up for a month with no air-conditioning, it may become as hot as it is outdoors, and you will come home to a tank full of bouillabaisse. If you go away in the winter and turn your heat down to 50 degrees, make sure that you have adequate aquarium heaters to keep the tank warm enough. We don’t call them tropical fish for nothing.




When Enough Is Enough


The problem is really not overfeeding the fish as much as it is overfeeding the tank. If you have a hard time limiting the volume of food you put in the tank or don’t have the time to ensure that all of the food is consumed before it hits the bottom, you are better off feeding the fish every other day. With the exception of tangs and angelfish, the fish will not starve.
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How often should you feed fish?


This is a loaded question. Some fish, such as yellow tangs, need to eat continuously; other fish, including lionfish and Oscars, can do fine eating twice a week. I derive great satisfaction from feeding my fish. I try to do it twice a day; sometimes I will feed them as I walk by the tank just to watch them. The idea is to feed them only as much as they will immediately consume. For instance, if you put flakes in the tank, every bit should be eaten in a short amount of time. You can certainly add more after that has been consumed. But it is not advisable to dump a mass of flakes onto the surface of the water so it rains down like snow to the bottom of the tank.


Tangs and angelfish need fresh vegetable matter, such as seaweed, dried kelp, and lettuce, in their diet. So do some other fish; you should make sure to research the needs of your particular fish. It’s important to watch as the fish eat vegetable matter because they will rip off pieces that end up floating to the bottom of the tank and rotting there, causing the pH level to drop. In our store, when we put lettuce in our tanks, we always use a net to scoop out any uneaten bits half an hour later. Remember that a fish tank is an enclosed ecosystem—not a lake, pond, or river—and as a result, it will not tolerate much fouling in the way of uneaten food.


How long can fish go without eating?


Fish are opportunistic eaters. Some can go for quite some time without food; others cannot, depending on what type of food they evolved to eat. As a general rule, carnivorous fish can go for extremely long periods without food. A pike, bass, or sunfish goes for months without food during hibernation. But even when they are dormant, they will still eat if the opportunity comes along, as ice fishermen know.
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