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The Clownfish’s Bodyguard

Mr Serene, the gigantic old sea turtle, was waddling along the ocean floor off the sea coast of Australia when he heard a tiny voice in his ear. 

‘Excuse me, Sir, I am Funny…you know…a clownfish. And I was…uh…wondering if…huh…’ 

Mr Serene turned his head to look at where the voice was coming from. Mr Serene was very, very old, and his eyesight wasn’t very good. He blinked a few times and peered hard at the fish in front of him. It was small in size, but its orange and white colouring made it look gorgeous.

‘I can see that you’re a clownfish, but you’re not funny at all,’ said the turtle in a bored voice. 

‘Oh no – no, sir, I didn’t mean that…’ stammered the poor clownfish, now red with embarrassment. ‘You see, “Funny” is my name…that’s what I’m called. I’m new to this part of the ocean, and I would like to know if there is any suitable place which I could make my home.’

‘Well, there are corals here…and you could always stay under those big rocks that lie scattered around,’ said Mr Serene slowly. 

‘What about those different coloured flowers with long petals, sir?’ queried Funny, pointing towards brightly coloured flower-like structures attached to rocks, spread all over the ocean floor. ‘Can I stay there, or is someone already staying there?’

The turtle became grave. ‘No fish goes near them, clownfish!’ he warned. ‘Those are sea anemones – strange, deadly creatures – half-plant and half-animal. Those things that you call petals are horrible tentacles that sting and poison its prey, and with those same tentacles, the sea anemone pushes down its victim into its mouth at the base of the tentacles! Stay away from them if you value your life.’ 

Funny the clownfish shuddered at this piece of information. To think that he had considered such a monstrous creature to be his beautiful home! How fortunate for him that the turtle had warned him in time! Funny sighed. Now he would have to search for a new home. 

He wished he hadn’t strayed away from his old home at all. The strong currents had brought him to this strange, new, terrifying place. He felt that there were predators lurking in the dark shadows, watching him and waiting for a chance to pounce on him. He tried to keep close to the rocks to avoid being seen. He hadn’t gone far when he heard a voice behind him.

‘Going somewhere, Mr Clownfish?’

It was a shark! Funny didn’t even bother to answer. He just darted away as fast as he could! The shark was right behind him in hot pursuit. 

‘Stop right there, you clownfish! You’re my snack for today!’ Funny heard the shark hollering behind him. He swam faster, trying to avoid the swarms of salmon and schools of dolphins on the way. 

Soon, Funny felt his energy draining. The shark was gaining on him. Funny spotted more sharks coming his way from other directions. As a last resort, Funny made a dive, his eyes tightly shut. He was shooting down to the ocean floor at top speed. The shark was still chasing him. He opened his eyes, hoping he would find a hole or a rock crevice at the bottom that he could escape into. Instead, he found himself hurtling straight towards…a huge sea anemone.

It was too late to change course. Funny felt that he would meet his death one way or the other – either between the shark’s jaws or in the tentacles of the anemone. He fell into the sea anemone. The shark, which had been bent upon eating Funny, swam away in a hurry when he saw the long, frightening limbs of the sea anemone. He didn’t want to be stung.

Funny lay there, shivering, waiting for the tentacles to sting him and the anemone to devour him. 
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But nothing happened. He felt the tentacles all around him, brushing against his body pleasantly, but no stinging sensation. Funny wondered what kind of miracle this was. He looked around and, to his surprise, found another clownfish staring at him through the tentacles of the anemone. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked the other clownfish. ‘I heard this anemone can sting and kill fish. But it hasn’t!’

‘It can’t sting us, because we have a very thick slimy layer on our bodies protecting us – other fish don’t have such a fat layer,’ replied the other clownfish. ‘In fact, this is my home,’ he continued. ‘This sea anemone acts as my bodyguard, keeping me safe from all the bigger fish in this ocean as they fear the anemone. The anemone is also happy to let me stay here as it can eat the bits of food that I drop. When bigger unsuspecting fish chase me, I lead them here and they themselves become food for the sea anemone.’

Funny was thrilled. Now he didn’t need to be scared anymore. ‘That means I can make an anemone my home?’ he cried. ‘Hurray!’ 

‘If you don’t mind sharing a home, you’re welcome to stay here,’ said the other clownfish, smiling. 

What more could Funny want? He happily agreed!
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Do clownfish live with sea anemones?

Yes, they do! 

Sea anemones are water-dwelling, carnivorous animals, but are ‘sedentary’ plants: they can’t move about. They have traits of both plants and animals. They are found on ocean floors, attached to rocks by a ‘foot’ or a base, with many brightly coloured tentacles surrounding a central mouth. The tentacles are highly sensitive and react to the slightest touch. They have to wait for their food to swim by. When a prey comes very close, the tentacles grasp it, sting a deadly poison into it to paralyse the victim, and then push the food towards its mouth. The prey is then swallowed and digested.



The clownfish forms a ‘symbiotic’ relationship with the sea anemone, which means it’s a partnership that benefits both. The sea anemone does not harm the clownfish because of the thick mucus layer on its body, and so the clownfish shelters in it. In return, the clownfish helps the anemone by keeping it clean (by eating the algae growing nearby or by feeding on the leftover food particles in the reef), attracting prey, and dropping scraps of its own food, which are later eaten by the anemone.
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Different kinds of sea anemone
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The Emu’s Yoga Class

‘Never in my life did I think I could be affected so – it’s a tragedy,’ Martha the garden snail said, wiping her eyes on a blade of grass. Her neighbour, Tracey the squirrel, was listening to her tale of woe and nodding her head in sympathy at every pause. 

‘Don’t be so sad, Martha, we are all in the same boat, I tell you,’ said Tracey, trying to console the woebegone snail. Martha was facing a huge problem – she had become forgetful, and it was bothering her tremendously. She had never forgotten anything before. The pigeon, who was her doctor, said that she was under stress. 

And why wouldn’t she be? The garden where she lived had become more and more crowded with snails. Her worry was that she wouldn’t be able to find enough food for herself with so many snails around. It was so bad that she couldn’t even remember what she had done a few minutes earlier. 

‘I forget lots of things myself,’ continued the squirrel, ‘I work hard all through the summer, collect all the nuts I can find and bury them in the ground, hoping I can eat them during the winter months when food is scarce. And what happens? I forget where I buried them!’ 

‘Yes, but you were always forgetful,’ said Martha. ‘In fact, your entire family was forgetful. Your mother and her mother, and your mother’s grandmother before that. The whole lot of them used to forget where they hid their winter stash. But my family? Never did we forget a single thing !’ 

Tracey was quite annoyed. Why drag her family into this? Martha didn’t have to defame her entire family for their poor memory! But she maintained a dignified silence. 

‘Well, you needn’t create such a scene about it,’ said Tracey dryly. ‘My friend, Jason the blue jay, who lives in Florida, has the same problem. He can’t find his winter supplies either, due to his forgetfulness. And he is such a smart bird otherwise! But we can’t help it, you know. It happens. We can’t do anything to get a good memory now.’ 

Just then, a voice interrupted them. ‘What if you can get good memory power even now?’ 

Tracey and Martha turned around. It was a red fox.  Now, red foxes had a poor reputation in Australia, where this entire conversation was taking place. Red foxes were outsiders, who had been brought to Australia by humans from Great Britain, and ever since then, the foxes had only wreaked havoc in the continent.

‘I think I can help you,’ said the red fox, whose name was Red too. ‘I have a friend, Sharon, the emu who conducts a yoga class for all animals, especially the ones with poor memory. Haven’t you heard? Yoga helps reduce stress, and improves concentration and memory power!’ 

Now, Tracey was wary of the fox and did not trust him at all. But Martha was desperate. ‘Please, let’s go to that class,’ she begged Tracey. ‘I’ll do anything to get my memory power back.’ 

After some thought, Tracey agreed. She wrote to her friend Jason as well, and the blue jay joined them too. Red Fox said he was Sharon’s agent and took a good part of their food stores as fees for the class. The three were joined by a goldfish, who said he was quite confident about his own memory but was always called a silly absent-minded creature by all other animals. Red Fox had convinced him too that Sharon’s yoga class was the best solution. 

It was a day’s journey to Sharon’s home. The emu was a flightless bird, about two metres tall, and the largest bird in Australia. Its keen eyes and its ability to run extremely fast captivated them, and Martha was convinced that if anyone could solve her problem, it was Sharon. The emu’s sheer size was another convincing factor, as she was nothing like the puny little pigeons that Martha was used to seeing back home. Red Fox spoke to Sharon first in private, and then the emu met them. 

‘Nice of you all to come,’ Sharon said cheerfully. ‘Mr Fox has told me everything. Don’t worry. We can solve all your problems. Settle in today, and we shall start the classes tomorrow.’ 

***

The next day, Martha, Tracey, Jason and the goldfish were up early for the yoga class. They came across Sharon pecking at some plants and shiny objects on the ground. 

‘So shall we start?’ Martha asked eagerly. 

‘Start what?’ said the emu absent-mindedly. 

‘The yoga class, of course!’ said Jason. 

Sharon gave them all a puzzled look. ‘I don’t know who you are…don’t know what you all are talking about,’ she muttered, and moved away to poke at some new plant.

The ‘students’ looked at each other in shock. 

Someone cackled loudly behind them. ‘So that fox fooled you too!’ It was a parrot. 

‘What do you mean?’ said Tracey angrily. ‘We paid for the yoga class and we’ve been cheated! We won’t let this emu go scot-free.’ 
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‘Leave the poor emu alone,’ said the parrot. ‘It doesn’t know a thing. The emu is a very forgetful creature – every day is a new day for it. Red Fox knows this, and he takes advantage of poor Sharon as well as other animals like you. Go home now.’ 

The four animals were very upset. ‘Now what do I do?’ cried Martha. ‘How will I improve my memory?’ 

But what could they do? The fox had already given them the slip! 
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Do animals forget?

Yes, they do! 

Emus are large, flightless birds in Australia, and have a very short memory span. They forget an incident as soon as it’s over! We know this because emus cannot recognize their trainer, no matter how many times they have seen them. And because of their poor memory power, it is very, very hard to teach them tricks that other animals learn easily. They may be great runners (with speeds of 40–48 kmph) but, unfortunately, aren’t very good at remembering stuff. It doesn’t make much difference to them, as they have very few predators because of their huge size and running speed. 

In the same way, animals such as squirrels and blue jays always hide food to last them through winter, and both forget where they hid them! They can find only 20 per cent of what they hide. Goldfish were earlier considered to have a memory span of just 3 seconds, but recent studies show that they can record memories much longer than that. Usually, snails have average memory power. Snails have much fewer neurons compared to humans, but these neurons are also larger in size, letting us study their activity. Experiments with snails have shown that they can be trained to behave in specific ways, and this gets recorded in its neurons. But when they are under stress, for example, when there is overcrowding or pollution in their habitat, they simply cannot remember, because the neuron activity changes visibly and they fail to behave as trained earlier. 

On the other hand, there are several creatures with excellent memory power, like elephants, crows, dolphins and chimpanzees. 

Studies vary, but the following animals are generally known to have the best memory power!

	1.	ELEPHANTS

	2.	DOLPHINS

	3.	CHIMPANZEES

	4.	CROWS

	5.	DOGS

	6.	OCTOPUSES

	7.	PARROTS

	8.	RATS

	9.	PIGEONS

	10.	SQUIRRELS 
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Can’t Do without Mr Lazy

The Amazon rainforest in South America was always a busy place, teeming with activity. All the animals were hard-working creatures, and they prided themselves on it. They knew that they played important roles in keeping the forest healthy and thriving, and took their responsibility very seriously indeed!

The animals often had regular meetings to discuss their problems and voice their complaints or suggestions. Carlos, the spider monkey, was getting ready to go to the meeting. He smoothened his coat with his long fingers, and carefully picked out the leaves and twigs stuck in his fur. He was just attempting to remove a few lice too, when his wife started laughing at him. ‘Don’t bother taking out the lice – you have far too many!’ she said, giggling. ‘Just take care not to scratch in front of the others.’ 



Carlos was annoyed. ‘As if you don’t have any lice on you,’ he grumbled, but stopped his grooming immediately and set out. He swung from tree to tree happily, waving and talking to other animals who were on their way too. ‘Yes, Uncle Macaw, I am participating in the Scratch and Win Bananas contest and I shall—’ 

BUMP! 

Carlos had collided straight into another animal on the tree as he was busy answering the macaw. Carlos immediately murmured an apology, expecting an angry outburst. But nothing like that happened, so Carlos looked up to see who it was. 

Hanging upside down from the tree was an animal the size of a dog. It had long arms and legs, a flat head and a sleepy face. It had long, strong claws, which it used to get a stronghold on the branch it was hanging from. Its greenish-grey fur had grown in an upside-down way and pointed in different directions haphazardly, unlike Carlos’s smooth fur which all stood up in the same direction. Carlos felt it was an awfully smelly creature. It looked as if it had been sleeping and didn’t seem in the least bothered by Carlos.

Carlos realized that this was the animal called the ‘sloth’. He had often heard about them being lazy creatures but had never expected them to sleep during broad daylight. ‘Uh…aren’t you coming to the meeting?’ he asked. The sloth slowly opened his sleepy eyes and gave a very, very, slow grin. But he didn’t speak. 



‘Um…I think you should come,’ continued Carlos, ‘I suppose you have attended the meetings before?’ 

The sloth very slowly shook his head from side to side. Carlos took that as a ‘No’. 

‘Well then, come with me now,’ said Carlos, thinking of taking the sloth along with him. The sloth did not seem to hear him, for he closed his eyes and went back to sleep, just as he was. 

Carlos felt indignant. Here he was, trying to make the sloth a responsible citizen of the jungle, and it was squarely ignoring him! He muttered under his breath. 

The macaw called to him again. ‘Forget him,’ he said, ‘he’s always been a lazy bag of bones. Let’s go.’ 

***

Carlos left the sloth hanging there and went with the macaw. ‘His name is Mr Lazy,’ said the macaw, as they went along. ‘Being a sloth, he never ever comes down from the tree. He sleeps 20 hours of the day.’ 

Carlos was astonished. ‘Then what does he eat?’ he asked. ‘And what about meeting others of his kind?’ 

‘Oh, he eats the leaves and twigs of the tree he lives on. And none of his kind really bothers to meet others. The only way a sloth will ever see another is if there are two of them hanging on the same tree. I tell you, they are extremely sluggish!’ 

Carlos was quite unhappy about this. Here were animals like himself, working hard, moving around, finding food, and following the ways of the jungle in one way or the other. On the other hand, there were these sloths, who didn’t even budge from their place! It was so unfair! Why did they have to share the jungle with those useless sloths? 

All through the meeting, he sat in a daze, thinking about the sloths. The more he thought about them, the angrier he got. He felt they didn’t deserve a place in the jungle. As the meeting came to a close, he got up. 

‘Friends, I have a very serious complaint to make,’ Carlos announced in a grave voice, ‘It’s about the sloths.’ A wave of surprise swept over the audience. ‘These sloths live in our forest but do nothing at all. They are slow to move, always asleep and the laziest of all the animals I have ever seen. I propose that we get rid of these useless animals immediately!’ 

The gathering collapsed into silence. At first, it seemed downright mean to be so hostile towards another animal. But as they thought over the monkey’s words, they began to agree with him. 

The jaguar, who was the sloth’s natural enemy, licked his lips at the prospect. If all the jungle animals decided to get rid of the sloths, he could eat them to his heart’s content! He was the first to speak up in support of Carlos. ‘Yes, those lazy creatures don’t deserve any mercy,’ he said, and turned to the other animals. ‘What Carlos says is right! Let’s go after the sloths!’ His words injected fresh fury into the hearts of the hard-working animals, and they all shouted in unison, ‘Down with the sloths!’ 



The maddened crowd, led by Carlos, made their way to the tree where Mr Lazy was still asleep. Mr Lazy, hearing the commotion, woke up and saw the angry faces of all the jungle animals. Surprised, he let go of his hold on the branch and fell to the ground below. He took quite a while trying to get up and shift himself to a sitting position. 

‘There he is!’ cried Carlos. ‘You can all see how slow and lethargic he is. We don’t need sloths here! Get him!’

Mr Lazy realized what all the commotion was about. He felt his heart break with grief – all his life, neither had he ever hurt anyone nor troubled any creature. How could everyone turn against him? A large tear rolled out of his eye. 
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The jaguar bounded forward, his mouth watering, his jaws itching to bite into his meal. The sloth sat there, as if paralyzed. 

Just then a hundred tiny voices screamed out of nowhere: 

‘STOP! Don’t you dare touch Mr Lazy!’ 

The jaguar stopped in its tracks, startled. 

The voices seemed to be coming from Mr Lazy himself! And, suddenly, out of Mr Lazy’s fur came a swarm of beetles, a battalion of cockroaches and a flurry of moths. 

‘We will not allow you to hurt Mr Lazy,’ a beetle said. ‘He has given not only us but many more tiny creatures a home to live in.’ 

‘Why do you think his fur looks green? It’s because of the algae that live on it,’ said a moth. 

‘You think he is useless, do you?’ said a cockroach. ‘Let me tell you, there is a small world living right here on his body. If you kill Mr Lazy, you’re killing all of us too!’ 

All the animals stood rooted to their spot, shocked out of their wits. Carlos was too ashamed to speak. How could he have judged the sloth so wrongly? The animals, one by one, apologized to Mr Lazy and went back to their homes, leaving the sloth in peace. 
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