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FISH  COLLECTING  ALONG  COASTS  OF  MEXICO
By LOREN p. woods

cubatoh of fishes

THE  MEXICO  Zoological  Field  Trip  of1954-55 left Chicago on last November
26 and returned on March 7. The principal
objective was to collect marine fishes along
the Pacific Coast of the Isthmus of Tehu-
antepec in southeastern Mexico and in the
vicinity of Acapulco.

ing and handling of gear very difficult. The
effect of the winds is to blow the sea flat or
at least to change huge swells to short chops,
so that from shore to five or ten miles out the
small boats ride on an even keel. The
shrimping grounds are far to the east, shel-
tered from the strongest winds by high moun-
tains but still in the area where the rollers
have been flattened.
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BEACH SEINE-FISHING IN MEXICO
At La Vcntosa, a fishing village near Salina Cruz, all the men and boys work at hauling seines. Nets 20 feet
deep and 100 to 300 yards long are loaded into dugout canoes and set to surround schools of fish in the bay.

The first base of operations was Salina
Cruz, a busy but small seaport and Pacific
terminus of the trans-isthmus railroad.
Salina Cruz, though only of minor impor-
tance as a commercial fishing and shrimping
port, was chosen because it is the most
southern port from which shrimp boats oper-
ate and because the shrimping is carried on
near a hypothetical zoogeographic boundary
line as well as along the Mexico-Guatemala
political boundary line.

The Gulf of Tehuantepec is a broad curv-
ing bight with east-west shore lying only
125 miles south of the southern shore of the
Gulf of Mexico. During the winter months
strong north winds spill out of the Gulf of
Mexico, funnel across the low mountains of
the isthmus, and blow with considerable
force out into the Pacific. Winds of nearly
gale strength are generally avoided by trawler
fishermen who put out to sea in vessels of 50
to 65 feet in length, but in this region the
winds are actually more help than hindrance.
The large Pacific swells rolling into the shal-
low Gulf of Tehuantepec toss the trawlers a
great deal, and this movement makes trawl-

A few days after arriving in Salina Cruz,
arrangements were made for me to make a
twelve-day cruise aboard a shrimp boat as a
guest of the shrimp company to collect the
fish specimens I desired for study. Since
shrimp nets capture a large variety and
quantity of fishes, there was no difficulty in
making the collection, and within a day or
two one 25-gallon tank was already full.
The second tank was gradually filled during
the remaining ten days as additional species
were caught. Shrimping in the Gulf of
Tehuantepec is carried on day and night,
the net being dragged for three hours, hauled,
emptied, and immediately set for three more
hours. This continues with monotonous
regularity round the clock, day after day.
Preserving specimens, sleeping, and eating
are done while the net is out.

At this time of year the shrimp were living
in comparatively shallow water of 12 to 20
fathoms and from one to five miles offshore.
Every haul resulted in 500 to 2,000 pounds
of fishes and miscellaneous invertebrates to
be sorted from shrimp and fish specimens.
Several kinds of sea catfishes and numerous

species of drums made up the bulk of the
catch, but there was also a great variety of
grunts, flatfishes, sharks and rays, herrings,
anchovies, and other miscellany. Altogether
nearly a hundred different kinds of fishes
were netted.

OTHER SALINA CRUZ FISHING
The shrimp-boat cruise ended December

24, and so Christmas morning was spent
sorting and wrapping the specimens and
packing them into the smallest possible
space to make room for more. A beach
seine-fishery at Salina Cruz produced addi-
tional species of fishes, and still other species
were taken by fishing with a light at night
and by treating tidepools with derri.s-root
powder to drive the fishes from their holes
and stun them so they could be caught.
Fishing by the latter method was not very
productive in number of individuals or spe-
cies, presumably because the waves carried
fine sand, resulting in clean-scoured rocks
and very poor living conditions for reef fishes.

Along the Chiapas coast of Mexico, east
and south of Salina Cruz, is a network of
shallow mangrove-bordered lagoons. Some
of these lagoons are fresh water, others are
very salty during the dry season, while still
others are merely brackish. They contain a
good variety of fresh-water and marine fishes
living together. There is usually a fishing
village on the shore of each lagoon, and the
villagers regard the lagoon as their private
family fish-pond. One of the most interest-
ing fishes living in the lagoons is the alligator
gar, known locally as the peje armada. Gars
had been reported from this area, but no
specimens had ever been collected for study.
No entire specimens were available because
the fishermen remove the head and slit the
fish as soon as it is speared. Later the fish
are filleted, salted, and dried for the market.
A three-day trip was made by land down the
coast to the lagoon of Cabeza del Toro (the
name derived from the shape of the lagoon)
near Puerto Arista. Here the fishermen
were induced to bring in three small gars
without first removing the heads. The alli-
gator gar is known to live in the Usumacinta
River on the Gulf of Mexico side of the Isth-
mus of Tehuantepec and in Lake Nicaragua,
as well as in the Mississippi River valley,
gulf coast of the United States, and Cuba.
Study of these specimens from the Pacific
coastal lagoons may provide a clue concern-
ing the route by which they reached their
present isolated habitat.

COLLECTING NEAR ACAPULCO
After five weeks of gathering fishes in the

vicinity of Salina Cruz, the collection was
taken to Mexico City and sent to Chicago.
This provided much needed space for addi-
tional specimens when the base of operations
was shifted to Acapulco. Acapulco, a resort
city, is sheltered by mountains from the
effects of the strong winds that blow the
warm surface-water away from the Gulf of
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Tehuantepec, is easily accessible, and pro-
vides excellent facilities for shore collecting.
In addition there are large bays, sheltered
coves, and rocky islets with abundant tide-
pools and shallow submerged reefs inhabited
by a number of small fishes of many varieties.
These species, such as butterfly fishes, tangs,
wrasses, and demoiselles that are usually
associated with living coral and rocky reefs,
were very scarce or absent from the sandy
shores where we had been collecting earlier.
Each particular locality around Acapulco
Bay, where rotenone was used to stun the
fish, yielded 40 to 50 species, and after three
weeks of fishing a collection of between 100
and 150 species was gathered. Some beach
and lagoon fishing is carried on by the local
fishermen, and in addition another group of
fishermen fish at night around the entrance
of the bay with handlines, spear and dipnet,
using a lantern to attract the fishes. Their
catch added a number of species that were
not caught by the methods I had been using.

During the past two years the Museum
has received collections of fishes from Guay-
mas (Mexico), from the Gulf of Nicoya on
the Pacific Coast of Costa Rica, from both
coasts of Panama, and from the Gulf of
Mexico and West Indian islands. It is
especially helpful to have specimens of a par-
ticular species from various parts of its range
for study and also useful to have compre-
hensive collections from various provinces in
a particular zoogeographic region in order to
delineate the boundaries and thus to under-
stand some of the limiting factors and eco-
logical preferences of certain species. There
are a number of resemblances between the
fish fauna of the eastern tropical Pacific and
the West Indian fish fauna (including the
Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean Sea shores)

SPOTTfcU PORCUPINE-FISH
Increasing its size by swallowing air was disastrous
for the fairy-tale frog. The porcupine-fish, better
fitted for this behavior, uses inflation as a natural
protective device. Swallowing air or water not only
changes the shape of the fish but assists in erecting
its long hard spines. Other fishes seek less prickly,

more appropriately shaped prey for food.

that need further study and explanation. It
is hoped that careful study of the collections
obtained by this expedition can be combined
with data obtained from the collections men-
tioned above to add to our knowledge of the
geographic distribution and variation prob-
lems of the American tropical marine fishes.

"Highlights Tours" Offered Daily
Free guide-lecture tours are offered

daily  except  Sundays  under  the  title
"Highlights of the Exhibits." These tours
are designed to give a general idea of the
entire Museum and its scope of activities.
They begin at 2 p.m. on Monday through
Friday and at 2 :30 p.m. on Saturday.

Special tours on subjects within the range
of the Museum exhibits are available Mon-
days through Fridays by advance request.

Although there are no tours on Sundays,
the Museum is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

STAFF NOTES

Dr.  Theodor  Just,  Chief  Curator  of
Botany, told about some of the widespread
fallacies concerning mushrooms in a recent
guest-appearance on the television program
"Women and the World" over station
WBKB, illustrating his talk with Museum
material. On March 17 he lectured on
"Adventures with Plants" in the noontime
series presented at the Chicago Public
Library for audiences of Loop workers. . . .
Henry S. Dybas, Associate Curator of
Insects, represented both the Museum and
the South Cook County Mosquito Abatement
District at a meeting of the Illinois Mosquito
Control Association held at the University of
Illinois in Urbana. . . . Miss Harriet Smith,
lecturer on the staff of Raymond Founda-
tion, spoke on the mission of the Mu.seum
over radio station WNMP in Evanston,
Illinois . .  .  Colonel Clifford C. Gregg,
Director, recently told "The Inside Story of
the Museum" for the Kiwanis Club of Gary,
Indiana.

YOUTHFUL  SCIENTISTS
TO  STAGE  SHOW

Some of the Darwins, Newtons, and Ein-
steins of the future will have their day at
Chicago Natural History Museum on April
16 at a science fair sponsored by the Chicago
Teachers Science Foundation. Grade-school
pupils (from the 6th grade up) and high-
school students will display their achieve-
ments in the fields of biology (including con-
servation), geology, anthropology, mathe-
matics, physics, and chemistry. The fair at
the Museum is for those pupils enrolled in
schools of the West Area, bounded by North
Avenue, the Sanitary and Ship Canal, and
47th Street. (South Area exhibits go to the
Museum of Science and Industry on April 2;
the North Area display was held at the
Chicago Academy of Sciences on March 26.)

The exhibits, all the creations of young
people completed without aid other than
advice from teachers, parents, or other adults,
will be displayed on the second-floor gallery
of the Museum at the head of the grand stair-
case. The students themselves will be pres-

THE  LARGEST  BIRD
(Continued from page 2)

of 15 to 20 pounds. The next-largest flying
birds are the Andean condor that must apn
proach 10 feet in wing spread and the Cali-
fornia condor that has a wing spread of about
9 feet and a weight of 20 pounds, according
to C. Koford's studies.

Unlike the running ostrich-like birds, the
largest fossil flying bird was only a little
larger than present-day birds. The largest
is Teratornis, a Pleistocene vulture of North
America, which has been estimated to weigh
50 pounds, a truly enormous weight for a
flying bird. We can't get its wing spread
directly because we have no feathers of this
fossil, but its bones, according to Dr. H. I.
Fishers, show it to have a wing spread, in
skeleton, oi 7}4 feet, and the wing itself a
length of about 39 inches compared with
31 1-2 inches for the California condor and 34
inches compared with the Andean condor.
If its quills were as long as those of the
Andean condor, which it probably exceeded,
a couple of feet would be added on each side
of the 7 J-^-foot skeletal spread to give a wing
spread of about 12 to 13 feet, slightly larger
than that of the albatross.

Surprisingly, while the largest running
birds were way in advance of any competi-
tion, this is not true of the largest flying birds.
The trumpeter swan has a wing spread of 8
feet and a weight of 28 pounds; the white
pelican a spread of feet and weight of about
10}  ̂pounds; and the whooping crane a
spread of 7 feet and a weight of about lOVi
pounds.

Not to isolate these figures, following are
the wing spreads and weights of some of our
more familiar birds:

Wing spread Weight
Bald  eagle  79  inches  9.5  pounds
Great blue heron . . 70 inches 7 pounds
Turkey buzzard. . . 70 inches 4.5 pounds
Red-tailed hawk . . 48 inches 3.25 pounds
Crow  3G  inches  1.3  pounds
Sparrow hawk . . . .21 inches 4 ounces
Robin  15  inches  2.5  ounces
Song sparrow 9 inches .88 ounces

ent to explain and demonstrate their prod-
ucts. Theodore W. Wallschlaeger, principal
of the Palmer Elementary School, will be in
charge. Awards will be made in each grade,
and winners may take part in later science
exhibitions from all areas. An idea of the
type of exhibits that may be expected is
shown by last year's list, which included: a
model of the human ear, six-inch telescope,
Navaho Indian artifacts, model of an atomic
pile, a miniature Stone-Age diorama, photo-
electric circuit, mechanical model of the
earth, a garden-collected exhibit of insects,
butterflies of Chicagoland, "do-it-yourself"
electronic devices, and classification of
plants.
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