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Arab dhows at Khasab, Sultanate of Oman.

Orange Dottyback (Pseudochromis aldabraensis).

] Mention the Persian Gulf these
days and the last thing people think
of is aquarium fishes. Nevertheless,
this shallow body of water and its
neighbor, the Gulf of Oman, are both
home to a number of attractive reef
fishes seldom available to enthusiasts

in other parts of the world. Unusual
environmental conditions in the two
gulfs have produced at least a dozen
common reef species endemic to the
area, including one of the world’s
most beautiful butterflyfishes.
Fishes from this part of the world

have one overriding advantage for
the aquarist --- they are hardy.
Consider: water temperatures in the
Persian Gulf can dip into the 50°s in
winter, and approach the 90’s in
summer. Unusually high salinity
further stresses marine life. Sound

Yellow-Bar Angelfish (Pomacanthus maculosus).

Yellow-Bar Angelfish, juvenile.




familiar? These temperature swings
rival those of the worst home
aquarium. According to the
textbooks, extensive coral reefs and
their inhabitants could not survive
here, yet they thrive. In the Gulf of
Oman, which is deeper and closer to
the Indian Ocean, conditions are
somewhat more favorable. Even
here, however, drastic temperature
changes occur in summer, due to
upwellings of cold, nutrient-rich
water driven by monsoon winds’
further south. Again, fishes living
here must be hardy to survive.
Now, let’s take a look above

water. Life is comfortable for the
thousands of western expatriates
(mostly British and European) who
live and work in the gulf region.
Salaries are high, there are no taxes,
and the workday often ends at 1:00
or 2:00 in the afternoon. Because of
the hot climate and limitations on
other leisure activities, expats tend to
spend a lot of time at the beach.
Many of them are active snorkelers
and divers, and a surprising number
maintain home aquariums. In short,
they have plenty of money and ample
time to indulge their hobbies. Sound
good? It has to, or few westerners
would leave the comfort of their
home countries for the uncertainties
of life in the gulf.

What sort of fishes do marine
aquarists in the gulf countries keep?
While there are pet and aquarium
stores selling standard fare such as
Percula Clowns and Blue Devils
imported from Singapore, they
seldom stock local marines. The real
fun, of course, in keeping an

aquarium in this part of the world (or
anywhere, for that matter) is in
finding and catching your own
specimens. As an added bonus, these
waters have not been exhaustively
surveyed by ichthyologists and there
is a very real chance of coming up
with something unusual or even new
to science.

So, you’'ve got your aquarium set
up and you set out on your first
collecting trip. Driving your 4x4

ABOVE: Male Townsend’s Basslet
(Pseudanthias townsendi).

LEFT: Female Townsend’s Basslets
(Pseudanthias townsendi).

vehicle (all expats have 4x4’s) to
some rocky intersection of desert and
sea, you plunge in. What will you
see? What should you go after? One
of your first exciting finds might well
be a Yellow-Bar Angelfish,
Pomacanthus maculosus. Small
juveniles, dark blue with yellow
tails, are covered with iridescent blue
swirls; adults are gray-blue with a
yellow crescent-shaped bar or blotch
on the side. Ordinarily, adult

. Pomacanthus angels of any species

are too large for the home aquarium;
however, in the Persian Gulf (but not
in the Gulf of Oman), Yellow-Bars
often attain adult coloration at the
small size of about 3 inches, making
them ideal pets. In the aquarium or
in the wild, these angels can become
quite tame and will soon learn to eat

Star-Eye Blenny (Ecsenius pulcher).







