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Marine Life Observations

BIMINI, JUNE 1995

f1had my mouth stuffed full of eggs for

the better part of a week, I wouldn’t be

too keen on having my photograph

taken either. And neither was the

mouthbrooding male yellowhead jaw-
fish, Opistognathus aurifrons, when my cam-
era and I settled on the sand nearly six feet
from where he hovered. At my approach, the
wary fish slipped cautiously, tail first, into the
protection of his hole and remained hidden
from view. His nearby female partner, unbur-
dened by eggs, quickly decided that whatever
Twas, I must be semiharmless. Soon she was
once again dancing gracefully in the water
column, just above her burrow, plucking
plankton from the gentle currents that bathe
Turtle Rocks.

Every minute or so the uneasy male stuck his
head above the sand to check my whereabouts
before immediately dropping back out of sight.
This was expected; I was willing to wait. It was a
small price for a front row seat to watch the ol’
boy churn his mouth-load of eggs. Churning, as
it’s called by scientists, is when the clutch is par-
tially spit out of the jawfish’s mouth and quickly
sucked back in. This allows the embryos to mix
so all will have a chance to develop equally.
The mass might be agitated two, three, or four

Yellowhead jawfish ~ times in rapid succession. Churning can occur as often as every minute, but at times, es-
displaying courtship  pecially if a diver is too close, the male stubbornly chooses to keep the batch tucked in-
behavior.  side his distended cheeks.

Whenever the jawfish appeared to relax his guard, I inched closer. When I was within
three feet, he surfaced without eggs. He promptly busied himself realigning the small
rock and shell bits that edged the burrow’s entrance. Within a minute he reentered the
hole and returned once again with a bulging mouth. Then, for the first time, twenty
minutes into my wait, he churned. The eggs’ dark silver sheen indicated they were ma-
ture and would soon be ready to ride the currents as planktonic larvae.

By Paur HUMANN - ANNA & NED DEeELoAcH
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n a bold move, I halved the dis-
tance to his burrow. Surprisingly, it
worked. The fish surfaced, again
without eggs, and began tidying his
perimeter as if I had mysteriously
vanished. With the sun setting and
well over an hour and a half into the
dive, my three-inch subject was
fully framed in the viewfinder. I had
never been so close to a brooding
male, and I wasn’t
going anywhere. 1
was rationing air and
the remaining film
frames when the jaw-
fish, showing more
sense than I, ended
the photo shoot by
grabbing a nearby
stone and capping the
entrance to the bur-
row for the night.
Although the fairy-
like yellowhead is by
far the most common
jawfish in the western

sporting a first-day clutch of creamy yellow eggs. New eggs of a five-
day brooding cycle are distinguished by their large amount of yellow
yolk. By the next day, the color darkened to rusty orange. On the third,
the mass was dull green, changing to steel gray on the fourth. The fifth
and final day’s clutch was so ripe that we were able to see tiny eyes in-
side each egg’s silvery translucence. True to schedule, the eggs were
gone on day six.

Of course, romance leads to clutches, which leads us to the courting
ballet of yellowheads. The monogamous couples, which live only a foot
or two apart and share a third burrow as a honeymoon suite, are artists
of passion. Courtship, which
usually takes place in the early
morning or late afternoon, can
be identified by a pair unusu-
ally close together ot sharing
the same burrow. Unlike the
brief, near-panic spawns of
many reef fish, the yellow-
heads’ sensuous display can
last for the better part of a dive.
If you delight in a good ro-
mance, calmly hover a few feet
away and enjoy the moment.

The male will suddenly ap-
proach the female in a series
of swoops. Once close, he

Atlantic, there are sev- Male banded jawfish with fifth-day clutch of eggs. arches his back, flares his

eral other members of

the Opistognatidae family regularly
sighted by divers. The banded jawfish,
O. macrognathus, shares several family
traits with yellowheads, including male
mouthbrooding, but it is
quite different in size, color,
and behavior. These five- to
six-inch, light brown, mot-
tled fish feed on nearby bot-
tom-dwelling invertebrates
instead of drifting plankton.
So instead of flitting above
their burrows all day, they
spend their time sitting, with
just their heads above the
sand, watching the under-
water world go by.

Anna and I read that the
banded jawfish’s spawning
peaks coincide with the full
moon. So the morning after
June’s full moon found us
sneaking up on a small
colony of bandeds we
sighted during the previous

beautiful pastel fins, and
opens his mouth as if singing a silent aria. Then the sweethearts
may separate for minutes at a time or drop out of sight in the
third burrow for a few seconds of privacy. This charming ritual is
repeated many times before spawning is completed and the fish
begin their normal
feeding behavior
once again.
Jawfish are not
only lovers but also
marvelous engi-
neers. Their well-

tributes to industry.
Although it’s com-
mon to see a yellow-
head busily main-
taining its present
home by removing
mouthfuls of sand
and carrying rocks in
its jaws, the actual
construction of a
burrow, which is
usually occupied for
life, is observed less

month. To our delight, we Yellowhead jawfish, in the late stage of excavating its frequently. Because

discovered one of the males
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burrow, removes rubble by the mouthfulls . of the yellowhead’s

built burrows are -



time-honored building technique, their
burrows must be located on sandy
aprons adjacent to coral reefs where a
plentiful supply of building rubble is as-
sured. Colonies, which normally consist
of two to ten individuals, are found at
depths from five to over 150 feet.

Banded jawfish constructing burrows.
Note eggs tn mouth of fish ai right.

The spirited building project, which
takes nearly eight hours to complete,
starts with the excavation of a funnel-
shaped pit about eight inches wide
and six inches deep. Next, rocks,
shells, and coral fragments are
placed in the bottom on an underpin-
ning of larger buried rocks. These
stones are positioned with the skill of
Mayan artisans. The fitted-stone con-
struction, which leaves room for a
circular entranceway, continues until
flush with the surface sand. Now,
with a framework in place, a lower
chamber is excavated. It’s usually
tunneled under a buried stone that
serves as support. The room’s final
size and shape are dictated by the
position of immovable rocks en-
countered during the dig. Chambers
can be up to ten inches long and
three inches high. A sand blanket
spread over the stonework’s surface
serves as 4 finishing touch. A mighty
feat for a three-inch fish,

Unlike yellowheads, banded jawfish live on sandy plains well out
from isolated patch reefs, at depths from twenty-five to thirty-five feet.
Because of their ability to match their surroundings, the small colonies
are difficult to find. Our group of two mated pairs and a single one-
inch juvenile blended like ghosts with their white sand backdrop.
Often, when revisiting the site, I had to kneel in their midst for minutes
before noticing a light brown head with extremely large eyes staring at
me from only a few feet away. The male, which lives near its partner, is
easily distinguished by its larger size.

Anna and I became so fond of the jawfish that we always seemed to
find an excuse to drop down for a visit whenever we were in the area.
The little fellow was a particular draw. Though tiny, it had constructed
a perfect burrow in miniature. Its wary nature and penchant for re-
maining holed-up mirrored the elders, but the juvenile was a shade
lighter and displayed a prominent foredorsal spot absent in adults.

One afternoon, while diving the nearby reef, Anna came flying into
visibility from the direction of the sand flag, At forty feet I could read ex-
citement in her eyes. I followed. What luck—one of the females was
building a new burrow. The busy fish bolted at our approach, but was
quickly harassed back to task by a sand tilefish who obviously had laid
claim to the jawfish’s previous domain. During her brief absence, we
quickly measured the construction. It was five inches wide, seven
inches deep, and just over a foot in length. The vertical walls of the
rectangular hole were so smooth and hard we surmised that she se-
lected the new site because of an advantageous break in the substrate.

Soon instinct kicked in. Ignoring our presence, the little engineer
began digging with the energy and intent of one possessed. Great
mouthfuls of sand were scooped repeatedly from the bottom and
blown clear of the hole, while coral and rock were wedged together to
create a roof. Persistence rather than precision seemed to rule the en-
terprise. If, after several attempts, a rock refused to remain where it
was placed, she abandoned the effort and returned to sand blowing.

Moments later she would again take up the cause of the fallen rock as if
the laws of physics had been altered during the interval. In this hit-or-
miss manner, an overhead support slowly but surely began to take
shape. Unfortunately, we didn’t have the opportunity to see the end of
Burrow Building 101. Our computers indicated that the laws of physics
had also caught up with us; grudgingly, we began our slow ascent. O
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