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It seems to have been exceptionally
cold these last months. After wallowing in
the heated confines of various enclosures,
sharing air borne baqteria with friends
and family, there is now a strong desire
to rejUVenate in that prehistoric
placenta of l i fe on Earth, the sea.

To hover with mask, snorke ano
f l ippers ,  observ ing  the  we i rd  and
wonder fu l  wor ld  o f  mar ine  l i fe ,  i s
something to look forward to in the
comrng months .

l\4ost f ish are fusiform or torpedo-
shaped and never cease to amaze for
their speed and agil ity On the other
hand, jellyfish, especially from below,
become simp e translucent dumplings,
hu f f ing  and pu f f ing  in  the i r  soupy
sur rounds as  they  seeming ly  go
nowhere and everywhere

Pipefish are the dainty denizens of
our inshore marine recreation areas and
dre tl-oroJghlv worth more tldr just d
'quick squizz' Whi e having a special
place in science and being easy to
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Chess Knights in Armour

observe, they are also in danger of
being (om1're..ially exploiLed for use in
home aquariums and taken [o. use in
traditional Chinese medicine

Pipeflsh of the family Syngnathidae
are stick l ike creatures identif ied by
the i r  e longate  snouts  and bod ies
encased in relatively thick bony armour.

Seahor)e5 dre The n'ost td,(i ' tdting
of the pipefish as they have long been
held to have magical properties. In
ancient Greece, f ishermen who found
them washed ashore, believed they
were the young of giant stall ions that
pulled Neptune's chariots across the
waves. The Romans, ike the Chinese
also thought they had a magical and
medicinal property and used them as an
aphrodisiac

The Western Australian seahorse
(Hippocampus anquitusJ is found n
areas of calm shallow water off our
suburban beaches especially on broken
bottom and Posidonia sea grass areas.

Unlike other pipefish, the seahorse
is reminiscent of a chess knight. The
head is at right angles atop a vertically
swimming body encased in bony p ates
and i t  has  a  s l igh t  po tbe l l y  and a
prehensile tail. A local mature specimen
is about 200 mill imetres ong

The eyes of a seahorse swivel
independent ly ,  con t r ibu t ing  to
excellent diurna vision, and sounds are
made,  ampl i f ied  and emi t ted  fo r
communication. A dorsal f in provides
propulsion while two ear-l ike pectoral
fins give manoeuvrabil ity and stabil ity.
The ta i l  i s  impor tan t  fo r  g rasp ing
seaweed, seagrass, rocks or coral. Prey
consists mainly of t iny crustaceans and
fishes that are ambushed and sucked
with a long tubular snout.

Seahorses are cryptic creatures; they
can change across a wide range of
ro lo rs  in  seronds ,  shed long ,k in
f i laments  and a l low camouf lag ing
mico-oganisms to settle on them. They
remain  v i r tua ly  inv is ib le  fo r  long
periods, betrayed only by the roll ing of

o

the eye5 as prey is tracked.
The most astonishing thing about a

seahorse is that the male gets pregnant.
A foe  a  lenqr ry  dnd i . vo lveo coJdsh ip ,
the female places her ovipositor into a
pouch on  the  male 's  abdomen and
t rans le rs  e99s  The eggs  are  then
ferti ised by the male and they embed
to the pouch walls where they are
nurtured. The embryos hatch into the
now somewhat'potbelly pouch' where
they are nourished on a 'placental' f luid.
After some two to six weeks and a
vigorous abour, fully formed miniature
5ea horses are born.

And such is ife. After re ease to the
5ed,  rhe  ddu l r<  no  longe. .a re  lo r  the i r
young seahorses. At some three
mill imetres in ength, they enter the
p lank ton  or  a t tach  to  benth ic  o r
bottom dwelling plants, where out of
20-1500 young, on y a few survive.

BY JOHN HUNTER

DID YOU KNOW
In Australian waters, there are
about ten described species of
seahorse, mang pipefish species
and tao amazing sea-dragons-
total of 100 Australian species in
the familg Sgngnathidae.

Many species of seahorse giue birth
in the hours prior to d&ffi and
usuallg on full and nea moon5
uhen tides are highest-

Crabs are prcbably the most actiue
predators as uell as skates, rags
and other ftsh. Houwer being tom
Ioose from the holdfast during
storns causes major mortalit|-
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With increased numbers of trauellers,
the Canning Stock Route is in need of
some TLC. See 'A Tlack Winding Back'
on page 10.

The job of a CALIvI Wildlife Officer is as
much about dealing uith people as it is
about protecting our natiue uildlife. See'0n the Wild Side' on page 23-
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Can WAb sharefarming plantations
olso help fight greenhouse gases?
See 'Faming Carbon' on page 17.

The Esperance Lakes Nature Reserues
are a hauen for water birds and a
significant intemational wetland. See
'Picture the Lakes'on page 36.
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r nere are o uons or ny unue snet6 unmg
the'150-km Shell Beach in Shark Bag.
Bul wltg are lhere so rlany concentraled
here? Find oul mor'e on pqqe 49.
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