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 Howard  on river bank in Mexico 
After lunch at Mexico City Airport, on Wednesday 20th of December we drove out of the 

City on that brilliantly sunny afternoon and headed east towards Veracruz on the Gulf of Mexico, 
Operation Xiphophorus was now well and truly under way.

To obtain wild stocks of Platies and Swordtails had long been an ambition of mine. The fish
obtainable commercially, are of course far more colourful than their drab greenish-grey ancestors
still to be found in the rivers lakes and ponds of eastern Mexico, but they are nearly all hybrids.
Would the wild fish- seldom or never seen in England in recent years – be as large as people 
imagined? Would they  be hardier? Would real Mexican swordtails have swords as long as their 
bodies , as we had read? Perhaps we would soon know the answers to some of these
questions.

The journey had actually started almost a week earlier on the dull December afternoon of 
Thursday the l4th when Chris Lyon and I traveled up by train up to Hounslow West with the last of 
the daylight to catch B.O.A.C.'s evening flight to New York. By flying only as far as the East Coast 
of the United States, and continuing onto Mexico by Greyhound Coach, quite a lot of money could 
be saved. We planned to hire a car in Mexico City for 10 days and then fly back direct from there to
London at the end of the year. New York in the grip of winter formed, no part of our plans, and by
quarter past midnight local time on the Friday morning, only some eleven hours after leaving
Heathrow we were already aboard a coach bound for New Orleans and speeding along the New
Jersey turnpike. The long journey to Mexico which was to take the best part of five days .(although
it is possible to do it in three) should form little part of this story but a few highlights will remain in
my mind for a long time. Baltimore at 4.00 am, breakfast in the `bus depôt at Richmond, Virginia 
on a cold, wet, grey morning, the torrential rain which fell all morning over the wooded countryside 
of Virginia, the Devonshire red soil of the Carolinas; the cities of Danville and Winston-Salem, and
the end of this first long day in a downtown hotel in the fine city of Atlanta ,Georgia on an
incredibly cold frosty evening.

Next day, Saturday, was sunny after the morning frost. We traveled only as far as New 



Orleans, down through the rich farmlands of Georgia, past artificial ponds ("farm-fed catfish"-), 
cattle, cotton fields and Southern Pines, till near evening we at last reached Mobile Bay with the
unforgettable spectacle of the old battleship "Alabama" silhouetted against the blazing evening sky.

It was dark for the evening ride through Mobile, Biloxi, and Gulfport along the Mississippi 
Gulf Coast, the driver announced, "folks! this, is Pearl River - the Mississippi/Louisiana state line", 
then we rumbled over the mighty causeway across the vast Lake Pontchartrain, and we were in New
Orleans. We checked into the downtown Howard Johnson's for the night

It seemed reasonable to Chris and I to take things fairly easily on the Sunday. While Chris 
rested, I took an. early morning `bus out to the airport at Kenner, Louisiana. It was another bright, 
frosty morning and there was even a thin sheet of ice on the roadside ditches and rain puddles but I 
don't think frost happens too often in these parts. I was interested in a little drainage ditch right by 
the main entrance to Moisant International Airport, where I had captured a few Gambusia 15 
months earlier. I was alarmed to see ice even on this water, but amazingly,the fish were still there. 
With one sweep of my hand-net I captured about 20 assorted Gambusias and latipinna mollies. 
(The environment here may not be ideal for them because some of these mollies were mature males 
no more than an inch in length), I breakfasted in the airport, well satisfied with my catch, and then 
traveled back to the city. That afternoon we continued on west from New Orleans,....

first through the Cypress swamps to the state capital of Baton Rouge, then over the Mississippi river
and on through the flat “fen” country through Lafayette to Lake Charles, Louisiana. (We were not
to see a single hill from Pearl River, Mississippi until deep into Texas). Lake Charles` Charleston
Hotel, which had seen better days, accommodated us for the Sunday night; the lake itself appeared
to be polluted by the chemical works on the west bank, but up a small inlet which flowed into the
lake I found in the gathering dusk, a small shoal of fish rippling the surface of the water. I caught
some of these and they were again, small sail-fin mollies and some Gambusias and other
unidentified types, possibly the odd egglaying tooth-carp(Fundulus?) but in poor condition. But the
mollies here were better specimens, a full two inches long (!) and beginning to grow large dorsal
fins. So it seems that almost any body of water in this area of the Southern U.S.A. will contain
these types of fish. Later that evening in Lake Charles the air temperature again fell to freezing
point, so that next morning there was again a thin sheet of ice on the roadside ditches A friend of
mine, now in South Africa, drove through Lake Charles in the summertime about three years ago
and told me that sleep at night was almost impossible due to the heat, humidity and mosquitoes,

Monday was to be our last day traveling through the U.S.A. and we again traveled west 
through the remainder of Louisiana then across the Sabine River into Texas, through Houston and 
then all afternoon across this almost endless state until near dusk, and with a soft .mild drizzle 
starting to fall, we at last reached the lovely city of San Antonio. I seemed to remember hearing, a 
long time ago, a story about Texas Cichlids swimming along the main streets here in San Antonio 
(this sounds like one of George Yallop`s stories !), but it is not that far from the truth! As we had 
three hours break here, we found the river, which flows through the centre of the city rather like the 
River Cam in Cambridge. Although it was dark the street lights enabled us to see the dark shapes of 
cichlid-like fishes lurking in the slow flowing water. (Your editor has his own theory about these) 

But it wasn't the cichlids that caught the eye here, it was the mollies, hundreds and hundreds 
of beautiful green sail-fin mollies everywhere, fully grown, an unbelievable sight. It was with some 
regret that Chris and I left San Antonio (without visiting the Alamo) for the final three hour coach 
journey down to the Mexican border,where there was another wait for a connecting coach down to 
Mexico City. So it was that I found myself wandering the street of Laredo at midnight.

Then at last across the wide bridge spanning the Rio Grande and into that different world to 



the South. Customs and immigration formalities were maddening at 2.00 am but we eventually got
going again and there was a chance to sleep for just a few hours before we awoke to that amazing
Monterrey morning.

Breakfast for those who wanted it in Rose's Cantina or why not just watch the sunrise over 
the Nueva Leon Mountains? All day long then south over some of Mexico's most modern highways
with a lunch stop near the old silver mining town of San Luis Potosi (home of the blind cave
characin) At last, an hour after sunset, we reached the teeming bustling suburbs of Mexico City, to
be dumped unceremoniously some fifteen traffic jams later in the tiny "Transporte del Norte" bus
depôt  packed with excited Mexicans. We were there.!  We had that evening, and the next morning, 
to recover and for sightseeing, before picking up our hire car out at the airport next day.

That first afternoon out of Mexico City we reached only as far as the city of Puebla, still 
high in the central plateau and we spent the night here in a rather Spanish style hotel. Next morning 
we continued on towards the Gulf Coast. We were late because I had been shopping in Puebla 
trying to find plastic containers which would serve as fish cans, but without one or two words of 
Spanish it was a hopeless task. We took a slight northward diversion away from the busy
main-road through Cordoba and Fortin, and within the next the next two or three hours experienced
just about every conceivable type of weather; hot tropical sunshine, fierce desert winds and dust
storms and then near the higher peaks in the vicinity of Mount Orizaba, heavy cloud and torrential
rain. There followed a nerve-racking descent down the winding mountain roads to the lowlands of
Veracruz State, for most of which we were in thick fog and drizzling rain as we were still in the
clouds that shrouded the mountains.

Near the city of Jalapa we descended below the clouds and it was almost like an English 
July afternoon, overcast with the temperature around 70°F, the roads wet after the afternoon 
showers. But the lush tropical vegetation spoilt the illusion of England. We found a small fast 
flowing stream just beyond Jalapa and stopped to explore it, but unlike Seth. E. Meek of Chicago 
some 70 years earlier we did not find the race of double striped Swordtails which existed round 
here. (I think we would have been surprised if we had found them) In fact this stream was rather 
disappointing, shallow with a strong current but no fish or water plant life and the water was an 
unhealthy brown tint. I wondered at the time whether some local industry may have caused some 
pollution.

We drove on towards Veracruz in the fading afternoon light. At Rinconada, about 60 Km (or 
about 38 miles) north-west of Veracruz, a road to the coast and to Poza Rica diverged to the left. A 
minute or so beyond this our road curved to the right and crossed the enormous river bed of the Rio
Jalcomulco at Puente Nacionale.. A tremendous torrent of water was still tumbling down from the
mountains towards the Gulf of Mexico even though this was (according to our Guide book) the dry
season. I spotted some shallow backwater pools on the south bank within the river-bed and shouted
to Chris that we should stop and explore. Chris pulled over off the main road and we each grabbed
our hand nets and ran from the car and scrambled down to a rough track beside the river bed. It was
a cloudy, cool, evening by now, with no more than an hour of daylight left. The air was still. Chris
felt the water in one of the small rock pools and was surprised how warm it was. As he did so,
dozens of tiny fish darted for cover amongst the stones and boulders. Here we found our first 
swordtails.

It was not difficult to catch a fair number of fry with our nets, and the fishes we found at this 
spotwere typical of most rivers in this part of Mexico, ( although at that time we were not able to
identify many of the fishes). We caught a few baby wild green swordtails , recognisable by their
squarish dorsal fins, many short finned (sphenops) mollies the occasional young cichlid ( probably
Cichlasoma fenestratum) lots of baby Porthole livebearers (sometimes known as Poecilistes



pleurostophilus), and, in large quantities Psuedoxiphophorus bimaculatus. We looked around and
saw, out of reach in the deeper pools, large female swordtails, some larger cichlids and darting
shoals of the ubiquitous Mexican Characin (surely-Astynax mexicanus) -these, with. their reddish
fins and black marked caudal peduncles reminded me of the Buenos Aires tetra. The most
interesting sight of all was the P.bimaculatus which we immediately christened the "One Spot”,
although some books refer to them as the two spot livebearer. These fishes, long and rather
torpedo shaped with a prominent black blotch near the tail, patrolled round the surface of the rock
pools, panchax fashion. Some of the large: ones were four inches long. They were surprisingly
colourful with their yellow to orange fins and green highlights on the flanks.

We contented ourselves with a couple of plastic bags of assorted fish fry; we had found no 
platies but we were really not far enough south. There would be other rivers further on, and we 
could easily return to this spot later in the journey. Veracruz was only an hours drive away but it 
was dark long before we .reached the city. We found a modern motel.well inland, on the outskirts, 
and in the evening journeyed into Veracruz by local bus, as a break from driving. (That `bus journey 
would be a story in itself; the buses hereabouts are so old and dilapidated that in England they 
would not even be considered worthy of a place in a museum! But somehow they hold together). 

Chris dined on the local specialty. Red Snapper, Veracruz style (the best fish I've ever 
tasted !) but I made do with chicken and chips ! It was a cloudy night in Veracruz and an uneasy 
wind rustled the palm trees as we returned to our motel and I wondered whether some kind of 
tropical storm might be brewing in the Gulf of Mexico. This would be a pity, for tomorrow, just a 
few miles away, hundreds of platies were just waiting to be caught........?! ?!?

In fact the next morning dawned fine and sunny and after an unhurried breakfast we headed 
inlandaway from Veracruz on the main road which leads to Fortin and Cordoba. Once we had 
crossed the wide bridge over the Rio Jampa estuary at Boca del Rio beyond Mocambo Beach we 
were theoretically in Platy country and I kept my eyes open for likely looking waters. This road 
follows for some miles the valley of the Rio Jampa/ Rio Cotaxtla system- (whose waters flow into 
the Gulf of Mexico immediately south of Veracruz.). Perhaps twenty minutes after leaving the limits 
of that city we passed a series of roadside ditches or ponds. It appeared that these were little more 
than glorified rain puddles, yet the Rio Cotaxtla was only a mile or so away across the flat, fertile 
fields so perhaps during any floods in the rainy season some fish could get trapped in them. Chris 
and I explored one of these swampy pools for some minutes and ended up chasing a shoal of small
Gambusia-like fishes of which I captured three males and a few fry. But these were not much use to
us and there was no sign of any platies or swordtails. there was little plant life in the water apart
from a few threads of algae and some tough tropical grass which seemed to grow equally well in or
out of the water. The water was becoming cloudy where we had stirred up the muddy bottom, the
local mosquito population was beginning to make it's prescience felt, the Gambusia had gone into
hiding, and some of the younger inhabitants of the nearby village had arrived to throw stones at us;
so we took the hint and decided to move on.

About an hours drive inland from Veracruz on the Cordoba road, a road branches to the left, 
leading south-east and running remarkably straight across hill and dale through Tierra Blanca to the 
Rio Papalaopan basin, and this was our intended route. At the small village at the divergence we 
paused for refreshments consisting of locally grown giant bananas and a huge pineapple and large 
bottles of Coca Cola, all of which cost us only the equivalent of a few new pence. It was pleasant to 
get away from the heavy 'bus and lorry traffic of the Veracruz -Cordoba - Orizaba - Mexico City 
road.

Off the main road, almost immediately we crossed an impressive modern steel and concrete 



bridge spanning the Rio Blanco. Obviously we stopped to look, but this river ( a well known 
swordtail stream, incidentally) was too large , unfishable with our limited equipment. But no matter, 
for about ten minutes later we we drove over the next and much smaller river, which at the time I 
imagined to be a tributary of the Rio Blanco, weeks later at home I was to find a map showing a 
river at this point called the Rio Moreno.

It is difficult without a reliable large scale map of this part of eastern Mexico, to find out 
with certainty the names of several of these rivers. Certainly Chris and I did not know enough 
Spanish to ask any people we met. I have looked at a number cf maps and in many cases the rivers 
are not even large enough to be shown: in some other instances the river may have two or three 
different names.

So this was probably the Rio Moreno or perhaps it may not have been, but it certainly was a 
good place to catch fish. A dirt track led down from the road to the river at a shallow spot where the 
river could be forded easily and where the locals watered their horses, and on this fine morning we 
spent about an hour there. From the fish point of view it was pretty much the mixture as before, 
with Porthole livebearers, and Pseudos`, Mollies, Swordtails , Mexican characins, and Cichlasoma
fenestratum.

The Pseudo`s were the easiest to catch .We just waited until one stopped, on top of the water, 
near us, and then lifted up in the net from beneath the fish, and the darting tetras were nearly 
impossible to catch.. This was at this point, basically a shallow, clear, fast flowing stream with a 
stony bottom and very little vegetation; yet within a forty yard radius the fishes could find a 
completely different environment. A small back-water ditch led off, we explored this, to find water 
about a foot deep and very warm with practically no current, and clumps of algae, chara or nitella 
growing. In places the sandy to muddy bottom was covered by masses of large, wriggling brown 
tadpoles. This little ditch contained many, probably hundreds, of beautiful large adult livebearers 
which, shot out into the main river at our approach. We believe they were mostly Mollies and 
Porthole livebearers. Here also we found a dead Belonesox (Pike Killie), and a few yards further 
upstream a pool at a slightly higher level was choked with masses of thread algae in which we 
found a colony of young green swordtails.

It should be placed on record at this point that one of these swordtails was the rare black 
spotted variety which has been noted by the late Dr Myron Gordon, and more recently described 
and illustrated in the book “Livebearing Aquarium Fishes” by Kurt Jacobs.

On the opposite bank, shallow stony pools with no more than an inch depth of water 
contained hundreds of young fish, again nearly all sphenops mollies and Porthole livebearers about 
half an inch long. Presumably in such shallow water they were fairly safe from predatory fish, but I
wondered how they managed to find enough food. There was no vegetation.

A few yards from these pools the main river ran through a channel in the rocks with a water 
depth of some four feet, and we could look down and see large swordtails swimming past between 
the restless shoals of Mexican tetras. These swordtails were not eight inch giants, but mostly about 
the size of good show specimens in England today. However, recent literature suggests that the size 
of wild Mexican Swordtails is governed by the river in which they live, some races never growing
larger than two or three inches, and others from different areas sometimes attaining sizes which
even satisfy Ed Niccoll.

Also, in my experience of catching livebearers in the wild, supposing the natural size of a 
particular species is quoted as, say, three inches for the males, only a very small proportion of males 
will actually reach this size and many will be fully developed at one or two inches and never grow 



any larger. This phenomenon is certainly not restricted to fish we raise in our tanks !

We added some more specimens of swordtails , mollies and other livebearers to the few we 
had already in the car. Still no platies. It was nearly midday. We drove on through Tierra Blanca 
where we lunched on dry bread, bananas and Coca Cola. Beyond Cuidad Aleman we took the left 
turn which was to lead us back towards the coast along the valley of the great Rio Papaloapan , to 
rejoin the coast road to Yucatan just a little south-east of .Alvarado.

This was deep in platyfish territory; yet we had few opportunities to catch them. The road 
was mostly on an embankment above the flood level of the river valley and was narrow therefore 
there were few places where we could stop without causing obstruction and danger to other traffic. 
In many places we passed stagnant ponds usually covered with water lettuce, imagine a platy hiding
beneath each plant laughing at us unable to get near. Once we found .room to park the car off the
road on a farm track and tried to approach one of these ponds but discovered that we would first 
have to slither through twenty yards of soft, stinking, slimy mud of unknown depth covered in dead 
and rotting water lettuce. We gave up, I was sure that the elusive platies were there but we could hot 
reach them. Further on we came upon what may have been gravel pits; these we could approach and 
they contained muddy water the colour of strong but milky tea. There were fish in these ponds and 
they were easy to catch because they could not see us or our nets through the turbid water. But they 
were not platies, they were big, jumping, silvery mollies of the sphenops type..

Just a mile south of the small sleepy town of Cosamaloapan I spotted another little roadside 
pond, on the side of the road away from the Papaloapan river. Chris was able to stop here and we
clambered down the embankment and discovered that this was actually quite a large swampy area
of more or less interconnected pools. It was possibly isolated from the flood level of the river by the
elevated road; but this may not have always been so, and there were anyway several fish to be seen,
making the surface of the water boil  until disturbed by our approach. There was no underwater
vegetation apart from the submerged grass. This was not a particularly pleasant spot; there were a
fair number of mosquitoes buzzing around, and the usual ants, but worst of all were the thorn
bushes which grew profusely (we were both to emerge with cuts or scratches on arms , legs, and
feet, and a torn net as well). Chris stood and watched the small fishes, difficult to see against the
mud and decaying debris and thorny twigs on the pond-bed. A single fish swam around and
hovered, in search of  food, above the camouflage. Chris had his hand net ready and swooped with
lighting speed, and we had our first wild platy. Quite a moment.!

The fish which confronted us, placed in a plastic bag for examination was quite unlike 
anything Chris and I had seen before. It was an adult male about one and a half inches long and the 
most striking feature was the bold black crescent marking on the base of the tail. The body to was
peppered in small black spots and in the afternoon sunlight the fish gleamed with subtle shades of
violet and yellow. The dorsal fin was rather elongated, which made me think it was not a young
fish, and which for a moment completed the illusion that the fish was a variatus rather than a
maculatus platy. It could hardly be a variatus because they do not occur this far south ;and it could
hardly be a natural hybrid because these certainly do not exist. Closer examination convinced me
that we had the true maculatus platy; it was just the fully developed dorsal fin combined with the
unexpected colour patterns that had given me a moment of doubt.

Naturally we spent some time here trying to catch further specimens. By trying to see other 
platies in the water and also raking around in the sparse vegetation and trying to capture any young 
fish that might be hiding there. The only fish I caught was not a platy but it was an interesting fish 
which few British aquarists have seen alive – it was a very young specimen, probably only a few 
days old, of Belonesox belizanus, the livebearing dwarf pike. It was just about an inch long with a 
huge toothy jaw, and it's characteristic juvenile black stripped colouration (rather like a pencil fish).



Chris could only find a few Gambusias. So disappointed not to find more, but very pleased 
with the two fishes we had, we drove on an immediately passed through Cosamaloapan where I 
would have been quite happy to have stayed for the night to explore these ponds;- but we had 
already more or less decided to press on and to try and reach Lake Catemao by the end of the day.
It was nearly forty miles on along the Papaloapan valley to. the next town of any size which was
Tlacotalpan and because we were running out of time there wasn't much chance to catch more fish
in the various ponds along the way. We knew from our map that the Papaloapan river had to be
crossed hereabouts before we joined the main Yucatan road, but after passing through Tacotalpan
we could see no sign of the modern, large bridge we expected to find. The road degenerated to a dirt
track and we wondered whether it really was the right road but we were reassured by the buses and
lorries which passed at regular intervals. After several miles this narrow bumpy track came to an
abrupt end and we found ourselves at the end of a. long queue of traffic waiting to cross the mighty
river, a quarter of a mile wide at this point on a tiny little ferry ("flat boat") which plied it's weary
way back and forth all day long according to the demands. of the traffic. So there -was no bridge!

This was all a great inconvenience because we had lost a lot: of time in the last five miles 
and would loose a lot more now. It was already six p.m and it would soon be dark. While we waited 
we drank Coca Cola bought from the inevitable little shacks which abound by the roadside all over
Mexico, turkeys and .dogs and pigs and ducks wandered about as they did in all villages and again I
dashed off with my hand net to the nearby roadside ditches and ponds to see what I could catch.
There were again thousands of little fish in all these waters, very active but not very easy to catch,
but I suspect that many of them may have been mollies.. Also there were lots of large, ugly
freshwater shrimps. But sooner than we expected we were on the flat boat and gliding over the
wide, mysterious waters of the estuary of the Rio Papaloapan with the last of the daylight. We left
behind the wide estuarine marshes of the west bank, and clanked -ashore off the ferry, to take the
right turn (signposted Villahermosa 403 Km.) and .up .into the hills and .the night... . .

It didn't look far on the map to Catemaco but it proved to be quite a long and tiring trip in 
the darkness. Certainly it was a good straight road as far as Lerdo , though hilly, but we encountered 
the dangerous, winding mountain passes of the formerly volcanic peaks in the Tuxtla area. Over the 
first range we saw the lights of Santiago Tuxtla far below us; we had to descend right down to the 
little town, and then high up into the mountains again beyond. The twin town of San Andres Tuxtla 
was a long way further on, and finally after yet another range of hills, at about 8. pm. we reached 
Catamaco.

This is a small, pleasant lakeside town just off the main road, and one that would be popular 
as a tourist resort if it was better known. We found accommodation in one of Catemaco's two small 
but comfortable modern hotels, and as the evening was reasonably cool I thought it would be safe to
leave most of our fishes in their plastic cans and bags and locked in the car for the night. At dinner
we met some Americans who were exploring this area. Our faithful guide book reported that this
hotel regularly featured monkey meat on the menu, but we did not pursue the matter!.

Later that evening I went down to the lake shore which was only two hundred yards away. I 
did not expect to find the Catemaeo livebearer, which is the little known Xiphophorus milleri , 
discovered only a few years ago, but there was no harm in trying. The shallow water at the edge of 
the lake had risen over a grassy area and by torchlight I could see mosquito larvae wriggling lazily 
through the clear water, but no fish. But the night was full of strange sounds, the occasional cry of a 
bird, the chirping of insects, and the occasional plop that might have been a fish jumping, while 
from a nearby lakeside restaurant the strong beat of Mexican music was carried on the gentle 
breeze. 



I found a boating jetty with some concrete steps at it's end leading down into the water about 
twenty yards from the shore, and in the water around these steps I easily caught about a dozen small 
fish. But they were only small or young specimens of Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculatus, which we
already had. Never-the-less I took a few of these fishes back to the hotel because it didn't seem as if
I was going to catch anything else that night. It was only the next morning that we were able to see 
the full beauty of this delightful place. The lake, at an elevation of about one thousand feet, covers 
an area of perhaps fifty square miles and is ringed by mountains, some of volcanic origin. We 
admired ,too, the neat little town of Catemaco with it's gardens full of fruit and flowers of 
breathtaking colour and variety. But we had to be on the move again, and as the sun rose higher we 
again headed east on the Yucatan road. The mountains beyond Catcmaco are the last ones in Mexico 
in this direction and on such a fine morning as this they held no terrors for us.

Mid-morning meant a welcome break for refreshments just outside Acayucan and by an odd
chance, only fifty yards from our Coca Cola hut, there was a little muddy rain puddle (apparently)
near the roadside; and although I found no platies in it there was a shoal of Gambusias in it and
Chris and I watched them, fascinated for several minutes.

At the slightest disturbance the fishes would vanish, then after about a minute the grey to 
metallic blue streaks of fish would one by one reappear on the surface. The sun still blazed down 
.and the weather was becoming quite hot. Past Acayucan the road tends to drop gradually towards 
the water shed of the Rio Coatzacoalocos, the next major river system to the east. The scenery 
deteriorates, Minatitlan is very industrial and dominated by oil and natural gas deposits and I 
suspect that the resultant pollution has taken it's toll on the fish population of this area..

Between Minatitlan and Coatzacoalcos the road traverses a vast swamp, or lake, forming in 
effect the estuary of the Rio Coatzacoalcos. Away from the Minatitlan oil fields the waters are 
covered by acres of water lettuce, and they are seen again to be teeming with fish. Here we caught 
dozens more baby fishes and again a great many of them were sphenops mollies, gambusias in 'fair 
numbers, and a few porthole livebearers. We caught all these with our hand nets, just by scooping 
up the decaying masses of water lettuce by the shore. By climbing out on the overhanging branch of 
a tree I was able to catch a few larger Gambusias, but not fully grown ones. As usual the larger fish 
were well out of reach.. Many of the mollies at this location were of the black spotted type 
( “speckled Mollies”) and it is perhaps a pity that we didn't decide to keep any and try and bring 
them home, but we were saving our limited fish accommodation for platys and other interesting 
types that we might find in greater numbers elsewhere.
.

It is just a short journey, just fifteen miles, from Minatitlan to Coatzacoalcos (also known as 
Puerto Mexico)and we arrived here just about 1 p.m. By now it was a blazing hot day with the sun 
beatingdown from an absolutely clear sky.

We were still in possession of but one solitary platy and I was not really worried but there 
was just the awful possibility-that we might not find any more! Perhaps, I thought we should have 
explored the rain puddles and small ponds and streams by the rail-road sidings at the back of the 
town as we drove in , but we didn't do so. It was time for lunch anyway and after a short time 
finding our bearings we parked in one of the main streets under the watchful eye of the local traffic 
police, just a few yards from a restaurant which looked quite acceptable - and was. The trouble with 
this sort of trip was that I was beginning to worry unduly about little things that might not really be 
important. For instance the car was now; being Left out in the hot sun and would our fishes die 
during the nexthalf hour or so because of overheating or lack of oxygen?



But I tried to enjoy my meal which I remember was fish soup followed by roast chicken, 
french fried potatoes and black beans, then ice-cream. After all, Coatzacoalcos seemed to be a more
pleasant place than our guide book suggested; although it was much more tropical than Veracruz we
were definitely not, for instance, plagued with hordes of flies or mosquitoes And sure enough, when
I carefully examined all our livestock after lunch it seemed to be in excellent condition.

So we drove down to the beach where Chris had just about half an hour to try and get the 
suntan that the folks back home would expect. As I watched the breakers rolling in from the Gulf of
Mexico, it was strange to reflect that from the docks about a mile from where we were now the first
ever Swordtails seen by European aquarists were shipped in the early years of this century.

Chris, who had to do all the driving, really deserved a longer break, but by moving on again 
at about half past two we were at least cutting out the risk of going down with sunstroke ! It was
really hard to believe, in this heat and sunshine, that it would really be Christmas in two days.!

We tried to take a short cut out of town by driving through the dockland area but the roads
gradually petered out in the .rail-road area and nothing was gained. Back on the main .Yucatan
road I noticed more of those tantalizing platy ponds (?) but it might have been embarrassing to
stop and fish here for we would surely have been watched by many of the inhabitants living
on the outskirts of Coatsacoalcos. It would have been rather like fishing in their front garden
pools ! Also we were in full view of the toll booths of the new bridge over the Coatzacoalcos river.
Beyond the bridge the natural gas and oil industry is much in evidence again and it has has spoilt
the area. Within a mile or two of Coatsacoalcos there are many dykes , ditches and channels
containing brown water; and oily mud but no visible plant or fish life. I explored one of these
adjacent to the main road. All I found was an ants nest (I put my foot on it !). But with the great
Coatzacoalcos toll bridge still visible behind us, and before we started to climb the gentle hills
beyond the river valley, I spotted another dyke that looked fairly free of pollution. We stopped
yet again walked back to explore; and found that we could not easily reach the dyke.

 But here there was a large drain-pipe passing under the- road with a little pool a few feet wide at
each end of the pipe; that is to say, on either side of the road. No doubt this drainage system would
be connected to the dyke in the rainy season when the waters rose. In the larger of the these
terminal pools there was a typical Mexican scene; a shoal of metallic blue coloured gambusia-like
livebearers cruised around just below the surface and they were: constantly pursued by a solitary
and obviously hungry Belonesox (Pike killie). Chris and be I watched for several minutes,
fascinated. We became aware after a while, that there were other occupants of this little pool. About
about twelve inches or more below the surface, pecking away in the mud forming the sides of the
pool, and merging with this mud, the well known shapes of the wild Mexican platyfish ! And they
proved quite easy to catch too ! Our male from Cosamaloapan was no longer alone. Here we caught
about a dozen fine specimens fairly large, resembling the commercial strains of blue platy, some
with and some without the moon marking or a variation of at the base of the tail.. I found some
smaller platys mostly male in the smaller pool at the other end of the drain-pipe across the road,
hiding in some over hanging grass. These mostly were more or less injured with damaged fins and
missing scales and, in some cases, pieces of flesh missing and I could only imagine that they had
narrowly escaped from the jaws of the Belonesox which we had been watching.

I was very pleased ,indeed, because we now had enough platys to be able to get some home 
alive, even if we found no more. But we hoped to find more so as to get a better range of colours ,
(perhaps I should say a better range of black markings). We drove on over the gently undulating
hills in the extreme east of the State of Veracruz, the countryside still beautifully green despite the
heat. This was the Isthmus of Tehuauantepec, the narrowest part of Mexico, between the port of



Coatzacoalcos on the Gulf of Mexico and Salina Cruz on the Gulf of Tehuantepec in the Pacific:
Ocean to the south, as can be seen by reference to any map. Soon we descended again to the valley
of the Rio Tonala or Pedegral river, with it's familiar wide, modern, concrete bridge, by which we
entered the jungle state of Tabasco. Our guide book told us now that the drive towards
Villerhermosa would be through tropical rain forest, but in fact there was nothing quite as dramatic
as this; certainly a gradual increase in vegetation but rather an anti-climax really, and it remained a
good, straight, smooth, fast road.

If any readers have a recent large scale map of this area they may find La Venta (a site of
archaeological interest), or Laguna Del Carmen, marked to the north of the main road linking
Coatzacoalcos and Villahermosa. We were a few miles beyond the Pedegral River, approximately
south of La Venta, when I noticed a small stream draining apparently off a field, and passing under
the road,, and flowing incidentally at this point from north to south, although the natural drainage of
the Gulf of Mexico was of course to the north. This seemed worth stopping at an it was an attractive
spot with wild flowers, orchids , poinsettias and the like, growing near the stream, beautiful in the
afternoon sunshine.

There was the almost constant roar of traffic a few feet above us as we approached the water, 
but we forgot all about distractions a few seconds later when we lifted our hand-nets up through the
clear brown water, trapping any fishes that might be hiding in the floating water plants adjacent to
the bank. Here there was an abundance of platties ! We caught maybe six each in the first
net-full, young fishes, all sizes from new-born fry. about one inch down to newborn fry.
There were other fishes here as well, and the most numerous were small specimens of some kind of
goby. They may even have been the Common Spotted Sleeper (Dormitator maculata). And herein
lies a tale........There were many Mexican fishes that we did not think worth catching and keeping
and bringing home, and these little gobies. Were one. Yet one little tiny specimen no more than half
an inch found it's way into my can of platties (we caught lots of these fishes but I imagined we had
returned them all to the water). It went unnoticed for a day or two but it survived until we began
our homeward journey and on arriving back home in England I found it was still with me.
It went into a 16" x 8" x 8" tank together with a number of male platies from this same location and
it amused me with the way it used to bumble around the tank and then came to rest in odd positions,
and I wished, of course, that I had brought more of these fishes home. It also ate heartily and by
about March this year had grown to about 1½ inches long. The platies were quite aggressive with
each other and it was this which I believe led to the death of my pet. One night I found it had
jumped to it's doom and it was stiff and dry on the on floor of the fish-house. The tank of course
had not been properly covered (I did not consider it necessary because the water was only about
four inches deep), and I think my sleeper had jumped the to escape from the constant annoyance of
the platies.

The afternoon sun was still bright but sinking low in the western sky as Christopher and I 
spent an enjoyable half hour pulling platies out of this little stream; but ever conscious of the 
approaching dusk we reluctantly piled our gear back into the car, together with twenty or thirty of 
the best of our catch, and continued on heading east towards brash, bawdy Villahermosa on the 
banks of the Rio Grijalva. Driving at night would not be so good. So we made good time over the 
straight thirty miles or so to the outskirts of Cardenas, our only worry during this time was whether 
or not we would run out of petrol in this wilderness. For "Pemex" stations were non-existent along 
this highway; there there no large towns, only scattered villages of adobe-style mud huts, and as far 
as the eye could see, plantations of bananas and coffee and sugar and tobacco and beans won back
from the rain forests.



`We reached Cardenas as the sun was setting behind us and we decided not to travel any 
farther that day. This was a bustling little city of some three thousand souls, an agricultural centre, 
just to the south of the main road to Villahermosa which we had been following, and the maps 
showed that the Rio Grijalva was close by a little way to the southeast, beyond the city. Right on the 
edge of town, behind some bushes, I noticed some stagnant ponds and I went though the routine of 
taking a few sweeps with the net in case there were any fishes there, but there was no sign of life 
apart from some snails and mosquito larvae.

We drove through the little city and there were three or four hotels so we didn't expect any 
trouble finding accommodation, and with this in mind we carried on out of town and along the 
country roads beyond, maybe four or five miles beyond, until the banks of the mighty river came 
into view across the flat fields. A convenient dirt track, very bumpy, led towards the river, to what 
may have been a sugar refining factory, or so we imagined, and we stopped here and climbed to the 
top of the embankment and in the gathering dusk we saw. the huge stream before us, probably a 
quarter of a mile wide at this point. There was nothing we could do about fishing such a waterway 
but in the morning we might find some nearby ponds or some small streams flowing into the muddy 
river which we could explore. Indeed, as we drove back towards Cardenas with the very last of the
daylight I did see one or two small ponds in the low-lying fields.

We had no trouble at all in finding a room near the centre of the city, very close to the main 
square. It had been a very warm day but the evening was pleasantly cooler, and I judged
that our large plastic can of Rio Coatzacoalcos platies would come to no harm left inside the car,
but most of the other fishes we had to discreetly carry upstairs to our room, where I would give
them an inspection and a partial water change. I did these water changes, straight from the tap, on
many evenings in several hotel rooms, and the fishes seemed to come to no harm from them,
Cardenas was a lively place on this Saturday evening., just before Christmas. All the shops were
open late, at least until 9 p.m. and the streets were crowded. At a Church a few doors from where
we were staying a wedding was taking place. All around, fireworks were exploding at frequent
intervals. We found, a few blocks away, a place where we could eat and drink that was open day
and night., and where they even spoke a few words of English. (Some of the smaller hotels in
Mexico do not serve meals).

But back in our room later that evening we were listening to an American radio station 
broadcasting in English and we heard the sobering news of the disastrous earthquake which had 
devastated Managua in Nicaragua, which suddenly seemed uncomfortably close to Southern 
Mexico. The streets had become quieter after the shops shut, except for the crashes of the exploding 
firecrackers which went on well into the night.

Next morning I thought we might perhaps change our plans and that we already had enough 
platies, since we had good catch from the Rio Coatzacoalcos and the Rio Tonala systems , plus our 
odd one from Cosmamaloapan and any more that we ought to find on the return trip. Really was 
there any need to get more fish from the Rio Grijalva? If we turned back now, and headed for 
Veracruz again, there might be the chance afterwards to find the Montezuma swordtail and the 
purple spike tail (X.xiphidium) platy much further to the north.

Christopher seemed happy enough to make an early start and drive .back the considerable 
distance to Veracruz, so we set off immediately after breakfast. We did stop again at that little 
stream near the Rio Tonala and we found a few more nice young platyfish and just one single 
specimen was marked with a pattern of black spots all over the body.



Otherwise: it was more or less non-stop travel, back over the Rio Tonala bridge taking us 
back into Veracruz state, then over the hills to the next, (Rio Coatzacoalcos) river bridge and, by-
passing the town this time, back along that causeway road to Minatitlan past the acres of water-
lettuce-covered estuarine swamp with it's teems of mollies and other livebearers.

 Up into the hills again and past Acayucan and the beautiful lake Catemaco and over the 
mountain ranges surrounding San Andres Tuxtla and Santiago Tuxtla, and lunch up in the 
mountains in a roadside village restaurant. We were making very good time, and although it was 
now a cloudy afternoon after a. sunny morning it really was more pleasant than the previous day 
when the heat had been a little uncomfortable.

This time we took the direct road from Lerdo, past Alvarado , near to the Gulf Coast, and 
this was to save us many miles compared with our route on the outward journey through Tierra 
Blaca and Cosamaloapan. The new Papaloapan bridge near Alvarado was probably even larger that 
the others we had crossed, and of course saved a great deal of time compared to the old flat boat or 
ferry which it had recently replaced. The stretch of road from Tuxtla to the Rio Papaloapan bridge 
we had only covered at night before, so we watched carefully for likely streams and ponds along the 
way, but although there were one or two which we stopped and looked at, we did not succeed in 
adding to our fish collection. There was a littlc stream or canal west of  Lerdo where we saw a 
number of hungry and very active Belonesox, dwarf pikes, patrolling around the surface, apparently 
in pairs, but it was utterly impossible to catch them, nor could we catch the few other fish we saw 
here which I think were probably mollies. I did, however, repeat my usual trick of finding that I was
standing on a nest of red ants ! (One becomes aware of a prickling sensation spreading up from the
feet the instinct on looking down and seeing the cause of the irritation is to run like mad and then
stop and beat off the little blighters) There was a surprising lack of rivers flowing down to the Gulf
between Alvarado and Veracruz but we crossed at least one which perhaps might have been part of
the Rio Blanco system but at this point it was remarkably empty of fish, although inevitably there
were a few Pseudo' bimaculatus and one or two Gambusias of some sort. Also some nice bunches
of Cabomba, the only place I saw this plant anywhere in our travels, but plant growth in most rivers
seemed sparse at least at this time of year.

And it was not really evening when we reached Veracruz again. This time we could look 
round for a while in daylight for accommodation and we found a much better bargain than before an 
older hotel literally just across the road from the beach, about two miles south of the port and city 
centre, which we could easily reach by bus or tram as a change from driving. Our room was 
anything but luxurious but there was a bed and a wash-basin and a shower which didn't work very 
well. but it was cheap and provided peaceful accommodation for the fishes which all had to carried 
in again from the car and installed in their temporary home on the table, in plastic bags, and in 
Woolworth sandwich boxes and in plastic gasoline cans.

At this time a minor disaster struck we opened our can containing the Rio Coatzacoalacos 
platies from near Puerto Mexico to find them nearly all dead. What had gone wrong? I had not 
bothered to inspect these fishes at all since we had caught them early in the afternoon of the 
previous day, but I was sure that they were not too crowded and that the water had been fairly clean.
Nor had they been exposed to very high temperatures any more than our other fishes. I reflected that
some of them had not been in the best of condition when we caught them and I remembered the
statement by the late Doctor Myron Gordon that platies taken from waters free of plants were often
in poor shape, which seemed to be borne out in this case. No doubt two or three had died and
polluted the. water sufficiently to kill the others. There was eventually one survivor, a young
female, which we did in fact get home to England.



This unfortunate incident was destined to have a considerable influence on my plans for the 
rest of the trip. We had done a lot of motoring since leaving Puebla and we had been reasonably 
successful in collecting the wild stocks of maculatus platies and the helleri swordtails which had 
been my primary aim. It would have been quite spectacular if we could have also collected the 
montezuma and pigmy swordtails and the Purple platy and taken these back to England as well, for 
these were unknown fishes to most British aquarists. But to try and do so would involve a great deal 
more traveling in the next few days and I anticipated further losses among the fishes we already had 
if we had to drive around all day., every day. To find the extra fishes we would have to explore the
quadrilateral Tamazunchale - Tampico -Cuidad Victoria - Cuidad Del Maiz and even then we might
be only partly successful. Perhaps it would be better to stay here in Veracruz for a few days so that
our fishes would not be subjected to constant movement and extremes of temperature.. That way I
didn't think we would loose many.

We could still make shorter excursions from Veracruz to find, perhaps, other fishes in the 
vicinity. After all, I didn't yet have any "ruby throat" marked platies (the original fore-runner of the 
Bleeding Heart strain); which I wanted. It was a very difficult decision to make but in the end it 
seemed best not to be too greedy, and to concentrate our efforts on the fishes we had been lucky 
enough to find already. The other species would have to wait for a possible return visit to Mexico, if 
the chance ever arose again.

Next morning was Christmas day. I awoke early, about 7 a.m., but by 8.o`clock the dawn 
sunshine had given way to torrential rain showers sweeping in from the Gulf of Mexico. However, 
we needn't have worried too much about the weather because within the hour the rain had stopped 
as suddenly as it had started and was followed by hot sunshine. We spent Christmas morning on the
beach and I personally found the heat very uncomfortable as the day warmed up but it was certainly
to Christopher`s liking.

At lunch time we drove out of town and we stopped on the way to enjoy a cold beer at a bar. 
For lunch we purchased some groceries from a store, to have a sort of picnic up-country..

We decided to explore part of the Rio Jarapa system, which would not involve us in much 
mileage, Leaving Veracruz by the main road leading to Jalapa, by the industrial estate on the 
outskirts of the city, we found the road to the villages of Medellin and Jamapa; the total distance to 
Jamapa beingno more than about seven miles. The landscape at first was flat, estuarine marshland 
in fact, and there were a number of dykes and one or two shallow muddy ponds by the roadside. We 
did of course make tentative attempts to find fishes here but the dykes may have contained a 
percentage of sea-water being so close to the Jamapa and Cotaxtla rivers. A young Mexican was 
netting out large numbers of shrimps and he was quite pleased to show us his catch; but we decided 
not to go into competition against him as it didn't look as though we would find any freshwater fish 
there:. Instead I climbed through the barbed-wire fench to try one of the smaller ponds, and we 
could see even from the road that there were fish here, from the frantic ripples on the water 
surface.The mud around this water-hole was filthy black and stinking but the water was so full of 
fish that all I had to do was scoop up some mud in the hand net from the bed of the pond and nearly 
every time-there would be a netfull of sphenops mollies. But no platies. As I suggested earlier in 
this article, we didn't really appreciate the beauty of these mollies at the time.( it wasn't until I saw 
them in a clean aquarium back home in England that the males showed their yellow edged caudal 
and dorsal fins and the females displayed their metallic blue bodies.): and to Christopher and I at 
that time they were just plain silvery grey "mud pussers" and not worth keeping. We thought they 
were rather a nuisance, they were like the Liberty mollies we already kept at home.



All the way to Jamapa we only passed one more stream which was a small river, probably a
tributary of the Rio Jamapa. I climbed down to explore it near the point where it passed under
road but I didn't see any fish. The water was so clear above the gravelly bed that probably any fish
that were there saw me coming.I didn't stay there long though, for Christopher, suddenly
shouted. about a snake. I was back in the car in about ten seconds and I never did sec that snake !
There was nearly another awkward moment in the village of Medellin when a dog strayed out into
the road just ahead of us, but we missed it by inches . This little expedition was proving rather 
unsuccessful, we returned to the main road and it was stillquite early so we turned towards Jalapa 
and drove further inland, past Veracruz airport, to the next turning which was about .twelve miles 
from Veracruz. This led to the village of Sledad de Doblado where we again met up with the Rio 
Jamapa, and at this point both road and railway are carried over the river on a high bridge. We could
have followed this road further inland towards Cordoba but our map suggested it deteriorated to a
dirt track. Clearly the Rio Jamapa at this point was not the best environment for platies for it was
still a very wide stream with a strong current in the middle of the huge river bed, but we explored at
some length many of the little shallow pools at the edge, using the boulders as stepping-stones. It
was disappointing but not really surprising that we did not find any new species here but at least
there were many fishes of the types that were common in this area mainly Psuedos. and porthole
livebearers and swordtails, and a few cichlids and enormous shoals of Astynax tetras. It was a
golden afternoon but our peaceful exploration was disturbed eventually when gradually most of the
local villagers gathered up on the bridge above us and again one or two stones began to land around
us.

So the afternoon of Christmas day proved to be something of a failure as far as fish 
collecting went.  Certainly we did not find any of the Rio Jamapa platyfish which I wanted. We 
added one or two swordtails and a few small tetras to our collection and a few porthole livebearers, 
but we were not optimistic about the portholes, as early experience had suggested that they were 
poor travellers.. However, as we were soon to discover, it was the tetras that were the really bad 
travellers !

So back, to Veracruz, about an hours journey, arriving at dusk, to take our new acquisitions 
upstairs as discreetly as possible, to their temporary home in our room. Here they joined the ever 
growing colonies of fishes living in all sorts of odd containers on the table! There was plenty of 
work: for me to do here in the evenings, examining the stock, changing water where necessary, 
removing the odd causalty, and worrying about the white spot that was beginning to appear on the 
swordtails. 

Fortunately the hotel staff who must have had some knowledge of what was going on, never 
interfered or objected in any way!

Next morning (Boxing Day back home), on the beach, I was trying to decide where next to 
explore and the majority oppinion of most of our books seemed to suggest that the variatus platy be 
found as far south as the Rio Nautla. Again, if we found this, it would only be another example of a 
rare strain of what was really a common fish back home; therefore not as exciting as say the 
Montezuma swordtail but it seemed to be worth making the journey. The Rio Nautla I judged from 
the maps to be about three hours drive to the north, and so we set out after an early lunch and 
headed up the coast road in the direction which would have eventually taken us to Tuxpan and 
Tampico. 



Of course, for the first fourty miles or so we knew the road, more or less, for this was the 
way we had first driven into Veracruz several evenings before. We passed our original fishing spot 
at Puente Nacional on the Rio Jalcomulco and then, turning to the right twards the coast again, we 
were on new ground. At Cardel, there was an irritating wait of about twenty minutes as a long 
freight train dawdled over a level crossing, and further on, road works cost us about another quarter 
of an hour. 

The road to Nautla was not a particularly good one, but traffic was light and so it was 
possible to maintain a fair speed in places. The scenery was really good though, with the unspoilt 
coastline visible at times to our right, and beautiful lagoons in places where river ran down to the 
Gulf from the mountains away to our left.                                                                                    

Even without stopping on the way, it was 4 p.m. when we  drove over the new concrete toll 
bridge spanning the Rio Nautla and there were but two hours of daylight left. Now we did stop once 
or twice to explore one or two of the little ponds close to the river, amongst the banana plantations, 
but here I found no fishes. We were perhaps only half a dozen miles from the sea, so where we met 
up with Highway Mex 129 we swung, inland in the direction of Tlapacoyan; this road appeared to 
run close to and parallel with the Rio Nautla for many miles ,  so we were hopefully in variatus 
platy country. But we went on for miles end miles without seeing any water! 

We would have to turn back soon, because evening was fast approaching. It was near the 
little village of Potrero Nueva, in the heart of the banana and orange growing area, now under grey 
skies and with the air temperature we estimated only around 65°F , that we topped a small hill and 
in the valley in the road ahead -of us there was a little muddy slow flowing brook.The exact spot 
was 4½ km west of Potrero Nueva, or 10 km west of San Raphael (about 24 km from the 
intersection of roads 129 and 180). It took Chris and I several minutes to climb down from the road, 
through the barbed wire and thickets of damp, lush, vegetation to the stream, but when we reached 
it, and dipped in our hand nets close to the banks, we trapped a number of small fishes which 
probably had not seen us, for the water was a thick brown, like strong but milky tea. 

They were almost a pure colony of variatus  platies! It was the work of nbout twenty minutes to put 
about twenty of these little fish in a couple of plastic bags., and we did not keep any of the tetras , 
psuedo's or mollies which also came up in the nets in small numbers. We turned the car an headed 
back for Veracruz, trying to get as far as possible before night fell. A few more minutes and we 
would have turned back anyway, without any fish!

. .The twenty or so little variatus were mostly I suppose young fishes, only about ¾ or one 
inch long; nevertheless there were one or two males with fully developed gonopodia even though 
they were so small. None of these fish showed the bright yellow or red colours of the domesticated 
aquarium strains, but this was no suprise as it is well known that only a few wild males ever colour 
up., and the not until late in life. But many of them were interestingly spotted with black.

The next day(Wednesday 27th December) was to be our last in Veracruz before leaving to 
return to Mexico City and then England. It was, for me, a last chance to find the elusive "ruby 
throated" strain of platy. Fools that we were, .we missed the easiest directions of all on where to 
find the rubythroat. 





For contained in our luggage was a copy of the book "Platies as Pets" by Dr Myron Gordon. 
We only had to read the chapter "How the Bleeding Heart Platy we invented" , but we were not to 
do this until after arriving back home in England! Here Dr Gordon told how the New York 
Zoological Society's 1939 Expedition to Mexico had found "....many males with bright copper 
coloured sides in a roadside ditch at Plaza de Agua only a few miles from the city of Veracruz". Of 
course, 1939 is a longtime ago ,but there is every likelyhood that they are still there! Without this 
knowledge, it seemed to me that it was best to head back to the. Rio Papaloan basin, perhas going 
further up country towards Oaxaca State two or three hours drive away; for we knew that platies 
could be found between Cuidad Aleman and Alvarado (that is to say, in the Papaloapan valley 
around Cosamaloapan) but there were few  good accessible ponds. No doubt there were even more 
platies further in from the coast.

So yet again we took the familiar road out of Veracruz through Boca del Rio towards 
Cordoba, turning left again at La Tinaja, and again over the Rio Blanco and Rio Moreno bridgesi, 
through Tierra Blanca and so to Cuidad Aleman. This time, we did not turn left again towards the 
coast but carried on up the Oaxaca road, but not for many miles. The exact spot we reached I cannot 
precisely locate on the map but it is safe to say that it was close to the Veracruz/ Oaxaca State 
border, very near to the town of Tuxtepec.

We stopped just short of yet another imposing toll bridge, for there was no point in spending 
unecessary pesos. We were here almost surrounded by water and surely we were right in the heart 
of platy country and in fact I remember remarking to Chris that if we couldn't find platies here then 
we didn't deserve to get any. The big river, with the bridge, I took to be the Rio Papaloapan again, 
as we had.roughly followed it's course upstream; from Cuidad Aleman. A small river which flowed 
into the mainstream at this point, under our road,  I took to be the Rio Tonto if our map was telling 
the truth;  but if it really was the Rio'Tonto then it was a miserably small stream for such an 
important river, In the surrounding fields were one or two stagnant ponds. So we were set for a busy 
half hour or so.

The first pond that I tried resulted in me splashing around in about four inches of warm 
water and an equal depth of smelly mud.There were a few Gambusias or similar fish in there but 
nothing else. I tried the small river which was only some fourty yards away and over a grassy bank. 
The herd of cattle regarded me with suspicion but the Mexican workers at the river mouth , one 
hundred yards away at the junction with the main stream, engaged on the construction of a damn or 
sluice gate, ignored me, As luck would have it, there was a small wooded platform about two feet 
above the water level, maybe used for fishing or boating.  I was able to kneel on this an peer down 
into the clear water below, and also take a few sweeps with the hand net, just about scraping the 
river bed, but after a few minutes there was no sign of any fish, I retreated to the car and reported 
back to Chris and he was. more in favour of trying another spot a few miles away, starting back to 
Veracruz. To turn the car,  we drove into a farm track about sixty yards along the road,and, lo and 
behold ! right there was yet.another little pond to try first!

This one was more densely planted, or -weeded, and the approach down to it from the road 
was a difficult one again, through prickly vegetation, ants nests and other obstacles. As I 
approached the shallow water and looked down I saw a small (1¼") brick-red coloured fish swim 
away to the safety of the middle of the pond. Was this a Rubra platy? (the old fashioned red 
variety)-maybe! We knew for certain that there were platies, for within seconds we both trapped 
several small ones with the first sweeps of our nets. It was quickly obvious too that the platies here 
were much more colourful than those we found in Tabasco near the Rio Tonala there was a good 
deal of blue on the bodies, and red and black marking were present of the fins of many specimens, 



in particular the "comet" marking. This latter pattern was very pleasing because we thought that 
Bob Orford or Peter Capon of S.L.A.D.A.S. might be interested in such fish,  from which the 
modern Wagtail strains were supposed to have been developed.

After an hour, it seemed that we were not going to find any rubra-throat fish, nor any of the 
redish type that I thought I had seen, So we settled for what we had. But there were some causalties 
amongst the smallest of the fish during the next hour, so we broke our journey back to Veracruz at 
our favourite spot at the Rio Moreno and replaced the stagnant, muddy pond water with fresh clean 
Rio Moreno water. But keeping the strands of bladder-wort like plant that we had found. We took 
the opportunity at Rio Moreno to catch one or two more swordtails, and we were interested to see a 
dead female Belonesox in the river, the furthest North we had yet seen this species. Some children 
came down from the nearby village to watch us , and they asked us many questions , but there was 
no way we could answer them, apart from knowing the word ;'pescados" - "fishes". But we were 
glad not to be stoned this time. And so back to Veracruz for our last night there.

On the following (thursday) morning I was faced with the considerable task of placing all 
the fishes in plastic bags and one or two small plastic cans for their journey to the capital. We left 
fairly early to allow the whole day to reach Mexico City, and this journey was not too bad once we 
reached the toll road beyond Cordoba. But there were some anxious moments as we climbed up, up, 
up, thousands of feet, from the lowlands of Veracruz to the central plateau. Past the places which 
were to be badly hit by the earthquake to come a few months latter. The car seemed to be losing 
power with the altitude and the bags of fish were swelling up and threatening to burst due to the 
reduced air pressure outside. But there were fantastic views of the 18,000 feet Mount Orizaba 
closeby. We stopped for the last time for Pemex - "gasolina" - at Rio Frio at 4. p.m. ,and were then 
almost at journeys end. 

This was abeautiful spot, densely wooded, with the twin volcanic peaks of Popacatepetl and 
Izaccihuatl towering in the distance. But as we rolled the last few easy miles into the suburbs of the 
capital, the brilliant afternoon sunshine was blotted out for half an hour by a blowing storm of 
brown dust. We succeeded in entering by a road very close to the airport, a few miles to the east of 
the city centre, and, as luck would have it, we found accomodation here for our last night in 
Mexico, in a very reasonably priced motel. This was far better than driving in the chaotic traffic 
conditions -we would have, surely encountered a few miles further on in fact, it was absolutely ideal 
for we were but two miles from the airport where, in the morning, we would leave the car and start 
our homeward flights to London.

In fact we drove over to the airport that very evening, to check the route for the morning and 
to get a bite to eat. My work with the fishes was not quite finished for I had to check again that they 
were all in reasonable conditionsand that the bags were not crowded or leaking. Everything had to 
be made, ready for a quick. early departure from the Motel, for Chris was due to leave on a very 
early flight, about 8. a.m., For me all my luggage went into a large cardboard box which I was to 
persuade the airline to put in the baggage hold,  and my tiny suit-case was then filled with bags of 
fish! These, travelled under my seat in the plane. That night ,with the dissappointment of our 
fortnight coming to an end, and the worry about the fish, plus the need to be up early, neither of us 
slept very well. The room became quite cold during the early morning hours, reminding us that we 
were no longer in the tropical lowlands.

We drove away from the Motel about 6.a.m. in the cold grey light of dawn, and. it was so 
cold that there was just a touch of frost. But the roads were already crowded with Mexicans 
travelling to work, by cars, bicycles, and buses, and no worries about only .five standing for each 
bus had about twenty passengers hanging on grimly to the.outside of the bus! The. approach to the 



airport took us past the airline maintainence areas where fine old Douglas D.C.6 air.liners were 
being prepared for their flights later in the day, for the jets had not yet taken over on some Mexican 
intcrnal. routes.

Chris and I were scheduled on different routes home. Chris was first away on a Boeing 707 
to Miami Florida, U.S.A., from where he would fly direct to London, a day or .so later. I hoped that 
while in. Miami  he would take the opportunity to catch me some more Gambusias and  Blue. Fin 
killies from the Miami canal; but his account of his brief stay there will, we hope, appear in a future 
issue.

My journey home was not until mid-day. The Quantas 707 left right on time, with my 
precious livestock safely under my seat ! The first stop was at Nassau in the Bahamas but it was 
already dark when we touched down. Later in the evening we called at Bermuda and here things 
started to go wrong.We were told of fog in London and the airline's descision to keep us in Bermuda 
for a few hours. We were taken off the :plane. and to the Castle Harbour Hotel for free drinks and 
entertainment. Now, whilst in the normal course of events this would have been an interesting and 
pleasant diversion, at a time when,.- I had perhaps 80 travel weary, white-spotted fish in my care, I 
did not see it that way!  

Of course, there was nothing I could do to speed--up the journey, and we did eventually get 
away from Bermuda, only to spend several hours more later on circling over Southern England 
waiting for the fog to clear. We finally landed at Gatwick , instead of Heathrow, about ten hours 
late, in the early afternoon.

Fortunately, when the trains are running, the journey back to Hockley from Gatwick is not a 
difficult one, and I reached home, via Victoria and Liverpool Street, soon after 5 p.m. on Saturday 
afternoon. Just too late, I realized, to get any tubifex for live food for the fish! I opened my bags of 
white spot, I mean fish. That's when the hard work really started.

EDITOR'S NOTE At the time of typing this last instalment  (January 1975) of Howard's epic he 
and Chris are again back in Mexico hunting for fishes their aim this time is to try to bring back 
examples of the Montezuma Swardtail and X iphophorus xiphiddium, the purple spike-tail platy.
In our next issue we will have an article on a fish collecting trip to Singapore and Malayia; it seems 
Howard has started something.


