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Chapter 1: Introduction

 

The seahorse is an extraordinary marine creature that is found in waters as varied as rivers such as the Thames Estuary in the UK, coastal lagoons in South Africa, the Pacific, the Mediterranean and the warm waters of the Bahamas. 

These bony fish – yes, they are fish – live in waters where there is seaweed, coral, seagrass or other aquatic plants, as they need vegetation or similar structures to live in. They are poor swimmers and do better in more protected environments.

The seahorse gets its common name from its rather equine appearance, which is due to its long neck, the shape of its head and its upright or vertical swimming posture. It belongs to the genus Hippocampus: “hippo” in Greek means “horse” and “kampos” is a “sea monster”. 

Seahorses belong to the same family as pipefish and sea-dragons: Sygnathidae. This is derived from the Greek words “syn”, which means “together”, and “gnathus” meaning “jaw”. These marine creatures have fused snouts and do not have mouths and jaws that can open and close.  

There is extraordinary diversity in terms of species within the seahorse genus and this includes significant differences in size, with the largest seahorses reaching an astonishing 14 inches or 35 centimetres in length and the smallest not growing beyond a tiny 0.6 inches or approximately 1.5 centimetres. 

This book will introduce you to these amazing fish by looking at the different species, discussing their appearance and biology, typical seahorse behaviour, their feeding requirements, and what makes these creatures appealing and fascinating. 

It will also tell you what you need to know in order to decide whether or not this is the pet for you and, if it is, how to select your seahorse, what you need to buy before you bring it home, and how to take proper care of it.

The hobbyist also has to know what these fish need with regards to their environment. All the necessary equipment and water and other parameters are examined, as the quality of the water and the general environment have a crucial bearing on the health and happiness of seahorses.

Like all fish, the seahorse is unfortunately susceptible to a number of different types of bacterial, parasitic and fungal infestations. Anyone who is serious about having a marine tank needs to know what to look for and how to deal with common seahorse ailments.

This book also contains helpful information on their mating behaviour, spawning and caring for the hatchlings or fry for those who are interested in breeding one or more of the seahorse species.

Other areas of discussion are the fish and invertebrates that the seahorse gets on with. It’s important to only combine species that are compatible with each other so that you don’t have to deal with aggression and bullying between fish.

Please note that some of the information in this book is not specific to the seahorse but can be applied to all marine or saltwater aquarium fish. I hope that you find this book both useful and fun to read!

I have been keeping seahorses for over 15 years and I think they are simply adorable and fascinating. I hope my knowledge about these cuties will help you to look after your seahorses. Good luck!

 

 



Chapter 2: Seahorse basics


1) Seahorse overview

 

These unique fish are found in multiple locations around the world. While specific habitats vary, the majority of seahorse species make their home in temperate and tropical waters, including some river estuaries. Generally, seahorses are found in shallow water, but some can live as deep as 525 feet or 60 meters!

They also need sheltered places to live in, as they are very poor swimmers. This makes seaweed, seagrass, coral reefs, waterweed and even mangroves ideal, as all of them offer shelter and places where seahorses can anchor themselves. Seahorses are territorial and males stay about 1 meter or a little over 3 feet from their ‘patch’, while the females will range much further from home. 

Species are found in the Atlantic around the Bahamas, off the coasts of Japan and Australia and the in Pacific along the coast from North to South America. There are also seahorses in the Mediterranean. Others live in the Thames River Estuary in the UK and various lagoons and river mouths on the southwestern coast of South Africa.
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In addition to the wide range of habitats and locations, they are also found in numerous species. The exact number is still disputed, with some sources stating that there are 47 species and others indicating that there are in fact 54 recognised species. In either case, with such a large number of species comes a wonderful array of shapes, colours and sizes!

One of the most remarkable aspects of the seahorse is that it is the male that gives birth to the young.


2) Life span or expectancy

 

The life expectancy of seahorses in the wild is unknown. However, there is one case of a tagged seahorse that was monitored by researchers for 5.5 years. 

In captivity, the lifespan is between 1.5 and 7 years, depending on the species, care and environment. There have been reports of some surviving 10 years in captivity. Generally, larger species live longer than smaller ones.

Like most living creatures, these fish have enemies. The primary predators are large fish, crabs, penguins, skates, rays and water birds. Their best defences against predation lie in their ability to camouflage themselves and the fact that they are not all that appetizing thanks to their spines and bony structure.

The main threat to these fish in the wild is human beings because the seahorse is exploited for the Asian medicine market, tourist trinkets, caught for the pet trade and affected by changes to water temperatures and loss of habitat.  


3) Seahorse anatomy

Basics:

 

The seahorse is a bony fish or teleost, and the genus belongs to the class Actinopterygii. 

Like all fish, the seahorse has a head, body, tail and fins. As with most, the two eyes are set on either side of the head, as are the nostrils or nares. They also have gills. However, that is where the similarities end! 

They have a skeleton that consists of numerous bony plates. While they too have a swim bladder that aids with buoyancy, the seahorse swims upright, which is one of their distinguishing and unique characteristics. 

Size:

 

Hardly surprisingly given the large number of species, there is a great variation in terms of size. 

The Pygmy Seahorse is the smallest and only reaches the length of 1 inch or 2.5 centimetres. The largest species grow to 12 inches or 30.5 centimetres.

Head and neck:

 

The head and neck are also unique features. The head is equine or shaped like that of a horse and the neck is long, flexible and well defined. 

The horse-like head ends in a long, thin snout, which they use to get at food in nooks in rocks or coral and through which food is sucked. Seahorses do not have teeth.

There is a small group of spines on the top of the head, which is called the coronet, as it looks crown-like.

Gills:

 

Another feature shared with other fish is the gills they use to breathe. However, unlike other fish, the opening to the gills is a small hole at the back of the head that is protected by a bony cover called an operculum.

A further difference is that seahorse gills are “tufted”. Tufting is an astounding adaptation that makes up for the small size of the opening to the gills. The gills look like small balls of tissue, each of which is on top of small stems or filaments called lamellae. 

These structures are rich with blood vessels, which allow gas – both oxygen and carbon dioxide – diffusion. The fact that there are large numbers of these specialised structures means that the surface area for the absorption of gasses is increased within a small space. 

Eyes:

 

The eyes of the seahorse are far more like those of a chameleon than a fish! This applies to both the fact that the eye protrudes from the head and the way they move. 

Like a chameleon, a seahorse can move and rotate each eye independently. This allows it to look forwards and backwards at the same time, which helps when looking or hunting for food. Their eyesight is also very good.

Body covering:

 

The seahorse has an exoskeleton and no scales. The body consists of hard, bony plates that are fused together. They have thin skin that covers the exoskeleton through which the plates are visible and look like rings. Some species grow spines, bony protrusions or even filaments made of skin.

Fins:

 

Seahorses have dorsal and pectoral fins but no caudal fins. In addition to absent or very small fins, their body shape means that these fish are very poor or weak swimmers. 

The dorsal fin on the back beats at an astonishing 30 to 70 times a minute and it is this fin that moves the seahorse through the water. The pectoral fins are very small and located on either side of the head. These little fins help with manoeuvring and stability. 

Tail:

 

The seahorse’s tail is entirely unlike the usual fish tail because it is a fairly long tail and tapers to a point. It is not like a fan at all. Furthermore, the tail plays no part in swimming as it does with other fish. 

Most importantly, their tail is prehensile. This allows the seahorse to grasp onto seaweed, coral, grasses etc. and anchor itself in place. This is especially useful in light of its poor swimming ability.

Ability to change colour and shape:

 

Like several other marine creatures and the chameleon, seahorses are able to very rapidly change colour. 

One purpose of changing colour is to become camouflaged and blend in with the environment. Other times that a seahorse will change colour is during courtship and when mating pairs greet each other. 

The second astonishing aspect of camouflage is the ability some species have to grow spikes, filaments or bumps on or from their skin. These skin growths are normal and are called cirri. The purpose of them is for camouflage, which helps to keep them safe as they blend into their territory and the vegetation in it. 

Gender:

 

Immature seahorses all look like females but mature male and female seahorses have several physical differences, which makes identifying the sexes fairly easy. Several of these differences are linked to reproductive organs.

Males have a “D” shaped body and a longer tail in proportion to the trunk or body than the female does. They also have a ridge, called the keel, running along the ventral side or front of the body. Perhaps the most notable gender difference is the brood pouch at the base of the tail. This pouch gives their tummies the more rounded shape.

Females, on the other hand, have no brood pouch or keel and in most species the snout is longer than the males. This difference in snout length is not great so it can be harder to use as a differentiation factor. The female body shape is more like a “P”. 


4) The history of the seahorse as a pet

 

According to Amanda Vincent in her article for Natural History in December 1990, seahorses were written about by the Roman natural historian Pliny the Elder and in Gentleman’s Magazine in 1753. In both cases the seahorse was discussed in relation to the health benefits it offers.

It is not clear at all when seahorses began to appear in aquariums and tanks and began to form part of the marine and pet trades. 


5) Types of Seahorse

 

There is disagreement about the number of seahorse species, but an alphabetical list published in 2012 recognised the following:

	
Hippocampus abdominalis / big-belly seahorse



	
Hippocampus alatus / winged seahorse



	
Hippocampus algiricus / West African seahorse



	
Hippocampus angustus / narrow-bellied seahorse



	
Hippocampus barbouri / Barbour's seahorse



	
Hippocampus bargibanti / pygmy seahorse



	
Hippocampus biocellatus / false-eyed seahorse



	
Hippocampus borboniensis / Réunion seahorse



	
Hippocampus breviceps / short-headed seahorse



	
Hippocampus camelopardalis / giraffe seahorse



	
Hippocampus capensis / Knysna seahorse



	
Hippocampus colemani 



	
Hippocampus comes / tiger-tail seahorse



	
Hippocampus coronatus / crowned seahorse



	
Hippocampus curvicuspis / New Caledonian thorny seahorse



	
Hippocampus debelius / softcoral seahorse



	
Hippocampus denise / Denise's pygmy seahorse



	
Hippocampus erectus / lined seahorse



	
Hippocampus fisheri / Fisher's seahorse



	
Hippocampus fuscus / sea pony



	
Hippocampus grandiceps / big-head seahorse



	
Hippocampus guttulatus / long-snouted seahorse



	
Hippocampus hendriki / eastern spiny seahorse



	
Hippocampus hippocampus / short-snouted seahorse



	
Hippocampus histrix  / spiny seahorse



	
Hippocampus ingens / Pacific seahorse



	
Hippocampus jayakari / Jayakar's seahorse



	
Hippocampus jugumus / collared seahorse



	
Hippocampus kelloggi / great seahorse



	
Hippocampus kuda / spotted seahorse



	
Hippocampus lichtensteinii / Lichtenstein's seahorse



	
Hippocampus minotaur / bullneck seahorse



	
Hippocampus mohnikei / Japanese seahorse



	
Hippocampus montebelloensis / Monte Bello seahorse



	
Hippocampus multispinus / northern spiny seahorse



	
Hippocampus paradoxus / paradoxical seahorse



	
Hippocampus patagonicus 



	
Hippocampus pontohi 



	
Hippocampus procerus / high-crown seahorse



	
Hippocampus / pygmy thorny seahorse



	
Hippocampus queenslandicus / Queensland seahorse



	
Hippocampus reidi / longsnout seahorse



	
Hippocampus satomiae / Satomi's pygmy seahorse



	
Hippocampus semispinosus / half-spined seahorse



	
Hippocampus severnsi 



	
Hippocampus sindonis / Dhiho's seahorse



	
Hippocampus spinosissimus / hedgehog seahorse



	
Hippocampus subelongatus / West Australian seahorse



	
Hippocampus trimaculatus / longnose seahorse



	
Hippocampus tyro 



	
Hippocampus waleananus / Walea pygmy seahorse



	
Hippocampus whitei / White's seahorse



	
Hippocampus zebra / zebra seahorse



	
Hippocampus zosterae / dwarf seahorse.




 

The various species differ primarily in terms of where they are found, the types of water they live in, their size, colour and the types of camouflage cirri they develop based on where they live.


6) Choosing the right seahorse species 

 

There are some seahorses that are recommended for beginners as they are easier to care for and hardier than others. It must be noted, though, that seahorses are not as easy to look after as other fish found in tanks and aquariums. 

In addition to species, there are other considerations that must be kept in mind. It is always, always far better to buy a captive bred seahorse from a reputable breeder, regardless of the species!

Suitable species for beginner aquarists

 

The species that are ideal for beginners are:

	
Hippocampus reidi / Brazilian Seahorse: These larger fish grow to about 20 centimetres or 8 inches and are fairly easy to care for. Another reason they are popular is that they are found in bright colours such as red, orange and yellow in addition to grey, black and white. 




However, they are not a good choice if you want to breed seahorses, as this is not easy with this species. The other drawback is that wild caught adults are sold worldwide. These specimens should be avoided.   

A pair of these seahorses require a 30 gallon or 114 litre tank with a water temperature range of 21 – 23o Celsius or 70 – 74o Fahrenheit. 

	
Hippocampus erectus / Lined Seahorse: This species is perhaps the easiest to care for and therefore a good choice for a beginner aquarist. They reach approximately 20 centimetres or 8 inches in length. 




Apart from ease of feeding and being more disease resistant than many, the Lined Seahorse is often described as outgoing, active and social. 

They will also take on the predominant colour in their environment, so the tank owner can determine colour by selecting the colour of tank décor! This means they have the widest range of colours of any species in captivity.

They are also easier, although not easy, to breed.

A pair of Lined Seahorses need a 30 gallon or 114 litre tank with a water temperature range of 20 – 22o Celsius or 68 – 72o Fahrenheit. 

	
Hippocampus kuda / Yellow Seahorse: These are medium sized seahorses, as they grow to 15 centimetres or 6 inches. The name is a little misleading as these fish are also found in browns, creams and greys.




In terms of personality, they are a shy species that may even need encouragement to eat and tend to hide away. This makes them less easy to care for than the Lined and Brazilian Seahorse. They are easy to breed, however.

This species also requires a 30 gallon or 114 litre tank with a water temperature range of 21 – 23o Celsius or 70 – 74o Fahrenheit. 

	
Hippocampus fuscus / Sea Pony: These seahorses are smaller at only 5 inches or 12.5 centimetres. These are fairly inactive fish and they aren’t especially colourful either (either bright yellow or black). 




This is not a difficult species to breed or to care for. Because of their size, they also require a slightly smaller tank (20 gallons or 76 litres for a pair).

	
Hippocampus taeniopterus / Yellow Seahorse: It is confusing that two separate species, H. kuda and H. taeniopterus, are called the Yellow Seahorse. There is debate over whether they are distinct species. However, several researchers believe that differences of colour and behaviour, particularly in the young, show that they are separate species.




These are also large seahorses as they grow to about 20 centimetres or 8 inches. Like H. reidi they are active and social seahorses that are easy to care for. Breeding is difficult, however.

There is little variation in colour with this species as they are usually all yellow, yellow with black, yellow with white, all black or yellow with orange dots.

A pair of seahorses needs a 30 gallon or 114 litre tank with a water temperature range of 21 – 23o Celsius or 70 – 74o Fahrenheit. 

	
Hippocampus comes / Tiger Tail Seahorse: This species is delicate-looking despite its size (7 inches or 18 centimetres) and it is characterised by a thin snout, small coronet, fine features and the striped tail that gives it its name.




The characteristic colour is yellow and black but others range from black to white with cream and yellows in between. When the stripes are clear and the colours are vibrant this is one of the most lovely seahorse species.

They are unfortunately very shy and cautious and will hide when the aquarist is near the tank. They are not as easy to care for as the species discussed previously and breeding them is very challenging.

This species also needs a 30 gallon or 114 litre tank with a water temperature range of 21 – 23o Celsius or 70 – 74o Fahrenheit. 

	
Hippocampus zosterae / Dwarf Seahorse: This species is the smallest, reaching only 1.5 inches or 3.8 centimetres. Overall they are not too hard to care for or to breed, but the tank must cater for their size.




A group of Dwarf Seahorses only needs 5 gallons or 19 litres of water in a tank. Not only do they not need much space, having a small tank makes it easier to feed them. However, one must be very careful that inlet and overflow pipes are the right size so that these small seahorses don’t get hurt.

The primary challenge is that they can only eat live foods and they need to eat a great deal!

Water temperature should be in the 20 – 23o Celsius or 68 – 74o Fahrenheit range to keep these sweet little fish healthy.

More difficult species that are easily available

 

Some species are harder to feed and care for, which makes them a poor choice for an inexperienced aquarist. These species include:
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