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WHETHER IT'SPACKS of jacks sweep-
V ing past in the open water or snappers
crowded side-by-side in the shadows of a
reef, schooling fish epitomize the richness
of the sea. For me, there is something in-
nately inspiring and energizing about being
in close proximity to an abundance of life.

Exactly which social bonds compel pelag-
ic fishes such as jacks and barracudas to gath-
er is poorly understood, but for smaller bot-
tom-oriented species, schooling provides a
fundamental means of survival. Most school-
ing species fan out to feed at night when the
lack of light significantly decreases preda-
tion. At the crack of dawn, the nocturnal
foragers instinctively regroup for security in
numbers. Multitudes of shiny anchovies and
herrings, collectively known as silversides,

living in cooperative confederations present
a tricky target for hunters. At the first sign of
danger, these fish use vision and lateral lines
to coordinate every move, and the polarized
schools can open a hole around the advanc-
ing predator, contract into a ball, or explode
into a thousand confusing shimmers.

In a vast swath of the Indo-pacific
stretching from East Africa to Samoa, a spe-
cies, commonly known as striped catfish,
adds an interesting twist to the school-
ing game-poisonous spines. This for-
midable hedge against predation allows
densely packed balls ofjuvenile catfish
to feed unmolested in broad daylight. In
search of buried crustaceans and worms,
the compact feeding schools, made up of
equal-sized individuals, roll over the open

bottoms of shallow lagoons and estuaries
stirring up clouds of sediment as they go.

Last spring in Indonesia, I noticed a clus-
ter of catfish faces staring out from beneath
a low covering ofrubbery sheet sponge. Be-
fore I could settle in for a good look a stream
of five-inch fish began pouring out from the
opening in a seemingly endless procession
that soon encircled me four feet on a side.
Although the milling mass remained only
inches away throughout the 10-minute en-
counter, not a single catfish so much as laid
a whisker on me.

TO SEE SCHOOLINC STRIPED CATFISH IN ACTION,
WATCH ANNA DELOACH'S VIDEO ON SCUBA DIVINC TV
AT WWW.SCUBADIVIT{G.COM. C L I C K O N P H OTO/V I D EO
AND THEN THE DELOACHES' ENCOUNTERS.
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