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T h e  G enus Bascanichthys (Pisces: O phichth idae) 
in the  G ulf o f  Mexico

M a r k  M . L e ib y  a n d  R a l p h  W . Y e r g e r

T h e  taxonomic history of the ophichthid genus Bascanichthys in  the west At­
lantic is reviewed. Bascanichthys scuticaris is redescribed; B. teres is considered 
a  synonym o f B. scuticaris; B. bascanium  is redescribed and a neotype is desig­
nated. B. scuticaris is distinguished from B. bascanium  chiefly by preanaï vertebral 
num ber (79-89 vs 94-101), pectoral-fin width and head length. The ecology and 
geographic distribution of the two recognized species are discussed; comments 
are made on their biology and life histories.

TH E  circum global ee l g en u s  Bascanichthys 
J o r d a n  a n d  D avis c o m p rise s  a p p ro x i­

m a te ly  16 n o m in a l sp e c ie s  (S to re y , 1939 ; 
M cC osker. 1977). T w o  species a re  kno w n  from  
th e  G u lf o f  M exico; n e ith e r  has  b een  satisfac­
torily described , o r  h a d  its d is tr ib u tio n  d e lin ­

ea ted . E ver since J o r d a n  (1884) d esc rib ed  Cae­
rula bascanium  fro m  th e  G u lf  o f  M exico and 
qu estio n ed  th e  validity o f  C. scuticaris an d  C. 
teres as d is tinc t species, the  n u m b e r  o f  species 
in th is genus in  th e  w este rn  N o rth  A tlan tic  has 
b een  in  question . S u b seq u en t stud ies  o f  these
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nom ina l species, now  assigned  to  th e  g enus Bas­
canichthys, w ere inconclu sive , largely  because  
specim ens w ere  few  a n d  iden tif ica tions u n re li­
able (S torey, 1939; G in sb u rg , 1951). In  th is p a ­
p e r  we evalua te  th e  tax o n o m ic  sta tu s o f  th e  
fo rm s o f  Bascanichthys o c c u rr in g  in  th e  G u lf o f  
M exico. T h e  species reco g n ized  a n d  tre a te d  a re  
B. scuticaris (=  B. teres) a n d  B. bascanium. A fte r 
a th o ro u g h  search , we co n c lu d e  th a t th e  holo- 
type  o f  Caecula bascanium, th e  type o f  Bascanich­
thys, has been  lost. C o n seq u en tly , we designate  
a neo type .

M e t h o d s  a n d  M a t e r i a l s

C o un ts  an d  m e a su re m e n ts  w ere m a d e  o n  all 
available specim ens ex cep t fo r  la rg e  collections 
fro m  th e  L em on  Bay a n d  G asp arilla  Is land  
areas o f  F lo rida  (in w hich every  fo u r th  speci­
m en  was m easu red ) a n d  fo r  th o se  specim ens 
w hose co n d itio n  p re c lu d e d  som e o r  all m ea­
s u re m e n ts .  M e a s u re m e n ts  fo llo w  G in sb u rg  
(1951) except: len g th  o f  b ra n c h ia l a p e r tu re  was 
g rea te s t d is tance  b e tw een  d o rsa l a n d  ven tra l 
ang les o f  b ran ch ia l a p e r tu re ;  pecto ra l-fin  w id th  
was d is tance  b e tw een  d o rsa l a n d  v en tra l edges 
o f  pecto ra l-fin  base a t p o in t o f  a tta c h m e n t to 
body; a n d  la te ra l-line  p o re  n u m b e r  was n u m ­
b e r  o f  po res in  h o riz o n ta l series a lo n g  body  b e ­
g in n in g  w ith p o re  im m ed ia te ly  do rsa l to  b ra n ­
ch ia l a p e r tu re  a n d  e x c lu d in g  th o se  cu rv in g  
an te ro d o rsa lly  to  b ran ch ia l basket. T o ta l len g th  
(T L ), body , tru n k , ta il a n d  h ead  len g th s, an d  
d e p th  a t anus w ere  m e a su re d  to  n e a re s t 0.1 m m  
w ith d ia l calipers. O th e r  m easu rem en ts  w ere 
m ad e  w ith a  c a lib ra ted  ocu la r m ic ro m e te r in  a 
d issec tin g  m ic ro sco p e . B ody, t r u n k  a n d  tail 
m easu rem en ts  w ere ro u n d e d  o f f  to  n ea res t m m  
fo r  calculations. V e rteb ra l c o u n ts  w ere m ade  
fro m  rad io g rap h s . B ran ch io s teg a l co u n ts  w ere 
m a d e  fro m  c le a re d  a n d  s ta in e d  spec im ens. 
F o u r specim ens o f  each  species w ere  c lea red  
a n d  sta ined  fo llow ing  th e  m e th o d  o f  T ay lo r 
(1967).

Specim ens e x am in ed  a re  fro m : A cadem y o f  
N a tu ra l Sciences, P h ilad e lp h ia  (A N SP); A la­
bam a M arine R esou rces L ab o ra to ry , A labam a 
D e p a r tm e n t o f  C o n se rv a tio n  (A M R L); Field 
M useum  o f  N a tu ra l H isto ry  (FM N H ); F lo rida  
D e p a rtm e n t o f  N a tu ra l R esources, M arine  R e­
sea rch  L ab o ra to ry  (FSBC); F lo r id a  S tate M u­
se u m , U n iv e rs ity  o f  F lo r id a  (FSM ); F lo r id a  
S ta te  U niversity  (FSU ); G u lf  C oast R esearch  
L ab o ra to ry  (G C RL); In s titu te  o f  M arine  Sci­
ences, U niversity  o f  N o r th  C a ro lin a  (U N C ); I n ­

B
Fig. 1. H ead and pectoral fin characteristics in A) 

Bascanichthys scuticaris, FSU 18801, 467 mm TL; Al­
ligator H arbor, Florida; B )ß . bascanium, FSU 18208, 
418 mm TL; St. Andrews Bay, Florida.

s titu te  o f  M arin e  Sciences, U n ivers ity  o f  T ex as 
(IM S); Jack so n v ille  U n iv e rs ity  (JU ); M oody 
C ollege o f  M arin e  Sciences, T ex as A & M  U n i­
versity (M CM S); M u seu m  o f  C o m p ara tiv e  Zo­
ology, H a rv a rd  U niversity  (M CZ); M useum  o f  
Zoology, U n iversity  o f  M ichigan  (U M M Z); P en ­
saco la  J u n i o r  C o lleg e  (P JC M C ); R o sen stie l 
School o f  M arin e  a n d  A tm o sp h eric  Sciences, 
U niversity  o f  M iam i (U M M L ); T ex as  A & I U n i­
versity (T A I); T ex as  N a tu ra l H isto ry  C ollec­
tion , U niversity  o f  T ex as (T N H C ); T u la n e  U n i­
v e rs ity  M u se u m  o f  N a tu ra l  H is to ry  (T U ); 
N ational M useum  o f  N a tu ra l H isto ry  (U SN M ); 
U niversity  o f  A labam a (U A IC ); U n iversity  o f  
S ou thw este rn  L ou isiana  (USW L).

Bascanichthys scuticaris (G oode an d  B ean) 
W hip  eel 

Figs. 1A, 2A, 3

Sphagebranchus scuticaris G o o d e  a n d  B ean , 1880 
(o rig inal d escrip tio n ; ho lo ty p e  U SN M  23636; 
type-locality: C e d a r  Key, F lorida). 

Sphagebranchus teres G oode  a n d  B ean , 1882 (in 
p a rt; o rig inal d esc rip tio n ; lec to type  U SNM
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Fig. 2. Body form and lateral line color pattern 
in A) Bascanichthys scuticaris, FSU 18801, 467 mm TL; 
Alligator H arbor, Florida; B) B. bascanium, FSU 
18208, 418 mm TL; St. Andrews Bay, Florida.

31457 , para lec to ty p e  U SN M  152575, p a ra - 
le c to ty p e  U S N M  220010  n o t B. scuticaris-, 
type-locality : w est F lorida).

Nomenclatural history.— Sphagebranchus scuticaris 
was d esc rib ed  by G oode an d  B ean  (1880) fro m  
a s ing le  spec im en  collected  a t C e d a r  Key, F lo r­
ida. J o r d a n  a n d  G ilbert (1883) p laced  it in Cae­
cula. J o r d a n  (1885) tr a n s fe r re d  it to  Callechelys. 
In  1892, J o r d a n  a n d  Davis assigned  C. scuticaris 
to  th e ir  new ly d escribed  g en u s , Bascanichthys.

Sphagebranchus teres was d escribed  by G oode 
a n d  B ean  (1882) fro m  th re e  specim ens. T h e  
co llec tion  site is listed only  as w est F lo rida . T h is  
species was p laced  in Caecula by J o rd a n  a n d  
G ilb e rt (1883) a n d  la te r  in  Callechelys b> J o rd a n  
(1885). In  1892, J o r d a n  an d  Davis p laced  it in 
th e  synonym y o f  C. scuticaris. S to rey  (1939) re ­
v iew ed th e  g e n e ra  Callechelys a n d  Bascanichthys 
a n d  re su rre c te d  B. teres. She in d ica ted  th a t its

synonym y  w ith B . scuticaris was e rro n e o u s  b e ­
cause  th e  ho lo ty p e  o f  B. scuticaris h a d  b iserial 
d e n titio n  o n  bo th  jaw s. G in sb u rg  (1951) also 
reco g n ized  B. teres as valid , d is tin g u ish in g  it 
f ro m  B. scuticaris by  p ro p o r tio n a l m e a s u re ­
m en ts  (b ody  d e p th  as % T L , body d e p th  in 
h e a d  le n g th  a n d  u p p e r  jaw  len g th  in  body  
d ep th ) . H e  d isco u n ted  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  ligh t 
spo ts a lo n g  th e  la tera l line system , s ta tin g  th a t 
“b o th  spec ies have th e  sam e variab le  co lo r p a t­
te r n .” N o n e  o f  th e  th re e  type-specim ens o f  B. 
teres h ad  b een  selected  as a ho lo type , so G ins­
b u rg  d e s ig n a te d  th e  spec im en  w ith th e  g rea tes t 
body  d e p th  as th e  lecto type.

M ateria l exam ined .— H o lo ty p e  o f  S. scuticaris 
(U SN M  23 6 3 6 , C ed a r K ey, F lo rida), lecto type 
o f  S. teres (U SN M  31457 , w est F lo rida), o n e  
p a ra le c to ty p e  o f  S. teres (U SN M  152575, west 
F lorida) a n d  371 o th e r  specim ens ra n g in g  in  
size fro m  156-770  m m  T L , fro m  V eracruz , 
M exico, to  B eau fo rt, N o rth  C aro lina , co n ta in ed  
in  th e  fo llow ing  lots: A N SP 69939, 101021, 
11782; F M N H  32401, 34989 , 34990 , 34992, 
34993 ; FSB C  1077, 1095, 5582 , 5974 , 6106, 
6 1 0 8 , 7 2 2 2 , 72 4 7 , 7 2 5 1 ; FSM  2 3 6 0 , 9114 , 
10232, 12323 , 12325, 12620, 17507, 18239; 
FSU 1516 , 2553 , 13098, 17314, 17421, 18298, 
18365, 18468 , 18801, 18806, 18892, 21238; 
G C R L V 68-2856 , V 70-4930; MCZ 9225 , 34169; 
P JC M C  73-783 ; T U  6075 , 21083; U A IC  300; 
U M M L  827 , 5027 , 5031, 15710, 17728; UM M Z 
15 3 6 9 9 , 153722 , 15 3 7 6 3 , 15 3 7 9 5 , 153809 , 
15 3 8 4 9 , 153858, 153917, 153949, 154035, 
1 5 5 0 7 7 , 1 5 5 0 7 8 ; U S N M  431 16, 1 0 4 3 2 8 , 
104334, 114762, 132516, 157941.

Diagnosis.—B. scuticaris is d is tin g u ish ed  by fo l­
low ing ch a rac te rs : 151-173  to tal v e rteb rae  (ho ­
lo type: 162); 7 9 -8 9  p re a n a l v e rte b ra e  (holo­
type: 83); 141-159  la te ra l-lin e  p o res ; 16-17 
b ra n c h io s te g a !  ray s o n  ep ih y a l; p ec to ra l-fin  
w id th  17 -35%  b ran c h ia l-a p e rtu re  le n g th  (ho- 
lo tvpe: 25% ); h ead  relatively lo n g e r th a n  in B. 
bascanium  (Fig. 1); sm all lightly  p ig m e n te d  spot 
d o rsa l to  each  la teral-line p o re  (Fig. 2A) (spot­
te d  p a t te rn  m ay be ab sen t in  specim ens <  175 
m m  T L ; m ay be d if fu se  o n  body  o f  spec i­
m en s  >  600  m m  T L , b u t is d is tingu ishab le  
above b ran ch ia l basket).

Description.— C harac te rs  m en tio n ed  in  d iagnosis 
a re  n o t re p e a te d  h e re  ex cep t w here  clarifica­
tio n  is re q u ire d . B ody le n g th  5 0 -5 8 , tru n k  
len g th  4 5 -5 1 , tail len g th  4 3 -5 0 , h e a d  length
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Fig. 3. Distribution o f Bascanichthys scuticaris and B. bascanium. Numerals indicate numbers o f specimens 
taken from collection sites and may represent two or more collections. Dots—B. scuticaris; triangles—B. 
bascanium.

5 .1 -7 .5 , all in  % T L ; body  d e p th  1 .1 -2 .9%  T L , 
1 8 .9 -55 .5%  h ead  len g th ; eye d ia m e te r  2 4 .0 -  
42 .9%  sn o u t len g th ; 6 7 -8 5  po stan a l v e rteb rae . 
Pec to ra l fin  lo n g e r o r  sh o r te r  th an  w ide. T e e th  
conica l, re cu rv ed ; un iseria l in  b o th  jaw s (45 
specim ens), o r, in  p a r t ,  ir reg u la rly  b iseria l on  
o n e  o r  b o th  sides o f  u p p e r  a n d /o r  low er ja w  (9 
specim ens). D en tition  o f  ho lo type  ano m alo u s 
fo r species; b iseria l o n  low er jaw , b iseria l an d  
partia lly  tr ise ria l on  u p p e r  jaw . P rem ax illa ry  
te e th  usually  th re e , la rg e r  th an  jaw  te e th ; vo­
m e r in e  tee th  in  tw o o r  th ree  ir re g u la r  row s a n ­
te r io r ly , b eco m in g  u n ise ria l p o s te rio r ly . C e­
phalic  la teralis system  an d  la tera l line  ossicles 
as d esc rib ed  fo r  g en u s  by M cC osker (1977). 
G ro u n d  co lo r b ro w n  to beige above m id line , 
lig h te r  below ; d o rsa l an d  ana l fins lig h te r  th a n  
body .

Discussion.— O u r  s tu d y  show s th a t G in sb u rg ’s 
p ro p o r tio n a l m easu rem en ts  a re  u n re liab le  in ­
dices fo r  species d e te rm in a tio n . O n  th e  basis o f  
d is tinctive m orpho log ica l ch a rac te rs  listed  in 
th e  sp e c ie s  d ia g n o s is , we d e te r m in e d  th a t  
a m o n g  th e  th re e  specim ens in th e  B. teres type- 
series, th e  lec to type  (U SNM  31457) a n d  one  
p a ra lec to ty p e  (U SN M  152575) a re  conspecific 
w ith  th e  h o lo ty p e  o f  B. scuticaris-, th e  o th e r  
p a ra lec to type  (U SN M  220010), how ever, ag rees 
w ith B . bascanium  (Jo rd an , 1884). C h a rac te ris ­
tics follow  fo r  type-specim ens o f  B. teres, lec to ­
ty p e  (U SN M  31457 ; designa ted  by G in sb u rg ,

1951): 525 m m  T L ; 159 to tal, 82 p rean a l, 77 
p o s ta n a l v e r te b ra e ;  b ra n c h io s te g a ! ray s n o t 
c o u n ta b le  in  r a d io g ra p h s ;  147 la te ra l- l in e  
p o res ; pecto ra l-fin  w id th  17% b ran ch ia l-ap e r- 
tu r e  len g th ; co lo r p a tte rn  n o t d iscern ib le  (=  B. 
scuticaris). P a ra lec to ty p e  no. 1 U SN M  152575: 
482  m m  T L ; 159 to tal, 83 p rean a l, 77 postanal 
v e rteb rae ; 151 la te ra l-line  p o res ; b ran ch io s te ­
ga! rays a n d  co lo r p a tte rn  n o t d iscern ib le ; pec­
to ra l-fin  w id th  20%  b ra n c h ia l-a p e rtu re  len g th  
(=  B. scuticaris). P ara lec to ty p e  no . 2 U SN M  
220010 : 470  m m  T L  (from  o rig in a l d e sc rip ­
tion); 184 to ta l, 100 p rean a l, 84 p o stana l v e r­
teb rae ; co n d itio n  o f  spec im en  p re c lu d e d  accu­
ra te  d e te rm in a tio n  o f  o th e r  ch a rac te rs  (=  B. 
bascanium).

Bascanichthys bascanium  (Jo rdan)
Sooty eel 

Figs. IB , 2B, 3

Caecula bascanium  J o rd a n , 1884 (o rig inal d e ­
scrip tion ; h o lo ty p e , M useum  o f  Y ale C ollege 
826 , lost; n eo ty p e , h e re in  d es ig n a ted , U SN M  
219832 ; type locality: E g m o n t Key, F lorida). 

Sphagebranchus teres G oode  an d  B ean , 1882: 436 
(in p a rt; o rig in a l d esc rip tio n ; pai'a lecto type 
U S N M  2 2 0 0 1 0 ; le c to ty p e  U S N M  3 1 4 5 7 , 
para lec to ty p e  U SN M  152575 n o t B. bascan­
ium-, type locality: w est F lorida).

Nomenclatural history.— Caecula bascanium  was 
d esc rib ed  by J o r d a n  (1884) fro m  o n e  specim en
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(now  lost) collected  a t E g m o n t Key, F lorida; 
assigned  to  Callechelys by J o r d a n  (1885) an d  
desig n a ted  th e  ty p e  species o f  a new  g en u s , Bas­
canichthys, by J o r d a n  an d  Davis (1892). S torey  
(1939) co n sid ered  it a valid species know n only 
fro m  th e  ho lo type . G in sb u rg  (1951) synony- 
m ized B. bascanium  w ith  B. teres on  th e  basis o f  
body  m easu rem en ts , ind ica ting  th a t th e  “sh o r t­
e r  h ead  a n d  b e tte r  developed  p ec to ra l fin ,” o f  
th e  type, ch a rac te rs  w hich J o rd a n  u sed  to  dis­
tingu ish  C. bascanium  fro m  C. teres, w ere d u e  to 
th e  large  size (778 m m  T L ) o f  th e  spec im en  and  
fell w ith in  th e  ra n g e  o f  m e a su re m e n ts  o f  B. 
teres.

M aterial examined.— N eo ty p e  o f  B . bascanium  
(U SN M  219832 ; A llig a to r H a rb o r ,  F lo rid a), 
o n e  p a ra lec to type  o f  S. teres (U SN M  220010; 
w est F lorida) an d  65 o th e r  spec im ens ra n g in g  
in  size from  193-786  m m  T L , fro m  T am au li- 
pas, M exico, to  B eau fo rt, N o r th  C aro lina, 
con ta in ed  in  th e  fo llow ing lots: A M R L  540; 
A N SP 101-021; FM N H  46307 ; FSM u n ca t.; 
FS U  11561 , 18 2 0 8 , 1 8 8 9 1 , 2 1 2 3 9 , 2 2 9 7 2 ; 
G C R L  V 61-441, V 66-1572; IM S 797 , 798, 799, 
1098, 2150; J U  102, 1300; M CM S u n ca t.; MCZ 
9167; T A I X l-2 1 2 ; T N H C  7170; T U  6164; 
U M  M L 17738; U M M Z 153808, 154091; U N C  
3591; U SN M  119349, 125910, 147792, 155005, 
156855, 305798, 31457 ; U SW L  4 2 7 4 , 4338 .

Diagnosis.—B. bascanium is d is tin g u ish ed  by fol­
lo w in g  c h a ra c te rs : 1 7 7 -1 9 0  to ta l v e r te b ra e  
(neo type: 188); 9 4 -101  p rean a l v e rte b ra e  (n eo ­
type: 99); 163-174  la tera l-line  p o re s  (neo type: 
171); 1 8 -19  b ran ch io steg a l ray s o n  ep ihyal; 
pecto ra l-fin  w id th  36-86%  b ra n c h ia l-a p e rtu re  
len g th  (neotype: 47% ); h ead  re latively  sh o r te r  
th a n  in B. scuticaris (Fig. 1); n o  spo ts a lo n g  m id ­
la te ra l line o r  above b ran ch ia l basket.

Description.— C h arac te rs  m e n tio n e d  in  d iagnosis 
a re  n o t re p ea ted  h e re  ex cep t w h ere  clarifica­
tio n  is re q u ire d . B ody le n g th  4 9 -5 7 , t r u n k  
len g th  4 5 -5 1 , tail len g th  4 4 -5 0 , h e a d  leng th
4 .2 -5 .7  all in  % T L ; b o d \ d e p th  1 .0 -2 .2%  T L ,
22 .2 -47 .6%  h ead  len g th ; eye d ia m e te r  23 .1— 
38.1%  snou t len g th ; 8 1 -91  p o stan a l v erteb rae . 
T e e th  conical, re cu rv ed ; u n ise ria l in  b o th  jaw s 
(56 specim ens); no  ind ica tion  o f  b iseria l d e n ti­
tion . P rem axillary  an d  v o m erin e  te e th  as in  B. 
scuticaris. C ephalic  la tera lis  system  as described  
fo r  g en u s  by M cC osker (1977). L a te ra l-line  os­
sicles o f  specim ens <  300  m m  T L  look like th in

ligh t lines p u n c tu a te d  by slightly  la rg e r  spo ts, 
in  close e x a m in a tio n  read ily  d is tin g u ish ab le  
fro m  p ig m e n ta t io n  p a t te rn  o f  B. scuticaris. 
G ro u n d  c o lo r  sooty g rey  o r  b ro w n  to  beige 
above, p a le r  below ; d o rsa l a n d  an a l fins p a le r  
th an  body .

Discussion.—J o r d a n  (1884) d is tin g u ish ed  Cae­
cula bascanium  fro m  C. scuticaris by “th e  sh o r te r  
h ead  a n d  b e tte r  dev e lo p ed  p ec to ra l fin .” H e 
also in d ica ted  th a t  th e  eye d ia m e te r  was slightly 
m o re  th a n  h a lf  th e  sn o u t le n g th  a n d  th a t th e  
dorsal-fin  o rig in  was m idw ay b e tw een  the  f ro n t 
o f  th e  ey e  a n d  th e  b ran ch ia l a p e r tu re .  T h e  
h ead  o f  th e  ho lo type  was d esc rib ed  as 4.5%  T L  
w hich is co n sis ten t w ith th e  h ead  size o f  o u r  
specim ens o f  S . bascanium  (4 .2 -5 .7 %  T L ). T h e  
pectoral fin s o f  o u r  specim ens o f  B . bascanium 
a re  noticeab ly  la rg e r th a n  th o se  o f  B. scuticaris, 
a lth o u g h  n o t as la rge  as J o r d a n  (1884) in d ica t­
ed  fo r th e  ho lo ty p e  o f  B. bascanium. Eye d iam ­
e te r  o f  o u r  m ateria l ran g es  fro m  2 5 -4 0 %  sn o u t 
len g th  r a th e r  th a n  50%  sn o u t len g th  ind ica ted  
by J o r d a n ,  a n d  th e  d o rsa l fin o rig in a tes  c loser 
to  th e  eye th a n  to  the  b ran ch ia l a p e r tu re .  T h ese  
m in o r d issim ilarities m ay be d u e  to  d iffe ren ces  
in m e th o d s  o f  m easu rin g , b u t th is c an n o t be 
c o n firm e d  because J o r d a n  (1884) d id  n o t d e ­
fine his m e th o d s; o r  th e  h o lo ty p e  m ay have 
been  an o m alo u s , a  s itua tion  n o t u n co m m o n  in 
eels. In  e ith e r  case, J o r d a n ’s (1884) d escrip tion  
o f  B. bascanium  ag rees  in  th e  tw o sa lien t c h a r­
ac te rs  (h ead  leng th , pecto ra l-fin  size) w ith the  
second  species o f  th e  g enus in  th e  G u lf  o f  M ex­
ico, b u t n o t w ith any o th e r  k now n  A tlan tic  
species o f  Bascanichthys. C o n seq u en tly , we re c ­
ognize th e  nam e B. bascanium as ap p ly in g  to  th e  
second  species in th e  G u lf o f  M exico.

D i s t r i b u t i o n  a n d  E c o l o g y

T h e  k now n  g eog raph ic  d is tr ib u tio n s  o f  B. 
scuticaris a n d  B. bascanium a re  show n in  Fig. 3. 
B. bascanium  is a b u n d a n t fro m  M obile Bay, A l­
abam a, w est to  Brow nsville, T ex as . B. scuticaris 
has n o t b een  collected in th is  a re a . B. scuticaris 
is m o re  com m on  in collections fro m  C ape San 
Bias, F lo rida , to  the  F lo rida  K eys w ith  B. bas­
canium  b e in g  taken  occasionall) in th a t  a rea . 
C ollections fro m  M obile Bay to  C ap e  San Bias 
y ielded  n early  equal n u m b ers  o f  b o th  species. 
A lth o u g h  b o th  species have  been  ta k e n  in  M ex­
ican w aters , th e  scarcity  o f  sp ec im en s  from  
those  w aters m akes it im possib le  to  d e te rm in e  
any d is trib u tio n a l tre n d s  fo r th a t  a re a . T h e  ab-
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sence  o f  specim ens in collections fro m  th e  Y u­
ca tan  P en in su la  an d  so u th w ard  m akes it im ­
possib le to  d e te rm in e  th e  so u th e rn m o s t lim it o f  
e ith e r  species. T h e  n o r th e rn m o s t locality  o f  
c a p tu re  fo r  b o th  species is B e a u fo rt , N o rth  
C aro lin a . T h e  sm all n u m b e r o f  collections fro m  
F lo rid a  to  N o rth  C aro lina  m akes it im possib le 
to  d raw  a conclusion  as to  th e  m o re  com m on  
species in th a t area.

T h e  m ajo rity  o f  eels was fo u n d  close to  sh o re . 
T w o  specim ens fro m  N o rth  C aro lina  w ere  d u g  
u p  on  a sandy  beach . N u m e ro u s  spec im ens 
fro m  F lo rida 's  w est coast w ere  tak en  in a reas  
e x p o sed  d u r in g  low tide. A few  specim ens w ere 
ta k e n  in d e e p e r  w ater: o n e  B. bascanium  in  24 
m  o f f  N o rth  C aro lina , one  B. scuticaris a t  the  
su rfa c e  a t n ig h t o v e r 3 1 m  o f f  S araso ta , F lo rida , 
a n d  a n o th e r  in a  traw l a t 46  m  o ff  T a m p a , F lo r­
ida. Scarcity o f  specim ens fro m  d e e p e r  w aters 
m ay  be d u e  to  ineffic ien t collecting  m e th o d s  
a n d  th e  fossorial hab its  o f  th ese  eels, a n d  m ay 
n o t reflec t th e ir  d e p th  d is tribu tions.

N o  d if fe ren ce  in  h ab ita t p re fe re n c e  can  be 
d isce rn ed  betw een  th e  two species. In  all know n 
cases th e  b o ttom  type  was sand  in p rox im ity  to  
a t least som e sparse  g rass beds. A vailable d a ta  
fro m  M obile Bay to  C ape San Bias d o  n o t in ­
d ica te  any sep a ra tio n  o f  species by h ab ita t type , 
food  hab its  o r  b re e d in g  season . N early  equa l 
n u m b e rs  o f  b o th  species w ere tak en  d u r in g  a 
p o iso n in g  o f f  je ttie s  in  St. A n d rew s Bay, F lo r­
ida.

S p ec ies  o f  Bascanichthys, as w ell as o th e r  
o p h ich th id s , seem  to be m uch  m o re  com m on  
in  coastal w aters th a n  th e  various collecting  
m e th o d s  in d ica te . In  S e p te m b e r  1974, o n e  
w eek a f te r  a  red -tid e  kill fro m  Pensacola to 
P an am a  City, F lo rida , casual ex am in a tio n  o f  
carcasses in th e  tidal wash o n  th e  beaches r e ­
vealed  a  m in im u m  o f  30 specim ens p e r  100 m 
o f  b each  w hich , d esp ite  th e i r  d e te r io ra tio n , 
co u ld  be  positively iden tified  -as Bascanichthys. In  
O c to b e r 1976, fo llow ing a re d - tid e  kill o f f  S a r­
aso ta , F lo rida , specim ens o f  B. scuticaris o f  at 
least 1,000 m m  T L  w ere com m on  o n  th e  beach .

B i o l o g y

T h e  in fo rm a tio n  in  th is section  app lies  to 
b o th  B. scuticaris an d  B. bascanium. T h e  s tom ach  
is a g rea tly  d is tensib le  thick-w alled  d iv e rticu lu m  
w h ich , f ro m  its a n te r io r  j u n c tu r e  w ith  th e  
e so p h ag u s , ex ten d s  poste rio rly  on th e  le f t side. 
T h e  in te stin e  is a  s tra ig h t tu b e , th ick-w alled  
w ith a ru g o se  in te rn a l su rface  an te r io r ly , th in -

w alled  w ith  a sm o o th  in te rn a l su r fa c e  p o s­
te r io r ly . M cC o sk e r’s (1977) e x a m in a tio n  o f  
stom ach  co n ten ts  o f  Allips, Phaenomonas and  
Bascanichthys revealed  n o  recognizab le  m acro ­
scopic an im a l m ateria l, only  cop ious san d  and  
g ravel partic les. T h is , coup led  w ith observa­
tions o f  live specim ens, led  h im  to  believe th a t 
“ th e s e  ee ls  in d is c r im in a te ly  e a t  th e i r  way 
th ro u g h  th e  su b s tra te  d iges ting  any utilizable 
m ate ria l th ey  e n c o u n te r .” In  a d d itio n  to  large 
quan titie s  o f  sand  a n d  shell, we fo u n d  poly­
chae te  w orm s in  24%  o f  th e  stom achs ex am ­
in ed , s ipuncu lid s  in  6% , in tac t sm all c ru s taceans 
(m antis sh r im p  an d  grass sh rim p ) in  5% and  
sizeable p ieces o f  u n id en tif iab le  an im al tissue in 
16%. In  th e  p re se n t study  th e  se n io r a u th o r  
observed  Bascanichthys w ith h ead s  p ro tru d in g  
fro m  th e  san d  b o th  in an  a q u a riu m  a n d  in  the 
field. T h e se  observations and  th e  p resen ce  in 
th e  g u t o f  in tac t ep ib en th ic  c ru s tacean s suggest 
th a t Bascanichthys actively seeks a n d  cap tu res  
live p rey . T h e  re lative im p o rtan ce  o f  h u n tin g  
fo r  live p rey  in a n d  o u t o f  th e  su b s tra te , as o p ­
p osed  to  ra n d o m  o p p o rtu n is tic  fe e d in g  as sug­
g ested  by M cC osker, c a n n o t be  d e te rm in e d  
fro m  th e  lim ited  data .

G onads o f  Bascanichthys a re  p a ire d  dorso - 
m edial o rg an s  th a t arise  ad jacen t to  th e  liver 
an d  te rm in a te  p o s te r io r  to  th e  anus. U n rip e  
ovaries resem b le  fa t bod ies a tta ch ed  to  th e  do r- 
som ed ia l m esen te ry . H istological exam ina tion  
show ed th a t th e  ovary  is com posed  p rim arily  o f  
fa t cells in te rsp e rsed  w ith early  stage oocytes. 
U n rip e  testes look like th ick en ed  v en tra l e x te n ­
sions o f  th e  d o rso m ed ia l m esen te ry . T h e  sex o f  
specim ens <  200 m m  T L  a n d  size a t sexual 
m a tu rity  cou ld  n o t be d e te rm in e d  by g ross ex­
am in a tio n . G onads o f  140 fem ales (201 -800  
m m  T L ) an d  66 m ales (2 0 1 -6 0 0  m m  T L ) w ere 
exam in ed . Fem ales te n d e d  to  be  la rg e r  and  
w ere  m o re  n u m e ro u s  th an  m ales. T h irty -tw o  
% o f  th e  fem ales, b u t only 11% o f  th e  m ales, 
w ere >  450  m m  T L . N o m ales w ere  >  600 m m  
T L , b u t 6% o f  th e  fem ales w ere 600 to  800 mm 
T L . O f  140 fem ales o f  b o th  species exam ined , 
15 w ere g rav id ; th e  sm allest g rav id  fem ale was 
a 471 m m  T L  B. scuticaris. T w elve o f  these  15 
w ere ta k e n  on  th e  su rface  a t n igh t; in  fo u r  col­
lections co n ta in in g  seven  rip e  fem ales (6 B. scu­
ticaris, 1 B. bascanium), one  o r  m o re  m ales with 
m u ch  e n la rg e d  tes tes  w ere also tak en . T h e  
sm allest was a 356 m m  T L  ß . scuticaris. All ripe  
fem ale  B. scuticaris w ere  taken  b e tw een  30 D e­
c em b e r an d  28 F eb ru a ry . T h e  sing le  r ip e  fe ­
m ale B. bascanium was taken  27 January .
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A c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

T h is  p a p e r  is based  on  a M aste r’s thesis w rit­
te n  a t F lo rid a  S ta te  U n iv ers ity , T a llahassee , 
F lorida. C. K oenig , T . Lewis a n d  M. W einstein  
accom pan ied  th e  se n io r a u th o r  on  som e long , 
w et n igh ts  in th e  field; fo r th is  he  is g ra te fu l. 
We th an k  th e  m any  p eo p le  w ho loaned  us spec­
im ens. W ith o u t th em  th is s tu d y  w ould  have 
been  im possib le. We especially  th a n k  Jam es 
Seagle fo r  d raw in g  Figs. 1 a n d  2.
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