Duncan Hughes-Phillips
DAY 1; 22ND March 2006
On 22nd March 2006, Thomas Aarud from Norway and myself traveled to South Mexico to collect various species of Poeciliid species. In March 2006, we found ourselves on a plane heading out of London Heathrow, via Madrid to Mexico City.

We arrived without hitch at 5pm in the evening, collected our luggage and headed off to Hertz car rental. Despite booking a car many months in advance, Hertz did not have the car that we had ordered (or any cheaper cars) and we were forced to take a top of the range Dodge Durango.

With little delay, we headed off from Mexico City at around 7pm in the evening; although it was still light, it was starting to get dark, but it was our plan to travel to Puebla, around 2 hours drive away where we could find a room for the night.

We spent the next three hours or so traveling around Mexico City, generally getting lost until we decided to take the advice that we had been given before we left and hail a cab to show us the way out of the city.

We managed to explain to the cab driver where we wanted to go and he got us back on course, then the gear shift broke and we were stranded in Mexico City. Fortunately, we broke down near to a motel and we decided to seek refuge in there for the evening.

DAY 2; 23RD March 2006
We woke early in the morning, keen to get the car sorted out and to get on our way, however when we got to the car it had gone. Convinced the car had been stolen, we headed back to Hertz to advise them of our ill fortune.
Hertz took the whole thing very well, although they would not let us go for most of the day whilst they looked for the car. It transpired that it had not been stolen, but had been towed away.

We then recovered the car, Hertz gave us a different one and we were on our way.

Relieved to finally get going, we made it out of the city and got to Puebla, where we stayed the night.

When we got into Puebla, we picked the first motel we found. This motel seemed very new and was clean and comfortable. Closer inspection showed that the accommodation was not really designed for us; pictures of naked women in the ceiling and lists of ‘toys’ which could be purchased from room service left little to the imagination!!
DAY 3; ; 24TH March 2006
We woke early, before first light and set out from Puebla at around 6am. At this time in the morning, there was very little on the road this early in the morning and we made very rapid progress. 

Our (revised) plan today was to get to Teapa and fish for Heterophallus milleri, Poecilia sulphuraria, Gambusia eurystoma. We also know of a few locations on the way down to Teapa where we could collect Gambusia sexradiata, but the main focus of the day was to get to Teapa.
Teapa and more specifically Banos El Azufre is a sulphur spring and a warm, foul smelling, sulphur river flows down into Banos El Azufre. Here there is a swimming pool and is a major attraction for the locals at the weekend. Fishing at the weekend would not be possible. If we were not able to get to Teapa today, then we would not be able to fish it at all.
By mid morning it had started raining and we got to our first fishing point on Highway 180. There were various drainage ditches all the way along Highway 180 and we sampled 5 or 6 of these sites.

The drainage ditches were quite diverse and the ditches between the carriages yielded many Gambusia sexradiata, Xiphophorus maculatus some Belonesox belizanus and a few Pseudoxiphophorus sp.
The drainage ditches either side of the carriageway yielded Poecilia petenensis and Poecilia sphenops.
We fished at various sites at Highway 180 for a few hours and then we headed down to Teapa.

We arrived at Teapa at 2pm. 
Teapa is known as the wettest place in Mexico and it was certainly living up to its’ name, by the time we arrived at Teapa, it was raining very heavily and the river was quite swollen. First we looked at fishing upstream from the town, but the river was too wide and fast flowing for us to fish.

We then found the local football stadium which was just downstream from Teapa. We had been told that an area behind the stadium was a good place to fish. Amongst the rocks we caught some Astyanax sp, Heterophallus milleri and Poecilia mexicana.

We then made our way to Banos El Azufre. 

It continued to rain heavily throughout the afternoon, however we continued to fish in and around the swimming pool at Banos El Azufre. 

At Banos El Azufre we caught Poecilia sulphuraria fry which were teeming in the swimming pool and slightly downstream from the swimming pool but no adults. We thought it was strange that there were so many young in an area where there were no adults.

We then found plenty of adults in the waters upstream from the swimming pool.

We also managed to catch plenty of Gambusia eurystoma which we found in the same river, around 100 yards downstream, under the bridge going into the Banos El Azufre complex itself.
After we had fished in Banos El Azufre, we headed back to Villahermosa where we stayed in another motel in the North of the town on the road to Frontera. This hotel was very similar to the one which we had stayed in at Puebla, but the only things that were dirty in this motel were the rooms.
DAY 4; ; 25TH March 2006
We awoke early again and headed North towards Frontera and Cuidad del Carmen. We planned to collect Poecilia petenensis and Poecilia velifera from these places.
We knew that Poecilia petenensis was located in the areas around Frontera, but we had little luck in finding any. Heading into Frontera, we came over the main bridge coming into the town and turned right. The road that we took ran between the main river and another smaller river. Heading down here, we came across a flooded cattle field which not only had cattle grazing, but fish swimming amongst the grass.

We then headed back to the second river, where we fished for a while and caught a school of young poeciliids, some cichlids and a plecostomus type fish. We saw some Belonesox, but couldn’t catch them as they kept swimming into the middle of the river and although we caught a single Belonesox fry, we decided to throw it back. 
We then headed back in to Frontera and after making the necessary phone calls home, we left Frontera and searched the surrounding area for Poecilia petenensis.

From Frontera, we headed off on the road to El Bosque and we came across many beautiful looking, but fenced off ponds with water lilies in them on the way. We stopped at the first pond which was not fenced off and caught jet black Gambusia sexradiata in the drainage ditch on the other side of the road (originally we thought that these fish were a new species, but they soon lost their colour once they were into buckets) and many Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata.

We spent a number of hours searching the area for Poecilia petenensis, but did not find any.

We then traveled towards Cuidad del Carmen, where there was a horribly polluted river and on towards Sabuncay where we planned to spend the night.

The road towards Sabuncay runs along the coast and we stopped here to look in an a couple of Arroyo on the other side of the road to the sea. The second Arroyo was only around 12 inches deep at it’s deepest, but was easily the size of a football pitch.
Some areas of the Arroyo were only a few inches deep and these areas were teeming with Poecilia velifera fry. These fry were easy to catch and we caught plenty of them.

We also caught some fish that looked like marine fish, these were around 10 inches long and were powerful fish. We threw these back.

We could see beautiful adult Poecilia velifera, particularly males with their brightly coloured dorsal fins but, because the Arroyo was so big we did not manage to catch any of them. Soon it got dark and we had to give up fishing.
At this Arroyo we caught some very large Gambusia sp. (sexradiata); we did not know that these fish could withstand brackish conditions.
Once we were back on the road, we drove along the coast to Sabuncay, but decided to keep going until we got to Escarcega  where we stopped for the night.

DAY 5; 26TH March 2006
Day 5 started very well, we travelled down the Highway 186 towards Villahermosa and stopped on a number of occasions fishing at each one.

First we stopped at a small drying river which was by now a small pond. This pond was full of larger fish (mainly due to the Belonesox which were still there).

At this point, we caught Poecilia petenensis and Poecilia sphenops, Belonesox belizanus and plenty of Astyanax. Some of the Belonesox were very heavily gravid and safe in the knowledge that these fish would not last till the rainy season, we took them with us in the hope that we would get some fry from them in the next few days.

Further down the road, we caught some more Belonesox, plenty of Poecilia sphenops, which had impressive yellow tails and many Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata.
We fished at a few other spots on the way towards Villahermosa and then we found that the battery in the car was dead. Since the car was an automatic, we could not jump start it and we were well and truly stuck.
It is quite frightening to be stuck in the middle of nowhere in a country where you don’t speak the language and we were very fortunate that, after a wait of around an hour a Dutch couple on their honeymoon came along and gave us a lift to the nearest Service Station.
At the service station, after some quite difficult pigeon Spanish, we were looked after until we were collected by a tow truck who took us back to Escarcega, got us started and sent us on to Villahermosa, some 300 miles away to get parts.

By the time we got to Villahermosa, it was late and we were pleased to find our beds for the night. We did not find the place where we were supposed to get spare parts, but the long drive had sorted out the battery anyway.
DAY 6; 27TH March 2006
We woke in Villahermosa early in the morning again.
Whilst on the back of the tow truck and at an elevated position, we had been able to see a number of drying rivers which we thought would be a good place to fish, so we retraced our steps and took a look in those rivers.

One of the rivers in particular was almost dry with around an inch of muddy water in the bottom. We briefly fished this area and caught more Gambusia sexradiata and some Poecilia sphenops. The water was very warm and it seemed that these fish must have been highly stressed since they died very soon after we caught them. In any case, we expect that the river in which we caught them would be completely dry within a day or so of our visit anyway.
After we had retraced our steps, we drove on to Palenque. Due to the various problems with the car (thanks Hertz!!) we were well behind schedule by now, but we spent an hour or so walking amongst the ruins and then found a river running perpendicular to the entrance road (Palenque itself is protected) which was full of clear, oxygenated water.

We fished in this area for a time and caught some Xiphophorus helleri, Priapella compressa and some more Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata.

It surprised me that fish that are so rare in hobby in the UK were so widespread in Southern Mexico, particularly Gambusia sexradiata and Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata.
By early afternoon, the traveling and Mexican food had caught up with us and Thomas felt ill so we left Palenque, gave up on our trip to Misol Ha and the surrounding area and headed back to Villahermosa.
By now, Thomas was missing his creature comforts so we decided to stay in a better standard of Hotel.

DAY 7; 28th March 2006
For a change on the trip, we awoke later in the morning and had a leisurely breakfast before heading out and on towards Catemaco.

Catemaco was approximately a four hour drive from Villahermosa and we stopped off on the way to collect Heterophallus rachowii. We had been told that there was a river near to Agua Dulce, just off the motorway and, although we found the road, I was attacked by stinging, ant like bugs and so we made a hasty retreat.

We then made an (unplanned) detour in Acayucan and although we arrived in Catemaco in good time, we decided not to collect and to have a relaxing afternoon / evening.
A resource for a significant portion of our trip was the article ‘The Hunt for the Red Swordtail’ by Rich Serva and we knew that they had stayed at Hotel La Finca so we quickly found the same hotel, which was very easy since it was the first hotel we came to and we checked in for the night.

After the hotels and motels which we had stayed in previously, Hotel La Finca, with it’s position on the shore of Lake Catemaco, swimming pool (which pleased Thomas) and their very friendly staff was a dream come true. 

The friendly staff included Pedro who arranged for us to take a fishing trip into the lake the following day with ‘Banana’, so called because he was so fat (apparently)!! Pedro also arranged for us to meet with the local fishing net maker and I purchased a handmade cast net from him for around £50.00, which will be very useful on my next collecting trip (if I can work out how to use it!!).
DAY 8; 29th March 2006
We awoke early again and headed off to do some fishing.
Catemaco and Sontecompan are home to a number of endemic species and it was this part of the trip that would make all the difference between success or failure.

First we headed off to Victoria, a small town on the shore of Lake Catemaco, about a mile further on from the town we came to a bridge over a small river running into the Lake itself. On one side of the road the water was ankle deep, on the other side of the road the water was over waist deep.
We seined both sides of the road and caught plenty of poeciliids; including Xiphophorus milleri and Xiphophorus kallmanni in the deeper waters and some fry, likely Poeciliopsis catemaco and Poecilia catemaconis, we also caught more Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata young.
After we finished at this location, we headed back to Hotel La Finca to pack and and on towards Lake Sontecomapan, eventually the road became very rough and after around 20 minutes of driving, we reached the coast.

Retracing our steps, around 5 miles inland, we found a fast flowing stream where we caught some lovely black speckled Xiphophorus helleri and yet more Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata.
Around another 5-10 miles inland, we came across another road bridge, we stopped here and fished again. The fish in this river were generally bigger and we caught a magnificent, full size, adult Pseudoxiphophorus bimaculata, some very large Poecilia sphenops and a nice colony of Priapella olmecae.

From Sontecomapan, we headed back down towards Acayucan and on towards Mateas Romero where we stayed the night in a very cheap hotel (in all respects).

DAY 9; 30th March 2006
This was to be our last day collecting and we knew our plan to catch Xiphophorus clemenciae, monticolos, mixei and andersi along with whatever other fish we came across was a little ambitious.
First, the Xiphophorus clemenciae. From Matias Romero, we headed back towards Mexico City and turned left at Boca Del Monte Around 10 kilometres down the road we came across a bridge going over a river with a large stone in the middle of it. This was the location where we had been told to collect clemenciae.

This location was very easy to seine and we caught plenty of Xiphophorus clemencia, Priapella intermedia and some Xiphophorus helleri in just a few minutes.

We realized that we did not have time to head into the mountains to collect Xiphophorus mixei and monticolos and we decided to head back towards Mexico City. From here we headed back to Boca Del Monte and along the Highway 147 which was the free road towards Mexico, rather than the toll road. We stopped off at a few locations along the way and caught plenty of Priapella, some Poecilipsis gracilis and some young Cichlids.
On the way back to Mexico City, we planned to stop at Rio Atoyac to collect Xiphophorus andersi and Pseudoxiphophorus jonesii. All was going to plan until mid afternoon, we were almost at the Rio Atoyac when we got a puncture. This was a perfect end to the trip and put paid to our chances of getting to Rio Atoyac.

After changing tyres, we headed on towards Puebla where we stayed the night in the same place we had stayed before.

Here we spent the night rebagging our fish and getting them ready for the journey home. After a sleepless night we made, at 5am, we were back on the road again, on the way back to Mexico City and the plane home.

All in all, despite the best efforts of Hertz, our trip was quite a success. We managed to catch and bring back a nice selection of fish, although we didn’t manage to bring back Xiphophorus mixei or monticolos, we did manage to bring back Xiphophorus kallmanni.

Casualties on the plane home were quite few and, with the exception of the Heterophallus and the Poecilia sulphuraria they have taken well to life in the UK.
The Priapella olmecae have bred and are established and Gambusia eurystoma have been distributed across a number of experienced aquarists in the UK and have provided some fry.

The Gambusia sexradiata have now bred and have dropped plenty of fry and the others are growing on and showing signs of sexing out in equal numbers.
All in all, the trip was very enjoyable and I am already planning new trips to collect more, different species of fish. I would definitely do it again.
