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Fish Must Have Air

ISH cannot live without air.

Well, not exactly air, perhaps; but
fish must have the same air-element that
we ourselves must have, or perish.
Oxygen is as necessary to them as it is
to us, and for the same reason: to be
carried to all the living cells by the red
blood corpuscles, and there to burn up
the fuel-foods that keep the life-fires
going.

We get our oxygen from the air we
take into our lungs. It is the only chem-
ical element we extract from the mix-
ture we call air. The rest—nitrogen,
carbon dioxide, and the rare gases argon,
krypton, neon and xenon—play much
the same role in our breathing that
“roughage” does in our eating. They
just dilute the oxygen, which in the
pure state might be a bit too concen-
trated.

For the fishes, oxygen is dissolved
in the water, instead of being mixed
with a lot of other gases in the air. The
endless water-gulping of fishes is simply
their means of keeping a steady stream
of water flowing over their lungs, so
that they may extract the necessary
oxygen from it. The old simile, “drink-
ing like a fish,” is therefore a libel on
the fish.

If there is no dissolved oxygen in the
water the fish cannot live. The principal
reason why there are no fish in exces-
sively polluted rivers is not that the fish
object to the filth (though many of
them do), but that the innumerable
bacteria and other lower life-forms take
out so much of the dissolved oxygen
that the fish never get a chance at it.

You get the same sort of thing on a
small scale if you don’t change the water
in your goldfish-bowl often enough.
The fish use up a considerable part of
the dissolved oxygen themselves, and
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the micro-organisms multiply, using up
the rest. So your fish get into distress.
The situation may be considerably
aggravated if you let your goldfish-bowl
stand in a window or other warm place,
for warm water will hold less oxygen
in solution than cold.

Some fish can live for considerable
periods out of water, but they are not
getting much benefit from the air—if
any at all. Fish gills are not adapted for
getting oxygen out of air, any more than
lungs are adapted for getting oxygen
out of water. When a catfish lives for
a half-hour lying on the bank in the
sun, it is simply a phenomenal case of
“holding his breath.”
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There are also fish that deliberately
leave the water and migrate for consid-
erable distances overland. Such fish
usually have tight-closing pockets over
their gills, that retain a small supply of
water, and so prevent them from drying
out. They also get along by “holding
their breath,” just as a good diver can
wortk or do stunts under water for
several minutes before he has to come
up and breathe.

There are, of course, fish that do
breathe air—the famous though now
rather rare lungfishes of the tropics.
They have real, though rather simply
constructed lungs.
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A Feee Copy
tc Youe Friends

TEN YEARS ago, Science News Letter started as a mimeo-
graphed bulletin sent weekly to a small group.

It pleased most of its readers from the start, and they told

others. Demand for it soon outran the capacity of a mimeograph
and the Letter was put on the presses. Illustrations were added.
Its services were expanded. By 1929 it had 7,000 subscribers.
The depression years saw it double in circulation until now it is
received weekly by more than 19,000 men and women all over

the world.

Remembering this, we feel that you may have friends who

would like to know about Science News Letter. Send us their

names and addresses and we will gladly send to each a free copy.
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