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The Chinaman Fish
By G. P. WHITLEY.

ORTUNATELY, fishes which are around when caught, as cats and other
poisonous as food are rare, and most animals, to say nothing of children, may
species can be eaten by man. be killed by eating them. As early as 1801

Exceptions, however, occur, and are a resident of Sydney died after eating a

usually responsible for an unwarranted
fear of many strange or venomous-spined
fishes which ultimately prove to be edible.
Some fishes of coral seas have the reputa-
tion of being poisonous when caught on

Toado (Spheroides hamiltoni), and sev-
eral cases of poisoning from like cause
have since been recorded. TPoisoned
wounds caused by the spines, venomous
or otherwise, of fishes do not concern us

The Chinaman Fish

one reef and harmless on another. the
:ause being atiributed to their feeding
on certain marine worms. It is recorded
that, as a test, a silver coin is placed in
a slit in the flesh and the fish is boiled :
if the coin is not in any way blackened
during this process, the fish is considered
good to eat, but the infallibility or other-
wise of this test is not proven. Even such
good food-fishes as the Sea Salmon
(Arripis) and the Blackfish (Girella) are
unfit for food if the viscera be slightly
decomposed, and fishermen keep them
alive as long as possible after capture and
clean them immediately after death.
Toadoes and Porcupine Fishes are highly
poisonous, and should never be left lying

(Paradicichthys venenatus).
[Block by courtesy of the Queensland Museumn.

here: the purpose of this article is to
make known a poisonous fish recently dis-
covered in north Queensland.

In August, 1923, a large fish was for-
warded in ice to the late A. R. Mc¢Culloch
at the Australian Museum for identifica-
tion. It had been presented by Dr. R. W.
Cilento, who obtained it from near Towns-
ville, north Queensland. The general
colour of the dead fish was crimson-pink,
with a network of fine yellow lines on
the head and some violet spots on the
body ; the eye was scarlet with an orange-
yellow ring around the pupil. A mould
and colour-sketch were made when the
fish was thawed out, and the resulting
‘asts are now on exhibition in the fish
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galleries of the Queensland and Aus-
tralian Museums. The classification of
the fish presented considerable difficulty,
and it was found to belong to an entirely
new family, genus, and species.

A little while afterwards, the late
Surgeon-Lieutenant W. K. J. Paradice,
R.A.N., was studying the fishes of Queens-

A freshly eaught China-
man Fish, showing the
characteristic colour
pattern. The general
tones are rosy, pink, and
whitish.
[Photo.—W. E. J. Paradice.

land from TIL.M.A. Survey Ship Geranium,
and was successful in obtaining several
more specimens from the Great Barrier
Reef. The new fish was popularly known
as the Chinaman Fish, and Paradice
wrote the following account of it in The
Medical Jouwrnal of Awustralia (Vol. ii,

1924, pp. 650-651), with a photograph,
which is here reproduced.

The Chinaman Fish is an attractive looking
fish which grows to over nine kilograms
(twenty pounds) and is met with all along the
Great Barrier Reef. I have not seen an example
under four and a half kilograms. The flesh
when cooked looks excellent and tastes as good
as it looks. In most cases it can be eaten
with impunity, but in certain cases (not depend-
ing on the time of the year) the fish is very
poisonous.

The symptoms are: Pains in the joints and
abdomen, with diarrhea and perhaps vomiting.
There is usually a rise in temperature and the
patient is very weak for some days after.

Dr. Clarke, of Cairns, informed me that he
has treated a number of patients for Chinaman
Fish poisoning, on one occasion a whole family
being severely poisoned. Both Dr. Clarke and 1
have eaten the fish without ill-effects. The fish
when caught is conspicuously marbled in red
and white, but after death is red all over. It
has very prominent canine teeth and very
strong spines, with a rather small amount of
membrane between them in the spinous dorsal
fin.

Dr. H. L. Kesteven, who has specialized
in the study of fish skulls, kindly under-
took to describe the osteology of the new
fish, and it is hoped that the results of
his researches will soon be published.
Until recently, the Chinaman Fish had
no scientific name, but was duly
christened Paradicichthys venenatus, the
generic name being given in honour of Dr.
Paradice and the specific name referring
to its poisonous properties. Its nearest
relatives are the Hussars or Queensland
Snappers of the genus Lutjanus, all the
species of which are regarded as excellent
food fishes.

On my visits to north Queensland I
have made inquiries concerning the China-
man Fish, but was never fortunate enough
to procure a fresh specimen. However,
Dr. . 8. Clarke, of Cairns, very kindly
provided me with his notes, and the bulk
of these are, with grateful acknowledge-
ment, here reproduced:

The Chinaman Fish is fairly plentiful in the
neighbourhood of the Great Barrier I{t.aef pf
Queensland, and is caught in water varying in
depth from 40 feet to 150 feet, most frequently
at a depth of about 60 feet. It is usually fou_nd
where the floor of the sea is covered with live

coral growths, and does not rise for more than
a few feet from the bottom in search of food.
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It may be caught by any variety of fish bait,
and affords good sport for anglers, as it fights
fiercely for its life when hooked. It grows to
a weight of about 16 pounds, but the average
fish caught does not exceed ten pounds in
weight. Its flesh has a delicate flavour when
cooked for food, but its ingestion is frequently
followed by symptoms of poisoning. 1 know
of many instances in which the Chinaman Fish
has been eaten without any resulting ill-effects,
but apparently about 50 per cent. of these fish
are poisonous. As as I can ascertain, it
derived its local namé of Chinaman Fish from
the ‘opinion that is held by the professional
fishermen that “any fish is good enough to
sell to a Chinaman.” They have found that
fish of doubtful freshness or quality will readily
be bought by those lovers of fish diet, the
Chinese.

There appears to be a seasonal variation in
the poisonous qualities of this fish. The China-
man Fish caught during the months of June,
July and August appear to be more poisonous
than those caught during the other months of
the year. The poisonous effects are not the
result of bacterial decomposition; I have known
the fish when cooked shortly after being caught
to have poisonous effects. Of two fish caught
in the same locality, one Chinaman Fish was
found by dire experience to be poisonous and
the other to be harmless. The natives of Murray
and Darnley Islands attribute the poisonous
qualities of these fish to some noxious variety
of seaweed eaten by the fish.

SYMPTOMATOLOGY.

The symptoms of poisoning by the Chinaman
Fish vary in direct proportion to the quantity
of the fish eaten and to the body weight of
the patient. The symptoms usually commence
within a few hours of the meal, and in a mild
attack will continue for twenty-four hours, in
a severe attack for seven days. They closely
resemble those of an attack of gastro-enteritis,
with, in addition, severe pains, tenderness and
sometimes cramps in the skeletal muscles.
Nausea, vomiting and abdominal pain are the
first symptoms to appear, and these are soon

followed by acute diarrhea and skeletal

muscular pains.

In a severe attack, the temperature rises
within twenty-four hours of the onset to 103°
F., and the pulse rate to 110 to the minute.
After a few days the temperature gradually
subsides. There is loss of appetite, and thirst
is a prominent symptom. The mental condi-
tion of the patient is one of irritability, and the
muscle pains cause insomnia. Headache is a
constant symptom.

There are no characteristic changes in the
blood; the blood count remains normal and
there is no rapid destruction of the red cells.

Loss of weight continues during the course of
the complaint. The tenderness and pains in the
skeletal muscles are the last of the troublesome
symptoms to disappear. When these terminate,
convalescence is rapid.

The prognosis of this complaint is a good
one; I have not heard of a fatal case.

The treatment of Chinaman Fish poison-
Ing consists mainly of giving an emetic,
a large dose of castor oil or Epsom salts
being recommended. Later on in the com-
plaint, hypodermic injections of morphia
may be required for the insomnia due to
the persistent muscular pains. In the
convalescent stage, bitter tonics aid in
complete recovery.

In a recent letter to me, Dr. R. W.
Cilento writes: “The accounts of the
poisoning following the eating of the fish
are exceedingly variable. Some fishermen
ascribe its poisonous nature to the liver,
as in the ‘toad’ fish, while others assert
that it becomes poisonous only when feed-
Ing upon a certain kind of ‘sea centipede’
somewhat sparsely distributed throughout
the Barrier Reef. I have no personal
knowledge of either, as over a period of
some years I was unable to come across
any case round Townsville.”




