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Pennsylvania's Unusual Fish
Think about the brook trout’s brilliant colors,
the mean look of a giant musky, the tough fight of
a big largemouth bass, or the terrific taste of
walleye fillets. These fish are some of
Pennsylvania’s most popular and well-known species. But not all of Pennsylvania’s 160 fish species
are cool, handsome or glamorous. Some are plainlooking and unusual. They don’t get a lot of
attention. Anglers don’t spend thousands of dollars trying to catch them. Magazines don’t feature
lots of articles on them.
This issue of PLAY is dedicated to “those other
fish.” Just because we may not know much about
them doesn’t mean they are unimportant. These
fish have vital roles in Pennsylvania’s fish community, as do the better-known species. This issue
includes information on their life cycles, the niches

they occupy and other neat facts. Learn all you
can about these unusual fish. But don’t stop with
just looking at this issue. Some of the information
about these fish was taken from our book Pennsylvania Fishes. Anglers should have this book on
their bookshelves! We’ve also listed some web
links where you can learn even more about these
lesser-known fish.

Paddlefish
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Paddlefish
Family: Paddlefish (Polyodontidae).
Status: Extirpated. The Commission is
restoring paddlefish populations.
PA Watershed Range: Ohio.

Paddlefish are prehistoric. Scientists believe
this species first appeared some 150 million years
ago! Why is it called a “paddlefish”? A paddlefish
has a long nose (or rostrum) that is shaped like a
canoe paddle. It uses this weird snout to stabilize
itself in the water. Experts believe the paddlelike
nose is also an organ of touch. These pale bluegray fish can reach five feet in length by the time
they are 17 years old. They can live for 20 years
or more.
Paddlefish are found in the Mississippi River
watershed. This area includes the Ohio River
watershed in Pennsylvania. Paddlefish numbers
declined in the early 1900s. The last historical

mention of a paddlefish in Pennsylvania was recorded in 1919. Paddlefish were absent from
Pennsylvania’s waters but could be found elsewhere in their range. So they are considered
“extirpated” from Pennsylvania. In the 1990s, the
Fish & Boat Commission started a paddlefish reintroduction program.
Visit the Commission’s web site,
www.fish.state.pa.us, for more information about
this program and to view links to learn more about
paddlefish.
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Quillback Carpsucker
Family: Suckers
(Catostomidae).
PA Watershed Range: Erie,
Ohio, Potomac, Susquehanna,
Delaware.

A quillback what? It’s a quillback carpsucker!
Not only is its name a jumble of words, but its body
is also a hodgepodge of characteristics. This fish
has a heavy body like a carp, but it has the mouth
of a sucker. It has an unusual dorsal fin, too: The
first few rays are extra long and arch over the fish’s
back almost to its tail.
With its suckerlike mouth and no barbels (“whiskers”), it belongs in the sucker family. Big reflective
scales make this fish white or silvery on the sides.
Its back is olive-brown to gray. The quillback’s
small head and humped back give it an unusual
look. Another characteristic is its deeply forked
tail. The quillback carpsucker can grow as large as
two feet and 12 pounds!

Cruising in schools near the bottom, the quillback carpsucker feeds on small aquatic animals,
fingernail clams and aquatic vegetation. Quillback
carpsuckers can be found in large, slow-moving
pools in lakes and rivers. They are uncommon, but
they live in all of Pennsylvania’s major watersheds
except the Genesee River watershed. Young quillback carpsuckers are an important forage fish for
predators.

Longnose Gar
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CANDIDATE
for endangered
species list
Longnose Gar
Family: Gars (Lepisosteidae).
PA Watershed Range: Erie, Ohio.

Take one look at the snout of this fish and you’ll
know how it was named! There are two gar species
native to Pennsylvania waters: The longnose gar
and the spotted gar. The spotted gar is endangered
in Pennsylvania. Longnose gar can live to be 20
years old and grow to a length of about 50 inches.
Gars are primitive bony fishes identified by
their long, narrow jaws and diamond-shaped scales.
Gars have a lunglike bladder that allows them to
breathe air. This lets them live in low-oxygen
conditions, including the shallow water of lakes
and rivers, their preferred habitat.

Gars prey on a wide variety of fish, ambushing
their prey. These fish are sometimes observed
floating at the water’s surface, and they may look
like a small log. The longnose gar spawns in late
spring when the water temperature approaches 70
degrees. The eggs are adhesive and poisonous to
humans and other mammals. The eggs hatch in
about six days. Young fish may reach 18 inches in
their first season.

Atlantic Sturgeon
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Atlantic Sturgeon
Family: Sturgeon (Acipenseridae).
Anadromous.
Status: Endangered.
PA Watershed Range: Delaware.

When you look for record-breaking fish in
Pennsylvania, check out the Atlantic sturgeon. As
Pennsylvania’s largest fish, it may reach 14 feet in
length. Atlantic sturgeon are also likely the longest-lived fish in Pennsylvania: They have been
known to be more than 50 years old. Sturgeon
relatives date back more than 350 million years!
Atlantic sturgeon don’t look quite like other fish.
Instead of their having scales, Atlantic sturgeon
are covered with rows of bony plates, called
“scutes.” The snout has four whiskerlike sensory
barbels near the mouth. The top tail lobe is longer

than the bottom lobe, and it looks like a shark’s
tail.
Adult sturgeon live on the bottom of the ocean
and use their snout to root along the bottom for
small clams, crabs and other invertebrates. These
anadromous fish are found from Quebec to Florida.
They swim through the Chesapeake and Delaware
bays in spring on their way into large rivers, which
they use as spawning grounds and nurseries. Young
Atlantic sturgeon may spend up to five years in
nursery waters. Atlantic sturgeon are endangered
in Pennsylvania.

American Eel
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The American eel is a mysterious fish that is
often mistaken for a snake. It might be long and
slender as a snake, but that’s as far as the similarities go. Eels are covered with tiny smooth scales,
which make them almost impossible to grab.
Some anglers have never seen an eel. One
reason is that eels are nocturnal predators. Another reason is that some rivers have dams that
block their migration.
This unique fish also has a unique life cycle.
Scientists didn’t understand the eel’s migratory life
cycle until the early 1900s. It is our state’s only
catadromous fish: It lives in fresh water and spawns
in salt water, the opposite behavior from what most

people know as “migratory,” like the behavior of
the anadromous American shad and striped bass.
The American eel begins life in the Sargasso
Sea, an area of the Atlantic Ocean near Bermuda.
After hatching, eels are called “glass eels” because
they are transparent. Glass eels transform into
“elvers” once they reach America. Female eels
stay in estuaries while the males ascend rivers and
streams. They live the rest of their lives in fresh
water until they head back to the ocean to spawn.
How is that for a complicated lifestyle? Now
you can see how a dam might block their migration!

Burbot
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Burbot
Family Burbot (Gadidae).
Status: Threatened--inland
populations only.
PA Watershed Range: Erie, Ohio.

This is one strange-looking fish! It looks like a
cross between a catfish and a bowfin. It has a tube
sticking out of each nostril that looks like the
barbels (whiskers) of a catfish. Another barbel
sticks out from the tip of the lower jaw. The long
dorsal fin on top and anal fin on the bottom are
similar to those of a bowfin.
Burbot are the only Pennsylvania freshwater
fish that originally came from the ocean as a
member of the codfish family. They can grow to
about 46 inches long, but most are only half that
size. Unlike most Pennsylvania fish, burbot reproduce in the middle of winter under a covering of
ice. During the night, they spread their eggs in
shallow areas of a lake or stream’s sandy or
gravelly bottom. Eggs drift along the bottom until
they hatch in about 30 days. When they grow up,
they like deep, cold water. You’ll find them in
Lake Erie and where the Allegheny River starts in
northwest Pennsylvania. Burbot are a threatened
species in our inland waters but not in Lake Erie.
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