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The gateway into Irian Jaya was the airport near Lake Sentani, This beautiful setting is the home of the
red rainbow, Glossolepis incisus.

Over the border into Irian Jaya
at long last! Traveling com-
panion Heiko Bleher and I peered
out of the aircraft window as we
descended toward Jayapura, the
capital of this remote territory. The
panorama below was exciting to
say the least, The numerous inter-
connected arms and secluded
lagoons of Lake Sentani lay shim-
mering in the late afternoon light.
This famous lake sprawls extensively
at the foot of the imposing Cyclops

22

Mountain Range a short distance in-
land from the capital city. It is the ex-
clusive home of the brilliant New
Guinea red rainbowfish, Qlossolepis
incisus, a species well known to
aquarists (see the May, 1879, issue of
TFH). Unlike most of Irian Jaya, the
fish fauna of this lake has been exten-
gively sampled, mainly by Dutch nat-
uralists during the first two decades
of the century, The remaining portion
of this sprawling territory has scarce-
ly been explored. Truly it represents

one of the world's last frontiers for
freshwater fish collecting.

I had dreamed of visiting Irian
Jaya for a long time. Five years
earlier plans were carefully map-
ped out for a month-long expedi-
tion, and a collecting permit was
obtained from the Indonesian
Government. Unfortunately my
visa application was declined at the
last moment due to political unrest
along the Irian Jaya-Papua New
Guinea border. The territory has
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== limits to foreign scientists
o=t of the past decade. This
only served to strengthen
sserwhalming desire to make a
Tourisis are now permitted to
orief stopovers at the larger
ot centers such as Jayapura
Si=k so Heiko and I planned a
eeee.wesk scouting visit, not real-
‘3 &s=ured of how much of the coun.
&y we= would actually get to see.

Tes I had finally made it over
2he border, but how would we get to
= remofe collecting areas far
re=moved from the busy city of
Jay=apura? I naturally had high
Sopes of making a serles of fish col-
l=ctions in previously unexplored
gr=ams, and Heiko intended to
c=pture live specimens for trans-
port back to Germany. His passion
1= o introduce rare or previously
wminown fishes to the aquarium
nobby, especlally species that are
particularly beautiful.

It took nearly one full week to ob-
tz2in the necessary travel docu-
ments from the police in Jayapura
and to locate a suitable plane to
charter. In the meantime, we col-
lected rainbowfishes from Lake
Sentani and purchased museum
specimens of gudgeons, gobles, and
ireshwater cardinals (genus
Glossamia) from the Sentani
market. Both Helko and I are
devout natural food addicts, and we
were therefore delighted to dis-
cover a wealth of tropical fruits at
the local markets. Our hour-long
breakfasts each day became a
ritual and included a variety of ex-
otic items ... mangoes, guavas,
jackfruit, rambutans, red-fleshed
papaws, and several types of
bananas, to name just a few. We
were also awaiting the arrival of
Dr. Wolfgang Tins, an ecologist and
professional photographer from
.  Munich. Heiko was producing a
documentary fllm for German tele-
vision and had hired Wolfgang to
handle the camera chores.

Wolfgang finally arrived on the
. weekly flight from Papua New
'\ Guinea. The next day we carefully
. weighed and loaded our bulky col-

lecting and photographic gear into
the single-engine Cessna chartered
from the Seventh Day Adventist
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Above: Each drag of the net at Lake Sentani yielded a plentiful catch of red rain-
bows. Below: This man helped in the capture of the red rainbow at Lake Sentani.
The recently published book Rainbowfishes of Australia and Papua New Guinea
proved an excellent means of communication.




Top: Although the collecting party’s vehicle was bogged down in the Nabire
River for some time, the party did manage to find ten species of fishes at this
location. Immediately above: Heiko Bleher assists Dr. Wolfgang Tins during a
filming session at Nabire. Below: Curious visitors surrounded the plane as the
author packed preserved fishes prior to takeoff on the Vogelkop Peninsula.

Mission at Lake Sentani. I couldn't
help wondering if this tiny aircraft
would be able to get off the ground
with this enormous load ... and
what would happen after we added
bulky containers of live fishes. Oh
well, the important thing was that
we were now mobile.

The first couple of days we worked
out of the Sentani airport, making
short hops to locations along the
Tami River (near the Papua New
Guinea border) and to headwater
streams of the extensive Mamber-
amo River system. We were unsue-
cessful in finding the Tami River
rainbowfish (Glossolepis pseudoin-
cisus), mainly because the river
and its tributaries were swollen
from heavy rains. We did, how-
ever, collect some very beautiful
examples of the northern New
Guinea rainbow (Melanotaenia af-
finis) and the barred rainbow
(Chilatherina fasciata) from the
Mamberamo system. Both species
are widely distributed throughout
northern New Guinea and are
represented by numerous local col-
or variations.

The Central Highlands of Irian
Jaya had never been collected pre-
viously, and we held high hopes of
new discoveries. Our pilot dropped
us for the weekend at Wamena, the
district headquarters, located in
the huge Ballem Valley. However,
the next two days proved frustrat-
ing. The area abounded with small
slow-flowing streams, seemingly a
perfect habitat for rainbowfishes,
gudgeons, and gobies. In spite of
much searching, we only succeed-
ed in collecting two introduced
fishes, tilapia and carp. We could
scarcely believe the complete
absence of native fish species. On
our second day we walked 30 miles
on a circuitous route that followed
the main Baliem River north of
Wamena. Surely we must find
something of interest, but again on-
ly tilapia and carp were netted! We
returned to Wamena late in the
afternoon, totally exhausted and in-
credibly thirsty. We had not taken
along sufficlent water and were
reluctant to drink the untreated
supply from local villages. That
evening both Heiko and Wolfgang
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This is a new species of Melanotaenia captured at Fruata and other localities on the Vogelkop Peninsula.

Became ill and turned in early with-
out supper. From this point on
things could only get better!

The next morning we eagerly
ewalted the arrival of our pilot. He
soon appeared out of the highland
mist, and we were underway once
again, We had planned to fly south
o Agats, a remote area made fa-
mous by the mysterious disappear-
ance of Michael Rockefeller. How-
ever, this plan was thwarted by a
blanket of bush fire smoke that
abruptly halted our progress down
the tortuous Baliem Canyon. We
tried twice to penetrate the dense
black curtain and on both occasions
were forced back to Wamena
because of zero visibility. We even-
tually decided to head toward the
western end of the island. The ensu-
ing hour and a half flight carried us
over some of the finest mountain
scenery on earth. Cruising at an
altitude of 13,000 feet, we marveled
at breath-taking views in every
direction. To our left the Carstensz
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Pyramid, covered with wvast
glaciers, loomed skyward. Nearby
Mount Jaya is the highest peak in
New Guinea, with an elevation of
16,500 feet. Directly below we
sighted a chain of emerald green
alpine lakes, and to our right were
jagged sawtoothed ridges sculpted
by ancient glaciers. The setting
could well have been the Swiss Alps
or Rocky Mountains. Indeed, it was
difficult to believe we were still in
the sweltering tropics of New
Guinea. We landed for a brief stop
at Enarotall, district center for the
Paniai (Indonsian name) or Wissel
(Dutch name) Lakes. Now the
beautiful mountain scenery was
veiled by dense smoke, the result of
deliberate burning by the residents,
who utilize this method to clear away
vegetation for agricultural purposes.
We had just enough time to dip our
nets in Paniai Lake, but again fishing
in the Highlands proved a disappoint-
ment. Only carp were netted, and the
natives said this was the only fish to

be found.

After another hour of flight we
reached our destination for the day,
the seaport of Nabire. This would
be our departure point for the
Vogelkop or “‘Bird’s Head’’ Penin-
sula lying immediately to the west.
We had two days at Nabire to for-
mulate plans for the exploration of
the remote peninsular region. This
also allowed time for collecting in
the Nabire River, actually a small
creek that flowed through dense
rainforest just north of the settle-
ment. We had no means of trans-
port and were thus forced to throw
ourselves on the mercy of that uni-
gque brand of unscrupulous
mercenary otherwise known as the
Indonesian taxi driver. After some
hard bargaining, we hired a cab for
two hours at a ridiculously inflated
price. Although we were happy
with the resulting fish collection,
the driver proved totally inept and
ultimately bogged the vehicle in
midstream during what should
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Above: A native boatman paddles Heiko across one of the Ajamaru
Lakes. Below: This stream near Ajamaru Village yielded many
Melanotaenia boesemani and a single specimen of a new blue-eye.
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have been a routine crossing of a
well-traveled ford. On arrival back
at the hotel, the driver insisted we
pay for the extra hour spent dig-
ging the vehicle free. Heiko balked,
and in the ensuing argument our In-
donesian friend pulled out a
machete to back his demands. This
quickly convinced us that it might
not be a bad idea to pay the extra
fee after all!

Qur main objective on the Vogel-
kop would be to visit the Ajamaru
Lakes, home of two species of rare
rainbowfishes. The problem was
figuring out how to get there. We
first entertained thoughts of walk-
ing a distance of about 21 miles
from the nearest coastal settle-
ment. However, our pilot discour-
aged this approach. He said the ter-
rain was extremely rugged and
reckoned it would be virtually in-
penetrable. He compared the topo-
graphy to an inverted egg carton,
and later after flying over the
region we found this description a
fitting one indeed. Another possibil-
ity would be to visit Sorong, a petro- .
leum center at the extreme west-
ern end of the peninsula, in hopes of
chartering a helicopter from one of
the oll companies. We knew this
would be difficult to organize with-
out advance notice, and even if it
were possible the cost of such an
excursion would most likely be pro-
hibitive. Just as we began to have
serious doubts about reaching the
lakes, our prayers were answered
in the form of a Swiss pilot who
worked for the Catholic mission at
Nabire. He had extensive knowl-
edge of the Vogelkop Peninsula,
and the evening before our depar-
ture he penciled in a number of un-
marked landing strips on our
detailed aeronautical charts. To
our astonishment, one of the strips
was located within 3 miles of the
Ajamaru Lakes. He assured us that
the strip was usable and that he
made several stops there each year.

We boarded the Cessna and head-
ed west after a two-hour delay
caused by the retrieval of our pass-
ports from the Nabire Police Sta-
tion. After the non-productive High-
lands excursion and hassels of
Nabire, we eagerly anticipated the
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@sye C=rizinly we would
= speckss &I this seldom-
Tegion. With this prospect
= o= thoughts, we made
eslecting stops enroute to
The Srst was at the vil-
of Freat= on the Fak Fak sub-
pemimsuls of the Vogelkop. To my
Eewiedss no previous collections
2l Besn obizined from this area.
D arrival was greeted with much
sxtnusizs from the villagers, who
b=lmed carry the collecting gear
&nd &rectied us [0 a nearby stream.
== =nd 1 guickly unpacked the
S-foer ==ine as Wolfgang filmed the
groc==dings. The results of the first
&r=g were dramatic ... two new
species, a Melanotaenia rainbow-
£=h and a teraponid grunter (genus
Eephasstus), the latter displaying
& Besutiful siriped pattern. Subse-
ge=nt scoops captured Oxyeleotris
g=dz=ons and a possible third new
species belonging to the goby genus
Flossogobius. Unfortunately we
could only spare one hour on the
ground and were soon airborne
enrcute to the next stop, the village
of Merdai situated directly north in
the eastern portion of the Vogelkop.
There we repeated the perfor-
mance of Fruata and collected
basically the same fishes. The new
rainbow and grunter were subse-
guently encountered at widely scat-
tered localities throughout the
Vogelkop Peninsula.

When we reached Ajamaru in
mid-afternoon our pilot circled the
two main lakes, which extend for
about 6 miles. One of them was
nearly dry, but the main lake looked
promising. It was heavily vege-
tated, with numerous lagoons and
small embayments along the
shore. The rather inconspicuous
dirt runway was located after a
brief search, and we were soon on
the ground giving final instructions
to our pilot for a ‘'pickup’’ two days
hence. The drone of the plane faded
over the horizon as I wondered
aloud how we would ever manage
to cart our bulky gear, comprised
of numerous bits and pieces total-
ing nearly 500 pounds. Eventually
some villagers appeared and we
hired them to assist us. We then
walked about 3 miles down the
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Eleven species of fishes were recorded at Lake Holmes in the Lower Mamberamo
River system.

mountainside {o Kambuaya Vil
lage, where we obtained a crude
hut and arranged for some food to
be cooked.

Early the next morning we set off
for the main lake, about a two-hour
walk from Kambuaya. On arrival
at Ajamaru Village we managed to
hire three small canoes. At last we
were ready for the task of captur-
ing the Ajamaru rainbows.
Although the two species were first
collected in 1855 by Dr. Marianus
Boeseman, former curator of
fishes at the Leiden Museum in
Holland, they were not officially
described until the year 1980. The
fishes were named Melanotaenia
boesemani and M. ajamaruensis in
a publication that I coauthored with
colleague Norbert Cross,

We searched for more than one
hour before finally sighting rain-
bowfishes. We were surprised and
absolutely delighted by the bril-
liant colors displayed by Ilarge
males. The living colors of the
Ajamaru rainbows had yet to be
documented, and we were there-
fore keen to obtain live specimens
for photographic purposes.
Although we sighted huge schools
while snorkeling among weed beds,
our efforts to capture specimens

proved futile. The problem was a
combination of too much water
depth and dense vegetation, mak-
ing it all but impossible to drag the
nets. We were totally frustrated
affer two hours of unsuccessful
fishing and decided to try else-
where. One of the boatmen then
took us to a small artificial pond in
the village, and we at long last suc-
ceeded in catching about 30 bright
colored specimens. There was little
remaining daylight, so we hastily
hired several young men to help us
carry the live fishes and gear back
to Kambuaya. A short distance
beyond Ajamaru Village the trail
crossed a crystal-clear stream
where we spotted a large aggrega-
tion of rainbows milling about close
to shore. The nets were once again
unpacked, and Heiko proceeded up-
stream with the lead end in tow. We
jammed the lead line of the net
shoreward, quickly lifting the cap-
tured fishes onto the bank. We had
an impressive catch of 20 rainbows,
including several exceptionally col-
orful males. Several more hauls add-
ed another 50 specimens, all rain-
bows except a lone blue-eye (Pseudo-
mugil) that I immediately recog-
nized as yet another new species.
The following morning we spent
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Above: The most abundant fish at Lake Holmes was the spangled gudgeon, Ophieleotris aporos. Below:
Tributary streams of Lake Holmes were inhabited by this undescribed species of Melanotaenia.




This unusual color variation of the barred rainbowfish, Chilatherina fasciata, was abundant at Lake
Holmes.

s=veral hours photographing the
Zwe fishes and packing them for the
Journey back to Jayapura. We were
confident that both of the rainbow
=pecies were among our catch, but
when a sample of preserved speci-
mens was eventually studied back
fome in the laboratory I dis-
covered that only M. boesemani
was represented. The fish we had
mistaken for M. ajamaruensis was
actually the female of Boeseman's
rainbow.

We made two more collecting
stops on the Vogelkop Peninsula
and procured additional specimens
of the rainbow and grunter first
taken at Fruata. After an overnight
stop at Manokwari on the north-
eastern edge of the peninsula, we
flew toward our final collecting
destination, Lake Holmes or Danau
Biru (“Blue Lake’ in Indonesian),
situated in mountainous ferrain in
the lower Mamberamo system.
The mighty Mamberamo flows for
more than 600 miles, ranking
among the three largest rivers in
New Guinea along with the Fly and
Sepik. The only collections of
significance from this vast drain-
age were made by the Dutch over
60 years ago. Before our departure
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from Jayapura eight days earlier
we had made arrangements to visit
the Summer Institute of Linguis-
tics, a mission settlement located
on the shores of picturesque Lake
‘Holmes. The Institute maintains a
luxurious (or so it seemed after our
lodgings of the past week) guest
house that served as our head-
quarters for two days. The S.I.L.
community was extremely hospit-

" able, and due largely to their help

we accomplished a reasonably
thorough survey of the local fish
fauna. Eleven species were record-
ed from the main lake complex and
tributary streams, including a
magnificent rose-red and yellow
variety of the barred rainbow
(Chilatherina fasciate) and
another new Melanolaenia. The
spangled gudgeon (Ophieleotris
aporos) was the most abundant fish
along the heavily vegetated margin
of the lake,

There was scarcely a moment to
spare during our stay at Lake
Holmes. The days were spent col-
lecting and exploring the lake with
mask and snorkel, In the evenings
we presented a lecture on New
Guinea fishes and returned to the
lake for more collections by flash-

light. On the final morning Heiko
and Wolfgang busily photographed
live fishes while I listed the local
““Bauzi'' names for the Lake
Holmes species. These were ob-
tained from S.I.L. linguist Dave
Briley. We also had to repack the
entire accumulated catch of the
last few days, including the
precious cargo of Ajamaru Lake
rainbows,

The very productive collections
from the Vogelkop Peninsula and
Lake Holmes were a fitting end to
three long months of field work in
New Guinea. Heiko and I both paid
a heavy price for our labors in the
form of severe malarial infections
that surfaced after we returned to
our respective homes in Germany
and Australia. Even this setback
seemed a small price for the adven-
ture we had experienced. Thanks to
Helko's thorough knowledge of
handling and transporting aquar-
ium specimens, all the fishes sur-
vived the trip back to Frankfurt.
He subsequently sent a small ship-
ment to me in Perth. The stellar at-
traction of my fishroom is the half
dozen specimens of M. boesemani,
precious souvenirs from I\Iew
Guinea's last frontier, 3
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