Betta Than Ever !

By Larry Jinks


My future son-in-law’s niece, Abrielle, got a Sponge Bob aquarium for Christmas. When they discussed getting some fish for it I told them that the size of the tank would preclude almost everything except a betta or some killies. They decided to buy a betta for the tank. I volunteered to acquire a betta for the tank.


I haven’t kept bettas for years after spawning them for BAP points back in 1999. Who ya gonna call? I picked up the phone and called my traveling partner, provider of coffee and donuts for club meetings, and also a consummate championship betta breeder, Rich Martucci. I explained the situation to Richie and he dropped off two absolutely beautiful male bettas at my house the first week of January. I gave Abrielle her choice and kept the other male in my fish room just because he was such a magnificent sight with color and flowing fins. 

While going over my BAP records, I saw that I needed one more species to finish the anabantoid specialty award for the Brooklyn Aquarium Society and I had never turned in bettas for points at Jersey Shore Aquarium Society, either. Another call resulted in a trip to Rich Martucci’s house to pick up some female bettas and a chance to hang out with Richie and see his magnificent collection of show-winning bettas. Richie spawns and maintains over 200 bettas. The amount of work that he has to put into maintenance and feeding is incredible and he deserves every award he has won!

I left Richie’s house with two plump female bettas, instructions from the master on the breeding setup, and a container of HBH Betta Bites food, which Richie swears by.
I returned to my fish room and put the female bettas in separate 600 ml beakers. After conditioning the bettas for a week with the Betta Bites daily, live black worms or frozen 
blood worms every other day, and a water change every other day, I set up the male in a five gallon tank about one third full and added  a bit of floating plants. The tank was placed at a level on a rack to keep the temperature at about 78 degrees F. (I heat the entire fishroom rather than each tank individually). I placed one of the plump females in an old glass goldfish bowl (probably a half gallon size) and placed the entire bowl into the five gallon tank with the male.


According to my information, the male should get excited and build a bubble nest. Maybe he didn’t read the same books as me because all he did was eat, swim around and flare at her occasionally. Every day for a week I checked and the closest thing to a bubble nest was a few bubbles around the goldfish bowl. At the end of a week I got frustrated and dumped the female in with the male to see what would happen. Maybe they would start spawning behavior. Maybe he would kill the female. Maybe she would kill the male. They both swam around and ate and occasionally flared. Every morning and after school and at night I would check on their progress. Zip. 

A Sunday morning three days after putting the pair together I walked into the fish room and saw the two locked in a spawning embrace under a bubble nest in the front corner of the tank. I ran back upstairs to get my new SLR digital camera to record the event. They continued spawning all day and I got a bunch of pictures (hopefully the basis of a future talk). They would embrace under the bubble nest wrapped around each other and the female would release some white eggs which would fall to the bottom of the tank. The male would release her and go to the bottom to pick up the eggs in his mouth and return to blow them into the bubble nest. The female was shot for a while and just drifted in the water, but when she recovered she went right to the bottom and ate any eggs that the male didn’t get to fast enough. The number of eggs released during a spawning embrace would vary from a half dozen to several dozen. 

By the evening there were quite a few white eggs to be seen in the bubble nest, so I removed the female and left the male to tend the nest. The male tended the nest faithfully and three days later the fry hatched and I could see their tails hanging down from the nest. The next day some of the fry were free swimming so I removed the male as per instructions from Richie. I had a flat square sponge filter in the tank with the fry and the filter stem was above the surface of the water so the water just dribbled back down to the surface and didn’t cause too much of a current. I began the feeding the fry a powder food that I use for raising small rainbows (particle size less than 100 microns). I just sprinkled the food on the water and it would spread over the surface of the tank and eventually start sinking to the bottom. I added a small apple snail to clean up leftovers. The third day after free swimming I started adding some live baby brine shrimp. The fry were fed twice a day with powder food and baby brine shrimp.

The fry were too small and numerous to count. I had to take off my glasses and press my nose to the glass to see them. After a month I could count 40-50 fry feeding happily on the APR powder and baby brine. I haven’t attempted a water change, but I’ve been adding a half gallon of warm aged water each day to gradually raise the water level in the tank. It is also very important to keep the tank covered as the fry are air breathers and can die if exposed to temperature changes at the surface. 


In another month they’ll be eligible for BAP points, but I think I’ll continue raising them to see if I can get them to adult size. I highly recommend spawning bettas as an adventure in tropical fish keeping. Start out by reading a variety of literature. I highly recommend a new paperback by Barron’s: The Betta Handbook by Robert J. Goldstein, Ph.D., copyright 2004. Talking with the many knowledgeable aquarists in our club will also reap a bounty of information from a variety of experiences. Start out with quality breeding stock (usually available at monthly club auctions), maintain good water conditions, feed properly and enjoy the experience of working with these delightful fish. They’re still betta than ever!
