The Golden Pencilfish Nannostomus beckfordi
By Lawrence Jinks

I picked up a pair of pencilfish from Bill Hotchkiss at a monthly MAKA (Metropolitan Area Killifish Association) meeting auction with the intention of using them as dither fish for a pair of Apistogramma panduro  I was trying to spawn. When I asked Bill about them he said they were peaceful and he was pretty sure they were a pair since he had seen young in the tank.

They were housed with the cichlids in a ten gallon tank with gravel, a box filter, two upside down 4” flower pots, a small piece of driftwood and a lot of Java moss. I kept up twice a day feedings of crushed flake and live baby brine shrimp with twice weekly additions of frozen adult brine shrimp or frozen blood worms. I scanned the tank religiously for signs of fry from the dwarf cichlids and my patience was rewarded! In the Java moss I caught the flash of a tiny silver line, and then another. My expression turned quizzical when I realized that these were not cichlid fry. Upon closer examination I discovered several different sized miniatures of the adult pencil fish. The pencil fish must have been providing live food for the cichlids.

I looked them up in the Baensch Aquarium Atlas and found out that they were Nannostomus beckfordi, golden pencilfish, “a peaceful, gentle species.” The Atlas listed them at 2 ½  inches, but my pair are only 1 ¼ to 1 ½ inches and are not as red as the picture. It says they may be found in various color morphs. I found out they were worth ten BAP points, so I decided to set them up to spawn in a tank of their own. I chose a ten gallon tank on the top shelf which would stay at a temperature of about 80 to 82 degrees Farenheit. The tank was furnished with green gravel, a large rock, a sponge filter and a lot of Java moss and hornwort for the fry to hide in. My water is a pH of 7.0 and hardness of 75-85 ppm. 

When I mentioned that I had spawning pencilfish, Rosario remarked that beckfordi were his favorite of all the pencilfish and others cautioned me that the older fry would eat the younger fry. About a week after I set the pair up I saw the first fry hovering near the bottom. They grew quite rapidly and I noticed more each day.  I stopped counting at over a dozen. The parents don’t seem to bother the fry, maybe because of the heavy vegetation, but more likely because of the twice a day feedings of crushed flake and live baby brine. Likewise the fry don’t seem to bother the younger fry since I have a variety of sizes of fry currently in the tank.

If you’re looking for a pretty, peaceful, easy fish to raise and spawn in small tank, you can’t go wrong with the golden pencilfish. I’ll be bringing in subsequent spawns for the BAP Characin specialty, so keep your eyes and ears open at the monthly auctions! 

