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A Pelagic Basslet Howella sherborni (Family Acropomatidae)
off of the Aleutian Islands
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ABSTRACT:  An adult male pelagic basslet Howella sherborni was collected in a bottom trawl during a research
survey in June 1993, south of Unimak Island, Alaska.  This represents a northwestward extension of the known
range by approximately 2,656 km (1,415 km north in latitude).  We provide information on the size, morphology,
and diagnostic features of this and other specimens of Howella collected in the equatorial and north Pacific.
The taxonomic status and systematics of the genus Howella are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Pelagic basslets, genus Howella Ogilby, are small
(<100 mm standard length, SL), oceanic midwater
fishes, typically found in tropical and temperate wa-
ters worldwide at depths to 3,200 m (Fedoryako 1976;
Eschmeyer et al. 1983; Heemstra 1986; Willis et al.
1988; Post and Quéro 1991). According to Heemstra
(1986), Howella is distinguished from other genera of
the family Acropomatidae by the following characters:
the opercle has a single spine dorsally and a cluster of
spines ventrally, the subopercle and interopercle have
sharp spines, the preopercle margin is finely serrate,
the dorsal rim of the orbit has 2 small spines, and the
pectoral fin extends past the origin of the anal fin.

Howella  comprises 5 recognized species
(Fedoryako 1976). In the northeast Pacific, Howella
sherborni (Norman) is the most commonly reported
species in oceanic waters off the western coast of
North America at latitudes to 40° N (Fedoryako 1976).
Howella brodiei Ogilby has also been reported off
California (Berry and Perkins 1966; Hubbs et al. 1979;
Eschmeyer et al. 1983), and in the eastern transition
zone (lat 40° – lat 50° N) (Willis et al. 1988). Mead and
DeFalla (1965) considered H. sherborni to be a syn-
onym of H. brodiei, although Fedoryako (1976) con-
cluded that these names represented distinct species
and referred material identified from the eastern North
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Pacific to H. sherborni. Most recently, Post and Quéro
(1991) concluded that H. brodiei was a wide-ranging
species from the northern hemisphere and equator,
whereas H. sherborni was strictly a southern hemi-
sphere species. Howella pammelas (Heller and
Snodgrass) appears to be restricted to the eastern tropi-
cal Pacific (Heller and Snodgrass 1903; Sandknop and
Watson 1996). Howella parini Fedoryako is known
from the northwestern Hawaiian Islands, and H. zina
Fedoryako is known from coastal Japan (Amaoka et
al. 1978). In this paper, we report the first pelagic basslet
collected in Alaskan waters.

SPECIMEN COLLECTION AND
IDENTIFICATION

An adult male Howella sherborni (78.5 mm SL, Fig-
ure 1) was collected on 12 June 1993 south of Unimak
Island in the Aleutian Islands (53° 36.75'  N,
165° 06.03' W) of Alaska. The collection was made
during a National Marine Fisheries Service, Alaska Fish-
eries Science Center (AFSC), research cruise using a
Nor’eastern bottom trawl  with a 9.2-m vertical open-
ing and a 13.5-m horizontal opening. The specimen was
collected during daylight, 0902–1045 hours Alaska
Daylight Time, in a trawl towed to a depth of 466 m.
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We examined other specimens of Howella from
the equatorial, eastern tropical, and North Pacific for
comparison. Morphometrics and meristics of all speci-
mens were obtained using the methods of Amaoka et
al. (1978; Tables 1 and 2). The following meristics of
the Alaskan specimen were recorded:  D VIII + I,9;
A III, 7; P1 15,14; P2 I,5; branchiostegal rays 7;
pseudobranchiae 18; gill rakers on first arch 30; lateral
line scales 41; vertebrae 10 + 16 = 26. Howella
sherborni is distinguished from other species of
Howella by having these meristic counts along with a
simple dorsal opercular spine which is shorter than the
complex ventral opercular spine, the presence of small
teeth on the vomer, uniserial teeth on the palatine, and
the absence of scale spines other than those on the
posterior margin (Fedoryako 1976). In addition,
H. sherborni has 4 or 5 scale rows between the lat-
eral line and origin of the second dorsal fin, and
H. brodiei has only 3 scale rows (Post and Quéro
1991). The specimen has been deposited in the Uni-
versity of Washington Fish Collection (catalog number
UW 041661).

DISCUSSION

The capture of H. sherborni near Unimak Island ex-
tends its known Pacific range northwestward about
2,656 km (1,415 km north in latitude) from Northern
California. A moderate El Niño in 1992–1993 may have
influenced this northerly occurrence (Bailey et al. 1995).

Our specimen was collected during a daylight tow
to 466 m,  but it was probably caught in near-surface
waters during deployment or retrieval of the trawl.  The
collection depth of our specimen was consistent with
depth distributions recorded for both H. sherborni and
H. brodiei. Howella has been reported to undergo
vertical migrations that may be related to its life his-
tory.

Eschmeyer et al. (1983) reported H. brodiei off
California at depths of 305–1,829 m during daylight
and near the surface at night. Willis et al. (1988) noted
collections of 7 specimens of H. brodiei in the eastern

transition zone:  6 were captured at depths >500 m and
one at 120 m. Post and Quéro (1991) determined that
individuals of H. sherborni measuring <75 mm SL
were captured at depths <700 m, but those measuring
75–99 mm SL were collected between 700 and 2,000 m
in the Atlantic Ocean. Similarly, H. brodiei <75 mm
SL were collected at depths <400 m, but individuals
measuring 75–99 mm SL were captured at greater
depths, most often between 400 and 1,100 m.

Vomerine and palatine dentition is apparently not
useful in separating H. sherborni and H. brodiei.
Sandknop and Watson (1996) examined California
Current specimens and reported that vomerine teeth
were obsolete, blunt, nearly imbedded in tissue, and
easily overlooked in many larger specimens, and pa-
latine teeth were absent or minute and embedded in
tissue, as in nearly all material we examined from off
of southern Oregon and northern California. In Atlan-
tic collections (Post and Quéro 1991), vomerine and
palatine dentition in Howella varied between individu-
als captured in the same haul. Post and Quéro (1991)
concluded that the number of scales between the sec-
ond dorsal-fin origin and lateral line separate Atlantic
populations of the 2 species. In our comparisons, a
specimen from the equatorial Pacific (SIO 60-225),
initially identified as H. brodiei, has prominent vomer-
ine and palatine teeth but only 3 scale rows between
the lateral line and the origin of the second dorsal fin
and may represent an undescribed species of Howella.

Although our specimen from Alaskan waters pos-
sesses characters that best match those described for
H. sherborni (Fedoryako 1976; Post and Quéro 1991),
only a single small (probably broken) vomerine tooth is
present. Other characters, including the presence of
palatine teeth and 5 scale rows between the lateral line
and the origin of the second dorsal fin  (Table 2), con-
firm its identification as H. sherborni. Although char-
acters provided in the most recently published revision
of Howella (Fedoryako 1976) allow us to refer to our
specimen from Alaskan waters as H. sherborni, ex-
amination of other eastern North Pacific specimens
and observations by other authors suggest that a revi-
sion of Howella is necessary.
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