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The weatherfish, vanishing cultural heritage 
icon of lowland Europe



European Weatherfish (Misgurnus fossilis)
• Loche d'étang (FR)
• Уюн звычайны (BE)
• Čikov (BS)
• Виюн (BG)
• Piškur (HR)
• Piskoř pruhovaný (CS)
• Grote modderkruiper (NL)
• Vingerjas (ET)
• Europäischer Schlammpeitzger (DE)
• Réticsík (HU)
• Paprastasis vijūnas (LT)
• Piskorz (PL)
• Țipar (RO)
• Обыкновенный вьюн (RU)
• Чиков (SR)
• Čík európsky (SK)
• Činklja (SL)
• В'юн звичайний (UK)



Habitat and behaviour
• primary habitat: oxbows, ponds, swamps in floodplains
• small homerange
• solitary
• benthic
• food: invertebrates & debris
• spawning during March-June in shallow, vegetated shorelines
• fast development
• night active
• tolerant to high temperatures, low oxygen, drought

Ravon



The weatherfish, a hemerophile fish

Profit from the changes 
humans have made to
their environment

Fisherman walking on the marshland 
to his weatherfishtrap (Herman, 1887)



First known unmistaken drawings of weatherfish

Kentmann, 1549 (Elbe)

Baldner, 1666 (Rhine)



The weatherfish, as cultural heritage

Wetterfische, Laubfrösche, Blutegel und Spinnen, die sichersten Wetterverkündiger! (Gutmann, 1842)

Living barometer

• sensitive to atmospheric depressions
• connection swimbladder/auditory ossicles
• 24 hours in advance
• kept in vials (‘weck pots’) 
• in Flanders untill 1960’s

Was found in 
• pubs 
• pharmacies
• in farmers houses on the chimney
• shipping vessels

but skepticism by early scholars



The weatherfish, as food supply

‘Keep away from the
mud to have 
something tasty’

Safe to eat but bland, 
groundy taste

Remove the slime with hot 
water and ash or by sprinkling
salt on live fish Resembles lamprey when

marinated

Tasty when fried ‘Gypsies eat them’

Food for poor people
(‘Polish gudgeon’) 

Promotes ‘good bowel
movements’ 

Seen as a punishment, normally
food for dogs (Flemish folk 
song)

Pigs brought to peaty grounds to
dig them out of the mud to eat
them

No market fish, nobody buys
them



The weatherfish, as food supply

A delicacy for the elite…

Or even seen as poisonous

Typical course in 
medieval Paris: in broth
with a green sage sauce
(Wheaton 1983)

Surrogate for eel, both
stewed and roasted, also
excellent in jelly

Barbels are 
stings

Fish blood in 
your eye causes
insanity

Slime causes
eczema

Barbels are 
poisonous



Korean chueo-tang (loach soup)



The weatherfish, as a mystical (and scary) organism

Ugly fish

People were afraid of 
(touching) them, especially
children

They squeal when taking out of 
the water (‘rumbling
gudgeon’)

They mate with
frogs (external
gills of larvae?)

They are viviparous
or originate from
mud 

When caught, they were
voraciously clubbed with a 
wooden stick and discarded



The weatherfish, as a mystical (and scary) organism

‘goat passage’ story 
(18th century)

Recommended to
unclog blocked water 
pipes

Transported in cigar
boxes filled with moist
moss, pet trade since
19th century

Used as bait to catch more 
valuable fish (e.g. pike, 
bream, catfish)

Can be caught with horse 
skulls



The weatherfish, as an attraction at 
fairs

Adapted to extreme conditions with low oxygen levels and harmful
gases such as methane
-> respiration via skin and gut

Whistling eel

Farting eel

Medieval heritance: 
showcased and eaten as 
adder by charlatans on fairs



The weatherfish, as a model organism

Nowadays:
Misgurnus anguillicaudatus



The weatherfish, as an indicator species

It is actually mainly an indicator
species that shows that a river valley 
is well managed and that there is 
abundant aquatic vegetation with 
almost no exotic species.

Distribution:

floodplains: marshes, ponds, meanders, 
canals, ditches, cattle drinking pools

Habitat type 3150:  "Natural eutrophic lakes with 
Magnopotamion or Hydrocharition-type vegetation."



Water regulation (loss of habitat)

Agriculture (loss of habitat, eutrophication)

Maintenance (loss of habitat, unnatural mortality) 

Climate change (reproductive failure) 

However a vanishing species, due to intensification…



EEA 2019

Distribution and status

favourable

unfavourable

bad



To stop this trend: unite!

the Specialist Weatherfish Action and Monitoring Partnership

Conference: The Fish of Muddy Waters
When:  Oct. 23 - Oct. 26, 2025
Where: Natural History Museum Vienna, Austria
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