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19 Murrumbidgee River Catchment 

Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1915  
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STOCKING THE BARREN JACK DAMS 

TO THE EDITOR OF THE HERALD 

 

Sir, - A short time since a paragraph appeared in the 

“Herald” re stocking the dams at Barren Jack with 

economic fish, i.e. cod, perch etc.  A request was 

sent to the Fishery Department to take the matter in 

hand, and an expert was detailed to carry out the 

suggestion.  This expert’s idea was to capture fish in 

the reaches of the Lower Murrumbidgee, and 

transplant them to the said dam.  Instead of so doing 

it will be far better to permit the dams to be stocked 

by or with the fish that are in thousands above the 

dam.  They are precisely of the same species as will 

be obtained from the stretches of the same river 

lower down. 

 

The young fish that are in the waters above the dams 

will be sure to make for the deeper waters: it is their 

natural habitat – the larger and deeper the waterholes 

in rivers the larger its fish inhabitants. 

 

The writer has seen young perch and cod-fish in the 

Murrumbidgee and its tributaries near Cooma by the 

thousand.  Then why take the trouble and go to the 

expense to take fish from one part of the river, and 

dump them down among the same species in another 

part of the same river?  “Coals to Newcastle” again. 

 

The great flood that occurred two or three months 

ago in the upper parts of the Murrumbidgee gave 

ample proof that the codfish etc. grow as large in the 

Gundagai district as in the lower part of the river.  

Tons of these fish, weighing up to 60lb to 80lb were 

left to die on the mud flats for miles along the river 

banks.  Such fish will be sure to find their way down 

to the Barren Jack dam if they have not already done 

so. 

I am. Etc. 

COOMA FISHERMAN 

 
Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1915 
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Figure 19.1 The Murrumbidgee River Catchment showing major waterways and key localities 
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19.1 Early European Accounts 

Evidence provided in newspaper correspondence by historian Mary Gilmore, whose image features on the 

Australian ten dollar note, indicates that Aboriginal people constructed large numbers of elaborate fish traps in 

the Murrumbidgee catchment (Sydney Morning Herald, 8 November 1933). The smallest were formed by 

placing tree limbs across gullies carrying ephemeral creeks. This created permanent ponds which supplied both 

fish and water. Single gullies, in some instances, had dozens of these ponds. Larger wooden structures were 

also built across billabongs. Stone traps similar to those that still exist near Brewarrina were also constructed, 

employing the use of removable key stones to regulate fish passage and stream flow. A stone trap between 

Narrandera and Hay was the focus of large gatherings, and other such traps existed, including one in the upper 

Murrumbidgee. The wooden fish traps were destroyed by Europeans who used them for firewood, the last 

disappearing in 1880, while the stone traps were dismantled and used for building hearths (Sydney Morning 

Herald, 8 November 1933). The remains of one stone trap still exist in the Murrumbidgee River (Mac Hardie, 

pers. com.). 

 

European exploration of the upper Murrumbidgee area commenced in October 1820 after aboriginal people 

reported the existence of a very long river called the ‘Mur-rum-bid-gee’ meaning ‘big water’ (Lea-Scarlett, 

1972). Charles Throsby, accompanied by Joseph Wild and James Meehan, explored south of Gunning to a river 

known as ‘Boongaroon’, now named the Yass River. In December 1820, a second expedition ventured to the 

Yass River near Gundaroo, and the party ‘caught 5 fish like the Bathurst fish’ suggesting that they had caught 

cod. Further ‘Bathurst fish’ were caught the following day (Smith, 1820). On the 8th of December, the 

expedition reached a river named by the aboriginal people ‘Yeal-am-bid-gie’, now known as the Molonglo, 

before returning to Lake George. Charles Throsby is considered to be the first European to sight the 

Murrumbidgee just downstream of its junction with the Molonglo River during a later foray into the catchment 

in March 1821 (Lea-Scarlett, 1972). 

 

William Kearns camped on the Queanbeyan River in 1822 and recorded in his diary: ‘Caught a great quantity of 

Fish in the River the largest of which weighed about 15 lb., they were Rock Cod, and Perch’ (Kearns, 1822). In 

1823, Captain Mark Currie, Joseph Wild and Major John Ovens followed the Murrumbidgee upstream towards 

the region known as the ‘Monaroo’. On the 6th of June, at what they believed to be the Murrumbidgee River 

(actually the Bredbo River) about 5 km upstream from the Murrumbidgee, Currie wrote: ‘Caught a 

considerable quantity of fish in the river, resembling the rock-cod of Port Jackson’ (Currie, 1825; Gale, 1927).  

 

In 1824, William Hovell recorded in his journal that the Murrumbidgee River near Yass: 

 

abounds with excellent fish, of the same species as that in the Lachlan, and in the other streams which run to 

the westward. These are in shape like the cod-fish, and of a fine Flavour/These fish weigh in general from five 

to twenty pounds; some of them even exceed the latter weight (Bland, 1831).  

 

He also sighted cod in the Tumut River just upstream of Tumut and on the return leg of their journey enjoyed 

successful angling in that river near Brungle catching the ‘usual kind’, probably referring to cod (Bland, 1831). 

Captain Charles Sturt in 1829 traced the Murrumbidgee River downstream to its confluence with the Murray 

River. While camped on the river near Wantabadgery, Sturt noted: ‘During our stay on the Pondebadgery 

Plain, the men caught a number of codfish, as they are generally termed, but which are, in reality, a species of 

perch. The largest weighed 40 lb. but the majority of the others were small, not exceeding from six to eight’ 

(Sturt, 1833). 
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In 1832, naturalist George Bennett wrote extensive notes on cod while camped at the junction of the 

Murrumbidgee and Tumut Rivers:  

 

Large numbers of native perch are caught in the Yas and Murrumbidgee rivers; their flavour is delicious: their 

average length is nineteen inches, and the weight from three to six pounds: they have however been taken 

from two and a half to three feet in length, and weighing seventy pounds; and some even of the enormous size 

of one hundred, and one hundred and twenty pounds: the breadth is great in proportion to the length of the 

fish. Those I examined were a yellowish-green colour, covered with irregular black spots, with a silvery 

abdomen. They are named by the colonists, ‘river cod’, and by the aborigines, ‘Mewuruk’ / In the Tumat 

country, varieties of the ‘river cod’, are called by the natives Bewuck, Mungee &c (Bennett, 1834).  

 

He also went on to describe another type of fish, probably providing the first European account of Golden 

perch:  

 

Another fish of the family of perches is also caught in the Yas, Murrumbidgee, and other large rivers in the 

colony: it is called the ‘perch’ by the colonists, and ‘Kupé’ by the natives. I preserved a specimen, caught in the 

Murrumbidgee, measuring seventeen inches in length, and six inches at its greatest breadth, containing a fine 

roe: twenty inches was the greatest length they had as yet been taken in this river / The colour of the Kupé was 

inclining to bronze; the ends of the scales being black, gave to the fish a checkered appearance (Bennett, 1834).  

 

In 1834, Johann Lhotsky fished the Molonglo River about 12 miles upstream of the Murrumbidgee and ‘caught 

two cod, weighing about 13 lbs. each. A larger one took the bait, and carried away line and all’ (Lhotsky, 1979). 

 

John Gale was a noted local historian who was involved in the acclimatisation of Redfin perch, Goldfish and 

Brown trout in the Canberra region. He recorded the excellent cod fishing that existed in the Queanbeyan 

River: ‘In our own day it is not an uncommon thing for a cod of twenty pounds up to 60 or 70 pounds to be 

taken from the Queanbeyan River’ (Gale, 1927). Gale also recounted stories from the pioneering McKeahnie 

family, of numbers of cod being present in the Queanbeyan River. He tells of an incident of school children 

sighting a human body floating in the Queanbeyan River which, when retrieved, was found to be a ‘cod with 

two tails’. When examined it proved to be a 90 lb. (40.9 kg) specimen that had attempted to swallow another 

fish of 45 lb, (20.5 kg) (Gale, 1927).  

 

In 1848, Sir Terrence Murray translocated ‘Murray cod and bream’ from the Molonglo River at Yarralumla to 

Collector Creek at Winderradeen, a feeder stream into Lake George. In subsequent decades the cod 

population proliferated to such an extent that it developed into a significant commercial fishery (Gale, 1927) 

and ‘prodigious quantities’ of large cod were taken from feeder streams such as the Deep Creek near 

Bungadore (Braidwood Independent, 14 September 1867). The Lake George cod fishery met its demise when 

the lake dried up during the Federation Drought that occurred early in the twentieth century (Gale, 1927).  

 

Large native fish were absent upstream of a set of falls on the upper Molonglo River, and cod from the Lake 

George system released into the upper Molonglo in 1867 were thought to have become established 

(Braidwood Independent, 14 September 1867; Queanbeyan Age, 18 December 1873). An additional 

translocation of 300 cod and perch from the Queanbeyan River to the upper Molonglo River near Captains Flat 

occurred in 1886 (Queanbeyan Age, 1 May 1886). Similarly, a waterfall barrier on the Ginninderra Creek 

prevented upstream access of native fish, and cod and perch were translocated from the Murrumbidgee River 

into the creek (Braidwood Independent, 14 September 1867). 
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In 1867, a public meeting at Braidwood was called to undertake the translocation of cod into the upper 

reaches of the eastern Shoalhaven catchment. Tenders were called for, and accepted, for the stocking of 200 

cod (Braidwood Independent, 21 September 1867; 12 October 1867). A further translocation of cod from the 

lower falls on the Queanbeyan River to the Shoalhaven occurred in 1876 (Queanbeyan Age, 8 April 1876), and 

cod and perch from the Murrumbidgee were released into the Little (Mongarlowe) River a few weeks later 

(Queanbeyan Age, 17 May 1876). A small cod population that developed in the upper Shoalhaven River had 

disappeared by the 1950s (Gordon Winter, pers. com.), however, a population of Macquarie perch still remains 

in the Mongarlowe River. 

 

The Murrumbidgee River was the focus of research into the biology of native fish in NSW from an early date. 

Harald Dannevig successfully stripped and artificially fertilised cod eggs on the Murrumbidgee River 20 miles 

from Wagga Wagga in 1905 (NSW Fisheries Report, 1905; Sydney Morning Herald, 30 May 1905). It was 

proposed to establish a cod hatchery at Oura on the Murrumbidgee. Alternate sites at Albury, Corowa and 

Cooma were also considered (Sydney Morning Herald, 28 October 1907; Adelaide Advertiser, 23 May 1908). 

David Stead oversaw extensive research into the general biology and reproduction of native fish, much of it 

conducted on the Murrumbidgee. One project included attempts at the artificial propagation of native fish, 

collected from the Murrumbidgee River and held in ponds at the government hatchery at Prospect near 

Sydney (NSW Fisheries Report, 1910-13). Tagging experiments were also conducted to identify if native species 

undertook migrations (NSW Fisheries Report, 1917).  

 

The observation of large numbers of native fish perishing in the drying lagoons near the Murrumbidgee led to 

the development of the Nature’s Waste Scheme commencing in 1915. During the course of this project, many 

tens of thousands of native fish were translocated from ephemeral water holes to permanent waters within, 

and outside of, the Murrumbidgee catchment. An active participant was William Hill, a professional fisherman 

at Narrandera and later Bringagee, who helped catch the fish and transport them. Another fisherman who 

worked closely with Stead was J. H. Jarman of Narrandera (Argus, 20 July 1917). In 1917, in less than a month, 

90,000 juvenile native fish were harvested from waterholes near Darlington Point. This activity continued for a 

number of years (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1917; 1918; Sydney Mail, 8 August 1917). 

 

In 1916, native fish spawning trials were conducted by H. K. Anderson, assisted by William Hill and resident 

surgeon and naturalist Dr. H. O. Lethbridge of Narrandera, at the newly constructed Berembed Weir. 

Anderson’s report described in detail the artificial propagation of Murray cod and Golden perch (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1916). In the 1920s a hatchery facility for native fish was constructed at Burrinjuck Dam, but 

damage by floods and the inability to secure ripe broodstock, along with financial cutbacks during the Great 

Depression, lead to its abandonment (NSW Fisheries Report, 1925; 1929; 1932).  

 

During the late 1930s, additional work on propagating cod was undertaken by William Dakin and Geoffrey 

Kesteven at Berembed Weir (Dakin & Kesteven, 1938). In 1949 and 1950, Colonel John Langtry investigated the 

Murrumbidgee fishery in the Bringagee area, collecting many observations and sourcing information from the 

Hill family. Langtry identified the significant changes that had already occurred to both the Murrumbidgee 

River and its fish population (Cadwallader, 1977). Concern for the declining stocks of native fish ultimately led 

to the establishment of the Inland Fisheries Research Station, now known as the John Lake Centre, constructed 

at Narrandera in 1959. The facility conducted fundamental research into the biology of native fish, as well as 

developing and refining the technology for the artificial propagation of a range of native fish species (Lake, 

1959; 1967a). 
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Photograph 19.1 William Hill’s Cod Catch 

  

Photo MB 20. William Hill (left) with a catch of Murray cod from the 

Murrumbidgee River near Narrandera c1940. The lowland habitat of 

the Murrumbidgee once supported a magnificent cod fishery with 

the Hill family making a living from it. William Hill commenced 

fishing in the Narrandera area in 1906 before relocating to the 

Bringagee area just before the First World War. He assisted David 

Stead in tagging experiments, H. K. Anderson in his pioneering work 

at the Berembed Weir in 1916 to artificially propagate native fish, 

undertook his own work on artificial propagation and later assisted 

William Dakin and Geoffrey Kesteven in their efforts. He travelled to 

Fiji accompanying a shipment of Australian bass in an effort to 

translocate them to that nation. He can be regarded as one of the 

early pioneers of research on native fish. Photo courtesy of Marge 

Longford. 
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19.2 The Past Distribution of Fishes in the Murrumbidgee River Catchment  

The Sustainable Rivers Audit (Davies et al., 2008) divided the Murrumbidgee Catchment into a lowland zone 

(downstream from Wagga Wagga), a slopes zone (upstream to Chindowla, just below Burrinjuck Dam), an 

upland zone (upstream to near Michelago), and a montane zone beyond the latter location. There is a 

distinctive change in the physical form of the Murrumbidgee River just upstream of Tharwa at the Gigerline 

Gorge. This location also represents a point where historical evidence indicates that the composition of the 

fish fauna changed to species associated more generally with the montane zone, some distance further 

upstream. Slopes type habitat identified by a confined valley and gravel substrates continues some distance 

downstream of Wagga Wagga to Colingullie. For simplicity, all habitat zones used in the following discussion 

match those in the Sustainable Rivers Audit. 

 

Most of the historical research in this catchment concentrated on the Murrumbidgee River itself, and to a 

lesser degree the Tumut River. In other areas there was limited research undertaken. Additional research to 

locate oral, written and photographic records of native fish in this catchment is warranted. The Yanco Creek 

originates from the Murrumbidgee and travels south-west to terminate in the Edward River. It is treated 

separately in another chapter on the streams of the Riverina region.  

 

Much of the information presented below on the lowland zone is sourced from information recorded in the 

Annual Reports of NSW State Fisheries. This has been combined with some detailed newspaper accounts, 

museum records and oral history from commercial fishermen. The information on the slopes, upland and 

montane zones is largely from the journals of early European explorers, some early newspaper accounts and 

oral history of senior residents (mainly OH 37-51). The oral history includes the recollections of two retired 

staff members of the ACT Conservation Service and anecdotes provided to the author in the 1980s by the late 

Gordon Winter, a respected Canberra angler who collected Trout cod specimens for the ACT Conservation 

Service. Only a small number of old photographs of catches of native fish in this catchment have been located.  

 

19.2.1 The Montane Zone 

Cod were very common in the larger rivers of the lower montane zone. Large numbers were present in the 

Bredbo and Numeralla Rivers (Currie, 1825; Sydney Morning Herald, 10 May 1871; Ryrie, OH 38; Gordon 

Winter, pers. com.). At Cooma, the Murrumbidgee was ‘well stocked with Murray cod’ (Sydney Morning 

Herald, 10 May 1871). One newspaper account described the past presence of ‘perch and cod-fish in the 

Murrumbidgee and its tributaries near Cooma by the thousand’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1915). 

Another reported that a flood had stranded large numbers of cod and perch near Cooma (Sydney Morning 

Herald, 16 June 1928). On one occasion, a 60 lb. cod was sighted in shallow water near Cooma (Queanbeyan 

Age, 9 November 1871) while at Michelago cod up to 23 lb. were taken (Sydney Morning Herald, 10 May 1871; 

Queanbeyan Age & Queanbeyan Observer, 26 April 1918). NSW Fisheries reports also recorded cod being 

common near Tarsus (NSW Fisheries Report, 1917) and Cooma (NSW Fisheries Report, 1905). The 

Murrumbidgee River upstream of Tharwa was subject to a total angling closure during the native fish spawning 

season until 1905 (NSW Fisheries Report, 1905) implying that up till that time it was officially recognised that a 

substantial native fishery had existed. Oral history recalls cod as being common at least as far upstream as 

Bolaro (Hain, OH 39; Ryrie, OH 38). Confirmed cod captures have occurred upstream to at least Yaouk (Pratt, 

OH 41), with old stories indicating that some cod had been present upstream of Tantangara (Gordon Winter, 

pers. com.). 
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The presence of Trout cod in the montane zone is confirmed by a privately owned preserved specimen, 

photographs (MB11-14), and specimens from Yaouk and Bredbo that were examined by staff from the ACT 

Conservation Service (Rutzou, OH 40; Pratt, OH 41). First hand oral history indicates that most of the cod taken 

in the montane zone were Trout cod (Ryrie, OH 38; Pratt, OH 41), though there is evidence to suggest that 

Murray cod were present, but uncommon. An angler is reported to have taken ‘yellowish green’ coloured cod 

near Murrells Crossing (Cooma) sometime between 1965-74, implied to be Murray cod (Mark Lintermans, 

pers. com.). The late Gordon Winter informed the author that in past years he caught both cod species 

upstream of Gigerline, but mainly Trout cod (Gordon Winter, pers. com.). Recent captures of Murray cod near 

Cooma (Lee Payne, pers. com.) are probably derived from stocked fingerlings. Four museum specimens of 

Maccullochella macquariensis recorded from near Cooma in 1906 (Australian Museum database) have been 

lost. 

 

Macquarie perch were historically very common to abundant in the montane zone. Newspapers recorded 

large numbers of perch or bream near Cooma (Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December 1904; 10 March 1915; 16 

June 1928), and perch up to 3 lb. were taken near Bolaro (Sydney Morning Herald, 13 December 1905). Stead 

noted that they were present in good numbers in the Numeralla River as well as in the Badja River (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1907). He translocated 414 fish from the Murrumbidgee at Tarsus to the Snowy River in 1912 

(Stead, 1913). Macquarie perch had been abundant near Michelago (Ryrie, OH 38; Egan, OH 39) and were 

common in the Murrumbidgee upstream of Tantagara at around 1300 m. ASL, prior to inundation by the dam 

(Egan, OH 39). During the early 1960s, Anglers setting crosslines captured the species on their spawning run in 

numbers near Yaouk (Mark Lintermans, pers. com). Cod and perch were recorded as absent at the very source 

of the Murrumbidgee at Long Plain, with the only fish present being ‘myriads of minnows’ and large numbers 

of ‘crayfish’ (Queanbeyan Age, 26 March 1875). 

 

Limited accounts suggest that Blackfish had been present in the montane zone and that the fish was probably 

quite common. They have been reported from the ‘Upper Murrumbidgee River’ by David Stead (Ogilby, 1913), 

near Cooma (Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December 1904), Micalong Creek (ACT Government, 1999) and the 

upper Cotter and Goodradigbee Rivers (Pratt, 1979). Oral history records Blackfish at Colinton, as well as in 

some of the smaller streams near Michelago and Cooma (Ryrie, OH 38). Silver perch had a seasonal presence 

in the montane zone as far upstream as the Numeralla area (Pratt, 1979; Pratt, OH 41). It has been suggested 

that they may have been escapees of fish stocked as fingerlings from local farm dams (ACT Government, 

2003). Oral history indicates their reliable capture in numbers near Michelago prior to any stockings, 

demonstrating that they were naturally present (Ryrie, OH 38). A museum record exists for the species near 

Cooma in 1908 (Australian Museum database) but without collection details. A newspaper story recording the 

presence of ‘cod, bream, perch and gadopsis’ suggests that two perch species may have been present near 

Cooma (Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December 1904). While both Macquarie perch and Silver perch have been 

recorded from montane habitats in the Murrumbidgee, there is no evidence of the past presence of Golden 

perch in this zone. A record exists of Catfish being collected near Cooma (Australian Museum database), but as 

no specimens or collection details survive it must be considered doubtful, as there are no other accounts 

supporting this species presence in the montane zone. 

 

19.2.2 The Upland Zone 

Caution has to be exercised in interpreting the original presence and abundance of native fish in the upland 

zone as several early events may have impacted on populations. Major habitat changes are reported to have 

significantly altered native fish populations by the 1850s (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 January 1877). The 

construction of Burrinjuck Dam around 1912 created a barrier to upstream fish movement into this zone. The 
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translocation of in excess of a hundred thousand fish to Burrinjuck around 1917 (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1917; 

1918) may have altered the composition of the fish fauna reported in subsequent oral history. 

 

Early accounts describe cod as being abundant in the upland zone in the Queanbeyan River (Kearns, 1822; 

Braidwood Independent, 28 September 1867; Queanbeyan Age, 8 April 1876) and in the Molonglo River (Gale, 

1927; Shumack & Shumack, 1967). Cod were abundant in the Murrumbidgee River near Tharwa (Scott, 2001) 

and in 1865, a single angler caught 12 cod up to 28 lb. in weight, and another angler six fish up to 16 lb., 

amounting to a total weight of 55 lb. from the Murrumbidgee River (Queanbeyan Age & General Advertiser, 12 

January 1865). A commercial fishery for cod operated near Yass until the 1930s, also suggesting that the fish 

had been abundant (NSW fisheries Report, 1930). Cod were common in the Yass River near Gundaroo (Smith, 

1820) and at Yass the river was described as ‘literally teeming with cod fish’ where, on one occasion, four 

anglers in a few hours ‘caught with lines sixty-one fine fish, weighing from two to six pounds each’ (Yass 

Courier, 28 November 1857). Cod were present in the Goodradigbee River near Wee Jasper (Anderson, 1931), 

and in the Flea Creek area, but were prevented access to the Brindabella area by waterfalls (Queanbeyan Age, 

23 November 1906). In the upper Tumut River, cod were very common (Sydney Morning Herald, 11 December 

1909; NSW Fisheries, 1906) and were present upstream to a waterfall barrier above Lobbs Hole (Hill, OH 45). 

The population was reported to be bolstered by annual migrations into the area (Sydney Morning Herald, 22 

September 1894). 

 

Conclusive historical evidence for Trout cod in the upland zone exists in the form of museum specimens 

collected near Yass in 1885 (Macleay, 1885) and the Gigerline Gorge in 1970 (Berra & Weatherly, 1972). They 

were reported from the Queanbeyan River (Sydney Morning Herald, 27 November 1909).  Oral history records 

their presence in the Murrumbidgee River at Uriarra, Red Rocks and the Sandwash Hole at the bottom of the 

Gigerline Gorge near Tharwa (Pratt, OH 41; Rutzou, OH 40). The oral history begins after major declines had 

occurred in upland cod populations, making it difficult to assess the original relative abundance of the two cod 

species. The frequency of captures of Trout cod from the Gigerline Gorge during the early 1970s, combined 

with reports of them being regularly taken in the Murrumbidgee, both immediately upstream and downstream 

of the upland zone (NSW Fisheries Report 1910-13; Ryrie, OH 38), suggests that they had been at least locally 

abundant. Similarly, Murray cod were probably originally abundant. 

 

Macquarie perch were abundant in the Murrumbidgee and Goodradigbee Rivers (Argus, 10 August 1917; 

Anderson, 1931), and at least common in the Cotter and Molonglo Rivers (Gale, 1927; Pratt, 1979; Lintermans, 

2002). In 1908, an angling party captured ‘eight large black perch and some sprats’ from the lower Cotter River 

(Queanbeyan Age, 29 January 1907). As recently as 1948, it was reported that one hole in the Molonglo River 

near Scott’s Crossing held hundreds of perch (Canberra Times, 7 May 1948). In the Goodradigbee River, 

Macquarie perch were very common (Anderson, 1931; Argus, 10 August 1917), and were present upstream to 

waterfalls between Flea Creek and Brindabella (Queanbeyan Age, 23 November 1906). Newspaper accounts at 

Queanbeyan recorded at intervals the arrival, at times in numbers, of a second perch species that was silver in 

colour which probably referred to Silver perch (Queanbeyan Age, 3 March 1870, 26 January 1915, 3 January 

1919). Silver perch were one of the most frequently caught species in the Murrumbidgee River at Uriarra, 

particularly during upstream migrations, prior to the construction of Burrinjuck Dam (Pratt, OH 41).  They were 

also abundant in the dam after filling (Craven, OH35; Hill, OH 45; Moore, OH 42). They were found in the Yass 

River upstream to Gundaroo (Pratt, 1979), in the Goodradigbee River upstream to Flea Creek (Anderson, 1931; 

Pratt, 1979), and in the lower Cotter River (Gilligan, 2005). The oral history suggests that Golden perch were 

originally not particularly common in the upland zone, their presence being related to upstream migrations 

when fair numbers were taken (Pratt, OH 41). They were reported in the Yass River (Bennett, 1834) and 

present, but rare, in the Goodradigbee River (Argus, 10 August 1917).  
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There are few early accounts of Blackfish in the upland zone; they were common in the Goodradigbee River 

upstream of Wee Jasper (Anderson, 1931; Macleay, 1885), and in the Jounama Creek, where they were 

present and abundant (Ogilby, 1913; Franklin, 1963). There are no confirmed historical records indicating the 

presence of Catfish in the upland zone prior to their translocation to Burrinjuck Dam in 1917 (NSW Fisheries 

Report, 1917). One historical account records an ‘unknown animal’ and its calf, probably a seal, to have made 

its way into the upper Murrumbidgee (Queanbeyan Age, 3 March 1870).  

 

19.2.3 The Slopes Zone 

Early accounts describe cod being abundant in the slopes zone in the Murrumbidgee River (Bland, 1831; Sturt, 

1833; Bennet 1834) and the Tumut River (Sydney Morning Herald, 22 September 1894). Cod were also present 

in some smaller streams such as the Tarcutta Creek at Tarcutta (Sydney Morning Herald, 26 April 1854) and in 

Gilmore Creek (Hill, OH 45). In the lower Tarcutta Creek near Borambola, cod up to 45 lb. (20.5 kg) were taken 

(Camperdown Chronicle, 5 August 1937). Both Murray cod and Trout cod were formerly abundant in the 

Murrumbidgee River between Gundagai and Wagga Wagga (Laney, OH 46), as well as in the Tumut River 

(Denson, OH 51). In 1904, seven museum specimens of Trout cod were collected near Wagga Wagga and near 

Gundagai (NSW Fisheries Report 1910-13; Berra, 1974; Gilligan, 2005) confirming their presence. Macquarie 

perch were abundant in the Murrumbidgee, Tumut and Goobarragandra Rivers (Laney, OH 46; Hill, OH 45; 

Ballard, OH 43) and were common in smaller streams such as the Tarcutta, Adjunbilly and Gilmore Creeks 

(Cockburn, OH 47; Ballard, OH 43; Hill, OH 45). They were also present in lagoons near the Tumut River 

(Denson, OH 51). 

 

Silver perch were abundant, and Golden perch were very common to abundant in the slopes zone of the 

Murrumbidgee River (Bennett, 1834; Laney, OH 46; Ballard, OH 43). Museum specimens of Silver perch were 

sourced near Tumut (Sydney Morning Herald, 13 June 1864), and they were present upstream to the 

Blowering area (Pratt, 1979). Golden perch have only been reported from the lower reaches of the Tumut 

River (Pratt, 1979). ‘Perch’ and ‘bream’ were recorded as being common in the lower Tarcutta Creek with a 

specific record (Camperdown Chronicle, 5 August 1937) indicating that Golden perch were common in this 

stream. One catch of native fish exceeding half a hundred weight was taken in half an hour from the Tarcutta 

Creek (Camperdown Chronicle, 5 August 1937).  

 

Catfish were common in lagoons near the Murrumbidgee at Gundagai (Ballard, OH 43), as well as being found 

in lagoons and creeks at Wagga Wagga (Laney, OH 46). They had been regularly taken in small numbers from 

the river itself at Wagga Wagga (Harry Laney, pers. com.) and specimens were collected near Tumut (Sydney 

Morning Herald, 13 June 1864). Oral history recalls Blackfish to have been abundant in creeks in the slopes 

zone including the Adjunbilly and Gilmore Creeks (Ballard, OH 43; Hill, OH 45; Denson, OH 51), with the fish 

very common to abundant in the Murrumbidgee River (Brook, OH 44; Laney, OH 46).  They have also been 

recorded from the Goobarragandra River (Ogilby, 1913). Seals have also been reported in the Gundagai area as 

recently as 1947 (Western Mail, 25 June 1953). 

 

19.2.4 The Lowland Zone 

In the lowland zone all the larger native fish species were present, and supported a significant commercial 

fishery, with the official total catch at Hay alone exceeding 34 tonnes in 1915 (NSW Fisheries Report, 1915). 

There is evidence of changes in the relative abundance of a number of fish species progressively downstream 

in this zone. Murray cod were abundant in the lowland Murrumbidgee River (Bailey, OH 48; Denson, OH 51), in 

lagoons at Karwar Station near Darlington Point (Sydney Mail, 8 August 1917) and in Yanga Lake where large 
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numbers perished during a drought in 1888 (Camperdown Chronicle, 6 October 1931). In 1910, David Stead 

observed that Trout cod rivalled Murray cod in abundance between Wagga Wagga and Narrandera (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1910-13). They were considered to be ‘fairly common’ at Narrandera by professional 

fishermen (Argus, 1 October 1920). Their presence is confirmed by museum specimens obtained at Narrandera 

between 1908 and 1920 (Australian Museum database) and newspaper accounts (Narrandera Argus, 11 

January 1910). The Trout cod population in Cataract Dam was translocated using fish sourced from the 

Berembed Weir area in 1916 (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1914; 1923), also confirming their past presence in that 

area.  

 

Downstream of Narrandera, Trout cod were present but less prevalent than further upstream. A single 

museum specimen recorded as being obtained at Hay exists, but most from the Murrumbidgee originated 

from near Gundagai, Wagga Wagga or Narrandera (Australian Museum database; Gilligan, 2005). A sample of 

nine cod captured near Leeton in 1932 is held by the Australian Museum, and was examined by the author.  

Only one is a Trout cod. Oral history originating after the 1920s indicates that they were taken near Darlington 

Point but were not common (Hardie, OH 49; Wallace Clifford, pers. com.). Langtry (Cadwallader, 1977) failed 

to catch any Trout cod at Bringagee around 1950, though he recorded that the Hill family had caught them 

regularly in past years and that they were occasionally taken near Balranald. Trout cod were not recorded in 

any shipments of translocated fish from Bringagee (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1915, 1917, 1918; Anderson, 

1918), whereas they were identified in those originating further upstream towards Wagga Wagga (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1914). An earlier indication of the original abundance of Trout cod in the lower 

Murrumbidgee comes from a 1910 newspaper account. David Stead reported that out of an angler’s catch of 

25 cod taken near Hay, two were Trout cod. This contrasts with their reported abundance further upstream 

near Narrandera (Sydney Morning Herald, 28 May 1910; NSW Fisheries Report, 1910-13).  

 

Macquarie perch progressively declined in abundance downstream in the lowland zone. They were fairly 

common in the Old Man Creek near Colingullie, though less prevalent than Silver perch (Laney, OH 46). At 

Narrandera they once had been taken regularly in small numbers from the river (Bailey, OH 48), though were 

more common in the tributaries (Argus, 4 August 1922). Oral history suggests they were scarce at Carathool 

(Laney, OH 46; Denson, OH 51) and Langtry reported their rarity at Bringagee c1950 (Cadwallader, 1977). 

Records of translocation activities from lagoons at Bringagee between 1915 and 1918, indicate that numbers 

of Macquarie perch were taken, and that they were more common than Silver perch in these habitats at that 

location (Anderson, 1918). This suggests that Macquarie perch were originally more prevalent in the lower 

Murrumbidgee than that indicated by recent (post 1920s) oral history. They have been taken by anglers as far 

downstream as Hay (Davidson, 1968).  

 

Golden perch and Silver perch are reported to have been abundant in the lowland zone of the Murrumbidgee 

River (Cadwallader, 1977; Bailey, OH 48; Denson, OH 51), and a Golden perch of just over 42 lbs. (19.1 kg) in 

weight was captured near Wagga Wagga (Roughley, 1955). Golden perch were also abundant in lagoons and 

still anabranches (Anderson, 1918; Sydney Mail, 8 August 1917: Denson, OH 51). Silver perch were less 

prevalent in than Golden perch in lagoons at Bringagee and near Narrandera (Anderson, 1918; Argus, 11 

August 1922), though were abundant in small waterholes at Karwar Station near Darlington Point (Sydney 

Mail, 8 August 1917). In lagoons, Golden perch matched Murray cod in numbers, though in the river cod were 

considered to be more abundant (Argus, 10 August 1917). Oral history recalls that Catfish were abundant in 

lagoons and creeks (Bailey, OH 48; Hardie, OH 49; Denson, OH 51), and were regularly taken from the 

Murrumbidgee River (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1915; 1918; 1930). Written accounts record their presence in 

lagoons at Bringagee (Anderson, 1918) and at Karwar Station near Darlington Point (Sydney Mail, 8 August 

1917). At specific locations they were abundant in the river itself, and on one occasion 40 were taken in one 

day (NSW Fisheries Report, 1929; Denson, OH 51) with an account describing nest construction near 
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Narrandera (Argus, 10 August 1917). Blackfish were abundant at the top of the lowland zone in the Old Man 

Creek at Collingullie (Laney, OH 46). Oral history does not recall their presence in the river near Bringagee 

(Denson, OH 51), but they were recorded as present in numbers in nearby lagoons (Anderson; 1918; NSW 

Fisheries Reports, 1917; 1918), in small waterholes near Darlington Point (Sydney Mail, 8 August 1917) and in 

the Hay area (Ogilby, 1913). Overall, Blackfish appear to have progressively declined in abundance 

downstream in the lowland zone in the river, but were common in the creeks and lagoons. Lampreys, probably 

Short-headed lampreys (Lintermans, 2007), were present as far upstream as Wagga Wagga with a specimen 

being found inside a cod (Argus, 11 April 1922). 

 

19.2.5 Estimates of Native Fish Abundance in the Murrumbidgee Catchment at European Settlement. 

Presented below are the rarity scores used in the Sustainable Rivers Audit (Davies et al., 2008) which were 

developed by an expert panel using historical evidence available prior to 2008. They indicate the probability of 

capturing a particular fish species using standardized survey techniques such as electrofishing. They are 

compared to those developed in the True Tales of the Trout Cod Project using more recently obtained 

historical evidence and are based on the typical size of angler catches in the oldest accounts. 

 
Table 19.1 Murrumbidgee River Catchment Rarity Scores (Main River Channels) 

 Lowland 
(downstream of 
Wagga Wagga) 

 Slopes 
(Wagga Wagga to 

Chindowla) 

 Upland 
(Chindowla 

to Michelago)  

 Montane 
(upstream of 
Michelago) 

 
Species 

SRA True 
Tales 

 SRA True 
Tales 

 SRA True 
Tales 

 SRA True 
Tales 

Trout cod 3 3  3 5  3 5  3 U3 

Murray cod 5 5  3 5  3 5  0 1 

Golden perch 5 5  3 3  3 U1  0 0 

Silver perch 5 5  3 5  3 U3  0 1 

Macquarie perch 1 L3  3 5  5 5  5 5 

Catfish 5 L5  3 3  0 0  0 0 

‘Blackfish’ 3 L3  5 5  3 3  3 3 

 

Key  

0 = Absent: no credible account reporting the species former presence 

1 = Rare: a few individual fish could be expected to be taken by a resident angler each year 

3 = Common: regularly taken by a resident angler in small numbers 

5 = Abundant: frequently taken by a resident angler in good numbers 

 

L = abundance at the lower end rating 

U = abundance at the upper end rating 

 

Ratings in bold type supported by multiple accounts or lines of evidence e.g. oral history, newspaper accounts, 

photographs 
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Figure 19.2 Historical Records for Murray cod and Trout cod in the Murrumbidgee River Catchment 

 (Note: Records in the Yanco and Billabong Creeks have been included in the section on the 

Riverina Catchment) 

 
 

 

 

 
Figure 19.3 Historical Records for Native Fish Species other than Cod in the Murrumbidgee River  
 Catchment 

 (Note: Records in the Yanco and Billabong Creeks have been included in the section on the 

Riverina Catchment) 
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Photograph 19.2 Colinton Gorge Trout Cod  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
  

Photo MB 14. A member of the Ryrie family holds an 11 pound (5.0 kg) Trout cod caught by 
David Ryrie from the Murrumbidgee River near Colinton, May 1967. The fish was subsequently 
mounted and survives in David’s study. David recalled catching numbers of Trout cod in the 
area without ever seeing a Murray cod. Other photos examined by Dr. Bryan Pratt of some of 
those captures caught on fly tackle validate his account. Photo courtesy of David Ryrie. 
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Photograph 19.3 Preserved Colinton Trout Cod 

  

 
The mounted specimen of the 11 lb. (5.0 kg) Trout cod taken by David Ryrie from the Murrumbidgee 
River near Colinton, May 1967. This trophy is indisputable proof of the species former presence in 
montane habitats. Photo courtesy of Simon Kaminskas. 
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Photograph 19.4 Gigerline Gorge Murray Cod 

 
  

Photo MB 15. David Ryrie with a Murray cod caught from the Murrumbidgee River, Gigerline Gorge 
near Tharwa, March 1968. This area was the last stronghold of Trout cod in the upper 
Murrumbidgee and clearly depicts the features of the habitat associated with the species in the 
region. Murray cod appear to have been scarce upstream of this point. Photo courtesy of David 
Ryrie. 
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Photograph 19.5 Kambah Catch 

  

Photo MB 5. A catch of Murray cod including a small Macquarie perch (far left) captured from 
the Murrumbidgee River in the Kambah area c1949-50. Norman Moore (left) & Ross Holmes.  
Photo courtesy of Norman Moore. 
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Photograph 19.6 Murrumbidgee Trout Cod 

  

These Trout cod museum specimens were collected at Hay in 1904 (top) and at Wagga 

Wagga in 1908 (bottom). Most specimens collected by David Stead and his associates 

originated from Gundagai, Wagga Wagga and Narrandera. Photo copyright of the 

Australian Museum. 
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Photograph 19.7 Hill Family Catches 

 

  

Left: Photo MB 19. William Hill (right) with a crayfish from the Murrumbidgee River at 

Bringagee c1920. Hill was one of the pioneers on work into the artificial propagation of 

native fish and responsible for the collection and translocation of large numbers of fish for 

the ‘Natures Waste Program’.  

Right: Photo MB 23. Edward (Ted) Hill (left) and Bill Parker in a 20 foot wooden boat with a 

catch of fish including Golden perch and Silver perch from the Murrumbidgee River at 

Bringagee c1945. Both photos courtesy of Marge Longford. 
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Photograph 19.8 Bringagee Catch 

  

Photo MB 18. Professional fisherman William Hill in his boat with a catch of fish including 

Murray cod from the Murrumbidgee River at Bringagee c1925. The image conveys a clear 

impression of the existence of a prolific cod population in the area at that time. Photo 

courtesy of Marge Longford. 
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19.3 The Changes 

19.3.1 Changes to Native Fish Distribution and Abundance 

In the montane zone a reduction in cod numbers had occurred by the 1870s (Sydney Morning Herald, 10 May 

1871), though they were still considered to be common in 1915 (Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1915). By 

the 1950s, the cod population had seriously declined, although regular captures occurred at specific locations 

(Hain, OH 39; Ryrie, OH 38). Occasional captures of Trout cod occurred into the 1970s with the last reports 

from near Michelago around 1986 (Rutzou, OH 40; Ryrie, OH 38; Egan, OH 39). Macquarie perch had become 

rare in the tributaries of the Murrumbidgee by the Second World War, the last capture from the Badja River, 

by local resident James Sullivan, occurring during the late 1950s (Mark Lintermans, pers. com.). Occasional 

captures took place in the lower Numeralla River up to the 1970s (Pratt, OH 41). They remained locally 

common in the Murrumbidgee River in the 1960s (Pratt, 1979; Hain, OH 39; Ryrie, OH 38) but declined during 

the 1970s (David Ryrie, pers. com.). 

 

In the upland zone, changes to native fish populations are reported to have occurred by the 1850s, with a 

decline in cod, and an increase in perch numbers attributed to environmental change (Sydney Morning Herald, 

31 January 1877). By the 1890s, there had been a dramatic decline in catches of native fish in the Yass River 

(Yass Courier, 11 February 1898). By 1906, few cod were being taken (NSW Fisheries Report, 1906). Cod 

flourished in Burrinjuck Dam after its filling (Craven, OH 35), and were considered common up to the 1950s 

(Moore, OH 42).  After the construction of Burrinjuck Dam, Golden perch disappeared from the upper 

Murrumbidgee River (Pratt, OH 41) but Silver perch remained common upstream until the 1970s (Pratt, OH 

41). Macquarie perch were very common in Burrinjuck Dam as well as in the river upstream until the early 

1950s (Craven, OH35; Moore, OH 42).  By the 1970s, however, they had declined and were only commonly 

caught during their spawning migration (Greenham, 1981; Pratt, OH 41). They underwent a further decline 

during the 1980s and are now rare (Lintermans, 2002). 

 

In the slopes zone, a general reduction in native fish abundance in the Murrumbidgee River was reported by 

the 1890s (Sydney Morning Herald, 22 September 1894). Near Wagga Wagga, a major reduction in cod catches 

had occurred by 1928 (Sydney Morning Herald, 23 January 1928), though cod, Macquarie perch and Silver 

perch remained fairly common up to the 1930s (Ballard, OH 43). Trout cod were common between Gundagai 

and Wagga Wagga until the early 1930’s (Laney, OH 46), but had disappeared by the 1950s (Ballard, OH 43). 

Macquarie perch had declined in abundance in the Murrumbidgee at Gundagai by the 1960s (Ballard, OH 43), 

and disappeared from the Tarcutta Creek and the Murrumbidgee during the 1980s (Cockburn, OH 47). They 

remained common in the Tumut River and some of its tributaries until the 1970s (Hill, OH 45; Denson, OH 51). 

Catfish were still common in the 1930s (Laney, OH 46; Ballard, OH 43), but by the 1950s had become scarce 

(Ballard, OH 43). 

 

In the lowland zone, a major decline in the cod fishery was reported by the late 1920s (Sydney Morning Herald, 

8 September 1937). Trout cod were common at Narrandera up to the end of the First World War (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1910-13; Argus, 1 October 1920), but by the late 1930s were rare (Hardie, OH 49; Bailey, OH 

48; Cadwallader, 1977). Occasional captures took place up to the 1970s (Davies, OH 75). Macquarie perch 

were rare by the 1930s (Bailey, OH 48), but occasional captures took place into the 1960s (Davidson, 1968). 

Murray cod, Golden perch and Silver perch remained relatively common up to the 1950s, after which declines 

took place (Hardie, OH 49; Bailey, OH 48; Denson, OH 51). Catfish are recorded as having become scarce in  
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parts of the Murrumbidgee River by 1937 (Sydney Morning Herald, 7 August 1937). Both Silver perch and 

Catfish became rare at Carathool by the mid 1970s (Denson, OH 51). Although they were still regularly 

captured, Murray cod and Golden perch catches had declined by the 1980s (Bailey, OH 48; Noel Denson, pers. 

com.).  

 

19.3.2 Changes to Habitat 

The introduction of stock resulted in the silting of Jugiong Creek as early as 1840 (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 

January 1877). In the Bredbo area, gully erosion commenced between 1848 and 1887, causing the silting of the 

lower Bredbo and lower Numeralla Rivers. At Michelago the incision of gullies took place between 1860 and 

1913, causing the silting of the Michelago Creek (Starr et al., 1999). The Naas River suffered severe silting by 

1852 (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 January 1877), and large flood events in 1852, 1862 and 1870 resulted in the 

silting of the Murrumbidgee River between Michelago and Yass (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 January 1877; 

Starr et al., 1999; Scott, 2001). Heavy erosion occurred in the upper Yass catchment between 1860 and 1900 

(Scott, 2001), causing the Yass River to become shallower and wider (Yass Courier, 11 February 1898). In 1855 

removal of snags from the Murrumbidgee River for riverboat traffic commenced (Adelaide Register, 7 March 

1859), and by 1870 much of the river downstream of Gundagai had been desnagged (Sydney Morning Herald, 

26 November 1866; Argus, 2 June 1868; Sydney Morning Herald, 25 March 1870). 

 

During the 1870s, the first attempts were made to acclimatise exotic fish in the upper Murrumbidgee 

catchment. Goldfish were introduced to the Queanbeyan area in the 1870s (Clemments, 1988) and were first 

seen at Wagga Wagga and Gundagai in the early 1890s (Sydney Morning Herald, 23 April 1890; 9 September 

1891). European carp were possibly included in the shipments of Goldfish to Queanbeyan. Carp-like fish up to 

41 lbs. (18.6 kg) were held in ponds, and similar fish were captured from the Yass and Queanbeyan Rivers (Yass 

Courier, 24 December 1875). Genetic evidence suggests that a distinctive strain of European carp found in 

Tasmania still exists in the Canberra region (Davis et al., 1999). Another introduction of European carp, the 

Prospect Strain, occurred sometime after 1907 (Stead, 1929), resulting in the establishment of a small 

population in the lowland zone (Lake, 1959). The Boolarra strain first appeared in the Murrumbidgee River in 

1976 and by the 1980s had become abundant.  This fish is associated with a decline in Catfish populations 

(Gilligan, 2005).  

 

Redfin perch were liberated into the Queanbeyan, Molonglo, Naas and Cotter Rivers in 1888 (Arentz, 1966; 

NSW Fisheries Reports, 1902, 1905; Queanbeyan Age, 30 June 1888), and later into the Queanbeyan River 

(Sydney Morning Herald, 6 August 1902) and Cowra Creek near Numeralla (Sydney Morning Herald, 29 May 

1908). There is no evidence that any of these early introductions into the wild were successful. A population 

was maintained in a dam on a property at Queanbeyan which was used to establish the species elsewhere in 

NSW (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 October 1905). Langtry reported that Redfin perch first appeared in numbers 

near Narrandera during the 1930s. He suggested that their arrival impacted on native fish populations, 

particularly in lagoons (Cadwallader, 1977). Redfin perch were first reported upstream of Burrinjuck Dam in 

1986, and are associated with a decline in Macquarie perch (Lintermans et al., 1990). Early attempts were 

made to introduce Brown trout to the Murrumbidgee catchment in 1878 and 1888 (Argus, 29 June 1888; 

Queanbeyan Age, 30 June 1888). Wide scale government stockings commenced in 1892 (NSW Fisheries 

Reports, 1892: 1895). A contemporary account reported that the introduction of trout had an adverse impact 

on native fish populations in the Monaro region (Sydney Morning Herald, 21 December 1907).  

 

Major fish kills have been recorded in this catchment. Mortalities occurred in the Queanbeyan River in 1895 

with the fish exhibiting the symptoms of ‘Saprolegnia’, possibly induced by low flows or wool scour pollution 
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(Sydney Morning Herald, 1 August 1895; Queanbeyan Age, 10 August 1895). Large kills attributed to fish eating 

rabbit baits washed into the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers occurred in 1903 (Sydney Morning Herald, 10 

March 1903). Further kills occurred in the Molonglo in 1908 (Sydney Morning Herald, 9 March 1908). In 1909, 

concern was expressed about the impact of mining activities on the water quality of tributaries of the Tumut 

and Murrumbidgee Rivers as far downstream as Narrandera (NSW Fisheries Report, 1909). A large kill occurred 

near Wagga Wagga in 1914 (NSW Fisheries Report, 1914), followed by an event between Wagga and 

Narrandera in February 1915. Both were linked to rain events severely muddying the river and killed an 

enormous number of fish (Argus, 24 February 1915; Scott, 2001). A further kill took place in 1918 when it was 

reported that large numbers of cod were affected by a fungus (NSW Fisheries Report, 1918; Hill, OH 37).  

 

In 1939 and 1942, mine tailings dams at Captains Flat collapsed releasing copper residues into the Molonglo 

River. The pollution resulted in extensive fish kills in the Molonglo (Moore, OH 42). Fish kills possibly caused by 

pollution were reported downstream into the Murrumbidgee River to at least Uriarra where many dead cod 

were observed (Canberra Times, 25 January 1939). During the late 1960s large numbers of Silver perch died in 

the Murrumbidgee from Canberra to Berembed Weir with some fish reported to be covered in red ulcers 

(Pratt, OH 41; Laney, OH 46). 

 

The construction of the Berembed Weir in 1911, followed by the completion of Burrinjuck Dam in 1916, 

enabled irrigation to commence in the district. Further diversionary weirs were constructed at Wantabadgerie, 

Gogeldrie and Yanco, and an enlargement of Burrinjuck Dam was completed in 1928. Water diversion from the 

river caused a rapid proliferation of aquatic plants in the Murrumbidgee downstream of the Yanco Weir (NSW 

Fisheries Report, 1930). Variations in water levels for irrigation are suggested to have exposed cod spawning 

sites in the Murrumbidgee River, possibly killing eggs and larvae (Hill, OH 37). River regulation was linked to a 

decline in the cod fishery by the 1930s (Sydney Morning Herald, 8 September 1937). Construction commenced 

on the Snowy Mountains Scheme in 1949. This included the creation of a series of reservoirs on the Tumut 

River, enlargement of Burrinjuck Dam, and the construction of Tantangara Reservoir - the latter completed in 

1956.  

 

Today, there are 26 dams or weirs controlling water in the catchment. These have greatly altered the natural 

flow regime with a reduction in flood peaks and frequency (Frazier et al., 2005). Flows immediately 

downstream of Tantangara have been reduced to 1% of pre-impoundment conditions, and in the ACT, flows 

are now only 57% of that which existed under natural conditions (Lintermans, 2005). The natural thermal 

regime of the Murrumbidgee River is depressed below Burrinjuck Dam for about 300 kilometres due to cold 

water releases from the storage, with additional thermal pollution introduced by dams on the Tumut River 

(Astles, 2001). 

 

19.4 The Current Situation 

The Sustainable Rivers Audit concluded that the native fish populations of the Murrumbidgee River Catchment 

were: ‘in Extremely Poor Condition. The community had lost most of its native species richness and was 

dominated by alien fish, which were more than 87% of total biomass and 71% of total abundance. The Slopes 

and Upland Zone communities were in especially poor condition (Davies et al., 2008).’ 

 

While there has been a major decline in native fish species richness and abundance, the catchment contains a 

number of populations of Macquarie perch of high conservation significance. This includes those in the 

Murrumbidgee River between Yaouk and Michelago, some in the Cotter River, and a translocated population 

in the Queanbeyan River. Trout cod have been stocked at points from Adaminaby to Narrandera, with self-
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supporting populations now established in Bendora Dam on the Cotter River, and in the Murrumbidgee River 

between Gundagai and Narrandera. Upstream of Burrinjuck Dam, significant populations of Murray cod and 

Golden perch are supported by ongoing stocking and a remnant population of Silver perch exists. Below 

Burrinjuck, Silver perch are scarce, Catfish rare, and populations of Murray cod and Golden perch are 

supported by stockings. 

 

The upper Murrumbidgee River between Bredbo and Casuarina Sands, as part of the Murray-Darling Basin 

Authority’s Native Fish Strategy, has been designated as a ‘demonstration reach’. Here a range of 

rehabilitation activities will be conducted with community participation to improve habitat and restore native 

fish populations. 
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19.5 Newspaper Highlights 

The Australian, 21 March 1839 

Yass (From our own correspondent) 

Want of rain is a long-standing complaint throughout the Colony, and in this district especially; and it is one, I 

am sorry to say, that there are no apparent signs of being soon remedied in this quarter. Those water holes in 

which the good folks of Yass used, in times gone by, to angle for rock-cod, are now completely dried up, and 

water will soon become as scarce as rain has been, unless a wet season speedily sets in. The appearance of the 

entire plain is sterile in the extreme – not the slightest appearance of vegetation is anywhere visible. So much 

for the state of the country in this quarter. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 26 April 1854 

Notes of an Overland Journey to the Ovens and Melbourne. / The situation of the township is on the banks of a 

large creek, with very steep sides. The scenery is very beautiful, and the place altogether well adapted to the 

purposes of an inland town. After camping in the evening, we amused ourselves fishing in Tarcutta Creek, but 

one cod was all the sport which we secured. 

 

Yass Courier, 28 November 1857 

Fishing – The Yass River is now, in many parts, literally teeming with cod fish, some of them of considerable 

size; large quantities are caught by private parties and brought into town. The other evening a party of four 

gentlemen proceeded about nine miles up the river, and in a few hours they caught with lines sixty-one fine 

fish, weighing from two to six pounds each. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 27 October 1865 

Good Haul of Fish. Mr. D. Davis of Cooma-street (Yass- WT) was particularly fortunate in a fishing excursion 

made to the Murrumbidgee a day or two since. He succeeded in catching upwards of forty splendid fish, 

averaging from four to five pounds weight. These, with five brace of pigeons, amply repaid him for a night 

spent on the river’s bank at this propitious season for ‘camping out’. The take of fish is the more extraordinary, 

as the drought has brought the waters of the Murrumbidgee to a low ebb, and fishermen generally were 

waiting for a “fresh” before commencing operations. 

 

Queanbeyan Age, 3 March 1870 

Strangers In The Waters Of The Murrumbidgee. A huge amphibious animal has lately been seen on the banks 

and in the waters of the Murrumbidgee a short distance below the confluence of the Queanbeyan with that 

river. From all accounts it appears to be exceedingly wary and dives to the bottom of the river on the least 

alarm. Whatever the animal is it is evidently making its way up the river, as last year it was seen in the vicinity 

of Yeumberra. One person who saw it described it as being about eighteen feet long and said it was 

accompanied by another and smaller apparently its calf. – A less disagreeable new-comer in the river has been 

taken in two or three instances by anglers this season – a fish (said to be the bream, and common to the 

waters below Wagga Wagga) of a silvery colour, having very small scales, a small mouth, and of similar 

proportion to the herring. It is of delicious flavour, and like the river lobster has but recently found its way to 

the upper regions of the Murrumbidgee. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 10 May 1871 

The Manaro portion of the Murrumbidgee used to be well stocked with Murray cod, but these are not so 

plentiful as they were. A flood gets credit (perhaps justly) for having lessened their numbers; yet they are still 

to be found in it, also in the Umeralla. 
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Yass Courier, 24 December 1875 

A NEW FISH – Mr John Oldfield of Yarralumla, has informed us that he recently caught a couple of very fine fish 

in the Murrumbidgee  near Bulga Creek of quite a distinct variety from the bream, perch and cod, which are 

supposed to be the only kinds of fish inhabiting the waters of the upper Murrumbidgee River and its 

tributaries. The two specimens caught by Mr Oldfield, weighed respectively 1¾ and 2½ lbs. He describes them 

as being of a bronze or dark gold colour on the upper sides and back, with silvery bellies; the head and mouth 

larger than that of the perch or bream, but smaller than that of the cod, with a projecting lower lip, the back 

not being arched like that of the bream or perch, they take the bait (a worm) very freely, are strong and lively, 

and afford good sport to the angler.  

 

Another resident of Yarralumla, Mr Oldfield says, has caught several of the same fish in the Queanbeyan River. 

We would like to see a specimen of this newcomer in our river hereabouts, and to know something of its 

origin, our present opinion is that it is the golden carp, which has been acclimatized by Mr Davis in his pond at 

Gungahline, where it has attained the respectable weight of from 21 lbs to 41 lbs and has escaped from that 

locality to the Queanbeyan River by means of the creek, which connects the two. If our surmise be correct, Mr 

Davis has conferred a greater boon on the district than he probably contemplated when he first stocked the 

Gungahline pond with gold fish. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 31 January 1877 

How The Public Are Mystified. /In 1840 I saw the Jugiong River filled with sand to its junction. That district had 

then been occupied by a handful of shepherds and stockmen only, who described the river as originally 

composed of long deep waterholes / Close to my home, Naas River joins the Murrumbidgee from a tier of high 

ranges to the west. Since the great flood in 1852 (perhaps commencing before), its numerous sources, then 

running in a kind of swardy beds, have now each washed out for themselves deep channels from 20 to 100 

feet broad, and from 10 to 30 feet in depth – most of these scooped channels extending for miles. The clay 

part of these scourings continued melted up in the floods that by degree caused the ruin / What had been a 

succession of deep waterholes, is now a far broader but shallow sandy river – some sand is always visibly on 

the move, in flood-times doubtless a great deal. The whole of the Naas river has been changed, and the 

Murrumbidgee itself has been encroached upon, and similarly changed for miles below the junction; but above 

the junction its old character of very deep extensive waterholes continues. Codfish can exist in these deep 

waterholes alone; perch take their place as the rivers sand up. 



Yass Courier, 30 September 1879 

Anglers now obtain good baskets of fish from the Yass River. Codfish from 1 or 2 lbs weight to 15 or 16 lbs 

were caught in considerable numbers last week in various parts of the Yass River. 

 

Argus, 29 June 1888 

Introduction Of Trout Into New South Wales. Albury, Tuesday. Among the passengers by Monday night’s 

express train from Melbourne were Mr. Campbell, of Yarrabumia, Queanbeyan, and Mr. John Gale, one of the 

members for the Murrumbidgee, who brought about 300 young trout, perch, and carp from the 

acclimatisation nurseries, Ballarat, intended for the tributaries of the Upper Murrumbidgee and Snowy Rivers, 

near Yass / yet, 10 years ago, a brother of his rode from Queanbeyan to Monaro with some fish in an air-tight 

pickle bottle, and the fish were alive and well on arrival at their destination.  

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 23 April 1890 

Wagga, Tuesday / It is believed that carp have become acclimatised in the river here, as one weighing over half 

a pound was caught in the Murrumbidgee last week, a short distance from Wagga. 
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Sydney Morning Herald, 9 September 1891 

Gundagai, Tuesday. / E. Morley, of this town, caught yesterday some fish which are strange to these waters, 

but are believed to be English carp, and they have only been noticed here since the recent flood.  

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 22 September 1894 

Net Fishing. It is earnestly desirable that some attention be given to the depletion of the inland waters by 

wholesale net fishing. Take for instance the Tumut River. A few years ago it abounded in fine fish – Murray 

cod, perch, bream, &c., &c.. and anglers could always rely upon catching a fair basket in the season; but all this 

is now a thing of the past. Systematic netting from the debouchure of the river into the Murrumbidgee right 

up to Brungle has quite depleted the Tumut, and these nets prevent fish from ascending the river to spawn in 

the upper waters, as is their wont, and those that manage to get up in floods (the nets then having been taken 

out) are very few. 

 

The habits of the Murray cod resemble very much those of the salmon – that is, they make down to the 

brackish water at certain seasons, and return at spawning time, ascending the rivers to the headwaters, there 

to deposit their ova, and when shotten they again descend. September is the month they may be expected 

about the district, and they continue running, first up and then down, until the latter end of April. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 1 August 1895 

Fatal Disease in Fish. Queanbeyan, Wednesday. An extraordinary fatal disease has made its appearance 

amongst the Murray cod, black bream, and perch in the Queanbeyan River within the last few days. It affects 

principally large fish from 4lb. down to 2lb. in weight. Numbers were found within the vicinity of the town 

dying and dead. The fisheries Commissioners suspect that the cause is a fungus on the head, and have asked 

Sergeant Nelson to report. The police are sending specimens to Sydney to-night to the commissioners. Two 

fish examined to-day disclose highly inflamed gills and a thick membraneous growth on the lower lip, but there 

are no other external symptoms of disease. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 21 April 1904 

Last week Mr. R. A. Hill, hon. Secretary of the Murrumbidgee Fish Protection Society, forwarded two small fish 

found in waterholes near Wagga Wagga to the Fisheries Department for identification. / “The fish is the 

spotted gudgeon (Krefftius adspersus)”. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 1 December 1904 

In The Trout Districts.  / we experienced the most whole-hearted hospitality and kindly advice in his trout 

quest near Cooma. There are but few really expert fly-fishers in the town or district, but those few are as the 

leaven of righteousness in the lump of angling misdeeds. Everybody who can hurl a line into a river has caught 

trout, cod, bream, perch and gadopsis in the Murrumbidgee, but most do it with a hook baited with white 

grub, worm, shrimp, frog and other foods. 

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 9 March 1908 

Mysterious Fish Mortality. At Canberra, on the lower Queanbeyan River, a mysterious mortality among fish 

exists. Two specimens of the infected fish – a Murray cod of about 3lb weight and a black bream weighing 

something under 16oz – were both brought into Mr. John Gale, honorary inspector of inland fisheries. Both 

were alive. / In one pool or channel of the river fish of all sizes were dead and alive, ranging from a pound or 

two up to 20 pounds. They were all descriptions, cod, perch, bream, carp, but only one trout among the dead 

fish. Up or down the stream no dead fish were to be seen, except in the little arm or branch named. Shrimps 

were even affected. It is estimated that there must have been a ton or more of dead and live fish. / A couple of 
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years ago a similar mortality occurred among the fish in the Queanbeyan River a mile or two above the town... 

In both these instances, however, the mortality was confined to a small area and happened after heavy rains. 

 

Narrandera Argus, 11 January 1910 

MURRUMBIDGEE TROUT-COD 

Mr. C. H. Wood, Secretary of the Narrandera Angler’s Club, has received from Mr. D. G. Stead, the naturalist 

who recently visited Narrandera with the Fisheries Board, a letter of much interest to anglers. Mr. Stead writes 

that the trout-cod, now prevalent in the Murrumbidgee, is a species absolutely distinct from the Murray cod; 

nor is it, as its name would seem to imply, a cross between the trout and cod, for it has absolutely nothing in 

common with the trout of the genus Salmo. The trout-cod is really a species of perch, and Mr. Stead is 

enthusiastic as to its value, both as a table fish and affording good angling. With regards to the specimens of 

fish captured by the naturalist on his visit to Narrandera, he states that they were well preserved. Mr. Stead 

forwards Mr. Wood some interesting books on pisciculture, and offers, if suitable provision can be made in 

Narrandera, to stock some tanks with living specimens of fish.  

 

Sydney Morning Herald, 13 September 1913 

Cod-Fishing on the Murrumbidgee. / Yet one giant of the species caught by Mr. Smith, bookkeeper on 

Burrabogle station, Murrumbidgee, turned the scales at 200lb. This, however, was an extraordinary big haul. / 

My friend, Jim Jordan, most renowned of fishermen between the Eucumbene and the Bight, established an 

interesting fact in respect to the annual growth of the cod. While camped on the river some miles above Hay 

his catch one afternoon included a forty-pounder. As there were no callers – or travellers – to bestow largesse 

of fish on, Jim made a disc of tin, whereon he inscribed the weight of the fish, the date of liberation, and his 

autograph, attached to the fish, and set him afloat again. Two years after a brother fisherman caught him once 

more, not 200 yards from the scene of his first capture and release. Said Bill: “You were a long way out about 

the weight, Jim. Why it turned the scales at 60lb.” 

 

Queanbeyan Age, 26 January 1925 

Piscatorial. Recently, in considerable numbers, quite a new variety of fish has made its appearance and 

become the prey of anglers in the Upper Murrumbidgee near Queanbeyan. Those who have caught it have 

thought it a cross between the trout and bream – commonly abounding, in the neighbouring waters, but is 

erroneously called perch. The new specimen is in reality the true perch, which has found its way from the 

lower Murrumbidgee, where it is common enough. It is distinguished from the bream, which has a thick 

leathery lip and a mouth devoid of teeth, while its scales are larger and the spines on its back much stronger 

and bonier than those of the true perch, which is of more graceful form and with comparatively small scales. 

Moreover, all the bream class are destitute of teeth, while the true perch possesses teeth in both upper and 

lower jaws. It is a delicious table fish, though lacking the peculiar toothsome flavour of the bream of our fresh 

waters. The true perch, also, is a better fighter when hooked, and affords capital sport to the angler. 

 

Argus, 24 February 1915 

Flood in Murrumbidgee. Fishing Extraordinary. Wagga (N.S.W.). / All day on Sunday dead sheep by the score, 

rabbits in hundreds, and great quantities of fish of all sizes, and occasionally pigs, were to be seen floating 

down the swollen stream. The water had assumed the colour and almost the consistency of pea soup, and the 

mud had the effect of partially stupefying the fish. As they floated down they struggled blindly and persistently 

towards land. The populace of Wagga and other parts held high carnival all day Sunday. Thousands of people 

lined both banks of the river, armed with all manner of weapons and nets for capturing fish. Many adopted the 

simple method of clubbing the fish on the head as they floated past on the outer edge of the stream. Some 

parties secured as much as 4cwt. and 5cwt. Of cod, bream, and perch, together with great quantities of 

shrimps and lobsters. Even people who had been intimate with the river for years were amazed at the 
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quantities of fish which were washed up. At Brachour Station one cod taken weighed 78lb. Numbers of others 

turned the scale at 40lb., 50lb., and 60lb. In addition to those taken, it is estimated that many tons of fish 

perished in the water. 

 

Argus, 10 August 1917 

Macquarie Perch. / With regard to Macquarie or eastern perch it is not to be compared in any respect with the 

golden perch. We only use it for cod bait up here. They are rarely got in the river as far down as Narrandera 

though the Goodradigbee up above Burrinjuck is full of them; in there the golden perch is rare. 

 

Argus, 1 October 1920  

Murray Fishes. Some interesting points in connection with the habits of Murray fishes were mentioned by Mr. 

J. H. Jarman of Narrandera, in recent conversation. While the trout cod, recognised in his locality as a distinct 

variety of sub-species of the Murray cod, and always commanding high prices from those who know its merit 

as a table fish are fairly common in the Murrumbidgee, he cannot find that it exists in the western rivers such 

as the Lachlan and the Darling. The Macquarie perch, while plentiful in the higher reaches of the Goodradigbee 

and in several other tributaries of the Murray, including the Goulburn, is never caught by rod or drum net in 

the Murrumbidgee near Narrandera. Mr. Jarman has satisfied himself, and his view is confirmed by the 

personal observations of professional fishermen, that the Murray catfish, much undervalued on the economic 

side, will, where the slope of the bank favours, work its way right out of the water to take a bait on dry land. 

Catfish. / An interesting point about these curious catfishes – much prejudiced by their name – is that, unlike 

most other fishes, they make a well-marked nest for their eggs, and keep close guard over them until the 

young are hatched and able to burrow into the mud of river bottoms for their own protection. While the eggs 

are incubating both male and female guard over them, moving just over or about the nest. When they are 

about due to hatch the female drives off the male, who, however, continues his sentry go in circles a little way 

from the nest. 

 

19.6 Significant Extracts from the Annual Reports on the Fisheries of NSW  

1902 

In his book on the fisheries of this state, the late Mr. Lindsay Thompson states* that “one of the first, if not the 

first successful attempts to introduce new fish into New South Wales was made in 1888 by Messrs. John Gale 

and F. Campbell, of Queanbeyan.” The consignment here referred to was obtained at Ballarat, in Victoria, and 

included 300 yearling trout, 80 English perch and 40 “Russian” carp*. The fish were liberated in various waters 

in the southern part of the state (tributaries of the Murrumbidgee and the Snowy Rivers)./but Mr. Thompson 

has seemingly been unaware that three years previously two consignments of yearling perch were imported 

from Ballarat at the instigation of the Zoological Society of Sydney. *History of the Fisheries of New South 

Wales, by Lindsay G. Thompson, 1893, p. 22. † “Russian,” or “Crucian” carp: Cyprinus carrasius. 

 

1905 

Mr. John Gale, of Queanbeyan, who is an ardent enthusiast in matters piscatorial, obtained permission from 

Mr. A. H. Garroway, to collect English perch from a dam on his property for distribution in local waters, and 

was supplied with a net and cans for their capture and transportation in October. Consignments were sent to 

Mr. Edwards for liberation in Bibbeluke River, and to Mr. Campbell at Yarralumli, and seventy-two were 

brought to Sydney by Inspector Benson, thirty-eight of which were placed in one of the Centennial Park ponds 

and thirty-four in Kangaroo Creek, Port Hacking. 
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Experiments were carried out by the Superintendent of Fisheries Investigations in connection with Murray 

codfish eggs at Murrumbidgee River near Wagga Wagga, with a view to ascertaining whether they would be 

suitable for artificial propagation. Several fish were stripped and the eggs impregnated with milt successfully, 

and it was found quite practicable to artificially provide for, keep, and develop the eggs and obtain the fry for 

liberation, as in the case of trout. 

 

The Mayor of Queanbeyan presided at a large meeting of residents to consider the closing of the season in the 

western waters against fishing generally . . . and advanced the reasons that trout had finished spawning in 

August, and cod and perch did not spawn till November and December. 

 

During the former closed seasons for trout in the Upper Murrumbidgee River a good deal of line fishing was 

carried out ostensibly for the capture of cod and perch, which was lawful, but in reality for trout. To meet this 

difficulty, the whole of the waters of that part of the Murrumbidgee River, together with all its creeks, inlets, 

and tributaries upwards from the junction of and including the Umeralla River were declared closed against 

fishing generally, and by any method of capture, from the 1st of May to the 31st October, 1905. 

 

1906 

At the request of Mr. J. J. McJannett of Bungendore a net and fish tanks were forwarded to him, to enable him 

to catch cod in the Murrumbidgee and Queanbeyan Rivers, and transport them to Lake George. Mr. McJannett 

reported that efforts were made to capture cod in the Murrumbidgee River, near Michelago, but without 

success. 

 

On Thursday, the 27th of December, 1906, Mr. Dannevig and I left Sydney by train to Goulburn, with the object 

of inspecting the waters in the Tumut and Monaro districts, and of fixing the site for a nursery trout pond at 

Talbingo/The river at Yass was very discoloured and slow running, and is not in this locality suitable for trout; 

some cod are occasionally caught near the town, and it is more suited for this species. The next stream of 

importance was the Murrumbidgee at Jugiong, and I was informed that very large cod fish are frequently 

obtained here . . . from Tumut to Talbingo the road proceeds along the banks of the Tumut River for several 

miles . . . although trout have been liberated in the main river and its tributaries no evidence could be obtained 

of the capture of any trout in the Tumut River, but cod are frequently taken from it. 

 

1907 

Badga and Umaralla Rivers have been very low, and storms have kept them discoloured. Both streams are well 

stocked with large and small fish (trout)/Perch are increasing in these streams, and very good catches have 

been made. 

 

1908 

In the beginning of March large numbers of fish were found to be dead and dying in Queanbeyan River in the 

vicinity of Canberra. The mortality affected cod, perch, carp, and shrimps, but only one trout was observed. 

The mortality was confined to a small area, and occurred after heavy rains which flooded the river and brought 

down deposits from sheep camps and other debris. It is considered that the impurities brought down by the 

freshes were responsible for the death of these fish. 

 

1909 

Mr. C. N. Hanlan very generously offered a limited supply of English perch to be obtained from a dam on his 

property at Queanbeyan, where this species of fish is plentiful, in the event of this Department requiring any, 

and was informed that his offer would be availed of if supplies are required. 
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1910-13 

Dissemination of Australian bass / A large consignment of Australian bass was also taken to Temora for 

liberation in dams at the Government Demonstration Farm there. Altogether 1,112 yearlings were safely 

landed here, and these will, as far as possible, be kept under observation.  

 

In regard to size, the Naturalist inclines to the belief that the average female Murray cod becomes sexually 

mature and bears ripe eggs at a length of from 18 to 19 inches, and of a weight of a little over 2 lb., and that 

the average length of trout cod at maturity is 10 inches, with a weight of about 6 oz.; the length of golden 

perch (yellow-belly) at maturity being about 11 inches, with a weight of from ½ lb. to ¾ lb./Dixon’s dam
1
 was 

visited by the Naturalist, the late Chairman of the Fisheries Board, and the Inland Commissioner, and it was 

found that is was heavily stocked with Murray cod and other native fishes, and that trout cod is as abundant in 

the Murrumbidgee as is the Murray cod. Rocky Waterholes Lagoon
2
 was next visited, and it was found to be a 

fine permanent water of good depth and teeming with fish-life. 

 

The fish taken at Deniliquin in August, 1909, locally called “trout,” which were similar to specimens already 

received from Narrandera and Wagga Wagga, as “Murray cod” has been found to be distinct from either of the 

species mentioned, and has been designated “trout cod.” The Naturalist
1
 is of the opinion that in the trout cod 

has been discovered the long-lost “Oligorus mitchelli” of Castelnau, the very existence of which has been 

generally doubted. Freshwater catfish, of which there is an abundance throughout the whole of the western 

waters, is expected to become of considerable vale as time goes on. Already numbers are sold in the 

Melbourne market. 

 

Author’s Footnotes: 

1. The ‘Dixons Dam’ referred to may have been on the Murrumbidgee River near Wagga Wagga and owned by 

early settlers of the region. 

2. Rocky Waterholes Lagoon is located near Narrandera. 

 

1914 

During October valuable work was performed in the transplantation of a consignment of ovigerous 

Murrumbidgee crayfish (Astacopsis spinifera) from the Murrumbidgee River at Bringagee to the McIntyre River 

at Inverell. The crayfish were captured by Messrs. W. J. Hill and F. Archer, professional fishermen of 

Narrandera, and kept in wire-netting cages until ready for dispatch. / The consignment consisted of 161 

mature crayfish, 8 to 18 inches in length, 51 being ovigerous females, whose eggs were at the time actually 

hatching, 47 females whose eggs had been hatched, and 63 males./They were liberated in four different 

places, viz., 4 miles below Inverell, and 1 mile, 2 miles, and 4 miles above the town. None were lost in transit. 

 

Mr. W. J. Hill, a professional fisherman of Narrandera, offered to place his horse and sulky at the disposal of 

the Department, and to accompany the officer undertaking the work, piloting him through the district. This 

was faithfully performed, the Murrumbidgee River from Berembed Weir to Carrathool being inspected and 

tested as to the fish and food contained in the stream itself and its principal outside channels. This work 

occupied twenty-one days. Every assistance was afforded by Mr. Hill, whose knowledge of the country proved 

invaluable. A number of large and permanent lagoons and waterholes in the anabranches of the 

Murrumbidgee were visited, also many smaller lagoons, &c., which were fast drying up, and in some of which 

thousands of fish – Murray cod, trout cod, Golden, Silver, and Macquarie perch and catfish – were already 

dead or dying, illustrating the appalling waste of valuable food perpetuated by nature in dry seasons. This has 

been an exceptionally dry year in the Riverina, and many waterholes that have never been known to dry up 

are lower than the oldest residents have seen them before, and unless a considerable fresh comes down the 

Murrumbidgee River within the next three months, most of these will dry up also. 
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Reports from several places on the Murray River System indicated great mortality among fish. One such report 

came from Wagga Wagga; on investigation the cause was found to be the sudden inrush of muddy water, due 

to an exceptionally heavy thunderstorm, containing a large quantity of surface soil, dead leaves, eucalyptus 

bark, &c., which polluted the stream to such an extent that it is assumed for a time the consistency of pea 

soup. Many of the older and weaker fish were suffocated by it. This occurred at Wagga in November, the loss 

of fish being very great. 

 

A scheme for the utilization of nature’s waste has been outlined and will be put into operation next season. It 

is intended to collect from drying-up waterholes as many as possible of the young of various food fishes – 

Murray cod, trout cod, golden, silver, and Macquarie perch, &c., - and convey them to the nearest permanent 

water, where they will be liberated. A trial is to be given to this project early in the new year. 

 

Arrangements have been perfected for the transplantation early in the new year of the Murray cod, golden 

and silver perches to the Cataract Reservoir and the Nepean River, at Penrith and Wallacia, when a number 

will also be obtained for liberation in the Prospect Inlet Observation Ponds. 

 

A request was made by the late Irrigation Commissioner that an investigation as to the quantity of fish life in 

Burrinjuck Reservoir should be made. This was undertaken with the co-operation of Mr. Henry Dawson (late 

Inland Fisheries Commissioner).  

 

Heavy rain in the upper waters brought the Goodradigbee, Yass, and the Murrumbidgee Rivers down, causing 

a lot of muddy water to flow into the reservoir, hence a thorough investigation could not be made. Prior to the 

rain, however, tests, made with a meshing net about 80 yards long, resulted in the capture of very few fish, 

those caught being Silver and Macquarie Perch. Hauls made with a fine mesh specimen net captured very large 

numbers of miniature fishes, including gudgeons, atherines and smelts, also shrimps and insect larvae. While 

not being convincing, the tests go to show that the water is not by any means well stocked with edible fishes, 

while fish food is plentiful. 

 

A consignment of 1,037 Murray cod, Golden, Silver, and Macquarie Perch was transplanted from the 

Murrumbidgee River to Burrinjuck Dam. About 500 of the same kinds were liberated in the Nepean River near 

Penrith and at Wallacia, also a like quantity in Cataract Reservoir, while a small number of each kind were 

placed in the Observation Ponds at Prospect. This work was carried out with very little loss, the fish arriving in 

excellent condition. 

 

The work of transplanting Murrumbidgee Lobsters to various waters was curtailed, owing to floods in the 

Murrumbidgee River destroying many of the captured crustaceans and rendering further captures 

impracticable. / The few lobsters secured were sent to the Nepean River and the Umeralla River, where they 

were liberated in good condition. Four lobsters died (two out of each consignment) en route. 

 

1917 

Upwards of 90,000 fry of valuable food fishes from 1 to 13 inches in length, including Murray Cod, Golden, 

Silver, and Macquarie Perch, Catfish, and River Blackfish, were rescued from overflowed lands on the 

Murrumbidgee River Flats and liberated in permanent waters at a cost of less than £100. Owing to cold 

weather it was not deemed advisable to attempt the transplantation of the fish in the various approved 

waters. 
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When conducting hatchery operations, and also when collecting small fishes from overflowed lands, a number 

of small Murray Cod were marked with identification discs and released in various places in the Murrumbidgee 

River. Two of the Murray Cod liberated in the vicinity of Bringagee during the month of October were 

recaptured in December close to Narrandera, having travelled upstream a distance, rounds the bends of the 

river, of approximately 150 miles. Further important work in this direction will be undertaken as opportunity 

offers. 

 

Murrumbidgee River near Tarsus / Murray cod are plentiful. E. Crisp, Tarsus. 

 

1918 

Upwards of 30,000 fry of Murray Cod, Golden, Silver, and Macquarie Perch, Catfish, and River (Blackfish?- WT), 

and 1,638 mature fishes of the same kinds were rescued from over-flowed lands on the Murrumbidgee River 

flats and transplanted in Burrinjuck Reservoir. Sixty-five mature fish of the same kinds were transplanted in the 

Temora Demonstration Farm Dam, and 35 mature Golden Perch were supplied to Mr. J. Woolard, Trunkey 

Creek, to stock a dam on his property.  

 

During May and June upwards of 45,000 small Murray Cod, Golden, Silver, and Macquarie Perch, Catfish, and 

River Blackfish, and over 2,000 mature fishes of the same species were rescued from the overflowed lands at 

Bringagee, and transferred to the permanent waters of the Murrumbidgee River. 

 

A Murray Cod, which was marked for identification with a disc bearing the No. 522, on 11th October, 1917, 

near Bringagee, was recaptured close to Narrandera on 11th December, 1918. Another Marked Murray Cod, 

No. 502, liberated near Bringagee on 23rd October, 1917, was recaptured near Narrandera on 18th January, 

1918. Two Murray Cod marked at about the same time and place, Nos. 534 and 538, were recaptured within 

two miles of Narrandera in November and December, 1917. 

 

Two hundred and seventy-four Murrumbidgee lobsters were collected in the Murrumbidgee River, near 

Carrathool, and transplanted in various streams throughout the State, viz., Reedy Creek, Warialda, Hunter 

River (three localities), Umeralla River, Severn River, Belubula River, Nadjigomar Dam, Nepean River, and a 

dam at Castle Hill. 

 

1919 

A total of 380 Murrumbidgee lobsters, captured in the Murrumbidgee River, near Carrathool, were 

transplanted in various waters with the State. One hundred and twenty lobsters were released in Burrinjuck 

Reservoir, and the remainder in different localities in the Queanbeyan, Hunter, and Macquarie Rivers, and 

King’s Creek, near Inverell. 

 

1920 

Investigations conducted on the Burrinjuck Reservoir did not disclose such plentitude of fish as to justify 

wholesale exploitation, and the restrictions limiting operations to the use of one line with one hook for each 

person were renewed for a further period. 

 

Three hundred and fifty Murray lobsters (or Murrumbidgee crayfish) were captured in the Murrumbidgee 

River, near Bringagee, and transplanted; 300 in Burrinjuck Reservoir, and 25 each in the Macquarie and 

Gwyder Rivers. The majority of the crustaceans were females, carrying well-developed eggs, many of which 

would hatch out shortly after liberation. 
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1922 

Murray Lobsters—A transplantation of these crustaceans effected in 1914 in Beardy River near Dundee has 

proved successful, specimens of young lobsters sent for identification were found on examination to be 

Astacopsis spinifera, the kind liberated. 

 

1923 

Three hundred and twenty-eight Murray lobsters were collected under contract in the Murrumbidgee River 

and transplanted in Burrinjuck Reservoir; twenty-five of these crustaceans were released in Macquarie River 

near Dubbo. 

 

Investigations show that the Murray Cod and other Western fishes released in Cataract Reservoir in 1916 are 

now acclimatized and reproducing naturally; these fish are numerous all over the reservoir. 

 

1925 

Burrinjuck Hatchery for Indigenous Fishes—Construction of this hatchery was commenced; it is expected to be 

ready for use next spawning season. Prior to commencement a record flood in Murrumbidgee River 

submerged the Burrinjuck dam, also the hatchery site; a new site above flood level was consequently selected. 

 

Murrumbidgee Lobsters—Two hundred and fifty of these crustaceans collected on lower Murrumbidgee River 

were transplanted in Burrinjuck Reservoir, 25 in Wambool, and 25 in Bathurst waters. 

 

1929 

Transplantation of live fish under Ministerial authority was satisfactorily performed by Mr. G. J. Preston of 

Quandary, who reports that on April 22nd, 1929, he collected in Murrumbidgee River 40 catfish, 50 Murray 

cod and 107 perch from 2 to 5 inches in length and transplanted then in Mirrool Creek. 

 

1930 

Since the weir below the outflow of Yanco Creek was completed, the flow down the Murrumbidgee River has 

been reduced, the water being diverted into Yanco Creek: as a result aquatic plants have in many places 

almost overgrown the previously open river, to the detriment of operations by river fishermen. 

 

1933 

The activities of licensed fishermen at Burrinjuck Reservoir have been causing the Department some concern, 

by reason of the fact that during the winter months great numbers of trout are caught in their nets, and these, 

which are usually dead when the nets are lifted, are commonly sold along with other fish./Commercial fishing 

was, therefore, proscribed in the Murrumbidgee River below its junction with the Goodradigbee River (which 

has been closed for some time against all commercial methods), and the use of nets in Yass River restricted to 

the waters below Woolgarloo. 
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19.7 Murrumbidgee River Catchment Oral Histories 

The following oral histories (OH 37- 51) mostly discuss the Murrumbidgee Catchment. 

 

OH 37 

An Interview with William Hill of Bringagee 

Mrs. Marge Longford of Griffith, a descendent of commercial fisherman William Hill, possessed a typed 

transcript of an interview with William Hill recorded by an unknown person. The header of the notes carries 

the initials: TCR.DS suggesting that it may have been conducted by T. C. Roughly and David Stead. The text is 

reproduced without amendment below.  

 

NOTES ON THE MURRAY COD. GOLDEN PERCH, SIVER PERCH, CATFISH AND THE ENGLISH PERCH COMPILED 

FROM INFORMATION SUPPLIED BY MR. W. HILL AT NARRANDERA 8th AND 9th OF JULY 1940. 

Artificial Propagation of Murray Cod 

The male Murray cod is stripped into a spoon which is then stirred through the water, about one inch deep in a 

shallow enamel dish. The male fish is not easy to strip and only two or three drops of milt will come away at 

any time. The milt, if ripe, quickly diffuses through the water, but if it adheres together in streaks it is useless 

for fertilization purposes. Although the amount of milt capable of being extruded is comparatively small it is 

ample to fertilize great quantities of eggs. The eggs are stripped from the female into the dish at the same time 

or immediately after the stripping of the male, and the water is kept agitated by shaking the dish in order to 

distribute the eggs evenly through it and to prevent them adhering to each other and sides of the dish. After 

about 3 or 4 minutes the eggs lose their adhesive properties. About 30,000 eggs are obtained from a fish 

weighing about 2½ pound. The female is quite exhausted by the stripping but is recovered in 24 hours. If, in the 

stripping process, blood comes away from the eggs it appears to be an indication that they were not quite ripe, 

for development ceases about 24 hours after fertilization. In the more forcible extrusion of milt, however, it is 

not uncommon for some blood to be extruded; this milt may retain its fertilizing properties unimpaired. 

 

Dr. P. O. Lethbridge who assisted Mr. Hill in microscopic examination of the eggs and spermatozoa, when 

interviewed at the Narrandera hospital, that the spermatozoa of Murray cod are actively motile and that they 

remained alive in a dish of water at room temperature for 7 hours. The fertilized eggs can be kept without 

damage for about 48 hours in a can placed under a dripping tap or agitated to ensure sufficient supply of 

oxygen. As soon as possible after fertilization they should be placed in the hatching cages. Those used by Mr. 

Hill measured 14” X 14” X 14” they consisted of a cubical wooden frame covered by galvanized wire gauze of 14 

meshes to the inch. Each of these cages if capable of hatching about 12, 000 eggs, and eight of them are fitted 

into a large rectangular cage, 6’ X 3’ X 1½’ deep, which is also covered with wire gauze, of 14 meshes to the 

inch, on each side of the wooden frame; this double covering helps not only to retain the fry which may work 

through the gauze of the smaller cages but it prevents shrimp from preying on them by thrusting their claws 

through the openings. These hatching cages are moored in the stream and the natural run of the current 

ensures a continuous supply of fresh water.   

 

In water with a temperature of 68
o
 F the fry hatched out in 120 hours (5 days). At this temperature the 

resulting fry appeared to be soft and it was found that more robust fry were obtained when the temperature 

was somewhat lower and 8 or 9 days elapsed between fertilization and heating. The dead eggs were removed 

once a day by means of forceps. When the fry hatch out the egg membranes must be removed expeditiously 

otherwise they quickly develop fungus. In order to accomplish this the cage is raised and lowered quickly; the 

fry remain at or near the surface; in this position the can be quickly removed by means of a small net. Sediment 

in the river water was found to be very inimical to successful hatching. Consequently, two or three times a day, 

each small cage was lifted and shaken to liberate as much as possible of the sediment which was caught up in 
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the meshes. In a hatchery where the water is filtered trouble from this source would be avoided. The newly-

hatched fry are reddish in colour and tend to gather in heaps in the corner of the cage. The yolk sac is absorbed 

in about 21 days and the fry then begin to feed. At this stage they were fed on the flesh of shrimps broken up 

finely between the fingers, or on the gonads of mussels treated in a similar manner. 

 

At Bringagee fully roed Murray cod are usually found from about the 26th of September to about the end of the 

third week in October. At Wagga Wagga fully roed fish are found about a month later; here Mr. Hill has found 

ripe males as late as the end of November. When about to spawn one of the fish (thought by Mr. Hill to be the 

male) forms a depression on the sand: this varies from about 12 inches to about 5 feet in diameter and up to 

about a foot deep, the size probably being governed by the size of the fish forming it. After deposition and 

fertilization of the eggs one of the fish (again thought to be the male) maintains a guard over the eggs to 

protect them from the depredation of other fish and shrimps and, by the movement of its fins, to maintain the 

eggs free from sediment. On a good spawning ground the depressions may be so numerous as to meet at their 

edges.  Spawning takes place usually when the river is high, the areas chosen being shallow beds at the edge of 

the stream where they are covered by from 3 to 4 feet of water. A favourite site is at or adjacent to the 

projecting edge of a bend in the river. If, after the deposition of the hatch out, the whole of the eggs will be lost, 

and Mr. Hill states that since irrigation was extensively adopted a marked fall in the river has frequently 

occurred in October owing to the heavy demands on the water at this time for irrigation purposes. It is just a 

this period that the Murray cod spawns and the losses that have occurred from this cause are considered to be 

an important factor in reducing the quantity of fish in the Murrumbidgee River. 

 

Propagation of Golden perch 

Golden perch eggs fertilized in a glass jar at Mr. Hill’s home at 6.45 pm on October 25th 1937 began to hatch 

out at 8.45 pm on October 27th (50 hours) and all were hatched by 9.15 pm; the temperature of the water was 

72°F. An oil globule near the anterior extremity maintains the newly-hatched fry in vertical position and for 

some time after hatching it swims continuously from the bottom to the surface and from the surface to the 

bottom. This oil globule eventually moves back along the ventral surface and when located here the fry is able 

to swim in a horizontal position. It is very active and makes towards the light. At 9 pm on October 30th the fry 

(which are very small) were seen to be actively feeding, apparently on infusoria, which occurred naturally in the 

water. They measured 3/8 inch long 96 hours after hatching. No special effort was made to rear them beyond 

this stage. 

 

Male and female Golden perch are easily distinguished, the females being much more rotund. The stripping 

technique is exactly the same as Murray cod. Unlike the Murray cod the Golden perch does not construct a nest 

or depression, the eggs being pelagic. The Golden perch spawns in November and in March and April if the river 

is high enough. Mr. Hill is of the opinion that it will not spawn if the river is unduly low. Mr. Hill has found male 

Golden perch fully roed when 8 inches long and females when about 2 lb. in weight. Fully roed female fish are 

usually found, however, when from 5 to 8 lb. in weight. Dr. Lethbridge examined the spermatozoa of Golden 

perch and found them to be non-motile. 

 

Like those of the Golden perch, the eggs of Silver perch are pelagic, and spawning occurs during approximately 

the same periods, i.e. during November and March and April, when the river is high. Spawning takes place 

during the early morning or evening. Male Silver perch have been found fully roed at a weight of 4 to 5 ounces, 

and the females at a weight of about a pound. 

 

Breeding Habits of the Freshwater Catfish. 

When the Catfish is about to spawn the male constructs a nest consisting of small stones and sticks which it will 

carry (apparently in its mouth) for a distance of up to a quarter of a mile. Over these spawning takes place and 
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the male guards the eggs against the inroads of other fish and shrimps and prevents the deposition of sediment 

by continually swimming around them. 

 

English Perch (Redfin). 

The roe of the female English perch is unpaired and grows to a very large size — about one third of the total 

weight of the fish. Mr. Hill has never seen a male English perch. 

 

General. 

Mr. Hill is of the opinion that Murray cod are not as plentiful a formerly, though there seems to be no 

noticeable diminution at Bringagee where he has been fishing since 1906. In addition to this area Mr. Hill has 

fished practically along the whole length of the Murrumbidgee and Lachlan. Several reasons are given for the 

reduction in numbers of Murray cod. As stated preciously, the exposure of spawning grounds containing 

developing eggs caused by the lowering of the water for irrigation purposes have caused much loss. 

 

Large Murray cod are responsible for great losses amongst the younger Murray cod and closure of certain 

lengths of the river against netting are a serious contributing factor for very large Murray cod do not migrate 

to any extent and closed waters form a sanctuary for them. Here they reduce the numbers of smaller Murray 

cod very greatly. Mr. Hill is emphatic that he can catch more fish in open waters than in closed waters; indeed, 

he maintains that he will guarantee to do this and in prepared at demonstrate it to us at any time. In this 

contention he was resolutely supported by Mr. F. Archer, who was present during portion of this interview, and 

who has been fishing for Murray cod since 1891 (49 years). As example of the greater productiveness of open 

water, Mr. Hill cited the Murrumbidgee at Bringagee which has been fished with nets unceasingly by a 

considerable number of fishermen without any noticeable diminution of supplies. In contrast with this the 

examples of the closed waters adjacent to Narrandera and Wagga Wagga were cited; here Murray cod are 

notoriously scarce. In addition, closed waters afford protection to English perch, which cause widespread 

destruction of young cod. Mr. Hill strongly recommends that all closures against netting be lifted with the 

exception of those waters situated within one mile of each side of weirs. 

 

The English perch does damage in creeks and lagoons where it congregates in far greater quantities than in the 

main streams. The best way to reduce the numbers of English perch is to commercialise it. Every effort should 

be made to popularize this fish as food; at the present time Mr. Hill states that it brings from 4d. to 8d. per lb., 

and, in skinned and fried in batter, it is very palatable. Serious losses are caused by large numbers of Murray 

cod fry being carried along the irrigation channels to the Leeton and other areas where irrigation is carried out. 

When the fields are drained the fry die in large numbers. Prior to the construction of Burrinjuck Dam and the 

extensive adaptation of irrigation that followed, large numbers of lagoons retained water for years at a stretch, 

whereas now they go dry practically every year. Heavy mortalities of fish of all sizes regularly occur as a result. 

 

Although a small percentage of fishermen respect the closure during the months of September, October and 

November, the majority ignore it. Large numbers of amateurs also fish throughout the closed period. These 

statements were endorsed by Mr. Archer. There is much illicit net fishing in closed waters. Although the 

Fisheries Regulations prohibit unlicensed fishermen from using more than one set line at any one time, 

breaches of the regulation are very numerous. Some anglers use a great number of lines than licensed 

fishermen, and the fish that are captured are sold locally. Italians from Leeton and Griffith are particularly 

serious offenders in third regard. Most fish caught by anglers are undersized and they are rarely liberated. In 

some places the quantity or undersized fish caught by anglers reach serious proportions. 

 

In February, March, and April 1918, fungus developed on Murray cod in considerable quantities, and during the 

following year hundreds of tons of fish died. (This fungus may be regarded as a secondary symptom of some 
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adverse conditions operating during that period). Although cormorants do some damage to Murray cod the 

pelican is regarded as a far greater pest.  Mr. Hill considers the regulation size and mesh (4 inches) of drum nets 

to be quite satisfactory. Some nets, however, are made with the funnel too small, consequently large fish are 

debarred from entering them. The funnel should not be less than 10 inches square. Drum nets are most efficient 

when baited with Silver perch or carp, preferably the perch; larger Murray cod are caught in baited than in 

unbaited nets. It is usually found that, if there are 20 to 30 Silver perch caught in a net and a large Murray cod 

enters it, the whole of the perch are likely to be destroyed. 

 

Line Fishing 

When asked to account for statements so frequently made by amateurs that they cannot capture anything like 

so great a quantity of Murray cod as formerly, Both Mr. Hill and Mr. Archer stated that the main reason for this 

is that the fish are now more “educated”; in other words they bite much more shyly than formerly, 

consequently much finer tackle must be used.  Thirty or forty years ago the Murray cod was taken freely on the 

heaviest of tackle, but it would be useless to fish with this now. Mr. Hill uses cutty hund of 6 or 9 thread. The 

Murray cod approaches to within about 4 inches of a stationary bait and then sucks it into its mouth. It bites 

with great caution.  

 

As a rule earthworms are found to be the best bait, but during the winter months, when the Murray cod does 

not bite freely, the most attractive bait has been found to be centipedes. These are found under the bark of 

trees and will remain alive, when stored in a box, for about eight days. They give off quite a pronounced odour, 

which appears to have an attraction to cod. From one to four centipedes are used according to the size of the 

hock. Fish up to 65 lb. in weight have been caught on centipedes considered the best; the crayfish, particularly 

after it has cast its shell; and yabbies at certain times of the year, are all bitten freely. The best burley is a 

crushed-up crayfish thrown into the water at intervals. Fish gut is not attractive to Murray cod.  Mr. Hill’s most 

successful method of fishing is to use a springer about 4 feet long and about as thick as a lead pencil, out from 

a young gum tree; this is stuck in the bank at an angle to lean over the water and a short line, two or three feet 

long, is suspended from its tip. Two hooks are used, joined together so that the point of one is above the point 

of the other, and with both hooks baited; the lower one just breaks the surface of the water. 

 

Mr. Hill and Mr. Archer agreed that the Murray cod is a very shy fish and the water should be disturbed as little 

as possible when angling. If Murray cod are disturbed and frightened they will make for a deep hole and remain 

there. On the Murrumbidgee there is practically no commercial fishing during the winter months. On the 

Murrumbidgee the last spawning season (October, November) was the best for eight or nine years. English 

Perch and carp do not associate; the perch preys extensively on the carp. The largest Murray cod caught by Mr. 

Hill weighed 91 lb. when gutted, and the largest caught by Mr. Archer weighed 84 lb., ungutted. 16/7/40. 

 

OH 38 

David Ryrie of Michelago Station was interviewed in April 2006 at an age of 60 years.  

When I was young I used to fish a lot for the brown and rainbow trout. If you used worms, well there was an 

abundance of Macquarie perch. I used to pick some of them up on the fly. By then the cod were scarce, but 

regularly caught up here. Also sometimes caught were a few silver bream or grunter. They would do a run up 

the river and the locals would catch them down here in Michelago. There were no yellowbelly or Catfish caught 

here. 

 

In the early days before the Snowy scheme, in the 20s and 30s at Bredbo and at Adaminaby there were cod. It 

was known that there used to be many cod in the Cooma gorge that looked different to the normal cod. They 

were not common in my time. The cod used to move up into the Colinton Gorge. The cod, they would get 

trapped in the pools between the falls. In the past at Bredbo and Colinton there used to be many cod. They 
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were caught up to 12 – 13 pounds. Back then we hadn’t heard about the Trout cod. The cod there were 

different, were more grey in colour, a bit blue around the head, no yellow in them. All the cod I caught there 

were that colour, looked like that. Down at Tharwa in the Gigerline Gorge I used to get both types of cod at 

that time. The Murray cod were there, they were quite different, different in shape and a lot more yellow in 

them. 

 

I used to catch them at the Colinton Gorge back in the 196’s, about 5 miles downstream from Bredbo. There 

was a couple of big obstacles, big ledges, a two meter drop in low water. At the bottom was a basin pool, the 

fish used to congregate there, the cod used to move up to there in spring, they could get over it in a big flood. I 

used to catch them there in April or May when the water was low. They were mainly about 4 to 6 pound, the 

biggest one I caught was the 11 pounder I’ve got mounted, the big one. I was trying to catch a big cannibal 

brown that lived there, so I used a big yabbie, and when I hooked him I thought I had the big brown on. That’s 

the biggest one I caught there. There was a 35 pounder taken out of there in the 1950s and there was another 

big one at Bumbalong a bit downstream that was stuck on a fence after a flood, he was about 25 to 30 pound. 

He was a bit sniffy when they found him.  

 

In the 1960s I’ve heard of cod being caught in the Murrumbidgee at Bolaro, that’s near Adaminaby. There were 

some big holes in the river there and they were picking a few up. That’s the furthest up the river that I’ve heard 

of the cod. That was just before the dam went in that they were catching them. In the Tumut River the cod 

certainly went up to where Blowering now is. I can remember the old fly fishermen telling me how in the 20s 

they would catch cod in the Swampy Plains River. But they disappeared by the end of the twenties. 

 

OH 39 

Gordon Hain of Cooma was interviewed in April 2008 at an age of 85 years. 

I’m 85, was born in Cooma. After the war, about 1955, 56, I used to catch a couple of cod each night, out at 

Bolaro. It was not long after the war, there was a bloke that had a property out there, Dixon was his name, he’s 

dead now, very few people knew about it. It was a rough track down to the river; you’d need a four wheel drive 

to get into it. It was all forest, I was out there the other day, it nearly made me cry it’s been cleared, it’s all bare 

now. We used to get them up to around 8 or 9 pound, nearly every night we’d catch cod. We’d put in handlines 

and we’d catch two or three, sometimes more. And beautiful brown trout, and red belly black snakes! We’d go 

out there on long weekends and holidays and always caught cod. 

 

We used to get in the Murrumbidgee what we called the Silver perch
1
 they weren’t real common, we used to 

get one or two when we were fishing for trout. The perch were up to 3 or 4 pound and they were good eating. I 

used to get them out at Tarsus, that’s north of Cooma. Just the other side of Bunyon was Tarsus, that’s where 

we used to get the perch. In the area I fished the river hasn’t changed that much at all; down further towards 

Canberra it has. But up here it hasn’t changed much, and up at Bolaro it’s still not very populated. 

1. Gordon indicated that they had rounded tails so the fish are identified as Macquarie perch. 

 

OH 39 

‘Tiny’ Egan of Queanbeyan was interviewed in July 2008 

I had an uncle Ron Berry who built Anglers Reach Caravan Park near Adaminaby. He and Tommy Smith who 

worked there used to go fishing in Tantagara and catch Macquarie perch. That would have been in the late 

1960s; after it filled they used to catch good numbers of them, that was in the Mussler Creek Arm and the 

‘Bidgee Arm. They caught quite a lot for a few years after it filled.  They used to go up into the same area in the 

50s and catch them in the river before the dam was built. 
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I grew up at Michelago and we used to ride on our pushbikes and go fishing in the ‘Bidgee there and at Colinton 

and we’d get the Macquaries there. We used to get a few Trout cod there, the last one would have been twenty 

two years ago. My old man used to go up round Yaouk and catch the Macquaries there too, that would have 

been in the late sixties. Around Adaminaby there used to be a lot of cod. If you talked to any of the old blokes 

up there in the sixties they used to talk about all the cod they used to get. Back then they wouldn’t have known 

if they were Murray cod or Trout cod, they were just cod.  

 

OH 40 

Terry Rutzou of Canberra was interviewed in February 2008, now retired from the ACT Conservation Service. 

I was born in Corowa, grew up at Balldale, fifteen miles away, I’m now seventy seven. I moved to Wagga in 

1942, did a trade as a carpenter. I then moved up here, took up a job here at the hatchery, helped get it going.  

At the time I was mucking around with trout, that’s what everyone was interested in at the time. The Trout cod 

it was only in the later years that we had anything to do with them. Allan Weatherly got some down in 

Beechworth, out of Lake Sambell, he brought back two big ones, they were the first. He had one in a bath, it 

was dead and it would have been twenty one or twenty two pound. He said to me ‘What do you think of that?’ 

Years ago the old blokes down at Corowa, back in the depression, they called them a blue nose, I can remember 

some of them talking about it, saying that they had just caught a few blue nose. They were caught further 

down the river too, down at Swan Hill. 

 

There was a group of anglers here, they started going out catching them, bringing them into the hatchery, we 

had this sort of hatchery out at Kingston, at one stage I had eight of them there. The blokes were bringing them 

into me from a gorge out near Williamsdale, they started catching a few of them, Keith Shields, Gordon Winter. 

There was a gorge here called the Red Rocks, just above Kambah, they were catching a few Trout cod down 

there too at the Red Rocks, there was some come in from down there.  

 

To us they were something new, in particular Keith Shields was dead keen on bringing them in. Nothing much 

was done with them so eventually I put them all back in at Angle Crossing. The biggest would have only been 

three or four pound. There was one caught right up, just down from the wall of Tantangara, I can remember 

someone getting one there and bringing it in. I know they were further up the river, there was a bloke here 

working on the platypus, Smythe was his surname, he was with the CSIRO, working up at Bredbo, and I’m sure 

he ran into a few Trout cod up there, that would have been in the early seventies. 

 

The Macquarie perch were up in Googong, they were there in big numbers. Gradually the flow started to 

muddy up the gravel beds where they used to spawn. They eventually cut out in there once the dam filled, up 

the top end of it became all muddy and they couldn’t spawn on it. Another place they used to get them was 

down at Retallack’s, at the border where the river runs into NSW. There was a big hole there, at least the best 

part of a kilometre long, you’d get a few in there, but mainly the Silver perch. We never got Catfish there, but 

the platypus certainly were the go there. I was mucking around down there on the platypus with Merv Griffiths. 

 

OH 41 

Dr. Bryan Pratt of Canberra was interviewed in June 2009 at an age of 71 years. 

I’ve got to think about it! I’m 71, grew up in Sydney, then went to Adelaide, then Canberra. I first came to 

Canberra in 1965. I was a pathologist, I did my Bachelor’s degree at Sydney University and then my PhD at 

Adelaide University. I ended up working at the Department of Health in Canberra then went to teach at the 

Australian National University. After a stint of university life I went back to the public service as Director of the 

ACT Parks and Conservation Service and was there for 12 years. 
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The Golden perch in the early days I think they got up the Murrumbidgee just up to Canberra. The locals called 

all the fish ‘the perch’ and I asked people whether they had the rounded or the forked tails. The impression I got 

was about 1911 the Golden perch came up the river on their annual upstream migration and couldn’t get past 

where it had been blocked off at the newly-sealed Burrinjuck Dam. Prior to then there had been Golden perch, 

Silver perch and Macquarie perch in the Murrumbidgee but after 1912 there were only Silver perch and 

Macquarie perch. After 1969 when they were first restocked in Burrinjuck Pat Pola caught the first Golden 

perch out of the Murrumbidgee above the dam and I caught the second one. To my knowledge there was no 

mention of Catfish in the river prior to Burrinjuck being completed in 1912. An old fellow told me about 

catching a few Catfish in Burrinjuck in 1921 after they had been stocked in 1917. 

 

The Silver perch were common enough that over at Uriarra the Retallack’s said that at the turn of the century 

they kept the perch alive in cages to feed the shearers. They also caught quite a few cod. I can’t remember their 

names, the father and grandfather, but the son was Phil, and it was Woodstock Station. They were Silver perch, 

Phil was adamant about that, they had the forked tails. The Silver perch kept in better condition than the 

Golden perch they said, though there is doubt whether they were really Golden perch or Macquarie perch. They 

said they had the rounded tails. I suspect they were mostly Macquarie perch and a few Golden perch when they 

did their run upstream. They had all sorts of different names for them, the white eyes, red eyes. The Macquarie 

perch and a few silvers went all the way up to Dromore Station (located at the junction of the Numeralla and 

Murrumbidgee River) and the Macquaries beyond. 

 

When I arrived in Canberra the impression I got from the locals was that there were two types of cod, with a 

smaller, different cod in the rapids, especially upstream from the ACT. I can’t remember the locals generally 

having a name for them; some I think mentioned a Trout cod. I had heard the name ‘bluenose’ used for them in 

Victoria and introduced it to the area; it had never been a local name. About Phil Retallack’s property at Uriarra 

they weren’t particularly common. In the past they said they got a few in the rapids there, but they were mostly 

Murray cod at Retallack’s. Mostly they talked about them in the upstream rapids. The memories for me, I can 

see the habitat right now where the Trout cod were caught, and rocks were always a feature and the flowing 

water. 

 

Upstream from the ACT is a dead area which I never understood. There was a seasonal migration of Silver 

perch upstream to Canberra. They would disappear in March and come back up in September. A few would get 

up into that area upstream to Bredbo, nearly to Cooma. You would also get the very odd Macquarie perch in 

that stretch to the Numeralla. Between Tharwa and Bredbo were beautiful rocky holes and I flogged it and it 

was rare to get anything, a few trout, till you got to where David Ryrie was, and then you would get a few cod 

there, and from there to the Cooma Weir it was trout, trout, trout. Upstream of there you would get a few 

Macquarie perch particularly about half way between Cooma and Bolaro. I caught some Macquarie perch at 

Stuartfield just below Tantangara in 1969 on a brown nymph while trout fishing, I got half a dozen over several 

trips. There was also some in the Numeralla. At the old bridge Keith Shields got a big one, there was a big 

Macquarie perch under the bridge in 1965. They tried to get it with bait, fly and lure and in the end he got it 

with a big boulder on the head. Yes, he was a character. It was big for that area, about 2½ pound. 

 

In retrospect all the cod caught upstream of the ACT in the Murrumbidgee River could have been Trout cod, I 

can’t say with any certainty that I saw a Murray cod up there. Sammy Madigan got a six pound cod under the 

bridge at Bolaro on a green nymph and there was a 23 pounder caught on a red Celta about 2 kilometres 

downstream in the Quarry Hole. Looking back the impression I have was that they were Trout cod. I remember 

the fish that David Ryrie used to get and they usually had the long and thin look about them. I think the ones he 

caught were mainly around 4 to 5 pound with a few bigger ones around 11 to 15. I clearly remember him 

bringing in photos of two of the fish to the Murrumbidgee Lodge in Cooma, he brought the photos in one night 
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and they had the speckles all over them. He caught the two of them on a black and red matuka, a size four, 

that was a pretty big fly. I think over the years he caught a fair number of them. 

 

I’d say ninety nine per cent of the Trout cod that I saw brought in to the hatchery came from the gorge at the 

Sandwash Hole at Williamsdale. Gordon Winter and Keith Shields fished it and they might have got 14 to 16 of 

them there. The fish in ‘The Canberra Fisherman’ was one of those caught by Gordon Winter out at the 

Sandwash Hole. There was some that I know about also caught down at the Red Rocks gorge. All the fish I 

caught in the Murrumbidgee below the Molonglo Junction were Murray cod and all the cod I caught out of 

Burrinjuck were Murray cod. Merv Griffiths from CSIRO was out at Phil Retallack’s Hole, he had 35 platypus 

tagged and was tracking them; we’d go out each night. Quite often we would get cod in the nets and they were 

all Murray cod. I only saw one fish down there which I am pretty sure was a Trout cod, it was caught by Pat 

Pola, a small fish, it would have been two pound. That was just downstream from the Molonglo Junction in 

1969. There was a small specimen caught in amongst some trout by Doug Sells, he was a linesman for the NSW 

Electricity Commission. He was supposed to have brought in a Trout cod and he caught it at Yaouk. I can’t 

remember specifically seeing that fish but I heard about it, and he certainly knew what they were. Terry Rutzou 

says he saw it, so it was a Trout cod. I know it was caught at Yaouk. There might have been one or two that 

were brought in from Bredbo. 

 

We sent three to five shipments of fish, live Trout cod, to Narrandera that was in the early 1970s. The first lot 

died from misadventure, the second shipment died supposedly from an overdose of methylene blue that caused 

them to run out of oxygen. Then another batch died from misadventure. I suppose there was 3 to 5 fish in each 

shipment. It was about that time that I spoke to Don Francois about it, told him to go get his own if he couldn’t 

look after them. We were just depleting our stocks here. I told him he could go out to Cataract Dam and Avon 

Dam and that there was a stack of them out there, and hybrids. A colleague caught 36 out at Cataract in one 

weekend. So Terry is quite correct, that’s what we did, Terry was under orders from me, we put the last 8 Trout 

cod we had back out at the Sandwash Hole. The hatchery has since been demolished.  

 

We weren’t happy that they had all died at Narrandera; they were in perfect condition when they left here. The 

ones we sent there were about two to three pound. I saw one eight pounder caught and I saw one later that 

went fifteen pound, it was caught at the bottom end of the Sandwash Hole, at Riverside, Les Brown owned it. I 

knew John Lake and spoke to him on a number of occasions. As I heard it John got most of his Trout cod in the 

upper Murray around Tintaldra. Anglers Digest, Roger Hungerford was the editor, and another magazine, 

Fishing and Outdoors, there were also stories in them of Trout cod being caught from Tintaldra about that 

time. The black and white photos I saw of the Trout cod from out there, it would have been the mid 1960s, 

some of the Trout cod were quite large, twenty odd pound. 

 

In 1969 Keith Shields and I caught some Macquarie perch on Taihape Tickler and other flies in an eastern-

flowing stream, the Mongarlowe. This was the first record of the fish on a fly there and a colleague of mine at 

ANU X-rayed them and I noted they had one less vertebrae than those from the Murrumbidgee River. It was 

assumed they were a new sub-species. The Macquarie perch were caught in 1969 in the Mongarlowe River just 

upstream from the junction with the Shoalhaven River, at Charleyong. We had later reports of similar fish from 

two other tributaries of the river, Warrambucca Creek and Northangera Creek. Local anglers in Braidwood 

were aware the fish were there but incredibly asked me to come and give a talk to the local fishing club on how 

to catch them. All of ours were caught on fly but we heard of others taken on Celta and worms. The fish were 

not common and we only discovered them when they were aggregating for spawning, in October-November. 

At other times anglers would put in a whole day for perhaps nil, one or two fish. 
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The Macquarie perch from Burrinjuck they’d go up the Goodradigbee and the Murrumbidgee and they’d gather 

in groups, and they were absolutely stupid you could catch them on anything. In the Goodradigbee there were 

two to three holes and they would stage in them when going up. In the Goodradigbee they gathered in groups 

up to Wee Jasper and a little bit further upstream. In the Murrumbidgee they would gather in the Jews Hole, 

about half way between the ACT and Burrinjuck, and they’d gather in Retallack’s Hole, always under Willow 

trees there on the left hand bank looking upstream. The same thing would happen in the Queanbeyan above 

Googong, about 1975, up there they were completely stupid. Vic McCrystal wanted to catch his first Macquarie 

perch and I took him out to Googong. In one cast with a green Celta he got his Macquarie, photographed it, 

and went home. I did the same thing with Ross Chisholm when he was editor of Fishing World. We kept quiet 

about where they would congregate as people would have cleaned them up, they were beautiful eating. 

 

During my time in the area they were never abundant; they were a small proportion of what was caught. If you 

fished in Burrinjuck in 1965 to 1970, if you got 300 Silver perch, you’d get 3 to 5 Macquarie perch in amongst 

them, always small, about half a pound. The only big ones were in the Murrumbidgee, from 2½ up to 4 pound, I 

caught them mostly on ‘Tiny Tads’. Up Cooma way, up around Yaouk they were quite a different colour, 

distinctly brown, and up there they were only small fish, about a half to three quarters of a pound. Downstream 

in the Murrumbidgee they were black. 

 

In 1967 I started to notice the Silver perch in Burrinjuck, with blood under their scales, dead or dying, and I 

noticed it was most common in November. And there were a few unexplained cod dead in November that were 

in otherwise good condition with not a mark on them. The Silver perch had blood under their scales either dead 

or still alive. The redfin had been below the wall at Burrinjuck for many, many years. There was always 

something peculiar about the redfin below Burrinjuck, they were never big. I think EHN kept them in check, that 

always puzzled me. There was such a density of fish there that the virus knocked them out before they had a 

chance to get to any size. I think it was always there restricting the population. Then there was one caught in 

Lake Burley Griffin, a sick fish. Hec Horsburgh got it, he might have actually recovered it from the shallows. 

That was at about that time in the late sixties, then they turned up just upstream of Burrinjuck. They had been 

illegally introduced into Lake Burley Griffin. I suspect that it was the EHV virus that caused the collapse of the 

Silver perch population, the overall demise of the Silver perch. The collapse has been just about total. Later on 

there was an illegal stocking of Catfish, they were introduced into Sullivan’s Creek, at Yowani Golf Course and 

the dam in the Canberra racecourse. The creek it ran through the golf course and the Catfish, incredibly, are still 

doing well and breeding each year. We stocked them into Lake Burley Griffin but they never really established. 

 

With the Macquarie perch I suspect two things, EHN and a lack of water flow at crucial spawning times. Above 

the ACT I was always puzzled about the dearth of fish above the Sandwash Hole, till you got up to around David 

Ryrie’s country. There were goldfish in large numbers, an odd trout, a very odd Macquarie perch and an 

extremely rare cod. It wasn’t silted then, it’s only silted in recent years from Dromore Station downstream of 

the vegetable farming. Back then it was a good, clear rich river. It’s still a mystery why there was nothing there, 

back then it still had a good flow of water. De-snagging didn’t cause the Trout cod population up there to 

disappear, it was never de-snagged. I suspect there was something widely used in agriculture that got into the 

river and caused a problem. As part of your research you should look at the effect of agricultural chemicals and 

sheep dips and their effect, they might have had a big impact. 

 

OH 42 

Norman Moore of Moruya was interviewed in May 2008. 

I lived in Molonglo till I was aged eight years old, then moved to Canberra. It had been a concentration camp 

for the 1914 – 18 prisoners of war. The old concentration camp was set up as a workers camp when Canberra 

was going ahead. I was born in Queanbeyan in 1930 and my father he came out from Belfast in Northern 
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Ireland with his brother John in 1926. My oldest brother was two when they came out. I remember dad coming 

home from work; it was the horse and dray days really. The few trucks around had solid tyres. Anyhow when he 

came home from the government powerhouse, usually about 5.30 in the summer time, he’d go fishing down in 

the Molonglo and we’d have trout for tea, it was so simple. You’d also get the perch and cod in the deeper 

holes. It was near the stepping stones crossing, between Molonglo and Pialligo near where the aerodrome is. I 

remember once there was a fresh on and there were some boys up ahead of us and they dragged in a forty 

pounder. I am sure there were sixty to 80 pounders taken out of the Molonglo at Lloyd’s Hole.   

 

Above that hole the river got shallower and you got trout all the way up to Captains Flat. As far as I know at 

that time there were no cod above Molonglo then, there was all those shallows that stopped them going 

further. The perch went up as far as the cod, they were only around about half a pound. In those days the water 

was so clean you could drink it and swim in it, no worries. In the deep holes in the Molonglo, there were 

definitely forty pounders caught. I did hear of a 100 pound cod at Fyshwick but I didn’t see it. I can’t remember 

any small cod being caught out of the Molonglo. You just had this one big swimming hole, Lloyd’s big hole was 

near the market gardens and below it was a rapid. On the bottom end of the hole was where the stepping 

stones were that formed the crossing in the old days. The forty pounder must have come down the river, he 

couldn’t have come up at the time as the water was trickling over the rocks and very sha llow.  There was in the 

Cotter River excellent trout fishing below the dam and large trout were caught up to 28 pound. 

 

From Molonglo they used to go out at Kambah Hole on the Murrumbidgee, and one particular weekend neither 

my dad or his mate got a bite all night. Then a storm came up, his mate was out shooting ducks. In the finish 

they were getting the fish on bare hooks, the pair ended up getting 365 fish. These were mainly perch and 

trout. We just called them perch, they were black in colour and had small mouths. Further down in Burrinjuck 

there were grunters, but the perch were different. We’d go out to Taemas Bridge out near Yass and fish in the 

backwaters of the dam, you’d get out there and the grunters were common. They used to feed in a big circle, 

working their way round from shore to shore you’d be catching them on one side and the blokes on the other 

bank wouldn’t be getting any, then they’d catch them over the other side. They were only about half a pound or 

so, they always seemed to be about that size. Bloomfield property, near Yass, was owned by a relative of 

Princess Dianna.  My brother Sam caught a forty pound cod on a Saturday afternoon. The station manager let 

him keep the fish alive in the bath till leaving for home on Sunday afternoon. An afterthought. Did the princess 

use the bath tub later on when she visited? I do know that she did once stay there! I think the name was ‘Kid’ 

was linked to Dianne. In the Murrumbidgee when you fished near Canberra the perch they were common, 

you’d get there in the afternoon and you had to be quiet, they were a shy fish. I never heard of yellowbelly or 

Catfish in the area. You would see in the ‘Bidgee out from Canberra were these small finger sized fish, you’d see 

three or four of them, they were very, very small, darting about. 

 

The redfin, were out in Lake George, I wrote a story about an old miner out there and he told me about the cod 

and redfin being windrowed up on the shore at one time when the lake was drying up. There was never any talk 

of redfin in the Molonglo or the ‘Bidgee when I was there. The redfin out of Lake George, were full of worms. 

Out on the Yass River, in Brooks Creek, where it crosses the Federal Highway near Lake George a friend of mine 

used to get trout. There were tiny holes in amongst the rushes, but all the fish were riddled with worms like the 

redfin in Lake George. We’d go out to Childowla below Burrinjuck, we’d mainly go there for the trout. I 

remember early on my dad seen these skeletons in the water jammed in between the rocks. There were big 

granite boulders and you could step out on them, the water would be rushing through. Anyhow he saw a 

skeleton and he thought it was human and he fished it out and was that of a huge cod. He talked about seeing 

these skeletons and he reckoned the big cod used to come up out of the big holes down in Gundagai and they 

would get trapped in these boulders. 
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I left Canberra about 1948, those stories in my time were from about 1935 through till when I left in 1948. I 

came back home in 1951 from Wagga and we went out camping with my brother out at Kambah and a bit of a 

storm came up. The cod started biting and I think we got a 12 or 15 pounder and smaller ones. That’s how the 

cod used to go, you wouldn’t get a fish for weeks and then the atmosphere would change, it would get stormy 

down in the Burrinjuck area. They would bite if the river rose. In the ‘Bidgee there was quite a few 4 to 5 pound 

cod, I can remember my brother putting quite a few back. That was the last fishing I did there, about 1951, the 

top one was a 12 pound cod and we got two or three others, they were 5 to 6 pound cod. 

 

OH 43 

Denzil Ballard of Gundagai was interviewed in July 2007 at an age of 77 years. 

I was born on the Murrumbidgee River, my parents had a dairy farm just up from the junction of the Tumut 

River. My grandfather and grandmother were there. They said they used to catch mainly the Silver perch and 

the Macquarie perch, that’s what was most common, and the cod. When we were kids we used to sit on this 

old oak tree, catch the bream on a Stringybark sapling and a float. We used to get both types of bream, the 

Silver perch and the Macquarie perch, up to 5 pound, mostly around the pound. The Macquarie perch it would 

be a long time ago since I caught them, be about 30 years since the last. There used to be plenty about here. 

The Macquarie perch, they’re beautiful to eat, and the Silver perch. 

 

We used to catch plenty of cod too, Murray cod, round about the 15 to 20 pound, the biggest one I got was 75 

pound, on a setline. I can just remember a few Trout cod, we used to call them the rock cod. They were about 3 

to 4 pound, up to 10 pound. That was when I was only a little kid, in the ‘bidgee, around the junction and above 

it. They’re a very aggressive fish, easy to catch. They are now stocking the Trout cod, I think they’re breeding. 

When I was a little boy you had a job to catch a yellowbelly. Before that there was plenty that’s what I was 

told, now we get a few here again. The Catfish used to be here in the lagoons in Gundagai itself. We used to get 

them up to 3 to 4 pound, they disappeared before the bream went, a bit before.  I’ve been president of the 

Gundagai Angling Club, we’ve been stocking Morley’s Creek with Catfish, they’re breeding there. 

 

I used to fish a bit above the junction of the ‘bidgee, in the Tumut, the river used to stop running before 

Blowering went in, long holes of still water. Up in the Adjunbilly Creek, it runs into the Tumut, the Macquaries 

there was plenty of the Macquarie perch and plenty of the Blackfish, we used to call them slipperies. The 

Blackfish we used to get them there by the sugarbag full, up to 12 inches, be 60 years ago, that was when I 

used to fish there. There was the odd cod in the creek, they would poke up the creek. 

 

I can’t understand what happened to the Silver perch, there was heaps of them here, and in Burrinjuck. You 

couldn’t put a line in for them, then they went off. We very seldom get one now in the river. The redfin, I first 

seen them about 20 years ago. They come in pretty thick for a while, bred up. You’d catch them, they’d be full 

of fish most of the time. And the European carp, they buggered things up a bit. I first saw them in ’74, we had a 

big flood then, they seemed to come up the river. The river’s got colder since Blowering went in. It’s silted in 

places, but it’s still pretty good. 

 

OH 44 

Bob Brook of Gundagai was interviewed in August 2007 at an age of 84 years. 

I’m 84, grew up on the river in Gundagai, 2 mile down near Nangus Road. We all fished, things were pretty 

tough them days. Me and me cousin, he was up from Sydney, we pulled up a 40 pound cod. Well I put my arm 

down his throat and he took all the skin off it. Rocky Knob was where we got him. 

 

Cod was the main fish; you had a good feed from them. There was plenty of bream and slipperies. The bream 

were a bit bony, but eatable. We’d get yellowbelly, now and then you’d fluke a Catfish. The redfin they’d take 
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the bait. Anything that was edible. The average size of the cod I reckon was 10 to 15 pound, you’d get 5 

pounders I suppose, but a 10 pound cod was a feed. We used to use sparrows and that for bait, even the young 

ones without the feathers on them. Years ago you would go a mile across the river in a still flood, now it’s just a 

creek. 

 

OH 45 

Harry Hill of Tumut was interviewed in October 2007 at an age of 81 years. 

I’ve caught small cod in the river here and I have heard of fairly big cod being caught in the holes in the Tumut 

River well up into Kosciusko, up above Talbingo. They were caught in the big holes about 30 kilometres above 

the Talbingo pub, the Murray crays also cut out up there, just before the Yarrangobilly River. These blokes were 

fishing it back in the 40s, they used to go in behind Batlow, drive out through the Bago Forest, they used the 

logging roads. From there they used to walk in the last few kilometres, it took them a few hours it was so steep. 

That’s about where O’Hare’s Bridge is now. They mainly caught trout, big trout 3 to 4 kilograms, but from time 

to time they would catch the cod. Each time they would fish 3 to 4 miles of river, fishing the holes, they were 

big rocky holes, fishing with spinners. Two of them are dead but I caught up with one from Cooma while back. 

There were Murray crays up about ten kilometres further than Lobs Hole, that was their limit. 

 

I caught a few cod, they were undersize, 12 to 15 inches long in the Tumut River right in the town, near the 

bridge. There was a bloke here that used to set drum nets in the river, you could hear the motor start up after 

dark. There was also what we used to call the bream; some called them bream others called them perch. As a 

kid I used to go out in the Tumut or the Goobarragandra, we’d catch as many of them as the trout, be close to 

seventy years ago. It was a big one if it weighed a pound, about one and a half pounds was the biggest, you got 

them mainly on worms. There was another fish we called the slippery or slimy they were in the Gilmore Creek 

and other small creeks, you’d catch them in the slack water. People used to catch them on a hair pin, it was a 

big one if they were ten inches long. They had scales but they were too slimy to notice, people would put them 

through a mincer, they were beautiful to eat. 

 

The gudgeon, some people called them a native trout, were in the high streams. As soon as the trout got in 

they would clean them out. They had great big eyes and spots on them like a small trout. I saw them in the 

tributaries of the White River, you’d get them in streams less than a meter wide. Duck Creek running into the 

Geehi was another up the top above the waterfalls, Valentines Creek was another. In the Tumut there was 

brown and rainbow trout, more rainbows than browns, much, much more, particularly the streams up the top. I 

can remember in the Goobarragandra finding dead trout, when it got too hot for them, you would seem caught 

up on the snags. Once the Snowy Scheme went in well that changed the Tumut, the cod and bream 

disappeared. In some years you could swim in the top of the Tumut and it wouldn’t be cold at all, but after the 

Snowy Scheme it got colder. 

 

I can’t remember Catfish, grunter or yellowbelly here in the river at Tumut; they would have been further down 

where it’s different. I can remember catching a lot of grunter out of Burrinjuck. I used to go out to the 

Goobarragandra to get the bream. We went on our pushbikes 8 miles out of town, crossed the river at Lac Ma 

Lac, that’s where I used to fish. The last bream oh, since I caught one would have been 1941, I can remember 

going out with a mate and we caught two or three bream and a trout. My auntie wanted to eat trout; she 

thought the bream looked too much like a saltwater fish to eat. The bream were beautiful, the best fish to eat. 

Anyhow I had to do a deal with my mate and swap the bream for the trout. 

 

I also had a talk to Jack Bridle, a Tumut identity. He’s now over 90, but with failing sight and hearing. Jack 

remembers cod being caught in the Tumut, as far upstream as Lobbs Hole, the junction of the Tumut and 

Yarrangobilly. This would have been pre-war and maybe in the 1950s, but not since the Snowy Scheme changed 
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the Tumut River regime. Some of Jack’s mates did a lot of fishing for cod, mainly with set lines, tied to a short 

springer. The Tumut River was a mix of fast water running over stones, rapids, then big, deep holes, possibly up 

to four meters deep and a hundred meters long. Farmers on the river often had their own drum net in, but 

caught more platypus than fish. He said the cod used to move up the stream in summer, they were more 

migratory.  

 

A mate of Jack’s caught a 60 pound cod below the junction of the Tumut and Goobarragandra Rivers in the war 

years. He had to go to Sydney so got Jack to put it in the brine room at the Tumut Butter Factory. Jack was a 

cream carrier who collected cream from dairies along the river. Jack’s father-in-law caught some good fish. 

He’d get a large sheet of paper, draw around the fish, colour it in and paste the ‘photo’ on the kitchen wall. He 

had a ‘gallery’ of about fifteen fish.  At one time, about the war years, a number of cod were found dead in the 

Tumut River. The following bit is taken from the book ‘The Way We Were – A Collection of Reminiscences by 

Tumut’s Senior Citizens”, Bob Brown’s story: “There were quite a lot of perch and cod in the Little River. I often 

enjoyed going fishing when I was a kid.” The Little River is the Goobarragandra River and the time was about 

1920. 

 

OH 46 

Harry Laney of Wagga Wagga was interviewed in January 2008 at an age of 78 years. 

I was born in Wagga lived here for 78 years. My grandfather used to catch cod in town here right behind the 

Black Swan Hotel, out of the bidgee, he’d bring them home in a cart. Me dad was a fisherman, but it was a 

different sort of fishing back then than the sort of fishing today. Me and me brother in law would go out fishing 

to Collingullie and we’d have a wheat bag full by morning.  

 

In the river when I was a boy there was everything here. There was the silver bream and black bream, types of 

grunter there was heaps of them. I used to go lower down the river to Carathool and we had a cage in the river, 

it used to fill up with the silver bream. The silver bream the biggest we ever got was 7 ½ pound and we would 

catch a lot about 2 to 3 pound. They were in the ‘bidgee and the Old Man Creek and a lot in Burrinjuck.  There 

was one year when Burrinjuck come over, and there was thousands of little bream all dead at Berembed, that 

would have been over 20 years ago, I don’t know what killed them. They’ve been scarce ever since. 

 

There was the white eyes we used to get them in the Old Man Creek and the river here in Wagga, they weren’t 

as common as the silver bream. They were up in Burrinjuck too. The biggest white eye I seen was 3 ½ pound up 

at Wee Jasper, I got this big fish, it was the most beautiful I fish I ever seen. They were a top fish to eat. The 

average one we would catch here would be 8 to 10 inches long; you’d go out at night and catch them. We 

never got white eye at Carrathool, down there it was mostly the bream, yellowbelly and the cod. The 

yellowbelly at Wagga there was heaps of them, the biggest I got was 13 to 14 pound but they were caught to 

23 pound, there aren’t so many great big ones around now. 

 

The cod 75 pound was my biggest. Little cod not really, I can’t say there was ever a lot of little ones around, 

you’d get odd ones on a line not many. Ten pound was the average, bout as long as your arm. The best bait 

was them green tree frogs. We used to catch cod on mussels; we’d dive in the North Wagga Lagoon to get 

them. There were Trout cod here. We reckoned there were three types of cod the Trout cod, the river cod which 

was a Murray cod but longer and another Murray cod that was short. The Trout cod were about 7 to 8 pound, 

we never caught that many then in Wagga, it would be over 50 years when they went, longer, we caught them 

as kids. The Trout cod there seemed to be more of them about Windamarra, seemed to be more up the top 

end; they were as common as the other cod there and at Wantabadgery. I never seen one out of Burrinjuck or 

at Carathool. The Catfish, you’d catch them over in the North Wagga Lagoon, but the last ones I seen there 

were about 40 to 50 years ago. They were around here, caught up to 4 to 5 pound, pound, pound and a half 
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was the common size, we used to just skin the things. They got real scarce 30 years ago. The little Blackfish 

you’d catch them in the Old Man Creek, the river, there was heaps around. They were only a little slimy thing. In 

the lagoons all the redfin were there, they were everywhere. Me and mum and dad we would go out to Old 

Man Creek and we’d get 30 to 40 redfin, we’d get cod too. You’d catch the redfin on Bellbrook Wobblers, catch 

them on everything. 

 

The river, this is what happened. The bigger Burrinjuck got the worst the river got. We’ve never seen the river 

clear again. Out of the Tumut the river is as clear as glass, but out of Gundagai it gets dirty. When we were kids 

it was clear as glass, we used to go spinning all the time. Now it seldom gets clear. That’s the biggest change. 

It’s got lower, and it has silted out. 

 

OH 47 

Rod Cockburn, proprietor of the Compleat Angler in Wagga Wagga was interviewed in April 2008. 

I’m 53. The Macquarie perch there was always the odd few here around Wagga, but the main area was up 

towards Burrinjuck, they were very common up there, we used to catch quite a few on lures up there. We didn’t 

chase them as a target we were after the trout and cod, and Golden perch, but they were good to catch. A kilo 

and a half up to two kilos was the size of them, they were all big. I’m assuming we didn’t get the smaller ones 

because we were using lures, they would take the smaller lures. We didn’t use bait up there. It would have been 

20 to 30 years ago that we were catching them, back in the seventies and they were quite common. It wasn’t 

like we were getting odd ones, we were getting two, three, four, five Macquarie perch every trip. We very 

seldom kept any. There was quite a few around Jugiong and Gundagai, but we caught a lot from Chindowla up 

to Burrinjuck. Childowla is I suppose about 10 mile by river down from the dam wall. 

 

That would have been about the tail end of them when we were getting the Macquarie perch, about twenty 

years ago they fizzled out and by fifteen years ago they had totally disappeared. I’d put it down to the flow 

regimes of the dams changing. A lot of the species up there, the cod, silvers, even the trout, disappeared. About 

then the carp became prolific. Fifteen years ago the carp were in massive numbers, and then they got bigger. 

But I think the biggest problem were the changes to the flows. They became more inconsistent, they went up 

and down more often than the old irrigation releases. Since then there has been a brown slime on the rocks, it 

never used to be there, and the brown slime is getting greater and greater. 

 

There was also Macquarie perch at the time in the upper reaches of the Tarcutta Creek, up above the highway 

bridge, there was a few caught then when we were bait fishing. They probably came up out the ‘bidgee and 

disappeared about the same time. The Tarcutta Creek is now just a mud puddle; I haven’t seen the Macquaries 

since. There is still a few pockets of them up around Tumbarumba in the Mannus Creek, the locals still see them 

about, odd ones, the locals reckon they used to see them in schools. I can’t recall ever catching a Trout cod 

years ago. I didn’t know about them back then, but I am sure I never caught any. From  Wagga up to Gundagai 

most anglers would say that they would catch 70% Trout cod and 30% Murray cod, and at Gundagai it would 

be even higher. Down from here, around Narrandera it would be the other way around. Ninety three 

centimetres is the biggest one that’s been caught around here. They’ve got a different range and habitat than 

the Murray cod. They’re more in the rapid runs, which you get up from here towards Gundagai. They are also 

more active in the cooler water, we are just starting to see the catches increase now. In the peak of summer 

they quieten right down, in autumn and early winter they get most active, that’s the season for them. I think in 

summer it is just too hot for them. 

 

For many years the redfin seemed to disappear from the river, but there’s been plenty in the lakes. But the 

redfin seem to be coming back, we’re starting to get a few above Wagga, that could be a disaster, even though 

they are good eating. There used to be a lot of goldens in the river, but we haven’t really got them now as there 
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are no floods, they need the floods to breed. Everybody enjoys catching the Trout cod, they are great to catch, 

but there is a bit of an imbalance with only them being stocked in the river. They should stock some goldens 

since they can’t breed and probably some Murray cod as well. The Murray cod don’t need a flood to breed and 

we seem to be getting a lot of little Murray cod these past couple of years. It’s probably due to the water 

temperatures being warmer out of the dams. Traditionally in summer the water here from the releases is 16 to 

18 degrees, but recently it’s been 27. In that way the drought has been a blessing, with the warmer water the 

cod have been breeding. But we’ve also got to get back to having better flows with some flooding to get the 

river healthy again. 

 

OH 48 

Jim Bailey of Narrandera was interviewed in January 2008 at an age of 77 years. 

I’m nearly 77, born in 1931, I’ve been at it fishing since I was ten. I lived with my uncle Arthur Charles, dad was 

killed when I was four, he taught me how to fish. Back then well in the river was cod, miles of cod, yellowbelly, 

silver bream. I did catch once the Macquarie perch. We were fishing over in the irrigation canal and we caught 

this bream, it had big white eyes. My uncle said “that’s a Macquarie perch”. We caught one another day in the 

Murrumbidgee itself. My uncle said they were plentiful in the river in the early days, I haven’t seen one since, 

that was in the forties when we got them. 

 

In the early days below the regulator you could catch Catfish. All we had was a Rangoon rod about twelve foot 

long, a bit of line that was half the length of the rod, a cork and some worms. We called ourselves 

“Murrumbidgee whalers”! The Catfish we got would have been three to four pound on average, they were up 

to eight pound, three foot long. Big ones. The last ones I caught here was about ’58, the year I got married. 

After that well the Griffith area in the Tom Bolin Swamp they were still there on the Hay Road, they were small 

there. Barren Box Swamp at Griffith you’d always get a keeper. They were muddy to eat out of the swamps. In 

’59 I caught nine Catfish in the lagoon over in the common here in Narrandera, there was a few there then, 

two, two and a half pound, that was about it for them. Yeah they disappeared pretty quick. Out in the creek at 

Morundah, they still catch an odd one out there. 

 

My mate Percy Willis junior who I grew up with, and I, had homemade canoes before we could afford a boat. 

We put in heaps of time in the bidgee. I got to know a bloke Jack Collins, a pro, and I used to go out with him 

when he used to check his nets. He caught heaps of bream, miles of yellowbelly, miles of cod. At one stage he 

told me that there was such a thing as a Trout cod, that the old blokes had told him about them, that there had 

been some here. He might have got that from old Wally Hill down the river, down at Bringagee, he was known 

as Wally, he started out up here. Until they brought one down here at fisheries and put it in a tank I had never 

seen one, they are very distinctive. Never saw one in Jack’s boat, I never caught one, nobody else I saw had 

caught one. 

 

In the fifties we had a high river and the bream were up to five pound, we called them the grunters. At that 

time there were heaps of what we called the “GT Monaro” green frogs, they were green with a yellow stripe 

down them. Every one you put on your line you got a big bream. But after that they started to deteriorate. The 

point is I think it has to do with the state of the river itself. Last year I caught two or three lovely big silver 

bream and let them go, they’re protected now. When I was young there was plenty of them, always come 

home with half a dozen, round two to three pound. We didn’t have deep freezers to keep any more and we 

didn’t need them, you could catch them anytime. The yellowbelly there was plenty around in years of flood or 

high rivers. The biggest one was eleven and a half pounds, the average would have been three to four. I saw an 

aboriginal man one day he had a yellowbelly in this sugar bag, the tail was sticking out of the bag! It was big 

and fat, I don’t know what it would have weighed but it was the biggest I ever saw. 

 



 

19-52 True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin 

The cod well there was never a time we weren’t out on our bikes with a couple of lines each, we never came 

home without cod. Oh, around six to eight pounders, there was plenty of bigger ones, less in later years, 88 

pound was the biggest I got, its head weighed thirteen and a half pound. I caught that one on one of those old 

split cane rods on a green floppy. I don’t remember at any time lots of little ones, cod, there were the odd ones 

from a pound and a half to two pound. The best two baits were live carp and the bardie grubs out of the 

ground or the witchetties out of the trees, either. The redfin, well we were fishing in the ‘bidgee near the 

common and we caught this fish, old Perc, Percy Willis senior, said he’d never seen one before, it was in the late 

forties. When we got home he tried to scale it! He made a few enquiries and was told that it was an English 

perch. Next season after that, be after 1946, we were at this beach, and there was this line of fish a yard wide 

swimming in the shallows, thousands of little redfin, that’s how thick they were. They became like a noxious 

weed. They started to deteriorate when the carp come in the area. My wife and kids reckoned they were the 

best fish of the lot to eat. Gradually they started to disappear. I reckon they ate themselves out, they ate 

everything that was moveable in the water.  

 

One of the things I’ve noticed about the river is it’s all silted up. We used to go out spinning in the early days, 

we once spun up twelve cod from eight to twenty pound, that was in a Saturday afternoon. We went out the 

next Sunday morning and got ten, that was before I was married. I have been back there heaps of times since 

and it is all silted up. It started well before the carp got in, but  they blame it on the carp. Back then in summer 

the river was beautiful, it felt like a warm bath, in summer it would run eight feet high, always lovely and 

warm. After the introduction of Blowering dam it altered the ‘bidgee substantially, during the irrigation season 

the river would be running at ten to twelve feet and colder, it would give you goose bumps. The banks all 

started falling in, the trees too in places in summer where I used to be able to walk along. The river used to be 

only that high in flood times in winter, not in summer. There was a time when the fishing wasn’t real good, but 

I was still capable of catching a cod most times. It would be in the mid-sixties to the seventies, but since then I 

think the fishing has improved. The cod have come back but not as good as when I was young. 

 

OH 49 

Mac Hardie of Darlington Point was interviewed in May 2008 at an age of 76 years. 

I’m 76, I was born in Darlington Point, the Hill brothers used to be out here fishing. When I was a boy it was 

mainly yellowbelly and cod. We used to get a lot of Catfish in years gone by, but not in the river. The Catfish, oh 

well, they were not so much in the river, mainly in the lagoons and creeks. They were caught up to 12 pound, 

but 4 to 5 pound was a good one. I’ve heard about their nests but never saw one. The grunter they were always 

here but nobody ate them. The grunter were up to 6 to 7 pound, well some people ate them, but not many. The 

yellowbelly, oh well, I suppose the common size was 3 to 4 pound, they were pretty common, I’ve heard of 

blokes hear catching them up to 15 pound. The cod, 6 to 7 pound was common, I’ve seen them up to near a 

hundred pounds, but the big ones weren’t much eating, there was not much flavour. When I was young there 

wasn’t a lot of little cod in the river, they were all an edible size. I didn’t do a lot of line fishing, I’d just roll a 

wire net in. If I fished with a line I’d put a set line in. There was an odd Trout cod about they’d come down from 

the mountains, it was only on rare occasions that you got them, well that’s what people thought. One would be 

caught and they were different, and it would be shown about to show what one looked like. The ones I saw 

were 4 to 5 pound, and it would be fifty odd years ago when I saw the last. The Macquarie perch, another type 

of bream? We’ll I never saw them, there was a silver bream which was like the grunter but silvery but it was no 

good to eat either. 

 

The redfin didn’t really come in till the sixties then you could catch them on anything, red wool, a bit of rubber 

tube. The carp then come in about forty years ago. In the years that the redfin were about you got another 

mongrel fish the tench, they were full of little bones. The Catfish I haven’t heard of any here for a few years. If 

you go out to the Lachlan in the weir at Bally Rogan, near Lake Cargellico, they still get them there. The creeks 
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don’t run here like they used to, that’s the reason; they were pretty well gone by the sixties. I haven’t heard of 

them catching many Silver perch for a while. The changes, you wouldn’t think it was the same river today. 

Every winter there’d be a flood or at least it was high. I was a sleeper cutter and if I didn’t get the timber out by 

May I’d be sitting on my arse for months. When it was in flood you could even catch the fish out on the high 

ground with a gill net. Everybody had a drum net or a gill net back then, nobody recognised it as so illegal. 

Since the carp come in the river has never been clear. When I was a boy you could dive under and go spear 

fishing. It never gets clear now. The only time it ever used to get muddy was when you got heavy rain 

upstream. In summer it would be clear, you could see the bottom. There used to be big sandy beaches here, on 

every turn there was a beach on it with deep water on the opposite side. I don’t think there is enough water in 

the river now to bring the sand down. There is still fish around, in the Coleambally area they get a lot of cod 

and yellowbelly out there, even get them out of the channels with pitchforks when they drop the water. Lyn 

reminds me the last time I went fishing she caught a cod and I didn’t. The professionals say bardie grubs are the 

best bait. I had bardies, she had shrimp. I reckon the juices from my bardies attracted the cod over to her bait! 

 

OH 50 

Marge Longford of Griffith was interviewed in November 2007. 

William James Hill, well he was born in Narrandera, went to school, married and had 11 children. In 1922 he 

moved to Bringagee and bought a station at there. He artificially inseminated cod for the first time ever. He 

lived till his eighties and died in Narrandera. He and his sons, they were basically professional fisher people. 

When granddad died the four boys fished on the farm and sold fish in Griffith. I can remember him talking, 

telling his stories about shifting the fish. I can remember my grandfather talking about taking fish to the 

islands, which I don’t know, it could have been New Zealand or even Fiji. He brought back a doll from the 

islands which we still have. 

 

OH 51 

Noel Denson of Tumut, Formerly of Carathool, was interviewed in June 2008 at an age of 70 years. 

I was seventy back in April, we lived out at Carathool. My dad, Frank Denson, was a professional fisherman, 

and I was too. I left school before I was fourteen. My pro license was to give dad more nets, we were allowed 

ten drum nets, ten gill nets and two hundred hooks per license. Back then, I’m talking about the early fifties, 

that was before they buggered the rivers with all the dams and weirs. He had only started as a pro a few years 

before that, say 47, 48, full time, but he grew up in the area and was a real fisherman. He knew how to catch 

fish, where to set nets in the river. We always looked upon fish as money, three schillings for cod, two and six 

for yellowbelly. I knew the Hills from Bringagee, there was Walter, Wilf, Ted out at Darlington Point, Norman at 

Bringagee. They were great friends with my parents, great mates with dad. When I was a kid I had a holiday 

with Norman, they were some of the greatest fishermen. 

 

You see the Catfish are gone. We could catch Catfish by the bucket full, but because of the cold water from the 

dams they’re gone. About 75, 76, that was the finish of the Catfish. You could go down late in the afternoon 

with shrimps or worms and catch them one after another. I suppose the average was 3 to 4 pounds, we did 

catch the odd one up to 5 to 6 pounds, and there was a lot that were smaller. They’d get in the gill net and they 

were harder to get out and there were no sales for them. There was millions of them there in the river, if you 

fished just out past the reed beds. And in the lagoons. All the lagoons would have a fresh in them every winter 

and spring, sometimes three or four times, and they were also full of Catfish and yellowbelly. I’ve seen the nests 

of the Catfish in the river, in the shallow sand on the outskirts of the reed beds. The Catfish sort of sits in them 

and moving his fins he moves all the little grains out of the nest. That was also the case with the silver bream, 

there was thousands upon thousands of silver bream down there. They disappeared though there are odd ones 

being caught now. Most of them were 2 to 3 pound though I have seen them up to 6 to 8 pound. I caught one 

that size down there in the late 70s. I seen this fish coming towards me on the top of the water and grabbed 
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him. He was only out of the water for two minutes and he died, he was obviously sick, I didn’t eat him. Talking 

to an old local he thought the grasshopper spraying was killing them, they used to eat a lot of grasshoppers the 

bream, they feed on the surface on them.  

 

We never came across the Macquarie perch down there, they were more or less up in this part of the ‘bidgee. 

The last one I caught here in the Tumut River was about thirty years ago. There wasn’t that many left around 

here when I first moved up to Tumut, about 1960. The old fellas talked about there being an abundance of 

them both here in the river and lagoons and in Burrinjuck. Dad and my grandfather and uncles used to catch 

heaps of them in the Tumut area and over at Burrinjuck. But I never saw one at Carathool. When I lived at 

Carathool I caught two trout, out of a cold-water spring coming out of the bank, with a landing net. And I was 

once fishing at the Carathool bridge and this fella caught a trout there though there was a fair bit of flooding at 

the time. I can’t say I ever saw a Trout cod at Carathool, we used to catch a short fat cod and the one with the 

longer body, but I have now seen Trout cod and I am pretty sure none of them down there were Trout cod. Up 

here in the higher country, apparently years ago they were in abundance up here, that’s what some of the old 

blokes here said. There was a lot of Murray cod around here too, but to a lot of old blokes cod were cod. There 

was odd ones in the Gilmore Creek. I seen dad catch a cod out there about 4 to 5 pounds and a friend used to 

catch cod up to 8 to 10 pound out of it. He caught them about 12 to 15 kilometres up the creek from the river. I 

can’t say which type they were. 

 

Well yellowbelly we used to catch them by the bag full. We used nylon gill nets and when we put one in for 

about five minutes it floated. Once it settled in a few minutes it would start to bump, but we’d leave it in 

overnight. It would be nothing to get fifteen or twenty out of a gill net in the lagoons. In the Murrumbidgee in 

the drum nets there would often be three or four cod and fifteen yellowbelly in with them. There used to be an 

abundance of yellowbelly, most of them in the 4 to 5 pound range, the best I saw was 16 pound out of many 

thousands. A lot of the yellowbelly down that way have disappeared. The yellowbelly was the most common 

out there, but there was a lot of cod there too. We used to sell a lot of our fish over at Leeton and Griffith. We’d 

have boxes and bags of fish and we had a pretty good market.  The cod were fairly common, we had no trouble 

catching them though we could go a week or a fortnight at times with two hundred hooks in the river and we 

wouldn’t see a fish. In the hot weather we’d use jumper lines, we’d have a piece of line just touching the water, 

with a grub or yabbie, and the carp was the best, just half in the water. At night in the real hot weather the cod 

would feed on the surface and when they were feeding really well you’d get a cod off and you’d go to the next 

line and there would be another one on that line. They’d feed on the mice and they’d get them half way across 

the river. Another great bait was the grey tree frogs, they were a favourite. 

 

Most of the cod would have been, the common size was from 8 to 10 pound, though we used to get a lot of 

bigger fish. If you pulled in a drum net you get some 8 to 10 pounders and a 60 pounder. The smaller ones were 

a good selling size. We caught a few in the 80s; we never come across a bigger one, though we had a few holes 

punched in the nets.  We had when we lived on the river a couple of pets, one we could see from our kitchen 

window, and we wouldn’t target him, he was better than a hundred pounds. There was two of them that big 

that we knew fairly well, the other was a bit further down near some rubbish in the river. The river used to be 

clear as crystal, you don’t see that anymore. In the middle of the day you could see him moving, we used to like 

watching him. The cod, I’ve seen them with half grown ducks in them, full shell mussels, heaps of mice, 

centipedes, eggs. I’ve caught heaps of them on eggs. In the early part of the spring when the ducks were 

nesting they take their eggs if they got into the river. Plenty of yellowbelly in the cod’s gut, pound to a pound 

and a half yellowbelly. There was often fish in them you couldn’t identify, they’d be at the stage where the skin 

was coming off them. I think in the spawning season the cod do migrate a bit, we used to catch them in the 

drum nets in the breeding season. Dad would have a pretty good idea of where to put the nets. They don’t 

charge up the current, they take the quiet side, we would set our drum nets in the bends. 
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The slipperies, there was plenty up this way in the Gilmore Creek, don’t recall seeing them at Carathool. There 

was another fish down there at Carathool we’d catch in the wire drum nets, we used to get these tench. There 

used to be quite a few there, then they disappeared. There used to be redfin there, but not many. If you went 

fishing with worms you’d get one, but they were an exception. They were scarce everywhere then, the 

Murrumbidgee and in the lagoons, and very seldom would you find a redfin in a fish, they weren’t common. 

There was a lot of Crucian carp, millions of them, then they disappeared. We used to get them in a bait net 

twenty yards long in the lagoons. In the summer the river would clear and you would see schools of two to 

three hundred of them, black, white and reds, quite a variety of them. Down there was also plenty of gudgeons 

in the river too, thousands upon thousands, in the lagoons and the river. If you were sitting where there was 

shelter you’d see heaps, but not in recent years. 

 

As I sit here today I cannot even begin to imagine how we can sit back and let out beautiful river system be 

degraded to the state it is in today. Gone are all the lagoons together with all the bird life they used to support , 

ducks, cormorants, spoonbills, etc. Thousands upon thousands of river red gums dead or dying from the lack of 

a drink. The river bed itself is suffering from drifting sand which is causing loss of habitat for the fish, the fish 

cannot live in half a meter of water. I could take you down to Carathool and show you lagoon after lagoon that 

has not had water in them for thirty years. Lagoons which in my younger days used to support large numbers of 

yellowbelly and Catfish. Also in the lagoons there were large numbers of what we used to call lagoon mussels, 

they were a small version of the river mussel. Because they were thick in the body they made good bait for the 

fish, we collected them by the hundreds. 

 

Down at Carathool it’s a total disaster, the trees are dying from the lack of water, they haven’t had water for so 

long. It’s the dams and irrigation that’s buggered it, the water’s too cold and there is too much being taken out, 

for the rice and cotton. It’s been going on for years and now the river’s paying the price. We had a permit to kill 

fifty water rats at a time, there was that many of them down there they’d be killing a lot of our fish. We’d skin 

the bucks for good money. Now you’d hardly find a water rat. And the frogs, at night all you could hear were 

the frogs everywhere, now you would hardly ever hear one. In fifty years time it will look as though they 

dropped a bomb on it. I can show you kilometre after kilometre in the river where the sand is drifting down and 

there’s been no floods to gouge it out. In recent years I have heard people in high places say there are more 

river red gums growing now than ever before. I would like to take them for a drive. It makes me so sad to see 

what’s happening down there, it makes me cry. These days, as I drift back through the years and think about 

my fishing in the Murrumbidgee, I can only say it may not have been heaven, but it was next door. 

 

 


