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GREAT COD FISHING
In a letter to Mr. D. G. Stead (naturalist to the Fisheries
Department) Mr. C. T. Wood, hon. Secretary Narrandera
A.F.C., reports as follows:I have just returned from a visit to Messrs. Hill and
Archer, at Coonong Siding. I had the sport of my life. We
located the fish on Sunday afternoon, and we kept busy
from that out. The water is part of the Colombo Creek, and
is teeming with Murray cod. We had two canvas boats,
splendid little dingies, manufactured by these handy men.
Mr. Jarman was the fourth, and, two of us in each boat, we
trolled six or seven miles in 2½ hours, and caught 45 fish
in that time, averaging not less than 10lb. The largest was
23½lb, the next 19½, and the smallest 3lb. We had
previously in another part of the creek caught four, 11½lb,
14lb, 16lb, and 30lb approx. The Colombo Creek is
dammed into sections, but we were more successful in this
particular section, owing to the water in it being
particularly clear. There are no trees on its banks, but the
weeds extend from 3 to 15 yards into the stream, and there
are also stumps of dead trees here and there on the bottom,
forming further harbour. These are the stumps of trees
which were growing in the channel before the water was
dammed back. Then a temporary dam was erected, and the
water killed the trees, which were chopped down (in this
particular section only) when the creek again dried. Now,
however, there is a very substantial dam, which makes this
sheet of water permanent. It is wide and very deep, and
altogether would make a splendid site for a hatchery. That
the cod thrive there is shown by the large quantity which
came at our spinners in such a short space of time. Every
couple of yards we went we accounted for one or two in
each boat. We were, however, a long way from camp, and
had to gather our fish from the tethers after we had
something to eat, and make back for camp, some 20 miles
distant by the creek. We caught about a dozen on cross
lines, and when we arrived back at camp, at about 6.30
a.m. on Monday, we had between 60 and 70 fish,
weighing approximately 600lb.
th

Sydney Morning Herald, 5 April, 1910
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Figure 20.1

The Riverina Catchment showing major waterways and key localities.
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20.1

Early European Accounts
The Riverina is a general term that identifies the area of land between the Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers.
Rather than being a discrete catchment, for the most part the waterways of the Riverina exist as a complex of
anabranches. The largest river is the Edward River, which originates as an anabranch of the Murray near
Mathoura. It roughly follows an earlier course of the Murray, the genesis of the Edward River being earth
movements near Barmah displacing the Murray to the south. Along its journey its waters are added to by
inflows from the Billabong Creek, which rises in the hills near Holbrook, receiving the flow of the Yanco Creek,
which emerges from the Murrumbidgee River. Between the Edward and Murray Rivers are a series of
anabranches, the two largest being the Wakool and Niemur Rivers. The Edward River enters the lower reaches
of the Wakool River a short distance before it enters the Murray River near Tooleybuck.
The first Europeans to encounter the Edward River were John Webster and James McLaurin who in 1840, while
droving cattle, named it after their employer Edward Howe. It is sometimes referred to as the Kyalite which is
believed to be an aboriginal name for the river pronounced ‘Kolety’ (Mulham, 1994). The formation of the
Moira Fishing Company in 1855 on the Murray River near Barmah resulted in the development of a
commercial inland fishery. By 1861 the company was sourcing some of their catch from the Edward River near
Deniliquin (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 2 August 1861). The Edward River developed as a significant fishery in its
own right, particularly after the railway to Deniliquin arrived in 1876, allowing rapid shipment of the catch to
the important Melbourne Market.
Many accounts record an abundance of fish in the early years. In 1866 it was reported that ‘Large quantities of
these fish – cod, bream and perch – are now caught in the Edward and its tributaries, and are brought into
Deniliquin for sale’ (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 8 September 1866). Local resident Austin Eastman in a
newspaper article reminisced how in 1916 between Deniliquin and Moulamein:
Large quantities of cod, trout, perch and bream were caught and sold on the Melbourne market. Curry and Rice
came from Barmah in their boats, which were cut out of gum logs and driven by a small motor. They had a
team of fishermen on shares, with 20 drum nets each. Bob Irvin and Sons of Deniliquin also fished with 60 nets,
and I remember Irvins used to catch up to 8 cwt-baskets of fish every week. / As school boys we used to go for
a days fishing with boys from "Moonah Cullah", who taught us how to dive for lobster, and mussels to use for
bait. Spinning home behind the boat we often caught so many cod that we were able to pick and choose,
throwing back any that were not the size we wanted (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969).

As late as 1954 a party of anglers took from the Wakool River in four days 35 Murray cod up to 27 lb. (12.3 kg)
in weight the total catch amounting to 230 lb. (104.6 kg) (Argus, 9 January 1954).
The extent of the commercial inland fishery resulted in the appointment of Osbourne Wilshire in 1882 as
‘Assistant Inspector of Fisheries, Murray and adjacent waters’, based at Deniliquin. He was in fact a part time
fisheries inspector, as he also worked for the government as a forestry inspector. Ultimately Wilshire’s salaried
position was terminated as a result of the financial depression of the 1890s but he continued to act in an
honorary capacity for some years afterwards. During his tenure Wilshire acted as a local naturalist,
investigating occurrences such as fish kills. He provided some valuable early records of the local fishery which
was largely overlooked in subsequent years, due to the importance of the fishery at Barmah. These include
written accounts to the department and museum specimens (Australian Museum database; Sydney Morning
Herald, 20 November 1888).
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Local residents lobbied for restrictions to be placed on commercial fishing activity in the Edward River to
conserve fish stocks close to Deniliquin. This ultimately led to the Representative of Inland Fisheries, Henry
Dawson, conducting an inquiry at Deniliquin in July 1909 to assess the situation. Later that year David Stead
visited the area and was involved in trials tagging native fish to investigate their movements (NSW Fisheries
Report, 1909). Forty years latter John Langtry conducted his survey of the inland fishery but, apart from a few
salient points, did not discuss the Edward or the other streams of the Riverina (Cadwallader, 1977).

20.2

The Past Distribution of Fishes in the Riverina Catchment
The Riverina was not identified as a distinct catchment in the Sustainable Rivers Audit (Davies et al., 2008). The
area adjacent to the Murrumbidgee River, including the upper Yanco Creek, was included in that catchment
with the rest of the Riverina encompassed by the Central Murray River catchment. It has been treated
separately here largely due to requests to the author by local anglers and historians that a history of fish in the
region be provided. Most of the information that follows covers an area that would be included in the Central
Murray River catchment.
In the Sustainable Rivers Audit the Central Murray River catchment was treated as being entirely as lowland
habitat but was divided into three geographical zones, two of which encompassed the region considered here
being an upper zone (roughly east of Yarrawonga), and a middle zone (west of the Yarrawonga to the
Murrumbidgee junction). The upper reaches of the Billabong Creek upstream of Walbundrie begins to assume
the physical form of slopes type habitat and, near Culcairn, exceeds an altitude of 200 m placing it clearly in
the slopes zone as defined by the audit. This area appears to have been included in the ‘upper zone’ of the
Central Murray Catchment in the audit. During the collection of historical information it became apparent that
there were differences in the relative abundance of the various fish species in the upper reaches of this
catchment compared to downstream. In the following discussion the Riverina is treated as encompassing three
zones namely a slopes zone including the Billabong Creek upstream of Walbundrie, an east lowland zone to
the east of Deniliquin and Conargo and a west lowland zone to the west of those locations.
The information presented below was sourced from some detailed newspaper accounts, information recorded
in the Annual Reports of NSW State Fisheries, museum records and works by early naturalists. Most of the
research concentrated in the area in the eastern half of the Riverina, principally between Mathoura and
Moulamein. Oral history was not specifically collected for this catchment. During the collection of oral history
for other catchments, principally the Central Murray (OH 61-77), information relating to the Riverina was
obtained and has been utilised. Claude Handorf provided some useful history on the upper reaches of the
Billabong Creek (Handorf, OH 61). Valuable information obtained during the early 1980s from the late Wallace
‘Laddie’ Clifford, a commercial fishermen based at Barmah, has also been included. A small number of old
photographs of catches of native fish in this catchment have been located. Further historical research in this
catchment would be of value particularly in the lower reaches west of Moulamein.

20.2.1

The Slopes Zone
Oral history provided by a single individual (Handorf, OH 61) is the only source located to date describing fish
populations upstream of Walbundrie in the Billabong Creek. Claude Handorf of Burrumbuttock has recalled
stories from his father and uncle of cod being very common in the upper reaches of the Billabong Creek
between Walbundrie and Walla up to the early 1920s. He also recalled stories of ‘white eyes’ also having
previously been very common in the same area (Handorf, OH 61). The ‘white eyes’ were Macquarie perch
which were captured by Claude’s father in his presence in the Murray River near Howlong and with which
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Claude was familiar with in later years in Lake Dartmouth (Claude Handorf, pers. com.). During the 1930s
Blackfish were abundant in the Billabong Creek upstream of Walbundrie (Handorf, OH 61). This single account
indicates that originally cod were common, Macquarie perch very common and Blackfish abundant in slopes
habitat in the Billabong Creek.

20.2.2

The Lowland Zone, East & West
Newspaper accounts indicate that cod were abundant in the Edward River and supported a significant
commercial fishery (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 8 September 1866, Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September
1969; NSW Fisheries Report, 1909). In the Edward River at Murgah Station, about 20 km east of Moulamein,
Laddie Clifford in one week took 1260 lb. (572.7 kg) of Murray cod up to 85 lb. (38.6 kg) in weight and the
following week took another catch amounting to 1426 lb. (648.2 kg) (Photo RR20; Ramon Clifford, pers. com.).
Cod were also abundant in the larger creeks including the Billabong and Yanco Creeks (Argus, 18 December
1937; Trueman & Luker, 1992; Laddie Clifford, pers. com.; Photos RR11, 17, 18 & 22) and in the Wakool River
(Argus, 9 January 1954). Even small streams such as the Colligen Creek were also considered to be a reliable
source of cod (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969). In the Colombo Creek near Coornong, Murray
cod were abundant, David Stead along with three commercial fishermen during fishing operations:
trolled six or seven miles in 2½ hours, and caught 45 fish in that time, averaging not less than 10lb. The largest
was 23½lb, the next 19½, and the smallest 3lb. We had previously in another part of the creek caught four,
11½lb, 14lb, 16lb, and 30lb’ with a total catch over a weekend totalling ‘between 60 and 70 fish, weighing
approximately 600lb’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 5 April 1910).

The earliest reference to Trout cod in the Riverina is the mention of ‘trout’ in a news item in 1865 (Deniliquin
Pastoral Times, 11 March 1865) and David Stead in 1909 identified the fish called ‘trout’ in the Edward River as
Trout cod (Sydney Mail, 27 November 1929; NSW Fisheries Report, 1910-13). Quite a number of museum
records exist of specimens of Maccullochella macquariensis being collected from Deniliquin by Osbourne
Wilshire during 1887/88 but most do not appear to have survived and their true identity is unknown
(Australian Museum database). Two specimens collected from Deniliquin are now held by the National
Museum of Natural History in the United States. A recent examination has revealed that the jaws are equal in
one fish and in the second specimen the lower jaw is definitely longer, indicating that both are Murray cod
(Shirleen Smith, NMNH, personal communication). A photograph of a catch of cod from the Edward River
probably includes a Trout cod (Photo RR4).
Early accounts of ‘trout’ near Deniliquin suggest that Trout cod were common. Downstream between
Deniliquin and Moulamein in the Moonah Cullah area, the report of ‘Large quantities of cod, trout, perch and
bream’ being taken (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969) also implies that they were common.
Henry Dawson in 1909 reported that the locals described the ‘trout’ as being ‘reasonably plentiful’ compared
to the other species discussed which in contrast were described as ‘plentiful’ suggesting a lower abundance.
During tagging trials conducted at Dahwilly in 1909 no Trout cod were recorded. It appears the only specimen
ever examined by Stead from the Edward River was the single example collected by him in August 1909 (NSW
Fisheries Report, 1910-13). Stead did not record their presence in the Columbo and Yanco Creeks in
subsequent surveys.
Laddie Clifford captured only small numbers of Trout cod from the Edward River and all were taken adjacent to
the Murray River near Mathoura. He recounted the stories from older fisherman which he named and quoted
who stated that ‘fair numbers’ were caught up to the Great Depression in stretches of faster water between
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Mathoura and Barratta Station, with only the odd fish turning up at Niemur or Moulamein. Clifford also
recalled that a few ‘bluenose’ had been caught out of the Billabong and Yanco Creeks by professional
fisherman prior to the Second World War, but not by him during his lifetime (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). His
account of the presence of Trout cod in the Billabong Creek is corroborated by another angler recalling the
presence of small at numbers at Hartwood Station on the Billabong Creek, and further upstream in the Yanco
Creek in the 1930s (McKenzie, OH 52). Overall, on the available evidence, Trout cod were very common in the
upper Edward River but declined in abundance downstream of the Barratta area. Elsewhere in the lowland
zone they were widespread but not common.
Ogilby (1893) examined specimens of Macquarie perch from the ‘Yulpa Creek, near Deniliquin’, today known
as the Gulpa Creek. He also identified it as the source of some of Castelnau’s specimens in the 1870s,
suggesting that they were common in that water. Further downstream Cadwallader (1981) using old Victorian
Fisheries and Game Department manuscripts reported that 60 Macquarie perch and cod had been
translocated from the Kyalite (Edward) River to the Wimmera River in 1948. An earlier possible record
provided by Cadwallader dating from 1933 of ‘50 cod and perch’ sourced from the Wakool River including
Macquarie Perch appears unlikely, as other records indicate that the fish were Golden perch (NSW Fisheries
Report, 1934). Macquarie perch were captured in the Edward River during the tagging trials at Dahwilly in
1909 but were less common than Golden perch (NSW Fisheries Report, 1909). A fish kill in the Yanco Creek in
1915 near Yathong was reported to include ‘three species of perch’ implying Golden, Silver and Macquarie
perch (NSW Fisheries Report, 1915, 1929, 1934).
Laddie Clifford recalled that they were common in the Edward River near Mathoura and taken in small
numbers near Moulamein but suggested that the general opinion of professional fisherman was they had
never been as common as Golden or Silver perch in the Edward River (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). Macquarie
perch were regularly taken in the Billabong Creek at Hartwood Station, between Jerilderie and Conargo, during
the 1930s (McKenzie, OH 52). Overall Macquarie perch appear to have been very common in the eastern
lowland zone but declined in abundance downstream.
Golden perch up to 18 lb. (8.2 kg) were taken from the Coonong Creek (Argus, 11 August 1922), were ‘very
numerous’ in the Edward River (NSW Fisheries Report, 1909) and present in ‘countless numbers’ in the Yanco
Creek (NSW Fisheries Report, 1915). Oral history recalls Golden perch to have been abundant in the Wakool
River (Ashton, OH 146; Russell Stillman, pers. comm.), the Billabong Creek (Clifford, OH 72) and very common
in the Gulpa Creek (Nicholson, OH 67). Silver perch were reported to have been one of the principle fishes
taken near Deniliquin in the early years (NSW Fisheries Report, 1887) with fish up to 17 lb. (7.7 kg) being taken
from the Coonong Creek (Argus, 11 August 1922). They were common in the Gulpa Creek (Nicholson, OH 67)
and abundant in the Billabong Creek (Clifford, OH 72). Golden perch and Silver perch appear to have been
widespread and abundant throughout the lowland zone.
Catfish were described as being ‘very numerous’ in the Edward River (NSW Fisheries report, 1909), were
abundant at Weman (Clifford, OH 72) and ‘plentiful’ near Moonah Cullah, with observations recorded of
extensive nest construction in the Edward River (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969). Catfish were
particularly abundant in smaller creeks including the Boree Creek (NSW Fisheries Report, 1910-13) and the
Columbo creek, near Urana (Handorf, OH 61), where catches of up to 70 fish a night were reported (Briggs, OH
70). They were very common in the Billabong Creek, near Murgah (Photos: RR17-18; Clifford, OH 72), and at
Hartwood station (Author’s pers. obs.) and were present in the Gulpa Creek (Nicholson, OH 67).
Ogilby (1913) reported Blackfish to have been present in the Yanco Creek and quite a number of museum
specimens were collected from the Deniliquin area (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 31 January 1886; Australian
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Museum Database). David Stead captured Blackfish from the Edward River probably near Dahwilly (Sydney
Morning Herald, 9 November 1909; NSW Fisheries Report, 1909). Oral history recalls that they were plentiful
in the Wakool River in the Gonn area around World War Two (Ashton, OH 146) and in the Edward River near
Mathoura (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). From this limited evidence it appears that Blackfish were widespread,
and at least locally common. Lampreys, probably Short-headed lampreys (Lintermans, 2007), also were
present in the Edward River (Sydney Morning Herald, 9 November 1909). An unusual resident was a seal which
was shot near Conargo and spent many years mounted in the Conargo Hotel (Argus, 9 February 1946, 14
December 1951).

20.2.3

Estimates of Native Fish Abundance in the Riverina Catchment at European Settlement.
The Sustainable Rivers Audit (Davies et al., 2008) did not treat the Riverina as a separate catchment and rarity
scores were not provided. Presented are scores developed in the True Tales Project using historical evidence
and are based on the typical size of angler catches in the oldest accounts.

Table 20.1

Species

Riverina Catchment Rarity Scores (Main River Channels)
West Lowland

East Lowland

Slopes

(West of the Cobb Highway)

(East of the Cobb Highway)

(Upstream of Walbundrie)

SRA

True Tales

SRA

True Tales

SRA

True Tales

Trout cod

L3

U3

3?

Murray cod

5

5

3?

Golden perch

5

5

?

Silver perch

5

5

?

Macquarie perch

L3

U3

L5

Catfish

5

5

?

‘Blackfish’

3

3

5

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 20.2

Historical Records for Native Fish in the Riverina Catchment
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Photograph 20.1

Mathoura Cod Catch

Photo RR 15. This photo is of a catch of cod from the Edward River at Mathoura c1930 taken by Jack
Domenico and party. It clearly illustrates the abundance of cod in the Edward River. Photo courtesy of
Frank Passalaqua.
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Photograph 20.2

Mathoura Trout Cod

Photo RR4. Left: A party of anglers with a catch of cod from the Edward River near Mathoura c1930. Present is
Alfred Blythman with his pipe along with Frank Butcher, Lee Jones, Bill Simmie, Frank Parsons, Sammy Southern and
a Mr Knight.
Right: One of the cod hanging on the truck has a very long, strongly pointed snout and there is evidence of an eye
stripe and speckled markings in this enhanced image. The fish is probably a Trout cod. Photo courtesy of Max
Huddle and Bill Mulham.
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Photograph 20.3

Billabong Creek Catfish

Photo RR18. Wallace ‘Laddie’ Clifford on right with a catch of Catfish from the Billabong Creek at
Murgah Station c1965. Also in the catch is a Murray cod held by the gentleman in the centre. The
Billabong Creek remained a stronghold for the Catfish until after the arrival of European carp in the
1970s. Photo courtesy of Ramon Clifford.
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Photograph 20.4

Laddie’s Catch

Photo RR20. Wallace ‘Laddie’ Clifford (centre) with a catch of Murray cod in Echuca. The cod were
caught from the Edward River 20 km east of Moulamien at Murgah Station in 1979. The largest fish
weighed 85 lb. (38.6 kg) and the total weight of the catch was 1260 lb. (572.7 kg). The following week
Clifford took another catch of cod from the same area amounting to 1426 lb. (648.2 kg). Much of the
catch was sold to Drak’s fish shop, operated by George Dracatos (Right) and his son John (left).
Clifford had first-hand knowledge of the Barmah region fishery back to the Great Depression and
could recall the stories of older fishermen back to the dawn of the twentieth century. He provided
important information on the early distribution of Trout cod and Macquarie perch in the streams of
the Riverina and in the Murray River. His familiarity with the Trout cod was demonstrated by his
donation to a commercial fish hatchery of a 6 kg specimen he captured in the Murray River between
Barmah and Echuca in 1982. Photo courtesy of Ramon Clifford.
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20.3

The Changes

20.3.1

Changes to Native Fish Distribution and Abundance
In the slopes zone upstream of Walbundrie cod and Macquarie perch had disappeared by the 1930s though
Blackfish remained abundant. By the 1950s a decline was evident in Blackfish numbers, the species
subsequently becoming scarce (Handorf, OH 61; Claude Handorf, pers. com.). In the lowland zone in the
Edward River near Deniliquin small Murray cod were common up to the late 1940s, after that time fewer
larger fish were taken, with cod becoming scarce by the 1960s (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969;
Frank Moore, pers. com.). Further downstream at Murgah large Murray cod were common into the 1970s
though small cod were uncommon (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). The last historical account of Trout cod in
numbers in the Edward River dates from the end of the First World War (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23
September 1969) with a photograph possibly recording a capture around the late 1920s (RR4). Senior local
anglers in the Deniliquin area, who fished the river back to the 1930s, in conversations with the author could
not recall having seen the species in the Edward River and they were absent from the Gulpa Creek in the 1940s
(Nicholson, OH 67). Small numbers of Trout cod were captured near Mathoura up to the early 1950s (Laddie
Clifford, pers. com.; Clifford, OH 72) being the last report of the species in the Edward River. From the written
and oral accounts it appears that Trout cod underwent a dramatic decline in the upper Edward River between
1918 and 1930 while Murray cod remained relatively abundant.
Macquarie perch were absent in the Gulpa Creek by the 1940s (Nicholson, OH 67) and were not captured by
professional fishermen in the Edward River near Murgah or the Billabong Creek after the 1950s (Laddie
Clifford, pers. com.). The last documented capture appears to be the fish translocated from the Edward River
in 1948 though the precise location they were sourced is unclear (Cadwallader, 1981). Occasional captures
took place near Mathoura into the 1950s (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.), with their persistence in that area
probably being associated with the significant population residing in the adjacent Murray River at Barmah
around that time (Cadwallader, 1977). Golden perch and Silver perch were common in the Edward River until
the 1960s after which a decline was evident particularly of Silver perch (Max Clifford & Russell Stillman, pers.
com.). Both species remained very common in the Billabong Creek up till the 1980s but by the end of that
decade Silver perch had become scarce (Author’s pers. obs.).
Catfish very rapidly declined in the Edward River during the early 1930s (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23
September 1969) and after that time were unusual captures (Clifford, OH 72). They were scarce in the Gulpa
Creek by the 1940s (Nicholson, OH 67) but remained very common in the Billabong Creek until the 1980s after
which they were captured less frequently and in smaller numbers (Author’s pers. obs.). Blackfish were plentiful
in the Wakool River in the Gonn area around World War Two after which they disappeared (Ashton, OH 146).
Anglers have indicated a virtual absence of Blackfish in the Edward River after the Second World War (Russell
Stillman & Frank Moore, pers. com.).

20.3.2

Changes to Habitat
By 1945 land clearing and grazing had resulted in much of the Riverina being affected by wind and water
erosion. In some areas it was reported that the farmers were farming the ‘subsoil’ as virtually all of the
‘topsoil’ had been lost (Argus, 11 August 1945). Moulamein developed as a minor river port with the Edward
River downstream being extensively desnagged during the early 1870s to permit navigation of the river boat
traffic. The operations included removal of bankside trees as well as snags from the river (Deniliquin Pastoral
Times, 8 May 1869, 27 January 1872). Between 1870 and 1890 extensive desnagging of the upper reaches of
the Edward River took place. A detailed survey of river depth and snags in the Edward River undertaken by the
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NSW Public Works department in December 1890 reported a relatively low snag frequency for the upper
Edward River and concluded that very little effort would be required to finish desnagging the river (Deniliquin
Pastoral Times, 26 March 1891). Many of the remaining snags near Gulpa were removed during 1895 and in
the same year Murgha Station arranged for the desnagging of the river between that location and Woorooma
(Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 17 August 1895). Lobbying by the local rowing club resulted in some snag removal
taking place at Deniliquin in 1902 and further desnagging took place in conjunction with irrigation and water
diversion projects after World War Two (Bill Mullham, pers. com.). It is apparent that the Edward River along
virtually its entire length had been heavily desnagged well before 1890, with the greatest activity having taken
place from Moulamein downstream.
Fish kills were recorded in the Riverina from an early date. In 1865 huge fish kills occurred across the MurrayDarling Basin which included the Edward River (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 5 August 1865, 9 September 1865).
In 1878 a rain event generated a massive fish kill in the Edward River involving fish of all sizes which included
cod and ‘perch’ as well as crustaceans (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 16 February 1878). In 1891 large quantities
of fish died in lagoons near Deniliquin the kill being attributed to excessive aquatic vegetation (NSW Fisheries
Report, 1891). During the drought of 1915 large numbers of fish died in the Billabong Creek near Jerilderie
(NSW Fisheries Report, 1915) and in the same year a massive fish kill occurred in the Yanco Creek near
Yathong, associated with flow event after a drought (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1915, 1929, 1934). During the
summer of 1938-39 large numbers of fish, including cod, died in the Billabong Creek near Jerilderie. The kill
was so extensive that council employees removed the dead fish and burnt them to protect the water supply,
on one occasion three tonnes being dealt with (Argus, 24 December 1938, 29 December 1938, 11 January
1939).
Newspapers reported that intense fishing pressure was placed on fish populations in the Edward River from an
early date and linked a suggested decline in the fishery to both legal and illegal activity. As early as 1861 it was
recorded that one professional fisherman was taking up to 150 lb. (68.2 kg) of fish from the Edward River each
day (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 2 August 1861). A few years later one party was taking two tonnes per week,
with catches of up to half a tonne out of a single net (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 8 September 1866). In the
Edward and Wakool Rivers it was reported that nets were set so as to block all upstream movement of fish
(Sydney Morning Herald, 11 November 1950). Illegal fishing was extensive and at times explosives were used
(NSW Fisheries Report, 1909; Ashton, OH 146).
Pastoralists constructed many weirs on the smaller watercourses for stock and domestic use. With the
construction of the Yanco Weir on the Murrumbidgee River, large scale regulation and diversion of the waters
of the Riverina commenced in 1928. The Stevens Weir was constructed in 1932 on the Edward River about 27
km downstream of Deniliquin and backed water upstream to the town, converting that reach of the river from
a riverine habitat to a comparatively static lake. The operation of Stevens Weir reduced flows downstream in
the Edward River during periods of water diversion into the Wakool Irrigation Scheme. At other times releases
caused rapid rises in water levels. The rapid and dramatic changes in water levels had a negative impact on the
aquatic fauna with crayfish disappearing from the river downstream (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September
1969). Later, weir regulators were constructed on the Gulpa Creek and Edward River near its origin at the
Murray which altered flows in the section of river upstream of Deniliquin (Bill Mullham, pers. com.). Water was
also diverted from smaller streams such as the Colligen Creek with impacts on fish populations (Deniliquin
Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969).
Goldfish and Redfin perch were introduced near Deniliquin in 1884 (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 31 May 1884).
Redfin perch appear to have remained fairly scarce for a considerable period, being recorded in surveys in the
Edward River in 1909 as only being present in ‘small quantities’ (NSW Fisheries Report, 1909). Around 1930
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they proliferated in the Edward River and their arrival in large numbers was associated with a rapid decline in
the Catfish population, and a slower decline in the Murray cod fishery, with predation of juvenile cod being
reported (Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969). In the Billabong Creek between Jerilderie and
Conargo Redfin perch were much less abundant than in the upper Edward River (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.)
though much more common further upstream from Jerilderie (Claude Handorf, pers. com.). The disappearance
of the once abundant ‘white eyes’ in the slopes habitat of the upper Billabong Creek was suggested to the
author twenty years ago by senior local residents as coinciding with the arrival of Redfin perch in large
numbers during the 1930s. By the 1940s Tench were very common in the Edward River (Clifford, OH 72; Frank
Moore, pers. com.).
European carp arrived in the Riverina during the 1970s, and are reported to have impacted on the aquatic
vegetation in the Colombo Creek with their feeding causing the fringing rushes to topple over (Don Briggs, OH
70). European carp have been implicated in the decline of both Catfish and Silver perch generally (Clunie &
Koehn, 2001a, 2001b), though the decline of Catfish in the Edward River predates the arrival of carp. The
Billabong Creek between Jerilderie and Conargo contained significant numbers of Catfish until the early 1980s
after which they became less common suggesting that carp may have played a role (Author’s pers. obs.).
Subsequent to the arrival of European carp the Redfin perch population dramatically declined in the Edward
River (Russell Stillman & Frank Moore, pers. com.).

Photograph 20.5

Deniliquin Redfin Plague

Photo RR 14. This photograph of a catch of fish nearly all of which are Redfin perch taken near
Deniliquin in the 1930s supports the newspaper account of Austin Eastman that the species
underwent explosive proliferation in local waters around that time. Eastman speculated that Redfin
perch caused the rapid decline of Catfish and Murray cod over the subsequent two decades. Photo
courtesy of Bill Mulham.
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The Current Situation
The waters of the Riverina contain good stocks of Murray cod and Golden perch, with evidence of a significant
recovery in numbers of these two species over the past twenty years. Silver perch have recovered, becoming
common in the Wakool River and, to a lesser extent, the Edward River; though remain scarce in the Billabong
Creek. Catfish are very rare in the Edward River, though small numbers continue to be taken in the Billabong
and Columbo Creeks. Blackfish are scarce and Macquarie perch have not been reported for half a century.
Small numbers of Trout cod have been recently captured in the Edward River near Mathoura, probably having
dispersed from the significant population that now exists in the Murray River near Barmah. The recent drought
has adversely affected fish populations in the smaller streams with major fish kills in the Niemur River and the
Colligen and Merran Creeks (Daily Telegraph, 20 February 2009).
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Newspaper Highlights
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 2 August 1861
FISHING IN THE EDWARD – The fish in the river at Deniliquin are now promised a little rest, Mr. May / having
left. Mr. May managed to bag some tons during his stay of three months, sometimes taking 150lbs. weight per
diem.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 11 March 1865
PISCATORIAL – The disciples of old Isaac must be possessed of much patience to meet with reward. The river is
too low for anything but small fish to be caught, still there have been some very nice perch and trout taken
during the week.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 5 August 1865
MORTALITY AMONGST THE FISH – It is rather an extraordinary thing that the fish in the Darling and Murray are
dying in thousands. The blacks never saw such a thing before, and are quite alarmed about it; some say that
the heavy frosts kill them, but I can hardly attribute it to the cold, as the largest codfish dies as well as the
smallest fish; it is surprising to see tons of fish daily floating down the river (from a correspondent, Lower
Darling).
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 9 September 1865
MORTALITY AMONGST FISH – The unusual mortality previously noticed as occurring in the Murray and
Edward, is not confined to those southerly streams, but extends to the Darling and its tributaries. On the
Macquarie, we hear the deaths amongst the finny tribe have been so enormous as to show a probability of the
entire stock being extinguished. On the Murrumbidgee similar complaints are heard. There has, as yet, been
no cause assigned for this singular epidemic.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 8 September 1866
THE MURRAY FISH – Large quantities of these fish – cod, bream and perch – are now caught in the Edward and
its tributaries, and are brought into Deniliquin for sale. The party is stationed about four miles above
Deniliquin, and is composed of three single men / They fish with line and net. They were very successful some
short time since, by line, and caught about two tons weight in a fortnight, and they bag by net, in a haul, from
half-a-ton to a ton weight / They bring their fish into town, alive chiefly, and as mutton and beef are both very
dear – from 6d to 9d per pound – the poor man here can get fish at times for 3d, or less, per pound.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 12 December 1874
Cod, perch and bream are plentiful in the Edward River (a large branch of the Murray), and fishing parties in
the evening are quite common, in which ladies and gentlemen join. The fish in the Edward are, as a rule, not so
large, and consequently not so coarse, as those of the Murray.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 16 February 1878
NOTES BY A SCAMP: / Whatever may be the cause, it is a noticeable fact that since the late rains something
has gone wrong with the whole of the finny tribe in the river. During the wet days the crabs and crawfish took
refuge on the banks of the river. The other fish, from the largest cod to the smallest perch, died in thousands,
and now present a ghastly sight along the banks of the river, or floating on the surface of the water, while
those still living are in a very delicate state of health
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Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 31 May 1884
ACCLIMATISED CARP- Ever since it became evident that the surplus water from the waterworks could be
utilized in the lagoons in the town reserves, the Municipal Council has been endeavouring to obtain a supply
of English fish with which to stock them, and at last they have secured a small consignment of about thirty carp
/ Mr Waring has had some of them placed in the lagoon within the Cressy-street reserve / A further
consignment of English perch is expected shortly / The crayfish common in our lagoons will be excellent prey,
and in the course of a few years we may expect to see an excellent assortment of the acclimatized fish in our
lagoon reserves.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 January 1886
FISH.- We have been shown fourteen or fifteen bottles containing small fish preserved in spirits of wine, and
intended for the Indian and Colonial Exhibition to be held in London this year / The task of preserving them
was entrusted to Mr O. Wilshire, the local inspector of Fisheries / The collection includes cod, bream, silver
perch, cat fish, black fish and golden perch
Sydney Morning Herald, 9 November 1909
Great Cod Fishing. / The Edwards is a great ana-branch of the Murray, and is regarded as a fine cod stream, but
the two investigators found it better than they had anticipated. They were accompanied by a young Australian,
who fishes professionally, and brings to bear upon his work faculties of observation and resourcefulness. Not
only were Murray cod caught – some being released with a metal tag upon them – but the black fish, fresh
water catfish, crayfish, perch, lampreys, and yellow-belly were secured on lines and in nets. The largest cod
weighed 64¼lb, and contained other partly digested fish.
Sydney Morning Herald, 5 April 1910
Great Cod-Fishing. / I have just returned from a visit to Messrs. Hill and Archer, at Coonong Siding. I had the
sport of my life. We located the fish on Sunday afternoon, and we kept busy from that out. The water is part of
the Colombo Creek, and is teeming with Murray cod. We had two canvas boats, splendid little dingies,
manufactured by these handy men. Mr. Jarman was the fourth, and, two of us in each boat, we trolled six or
seven miles in 2½ hours, and caught 45 fish in that time, averaging not less than 10lb. The largest was 23½lb,
the next 19½, and the smallest 3lb. We had previously in another part of the creek caught four, 11½lb, 14lb,
16lb, and 30lb approx. / We caught about a dozen on cross lines, and when we arrived back at camp, at about
6.30 a.m. on Monday, we had between 60 and 70 fish, weighing approximately 600lb.
Argus, 11 August 1922
A Giant Grunter. Seeing recent notes on these fish, Mr. Jarman, of Narrandera, agrees with Mr. French as to
the fighting qualities of the silver perch, or grunter, which is generally called black bream. As a table fish it is
much improved by allowing it to simmer slowly in water until about half cooked, and then fry it. In exceptional
cases it grows to a heavy weight. He on one occasion saw two golden perch, and a grunter taken in a gill net in
Coonong Creek, near Jerilderie. The golden perch were 18lb. and 17½lb. respectively, and the grunter 17lb. –
an amazing weight for that fish because he had never seen or heard of another that came within pounds of it.
It was unusual in every way, because the grunter, like the trout-cod, keeps to the river bed, while the others
get miles away from it in flood time.
Deniliquin Pastoral Times, 23 September 1969
Will the Murray Cod become a memory? (By Austin Eastman, “Bingel”, Deniliquin)
Sir, - Permit me to express an opinion on the disappearance of the Murray Cod from the inland streams and
what I consider should be done to try to restore their numbers. In doing so, permit me to go back at least 50
odd years in order to state a few facts and in so doing, I hope to prove my point of view.
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During the floods of 1916-17-18, the Edward River was a popular stream for net fishermen, especially between
Deniliquin and Moulamein. Large quantities of cod, trout, perch and bream were caught and sold on the
Melbourne market. Curry and Rice came from Barmah in their boats, which were cut out of gum logs and
driven by a small motor. They had a team of fishermen on shares, with 20 drum nets each. Bob Irvin and Sons
of Deniliquin also fished with 60 nets, and I remember Irvins used to catch up to 8 cwt-baskets of fish every
week. During the summer months cross lines, gill nets and spinners were used by fishermen, and they also
caught plenty of fish. As school boys we used to go for a days fishing with boys from "Moonah Cullah", who
taught us how to dive for lobster, and mussels to use for bait. Spinning home behind the boat we often caught
so many cod that we were able to pick and choose, throwing back any that were not the size we wanted.
In recent years, when September was added to October and November for the spawning closed season, many
fishermen gave drum netting away, because September was by far their most profitable month. I think it was
about 1930 when we first began to catch English perch, better known as redfin, and they soon took control of
inland streams. The first to suffer were the slower-moving catfish which had been very plentiful; there were
times when the other fish were not biting and it was then that we caught catfish by the dozen. No longer do
we see the basin-like shallow holes in sand beaches about three feet wide where they had their spawn in flood
time and swam around the small fish to protect them from intruders. Obviously redfin had no respect for such
protection.
When the Stevens Weir first came into operation (c 1935) the down stream side was naturally at a low level
during the irrigation season. However, at weekends when Wakool irrigators had least use for water, more
would be released at Stevens Weir, causing the river to rise up to 2 feet or more and fall again quickly, early in
the following week. The lobsters took exception to this sudden variation and disappeared. I understand they
travelled down stream. The last time small cod were plentiful was about 46-'47, when they were easy to catch
on a spinner behind a boat. Since then they have become increasingly scarce and it seems that only a few big,
old fish are left. Before 1950 it would be safe to say 70 per cent of the cod caught would be young fish less
than 10 lbs; now they are almost non-existent.
Eight floods in ten years in the ‘50s should have been the best decade for spawning conditions for fish in the
last 70 years. With the added protection of the banning of cross lines and nets of all kinds in the middle ‘50s,
by now the Edward River and its tributaries should be teeming with fish of all kinds, with cod up to 20 lbs in
weight. I’m sure that all anglers will agree that except for small redfins, river fishing has never been worse. Last
year, the only licensed fisherman left in the district was forced to seek another occupation, in spite of high
prices for fish, simply because he could not catch enough to live on. During the last drought two neighbours on
the Colligen tried to irrigate portion of their properties from the creek, which had been getting a raw deal from
available water supplies and had not flowed for many months. In doing so, the water supply soon ran out of
the hole, which could only support three redfin. A few years previously, the same hole had been a reliable
fishing place for cod.
Following the '55 and '56 floods, the river was teeming with small fish in early '57. At that time I was crossing
the river by boat four times a day for several months, so was able to get a close-up view of shoals of tiny fish
being constantly chased and devoured by bigger fish. If they were close enough to the bank when an attack
occurred, some of them jumped out of the water on to the bank and stayed there for a few seconds until the
attackers swam away. On one occasion an attack took place beside the boat in mid-stream so I was able to get
a close-up view. About 10 redfin, 4 to 5 inches long, rushed into a shoal of small fish at terrific speed, many of
which jumped out of the water in trying to escape; one landed in the boat; it was a cod about two inches long.
Anglers will recall how plentiful and hungry small redfins were in '57; countless thousands were caught in all
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streams. However; a year or two later, it was almost impossible to catch any worth taking home. I haven't the
slightest doubt that the general shortage of fish is brought about by attacks on small fish by redfin; their
greater speed cannot be matched by any other freshwater fish. /

20.6

Annual Reports on the Fisheries of NSW
1887
Deniliquin, February, 1887 / The principal species of fish in these waters are Murray cod, trout, gold and silver
perch, silver and black bream; and a fair amount of these fish have been caught with gill nets and lines during
the past year.
1891
A rather singular circumstance was noticed in some of the lagoons and creeks of the district this year, notably
the one situated right in the town of Deniliquin hundreds of dead fish were seen on the surface of the water
just after the commencement of summer, and much speculation as to the cause of the fatalities resulted. By
some it was thought that the deaths were due to the largely increased temperature of the water; others said
they were due to the fact that the water was densely covered by the aquatic weed arzolla rubra, and they
suffered from asphyxia, while others asserted that the water was so polluted that it was unfit for fish to live in,
this later was untenable, because the lagoon in the town is still full of fish, and the pollution, if any, has not
been abated. In this particular lagoon about 3 tons of fish died /
1909
On the occasion of the visit of the Representative of Inland Fisheries and the Naturalist of this Department to
the Kyalite River in October, 1909, several Murray cod, perch and catfish were caught and labelled by fixing a
small silver disc bearing a distinctive number on each fish, and were returned to the water.
/ In accordance with your instructions I proceeded to Deniliquin to inquire into matters connected with the
fisheries of the Edward River and tributaries, owing to a petition from residents of Deniliquin and vicinity being
received by the Department / I also saw a licensed fisherman named Daish (I believe there are but two in the
district). / Daish assured me that he caught no small cod fish, the average being from 15 to 30 lb.; very few
being under 7 lb. in weight. The fish are caught in the latter end of winter and early spring in fairly large
quantities, and forwarded to Melbourne. Daish told me that at times he had really good catches, but that as he
was operating 26 miles away from a railway station his great difficulty was means of transport. / Mr. Chanter,
M.H.R., whom I interviewed in Melbourne, informed me that in the summer months the fry are in immense
quantities close to the banks of the streams. This statement was corroborated by all to whom I spoke.
Whether the fry so seen are those of cod should be determined by the Board obtaining some of the fish for
identification. The residents are certain on the matter, but as the perch are very numerous, and catfish also, it
would be well to definitely settle the question by referring sample to Mr. Stead. Tench and English perch are in
small quantities in the river. A fish called by the local anglers “Trout” is fairly plentiful. I have my doubts as to
the identity of the latter, and have been promised that the fish shall be forwarded for identification.
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Summary of fish tagged with a numbered silver label, and liberated at Dahwilly (near Deniliquin), Kyalite or
Edward River, October, 1909. (From: Annual Report on the Fisheries of NSW for the Year 1909)
Species
Murray Cod

Number
11

Length Range

Sex

(inches)

(M/F/?)

30 1/2 – 17 5/8

4/4/3

Observations
One fish full-roed (about 3lb. weight).
One fish full-roed
One fish roe half developed
One fish partly spent

Golden Perch

24

18 – 14

19/5/0

(yellow belly)

One fish spent?
Two fish full-roed
One fish large roe

Macquarie’s Perch

3

14 1/4 – 10 1/8

0/1?/2

Freshwater Catfish

9

20 1/2 – 16

1/2/6

One fish large roe
One fish very poor condition

1910-13
/ Columbo Creek is a good instance. This comparatively small series of billabongs is annually fished by licensed
fishermen, and from its waters have been taken some hundreds of tons of Murray cod and yellow-belly alone.
Large Golden Perch or Yellow Belly.—A female example of this well-known food-fish of the western river
system, weighing no less than 12 lb., was received from Columbo Creek near Coonong, in the south-western
portion of this State. The fisherman who forwarded this stated he had taken this species up to a weight of 15
lb., but this is the largest so far recorded. It measured 635 mm. (25 inches).
/ 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 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.
1915
Early in January extended investigations in fisheries work were undertaken on the Murrumbidgee River and its
tributaries, where the drought, which was of extra severity, wrought great destruction to fish life. / Murray cod
and Golden Perch were dying in countless numbers in a number of large waterholes in Yanko Creek, and as
many of those as possible were saved by drawing a net through the waterhole and removing all the fish which
could not go through the meshes. Instead of payment in cash for assistance, the fishermen who helped in this
work received the saleable fish, which they sent to Sydney and Melbourne markets alternately. It is impossible
to estimate the number of fry saved, but it was certainly very great, and within a few months a fresh came
down Yanco Creek, thus ensuring a stock to perpetuate the supply of fish in this stream.
It was found when netting the drying-up waterholes that hardly any of the fish caught had any food in the
stomach. They were quite empty and apparently starving themselves in the middle of plenty. The water was
teeming with fish food. The average temperature of the water day and night was about 83 deg. Fah.
On 19th January a terrific dust-storm with a hot wind raged all day. The temperature in a dense shade stood at
about 116 deg. Fah. for hours. The following day it was noticed that dead fish were floating on the waterholes
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in very large numbers. This was due in part to the heat, also to the fact that tones of dried leaves and
Eucalyptus bark were driven by the wind into the water, making it almost ink-like.
On 20th January the common Hardy-head was found to be spawning in Yanco Creek. Some of those caught in
the net were stripped of their ova. The fact that these fish were spawning in January seems rather peculiar,
because early in October, 1914, these same little fish were seen spawning in the McIntyre River at Inverell.
/ Hearing that a party of men were visiting Boree Creek every Sunday and puddling Logan’s dam in sections,
arrangements were made to visit the dam on Sunday morning. On arrival at 8 a.m., after a 40 mile journey by
motor, it was found that the dam had been puddle overnight, and the poachers had gone. Many dead fish
were floating about in the muddy waters. Hundreds of catfish were found thrown out on the bank where the
puddling had been done in Boree creek, deliberately wasting much valuable food.
/ Many thousands of fish died in the Billabong Creek, which runs through the town of Jerilderie. There was a
considerable depth of water in Brennan’s weir, which did not go dry, and the fish therein would be sufficient to
restock this creek.
1929
On one occasion the writer was on official service on Yanco Creek near Yathong, when a 16 inch freshet came
down. Within twenty-four hours countless numbers of Murray cod, perch (three varieties) and miniature fishes
were floating on the water near the camp dead or dying and probably none recovered.
1934
With a view to re-stocking Pine Lake and Wimmera River, in Victoria, permission was accorded to the Horsham
(Victoria) Anglers’ Club to transplant not more than 100 fish from Wakool River. The club’s efforts resulted in
85 Murray cod and Golden Perch being transferred.
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Riverina Catchment Oral Histories
The following oral history (OH 52) mostly discusses the Riverina Catchment.
OH 52
The Late Bert McKenzie of Ruffy was interviewed in July 1982 at an age of 82 years.
(From Trueman & Luker, 1992).
Out on the white waterholes I never caught a cod under six pounds for two years. Apparently in the third year, I
don’t know the conditions but you’ve got to guess it, it was just tig tig with little wee chaps and now and then
one would fluke hook himself and it was a bit of a lesson. That was in the Yanco Creek actually which flows out
of the Murrumbidgee and into the Billabong Creek. The White Waterholes were twenty one miles upstream of
Jerilderie, John and Jack Curtain were the two owners of the property, a beautiful property, and I think
‘Woodpark’ was the name of the property. It was really good for spinning. On the spinners you caught the
occasional bluenose, not many, just the odd one you would get, but the Murray cod were the main ones. From
six to fifteen pounds was about the run though I did lose a couple of thirty pounders.
We caught practically everything, the yellowbellys, I got fourteen pounds and hundreds of twelve, eleven and
ten pounders. We threw the three pounders back in again of course. We caught the grunters only in sections.
They did run one particular time I went out and they were up to seven pounds. I fished that area about 193941. There were Catfish there but not in any quantity. I fished at ‘Hartwood’ Station on the Billabong Creek and
the Catfish were thick. And don’t tell me they don’t fight! Just try a seven pound Catfish. We also caught there
Macquaries, grunters, and there were a few bluenose there as well as many Murray cod.
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