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The big cod is a cannibal. About that I have a most
interesting note from Mr. R. J. Larsen, of
Elsternwick, who says that in the middle nineties he
was a market fisher-man on Lake Victoria, on the
lower Murray. Of more than three tons of cod taken
not one was under 30lb. On one occasion he came
upon 18 fish isolated in a closed lagoon, all of them
so poor as to be unfit for market, though in condition
they would have averaged 40lb. apiece. The cod is
its own worst enemy, and in this lagoon the fish had
gradually eaten one another down to a gaunt state of
famine.
A Triton of the Billabongs.
One year Lake Victoria went nearly dry, and among
the tons of cod that perished all were big fish. In
keeping them alive in a well boat until they could be
sent to market Mr. Larsen found it necessary to
padlock them in separate compartments according to
size, for even there the large cod would swallow the
little ones. Once he found that a cod of 117lb. caught
in a drum net contained a smaller fish of 15lb. He
can speak very positively about it, because he
weighed both fish. Here was a Triton of the
billabongs, a 15lb. fish that anglers would have been
well content to capture, reduced to the rank of a
minnow in one voracious mouthful. No doubt at all,
it seems, about the cod being also a cannibal, and no
doubt that, with cod as the medium of fish culture,
method is the essence of the undertaking.
Argus, 27 February 1932
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Figure 21.1

The Lower Murray River Catchment showing major waterways and key localities
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21.1

Early European Accounts
Mathew Flinders, during his circumnavigation of the Australian continent in 1802, had as one of his goals
locating the entrance to the mythical inland sea of the continent. While he skirted the coastline of the area he
failed to record the mouth of the Murray River, the relevant part of the map he produced being left blank. On
the 9th of February 1830, Captain Charles Sturt travelling by boat downstream reached Lake Alexandrina. The
lake stunned him with its beauty, and the following day he reached the Murray mouth:
I was not disappointed; but the view was one for which I was not altogether prepared. We had, at length,
arrived at the termination of the Murray. Immediately below me was a beautiful lake, which appeared to be a
fitting reservoir for the noble stream that had led us to it / At the time we arrived at the end of the channel, the
tide had turned, and was again setting in. The entrance appeared to me to be somewhat less than a quarter of
a mile in breadth (Sturt, 1833).

George French travelled from the Murray mouth upstream during the mid 1840s recording the environment,
the practices of indigenous people, and life in the fledgling European settlements. In Lakes Alexandrina and
Albert, and in the river several hundred miles upstream, French observed and recorded the fishing practices of
the indigenous people:
The cod of the Murray, and a fish in the lake resembling a salmon, are taken with rude hooks. A small cat-fish
called pomery is speared from their canoes, in the shallows amongst the weeds; and the golden perch are
driven out of the rushes near the banks and struck with the fishing – spear. / one man will dive near the roots
of an old tree, where a cod (ponkoo) is expected to be, making noises to frighten out the fish, which, as it darts
out, is speared by a semi – circle of natives, standing all in readiness to strike it. During the night, several bark
canoes will go out upon the river, one keeping the middle of the stream, and the others on either side. In the
stern of each of these frail boats is a round piece of bark, and on the bark, struck upright in a coating of mud,
are several pieces of kordkoo, the wood of a tree producing manna, which are lighted. A native stands with his
back to the light, and as the fish rise he strikes them with the mugaroo, or fishing spear. Large nets are also
used by the Moorundi tribes for the purpose of capturing fish (French, 1847).

In 1848, George Hamilton wrote a lengthy article on fishing in South Australia, including a detailed account of
the fishery at Morunde Station just downstream from Blanchetown:
There are four kinds of fish that can be taken by rod and line – the cod, the pulyee, the colubco, (carp) and the
toorroo, or black perch. They generally run from five to fifteen pounds weight, are all well flavoured, especially
the cod, and will reward the angler at dinner time for his exertions. / In very short time we had eight and forty
tooroo in the boat. This fish, when caught, makes a singular humming noise, in consequence of which, I fancy,
the natives have given it the name tooroo, as that would somewhat resemble the sound. / I was disatisfied with
their size, the largest not exceeding two pounds in weight. / However, cheered by the black fellows, who were
in ecstacies, I held on, and soon saw rise to the surface a fine spotted ‘pulyee.’ / The pulyee is a singular kind of
fish / it is spotted and scaleless; and from its upper lip flesh protuberance hang down (Argus, 19 September
1848).

The bounty of fish present in the lower Murray and its lakes, combined with its proximity to Adelaide, ensured
the establishment of a commercial fishery from an early date. The earliest commercial fishermen were the
indigenous people who sought financial remuneration to obtain the trappings of the European way of life. In
1861 a fishmonger from Mount Barker described how white ‘boatmen’, who acted as intermediate merchants
to the fishmongers, relied upon the supply of Murray cod from the local aboriginal people (Adelaide Register, 5
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December 1861). Eventually the Europeans took up fishing as a living, and the fish obtained were not only
marketed in Adelaide, but as far away as Victoria. Encounters with large cod created many stories and legends,
and gained some infamy with reported attacks against large animals and humans. A newspaper account
records that a large Murray cod seized a foot dangled in the river near Blanchetown, nearly dragging the man
into the river; and that a 90 lb. fish attacked the leg of a horse wading the river at Westons Flat with the fish
subsequently being dragged ashore. It was implied that some unexplained cases of drowning were the result
of attacks by giant cod (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). What may be the largest cod reported from the
Lower Murray weighed 225 lb. (102.3 kg) and was taken near Cobdogla at the mouth of Chambers Creek
(Adelaide Advertiser, 12 December 1935). The head of that fish, or possibly a larger example, was given to the
South Australian Museum (Adelaide Advertiser, 13 December 1935).
While the Murray River supported vast numbers of edible fish, other waters in South Australia did not, and
there were a number of efforts made to establish Murray fish in waters around the state. In 1913, 200 Murray
cod were translocated from Wellington to Lake Bonney near Millicent; in 1922, cod were translocated to Valley
Lake near Mt Gambier; in 1925 Robe Lakes were stocked; and in 1915-26 over 100 cod were released into
Mosquito Creek near Naracoorte and Lucindale (Adelaide Advertiser, 17 May 1935). Additional cod were
released in Lake Bonney in 1914 and 1915 (Adelaide Advertiser, 22 April 1914; 31 July 1915). In 1894, Murray
cod and Golden perch were captured from the Murray River near Tailem Bend and Lake Alexandrina. They
were transported to the Avon River in West Australia, where cod eventually became established (Western
Mail, 24 March 1894; West Australian, 13 February 1895; Morrisy, 1970).
In 1850, the South Australian Government offered a reward for the first boat to navigate the Murray upstream
to the Darling junction, to demonstrate boating as a viable means of transporting produce. In 1853 the Lady
August under the command of Francis Cadell, and the Mary Ann captained by William Randell, raced each
other up the Murray with the goal of winning the prize. Both navigated the river as far upstream as Swan Hill,
and in the case of the Mary Ann reached Echuca. Their success heralded the start of riverboat traffic (Mudie,
1961). A number of lengthy shallow bars between Blanchetown and the border proved to be an impediment to
the passage of the boats. Locks were initially conceived for the purpose of improving navigation, but by the
time they were constructed their primary function became the diversion and storage of water for irrigation
purposes. Originally it was proposed to construct 26 locks along the length of the Murray, though ultimately
only 14 were built. The first was built near Blanchetown by the South Australian Government in 1913. Between
1922 and 1935, a further nine locks were constructed on the Lower Murray between Wentworth and
Blanchetown. These structures effectively changed the riverine habitat into a series of pools (Eaton, 1945). In
order to improve freshwater storage in the lower lakes for irrigation purposes, construction commenced in
1931 on a series of barrages located on the Murray Mouth at Goolwa and the Coorong, to prevent the influx of
brackish water into Lakes Alexandrina and Albert (Adelaide Advertiser, 29 March 1940).
Towards the end of the nineteenth century concern was expressed by fishermen over the state of the fishery.
This led to the establishment of an inquiry into the health of the fishery in 1900. The investigation was led by
two senior Inspectors of Fisheries from South Australia, with input from NSW representatives Harald Dannevig
and David Stead, who subsequently prepared a formal report (NSW Government, 1903). It concluded that
declines had been observed in the cod fishery in the lower Murray, though a substantial fishery still existed. In
particular, the importance of the cod fishery in Lakes Victoria and Bonney was noted, as was their perceived
significance as nurseries for juvenile cod. The inquiry proposed a number of recommendations for the
management of the fishery, including the introduction of a closed season, and the total closure of those lakes
to commercial fishing to protect them as nurseries. As a result of the inquiry parts of the river, including Lake
Bonney and all creeks, were closed to commercial fishing. In addition, a closed season for all waters from midSeptember to mid-December was introduced (Adelaide Advertiser, 17 October 1903). Following lobbying by
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fishermen, some regulations were relaxed. These included a contraction of the closed season, with the river
below Blanchetown remaining open year round (Adelaide Advertiser, 14 August 1905). A conference held in
Melbourne in May 1905 between the states made further recommendations for the management of the
inland fishery (Argus, 5 August 1905). South Australian authorities held further enquiries during the 1930s
(Adelaide Advertiser, 29 May 1935, 11 June 1935).
Colonel John Langtry, during his post World War Two investigation of the Murray River fishery, conducted
survey operations in the lower reaches of the Murray in NSW and some adjacent waters, but did not venture
into South Australia. In late 1949, Langtry reported the presence of good numbers of Murray cod, Golden
perch, Silver perch and Catfish from the major anabranches and tributaries of the river, but failed to take any
Catfish in the Murray near locks 7, 8 and 9. He highlighted the failure to catch both Blackfish and Trout cod in
the region and recounted the observation of commercial fishermen that no Trout cod had been taken from the
area during the previous fifty years (Cadwallader, 1977).

21.2

The Past Distribution of Fishes in the Lower Murray River Catchment
The Sustainable Rivers Audit (Davies et al., 2008) identified the Lower Murray River as being the section of
river downstream from Lock 10 to its confluence with the Southern Ocean below Lake Alexandrina. Most of
this catchment is at an altitude of less than 200m ASL, identifying it as lowland habitat, though some
tributaries draining the Mt Lofty Ranges exceed this altitude and flow through slopes type habitat. The lower
Murray was divided into geographical zones consisting of an upper zone from Lock 10 near Wentworth to
Overland Corner (near Lake Bonney), a middle zone from Overland Corner to Mannum, a lower Zone from
Mannum to the sea including Lakes Alexandrina, Albert and the Coorong Lakes; and a Mt Lofty zone
encompassing all tributaries to the west of the Murray River from Morgan to the sea.
The Action Plan for South Australian Freshwater Fishes provided a comprehensive summary of known records
of native fish in the Lower Murray and reported the current status of their populations (Hammer et al., 2007).
The authors identified the need to collect further oral history to eliminate knowledge gaps on the original
status of many species along the length of the Lower Murray and its tributary streams. The oral history of the
Lower Murray was not actively researched during the course of this project; however, additional historical
material was identified and is presented here to clarify the original distribution and abundance of Trout cod
and a number of other species. Most of the information gathered below was sourced from a number of
detailed newspaper accounts, a few old photographs, and the writings of early settlers and naturalists. No
additional information was located on the Mt. Lofty Zone, except for some details of fish translocations. As a
result this zone has not been considered. Apart from Murray cod, Golden perch, Silver perch, Catfish and Bony
Herring, few historical accounts exist of other native fish in this catchment and a project dedicated to locating
written material, photographs and oral history is warranted.
Murray cod were abundant in the Lower Murray along the length of the river, as well as being found in lagoon
and lake habitats. In the early years, cod up to 160 lb. (72.7 kg) in weight were considered by commercial
fishermen to be not unusual, and one angler recalled that around the 1880s ‘we were always catching young
cod of ¾lb. to ½lb. or even less’ (Argus, 28 March 1935). At Lake Victoria in 1898, a Fisheries Inspector
described the lake as ‘swarming with cod’ (Stead, 1903). In one instance in the 1890s, there was a catch of
three tonnes of cod taken from the lake, with all the fish weighing over 30 lb. (13.6 kg) (Argus, 27 February
1932). During the drought of 1914/15, Lakes Victoria and Bonney were re-opened to commercial fishermen to
salvage the fish. In 1914, hundreds of tonnes of fish were taken by commercial fishermen, including cod up to
50 lb, from Lake Bonney. (22.7 kg) (Adelaide Advertiser, 12 December 1935) By early 1915 the catch of fish was
estimated at three tonnes a week (Adelaide Advertiser, 14 May 1915). As late as 1912 cod were so common
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near Renmark and Loxton that they were used as pig feed (Adelaide Advertiser, 11 September 1912), and small
cod were very common near Morgan in the 1950s (Burra Record, 20 April 1954). Cod of all sizes were abundant
above Blanchetown in both the river and lagoons, and it was reported that they spawned in anabranches off
the main river (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). Cod were normally abundant in Lake Alexandrina, with fish up
to 112 lb. (50.9 kg) being taken (Peirce, 1849); though near Milang they would move upstream at times of high
salinity (Adelaide Advertiser, 4 May 1892).
Berra (1974) reported the existence of two museum specimens of juvenile Trout cod collected in South
Australia, one of which he examined. A recent examination has indicated that the second specimen is a Murray
cod (Michael Hammer, pers. comm.). The one confirmed specimen was captured in January 1932 from the
Murray River at Purnong near Mannum. It has been suggested that this specimen may have been displaced
downstream by a major flood during 1931 and, based on the few records the existence of a significant
population in South Australia, has been open to question (Hammer et al., 2007). Stead in 1903, recorded that
in South Australia ‘Now and again also a “rock cod” is mentioned’ (Stead, 1903) while Amandus Zeitz, who
provided the identification of the ‘rock cod’ to Stead as Oligorus mitchelli. did not report the existence of the
second cod species in his publications (Zeitz, 1902, 1908). Trevor Scott, of the South Australian Museum, in
some unpublished annotations, recorded reports collected from fishermen during May to June 1935 stating
that there were two types of cod. Trout cod were referred to as a ‘rock cod’ by the fishermen downstream of
Lock 6, but there is no indication that Scott examined one (Hammer et al., 2007). Scott later concluded that
Trout cod had been previously widespread in the Murray in South Australia, but had disappeared by the 1970s
(Scott et al., 1974).
Three early historical accounts clarify the original abundance of Trout cod in the Lower Murray. An 1892 news
story in the Adelaide Register was written by a commercial fisherman based at Blanchetown. Much detail
about the fishery back to the great flood of 1870 was detailed, including observations of Trout cod some
distance upstream. Although unidentified, the author was probably well known long-time local fisherman W. J.
(William) Nott who corresponded with the paper on a number of issues relating to fishing around that time
(e.g., Adelaide Register, 8 February 1892). The author identified the existence of a second cod species in the
lower Murray which he called a ‘rock cod’, providing some physical details that suggested they were Trout cod,
he stated ‘The rock cod are very rarely caught about here’ (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). David Stead,
recalling an investigation he conducted in 1910, wrote that ‘Under the name of Rock Cod the Trout Cod is very
well known, and quite abundant, in the lower Murray from Wentworth well down into South Australia’ (Stead,
1929b). Stead’s observation is partially supported by anecdotes provided to the author by senior commercial
fishermen during the 1970s who recalled that ‘rock cod’ were regularly captured in the Murray River,
particularly in faster sections near rock bars between the border and Renmark during the 1920s. A newspaper
account written by retired commercial fisherman R. J. Larsen recorded many observations on the ‘Murray
trout’ (Argus, 12 February 1932). Another article stated that he had worked in the Lake Victoria district during
the 1890s (Argus, 27 February 1932), suggesting that those observations were obtained in that area and that
Trout cod had a significant presence in the region.
There is a continuous historical record of Trout cod being present in South Australia, starting with Nott’s
account recalling the fishery back to c1872, up to the reports from fishermen in the mid 1930s, cited by Scott
downstream of Lock 6. Three sources, namely Stead, Scott and fisherman’s anecdotes, suggest that Trout cod
had a significant presence from Wentworth to Renmark. This reach of river prior to the construction of locks
contained areas of fast water flowing over exposed rock (Victorian Government, 1867), a habitat with which
Trout cod were strongly associated. Other evidence, including the detailed news account, suggests that Trout
cod were rare downstream of Renmark where the river was slower. Overall, it appears that Trout cod were
locally common in the upper Lower Murray River but fairly rare in the middle and lower zones.
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Zeitz (1908) recorded Golden perch to have been abundant in both the river and lagoons along the length of
the Lower Murray, as well as being abundant in Lake Bonney (Stead, 1903). At Murray Bridge the average
Golden perch kept for market weighed two lb. (0.9 kg) (Adelaide Advertiser, 4 May 1892). A similar average
size was reported near Blanchetown, with fish of eight lb. (3.6 kg) considered large. Migrations took place in
this area (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). In 1910, Golden perch were estimated to have been half of the
total catch of fish in the river upstream of Murray Bridge (Adelaide Advertiser, 17 December 1910). In the mid
1950s nearly 350 tonnes were recorded as being taken by commercial fishermen. While there were
considerable annual fluctuations as late as 1997, the catch often exceeded 300 tonnes (Hammer et al., 2007).
Early newspaper accounts indicate that Silver perch were also abundant throughout the Lower Murray. On one
occasion near Blanchetown, 48 fish up to two lb. (0.9 kg) were taken by angling (Argus, 19 September 1848).
They were abundant in faster flower creeks over areas of weed with fish up to five lb. (2.3 kg) being captured
(Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892), and were identified by a fishing inspector as a fish that could be taken
anywhere along the river (Dannevig, 1903).
The original status of Macquarie perch in the lower Murray remains unclear. Stead did not record their
presence during the inquiry into the South Australian cod fishery (Stead, 1903). Waite concluded that the
species was ‘apparently unknown in the lower Murray’ (Waite, 1923), and they were not recalled as being part
of the fishery near Blanchetown (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). It has been reported that three museum
specimens have been collected in South Australia (Scott et al., 1974), though recent examination of a
suspected juvenile has indicated that it is a Golden perch (Michael Hammer, pers. comms). The two others
specimens are adults collected in 1917 and 1918 (Hammer et al., 2007), one being sourced from ‘Daws Fish
Market’ adjacent to the Adelaide Central Market, and the other from the ‘South Australian Hotel’ (Ralph
Foster, South Australian Museum, pers. comms). It has been suggested that the museum specimens collected
in South Australia were obtained from the Renmark or Morgan areas, and may have been swept downstream
by the large flood of 1917 (Hammer et al., 2007).
Lake reported the former presence of Macquarie perch in South Australia, though did not provide any details.
It is likely he sourced his information from commercial fishermen (1967b). A newspaper account indicated that
Macquarie perch were present in lagoons in the Lake Victoria district in the 1890s and, while plausible, does
not provide enough detail to be conclusive (Argus, 27 February 1932). Elderly commercial fishermen with firsthand knowledge of the lower Murray River in the 1920s and 30s, informed the author that small numbers of
‘freshwater butterfish’ or ‘white eyes’, names widely used for Macquarie perch in the Central Murray, had
been regularly taken as far downstream as the Renmark area. They were captured in the same areas
frequented by Trout cod and at times ‘runs’ of fish occurred, with up to a dozen ‘white eye’ being taken in a
single drum net. On balance, with the limited existing evidence, it appears that Macquarie perch had a
permanent presence but were scarce in the upper Lower Murray with only vagrants existing further
downstream.
Prior to the construction of locks, early accounts suggest that was a considerable variation in the abundance of
Catfish along the Lower Murray. Catfish were reported by Langtry to have had a strong presence in Lake
Victoria, the Lindsay River and Walpolla Creek in 1949 (Cadwallader, 1977). There are excellent historical
accounts suggesting the species was abundant in the river and lagoons upstream near Merbein (Blandowski,
1858; Cadwallader, 1977; Argus, 7 July 1925). In the middle Lower Murray historical accounts indicate that
Catfish were regularly taken, but not in abundance. Near Wellington it was reported for Catfish that ‘there was
very few of these taken’, and at Tailem Bend and Murray Bridge, Catfish were not recorded as a species taken
in numbers from the river (Adelaide Advertiser, 4 May 1892).
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The Chief Inspector of Fisheries Samuel McIntosh in 1900 reminisced how in the past he could ‘by throwing a
line in practically anywhere not only callop and bream, but cod, could be caught’. He omitted Catfish from this
list, suggesting a comparatively lower abundance for this fish than the other three species nominated
(Dannevig, 1903). They were taken up to in excess of ten lb. (4.5 kg) in weight near Blanchetown (Argus, 19
September 1848) and though regularly captured were considered to be ‘not very abundant’ (Adelaide Register,
20 May 1892). In latter years Catfish were recorded as being common near Morgan, though not as prevalent as
small cod (Burra Record, 20 April 1954). Photographic evidence suggests they were less common than the
other major species (MR75). They were regularly taken at Mannum (Adelaide Advertiser, 27 January 1933), and
were abundant in the lower lakes (French, 1847). Zeitz inferred that the species was common in the river just
upstream of Lake Alexandrina from the numbers he saw at market (Zeitz, 1902). The historical evidence
indicates that Catfish were generally abundant in lakes, lagoons and anabranches along the lower Murray. In
the river itself they were abundant in the upper zone, comparatively scarce in the middle zone and abundant
in the lower zone.
Very few historical accounts exist of Blackfish in the Lower Murray, with the only recent records from the Mt
Lofty Zone streams (Hammer et al., 2007). Blandowski recorded Blackfish as being present in lagoons along the
Murray River near Merbein in 1857 near the boundary of the central and lower Murray (Blandowski, 1858).
Newspapers record their presence in lagoons and occasional captures from the river in that area (Argus, 2
February 1922, 7 July 1925). Langtry reported an absence of Blackfish in the Lake Victoria area in 1949
(Cadwallader, 1977). In the early twentieth century Zeitz (1902) reported Blackfish as being present in the
lower Murray River, the Torrens and Onkaparinga Rivers. A letter to the editor written in 1932 about the
impact of pelicans on the Coorong Lakes fishery discussed how the birds reputedly took large numbers of small
fish and stated ‘a five-inch blackfish weighs two ounces, which would be a fair average’ implying that they
were common (Adelaide Mail, 13 August 1932). Another newspaper article in 1935 considered that Blackfish
were ‘in particular a real delicacy’ and that efforts should be made to introduce them to dams and lagoons
that didn’t have them (Adelaide Advertiser, 26 February 1935). A 1950 article on managing farm dams for
growing table fish listed ‘slipperies’ as a species present in dams (Adelaide Advertiser, 17 August 1950). While
not specific, these articles suggest that Blackfish were well known and widespread in south east South
Australia. Blackfish were probably rare in the Lower Murray River but common away from the main channel in
lagoons, with the records provided by Zeitz implying that they may have been common in the lower lakes.
Hammer et al. (2007) reported the collection of Museum specimens of Estuary perch at the top of Lake
Alexandrina in 1932 and 1963. They suggested that the species had been rare in the river, though cited
aboriginal oral history that implied they had been common in the Coorong Lakes. Oral history indicates that
they had been common near the mouth of the river prior to the construction of the barrages. In recent years
the species has been recorded upstream near Swan Reach (Lintermans, 2007). Zeitz (1902) reported Estuary
perch to been found in the Lower Murray in freshwater down to the mouth, and recorded the aboriginal name
of ‘Taralga’ for the species implying a significant presence. A closed season for ‘Gippsland perch’ in South
Australia was introduced in 1929 (Adelaide Advertiser, 31 May 1929). The limited evidence suggest that
Estuary perch had been at least common in the lower lakes, and probably rare in the middle Lower Murray.
A newspaper account, describing the ‘koongulde’ as being a superior table fish to both ‘English sprats’ and
sardines and being most commonly taken in winter, is the earliest historical account of Congolli in the Lower
Murray (Adelaide Observer, 25 November 1865). Congolli were reported as being originally abundant in the
Lower Murray (Zeitz, 1902). They were commercially fished in the lower lakes (Hammer et al., 2007), and near
Mannum were targeted by commercial fishermen in large numbers during winter migrations (Adelaide
Advertiser, 4 May 1892) and at the Murray mouth (Adelaide Advertiser, 18 June 1892).
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Eels were occasionally reported near Blanchetown (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892). A 19 lb. eel was captured
from the Murray River at Caloote near Mannum 1905 (Adelaide Advertiser, 24 May 1905) and one over five
feet in length, was taken near Blanchetown in 1909. This was the first specimen known to the South Australian
Museum (Adelaide Advertiser, 5 February 1909). Large eels were also reported to be occasionally caught near
Murray Bridge (Stead, 1903) and were said to be common in some farm dams near Lake Victoria (Argus, 15
September 1922). The collective evidence indicates that they were rare but present throughout the Lower
Murray. Lampreys, probably Short-headed lampreys and possibly Pouched lampreys (Lintermans, 2007), were
recorded as being taken in the Lower Murray (Stead, 1903). It has been suggested that Short-head lampreys
may have been originally common, being historically recorded at Blanchetown, Sunnyside and recently near
Milang and Mypolonga in the lower zone. They were also recorded as being found at Devon Downs in the
middle zone of the Lower Murray (Hammer et al., 2007). With historical accounts recording Lampreys to have
been present and common in the Central Murray (Argus, 12 April 1921), it is likely that they would also have
been common throughout the Lower Murray. A seal was reported as living in swamps between Renmark and
Loxton in 1932 (Adelaide Advertiser, 16 December 1932; Argus, 9 February 1946).

21.2.1

Estimates of Native Fish Abundance in the Lower Murray River 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 Project using more recently obtained historical evidence and
are based on the typical size of angler catches in the oldest accounts.
Table 21.1

Species

Lower Murray River Catchment Rarity Scores (Main River Channels)
Lower Zone

Middle Zone

Upper Zone

(Mannum to Murray Mouth)

(Overland Corner to Mannum)

(Lock 10 to Overland Corner)

SRA

True Tales

SRA

True Tales

SRA

True Tales

Trout cod

1

L1?

3

U1

3

3

Murray cod

5

5

5

5

5

5

Golden perch

5

5

5

5

5

5

Silver perch

5

5

5

5

5

5

Macquarie perch

0

0?

0

L1?

1

U1

Catfish

5

5

5

3

5

5

‘Blackfish’

1

L3?

1

1?

0

1

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 21.2

Historical Records for Native Fish in the Lower Murray River Catchment
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Photograph 21.1 A Week’s Work at Renmark

Photo State Library South Australia B 45136. A catch of 1800 lb. (818.2 kg) of cod being prepared for
the Adelaide Market at Renmark in 1898-1908. It was the result of a week's effort for three men,
who probably kept the fish alive by tethering or holding them in well boats. Reproduced with
permission from the collection of the State Library of South Australia.
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Photograph 21.2 A Large Catch at Renmark

Photo State Library South Australia PRG 1258/1/2600. One of two photographs of a catch of cod on
board the P.S. Mayflower taken at Renmark Warf 1910-14. The photo illustrates the importance of
the commercial cod fishery in the Lower Murray at that time. Close examination of the original
images suggests that few if any Trout cod are in the catch. Anecdotes from commercial fishermen
recalled the species to have a patchy distribution upstream of Renmark but at certain locations were
common. Reproduced with permission from the collection of the State Library of South Australia.
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Photograph 21.3 A Large Golden Perch

Photo State Library South Australia PRG
1258/1/4007. Tommy Cartwright of the P.S.
William Davies holds a large Golden perch caught
from the Murray River at Ned's Corner in 1931. By
this time a significant decline had occurred in the
cod fishery of the lower Murray and Golden perch
formed the staple of the commercial fishery.
Photo reproduced with the permission from the
collection of the State Library of South Australia.
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Photo MR75. A catch of fish taken from the Murray River near Morgan South Australia c1910 recording the presence of the four principal native fish species of the
Lower Murray. Visible are quite a number of Murray cod and Silver perch (forked tails), one Catfish (tail visible above and to the left of the second man from left)
and probably a couple of Golden perch (humped shoulders & rounded tails). Individuals in the photo (based on inscriptions on the rear) are Alf Glach, a Mr Karde
and a Mr Lovelaw. The title was ‘Fishing ELDDLOM’. Photo courtesy of Shane Strudwick, Discover Murray.

Photograph 21.4 Fishing Party Near Morgan
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Photograph 21.5 They Call the Trout Cod the Rock Cod

Trevor Scott recorded these annotations on the cod fishery in South Australia in a copy of Edgar
Waite’s book Fishes of South Australia. Included are the observations of fishermen on the presence of
Trout cod downstream of Lock 6 in 1935. Image courtesy of Michael Hammer.

Photograph 21.6 Purnong Trout Cod

This juvenile Trout cod was collected from the Murray River at Purnong in 1932 and is
preserved in the collection of the South Australian Museum. Photo courtesy of Michael
Hammer.
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Photograph 21.7 Lower Murray Macquarie Perch

This Macquarie perch was obtained from Daws Fish Market by a staff member of
the South Australian Museum in 1917 and subsequently preserved in the
museum’s collection. It, along with a second specimen obtained the following year,
provides physical proof of the species’ former presence in the lower Murray
though their original abundance remains unclear. Photo courtesy of Michael
Hammer.
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21.3

The Changes

21.3.1

Changes to Native Fish Distribution and Abundance
In Lake Victoria cod were abundant early in the twentieth century (Stead, 1903; Argus, 27 February 1932), but
by 1949 a three month survey using drum nets and longlines with 1000 hooks captured only seven Murray cod
and a few Golden and Silver perch (Cadwallader, 1977). Good numbers of cod and the two types of perch were
taken in the Murray River near Locks 7-9, Golden perch were still common in the Rufus River and Frenchmans
Creek, and the Lindsay River and Wallpolla Creek held good numbers of Murray cod and Golden perch, as well
as small numbers of Silver perch. By 1949, Macquarie perch and Blackfish were absent from the upper zone,
and local fishermen reported that Trout cod had not been caught for 50 years (Cadwallader, 1977). Anecdotes
from commercial fishermen indicate that Trout cod and Macquarie perch were taken regularly in specific
sections of the river into the 1930s, but had disappeared by the 1950s. Catfish were common in the Lake
Victoria area in 1949 (Cadwallader, 1977). In Frenchmans Creek Catfish remained very abundant up to the
1960s but declined after the arrival of European carp (Lever, OH 77).
In the middle zone at Lake Bonney, regulation of the water supply via Chambers Creek in 1922 was identified
as ruining it as a cod nursery (Adelaide Advertiser, 12 December 1935). In 1950 a large cod killed by a yacht
was reported to be the first seen for twenty years (Burra Record, 2 May 1950). Near Morgan up to 1894, the
catch of cod was about half a tonne a week on cross lines and springers alone. In 1897 164 tonnes was
captured, with most of the catch being taken from July to November, corresponding with the spawning
season. By 1900 some decline was becoming evident in the catch (Dannevig, 1903). A substantial decline in the
cod fishery had occurred by the 1920s, and this was linked to overfishing and the construction of locks
(Adelaide Advertiser, 4 July 1929). Scott suggested that Trout cod may have persisted in South Australia into
the 1970s (Scott et al., 1974) though commercial fishermen have suggested to the author they were absent in
the upper zone by the 1950s. The last accounts from the middle zone are Scott’s record of fishermen reporting
them in 1935 downstream of Lock 6 (Hammer et al., 2007).
By the 1950s, while substantial declines had occurred in native fish populations in Lakes Victoria and Bonney,
and some species had disappeared from the Murray, a large fishery for Murray cod, Golden perch, Silver perch
and Catfish still existed in the river. Commercial data indicates that a further decline occurred in the cod catch
from a peak of 140 tonnes in the late 1950s, to less than 10 tonnes by 1975. This was being linked to river
regulation (Hammer et al., 2007). Catfish were common up to the 1960s, with a decline in commercial catches
from about 20 tonnes in 1969 to negligible quantities by 1982. This decline was linked to the arrival of
European carp, however the fish was in decline prior to their arrival (Hammer et al., 2007). Blackfish have not
been reported from the Murray River in South Australia for at least 50 years. Relic populations only remain in
the Mt Lofty zone; eels are very rare and Congolli, while still present in the lower lakes, have not been recently
reported in the river upstream (Hammer et al., 2007).

21.3.2

Changes to Habitat
Natural fish kills were a regular occurrence in the early years. In 1857 ‘cartloads’ of Murray cod died during
saline conditions near Milang in Lake Alexandrina (Adelaide Advertiser, 4 May 1892, 8 July 1892) and this was
apparently a fairly regular occurrence (Zeitz, 1902). Large numbers of fish died in Lakes Bonney and Victoria in
1903, and this was attributed to stagnant conditions associated with drought (Adelaide Advertiser, 27 March
1903). Fish populations were again lost in severe drought in 1915 (Adelaide Advertiser, 25 June 1915). In 1908
large fish kills occurred in the Coorong Lakes, attributed to ‘marsh gas’ (Adelaide Advertiser, 12 December
1908). In 1912 many fish were killed by birds in drying lagoons along the Murray (Adelaide Advertiser, 11
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September 1912). Nearly 45,000 Bony Herring died in a mile of the river near Nildottie in 1929, and this was
associated with a ‘freshet’ entering stagnant water (Adelaide Advertiser, 23 August 1938).
By the 1880s concern was expressed for the future of the fishery due to overfishing, and in 1882 it was
recommended that a closed season be introduced (South Australian Register, 31 August 1882). This did not
take place in South Australia until 1900 (Adelaide Advertiser, 23 September 1903). Commercial fishermen
targeted cod migrating out of the river into anabranches to spawn, in some cases completely blocking their
passage (Adelaide Advertiser, 5 December 1929). As late as 1946 it was reported that three tonnes of fish a
week were being taken between Wentworth and the South Australian Border (Adelaide Advertiser, 26
September 1946). There was also extensive use of wire fish traps by farmers who also took large numbers of
fish (Adelaide Advertiser, 11 September 1912). In the Lake Victoria area in 1949, illegal wire fish traps were
reported as being ‘too numerous to count’ (Cadwallader, 1977). The activities of commercial fishermen
impacted not only on the fish but on other aquatic fauna. One fisherman in South Australia reported that in
the course of four months 3,000 turtles had been killed in drum nets (Adelaide Advertiser, 10 July 1902).
License fees were used to fund an extensive program destroying large numbers of cormorants and turtles to
enhance the fishery (Adelaide Advertiser, 14 August 1905).
Snags in the form of submerged trees, as well as rock and sand bars provided obstacles for the riverboat
traffic. The first purpose built snagging boat, the Grappler, was launched in 1858 and while owned and
operated by the South Australian government, the Grappler actually spent much of its early working life in
NSW. While snag removal did occur in South Australia, the river being wide and deep meant that they were
much less of an obstruction to traffic than the rock bars. It appears that snagging was less extensive than
upstream in NSW (Victorian Government, 1867; Mudie, 1961). The construction of canals bypassing these
obstacles was advocated, and while this never eventuated, the formation of the River Murray Commission (by
agreement between the states and the commonwealth) led to the construction of the locks. These locks were
initially conceived to improve boat passage, but later provided irrigation diversions and flood control (South
Australian Register, 2 May 1883, 7 March 1889; Eaton, 1945).
The construction of locks along the river has been linked to a decline in fish populations in a number of ways.
In 1928 earthworks constructed along Frenchmans Creek and Lake Victoria, combined with a regulator on the
Rufus River and the influence of Lock 9, stabilised water levels in the lake and was identified as responsible for
a severe decline in the cod population (Cadwallader, 1977; Adelaide Advertiser, 4 July 1929). Locks 7, 8 and 9
almost totally regulated river levels, and their operation was associated with sudden changes in level
(Cadwallader, 1977). Golden perch tagged in the Murray River near Berri in South Australia have moved as far
upstream as the Menindee Lakes and the Edward River, and the locks have been identified as potentially
inhibiting these migrations (Reynolds, 1983). Sometimes at the base of the locks hundreds of native fish were
killed by passing over the structure. Upstream migrations of cod were blocked, and the congregated fish were
targeted by cormorants and pelicans. The locks also permanently flooded large areas of river anabranches,
another factor suggested as adversely affecting native fish recruitment (Adelaide Advertiser, 24 June 1932).
Commercial fishermen linked the disappearance of Trout cod and Macquarie perch upstream of Renmark to
the inundation of the faster and rocky sections of the river which was their preferred habitat. The
disappearance of Congolli and Lampreys has also been linked to the barriers and reduced flows, with
regulation resulting in a two thirds reduction in the flow of the river (Hammer et al., 2007). The construction of
the barrages at Lake Alexandrina was blamed for the death of fish in the lakes, as during periods of low flow
the water became extremely saline (Adelaide Advertiser, 24 June 1932). The barrages have also been linked to
the disappearance of Estuary perch and eels upstream (Hammer et al., 2007).
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From late 1929 to the early 1930s repeated large fish kills were reported along the Murray River in South
Australia. At the time they were attributed to saline conditions or the management of locks (Adelaide
Advertiser, 26 October 1929, 5 December 1929, 30 July 1930). It is was reported that it was ‘usual’ for fish to
die in backwaters along the Murray due to the water becoming ‘saline’, but in October 1929 dead fish,
including cod in quantities not previously recalled by fishermen, were observed upstream of Lock 6 to below
Lock 4. It was suggested that inundation of weed and bark in billabongs was responsible (Adelaide Advertiser,
26 October 1929). Later that year near Blanchetown, cod up to 140 lb. (63.6 kg) and many Bony Herring died,
though it was suggested that small cod were less affected. It was concluded that ‘slime’ in the river was
responsible (Adelaide Advertiser, 5 December 1929). In July 1930 thousands of Murray cod, together with
Golden perch and Silver perch, were reported to have died along the length of the Murray in South Australia.
The deaths were attributed to either being as a result of a salinity problem in the river, or because of poor
water at the bottom of the locks being released downstream (Adelaide Advertiser, 30 July 1930). The sequence
and timing of some of these kills correlates well with the release of water treated with copper sulphate from
the Hume Weir in mid 1929 (Cadwallader, 1977; Argus, 20 November 1929) and late 1929 - early 1930 (Sydney
Morning Herald, 2 April 1930). Ongoing treatments of the Hume Weir with copper sulphate up to 1934 may be
linked to subsequent kills (Adelaide Advertiser, 24 June 1932).
In 1931 the protozoan parasite Ichthyophthirius was first detected in aquarium fish in South Australia, with
concern expressed about its potential impact on native fish (Adelaide Advertiser, 30 December 1931). It had
been absent in Australia but an epidemic spread through aquarium fish across the nation in 1932 and
subsequently killed fish in trout hatcheries (Hobart Mercury, 8 December 1932, 14 March 1933). It was
prevalent in South Australia by 1933 (West Australian, 21 June 1933). In July 1938 a large fish kill occurred near
Mannum which was unexplained (Adelaide Advertiser, 23 August 1938).
‘Carp’ (Goldfish) were established in the Torrens River by 1868 from which they were translocated to Valley
Lake near Mount Gambier (South Australian Register, 13 June 1868, 7 November 1868). They were present in
the Murray River by the 1890s and underwent a rapid proliferation around 1907, with concern expressed
about their potential impact (Adelaide Register, 18 May 1907). Redfin perch were introduced to the
Onkaparinga River near Adelaide in 1877 (South Australian Register, 12 July 1877) and near Mount Gambier in
1882 (South Australian Register, 23 September 1882, 24 January 1885; Adelaide Advertiser, 17 May 1935).
During the 1950s their spread was encouraged in South Australia (Adelaide Advertiser, 19 May 1950, 21 May
1953). Redfin perch were present in the lower Murray by 1886 (South Australian Register, 10 September 1886)
and by 1935 they were abundant in parts of the lower Murray with their introduction being associated with
the disappearance of small cod (Argus, 28 March 1935), ‘chequered gudgeon’ (Adelaide Advertiser, 1
December 1932) crustaceans (Adelaide Advertiser, 18 August 1936) and Congolli, gudgeon and minnows
(Adelaide Advertiser, 22 August 1936). Brown trout were regularly liberated into streams entering the Murray
from the Mt Lofty area after 1914 (Adelaide Advertiser, 27 August 1937). An attempt was made to introduce
Eastern gambusia to South Australia to control mosquitoes in 1923 (Adelaide Advertiser, 13 October 1934),
with the fish being reported to have been acclimatised during the 1930s (Adelaide Advertiser, 1 October 1937).
In 1933 proposals were made to introduce them throughout South Australia to control mosquitoes (Adelaide
Advertiser, 15 December 1933) and they were extensively distributed (Burra Record, 3 December 1940). They
are now widespread in the Lower Murray and considered to have played a role in the decline of native fish,
particularly the smaller species (Hammer et al., 2007).
‘Russian carp’ were released into Valley Lake at Mount Gambier in 1882 (South Australian Register, 19
November 1884) though it is unclear whether they were Goldfish or European carp. Lake (1959) reported
European carp to be widespread but scarce in NSW during the 1950s, and they may have had a minor presence
in the Lower Murray by that time. In the mid 1960s the Boolarra Strain was introduced to Lake Hawthorne
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near Mildura and entered the Murray River where they proliferated (Koehn et al., 2000). European carp were
first detected in commercial catches in South Australia in 1969, and the catch reached a peak in 1976 when
250 tonnes was sold (Hammer et al., 2007). An exclusion experiment in a billabong in South Australia
demonstrated that when European carp were present the turbidity of the water increased substantially
(Jensen, 2005). Their arrival was linked to a decline in Catfish abundance in some waters (Clunie & Koehn,
2001a; 2001b; Lever, OH 77). The creation of static waters behind locks and general degradation of the aquatic
habitat has probably favoured the proliferation of carp (Gerkhe et al., 2002).

21.4

The Current Situation
The Sustainable Rivers Audit concluded that ‘The Lower Murray Valley fish community was in Poor Condition.
The community had lost much of its native species richness. / Fish abundance was dominated by native species
in all zones, but biomass was dominated by alien species, and most expected species were absent’. Thirteen
predicted species that require access to the estuary were missing due to the barrier effect of the barrages
(Davies et al., 2008). Trout cod and Macquarie perch are now extinct in the Lower Murray and Blackfish are
rare. The Murray cod population has continued to decline and recently a ban on the taking of cod in South
Australia was implemented to conserve the species.
In 2001 the Murray-Darling Basin Commission initiated the Sea to Hume Dam Fishway Program with the goal
of restoring continuity of fish passage upstream over man-made barriers including locks and weirs from the
Hume Dam downstream to the Murray River mouth. Katfish Reach encompassing part of the floodplain, and
wetlands between Berri and Loxton, are now ‘demonstration reaches’ for the Murray-Darling Basin Authority’s
Native Fish Strategy. At these sites a range of rehabilitation activities will be conducted with community
participation to improve habitat and restore native fish populations.
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21.5

Newspaper Highlights
Adelaide Observer, 25 November 1865
Murray Fish and Adelaide Meat. / There are many kinds of excellent fish in Lake Alexandrina. There is, first, the
magnificent Murray cod, or “ponde”. A steady, skilful fisherman, with proper appliances, could easily catch a
ton a week at this place alone, and there are many other equally good fishing places. Next there is “pomerey”
– a very delicious fish. I have never yet heard of their being taken to Adelaide; they are the nicest fish I have
ever eaten in this colony. 3rd. The “tarke” is a fish weighing about 5 lb. It is excellent eating, and salts well. /
“Tukkere.” These are excessively bony fish, very beautiful in appearance, but full of bones. The blacks are very
fond of them, and I know they have a very good flavour.
Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892
Murray Fish and their Habits (From our own correspondent) Blanchetown, May 15.
The Murray cod may be caught from one – quarter of an inch in length to over 100 lb. in weight. / A young
German, an assistant at a wool washing establishment about five miles from here, was in a habit of bathing off
the stage, and one day while having his usual dip sat on the stage with his feet swaying to and fro in the water,
when a cod seized his foot, at the same time nearly forcing him off the stage into the water, the German
having his foot severely scarred by the teeth of the cod. Some time elapsed before he recovered. At Weston’s
Flat, a short distance above Morgan, the residents were in the habit of swimming their stock across the river
for feed, and while swimming one of the horses it turned on one side, and with difficulty the boatman towed it
to the shore, and with aid of blocks and tackle hauled him onto dry land, when, to their surprise, a huge cod
had the horse’s foot in his mouth. The cod was captured, and weighed over 90 lb. Without doubt in some of
the numerous cases of drowning, where good swimmers have disappeared, they have had a tussle with one of
these “monsters of the deep.”
/ The next to the cod, and by many people preferred before the cod, is the callop or Murray perch, which in my
opinion is superior, and really deserves a better place in the Adelaide markets / Perch are in great abundance
in these parts of the Murray, and prefer from four to eight feet of water, and are caught almost solely by nets.
The smaller ones – about half a pound in weight – may be caught by hook, but the large ones very rarely. The
smallest perch I have noticed would be about 1 ½ in. in length, and I have caught them up to 8 lb. weight; but
like the large weights in cod this is of very rare occurrence, the average weight being about 2 lb..
/ The rock cod are very rarely caught about here. The largest I have caught would be about 8 lb. and the
smallest about 1 lb. Although they resemble the cod in many ways the formation of their bodies is different.
They have a much larger eye than the cod, thus indicating that it is at night when they obtain their food. The
catfish are caught, but like the rock cod, are not very abundant. They are also very good eating, some people
being fond of them; but owing to their ugliness they are not very saleable. I have caught them up to about 7 lb.
or 8 lb., the smallest about 2 ½ in. in length.
The Murray bream is a smaller fish, the largest I have caught being about 5 lb. and the smallest about 2 in. in
length. The bream chooses rapid creeks or where a rapid current comes over a bank, and where there are
plenty of water weeds growing on the bottom. The Murray bream, I think, is the sweetest eating of all the
Murray fish, especially the larger ones. At times it can be caught in great quantities, chiefly by rod and line, as
they are very cunning fish.
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Adelaide Advertiser, 10 July 1896
Murray Fishery and Fishculture. The River Murray is the most important watercourse in South Australia, yet it
contains only two species of fish of marketable value. These, the Murray cod and Murray perch, or callop,
command a ready sale, while the catfish, silver bream, and black bream in which the river abounds are not
sufficiently palatable to be of commercial value.
Adelaide Register, 18 May 1907
Mr. S. McIntosh (Inspector of Fisheries) has furnished the following report to the Chief Inspector of Fisheries
(Mr. T. Duffield) on the subject of English carp in the River Murray...I am not aware when the first consignment
of “Golden carp” (Carrasius auratus) was liberated into inland waters. Ten years ago there was said to have
been a few seen on the river flats near Murray Bridge. Seven years ago not more than four or five of the
fishermen along the river claimed to be acquainted with them. Today they abound in myriads from, at least,
Waikerie to the lakes’ entrance... During the last year I have seen thousands of these fish about quarter – size
brought in with the flood waters, required to “leach” the reclaimed swampland on the experimental station. In
December last my son brought in over 40 of these fish, which he found stranded by the receding Murray Flood
Adelaide Advertiser, 12 December 1935
Murray Fishing Industry. Suggested Hatcheries Near Lake Bonney.
/ In 1914, when the lake reached its record low level, hundreds of tons of fish were taken by nets from the
shallow pools, and sent to Melbourne and Adelaide for sale. Some of those fish weighed up to 50 lb. The
largest fish ever caught in the Murray was one weighing 225 lb., which was caught between Kingston pumping
plant and Cobdolga, near the mouth of Chambers Creek. In the opinion of old fishermen, this fish must have
found its way out of Lake Bonney through the creek to the river. There have been more large fish caught in the
vicinity of Cobdolga and Kingston than at any other part of the Murray.
Adelaide Advertiser, 13 December 1935
Record Murray Cod. / “This is the head of probably the largest cod ever taken in South Australian waters of the
River Murray,” the Director of the Adelaide Museum (Mr. H. M. Hale) told members of the S.A. Fish Protection
and Anglers’ Association at the annual meeting at the Exchange Hotel, Adelaide. Mr. Hale displayed the head
of a Murray cod which made members gasp in astonishment. He estimated that the fish must have measured
6 to 8 feet long. The president of the association (Mr. E. G. Saunders) suggested that the fish would possibly
have weighed 300 lb., and might have been over a hundred years old. Mr. Hale said that the head had been
recently discovered at the Adelaide Museum. He could not trace any reference to it.
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