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Analysis and Summary of Historical Information on Native Fish
During the course of this project a large amount of historical information was collected on the native fish of
the Murray-Darling Basin. Most of this has been reviewed on a catchment by catchment basis in the previous
sections. The primary aim of the project was to collect historical information and identify the original
distribution and habitat preferences of Trout cod and, secondarily, the other large native fish species within
the southern half of the Basin. This section provides an analysis and summary of all the information collected.
The summary is presented on an individual species basis and for each the information is discussed under the
following headings:
1.

European Discovery: A description of the earliest European encounters with each species;

2.

Aboriginal Names: A collation of names reported for each species in the writings of early Europeans
attributed to aboriginal people. The list is certain to be very limited in scope as until comparatively
recently few publications documented aboriginal language;

3.

European Names: Briefly outlined is a history of the changes and synonyms of the scientific names used
for each species, followed by the common names in general use from the past up to the present. In an
earlier section a lengthy review was presented, covering the history of the taxonomic argument over
Trout cod that continued for nearly 150 years. While previously discussed, a brief summary of the key
changes in the scientific name of the Trout cod along with the basic reasons for these changes, has
been provided;

4.

Distribution and Habitat: All of the collected information on distribution and habitat associations is
evaluated to highlight general trends and provide an overall description for each species. To aid in the
analysis, the rarity scores assigned to each habitat zone, as defined previously in the summaries for
each catchment, were averaged on a state and basin wide basis (in the area investigated in this project).
Records originating from the Australian Capital Territory were included in determining the scores for
NSW. Where the author assigned an upper or lower value to a rarity score the value was increased or
decreased by 0.5 to improve the accuracy of the analysis; e.g., a L3 = 2.5 while a U3 = 3.5. As the focus
of the project was to resolve the debate over the original distribution and habitat associations of Trout
cod, there is a discussion on the differing views on the species former distribution and a consideration
of the strength of the historical data which leads to a conclusion on this issue. For the other species
there is a brief discussion, comparing the historical records reported in Lintermans (2007) to those
recorded in this project to reach an overall conclusion on the range and habitat associations of each
species;

5.

Translocations: Historical accounts of translocations, that took place prior to the commencement of the
stocking of hatchery produced fish in the 1970s, are summarised which may aid those undertaking
research into the genetics of fish populations and help explain the presence of species in some waters;

6.

Size: For each species information is provided on the maximum recorded size or weight which is known
to be of interest to anglers;

7.

In the case of Trout cod historical accounts relating to general aspects of its biology are presented. For
the other species miscellaneous accounts or information identified in the historical material which to
date have not been widely known are presented;

8.

Community Value: A brief summary of the historical value of each species to the community including
their popularity as angling and table fish and importance in commercial fisheries;

9.

Current Status: The current conservation status of each species is stated, along with a brief summary of
the major changes to distribution and abundance based on the historical evidence collected and recent
angler reports;

10.

A map using the information collected during this project presents the likely former historical
distribution and abundance in the southern Murray-Darling Basin of each species.
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Table 23.1
Abundance

Definitions of Rarity Scores used in the Project
Rarity Score

Criteria

Absent

0

No credible account reporting the species former presence

Rare

1

A few individual fish could be expected to be taken by a resident angler each
year

Common

3

Regularly taken by a resident angler in small numbers: a typical expected catch
would be less than 5 fish per day. The species may have been patchily
distributed preferring specific reaches or habitats

Abundant

5

Frequently taken by a resident angler in good numbers: a typical catch would
exceed 5 fish per day. Generally found along the length of the main channel
though may have exhibited some local variations in abundance.
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Trout Cod, Maccullochella macquariensis

Argus, 8 September 1898

True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin

23-3

MURRAY TROUT IN THE YARRA
TO THE EDITOR OF THE ARGUS.
Sir, - The fish referred to in your par. of
yesterday as having been caught at Dight’s Falls
is what is known on the Murray as a Murray
trout. It is closely allied to the Murray cod, but
does not grow so large, and its habits are
different. The cod is a sluggish fish, feeding on
the bottom of rivers, while the “trout” frequents
the most rapid portions of the stream, and feeds
near the surface.
I have frequently observed them rising at flies
and other insects in a similar manner to the
English trout – hence the name it has acquired.
The particular fish under notice is the largest I
have seen caught on a rod, and its weight is
probably due to the fish being full of spawn.
These fish were introduced to the Yarra about
10 years ago, and many of them have been
caught at all points between Melbourne and
Healesville. I myself caught one of the same
species five years ago near Heidleberg,
weighing 3 1/2lb.
The markings of the cod are stripes on a
greenish ground, while the trout is speckled on a
blackish ground; besides this, the formation of
the jaws of the two fish are distinctively
different.

23-4

True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin

23.1.1

European Discovery
The first European encounter with cod was by George Evans in November 1813 who recorded what he
described as ‘trout’ from the Fish River, near the present site of Tarana (Mackaness, 1965). The description
provided by Evans, combined with other subsequent accounts, leaves no doubt that the fish were cod. The
oral history of the Macquarie catchment suggests that Trout cod were the prevalent cod species in the upper
Macquarie. It is therefore likely that Evans’ catch included Trout cod and was probably the first European
encounter with the species. The first unambiguous account of Trout cod was that of Lesson (Lesson, 1825) who
captured them from the Macquarie River at Bathurst in February 1824, preserving a specimen that still exists.
This specimen was later described and illustrated (Lesson, 1825, 1830; Cuvier & Valenciennes, 1829; GuérinMéneville, 1829, 1838).
Photograph 23.1 The First Trout Cod

Artist Felix Guérin-Méneville created this illustration of the holotype for Trout cod collected by Rene Lesson
from the Macquarie River at Bathurst in February 1824 and named by Georges Cuvier as Gristes
macquariensis. It was published in Iconographie de regne animal de G. Cuvier, Vol 1, in 1836. Reprinted
with permission from the Rare Books Collection, State Library of Victoria.

23.1.2

Aboriginal Names
European accounts record a number of aboriginal names for Trout cod. Blandowski (1858) reported the name
‘Yaturr’ as being used by the Yarree Yarree (Jari Jari) people of the lower Murray in Victoria. ‘Ngumel’ was the
term used for Trout cod in the Wemba Wemba language of the Swan Hill region (Hercus, 1992; Argus, April 5,
1910) and Trout cod were known as ‘Bangami’ in the Yorta Yorta language of the Barmah region (Bowe &
Morey, 1999). A newspaper account records that ‘Inna’ was a name for cod used by the Omeo aborigines
(Argus, May 23, 1860) with earlier accounts suggesting that the term was pronounced as ‘Inme’ or ‘Inni’ (Clark,
2000). Historical evidence suggests that the majority of cod in the Omeo area were Trout cod. Very specific
names were used for each type of fish reportedly ending in ‘munjie’ (Argus, May 23, 1860; Clark, 1998, 2000)
with ‘munjie’ possibly added by aborigines in their communication with Europeans to emphasise the type of
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animal they were discussing (Barry Blake, pers. com.), eg, Inna munjie = ‘Trout cod, fish’. It is likely that ‘Inme’
or ‘Inna’ was the term for Trout cod in the Yaithmathang (Gundungerre) language of the Omeo region.
Matthews (1909) recorded ‘Yumboa’ as the term for cod in the language of the Dhudhuroa along the upper
Murray River, and the Kiewa and lower Mitta Mitta Rivers. In all three water ways Trout cod were prevalent
and ‘Yumboa’ (pronounced ‘Yambuwa’) may have referred to the species. Bennet (1834) recorded two
aboriginal words for cod in the Yass and Tumut areas (possibly the Ngunawal aboriginies), namely ‘Mewuruk’
and ‘Bewuck’ and while Bennet’s description suggests that the former applied to Murray cod, there is
insufficient evidence to conclude as to which species was referred to as ‘Bewuck’.

23.1.3

European Names
A detailed history of the taxonomic name changes for Trout cod was provided earlier in a previous section.
Summarising that history, the following key events took place. In 1825 Lesson published an account of his
capture of a new species of fish from the Macquarie River at Bathurst naming it Gryptes brisbanii but not
providing a description (Lesson, 1825). It was probably his intention to name the species Grystes brisbanii
based on advice from Cuvier but a typological error either on his part or that of the publisher resulted in the
misspelling of the name of the genus. In 1829 Cuvier and Valenciennes published a detailed description of a
specimen collected by Lesson naming the species Grystes macquariensis (Cuvier & Valenciennes, 1829). The
following year Lesson published his description of the species and corrected the spelling naming the species
Grystes brisbanii (Lesson, 1830). The illustration and holotype specimen demonstrates that
brisbanii/macquariensis was a Trout cod.
In 1839 Mitchell published a description of a second species of cod which he captured from the Peel River in
January 1832. He stated that they differed from the species described by the French due to the lack of white
fin margins but also in a number of other unidentified features. He named it the new Gristes peelii (Mitchell,
1838). Mitchell’s specimen has not survived but his illustration indicates that peelii was a Murray cod. In 1845
Richardson examined specimens of Murray cod exhibiting white fin margins which contradicted Mitchell’s
description and concluded that there was only a single species of cod, Grystes macquariensis (Richardson,
1845).
In 1859 Gunther separated the American and Australian species of Grystes and erected the genus Oligorus for
the Australian species. Gunther possessed specimens of Trout cod (Gunther, 1880) but followed Richardson in
recognising a single species Oligorus macquariensis (Gunther, 1859). In 1873 Castelnau published a detailed
description of a new cod species which he distinguished from Murray cod by the possession of a longer upper
jaw and other features, demonstrating it to be Trout cod. Unaware that the original description for
macquariensis included a longer upper jaw, Castelnau named his new species Oligorus mitchelli (Castelnau,
1873). Ogilby, largely based on the examination of five cod museum specimens, concluded that only one
species of cod existed namely macquariensis and rejected Castelnau’s new species (Ogilby, 1893).
In 1929 Whitley recognised that the genus Oligorus was preoccupied by a beetle and erected the genus
Maccullochella for Murray cod. A detailed examination of museum specimens led Whitley to the conclusion
that only a single species of cod existed Maccullochella macquariensis (Whitley, 1937). The contention of a
number of people including Stead, Tubb, Langtry, Roughley, Lake and Butcher that a second cod species
existed, initiated a project in 1969 to resolve the issue. The result was that clear evidence was produced for
the existence of two cod species with Trout cod being named Maccullochella macquariensis based on the
specimen collected by Lesson in 1824 (Berra & Weatherly, 1972).
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The earliest accounts of cod in the Bathurst area referred to the fish as ‘trout’ and ‘rock cod’ (Mackaness,
1965; Cunningham, 1816). These names were probably applied to both cod species, with both of these terms
ultimately being widely used as common names for Trout cod. The term ‘trout’ or ‘Murray trout’ was
associated with Trout cod in the Barmah area from at least 1859 (Argus, 13 August 1859) and was in use from
the Deniliquin area to as far south as the Coliban River near Kyneton (Argus, 17 March 1911; NSW Fisheries
Report, 1914; Argus, 17 March 1911). A newspaper account links the term ‘rock cod’ to Trout cod in South
Australia as early as 1892 (Adelaide Register, 20 May 1892), with Stead (1929b) later recording that it was
widely used for the species, particularly along the lower Murray. This name was the term most frequently
encountered over a wide area for the species by the author during the collection of oral history in this project.
In north east Victoria, and as far west as Swan Hill, Trout cod were often referred to as ‘bluenose’ with the
term probably in use by 1908 (Rhodes, 1999; Trueman & Luker, 1992). It does not appear to have been widely
used north of the Murray River. The name ‘Trout cod’ was created by Stead in 1909 (Sydney Morning Herald,
23 November 1909) but appears only to have gained widespread use amongst anglers after the Second World
War.

23.1.4

Distribution and Habitat
Two contrasting views have been expressed on the former distribution of Trout cod. The first was proposed by
Lake who suggested that the species was ‘restricted to the cooler upper reaches of the Murray River and its
southern tributaries’ (Lake, 1971). He probably reached that conclusion based on: the fact that he collected
most of his specimens near Tintaldra and Brimin (Bryan Pratt & Vick Pay, pers. com.); his observations of adult
Trout cod dying when handled at higher temperatures (Lake, 1967a); Langtry’s observations (Cadwallader,
1977); and information provided to him by fishermen. A similar conclusion was reached by Cadwallader and
Gooley (1984) who created a map on the former distribution of Trout cod in Victoria, largely from oral
accounts of anglers, which recorded a concentration of reports of Trout cod in north eastern Victoria located in
slopes and upland habitats. They were also probably influenced in reaching this conclusion by the habitat
occupied by the single remaining translocated population in Victoria located in the rocky upland gorge of the
Seven Creeks near Strathbogie (Cadwallader, 1979).
The alternate view, expressed in the most recent National Recovery Plan (Trout Cod Recovery Team, 2008), is
that Trout cod, while acknowledged as having been present in upland areas, is primarily a lowland species with
its former centre of distribution being the Central Murray and Murrumbidgee Rivers. This conclusion was
reached based on: the presence today of Trout cod in the Central Murray River and detailed studies of their
ecology in that area; Langtry’s record of their former prevalence between Yarrawonga and Barmah, and near
Bringagee (Cadwallader, 1977); museum records; the perceived unreliability of angler accounts; the suggested
unreliability of the Seven Creeks as an indicator of Trout cod habitat due to the translocated origin of the
population; and unpublished data reporting juvenile Trout cod to exhibit a preference for high water
temperatures (Douglas et al., 1994; Brown et al., 1998; Trout Cod Recovery Team, 2008). The primary aim of
this project was to resolve the debate on the former distribution and habitat associations of Trout cod and
what follows is an evaluation of the collected evidence.
The surviving museum specimens of Trout cod in Australia were identified by Berra and Weatherly (1972) and
Berra (1974). The databases of museums list other specimens which no longer exist under the name of
Maccullochella macquariensis and these records have been included in recently published maps identifying the
past distribution of Trout cod (Lintermans, 2007). Most of these additional records of lost specimens were
identified when the species name for Murray cod was macquariensis and subsequent formal identification has
not taken place, making them unreliable. A small number of additional specimens of Trout cod have been
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located by the author and held by institutions or in private ownership. The majority of the surviving confirmed
specimens of Trout cod were collected by Stead and his associates from the Murrumbidgee River between
Gundagai and Hay in NSW, around the time of the First World War (Australian Museum database). Some
potentially significant museum specimens from other areas have been lost, notably four recorded as
Maccullochella macquariensis collected near Cooma around 1906, two specimens from the Fish River in 1882,
as well as others from the Macquarie, Broken and Riverina catchments (Australian Museum database).
Collectively, the confirmed specimens of Trout cod originated from as far upstream as Bredbo (altitude about
700 m ASL, privately owned) and downstream to Purnong (altitude about 25 m ASL, held by the South
Australian Museum), with a scattering from intermediate locations covering all habitats from the lower
montane zone to the lowlands. Specimens from the central Murrumbidgee River, which was the focus of most
of the research on native fish c1900-20 by NSW State Fisheries, are overrepresented in museum records. The
preserved specimens of known origin from wild populations, which number under 30 fish from 12 locations
(Bathurst, Bredbo, Tharwa, Gundagai, Wagga Wagga, Narrandera, Yanco, Hay, Thornton, Yarrawonga, Swan
Hill, Purnong) indicate that Trout cod were present over a large area of the southern half of the Murray-Darling
Basin, but there are simply too few to reliably infer its habitat preferences.
Brown et al. (1998) cited evidence from ‘Davis (1995)’ that juvenile Trout cod exhibited a preference for high
water temperatures, suggesting that the species was not associated with the upper reaches of the rivers. No
reference was provided for this source, nor was any detail of methodology or data. Lake (1967a) reported that
adult Trout cod held in ponds died when handled at higher temperatures, while Murray cod were not affected.
These observations were confirmed by an associate of Lake, who reported that some of the fish weighing
o
approximately 5-12 kg, died when handled at 68 °F (20 C) and all at higher temperatures (Vic Pay, pers. com.).
o
Merrick and Schmida (1984) reported that while Trout cod held in aquaria withstood temperatures up to 28 C
o
for short periods, they suffered bacterial and fungal infections when held at temperatures exceeding 25 C for
any length of time. Captive adult Trout cod held by Native Fish Australia for several years in aquaria have
survived over a temperature range of 4-30 °C (Author’s pers. obs.) and higher temperatures have been
experienced in the ponds of some government facilities holding adult Trout cod (Douglas et al., 1994). These
limited, anecdotal, conflicting observations on the temperature tolerances of Trout cod are of little value in
identifying the species former habitat associations, compared with well documented historical records.
During this project 233 locations were identified as the source of probable or certain historical accounts of
captures of Trout cod with an additional 228 locations identified as the source of captures of cod of
undetermined identity. The collected evidence on the species abundance was used to develop rarity scores
using the probable or certain historical accounts. The following table provides averages for the rarity scores
created in each habitat zone in each catchment for Trout cod using historical evidence in this investigation:

Table 23.2

Trout cod Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

2.8

3.8

4.6

3.4

VIC

2.9

4.4

1.9

0.8

SA

1.7

Basin

2.6

4.2

2.9

2.0
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The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Trout cod were common in the lowland zone (2.8), very
common in the slopes zone (3.8), reasonably abundant in the upland zone (4.6) and common in the montane
zone (3.4). The lowland score has been strongly influenced by the fact that Trout cod, while clearly abundant in
the middle Murrumbidgee and Murray Rivers and possibly the upper Edward River, were less common, rare or
absent in some such as the lower Lachlan River where they were unreported. If the scores for the lowlands in
the Macquarie and Lachlan Catchments are ignored, the average rarity score for the lowlands in NSW rises to
3.6 implying that they were very common in this habitat south of the Lachlan. Some uncertainty exists for the
rarity scores in non-lowland habitats in NSW. While there is good evidence that Trout cod were present and
very common in the lower montane zone in the Murrumbidgee River, the evidence for this zone in other
catchments, namely the Macquarie, Lachlan and Upper Murray catchments, is less substantial. In most cases
these records originated from only the lower reaches of the montane zone, and the rarity scores should not be
used to infer that they were generally common throughout this type of habitat; though in the Lachlan River
there is evidence of cod being present near its source (Lhotsky, 1979). There is also uncertainty in the score
given to Trout cod in the upland zone of the Murrumbidgee River. This score has been largely inferred based
on their documented presence in the Tharwa area and their abundance in similar habitats elsewhere. Even
allowing for a potential reduction in some of these non-upland scores, if new evidence is found, the average
rarity scores suggest that in NSW the species was, in general, strongly associated with non-lowland habitat as
well as being abundant in some areas in the lowlands.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that while Trout cod were common in the lowland zone (2.9), they
were strongly associated with the slopes zone where they were fairly abundant (4.4), had a modest presence
in the upland zone (1.9) and a minor presence in the montane zone (0.8). The scores for the upland and
montane zones to some degree may have been influenced by in-stream barriers, preventing access to these
areas in some catchments such as the upper Campaspe River. In some upland rivers such as the Mitta Mitta,
Trout cod were very common. As was the case in NSW, Trout cod were rare in some lowland areas, such as the
lower Loddon River, and while in others were reported to be common, it was only in the lower Ovens that the
species was clearly abundant in a lowland river. Some uncertainty exists on the original abundance of Trout
cod in the lower Goulburn and Broken Catchments, and there is the potential for additional historical evidence
to strengthen the scores in these areas and, as a consequence, the average score in Victoria for the lowlands.
Oral history generally recalls Trout cod to have been more abundant than Murray cod in the smaller rivers and
creeks in the slopes zone. Overall, the rarity scores suggest that Trout cod were strongly associated with the
slopes zone in Victoria. The average rarity score of 1.7 for South Australia reflects the evidence that Trout cod,
while being locally common upstream, declined in abundance downstream to be rare in the lower reaches of
the Murray in that state. The collective results for the Basin suggest that Trout cod, on average, were most
abundant in the slopes zone (4.2) and common in the uplands (2.9) and lowlands (2.6).
There are three rivers for which a substantial body of evidence exists demonstrating conclusively that Trout
cod had originally been abundant. The first is the Murray River between Yarrawonga and Barmah, where their
abundance was documented by Langtry (Cadwallader, 1977) and where they currently exist in substantial
numbers in lowland habitat. The second is the Murrumbidgee River between Wagga Wagga and Narrandera,
where most of the surviving museum specimens were collected and where the abundance of Trout cod was
well documented by Stead and Jarman (NSW Fisheries Report, 1910; Argus, 1 October 1920). Wagga Wagga
lies at the boundary between lowland and slopes habitats with Narrandera being in the lowland zone. The
third is the Goulburn River between Eildon and Seymour, where oral history reporting Trout cod to have been
abundant during the 1920s is validated by the existence of a number of superb photographs of catches of the
species, and by a museum specimen (Berra, 1974). This section of the Goulburn River represents typical slopes
habitat, with Seymour roughly at the boundary of slopes and lowland habitat.
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While not as comprehensive, good evidence exists for Trout cod having been at least very common near the
top of the upland and lower montane zones of the Murrumbidgee River, the Murrumbidgee River between
Narrandera and Bringagee, the upper Edward River, the Murray River from Corowa to Brigenbrong, the Mitta
Mitta River along its length upstream to the lower montane zone, the slopes zone of the Kiewa River, the
lowland and slopes zone of the Ovens River, the slopes zone of the Campaspe River, the Central Murray River
near Swan Hill and the Lower Murray River between Wentworth and Berri. Limited evidence confirms the
presence of Trout cod in a number of waters where they were probably also very common including the upper
Macquarie River, the upper Lachlan River and the upper Loddon River.
No evidence has been located of Trout cod being taken from the Darling River and both Jarman and Larsen
reported that they were absent (Argus, 1 October 1920; 26 February 1932). Anglers have suggested that a
second type of cod or ‘rock cod’ was formerly present in the upland habitat of the Gwydir River, although no
evidence has been found to substantiate these reports. Trout cod were probably absent from the MurrayDarling streams in Queensland. In 1879 angler Don Donovan wrote a detailed account comparing the features
of Murray cod and eastern freshwater cod. Discussing the cod of the western rivers he explicitly stated that
‘none of the cod which I have caught in any of those streams ever varied in any one particular’ (Brisbane
Courier, 17 September 1879). As Donovan identified subtle differences between the eastern freshwater cod
and Murray cod, if he had encountered Trout cod it is likely he would have recognised them as being different,
suggesting their absence at that time.
Early accounts from explorers and newspapers indicate that cod penetrated well into the montane zone in
some areas such as near Gunning (Lhotsky, 1979), near Cooma, where they were present in their thousands,
(Sydney Morning Herald, 10 March 1915) and near Omeo (Omeo Standard, 2 December 1902). The oral history
and photographs collected, while somewhat limited, indicate that of the two species of cod it was Trout cod
that was most common in these high altitude areas. A Trout cod captured downstream of the Tantangara Dam
near Yaouk in the early 1970s at around 1100 m ASL represents the current altitude record for the species. In
the slopes, upland and montane zones Trout cod are consistently reported in the oral history to have exceeded
Murray cod in relative abundance and in some areas were the only species of cod taken.
It can be concluded that the historical evidence reconciles the two contrasting views on Trout cod distribution
and habitat association as both being in part correct but incomplete. The species was found from the
Macquarie Catchment southwards and west into South Australia. The general trends from the rarity scores
suggest that in the northern part of the species range, namely the Macquarie and Lachlan catchments, Trout
cod were primarily an upland species with a significant presence in the slopes zone, but that progressively
south the favoured habitat shifted downstream into the slopes and eastern parts of the lowlands, though with
a significant presence generally in the upland zone. The historical evidence supports the modern view of the
central Murrumbidgee and central Murray Rivers as excellent Trout cod habitat, but also indicates that large
rivers in the slopes zone, such as the Goulburn and upper Murray Rivers, also supported large populations. The
stronghold of Trout cod appears to have been the eastern lowlands, slopes and lower upland rivers. If the two
disjunct populations in the upper Macquarie and upper Lachlan catchments are ignored, the Trout cod’s
former centre of distribution, rather than being the Central Murray and Murrumbidgee Rivers, is best
identified with the Hume Highway between Seymour and Gundagai.

23.1.5

Translocations
Many of the early translocations of cod, such as those to Lake George, Lake Burrumbeet and the Yarra River
were from upland areas, and probably included Trout cod. Most of those translocated populations
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disappeared without leaving conclusive evidence as to which cod species were present. The translocations of
cod to the Yarra River from 1857 to the 1870s (Wilson, 1858; Trueman, 2007) included Trout cod, forming a
substantial population at least as far upstream as Healesville (Argus, 8 September 1898). In past years some
elderly anglers informed the author that Trout cod were present in the Yarra River, but by the 1930s cod had
become generally scarce and no Trout cod were captured after that time.
The cod translocated to Cataract Reservoir in the Nepean Catchment near Sydney from the Berembed Weir
area in 1916 (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1914; 1923) included Trout cod which established a population. They
were discovered to exist in significant numbers during the 1970s (Rod Harrison, pers. com.) though have
extensively hybridized with Murray cod (Trout Cod Recovery Team, 2008). The cod translocated to the upper
Seven Creeks from the Goulburn River and middle Seven Creeks during 1921-2, and from the Ovens River to
Lake Sambell in 1928, contained Trout cod based on their presence in those waters decades later (Berra &
Weatherly, 1972). Angler reports suggest that small numbers of Trout cod were present in the upper
Shoalhaven River and probably originated from translocation activities during the 1870s (Queanbeyan Age, 17
May 1876). A newspaper account specifically identified ‘trout’ being shipped to the Avoca River (Australasian,
12 March 1870) and one suggested that ‘Murray trout’ may have been shipped to West Australia by William
Saville-Kent (Hobart Mercury, 30 November 1911).

23.1.6

Size
Historical accounts generally reported Trout cod to be a smaller species than Murray cod. A maximum size of
10 lb. (4.6 kg) was reported for them in the Coliban River (Argus, 17 March 1911) while Jarman concluded that
in the Murrumbidgee River near Narrandera ‘a fish of 8lb. or 10lb. is a giant, the female always the largest’
(Argus, 20 July 1917). Stead stated that ‘a Trout Cod of fifteen to twenty pounds is quite a large one, and five
pounds would be nearer to the normal size of large specimens’ (Stead, 1929b). In contrast is the large size of
the Trout cod in the Central Murray River documented by Langtry who captured fish up to 25 lb. (11.4 kg) as
well as many over 10 lb. (4.6 kg) (Cadwallader, 1977). Some newspaper reports may have documented very
large specimens. One account records the capture in the Ovens River near Wangaratta in 1908 of a 65 lb.
(29.64 kg) cod which ‘was of a peculiar bluish color, commonly known as a blue cod’ (North East Ensign, 25
December 1908). The oral history and photographs indicate that in some waters Trout cod were commonly
caught up to 5 kg in weight, and fish up to twice that figure were taken at regular intervals. Even in the
comparatively small Seven Creeks 15 to 20 lb. (6.8 to 9 kg) specimens have been documented (Halsall, 1979).
Trout cod are capable of relatively fast growth. One fish, of about a kilogram placed in a hatchery pond well
stocked with yabbies, when removed six months later weighed 3.1 kg (Author’s pers. obs.).
The maximum size to which Trout cod grow has been generally reported is 16 kg, this limit being traced back
to John Lake. Lake’s expression ‘about 16 kg’ in his descriptions (1967b: 1971) suggests that he did not weigh a
Trout cod that size. He was aware of Langtry’s manuscript which cited George Clarke, a local professional
fisherman and fishing inspector at Barmah, as having taken a Trout cod weighing 32 lb. (14.6 kg) (Cadwallader,
1977) and may have rounded the 32 lb. to be 16 kg. Roy Holt of Beechworth captured c1950 a specimen a few
ounces over 50 lb. (22.7 kg) from Lake Sambell which was weighed and sold, suggesting an accurate weight. Its
capture is well corroborated by many witnesses in Beechworth, some of who were familiar with Trout cod.
Oral and photographic evidence indicates that Holt captured a number of other Trout cod in the 30 to 40 lb.
(13.6 to 18.2 kg) range from Lake Sambell. As Murray cod have not been reported from the lake there is little
doubt as to the identity of the 50 lb. fish. It is a far better claim for a species record than the 16 kg widely
quoted considering that specific details on a capture location or date for the particular 16 kg fish have never
been provided. From Holt’s capture it can be concluded that Trout cod can reach a weight of 22.7 kg. Other
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accounts including those of Laddie Clifford, Henry Davies, Bert McKenzie, Roy Grant, Tom Jarvis, Reg Redrop
and Bert Roberts generally reported a 20 lb. (9.0 kg) Trout cod to be a big fish but that rare captures of fish in
the 50 to 80 lb. (22.7 to 36.4 kg) range occurred, though they were considered to be exceptional.

23.1.7

Historical Life History Observations
Stead reported that ‘the average length of trout cod at maturity is 10 inches, with a weight of about 6 oz’
(NSW Fisheries Report, 1914) and that two female fish from the Murrumbidgee weighing 8 and 9 oz contained
‘advanced roe’ (Stead, 1929b). Jarman suggested that Trout cod could be mature at three years of age and as
small as 4 oz in weight (Argus, 20 July 1917). The age estimate suggests that NSW State Fisheries may have
investigated the growth rate of the species around that time. Lake (1967a) stated that the eggs of Trout cod
were larger than those of Murray cod and this was also reported by commercial fisherman R. J. Larsen (Argus,
12 February 1932). In contrast Stead believed that Trout cod produced smaller eggs (Stead, 1929b). Larsen
noted that the ovaries of Trout cod were of a different shape and that some fins were larger compared to
those of Murray cod (Argus, 12 February 1932).
Stead (1929b) stated ‘The Trout Cod loves moving waters, and is most commonly found in the vicinity of river
bends or “tarcoolas.” Here, against a fairly deep bank, is the best spot to try for Trout Cod’. Anglers
consistently report, both in the past and present, that Trout cod favour areas of flowing water, often near
snags (e.g., Argus, 8 September 1898) though wooden debris has not always been a feature. In the Murray
River Trout cod were known as ‘rock cod’ due to their association with areas of clean hard substrates such as
clay banks, rocky reefs and sandy beaches. In slopes and upland habitats anglers reported the species to have
been taken at the heads of holes in running water over rock or gravel substrates. They have also been
observed to reside in stands of fringing vegetation when other cover has been absent (Author’s pers. obs.).
Stead (1929b) reported that Trout cod were rarely found in lagoons a view supported by Jarman (Argus, 15
July 1914).
Langtry and Tubb (Cadwallader, 1977) noted a tendency for Trout cod to spawn earlier than Murray cod as
have some anglers such as Stan Walsh at Dartmouth. Anderson at Bringagee (Whitley, 1937) and Tubb at
Barmah (Cadwallader, 1977) indicated that Trout cod spawned as early as September. Roughley (1955)
reported that cod sometimes spawn as late as January. A recently spent female Trout cod was captured in the
Seven Creeks by the author in late December 1980 (Author’s pers. obs.). Historical sources suggested that cod
in the past undertook mass movements considered to be migrations from the lowlands upstream towards
headwater areas (NSW Government, 1880; National Advocate, 13 January 1925; Sydney Morning Herald, 1
December 1863, 22 September 1894). Dakin and Kesteven (1938) suggested that Trout cod were a migratory
species, anecdotal evidence reported that Trout cod tagged in the early twentieth century by NSW
investigators travelled several hundreds of kilometres (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.) and the Yorta Yorta people
considered the species to be migratory (Don Briggs, pers. com.). Although few details have survived tagging
experiments were undertaken with the species in the Murrumbidgee River (Argus, 20 July 1917).
Langtry reported the main item in the diet of Trout cod to be yabbies (Cadwallader, 1977). Trout cod
sometimes feed at the surface on terrestrial items, in the Seven Creeks they have been observed consuming
large black cicadas and grasshoppers and, in a number of instances, rising in numbers on insect hatches at the
surface (Author’s pers. obs.). This type of surface feeding behaviour was described in a newspaper account:
‘the “trout” frequents the most rapid portions of the stream, and feeds near the surface. I have frequently
observed them rising at flies and other insects in a manner similar to the English trout’ (Argus, 8 September
1898). Stead also suggested that they exhibited surface feeding behaviour (Sydney Morning Herald, 15 July
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1914). Murray crayfish, yabbies, scarab beetles, skinks, Blackfish, frogs, worms, small birds, a black snake, mice
and even a platypus have been found in the stomachs of Trout cod taken from the Seven Creeks (Barney
Kipping, pers. com.). A Trout cod taken from the Seven Creeks near Strathbogie and placed in a bucket ate a
Blackfish while an angler sat next to it (Argus, 28 June 1934), while one captured from the same stream placed
in a plastic drum ate four Blackfish during a 90 minute car journey (Author’s pers. obs.). Trout cod from
Bendora Reservoir in the ACT contained Blackfish, freshwater prawns and yabbies (Lintermans, pers. com.).
Cod have been frequently reported to eat other cod and a Murray cod of 25 lb. held in one of NSW State
Fisheries ponds at Prospect near Sydney ate a Trout cod of 4 lb. (Sydney Morning Herald, 13 November 1914).
R. J. Larsen reported the belief of professional fisherman that Murray cod were highly antagonistic towards
‘trout’ (Trout cod) and they would kill tethered Trout cod:
If cod and trout of the same size are tethered and a big wandering cod comes along he will invariably tackle the
trout first. Mr. Larsen has put it to the test by tethering alternately two or three trout with the same number of
cod and often found all the trout had been attacked, but not one cod (Argus, 12 February 1932).

23.1.8

Community Value
In the commercial fishery along the Murray and Murrumbidgee Rivers, Langtry’s observations indicate that
Trout cod were a component of the total cod catch, their proportion steadily increasing upstream. Near
Yarrawonga they rivalled the take of Murray cod. He also reported that Trout cod would die more readily,
struggle on tethers and its flesh would not keep as well as that of Murray cod (Cadwallader, 1977). Some of
these observations have been repeated in the recollections of commercial fishermen interviewed. At Barmah,
prior to refrigeration, fish destined for Melbourne were packed in wet gum leaves and the ‘bluenose’ were
generally sold locally because they ‘wouldn’t keep as well as the cod’ (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). A
newspaper account recorded that few baskets of ‘trout’ were forwarded to Melbourne from the Murray
Fishery (Sydney Morning Herald, 17 June 1902). Most people interviewed described the flesh of Trout cod as
drier than that of Murray cod, with less fat. Some people savoured the fat in Murray cod, but many did not and
preferred Trout cod. The opinion of most correspondents to newspapers was that the ‘Murray trout’ was a
superior table fish to Murray cod with some stating that it was without peer (eg. Argus, 17 March 1911).
Recreational fishermen universally recognised Trout cod as a superior angling fish to Murray cod, rated by
many as the best species in the Basin. In waters where both cod species were common, Trout cod were often
overshadowed by Murray cod due to the large size of some specimens of the latter. However accounts, such as
that of Henry Davies, indicate that in the lowlands some anglers selectively targeted Trout cod in preference to
Murray cod. In north east Victoria, where Trout cod were the prevalent cod species in many waters, the
historical evidence indicates that they were the primary target of anglers, many recognising them as distinct to
Murray cod (Rhodes, 1999). This was also probably the case in the upper reaches of the Macquarie, Lachlan
and Murrumbidgee Rivers. In these areas Trout cod and Macquarie perch formed the key components of the
recreational fishery. There is clear evidence from an early date that anglers widely distinguished ‘Murray trout’
from Murray cod as an esteemed angling species (Argus, 8 September 1898; 17 March 1911; 18 January 1913)
including a poem published in the illustrated magazine Melbourne Punch in 1864 (Hobart Mercury, 30 April
1864):
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23.1.9

Decline & Current Status
Rowland (1989) presented historical evidence indicating that commercial fishing had impacted on stocks of
cod by the late nineteenth century and, as in some areas Trout cod were a significant proportion of the cod
taken, it is likely that they had experienced a decline in these waters. By the end of the First World War cod
had become rare in most of the higher altitude areas reported to contain them in the past, such as the Fish
and Duckmaloi Rivers near Bathurst, the upper Lachlan River near Gunning, the upper Indi River, the upper
Mitta Mitta River near Omeo and the upper King River above Cheshunt. Significant numbers remained in the
Murrumbidgee River near Cooma, though reduced compared to past years. As the historical evidence suggests
that Trout cod were prevalent in these waters, it appears that they first disappeared from the upstream areas
of their range.
The historical evidence suggests that the greatest decline in Trout cod populations occurred from 1920-40 and
in some cases large fish kills were associated with their disappearance. These include the Central
Murrumbidgee River during the 1920s; the upper Lachlan River c1928; the middle reaches of the Goulburn
River c1927-29; the Murray River between Albury and Yarrawonga c1928-34; the Upper Murray River in the
1930s and the Kiewa River in 1939 as well as many smaller streams over this period. By World War Two the
species remained relatively abundant in the Ovens River and the Murray River between Yarrawonga and
Barmah but, to a large degree, only remained as small populations elsewhere. The oral history indicates that
all of these remaining populations continued to decline during the 1950s and 1960s. It has been suggested that
the primary reason for the disappearance of Trout cod, at least in the lowlands, was the desnagging of rivers
(Trout Cod Recovery Team, 2008). Langtry’s records (Cadwallader, 1977) indicate that Trout cod remained
common up to 1950 after the near complete removal of wooden debris from the Murray River between
Yarrawonga and Barmah during the late nineteenth century (Public Works Department Victoria, 1867;
Victorian Government, 1867; Argus, 18 February 1869; Riverine Herald, 19 June 1869). This suggests that while
desnagging may have played an important role in their decline in some waters, it may not have been the
primary reason for their disappearance. The collective historical evidence suggests that a suite of agents may
have been responsible.
Berra and Weatherly (1972) in 1969-70 obtained Trout cod from only three waters, two of which contained
translocated populations, with only a single fish being taken from within the species natural range in the
Murrumbidgee River near Tharwa. The oral history indicates that the Trout cod population downstream of
Yarrawonga had dwindled by 1970, with few fish being caught, but at the end of the decade had begun to
recover. The translocated population in Lake Sambell was lost through successive fish kills in the early 1970s.
Local extinctions continued until the middle 1980s, by which time only one wild population remained in the
Murray River between Yarrawonga and Cobram, and two translocated populations existed in Seven Creeks and
Cataract Reservoir.
Trout cod are listed as endangered under the Federal Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
Act 1999. In NSW Trout cod are listed as endangered under the Fisheries Management Act 1994; in the ACT are
classified as endangered under the Nature Conservation Act 1980; and in Victoria are listed as threatened
under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. In South Australia Trout cod are considered to be extinct and
are protected by regulations under the Fisheries Act 2007. At the present time Trout cod are totally protected
and cannot be taken by anglers in all states.
Since the late 1980s, liberations of hatchery produced Trout cod have established some significant
populations, with evidence of reproduction in Bendora Dam, the Murrumbidgee River between Wagga Wagga
and Narrandera, the upper Murray River between Walwa and Tintaldra, the Macquarie River between
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Wellington and Warren, the Goulburn River near Murchison and the Ovens River. The wild population in the
Murray River below Yarrawonga has undergone a substantial recovery, with the species being now common
downstream to Barmah, and captures reported near Swan Hill. The Trout cod National Recovery Plan (Trout
Cod Recovery Team, 2008) stated that one of the goals is ultimately to recover populations of the species to
allow recreational angling, and proposed that a recreational fishery be established in an impoundment. In
2008 DPI Victoria commenced stocking Trout cod into Lake Kerford near Beechworth to develop a pilot
recreational fishery and the stocking was extended to include Lake Sambell in 2010. It has been proposed that
Trout cod be stocked into the Goulburn River near Trawool to aid in the recovery of the species and to develop
a pilot recreational fishery in a river.

Argus, 12 February 1932
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MURRAY TROUT AND COD
In spite of scientific opinion Mr. R. J. Larsen Of Elsternwick, is
not prepared to concede that Murray cod and trout are the same
species with only sexual differences, though he has, he says, not
the biological training that would justify a positive statement.
He has, however, caught and cleaned tons of Murray cod, and
could discern no differences in shape or colour markings that
were due to sex. The markings differ in localities, and the
condition is largely dependent on the clearness of the water.
The trout markings are, however, constant wherever the fish is
taken. The cod, as we know, runs to great weights, but the
largest Murray trout Mr. Larsen got was only 10 lb., the largest
he ever heard of 13lb., and it is not unusual either for anglers or
fishermen to understate the weight of their fish.
OTHER INDICATORS
In cleaning such quantities of Murray for the market, Mr.
Larsen is familiar with their internal appearance at different
periods of the year. Cod of both sexes show rolls of fat, which
gradually disappear as spawning time approaches; the trout has
no sign of this fat at any time. In cod the eggs are small – at
maturity about the size of a grain of sago – while the ovaries are
more rounded, of bag-like shape, and the eggs much larger. The
head of the trout is, he says, more pyramidal in outline, the
underfins larger, and the body more evenly tapered to the tail
than with cod, while there is a distinct difference in the flavour
of the two fish when caught in the same waters.
TEST OF THE TETHER
Mr. Larsen mentions another peculiar difference between
Murray cod and trout which recalls the old time ways of Murray
fishermen and “Murray whalers” in tethering their spare cod to
the bank to keep them alive until they are needed. If cod and
trout of the same size are tethered and a big wandering cod
comes along, he will invariably tackle the trout first. Mr. Larsen
has put it to the test by tethering alternatively two or three trout
with the same number of cod, and often found that every trout
had been attacked, but not one cod.
It is hardly necessary to point out that an opinion from anyone
of Mr. Larsen’s experience and observation is entitled to full
consideration, especially on a subject to which there is
obviously yet much to learn.
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Photograph 23.2 Big Trout Cod in the Past

Left: Photo MR28. Albert Roberts (left) and John Cooper hold a ‘rock cod’ weighing 58 lb. (26.3 kg) caught in the
Murray River at Bruces Bend near Yarrawonga in 1952. Although not conclusive the body shape and the relative
length of the head and upper jaw suggests that it could be a Trout cod.
Right: Photo MR51. The late Reg Reddrop weighs what is believed to be a large Trout cod taken from the Murray
River downstream of Tocumwal. The blue appearance of the head is quite striking. In the original photo small
black dashes were also apparent and its general features suggest that the fish is a Trout cod. John Lake
suggested a maximum weight for Trout cod of about 16 kg though fishermen claim that fish exceeding twice that
weight were taken though were rare. Photos courtesy of Albert Roberts and Greg and Wendy McKenzie.
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Photograph 23.3 A Giant Trout Cod Today?

Two of a set of photos of a cod captured, photographed and released by Heath
McKenzie and John Breen from the Yulupna Creek in December 2000. The images are
the only photographic evidence seen by the author that could be a contemporary
capture of a giant Trout cod. In the top image of the general speckling is vivid while in
the lower image the pointed snout and blue colour are evident. McKenzie reported
that the top jaw overhung the lower jaw. Opinion is divided on whether the animal is a
Trout cod. Professor Tim Berra, who captured specimens exceeding 10 kg in Lake
Sambell, has indicated to the author that it is probably a Trout cod. Photos courtesy of
Heath McKenzie.
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Photograph 23.4 The Seven Creeks: A Last Upland Refuge

Many anglers are familiar with the Murray River between Yarrawonga and
Barmah and are aware of its importance as a habitat for Trout cod. These two
images illustrate the very different Trout cod habitat in the Seven Creeks.
During the late 1960s in the stretch of water in the top photo Trout cod from
three kilograms down to three inches were in residence with the author
recalling on one occasion a dozen fish being angled from the run depicted. The
bottom photo illustrates an example of pool habitat which exists in the creek
and this particular spot was also a favoured location for Trout cod. In
December 2007 individual fish could be seen patrolling near the rocks in the
middle of the day. Both photos author.
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Figure 23.1

A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Trout Cod in the Southern
Murray-Darling Basin
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23.2

Murray cod, Maccullochella peelii

Adelaide Advertiser, 13 December 1935
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RECORD MURRAY COD
Head Shown By Mr. Hale
At Angler’s Meeting
“This is the head of probably the largest cod
ever taken in the 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
held 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 300lb., 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, and asked members of the
association whethey [sic] they had heard
anything about the catching of this record fish.
He thought the head had been in the Museum
for over twenty years.
Mr. E. A. Giles mentioned that he had heard of
a record cod being caught near Kingston-onthe-Murray, and would try to obtain
information concerning it.
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23.2.1

European Discovery
When Europeans first encountered Murray cod is uncertain, whilst there are the many very early references to
cod in the Bathurst area, they do not include sufficient detail to provide an accurate identification. Rene
Lesson’s drawing, description and holotype of a Trout cod is the exception (Lesson, 1825). Oxley (1820) in May
1817 captured a 70 lb. cod from the Lachlan River at Solway Flats, recording the coloration as being ‘speckled
over with brown, blue and yellow spots, like a leopard’s skin’. The description matches that of a Murray cod
and can be considered the first credible report of the species. It was not until January 24, 1832 that an
accurate, detailed description and illustration of Murray cod was recorded by Mitchell, based on specimens
captured from the Peel River (Mitchell, 1838).
Photograph 23.5 The First Murray Cod

Major Thomas Mitchell created this illustration of a cod obtained from the Peel River in January 1832
which he named Gristes peeli. It is the first indisputable historic record for Murray cod (Mitchell,
1838). Image reproduced with permission from the collection of the State Library of Victoria.

23.2.2

Aboriginal Names
Aboriginal names recorded for Murray cod include ‘Ponkoo’ near Blanchetown (Morunde) and Loxton in South
Australia (French, 1847; Argus, 19 September 1848), ‘Ponde’ in the Lake Alexandrina (Ngarrindieri) area
(Adelaide Observer, 25 November 1865; Zeitz, 1902), ‘Barnta’ in the Mildura area (Yari Yari) (Blandowski, 1858)
and probably ‘Mewuruk’ in the Gundagai/Tumut/Yass area of the Murrumbidgee (Ngunawal) (Bennett, 1834).
Ogilby (1893) recorded the name ‘Kookoobul’ being used by indigenous people on the Murrumbidgee
probably sourced from William Macleay who provided quite a number of indigenous names for fish in a royal
commission in 1880 (NSW Government, 1880). James Baylis compiled an extensive list of Wiradjuri words from
the Wagga Wagga area in a hand written manuscript and later published a number of books on local history.
He recorded the name for cod as being ‘Googoobul’ or ‘Kookoobul’ (Wesson, 2001). Hercus (1992) recorded
‘Pandyil’ as the term used by the Wemba Wemba people of central Victoria for Murray cod and
‘Kurrumerruck’ for one of great size, with the term ‘Parnthall’ reported in a newspaper originating from the
same area (Argus, 5 April 1910). In the Yorta Yorta language Murray cod were known as ‘Burnanga’ (Bowe &
Morey, 1999). Rowland (1989) reported Murray cod as being known as ‘ponde’ in the lower Murrumbidgee
and lower Murray regions.
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23.2.3

European Names
Mitchell (1838) provided the first scientific description for Murray cod, based on specimens he captured from
the Peel River on January 24, 1832, naming them Acerina Gristes Peelii mihi. He considered that they were
different from the description of the Bathurst specimen published by Cuvier and Valenciennes (1829).
Richardson (1847) concluded that only one species of cod existed, so peeli was considered to be a synonym.
Murray cod were generally referred to as Grystes macquariensis in the writings of naturalists until 1859 when
Gunther (1859), of the British Museum, separated the American and Australian members of Grystes.
Subsequently Murray cod was known as Oligorus macquariensis until 1929 when Whitley (1929), of the
Australian Museum, recognising that the genus Oligorus to have been previously allocated to a genus of
beetles, created the new genus Maccullochella for Murray cod (Whitley, 1929).
Murray cod was known as Maccullochella macquariensis until Berra and Weatherly (1972) separated Trout cod
as a distinct species, identified Mitchell’s description as being the earliest for Murray cod, and as a
consequence allocated the name Maccullochella peeli to Murray cod. Rowland (1993) identified the existence
of coastal species and subspecies of cod, and as a result Murray cod were classified as one of two subspecies
of peelii (the other being the Mary River cod) and named Maccullochella peelii peelii. Recently Mary River cod
have been recognised as a separate species and Murray cod are now known as Maccullochella peelii (Nock et
al., 2010).
To the early European settlers it was known as the ‘cod fish’ or Macquarie cod and, as European settlement
expanded, became the Lachlan cod. It ultimately morphed into the now popular Murray cod. A number of
historical sources suggested Murray cod were named after Sir Terrance Murray who translocated cod from the
Molonglo River to the Lake George area in 1848, however, at least one newspaper article (South Australian
Register, 27 January 1847) used the term ‘Murray cod’ prior to 1848 and the name is apparently derived from
the species’ association with the Murray River.

23.2.4

Distribution and Habitat
Lintermans (2007) recorded Murray cod as being historically widespread throughout the lower and midaltitude reaches of the Murray-Darling Basin. During this project 333 locations were identified as the source of
probable or certain historical accounts of captures of Murray cod with an additional 228 locations identified as
the source of captures of cod of undetermined identity. The collected evidence on the species abundance was
used to develop rarity scores using the probable or certain historical accounts. The following table provides
averages for the rarity scores created in each habitat zone in each catchment for Murray cod using historical
evidence in this investigation:
Table 23.3

Murray cod Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

5.0

4.9

3.4

2.0

VIC

5.0

3.6

1.0

0.1

SA

5.0

Basin

5.0

4.0

1.9

0.9

True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin

23-25

The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Murray cod were abundant in the lowland (5.0) and slopes
zones (4.9) in all catchments, very common in the upland zone (3.4) and had a modest presence in the
montane zone (2.0). There is some doubt about the score for Murray cod in the montane zone as there are
few specific records for the species in this type of habitat. Historical accounts of the capture of very large cod
and some oral history suggest they were present and taken with some regularity. These records originated
from the lower reaches of the montane zone and the score should not be used to infer that they were
widespread throughout this zone. In the upland zones of the Macquarie, Lachlan and Murrumbidgee
Catchments there is good evidence that Murray cod were common to reasonably abundant, but in the upper
Murray Catchment they appear to have been present but rare in this zone. Overall, in NSW in the southern
part of its range, Murray cod were primarily a species of the lowland and slopes zones but progressively north,
the species became increasingly common in the upland zone.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Murray cod were abundant in the lowland zone in all
catchments (5.0), very common in the slopes zone (3.6) and regularly taken but comparatively rare in the
upland zone (1.0) with an occasional presence in the montane zone (0.1). There are some good oral accounts
indicating that Murray cod were present in the upland zone of some catchments including the Mitta Mitta and
Goulburn but in others, such as the Broken, there are no specific records and their presence is largely inferred.
The existence of Murray cod in the montane zone has been inferred in one catchment, the Mitta Mitta, based
on accounts of possible captures well into the upland zone in this river. Overall, in Victoria Murray cod were
primarily a lowland species that was common in the slopes zone, and had a minor presence in the upland zone.
The average rarity score of 5.0 for South Australia indicates that the species was abundant throughout the
lower Murray River.
Murray cod have been reported as being common to abundant in lagoon and lake habitats from an early date
(Beveridge, 1889). Lagoons were the source of tens of thousands of Murray cod that were translocated in NSW
(NSW Fisheries Report, 1917; Anderson, 1918). Stead (1929b) considered Murray cod to be ‘at home’ in
lagoons, generally growing faster in them than in rivers. A number of historical accounts have reported
depressions in lagoons which were concluded to be spawning sites of Murray cod. They were also common to
abundant in lowland creeks and present in creeks in the slopes zone, though overshadowed in abundance in
these habitats by Trout cod at least in Victoria. In lagoons in the slopes zone in Victoria only Murray cod have
been reported and not Trout cod. In the uplands in NSW historical accounts suggest that Murray cod were
most common in the larger rivers, appearing to have had a significant presence in some smaller ones such as
the Yass River.
In conclusion, the collective results for the Basin suggests that Murray cod, on average, were abundant in the
lowland zone in all catchments (5.0), very common to moderately abundant in the slopes zone (4.0), had a
modest presence in the upland zone (1.9) and sometimes had a presence in the montane zone (0.9). In the
south of their range they were primarily a fish of the lowlands, and secondarily the slopes zone, but increased
in abundance in the slopes and upland zones progressively northwards. The altitude record for Murray cod
appears to be around 700 m in the Cudgegong River at Rylstone and probably higher in the Murrumbidgee
River near Cooma.

23.2.5

Translocations
Murray cod were acclimatized into many waters, the first being Lake George near Canberra in 1848, with fish
sourced from the Molonglo River, establishing a large population (Gale, 1927). In 1876 cod from the
Murrumbidgee River near Queanbeyan were released into the Mongarlowe River (Queanbeyan Age, 8 April
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1876) and additional cod were sourced from the Queanbeyan River and transported to the Mongarlowe
(Queanbeyan Age, 17 May 1876). Cod were translocated into the Nepean River as early as 1862 from the
Murray River (Hobart Mercury, 23 December 1862). There is the possibility that cod may have also been
endemic to the Nepean catchment, with a museum specimen apparently predating the translocation (Sydney
Morning Herald, 18 August 1863). The population that developed in Lake George was used as a source to stock
the Wollondilly and Cox’s Rivers and Mulwarree Ponds near Goulburn in the Nepean Catchment (Braidwood
Independent, 14 September 1867; NSW Government, 1880; Rowland, 1989). Many other fish were shifted
around NSW, but the only other significant movements of cod from outside of the Murray-Darling Basin were
to the Hunter River near Aberdeen, from the Namoi River (Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General
Advertiser, 3 October 1885), the Cataract Reservoir and the Nepean River near Penrith, and Wallacia near
Sydney, in 1916 from the Murrumbidgee River near Berembed Weir (NSW Fisheries Reports, 1914, 1923).
Cod were introduced into the Yarra catchment by Edward Wilson in 1857, with fish transported from the
upper King Parrot Creek (Wilson, 1957). These initial releases were supplemented a few years later in 1864
with fish sourced from the Murray River near Echuca (Acclimatisation Society of Victoria, 1864); and the
following decade from the Goulburn River (Trueman, 2007). Although almost disappearing by the 1970s, a
significant population now exists in the Yarra River downstream of Coldstream (Author’s pers. obs.). Another
early introduction was to Lake Burrumbeet near Ballarat in 1858 from the upper Loddon catchment (Ballarat
Star, 25 February 1858). A population was established that existed until exterminated by a drought (Clements,
1988). Murray cod were translocated to the Wimmera catchment in 1861 (Argus, 6 June 1866; 15 September
1911) and established populations in some waters such as Taylors Lake by 1949 (Cadwallader, 1977). Later
translocations established breeding populations in Lake Charlegrark and Booroopki Swamp (National Murray
Cod Recovery Team, 2010).
Other translocations took place to Lake Colac (Argus, 8 June 1858), the Barwon River at Fyansford in 1873
(Argus, 28 April 1873), the Avoca catchment and other locations in western Victoria (Cadwallader & Gooley,
1984), and to Tasmania (Riverine Herald, 30 March 1864) and West Australia (Morrisy, 1970). Juvenile native
fish were sent to England with one shipment being lost (Argus, 7 June 1861). From another shipment cod were
introduced into private ponds at an undisclosed location (Argus, 10 September 1862). Cod were dispatched
from Melbourne to England in subsequent years, though their ultimate fate remains unknown (Riverine
Herald, 17 February 1864). Since hatchery production of Murray cod commenced in the 1970s they have been
stocked in additional waters outside of their natural range, in most instances appearing to have failed to
establish breeding populations (National Murray Cod Recovery Team, 2010).

23.2.6

Size
The size to which Murray cod grow is legendary, with some debate as to what is the largest reliably recorded
specimen. Bennett (1864) reported the stranding of a cod in excess of 120 lb. (54.6 kg) in the Cudgegong River
near Mudgee in January 1836, the head of which was subsequently donated to the Australian Museum. There
are many accounts, supported by photographic evidence, of cod reaching and exceeding this size and also a
few accounts of cod reaching over twice that weight. Henry Davies’ story of a 340 lb. (154.6 kg) specimen
found dead in Kangaroo Lake near Kerang just after the Second World War, while plausible, is not
corroborated by other evidence. The Argus (20 May 1857), citing the Bendigo Advertiser, reported the capture
of a cod weighing 250 lb. (113.6 kg) from the Murray River but provided no details. The Sydney Morning Herald
(13 September 1913) reported that a cod weighing 200 lb. (90.9 kg) had been caught from the Murrumbidgee
River near Hay, but also failed to supply any additional information.
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A newspaper correspondent reported that the largest cod taken commercially in South Australia weighed 225
lb. (102.3 kg) and was caught from the Murray River near Lake Bonney in 1914 (Adelaide Advertiser, 12
December 1935). The South Australian Museum is reported to have possessed the head of that fish, or of a
larger example, being well over 200 lb. (90.9 kg) and perhaps as large as 300 lb. (136.4 kg) (Adelaide Advertiser,
13 December 1935). Lake (1959) reported that a specimen weighing 180 lb. (81.8 kg) cleaned had been taken,
but provided no details. This may have been the fish referred to by Gilbert Whitley which measured six feet in
length and weighed 182 lb. (82.7 kg) (Whitley, 1955). The largest Murray cod for which there is physical
evidence weighed 150 lb. (68.2 kg), a plaster cast of which is held by Museum Victoria (Berra & Weatherly,
1972)
Berra and Weatherly (1972) and Rowland (1989, 2005) suggested the maximum size of Murray cod as being
250 lb. (113.6 kg) based on a newspaper article published in the Sydney Morning Herald on October 6, 1955:
Murray cod
Sir, - as an old enthusiastic fisherman, may I reply to the enquiry by Mr. W. A. Grose (“Herald,” September 26)
about the size of Murray cod? / during the big 1902 drought, the bridge work-men camped at the four-mile
crossing of the Barwon River, Walgett. Disturbed by a great commotion in the water at night, they discovered
the cause to be an outsize cod chasing other fish. They obtained a large hook made by a local blacksmith,
baited it with a lump of kangaroo, the fastened it to fencing wire tied to a stake driven into the ooze. The
monster was then lured to his doom. Conveyed to town, it was weighed and proved to be just on 250lb. It was
exhibited in a marquee; the local bellman notified residents that 1/ would admit each one to view the giant,
and the sum of £20 was raised for the local hospital. Coogee, W. G. Noble.

While a detailed account and plausible, there is no supporting evidence to validate the capture of the 250 lb.
Murray cod from the Barwon River. The author of the news item reported other 250 lb. cod from the same
area including a ‘pet’ that was used to tow boats perhaps, reducing the credibility of the evidence (Sydney
Morning Herald, 9 July 1949). There is little doubt that Murray cod reached in excess of 200 lb. (90.9 kg) with
the South Australian account and head providing the best proof, being possibly the best validated record at
225 lb. (102.3 kg).

23.2.7

Community Value
Rowland (1989, 2005) documented the extensive use that both Aboriginal people and Europeans made of
Murray cod. The species was a key component of ‘dreaming’ stories with a giant cod being responsible for the
creation of the Murray River. In much of the Basin, Murray cod was a staple in the diet of aboriginal people
whose culture weaved many stories around the species. Numerous early accounts described their capture in
nets, traps and by spear. One practice was night fishing using a fire in the front of canoes to attract the fish
which were speared (French, 1847; McBride, 1898). Nets were also used to haul cod out of lagoons and
backwaters of rivers (Graham, 1863; Beveridge, 1889).
In most waters in the inland fishery, Murray cod were the primary target of commercial fisherman who
operated from the 1840s. By mass they were the most important component until the 1950s. In 1862 one
operation alone, south of Deniliquin, harvested two to three tonnes of fish per week, being principally cod. In
1883, 147 tonnes of cod were sent to Melbourne from Moama alone. Some paddle steamers were dedicated
to commercial fishing, with individual operators using 200 drum nets (Rowland, 1989, 2005). In NSW ‘fixed
engine’ fishing was practiced. This is the official term for the use of ‘springers’ which employed a baited hook
on a length of chord attached to a sapling. One account recorded springers placed every ten metres along one
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river (Argus, 21 March 1914). While the catch of cod underwent a significant general decline in NSW after the
1920s, there were brief subsequent peaks as in 1955-6 when over 130 tonnes was taken. The inland
commercial fishery in NSW was closed in 2001 (Rowland, 1989, 2005).
The oral history indicates that, even though some other native fish species were considered to be superior
angling fish, Murray cod were the most sought after species by recreational fishermen in the Murray-Darling
Basin. This was due to the challenge they offered by their size, their willingness to take the ‘aeroplane’ spinner
and later other lures, and their good table qualities. There is evidence that in some rivers, in north eastern
Victoria and southern NSW, Trout cod were more sought after than Murray cod, but even in these cases a
large Murray cod was still considered to be a prized catch. On a weight for weight basis they typically were not
considered to be a good fighting fish, particularly if taken on bait or ‘springers’, though anglers often recalled
individual fish that were exceptions. On artificial lures they were considered to provide better sport and big
fish that regularly broke anglers’ lines such as ‘Boughyards Annie’ and ‘Goulburn Jack’ became legendary. The
species was generally popular as a table fish, with its large size allowing it to be prepared as steaks rather than
fillets. In the oral history smaller specimens were universally popular for consumption, with some people
finding the fat in larger fish unappealing.
The association of Murray cod with the inland has always been strong. Wedlick (1974) wrote ‘There is an
attraction about cod fishing that is typically Australian, and this is felt perhaps even more as one sits on the
bank of these big swirling cod streams under the towering redgums’. The Murray cod is an icon of the MurrayDarling Basin and Rowland, in a paper presented at a workshop on managing cod, concluded ‘It is undoubtedly
the fish in the hearts and minds of all Aboriginal and white inland Australians, and is an integral part of our
culture’ (Rowland, 2005).

23.2.8

Decline & Current Status
Concern was expressed for the future of Murray cod as early as the 1880s in NSW (NSW Government, 1880).
Similar concern in South Australia resulted in a detailed review of the fishery in 1900 (NSW Government,
1903). There is evidence that while the species remained widespread and common in lowland areas, a decline
had occurred by 1900. The historical evidence indicates that early declines in the abundance of Murray cod
had transpired in some non-lowland waters in the nineteenth century such as the Murrumbidgee River by the
1850s (Sydney Morning Herald, 31 January 1877) and the Yass River by the 1890s (Yass Courier, 11 February
1898). Murray cod had undergone a serious decline in abundance in the slopes zone in most catchments in
Victoria by 1930, as well as in the slopes zone of the Murray and Murrumbidgee Catchments, and the upland
zone generally in NSW by that time.
By the 1940s the oral history recorded a decline in catches of Murray cod generally throughout the lowland
zone in the area studied. The species had further declined in the lowlands by the 1960s, particularly in Victoria.
Today Murray cod remain widespread and reasonably common in many lowland waters, but are scarcer in the
rivers further upstream in the southern half of the Basin. Anglers have, in areas such as the Central Murray
River, reported a significant improvement in cod numbers since the 1970s and extensive stocking of hatchery
produced fish has created some important fisheries in upland impoundments.
Nationally Murray cod are listed as vulnerable under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation
Act 1999. In Victoria they are listed as threatened under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. In the ACT,
NSW and Victoria, Murray cod can still be taken by anglers but are subject to size and bag limits, and closed
seasons. In South Australia a no-take of Murray cod was introduced by regulations under the Fisheries Act
2007 to protect the population during the recent drought. A national recovery plan for Murray cod has been
prepared (National Murray Cod Recovery Team, 2010).

True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin

23-29

Figure 23.2
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A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Murray Cod in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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Golden Perch, Macquaria ambigua

Sydney Morning Herald, 25 June 1913
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THE GOLDEN PERCH
The golden perch or yellowbelly (Plectroplites
ambiguous) is to the inhabitants of the western
country in New South Wales what the bass
(percolates fluviatilis) is to the residents of our
coastal streams, having a very wide
geographical distribution – it is found
throughout the whole of the Murray River
system (also over practically the whole of
Western Queensland), where it provides a
valuable item for the menu. It seems to have a
preference for the normally quiet waters of
lagoons and billabongs, where it grows to a
size of fully 12lb. Whenever a fresh occurs in
the rivers and creeks, the yellowbelly avails
himself of the opportunity to travel upward,
and seeking the quieter waters penetrates miles
from the main streams into tanks and dams,
etc., wherever deep, still, water is to be found.
In such streams as the Bokhara, Narran, etc.,
every drought (and, unfortunately, droughty
conditions there are of frequent recurrence)
causes the water to dry up in the smaller pools,
and thousands of golden perch die year after
year, sometimes from lack of oxygen in the
stagnant water, or through its pollution by
stock, yet the following season, provided a
good fresh comes down to fill all the holes and
run the creeks through, they will be re-stocked
as plentifully as ever.
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23.3.1

European Discovery
In 1834 Bennett (1834) wrote of his experiences on the Murrumbidgee River near Yass and Gundagai. He
described a fish called ‘perch’ by the colonists that was up to 20 inches long and ‘was inclining to bronze; the
ends of the scales being black, gave to the fish a checkered appearance’. The description provided by Bennett
suggests that the perch was most likely Golden perch. Mitchell, during his exploration of the Barwon, Lachlan
and other rivers during the 1830s, failed to mention the presence of Golden perch. Richardson (1845)
published the first formal description and illustration of the species in 1845, based on specimens collected by
Captain Grey, incorrectly reporting that they were found in West Australia.
Photograph 23.6 The First Golden Perch

In 1845 Sir John Richardson published the first taxonomic description of the Golden perch
naming the species Datnia ambigua though leaving open the possibility that the species might
be placed in the genus Dules. This illustration of the specimen returned to England was also
published. Image reproduced from Plate 19, Ichthyology of the voyage of H. M. S. Erebus and
Terror, under the command of Captain Sir James Ross, from the collection of the National
Library of Australia.

23.3.2

Aboriginal Names
Bennett (1834) recorded that the ‘perch’ described by him from the Murrumbidgee River in the Yass/
Gundagai area were known by the local aboriginal people, probably the Ngunawal, as ‘Kupé’. Other aboriginal
names reported for Golden perch include ‘Tarkee’ (Ngarrindjeri) and ‘Colubco’ (Morunde) in South Australia
(Argus, 19 September 1848; Adelaide Observer, 25 November 1865; Zeitz, 1902), ‘Birnett’ in the lower Loddon
(Wemba Wemba) and ‘Pollungunder’ in the Gunbower area (Baraba Baraba) (Blandowski, 1858), and
‘Kaakaalain’ in the Murrumbidgee (Ogilby, 1893). Baylis recorded the name for ‘yellow-bellied perch’ in the
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Wagga Wagga area as being ‘googoolin’ or ‘kookalin’ in the Wiradjuri language (Wesson, 2001). Mathews
(1904) recorded ‘Bidyin’ as the Wiradjuri name for the species and he reported the use of this term for this
species in a number of other nearby languages in various publications. This term is the identical to the
aboriginal name recorded for Silver perch in 1832 by Mitchell (1838). At no time did Mitchell record catching
Golden perch in his expedition suggesting that Bidyin may in fact have applied to Silver perch and the
independent accounts of Ogilby and Baylis suggest also that ‘Bidyin’ did not apply to Golden perch. The terms
‘Kongoopna, Kongoopka, Gangupka or Congupna’ referred to ‘perch’ in the Shepparton area (Wesson, 2001),
and may have been the Ngurai-illam wurrung name for the species. Matthews (1909) recorded ‘Murroanba’
(pronounced ‘Murruwanba’) as the term for ‘perch’ in the language of the Dhudhuroa of the upper Murray
River which may have referred to Golden perch.

23.3.3

European Names
Richardson (1845) experienced difficulty in deciding into which genus to place Golden perch providing two
names, Datnia ambigua and Dules ambigua. Gunther (1859) confirmed Richardson’s description, placing the
species in the genus Dules. Several other descriptions were published for Golden perch, variously naming the
species Tilka wilsonia, Ctenolates macquariensis, Dules auratus, Dules flavescens, Ctenolates ambiguous and
Ctenolates flavescens (Boulenger, 1895), and for many years it was known as Plectroplites ambiguous.
MacDonald (1978), based on analysis of electrophoretic data, placed Golden perch in the same genus as
Macquarie perch and it has subsequently known as Macquaria ambigua.
Golden perch are also found outside the Murray-Darling Basin in the Lake Eyre and Fitzroy Basins. It has been
suggested that those present in the Lake Eyre Basin constitute a separate species while those in the Fitzroy
Basin may be a sub-species of Macquaria ambigua (Musyl & Keenan, 1992). Recent genetic research has
suggested that Macquaria ambigua originated in the coastal Fitzroy Catchment in Queensland and crossed the
Great Dividing Range approximately 1.5 million years ago to colonise the Murray-Darling Basin and
subsequently the Bulloo Catchment and Lake Eyre Basin. It has been recommended that Golden perch in the
Fitzroy River Basin be recognised as a new species separate to Macquaria ambigua (Faulks et al, 2010).
The name ‘Golden perch’ was in use by 1845 (Beveridge, 1889; Argus, 18 September 1853) and adopted as the
‘official’ common name for the species at a conference of fisheries managers in 1947 (Roughley, 1955).
Descriptions in the mid-nineteenth century of a fish known as ‘cockerling’ or ‘cockerill’ in the Barmah area
suggest that these were early names for Golden perch which have long since fallen out of use (Sydney Morning
Herald, 14 November 1868). The popular colloquial name ‘yellowbelly’ was in use by 1880 (NSW Government,
1880) and the South Australian name ‘callop’ has also been used in many references as well as ‘Murray perch’
under which name it was marketed commercially (Roughley, 1951).

23.3.4

Distribution and Habitat
Within the Murray-Darling Basin, Lintermans (2007) recorded Golden perch as being historically widespread
and suggested that the species was generally found in the lowland, warmer, turbid, slow-flowing rivers but
was also present in the mid reaches. During this project 167 locations were identified as the source of
probable or certain historical accounts of captures of Golden perch and the collected evidence on the species
abundance was used to develop rarity scores. The following table provides averages for the rarity scores
created in each habitat zone in each catchment for Golden perch using historical evidence in this investigation:
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Table 23.4

Golden perch Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

4.8

3.6

1.0

0.1

VIC

4.0

0.8

0.0

0.0

SA

5.0

Basin

4.6

1.8

0.4

0.1

The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Golden perch were abundant in the lowland zone (4.8) and very
common in the slopes zones (3.6), rare but regularly captured by anglers in the upland zone (1.0) and
occasionally penetrated into the montane zone (0.1). The presence of Golden perch in the upland zone in NSW
is not universal as they have not been reported from this zone in the Upper Murray Catchment. Oral accounts
suggest that in the Macquarie, Lachlan and Murrumbidgee Catchments, the species was usually fairly rare in
the upland zone but after major floods it was reliably captured in small numbers. The low montane zone score
reflects plausible oral accounts of Golden perch being occasionally taken in the Duckmaloi and Cudgegong
Rivers in the lower reaches of this zone in the Macquarie Catchment.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Golden perch were moderately abundant in the lowland zone
(4.0) though in some areas, such as the lower Ovens River, they were common but not abundant. Golden
perch were regularly taken but comparatively rare in the slopes zone in Victoria (1.0). There is evidence that at
times they were fairly common at the bottom of the slopes zone near Wangaratta in the Ovens River, and
Seymour in the Goulburn River, with one account implying regular captures upstream to Whitfield in the King
River (Argus, 22 August 1936). Generally captures appear to have been restricted to small numbers of fish. A
single oral account suggested that a few specimens were taken in the upland zone of the Goulburn River after
the filling of the first Eildon Weir, but at best in Victoria it appears that Golden perch were vagrants in the
upland zone. The average rarity score of 5.0 for South Australia indicates that the species was abundant
throughout the lower Murray River.
Along the lower Murrumbidgee, Golden perch were reported to be one of the most common species taken
from lagoons (Argus, 10 August 1917; Anderson, 1918) and were also very common in lagoons and lakes in
western Victoria (Beveridge, 1889). From the Goulburn River east in Victoria there are good accounts of
Golden perch being present in lagoons, but generally Macquarie perch were more abundant in this habitat. In
the upland zone in NSW Golden perch were reported mainly from the larger rivers and not from creeks.
In conclusion the collective results for the Basin suggest that Golden perch, on average, were most abundant
in the lowland zone (4.6) with a modest presence in the slopes zone (1.8) though steadily increased in
abundance in the slopes zone northwards. They appear to have been primarily a lowland species and
billabongs and lakes were often reported to have held large numbers. The historical evidence suggests that of
the larger fish species Golden perch had the lowest presence in the non-lowland habitats of the MurrayDarling Basin. They were very rare in the upland zone south of the Murrumbidgee Catchment and while
regularly taken in this zone in the Macquarie, Lachlan and Murrumbidgee Catchments were never reported to
be particularly common with their presence in numbers being linked to major flood events. The altitude record
for Golden perch appears to be about 750 m ASL at the junction of the Fish and Duckmaloi Rivers, where they
were recorded in oral history to have been present in the early twentieth century.
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23.3.5

Translocations
A number of early attempts were made to translocate Golden perch outside of the Murray-Darling Basin
including to the Hunter River (Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General Advertiser, 3 October 1885), and to
Tasmania, Western Australia and England (Hobart Mercury, 14 August 1862, 13 November 1911; Riverine
Herald, 17 February 1864, 23 February 1864). In most cases these early translocations failed to establish long
term populations. Golden perch were probably included in shipments of fish to the Wimmera Catchment
between 1861 and 1910 but are known with certainty to have been liberated in 1933 (NSW Fisheries Report,
1933) and to have become established by 1950 (Cadwallader, 1977). They were probably translocated to the
Avoca River in 1870 (Riverine Herald, 9 March 1870) with captures occurring after that time (Argus, 14 April
1873; Cadwallader, 1977). Golden perch in the 1920s were translocated from Euston on the Murray River to
Chifley Dam near Bathurst (Lake, 1959), an area which was probably outside of their natural range. Since the
1970s Golden perch have been stocked into other waters outside of their natural range, with some evidence of
populations becoming established in areas including coastal catchments in Victoria (Faulks et al, 2010).

23.3.6

Size
The largest Golden perch was reported by Roughley (1955) as having been caught by professional fisherman
William Davies from the Picanniny Creek area of Kow Swamp in Victoria in February 1938 and weighed 54 lb.
(24.6 kg) cleaned. A receipt for the sale of the fish to a Melbourne fish agent survives supporting the account
and a number of elderly residents in the Cohuna area recall seeing a photo which appears to have been lost.
Roughley (1955) quoted NSW Fisheries inspector Arnold Arentz as having weighed a fish of just over 42 lb.
(19.1 kg) caught in the Murrumbidgge River near Wagga Wagga. Arentz also reported the capture of a 22½ lb.
(10.2 kg) Golden perch from a lagoon twenty miles north west of Goondiwindi in January 1950. Fish from 17 to
28 lb. (7.7 to 12.7 kg) were also reported from lakes and swamps in Victoria, probably near Swan Hill where
Arentz was based (Roughley, 1951). Newspaper accounts suggest that in the early days a 10 lb. (4.6 kg) fish
was considered to be a large example. The species is capable of very rapid growth, at least the females. In a
farm dam near Alexandra Golden perch stocked in 1975 reached a maximum of 19 lb. (8.6 kg) after five years,
with many females around the 12 lb. (5.5 kg). The largest male weighed only 3 lb. (1.4 kg) (Author’s pers. obs.).

23.3.7

Community Use
Golden perch were an important component of the former inland commercial fishery from an early date,
coming into prominence as cod catches declined. In 1948-49 the catch of Golden perch in NSW amounted to
60,623 lb. (27,556 kg) being 34% of the catch of Murray cod and by the 1950s Golden perch comprised 50% of
the total catch of the NSW inland commercial fishery (Roughley, 1955). Although overshadowed in popularity
by cod, in the lowland rivers Golden perch were a popular target of recreational anglers. They were considered
to provide reasonable sport both on bait and lures, though they gained a reputation of being fickle targets.
More than one angler interviewed suggested that they were relatively easy to catch when a river was rising
but were a difficult quarry during stable water and impossible when a river was falling.
Golden perch were considered to be a good table fish, some people preferring them to cod considering the
perch to be less fatty. As a consequence of its good table qualities, from an early date there was an interest in
its artificial propagation. In 1880 a resident at Wagga Wagga was suppling Golden perch eggs, which were
presumably sourced from the wild (NSW Government, 1880). Artificial propagation was accomplished at
Berembed Weir in 1916 by H. K. Anderson utilising wild fish (NSW Fisheries Report, 1916). Reliable technology
for their production using captive fish did not eventuate until the 1970s but Golden perch was the first native
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species that became available in large numbers for stocking. To many people of the inland, the humble
‘yellowbelly’ was the staple of their angling efforts and it had many admirers, with Bill Inward of Dubbo
recalling his impression on first seeing one: ‘I remember what a magnificent fish the yellowbelly was, the first
one I saw’.

23.3.8

Decline & Current Status
While still common in many areas of the lowlands throughout the Murray-Darling Basin, wild populations of
Golden perch have largely disappeared from the slopes and upland zones, particularly in the south of the
Basin. Lake (1959) reported that Golden perch disappeared upstream of Wyangala Dam on the Lachlan River,
Burrinjuck Dam on the Murrumbidgee River, and Yarrawonga Weir, after the construction of these barriers in
the first half of the twentieth century. Langtry (Cadwallader, 1977) concluded that a serious decline had
occurred in commercial catches of Golden perch in lakes in north-west Victoria by 1949 and Roughley (1955)
reported that Golden perch had become ‘seriously depleted’ in the Murray River, with a lesser decline evident
elsewhere in NSW. The historical evidence indicates that declines occurred in the slopes zone in Victoria also
after the construction of weirs. Examples include the middle Goulburn River after the completion of the
Goulburn Weir in 1891, and the Ovens River after the Yarrawonga Weir was constructed in 1939.
Extensive stocking of hatchery produced fish since the mid-1970s has established populations in many upland
impoundments in areas where the species was historically uncommon, but these generally are not selfsupporting. Golden perch have undergone a significant reduction in abundance particularly upstream of the
lowlands within its former natural distribution in Victoria. As a consequence in Victoria the remaining wild
populations are listed as vulnerable under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. In the other states Golden
perch have undergone a reduction in abundance, but are not at present considered threatened. They can be
taken by anglers in all states.
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Figure 23.3
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A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Golden Perch in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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Silver Perch, Bidyanus bidyanus

Argus, 21 February 1928
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MURRAY SILVER PEARCH
I am not very familiar with the ways of the fish called silver perch or ”grunter”
in the Murray. I was under the impression that it was a Lower Murray fish, but
noticed last autumn that some good bags were got above the junction with the
Goulburn.
In fishing for them I would suggest that M. F. Ilford try other methods than
those used for either a cod or Macquarie perch. Have fine tackle with a gut
bottom, and wood grubs for a bait, if they are to be got. You find silver perch
often in swift water, and, with the river low, I would fish at the foot of a
current. Cast as far as possible upstream, and let the current carry the bait
down. After a few casts in one spot it is desirable to use trout fishers’ methods,
and try other water.
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23.4.1

European Discovery
In 1828 Sturt (1833) recorded the capture by the local indigenous people of ‘Seven fine bream’ from the
Macquarie River near Trangie which were probably Silver perch. The first unambiguous account of Silver perch
was provided by Mitchell who described and illustrated specimens he caught from the Barwon River in January
1832: ‘We soon found that this river contained fish in great abundance, and of three kinds at least: viz. first, a
firm but coarse-tasted fish, having strong scales; this made a groaning noise when on the hook’ (Mitchell,
1838).
Photograph 23.7 The First Silver Perch

An illustration drawn by Major Thomas Mitchell of a Silver perch captured from the Barwon River in
January 1832. He named the species Cernua Bidyana mihi (Mitchell, 1839). Image reproduced with
permission from the collection of the State Library of Victoria.
23.4.2

Aboriginal Names
Mitchell (1838) recorded the term ‘Bidyan’ as the local aboriginal name for Silver perch in the Barwon River,
suggesting a Yuwaalaraay or Gamilaraay origin. R. H. Mathews recorded ‘Bidyin’ as the name for Golden perch
in the Wailwan language (immediately to the south of the Yuwaalaraay or Gamilaraay people) with ‘bream’
and ‘silver bream’ as ‘Bunngulla’ and ‘Birunge’ in the Wailwan language in various publications. Mitchell did
not record catching Golden perch during his expedition and as the actual fish he illustrated as a ‘Bidyan’ was
named as such by local aborigines at that time it seems more likely that ‘Bidyan’ or ‘Bidyin’ applied to Silver
perch than Golden perch. ‘Kubery’ or ‘Kooberry’ was recorded by a number of authors in the nineteenth
century as being used by aborigines specifically for ‘Silver perch’ or ‘grunter’ in the central Murrumbidgee
area, predating Mathews’ accounts, suggesting that this was the Wiradjuri name for the species (NSW
Government, 1880; Tennison-Woods, 1882; Wesson, 2001). Other aboriginal names recorded for Silver perch
include ‘Toorroo’ (Morunde), ‘Teheeree’ and ‘Cheerey’ (Ngarrindjeri) in the lower Murray (Argus, 19
September 1848; Zeitz, 1902; Stead, 1903). Blandowski (1858) recorded several names used by the Yaree
Yaree people in the Merbein area, the individual terms relating to the size of the fish these being ‘Bagguck’ and
‘Karpa’ for the larger individuals and ‘Buruitjall’, and ‘Bipe Purritjall’ for the juveniles.
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23.4.3

European Names
Mitchell (1838) named the specimens he captured from the Barwon River Cernua Bidyana mihi. In 1846
Richardson published a description for the species naming it Datnia ellipticus and reporting it to have been
collected from Western Australia (Richardson, 1846). Gunther (1859), based on a comparison of the skin of a
fish collected from the Namoi River and Richardson’s specimen, concluded that they represented the same
species but in another genus, naming it Therapon ellipticus (Gunther, 1859). Several other synonyms were
published for Silver perch including Therapon richardsonii, T. Niger and T. Macleayanus (Ogilby, 1893) while
Blandowski (1858) provided a number of names including Cernua bidyana, C. Eadesii, C. Nicholsonia, C.
Ifflaenisis and C. wilkiensis. Ultimately the species was placed in a new genus and is now known as Bidyanus
bidyanus (Paxton et al., 1989).
The characteristic grunting noise made by the fish as described by Mitchell (1838) was eventually popularised
in the descriptive colloquial name ‘grunter’. This name is still widely used, along with the ubiquitous silver or
black bream (Lake, 1959) and Silver perch, the latter of which was in use by 1845 (Beveridge, 1889).

23.4.4

Distribution and Habitat
Lintermans (2007) recorded Silver perch as being historically widespread throughout the Basin, though in
Victoria it was rarely recorded upstream of the lowlands. He suggested that the species was generally found in
turbid, slow-flowing rivers and were absent from the upper reaches. During this project 148 locations were
identified as the source of probable or certain historical accounts of captures of Silver perch, and the collected
evidence on the species abundance was used to develop rarity scores. The following table provides averages
for the rarity scores created in each habitat zone in each catchment for Silver perch using historical evidence in
this investigation:
Table 23.5

Silver perch Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

4.8

4.4

2.9

0.4

VIC

4.0

1.0

0.1

0.0

SA

5.0

Basin

4.6

2.3

1.0

0.2

The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Silver perch were abundant in the lowland (4.8) and slopes
zones (4.4), common in the upland zone (2.9) and occasionally penetrated into the montane zone (0.4). The
presence of Silver perch in the upland zone is not universal as they have not been reported from this zone in
the Upper Murray Catchment. Newspaper and oral accounts recorded that in the upper Murrumbidgee there
was an annual migration into the upland zone suggesting that, although there were some resident fish, to
some degree Silver perch abundance fluctuated seasonally. In the upland zones of the Macquarie and Lachlan
Catchments there is good evidence that Silver perch were common throughout the year. The low montane
score reflects a transient presence in this zone during upstream migration in the Murrumbidgee Catchment
and possibly the Macquarie Catchment.
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In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Silver perch were very common in the lowland zone (4.0) and
regularly taken but comparatively rare in the slopes zone (1.0). Their reported presence in the slopes zone was
linked to migrations with occasional penetration (0.1) into the lower reaches of the upland zone such as the
Mitta Mitta River at Dartmouth. Silver perch are unreported from the montane zone in Victoria. The average
rarity score of 5.0 for South Australia indicates that the species was abundant throughout the lower Murray
River.
Silver perch were reported by Jarman (Argus, 11 August 1922) as being less abundant in lagoon habitats than
the main river and creek channels, and this view has been supported by some anglers. There are, however,
examples where significant numbers were taken from lagoons such as the ‘Natures Waste’ translocation
activities along the Murrumbidgee River (Anderson, 1918), and they were fairly common in lagoons along the
lower Goulburn River (Polkinghorne, OH 131). In the lowland rivers anglers consistently reported Silver perch
to be more prevalent in areas of flowing water rather than the quieter backwaters. Further upstream in the
slopes and upland zones, Silver perch were reported mainly from the larger rivers and not from creeks. Anglers
generally reported a greater presence of Silver perch than Golden perch in non-lowland zones, particularly in
the upland zone.
In conclusion the collective results for the Basin suggest that Silver perch, on average, were most abundant in
the lowland zone (4.6) with a significant presence in the slopes zone (2.3). They were rare in the upland zone
south of the Murrumbidgee but progressively increased in abundance in this zone northwards. The altitude
record for the species exists in the Murrumbidgee and Numeralla Rivers near Chakola at the bottom of the
montane zone at an altitude of about 700 m ASL.

23.4.5

Translocations
Silver perch were sometimes included in translocation shipments to waters outside of the Murray-Darling
Basin. The most notable example of this was the shipment to the Nepean River and Cataract Reservoir in 1916
(NSW Fisheries Reports, 1914; 1923), where they continue to exist in the latter as a self-supporting population.
A translocation from the Namoi River to the Hunter River resulted in a population becoming established near
Singleton (Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General Advertiser, 3 October 1885). While they were introduced
to the Yarra River in the early twentieth century (Argus, 24 February 1911), they failed to establish. Since the
1970s hatchery produced Silver perch have been stocked into a number of waters outside of their natural
range, in some cases establishing populations (Clunie & Koehn, 2001a).

23.4.6

Size
The largest Silver perch reliably recorded was taken in April 1836 by Mitchell from the Goobang Creek near
Condobolin and weighed 17 lb. (7.7 kg) (Mitchell, 1838). A newspaper account of an 18 lb. (8.2 kg) ‘Macquarie
perch’ taken from the Merran Creek is probably a description of an extremely large Silver perch, possibly a
record (Argus, 18 July 1924). Jarman reported taking a specimen weighing 17 lb. (7.7 kg) from the Coonang
Creek near Jerilderie (Argus, 11 August 1922). Many anglers recalled the species as being formerly common up
to around three kilograms, but it is clear that from time to time much bigger fish were taken.
Many oral accounts recall Silver perch to have formed large schools, and both recreational and commercial
fishermen suggested that the species undertook migrations. At times Silver perch filled drum nets making
them impossible to lift from the water due to the weight of the fish (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.).
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23.4.7

Community Use
It was reported that Aboriginal people along the lower Murray River in Victoria had a cultural belief that
people from visiting tribes could not touch, smell or eat the cooked flesh of Silver perch for fear of serious
spiritual punishment. This privilege was not bestowed to other species such as cod, indicating the esteem in
which they were held (Argus, 30 March 1850). While secondary in importance to cod and Golden perch, Silver
perch were an important part of the inland commercial fishery, particularly in later years as cod declined in
abundance. In 1948-49 about 14,472 lb. (6578 kg) of Silver perch were officially recorded as taken in NSW and
significant quantities were also taken in South Australia (Hammer et al., 2007).
Mitchell observed a variability in eating quality, noting that the fish he ate from the Barwon River were ‘coarse
and tasted of mud’ whereas those from the Goobang Creek were ‘rich and of excellent flavour’ (Mitchell,
1838). Mitchell’s observations were repeated by a number of anglers in the oral history, with Silver perch
being sometimes highly regarded, with others considering it a poor eating fish, often exhibiting a strong weedy
or muddy flavour.
While some anglers considered small Silver perch to be a nuisance, stealing bait intended for cod, larger
specimens were universally regarded as providing excellent angling, and were probably second only to Trout
cod in fighting ability. Today Silver perch have come to prominence as an important aquaculture species with
artificial feeds making them highly regarded as a table fish, now being cultured widely overseas. While often
overshadowed by Murray cod and Golden perch, historically Silver perch made an important contribution to
the inland recreational fishery and had many admirers. Tennison-Woods, in evidence presented to the NSW
Royal Commission on Fisheries in 1880 concluded that ‘the ‘Silver Perch’ or ‘Bream’ (Therapon richardsonii) is
the perfection of fishes, extremely rich and delicate in flavour’ (Tenison-Woods, 1882).

23.4.8

Decline & Current Status
The historical evidence indicates that Silver perch declined in slopes habitats in Victoria after the 1920s and
had become scarce in the Central Murray Catchment downstream to Yarrawonga by the 1930s, with some
evidence of decline in other areas by the 1940s. The oral history indicates that since the 1950s they have
drastically declined in abundance in the upland zones of the Macquarie, Lachlan and Murrumbidgee
Catchments. The number of individuals moving through the Euston Weir fishway in the Central Murray River
decreased by 93% between 1939 and 1992 (Mallen-Cooper, 1993) and the species has become scarce in many
areas, with the most significant remaining wild population being in the Central Murray River and nearby
streams below Yarrawonga. They have been stocked in many impoundments in the past with varying degrees
of success (Clunie & Koehn, 2001b; NSW Department of Primary Industries, 2006b).
In NSW Silver perch are listed as vulnerable under the Fisheries Management Act 1994; in the ACT it is
classified as endangered under the Nature Conservation Act 1980; in Victoria they are listed as threatened
under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. In South Australia Silver perch are considered endangered,
and cannot be taken by anglers, having been protected by regulations under the Fisheries Act 2007. In the
southern half of the Basin Silver perch are now totally protected in rivers and streams. They can, however, be
taken from a limited number of impoundments where they are stocked, from private dams and can be sold by
aquaculture operations.
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Figure 23.4

A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Silver Perch in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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23.5

Macquarie Perch, Macquaria australasica

Argus, 3 December 1921
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AFTER MACQUARIE PERCH
A GOULBURN MORNING
By DONALD MACDONALD
From midnight on Thursday the perch of the
Goulburn River were no longer given sanctuary or
the right of way. It was the opening morning of the
fishing season at the great Nagambie weir on the
Goulburn, and while it was yet dark some two
hundred fishermen from all over the Valley, and
some carloads of enthusiasts from the city, were
waiting their opportunity for the first go at the
Macquarie perch – with an occasional cod or
catfish to vary the bag. The opening day at the weir
– which is so fine a memorial to its builder, the late
Mr. Stuart Murray, the keystone also of all the
irrigation of the north – is the means for a
fisherman’s festival, which grows greater, more
zestful, less resistible year by year. There will be
fishing there aplenty all through the summer; the
opening day is being celebrated all along the river,
but Nagambie weir is the early door. The rush for it
recalls the ardour and excitement of the first
morning of the duck season, with rather less of its
explosiveness, for the night camps by the river are
quiet, if keen, patient and expectant. By the
twinkling of lanterns groups of fishermen are
fitting and fixing rods and tackle hours before there
is light enough to use them.
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23.5.1

European Discovery
Macquarie perch are likely to have been one of the first species encountered by Europeans when they crossed
the Great Dividing Range, with Taylor (1823) writing the first account. He recorded the presence of a perch-like
fish in the upper Macquarie Catchment. Cunningham (1825) used the term ‘bream’ to describe the fish, but
the first unambiguous account is that of Lesson (1825) who captured the species at Bathurst in February 1824,
and whose illustration confirms that the fish were Macquarie perch.
Photograph 23.8 The First Macquarie Perch

French naturalist Rene Lesson of the Coquille expedition provided the first definitive account of
Macquarie perch, catching and eating specimens from the Macquarie River at Bathurst in February
1824. Lesson named the species Macquaria australasiae (Lesson, 1825), illustrated it in the
zoological atlas of the expedition (Lesson, 1826) and returned a preserved specimen to France.
Lesson never published a detailed description of the fish and it was ultimately Georges Cuvier who
did so in 1830 based on Lesson’s specimen and two forwarded to him by Thomas Hobbes Scott
(Cuvier & Valenciennes, 1830). Image reproduced from Figure 1, Plate 14, Voyage autour du
monde execute par ordre du roi sur la corvette de La Majesté La Coquille, pendant les années 1822,
1823, 1824 et 1825. Histoire naturelle. Zoologie, Atlas from the collection of the National Library
of Australia.

23.5.2

Aboriginal Names
Many aboriginal names have been documented for ‘perch’ or ‘bream’ but the failure to provide sufficient
detail to identify the species makes it unclear which applied to Macquarie perch. Baylis recorded the
indigenous word for ‘bream’ in the Wagga Wagga area (Wiradjuri language) as being ‘Nooraderri’. A different
term, ‘Kubery’ or ‘Kooberry’, was used for grunter (Silver perch), the other candidate for ‘bream’ in the area
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(Wesson, 2001; Tenison-Woods, 1882), suggesting that ‘Nooraderri’ may have referred to Macquarie perch.
Mathews (1904) reported that the term ‘Gubir’ was used for ‘black bream’ in the Wiradjuri language, which
may also have been a name for Macquarie perch. Matthews (1909) recorded the name ‘Wunnumberu’ for
‘black bream’ in the language of the Dhudhuroa who lived along the upper Murray River and the lower Kiewa
and Mitta Mitta Rivers. As the only other candidate for ‘black bream’ in these rivers was Silver perch which
were comparatively scarce, it is almost certain that ‘Wunnumberu’ (pronounced ‘Wanambiyu’) referred to
Macquarie perch.

23.5.3

European Names
Lesson (1825) created the name Macquaria australasiae for the specimen he collected in 1824, but failed to
publish a formal description for the species. Cuvier published a detailed anatomical description of the species.
He based it on the specimen returned to France by Lesson, and on two forwarded to him by Thomas Hobbes
Scott, naming it Macquaria australasica (Cuvier & Valenciennes, 1830). Over the years a number of naturalists
described several different species of Macquarie perch separated by minor anatomical differences. These
species included Dules viverrinus, Dules christyi, Murrayia guentheri, Murrayia cyprinoides, Murrayia
bramoides, Riverina fluviatilis, Murrayia riverina and Murrayia jenkinsi (Boulenger, 1895), but none of these
gained widespread recognition. Throughout the twentieth century only one species of Macquarie perch was
recognised as Macquaria australasica.
Genetic research has indicated that populations of Macquarie perch present in the coastal Shoalhaven and
Hawkesbury-Nepean Basins in NSW may be distinct species or sub-species. It also indicates that Macquarie
perch originated in the Shoalhaven system and gained access to the Hawkesbury watershed via headwater
swamps. About six hundred thousand years ago they crossed the Great Dividing Range to colonise the MurrayDarling Basin via either the Lachlan or Macquarie catchments. Three distinct genetic stocks of Macquarie perch
in the Shoalhaven, Hawkesbury and Murray-Darling Basins are now recognised, with the suggestion the
Shoalhaven fish should be recognised as a separate species (Dufty, 1986; Faulks et al, 2009).
Macquarie perch were commonly known as ‘black bream’ or ‘perch’ but other more specific names were
utilised by anglers. Originally known in old references as Macquarie’s perch and ultimately Macquarie perch,
Ogilby (1913) recorded one name as being ‘snubnose perch’ while Stead (1913) used the alternative name of
‘Mountain perch’ for the species. Perhaps the most widely used specific name was ‘white eyes’ or ‘white eyed
bream’ with old anglers from the Macquarie catchment south into Victoria employing it. It was a commonly
used name in the oral history collected by Rhodes (1999) in north eastern Victoria, and was reported also by
Lake (1959). Their prominent eyes also gave rise to the name ‘goggle eyes’ which was recalled by anglers from
Hill End on the Macquarie to the Central Murray and Goulburn Rivers, and by one newspaper correspondent
(Argus, 23 January 1923). Commercial fishermen along the Central Murray River marketed the species locally
as ‘butterfish’.

23.5.4

Distribution and Habitat
Within the Murray-Darling Basin, Lintermans (2007) reported Macquarie perch as being historically found from
the Lachlan Catchment south, and typically found in the cool, upper reaches of the Murray-Darling Basin. The
records he provided were concentrated in the slopes and upland zones with fewer records from the lowlands.
Lake (1967b, 1971) described Macquarie perch as being found principally in the upper reaches, though not at
the sources, of the rivers of the Murray-Darling Basin which has been repeated in most subsequent
publications.
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During this project 356 locations were identified as the source of probable or certain historical accounts of
captures of Macquarie perch, and the collected evidence on the species abundance was used to develop rarity
scores. More records were obtained for Macquarie perch than for any other individual species due to the
extensive oral history collected in north eastern Victoria, and the numerous newspaper records in the
Melbourne Argus. The following table provides averages for the rarity scores created in each habitat zone in
each catchment for Macquarie perch using historical evidence in this investigation:
Table 23.6

Macquarie perch Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

2.5

4.1

4.6

4.1

VIC

3.9

4.9

2.4

0.9

SA

0.7

Basin

2.6

4.6

3.2

2.5

The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Macquarie perch were fairly common in the lowland zone (2.5),
were moderately abundant in the slopes zone (4.1), abundant in the upland zone (4.6) and moderately
abundant in the montane zone (4.1). The lowland score has been strongly influenced by the fact that while
Macquarie perch were common to abundant in some lowland rivers such as the Murray and Murrumbidgee,
they were rare or absent in others such as the lower Lachlan and Macquarie Rivers. Similarly the species was
considered to be abundant in the slopes zone of all catchments except the Macquarie and Lachlan, with the
latter two having a negative influence on the score in this zone. Most records in the montane zone originated
from the lower reaches, though it is likely that in the Lachlan and Murrumbidgee Rivers that they were present
close to the sources of these rivers. There is also some uncertainty in the score given to Macquarie perch in
the montane zone of the Upper Murray Catchment, inferred from a newspaper account, and the species
abundance in similar habitat in the adjacent Mitta Mitta Catchment. Overall the scores suggest that in NSW
the species was strongly associated with the upland and slopes zones, had a significant presence in the lower
montane zone, and in the lowlands progressively increased in abundance southwards.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Macquarie perch were moderately abundant in the lowland
zone (4.1), abundant in the slopes zone (4.9), moderately common in the upland zone (2.4) and rare, but
regularly taken, in the montane zone (0.9). The scores for the upland and montane zones have been influenced
to some degree by the presence of waterfall barriers preventing access to these zones in some catchments
such as the Campaspe. There are a number of catchments in Victoria where Macquarie perch were recorded
as being very common to abundant in the upland zone including the Mitta Mitta and Goulburn. The records in
the montane zone in Victoria originated from only the lower reaches, and the rarity scores should not be used
to infer that they were generally present in this zone. Many good records exist describing Macquarie perch as
being one of the most commonly captured species in lagoons in the slopes and lowland zones, and in some
lowland rivers such as the Ovens and Goulburn they were abundant. It can be concluded that Macquarie perch
was a widespread and common species in Victoria in most habitats below the montane zone, but was most
strongly associated with the slopes zone. The average rarity score of 0.7 in South Australia reflects the limited
records of Macquarie perch in that state. The available evidence suggests that the species was present in small
numbers in the upper reaches of the Murray in South Australia, but further downstream was present only as
vagrants.
The record provided by Lesson (1825), newspaper accounts and oral history, demonstrate conclusively that
Macquarie perch were present in the Macquarie Catchment, extending their range northwards from that
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generally reported. Anglers regularly report catching ‘Macquarie perch’ from the Darling River but these have
always proved to be dark black specimens of Silver perch (Author’s pers. obs.) and it is unlikely that Macquarie
perch had more than a vagrant status in that river. There is no evidence to suggest the Macquarie perch were
present north of the Macquarie catchment.
Macquarie perch extended well downstream into the lowlands from the Murrumbidgee Catchment south. In
the Murray River near Burramine, Macquarie perch were the second most commonly taken species by Langtry
in 1950 (Cadwallader, 1977), were regular captures in the Swan Hill area prior to the Second World War and
many hundreds of fish passed annually through the Euston Weir fish ladder (Mallen-Cooper & Brand, 2007).
Many tens of thousands of Macquarie perch were sourced from lowland habitat below the Goulburn Weir, and
in the Broken River for translocation elsewhere (Cadwallader, 1981) and they were regularly captured from
lagoons in the Bringagee area during the ‘Natures Waste’ translocation program, indicating a reasonable
presence in the lower Murrumbidgee (NSW Fisheries Report, 1918). Recent publications have indicated that
Macquarie perch spawn in upland streams, but the record of running ripe Macquarie perch being captured
near Barmah by Tubb in 1937 (Cadwallader, 1977), along with oral history suggests that under some conditions
the species can reproduce in lowland habitat. In the slopes zone historical sources record spawning
aggregations in this type of habitat. Collectively the evidence points to Macquarie perch as being an adaptable
species, at home in a diverse range of habitats from the mountain streams to the larger lowland rivers and
lagoons.
In conclusion Macquarie perch were found from the Macquarie Catchment southwards and west into South
Australia. The collective results for the Basin suggest that Macquarie perch, on average, were most abundant
in the slopes zone (4.6), were common in the upland zone (3.2) and moderately common in the lowland (2.6)
and montane (2.5) zones. The general trends from the rarity scores suggest that in the northern part of the
species range, namely the Macquarie and Lachlan catchments, Macquarie perch were primarily an upland
species, but that progressively south the favoured habitat shifted downstream into the slopes zone, though
with a significant presence generally in the upland zone and eastern parts of the lowlands. The current altitude
record for Macquarie perch is the Murrumbidgee River upstream of the present site of Tantagara Dam at
around 1300 m ASL.

23.5.5

Translocations
The most famous translocation of Macquarie perch was from the upper King Parrot Creek into the Yarra
catchment via the Plenty River in 1857 (Wilson, 1857). It was supplemented by further fish from the Murray,
Goulburn and Broken catchments over nearly a hundred years. In the twentieth century alone over 21,000
Macquarie perch were released into the Yarra River (Cadwallader, 1981). Many other translocations took place
to waters outside of the Murray-Darling Basin in Victoria including the Wimmera, Wannon, Avoca, Werribee,
Barwon and Latrobe Catchments (Cadwallader, 1981). The result of the translocations was, in most cases, the
creation of temporary populations which ultimately disappeared. A substantial population of Macquarie perch
exists in the middle to lower Yarra River, a small population persists in the Wannon River and a recent capture
by an angler suggests that they may still exist in the upper Barwon River.
In NSW Macquarie perch were translocated to Cataract Reservoir in the Nepean Catchment near Sydney from
the Berembed Weir area in 1916 where they established a substantial population (NSW Fisheries Reports,
1914; 1923) which persists to the present day (Faulks et al, 2009). In the Shoalhaven catchment there appears
to be two discrete populations of Macquarie perch, one in the lower reaches thought to be endemic, and
another in the upper reaches, particularly in the Mongarlowe River, which was created by translocation from
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the Queanbeyan area (Lintermans, 2008; Sydney Morning Herald, 26 May 1863; 15 October 1867; 22 February
1868). Attempts were made to introduce Macquarie perch to the Snowy River in NSW (Stead, 1913) but
proved unsuccessful. Macquarie perch also appear to have been translocated to the upper reaches of the
Belabula River in the Lachlan Catchment possibly as eggs sourced from the Bathurst area in the early 1880s
(Sydney Morning Herald, 4 March 1886).
Arrangements were made to introduce Macquarie perch to Tasmania, but it is not clear if any were actually
released as their introduction was opposed by the Tasmanian Salmon Commissioners (Hobart Mercury, 18
November 1909; 12 October 1911; 30 November 1911). Macquarie perch were also translocated to southern
Queensland but failed to establish (Merrick & Schmida, 1984). Several hundred were reported to have reached
England while others were possibly sent to Western Australia by William Saville-Kent (Hobart Mercury, 30
November 1911).

23.5.6

Size
Historical accounts indicate that any fish over two kg is a big Macquarie perch. In NSW fish up to 3 lb. (1.4 kg)
were considered common with individuals up to 5 lb. (2.3 kg) being officially recorded (NSW Fisheries Report,
1910-13). Lake (1959) mentioned that an 8 lb. (3.6 kg) specimen had been seen, the same figure being
subsequently quoted in many angling publications. Surveys of Macquarie perch in impoundments have
reported the capture of fish over 3 kg (Cadwallader & Rogan, 1977). Harrison reported 8 lb. (3.6 kg) specimens
to have been taken by commercial fishermen (Harrison, 1977) with fish of that size being captured near
Barmah (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). A newspaper account of an 18 lb. (8.2 kg) ‘Macquarie perch’ taken from
the Merran Creek near Swan Hill (Argus, 18 July 1924) lacks detail to confirm the identity of the fish, which was
more likely to have been a Silver perch. In 1939 a Macquarie perch weighing 7 lb. 15 oz. (3.6 kg) was caught in
the railway reservoir at Coleraine, the species having been stocked into the reservoir by the Victorian Fisheries
and Game Department (Argus, 25 February 1939), probably representing the largest accurately weighed
specimen.

23.5.7

Migrations
The mass migrations of Macquarie perch out of impoundments into inflowing rivers for spawning has been
reported (Cadwallader & Rogan, 1977). Schooling and migration appears to be a general trait of the species
having been described in the oral history in natural waters such as the Axe Creek in the Campaspe catchment,
and Larsen Creek in the Mitta Mitta catchment. Don Briggs recalled that the Yorta Yorta people considered the
Macquarie perch to be migratory and Laddie Clifford informed the author of old stories of drum nets being
filled with the species when migrating upstream between Barmah and Talmalmo. A feature of note is a strong,
but not unpleasant, odour produced by the species detected by many people though not by others. Over the
years a number of anglers have informed the author that they literally could smell large aggregations of
Macquarie perch in waterways and one suggested his dog could find the fish by smell. The author has
experienced this attribute on Lake Dartmouth when a large school swam under his boat in shallow water. One
practice, reported by anglers in north east Victoria, was the use of fire to attract Macquarie perch to the
location they fished, the species reputedly responding to light, being readily angled and at times taken by net
at the stream bank. Several anglers suggested that the light illuminated the eyes of shrimp and this attracted
the perch to the area.
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23.5.8

Community Value
Lake (1967a) described the Macquarie perch as a ‘quiet, furtive species’ and considered it to be possibly the
best freshwater table fish in Australia. Pratt concluded that it was superb eating, considering it to be in the
gourmet class (Pratt, 1979). Many anglers interviewed indicated that they considered Macquarie perch to be
the best table fish found in the Basin. Macquarie perch were part of the commercial inland fishery in NSW but
few records document the catch of this species and most date from a time when they had undergone a
substantial decline. Ogilby (1893) reported that Macquarie perch were regularly sent to the Melbourne
market. In 1965-66 1807 kg of Macquarie perch were officially recorded as landed by commercial fishermen in
NSW, dropping to 693 kg in 1974-75 (Harrison, 1977). Possible confusion of the species with Silver perch
makes the actual quantities taken uncertain. The oral history indicates that most of the commercial take
originated from the Murrumbidgee River upstream of Narrandera, the upper Edward River and the Murray
River upstream of Echuca, though fish were taken from the Murray downstream into South Australia. In the
early years of the fishery between Yarrawonga and Barmah, the take of Macquarie perch rivalled, and at times
exceeded, that of Golden perch (Laddie Clifford, pers. com.). Commercial fishermen along the Central Murray
River marketed the species locally as ‘butterfish’ and as they were considered to be the best table fish, they
often commanded the highest price per kg (Laddie Clifford, Henry Davies & Bill Ellis, pers. com.).
Macquarie perch were highly regarded as an angling fish, considered to provide excellent sport and suitable
for being taken on artificial flies (Hungerford, 1971). Many accounts recorded intense angling activity directed
at Macquarie perch in Victoria including the capture of three quarters of a tonne of fish in a single day in a
single pool below the Goulburn Weir in 1921 (Argus, 3 December 1921). Large captures of migrating
Macquarie perch in the tributary rivers of Lake Eildon were legendary; at times they resulted in phenomenal
harvests measured in tonnes per week (Cadwallader & Rogan, 1977) with anglers forming queues at favoured
holes. In NSW Macquarie perch received far less publicity than in Victoria, but the historical evidence indicates
that in the upland rivers they were also the focus of considerable angling activity, comprising a substantial part
of the catch. Overall, in non-lowland habitats in the southern half of the Murray-Darling Basin Macquarie
perch were once probably the most important angling species after cod. The enthusiasm that anglers had for
Macquarie perch is exemplified by the atmosphere captured by journalist Donald Macdonald one morning in
1921:
It was the opening morning of the fishing season at the great Nagambie weir on the Goulburn, and while it was
yet dark some two hundred fishermen from all over the Valley, and some carloads of enthusiasts from the city
were waiting for first go at the Macquarie perch / it was a fine scene in eagerness and activity, this midnight to
morning rush down all the red roads of the famous valley for Macquarie perch (Argus, 3 December 1921).

23.5.9

Decline & Current Status
For such a once prolific species Macquarie perch has undergone a dramatic decline in its distribution and
abundance. The historical evidence suggests that significant reductions in populations in some areas were
evident by the early twentieth century with widespread population extinctions occurring from 1920-60.
Macquarie perch had virtually disappeared in some of the higher altitude habitats, such the upper Macquarie,
Mitta Mitta, Murray, King and Loddon Rivers by the end of the First World War. A further decrease was
evident in the slopes zone by the late 1930s including the Macquarie, Murray, Kiewa, Ovens and Goulburn
Rivers. By the end of the 1960s the endemic populations were largely restricted to the upper Lachlan and
upper Murrumbidgee Catchments in NSW and the ACT, with limited numbers present elsewhere in the
Murray-Darling Basin in that state, and relic populations in the slopes and upland zones of the Mitta Mitta,
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Ovens, Broken and Goulburn Catchments in Victoria. Since that time most of the remaining populations, while
persisting, have been further impacted by a range of factors including river regulation, bush fire events, the
introduction of exotic fish species and possibly EHN Virus. The construction and filling of Lake Dartmouth on
the Mitta Mitta River during the 1970s resulted in the proliferation of Macquarie perch in that water and the
creation of a major fishery. In subsequent years the population in Lake Dartmouth has progressively
diminished and while still present, the species is no longer abundant in that water. The most secure population
is probably the one translocated to the Yarra River in the nineteenth century.
While still present in areas of the Hawkesbury, the endemic form of Macquarie perch appear to have recently
become extinct in the Shoalhaven Catchment (Faulks et al, 2009), though the translocated population of the
Murray-Darling form still exists in the upper reaches. If the endemic Shoalhaven form of Macquarie perch is
ultimately determined to be a distinct species its loss may represent the first extinction of an Australian native
fish, for it has not been detected in the wild since 1998, and none are known to be held in captivity with the
last known specimen dying in 2008 (Faulks et al, 2009). Although almost disappearing from the Yarra River by
the 1970s (Author’s pers. obs.) the translocated population of Macquarie perch has undergone a remarkable
recovery and today the Yarra River contains the best remaining riverine population of the species.
In NSW Macquarie perch are listed as endangered under the Fisheries Management Act 1994; in the ACT it is
classified as endangered under the Nature Conservation Act 1980; in Victoria are listed as endangered under
the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988. In South Australia Macquarie perch are considered extinct, and are
protected by regulations under the Fisheries Act 2007. The only waters in which Macquarie perch can be taken
by angling are in Victoria, namely the Yarra River and Lake Dartmouth and its tributaries. Until recently
Macquarie perch have proved very difficult to breed in captivity but in 2010 the Narrandera Fisheries Centre
successfully produced several hundred fingerlings which were liberated into a tributary of the Abercrombie
River. In the same year in Victoria breakthroughs were also made at the DPI Snobs Creek Hatchery resulting in
the production of several thousand fish. In Victoria the intention is to create recreational fisheries and improve
the conservation status of the species with the primary stocking sites being Expedition Pass and William Hovel
Reservoirs, the Ovens and Buffalo Rivers and the Goulburn River between Yea and Seymour.
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Figure 23.5

A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Macquarie Perch in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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23.6

Catfish, Tandanus tandanus

The Queenslander, 30 August 1879
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TANDAN.
BY FISHHOOK.
The color in this fish, as with many others,
depends on the habitat of the fish, clear
running streams containing the most silvery
coloured specimens. I have caught tandans, in
a creek with muddy and clayey banks, of a
dirty yellow, and in almost every stream they
have different shades. The tandan is a freshwater fish, and may be found in any of the
waters which the cod perch (Gustes Peelii)
inhabit. It is a very peculiarly-shaped fish,
having a thick head rather flat on top, with
several tentacles on the upper and lower jaw,
the body thick and nearly round, and tapering
off with a tail like an eel; scales, if any, not
visible to the naked eye, but there is a thick
slime over the body. Though their looks are
not prepossessing, these fish are very good
eating – much superior indeed to many of
more aristocratic shape. The usual weight of
the tandan is about 3lb., and its food is small
fresh water molluscs, which I always fin in the
stomachs of those I catch. The only bait they
will take freely are worms or grubs, and they
are fine and lively when hooked, often
jumping out of the water. Like the cod, they
are not found in schools, though often in pairs,
and they haunt the edges of rapids or fords
when the stream runs strong and forms eddies,
and at the junction of creeks and gullies after
rains – when worms or insects are brought
down by the water. In the evening they find
their way into the shallow water only a few
inches deep on fords, looking for shellfish or
other food. My plan for catching the tandan in
these shallow places is to cast my line down
the stream and work it gently up and across the
running water. There is no nibbling, but a
sudden snatch at the bait, and a rush on the
fish’s part for deeper water. Capital sport may
be had in this manner of an evening, but the
angler requires to keep very quiet, for on the
slightest noise the fish glide off into the main
stream
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23.6.1

European Discovery
The first account of Catfish originated in 1818 when Oxley encountered the species in the Wellington area:
A new species of fish was caught, having four smellers above and four under the mouth; the hind part of it
resembled an eel, it had one dorsal fin, and four other fins, with a white belly; it measured twenty-one inches
and a half, and weighed about two pounds three quarters (Oxley, 1820).

In December 1831 Mitchell (1838) captured Catfish in a lagoon near the Namoi River at Tangulda, sketching
one in his journal, and recording observations of additional specimens he captured in the Barwon River a few
weeks later.
Photograph 23.9 The First Catfish

Major Thomas Mitchell created this illustration in his journal of a Catfish captured from a lagoon near
Tangulda in December 1831, naming the species Plotosus tandanus (Mitchell, 1839). Image
reproduced with permission from the collection of the State Library of Victoria.

23.6.2

Aboriginal Names
Mitchell (1838) recorded the term ‘Tandan’ being used by aborigines near the Barwon River for the species,
suggesting a Yuwaalaraay or Gamilaraay origin. In South Australia, in Lake Alexandrina, Catfish were known to
the aboriginal people as ‘Pomery’ (Ngarrindjeri) (French, 1847; Zeitz, 1902), while near Blanchetown they were
called ‘Pulyee’ by the Morunde people (Argus, 19 September 1848). In the Merbein area (Jari Jari) Catfish were
called ‘Kenaru’ (Blandowski, 1858), while Baylis recorded ‘Dundong’ as being the name for Catfish near Wagga
Wagga (Wiradjuri) (Wesson, 2001). In the Wemba Wemba language Catfish were known as ‘Wanyakayi’ or
‘Pirra-wil’ (Hercus, 1992) while in Yorta Yorta language it was known as ‘Wannhak’ (Bowe & Morey, 1999).
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23.6.3

European Names
In 1838 Mitchell published a formal description of Catfish based on specimens he captured in 1831 naming the
species Plotosus tandanus:
Family, Siluridae, Cuv.; Genus Plotosus, Lacepede, or Eel-fish; subgenus, Tandanus mihi; species, Plotosus
Tandanus mihi; or Tandan Eel-fish. Colour, silvery. The dorsal fin placed half way between the pectoral and
ventral has six rays, of which the middle two are the longest. (Plate 6, fig 2, page 44). Obs.... Tandan, is an
aboriginal name (Mitchell, 1838).

The species was later reassigned to the genus Copidoglanis but ultimately was placed in a new genus Tandanus
and is now known as Tandanus tandanus (Paxton et al., 1989). Lake (1959) listed Catfish, freshwater jewfish,
tandan, dewfish, eelfish, eel-tailed catfish and kenaru as common names used for the species and a newspaper
account reported that it was also known as ‘Murray ling’ (Yea Chronicle, 6 April 1893).

23.6.4

Distribution and Habitat
Apart from the Murray-Darling Basin, Catfish are found in catchments along the east coast from the
Hawkesbury north to the Barron, near Cairns. Recent genetic research has indicated that some of the coastal
populations may represent distinct sub-species or new species of Tandanus. It appears that the ancestral
forms originated on the east coast before invading and colonising the Murray-Darling Basin through stream
capture events (Musyl & Keenan, 1996; Jerry, 2005).
Within the Murray-Darling Basin, Lintermans (2007) recorded Catfish as being historically widespread
throughout the Basin, though south of the Macquarie Catchment were rarely recorded upstream of the
lowlands. He suggested that the species preferred slow-flowing streams and lake habitats, an association with
more placid or stagnant habitats rather than flowing streams has also been suggested by other authors (e.g.,
Lake, 1967b; Llewellyn, 1983)
During this project 196 locations were identified as the source of probable or certain historical accounts of
captures of Catfish and the collected evidence on the species abundance was used to develop rarity scores.
The following table provides averages for the rarity scores created in each habitat zone in each catchment for
Catfish using historical evidence in this investigation:
Table 23.7

Catfish Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

4.3

3.9

1.8

0.4

VIC

3.1

1.5

0.1

0.0

SA

4.3

Basin

3.9

2.4

0.7

0.2

The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Catfish were moderately abundant in the lowland (4.3) and
slopes zones (3.9) with a modest presence in upland areas (1.8) and occasionally penetrating into the montane
zone (0.4). The lowland and slopes scores have been influenced to some degree by the fact that Catfish were
sometimes not reported to be abundant in the main channel of streams even though they had a strong
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presence in the adjacent lagoons. The upland and montane scores have been significantly influenced by
records indicating Catfish to have been common in the upland zones in the Macquarie and Lachlan
catchments, with reliable accounts of captures at the very bottom of the montane zone. South of the Lachlan
there are very few accounts of Catfish being taken upstream of the slopes zone. A museum record exists for a
Catfish from the upper Murrumbidgee River near Cooma (Australian Museum database) but the actual
collection details have not survived, so there is some doubt as to its reliability. There is no historical evidence
of Catfish being present in the upland or montane zones of the Murrumbidgee prior to translocations, though
additional historical research may locate evidence for their former presence. In NSW Catfish were strongly
associated with the lowland and slopes zones and progressively extended into the upland zone in the northern
catchments.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Catfish were common in the lowland zone (3.1) and had a
modest presence in the slopes zone (1.5). As in NSW, their reported abundance in lagoons upstream to Mitta
Mitta, Bright and Eildon in the slopes zone, suggest a stronger association with this zone than what the main
channel rarity scores indicate. Catfish were very rare in the upland zone (0.1) being only recorded from the
Loddon Catchment near Clunes, and in the Ovens Catchment near Harrietville. Catfish are unreported from the
montane zone in Victoria. The average rarity score of 4.3 for South Australia indicates that the species was
fairly abundant in the lower Murray River though there is evidence that their numbers varied along the length
of the river.
Lake (1967b) suggested that low water temperatures restricted the distribution of Catfish, reporting that a
temperature of 4 °C for several days proved fatal to juveniles as well as to some adults held in ponds.
Tennison-Woods (1882) described the species as being ‘very abundant in the lagoons and backwaters of the
western rivers’. In contrast the coastal populations are associated with stream habitats commonly with gravel
or sand substrates (Kennard & Pusey, 1997). The historical evidence confirms the species former abundance in
lagoon and lake habitats, but also indicates that Catfish were, in places, common in flowing streams
sometimes into the upland zone such as the Macquarie River.
In conclusion the collective results for the Basin suggest that Catfish, on average, were reasonably abundant in
the lowland zone (3.9) with a significant presence in the slopes zone (2.4). They were rare in the upland zone
south of the Lachlan but progressively increased in abundance in this zone northwards. Historically, Catfish
showed a strong association with the lowland and slopes zones particularly in billabongs, lakes and
backwaters. The current altitude record for Catfish is in the montane zone in the lower Duckmaloi River at
about 800 m ASL.

23.6.5

Translocations
On at least one occasion Catfish from the Murray-Darling Basin were translocated to a coastal stream, namely
the Hunter River (Maitland Mercury & Hunter River General Advertiser, 3 October 1885). They were probably
also introduced to the Nepean Catchment amongst consignments of other native fish (NSW Fisheries Reports,
1914, 1923). Anglers have reported occasional captures of Catfish from the lower Yarra River, but it is
unknown whether these fish have originated from recent releases or from translocation activities in the early
twentieth century. Occasional captures have occurred elsewhere in southern Victoria. Catfish were
translocated from the Murray River to the Wimmera River during the 1960s where they have established a
self-supporting population (Clunie & Koehn, 2001a).
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23.6.6

Size
Blandowski (1858) reported specimens up to 8 lb. (3.6 kg) being taken from the Merbein area while Langtry
(Cadwallader, 1977) recorded similar sized fish being captured from the Murrumbidgee River. A maximum
weight of 15 lb. (6.8 kg) and a length of up to 3 ft. (0.9 m) has been reported (Roughley, 1951; NSW Fisheries
Report, 1887). Oral history suggests that Catfish as large as 20 lb. (9.1 kg) have been taken in the past by
commercial fishermen and fish up to 14 lb. (6.4 kg) were reported to have been captured from the Merran
Creek (Argus, 18 July 1924). The largest specimen for which there is a well-documented record was taken by
Mitchell in 1836 from the Goobang Creek near Condobolin and weighed 12 lb. (5.5 kg) (Mitchell, 1838).

23.6.7

Nesting
Mitchell was the first to record the construction of a nest by Catfish for their eggs:
I had previously observed, elsewhere, in the aquatic weeds growing in extensive reaches, clear circular
openings, showing white parts of the bottom, over which one or two fishes continually swam round in circles. I
now found in the dry bed, that such circles consisted of a raised edge of sand, and were filled with stones, some
as large as a man's closed fist (Mitchell, 1848).

Many historical accounts recorded the nests of Catfish, often reporting them being constructed in amongst
reeds in lagoons in the lowlands, or out of gravel in creeks or anabranches in the slopes and upland zones.
Lake (1967a) reported that Catfish eggs sourced from nests in hatchery ponds were non-adhesive but recent
work with captive fish has demonstrated that they are slightly adhesive (Trueman, 2006). Several historical
accounts suggest that Catfish occasionally emerged from the water’s edge to feed on moist river banks, or
could cross over land a short distance between water bodies (Argus, 14 December 1917, 26 December 1917, 1
October 1920).

23.6.8

Community Use
Catfish, while secondary in importance to cod and Golden perch, were a significant part of the inland
commercial fishery. Tenison-Woods (1882) stated that Catfish were ‘brought abundantly to Melbourne by the
Echuca railway’ demonstrating their popularity as a table fish at an early date. The oral history indicates that at
times they were specifically targeted by commercial fisherman, were regularly sent to the Sydney Market
(Roughley, 1955). As recently as 1969 20 tonnes were marketed in South Australia (Hammer et al., 2007). A
few anglers loathed its appearance and this is probably contributed to the fact that very few historical
photographs have been located of the species. In addition some people viewed the fish with suspicion,
considering it to be poisonous. It is only the three spines in the fins containing a mild toxin which are capable
of causing pain and swelling.
In the oral history most people held Catfish in high regard. Some rural families fondly recalled Catfish as
providing a desperately needed source of income during the Great Depression. Catfish were popular with
many people as both a table and angling fish. People interviewed reported that they preferred it as a table fish
to Murray cod. Many anglers found Catfish to be a challenging adversary, as lauded by one Goulburn Valley
angler in 1923:
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When a catfish is hooked the angler’s first thought is that he has been snagged, but the lively antics of the fish
at the end of the line quickly dispels this idea. Only a trout of all our river fish makes livelier dashes. To get a fair
sized catfish out of a river full of snags on a fine line and a light rod requires no little skill. There are many
Goulburn anglers who ask for no better sport (Argus, 1 January 1923).

23.6.9

Decline & Current Status
The historical evidence suggests that in Victoria a dramatic decline occurred in Catfish populations during
1920-40 particularly in the slopes zone, where they had been abundant in lagoons. Major kills of Catfish were
documented in the Goulburn Catchment between 1908 and 1929. Having once been abundant in the Central
Murray River, by the late 1930s Catfish were considered rare captures upstream of Euston Weir (Roughley,
1951; Cadwallader, 1977) and disappeared after a drought in the upper Murray around 1918. Catfish are
recorded as having become scarce in parts of the Murrumbidgee River by 1937 (Sydney Morning Herald, 7
August 1937). They maintained substantial populations in the lower Murray River, Riverina anabranches and
lakes, the Darling River, and the lower Lachlan River until the 1970s (Clunie & Koehn, 2001a) but have
subsequently declined in these areas. Today substantial Catfish populations are restricted to the northern part
of the Basin, some impoundments, and the translocated population in the Wimmera River with scattered relic
populations elsewhere.
In NSW, Catfish are listed as Endangered under the Fisheries Management Act 1994 and can only be taken by
anglers from listed impoundments and coastal rivers; in Victoria they are listed as threatened under the Flora
and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988 and can only be taken from the Wimmera River. In South Australia Catfish are
considered endangered and cannot be taken by anglers, having been protected by regulations under the
Fisheries Act 2007.There is a recent proposal in Victoria to produce Catfish in hatcheries and stock juveniles
into some waters for recreational angling and to assist in the recovery of wild populations.
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Figure 23.6

A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Freshwater Catfish in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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23.7

River Blackfish, Gadopsis marmoratus, & Two-spined Blackfish, Gadopsis bispinosus

Argus, 29 May 1925
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BLACKFISH NOTES
Without challenging scientific conclusions on
the point, my impression agrees with that of
“Loddon.” Who concludes that the small
blackfish got in Victorian streams north of the
Divide is distinct from the larger southern
blackfish. The size alone would lead one to
suspect that conclusion. With fish of the same
species, size is mainly a matter of food supply,
and when one notes the size and numbers of
both native and introduced fish which thrive in
the northern streams that are tributaries of the
Murray it is difficult to believe that scarcity of
food has dwarfed the northern blackfish, which
at its best only weighs a few ounces, and is a
Tom Thumb as compared with some of the
giants of the southern rivers. Mr. Tom Fisher,
after months of investigation, believes that there
is more than one species in Gippsland, though
others think that marked differences in
appearance only indicate particular stages of
growth in the same variety. My recollection of
the northern blackfish is that it is always slim,
and never at the same weight anything like so
strong or deep in the body as the southern
variety.
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23.7.1

European Discovery
The earliest European account of Blackfish is the description of the species by Richardson (1848) based on the
skin of a dried specimen collected during the expedition of the Erebus and Terror collected from ‘southern
parts of Australia’. In the Murray-Darling Basin the earliest account is that of Blandowski (1858) who reported
their presence in billabongs near Merbein in 1857.
Photograph 23.10 The First Blackfish

Illustration of a Blackfish, Gadopsis marmoratus, in the first taxonomic description of the species.
From Plate 59, Ichthyology of the voyage of H. M. S. Erebus and Terror, under the command of
Captain Sir James Ross. Image reproduced from the collection of the National Library of Australia.

23.7.2

Aboriginal Names
Blandowski (1858) recorded ‘Paltk’ as the name for Blackfish of the Yarree Yarree near Merbein. In the
McKenzie’s Falls area in the Grampians ‘Mekunang’ was used by local aboriginal people (Djadjawurrung) for
Blackfish (Wesson, 2001), while the Ngunawal people of the Canberra area referred to Blackfish as ‘wuggar’
(Mathews, 1904). In 1847 Victorian surveyor W. S. Urquhart noted in his field book that ‘werrup’ was used by
the Bunnerong people of Gippsland as the word for the Blackfish and he elected to name the large swampland
east of Cranbourne as ‘kowe-werrup’ (= ‘water-blackfish’) indicating the presence of plentiful Blackfish
(Wesson, 2001). Today the town of Koo-Wee-Rup honours the former presence of Blackfish in the local
swamps most of which have been drained and turned into farmland.

23.7.3

European Names
Richardson (1848) named the species Gadopsis marmoratus though it is unknown whether the specimen
originated from the Australian mainland or Tasmania (Ogilby, 1913). Early accounts highlighted differences in
size between the various populations, as well as variations in form and colour. A number of naturalists
concluded that there was more than one Blackfish species. Blandowski (1858) named the species Brosmius
bleasdalii. McCoy (1879) proposed the existence of two additional species Gadopsis gracilis and G. gibbosus
from the Yarra and Bunyip catchments respectively, though later workers did not recognise any of them
(Ogilby, 1913). In the late twentieth it was demonstrated that there were two distinct species in the MurrayDarling Basin, the second being the Two-spined blackfish Gadopsis bispinosus which appears to be largely
restricted to upland habitats as far north as the ACT (Sanger, 1984). Recent research has suggested that
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Gadopsis marmoratus should be separated into two separate species, one present in southern Victoria and
Tasmania and the other in the Murray-Darling Basin ,with populations in the Murray-Darling Basin showing a
fair degree of genetic diversity (Miller et al., 2004).
Common names used in the past for Blackfish included fresh-water blackfish, tailor or tailer, marbled river cod,
slippery, gudgeon, Nikkie long cod and Nikkie (Ogilby, 1913). Lintermans (2007) listed slimy, muddy and greasy
as additional names for the species. Modern publications use the term ‘Freshwater blackfish’ to distinguish
them from a common estuarine and marine species known as ‘blackfish’. During the author’s youth a
commonly used named for Blackfish in north east Victoria was ‘grayling’, and also used by one newspaper
correspondent (Argus, 7 November 1911). This causes considerable confusion with a coastal species sharing
that name, the Australian grayling Prototroctes mareana. In the upper Lachlan catchment a number of anglers
referred to Blackfish as ‘blueguts’.

23.7.4

Distribution and Habitat
Blackfish are naturally found outside of the Murray-Darling Basin in catchments along the southern coast of
the mainland, from the Onkaparinga and Torrens catchments eastwards to the Snowy River, and also in
northern Tasmania (Ogilby, 1913). It appears that a population of Blackfish may have existed in the
headwaters of at least one east coast stream in NSW with ‘slipperies’ being reported in the Jenolan River
upstream of the Jenolan Caves (Maher, OH 5).
Within the Murray-Darling Basin Lintermans (2007) recorded River blackfish as being historically widespread
throughout northern Victoria, restricted to the middle and upper reaches of most NSW catchments, but absent
from the Darling River and some of its northern tributaries. He identified Two-spined blackfish as having been
found from the Murrumbidgee Catchment south to the Goulburn Catchment, and as being restricted to upland
and montane habitats (Lintermans, 2007).
During this project 210 locations were identified as the source of probable or certain historical accounts of
captures of Blackfish and the collected evidence on the species abundance was used to develop rarity scores. It
was impossible to distinguish between historical accounts of River blackfish and Two-spined blackfish, most
records simply describing the fish as ‘Blackfish’ or one of the many common names employed for these fish. It
is assumed that many accounts of Blackfish within the known range of Two-spined blackfish probably relate to
that species though in some areas the two species can be found together. The following table provides
averages for the rarity scores created in each habitat zone in each catchment for Blackfish using historical
evidence in this investigation:
Table 23.8

Blackfish Average Rarity Scores
Zones

Area

Lowland

Slopes

Upland

Montane

NSW & ACT

2.2

4.7

4.5

4.1

VIC

4.0

4.6

4.7

2.0

SA

1.5

Basin

2.6

4.6

4.6

3.4
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The average rarity scores suggest that in NSW Blackfish had a modest presence in lowland habitats (2.2) but
were abundant in the slopes (4.7) and upland (4.5) zones and moderately abundant in the montane zone (4.1).
The records for Blackfish in the montane zone in NSW are somewhat limited, but those that exist in the
Macquarie, Lachlan and Upper Murray Catchments suggest that they were locally moderately abundant in the
lower reaches of this zone, particularly in the larger creeks. The lowland score has been influenced by the fact
that Blackfish were recorded as being rare, or at best moderately common, in the main channel of some
lowland rivers, but were very common in adjacent lagoon habitats. The species had a stronger association with
the lowlands than what the score suggests. Many historical accounts record an association of Blackfish with
lagoons in the lowlands, Tenison-Woods (1882) describing the species as a ‘mud fish’ found in the lowlands.
Ogilby (1913) provided a significant record in reporting them to have been common in lagoons at Walgett, well
west of the records provided by Lintermans (2007). The historical evidence indicates that in NSW Blackfish
were abundant in all non-lowland habitats and, while common in some lowland rivers, were more prevalent in
lagoons in this habitat zone.
In Victoria the average rarity scores suggest that Blackfish were very common to abundant in lowland (4.0),
slopes (4.6) and upland zones (4.7) and had a modest presence in the montane zone (2.0). The figure for the
montane zone has been influenced to some degree by limited records in some areas. In some catchments such
as the Mitta Mitta there is good evidence of them having been common in the lower reaches of the montane
zone. Unlike the other larger native species, Blackfish were sometimes present upstream of significant
waterfall barriers. As in NSW, historical accounts record a strong presence in lagoons in the lowlands and, in
addition, they were common in lowland creeks. It can be concluded that Blackfish were very common in most
habitats in Victoria with the exception of the upper reaches of the montane zone. The average rarity score of
1.5 for South Australia reflects the limited records of Blackfish in the Basin in that state. Some accounts
suggest that Blackfish may have been common in lagoons along the lower Murray (Blandowski, 1858; Argus, 2
February 1922, 7 July 1925) and in the lower lakes (Zeitz, 1902).
In conclusion Blackfish appear to have been present in a diverse range of habitats from the montane zone
down to Lake Alexandrina. Ogilby (1913) reported their past abundance in slopes, upland and montane
habitats into alpine conditions, and in some of these areas they were prolific. A trend appears that in the
western lowlands Blackfish were generally far more common in lagoons and lakes than rivers. The collective
results for the Basin suggest that Blackfish, on average, were abundant in the slopes (4.6) and upland zones
(4.6), were common in the montane zone (3.4) and reasonably common in the lowland zone (2.6). Of the
larger fish species, in the Basin Blackfish generally were reported to be found at higher altitudes than the
others, and in some small creeks, were the largest species present. The current altitude record for Blackfish is
in the montane zone in the upper Cotter River at about 1000 m ASL (Lintermans, 1998) though it is likely that
they were found at even higher locations in some catchments, particularly the upper Murrumbidgee.

23.7.5

Translocations
On several occasions anglers have advocated introducing coastal Blackfish into the Murray-Darling Basin and it
appears that this may have taken place in the upper Loddon River near Glenlyon (Argus, 26 September 1930).
Blackfish were on one occasion translocated from the Murray-Darling Basin near Heathcote to Hanging Rock
Reservoir, in the coastal Maribyrnong catchment (Argus, 1 February 1924). It was reported that Blackfish had
been translocated to the Snowy River with specimens sourced from the Craigie River in Victoria in 1883
(Ogilby, 1913). The Craigie River is part of the Snowy Catchment, so the species was clearly native to the
catchment.
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23.7.6

Size
In coastal Victoria and Tasmania Blackfish have been reported to grow to a substantial size. Ogilby (1913)
quoted a letter received from Tasmania reporting fish as heavy as 12 lb. (5.5 kg) being taken and 7 lb. (3.2 kg)
plentiful stating ‘I may mention three rods taking 24 dozen in a night, and another three rods taking 63,
weighing from 1½ to 6 lb. apiece’. In the Murray-Darling Basin huge specimens have never been reported.
Ogilby (1913) stated that anything over 12 inches (30 cm) was considered a large fish with specimens up to 18
inches (45 cm) being captured in the Macquarie catchment. Tenison-Woods (1882) reported a specimen
measuring 16½ inches (41 cm) in length.
Blackfish in the Murray-Darling Basin have, on occasion, been reported to grow to a reasonable weight. Fish
stocked into a farm dam at St. Arnaud reached 1½ lb. (0.7 kg) (Argus, 27 February 1932) while fish up to 1 lb.
11 oz. (0.9 kg) were taken from a creek near Stewarts Bridge, on the lower Goulburn River (Argus, 17
September 1929). Even allowing for some angler exaggeration it appears that under some circumstances long
lived individuals can reach over a pound (0.5 kg) in weight. Historical accounts have suggested that Blackfish
avoid direct sunlight and are most active at night or when the water is discoloured during floods. Albino
Blackfish have been captured with one recorded from the upper Hughes Creek near Ruffy in 1938 (Argus, 18
June 1938), possibly another in Tasmania (Hobart Mercury, 5 October 1881).

23.7.7

Community Value
Blackfish are the smallest of the native fish regularly taken by anglers in the southern half of the MurrayDarling Basin. The southern form of River blackfish, which grew to in excess of 5 kg, was a popular target of
anglers in southern Victoria and northern Tasmania and was considered to have superb table qualities. C. J.
Dennis wrote a poem indicating his admiration for the species namely ‘The Blackfish’ published in the
Melbourne Herald in 1937. Donald Macdonald in his book Gum Boughs and Wattle Bloom (MacDonald, 1887)
devoted a whole chapter to the pleasure he gained from catching Blackfish.
In the Murray-Darling Basin, Blackfish were often overshadowed as an angling target by the larger species,
though many oral accounts indicate that in the early days ‘greasies’ were popular as bait for cod in some areas.
Many anglers welcomed them when nothing else was biting due to their excellent table qualities. In the
smaller creeks Blackfish were often the main target of anglers and they were popular with children. Comments
penned by Strathbogie angler Collin Halsall reflect the admiration that many anglers held for Blackfish in the
Murray-Darling Basin:
I feel I would be remiss if I did not pay a special tribute to the humble Blackfish which has been caught up to 14
inches long and three quarters of a pound in weight. Black fish in local streams average about 5 or 6 inches.
They are called “Greasies” by many anglers but are recognised as an excellent sweet pan fish even though
small. Many a budding angler started his lifetime sport with a bamboo rod fishing for “Blackies” (Halsall, 1979).

23.7.8

Decline & Current Status
Blackfish are now rare in some catchments such as the Macquarie, Lachlan, Riverina and Central Murray, and
in South Australia. Today Blackfish are most commonly associated with higher altitude habitats, but the
historical evidence indicates that they were formerly very common in lagoon habitats in the lowlands from the
Murrumbidgee Catchment south. They have disappeared from many areas, though persist in others, notably in
some catchments in north east Victoria where they are common. Historical accounts indicate that during the
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first half of the twentieth century they virtually disappeared from many upland areas. In recent decades they
have made somewhat of a recovery in this habitat in Victoria. Blackfish have almost totally vanished from
lowland habitats. From the limited available historical evidence it appears that lowland populations underwent
a general decline from 1900-40 and can be considered to be critically endangered in this zone. Populations
persist in South Australia in four tributaries of the Mount Lofty Ranges namely the Marne, Bremer and Angas
Rivers and the Tookayerta Creek. A program to produce juvenile Blackfish in captivity in South Australia
resulted in success in 2009 and a captive breeding program is also underway at the Narrandera Fisheries
Centre in NSW (Westergaard & Ye, 2010).
In NSW, River blackfish and Two-spined blackfish are totally protected under the Fisheries Management Act
1994. Two-spined blackfish in the ACT is classified as vulnerable under the Nature Conservation Act 1980 and is
protected from angler take. In South Australia River blackfish are considered endangered and cannot be taken
by anglers, where they are protected by regulations under the Fisheries Act 2007. In Victoria Two-spined
blackfish are listed under the Flora and Fauna Guarantee Act 1988, but the species can be taken by anglers as
can River blackfish.
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Figure 23.7

A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Blackfish Species in the
Southern Murray-Darling Basin
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Table 23.9

ASFB Conservation Status of Murray-Darling Basin Fishes

The following table presents the most recent (2011) assessment of the conservation status of Murray-Darling
Basin Fishes by the Threatened Fishes Committee of the Australian Society for Fish Biology courtesy of the
Convenor, Mark Lintermans (Mark.Lintermans@canberra.edu.au). It utilises IUCN conservation categories and
criteria.
Category

Scientific Name

Common Name

Craterocephalus fluviatilis

Murray hardyhead

Galaxias fuscus

Barred galaxias

Maccullochella macquariensis

Trout cod

Macquaria australasica

Macquarie perch

Craterocephalus amniculus

Darling River hardyhead

Edelia obscura

Yarra pygmy perch

Galaxias rostratus

Flat-headed galaxias

Maccullochella peelii

Murray cod

Mogurnda adspersa

Southern purple-spotted gudgeon

CRITICALLY ENDANGERED

ENDANGERED

VULNERABLE

LOWER RISK – LEAST CONCERN
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