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23 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 Definitions of Rarity Scores used in the Project 

Abundance 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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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 fresh-

water 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 

 

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). 

 
  

 

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. 
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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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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 

CRITICALLY ENDANGERED   

 Craterocephalus fluviatilis Murray hardyhead 

 Galaxias fuscus  Barred galaxias 

 Maccullochella macquariensis Trout cod 

   

ENDANGERED   

 Macquaria australasica Macquarie perch 

   

VULNERABLE   

 Craterocephalus amniculus Darling River hardyhead 

 Edelia obscura Yarra pygmy perch 

 Galaxias rostratus Flat-headed galaxias 

 Maccullochella peelii Murray cod 

   

LOWER RISK – LEAST CONCERN   

 Mogurnda adspersa Southern purple-spotted gudgeon 
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