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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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23.3 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 

 

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 

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. 

http://www.andrewisles.com/AndrewIsles/search.cfm?rtd=1&sf=author&ss=r&sst=Richardson,%20John.
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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 Murray-

Darling 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. 

 



23-36 True Tales of the Trout Cod: River Histories of the Murray-Darling Basin 

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 self-

supporting. 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 A Reconstruction of the Historical Distribution & Abundance of Golden Perch 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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