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I’m a water person, a river person, a fish person. I spend an 
inordinate amount of my time grubbing around in the bottom 
of muddy waterholes and rivers, thinking about the why and 
how of fish that live in particular areas. It wasn’t planned, it just 
happened. I’ve always been fascinated by how living things get 
by on the planet, but this interest has manifested itself in the 
mysterious world of things living under water. And this fascina-
tion has narrowed further over the years, and now focuses on 
fishy things within the driest bits of the driest inhabited planet 
on Earth. Fish and deserts are unusual bedfellows, but that’s the 
way it is.

Growing up in the 70s and 80s, I was born into the east coast 
middle-class culture that valued hard work and success. Happily, 
this east coast culture also included the coast itself, which was 
wild and free, and allowed us youngsters to explore it and, in 
my case at least, begin a long and fishy journey that continues 

INTRODUCTION
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desert fishing lessons

to lure me to remote parts of Australia. No matter where I go, 
I still find myself peering into the water and wondering what 
might be going on.

I remember on Boxing Day 1985, schoolmates Marty, Alan 
and I drove up to Bateau Bay on the New South Wales central 
coast. We unloaded the car, pulled on backpacks, picked up 
bundles of fishing rods and then traipsed around to the rocks 
at the southern side of the smaller beach. Dropping our packs 
and tins of spaghetti, we scuttled out to the only platform high 
enough to fish from. As we reached the spot, the rain set in so 
we beat an expletive-filled retreat back to the small clearing 
where we had made camp throughout the year, something that 
driver’s licences and borrowed station wagons had made possible. 
Improvements in both our fishing tackle and techniques for 
landing gamefish from the rocks meant our targets had gradually 
become bigger, faster and stronger. Back then we ate, slept and 
breathed fishing. 

We sat in the rain and became miserable. We never took 
tents, preferring to put a sleeping bag out in the sand. We 
figured that if it was too wet to sleep, it was probably too wet 
to fish as well, so we’d just go home. On this occasion though, 
we’d only just arrived and so we waited a little longer. Soon 
the rain disappeared, leaving a humid east-coast afternoon, a 
washed and scrubbed rock platform and a rainbow hovering 
over the rolling Pacific Ocean. We headed back out to the little 

using a small metal lure. (A pike is an elongated, missile-shaped 
fish with a fearsome set of teeth that prowls around the coast 

There was only about an hour of light left so I quickly rigged up 
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a live-baiting outfit. Using the jargon we loved so much at the 
time, we were going to ‘float out a livie on a cut-down Snyder 
MT9120 with a roller tip and a Sealine 50H with 400 metres 
of 10 kilo’. What it meant in English was that we were using 
a strong rod with a roller tip to minimise line friction, and a 
suitable reel spooled with a 10-kilogram breaking strain line. 
The pike was a mean-looking beast about 40 centimetres long. 
Anything that was going to eat it was going to be substantially 
larger.

Live-baiting is exactly as it sounds, so it’s important to get 
the ‘bait’ back in the water as quickly as possible. I threaded the 
line through the ten guides, tied on a swivel, then two metres of 
60 kilogram trace, a polystyrene bobby cork and an appropriate 
hook. I pushed the hook just behind the pike’s head but above 
its lateral line, and then lowered it into the swell lapping at the 
rocks. If you’re lucky, the fish will swim away from the rocks, 
and the current will assist in drifting the impaled fish into 
deeper water. If you’re not, the bait ends up banging against the 
rocks and the line snags on whatever’s handy. That afternoon 
everything went according to plan, and the water was so clear 
we could see the pike dragging the float out to sea.

Slowly, I peeled line from the reel, making sure not to 
let too much out and risk the line catching on a submerged 
rock while allowing the disabled fish to go wherever it tried. 
Within a couple of minutes the pike was at least 50 metres 

to be speeding up. The line kept being taken from the spool; 
not rapidly, but fast enough for me to tell Alan and Marty that 
something was going on. By the time they both stopped what 
they were doing to have a look, it was obvious that our pike 

DESERT_TXT_AW.indd   3 4/08/11   11:59 AM



4

desert fishing lessons

had transformed into something bigger. As the line sped up, the 

be attempted. This is when most people lose their fish, because 
the hook is often incorrectly positioned to become embedded 
in a fishy mouth. I lowered the rod tip and tightened the drag 
mechanism of the reel. I clamped my thumb over the spool 
and, as the line tightened, raised the rod in a slow but constant 
arc. It felt like I’d just hooked a huge piece of wet carpet, but I 

from the reel more quickly than before. I repeated the setting 
procedure at least twice more to remind myself what to do next, 
and then methodically began to fight the biggest fish I’ve ever 
hooked.

We suspected from the start that our hungry visitor was a 
yellowtail kingfish. Kingfish are built like a torpedo, and this 
one struggled in wide arcs and more than once dived for the 
rocky bomboras that dotted the ocean floor. In the end, it took 
an hour and fifteen minutes to bring it in, by which time a 
small crowd had gathered. Alan edged down the broken rocky 
shoreline, and with one swift and risky manoeuvre gaffed the 
fish. It left the ocean in a brilliant shimmer of iridescent purple, 
green and yellow, only fading to ghostly silver a few minutes 
later as it lay in a nearby rockpool. 

We spent that night eating the fish and reliving the fight, 
and looked forward to the morning in the hope there’d be 
similarly co-operative pike and similarly large gamefish 
waiting to eat them. A kingfish over a metre long is a great 
catch anywhere, but it’s especially memorable when landed 
from a small rock platform in fading light by a small group of 
enthusiastic teenagers. 
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Back then I loved the technical aspects of fishing, but more 
than that I loved the freedom of the rocks and the ocean, the 
fact that once you were there you didn’t need to look at a 
watch, and the feeling that anything could happen. Everyone 
who fishes knows this ‘I wonder what’ll happen today?’ feeling. 
For people like me who have never stopped fishing, although 
the equipment and technical aspects have changed, the feeling 
remains the same.

Twenty-five years after landing the kingfish at Bateau Bay, 
Max Tischler and I are sitting in the cab of a Landcruiser and 
heading to the most unusual fishing location you could find 

reasonably odd things. Max is into birds, reptiles and mammals, 

he keeps in long dreadlocks that apparently make him irresist-
ible to a large percentage of the female population. In contrast, 
friends tell me I resemble a bikie or a criminal, my hair fell out 
a few years back and, unlike Max, I count fish not cute little 
marsupials.

The fish of the temporary rivers of the Simpson Desert don’t 
grow as big as the pike-eating kingfish of Bateau Bay, but they’re 
definitely as tough, and their here-today-gone-tomorrow life-
style has fascinated me for several years. For both Max and me, 
the ‘what’s going to happen today?’ thing is the biggest constant 
in all the remote fieldwork we do. Each morning, we crawl out 
of our swags, warm up next to a little gidgee fire, have a cuppa, 
have a laugh, and then go and empty traps and nets with at least 
a smidgin of the same enthusiasm I had back in 1985.

There has been a massive flood in central Australia and 
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On both occasions Brisbane floods and cyclones wreak havoc 
across northern Australia. And on both occasions central 

receives massive rainfall and the normally-dry rivers run like 
runaway trains. Max and I are lucky, because we’ve been scur-
rying around the desert for a while and we’ve experienced dry 
years, proper drought years and wet years. Now we’re taking 
samples following the biggest flood either of us will probably 
ever see. 

We empty Max’s pitfall traps and there are native rodents 
down on the claypan and then two species of lizards, a frog and 
a dunnart up in the sand dune. It’s a freezing August morning 

around. We measure, weigh and sex the little critters and take a 
few pictures before releasing them. Back at the fire I climb into a 
wetsuit before sucking down an extra cup of coffee: water in the 
desert gets down to about 10°C in the early morning, and fish 
samples take a long time to collect, especially after a big flood in 
a waterhole that only fills every now and again. The waterhole 

always the last dry channel before Queensland turns into the 
Northern Territory. 

I jump in the two-metre-deep water and gasp. I mumble 
to Max about the advantages of having kids prior to immersing 
one’s testicles in freezing water for extended periods, but he’s 
preoccupied with binoculars and a couple of thousand ducks. 
The waterhole is several kilometres long and about 50 metres 
wide. Along each side, lignum, a tangled viney plant, chokes 
the shore and provides hiding places for pigs and birds and 
snakes. The water is a little salty; it’s noticeably clear and has that 
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pristine, healthy feel about it. I wade out and drag a wing of one 
of the big funnel-shaped fyke nets in to the shore. In the nets are 

almost always dry. The sample includes a small fish called hardy-
head that we’ve only recently worked out inhabits the ephemeral 

most northerly Mulligan record for yellowbelly, the big, iconic 
inland species that everyone loves to catch. I’m struck, as always, 
by just how healthy and intact the desert water habitats are: no 
rubbish, no pollution, no invasive species.

The mere presence of fish in the Australian arid zone is fairly 
remarkable, especially when some of our inland rivers like the 
Cooper and Diamantina possess the most variable hydrology 

Desert ecologist Max Tischler with a plump spangled perch from S-Bend Gorge in the 

upper reaches of the Mulligan River.
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hang on in remote waterholes, then breed and swim like crazy 
as soon as the rains come.

We release the fish, which will become food for birds or will 

can, however, bet your last cent that as soon as the next flood 
comes down their kin will take the plunge and swim up the 
river to a similar uncertain future. 

Australia is the biggest island in the world and home to 
over 300 species of freshwater fish. This number is chicken-feed 
compared to other big continents like South America and Africa, 
though it’s worth remembering that Australia is second only 
to Antarctica as the driest continent. Our nation is more or 
less a big desert with a few creeks and rivers around the edges, 
and that’s where the majority of the freshwater fish are to be 
found. Two of our best known are the primitive Queensland 
lungfish, which has been around for about 100 million years 

as from its gills, and the impressive barramundi, a big perch 
that sustains recreational and commercial freshwater fishing in 
Australia’s north. But there are, of course, plenty more weird 
and wonderful creatures swimming in Australia’s rivers. There 
are primitive eel-shaped fish called lampreys that have a toothy 
oral disc instead of a mouth; there are strange hump-headed 
creatures called nurseryfish; and there are archerfish, so named 
for their amazing ability to ‘shoot down’ flying insects using a 
well-aimed jet of water.

The majority of our freshwater rivers flow for relatively 
short distances from higher country to the coast. A coastal 
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draining river starts off fully fresh, becomes brackish, and then 
ever-more-salty as it reaches the sea. It should come as no sur-
prise, then, that most of our 300 or so freshwater fish species 
live in these systems. Fish that are only capable of living in fresh 

then there are species that inhabit the middle zone and have a 
bet each way. Up north, plenty of sharks, rays and sawfish make 
use of freshwater areas as hunting grounds or nursery habitats; 
down south common species like bream and whiting don’t mind 
a bit of fresh with their salt either. The same thing happens all 

salmon jumping past hungry bears and up cascading rapids to 

adults live in the fresh, and then head down to the sea to breed 
each wet season.

Generally, the further north you go the more species you’re 

the Kimberley and into the Gulf of Carpentaria are home to 
more fish species than those in south-west Western Australia 
and along the eastern seaboard. In each area, there are fish 
that people know about because they catch them on lines (like 
Australian bass) or because they’re visible (like eels), but most 
fish species are small and go unnoticed, except by those of 
us who are paid to think about such things. In any east coast 
river between Brisbane and Sydney, small fish, with names like 
gudgeon and glassfish, form vital links in the food web that 
sustains Australian bass, and similar species inhabit the rivers 
further north that end up in the bellies of barramundi.

Of the 300 or so freshwater fish that call Australia home, 
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I’m fascinated by the 60 or so species that reside not in coastal 
draining rivers but in the big, snaky muddy tendrils of Australia’s 
inland waterways. It’s in and around these long and unpredict-

has evolved and developed, and it’s in these rivers that fish like 

Cod are massive. They’ve been recorded at over 100 kilo-

but they’re all over the place. From Victoria to South Australia, 
up through New South Wales and Queensland and all the way 

same fish. In drought years, when the outback rivers have dried 
back to waterholes, big yellowbelly up around the 60-centimetre 
mark still hang in there. And as well as the big fish, there are 

 
that somehow survive in the puddles and billabongs that are 
left when the floods and flows recede and the land is once again 
baked and hot.

that reside in the occasionally watery arteries that bisect our arid 
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A LITTLE HISTORY

if they have no idea what it actually is. A ‘basin’ in natural-
resource speak is not that different from a basin in kitchen or 

basins are areas where run-off from rainfall converges into 
catchments like creeks and rivers and flows to a particular area, 
like the sea or a big inland lake. Australian basins include the 
North-east Coast and South-east Coast, and they almost always 
occur across several states, which naturally complicates things 
because it gives rise to the concept of ‘ownership’ of the water. 
So a river or catchment in the South-east Coast, for example, 
is one that rises somewhere in the Great Dividing Range in 
either New South Wales or Victoria and then flows east before 
emptying into the Pacific Ocean. 

Despite the fact that the majority of Australian catchments 
(and therefore basins) drain to the sea, vast tracts of the inland are 
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similarly divided into drainage areas due to topography. Indeed, 
the largest drainage basin in Australia contains no big river 
channels at all and is known as the Western Plateau. It covers 
huge areas of Western Australia, the Northern Territory and 
South Australia. One of the smallest Australian drainage basins 
also drains into the ‘desert’ (or more correctly ‘semi-arid inland’) 

border about a thousand kilometres or so west of Brisbane.

and the Western Plateau and covers about 1.2 million square 
kilometres. It occupies parts of Queensland, the Northern 
Territory, South Australia and a narrow north-western strip of 
New South Wales. As its name suggests, the Lake Eyre Basin 
(LEB) drains not to the sea but to the vast and temporary Lake 

fickle like the big lake itself, the difference being that permanent 
waterholes are found along their lengths. Importantly, its muddy 
rivers and catchments behave roughly as they would have prior 
to the appearance of Anglo-Europeans, and this is because 
they haven’t been regulated. This situation contrasts sharply 
with the rivers in Australia’s most famous drainage basin, the 

The Murray is Australia’s biggest river, despite the fact that 
it’s a baby compared to the Nile, the Amazon, and countless 
European and Asian waterways. The Murray rises in the Snowy 

of New South Wales and Victoria. The Darling system comes 
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down from Queensland and flows through the semi-arid bits of 

South Australia. But in dry years when water fails to make 
it to the river mouth there’s plenty of controversy regarding  
why there should be water in the lower reaches of the river. 
This is where political map lines (states) and science map lines 
(drainage basins) don’t line up, and it’s where the trouble starts,  
for this system covers parts of four states and includes the  
Australian Capital Territory: it doesn’t take Einstein to work 
out that if you live at the bottom of the Basin (South Australia) 
it’s likely that there’ll be less water than there is at the top 
(Queensland or the New South Wales highlands), because 
people need it for everything from growing food to generating 
electricity. 

-
esting from a social and economic point of view because it’s 
where much of Australia’s rural development has occurred, 
and also because it’s literally just over the hill (Great Dividing 
Range) from the east coast, which is where the vast majority 
of the population lives. Consequently, the meat and grain and 
wine and fruit that Australians consume as they lazily watch the 
Pacific drift by is frequently grown on or in the soils within 
the Basin, and has been ever since Blaxland, Wentworth and 
Lawson first bush-bashed their way across Mount Victoria. A 
great number of quintessentially Australian things therefore 
originate in or from this large area, from sheep grazing to cereal 
cropping to bushrangers, and in many cases when Australians 
think of the bush, they probably think of a romanticised bit of 
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the MDB that includes a few sheep hanging around a section 
of river, the odd eucalypt, plenty of grass, a kookaburra in the 
eucalypt…you get the idea.

Beneath the thin veneer of loveliness and tranquillity, how-

poor environmental nick. So, along with all the happy rural 
connotations, it is now known as the spot where Minister Penny 
Wong bought an irrigation farm (Toorale) up near Bourke so 
that the water could go back to the river rather than into big 
storages; where the biggest irrigation property of them all, 
Cubbie, is almost always in the news; and where the conflicting 
interests and/or wobbly alliances of farmers, conservationists 
and governments become big, convoluted issues that seem to 
have no solution.

Way way back, of course, it wasn’t quite as complicated. 
About 500 000 years ago (give or take), a massive lake existed 
in south-eastern Australia. It was called Lake Bungunnia, and 
stretched from Menindee down to Mildura and then south 
and west nearly to Adelaide. Think of those big meandering 
red cliffs on the Murray down in South Australia and you’re in 
Bungunnia country. Back then, inland Australia was a lot wetter. 
Lake Bungunnia was huge, and would have facilitated colonisa-

Basin rivers by a common suite of fish species and other aquatic 
creatures like turtles and crayfish. Consequently, with a few 
local variations, the native species we find today in the Murray 
we also find in the Murrumbidgee, the Lachlan, the Macquarie 
and so forth, and it’d be a fair bet that similar species swam 
about in Bungunnia.

We’re not entirely sure what happened between the heyday 
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of Bungunnia and the present but there are a few clues. Our  
biggest mammals, such as diprotodons and giant kangaroos, 

highly likely that the arrival of a new and efficient super-
omnivore might have heralded the beginning of the end of 
the megafauna, but it’s interesting that some of our more arid-
adapted large mammals, such as red and grey kangaroos, have 
hung on and either become or remained the dry-country spe-
cialists they are today. Nevertheless, out-size goannas, pythons 
and land crocodiles drifted into extinction, so it’s tempting to 
think that, way back in the waters of Lake Bungunnia, there 
might have been mega-cod cruising the shallows searching for 
giant frogs, and whopping archerfish shooting down low-flying 
super bugs. The point is, we don’t know how many species 
have become extinct from the suite of fauna that swam about 
in Lake Bungunnia, but you could put money on the fact that 

now has a skerrick of Bungunnian ancestry.

from about 40 000 to 50 000 years ago based on fossil evidence 
from Lake Mungo in western New South Wales. Shell middens 
and fish bones are also common at Lake Mungo, suggesting that 
water in that part of the world was far more plentiful than it is 
today. It’s interesting to consider that the first human inhabitants 
of the MDB may also have thought about and spoken about 
the changing seasons and the resulting changes in catch rates 
and species in their traps or on the ends of their spears. It’s 
conceivable, too, that they may have noticed subtle differences 
in the appearance of fish species or turtles from Lake Mungo 
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as they headed east, back along the Lachlan River towards the 
mountains, or instead migrated south to the Murrumbidgee or 
north to the Darling. 

The fish species that we encounter in our inland rivers today 
are the descendants of their relatives from yesteryear and the 
ancestors of the species that will inhabit what is left of the planet 
long after Homo sapiens also becomes extinct. Accepting this 
continuum is tricky when you’re a conscious being that lives for 
less than 100 years, but it’s necessary in order to realise the fluid 
nature of natural systems. 

Australia’s first people entered from the north and eventu-
ally colonised the entire continent, including Tasmania. They 
certainly had an impact on the native fauna and landscape, and 
would have contributed to the extinction of a number of species, 
but this happened comparatively slowly. In contrast, the Anglo-

quickly and more or less set about doing the place over in record 
time. Australia was seen as a land to be subdued rather than a 
comfy place to live. Consequently, the early phase of colonisa-

exit point for vulnerable native species, the entry point for a host 
of noxious alien species, a time of great suffering for the first 
human inhabitants of the country and the beginning of some 
serious landscape ‘adaptation’ by people who knew little of the 
havoc they were wreaking in the name of progress. In terms 
of geological time it all happened in a quarter of a heartbeat or 
so. It’s taken us about 200 years to realise just how stuffed some 
bits of Australia are, and now it’ll take a long time and plenty of 
money to begin reversing the big mistakes.
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The narrow coastal strip of eastern Australia was never 
going to contain the colonists/invaders for long, especially 
once the Great Divide was breached and the grassed and subtly 
rolling country to the west beckoned. It was good country. 
Dry enough to grow cereal crops like wheat, barley and oats, 

sheep and cattle. Soon enough, thousands of human feet and 
animal hooves radiated inland. Millions of acres were cleared 
and cropped, grazed, cropped again, grazed. Into Australia’s 
wild and ancient ecosystems came modern domesticated large 
placental mammals and modern domesticated food crops from 
other distant parts of the planet. Within a hundred years most 
of eastern and southern Australia had undergone an incredible 
transformation, and the sheep’s back was making the country 
rich and fat.

The biggest obstacle to on-going fatness and commensu-
rate richness was the dependability of water. Rivers on the 
eastern side of the Great Divide like the Hawkesbury behaved 
a little like European rivers since they received comparatively 
frequent rainfall, but the rivers west of the range were a 
different proposition entirely. It’s difficult now to imagine a 
posse of bewildered explorers manhandling heavy boats along 
dry sections of the MDB or LEB rivers, searching in vain for 
the mythical inland sea, and it’s amazing to think that they 
persisted.

We can assume, however, that climatic unpredictability has 
always been an issue for humans in Australia. The first human 
inhabitants neatly circumvented this problem by remaining 
nomadic and relying on their hunting and gathering skills, but 
this was never going to work for those of European stock. For 
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those who liked to stay put, the unpredictable rivers became a 
problem to be solved.

Then, as now, the solution to environmental unpredict-
ability was sought through engineering. The problem was that 
although the rivers seemed to be reliable most of the time, if 

summer, and might stay that way for the following year as well. 
Makeshift weirs and dams were used extensively by the 

early white settlers in country Australia, and the remains of 
many structures survive today. Then as now, stockpiling water 
could mean the difference between a good and a bad year, or 
even a bad and a terrible year. In the late 1800s, the first tenta-
tive steps were taken to start an irrigation industry in western 
New South Wales. From this time on, river regulation became 
a big business rather than an ad-hoc pursuit.

Downstream from Condobolin on the Lachlan River is a 
small town called Euabalong, and a little further downstream 
from Euabalong was where the regulation of New South Wales’ 
inland waterways had one of its shaky starts back in 1902. An 
unusual starting point, it must be said, given the very ad-hoc 
nature of flows in the Lachlan over the last 10 or so years, but 
not so difficult to understand on learning that in 1902 the 
Lachlan stayed dry for a record 291 days.1

Lake Cargelligo, an ephemeral wetland that is easternmost 
of the extinct Willandra Lakes, was the focus of the work con-
ducted back then. By excavating three short channels linking 
existing low-lying lake/swamp areas, the engineers of yesteryear 
worked to create a 5000-hectare shallow lake by diverting water 
from the Lachlan River. The additions of a short levee bank to 
prevent the water draining away to the south-west and some 
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excavation of a small creek to drain water from the Lake back 
to the river completed the system. Next, regulator gates were 
installed on the inlet channel and the outlet creek and, bingo, 
the water was tamed, the town could prosper and farmers could 
try everything from soy beans to cotton all the way down to 
Hillston and beyond. In the spurt of development that followed, 

Basin to emulate and improve on the Cargelligan enterprise. 
Before anybody really took the time to look back over their 
shoulder, the dams were getting bigger, the dollars bigger still 
and the sheep’s back was being chased by a full-blown irriga-
tion industry. The climax was the Snowy Mountains Scheme, 
which began in 1949 and resulted not only in massive employ-
ment, massive amounts of electricity and massive dams (Hume, 
Burrinjuck, Eucumbene, Jindabyne, Blowering), but the simul-
taneous ‘creation’ of irrigated farming centres such as Griffith 
and Leeton in the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area.

At the time, the Snowy Scheme was thought of as a great 
engineering masterpiece akin to the waterworks of ancient 

damming and diverting rivers in Australia often creates more 
problems than it solves. In a nutshell, successive governments 
worked out that irrigation was a great way to ‘insure’ agricul-
tural production and therefore make money so they promoted it 
heavily. Plenty of people were willing to take up the irrigation 
blocks as many of them had just been laid off once the key at the 
Snowy Scheme was turned to ‘on’. Everybody benefited fairly 
quickly, too, because suddenly Australian agriculture’s climate-
associated problems were minimised. As a consequence, the 
dam-irrigation-population model was adapted for many inland 
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areas where a river existed. With cheap water everywhere, irri-
gated horticultural industries like citrus and grapes blossomed, 
and alongside them broadacre blocks grew everything from rice 
to cotton and corn.

It took until well into the second half of the twentieth 
century for us to realise that the gung-ho approach had some 
negative implications. In certain areas, paddocks that were irri-
gated every year became non-productive and saline. In others, 
where catchments had been cleared, rainfall events eroded river-
banks, and the rivers themselves became choked with sediment. 
Non-native plants and animals appeared to thrive, but native 
species often declined. In the rivers, where previously there had 
been yellowbelly and cod, there were infestations of carp. In 
an attempt to find solutions, ecologists started looking to new 
branches of science like restoration ecology for answers. But, in 

are, however, precious few reference areas, so any restoration 
involves a little guesswork.
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