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​Foreword
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Within Moreton Bay lie many small islands, protected by the large barrier islands of Moreton and North and South Stradbroke. Some of these small islands are inhabited, with thriving communities, while others only appear at low tide, being little more than mangroves and mud. Even so, these mud islands are vitally important for the continued health of the waters and wildlife of Moreton Bay. The village islands of Russell, Karragarra, Lamb and Macleay are known collectively as the Southern Moreton Bay Islands.

In 1842, when the Moreton Bay Penal Colony was closed, Brisbane and its surrounds were opened up to free settlement. Primary industries such as timber cutting, fishing and oyster farming flourished and were integral to the economic development of Southeast Queensland. Until the early 1970s, fruit and vegetable production and fishing supported the small Island communities. In the early years, the Islands’ isolation and complete lack of facilities fostered a strong community spirit of self-reliance, volunteering and care for others. Controversial subdivisions began in the late 1960s, and, in 1973, the Redland Shire Council (now Redland City Council) was granted control of the Bay Islands by the State Government.

This second volume in the series, Histories of the Bay Islands, Moreton Bay, documents the events and personalities central to the formation of the Moreton Bay oyster industry.
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Early History
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Large midden sites on Stradbroke and the Bay Islands indicate that shellfish were abundant and used as a food source for an extensive period time by local Aboriginal tribes. Middens are the accumulated deposits of shell remaining after the collection and eating of shellfish. The largest examples are over thirty metres long and exceed one metre deep. They are usually located back from the beach and close to fresh water. On Macleay Island, Corroboree Park was built over the remains of an ancient midden that has been dated at over 4000 years old. Whitened oyster shells can still be seen amongst the sand, soil and quartz pebbles.

The first European reference to oysters on the Queensland coast comes from Richard Pickersgill, in 1770. He was the master’s mate on the Endeavour under Cook. He notes that the boats exploring Bustard Bay “found a great many oysters”.​[1]
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The 1800s
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In a report written in 1822 to Governor Brisbane, the explorer, William Edwardson, described Moreton Bay as “Mangrove Islands...surrounded for miles by Mud Flats and Oyster or Muscle Beds.”​[2] These oysters were Saccostrea glomerata​[3] and they become known as Moreton Bay, Queensland, or Sydney Rock Oysters. They were to form the basis of an important and profitable industry.

The penal settlement of Brisbane was established in 1824, first at Redcliffe and then where the city of Brisbane now stands.

Constance Petrie—the granddaughter of Andrew Petrie, Brisbane’s first Government Engineer and Superintendent of Works—describes oystering in the Bay in the 1840s. Four men, accompanied by her father, Tom Petrie, then a child, manned an oyster punt:


[The punt was] ...carting [oysters] from the Bay...Planks were fixed along each side of the punt so that the men could walk from end to end, and each man had a long light pole with which to shove the boat along. Four baskets...also two or three rakes to gather together the shells formed part of the punt’s outgoing cargo, and two men would fill the baskets while the remaining pair carried them into the water, dipping them up and down to rid the shells of all sand.​[4]


Andrew Petrie later built a cutter to collect oysters.

Thomas Welsby (1858 to 1941) was a writer and amateur historian with a great love for Moreton Bay. He was also a keen observer of Aboriginal culture, meticulously recording activities within the Bay. Welsby notes that the best time for eating oysters is in the spring, when the flesh is succulent and plump. This optimum time was indicated to the Aboriginals by the flowering of the wild hop bush, a plant known as kinyingga gilyural or “the oyster opens”. The Aboriginals then sent messages to more-inland groups, and many gathered around the Bay to feast on the oysters.​[5]

Oysters are primarily intertidal creatures but, under favourable conditions, they can live below the low water mark. After spawning, the tiny fertile larvae—invisible to the naked eye—are carried with plankton wherever the currents take them. Beating cilia permit limited mobility, and transparent upper and lower shells develop. After two or three weeks, the larva grows a small “foot” and permanently attaches itself to a suitable clean surface. The “foot” is withdrawn and absorbed, and the shell grows and darkens. The little oyster is known now as a spat. After six weeks, it is the size of the small fingernail. Oysters are harvested when between two and four years of age.
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Moreton Bay oysters are unique in the world in that they only grow in the Bay and in NSW. They are available all year round and have the longest shelf life of any oyster. They can be kept alive for up to 21 days, preferably at a temperature between 10–15˚C. In the days before refrigeration, they were kept alive in damp sacks.​[6]

Oyster lovers may be surprised to learn that for nearly 40 years after settlement, the main purpose of oyster collecting was not food, but for the manufacture of lime from the shell. Calcium-rich substances such as shell and coral break down into calcium oxide (lime) and carbon dioxide when burnt. The carbon dioxide is driven off and the lumpy or powdery lime remains. This lime is the basis for cement and plaster.

There was a huge demand for lime to make the mortar for buildings in the rapidly growing colony. Some of this oyster cement can be seen in the remnants of the foundations of oysterman Edwin Clarke’s hut on Lamb Island, built in 1874.

The oysters were either piled into heaps interspersed with layers of timber or burnt in kilns to produce the lime. These kilns were probably simple structures, which were loaded up, fired and emptied for each load of lime. Such “Intermittent Kilns” were the most common in early Australia and were constructed in various shapes.​[7]

In the 1860s, there were 30 limekilns on Russell Island alone. The kiln belonging to oysterman John Clowes was located where the SeaLink office is now situated, near the Russell Island jetty. The only kiln remaining today is of an inverted bell-shape design built in 1869 on St Helena Island.

Much island timber was cut to fire these limekilns. Aboriginal middens were occasionally used as an easy source of shell, although some builders believed that live oysters produced better quality lime.
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The oystermen lived in seasonal camps around the Bay Islands, burning the shell as they gathered it. It was neither an easy nor a comfortable existence, but those who worked hard made a reasonable living. Aboriginals were sometimes used as labourers and were paid by the number of sacks they collected. Women rarely lived in the oyster camps in the early days due to the isolation and harsh conditions.

Oysters found in the inter-tidal zone, called bank oysters, required the least effort to collect and were the first to attract the attention of the lime burners. These oysters grew on stones or other shells, including living whelks, and were gathered by hand from the ground or reefs.

Dredge oysters were found below the low tide level. The dredging took place from small cutters and flat-bottomed dinghies, using chain or strong, tarred cotton nets and grappling irons. A dredge was usually about 1.5 m wide. “Dredge oysters were claimed to grow faster, taste better and brought top prices.”​[8] This dredging was quite destructive to the oyster banks, but in these early years, the supply of oysters seemed inexhaustible and environmental concerns were not a consideration.
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Three Swedish men, the Hage brothers, settled in the Bay in the 1860s. They used large rowing boats to travel the Bay, fishing and collecting oysters. The family prospered, and one brother soon retired, buying five properties at Kangaroo Point in Brisbane. His son, Harold continued the family business. The Hages owned the Myra, a thirty-foot fishing boat used initially for transporting oyster shell. When the leasing system began, the family used the Myra to take fresh fish and oysters to the Brisbane markets. In a good season, there would be great competition amongst the fishermen to get to market first. “The Myra would race to Brisbane...piled high, even in the cockpit.”​[9]

In 1884, Captain Cecil Fison, the Inspector of Oyster Fisheries, prepared a report on the oyster industry of Moreton Bay. This report was presented to both houses of Parliament in London. Of the industry’s history, Fison wrote:


From information received from the oldest oystermen...Messrs. Tippler, Lucas, Bastian, Carr and Freeman—I have ascertained that twenty-five years ago, [i.e. in 1859] vast quantities of oysters existed in Moreton Bay, and that schooner loads were taken away for lime burning at Trouble Point, Bribie Passage and Lamb and Russell Islands.​[10]


By 1863, concern was developing that the oyster banks were being depleted, and the practice of burning oysters for lime was banned. Offenders could be fined ₤10 or imprisoned for up to three months. Certificates were introduced to permit the laying down of oysters in defined areas, but no regulations were made regarding the sale, auction or licensing of marked oyster beds. There was no closed season to allow the oysters to breed, partly because little was known about their breeding habits. Five years later, a similar Act forbidding the burning of oysters for lime was passed in NSW. The delay gave the Queensland oyster industry an advantage because by this time, many NSW beds were stripped.

The 1863 Act failed to protect the Queensland oyster beds adequately. Increasingly large quantities of oysters were being sold to southern markets, and, by 1870, both locals and politicians expressed dismay at the destruction of the beds by unrestricted dredging. Henry Wyborn, the Brisbane Harbourmaster was given a license covering all previously unlicensed oyster grounds in the Bay. Oystermen who were used to working wherever they pleased now had to be approved by Wyborn or risk a two-year jail term. The resultant sudden severe restriction on the gathering and export of oysters brought the industry to a standstill and about one hundred men were thrown out of work.

The oystermen petitioned Parliament, requesting that a more equitable solution be found, and a Bill was prepared in 1871 in an attempt to resolve the industry’s problems. The oystermen, who complained that the proposed leasing system was unfair, rejected this Bill. They wanted exporting to be permitted unfettered, as before. Some asked that “free dredging on all natural oyster beds be allowed to continue”.​[11] This 1871 Bill was not passed by Parliament, but a similar version was re-introduced in 1874. By this time, many oystermen had come to realise that regulation of the industry was necessary and would be to their advantage. Many of the beds in NSW had been destroyed by over-dredging and the demand for Queensland’s oysters was increasing, in both Sydney and Melbourne.

Oysters were transported alive in damp sacks, four kerosene tins full—or about 1400 oysters—to a sack. That they remained fresh for long periods if properly cared for saw them favourably compared to other seafood in the years before refrigeration. They required little preparation and provided a quick and wholesome meal or snack. Their popularity was partly due to their supposed near-magical health benefits. Oysters were credited with being beneficial for a wide range of ailments, both internal and external, from gout to “wasting of the sick”. They were thought to give “strength to the mind” and have long been considered an aphrodisiac. In the reading of the 1874 Bill, W. Thornton pointed out, “...there was no complaint that would not respond favourably...” to the eating of oysters.​[12]

Today, we know that, as well as being low in kilojoules and fat:


Oysters are a highly nutritional food, containing protein, lipids and carbohydrates, and are an excellent source of vitamins A, B1 (thiamine), B2 (riboflavin), B3 (niacin), C (ascorbic acid), and D (calciferol). Four or five medium sized oysters will supply the recommended daily allowance of iron, copper, iodine, magnesium, calcium, zinc, manganese and phosphorus.​[13]


The new Oyster Act of 1874 provided for the sale by auction of dredge sections and the licensing of banks. The Government leased the beds out, for a fee. Oystermen could only collect and sell oysters from within their own leasehold. By 1884, Moreton Bay was divided into 39 dredge sections. Licences to collect bank oysters from the inter-tidal zone were auctioned separately, and some confusion arose because the boundaries were poorly defined. Disputes over the ownership of particular oysters were common. 

Macleay Island had two main
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Moreton Bay Oysters (Saccostrea glomerata).
From Wild Guide to Moreton Bay, p 127.
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Cluster of sixteen-month-old oysters.

From Southern Moreton Bay: Marine Department Annual Reports, /888,
Queensland State Archives.





d2d_images/image011.png
Opster spat growing on a whelk.

From Southern Morcton Bay: Marine Department Annual Reports, /888,
Queensland State Archives.
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Opster dredge with steel frame and tarred cotton double net.
From The Queensland Oyster Fishery.





