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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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Moreton Bay Oysters (Saccostrea glomerata).

From Wild Guide to Moreton Bay, p 127.
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The 1800s

[image: ]




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]
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