First cook the yabbies in typical Australian bush fashion. Yabbies at the

Australian table 1839 - 1989
February 2026

In 1839 the Southern Australian published this letter.

I wish, through the medium of your columns, to call the attention of my brother colonists,
particularly the poorer class, to one amongst other resources in the colony which is much
neglected, | allude to the Cray Fish with which the Torrens' abounds. | have lately heard of
instances of ladies, for pastime, and children, catching as many as three and four dozen in
an hour, and that by the simple process of bobbing with a piece of pork at the end of a string,
yet | have never heard of these fish being introduced into the market or caught as a matter of
trade. This is a neglect of the bounties of nature which | would wish not to see. Twenty or
thirty children fishing for an hour or two everyday might supply the town with a delicacy, and
add a trifle each to the earnings of their parents. | have no doubt you recollect the cool and
inviting appearance of a dish of Prawns on an English breakfast table, and what a delicious
adjunct itis to the pleasures of that most sociable and gossiping meal; nhow to my taste the
Cray Fish of the Torrens are not inferior to English Prawns in any particular.?

Yabbies have been a part of Indigenous cuisine since at least 28,000 years ago.® The citation
above is the earliest mention | have found for the culinary use of the yabbie in colonial/ Anglo-
Australian cuisine. This article tracks that culinary story for the next 150 years to 1989.

What is a yabbie?

Avyabbie is an Australian freshwater crayfish. They look like small lobsters. They live in
freshwater environments like rivers, lakes and dams. The word yabby is a borrowing from the
Wemba Wemba language of Victoria. Its scientific name is Cherax destructor, so named for the
damage it does boring holes into the walls of farm dams, banks and channels often leading to
their collapse.

Altogether, the yabbie is a most interesting animal, whether considered physiologically or
gastronomically, or any other way. The limb modifications are of absorbing interest. In eating
the yabbie, two parts are especially used for food; — 1. The white flesh from the abdomen, 2.
The flesh from the big claws — that is, the large tail muscle and the large claw muscle are the
edible parts. The colour of the yabbie varies a good deal. A brownish grey is the commonest
colour. Some parts are often of a beautiful blue, while the soft connecting cuticle is often
red. Itis said that, in the Blue Mountains, there is a yabbie which is red in the living state —
but | have never seen one of that colour.*
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First catch your yabbie
The commonest way of catching yabbies was with meat and string.

We caught yabbies on pieces of meat tied to string with the aid of a landing net or by
grabbing them with the hand.®

Doing the latter — grabbing them with hands - put the catcher in danger of having the yabbie bite
them. ‘Australian boys in general, and bush boys in particular can vouch for the ability of its
sturdy claws to inflict a severe nip’.®

They could also be caught with yabby pots, drop nets” and by digging into yabby holes.®
Yabbies were best caught when most active and out of their holes in the warmer months.®

Dining on the yabbie
The sites where yabbies were eaten varied.

IN1894 a letter to the Editor of the Mildura Cultivator from a correspondent said:

Yabbies are edible, but, as a rule, not very nice from the fact that they live so much on muddy
water and feed on garbage. If, after being caught, they are put into clear water and fed on
clean food they would make, with radishes, a nice little dish. Your Mildura Epicureans might
try them. | remember to have eaten some very nice ones at the best railway refreshment
station | know of in Australia at Murray Bridge.®

In 1937 they were caught and eaten while camping at Christmas."
Yabbies were featured at a 1944 charity fundraiser.

Something new in money-raising stunts is to be tried at Doncaster today. District residents
are invited to a yabbie party at a dam in the orchard of Mr. H. J. Lauer, and meat-and-string
anglers will be able to find out whether they still retain the skill of their youth.

Proceeds will help the campaign of Miss Eleanor Whitten in Doncaster's popular girl
competition for Box Hill and District Hospital. Line and bait will be supplied for 1/, and prizes
will be given lor the largest catch, and special prizes for whoever lures the yabbie painted
silver or red out of the water. These "specials” were caught, painted and released into the
dam.’

In 1954 Yabby Kearny (Yabbies Cooked With Sherry Sauce) was on the menu for a dinner
featuring Aboriginal foods at the Colony Club.®
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In 1988 at a dinner honouring Decanter Magazine's Man of The Year Max Schubert diners ate a
quenelle of sweetbread and yabbies in saffron sauce. ‘It was a very elegant dish — pleasing to
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the eye and the palate’.
Some had reservations about yabbies.

We had yabbies for supper as the chief dish, and though my appetite was big, my liking for
the fish was small — they always seem to me to taste of dead men's slices.’

Dishes
In 1942 the Murrumbidgee Chronicle published some of the earliest dishes for yabbies | found:
Fricassee Ecrevisse, Irrigation Pie, Channel Pie, Rissoles A La Crustacean, Curried Yabbie.®

In 1950 in the Chronicle was a dish of yabbies set in gelatine.
We went fishing recently at the low level bridge at Katherine, but did not catch any fish,
although we collected quite a few yabbies which are delicious when boiled in salted water,
peeled and then setin gelatine.l7

This shows the yabby being adapted to styles of dishes popular at various times. Food encased
in gelatine was a popular dish in the 50s.

In 1954 yabbie with mushrooms was one of the dishes at An All-Australian Gourmet’s Feast.'®
The Australian Fish Cookery Book in 1965 published Yabbie Bisque.™

In 1978 Mrs Patricia Rodrigue won First Prize in the Australian Women's Weekly/

Royal Doulton Best Cook in Australia contest with Zucchini Ana-Branch with a Sauce Velouté

based on yabby shells.?

Peter Olszewki published A Salute To The Humble Yabby in 1980 with16 yabbie dishes including
Stuffed Yabby Heads, Jambalaya, Yabby Crepes, and Chilean Yabbies.?'

The yabbie as bait
The other culinary contribution yabbies made was as bait.

Mr Richards caught three fish weighing altogether 2'2lbs. The bait used, during this
successful fishing, was “ yabbies” small fresh water crayfish. Anglers have lately found this

to be the best class of bait for night fishing. The ladies fished with mussels.??

There were different ways for preparing them as bait.
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Yabbies should be hooked first through the tail, then through the body, leaving it in as natural
a state as possible.??

The bait was yabbiee or small crayfish, which require to be scalded and the shell taken off,
so0 as only to use the meat inside.?*

Angler supply shops stocked them..

Anglers, Send Postal Note for

3s. 6d., best Waterproof Silk Line, 30 yards.
1s., "Reel" Brand Line, 60 yards.'

1s., Six Perch, Trout, Grayling Flies.
Devons, is. 3d.; Sylphs, 2s.; Quills, Is. 6d.
Salted Whitebait for Sea Angling. _
Sandworms, Shrimps, Mussels, Yabbies
Live Carp for Perch Fishing.

The Angler’s Depot

364 Bourke Street Melbourne.?®

In 1986 Niven Campbell of the Canberra Times profiled The Fishing Shack. ‘Good news for
freshwater fans is that he maintains a good stock of live yabbies and worms’.2®

They continued to be used as bait across the years covered in this article. In 1949 for flathead,
bream, and sole ‘Once again the best baits would yabbies and worms’.?” In 1988 ‘yabbies are
still the best bait for golden perch’.?®

Concluding words

This article has been a brief look at yabbies, the Australian fresh water crayfish. They were
eaten by Aboriginal peoples from 28,000 years ago to the present day where they feature in
dishes for bush/native foods. They became part of the Anglo Australian table from at least 1839.
They remained so in1989, the end date for this article. In 2026 they continue to be so.
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