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The Book of Eels—Tom Fort 

" The Book of Eels, Their Lives, Secrets and Myths " is 

a personal study of river eels in Europe, England and 

Northern Ireland. The author, Tom Fort, describes his 

early life in England; the rivers and the people he met 

in various towns and villages. He goes on to describe 

how his interest in eels expanded whilst being em-

ployed as the Fishing Correspondent for the Finan-

cial Times in London. 

I took up " The Book of Eels " hoping that it would 

give me an insight not only to the world's Eel empire, 

but also give me a wider knowledge of the Australian 

Eel (Anguilla Australis) and the Aboriginal connection 

to that fish.  Although the book is entirely focused on 

the North Atlantic, it led me to other material that 

was related to Australia and particularly the new 

World Heritage Site Aboriginal Eel Trap Complex at 

Budj Bim (Mt. Eccles) in Western Victoria. There is 

also the bi-annual Eel Festival held at nearby Lake 

Bolac which further adds to the importance of the eel 

in Aboriginal culture in that area. The eel story is not 

confined to Victoria however, there are eel stories up 

and down the east coast of Australia pre-dating colo-

nisation.  

Eel in the Animal Kingdom 

Eels are classified into the Family Anguillidae. The Anguillidae are a family of ray-finned fish in 

the family of eels, there are nearly 800 species. Of these 800, the two species of eel found in 

Australian rivers, are the Long-finned eel (Anguilla Reinhardtii) and the Short-finned 

eel (Anguilla Australis) and are both mentioned very briefly in " The Book of Eels”. 
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The River eel and its Life Cycle 

The life cycle of an eel is the same for all river eels, 

whether from Australia or Europe – 

Leaf-like Leptocephalus larva 

Glass eels or Elver  

Immature yellow skinned River Eels 

Migratory mature River eels 

Non - Migratory mature River Eels  

Spawning mature River Eels 

Post spawning River Eels. 

It is known that female eels have a prodigious fecun-

dity and may carry anything from two million to 

twenty million eggs. A huge number of these perish 

but many survive as leptocephalus larva which are 

leaflike in structure. After a period, they become un-

pigmented eel-shaped post-larvae known as glass 

eels or elver. Both these stages occur on the migra-

tion from the spawning grounds to freshwater rivers 

and estuaries. In the case of the European eel the 

migration duration is estimated to be two and half 

years. The duration of the migration for the Australi-

an eel is much shorter. 

Eel maturation can take 12-15 years.  An eel turns 

from yellow to silver when matured and the sex or-

gans, which run like ribbons through the bodies of the 

male and female river eels swell as they reach  

maturity. 

During autumn as the fresh water becomes colder, 

the mature eels leave the rivers and commence their 

migration through the salt water to the spawning 

ground in the middle of the ocean. For the Australian 

eel this is in the Coral Sea between New Caledonia 

and Vanuatu. 

Male and female eels reach the spawning grounds in 

late spring/early summer, but once finished they mi-

grate to a new location, which is largely unknown, but 

they don’t return from where they came from. As the 

temperature of the rivers fell in autumn, the great 

river eel migrations took place with the full 

knowledge of the local fisher folk and the great eel 

harvests took place. There was another river 

eel harvest that took place in Spring when the glass 

eels arrived  following their migration from the 

spawning grounds to the rivers and estuaries.  
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Eel Migration and Navagation 

The main body of " The Book of eels "is concerned 

with research into the migration of the river eel from 

the rivers and estuaries of Europe, across the Atlantic 

Ocean ,to the spawning grounds in the Sargasso Sea, 

an area south  of Bermuda. This extraordinary jour-

ney, entailing a 5000 to 6000 km journey takes about 

8 months. It is interesting to compare that with the 

migration of the Australian eel which from western 

Victoria is about 2500 Km. 

There has been quite a lot written about ani-

mal navigation and the science has been rapid-

ly expanding with the sensory equipment that can 

now be attached to eels. The eels have at their dis-

posal a range of finely tuned senses to guide them. 

Mostly travelling at night, they have good vision 

which may involve a reading of the night sky. They 

have very good senses of smell, superior to most oth-

er fish. They can hear and feel currents passing over 

their body.  

Last but not least, they have an inbuilt magnetic com-

pass. Stretching across the earth is a net of electro-

magnetic field lines that rise in the southern hemi-

sphere and decline in the north and vary predicta-

bly from place to place. By detecting the intensity and 

inclination of local electromagnetic contours, it has 

been calculated for an eel to work out where they are 

in the world.  The magnetic poles are examples of 

that magnetic field. 

In 1921, the Danish scientist, Johannes Schmidt , con-

firmed the approximately seventh month migra-

tion  of the mature river eel from Europe and  he then 

subsequently confirmed the two and a half year mi-

gration of the leaf -like larva which grew into the 

glass eel, and eventually arrived in Europe. The circu-

lar current of the North Atlantic assists this two-

fold migration pattern, initially by the Florida current 

flowing north then the Gulf Stream running diagonal-

ly across the Atlantic to Europe. The earlier migration 
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Small scale electromagnetic anomalies can also provide local waypoints. It is not exactly clear how eels pick up 

magnetic fields, however it is thought that when water flows past the earth's electromagnetic fields it induces weak 

electric currents which are transmitted to eels through sensory cells and trigger nerve cells to the brain. It should 

be said that few other fish undertake this migration only once in their life. Whales, salmon and other fish have an-

nual migrations roughly to and for from the same location, not the river eel, however. This is a once in a lifetime 

event for these fish. 

It is thought that mature eels eat little in their migration having eaten excess prior to their departure. Immature 

river eels hibernate in the mud during winter and hardly eat at all. Eels are known to be sensitive to temperature 

and as the river temperature falls in autumn, they either migrate as a mature river eel or burrow into the soil base 

in a wetland or creek. 

Decline in the River Eel Population 

While Tom Fort first published his book published in 

2002, the updated 2020 edition misses the fact  that 

unfortunately there has been a great decline in the 

river eels to such a degree that the river eel in Eu-

rope, America and Japan have been declared an en-

dangered species.  

There have been a number of reasons for this decline 

put forward, the first of which has been over-fishing. 

Fish netting has steadily risen to an industrial lev-

el with larger nets and trawlers and affecting all 

fish not just eels. However, eels feed on the smaller 

fish, krill and plankton. The second reason for 

the decline is that there are parasites in the ocean 

such as the anguillicola crassus, that attack and feed 

on eels. It is hard to tell how significant that is. 

The third cause is the structures that have 

been erected on the river systems that not only limit 

the ability of the eel to travel up and down the 

stream but limit the type of small fish to provide feed 

for the eels. These streams are more and more being 

used to provide fresh water for the local populace 

and also provide the outlet for wastewater and sew-

erage. In some cases water for agricultural irrigation 

has lowered water levels.  

It is only in the last few decades that wetlands 

have received greater protection from the encroach-

ment of land either being used for agriculture or suc-

cumbing to the development of housing. It is the ex-

pansion of urban residential areas through the re-

claiming of wetland and the greater definition of 

creeks and waterways through the construction of 

levee banks that has negatively impacted on river 

eels. Often the sides of these creeks have been rein-

forced, to further restrict a previously expansive wet-

land. 

There have also been recorded a change in the 

flows of the major ocean currents due to climate 

change resulting from a rise in the temperature of 

both traditionally warm water and cold-water cur-

rents. These changes seem to be permanent. It is also 

probable that climate change and the warming of the 

ocean has had a detrimental effect on eel migrations 

to and from the spawning grounds. It is known that 

the warming of the Atlantic Ocean has had an impact 

on the direction and strength of the Gulf Stream 

which flows diagonally from west to east in the north-

ern hemisphere. 
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There has been greater pollution of both freshwater streams and the ocean. The degree of plastic contamination 

has reached a degree to become a worldwide problem. 

To give you some idea of the decline in the availability of river eels, there has been a catastrophic reduction in the 

catch of river eels in Japan, a country famous for its consumption of river eels, even having a special day each year, 

July 30, for the celebration of the eating of river eels. The river eel supply in 2023 is forecast to be just over one 

tonne, when the usual consumption is near to a hundred thousand tonnes. 

It is not really known whether there has been a decline in the population of the Australian river eel but some of the 

reasons for the decline spelt above are in play in Australia. 

The Physical Aspect of the River Eel 

Nowadays, many people recoil at the physical aspect 

of the river eel because it has a long thin, slippery 

body. The pointed head of the eel and its mouth also 

seem to have a negative effect on many people. This 

is accentuated by the presentation of a coiled eel on 

display in a fish shop and virtually no display in a su-

permarket or a restaurant. 

The river eel only needs some water on the surface of 

the land to be able to manoeuvre across land. The 

river eel is very versatile in its ability to function in 

alien surroundings and the oiliness of its skin and its 

long muscular shape is a positive element in its 

attempts to climb structures. 

Many of the eel species are defined by the number of 

vertebrae in their body and the presence of river eels 

found in archaeological digs in Europe has been con-

firmed by a count of about 115 vertebrae. The aver-

age vertebrae count for Australian river eels is not 

known to differ. 

Eel skin, when moist, is able to absorb up to ninety 

percent of its oxygen requirements. The thickness of 

the skin and the mucus with which it is coated make it 

unusually resistant to the process of osmosis by 

which salinity invades the body of a freshwater fish 

and kills it.  

Gee, you 

look good 

The gills and the blood assist the eel in adapting to 

the sea. Changes occur to the mature eel in adapting 

for their migration into the saltwater. Their eyes en-

large, their eye pigments change, their pectoral fins 

grow larger and they lay down fat reserves to sustain 

themselves through the long migration. 

In Australia, long-finned river eels can grow to 

a maximum length of 165 cm and 110 cm for short--

finned river eels. 
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From Egyptian and Greek times, river eels were kept 

in eel ponds throughout the year, to be available for 

cooking and eating for the nobility and the peasantry. 

Thus, mature river eels could live for a long time and 

there were records of eels being retained in these 

pools and their age to reach over 80 years. There 

were various royal families which were famous for 

their eel ponds. There seemed to be a similar situa-

tion in Australia with the Aboriginal people in Austral-

ia constructing collection ponds to provide river eels, 

year-round.  

Although eel consumption has declined, there is still a 

demand and none more so than in Japan. One would 

be hard pressed to find eel on a restaurant menu in 

any country outside Japan. However, the river eel is a 

very fatty fish but tasty, nourishing and rich in nitro-

gen, and also rich in vitamins A and E and a number 

of minerals. 

There are any number of ways that eels have been 

cooked and these range over ways of being baked, 

stewed, roasted, fried, braised and most often 

smoked. Tom Fort in his book refers to those culinary 

practices but also notes that Jewish people were for-

bidden to eat eel on the erroneous grounds that it 

was of the company " that hath not scales ... and shall 

not be an abomination ". As Fort adds, " one of the 

chief attractions of the eel was that in an age when 

most fish were of necessity salted, eel was readily 

obtainable fresh, if not actually alive". It is a fact that 

smoked eel was very available in England and particu-

larly in eastern London and in poorer parts of the city. 

River Eel for Cooking and Eating 

Japan has the reputation as the country with the larg-

est eel consumption in the world but as has been 

stated previously there has been a cata-

strophic decline in the catch and availability. The ma-

ture Japanese eel (Anguilla Japonica) and the glass 

eel of just under 7cm in length have been cooked in a 

traditional Japanese style for many years. The most 

famous river eel dish is the Unagi (Japanese name for 

river eel) where the eel is cut open and butterflied in 

shape and grilled over an open flame, but there are 

many other ways of cooking an eel. The imma-

ture glass eel also has a great demand and often fried 

like whitebait or eaten in sushi. Given the latest fig-

ures on the eel catch, it is debatable as to how long 

this can continue. 

It is interesting that even when eel is served in a res-

taurant, it is often not acknowledged as the primary 

meat on the plate, due to the restaurateur consider-

ing that the consumer would react negatively. The 

conger eel from Chile is often called kingclip when 

sold in fish markets outside Chile, even though the 

conger eel is acknowledged as a pleasant tasting fish 

with moist and snowy white flesh and good flavour 

and texture. 

Regarding the consumption of eel by the Aboriginal 

people in various areas of Australia, there is little de-

tail but thought to be grilled over a fire as well as 

dried and buried for later eating. There is even less 

information on the consumption of glass eels.  
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The eel story in Australia is centred on the two spe-

cies of river eel, the long-finned river eel (Anguilla 

reinhardtii) and the short-finned river eel (Anguilla 

australis) and both are found on the east coast of 

Australia. The short-finned river eel has a distribution 

extending south from what is now Brisbane to Tasma-

nia and around to Cape Northumberland on the bor-

der of South Australia and Victoria. The long-finned 

eel has a slightly more extensive distribution from 

Cape York to Tasmania. Both species are also found at 

Lord Howe Island and Norfolk Island as well as New 

Caledonia and New Zealand. 

These two species of river eel are yet more wildlife 

unique to our island continent and likely to have been 

here prior to the end of the last ice age in 6500BP. 

While other Australian wildlife have their own charac-

teristics regarding their use of the Australian land-

scape and seascape, whether they be kangaroo, emu, 

platypus or koala, the Australian river eel has been 

relatively uncelebrated. 

The Eel in Australia 

Different parts of the Australian continent have their 

own particular story relating to the Australian eel and 

the Aboriginal people living there. It is known that 

certain Aboriginal clans adopted the river eel as their 

totem and depictions were made in rock engravings. 

It is known that archaeological work in Europe has 

been able to discover river eel vertebrae in middens 

and it would not be surprising to find these elements 

in middens along the east coast of Australia but there 

is little information so far available on that type of 

research in Australia. 

As has been mentioned, it has been confirmed that 

the spawning ground of the two species of river eels 

has been found to be in the Coral Sea in an area be-

tween New Caledonia and Vanuatu. While the migra-

tion distance from Queensland is comparatively 

short, the distance from western Victoria is about 

2500 Km. 
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The land west of Cape Otway is relatively flat, except 

for the Grampians, with consistent rainfall from south 

westerly storm systems. The land is dotted with small 

lakes and wetlands which then flow south into 

creeks and rivers with their outlets in the Southern 

Ocean. The soil in that area is rich with volcanic 

matter and Budj Bim (Mt. Eccles) is recognised as one 

of the last scenes of volcanic action on the Australian 

continent. The two river catchments in Western Vic-

toria are the Hopkins river and the Glenelg river, 

which is slightly further to the west. Both have major 

stories relating to the river eel. 

In July 2019, the Budj Bim Cultural Landscape was 

inscribed on the UNESCO world heritage list which 

recognises the international significance of the land-

scape and the aquaculture systems. The area includes 

Tae Rak (Lake Condah) and Kurtonitj (the Condah 

wetlands) north of the lake. The landscape has major 

cultural significance to the local Gunditjmara people. 

There are elements of the aquaculture system still 

remaining, such as the stone channels, holding ponds 

and weirs.  It was mainly the short-finned eel (known 

as kooyang in the local language) and this was har-

vested using woven eel traps.  

Lake Bolac is another area in western Victoria that 

celebrates the eel also has major significance for the 

local Aboriginal people and is now recognised with 

an Eel Festival every two years. The festival is held at 

the time of the start of the great autumn Eel migra-

tion. Lake Bolac feeds into the Hopkins River which 

then flows out to sea at Warrnambool. 

Western Victoria 

The coast of the Sydney Metropolitan Area contains 

the outflow of five rivers, the Georges River, Cooks 

River, Parramatta River, Lane Cove River, and the 

Hawkesbury. The most renowned being Parramatta 

or Burramada in the Dharug language, which then 

translates as "the place where eels lie down" as eels 

were known to lie in the mud as a place to rest or 

hibernate through winter particularly at their imma-

ture stage. In current usage, the Parramatta Rugby 

League team adopted the eel as their symbol. Howev-

er, the totemic recognition of eels in the area goes 

way back.  

The Northern Beaches has an environment that may 

have suited the eel, with the ridgeline running from 

Seaforth to West Head overlooking Barrenjoey, gen-

erating a number of creeks which feed into the four 

lagoons found along the coastline north of Syd-

ney Harbour. The wetlands around what is now 

Brookvale and Warriewood have long been recog-

nised as a happy hunting ground for river eel. [pers 

comm]. Unfortunately the wetlands in Brookvale 

have largely been built over including the Warringah 

Mall. There were paintings done by early settlers of 

eels being speared by the local Aboriginal people in 

the Sydney area.  

Sydney 
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Tom Fort's book raises a number of questions in the 

Australian context, the first being the story of the 

glass eel in Aboriginal culture. It is known that the 

glass eel returned to the river systems of Australia 

from the Coral Sea but whether they were seen as a 

food source in time long ago remains unclear. 

A second question is the current food source for the 

eels in the east coast rivers and estuaries. It is not 

clear as to whether the crustaceans and other small 

fish are available in the same way due to the various 

dams and weirs constructed to retain river water for 

human consumption and for agriculture. 

Finally, there is the greater question of climate 

change and its various impacts on the environment of 

the eel. The increasing temperature of the ocean is 

causing great concern in influencing ocean currents 

and this may affect eel migration patterns. Climate 

systems such as the El Nino and La Nina may also 

affect eel populations as well as the stability of the 

earth’s magnetic field. 

Further Questions 

"The Book of Eels", I found fascinating not only be-

cause it forced me to think about animal behaviour 

but also the presence of the eel in Australia as a liv-

ing presence. As President of the local Histori-

cal Society for many years, I had come across stories 

of eels on the northern beaches and the book forced 

me to think about their migration and their position 

as food which went way back into history. The river 

eel is not everyone's favourite fish and my wife was 

aghast at my interest but I saw the river eel as one 

more aspect of Aboriginal history. I am a supporter of 

" The Voice" and in the campaign that is before 

this country for its acceptance, I would like to see 

many more stories about Aboriginal life in the last 60 

000 years, the river eels being one but other stories 

about totems, trade routes, types of food, games and 

festivals. Our island continent changed over those 

60000 years and the Aboriginal people made their 

own interesting accommodations to changes in the 

climate and the environment. 
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