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Arthur Marshall, Harvey.
“Old Man Emu.”
Arthur Marshall was invited to write an article on his emu farming experiences. Here it is:

Hello to everyone wherever you are. Audrey and I are still at the same address and have been here since Anzac Day 1950. That’s quite a while now!

Jack you have asked me to compile a little on the way to farm and market emus and their meat, oil and skins etc. I”ll do that no trouble, but before that let’s first say hello to Curly O’Neill. Now there’s a story on it’s own. O’Neill and Griffin versus Marshall during the New Guinea campaign. Two onto one continually!

I must mention that when we were in Wide Bay at the conclusion of the hostilities, we were having a midday meal and Curly was at his usual with me being the butt of his jokes. So, to sort him out I got up from where I was eating, still with a nearly full plate of stew, walked behind him, pulled back his collar and tipped the lot down back of his shirt.

With much laughter I took off, but one of his mates tripped me up and while I was flat on my back Curly poured a full tin of golden syrup over me! Hello Curly, it sure was one way of breaking the monotony.

Now, to the subject of emu farming. Let’s begin with the birds in their natural state. To start with, they pair off. The female is the one that chooses her mate but it is only a temporary thing. When she has laid about eight eggs to twelve eggs in a nest on the ground the male will sit on them. She is then finished with him and once he is settled on the nest she will go off and take another mate.

The male will sit on the eggs for fifty-six days and keep them at a constant temperature of thirty-six degrees Celsius. During that time he will neither eat nor drink. The energy he needs comes naturally from the fat stored in his body. He sure is an amazing bird! After the chicks have hatched he will care for them until they are able to totally look after themselves at about sixteen months.

The male is very docile while sitting on the eggs. You can lift him up to check or remove the eggs during this time without a worry. As soon as the chicks have hatched though you can’t go near them or he will kill you given half the chance. The adults have toenails that are a couple of inches long and they sure know how to use them to best effect.

Emu Tech was the company that our family ran for about nine years. There were only four licences issued by the W.A. Government as a trial project and Emu Tech gained one of these. An initial amount of 100 chicks was purchased off the Aboriginal farm at Wiluna. After a couple of years another 200 chicks were purchased from the same source. Over the next few years we built the stock up to about 6500 birds.

As there was very little information to go by it took a lot of hours of work and was certainly a learning time. Quite a few mistakes were made but a great deal of knowledge was gained in the process.

We would pick up about 7500 eggs a season for incubation. That was one of the jobs that Audrey and I had to do. From seven in the morning until eleven at night, from May til December we would be caring for about 1000 eggs in incubators our boys had built.

We also had to look after the chicks in hatchers . It was a really interesting time bringing life into the world. We had the responsibility of following the chicks through to maturity at about sixteen months.

Audrey also had the job of running a busy “on farm” restaurant and tourist facility that was a big part of Emu Tech at the time.

Jack, it would take a full book to write down all there is to know about emu farming and our various experiences. Some other time you may want me to write more about the products, marketing and other areas of interest. On this venture we all “did” large amounts of money mainly through ignorance and a general lack of available information. Unfortunately this was the case for emu farmers throughout the nation.

Audrey and I went to Griffith in NSW when emu farming was first allowed in that state. I was there as the guest speaker but most of the new farmers didn’t want to hear what we had to tell them. They thought they would all be overnight wealthy farmers but it just didn’t happen. 

If I was a younger person and know what I know now, I would still farm emus again. Audrey and I are now trading as “Australian Fine Oils”. We buy emu oil in bulk and sell to clients both here and overseas.

I hope you can find something of interest in all of this.

All the best, Arthur Marshall, Harvey.

Thanks Arthur for an interesting and informative article. Ed.

_______________________________

