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Locality and Empire: Networks of Forestry in Australia, India, and South
Africa, 1843-1948

Brett Michael Bennett, Ph.D.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2010
Supervisors: Bruce J. Hunt, Wm. Roger Louis

This dissertation draws from national and regional archives to argue that many
important aspects of forestry science, education, and culture in colonial Australia,
India, and South Africa developed according to unique local environmental, political,
social, and cultural influences. Local environmental constraints, combined with
unique cultures of experimentation, encouraged the innovation of new scientific
methods for forming timber plantations that differed from existing European and
British methods. Debates over how to create forestry schools to train foresters in each
region emphasized local problems and contexts rather than focusing primarily on
continental European precedents or methods. The culture of foresters in each region
corresponded to local cultures and social conditions as much as to a larger imperial
ethos inculcated by training in continental European or British forestry schools.
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Introduction

The intellectual origins and environmental effects of state forestry laws and scientific
policies are probably the most widely discussed subjects in the environmental history of
the British Empire. The first forestry departments in the British Empire were founded in
India in the 1840s-1860s. Forestry laws affected over one-fifth of the landmass of India
by the turn of the twentieth century.1 With India providing the legislative and
administrative model, almost every British colonial government founded a forestry
department and passed forestry laws by the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Gregory Barton notes that, “[b]y 1928 fifty separate forest departments served the
empire, with 1,500 officers, native junior officers in the tens of thousands, and 1,200,000
square miles of revenue-producing forests.”2 Whereas before the creation of state forestry
departments and laws an amalgam of rights and customs regulated forest usage, after
their creation these new regulations defined the rights and privileges of every group
living in and near forests. Professional foresters used scientific arguments to justify and
determine the environmental management of large swaths of the world. The creation and
application of these new scientific and legal norms reshaped societies, economies, and
cultures.

1
2

Michael Williams, Deforesting the Earth: From Prehistory to Global Crisis (Chicago, 2003), 366.
Gregory Barton, Empire Forestry and the Origins of Environmentalism (Cambridge, 2002), 3.
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The study of state forestry in the British Empire first became a prominent subject
among historians of India in the 1980s.3 Early Indian histories of state forestry infused
the inveterate social and Marxist theoretical basis of Indian historical scholarship with
new subaltern and post-colonial methodologies that sought to recover the lives and
agency of indigenous people hidden by the structures and representations of imperial
officials. The first critiques of state forestry saw the Indian Forest Service, created in
1864, as a destructive, coercive, state department that sought to increase revenue for the
state. In an influential Past and Present article in 1989, Ramachandra Guha and Madhav
Gadgil argue, “[it is] now well established that the imperatives of colonial forestry were
essentially commercial” and lacking “broader social or environmental considerations.”4
The main project of the Indian Forest Service was “the production of large commercial
timber and the generation of revenue.”5 These early interpretations saw the origin and
development of state forestry policies as a result of the repressive dimensions of imperial
government and an underlying capitalistic, profit-motivated incentive of empire.
In the early 1990s-early 2000s historians examining the larger history of
environmental reforms in the British Empire began to critique the notion that forestry

3

See for example Gopa Josh, “Forests and Forest Policy in India,” Social Scientist 11 (1983);
Ramachandra Guha, The Unquiet Woods: Ecological Change and Peasant Resistance in the Himalaya
(Oxford, 1989); Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, “State Forestry and Social Conflict in British
India,” Past and Present 123 (1989); Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land: An
Ecological History of India (New Delhi, 1992).
4
Guha and Gadgil, “State Forestry and Social Conflict in British India,” 144.
5
Ibid., 146.
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arose in India merely as a repressive, revenue-producing department. Two scholars in
particular, Richard Grove and Gregory Barton, both argued that governments in India
(and governments elsewhere in the British Empire) created forestry departments to curtail
deforestation, protect climate, and produce revenue. Grove’s work explores how
networks of botanists and physicians working across the imperial tropics started to
connect the destruction of forests with local climatic change, known as desiccation,
which led to the decrease in rainfall, the lowering of water tables, increased erosion, and
increased temperatures.6 His work on India emphasizes that British botanists drawing
from both indigenous and colonial ideas of botany and climate helped to encourage the
formation of colonial forestry laws and departments in the Bombay and Madras
Presidencies in the 1800s-1850s. Barton’s work focuses more specifically on forestry,
and continues where Grove’s work ends. Barton emphasizes the “colonial” origins of
forestry:

Foresters promoted the very modern-sounding proposition that deforestation led
to devastating changes in climate. Forests in India, Australia, New Zealand,
Canada, and the far-flung colonial empire in Africa, Latin America and the West

6

Richard Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens, and the Origins of
Environmentalism, 1600-1860 (Cambridge, 1995).

3

Indies constituted a global environmental laboratory with innovative strategies
and new management techniques, watched attentively throughout the world.7

Rather than seeing state forestry merely as a revenue-driven program, Barton suggested
that imperialism encouraged the rise of global conservationism and even early
environmentalism.
A new wave of imperial historians in the 2000s began to situate the origins of
imperial forestry within a continental European context. In this argument, the British
Empire was a “colonial” receiver of “metropolitan” culture and methods. In an article on
the Cape Colony, Karen Brown sums up this perspective: “An international model for
forest management was thus being promoted—emanating from the European metropole
and exported to the colonial periphery, where it was adapted to meet local conditions.”8
Ravi Rajan traces a lineage from late eighteenth-century Prussian cameralism directly to
the foundations of the Indian Forest Service in 1864, and from there then to the rest of the
British Empire. He notes that beginning in the mid nineteenth century,

7

Barton, Empire Forestry, 2.
Karen Brown, “The Conservation and Utilisation of the Natural World: Silviculture in the Cape Colony,
c. 1902-1910,” Environment and History 7 (2001), 433.
8

4

the Indian forest department, staffed by personnel trained in Germany and France,
systematically erected a framework of resource use modeled along European
lines. Laws restricting resource use were passed, silvicultural systems
inaugurated, and new approaches to forest utilization launched.9

Following this interpretation, Ben Weil notes that the continental connection helped lead
foresters in India to become “exclusively devoted to profitable exploitation” in the early
twentieth century.10 Thus the older notion that forestry was primarily revenue-based is
now married with this new interpretation that sees empire forestry as a direct extension of
European policies and practices.
Did foresters in the British Empire mirror the practices and theories of German
and French forestry? Was forestry in the British Empire revenue-driven and did it lack
environmental sentiment? Or did foresters develop unique practices according to local
conditions and partly from a desire to protect the environment? I draw extensively from
archives in Australia, India, and South Africa to argue that environmental constraints and
local human contexts—especially economic, cultural, social, and political factors—

9

Ravi Rajan, Modernizing Nature: Forestry and Imperial Eco-Development 1800-1950 (Oxford, 2006),
79.
10
Benjamin Weil, “Conservation, Exploitation, and Cultural Change in the Indian Forest Service, 18751927,” Environmental History 11 (2006), 319.
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predominantly shaped the rise of forestry science, culture, and education in these regions.
The chapters demonstrate how silviculture (the science of growing trees), forestry
education, and the culture of foresters in these three regions arose out of a synthesis of
British imperial and local traditions. The main point I demonstrate in each chapter is that
there was no consistent German or French model that directed actual forestry practices
and cultures in the British Empire. Upon closer examination a more diverse picture of
forestry arises. Self-described advocates of “European” forestry disagreed on what
actually constituted European methods or traditions. Nor did the importation of German
and French working plans for managing large forests help foresters to create plantations
of tropical species of trees. Few foresters in the British Empire had a strong cultural
affinity with Europe or European forestry, and many strongly rejected European theories
and practices as impractical or wrong for non-European conditions. Locality rivaled, and
often trumped, imperial or European connections.
Australia, India, and South Africa provide excellent case studies in which to
examine the origins and development of forestry policies, practices, and cultures in the
British Empire. Governments in all three regions created state forestry departments
between 1840-1918. Many of the foresters in each region attended the same forestry
schools in Europe and Britain. Forestry personnel from each region corresponded with
one another and met at successive Empire Forestry Conferences beginning in 1920. There
is a baseline for comparison because of these similarities. But these three regions had
6

environments and social, political, and economic conditions vastly different from each
other and also from those in Europe that help to illuminate the divergences of state
forestry policies in the larger British Empire. The vast centralized Government of India
(after 1858) ruled over the subcontinent whereas southern Africa and Australia housed
numerous settler colonies until Federation in Australia in 1901 and Union in South Africa
in 1910. Foresters in each region had to learn about new climates, ecologies, floras, and
faunas. The diversity in forest types—from alpine forests in the Himalayas to tropical
forests in Queensland and southern India—led to the development of a variety of forestry
theories and practices used to manage existing forests and to create timber plantations.

Re-Assessing European and Empire Forestry

Historians linking forestry in the British Empire to continental European models rely
upon a particular historical conception of European forestry that can largely be traced to
the work of Henry Lowood, who wrote a dissertation and an influential book chapter on
forestry in Prussia in the eighteenth century.11 Lowood’s work forms the basis for

11

German (especially Prussian) forestry methods are usually seen as the origin and basis of French
methods. See for example Rajan, Modernizing Nature, 35-54. I use the term “Germany” to describe the
regions inhabited by German speakers that after 1871 later became part of the nation-state of Germany.

7

subsequent interpretations of continental European forestry.12 He situates the rise of
Prussian quantitative “forestry mathematics” as an extension of cameralist statistics and
state-making policies during the second half of the eighteenth century. Thus he describes
foresters as the “calculating forester.” Foresters created quantified mathematical systems
that divided forests based upon areas, rates of growth, and the volume of wood in order to
maximize profit and production. Eventually this led state foresters to seek minimum
diversity in order to better manage forests over long period of time. Foresters across
Germany using these models started planting monoculture plantations of conifers. By the
mid nineteenth century, many of the plantations began to suffer and die. Scholars have
generally taken a highly critical view of these efforts. To quote Marc Cioc (who draws
from Lowood): “[u]ltimately it produced the even-bordered, even-lined, same-aged,
same-species,

growth-stunted,

disease-ridden,

ecologically

impoverished

‘parallelograms’.”13 Other scholars, the most notable being James Scott in his famous

Henry Lowood, “Patriotism, Profit, and Scientific Societies, 1760-1815” (Ph.D. University of California at
Berkeley, 1987) and “The Calculating Forester: Quantification, Cameral Science, and the Emergence of
Scientific Forestry Management in Germany,” in Tore Frängsmyr, J. L. Heilbron, and Robin E. Rider (eds.)
The Quantifying Spirit in the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley, 1990).
12
For one example see Rajan’s footnote in Modernizing Nature where he writes, “I am greatly indebted to
Henry Lowod for the upcoming description of cameralist forestry,” p. 36 note 54. Lowood’s descriptions of
the late eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries have been used to describe continental forestry more
broadly.
13
Marc Cioc, The Rhine: An Eco-Biography 1815-2000 (Seattle, 2002), 104.
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Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have
Failed, cite Lowood and describe forestry in Germany in similar terms.14
But this portrayal of German and French forestry does not accurately describe the
competing notions of forestry that existed in Europe or the diversity of practices and
theories that were used. Lowood’s oft-cited work accurately describes a pure intellectual
history of mathematical and mechanistic views of some leading German foresters prior to
the middle of the nineteenth century, but it does not explain all of the intellectual currents
of German forestry after the middle of the nineteenth century. German forestry
underwent an intellectual transformation in the second half of the nineteenth century, the
period when state forestry arose in the British Empire. The ecological failure of many
monoculture coniferous plantations during the mid century, the unappealing aesthetics of
conifer plantations, and the rise of romantic German nationalism led many foresters in
German speaking lands to seek a “back-to-nature” model of forestry. Michael Imrot
characterizes “back-to-nature” foresters as calling “for a return to uneven-aged, mixed
stands, as well as a balance between the exigencies of timber production and ecological
and aesthetic considerations.”15 Nor was the desire to move back towards mixed forests
confined to Germany. The French forester Adolphe Parade became to champion a mixed

14

James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed
(New Haven, 1998), Ch. 1.
15
See Michael Imort, “A Sylvan People: Wilhelmine Forestry and the Forest as a Symbol of Germandom,”
in Thomas M. Lekan and Thomas Zeller (eds.), Germany's Nature: Cultural Landscapes and
Environmental History (Piscataway [NJ], 2005), 62.

9

silvicultural regime with the famous aphorism “Imiter la nature et hâter son oeuvre.”16
These ideas percolated throughout forestry journals and were widely discussed by
foresters. Ensuring the reproduction of mixed species hardwood forests (oak, beech,
cherry, ash, maple, and walnut) continued to remain one of the most important—and
studied—areas of forestry in France and Germany. Rather than looking at this mixedforest movement, scholars have focused on plantations at the expense of other forms of
management.
Those who emphasize the continental European origins of forestry in the British
Empire tend to focus primarily on India.17 This is because India was the first part of the
British Empire to educate foresters in Europe and it had large, existing forests that
catered to mathematical working plans focused on sustainable yields. British foresters
began studying in France and Germany in the late 1860s and continued studying on the
continent for summers even after the creation of the first British forestry school in 1885.
Some of the leading foresters in India—Dietrich Brandis (a botanist), William Schlich,
and Berthold Ribbentrop—were German. These three men served as the Inspector
General of the Indian Forest Service for much of the last half of the nineteenth century.

16

O. Ciancio and S. Nocentini, “Forest Management from Positivism to the Culture of Complexity,” in M.
Agnoletti and S. Anderson, Forest History International Studies on Socio-Economic and Forest Ecosystem
Change (New York, 2000), 49.
17
India has been the center of forestry history debates. For recent debates see the review by K.
Sivaramakrishnan, “Science, Environment and Empire History: Comparative Perspectives from Forests in
Colonial India,” Environment and History 14 (2008).
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Other leading foresters in India, such as Robert Troup, championed European working
plans. The working plan of most forest districts in India were based upon an
interpretation of German working plans that foresters learned from William Schlich in his
five volume Manual of Forestry, the standard text for Indian foresters.18
But scholars emphasizing the dominance of working plans have overlooked the
strong resistance to theoretical models of German and French forestry that existed in
India. Many foresters in India recognized that abstract conceptions of forests did not
always reflect biological realities. In the 1876 volume of the Indian Forester, the official
journal of the Indian Forest Service, the pseudonymous writer Jangali Bulbul mocked
strict theoretical German and French notions of “The Ideal Forest” because “strictly
speaking, nothing in nature is abnormal, and, secondly, because the model-forest is a
phenomenon confined to the forester’s brain, and there abnormal.”19 When Troup tried to
encourage foresters to create a “uniform system” of teak management in Burma in 1911
he was mocked by local foresters for trying to make forests of “teak, all teak, and nothing
but teak.”20 Indian foresters at the 1947 Empire Forestry Conference in London finally

18

William Schlich, Manual of Forestry, 5 Volumes (London, 1889-1896). Schlich wrote these texts on
behalf of the India Office for use at Cooper’s Hill. See the letters between him and the India Office in the
India Office Room (IOR), British Library (BL), L/PWD/8/129.
19
Jangali Bulbul, “Technical Terms,” Indian Forester 2 (1876), 52-3. Jangali Balbul translates into English
as “Nightengale of the Jungle.”
20
See Gregory A. Barton and Brett M. Bennett, “Environmental Conservation and Deforestation in India
1855-1947: A Reconsideration,” Itinerario: International Journal of the History of European Expansion
and Global Interaction 38 (2008), 91.
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decided that theoretical working plans that estimated the volume or growth of trees did
not accord with the biological realities of forests.21

Nor did forestry laws always

negatively impact forest peoples as the first scholars of forestry in India believed. There
is a large body of work that now shows how forestry laws and working plans did not
always alienate tribal people from forests in India.22 Throughout India, especially in
remote districts, foresters had a difficult time establishing order over the forests, and
continual changes in government policies led to the abandonment of previous plans. The
Indian Forest Service did not want to—nor could—turn India’s forests into
monocultures.23 The emphasis on working plans in India also downplays the history of
timber plantations, an overlooked and important area of Indian state forestry.24
Australia and South Africa fit even less well within this Euro-centric model of
diffusion. Foresters in most of South Africa did not have large existing forests to manage
and Australian settlers “hated” the properties of their hardwood forests.25 Rather, these

21

See the State Library of New South Wales, ML, MSS 2071, E.H.F. Swain, By the Way: Pepysian
Jottings Empire Forestry Conference, 1947.
22
A number of studies have critiqued the initial assumption that forestry working plans and laws were
always equally effective and enforced. See Mahesh Rangarajan, Fencing the Forest: Conservation and
Ecological Change in India's Central Provinces, 1860-1914 (Delhi, 1998); K. Sivaramakrishnan, Modern
Forests: Statemaking and Environmental Change in Colonial Eastern India. (Stanford, 2002).
23
Barton and Bennett, “Environmental Conservation and Deforestation,” 90-2.
24
Ironically, scholars studying the history of forestry in Europe tend to focus on the creation of
monoculture plantations whereas most Indian scholarship focuses on the management of large, existing
forests.
25
For Hancock’s famous quote and the debate it inspired see Keith Hancock, Australia (London, 1930), 33.
Also see Brett M. Bennett, “A Global History of Australian Trees,” Journal of the History of Biology,
forthcoming 2011.

12

settlers faced the issue of having to create new forests where none existed. Despite
considerable discussions about how trees influenced climate, the planting of trees in most
arid regions flowed out of a need for usable timber for domestic and industrial uses. The
types of trees that foresters planted and studied evolved in environments and climates far
different from those of northern Europe. European foresters who placed a stronger
emphasis on managing existing northern European forests (especially of northern conifers
and hardwoods) had little to offer foresters whose work focused primarily on
experimenting with southern hemisphere and North American trees in arid environments.
Colonial foresters became the world’s experts on creating plantations of exotic trees. The
South African forester, C.C. Robertson, noted that, “In the other branches of the science
of Forestry we can look to some other countries, and particularly Germany…but the
scientific naturalization of exotic trees has so far received comparatively little attention in
these countries.”26 There was little reason to look to Europe when, as Robertson
continued, “more experimental planting of exotics has been carried out here [in South
Africa] than in any other part of the world.”27
A re-examination of the connections between Europe and the British Empire also
requires a focus on debates surrounding the education of British foresters in Europe.
Studies of forestry education are limited, but the main thrust of scholarship has been to

26

C.C. Robertson, Some Suggestions as to the Principles of the Scientific Naturalisation of Exotic Forest
Trees (Cape Town, 1910), 1.
27
Ibid., 1.
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emphasize the utilitarian and continental European influences in forestry education.28
Except for the work of Ulrike Kirchberger, who sees the German influence on forestry
education as merely contributing to a pre-existing British Indian tradition of management
and scientific education, scholarship assumes that colonial government officials
purposely sought to model themselves on Europe.29 Referring to Dietrich Brandis and
Hugh Cleghorn’s proposals in the mid 1860s to send forest cadets to Europe, Rajan notes,
“It is noteworthy that government favourably received their proposals.”30 Yet a further
examination of the debates in the 1860s about forestry education, in addition to debates
and discussions surrounding the opening of forestry schools in Australia and South
Africa, shows how local politics and environments influenced the opening and
curriculum of forestry schools. Nor was there a singular conception of European forestry
education. Many foresters, including influential European foresters, emphasized the
diversity of practices and theories in Europe rather than emphasizing a single monolithic
forestry.
Previous studies of the culture of foresters in India and South Africa emphasize
their strong utilitarian and militaristic belief about the importance of forestry.31 Within
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this interpretation there is little role for the romantic, aesthetic, or naturalistic beliefs of
foresters themselves; foresters are portrayed largely as a monolithic group. This cultural
interpretation helps to explain why foresters pushed for the removal of people living in
and near forests whereas many magistrates and civil officials sought to stop foresters
from expanding the boundaries of state forests. But a more in-depth analysis of the
culture of foresters in Australia and India suggests that many foresters held deep romantic
and aesthetic sentiments towards the forests and imagined themselves as preserving and
conserving its forests and animals. In India, many advocates of German and French
forestry also criticized its rigid military culture. In Australia, many state foresters actively
rejected European traditions and cultures, seeking instead to found new Australian
cultural and scientific traditions and methods. One leading Australian forester, Edward
Harold Swain, even sought to create a whole new modern economy, society, and culture
based on his unique Australian vision of forestry.

Definitions

This dissertation uses the terms “arboriculture,” “botany,” horticulture,” and
“silviculture” to denote distinct fields of science. All four scientific disciplines, to some
degree, relate to the growing of plants. But each discipline placed an emphasis on
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different areas relating to the growth of plants—some focused on understanding plant
biology in order to manage mixed forests, others to create monoculture plantations, and
still others merely wanted to know the correct species name or its related genus or family.
This dissertation defines botany, arboriculture, horticulture, and forestry based upon a
historical reconstruction of how professional and amateur practitioners imagined
themselves and worked as scientific communities.
Botany has been described as the “big science” of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries: it received funding from governments and had a large popular and
amateur audience, and an understanding of botany was seen as a way of “improving” the
economy and morals of a society.32 In its widest form, nineteenth-century botany
encompassed the study of the discovery and classification of plants, their uses, and their
growth. Prior to the rise of public and imperial botanical gardens in the early to mid
nineteenth century, few people were trained specifically to work as

professional

botanists. Rather, botany was an important part of the curriculum of medical schools, a
fact that helps to explain the preponderance of physicians and surgeons in the British
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Empire who became the directors of botanical gardens, headed the first forestry
departments, and took a strong interest in colonial botanical exploration and
classification.33 The mid nineteenth century was a turning point in the growth and
professionalization of botany in the British Empire. It was during this period that Kew
Gardens became a public garden (in 1840) and started to help shape the foundation and
staffing of botanical gardens throughout the British Empire.34 New botanical gardens
arose throughout the British Empire, especially in major regional and colonial cities. 35
Botanists and foresters shared close relations in the British Empire in the mid to
late nineteenth century. Botanists played a disproportionate role in helping to found state
forestry policies and practices in Australia, India, and South Africa. In India botanists
staffed and directed the first forestry departments in Madras, Bombay, and Bengal.36
Botanists in Australia led lobbying efforts to create state-run timber plantations and
protect existing forests from overcutting. Many of southern Africa’s first foresters came
from a botanical background or studied at botanical gardens prior to the creation of a
forestry school in Cape Town and Tokai in 1906. The relationship between botanical
gardens, botanists, and forestry slowly began to change in the late nineteenth and early
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twentieth centuries as forestry departments expanded in size and began to create their
own nurseries. Still, botanical gardens continued to send and exchange seeds with
forestry departments throughout the British Empire well into the mid twentieth century.
Horticulture refers more broadly to the growing—preparation, cultivation,
maintenance—of plants whereas arboriculture refers more specifically to the growing of
trees, usually for non-economic purposes, such as street planting for shade and aesthetics.
Arboriculture, the study of growing trees, was practiced widely in Britain prior to the
introduction of continental forestry (defined below as sylviculture) in the British Empire
during the 1860s and after. Many historians trace the origins of arboriculture in Britain to
John Evelyn’s 1664 Sylva, but tree planting, botanical “improvement,” and systematic
study of creating plantations did not become widely popular among large land owners
until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, prompted by an increased interest
in botanical “improvement.”37 In particular, Scotland developed a strong tradition of
arboriculture in the late eighteenth through mid nineteenth centuries. The Royal Scottish
Arboricultural Society, founded in 1854, widely championed forestry in the British
Empire. Many of the first foresters and tree plantation superintendents were Scots who
studied arboriculture in Scotland.38
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Forestry, and its ancillary term, silviculture, refer broadly to the science of
managing and reproducing existing forests and creating timber plantations. The term
“forestry” is used to denote the broader practices of a forester, including the legal and
financial dimensions of the profession, rather than the purer form of forestry science,
silviculture. As noted above, many scholars see the broader package of scientific forestry
as an outgrowth of German cameralism and a fear of possible wood shortages that led
state managers and scientists to create mathematical formulas in an effort to promote a
sustainable yield of trees.39 But the narrow focus on growing individual species of trees
developed in the nineteenth century into a number of competing views about forest
management, some involving the transformation of existing forests into monoculture
forests through clear-felling and selection cutting (cutting only certain aged or sized
trees), and other systems involving the management of mixed forests. I emphasize this
broader tradition rather than seeing forestry only in terms of mathematics and statistics.
The theoretical basis of the management of existing forests was the “working plan,”
which was an accumlation of statistics about a forest (including growth rates, soil type,
climate, species composition) that tried to rationalize the cutting and planting of trees in
order to maximize sustainability and revenue. The working plan prescribed the type of
cutting (clear-felling, selection cutting), the system of reproduction (natural or artificial),
and attempted to regulate biology to correspond to the economic needs of humans.
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Working plans for large forests could only be accurately made when forests were
accurately mapped and the composition and habits of the species were well known. As
such, many of the forestry practices in the British Empire—mapping, understanding new
species, and creating plantations—fell outside theoretical models for managing large
forests.
The first professionally educated foresters arrived in India in the late 1860s, in the
Cape Colony in the early 1880s, and in Australia in the 1910s and later.
Professionalization occurred at different speeds across the British Empire. By the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many of India’s forest officer and sub-officers
had been trained at forestry schools that emphasized the use of working plans and the
sustainable yield. In Australia and South Africa there was not a full professionalization of
the forestry departments until well into the 1920s-1930s. Many of the foresters in these
regions first studied botany, agriculture, or worked their way up the ranks as forest cadets
or sub-officers. Yet even with the implementation of education patterned on continental
European models, many graduates remained wary of overly theoretical speculations and
they strongly criticized the European origin of many forestry theories and practices.

Chapter Outlines
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The structure of this dissertation follows a roughly chronological and geographical
progression, beginning with the origins of timber plantations in India in the 1840s and the
formation of educational policies in the second half of the nineteenth century, and ending
with an epilogue tracing out forestry policies in each country after decolonization. Each
chapter can be read as its own standalone essay in addition to being pieces of a larger
argument set out in this introduction. The chapters emphasize how local contexts and
environmental constraints influenced the development of forestry policies, theories, and
practices.
Chapter One, “Debating Forestry Education for British India, 1855-1885,”
examines for the first time the early debates (1860s-1880s) surrounding the founding of
forestry educational systems for foresters bound for India. The existing literature suggests
that British Indian officials widely supported a continental European forestry education
for Indian foresters. But a closer examination of the intense debates about forestry
education in British India suggests another interpretation. The chapter offers two
interrelated arguments about the Government of India and India Office’s choice to send
foresters to Germany and France in the late 1860s and the later decision to create a school
at the Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill. First, the chapter proposes that
there was no agreed upon consensus among those who debated possible forestry
education systems about what actually constituted “European” forestry. Many officials in
India fought vociferously against the decision to send foresters to Europe. Others who
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supported the decision did so only because it provided the easiest—and cheapest—model.
Adherents to European education also saw its faults, such as its militaristic culture,
overemphasis on theory, and the great environmental differences between Europe and
India. Second, I argue that the institutions of forestry and the identities and backgrounds
of foresters (discussed further in the third chapter) became more “British” and “Indian”
than continental European. We must understand the rise of forestry education in India as
a multifaceted debate that cannot easily be characterized as an accurate reflection of
French or German forestry.
Chapter Two, “Forestry Culture, the Environmental Ethic, and Deforestation in
British India in the Late Nineteenth to Mid Twentieth Centuries,” focuses on the culture
of Indian foresters as way to understand the origins and application of forestry policies.
Contrary to previous interpretations, I suggest that Indian Forest Service officers
remained staunchly focused on conserving the forests of India and did not become overly
focused on profit or technical extraction. Scholars have previously maintained that
forestry education indoctrinated utilitarian beliefs into the minds of young forestry
students that they took with them to India. By examining the writings, memoirs, and
literature of foresters, I suggest that this interpretation is based on a narrow reading of
evidence. Scholars studying the cultural history of foresters in India (and elsewhere in the
British Empire) have borrowed from American-centric interpretations of “conservation”
and “preservation” that should not be applied to the British Empire. In this view, foresters
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are seen as being conservationists and not preservationists. Rather, I argue that foresters
maintained a strong environmental strain that combined both conservationist and
preservationist tendencies. They fought against other government departments that sought
to increase the harvest rate or decrease the size of state-controlled forests. An
examination of the policies and cut-rates of the Indian Forest Service during the first half
of the twentieth century shows that the cut-rate did not rapidly increase, and the rise of
revenue—used as evidence to indicate the changing ethos of foresters—can be attributed
to rising commodity prices and the expansion of non-wood products.
Chapter Three, “Local Experimentation and the Rise of Timber plantations in
Nineteenth-century Colonial Southern India,” analyzes the rise of timber plantations in
India during the mid to late nineteenth century. It focuses on two plantations in particular:
the Nilambur teak plantation in Malabar and the Australian plantations in and around
Ootacamound on the Nilgiris plateau. Historians who have imputed the European origins
of forestry have not actually examined the methods that foresters used to create and
manage timber plantations. I situate the rise of timber plantations in India within a larger
rise of plantation agriculture and botanical experimentation in India in the 1840s-1870s.
The formation of plantations of teak involved the “co-production” of knowledge by both
Europeans and Indians rather than a direct transfer of knowledge from Europe to India.
Departments other than the forestry department created many of the largest and most
successful plantations. Only in the 1880s and 1890s did foresters working for the Indian
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Forest Service influenced by German and French working plans begin making
suggestions on the management of these plantations. Nonetheless, the methods used to
raise, space, and thin these plantations that developed out of local experiments continued
even after the application of working plans.
Chapter Four, “‘Fit the Tree to the Climate’: Australian-South African Exchange
and the Rise of Comparative Climatic Forestry in South Africa,” begins a new section
examining the history of forestry in southern Africa from the 1880s-1930s. Historians
have argued that the development of silviculture—the science of growing trees—within
South Africa originated out of continental European forestry methods and concerns. This
chapter places the origins of South African silviculture within an imperial, southern
African and southern hemisphere scientific and cultural context. It argues that scientific
and cultural comparisons between southern Africa and Australia, combined with
widespread failures of the first Australian trees planted in southern Africa during the
nineteenth century, encouraged the rise of a climatic school of silviculture in the Cape
Colony in the 1890s that then spread to the rest of South Africa after 1902. South African
foresters in the first half of the twentieth century intensively studied supposedly similar
southern African and Australian climates to select the most suitable species of Australian
trees to grow in plantations. The success of this comparative climatic method led to its
eventual decline in the mid twentieth century when foresters finally accrued an extensive
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knowledge of what Australian trees grew best in South Africa as a result of over sixty
years of local experiments and botanical and intellectual exchanges.
Chapter Five, “‘The Only School of Forestry South of the Equator’: The Rise and
Demise of the School of Forestry at Cape Town and Tokai, 1906-1911,” focuses on the
first school of forestry in South Africa, touted by many as the first school of forestry in
the southern hemisphere and the extra-tropics. This chapter examines for the first time the
opening and closing of southern Africa’s first forestry school, located in Cape Town and
nearby Tokai. The school opened in 1906 but closed five years later owing to a variety of
internal and external problems. This chapter situates the opening of the school as a result
of larger discussions about the uniqueness of southern Africa’s climate, environment, and
the desire to afforest the country with exotic trees rather than as an extension of a preexisting continental European tradition. The curriculum of the school was uniquely
devised to fit southern African traditions. But despite its unique mission, the school
closed in 1911 after years of in-fighting between foresters and colonies. The school’s
closing ultimately corresponded to a larger shift of power from the Cape Colony to the
Transvaal in the years preceding and following Union in 1910. Internal politics mired the
school from its beginning but larger South African events shaped the eventual closing of
the school in 1911.
Chapter Six, “Forestry and the Exotics Versus Natives Question in South Africa,
1881-1935,” explores how the importation and planting of exotic species of trees, in
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particular Acacia and Eucalyptus, fuelled the rise of strong criticisms against exotic
plants. The debate regarding exotic trees and forestry in South Africa in the first half of
the twentieth century revolved around local problems and contexts, not a paradigm of
continental forestry. South African foresters practiced a more plantation-based style of
forestry than did their European counterparts. Interestingly, the strongest critic of South
African forestry, John Phillips, called for the management and regeneration of existing
forests using theoretical models drawn from continental forestry and the new science of
ecology. South African debates over exotics also helps to explain the rise of ecological
nationalism, the view that “national natures” were unique and should be protected against
“alien” plants.
Chapter Seven, “The Rise of State Forestry in Australia: Practical Elites and
Australia’s Unique Ecology,” situates the origins of state forestry policies and timber
plantations in Australia within the economic, political, and environmental context of
Australia in the mid nineteenth century. The chapter challenges the notion that state
forestry in Australia arose predominately in response to and as a reflection of continental
European forestry science. Something quite different happened. Rather, state forestry
arose in the 1860s-1890s as a response to a local economic need for softwood timbers.
Those who advocated a more theoretical forestry science and sought tree planting for the
amelioration of climate lost out to those who favored more tangible, “practical” forms of
forestry management, such as the formation of timber plantations. Forestry in Australia
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had fitful starts, and early attempts to create large-scale conservancies failed in the face
of colonial parliaments seeking to turn forests into profitable farms, pastures, and sources
of timber for mines.
Chapter Eight, “E.H.F. Swain and Australian Forestry, 1899-1948,” details for the
first time how Edward Harold Fulcher Swain (1883-1970) sought to create a forest
modernity based on his distinct vision of forestry. Swain served as the Director of
Queensland’s Forestry Board from 1918-1932 and as the Forestry Commissioner for New
South Wales from 1935-1948. Swain developed a unique set of beliefs about forestry as
he worked his way up the ranks of the New South Wales and Queensland Forestry
Departments. Swain’s life and beliefs provides a window that shows how Australian
foresters developed unique scientific and cultural traditions that were highly critical of
European theories, practices, and cultures. Swain sought to make forestry based upon the
business model—“profit or loss”—rather than holding forests “feudally” without an eye
for profit, as he believed European foresters did. At the same time he wanted to set aside
large areas of forests in their natural “primitive” condition for the psychological and
spiritual health of humans. He rose to prominence in Australia and even garnered a great
deal of attention at the 1947 Empire Forestry Conference in London. But Swain’s more
extreme views could not be implemented within Australia, and when the British Empire
slowly decolonized, his dreams died.
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Chapter Nine, “An Imperial, National, and State Debate: The Rise and Near Fall
of the Australian Forestry School, 1916-1945,” analyzes the conflicts surrounding the
opening of the Australian Forestry School in Canberra in 1927. The school was headed
from 1927-1945 by Charles Edward Lane Poole, a British-born forester who studied in
France and sought to implement a system of forestry in Australia similar to France. He
pushed a national forestry policy, a national forestry school, and a single national forestry
ethos among the foresters at the school. But Lane Poole battled against a variety of state
politicians and foresters who wanted the states to retain their constitutional rights over
forestry laws, scientific policies, and forest management. Lane Poole was beleaguered in
his position owing to his stubborn personality, the depression of the 1930s, and the
constant fights between him and the states. In the end, he could not create a federal
forestry policy, and while his school remained open, it was not the only one in Australia.
Lane Poole’s attempt to create a more European forestry policy highlights the ambiguity
of implementing European policies into local political, social, cultural, and economic
contexts.
The “Epilogue” shows how locality continued to influence the development of
forestry policies after the end of the British Empire. Many scholars have connected
current environmental problems in former colonies with the legacies of imperial
environmental policies. But this interpretation relies upon an interpretation of state
forestry (e.g. forestry as a revenue-driven, environmentally insensitive program) that this
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dissertation has argued against. I suggest that forestry departments in Australia, India,
and South Africa in the late 1940s and after responded to unique social, political, and
economic conditions that created divergent policies and cultures of forestry. Rather than
only focusing on the legacies of imperialism, we should pursue more rigorous sitespecific research to uncover how locality influenced the development of forestry after
decolonization.
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Chapter One

Debating Forestry Education for British India, 1855-1885

This chapter offers a new perspective of the origin of forestry education for foresters
working in India. It examines a series of intense debates surrounding the decision to
send British students to study forestry in France and Germany in the mid 1860s, and
the opening of the forestry school at the Royal Indian Engineering College at
Cooper’s Hill in 1885. I make two interrelated arguments drawing from these
examples. First, I argue that because foresters and officials had no single, agreed upon
conception of what actually constituted French or German forestry, it is problematic
to call certain Indian forestry laws, scientific methods, and educational practices as
derivative of any single “European,” “French,” or “German” forestry system. Even
self-identified supporters of French or German forestry disagreed with each other on
the true nature of European forestry. Instead of stressing a rigid and formulaic system,
as some scholars today do, many Britons and Europeans imagined European forestry
as either a general principle or a diversity of practices that defied easy categorization.
Second, I argue that instead of becoming more European, the institutions and culture
of forestry in Britain and British India actually became increasingly British because a
vocal and influential group of officials and foresters continually tried to create, and
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eventually succeeded in founding, a forestry school in Britain to educate foresters
instead of sending them to study in Europe. The movement to create a school in
Britain eventually won out over attempts to keep the school in Europe or open a
school in India. After 1885, foresters preparing to work in India no longer went to
Europe to study forestry, but instead studied at the Royal Indian Engineering College
at Cooper’s Hill and made tours of European forests only during the summer. This is
part of a larger pattern whereby the staffing, self-identification, and location of the
institutions where foresters studied became markedly British and Indian, not French
or German. In the end, forestry in India developed into a hybrid of the competing set
of visions, practices, and meanings that were available.
To make these arguments, this chapter studies Indian forestry by examining its
networks and the different ideas about forestry held by foresters and state officials in
India, Britain, France, and Germany.1 A study of networks helps to destabilize the
generalized assumptions scholars maintain about forestry in British India that do not
accurately reflect the complexities and realities of how forestry originated and
functioned in the subcontinent. As Alan Lester notes:

1

Other attempts to analyze the networks of forestry in the British Empire and India have failed to look
at the politics, culture, and shifts in networks. For one chapter that uses the terms “center” and
“periphery” and sees networks as single entities, see Donal McCracken, “Fraternity in the Age of
Jingoism: The British Imperial Botanic and Forestry Network,” in Benedikt Stucktey (ed.), Science
Across the European Empires 1800-1950 (Oxford, 2005).

31

Scholars who propose a networked conception of empire generally consider it
more useful to try to examine multiple meanings, projects, material practices,
performances and experiences of colonial relations rather than locate their
putative root causes, whether they are “economic,” “political” or indeed
“cultural.” These relations were always stretched in contingent and nondeterministic ways, across space, and they did not necessarily privilege either
metropolitan or colonial spaces.2

This chapter does not use networks to suggest a single root cause of forestry in India,
but rather suggests that a multiplicity of methods and meanings existed that historians
have failed to recognize.
We can only understand the history of forestry in British India by situating it
within its various networks, institutions, and historical contexts beginning in the
1850s through to the 1880s, which were the critical decades for the development of
forestry institutions in India. Forestry became a state tool and a profession at the same
time that many other nascent and established scientific disciplines also became selfregulating professions and services of the state. Yet unlike other established scientific
disciplines, scientific foresters had little previous cultural, economic, and political
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standing in mid Victorian Britain. Thus when it came to creating forestry institutions,
a great debate ensued.

The Origins and Development of Forestry and Forestry Education India, 18551870

The East India Company governed much of what we now know as India in the early
to mid nineteenth century. Before 1855, the various presidencies and provinces of the
East India Company maintained differing policies towards their forests. By the early
to mid nineteenth century, a growing number of Indian officials who were connected
to international scientific networks began to worry about the detrimental
environmental effects and economic problems caused by rapid deforestation. The first
attempts by the governments in Madras and Tennaserim (in Lower Burma) to protect
forests in the early 1800s ended after free trade advocates helped repeal state laws
that restricted forest usage based on the argument that the state’s intervention into the
felling and taxing of timber violated the free market.3 The first state forestry
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departments developed in the 1840s-1850s during a period when British officials in
India feared that deforestation was devastating forests.4 During these twenty years the
Bombay Presidency, the Bengal Presidency (for Burma), and the Madras Presidency
began employing conservators to create plantations and stop excessive deforestation,
which both governments believed led to declines in rainfall and a shortage of
fuelwood and railway sleepers.5 Despite these localized developments, no single
government department or movement existed to centralize forestry policies across
India until the mid 1850s.
Lord Dalhousie, the Governor-General of the East India Company from 1848
to 1856, institutionalized a strong utilitarian tradition of Indian forestry when he
claimed the state ownership of Pegu’s teak forests and set strict limits on how many
trees could be cut and how much tax would be paid per tree. Dalhousie brought in a
German botanist, Dietrich Brandis, to be the Commissioner of Forests for Burma in
1855 (Brandis arrived in Burma in early 1856). Yet the creation of Dalhousie’s state
forestry laws remained a sore subject for many British merchants and administrators
in Burma who felt that the regulation of forests constituted a monopoly of naturally
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free resources.6 British merchants in Rangoon tried to get Brandis, the Commissioner
of Forests, to open the forests after Dalhousie left India.7 After the Indian Uprising in
1857 these powerful merchants suggested to the Commissioner in Rangoon and the
Viceroy in Calcutta that the newly constituted Government of India might return a
handsome profit by harvesting teak trees. British timber merchants in Rangoon
disliked Brandis’s strict policies of conservancy, and they lobbied and convinced
Lord Canning, the British Viceroy of India, to repeal these stringent laws in late
1861.8
Brandis used his position of authority and British connections to complain to
the India Office in London about Canning’s newly instituted policies. Brandis wrote a
frustrated letter to the Secretary of State for India, Sir Charles Wood, criticizing
Canning’s decision and asking Wood to repeal the ruling. Wood followed Brandis’s
advice and overruled Canning’s decision in a sharply worded letter that resurrected
the utilitarian, state-directed system promoted by Dalhousie in 1855.9 Although Wood
was a pragmatic Liberal who sought to find new ways to collect revenue to pay for

6

Not all professional foresters supported Brandis. See the lassiez faire ideas of Robert Abreu. Robert
Abreu, Journal of a Tour Through Pegu & Martaban Provinces in the Suite of Drs McClelland &
Brandis Successively Superintendents of Forests, Pegu (Maulmain [Burma], 1858).
7
See his memories of timber merchants and his fight. Dietrich Brandis, Indian Forestry (Woking
[UK], 1897), 33-7.
8
Barton and Bennett, “Conservation and Deforestation,” 84-6.
9
The documents cited in the next section are from A Selection of Despatches and their Enclosures to
and from the Secretary of State for India in Council on Forest Conservancy in India, showing the
Measures which have been adopted, and the Operations which are going on in the several
Presidencies and Lieutenant Governorships, beginning with the Despatch from the Governor General
in Council of the 21st day of May 1862 to the present time Vol. 1 (London, 1871).

35

debts incurred during the Indian Uprising, he deeply believed that forests should be
conserved for the long term and not cut down for short term gains in tax revenue.
Wood also rejected the argument of the Wallace brothers, the leading timber
merchants in Burma, that the “self-interest” alone of European timber merchants
provided enough incentive to stop excessive deforestation. To Wood and Brandis,
only the state could conserve India’s forests.
Brandis used Wood’s support to institutionalize his vision of forestry
education, laws, and science in the mid 1860s.10 The Government of India chose
Brandis for “special duty” in late 1862 to organize a forestry department for the
Government of India that would be overseen by the Public Works Department.11
Brandis became the newly titled Inspector General of the Forests, a position created
in 1864 to direct the economic, legal and scientific policies of each forestry branch in
the different political districts. In 1864 the Government of India created the Indiawide Indian Forest Service, a bureaucratic organization that attempted to centralize
the pay scale, rankings and policies of the officers in different provinces across India.
It was a tall order to harmonize the policies and staffing of the various
branches of the Indian Forest Service. A professional corps had to be formed out of a
gangly forestry system that developed ad hoc in each different political unit. There
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was no common rank or pay scale for foresters across India until the 1869 when a
new scale came into effect. Each political division of India had its own idiosyncratic
forestry corps. The majority of foresters recruited to staff these departments before
the 1870s and 1880s had no formal scientific training in forestry. These men included
self-trained botanists, government officials, medical doctors, ordnance officers, and
military men, who, as an 1871 Indian forestry report declared, “beyond a turn for
sport and camp life, had no peculiar qualifications for the duties of forestry in other
provinces.”12 These institutionally ensconced foresters proved to be some of the
biggest critics of Brandis’s efforts to change the education, ethos, and policies of the
Indian Forest Service.
The movement to create a more professional scientific forestry department
should not be viewed as merely a continental European import. This period witnessed
a watershed in the governance of India. The 1858 Government of India Act abolished
the East India Company in the wake of the Indian Uprising of 1857, and made the
newly styled Government of India responsible to Parliament and the Crown through
the Secretary of State for the India. Previous to the mid 1850s, many of the scientists
in India during Company rule worked as amateurs or self-financed “gentlemen”
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scientists, and not as scientists working for the state.13 There was a movement in India
to professionalize and centralize existing but ad hoc scientific and technical programs.
Irrigation, engineering, telegraphy, and medicine also became more professionalized
bureaucracies. The professionalization of forestry (as well as all other state-directed
professions) exhibited as much continuity of existing policies as new changes.
At the core Brandis’s proposal to professionalize the Indian Forest Service,
laid out in a series of reports from 1865-6, he sought to create a new class of Indian
forestry officials by sending all new recruits to study at forestry schools in France and
Germany.14 Existing French and German forestry schools taught forestry law,
silviculture, and other scientific disciplines, such as elementary and applied
mathematics, natural history, botany, zoology, mineralogy, geology, and chemistry.15
The costs would be kept low because the French forestry school at Nancy would let
students study for free, an important financial consideration to the penurious India
Office and Government of India. After two or three years of education, these foresters
would come to India to begin forming the new elite officer corps of the Indian Forest
Service. To fill the current shortage of trained foresters, Brandis asked to import a
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few highly skilled German foresters to help place the forests of India under a more
rigorous system of forestry management than existed. To implement his plans,
Brandis went to London for support. Brandis talked to Wood about bringing some
German foresters to India to help establish scientific forestry when he visited London
in the summer of 1865. The new Secretary of State for India, Lord Cranborne,
eventually agreed to Brandis’s proposal to bring Germans to India, and Brandis chose
William Schlich and Berthold Ribbentrop, both of whom subsequently succeeded him
as the Inspector General of the Forests of India after his retirement.16
The larger plan to educate foresters in Europe opened up an intense debate
regarding the future of Indian forestry. The Government of India circulated his plans
and asked for comments from foresters and officials. His plan drew an immense
amount of both support and criticism. A two year debate raged in Scotland, England,
India, France, and Germany about how best to create an educational system for
foresters bound to India. This debate, which has never been critically analyzed by
historians, brought to light the contested concepts of forestry that existed amongst
foresters and officials. There was no consensus on what French, German, European,
British, or Indian forestry was or should be. People imagined European forestry to be
different things. Some thought it was a general principle that was easily taught while
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others thought forestry education in Germany and France focused too much on theory
and European environmental conditions that differed drastically from the conditions
that prevailed in India. Many wanted a school in England, others in Scotland, still
more in India.
Brandis set the tone of the debates by writing a number of circulars defining
his ideas. By training foresters in Europe, he sought to make forestry appear to be a
respectable profession and science. Brandis appealed to elites in Britain and India by
emphasizing that in France and Germany forestry was “a calling followed by young
men of the best families.”17 He favored selecting “pre-eminently picked men, of a
high moral character…and it may be found, as a rule, advantageous to give
preference, caeteris paribus, to young men of good family connections.”18 He had to
prove that forestry was a gentlemanly profession because in the 1860s and 1870s,
many high placed officials in India and Britain feared that the values of professional
science challenged the entrenched status of elites who saw themselves as “gentlemen”
and “amateurs” rather than as professionals.19 Paralleling conflicts within the
scientific community, the governing classes of Victorian India and Britain mistrusted
the rise of a powerful professional class because many British elites had little
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professional training and held anti-industrial and anti-professional “gentlemanly”
values.
In India, the class backgrounds of recruits became a question of considerable
debate. The Chief Commissioner of the Central Provinces concurred with Brandis’s
belief that foresters should be men of good standing because, “[i]f they belong to a
lower class, and if they have not received a liberal education, they would not…have
full weight with their subordinates, or with the officers of other departments.”20 After
the Uprising, many Indian officials worked to recruit men who would not tarnish
Britain’s fragile prestige. Yet some disagreed with Brandis’s elitist notions. The
Governor of Madras disliked Brandis’s plan. He suggested that the Indian Forest
Service should recruit from the “lower middle and middle orders, the sons of farmers,
factors, foresters, schoolmasters, [and] Scotch ministers.”21
The most contentious issue arose over Brandis’s plan to send students to
Europe and not to create a school in Britain or India. Many criticized the plan and
proposed ways of sending foresters to Britain or India for their education. Some Scots
wanted to create a forestry school in Edinburgh, or, failing that, at least in England.
This desire was not without reason. Scottish botanists and arboriculturalists played an
important role in the development of state forestry in India in the 1840s, 1850s and
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1860s.22 These Scots felt left out by Brandis’s proposal, even though it did allow for
Indian foresters to study for a period of a few weeks in Scotland on furlough. In
Brandis’s proposal, he suggested that Britain did not have adequately managed
forests, good teaching facilities, or enough trained foresters to competently teach
forestry in Britain. John Hutton Balfour, Director of the Edinburgh botanical garden,
disagreed. He believed that the botanic garden in Edinburgh and Scotland’s pine
plantations provided the facilities to properly educate foresters bound for India.
Balfour railed against Brandis’s plan, arguing that it cut against national interests of
Britons. Brandis, however, discounted Balfour’s scheme to bring students to
Edinburgh by saying it “would be an excellent education for a scientific gardener, but
not a forester.”23
Many Government of India officials wanted to build a forestry school in India.
They criticized the idea of sending Indian forest trainees to study in Europe or in
Britain. These officials feared that Brandis’s proposal would fill the heads of trainee
foresters with untested theories and foreign practices that might work in Europe but
would not be transplantable into India’s vastly different forests. F. Williams, the
Commissioner of Meerut in the Northwest Provinces, aptly summed up the position
of many who wanted “practical” men, rather than overly “theoretical” foresters:
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I should prefer officers trained practically to work in India—men like those by
whom I am ably assisted—men who can manage natives and look properly
after them, and get work out of them—men who can, and will, and do, turn
their hands to anything and do it, notwithstanding circumstances are against
them, in heat and cold, in rain and malaria. I should prefer such an assistant to
one who, however highly trained in German or French forestry he might be,
would be for a long time totally useless in an Indian forest, under Indian laws,
in an Indian climate with Indian trees, and the vernacular languages of India
the only means of communicating with those he had to work with.24

This criticism often came from Indian forestry officials, most of who started
their careers in India in the military or government and then worked their way up the
ranks of forestry departments. At a personal level, many forestry officials resented
Brandis’s plans to require a degree or diploma in forestry in order to be hired by the
Indian Forest Service. They feared that newly trained foresters would get promoted
ahead of foresters who had already invested their careers in the forests of India and
who knew the languages and conditions of India, but who did not possess formal
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training. Henry Leeds, the largely self-trained conservator of forests for Burma,
argued that the India Office should pick men from India who had shown promise,
instead of freshly recruiting untested students from Britain or Europe.25 A lingering
fear existed amongst some self-trained foresters that German scientists would replace
the British entirely. The Government of India required all officials in the Northwest
Provinces to reread Brandis’s original circular because of the widespread
misconception that Germans would replace Britons.26
A more pervasive argument came from Indian officials who argued that the
Government of India should found its own school in India. Under this scheme,
Roorkee, the engineering college in India, would add a forestry lecturer.27 Some
believed that this school could educate both natives and Britons, although others
wanted a school in India but they did not believe the Government of India should
recruit Indians.28 The advocates believed that the basic methods of European forestry
were actually quite simple. E. Colvin summed this point up: “The fundamental
principle enunciated by Dr. Brandis, ‘not to cut more in one year than is produced
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within the same time,’ is fully understood; and as [such] no necessity exists for the
elaborate plans of France or Germany.” While the suggestion to build a forestry
school in India intrigued the India Office, the India Office decided to first send
British students to Europe to create a trained class of foresters that might then open a
school in India.29
Support for Brandis’s idea was often based upon the belief that his plan would
be a temporary step and the best general plan available.30 For example, Hugh
Cleghorn, the influential Scottish forester from Madras, supported Brandis’s plan but
he disliked certain aspects of French forestry, especially the strict military discipline
instilled in students at the French forestry school at Nancy. Cleghorn wanted foresters
educated in France and Germany primarily because “there is no existing school [in
Scotland] for training candidates in the administrative branches.” 31 The Governor of
Madras supported Brandis’s plan not because he wanted to replicate German forestry,
but rather because the Germans offered a better ready-made model than British
arboriculture and estate forestry could provide: “I do not mean to say that the Indian
forest can be reduced to the symmetry, neatness, and order of the mountain tree

29

The Governor General of India in Council to the Secretary of State for India, No Date Sept 1868, in
A Selection of Despatches.
30
Like many, Dr. J.L. Stewart, Conservator of the Forests in the Punjab, did not see European forestry
as the only means by which forestry should proceed upon. Memorandum from Dr. J.L. Stewart,
Conservator of Forests, Punjab, to Secretary to the Government of Punjab, in the Public Works
Department, 16 Sept 1867, in A Selection of Despatches.
31
Hugh Cleghorn to Secretary to the Governor of Madras, 12 June 1867, in A Selection of Despatches.
His italics.

45

gardens, for such they are, of Germany…but…it is the German pattern that we must
generally approximate.”

32

To a great many supporters, Brandis’s plans were not

ideal, but they were the best option at the time.
In the end, the Secretary of State for India, Sir Stafford Northcote, decided to
continue Brandis’s “experiment” and send eight more men to Europe in March 1869.
Four students would go every following year “until some different arrangement is
made.”33 Recalcitrant governments, such as in the Northwest Provinces, would be
forcefully reformed and re-staffed with professional foresters.34 Brandis succeeded
partly because he provided a ready-made plan. He also knew how to appeal to the
hierarchical Government of India and India Office officials. Leading scientists, such
as Joseph Hooker and Hugh Cleghorn, lent his plans scientific credibility. The fact
that France would not charge for foresters, because the state paid for all students,
played an important role in making the plan financially feasible. It was cheaper to
send students to established forestry schools in France and Germany than to create
one from scratch in Britain or India.
The debate about forestry in India reflected a number of conflicting
perspectives. Supporters of Brandis’s plan argued that it offered the best model from
which to build a forestry department in India; it was not a manifesto. The divisions
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among Brandis’s supporters, and the various administrative and educational schemes
they offered, shows how the bureaucratic networks of the Government of India
influenced the development of policy. There was no single Indian “state” dictating
how the profession of forestry would function. The concept of nationalities also fails
to accurately assess the situation: Brandis played to English elitism. The Scottish
supporter, Hugh Cleghorn, disagreed with his nationalist counterpart, John Balfour.
And Britons in India claimed a special knowledge of a foreign country. No one
agreed on what was really “European” about European forestry. The acceptance of
Brandis’s ideal occurred largely because it offered a British state still reluctant to
diffuse scientific patronage too widely a combination of economy, ease, and scientific
credibility. Brandis had the only coherent plan, and this took the day.

Competing Conceptions of Forestry

Even after successfully launching his plan to send forestry recruits to Europe, Brandis
still struggled to build a coherent system of forestry based upon a common
educational experience and professional ethos in the late 1860s and 1870s. The
majority of Indian Forest Service officials still had no formal scientific or
professional training in forestry science, management, or law. Brandis garnered
increasing support from incoming recruits, but he still had to fight with forestry
government officials who did not support his plans to send foresters to Europe. Many
47

Government of India officials jealously guarded their powers and rejected the
scientific rationale for the control of large amounts of forests—and more importantly,
their revenues—by the Indian Forest Service. For example, officials from the
Department of Land Revenue and Agriculture distrusted the environmental
sentiments of foresters that meant fewer crops and less revenue.35 District officers,
like agricultural and revenue officials, also disliked foresters who tried to use science
to justify controlling a larger portion of the resources of India. 36
These officials resisted Brandis’s plans to create new professional and
scientific forestry system. At a forestry conference in 1872 he complained bitterly
about his critics:

I regret to say that such persons, as a class behind the age, are not yet extinct
in India, and though perhaps like a snake, “scotched but not killed” they are
dangerous in their half alive state, for they are still able to bring the dead
weight of an unexpressed enmity to bear against projects for advance and for
the rational management of our forests…37
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This sentiment was widely held by the cohort of foresters who wanted a more
professional and scientific Indian Forest Service. One of the strongest self-described
advocates of “European” forestry, B.H. Baden-Powell, lamented in the second
volume of the Indian Forester, “The truths taught by Forest Science, unfortunately
for progress, are involved in more than usual difficulties in the way of their
acceptance.”38
Despite resistance from sectors of the Government of India, by the 1870s,
several building blocks for reform were in place. The Indian Forest Service became a
more coherent bureaucratic structure when the Government of India created a single
forestry department for officers across all of the provinces, with the exception of
Bombay and Madras.39 The background of forestry officers slowly shifted during the
century, as more foresters who studied in continental European schools came to India.
In 1867 there were only two foresters in India with training in Europe; by 1876 there
were 33, or one-third of all of forest officers.40 While this meant that approximately
two-thirds of forestry officers still had no continental training, a slow revolution was
occurring in the educational background of officials.
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Forestry education still remained a highly controversial topic in the 1870s.
Owing to an expansion of the size of the staff and forests under the management of
the Indian Forest Service, the IFS required more forest guards and rangers to enforce
laws, guard the forest, and help officers with experiments, revenue collection,
mapping and other jobs. Brandis, Richard Temple, and William Schlich led a
movement to open up a school in India for forest rangers. 41 The Viceroy agreed with
the plan, opening Dehra Dun in 1878 for practical instruction (theoretical instruction
opened in 1881). Not everyone celebrated the opening of the forestry school at Dehra
Dun. Many officials in the Department of Revenue and Agriculture disliked the idea
of opening a school in India for natives because they felt that forestry education was
too theoretical for officers, let alone rangers. To these officials, Brandis noted,
“professional training of young Englishmen for Forest Service, was still regarded as a
needless, nay as a mischievous attempt at over-refinement.”42 The Secretary of State
for India, Lord Salisbury, alleviated some of the criticism by suggesting that the new
school’s “object [should at first be] confined to the education of candidates for
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subordinate posts, and gradually to attempt professional education of the higher
character.”43
The largest conflict of the 1870s and early 1880s arose over a debate
surrounding the newly implemented 1878 forestry act. The first forestry act in India,
the 1865 Indian Forest Act (with various provincial promulgations), did not provide
the legal processes that allowed foresters to regulate access and redefine and settle the
rights of forest users in declared state forests. The passing of the 1878 Indian Forest
Act throughout most of India, and the 1882 Madras Forest Act (patterned directly on
the 1878 Act), gave governments the upper hand in determining forestry management
policies: it required claimants who wanted to continue their existing rights to the
forest to submit their claims in writing within a specific period to be assessed by
government officials. The state now could claim complete ownership of certain
forests, redefining forest communities as having “privileges” but not “rights.”
Historians have interpreted the passing of the Act differently. Ramachandra
Guha sees the 1878 Act as signifying a larger annexation of territory and rights by the
Government of India. The state expanded using the argument of one group (not the
entirety) of foresters. Three positions framed the debate: the “annexationists,” who
wanted the state to have total control of forests and lands; the “pragmatists,” who
wanted the state to take total control of ecologically sensitive areas while allowing
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community forestry in other areas; and lastly, the “populists,” Madras officials who
rejected state intervention and wanted to maintain rights as they then existed.44 In this
view, Dietrich Brandis fits within the pragmatist position. Baden Henry BadenPowell, a leading forestry official and former Judge in the Punjab, led the
annexationist position.45 Baden-Powell focused on the rigid policing of the forests by
the French and Prussians, suggesting that in Europe peasants had privileges, not
rights. Brandis strongly disagreed with Baden-Powell’s belief that forest dwellers had
to prove their rights in writing before they could be considered as actual rights or
privileges. Brandis countered with European examples. He argued that in Europe
peasants did have rights to the forests, not just privileges, as suggested by BadenPowell. He also denied the suggestion by Baden-Powell that because the Amirs of
Sindh extinguished customary rights in their forests, it justified the legality of Madras
appropriating existing forest rights. European forestry law, in Brandis’s view,
balanced the rights of those living in and around the forests and the larger needs of a
national economy.
Other historians see the 1878 Forest Act as a distinct victory for continental
European forestry law. Ravi Rajan sees the victory of Baden-Powell as the apotheosis
of German and French forestry. In this perspective, the desire of the state to control

44

For this paragraph see Gadgil and Guha, This Fissured Land, 124-132.
Powell was the son of the mathematician and Church of England priest, Reverend Baden Powell
(1796-1860).
45

52

resources arose out a desire to imitate continental techniques of law and management,
not out of pre-existing attempts by the EIC and the Government of India to claim total
control over the forest resources. He notes that there was “opposition to the adoption
of continental methods” by certain foresters and administrators, but he fails to note
that they also argued for following continental methods, just different ones.46 Rajan’s
definition of “continental forestry” includes the more authoritarian legal aspects of
Prussian or French forestry law while denying Brandis’s belief that European forestry
incorporated the rights of forest dwellers.
The 1878 Forestry Act was not merely a continental import. British Indian
foresters and the Secretary of State for India had also been pushing for the expansion
of their policing powers since the early 1860s.47 The Utilitarian tradition in India,
which espoused the concept of “the greatest good for the greatest number,” held a
powerful sway over government thinking, even after the Uprising.48 Trying to cajole
the Governor of Madras into passing a stricter law in 1870, the Secretary of State for
India, the Duke of Argyle, told him, “it must be remembered that as civilization
advances these rights become less and less necessary to the cultivators, and are found
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frequently incompatible with the super rights of the whole community.”49 This
philosophy is indicative of a larger shift in legal and political thought during the
nineteenth century away from private legal theory to a corporatist legal theory. While
Baden-Powell believed he was drawing from existing precedents in European forestry
law, the idea of strengthening forestry laws in Madras had more varied origins.
Brandis, a German by birth, interpreted what it meant to practice “European” forestry
in vastly differently ways than did Baden-Powell.

A “British,” “Continental,” or “Indian” Forestry School?

In 1880, the French overseer of British students at the forestry school at Nancy
reported that the British students had scored poorly on their exams because they
failed to pay attention to their studies. Colonel George Pearson, the India Office
liaison at Nancy, disagreed with the French analysis. He defended his students.
Pearson believed that another problem was to blame for the low scores. British
students at Nancy scored poorly on their exams because an increasing number of
British students were attending school there; instead of socializing with the French
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students, and thus learning the French language fluently, the British consorted with
each other and learnt bad French. Without knowing French adequately, they could not
learn the material. Pearson suggested that British students should instead study in
Britain because with the increasing numbers of British students, French-British
tensions were bound to flare because “[t]he tastes and habits of the two races [French
and British] are too different.”50 Pearson advised hiring a forestry instructor at the
Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill, the engineering college for
students bound for India, and bringing the British forestry students back to Britain.
After studying in England, students could visit Europe during the summer to see how
the French, German and Swiss managed their forests.
Pearson’s message found its way to the desk of the Secretary of State, Lord
Hartington, who then asked for the opinion of Hugh Cleghorn, an advisor on forestry
matters.51 Cleghorn was receptive to the idea of creating a forestry school outside of
continental Europe. He suggested sending half the students to Nancy, to minimize the
problems Pearson noted, and bringing the other half to Dehra Dun in India. Cleghorn
disagreed, however, with Pearson’s belief that British students could learn enough
about continental forestry through a summer tour. Cleghorn believed British students
could study in Britain for a year or two, but they must study for at least a year in
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Nancy as well. Only in France and Germany could students see forests that had been
systematically managed for over a century. Britain or India offered no such
possibilities. Cleghorn firmly maintained the importance of continental training. In
response, Pearson pointed out that France’s touted systematic management of the
forests “is relatively new” and could be “applied to any large tract, such as Dean or
New Forest.”52
Upon being asked by Hartington, the Government of India disagreed with
Pearson’s idea. Lord Ripon, the Viceroy of India, and his Council wrote that they
would rather wait for at least five years, and in that time they could set up a forestry
school at Dehra Dun for Britons. Their conclusions, they wrote, stemmed from a
“purely Indian point of view.”53 The Viceroy’s council believed there would be “a
distinct deterioration in the quality of training which our Indian candidate will receive
if transferred to an English school.” Cooper’s Hill, they believed, was a school fit for
engineers, not for foresters.
Brandis took a middle position. He agreed that students needed to study
existing continental forest management schemes. But he also believed that Cooper’s
Hill would provide a good home for students bound for India. Brandis praised the
school:
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The tone of management of the institution [Cooper’s Hill] is excellent, it is
entirely under the control of the India Office, and it is an advantage that the
officers of the three largest scientific departments in India, the Public Works,
Telegraphs and Forests, should receive their education at the same place.54

The “tone of management” at Cooper’s Hill followed the desires of its president at the
time, Sir Alex Taylor, who was famous for trying to form gentlemen and inculcate a
public school esprit de corps instead producing of theoretical scientists.55 Brandis did
not believe, however, that a school should be set up in India because it was too far
away from continental Europe, where the students could see properly managed
forests.
The foresters who insisted that students must study on the continent believed
that it was the continent’s diversity of forest types—both ecologically and under
management—not their homogeneity that mattered. Whereas many historians now
see German and French forestry as a rigid model of forest management—essentially a
silviculture predicated on monoculture, a forcing out of people living in forests, and a
technocratic management of nature—advocates of continental forestry wanted
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students to experience a diversity of methods and forests, instead of merely cramming
a single theory into their heads. As an India Office report explained, “The science of
Forestry, M Puton [a forestry professor at Nancy advising the India Office] explains,
is not to be acquired in so many lessons like mathematics or physics; it is a science of
observation requiring a certain time to ripen in the mind.”56 Puton’s belief that
forestry was a body of tacit knowledge based on a mastery of diversity disagrees with
the popular portrayal of continental forestry as being totalizing and largely
theoretical.
After consideration, the new Secretary of State for India, Lord Kimberly, told
the Viceroy his decision. Students would be sent to Cooper’s Hill starting in
September of 1884. The first year students would follow the same course of study as
engineering and telegraph students, except they would take organic instead of
inorganic chemistry, and forestry instead of architecture. The second year students
would study forestry more exclusively. Both summers would be spent visiting the
forests of continental Europe and suitable forests in Britain. Kimberly again dangled
the prospect of opening up a school in India for the practical field education of
foresters. “The time is not far distant, I trust, when the practical training of the young
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Forest Officers may be completed in India.”57 The only thing left to do was to find a
professor of forestry. Brandis would not take the position, as he retired from India at
the end of 1882. Eventually the second Inspector General of the Forests in India,
William Schlich, accepted the job and the Secretary of State approved his
appointment.58 Forestry education moved to Britain.
Scholars have interpreted the creation of the forestry school at Cooper’s Hill
differently. Ravi Rajan does not analyze the causes of the move, although he notes,
“the forestry curriculum at Nancy was deemed perfectly adequate.”59 Instead, to
Rajan the move was a moot point because in the end the “French…had the last laugh,
because the distinguishing feature of forestry in the second half of the nineteenth
century in British India was strongly continental in its thrust.”60 Ulrike Kirchberger
disagrees by arguing that the debate centered on what type of curriculum should be
employed to create the ideal Indian forester. As she notes,

On the British side, the ideal representative of British forestry in India was to
be a gentleman with a broad general knowledge of Indian affairs. German
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scientists, in contrast, wanted to produce scientific experts, academically
schooled, and trained to do research on the spot.61

This view also posits that distinctly “British” and “German” (which in Rajan’s
model would include French) perspectives existed on forestry. Yet while Kirchberger
suggests that foresters themselves viewed the question of forestry education in these
polar terms, she also notes that British financial interests and German scientific
methods actually had similar goals of revenue enhancement: “It is thus difficult to
define a distinct ‘German’ contribution to the Raj—that is, something which existed
in Germany only and was completely alien to the British colonial administration
before the German foresters arrived.” In her historical model, European forestry did
not replicate itself in India via the importation of German foresters and students
educated there; rather the conditions for the replication of German models already
existed because the models themselves existed.
The debate centers on different notions of what defined the “proper” European
forestry education. The question was in reality one of practice: how long did foresters
need to study the existing silvicultural and management systems used in Europe?
Indeed, the European tour went to the heart of Brandis’s initial plans for a continental
forestry education. There was not a single, identifiable British, French, and German
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perspective on the issue. Brandis, a German, was flexible in his vision of forestry
education and he understood and supported the creation of an imperial and Indian
ethos, rather than the rigid French military ethos that Cleghorn so disliked. Yet
Cleghorn, a Scot, still supported keeping the school in Europe whereas Brandis was
more conciliatory. The Government of India offered its own position—foresters
should be trained in India, not in Britain or Europe.
Why did the forestry school move? Geopolitics, finance, domestic British
nationalism and different notions of what constituted European forestry all played an
important role in the decision to move the site of training from Nancy to Cooper’s
Hill. Pearson pushed a hot button at the right time. The India Office had to pull its
students out of France during the Franco-Prussian War. Even with peace in Europe,
the British were at the mercy of a French government that could at any time deny the
entry of British students or charge for tuition. It also rankled the pride of many
Britons to have to send their students abroad to study forestry. Cleghorn himself
admitted to the India Office “this country stands almost alone among European
nations in not possessing a forestry school to meet her own wants.”62 Finally, there
was no agreed upon definition of European forestry. Pearson echoed the long
standing belief of many in Britain and India that European forestry merely involved
the notion of not cutting more trees than grew back, a simple proposition. Brandis and
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Cleghorn countered that a European education involved a tour of many forests.
Brandis and Cleghorn both agreed that the theoretical training could be pursued
outside of Europe. India Office officials listened to Pearson, and decided that students
could gain enough practical experience in continental silviculture and management by
taking short trips.
In the end, the forestry school at Cooper’s Hill was set up to cater to
professional foresters and government officials who saw forestry as an important
extension of state policy. Both sides employed flexible understandings of the
curriculum of continental forestry education. Advocates in favor of sending students
to the continent stressed its variety of forest types and management systems, and the
extensive professional development of scientific forestry. Critics of sending students
to the continent suggested that European models were either inapplicable to India or
were so new and simple as to be easily applied in Britain or taught at Dehra Dun.
Even French and German foresters described forestry in terms of experience rather
than reason or rationality, ostensibly the hallmark of continental European forestry
programs. Because the governing of India was only done through the overlapping of
networks and individuals, each with differing ideals of how the state should manage
people and nature, the end result was a compromise among those who wanted a
national school but still cared about the quality of forestry education.

Conclusion
62

This chapter has argued that forestry in British India from the 1850s through to the
1880s was characterized by a tension among competing visions of forestry that were
articulated during intense debates about forestry education. The terms of these
debates focused on differing notions of what actually characterized French, German,
or European forestry. Studying the “multiple meanings, projects, material practices,
performances and experiences of colonial relations,” as Lester suggests, makes it
clear that there was no single, identifiable European forestry that was imported into
India.63
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Chapter Two

Forestry Culture, the Environmental Ethic, and Deforestation in British India in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries

Just who were Indian Forest Service officers and what did they think about the forests of
India? How did this culture, in turn, affect their forestry policies? To date, the scholarship
that has examined the culture of forestry has focused on its utilitarian dimensions. Kevin
Hannam emphasized the utilitarian emphasis of forestry education at the Royal Indian
Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill (1885-1905), seeing it as a breeding-ground for a
pragmatic, utilitarian view of nature that promoted a muscular notion of resource
management.1 Ravi Rajan detects that

the issues of animal conservation figures very little in the writings of the members
of the Indian forest department. Inasmuch as animals entered their official
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debates, it was either in the context of debates about farm-forest conflicts, in
discussion about beasts of burden or in discussions about hunting and sport.2

His work argues that Indian Forest Service officers emphasized conservation rather than
the preservation of forests and animals.3 Benjamin Weil has argued that the culture and
training of Indian Forest Service officers changed from pursuing forestry conservation
(e.g. managing forests for sustainability and environmental protection) to the
implementation a more narrow, profit-driven, and extractive focus in the first half of the
twentieth century that helped create a legacy of deforestation in South Asia.4
This chapter critiques the previous historiography on the education, ethic, and
culture of foresters in India in the late nineteenth though the mid twentieth centuries. I
argue against the notion that foresters were narrowly focused on revenue production,
viewed forests as resources devoid of inherent ethical value, and drew heavily from
militaristic and rigid French and German forestry cultures. The emphasis by recent
historians overlooks British, aesthetic, and environmental tendencies on the part of
officers working for the Indian Forest Service. This chapter explores the culture of British
forestry in relation to the formulation and application of forestry policies in India in the
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first half of the twentieth century. It seeks to understand for the first time what foresters
thought about themselves before making any conclusions about the inherent ethic or
values of foresters. I examine a variety of previously unanalyzed sources—unpublished
and published private memoirs, forestry literature, poems, prose, schoolbooks, and
forestry reports—to understand the motivations, thoughts, and personal beliefs about
nature of the British foresters during the mid nineteenth through the mid twentieth
centuries. These sources reveal forestry officers as anything but hegemonic, technocratic
utilitarians.
I tie in these larger cultural trends with the actual policies pursued by the Indian
Forest Service in various regions throughout India. My examples of how culture affected
policy are selected for relevance and breadth, but the sheer size and diversity of forest
types and socio-economic systems in place across the sub-continent makes a total
generalization of policies difficult. But there is little evidence that sustains the idea that
foresters in the early twentieth century turned from stewards who sought to maintain
forests for revenue and environmental protection purposes into extraction-oriented
engineers. Rather, an examination of the timber cut-rate, revenue proceeds, forest
officers’ beliefs about animals and hunting, and the ecological perspectives of foresters
shows that except in its temporary responses to political pressures exerted by the
Government of India in World War I and World War II, the Indian Forest Service
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maintained a strong commitment to protecting forests for environmental reasons until the
transfer of power in 1947.
It is first necessary to deconstruct many of the ideas of “conservation” and
“preservation” that have dominated environmental history to understand the ethic and
values of foresters in India. I suggest that these notions, which originated in an American
context, should be applied only in the strictest sense (if at all), and have been misapplied
to India. The larger history of forestry in India is dominated by implicit assumptions that
seek to compare all environmental developments in India with the conservation and
preservation movement in the United States. There was an ethical and sentimental strain
that pervaded the culture of foresters and forestry policies in India that could rightly be
considered “preservationist,” although I challenge the notion that conservation and
preservation actually were distinctly different ideals. In place of the ideas of conservation
and preservation I use the concept “environmental” to denote those who sought at
different times to protect nature for economic and non-economic (e.g. aesthetic, religious)
reasons.
The next section then examines why young Britons decided to study forestry,
what they wrote and thought about their education, and how they reminisced about their
lives as foresters their careers and after they ended. I particularly emphasize the fact that
they did not view themselves as technocrats or scientists. Rather it was the opposite:
foresters imagined themselves to be gentlemen with a broad interest in natural history and
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the environment with strong aesthetic attachments to the forests and the animals that
lived within them. Foresters overwhelmingly emphasized non-scientific and aesthetic
aspects of their lives, rather than situating themselves as heroic conservators protecting
nature against the “profligate native,” the usual depiction in previous cultural analyses of
foresters. Reading through previous historiographical descriptions about the culture and
beliefs of foresters in India, one is reminded of Charles Ryder’s description of the
modernist lawyer, Rex Morttram, in Evelyn Waugh’s The Brideshead Revisited: “He
simply wasn’t all there. He wasn’t a complete human being at all. He was a tiny bit of
one, unnaturally developed; something in a bottle, an organ kept alive in a laboratory.”5
Yet foresters, unlike the caricature Morttram, were complete human beings. This partial
utilitarian interpretation, I suggest, arises out of a misunderstanding of the divisions
between professional writing for journals and government reports and personal feelings
and beliefs.
The final sections examine the general policies of the Indian Forest Service in the
first half of the twentieth century to critique the notion that the expansion of revenue in
the 1910s-1920s arose out of a more rapacious use of forest resources. A statistical
analysis of forest cuts throughout India indicates only a moderate increase in some areas,
and often a decrease in other areas. Nor did foresters try to turn all of the forests of India
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into monocultures. During the first half of the twentieth century the size of plantations
remained relatively small, and foresters realized the importance of maintaining mixed
species forests for the production of valuable timbers, especially teak. Comparisons that
implicitly and explicitly connect and conflate post-independence deforestation with the
Indian Forest Service’s policies grasp at straws that cannot be sustained historically. The
Indian Forest Service, despite being disliked for its strong emphasis on the protection of
forests against encroachment, held true to its larger principles of sustained yield and did
not try to turn the whole of India into a monoculture.

America in India: Preservation and Conservation

The first histories analyzing the rise of national parks and forests in late nineteenthcentury America were written by American scholars who identified two distinct political
and intellectual movements: conservation and preservation.6 Scholars often equated
conservationists with pragmatic utilitarians, such as Gifford Pinchot, the influential
American progressive forester who served as the first chief of the United States Forest
Service, and preservationists with aesthetic writers and lovers of “wilderness” (a
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distinctly American idea), such as John Muir, who advocated the protection of nature
because of its beauty, uniqueness, and inherent ethical value.7 The distinction between
conservation and preservation proved to be an enduring historical category that
influenced environmental histories not only of America but also of India.
American historians largely developed the modern practice of environmental
history in the 1970s-1990s, naturally giving the field an American-centric bent.8 The
American-centric notions of environmental historians and the historically contingent
definitions of preservation and conservation remain pervasive in most non-American
environmental historiographies, including those focused on the British Empire.9 Ravi
Rajan, for instance, rejects the idea that forestry in the British Empire, especially in India,
featured strains of the preservation movement by drawing on the orthodox definition of
preservation developed by John Passmore:

[Preservation is] the attempt to maintain in their present condition such areas of
the earth’s surface as do not yet bear the obvious marks of man’s handiwork and
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to protect from the risk of extinction those species of living beings which man has
not yet destroyed.10

Here, both Rajan and Passmore take a historically contingent notion of American
preservationism to describe a universal phenomenon.
Yet the distinction, used by some scholars, between utilitarian conservation and
preservation, does not hold up. In many instances, there was in fact little separation of
preservationist and conservationist thought in America (or elsewhere) during the late
nineteenth through the mid twentieth centuries. The figures who represented
preservationist ideals did not always fight against the exploitation of the environment,
and in fact, often participated in or did not criticize the aggressive destruction of nature.11
Few preservationists actually lived up to the idealistic values they espoused. Nor on the
other hand did most supposed conservationists desire to manage or dominate the whole of
nature. Historians should see preservation and conservation as points on a spectrum, not
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as a binary, in which humans understood nature through anthropomorphic philosophies
and anthropomorphic needs. Both conservationists and preservationists advocated the
protection of wilderness so that humans could enjoy its beauty, or so forests could
provide needed resources to protect human society from drastic environmental changes—
climate change, not least among them. The term environmental that I use encompasses
this broad spectrum, and helps to situate foresters in India in their proper historical
context.
Nor should environmental historians transpose an idealized history of the United
States onto India. The two countries defy easy comparison. Whereas European settlers
subdued and devastated the indigenous populations of North Americas and, with the help
of slaves from Africa and immigration from around the world, built a modern industrial
society, in India only a thin layer of Europeans who worked as administrators and
business owners ruled over a vast subcontinent of diverse peoples and cultures. India had
no Frederick Jackson Turner who discussed the end of the “frontier.” India and Central
Asia’s mountains provided a daunting frontier that persisted throughout the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.12 Much of India’s forests and mountainous
regions seemed untouched. Mystery surrounded Nepal. What lay hidden in the interior of
the Himalayas, “the roof of the world,” could only be guessed. Hitherto unknown
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flowers, trees, and animals lay open to discovery well into the twentieth century, on a
scale unmatched in the United States. In the 1880s, Sir Richard Temple, the Governor of
Bombay from 1877-1880, described a common British-Indian perspective on the
uncharted areas of Central Asia and northern India: “There remain the mountains, the sea
of undulating uplands, which are still among the few important regions not essentially
modified by human actions.”13 Thomas Webber, a forest surveyor in the North-West
Provinces and Deputy Conservator of Forester in the Central Provinces, compared the
western United States with India and concluded that India had less to fear about the
widespread destruction of forests because of the sheer impenetrability of many jungles
and the protective influence of the Indian Forest Service.

[The] wild animals which a few years back abounded in the vast forests of Africa and
Western America are now within measurable distance of becoming extinct, the
present generation caring nothing for the next.

But it is not so in India. Nature has there provided a safeguard against the entire
spoiling of its beautiful and vast forests. During the six months of the rainy season
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the growth is so luxuriant, and the jungles so impenetrable and unhealthy, that the
wild animals have immunity from the persecution of their great enemy, the Saxon
man. The natives as a rule do not take animal life; and the paternal rule of the
British Government, though it offers a reward for the destruction of snakes and
animals dangerous to life, does not encourage the wholesale slaughter of the
harmless creatures which the forest produces and nourishes. India will, I hope,
long remain a paradise for the true sportsman, as its forests cannot become
denuded of all life and so deprived of half their beauty and interest. In
establishing a Forest Department and protecting the timber from destruction, the
Government has also extended its protecting arm over the game, so that it shall
not be exterminated in a ruthless and wasteful manner.14

Comparison between India and the United States actually illustrates that India
moved earlier, and more decisively, toward the protection of forests than did the
government of the United States of America.15 In fact, it was foresters in India, such as
Webber, who worried that America was depleting its forests and killing its animals, not
American foresters worrying about Indian deforestation. Half a century before the United
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States Congress founded the federal forest service, Lord Dalhousie as Governor-General
laid down a comprehensive system of forest management in the Forest Charter of 1855.
Many of what became American models of forestry management arose in India and were
picked up by Dietrich Brandis and William Schlich, who then imparted them to Gifford
Pinchot, the architect of American forestry.16 Thus rather than historians of India always
looking to America, American historians, now undergoing the trans-national turn, have
much to gain by looking more to India.

Gentlemanly Forestry

Foresters in India saw themselves as broad generalists who rejected the label of
“scientist.” Most popular books written about forestry tended to omit serious treatments
of science. Early forest memoirs discussed hunting primarily.17 Early forestry literature
emphasized hunting because prior to the 1870s, most foresters in India had little to no
professional training in forestry. Other books and articles, discussed below, emphasized
how the profession was fit for gentlemen with a broad training and a love of the outdoors.
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In unpublished and published memoirs by foresters, most sought to downplay
the theoretical and scientific aspects of forestry, stressing instead the beauty and the
wildlife of India. Thomas Webber wrote in the preface of his 1902 book, The Forests of
Upper India and Their Inhabitants,

I do not pretend to any scientific knowledge of these things [the forests], but,
being a lover of Nature and all its aspects, I would try and record the results of
constant observation made from time to time in the various regions visited, which
were to myself highly interesting and instructive, and which I would endeavour to
put into intelligible form.18

Webber, recalling in his autobiography his ten years in the forest service,
interwove practical forest work with intense aesthetic attachment to the forest and to the
variety of woodland animals and birdlife that it contained. His prose abounds with
adventures that included such romantic, aesthetic, and Orientalist phrases as “sacred
valley,” or the “sacred Ganges’ and “sacred woodland.”19 He interwove forest groves,
ruins, and temples into the fabric of his technical and scientific duties. But he did not
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create working plans merely to dominate lifeless, soulless forests. Rather, he praised the
forest: entering the forest was like “entering a great cathedral, cool and restful,” because
nature placed the arrangement of trees more picturesquely than “the most artistic lover of
landscape gardening.”20
Scholars have stressed the educational background of foresters as an important
part of their identity, emphasizing the “continental’ and “utilitarian’ origins of their
training.21 Scholars who emphasize continental training fail to mention the brevity of the
continental seminar for the foresters who studied forestry after 1885 (when foresters
began to study in England at the Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill), and
do not take into account the reasons why many students became foresters. 22 Germanic or
French methods mattered less to forestry recruits than did the excitement of working in
nature.
Boys in the late Victorian and Edwardian periods learned first about the rugged
aspects of forestry in books that detailed careers abroad. One such book for children that
described various careers, Professions For Boys And How to Enter Them, warned that the
“dubious delights of ordinary Anglo-Indian society, with its gymkhanas, personalities,
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polo, and storms in teacups, are not for foresters.”23 Yet as dour as this might seem to a
social climber, it proved a naturalist’s paradise: “His home, far removed from the
‘stations,’ is the jungle in the wide reaches of forest and undergrowth, with their teeming
animal and vegetable wildlife.”24 These popular portrayals of the lives of foresters
inspired many. Archibald Stein, who studied at Edinburgh University and served as a
forester in Central India in the 1920s-1940s wrote, “My mind was drawn towards the
forests of India by an article in ‘The Boys’ Own Magazine’ about forestry and what a
wonderful life it was for those who joined the IFS.”25
Some students chose to study forestry precisely in order to avoid the technical
requirements of engineering. After graduating from public school in England, Anthony
Wimbush’s parents hired him a math tutor so that he could study to be an engineer.
Wimbush recounts, “It took my tutor a very short time to discover that I was not cut out
for an engineer and that all my instincts pointed towards a life in the wide open spaces.”26
Thus his parents decided he must cram for the civil service test to gain the qualifications
of forestry. Wimbush needed a field sufficiently devoid of more difficult technical and
mathematical requirements, and with his obvious inclination toward nature, his tutor
agreed with his parents that forestry provided the best career path.
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Would-be foresters also thought of forestry as a profession for gentlemen. John
Rowntree, who studied at Cambridge University, wrote, “…I switched [degrees]…to
Forestry, partly because I had heard it described as ‘a profession fit for gentlemen.’”27
Twentieth-century descriptions in the Indian Forester extolled the benefits of a broad
education as a gentleman, because the outdoor life reflected the outdoor hunting activities
of many large landowners. India, one article stated, “…is animated by an aristocratic
spirit, and likes its rulers to be men of birth and breeding.”28 In a discussion,
“Recruitment of the Imperial Forest Service,” the writer warned against producing overly
scientific foresters who lacked other qualities, stating that “…we would prefer a boy of
good social standing, of good general education…to a callow youth whose one object in
life has been the possession of a Science degree…’29 Being a “gentleman” of the right
background often mattered more than the scientific skills. Benskin, educated at
Berkhamsted in Hertfordshire, described class discrimination in India when Dehra Dun
started a research program: “[The president of the research division of Dehra Dun]….
told me straight out that I was ‘not the class of man they desired at Dehra Dun,’ and that
if he had it his way he would only have Harrovians and Etonians on his staff.”30
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All British foresters assigned to India after 1885 studied for at least a summer in
Europe after two years of forestry education in Britain. This allowed students to see the
management and working plans of the forests of Europe. Yet how much the average
forester gained from these experiences remains questionable. The language gap could
make instruction difficult, and the desire to drink and dance often outweighed the focus
on technical forestry. Quintus Browne described his twentieth-century European tour: “It
was a quiet country life, and I don’t remember having learnt very much.”31 His diary
reveals cadets more interested in fifteen egg omelets and burgundy wine in France, and
crème filled pastries in Switzerland, than forestry. Others described forestry management
only incidentally, recalling fondly the time spent hunting and fishing.32
The accounts analyzed above do not downplay the fact that students did indeed
learn scientific and technical principles of forestry but seeks to emphasize that fact that
most foresters did not inevitably or always see themselves as technocrats, utilitarians, or
even strict scientists. It offers a critique to previous interpretations about the “utilitarian”
training of foresters which focus too much on curriculum without actually looking at how
students and the broader public responded to and thought about the study of forestry.
There are a plethora of memoirs and other articles and books that attest to the fact that the
broader British public and Indian Forest Service looked on forestry not unlike many
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people today look on working for the United States National Parks Service or United
States Forest Service: it provided enjoyable jobs that let people interact with nature in the
open air. The officers of the Indian Forest Service were not all Rex Morttram; rather they
held strong sentiments about nature and revered its beauty. The next section details some
of these sentiments through an analysis of the literature of Indian forestry.

Forestry Literature

Another way of understanding the thoughts of foresters is by studying the literature
written by them and about them. Foresters wrote down their thoughts about nature in a
variety of venues, including the Indian Forester, private diaries, and published poems
and prose. Other writers acquainted with forestry in India, such as Rudyard Kipling, also
penned stories about the life of foresters.
Foresters read the romantic poets such as Wordsworth and Shelly, and sought to
emulate their portrayals of nature while advocating its protection. J. Sykes Gamble,
author of a famous work on India’s timbers, opened up a discussion of the forests of the
Himalayas in the Indian Forester by quoting Lord Bryon’s famous lines “There is a
pleasure in the pathless woods,” before then dictating his own ebullient thoughts about
81

India’s forests. “…. to a lover of vegetation, and that tree vegetation in particular, there
are few scenes so attractive, few places where solitude is less felt that in the vast
luxuriant semi-tropical forest of the N.E. Himalaya.”33 Foresters included poems about
nature and expressed sadness over its wasteful destruction. One such poem is W.F.
Fisher’s “Effects of disforestment in the Rhone Valley” and was by no means atypical.

Since recklessly they’ve felled the mountain trees,
Rain-swollen, roar the torrents to the plain;
Meadows, and fields, where peasants dwelt at ease,
Untilled, in lonely savagery remain.
With sand and boulders covered, not a blade
Of rye can grow, where golden crops of wheat
In happier times, enriched the fruitful glade.
Sleek cattle by the streams, in pastures sweet
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No longer graze. The forest was the nurse
That slowly fed the streamlets, and forbade
Their gath’ring waters’ downward rush to curse
The vales, mid steeps with beech, and fir-trees clad.
Doomed to present a wild and rugged scene,
Till nature’s power restore the forest green.34

Foresters served as the inspiration for descriptions about India and its forests.
Rudyard Kipling’s friendships with foresters and experiences in the jungles of India
inspired him to write a classic of world literature, The Jungle Book. But his first attempt
to popularize forestry began with his short story, “In the Rukh,” in 1896. Published in the
widely read American periodical, McClure’s Magazine, the story recreates the character
of the Inspector General of Forests, Berthold Ribbentrop as Muller, the Chief Forester of
India. “Rukh” means forest, and from personal conversation with Ribbentrop Kipling
heard tales of colonial heroes who had the “reboisement [reforesting] of all India in
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[their] hands.” 35 He presented an adult Mowgli in this first jungle book story as a new
Adam, “Faunus himself.” Mowgli had been nursed on the milk of nature, “an angel
strayed among the wood.” He was strong, honest, with a “clear and bell-like” voice. He
moved through the forest like a soundless ghost, appearing as the morning mist, sporting
with birds, snakes, and buffalo. He represented the perfect recruit for the Indian Forest
Service. Accordingly, he is offered employment as a forest guard, and promised, after a
lifetime of service, “a pension.” Mowgli gratefully accepts because the British protected
the forests, his playground and home. In youth, a jungle boy; in maturity, an empire
forester.36
In this story nature is endowed with multiple meanings. Muller, “the gigantic
German who was the head of the woods and forests of all India, head ranger from Burma
to Bombay,” explains that “when I am making reports I am a Free thinker und Atheist,
but here in the Rukh I am more than Christian. I am Bagan [pagan] also.” He then
admits, lounging in his camp chair and waving a cheroot, that “I know dot, Bagan or
Christian, I shall nefer know der inwardness of der Rukh.”37 Kipling writes perhaps one
of the most aesthetic descriptions extant on the empire forester. Again it is important to
note how the appreciation of wildlife, beauty, and the spiritual are mixed effortlessly with
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utilitarian concerns of harvesting, plantations, and the protection of nature. It is worth
quoting at some length:

[Since] a Forest Officer’s business takes him far from the beaten roads and the
regular stations, he learns to grow wise in more than wood-lore alone; to know the
people and the polity of the jungle; meeting tiger, bear leopard, wild-dog, and all
the deer, not once or twice after days of beating, but again and again in the
execution of his duty. He spends much time in saddle or under canvas—the
friend of newly planted trees, the associate of uncouth rangers and hairy
trackers—till the woods, that show his care, in turn set their mark upon him, and
he ceases to sing the naughty French songs he learned at Nancy, and grows silent
with the silent things of the underbrush.38

Twentieth-century portrayals of the forestry profession remained remarkably consistent
with those of the late nineteenth century. The popular children’s novels Jungle John and
More Adventures With Jungle John aptly highlight this trend.39 These books carried over
the high Victorian enthusiasm for imperialism and descriptions of India’s environment
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found in Kipling’s “In the Rukh” and the vivid descriptions of Jungle Book. The author
John Bidden depicted John, the son of an Indian forester, as he journeyed through the
jungles and forests of India encountering animals and the surrounding flora and fauna.
While Kipling’s Jungle Book stories weave a highly anthropomorphic story, Bidden
brings the detailed eye of the forester to mix Orientals with natural intimacy—the sights
and sounds of the hunting camp, the intermingling of British and Indian cultures, and the
rich bird and animal life in compelling and nostalgic detail.40
Foresters penned their own naturalistic novels and short stories. Sir Sainthill
Eardley-Wilmot served in the Indian Forest Service for 47 years, including as Inspector
General of Forests. He helped found the Forest Research Institute at Dehra Dun in 1906.
Focusing on his scientific reforms, scholars have overlooked the memoirs he wrote in
retirement that reveal powerful aesthetic and cultural affinities. He wrote Forest Life and
Sport in India, which became a classic text on hunting in India.41 Alongside descriptions
of hunting, this book discussed poetically India and its forests. He then published The
Life of a Tiger in 1911 and the Life of an Elephant in 1912.42 In these last two books he
created a realistic biography of an individual animal. The forest formed more than a
backdrop in these books. He described the forest and its life in terms comparable to
Thoreau and Emerson, with a God-in-nature sensibility that moved far beyond a
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transcendent creator. To him the forest possessed a unity of life and diversity that made it
sacred, infused with life and personality. Regarding the home of the tigers he writes that,

It was winter in northern India. A haze lay over the arid plains; its sharply
defined line showed the elevation beyond which the dust-laden air might not rise,
and emphasized the purity of the clear, blue atmosphere above it. It was as if the
toil of men and the sufferings of animals were purposely hidden from the abode of
the gods….43

The personality of the forest he saw in its many moods, as with sunset when “The forest
stood, silent and somber...The land was one of tall trees and giant grasses, of running
streams, and of deep ravines with clear-cut banks.” The forest was alive even when quiet,
as “At midday the forest was silent, only the insects and the birds were working and
watchful, enlivened by the genial warmth….”44

Measuring the Environmental Ethic
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Up to this point, this chapter has emphasized that foresters maintained a strong sense of
reverence towards forests and depicted themselves less as technocrats and scientists than
as gentlemen. This section connects this larger cultural tradition with the “environmental
ethic,” a desire by foresters in the twentieth century to maintain a broad-based approach
to nature that emphasized both the hands-on and hands-of management of nature.
Whereas Gregory Barton and Richard Grove posit that foresters in the mid to late
nineteenth century were broadly oriented to the protection of the environment for climatic
reasons, recent scholarship argues that in fact by the early twentieth century foresters
began to turn away from their initial conservation beliefs, first by criticizing the notion
that the cutting of trees could lead to climate change, and then by focusing more on
extraction than conservation. As Weil notes: “a new generation of specialists replaced an
older generation of generalists…a narrow reductionist scientific approach pushed aside
local, qualitative, experienced knowledge…an extraction and engineering mentality
replaced conservationism as a mode for managing the colonial South Asian
environment.”45
The rest of this chapter challenges Weil’s argument in two ways. First I critique
the notion that we can determine the ethic of foresters by looking at a statistical analysis
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of the articles published in the Indian Forester. Second, I show how in fact foresters
remained staunchly defensive against any interest group that sought to cut forests at an
unsustainable rate or for a quick profit. This originated from a long-term distrust that
foresters held in regards to many other civil officers, such as district officers and other
revenue officials, and private industries that harvested and processed wood.
To correctly understand the shifting publication statistics in the Indian Forester it
is necessary to frame this shift within the context of the diversification and specialization
of the Indian Forest Service and scientific journals in the early twentieth century. The
Indian Forest Service became increasingly specialized throughout the early to mid
twentieth century. The Indian Forest Service tripled in size and diversified its staff from
1900-1930, adding not only more forestry engineers, but others specialists as well, such
as botanists, entomologists, ecologists, and silviculturalists.46 This specialization led to a
professional divergence in the jobs of foresters and an increase in the publication of
articles focused on narrower technical issues. But this alone does reflect a change of ethic
among foresters—it merely reflects the increasing division of labor of professional
forestry.
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Between 1900 and 1930, forestry became a highly specialized global science with
a plethora of journals flourishing from 1900 and onward.47 Part of this specialization
meant that foresters wrote increasingly about technical and scientific issues and less
about hunting and other aesthetic topics. But other journals—journals that the Indian
Forester often mined for quotes and reprinted articles—carried forward much of the
discussion on the protection of animals. For example, the Society for the Preservation of
the Wild Fauna of Empire (later the Preservation of the Fauna of the Empire and the
Society for the Preservation of Fauna) led the charge for animal protection.48 Nor were
forestry practices viewed by non-foresters as purely extractive—forestry fed into and in
turn was highly influenced by the growing specializations of ecology, soil management,
organic farming, and wildlife protection.49 All these sources must be taken into account
when attempting to sum up the dominant ethos of the Indian Forest Service.

Extraction
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A study of the methods and debates over the extraction of timber in the twentieth century
reveals that the mainstream of the Indian Forest Service remained staunchly focused on
environmental ideas in the face of criticism by more pro-extractive foresters and officials
who sought both profit and retrenchment. The Indian Forest Service itself did not always
extract timber. Typically, it would contract with a timber company to cut the trees
marked for removal. This timber company could be a large European firm or any number
of local contractors.50 While merchants cut down trees, they were subordinate to the
directives of the Indian Forest Service, which balanced extraction with ecological
concerns and an eye to the long-term viability of the forest.

Timber companies

chronically complained of low cut limits set by the Indian Forest Service. The official
historian of the Bombay Burma Trading Corporation described company sentiments
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries:

As the time went on these [restrictions on the BBTCL] became more
numerous and more specific so that the free hand formerly enjoyed…became
progressively circumscribed…Inherent in observance of the various
regulations was the necessity for the forest staff to be in relations with the
Forest Officers who, in due course, were appointed in increasing numbers.
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Trained in sylviculture, they had their own ideas on the way the teak forests
should be treated. Their care and concern was conservation…51

The need to use companies to harvest trees was not just a response to the needs of
companies with strong lobbying powers. One of the key reasons that the Indian Forest
Service increasingly relied upon private timber firms to extract timber stemmed from the
need to focus its personnel on more specialized, scientific, and protective administration.
Raymond Bryant notes that in Burma, “This about-turn reflected a growing recognition
among forestry officials that extraction work was hindering their ability to perform other
tasks.”52 To better manage and protect the growing forestry system of India, foresters
could not take time to fell trees themselves.
It is difficult in practice to disentangle extraction from the broader ideals of
foresters. To most foresters environmental management and extraction were not mutually
exclusive. Leading foresters who supported the intensive working of forests also
supported protecting forests for climatic and ecological benefits.53 Education and training
ingrained both concepts at the start of a young forester’s professional career. In the
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1920s professors of forestry drilled into students the notion that extraction went hand-inhand with the environmental management of nature. At a lecture to Burmese forestry
students at the University of Rangoon in 1927 H.W.A. Watson summed the issue up
tidily when he told future foresters that, “Protection and improvement must go hand in
hand with extraction.”54
There was an intense battle in the 1910s-1930s about the quantity of timber that
the Indian Forest Service should allow merchants to harvest. Foresters remained strongly
divided. Many looked to America as the example of how they should practice forestry. In
particular, they praised the business model of forestry as practiced in the United States.
These foresters advocated increased extraction rather waiting for the forests to grow
before cutting them. Stanley Fitzgerald, a forestry officer, gushed about American
forestry in the Indian Forester deciding in 1924 that “Happy is the Seasoning man who is
“located’ in the United States of America. There he is not considered a nuisance…but an
asset…because he converts so much lumber into hard cash….”55 The “American” model
of forestry, which more strongly emphasized producing a profit out of forests, made a
strong impact in India and Australia in the late 1910s and 1920s.56 The American model
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included the mechanization of forestry labor, with the introduction of trucks and tractors
to help move timber instead of relying upon elephants.
But Fitzgerald’s enthusiasm was not the norm in India. Many leading foresters,
such as H.G. Champion, a Deputy Conservator of Forests, reminded foresters not lose
sight of “the conservation idea.”57 Quintus Browne, a Madras forest officer, complained
that “The introduction of American methods was unpopular with most forest officers in
Madras at the time…”58 He described vividly how foresters resisted the Americanization
of the timber forests of the Western Ghats between 1922 and 1929 when American
engineers were brought in to help increase extraction. Most of these attempts ended in
failure, when cars bogged down in the mud and hillside, and elephants and buffalo once
again came to the forefront of the logging industry. The vast majority of foresters in the
India—and the British Empire more generally—resisted the “Americanization” of
forestry.59 In the end, the main advocates of increased cutting—timber traders—did not
believe that the Indian Forest Service had changed. In 1924 one article from a timber
trade magazine republished in the Indian Forester complained that, “…conservation
rather than exploitation has been [and still was] the primary duty of the Department.”60
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An analysis of India Forest Service felling statistics indicates that throughout
much of India, no discernable shift occurred in the overall amount of timber cut during
the 1910s-1920s, the period that witnessed the most rapid increase in revenue. This
increased revenue corresponded to an increased demand for timber during World War II
and the economic growth of the 1920s. Yet high demand did not necessarily lead to an
increase in supply. The statistics of Burma from 1914 to 1929 reveal a picture of
minimally increased extraction. In the period 1914-1919, an average of 198,000 teak
trees were girdled annually. This reached a high point between 1919-1924, at 223,000,
and a plateau at 207,000 between 1924-1929.61 Felling increased only 12% at its peak in
the 1920s with an average increase of only 5% after 1924. After 1930, production of teak
in Burma, and in the rest of India, declined with the onset of the global depression. Other
areas in India showed a similar pattern. For example, in Madras, total timber and fuel use
actually declined slightly between 1904 and 1924-25, from 24,207,604 cubic feet to
22,382,000 cubic feet.62 The Punjab declined from 193,248,576 cubic feet in 1899-1900
to 170,075,000 in 1919-1924.63 The Bombay Presidency and Sind increased extraction
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only slightly from 223,041,834 cubic feet to 259, 158, 000 cubic feet.64
Conflicts with retrenchment officials reveal the Indian Forest Service’s desire to
conserve the forests at the expense of profit. In 1923 the Indian Retrenchment Committee
led by Lord Inchcape made a frontal attack on the environmental mission of the Indian
Forest Service, seeking after World War I to make India “pay for itself” and substantially
contribute toward shouldering the burden of empire through cost cutting efforts and better
utilization of forest wealth. The report, sent to the Government of India, argued that
“business sense” must prevail over environmental mentalities, and that “valuable forest
property” had for too long lay unexploited and unused. The Indian Forest Service should
eliminate most of the research projects underway, and be placed under the leadership of a
chief who had experience in the timber industry, who would then run the forests “on
commercial lines.”65 The report appalled E.P. Stebbing and other forestry officials.
Stebbing wrote that “The Inchcape Retrenchment Committee…considered that…work
could be left to private enterprise, although nothing in the previous history of the
Department lent colour to this idea….”66 Foresters strongly resisted privatization, which
they equated with a loss of the environmental ethic.
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The Indian Forest Service also had a rivalry with the other departments and civil
servants who favored agriculture over forestry. The Indian Forest Service clashed with
officers who continually questioned the environmental policies of the Indian Forest
Service. Gregory Barton suggests, “The conflict between the Forest Department and the
Revenue Department…illustrates a wider philosophical divide. The Revenue Department
often demanded that the Forest Department run its working plans more like a business to
raise more money for the state.”67 A short story printed in the Indian Forester poked fun
at the different mentalities of these agencies.

“The Revenue and Agriculture officers

encourage him [Indians living near forests] to double his production of flour, the forest
officials deny him the fuel to bake it with.”68 Unlike the revenue or agriculture officers,
who encouraged expansion of revenue and cultivated land, foresters were seen by many
as always seeking to limit exploitation. A lament from an Indian Forest Service officer
makes its aversion to profit for profit’s sake clear: “”Oh Capital! what sins have been
committed in thy name!”69
The Indian Forest Service successfully resisted the demands for increased revenue
through unsustainable extraction. A comparison of the Indian Forest Service with the
Revenue Department is useful to highlight the differing ethics of departments. The
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Revenue Department controlled some of their own forests to supply railroad sleepers and
for timber sold exclusively to raise revenue for the state. But the Revenue Department
did not follow the recommendations of the Forest Service and as Richard Tucker pointed
out, “preserved them not at all; by Independence Day in 1947, those forests were largely
denuded.”70

Factors Leading to the Increase of Revenue in the Early Twentieth Century

The increase in revenue from 1900-1920 has been used to suggest that the Indian Forest
Service turned towards extraction and profit. But the growth of revenue in the early
twentieth century also does not indicate that the forestry department became exclusively
obsessed with extraction—correlation can easily be confused with causation. There are a
variety of explanations for increased revenue in this period. Most obviously, the prices
for timber rose around the world during and following World War I until prices slumped
during the global depression. William Schlich described one of the primary causes for the
increase of revenue during this period: “The great rise in revenue between 1914 and 1920
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was due to the effects of the war.”71 Wood often doubled in price, leading to expanded
revenue. Price variations also led to an increase in revenue from World War I until the
mid 1920s. Both the demand and price for timber remained high, shooting up in World
War I and remaining high for a number of years.72
Older plantations and many forests came to maturity in the early decades of the
twentieth century; this resulted in a substantial increase of revenue through the 1920s—
the decade cited as the watershed in the growth of revenue.73 Mature timber plantations
meant premium income. Quintus Browne explained that in Madras in the mid 1910s, “An
increased amount of revenue has been realized by the sale of thinning from the very
earliest years. But it was not till 1916 that the big money began to come in. In that year,
one of the oldest plantations was felled at the age of 72…”74 In Burma, E.P. Stebbing
described how in the early 1920s the Chief Conservator D. A. Watson argued “that this
high output [of the late 1910s and early 1920s] is unlikely to be touched again” because
the foresters had cut the most mature stands.75 Higher yields in Burma during the 1920s
would have fallen even without the depression of prices in the 1930s. A report on forestry
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in Burma published in 1930 declared “In view of the steady diminution in the number of
over-mature trees available for girdling, the number of girdlings is certain to decrease in
future years.”76
Forestry departments over the decades of imperial rule expanded their
reservations of woodland as well as their working plans to realize revenue from plants
other than sal and teak. Forest departments diversified into an array of forest products
that increased revenue but did not result in deforestation—such as the harvest of lacs,
resins, dyes, grass, and ground nuts.77 Given this explosion in demand revenues would
have increased even if tree harvesting had remained static. Other factors also came into
play. The increase or decrease in the price of lac—to name one example only—affected
revenue tremendously.78 One fifth of the department revenue often came from more
short-term renewable products like bamboo and grass.79 The attempts to make paper and
other products out of bamboo often alleviated pressure on existing forests.
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Climate, Erosion and Ecology

Foresters played a dual role that is easily misinterpreted. On the one hand they had to
convince politicians and citizens that forestry paid for itself, while on the other they
argued that it also provided an environmental benefit that went beyond any direct
monetary return. This rhetoric, if isolated from its original context, leads to a misguided
conclusion that foresters in India sought only economic gain at the expense of
environmental ideas. The problem that foresters faced is that the politicians envisioned a
shorter-term production of revenue, whereas foresters believed that the long-term
management of forests was both economical and environmentally sensitive. Foresters
often had to ingeniously backtrack against the very economic narratives that they had
used to promote forestry legislation.

At the Third Empire Forestry Conference in

Australia in 1928, the same foresters that advocated increased state support for forestry
programs complained that British, Indian, and colonial governments failed to realize the
broader environmental benefits of forestry because they analyzed their specialty as
“more and more from the monetary or financial point of view.”80 By the twentieth
century foresters often assumed that forestry plans presupposed climatic issues. For
example, after describing forestry in Madras in strict economic terms, E.D. Richmond
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reminded his readers in the Indian Forester in 1931 that, “If some stress has been laid
upon the financial and direct aspect of forestry it must not be supposed that the indirect
benefits are not of the first importance.”81
Foresters throughout the British Empire from 1900 through the 1940s continued
to propound the core beliefs of the early forestry movement, in particular by equating
deforestation with desertification and local climate change. When many scientists,
particularly Americans, argued against linking deforestation to climate change and
desertification, foresters in the Indian Forester and in governmental reports continued to
argue for this important link between forest cover and climate change until 1947.82
Forests played a key role in maintaining soil moisture, balancing rainfall, and regulating
the flow of water after rain.83 Discussions at the Empire Forestry Conferences, especially

81

E.D. Richmond, “Forestry in Madras,” Indian Forester 57 (1931), 252.
In 1911, the Indian Forester discussed how America scientists argued that no relationship between forest
cover and climate existed. See “The Influence of Forest on Rainfall and Floods,” Indian Forester 36
(1911). This led to a discussion about whether or not climate was linked to forest cover. See “The Influence
of Forests on Drought,” Indian Forester 37 (1911). Yet while some questions existed about the exact
relationship between climate and forest cover, major forestry textbooks throughout the 1920s still
connected forest cover to climate. Early American historical scholarship helped promote the idea that
forestry shifted from afforestation and climate theory to more extraction. See Herbert Smith, “The Early
Forestry Movement in the United States,” Agricultural History 12 (1938), 329. But afforestation remained
a leading concern of foresters in India well throughout the 1920s-1940s. See “Forests and Rainfall,” Indian
Forester 50 (1924); H. G. Champion, “Afforestation as a World Problem,” Royal Society of Arts Journal
96 (1948), 430.
83
“The Influences of Forests on Drought,” 489.
82

102

the powerful statement by foresters at the 1935 conference in South Africa, maintained
that forests influenced climate.84
Throughout the twentieth century, foresters vociferously spoke out against what
they perceived to be unsound ecological practices. One example in Burma highlights the
diverse intellectual discussions that characterized the Indian Forest Service in the
twentieth century. In 1909, the forest officer R.S. Troup visited Burma on an inspection
tour. During the tour he lambasted foresters for what he viewed as an inefficient method
of harvesting teak trees. Burma, Troup argued, needed a “uniform system” of
management whereby foresters artificially regenerated teak in plantations where teak
could form a higher proportion of trees than they did under natural regeneration. Troup
wanted Burma to mimic European models of pure stand monocultures in limited areas.85
But many prominent Anglo-Burmese foresters quickly and loudly criticized Troup’s
ideas. One unnamed forester argued against Troup’s advise to plant “teak, all teak, and
nothing but teak” by urging the Indian Forest Service to further investigate the ecology of
forests: “We know little about the properties of the different timbers, less about the
sylvicultural
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various
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gregarious…Dense crops of pure teak are unnecessary and dangerous.”86 Others more
contemptuously mocked Troup’s reductionism. H.C. Walker, the Deputy Conservator of
Burma, described this project euphemistically as “a very fair imitation of a Prussian
forest…”87 and wrote a lengthy review criticizing Troup’s plan to Europeanize the
Burmese landscape. He criticized the plans as foolhardy, “…[we] cannot afford to take
great risks in the interest of pure Forest Science. We have also more to lose by sacrificing
the great natural wealth of our forest resources…”88 Walker then summed up in 1911 a
environmental sentiment shared by many of his colleagues in the Indian Forest Service,

While reaping the gift of a bountiful Nature which has been so prodigal to us in
Burma, and has without any merit or effort on our part given us, in teak, so great a
source of wealth, we are, I think, taking inadequate measures to prevent the
inevitable deterioration [of the forests]….89

When plantations were created, the Indian Forest Service continuously monitored
their long-term sustainability. As the next chapter shows, the Indian Forest Service
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slowly moved away from the creation and maintenance of plantations, deciding instead to
try to manage the forests through natural reproduction when at all possible. The
popularity of plantations differed from province to province. Some provinces, such as the
Punjab, had afforestation programs coordinated with complex irrigation schemes,
whereas other areas, such as southern India, continued funding some plantations but
abandoned others.90 Research into plantations continued to show that monoculture
plantations were not as sustainable or profitable as natural regeneration. For example,
evidence that the bee tree bore damaged timber plantations at a three-fold increase over
natural forests led the foresters in Burma to lobby for managing Burma’s forests through
natural regeneration in the 1930s.91 Even in areas where foresters created more
plantations, such as in Burma, where taungya plantations remained popular into the
twentieth century, the size of plantations never amounted to a large percentage of the
actual forest cover. For example, in Burma in 1937 there were 34,502 square miles of
forests, or 22,081,280 acres, managed by the Forest Service. There were 135,453 acres of
plantations, or a little over .6% of the managed forests.92 Foresters remained wary of
plantations comprosed of single species until the transfer of power. R.C. Milward, writing
in 1947, warned, “Much remains to be done in regard to mixtures in plantations,
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especially in humid climates; pure plantations of species not found pure in the natural
forest appear very subject to insect attacks.”93
Foresters thought in ecological terms and continued to lobby for increased
funding for ecological studies. In India at the 1934 Forestry Conference the assembly of
foresters passed a number of resolutions aimed at prompting the Government of India to
hire an ecologist. “The Conference desires to bring to the notice of Government that the
appointment of an Ecologist has been considered so essential at the Forest Research
Institute that it has been shown on the cadre of the Institute since 1920 but this post has
not yet been filled.”94 Ecological studies comprised a larger part of forestry research in
India. Entomologists, silviculturalists, and botanists all recognized that forests were
interrelated communities of plants. Studies in teak, for instance, had noted the sporadic
nature of the plant since the 1840s. But as ecology itself arose as a discipline in the
1910s-1930s, foresters in India also became more ecologically minded. The public often
viewed foresters as ecologists. The memoirs of a timber-merchant working in Burma
describe Dennis Atkinson, the Chief Entomologist in Burma in the 1930s as the
consummate ecologist: “This man was first and foremost an ecologist, one of those rare
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Progress,”

Unasylva

3

birds who, in simple language, could analyze and correlate any form of phenomena, be it
plant, animal or human, with its environment.”95

Identity, Aesthetics, and Hunting

The identity of the Indian Forest Service officers in the first half of the twentieth century
remained focused on the idea of long-term environmental management. “Sowers and
Reapers: A tale of the forests,” a story from the Times of India reprinted in the Indian
Forester, provides an apt window into the environmental mindset of the Indian Forest
Service during the early 1920s. The story tells of a successful provincial political
agitation by villagers to remove the forestry laws. Utter disaster followed, and an old
hunter lamented the loss of his forest life, for trees “were not things of a day or a month
or yet of a year, but concerned generations and centuries and eons.”96 The tale is not
without the Kiplingesque romanticism of Mowgli’s jungle home and the forest law that
protected his playground. Though paternalistic, the story serves to highlight the selfimage of the Indian Forest Service: they were the guardians of the forests of India.
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Aesthetic descriptions of nature, description of insects, birds and wildlife
abounded in forestry literature between the wars.97 Even non-aesthetic forestry literature
acknowledged aesthetic sympathies. In an Indian Forester article about forestry in
Madras, E.D. Richmond mused, “Time prevents mention of the aesthetic side of forestry,
its appeal to the lovers of natural history, of the fauna and of the wild.”98 Teaching at
Oxford, William Schlich, a German who has often been portrayed as the archetypical
“economic” forester, wrote, “The aesthetic and ethical effect of forest life and scenery
should not be overlooked.”99 Foresters continued to reflect on the aesthetic and ethical
effects of forests between the World Wars.
From an analysis of titles in the Indian Forester, Weil suggested that foresters
became less interested or able to hunt during the early twentieth century. This decline in
hunting, Weil suggested, led to the decline in the environmental sentiment among
foresters. But scanning the titles of the Indian Forester hardly indicates the hunting
passions of foresters. A reading of articles in the Indian Forester reveals many articles
about hunting and the aesthetics of nature. For example, in an article entitled “Ramnagar
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Forestry Division”, W.T. Hall, a forester working in Ramnagar division of the United
Provinces, boasted, “for its excellent sal forests and interesting sylvicultural work;
aesthetically for its charming and varied scenery; for the comfortable touring and the
excellent sport that it provides, Ramnagar division would be hard to beat.”100 Many of the
descriptions of different divisions (except for technical yearly reports) discuss the hunting
and aesthetic interests of each area. Other sources also indicate that hunting remained
important to foresters well into the 1930s. For example, foresters throughout the 1920
and 1930s often carried mass printed hunting diaries that were widely used.101
When foresters did quit hunting, it often stemmed from an increased desire to
preserve nature, including deadly animals such as tigers.102 Increasingly during the
1920s-1940s they sought to protect animal populations from possible extinction. John
Rowntree was not alone when he “began [his forestry career] with a rifle in my hands and
ended with a camera.”
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Even the impulse to conserve nature’s worst villains—the

tiger—overcame the desire for self-defense and the glory of the kill. Kipling expressed
this sentiment when, in his first Mowgli story, he portrayed the scene of a forester who
sought nature for its beauty, not its flesh: “Then [after hearing tigers in the night]
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Gisborne laid aside his little-used gun altogether, for it was to him a sin to kill.”104 When
foresters did not hunt, it indicates not a decline in their aesthetic appreciation of the
forests and its inhabitants, but an increase in their desire to preserve and conserve.

Fluctuations and Transitions

India and Burma slowly shifted towards self-government during the 1930s. The process
of Indianization, Burmanization, and decentralization increased. The 1935 Act of India
handed to the provinces and their local assemblies control of their forests. The structures
that had protected the forests of India became weakened as the Indian Forest Service staff
was cut in half throughout all of India owing to the declines in the value of timber during
the global depression.105
The decentralization of the Indian Forest Service also became a prominent issue.
Many foresters argued that it would be detrimental to allow local provinces led by local
assemblies to control the forests.106 Historically, foresters such as Brandis, Schlich, and

104

Kipling, In the Rukh, p. 302.
A.D. Blascheck, “Forestry in India: Economic and Commercial Aspects,” 195.
106
E. P. Stebbing, “Forestry In India Need Of A Central Control” (Letters to the Editor), The Times of
London, 4 August 1933, 6.
105

110

Stebbing argued for centralization, not decentralization, as the method to protect India’s
forest resources. Even foresters with strong interests in the commercial and economic
aspects of forestry remained wary of the changes. A.D. Blascheck warned against the
declining interest in and funding for forestry by elites in India: “The forests must be
preserved and developed to meet increasing consumption or they merely recede as
demand advances.”107 This meant that the Indian Forest Service lost some of its
protective power, because local governments could and did implement de-reservation of
select forest areas. This was most visible in Burma when U Saw became Forests Minister
in 1939. He “marginalized” the Chief Conservator of the Forests, and the suggestions of
forestry officials were frequently disregarded.108 Local Burmese political groups
clamored for the de-reservation of forest reserves and foresters had to spend hours of
deskwork per day defending the demarcated forests.109
But it was during World War II that the most rapid increase in extraction occurred
during imperial rule in India and Burma. The Supply Department dictated the cuts for the
Indian Forest Service during World War II. In 1944-45 the Government of India felled
139.7 million cubic feet compared to 66.7 million in 1938-39 or 67.4 million in 1924-25,
more than doubling total extraction.110 Cyril Hewetson thought that the increased
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extraction for World War II deviated sharply from pre-war forestry work: “There was
immediately a strong demand for timber for many purposes and a consequent great
expansion of all of our work…the leisurely days of the Forest Officer were gone
forever.”111 Much of the worst destruction occurred outside of the reserved and protected
government forests. Environmental-minded Indian Forest Service officials expressed
shock at the massive destruction of private and princely forests in India. 112 In Burma,
Burmese foresters pleaded with the Japanese occupiers to stop felling the forests with
reckless abandon and to obey the British forestry laws.113
After the War, foresters in India were still proud of the long-term plans of the
Indian Forest Service that they believed had provided a steady supply of large timber
when it was necessary for the war effort. On the eve of the transfer of power in India,
Howard Herbert, the Inspector General of the Forests of India during World War II, told
an audience at the Royal Society of Arts in 1947 about the over-cutting of the forests in
India
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So effective had been scientific forestry in the proceeding seventy-five years that
this excessive demand [of World War II] was met without material damage to the
forests. It is of course perfectly true that much of the excess fell on the best trees
in the best areas…But from a point of view of the general use of the land and the
good of the country, the forests have not been seriously damaged as
forests…Though nobody would maintain that the war fellings have not been
harmful, they were not an unmitigated evil.114

E.P Stebbing introduced Herbert by mentioning the aforementioned dispatches between
Charles Wood and Lord Elgin that led to the founding of the Indian Forest Service in
1864.115 Herbert’s speech and Stebbing’s historical introduction clearly indicate that
foresters working for the Indian Forest Service until the transfer of power occurred in
1947 ardently believed that they were continuing the original mission of the Indian Forest
Service by conserving the forests of India for future generations.
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Chapter Three

Local Experimentation and the Rise of Timber plantations in Nineteenth-Century
Colonial Southern India

Historians of forestry in colonial India have literally focused on the forests rather than the
trees; they have paid attention almost entirely to the management of existing forests
rather than the creation of plantations of trees.1 Social historians examining the effects of
forestry laws have shown how the demarcation and policing of forests led to the
dispossession and disempowering of various forest dwelling groups.2 Not only did
forestry laws cause great external conflict between state foresters and Indians, they
caused internal battles among British officials who were divided on the application of
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strong state forestry laws within the various legal traditions of India.3 The focus on the
management of existing forests has also helped to perpetuate the gap between
environmental and agrarian historiographies in India.4 Historians studying the science,
social structure, and environmental history of plantations in India have not incorporated
timber plantations into this larger history despite the similarity in causation and
chronology of the rise of timber plantations and plantations of coffee, tea, cinchona, and
rubber.5
Alongside the management of existing forests, the formation of timber plantations
was the second great pillar of government forestry policy in the second half of the
nineteenth century. This chapter provides a case study of the two most important
plantations in late nineteenth-century India: the Nilambur teak plantation in Malabar and
the Australian timber plantations of Acacia and Eucalyptus on the Nilgiris plateau. Both
plantations were located in the Madras Presidency in southern India. This chapter places
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the foundation of these timber plantations within the broader context of the rise of other
plantations of coffee, tea, and cinchona in India, particularly in southern India, in the
1840s-1870s. I argue that the methods used to make timber plantations in southern India
developed out a local experimental scientific tradition in the first half of the nineteenth
century that fused together indigenous knowledge and labor, imperial medical-botanical
networks, and the economic motives of private individuals and government officials
working for the East India Company/Government of India.
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A study of timber plantations offers a new lens to view the rise of state forestry in
India, one that does not situate India as a “periphery” of Europe, and a passive receiver of
German-French forestry science methods, but rather as an important location and cause
for the growth of botanical and forestry knowledge in India.6 The methods used to grow
timber plantations successfully and the locations in which plantations succeeded were
determined before the arrival of European-trained foresters in the 1860s and after.7
French and German scientific forestry methods played little role in the rise and success of
timber plantations in southern India during the second half of the nineteenth century.
Plantations of teak and Australian trees were first successfully established in the
1840s-1870s. This is also the period when government botanists and private planters
experimented with and planted tea (1830s-1870s) and cinchona (1860s-early 1870s) on
the Nilgiris plateau and coffee (1830s-1870s) in the surrounding districts of Wayanad,
Coimbatore, Coorg and Malabar. The expansion of different types of plantations was
mutually reinforcing. Deforestation incurred to make way for plantations increased fears
of desiccation and a possible timber shortage, prompting government officials to plant
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trees to replace declining forest cover.8 A larger scientific knowledge of these plants was
also formed as people experimented with multiple species at the same time. Many people,
such as the government botanist W.G. McIvor, worked with a variety of species and saw
little distinction between growing Eucalyptus and cinchona. The scientific knowledge
required to grow coffee, tea, and cinchona—all trees or shrubs related to trees—often
applied across species. The history of plantations more generally led to a profound shift
in the ecology, economy, and social structure of India and the larger Indian Ocean basin
in the second half of the nineteenth century.
The success of plantations in the second half of the nineteenth century relied upon
a “co-produced” and integrated knowledge of science and nature rather than just an
application of Western scientific knowledge in Asia.9 Government officials and private
individuals making and managing timber plantations did not see them narrowly through
one lens of “forestry” or “botany.” Rather, they drew from local experience, indigenous
knowledge and Western professional and amateur scientific knowledge.10

The

professional and intellectual boundaries between botany, arboriculture, horticulture, and
forestry were loosely defined in India during the 1840s-1870s. Various government
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departments (not just the Forestry Department) and private individuals founded and
managed timber plantations. The Ootacamund botanic garden was opened in 1847 (a
Coonoor garden opened in 1874), the Madras Forestry Department was founded in 1856,
a Jungle Conservancy Fund for the creation of plantations was established in 1859, and a
Jungle Conservancy Department (separate from the Forestry Department until 1883) was
founded in 1872. The staff of these departments often had no professional scientific
training; even the Forestry Department relied upon self-taught foresters until the first
recruits from France and Germany arrived in the late 1860s and early 1870s. To
understand the success and failure of timber plantations we must investigate the broader
rise of plantations across southern India in the middle of the nineteenth century.

The Nilambur Teak Plantation in Malabar

Teak (Tectona grandis) was the first tree that British East India Company officials sought
to protect in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Its timber served
numerous useful purposes. A fully-grown teak tree produces hard, resilient timber that
resists the attack of ants and other pests and can be used to build structures that withstand
long-term exposure to saltwater and humid, insect-prone tropical climates. Prior to the
entry of Europeans in the sub-continent, various peoples—from Arabs to the Burmese—
120

across the Indian Ocean rim used the teak tree as a building material for ships, houses,
and temples. Europeans first used teak as a prized timber for ships in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.11 With the expansion of railways in the 1850s-1860s in India, many
sought teak as durable sleepers (railway ties) on which to lay the steel tracks.12
In southern India, teak grew sporadically amongst other trees in tropical forests
along the western edge of the Western Ghats, primarily in the regions of Travancore,
Cochin, and Malabar (today these are part of Kerala).13 Indian merchants cut and sold
teak for local use and also for sale in the Indian Ocean markets at Cochin and Bombay
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.14 Selective Arab, British, and
Indian buyers valued teak from southern India more than teak from Burma, and it
commanded a strong demand, providing an economic incentive to harvest the finite
supply of teak intensively. The East India Company gained formal control of many of the
teak forests of Malabar when it took control of most of Malabar in 1792 at the end of the
Third Anglo-Mysore War.15 In 1799, the Company also took Wayanad after the complete
defeat of Tippu Sultan. Despite annexation, the Rajah of Nilambur retained large swaths
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of land and power over the inhabitants of Malabar and retained many of the forests as
private property. To the south of Malabar were located the teak-bearing princely states of
Cochin and Travancore. The powerful control that native landowners and princes
maintained over the teak forests in southern India served as a constraint that encouraged
British government officials to seek to grow teak in plantations.
The fear that Britain might run out of wood during the Napoleonic Wars led the
East India Company to create the first British laws in India regulating the cutting of teak
and timber in southern India. Reports in 1804 by Philip Dundas, later Governor of the
Prince of Wales Isle (now Penang) from 1805-7, to Lord Wellesely, the Governor
General of the East India Company (1798-1805), warned that the Malabar teak forests
“had been nearly exhausted.”16 In 1806 the Madras Presidency appointed a conservator,
Captain Watson, to establish government control over the teak forests in Malabar. These
restrictions emphasized the maintenance but not creation of teak plantations. But in 1823
the Governor of Madras (1820-27) Thomas Munro repealed these laws because they
violated the principles of laissez-faire, ending the first state forestry program in India.17
With teak in high demand and supplies dwindling, a number of individuals tried
to grow teak in plantations in India during the first half of the nineteenth century. These
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experiments predate the introduction of French or German forestry methods in India by
over fifty years. The idea to grow commercially valuable species in plantations extended
out of an Indian and colonial Dutch plantation tradition in southwestern India combined
with British colonial and capitalistic desires to “improve” both nature and the economy
by growing valued species.18 An array of physicians, military officers, botanists,
horticulturalists, and arboriculuralists—not continentally trained foresters—pursued the
first experiments and plantations in India. A succession of botanists at the botanic garden
in Calcutta—Colonel Robert Kyd (1746-1793), William Roxburgh (1751-1815), and
Nathaniel Wallich (1786-1854)—experimented with teak plantations in Bengal, Orrisa,
and Bihar.19 Richard Grove notes, “the plantation methods he [Roxburgh] adopted were
developed by him in India and were not derived from German or other European
precedents.”20 Grove does not mention that Roxburgh’s methods, however innovative,
led to failure: almost every attempt in Bengal, Bombay, Burma, and Madras in the first
half of the nineteenth century failed. The Commissioner of Forests in Tennaserim,
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Thomas Latter, noted in 1848 that “[i]t is well known that every attempt at artificial
sowings [of teak] have proved a failure.”21
Would-be planters learned first by failure. They pieced together knowledge about
teak gleaned from international correspondences and local experiments. They had to learn
what climate teak grew in, what soils it grew in, how to germinate its seeds, and how to
space and thin teak trees. After sending teak seeds throughout the world, botanists
discovered that teak did not grow well in cooler tropical climates, such as St. Helena in
the south Atlantic.22 Rather than looking to any European method, these pioneers, such as
Latter, suggested simply that people follow nature: “I would, therefore, recommend that
in the case of artificial sowings, the process of nature be imitated as much as possible.”23
This seemed simple enough. But unfortunately few people agreed what “nature”
recommended. Latter himself did “not have sufficient presumption to imitate nature in
her higher combinations, and set fire to the seedlings in order to see it rise again, as if
refreshed with sleep,” and only recommended broadly sowing the seeds in a favorite
locality of the plant.24 Some suggested burning seeds, others boiling.25 No one knew how
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far apart to space the trees or whether or not to thin, and if so, when. Hugh Falconer, an
amateur botanist and physician, believed trees required more open spacing. An enquiry in
the early 1850s by Falconer noted “the over-crowding of the trees, by close planting, was
at the root of all the failures” of plantations in Bengal.26 Others suggested planting teak
seeds with other crops.27 No consensus existed on the methods by which teak could be
grown because no one could grow it successfully in a plantation.
The Collector of Malabar, H.V. Conolly, planted what would become India’s first
successful plantations of teak in Malabar in 1843. The rapid growth of the trees and their
overall health convinced many by the early 1850s that Conolly’s methods could be
replicated throughout India. Falconer for the first time could happily confirm to the
Bengal government in his 1852 report on teak: “That the forests [of teak] can be renewed
by planting, I consider to have been fully established…by the results attained on the
Malabar coast.”28 The location near the Nilambur River was purchased from a temple in
financial need, because the Rajah of Nilambur owned most of the land in the region and
would not release it.29 Grove incorrectly states that the Rajah of Nilambur suggested that
Conolly plant teak; in fact, Conolly followed the Revenue Board’s orders and successive
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plantation superintendents complained about the Rajah’s lack of support.30 Like others
before him, Conolly had a difficult time getting teak seed to germinate. At the
recommendation of his Nair Tahsildar,31 Chattu Menon, Conolly decided to lay hay over
the seeds and burn them, so that the fire singed the seeds but only partially.32 Menon
noted that teak seeds shed their tough coating by fires, and thus by burning the seed
artificially, the seed might germinate. Some seeds germinated, but the fire only slightly
singed most of the seeds, and they abandoned the attempt. Conolly and Menon then
experimented with boiling the seeds. The Marquess Tweeddale, then Governor of Madras
(1842-8) and Conolly’s first supporter, noted that this helped “to produce the same effect
by the heat so generated as the constant fires in the jungle do on the seeds which there
germinate.”33 Eventually they grew teak successfully by soaking seeds first in water
before broad sowing them under leaves in plenty of light.34 After transporting the
successful saplings from a nursery, they planted them approximately six feet to nine feet
apart in rows. These methods remained the standard nursery and planting practice into the
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twentieth century. British foresters continued to recognize the influence of Menon, even
crediting him with discovering how to germinate teak seeds.35
Menon continued to guide the planting at Nilambur (until 1862) after Conolly was
hacked to death in 1855 by three rebelling Mappilas.36 By 1860-1 the size of the
plantations expanded to 1,100 acres, with the oldest plantations over fifteen years old
“progressing favourably.”37 In 1862 a Scottish forester, J. Ferguson, took over the
operations of the Nilambur plantation.38 A million and a half trees had been planted out
when he arrived.39 The plantations, he felt, required pruning and thinning. Nilambur
faced a shortage of labor made worse by the location and the opening of the Western
Ghats to plantation agriculture, which “drains a great amount of labor from the district.”40
When possible, Ferguson employed Indians to thin the teak trees extensively, and he
began selling the plantation thinning at a government depot in Calicut. In 1863 the depot
“was not known at any distance” and “no Arab traders were present,” thus the revenue
was lower than hoped.41 A shortage of labor also hindered his ability to have teak cut and
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floated down the river to market.42 In particular, Ferguson complained about the Rajah of
Nilambur’s lack of support. He noted that, “[t]he Rajah’s word, too, is law, and neither
the Rajah, nor any of his people, give the assistance that might be expected from them.” 43
Labor shortages continued throughout the 1860s.44 Still, the plantings, pruning, thinning,
and sales progressed. In the mid 1860s Arabs began to attend the auctions, providing
more revenue to pay for the running of Nilambur.45
Ferguson followed local planting precedents rather than German, French, or
Scottish methods. In Scotland, where Ferguson came from, no single consensus existing
on the issue of thinning or spacing.46 Most foresters in Scotland planted pine trees
approximately three and half to four feet apart and hardwoods approximately four to five
feet apart.47 But the timber plantations at Nilambur ranged between six feet to nine feet
apart and underwent a stringent thinning and pruning regime pursued by local Indian
laborers. Ferguson and other Madras foresters studied other experiments with teak,
looking in particular to Burma, where British foresters studied and debated many of the
practices of the Karen, such as multiple cropping and slash and burn plantations. In 1867
the Madras government approved the experiment of planting food crops amid the teak

42

Ibid., 11.
Ibid., 11.
44
Report of the Conservator of Forests For the Official Year 1866-67 (Madras, 1867), 62.
45
See Madras Revenue Register 2 (1868), 68.
46
William Gilchrist, “On the Thinning of Plantations,” Transactions of the Royal Arboricultural Society 5
(1869), 43.
47
Ibid., 43-5.
43

128

saplings during their first year based on the Burmese Karen methods of taungya (slash
and burn agriculture).48 This method was declared a failure in 1868-9.49 More mixed
species experiments continued in the 1870s-1890s, discussed below, as foresters
continued to experiment instead of following formulaic methods.
The success of the Nilambur plantation and the perpetual government fears about
a looming shortage of teak led the Madras Conservator of Forests, Hugh Cleghorn, to
suggest in 1867 that the Forestry Department expand plantings at Nilambur and also ten
miles away at Nellicottah. But to expand, the plantations “required skilled hands.”50
Cleghorn suggested that the Madras government create a subordinate training school at
Nilambur for the whole of Madras. This would serve to educate both Indians and
Europeans who “might be always under the regular training of the Superintendent.”51 The
successive Secretaries of State for India, Stafford Northcote and the Duke of Argyll,
approved of the idea, initially conceived by Cleghorn and discussed by the Governor of
Madras, to create a training school for Indian subordinate officers.52 The idea died in
1873 when the Madras government abandoned the idea, even after Argyll urged them to
reconsider in light of a recent government discussion about the founding of native
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schools.53 The Forestry Department still remained weak in the late 1860s and early
1870s, with many civil officers disdainful of the attempts of foresters to apply forest laws
strictly on the communalist land tenure of south India. 54
Ferguson and his successor Gordon Hadfield, head of plantations from 18831894, continued to experiment with mixed teak plantations inter-planted with Brazilian
rubber (Hevea brasiliensis) and West Indian mahogany (Swietenia Mahagoni). The
desire to grow multiple crops stemmed from two factors. First, foresters and botanists
began to recognize in the 1870s-1880s that monoculture teak plantations had higher rates
of disease and pest infestation than natural forests. The conservator Captain R.H.
Beddome noticed Nilambur’s first pests in the plantations in 1867, with various
infestations of disease and bugs breaking out in the following years.55 In his influential A
Manual of Indian Timbers (1881), J. Sykes Gamble cautiously discussed the future of
teak plantations:

No safe speculations can be formed regarding the future of a pure Teak forest like
that of Nilambur. In its natural state Teak does not grow alone, but is associated
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with bamboos and a variety of other trees; and it is impossible to foresee the risk
of damage by storms, insects, disease, or other causes to which pure Teak forests
may be exposed.56

Second, Ferguson and Hadfield also sought to increase the revenue production of
the plantations, and new exotic species offered the opportunity to grow multiple species
with teak within a much quicker rotation (the full teak cycle was assumed to be between
60-120 years). Ferguson introduced 28 rubber trees (Hevea brasiliensis) in the plantation
in 1879 after receiving the seeds from the Royal Botanic Gardens, Peradeniya (Ceylon).57
The plantation superintendents also introduced other rubber trees—Castilloa elastica and
Manihot Glaziovii—into the plantations, although a 1908 published report on them
written by R.L. Proudlock, the government botanist in the Nilgiris, criticized the
inadequate treatment they received.58 In 1872 Ferguson started planting Jamaican
mahogany seeds amongst the teak.59 These experiments, like the rubber, were less than
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successful as the light-loving and larger teak stunted the growth of rubber and
mahogany.60
The Forestry Department pursued other experimental plantations throughout the
rest of Madras in the 1850s-1870s, an intense period of experimentation, using the same
methods of broad-sowing and spacing. District conservators started experimental
plantations in Sigur, North Canara, South Canara, Animallais, and Cuddapah in the
1860s-1870s.61 Planting elsewhere in southern Indian proved more difficult than at
Nilambur. A shortage of cheap labor, different soil types and climates, and the
remoteness of locations hindered the success of these plantations. A forester in the
Animallais reported, “we labor under the following disadvantages, viz., a very feverish
locality, scarcity of labor and 40 miles of land carriage.” Difficult social relations
between British foresters and Indian sub-officials often made the protection of plantations
against the encroachment of cattle or nearby residents difficult. In South Canara the
native subordinates ignored forestry regulations.62 Teak plantations tended to fail, and
when they succeeded, they cost too much to keep planting, weeding, and thinning. This
mirrors a general trend across the whole of India, except for Burma, where the vast
majority of experimental teak plantations failed entirely or could not be financially

60

Even after failures, some foresters wanted to continue to plant mahogany. See Berthold Ribbentrop,
“Note on the Working Plan for the Nilambur Valley Teak Plantations,” Indian Forester 24 (1899), 165-6.
61
See the government report on plantations in Annual Administration Report of the Forest Department for
the Official Year 1877-78 (Madras, 1879), 41-44.
62
Ibid., 5.

132

sustained based upon the expected income. Teak plantation failures continued into the
early twentieth century, and the size of official government plantations actually declined
from 136,538 acres to 134,785 acres in 1906-7 when the Indian Forest Service abandoned
many of these plantations.63
By the late nineteenth century foresters in India decided to manage teak forests
through natural reproduction rather than through the creation of plantations.64 The failure
of teak plantations, coupled with the high costs associated with buying or leasing land,
clearing forests, and paying for labor, led forestry officials to discontinue most efforts.
The plantations at Nilambur and the taungya plantations in Burma remained the
exceptions to this rule. Responding to Sir William Henry Gladstone’s question about the
success of plantations in India at a parliamentary enquiry, William G. Peder, Secretary of
the Revenue, Finance, and Commerce Department for the India Office from 1879-1888,
explained to the House of Commons committee on forestry in 1884, “[t]here have been
some very successful instances of artificial plantation in India; the great teak forest at
Nilambur in Madras is an instance. The experiment has generally been made under
favourable conditions, but it costs a great deal of money.”65 The example of Nilambur
remained the great exception to the rule of the failure of teak plantings. In Gamble’s

63

S. Eardley-Wilmont, Report of Forest Administration in British India from the Year 1906-1907 (Calcutta,
1908), 14-15.
64
Ibid., 14-6.
65
House of Commons, Report from the Select Committee on Forestry, Together with the Proceedings of the
Committee, Minutes of Evidence (London, 1884), 11.

133

revised and republished A Manual of Indian Timbers (1922), he notes the general
pessimism that Indian foresters felt about plantations but noted, with a hint of optimism,
that Nilambur might still provide a path for future teak plantations: “Teak plantations,
however, have been largely, perhaps too largely, condemned in India, the large one at
Nilambur being probably the only one of any importance which has been maintained and
gradually increased.”66
For most of the nineteenth century the Nilambur plantation was managed
according to Conolly, Menon, and Ferguson’s own unique methods. The introduction of
identifiably “continental” forestry methods in Nilambur can be dated to 1896 when the
forester P.S. Lushington drafted and published the first working plan for the plantations.67
He based his working plans upon German working plans.68 The forests, he suggested,
should be managed as a “high forest” (a term to indicate a fully mature forest dominated
by a single commercially valuable species) by clear cutting the trees and then artificially
regenerating the plantations anew.69 Berthold Ribbentrop, the Inspector General of
Forests in India, praised the working plan drawn up by Lushington, “whose theoretical
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and practical knowledge is fully evidenced on every page of his excellent report.”70 But
the influence or importance of German working plans on the management of the
plantation should not be overstated. The plan merely provided an analysis of the amount
of timber within the plantation and suggested when the trees should be cut down.
Lushington still wanted future foresters to determine the methods of artificial
regeneration (e.g. on what sites and with what other species). The first and one of the
most crucial aspects of making a teak plantation—the method of sowing seeds and
transplanting saplings—remained unquestioned: Conolly and Menon’s methods
remained. No new study of planting need be done because as Ribbentrop noted, “[t]he art
of planting teak successfully has, in the course of years, been thoroughly acquired.”71
Teak plantations in southern India in the nineteenth and early twentieth century,
excepting for the success at Nilambur, largely failed. Theses failures led to change in
policies. Instead of a policy oriented to both conserving forests and creating new
plantations, the Indian Forest Service more narrowly focused on managing existing
forests through natural reproduction. European forestry methods, with their intricate
working plans, had little application in the creation or long-term management of teak
plantations, except towards the maturity of a plantation. The methods of planting,
germination, transplanting, and thinning remained almost entirely unchanged from the
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1840s when Conolly and Menon worked together to discover how to grow teak. The
plantations’ spacing and thinning regime was based upon local experimentation. The
creation of multiple species plantations of teak, rubber, and mahogany originated out of a
desire to expand revenue, test new crops, and find ways of producing healthier teak
plantations with less pests and disease. Other experiments throughout Madras mirrored
the methods used at Nilambur. But the less favorable environmental, social, and financial
conditions elsewhere in the Madras Presidency made teak plantations other than the one
at Nilambur untenable.
The creation, success, and failure of teak plantations in Madras (and India more
generally) was part of the larger history of plantation agriculture in southern India. The
Nilambur plantation reveals the scientific and professional intersections between botany,
arboriculture, forestry, horticulture, and agriculture. Foresters played a key role in the
management of the Nilambur plantation, but they often played a lesser role than did
botanists, arboriculturalists, and government officials seeking sustainable revenue. The
methods used to germinate and grow teak seeds developed out of a larger experimental
process of plantation agriculture in India, southern India in particular. Timber plantations
southern India owe little in their origin to Germanic or French silvicultural methods or
theoretical working plans. Rather, the rise of teak plantations, especially that at Nilambur,
developed out of co-produced European and indigenous knowledge and labor that was
part of a larger tradition of scientific and ecological experimentation in India.
136

Australian Trees on the Nilgiris Plateau

The Nilgiris Plateau is a highland area bridging the Western Ghats and Eastern Ghats in
southern India.72 The mountains average approximately 6,500 feet in elevation. The
British city of Ootacamund, on the Nilgiris plateau, became a fashionable health resort
beginning in the 1830s-1860s after the region’s “discovery” by the assistants of the
collector of Coimbatore in 1818.73 Ootacamund’s high elevation (approximately 7,300
feet) made the site attractive for Britons seeking respite from the heat of the sweltering,
humid plains below. The location became so popular as a summer resort that the Madras
government located its summer capital there in 1861.74 British settlers reshaped both the
erecting neo-gothic Victorian churches, building Tudor-styled houses, and founding
libraries and other public institutions frequented by the white Britons who visited and
retired in and around the city.75 Prior to Ootacamund’s “discovery” by Britons, the Toda
and Badaga inhabited the area. The Toda, a group of probably less than 1,000, tended to
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their buffalo and the Badaga, a more numerous tribal people, practiced shifting
agriculture called bhurty.76 During the mid to late nineteenth century both groups lost
many of their original lands owing to the rapid expansion of plantation agriculture,
British settlement, and the reservation of forests across the plateau.77 I situate the rise of
Australian timber plantations within these larger changes.
Beginning in the 1830-40s, Britons on the Nilgiris Plateau began to plant exotic
trees that they thought might grow in the cooler climate and higher altitude. Private
individuals, government officials, and government departments all started planting
Australian trees on the plateau. The most successful trees came from the cooler regions of
Australia. Various species of Acacia and Eucalyptus became popular trees to plant
starting in the 1830s-1840s because they grew rapidly, created a new aesthetic landscape,
and led many to hope that their hardwood could provide railway sleepers, building
material, and an almost unlimited supply of firewood for the growing population.
Ootacamund’s residents began planting Acacia melanoxylon and A. dealbata first in the
1830s, the seeds likely coming from Tasmania.78 Captain (later General) Frederick
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Cotton of the Madras Engineers planted the first known Eucalyptus globulus in
Ootacamund in 1843.79
Residents began to comment on the rapid growth of Australian trees in the early
1850s. W.G. McIvor, a horticulturalist trained at Kew who headed the Ootacamund
botanic garden from 1848-1876, noted in his 1852 report that “the greatest variety of
timber and ornamental trees are from Australia, Australian plants of all kinds thrive
particularly well here, which is a mark of the similitude of this climate and soil to that of
Australia.”80 The botanical report described the rapid growth of Eucalyptus in glowing
terms. One “blue gum” supposedly grew to be “upwards of 50 feet high, with a
circumference at the best of 4 feet five inches.”81 McIvor believed that the blue gum “had
the advantages of being clean in its grain, and easily wrought into any shape” in addition
to being both strong and largely resistant to the attack of insects.82 Acacia melanoxylon,
the “Black Wattle,” became the most popular of Acacia species because it grew so
rapidly.83 Various government officials and private individuals alike planted Australian
trees “on these Hills for ornament and shelter.”84
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The fledgling botanical garden at Ootacamund served as the first major center in
the distribution of plants and knowledge of them on the surrounding Nilgiris plateau and
across India. The Garden served as a hub helping to distribute Australian and other exotic
trees throughout India.85 The Garden produced knowledge in the forms of governmental
reports, pamphlets, and through the public garden grounds that highlighted exotic and
native species. But despite this influence, McIvor remained dissatisfied because he felt
that the British residents and government officials in the region lacked an accurate
knowledge of the experimental results of the gardens. The garden’s multiple experiments
produced extensive results but “as a knowledge of these [results] is not generally
diffused, the public reap little or no advantage from them…”86 McIvor told the
government that “the want of a better knowledge of Horticulture” contributed to threefourths of the failures in the region.87
The Ootacamund botanical garden was at the center of a larger experimental
culture on the Nilgiris plateau in the mid to late nineteenth century. Like elsewhere in
India, the continued expansion of the East India Company state and the growing global
economy encouraged British officials and private capitalists to experiment with valuable
or potentially valuable species. The most suitable candidates at the time were tea, coffee,
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teak, and later cinchona, West Indian mahogany, and rubber. The size of exotic
plantations grew rapidly in the 1840s-1870s as a result of government-sponsored
experiments and the activities of private planters financed by British and Indian capital.
Experimental knowledge was relatively integrated. Questions about planting—how to
germinate seeds, when and how to plant them, how to tend them—cut across then nascent
professional scientific boundaries. For example, McIvor worked with tea and coffee
planters, directed the government plantations of cinchona, provided the seeds and
saplings for government plantations of Australian trees, and took part in larger Indian and
imperial discussions about economic development.
Foresters fit into a broader mosaic of expertise and experimentation in southern
India. In the 1850s-1870s they often followed rather than led efforts to make timber
plantations on the Nilgiris plateau. The professional and bureaucratic boundaries between
the botanical garden, the Forestry Department, and other civil officers such as district
collectors remained vaguely defined in the 1850s-1870s. Botanists, civil officers (e.g.
district officers), arboriculturalists, and foresters (both professionally trained and
otherwise) all officially worked for the government to create and manage plantations and
conserve existing forests. They all reported to the Board of Revenue in Madras. Hugh
Cleghorn, an eminent Scottish physician and botanist who previously worked in Madras,
became the first conservator of forests in Madras when the Forestry Department was
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founded in 1856.88 At its founding, none of the Forestry Department staff had previously
studied German or French forestry, although Cleghorn had an expert knowledge of
Scottish arboriculture. The Revenue Board also created a Jungle Conservancy Fund in
1859 to finance the creation of firewood plantations around villages in each district. This
financed the foundation of many of the plantations created around the Nilgiris plateau in
the 1860s. In 1872 a Jungle Conservancy Department was founded and staffed by the
civil officers of the district. The Jungle Conservancy Department amalgamated with the
Forestry Department only in 1883.89
These overlapping divisions of power sometimes led to conflict over who had the
authority to provide seeds, saplings, and knowledge about plantations. The botanic
gardens (first Ootacamund and then at Coonoor) staked their claim as the main supplier
of nursery stock for government plantations. In 1858, the government of Madras asked
that the head botanist of the Ootacamund garden supervise the plantations and woods for
the Nilgiris plateau, including Kuhutty and Coonoor, approximately 12 and 8 miles
away.90 Cleghorn argued that another officer, appointed specifically to attend to
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government plantations, should take this job, leaving McIvor to focus on the garden.91
McIvor, however, agreed with the suggestion of the council and began to prepare the
required nursery in 1859. McIvor sought to maintain his control over the local plantations
by controlling the supply of nursery plants. Whereas Cleghorn wanted specific nurseries
located by the government plantations, McIvor noted that “this would in great measure
have removed the plants from my immediate superintendence when they required the
greatest care.”92 In the end, the government decided to in March 1859 to maintain
McIvor’s control over the supply of nursery trees.93
Foresters followed McIvor’s method for producing and transplanting saplings
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. His ingenuity and thrift also ensured
that the frugal Revenue Board maintained his privilege of supplying nursery trees for
government plantings during his tenure. He first planted seeds in a seedling pot (with
multiple seeds being grown in a single pot). He then transplanted the small saplings into a
3 inch pot “with good rich soil,” which he then put into a growing house for a month to
led the root structure grow.94 After a month he took them out of pots, “wrapped them in
moss,” and took them the nursery before planting them in a four inch bed of moss in a
nursery bed. By planting them closely together, he could grow upwards of 350 nursery
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saplings in a bed, whereas the previous method of growing them in baskets had allowed
for only 30 plants to be grown and removed; McIvor thus made it cheaper and easier to
supply seedlings for the whole region. This succeeded so well that he ordered 8,000 pots,
4,000 for the Forestry Department and 4,000 for the garden. Both Cleghorn and the
revenue council praised McIvor’s astute methods for saving money and space.95
The Forestry Department and civil officers, drawing from the Jungle Conservancy
Fund (after 1872 the Jungle Conservancy Department), created most of the plantations on
the Nilgiris plateau in the 1860s and after on lands claimed by the British for private or
government property. In 1869 the Forestry Department unhappily transferred its
plantations to the Jungle Conservancy Department at the request of the Revenue Board.96
But in 1875 the Jungle Conservancy Department transferred them back to the Forestry
Department. The land claimed by government for plantations usually fell under the
category of “wasteland,” or lands supposedly unused by the local Toda or Badaga. After
a lengthy debate for and against bhurty, the local form of shifting cultivation, the Madras
government criminalized this form of agriculture in 1862.97 In 1863 the government
implemented wasteland rules that strictly defined the settlement boundaries of the Badaga
and Toda and opened up new land only by auction.98 Ninety-eight percent of the land
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sales went to Europeans who actively sought the land for recreation and profit.99 After the
passing of the 1882 Madras Forestry Act, the Forestry Department demarcated and
protected certain areas of the indigenous forests as “reserved,” strictly defining them as
state property and regulating the “privileges” (rather than “rights) of native users. By
1886 over a third of the land in the Nilgiris was reserved.100
The Madras government desired to make plantations out of a combination of fear
and hope. The Governor of Madras, Sir William Denison, ordered the creation of the first
government plantation of Eucalyptus globulus in 1862.101 But the majority of plantings
occurred after 1866-7 following a government decision to promote the creation of large
government plantations. The Revenue Department decided to make Australian timber
plantations to supply firewood for local use and for the expanding network of railways.
The expansion of railways in the 1850s and 1860s created a fear among officials that
there would be a shortage of firewood for villagers, cities, and the railway. The Revenue
Department had a Presidency-wide debate in 1866-7 about whether or not private
plantations could possibly produce enough wood to meet growing demand.102 The reports
submitted by civil officials painted a dour picture of the private plantation industry. They

99

Ibid., 102.
Ibid., 105.
101
Hutchins, D.E. Hutchins, Report on Measurements of The Growth of Australian Trees on the Niligirs
(Madras, 1883), 1.
102
See IOR BL L/E/3/771, the larger correspondence and discussion in Madras Revenue Forests
Collections to Despatches 1867-69.
100

145

criticized Indians for not wanting to make plantations and suggested that the state would
need to step in where private industry would not. The collector at Coimbatore argued that
they should create a new Nilambur of Australian trees in the Nilgiris: “A plantation of
Australian trees on the same scale on the Neilgherries [sic] would, I believe, eventually
prove very remunerative to Government.”103 The Revenue Board responded positively to
the suggestion:

The favorable conditions for extending planting on the Neilgherries, and the
demand that exist and is likely to increase there for timber and fuel, induce the
Board to support the Collector’s recommendation that the Forest Department be
directed to undertake planting operations there on a large scale. 104

The Revenue Board instituted a policy of forming new plantations of Australian
trees in the 1860s and 1870s. Government officials created plantations of Australian
trees, including the plantations of Arambi (58 acres of Eucalyptus created in 1863-5 by
the Jungle Conservancy Department), Marlimund (9 acres of Acacia and Eucalyptus
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created in 1860 by the collector), Norwood (26 acres of Acacia and Eucalyptus created in
1872-3 by the Jungle Conservancy Department), Bathri (unknown acreage of plantation
planted in the 1870s by the Jungle Conservancy Department), Ralia (Acacia and
Eucalyptus plantations created in 1872 by the Forestry Department), Old Forest (200
acres of various species planted in 1872-3 by the Jungle Conservancy Department), and
Newman (thirty-five acres of Acacia and Eucalyptus plantations created in 1876 by the
Forestry Department). 105 The government created 1,322 acres of Australian plantations
by 1882.106
The practice of making plantations varied. As noted above, the Ootacamund
botanical garden provided the seedlings and saplings for most of the plantations in the
region. A review of plantations in 1882 written by David Ernest, an Indian forest service
officer on special duty, discussed the various ways in which the plantations had been
formed.107 The spacing and thinning regimes differed greatly from plantation to
plantation, with some plantations of Eucalyptus being grown at six feet apart and others
at nine feet apart. Some of the plantations were managed as coppice. For this method,
foresters cut a tree at its stump and encourage the growth of multiple smaller reshoots,
which can be harvested for firewood and other minor timber uses in a shorter rotation.
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Other forests had been planted and managed as “high forests,” mature forests of a single
species that would either reproduce naturally when cut or through artificial reproduction.
The rapid growth of the Australian trees in the Nilgiris plantations became
internationally renowned among foresters in the 1880s. The Nilgiris plantations offered
some of the world’s only examples of blue gum (Eucalyptus globulus) outside its native
home in Victoria and Tasmania. E.J. Brace reviewed the history of Eucalyptus
plantations around the world for the international exhibition on forestry at Edinburgh in
1884 and discussed the Nilgiri plantations: “[v]iewing the Eucalypti from the forester’s
stand point, it is to be noted that, save on the Nilgiris Hills, afforestation has only been
carried out to any extent in the plantations belonging to the French Government in
Algeria.”108
Like the Nilambur teak plantation, the fame of the Australian timber plantations
in the Nilgiris arose primarily from the failure of other plantation attempts in India.
Outside of the cooler confines of Ootacamund, many Britons in India hoped that
eucalypts would thrive in the hot climates and cure malaria and other deadly tropical
diseases. Rudyard Kipling expressed the thoughts of many when in 1896 he praised the
planting of Eucalyptus by the Indian Forest Service: “they [the IFS] experiment with
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battalions of foreign trees, and coax the blue gum [E. globulus] to take root and, perhaps,
dry up the canal fever.”109 But Acacia and Eucalyptus never became as economically
valuable or ecologically viable during British rule as Kipling had hoped. When eucalypts
did grow in the hot regions of India (which was not often), they did not stop deadly
tropical diseases and they grew stunted. Although Kipling talked about the malarial
fighting qualities of eucalypts in 1896, by the 1870s and 1880s many professional
foresters and botanists in India rejected the belief that Eucalyptus oil helped cure
malaria.110
Australian trees reshaped the ecology, social structure, and aesthetics of the
landscape on the Nilgiris plateau. The landscape changed drastically. Blackwood (Acacia
melanoxylon) used for its excellent timber, established itself quickly—perhaps too
quickly—as one forester complained about its aggressive colonization in a report: “If
Ootacamund was deserted, the whole basin would probably at no lengthened period
become a forest of these trees to the exclusion of almost all other vegetation.”111
Australian trees altered the landscape because of their unique leaves and shape.
Australian Acacia and Eucalyptus evolved a specific adaptation to Australia’s peculiarly
nutrient poor and dry conditions called sclerophyll, in which leaves are small, tough,
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waxy, and have less nutritional value.112 The leaves of Australian trees are rarely bright
green like those of deciduous trees, and can be better described as a mix of grey, blue,
and green. The colors proved depressing to many, and others criticized the rapid growth
of Acacia and Eucalyptus because the “tall Australian trees…shut out light, air and the
view” of buildings around the city.113 Towards the end of the nineteenth and early
twentieth century many people complained about the destruction of the indigenous
forests. The sportsman F.W.F. Fletcher later lamented, “The grand indigenous sholas [the
name for the native forests on the hills] have been cleared to make way for interminable
forests of ugly eucalyptus and wattle.”114
Australian trees helped introduce capitalism, the distinction between state and
private property, and a new social system in the region surrounding Ootacamund. Many
British officials viewed the creation of plantations as a way of creating a wage labor and
land revenue system for the indigenous people living on the Nilgiri plateau. Many of
these plantations were on or near “wastelands” claimed near Badaga villages in the
eastern half of the Nilgiri plateau.115 Madras foresters and revenue officials sought to use
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revenue settlements and plantations to encourage the Badagas to become sedentary
farmers and grazers.116 The Badagas worked as laborers on plantations starting in the
1860s; sometimes they worked without payment because monigars, villagers chosen by
the British to collect revenue and to find labor, forced them to work for free.117 With a
third of the forests on the Nilgiri plateau reserved, an expanding plantation frontier, and
new laws in 1863 that required all unclaimed lands be auctioned, it became more difficult
for the demographically expanding Badagas to acquire new lands.118 They lost many
lands that they had formerly claimed and were hemmed in by plantations and state forest
reservations.
The success of Australian timber plantations cannot be attributed to the
introduction of German or French forestry methods. The aforementioned report by
Hutchins in 1882—a full thirty years after the founding of the first government
plantation—laid down for the first time a systematic working plan for the plantations that
estimated the rates of growth, advocated a spacing and thinning regime, and calculated
the future yield of the plantations. Hutchins argued that the plantations should be
managed as “high forests,” not as coppice on shorter rotations, as some, such as the
previous conservator Captain Beddome, had argued.119 This required more thinning than
had been previously done. Yet his theoretical analysis, based upon an individual-
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increment and acre-increment (i.e. figuring out the average yield per tree and acre),
merely offered a guide for how to manage the plantations for the highest yield, and did
not take into account the costs of labor or the exigencies of the market.
During the 1890s, the botanical garden and Indian Forest Service decided to quit
making plantations of Australian trees and chose instead to replant the landscape with
native trees. The Forestry Department quit planting Australian trees on a large scale in
1897.120 The government gardens in Ootacamund and Coonoor began to grow more
indigenous trees in their nurseries from the sholas for display at the garden, in the towns,
and for planting in overcut sholas. Whereas the 1857 Botanical garden report noted that
Australian trees were “used in plantations for shelter and ornament, in preference to
indigenous trees”121 the botanical garden report for 1892-3 noted, “As in the Government
Gardens in Ootacamund, so here in Sim’s Park [a botanical garden constructed in 1874 in
Conoor], the indigenous trees of the hills of Southern India are being grown in the place
of the more common exotics.”122 Complaints about the aesthetics of Eucalyptus forests
by officials living at the government house in Ootacamund led to their replacement with
indigenous trees in 1894: “The whole of the blue gum forest, which has become very
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ugly and in some places dangerous… will be cut down, and the whole area planted up
next year with indigenous shola trees.”123
Foresters eventually rejected Hutchins’s suggestion to mange the plantations as
high-forest and chose instead to manage the plantations under a coppice system based
upon a ten-year cycle.124 This shift came as a response to the changing wood
requirements of the area. By the 1890s and early 1900s it became apparent that the
projected value of Australian trees had been overly generous. The timbers of Eucalyptus
globulus, imagined in the 1840s-1850s to be as good as teak, proved much less durable
and useful than imagined. The prediction of a forest famine never manifested itself for a
variety of reasons. Railways in southern India used less wood than predicted, both for
railway sleepers and fuel. The Madras Railway began to use iron sleepers instead of
native timbers starting in the 1860s.125 Steam engines used more imported and domestic
coal than originally expected.126 The strict conservancy of reserved forests slowed and
perhaps stopped the pace of deforestation in government forests in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.127 Eventually the Forest Department had to quit working some
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plantations, such as the Dharma plantation of E. globulus, because of a “lack of
demand.”128
The success of plantations of Australian trees on the Nilgiris owed little to the
theoretical application of European forestry knowledge. As for the teak growing at
Nilambur, the climatic and environmental conditions of the Nilgiris plateau, especially
the area surrounding Ootacamund, allowed for the rapid growth of cool weather
Australian species of Acacia and Eucalyptus. Yet the success of Australian trees cannot
be ascribed merely to environmental or geographic determinism, although these created
conditions that allowed the trees to thrive. Human manipulation, especially through
McIvor’s methods of growing and transplanting, helped officials to grow large
government plantations in the region. Without the creation of a government town and
growing agricultural plantations, it is unlikely that the need for firewood would have been
as pressing. The success of Australian trees in the region resulted from the constant
planting and support of a variety of people including missionaries, private landowners,
foresters, district officers, revenue collectors, planters, and Badaga laborers. Indeed, the
timing of planting and the supporters of Australian trees had strong connections with the
expansion of coffee, tea, and cinchona plantations at the same period. The methods and
planting regime of these trees over overlapped. It is this larger agricultural plantation
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economy and ecology in which historians should situate the rise of Australian timber
plantations.

Conclusion

The rise of timber plantations corresponded to a broader rise of agricultural plantations in
southern India. These plantations arose partly as a response to the large-scale
deforestation caused by an expanding plantation system. Some of the most intense
deforestation in India happened in the forests of southern India in order to make way for
the cultivation of plantation crops. To replace these trees, and to produce revenue by
selling valuable timber, the Madras government implemented various tree planting
schemes in the 1850s-1880s. The Forestry Department rarely founded these tree
plantation programs. A variety of Britons and Indians helped pioneer the nursery,
transplanting, spacing, and thinning methods used to make and manage plantations
throughout the second half of the nineteenth century. Foresters commenting in the 1880s1900s on the previous plantation management policies praised many of the efficient
methods used to create the first plantations and only offered general advice on the tending
of existing plantations.

155

In the 1890s-1900s, the Indian Forest Service decided to focus on managing
existing forests rather than investing heavily in the formation of plantations. Numerous
reasons compelled this decision. The cost of plantations—including buying or leasing
land, procuring seed, raising it, transplanting it, and tending it with labor for ten to eighty
years—was prohibitively expensive. Foresters also found it difficult to raise
economically valuable trees such as teak outside of a few select climates and
environments, such as at Nilambur. A variety of non-wood products, such as coal and
iron, replaced wood for numerous uses, such as railway fuel, railway sleepers, and ships.
Timber plantations in southern India arose out of a complex interaction of global
and local forces in the middle of the nineteenth century. The period from the 1840s-1870s
witnessed the foundation of key institutions in southern India from which plantations
received seeds and knowledge for the creation of plantations. Kativa Philip notes that the
establishment of botanical gardens in southern India and the passing of forestry, land, and
labor legislation laid the “institutional and epistemological bases of colonial power” for
the 1870s and after.129 These departments and institutions were one of the many founded
across the British world at the time. Scholars of empire and global history are now
beginning to see the 1840s-1870s as an important turning point in the formation of a
Victorian British world-system based upon imperialism, free trade, and the scientific
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management of nature that lasted until decolonization in the 1940s-1960s.130 It is within
this profound shift that government timber plantations at Nilambur and on the Nilgiris
plateau arose.
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Chapter Four

“Fit the Tree to the Climate”: Australian-South African Exchange and the Rise of
Comparative Climatic Forestry in South Africa

[S]ome parcels [of Eucalyptus seed] received from Australia were not true to
botanical name, or at least not in accordance with present day botanical
nomenclature, something was received and grown, and in a few years we had
such a medley of unnamed or unrecognised eucalypts in growth that their
classification—exceedingly difficult in Australia—seemed almost impossible
here, especially since Australian authorities were not always in agreement
regarding identification, some were forest botanists, dealing with all features
combined, others were herbarium botanists, dealing with type specimens or
descriptions, and others relied on chemistry for characters; well-known names
became synonyms, and a suspicion of hybridisation received considerable
support, especially where a new species was discovered in a South African
plantation from local seed.1
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In 1924, the research forester C.C. Robertson made the first official trip by any South
African forester to Australia. For six months he toured Eucalyptus and Acacia forests to
see first-hand the native habits of tree species that he had first seen, known, and studied
in South Africa. “The reasons why this tour of investigation was undertaken hardly need
elaboration,” he wrote in the first sentence of his published report, “for it has been talked
of in the Department as being desirable for the last twenty years or more.”2 His trip was
deemed desirable because the classification and biological habits of Australian trees had
confounded South Africans throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Botanists and foresters wrangled with each other and the public over the “true”
classification and habits of Eucalyptus and Acacia. This was not merely an academic
debate: millions of Australian seeds planted out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries died or grew very differently than the people who planted them imagined they
would. South African foresters hoped that by actually seeing and experiencing Australia’s
native forests they could make better comparisons between Australia and South Africa’s
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climates in order to select the best Australian species to grow in South African
plantations. After his trip, Robertson created a map that transposed Australia onto South
Africa to help foresters select Australian species from comparable climates. This map
epitomized the results of three decades of South African comparative climatic
silviculture.
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This chapter argues that a distinct school of comparative climatic silviculture
arose in the Cape Colony in the 1890s-1900s before spreading throughout the whole of
South Africa after 1902. “Comparative climatic silviculture” describes the scientific and
cultural belief that by comparing climatic factors (e.g. rainfall, moisture, light, and
temperature) foresters could select tree species that would thrive in plantations in foreign
environments. Comparative climatic silviculture developed in response to a longer
history of exchange and comparison between Australia and South Africa combined with
thousands of local plantings of Australian species of Eucalyptus and Acacia across South
Africa. Australian trees, especially the genus Eucalyptus, have unique biological
characteristics that made them both desirable to grow and difficult to understand: many
Eucalyptus species (also known colloquially in South African English as “gum” trees or
“blue gum” trees and “bloekomboom” in Afrikaans) can grow quickly and have hard
timber but are often highly sensitive to local climates and conditions and are notoriously
difficult to classify. These biological characteristics coupled with the desire to produce
fast-growing hardwoods in plantations encouraged South African foresters to study
Australian climates to better select the proper species to plant.
The origin of South African silviculture has important bearing on the way we
understand the history of forestry, botany, and identity in South Africa and the larger
British Empire. Previously, historians studying the history of silviculture have
162

emphasized that South African forestry arose out of a continental German and French
tradition.3 But this chapter shows that traditional French and German forestry methods
for managing large forests offered little help to foresters in South Africa who sought to
create plantations comprosed of non-European trees in a non-European country with a
climate vastly different from Europe’s. Instead of looking to Europe, foresters in South
Africa more often compared themselves with Australia or other “extra-tropical” regions,
such as California, Chile, Argentina, and the highlands of India. Of these comparisons
and connections, the Australia-South African connection stands out for its intensity. This
connection was born out of imperial networks and a cultural affinity that came from
being white settler societies with supposedly similar climates and a geographic position
in the southern hemisphere. The intensity of direct Australian-South African botanical
exchanges helps to clarify Kew Garden’s role in imperial botany and the ecological
development of the British Empire.4 Instead of going through networks dominated by
Kew, Australian trees in southern Africa (and much of the British Empire) more often
came directly from botanists in Australia rather than in Britain. Leading South African
foresters also openly disagreed with Kew’s claims of expertise in forestry, especially
forestry relating to the southern hemisphere and the extra-tropics.
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Cultural and Geographic Contexts of Australian-South African Comparisons and
Exchanges

Comparison and exchange with Australia was part and parcel of the life of many white
South Africans in the nineteenth and early to mid twentieth centuries.5 These
comparisons and exchanges—real and imagined—strongly shaped South Africa’s
history. Most frequently, people compared the two countries’ environments and climates.
David Ernest Hutchins, the leading advocate of comparative climatic silviculture during
the 1890s and early 1900s, compared Australia and South Africa by noting their similar
“extra-tropical” climates.6 In the first essay of many on the subject that he published in
the Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good Hope, Hutchins wrote: “A word of
explanation may be necessary as to the use here made of the word ‘extra-tropical.’ To the
South African and the Australian it is the land we live in.”7 Hutchins’s readers knew the
similarities between both regions so well that he did not need to explain more. To start,
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Australia and South Africa both had climatic zones where aridity and hot summer
temperatures prevailed. People in both places experimented with wattles, gum tree, pines,
sheep-bushes, salt-bushes, and they both had a similar problem with the prickly pear.8
Both countries feared a shortage of softwood timbers throughout the early to mid
twentieth century.9 Gold, wool, and wheat dominated the economies of both countries.
The biogeographic concept of the “southern hemisphere” helped some South
Africans to make comparisons with Australia. South Africa and Australia were both
located in the southern hemisphere, an area of the world that some popular Victorian
biogeographers, such as Alfred Russel Wallace, considered to be a separate biological
zone distinct from the northern hemisphere, with a biogeography characterized by
“detached areas, in which rich floras have developed…but [are] comparatively impotent
and inferior beyond their own domain [compared with more vigorous northern plants].”10
Wallace and others also considered Australia’s forest flora to be more dominant than the
flora in the Cape Colony. “Comparing the forest floras, the Cape flora is a striking
example of this weakness, while the comparatively large forest flora of Australia is an
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exception, and, in the southern hemisphere, a very striking exception.”11 It made sense
using the logic of climate and biogeography to import trees from a similar climate and
biogeographic region that had a more vigorous growth than South Africa’s native forest
flora.
Hutchins’s belief about the similarity of Australia and South Africa corresponded
to an historic process that I describe as “naturalizing” the white southern hemisphere.12
White South Africans, like whites in other settler societies, developed new cultures,
ecologies, and economies based on an increased local and global knowledge of plants,
climate, and fauna.13 Comparison served to intellectually and scientifically link together
regions, such as South Africa and Australia, which shared supposedly similar climatic,
economic, and racial characteristics. The idea that Australia and South Africa were
“sisters of the south” because of a similar climate, high floral diversity and endemism in
the southwest Cape and southwest Western Australia, a common settler whiteness
(sometimes but not always related to “Britishness”), and a pastoral and mining economy
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became a popular notion among white South Africans who sought links to other white,
Commonwealth countries in the southern hemisphere during the first half of the twentieth
century.14 Imperial networks and a sense of common purpose as white settlers in the
southern hemisphere, not geographic or ecological determinism, bound together white
South Africans and white Australians.
Whereas Hutchins and others saw South Africa and Australia as similar regions,
Australia and South Africa have never been further apart in geological history. Once part
of the same gargantuan landmass, Gondwana, Africa and Australia have been slowly
drifting apart since the middle of the Jurassic period over one hundred and fifty million
years ago. The high endemic floral diversity that characterizes the Cape flora and the
flora in southwest Western Australia is caused more by convergent evolution rather than
any ancient genetic lineage.15 While the Cape and parts of Australia experienced the
effects of biological invasion, there is enough evidence to suggest that Alfred Crosby’s
“ecological imperialism” was not an evenly paced process with similar results.16
Ecologists still do not fully understand what leads a species to become “invasive,” but
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research shows that human action significantly influences the introduction and spread of
foreign species of plants.17
Viewing history primarily in ecological and geographic terms misses the profound
changes that occurred to human societies during the rapid phase of imperial expansion
and globalization that occurred over the preceding two centuries. Nineteenth and
twentieth century technological, economic, and scientific innovations and networks
allowed humans to pursue a vast process of terra-forming and ecological homogenizing
the world, the end result being what Donald Worster has defined as “agro-ecologies.”18
European settlers could empirically test and find the most profitable crops to grow in
almost every climate around the world. Professional and amateur scientists began to
introduce exotic plants and animals they imagined would thrive outside of their native
environment.19 Australian trees, before they could become invasive, had to be planted by
people in southern Africa. The history of their planting is not merely a story of biological
expansion, but rather reveals an intricate social, cultural, and scientific history of failure
and adaptation.
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The Imperial Origins of Afforestation in South Africa

Founded in 1881, the Cape Colony’s Forestry Department pursued the largest
institutional program of tree-planting in southern Africa prior to 1902. Natal, the Orange
River Colony, and the Transvaal all lagged behind the Cape in developing state forestry
departments. Except for Natal’s failed attempt to maintain the fledgling Forestry
Department it founded in 1891, none of these colonies had a forestry department until
forced integration with British South Africa.20 State-sponsored afforestation was an
important priority for the Cape government in the last decades of the nineteenth century.
A fear of impending timber-shortages pervaded British colonies at the time, caused in
part by expanding railways that required a large supply of wood. To add to this alarm,
southern Africa had less forest cover than many other regions of the world, and slower
growing hardwoods predominated in its small natural forests. Settlers and the colonial
state wanted fast growing hardwoods or pliable soft woods to provide resources for a
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rapidly expanding frontier and the increasingly industrial mining economy. The belief,
common throughout the Cape and the British Empire, that trees brought rain and
discouraged erosion and desertification provided a powerful impulse to plant trees in the
dry Cape landscape.21
Farmers, homesteaders and municipalities worked with state foresters and
botanists to plant trees.22 Foresters in the Cape Colony sent free seeds, such as J. Storr
Lister did in 1882 to the German settlers on the Cape Flats (a sandy area on the outskirts
of Cape Town) who were “enthusiastic tree-planters.”23 Foresters in the Cape received
two or more acres of land to create a forest nursery meant to produce 40,000+ saplings
per year.

24

The majority of these trees were non-native species, usually Australian

Acacia, Australian Eucalyptus, or pines from Europe or North America. The scale of seed
distribution was large. One estimate suggests that the Forestry Department sent out 300
million Acacia seeds alone to Cape colonists from 1882-1893.25 Farmers and municipal
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governments applied to foresters to receive seeds, which foresters then distributed for
free or a subsidized fee. Farmers throughout South Africa took on the task of creating
windbreaks and small plantations of trees. Forestry and tree planting became a topic of
much discussion among the citizens of Cape Town. The first conservator of forests in the
Cape, Comté de Vasselot de Régne, noted in 1882 that, “The bleak and naked appearance
of Table Mountain is a subject of daily comment.”26
The British-led conservation movement in the Cape spread to the Transvaal and
Orange River Colony after the 1902 Treaty of Vereeninging. Lance Fallow, a Britishborn poet who lived in Durban in the early 1900s, tried to reconcile Afrikaner antipathy
for South Africa’s shot-gun marriage by writing a sympathetic poem about the famous
tree-planting Dutch Governor Simon van der Stel in which Fallow wrote, “Cornfield and
garden, oak and vine/He loved and tended well/“Who plants a tree is friend of
mine”/Quoth Simon van der Stel.”27 Yet in reality the British reconstruction government
truly encouraged institutional (compared with individual) tree planting across southern
Africa after 1902. British elites wished to make forestry in the north in the image of the
British Empire and the Cape Colony. Reconstruction officials, led initially by the High
Commissioner Alfred Milner, had grand ideas of afforesting the grasslands of southern
Africa and therefore pushed to establish forestry departments alongside new scientific
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agriculture, veterinary, and irrigation programs in the Transvaal and the Orange River
Colony.28
The creation of new departments required the extension of people and policies
from the Cape and the British Empire. Former Cape foresters headed up the new forestry
departments in Natal (Thomas Sim), the Orange River Colony (K.A. Carlson), and the
Transvaal (Charles Legat). Because the Transvaal and Orange River Colony had no
crown land, the state had to purchase suitable farm lands identified by foresters to create
nurseries and plantations.29 Agriculture and forestry officials and private nurseries
supplied advice and seeds to individuals throughout the Orange River Colony and the
Transvaal.30 The government sponsored tree planting by matching a pound for a pound.31
The Lieutenant Governor of the Orange River Colony wanted to ensure the Britishnesss
of forestry by naming its first plantation after Queen-consort Alexandra – a request to
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which the Queen-consort warmly approved.32 Hutchins tried to tie South Africa more
closely with the Indian Forest Service by recruiting R.S. Troup, but this failed when
Hutchins perturbed the Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, by breaking official procedure by
writing directly to Troup. 33

Knowing Australian Trees in Southern Africa c. 1840-1910

White settlers in southern Africans planted Australian trees because they believed they
would grow quickly and thrive in the climates that predominated in southern Africa.
Ferdinand von Mueller, the world-renowned Eucalyptus expert, German expatriate and
government botanist for the colony of Victoria from 1853-1896, encouraged this belief
when he praised Australian trees for their rapid growth, anti-malarial qualities, and
versatile, valuable timbers. The claims of sensational botanical boosters such as Mueller
combined with the Victorian belief in almost unending technological and scientific
progress to fuel unreal expectations that led to massive failures, the memory of which
provided a continual reminder to foresters about the need to select the correct species of
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exotic trees. Hutchins later grumbled that Mueller’s enthusiasm “unfortunately misled
many.”34 Inaccurate knowledge of Australian trees proliferated widely. The Governor of
Victoria, Charles Burt, sent a letter to the Parliament of South Africa in 1911 in which he
suggested that “by the systematic planting of the Eucalyptus Tree, malaria & fever may
be prevented in your States.” Despite the fact that a majority of botanists and foresters
believed that this had been disproved for years, Burt concluded confidently, “– this has
been proved in other parts of the world.”35
Australian seeds and plants spread across South Africa through a variety of
ways.36 They either came directly from Australia or via botanic gardens and individuals
in Mauritius, India, North Africa, England, or Europe. People purposely planted the vast
majority of the first Australian trees in southern Africa during the nineteenth century—
natural reproduction and self-propagation came afterwards. Different networks of seed
and plant exchange existed. Botanical gardens, plantations and private seed dealers
served as the central sites of distribution for plants and arboriculture knowledge of
Australian trees. Australian trees played a prominent role in the experiments and
nurseries of botanical gardens. For example, at the christening of the new site of the
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Pietermaritzburg Botanic Gardens in 1874-5 the committee happily noted that they
planted 500 gums and 500 wattles—more than any other type of tree or plant.37 Friends
and neighbors also exchanged seeds through informal networks.
Procuring accurately classified and healthy Australian seeds was not always easy.
The informal distribution of seeds outside of the purview of botanic gardens and forestry
departments meant that a variety of “incorrect” classifications for trees existed. To
remedy this linguistic confusion, government botanists and foresters worked with the
public to better classify the plants already growing within the colony. The Cape Town
botanist, Peter MacOwan, sarcastically responded to a farmer who asked a question about
a supposed species of Australian “Kangaroo” acacia:

The so-called popular names are the cause of endless wrangling and
misunderstanding. Thus there are about twenty-five different White Gums, a
dozen Blue Gums, several Black Wattles, several Golden Wattles, and every nonbotanic grower vows that his particular blue or white or golden is the real one and
the rest are bogus pretenders.38
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The lack of accurate botanical knowledge—either about the type of species or its
habits—led many to broadly criticize eucalypts without actually knowing which species
they referred to. Farmers criticized eucalypts for their inability to make good windbreaks
and because their trunks twisted, rendering the timber difficult to use and impossible to
sell.39 MacOwan believed that eucalypts should not be used to make windbreaks.40 But he
tried to convince farmers that gum trees did make excellent plantations; farmers just had
to know how to make them. Only by creating large wind-protected plantations of
Eucalyptus, MacOwan suggested, “will the interesting problem of the exploitation of the
eucalyptus at the Cape be worked out.”41 While many people wanted to blame the
biological characteristics of eucalypts, MacOwan argued that human choices, not mere
biology, caused the failure of eucalypts. Humans could chose to plant eucalypts in
plantations where they would thrive, but instead of making plantations of eucalypts,
foresters chose to plant oak and pine: “[e]very oak and pine there owes it place, directly
or indirectly, to human agency, and therefore is fairly comparable with the labor and
foresight involved.”42
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Yet farmers were not the only ones who had difficulty understanding the
classifications and characteristics of the trees they were planting. Botanists and foresters
had a difficult time classifying all of the exotic species of trees that grew in South Africa.
Eucalypts were (and still are) difficult to classify because they can change their flowers,
leaves, bark, and size depending on where they grow. Discussing the various species of
gums to farmers, Hutchins noted, “The genus Eucalyptus comprises one hundred to one
hundred and fifty species; botanists and foresters have not quite agreed how many.”43 By
the late nineteenth century, botanists around the world knew that it was notoriously
difficult to classify eucalypts. “No Genus is so perplexing as Eucalyptus in the matter of
discrimination of species,” MacOwan wrote, responding to an inquiry about the gum of a
particular species, “especially when as here, they have grown in fresh woods and pastures
new, different from their Australian home, and have taken on a new habit.”44
South Africans could only learn about the native habitat of Australian trees by
visiting the Australian continent. But the first official South African visitor to Australia
(who came back to South Africa), C.C. Robertson, did not arrive until the mid 1920s. The
few non-South Africa foresters who visited Australia failed to detail their thoughts.
Hutchins complained in 1905 about the lack of Australian experience by non-Australians:
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“Of the professional Foresters who have visited Australia, none have published any
connected account either of the forests or the sylviculture of their trees.”45
Before visiting Australia, South Africans learned about Australian trees by
reading, corresponding with, and getting seeds from Australian botanists. Mueller acted
as the single greatest exporter of Australian trees in the nineteenth century. He started
sending letters with seeds to Cape Town starting in 1854 and continued writing to Cape
colonists, until his death in 1896. Mueller encouraged the development of climatic
planting by encouraging South Africans to test eucalypts and acacias from his position as
the government botanist for Victoria (1853-1896). Like other Australian botanists and
surveyors, Mueller paid particular attention to climate. Mueller particularly enjoyed
sending seeds and letters to South Africa because he believed it had a similar climate to
Australia.46 He compiled a list of plants suitable for cultivation in “extra-tropical”
climates that went through numerous reprinting and editions and helped inform planting
in South Africa throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.47 Hutchins
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circulated copies of Mueller’s Some Extra-Tropical Plants to Cape Colony foresters in
the late1890s and early 1900s.48
Joseph Maiden worked as the official seed collector for the Cape Colony from
1896-1905. Maiden served as the Director of the Sydney Botanic Gardens and Herbarium
from 1896-1924. During these twenty-eight years Maiden created a vast collection at the
Sydney Herbarium, and he shared this information and his seed collection with botanists
and foresters in South Africa.49 In 1896 Hutchins asked the Secretary of Agriculture for
the Cape Colony to establish a direct relationship with Maiden by asking for specific
seeds of Australian trees.50 Maiden in turn accepted his role as a collector for the Cape
Colony, a role he continued until 1905 when the Cape government retrenched to save
money.51 Maiden and the New South Wales government worked closely with South
African foresters by helping them classify existing trees in South Africa and also by
sending them a steady stream of accurately classified seeds and trees.52 When possible,
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Maiden selected seeds from areas with similar climates and rejected seeds from regions
such as Tasmania that were too cold or otherwise unsuitable.53

The Rise and Spread of Comparative Climatic Silviculture

German and French botany and silviculture played a less important role in the
development of South African forestry than did local experiences of early silvicultural
failure, Australian-South African climatic comparisons, and an intensive South African
research program that investigated Eucalyptus. This argument disagrees with scholarship
on the subject. Karen Brown has suggested that German methods of silviculture came to
South Africa with Vasselot, Hutchins, Joseph Storr Lister, and Charles E. Legat. This
situates the rise of forestry in the Cape in a metropole/periphery context. “An
international model for forest management was thus being promoted emanating from the
European metropole and exported to the colonial periphery, where it was adapted to meet
local conditions. The Cape was not a unique recipient of this transfer of technical
knowledge.”54 This “model” included working plans of existing forests, a call for creating
plantations, and a strict separation of state forests from private land.
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Previous scholarship has exaggerated the role German and French forestry played
on the rise of South African silviculture because historians have focused on select
European theories rather than on actual practices of colonial foresters, and have not
carefully distinguished between plantation forestry and the management of existing
forests, two entirely different and often opposing methods. Large-scale management
models and working-plans, the hallmark of continental forestry, had little application in
South Africa. European systems for managing existing forests, with their long-term
(100+ year) working plans, could only be applied in the evergreen forests around George
and Knysna. The first conservator of the Cape, the Frenchman Vasselot, could not
communicate in English and only served as a “figurehead” of forestry who had little
lasting influence on the development of exotic silviculture.55 Foresters who advocated
more European systems of management, such as John Phillips, a research forester at the
Deepwells station in Knysna from 1922-1927, often strongly criticized the Forestry
Department’s emphasis on the planting of exotic trees.56 Plantations dominated the
history of forestry in South Africa.
Plantation forestry in South Africa had distinctly local and imperial origins.
Having accurate botanical information about the species of tree being planted, rather than
knowing abstract European formulas, was the key to the success of a plantation. Hence
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the emphasis that South Africans placed on studying and visiting foreign countries. The
two leading plantation experts in the Cape in the late nineteenth century, Storr Lister and
Hutchins, had strong connections with India, both men having worked there. Hutchins,
the strongest advocate of comparative climatic silviculture, studied forestry in France but
rejected its application in southern Africa throughout his career. European botanical
knowledge and large working plans were considered by most foresters in South Africa to
have little applicable in Africa. Hardwood African and Australian trees grew vastly
differently than European trees. South African foresters felt that continental foresters paid
less attention to the study and planting of exotics from the southern hemisphere because
of the supposed superiority of European flora. Hutchins noted the reason for this: “[in
Europe it] was held that the European or Eurasian flora was so large and strong in itself
that it could not efficiently or permanently be strengthened by the addition of trees from
smaller and weaker floras…”57 South Africans believed that South Africa had unique
environmental conditions that required the creation of a new school—literally—to make
forestry. The biggest argument for eventually creating a forestry school at the South
African College and in Tokai in 1906 (discussed below) was that South Africa had a
unique climate that required local study and could not be replicated in Europe.
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The British Empire, with its often-autocratic political system and diversity of
climates, served as an ideal place to empirically test imagined ecologies.58 For example,
Hutchins studied forestry in France, worked in India and South Africa, and advised
governments in Kenya, Cyprus, Australia, and New Zealand.59 Trained as a forestry
officer in Mysore and the Nilgiris Hills, Hutchins brought to the Cape a firm belief in the
planting of Australian trees, especially Eucalyptus and Acacia. Hutchins gained an
appreciation for Australian species in 1881 when he worked with Dietrich Brandis in the
well-known “Australian” plantations of Eucalyptus and Acacia in and around
Ootacamund. There he studied the phenomenal growth rates of Eucalyptus and Acacia
plantations and gained his belief that eucalypts could be immensely profitable and useful,
possibly even overtaking coal as the most used fuel in the world. 60
If Hutchins gained the hope of progressive exotic silviculture from his experience
in India, he learned about silvicultural failure in the Cape Colony with its arrival in 1883.
The failure of exotic trees and plantations in southern Africa strongly influenced
Hutchins’s scientific and historical views on tree planting. Southern Africans watched
many planted exotics die throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
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Many trees suffered “die-back,” when seemingly healthy trees grew until they suddenly
died or suffered crown loss before reaching economic or ecologic maturity. Hutchins
noted, “[most] trees, unless they are altogether unsuited to the climate and soil, do well
for a few years, perhaps the first 20 or 30 years.”61 Hutchins drew attention to the E.
robusta, which people planted in the dry and western districts of the Cape Colony. At
first the trees grew seemingly well. “Then came the inevitable failure. As a native of the
damp semi-tropics of East Australia it was quite out of its place in the…climate of the
Cape Peninsula or the dry Karoo.”62 This failure stemmed from a lack of knowledge
about the characteristics of trees and the climates they grew in. In another publication he
reminded his readers, “Many hundreds of thousands of pounds have been spent in South
Africa on the planting of Australian trees. Much of this tree-planting has been ill directed;
much of it has given poor results, solely from our ignorance of Australian sylviculture.”63
Although Hutchins worked closely with Australian botanists to figure out the
native habits of Eucalyptus, he also developed his own opinions about Australian trees. In
the first letter Hutchins wrote to Maiden he asked for E redunca, E. corciacea, E.
stuartiana and E. viminalis. Maiden responded by suggesting against the importation of
these trees, describing them as “very inferior, nearly worthless” and concluded strongly,
“I would never permit a seed of any of them to be sown in any garden, park or forest
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under my control, except for exclusively botanical purpose.”64 Justifying his choices to
Maid and the the Secretary of Agriculture for the Cape Colony, Hutchins noted

The trees noted by him as not furnishing good timber in New South Wales are
ordered for special reasons, or because they are suited to this as contrasted with
the New South Wales climate. Thus, Eucalyptus redunca for trial planting at
Eerste River: Eucalyptus corciacea because it has been found to be the best Gum
for the frosty parts of the Free State, etc. Eucalyptus stuartiana is liked by farmers
for similar reasons. Eucalyptus viminalis is said to withstand locusts.65

After learning that Hutchins did indeed know his eucalypts, Maiden quit telling him what
not to order in later letters.
Throughout the 1890s and 1900s Hutchins published a variety of reports,
pamphlets, chapters, and short-books on planting trees in southern Africa. His magnum
opus was the multiple volume essay, “Extra-Tropical Forestry,” published in installments
strewn throughout successive volumes in the Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good
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Hope from 1905-6. More than any theme in these publications, Hutchins stressed the
importance of knowing how to “fit the tree to the climate.” Hutchins paid more attention
to climate than many foresters because he also participated as an active fellow of the
Royal Meteorological Society. In 1888 he published an influential treatise on climatic
cycles in South Africa.66 Hutchins wanted farmers and foresters to compare the climatic
and rain patterns of the regions where they wanted to plant trees and those from which
the trees they planted came. For example, when discussing wattles he noted:

A word of caution is necessary to Wattle planters in the Southwest of Cape
Colony. Here the climatic factor comes into play, and it is just this climatic factor
which is so important in forestry, and the neglect of which has caused such sore
disappointment in private forest plantations in South Africa. As I have said, the
Black Wattle is not indigenous in the purely western winter rainfall of Western
Australia, nor does it occur in South Australia to any appreciable extent…Thus
the Black Wattle in the South-west of Cape Colony is not hardy like the other two
Golden Wattles, Acacia saligna and A. pyncantha.67
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D.E. Hutchins, Cycles of Drought and Good Seasons in South Africa (Wynberg, 1888).
Hutchins, “The Black Wattle-Acacia Ducurrens,” 280.
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Hutchins made extensive efforts to create trials of exotics based on climatic
comparison. Working as the head of the Western Conservancy in the Cape, Hutchins
ordered thousands of pounds of seeds from Australia, Europe, and Mexico for trials and
planting.68 He acted as the unofficial conservator for the whole of the Cape by sending
books and seeds to foresters in the Transkei, Knysna, and the Midlands and Eastern
Conservancies. Undersecretaries for the Agriculture Department were often frustrated by
his insistent emphasis on climate. When Hutchins tried to order three books on Australian
weather the Undersecretary for Agriculture, James Currie, denied his request because it
was not necessary for forestry work.69 Hutchins shot back, “In South Africa with its
variety of trees and climates, meteorology and the climate requirements of each tree are
the most important study for foresters.”70 The Undersecretary promptly ordered the book
after Hutchins’s rebuttal and continued to order works on climate for him.71
Hutchins’s comparative climatic silviculture, and his constant attempt to procure
and test a plethora of seeds, led to tensions with the head botanist at Kew Gardens. A
problem arose in 1896, when Hutchins asked that European seed merchants provide
certificates ensuring the health of their seeds by having them sent to either Zurich or
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Kew. The Agent General of the Cape Colony, David Tennant, who procured the Colony’s
goods from London, sent William Thiselton-Dyer, the Director of Kew Gardens, a large
list and the specific details of procurement written by Hutchins. Dyer criticized the large,
ten ton order of seeds by writing, “I am obliged to remark that the instructions have been
drawn up with want of practical knowledge…some [species on the list], e.g. Catalpa
radicans, are actually unknown.”72 Thiselton-Dyer would not help with the “systematic”
testing like was being pursued at Zurich; instead he suggested that only a small sample of
seeds be sent by the Agent General for analysis. Hutchins reported back angrily to the
Secretary of Agriculture about Thiselton-Dyer’s lack of help and criticism,

It is natural to suppose that in a matter of this sort where real assistance would
have been rendered to a Colony, Kew would have been more to its early
traditions. This not be so, the remarks of the Director need not cause surprise the
Kew establishment can have had but a limited experience of the supply of forest
seeds. Of forestry proper they have no knowledge either theoretical or practical.73
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Ultimately, Thiselton-Dyer had little ability to direct botanical or forestry policies and
Hutchins proceeded to inform the Agriculture Department and the Agent General to place
the order with the firm he wanted, not the firm suggested by Thiselton-Dyer.
Hutchins served as the leader and the most outspoken advocate of comparative
climatic silviculture, but he belonged to a larger movement that arose in the Cape. Other
Cape foresters strongly advocated climatic planting in the 1890s and 1900s. Joseph Storr
Lister had been experimenting with exotics since the 1870s when he ran the Cape Flats
reclamation project and plantation. He particularly drew upon Mueller’s botanical work
and was the leading champion of the Port Jackson wattle in the Cape.74 In 1883 he
founded the Tokai arboretum, just south of Cape Town. Storr Lister took over as the
Conservator of the Cape Colony in 1906 and he founded the Research Branch in 1912 in
order to better understand the climatic limits of exotic trees in South Africa.75 C.B.
McNaughton, the first Cape forester educated at Cooper’s Hill, encouraged farmers to use
climatic comparisons when selecting trees for planting: “Forest species may be grown far
from their natural habitat provided that the local climate is similar to that to which they
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J. Storr Lister, Practical Hints on Tree-Planting, 8.
Robertson, The Trees of Extra-Tropical Australia, 1.
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are naturally accustomed.”76 The Cape Colony Forestry Department sent G.A. Wilmont
to Mexico in 1905 to compare climates and find suitable species of pines.77
The appointment of Cape foresters in all four colonies spread comparative
climatic silviculture to Natal, the Transvaal, and the Orange River Colony after 1902.
Hutchins toured the Transvaal after the war, writing reports on its indigenous forests and
offering plans for afforestation. He painted a negative assessment of the history of tree
planting in the Transvaal: “In tree-planting, the Transvaal, like others of the South
African Colonies, has planted its trees entirely neglecting this most important
consideration of climatic fitness.”78 He recommended planting trees from central Mexico
and Australia. Australian trees, he argued, would succeed in northeast Transvaal,
especially the Woodbush Range, which developed into one of South Africa’s largest
plantations of eucalypts.79 Foresters for decades after Hutchins noted how his climatic
recommendations led to the creation of successful plantations in the Transvaal. 80
In 1906 a forestry school opened in conjunction with the South African College in
Cape Town and the Cape Colony’s Forestry Department. All of the leading foresters in
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South Africa argued for the creation of a school in South Africa because of the country’s
unique climatic conditions.81 Foresters praised the school as being the “first school of
forestry south of the equator.”82 Climate, local conditions, and exotic forestry formed the
core of the curriculum of the school, which Hutchins presided over initially as the
Professor of Forestry. The school ran into trouble when Hutchins left for Kenya in 1907
and the managing board could not find a suitable professor with a local knowledge of
South Africa and experience in exotics. When it closed in 1911, the South African
government decided to send students to Oxford instead. Hutchins worried that Oxford
lacked sufficient competence in extra-tropical forestry and recommended that Oxford hire
him as a professor of forestry to teach South African students.83 The South African
school, despite being short-lived, proved foundational in the education of many of the
next generation of South African foresters who assiduously compared South African
conditions with foreign climates.

Comparative Climatic Silviculture From 1910-1935
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After 1910 the gravity of power in South Africa shifted from the Cape into the Afrikanerdominated north. Foresters in the Transvaal started to create vast plantations of eucalypts
and pine, which totaled over half of the afforestation projects in South Africa by the early
1940s.84 Comparative climatic silviculture became the theoretical bedrock of South
African plantation species selection in the 1910s-1950s. C.C. Robertson, the main
director of silvicultural research in South Africa from 1913-1930s, assiduously followed
Hutchins’ dictum to “fit the tree to the climate.” Robertson made several trips abroad. On
the request of K.A. Carlson, then the first conservator of the Orange River Colony,
Robertson made a survey of Mexican pines suitable for planting in the Orange River
Colony during his summer off from studying forestry at Yale in 1906.
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In 1913

Robertson became a research officer for the Forestry Department in Pretoria, where he
directed research throughout the country.
During the 1910s-1930s South African foresters experimented actively with
plantations of different Eucalyptus species in order to increase their success and growth
rates. Research officers worked with foresters in the field to classify the species of
eucalypts in existing plantations and to make detailed notes of species successes and
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failures.86 Robertson helmed the research division, collecting data from and providing
information for conservators and district officers throughout South Africa. Hutchins also
continued to exert an influence from abroad in the 1910s before his death in New Zealand
in 1920. Robertson and Legat circulated Hutchins’s letters from Australia to foresters. 87
Foresters still had a difficult time classifying eucalypts after the Union in 1910.
Foresters in the field worked with research officers in Pretoria to classify various species
of eucalypts in South Africa. During this process, they discovered a new hybrid unique to
South Africa.88 Foresters continued to read and utilize the newest botanical knowledge
from Australia.89 To many, the problems of classifying eucalypts and knowing in which
regions they should grow would be almost impossible to solve without sending some
forester to Australia. In 1919 Charles Ross, the Eastern Conservatory conservator, wanted
the government to send a forester to Australia because: “until some intelligent and
observant young officer of this Department is deputed to study the Eucalypt in their
natural home, progress in regard to the question of the cultivation and treatment of this
interesting genus will be a slow process.”90
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The Minister of Agriculture, Sir Thomas Smart, chose Robertson. In 1924
Robertson went on a six and a half month tour of continental Australia to learn about the
different Australian tree species and the climates in which they grew, and to talk to
botanical and forestry experts. Robertson traveled widely, saw a variety of forests and
plantations, and spoke with the leading experts of Australian botany and silviculture. The
report that he published offered a detailed description of Australian trees, the climate in
which they grew, and recommendations for their planting in South Africa. At the end of
the book he included a map that transposed the latitudes of Australia onto South Africa to
show the climatic similarities between the two countries. This map epitomized the ideals
of comparative climatic silviculture by indicating which regions of Australia and South
Africa shared similar climates.
Foresters continued research on comparative climatic silviculture in the 1930s1960s to find suitable exotics to plant in South Africa. The Annual Report of the
Department of Forestry in 1931 created the first climatic silvicultural map of South
Africa by dividing the country according to temperature and rainfall. The corresponding
report on afforestation made recommendations for further testing and planting of exotics.
Drawing directly from Hutchins’ dictum the report noted, “One of the most important
axioms for successfully establishing indigenous trees [i.e. acclimatizing exotics] is
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therefore to select the tree according to the climate.”91 During the 1940s-1950s leading
researchers continued to visit foreign countries and to compare climates to fit the tree to
the climate.92 Foresters continued to refer to Hutchins as the founder of South African
comparative climatic silviculture.93
The labors of Hutchins and others who sought to “fit the tree to the climate”
worked—by the middle of the twentieth century foresters began to pay less attention to
climatic comparisons because by then foresters and industry had already selected the
most valuable and suitable species. Foresters could happily offer lists of the species that
grew best in each region based upon seventy years of research and “a gradual process of
elimination.”94 The exotic had become naturalized. Genetic provenance, research in
nutrition, and breeding programs—not climate—became the important areas of research
in the last half of the twentieth century. Certain foresters continued to emphasize a study
of climate to understand how and why certain exotic species of trees succeeded or failed
within South Africa into the 1980s, but climatic comparative studies became a sub-field,
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not the dominant school of thought.95 References to the mantra “fit the tree to the
climate” declined in usage because it no longer seemed historically important to celebrate
what had become “obvious” to anyone who grew up without having to question what
type of tree would grow in any given region.
Although “fit the tree to the climate” remained the dominant mantra in South
Africa forestry for the first half of the twentieth century, not everyone in South Africa
was happy with the massive afforestation of exotic trees. As I detail in Chapter Six, many
farmers and botanists strongly criticized the planting of Australian trees and exotic pines
because they believed these exotic trees had a negative impact on the conservation of
water and the protection of native species. Ironically, it is the success of comparative
climatic silviculture that led to criticisms of state forestry—foresters became so good at
selecting species that would thrive in South Africa that they imported many species that
are today considered to be highly “invasive” and economically and ecologically
destructive.
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Chapter Five

“The Only School of Forestry South of the Equator”: The Rise and Demise of the
School of Forestry at Tokai, 1906-1911

On 27 February 1906 the first cohort of students began to attend a new forestry school in
Cape Town run by the South African College and the Cape Colony government. This
marked the opening of southern Africa’s first forestry school. Five students from the
Cape Colony, one student from the Transvaal, and another from the Orange River Colony
attended the first session. Southern Rhodesia expressed a strong interest in sending
students once the government there established a Forestry Department requiring the
services of trained officers. During their first year, students studied the general principles
of science at the South African College and in the second year they focused intensively
on practical and theoretical forestry at Tokai, an arboretum and plantation just to the
south of Cape Town, founded in 1886.1 David Ernest Hutchins, the foremost authority on
forestry in southern Africa, presided as the professor of forestry over the school. He
argued in 1905 for the founding of the school in southern Africa because, “There is at
present no Forest School in the Southern Hemisphere, nor, in fact, any purely extra-

1

Tokai is a southern suburb of Cape Town not more than a fifteen to twenty minute drive from the University
of Cape Town. It was easily accessible by road in the early twentieth century.
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tropical forestry school, imparting its instruction in English.”2 The school’s opening
seemed to portend a healthy future for the development of forestry education in southern
Africa. But despite an enthusiastic opening, the school in Cape Town closed down in
1911, never to be reopened again. Southern Africa remained without a forestry school to
train its officers until Stellenbosch University founded a Department of Forestry in 1932.

2

See Hutchins report in NASA-P LTG 94, Transvaal No 96/79, L.S. Jamison, Minute, 13 March 1905. By
“extra-tropics” Hutchins referred to warm but dry climates, such as South Africa and Australia. See
Chapter Four for Hutchins’s exact definition.
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DRAWN ON

A W IKICOMMONS

This chapter explores the debates and policies relating to the creation and closing
of the South African College and Cape Colony government forestry school, once proudly
touted as the first forestry school in the southern hemisphere. I situate the school’s
opening within the larger context of discussions in southern Africa focused on the
uniqueness of the region’s climate and environment. Proponents who argued for the
creation of the school did so by suggesting that southern Africa had a unique environment
and climate that required foresters to study there rather than elsewhere in the world. Cape
Colony foresters, who dominated the early history of southern African forestry, believed
strongly in the uniqueness of southern Africa’s forestry conditions. To them, southern
African forestry required an intensive study of local conditions and a comparison with
supposedly similar climates from around the world in order to select the most appropriate
exotic trees to plant. The imperative of creating exotic plantations compelled southern
African government officials and scientists to argue for the creation of a school in
southern Africa with the express purpose of examining local conditions. Yet why with
such a strong emphasis on locality did the school close, forcing future trainees to study
abroad instead of at home?
This chapter argues that the school’s opening indicates the powerful hold that
Cape foresters and officials maintained on the shaping of southern African forestry
policies in the first decade of the twentieth century whereas its closing exemplifies the
complex transition of power from the Cape to the Transvaal that happened just before and
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after Union in 1910. But the school’s closing cannot only be attributed to a larger national
shift of power northward. The school faced serious problems from the first year of its
creation that handicapped its ability to remain open. The decision by the Cape Colony
government in 1904 to appoint Joseph Storr Lister as the Cape Colony’s Conservator of
Forests instead of Hutchins caused a chain reaction that led Hutchins to go leave in 1907
for a position in Kenya, leaving the school without an authoritative professor of forestry.
The South African College faculty remained ambivalent about the school, as few of them
knew anything about forestry. A lack of financial help from Natal and the Orange River
Colony made the school’s continuation an almost impossible proposition without
increased support from the Cape Colony or the Transvaal. Eventually the Transvaal’s
government turned against the school. Without national, financial, or university support,
the school closed its doors forever on a unique moment in southern Africa’s
environmental and scientific history.
The single article that briefly examines the origins of school within the context of
Cape progressive afforestation notes that the school’s early success indicated a
“rapprochement” among the four colonies.3

Karen Brown’s assessment accurately

explains the schools’ initial origins, but a further examination of the school indicates that,
from the first year of its existence, it faced numerous conflicts that highlight a deeper

3

See Brown, “The Conservation and Utilization of the Natural World,” 436. Brown briefly discusses the
opening of the school in an article on silviculture at the Cape. But her article’s focus is not directed to its
running or closing.
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tension between the colonies that grew from 1906-1910, leading to the eventual closing
of the school.
This fits a broader pattern of conflict that new forestry schools faced around the
British Empire. Starting and maintaining a new forestry school presented numerous
difficulties. It allowed for the expression of strong political, scientific, and ideological
divisions. Funding, usually through complex government arrangements, often failed. As
noted in Chapter One, the first program to educate India foresters in France and Germany
that started in the late 1860s, ended in 1885 with the appointment of professor of forestry
in the Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill. This school closed in 1905 and
transferred officially to Oxford University.4 Eventually Edinburgh University and
Cambridge University both supplied foresters to India. Chapter Nine shows how the same
story is true in Australia. An initial forestry school opened at the University of Adelaide
in 1910 only to be shut down with the opening of the Australian Forestry School at
Canberra in 1927.5 The Australian Forestry School ran into continual conflict because its
principal, C.E. Lane Poole, battled amongst state foresters and officials who disliked his
national and imperial bias and strong personality.6 But Tokai’s story is unique amongst
British world forestry schools in that it opened with great fanfare and a unique vision but

4
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soon closed, leaving the country without an educational facility specifically devoted to
training its upper officer class.

The Climate of Forestry Education in South Africa, 1880-1906

South Africa’s four colonies – Cape Colony, Natal Colony, Orange River Colony, and
Transvaal Colony – had no forestry school for the training of officers prior to 1906.
Before 1906, the forestry officers in these colonies either studied abroad or had to study
first as assistants in nurseries, plantations, and gardens with forestry officials before
moving into the (usually lower levels) of the officer class.7 Arriving in 1880, the
Frenchman Comté de Vasselot de Régne was the first professionally trained forester to
work in southern Africa.8 Vasselot de Régne had studied forestry at the French national
forestry school in Nancy, France. Instead of advocating that the Cape Colony create a
forestry school to train foresters, an infeasible proposition given the paltry size and
finances of the fledgling Cape Forestry Department at the time, he had the Cape Colony
hire the services of Joseph Storr Lister, a forester who earned experience as a forester in
the 1870s in India, and brought David Ernest Hutchins from Madras in 1883 to work in

7
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All of the South African colonial conservators studied or worked as foresters outside of southern Africa.
Brown, “The Conservation and Utilisation of the Natural World,” 420-1.
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the Cape. Hutchins had studied forestry at Nancy before working in India although, as
noted later in this chapter, he later repudiated much of the Nancy curriculum as being
useless for southern Africa’s climatic and environmental conditions.
Cape Colony foresters and forestry policies dominated the early history of
forestry, providing the men and model that other southern African colonies used in the
1900s to construct their own forestry departments.9 The Cape Colony had the only
forestry department in southern Africa during the 1880s and 1890s, except for Natal’s
short and failed attempt to bring in a German, F. Schopflin, in 1891 to run a forestry
department. The Cape Colony’s Department of Agriculture (founded in 1887) sometimes
paid to send forestry students to the Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill,
starting with C.B. McNaughton in 1892. But the Cape had no consistent educational
system for foresters: those who wanted to study forestry abroad had to apply for funds
through the penurious Department of Agriculture.
As noted in the previous chapter, in the 1880s to the early 1900s the Cape
Colony’s Forestry Department developed a coherent program of forestry based upon an
intensive study of local and global climates and environments despite not having an
established system of education. The emphasis on local conditions mirrors a larger trend
in South African science and culture that started in the 1880s and 1890s. During this

9

This process began as early as 1888 when Natal’s government requested information about the Cape
Colony’s Forestry Department. See NASA-PMB CSO 1181, file 935.
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period white South Africans began to celebrate “native” flora and fauna, to identify
themselves increasingly as African (culturally but not biologically), and seriously study
the unique geography and climate of southern Africa. Led by Hutchins, foresters in the
Cape Colony during the 1890s began to experiment with exotic trees in state plantations
and arboreta in the various microclimates of the Cape Colony.10 Hutchins’s unique
experiments and ideas as a forester in southern Africa gained him both admiration and
criticism from foresters in southern Africa and throughout the world. In a letter to Henry
Fourcade, the former Cape forester C.B. McNaughton passed along a comment from a
British Indian forester, who in 1909 told him disparagingly that “the really only good
thing we [the Cape Colony] did that he knew was to rid India of Hutchins.”11 But despite
criticisms, Hutchins and other foresters helped to create a “climatic school” of
silviculture in the Cape that spread throughout South Africa after 1902. These included
the aforementioned Storr Lister and McNaughton as well as Thomas Sim, C.E. Legat,
and K.A. Carlson, eventually the respective heads of forestry departments in Natal,
Transvaal, and the Orange River Colony.
The idea of creating a forestry school for southern Africa was part of the larger
reshaping and creation of the South African state that occurred during the British
reconstruction period in the aftermath of the Boer War (1899-1902). Afforestation
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became a hot political topics.12 It was during this time when British foresters and
reconstruction politicians in southern Africa began to discuss the possibility of creating a
forestry school for the whole of southern Africa. Alfred Milner and his “Kindergarten” of
advisors supported the extensive afforestation of southern Africa. From his High
Commissioner’s office in Johannesburg, Milner viewed southern Africa as a giant subcontinent waiting to be covered with plantations and forests.13 At his farewell speech on
31 March 1905, Milner prophetically said, “I am as certain as I stand here that Nature
intended wide tracts of South Africa to be forested country.”14 A school would help to
achieve this goal.
British elites also widely agreed about the need to create a centralized political
union, something that a national school would help to emphasize. But the balance of
power and the relations between the colonies before the Union of South Africa in 1910
made coordination among colonies difficult. Each colony had its own government and
Governor (the Orange River Colony and Transvaal had the same Governor from 1902
until 1907). Finances remained separate. Each colony had its own departmental structure
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Conservation”; for the importance of wattle in Natal see Harald Witt, “‘Clothing the Once Bare Brown
Hills of Natal’: the Origin and Development of Wattle Growing in Natal, 1860-1960,” South African
Historical Journal, 53 (2003).
13
For Milner’s discussion of Basutoland see Showers, “From Forestry to Soil Conservation,” 12-15.
14
As quoted in D.E. Hutchins, Forestry in South Africa “From Science in South Africa” (No Publisher,
1905), 1.
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and culture, with local social, economic, linguistic and ecological conditions dictating the
development of forestry. The Cape Colony had the longest history of forestry—it started
its forestry program in 1881 and had numerous plantations and arboreta. On the other end
of the spectrum, the Orange River Colony (Forestry Department founded 1903) had a
notoriously difficult climate for growing many exotic trees and an agriculturally
dominated government that did not widely support forestry.15 From 1902-1910 both Natal
(Forestry Department founded 1901) and the Transvaal (Forestry Department founded
1904) supported their forestry departments more than the Orange River Colony but they
did not have the prestige or experience of the Forestry Department in the Cape.

Debating a Southern African Forestry School

The perceived demand for trained forest officers to staff newly created forestry
departments after 1902 prompted the first serious South Africa-wide discussions about
the possibility of founding a school. A number of reports on the future of forestry in the
Orange River Colony written by the Cape forester, Joseph Storr Lister, in 1903-4 brought
the question of a national school to the attention of the Orange River Colony government
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See the discussion of the political situation in the ORC by K.A. Carlson, its first conservator of forests.
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and the British High Commission in Johannesburg. Lister discussed the scientific
requirements for forestry officers working in the Orange River Colony in a 29 November
1904 letter to the Colonial Secretary. Lister had previously written a report on forestry in
the Orange River Colony in 1903 where he recommended how to develop the
department. In his 29 November letter he reemphasized the importance of scientific
training for “the future success of Sylviculture” in southern Africa.16 In the past, the Cape
Colony and the Orange River Colony had sent students abroad to Yale and Cooper’s Hill,
but he believed that “[to] meet future requirements I submit the time has arrived for the
establishment of a South African forest School or Training Depot.”17 A variety of
suitable locations existed throughout the Cape Colony, such as the large plantations at
Fort Cunynhame, Tokai, or Kluitjes Kraal. He also remained open to the idea of locating
the school within an agricultural college in another colony of South Africa. Lister
suggested that the school be divided into two divisions, “one for Foresters and the other
for officers of the higher grades.”18

Situating the school within South Africa had

“obvious” advantages. First, it would provide access to “promising students” who “could
not afford to go abroad.”

19

Second, locating the school in South Africa would allow
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students to learn methods “applicable to the peculiar conditions of South Africa, which
differ from those which prevail in Europe and America.” 20
The government of the Orange Free State contacted Milner in Johannesburg late
in December 1904 regarding the suggestion by Lister to create a forestry school in South
Africa.21 The Executive Council of the Orange River Colony had discussed Lister’s
proposal and decided at the immediate time to send one of its officers to Yale to study
forestry. But before proceeding, the Council wanted to ask Milner for his official opinion
regarding a school of forestry for the southern Africa colonies. Milner forwarded the
dispatch from the Orange River Colony to Sir Richard Soloman, the Lieutenant-Governor
of the Transvaal on 11 January 1905.22 Milner wrote that he “attached the greatest
importance to the proposal to establish a School of Forestry in South Africa.”23 Milner
noted that the Cape Colony, Natal, and Southern Rhodesia had also contacted him about
the foundation of a school. The letter raised the possibility of founding the school in the
Transvaal at a large farm called Frankenwald that the wealthy mining magnate, Alfred
Beit, donated to the colonial government.
C.E. Legat, the Conservator of Forests in the Transvaal, wrote a letter to F.B.
Smith, the Transvaal’s Secretary of Agriculture, laying out his view that the foundation
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of a school in South Africa “is of the utmost importance.”24 However, he did not support
the idea of making a “self-contained” forestry school.

25

Legat noted that the South

African colonies employed “roughly about” fifty or sixty officers of the first class, most
whom had little scientific training.26 The new school should let in approximately four to
six students per year, for a total of around twelve students. Instead of making a selfcontained school, he recommended making forestry an adjunct to an existing university
science program: “The Forest School site would therefore have to be wherever the
teaching University is to be situated, probably Johannesburg.”27 The practical training
would then take place at Frankenwald, the site donated by Beit. But the letter left open
the possibility of locating the school in Cape Town, subject to a meeting of all the
country’s conservators who could decide the question together.
Smith agreed with Legat’s view that the school should be associated with an
existing university science curriculum and indicated that the Frankenwald location would
be eminently suitable.28 Smith wrote, “Schools of Forestry and Veterinary Science are
Institutions which are urgently required in South Africa as there are so many problems
connected with these subjects which are more or less peculiar to this Sub-Continent, and
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which can only be satisfactorily studied and investigated on the spot.” 29 Smith suggested
that all students study the same broad “scientific principles”—e.g. botany, geology,
chemistry, etc.—before studying their specialty, such as forestry. 30
The jockeying for the school’s location continued into early 1905. L.S. Jameson,
the Progressive Party Prime Minister of the Cape Colony, transmitted a report written by
Hutchins, the Conservator of the Cape’s Western Conservancy, on the possibility of
founding a forestry school in South Africa.31 His 26 February report laid the outlines for a
future school. Although Hutchins himself had studied at Nancy, he strongly criticized the
largely “impractical character of their instruction.”32 The high costs of traveling to and
attending foreign schools also made any arrangement other than a South African school
prohibitive. Only three students from the Cape Colony’s Forestry Department had
attended foreign schools, and the one student then abroad at Yale, paid his own way.
Hutchins believed that with the current and future size of forestry departments in
southern Africa, a school training upwards of nineteen total students would not produce
too many foresters.
Hutchins emphasized the unique climatic and environmental conditions that
foresters in southern Africa faced. The country’s climate was marked by aridity, varying
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patterns of seasonal rain, and ecological and geological conditions vastly different from
those elsewhere in the world. Hutchins viewed the South African school as the beacon of
forestry knowledge in the southern hemisphere and the English “extra-tropical” world.
He noted “There is at present no Forest School in the Southern Hemisphere, nor, in fact,
any purely extra-tropical forest school, imparting its instruction in English.” 33 Hutchins
discussed the other major forestry schools in the world—European, American, British
Indian, and even Japanese. But no school would supply the blend of theory with the
practical experience of southern Africa’s unique conditions. A Southern African school
would have to offer instruction in various “climatic conditions” because the “trees suited
to each area differ widely.”34 Hutchins concluded his report with an appeal for the
school: “Such a Forest School would be the only English institution of its kind dealing
with extra-tropical forestry, and as such could probably count on considerable private
support not only in South Africa, but also from the Australian Colonies.” 35
Hutchins plumped for Cape Town as the location of the school. He disliked the
Frankenwald location because it lacked adequate native forests and plantations to pursue
practical study. Johannesburg, he admitted, offered the best “endowments.”36 As an
investor in gold, Hutchins recognized that South Africa’s wealth and power were
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gravitating quickly to the north.37 But the Frankenwald site left much to be desired. After
visiting the location, Hutchins surmised “that with every care and a liberal expenditure it
could not, within half a century, offer the practical instruction and demonstration
attainable at Tokai and Crees Road.”3839 Instead, the best location would be in the Cape,
where forestry “is a quarter of a century ahead of forestry in the Transvaal.” The South
African College with the corresponding plantations and arboreta at Tokai “offer the best
facilities.” 40
Arthur Lawley, the acting High Commissioner in Johannesburg, informed W.
Hely-Hutchinson, the Governor of the Cape Colony, that Hutchins report had been
circulated to the other governments.41 Lawley noted how T.R. Sim, the Conservator of
Forests for Natal, planned on reading a paper on forestry in front of the British
Association for the Advancement of Science, set to meet in Johannesburg in 1905.42 The
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paper was said to “contain an alternative proposal” to Hutchins’s.43 Lawley suggested
that “no decision should be adopted” until Sim read his paper.44
Sim read his paper on forestry education before the British Association for the
Advancement of Science meeting in Johannesburg on 30 August 1905. He warned
against quickly proceeding “along haphazard lines” which was “simply to court
failure.”45 In his speech, he stressed local conditions: “nor do imported men satisfactorily
meet the requirement, many factors being entirely local and met only by local
experience.”46 Reflecting on his own experience as the Director of the botanic garden in
King William’s Town prior to becoming a forester, he noted that most practicing
foresters in South Africa had an “excellent” training in nurseries or plantations, but this
was limited in scope and related to the quality of officers under whom one studied.47
Instead, practical foresters (as opposed to officers) should study at an agricultural school
that paid attention to forestry. Forestry officers, on the other hand, should be trained for
two years in broad sciences, perhaps even in their own colony, and then sent to a South
African center with a single professor who would then train them in higher level theory
and practical field experience. Sim, like Hutchins, did not think that a “dozen men per
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annum would swamp the market.” 48 Sim’s proposal did not radically alter the existing
suggestions nor was Natal as influential as the Cape or Transvaal in determining a future
forestry school.

The Cambridge Option

In June 1905 the Vice Chancellor of Cambridge University contacted the Transvaal
government regarding the possibility of sending South African students to Cambridge.
Cambridge had recently lost out to its rival, Oxford University, over where the forestry
division of the Royal Indian Engineering College at Cooper’s Hill would move.49 Both
Cambridge and Oxford had wanted the forestry school, and the decision led to a series of
meetings attended by leading foresters and important academic officials who debated the
merits of the two institutions. Eventually Oxford received the forestry school and
Cambridge lost. Some foresters felt that the decision did not reflect the quality of existing
programs, because Cambridge housed much more developed scientific facilities and
faculties than Oxford. Hutchins noted in his report on the South African forestry school
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that “Probably Cambridge would have been a better choice than Oxford.”50 After being
rejected, the Council of the Senate at Cambridge debated the possibility of opening up a
forestry school that would train foresters for the crown colonies. Cooper’s Hill previously
only educated foresters on their way to India, and Oxford’s new school had links strictly
with the India Office and the Government of India. By opening up a school, Cambridge
hoped to become the primary university that educated foresters working for the Colonial
Office.
In June-September 1905 the Transvaal government began to discuss the
possibility of sending students to Cambridge University. On 2 June Edward Anthony
Beck, the Vice Chancellor of Cambridge University and Master of Trinity Hall, sent a
report of the Council of the Senate to Arthur Lawley, the Lieutenant-Governor, that
discussed the possibility of establishing a university diploma in forestry.51 Lawley
expressed his sympathy with Cambridge’s desire to found a diploma in forestry.52 He
recommended that Cambridge augment any diploma with practical work in the colonies,
preferably South Africa. Echoing a strong African-centric view of scientific questions, he
noted “[the] flora and conditions of soil and climate in South Africa differ so widely from
those in other parts of the world that men who have only been trained on the continent of
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Europe or in India cannot fail to make grave mistakes when first they come here, and
have to unlearn much before they begin to know the requirements of this country.”53
In a letter dated 15 August 1905, the Reverend E.S. Roberts, Master of Gonville
and Caius College, Cambridge inquired again of Lawley whether the Transvaal would
send students to study at Cambridge if a new forestry program opened to train colonial
foresters.54 Roberts discussed the position of forestry in the colonies more generally. His
letter asked for information from the Transvaal about the future prospects of any students
who might graduate from Cambridge with a degree in forestry.
The Transvaal’s Director of Agriculture, Smith, did not provide a strong
statement as to the intention of the Transvaal government. He agreed that forestry was
still in its pioneering stage, and its expansion would require that men of talent and
training “enlist the sympathy and support of the various Governments and create
positions for themselves.”55 Arthur P. Grenville, the acting Conservator of Forests,
bolstered his position. Grenville previously worked in India and taught at Dehra Dun
before coming to the Transvaal during reconstruction. He summed up the problem:
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Cambridge has a difficulty in providing an adequately equipped Forest School
unless assured of certain support from the Crown Colonies. The Colonies cannot
yield that support until they are assured that they can obtain a supply of properly
qualified men and that the posts offered in the Services are sufficiently good to
retain them. Each side is waiting on the other.56

Instead of recommending that the Transvaal send foresters to Cambridge were it to start a
diploma, Grenville suggested that they both continue “free communications between”
Cambridge and colonial officials.57 Both sides waited but did not act in unison and so the
proposal died.

Making a School at the Cape

The Cape Colony determined the fate of forestry education in southern Africa by
announcing in December 1905 that the Cape government and the South African College
in Cape Town would support the opening of a forestry school in Cape Town. The
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scientific teaching facilities would be based at the South African College on the eastern
slopes of Table Mountain and the practical work and forestry teaching in the plantations
and arboreta at Tokai just a few miles to the south.58 The school would educate forest
officers through a two-year specialized course in forestry. For those without the requisite
scientific background, the South African College offered a year of preliminary study. In
Tokai, a newly created reading room and library catered to forestry students. The bulletin
touted that “The Tokai arboretum which now comprises the largest collection of timber
trees in South Africa, affords unique opportunities for practical instruction in
silviculture.”59 Students would gain practical experience around Cape Town by working
with the sand reclamation project in the Cape Flats and at the 20,000 acre forests and
arboretum at Ceres Road. Students would also work in the indigenous forests of Knysna.
At the end of this course, graduates would receive a certificate or diploma signed by the
College and the Chief-Conservator of Forests for the Cape Colony. In 1906, the school
sought initially to enroll ten resident students, five from the Cape and five from
elsewhere in southern Africa.
The curriculum reflected the long-standing interests of Hutchins and other Cape
foresters rather than the traditional continental education for foresters [See Figure Four].
It favored the study of climate, botany, and silviculture over the management of existing
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forests and law, the staples of continental European education. The courses emphasized
climate to a greater extent than at Cooper’s Hill or elsewhere. This reflected the strong
belief among Cape foresters in the primacy of climate and their keen interest in exotic
silviculture. The course also featured a section in forestry geography and history, a keen
interest of Hutchins who often lectured publicly on the subject.

-First Year Forestry Courses

Botany (2 terms physiology, 2 terms mycology, 2 terms Forest Botany), 6 hours a
week.
Chemistry (soils and plants, 2 terms), 6 hours a week
Climatology and Meteorology (1 term), 3 hours a week.
South African Geology (1 term), 3 hours a week
Survey and Elementary Engineering, 6 hours a week
Forestry (Lectures and Field Work), 6 hours a week
221

Second Year Forestry Courses

Forestry Lectures and Field Work, 6 hours a week
South African Arboriculture and Silviculture, 4 hours a week
Climatic influence on forestry, 2 hours a week
Forest Entomology, 3 hours a week
Forest Law, 1 hour a week
Forest Geography and History, 1 hour a week
F IGURE F OUR : C OURSE OF S TUDY AT T HE S OUTH A FRICAN C OLLEGE AND T OKAI

The staff of the newly formed Department of Forestry included Hutchins as
professor of forestry and lecturer in forestry geography and history, G.A. Wilmont,
freshly returned from his study at Yale, as assistant lecturer and demonstrator in forestry
and lecturer in forest management and forest law, L. Peringuey as lecturer in forest
entomology, J.C. Beattie as professor of physics and lecturer in climatology and
222

meteorology, and H.H.W. Pearson as professor of botany. Other South African College
professors served as teachers: P.D. Hahn (chemistry), H. Payne (Engineering), Andrew
Young (Mineralogy and Geology), W.S. Logeman (modern languages), and Lawrence
Crawford (mathematics).
The Cape Colony government promoted its case to the High Commissioner and
the other colonies. In a 24 January 1906 letter written by Jamison, the Cape’s Prime
Minister, he requested that the High Commissioner forward information regarding the
South African College-Tokai forestry program to the governments of the Orange River
Colony, the Transvaal, Natal, and Southern Rhodesia.60 The Cape government supported
the new program, Jamison wrote, in the hope that it “will serve the needs of all the States
of South Africa.” He hoped for “co-operation” from the other governments.61
Cooperation, however, could not be won so easily. Natal Ministers did not
support the idea of creating a separate forestry school, although they supported the idea
of creating a larger technical college that taught forestry as one of its disciplines.62 The
Orange River Colony did not plan on contributing to the scheme, although it later sent
one student.63 At the time, the Orange River Colony had a tiny forestry staff, and many
government officials believed that forestry could not flourish in the state’s climate and
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soils.64 It remained up to the Transvaal government to determine the viability of the
Cape’s proposed program.
The High Commissioner queried the Transvaal government about whether it
favored Hutchins’s proposal or Milner’s. Whereas the previous Commissioner, Milner,
supported the idea of a school at Frankenwald, Selbourne’s Secretary instead suggested
that the Cape Colony offered a location where “better practical instruction and
demonstration is obtainable.”65 After discussion, the Transvaal government leaned
towards the Cape Town location. An internal government minute that recommended
sending students to the college in Cape Town noted that the facilities at Tokai were
“superior to any in the Southern Hemisphere available.”66 The Transvaal government
wrote to the Imperial Secretary and High Commissioner in January, informing them that
“there is only room for one Forest School in South Africa.”67 This school would not be at
Frankenwald. The Private Secretary informed the High Commission “that it is not
proposed to consider further the proposal to establish a Forest School at Frankenwald” as
previously raised by Milner in January of 1905.68 A.C. MacDonald, then acting Director
of Agriculture, suggested that the Frankenwald location might be suitable for an
elementary course of forestry for “lower grade” foresters, but it would not be the location
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of an officer’s school.69 On 27 March 1906 the Transvaal Department of Agriculture
committed to sending one officer to Cape Town and Tokai to undertake the two years of
study.70
The School commenced teaching on 27 February 1906. Only two students from
outside of the Cape Colony attended. This included one student from the Transvaal and
one from the Orange River Colony. The other four students came from the Cape Colony.
The Transvaal continued its support through 1906-7. In 1906 it sent a student to the
school. The Transvaal also considered appointing a student from the school to its forest
service in 1907, which it eventually did with the appointment of Charles Taylor. The
Director of Agriculture supported the school in a letter to the Prime Minster, noting “that
it is deserving of all the support that can be accorded it by this Colony.”71 Jan Smuts, the
Education and Colonial Secretary of the Transvaal Government, offered his support to
the Cape government for the school, even urging the Transvaal government to give more
publicity to the school as requested by the Cape government.72 Through there were some
forebodings, the school seemed like a success.

69

NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/06, A.C. MacDonald to L.S. Jameson, 19 Jan 1906.
NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/05, Aurthur Lawley to Lord Selbourne, 27 March 1906.
71
NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/06, F.B. Smith to D.C. Malcom, 21 March 1907.
72
NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/06, Minute 45, 11 April 1907.
70

225

Troubles with the School

The school’s troubles began seriously in 1906 when Hutchins decided to take a Colonial
Office appointment in East Africa to write a report on the forests of Kenya that started in
1907.73 This decision, likely prompted by his not being appointed by the Cape
government as the Cape Colony’s Chief-Conservator of Forests in 1905 (the Cape
government chose Storr Lister for the position), left the school without a professor of
forestry.74 Foresters and government officials outside the Cape Colony, especially in the
Transvaal, soon began to question the viability of the school if it remained without a
world-class professor of forestry. Despite Hutchins’s eccentricities, foresters widely
acknowledge him as one the world’s experts on extra-tropical forestry. Wilmont became
the new head of the school.
In June-July 1908 the ministers of the Cape Colony tried to put the school “on a
more permanent basis” by integrating it with the forestry departments of the other South
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African colonies and attempting to hire a new professor of forestry.75 But for this plan to
work, all the colonies would need to offer more money and send more students. The Cape
recommended appointing a professor of forestry who would work under the Board of
Management, the governing body of the school comprosed of faculty and colonial
representatives. The professor of forestry should only teach students. The Cape would
provide £499, Transvaal £299, Orange River Colony £199, Natal £199, Rhodesia £59,
and Basutoland £25, or a total of £875. This proposal circulated to the colonial
governments. Natal rejected the offer.76 The Orange River Colony also turned down the
Cape’s plan and refused to send money.77 Southern Rhodesia agreed to fund the school
but supplied no students.78 Basutoland approved the measures.79
It was apparent that the school lacked the full support of other colonies and it still
had no professor. The Board of Management and faculty at the South African College
started to question the viability of the school because of these outstanding issues. In a
memorandum sent to the Governor in 1908, the Board made a number of suggestions
about how to improve the school.80 In it, they “emphasized the South African Character”
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of the college and asked the other colonial governments to share in the costs of running
the school.81 This scheme envisioned contributions from all of the South African colonies
and even £50 from British East Africa. They asked that extra monies be raised to hire a
professor of forestry. Two foresters—a professor and a lecturer—were required to
manage the school properly.
Officials in the Transvaal also began to openly question the school in late 1908
and early 1909. In a letter to Lister, Legat complimented the high quality examination
results of the 1908 cohort of students at the school. But he asked about the staffing of the
school: “I suppose you will get a very highly trained and experienced man for the post, as
the prestige of the School will in the first instance rest mainly with the Professor of
forestry.”82 Legat’s suggestion that the “prestige” of the school rested on the professor of
forestry, not the methods or examination results, undercut the high performance of the
students that he praised at the beginning of his letter. As if to hint at the Transvaal’s lack
of support, Legat ended the letter by asking the question: “Are you expecting Forest
Students from Australia and New Zealand? Mr. Hutchins thought it quite likely those
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Colonies would send men to be trained.”83 Without openly stating revolt, Legat quietly
hinted that all was not well with the school’s future.
Lister replied with a letter to Legat, in which he expressed his frustrations at the
failure to find an ideal professor of forestry. He supported Wilmont, describing him as “a
clever, good, all around fellow. He has gentlemanly manners, is popular with the students
and is an excellent lecturer.”84 Yet instead of emphasizing his lack of training, he
privately worried that “we cannot expect him to retain the post permanently.”85 He “was
at a loss” to know what forester to select as the professor.86 He remained “a little
nervous” about bringing in a forester from India or Europe with inadequate knowledge of
South Africa. Knowledge of South Africa remained of the highest priority owing to the
unique conditions of the country and its reliance on plantations. 87 Lister envisioned the
future of forestry in South Africa as focusing on the “formation and management of
plantations of exotic trees and, notwithstanding past experience, Forest Officers for many
years will have to continue to more or less feel their way by constant and systematic
experiments.” 88
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Despite forebodings between Legat and Lister, the Cape government did not
officially recognize any serious flaws in its forestry school as late as April 1909, three
years after the school’s founding. In a minute sent to all governments, Hely-Hutchinson
noted happily that the Transvaal, Rhodesia, and Basutoland all supported the school,
although Natal and the Orange River Colony did not offer financial assistance.89 In the
letter he supported Wilmont as the principal lecturer of the school, suggesting that it
would be better to keep his services than to import a foreign forester. First, the Cape
Colony could not afford to pay a large salary with the current funds provided by the other
colonial governments. Second, the government considered that that the “services of a
local officer with experience of South African conditions will compensate for those of a
Forest Officer from another country.” 90 Locality trumped universal scientific study. Not
only would Wilmont stay on as a lecturer, he would be given the “entire control and
management” of the school of forestry.91 He would live at Tokai and work as a District
Forest Officer, tending the plantations, on top of his teaching duties. Thus he would have
an “adequate salary” and room to pursue his research.92 In closing, Hely-Hutchinson
noted that “Ministers cannot too strongly reiterate the importance of maintaining the
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School of Forestry on its present satisfactory basis and trust that the general scheme
proposed will be approved.” 93
A letter by Legat on 17 April 1909 still officially supported the school, asking the
Director of Agriculture to provide money to send a student to the South African College’s
school of forestry.94 But only a little over a week later on 25 April Lionel Taylor, then
acting Conservator of Forests for the Transvaal, wrote a letter of protest to the Director of
Agriculture with the consent of Legat. Taylor offered a “strong protest against the
appointment of Mr. Wilmont” by offering his opinion “that it is most desirable to appoint
a highly trained and experienced expert from Europe who can come to this country with
unbiased views.”95 This turned the argument about the need for local experience on its
head. Taylor blasted the Cape’s forest department, suggesting that they were thirty years
old but “no nearer to the solution of many of their problems than they were when they
started.” He drew from Lister’s comments to Legat that South African forestry remained
dogged by problems with exotic plantations, especially of Eucalyptus. Taylor recognized
the “prejudice against getting a man with European experience only’ but he instead
suggested ‘this is rather an advantage” because they could “work on scientific principles
without following the groove into which officers in the Cape Forest Department have run
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for 30 years and which had led to no practical solution of vital problems.”96 The South
African College needed to appoint a leading forester “if the Cape Forest School is to
become the training ground for Forest Officers from Australia, New Zealand and other
Colonies as Mr. Hutchins intended it to be.” 97 He ended the letter by suggesting that the
£200 contribution of the Transvaal gave it the right to discuss the management of the
school. Taylor called the Transvaal’s support of the school into question.
The Transvaal government supported the school with £300 for the 1 January
1909-30 June 1910 term.98 Despite this outward support, the Department of Agriculture
for the Transvaal drew upon Taylor’s letter to craft a detailed internal criticism of the
new regulations. Louis Botha and his ministry urged officially that the Cape government
appoint a professor of forestry “who should have no duties beyond those relating to his
office.”99 The Transvaal’s sent its minute to the governments in Natal, the Orange River
Colony, Rhodesia, and Basutoland.100 At the same time, the Transvaal government asked
the professor of botany at the South African College, H.H. Pearson, to serve as the
Transvaal’s Cape Town representative on the Board of Management.101 This opened up a

96

Ibid.
Ibid.
98
NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/06, Director of Agriculture to the Colonial Treasurer, 23 Sept 1909.
99
NASA-P GOV 1200, 31/1/1909, Minute No 538; Lord Selbourne to W. Hely-Hutchinson, 27 Nov 1909.
100
NASA-P GOV 1200, 31/1/1909, Lord Selbourne to Governor of the Orange River Colony, 27 Nov
1909; Selbourne to Governor of Natal, 27 Nov 1909.
101
NASA-P LTG 94. No G.II81/06, C.E. Legat to F.B. Smith, 10 Nov 1909; F.B. Smith to H.H. Pearson,
23 Nov 1909.
97

232

direct channel of communication between the faculty at the South African College and
the government of the Transvaal.
In a letter to Smith, Pearson noted that the faculty members who taught for the
program privately worried about the quality of the forestry lectures and field-work: “The
Members of the Board actively engaged in teaching accessory subjects felt very strongly
that the present arrangement are far from satisfactory and believe that Mr. Wilmont, the
forestry lecturer, agrees with us.”102 He noted that the South African College forestry
faculty, except for Wilmont, “know nothing about forestry as such.”103 The college
faculty felt that the school would not succeed unless an “expert” forester who taught full
time and undertook no other duties led the forestry program. In his letter, Pearson asked
for the Transvaal’s advice on what type of expert forester they wanted to head the
program, the salary required to hire such a person, and how much more money the
Transvaal would provide to hire them.
Smith replied to Pearson by enclosing copies of two reports by Legat about the
forestry school, which he asked Pearson “to treat as confidential.”104 He agreed with
Pearson’s desire to situate the school on a “more satisfactory basis.” The enclosed reports
by Legat questioned the viability of the school in its current form, calling into question
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Wilmont’s ability to lead the entire school with such a high work load and a relative lack
of experience. They offered an analysis of the failings of the school and a possible
solution to its problems from a scientific point of view. Highlighting Wilmont’s
experience—only two years of study at Yale—Legat wrote “I venture to say that in no
other Forest School in the world is the teaching of the principal subject left to the care of
an inexperienced junior.”105 To remedy the current problem, he suggested hiring someone
to work independent of the Cape’s Forestry Department with a salary of around £750 per
year. Legat suggested the services of H. Meyer of Munich University. Meyer had a broad
background, including work in Europe, Japan, and North America, in addition to being an
expert on the cultivation of exotic trees. In conclusion, Legat suggested that Pearson raise
these issues with the school’s Board and the Cape government, if required.
The South Africa College continued to worry about the quality of the school. On
3 May the Registrar of the South African College sent a resolution from the Council and
Senate of the South African College.106 Its first clause stated: “The provision for the
teaching of Forestry in the South African School of Forestry is inadequate.”107 This set
the stage for making changes to the program or for closing it down. The second clause
stated: “The minimum of staff necessary for the proper teaching of the various branches
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of this subject is one Professor and one Lecturer.”108 Both of the teachers had to teach
full time; they could not share duties as a forest officer.
The letter discussed the memorandum sent in 1908 from the faculty to the
Governor of the Cape Colony. They reminded the government that at least two teachers,
one professor and one lecturer, were required to make the school of world standing.
Tübingen University had two professors of forestry, Carlsruhe three professors, Gießen
two professors and two assistants, Tharandt three professors of forestry, and Yale three
professors and seven assistants. But the South African College employed only one
lecturer who also worked as a District Forest Officer in charge of a large plantation. The
letter suggested that the reputation of the school suffered badly from its mismanagement
and the lack of a professor of forestry. Only four students graduated in 1909 and only
four students enrolled for 1910. Transvaal quit sending students in 1907, although it
continued to contribute financially to the school. The Board noted how criticism of the
school “is openly expressed by more than one authority in the Transvaal.” 109 Ultimately
the school did not live up to Hutchins’s hope that the school would flourish and provide a
center for forestry in the southern hemisphere. The report painted a negative picture of
the school:
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Being the only school of Forestry south of the Equator it was hoped that the S.A.
[sic] School would attract students from Australia where the Forestal Problems
are more akin to those presented in South Africa. But while the school has not
sufficient standing to command confidence in South Africa itself it cannot hope to
be recognized by other states. It is a serious reflection upon Cape Colony, the
Forest Department and the South African College that we should pretend to run a
School of Forestry in which such utterly inadequate provision is made for the
training of students in the most important subjects of a Forestry curriculum.110

In November 1909 four students, all from the Cape, graduated from the school.111
In the official budget for the 1909-1910 year, the Cape Colony would provide £400, the
Transvaal £300, Rhodesia £50, and Basutoland £35.112 This increased the fees from the
1908-1909 year, when the Transvaal provided £200, Rhodesia £35, and Basutoland £12.
For 1909-1910, the School paid £150 for the services of Wilmont, well below the £600
suggested by Legat for a leading European forester such as Meyer.
Pearson continued to work as a liaison for the Transvaal on the Board of the
forestry school. He acted as the leader on the South African College’s resolution,
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previously discussed and passed unanimously by the Council and Senate.113 Pearson
asked Smith whether he could raise the issue, passed by the Council and Senate, on
behalf of the Transvaal at the next meeting of the forestry school management. The
Board of Management of the South African School of Forestry decided to meet in the
Chairman’s office in Cape Town on 30 May to discuss the resolution of the Senate.114
The Transvaal wired a letter to Pearson to encourage him to raise the Senate proceedings
at the Board of Management, calling for changes to the school or its closing.115 Pearson
confirmed that he would speak for the Transvaal at the meeting.116
Larger external forces eventually led to the closing of the school around the same
time Pearson presented at the meeting. Forestry conservators met with the new
government ministers shortly after the Union in 1910.117 There the conservators and
government ministers decided to close down the school. Most leading South African
foresters, especially those in the Transvaal, the Orange River Colony, and Natal,
considered the school a failure. The enthusiasm for the school that characterized the
period from 1902-1908 slowly dissipated until the government shut it down. Political
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geography also helped to shape the decision to close down the school. The centralization
of departments in Pretoria finally brought financial and political power into the north and
away from the Cape.118 The four forestry departments were centralized based upon the
Cape Forest Department’s structure, but its new head location sat in Pretoria, the heart of
Afrikaner politics and power. Tokai, with its suitable plantations and arboretum,
remained as a site for training practical foresters (until the practical station moved to
Saasveld in 1932)—not officers—but the new South African government ended its
relationship with the South African College at the same time that the South African
College and the school’s Board of Management decided to shut down the advanced
school.119 Instead of paying for its own school, the Forestry Department decided to
recruit its upper-level forest officers from South African students, in particular Rhodes
Scholars, who graduated through Oxford University’s two-year diploma in forestry.120
Two Rhodes Scholars were already studying at Oxford in 1910 whereas no students from
anywhere other than the Cape enrolled for the South African College’s 1911 session, a
fact that helped to bolster the argument to close down the Cape Town school.121 The
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small size of the classes at the South African college made its closing less of an issue
than if it had thrived.

Extra-Tropical Forestry at Oxford and Australia, 1911-1927

By 1911 the first forestry school in the southern hemisphere and the first extra-tropical
forestry school with an English-language curriculum no longer existed. Hutchins, the
biggest enthusiast of the notion that southern Africa required an “extra-tropical” school,
returned to Cape Town in 1911 after working in the forests of Kenya. In a letter from 22
July 1911 he told the Director of Kew Gardens, Sir William Thiselton-Dyer, that he
desired to teach again, this time at Oxford University.122 The South African government’s
plan to send its forest trainees and Rhodes Scholars to study forestry at Oxford compelled
his desire to teach there. Hutchins noted

The S. Af [sic] attendants will want teaching in extra-tropical forestry—Australia,
S. Af. [sic], California, the Mediterranean. In this I have had experience. Pearson
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and I started a school of Extra-tropical forestry at Cape Town before I went to
Brit East Af [sic] in which I taught, so I have had some experiencing in forestry
teaching. 123

Hutchins hoped that Oxford would hire him because “I do not want to go to West
Australia for a year,” where he had an offer to write a report about its forest and
recommend a forestry policy as he had in Kenya.

124

His trip would coincide with the

meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science to be held throughout
Australia in 1914. However, his choice was not to be—he ended up going to Western
Australia and not Oxford, largely because his eccentricities and emphasis on climate and
the extra-tropics put him on the outside of British forestry dominated by a new cohort of
former Indian foresters. As noted earlier, some Indian foresters in Britain “ridiculed” the
school and Hutchins’s notions of forestry.125
Hutchins had to bring his dream of an extra-tropical forestry school with him to
Australia. He toured Australia in 1914 on behalf of the British Association for the
Advancement of Science. From this venture, he wrote a book about Australian forestry in
which he recommended the creation of a forestry school in Australia. As he had hoped
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that Australian students would study in South Africa, Hutchins imagined that a school in
Australia had the potential to draw students from the extra-tropics, including South
Africa: “if there were a good ‘School of Extra-tropical forestry’ in Australia…probably
South Africa would send students.”126 The resulting Australian Forestry School, opened
and directed by one of his young protégés in 1927, was only slightly more successful at
first than the ill-fated school of forestry at Cape Town and Tokai that lasted from 19061911.127 Contrary to Hutchins’s hopes, the Australian school never attracted any students
from South Africa.

Conclusion

The opening of southern Africa’s first forestry school reveals the importance of locality
to the mindset of foresters in southern Africa in the early twentieth century. But despite
strong appeals to make a forestry school in southern Africa, tensions among the four
South African colonies between 1906-1910 meant that a Cape-dominated system of
forestry would not continue into the post-Union period. When Hutchins left the school, it
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lost its credibility and could not gain it back in the eyes of the South African College
faculty unless a new professor came to teach at the school. The Transvaal’s intransigence
and the withholding of students and monies by both the Orange River Colony and Natal
condemned the school to a slow, steady decline. The amalgamation of every forestry
department in Pretoria after 1910 provided the final blow to the South African College of
forestry. For the next twenty years, South African forestry drew much of its higher officer
classes from the former graduates of Tokai, students who had worked their way up the
ranks from the field (after studying at the practical course in Tokai), and a small group of
South Africans who studied abroad.
The closing of the school in 1911 highlights South Africa’s unique political
position as a nascent nation and a colony in the British Empire. Government ministers
and leading foresters decided to rely upon British world connections—particularly the
Rhodes Scholarship—to educate many of its officer class. British foresters still
dominated its ranks in the 1910s. But South Africa did not maintain its forestry
connections with the British world forever. When a new forestry school opened in South
Africa in 1932, it opened at a staunchly Afrikaner dominated university, Stellenbosch
University. With the joining of the departments of agriculture and forestry in 1934, South
African forestry became even more integrated with Afrikaner agricultural politics and
culture. The closing of the school at Tokai signaled key shifts in power and geography

242

that characterized the rest of the twentieth century—foresters in the Cape continued to
influence, but did not direct, South Africa’s future forestry policies.
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Chapter Six

Forestry and the Exotics Versus Natives Question in South Africa, 1881-1935

By the early 1900s, government scientific departments managed much of the natural
environment of South Africa, including its forests, rangeland, water, soil, livestock, and
insects. But whereas during this period state scientists could claim to pocess expertise of
knowledge in debates about the natural world, they could not always control popular
knowledge about nature. Many white South Africans, especially farmers, claimed distinct
and conflicting knowledge of nature, especially the effects of exotic trees, in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Nor was there a single scientific perspective
among professional scientists on issues relating to forestry. Agricultural officers and
ecologists often argued heatedly with foresters about the environmental effects of
planting exotic trees in large plantations.
This chapter links popular and scientific criticisms of exotic trees planted by the
Forestry Department with the rise of a movement that criticized “exotic” trees and
celebrated “native” flora. Exotics trees began to take on a negative connotation soon after
the planting of Australian trees. Farmers complained about the increased planting of
Australian trees starting in the mid nineteenth century. The late 1880s marked the
beginning of a larger public debate about Australian trees. The publication of the
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Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good Hope in 1888 brought many of these
complaints into the public arena. The 1890s witnessed the birth of what Lance van Sittert
describes as “floral natavism,” the “discovery” and celebration of the Cape’s indigenous
flora.1 Throughout this period, other South African scientists also started to worry about
the effects of imported trees. Agricultural researchers took a negative view regarding the
effects of supposedly water-thirsty exotics beginning in the late nineteenth century, the
first of many periods of prolonged drought. These debates culminated in a series of
public inquiries in the mid 1930s that sharply divided scientists.
Criticisms against Australian trees helped to crystallize a broader popular notion
that the flora and fauna in South Africa—and indeed throughout all of southern Africa—
was unique and should be protected and celebrated. The 1920s-1930s were critical
decades in the growth of philosophical and scientific ideas that paved the way for the
rejection of exotics in favor of natives. The terms of debate began to diverge strongly
amongst South Africa’s botanical community during and after the 1930s when the South
African botanist and ecologist John Phillips drew upon Frederick Clement’s ecological
idea of the “climax community” to pioneer and popularize the notion of “biotic
communities,” an intellectual precursor to concept of “biomes.” Prior to the development
of a scientific and philosophical framework that described biological communities as
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groupings that had a unique past, present, and future, critics of exotics in South Africa
sought to protect certain areas for scenic beauty rather than for any larger philosophic
conception of nature. After Phillips, it became easier to reject non-native species
philosophically on account of their not fitting into the natural community after a broader
conception of ecology that encompassed an entire botanical region gained currency.
This chapter also shows how South African debates about the question of natives
versus exotics did not revolve around what Ravi Rajan has described as the “continental
European forestry paradigm” of colonial forestry.2 The debate about exotics instead
centered on questions of local expertise and experience and the belief that southern
Africa had a unique natural environment. European and other empire foresters who
placed a stronger emphasis on managing existing forests had little to offer scientists
whose work focused primarily on experimenting with exotics in an arid, treeless
landscape. C.C. Robertson noted that “In the other branches of the science of Forestry we
can look to some other countries, and particularly Germany…but the scientific
naturalization of exotic trees has so far received comparatively little attention in these
countries.”3 Rather, South Africans such as Robinson believed—correctly in many
cases—that “more experimental planting of exotics has been carried out here [in South
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Africa] than in any other part of the world.”4 Instead of following a pattern of “classical,”
or a broader imperial forestry, debates over exotics and natives in South Africa revolved
around distinctly local problems and contexts.

“A Great and Universal Traffic”: The Duality of Ecological Modernity

By the end of Queen Victoria’s reign in 1901, the global diffusion of species had
produced some stunning economic successes and ecological failures. Agricultural
journals discussed the rapid spread of feral rabbits across Australia and the intractable
prickly pear problem alongside advice columns that offered suggestions on what types of
Australian wattles or gum trees grew best in South Africa’s climates.5 After 1902, the
four colonial governments in South Africa created laws and funded research to stop the
importation and spread of plants, animals, insects, and diseases that they believed had a
negative impact on the existing ecological balance of nature. But these same scientific
departments also promoted and sponsored research into finding exotic species of plants
and animals that would provide new wealth.
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Few white South Africans at the dawn of the twentieth century believed that
exotic and native species were incompatible. Most viewed the global exchange of nature
as an unstoppable tide. Amidst this sea of change they tried to shape a new ecological
landscape that would conform to their aesthetic and economic desires: unique indigenous
flora and fauna should be protected, and valuable and beautiful exotics should be
imported and naturalized. White South Africans tried to cultivate an ecological modernity
of nature, balancing unique natives and valuable exotics. These notions rested upon a set
of assumptions about the possibility of “improving” nature by selecting profitable and
aesthetically pleasing species.6 European settlers in Africa were not the only groups to
experiment with and plant exotic species—as the pioneering of maize planting by
Africans in the nineteenth century exemplifies—but nonetheless Europeans distributed
and planted the vast majority of exotics into South Africa.7
British officials after the Boer War tried to make a new South African ecology
and economy by importing plants from around the world. Alfred Milner wholeheartedly
advocated the planting of large plantations across much of the grasslands of southern
Africa. Other members of his ministry sought to shape South Africa’s ecology by
importing and scientifically testing different species of flora. A private report written for
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Milner by the Transvaal Agricultural Director, F.B. Smith, argued that the Transvaal
should create a botanical department with one of its main goals being “the introduction of
promising varieties of seeds and plants from other parts of the world with a view to
determining their suitability or otherwise for this country.”8
Not only did scientists help select which species to import, they also indicated
what species should be banned and found ways of eradicating unwanted introductions.
The intensity of worldtrade and travel left countries susceptible to dangerous botanic
imports. In 1894 the editor of the Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good Hope
reflected that “with the rapid, great and universal traffic all over the world, the danger of
intrusion of such unwelcome importation is greater than ever.”9 South Africans knew
from experience that imported animals and plants could hurt valuable crops and animals.
Imported weeds, diseases, and insects wreacked havoc on the Cape’s economy in the
1870s-1910s.10 In 1885 the vine aphid Phylloxera wiped out the Cape’s grape crop.
Australian trees often suffered infestation by imported and local diseases. The scale
insect, called an “Australian bug” (Icerya purchasi), destroyed on the Cape’s wattle
populations in the 1870s-1880s. Colonial scientists did not just defend against
unwelcomed species—they took the offensive by importing predators if prevention
failed. The Australian bug attacked Australian imports, Acacia pycnantha, A. mollissima
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and A. melanoxylon, until the “Agricultural Department imported and bred ladybirds
(Vedalia cardinalis), which wage a most successful war against them.”11
After an intense period of acclimatization in the 1850s-1890s, when few import
laws existed, government scientists and officials began to legislate and regulate the
importation of foreign plants and animals to better protect against the introduction of
destructive species.12 The colony of Natal passed laws regulating the importation of
diseased plants in 1881 and the Cape Colony passed laws regulating the importation of
plants and insects in 1893. The Transvaal and the Orange River Colony did not regulate
the importation of foreign trees or plants until the Colonial Office and the Milner
reconstruction government decided to create them in 1904-5.13 All of the southern
African colonies standardized their laws in 1904-6 by passing similar legislation. These
laws, among other things, dictated that Australian Acacia and Eucalyptus undergo
examination by government officials at their port of entry to stop the importation of
Australian pests and diseases.
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Leading Victorian botanists did not see a contradiction between importing exotic
species on the one hand, while advocating on the other for the protection of unique
aspects of South Africa’s nature. The first public call to protect the western Cape’s flora
by creating regional botanical reserves originated from the person who was perhaps the
most responsible for the spread of exotic Australian species. An obituary of the prolific
Melbourne botanist, Ferdinand von Mueller, written by the Cape Town botanist
MacOwan, beamed that Mueller “prided himself, not unworthily, upon having been the
means of dotting the treeless plateaus of the Cape with the varied species of Eucalyptus,
and our sandy Flats with the Golden Wattle.”14 Despite Mueller’s acclimatization zeal, he
also sought to protect the Cape’s flora. In 1896, Mueller wrote a personal letter to Sir
Hercules Robinson, the Governor of the Cape Colony (1880-1889 and 1895-7) warning
Robinson many species of Cape Flora “are sure to be swept out of existence altogether,
unless special provision is made for their preservation,” in particular by setting up
reserves.15
Instead of being characterized by a strong stance for or against exotic or native
plants, debates during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century focused on a variety
of economic, environmental, and cultural issues related to the spread and planting of nonnative species. As the next two sections show, white southern Africans became
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increasingly worried about the negative effects caused by planting Australian trees. These
debates over native and exotic plants, and the events that caused people to talk about
them, provided the intellectual antecedents for the growth of a larger movement that
began to criticize exotic plants from a philosophical, ecological and modern
environmental perspective. This environmental-philosophical critique only gained ground
in the 1920s-1930s when a school of ecology in South Africa developed out of John
Phillip’s interpretive synthesis of Frederick Clement’s ecological notion of “climax
community” and Jan Smuts’s social and ecological idea of “holism.” These debates were
aired publicly at the 1935 Empire Forestry Conference, held for the first time in South
Africa. The attendees at the conference faced hostile agriculturalists and ecologists who
worried about the negative ecological and economic effects of the planting of non-native
trees. The conference represented the turning point in national forestry debates over
exotic species of trees.

Debating Australian Trees, 1860-1935

The desire to import new species and to remake the ecology of southern Africa ran into
conflict with a variety of groups, some inside government and others outside it.
Australian trees transformed the ecology and landscape of southern Africa in the mid to
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late nineteenth century. These changes were not always accepted happily. White farmers
and those living closest to streams and agricultural land began complaining in the mid
nineteenth century about the desiccating effects of Eucalyptus and Acacia. These
criticisms became more vociferous as the century progressed, as more farmers planted
Eucalyptus (especially E. globulus), either for fuelwood or for sale. Exotic trees provided
yet another angst for farmers in the Cape Colony, who experienced a pronounced
economic slump in the global depression of the 1870s-1890s.16 Farmers in the late
nineteenth century witnessed declining global prices for wool, the mainstay of the South
African agricultural economy, and they feared that overstocking of sheep and cattle in the
Karoo and other erosion-prone areas caused the deterioration of the soil’s fertility and
capacity to produce more wool and wheat.
Many farmers criticized Australian trees. Of all the species of Australian trees, the
“blue-gum,” E. globulus, was the most notorious. The Agricultural Journal of the Cape
of Good Hope devoted numerous editorial articles to this tree. P.H. Pringle wrote that he
planted “Gums, Oaks, different varieties of Pine, Cypresses, Poplars, also Ash, Willow
and different varieties of fruit trees,” but when it came to using the timber for fuel and
construction, “The least satisfactory of the lot is the Bluegum.”17 Farmers often
complained about how the trunk of E. globulus twisted, thus rendering the timber
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useless.18 One farmer wrote in to ask whether it was true that De Beers, the large
diamond mining company, did not accept E. globulus.19 It was true. Instead of increasing
rainfall and stream-flows, as mid to late nineteenth century desiccation theory suggested,
gum and wattle trees seemed to dry out an already arid landscape.
Farmers who criticized exotic trees generally did so from a purely economic and
pragmatic position. If exotic trees used more water and dried out the landscape, sheep and
cattle grazed less plentiful grasses and faced more severe droughts. Farms had less water
for domestic, pastoral, and agricultural uses. For those who planted Australian trees for
economic gain, die back and twisted trunks usually meant a loss of income and time.
Many planted eucalypts for windbreaks, only to find out that they would not crown out
unless spaced far apart. Eucalyptus plantations exposed to strong winds often withered.
Farmers did not criticize exotic trees because they crowded out more unique or beautiful
native species. Indeed, they encouraged the importation of new plants. These same
farmers made their living by cultivating exotic grains (wheat and maize), vines (grapes),
and grasses (sugar cane).
As fears of environmental and economic decline mounted in the 1880s and 1890s,
government foresters tried to explain to farmers how Australian trees seemed to dry the
landscape but in fact actually contributed to making a region more salubrious and less
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prone to drought and desiccation. D.E. Hutchins described this process to the readers of
the AJGCH:

This general effect [the tendency of trees to increase moisture and slow
desiccation] must not be confounded with the local drying effect of quickgrowing trees such as Eucalypts and Wattles. Plant a few Blue-gums, or other
very quick-growing trees, near a swamp or stream of water, and they will
promptly dry it up. Here we have a small, but very apparent, and sometimes
annoying, local effect which must not be confounded with the general effect of
masses of trees covering barren mountain. All trees have a double effect on water
supply, a water-exhausting and a water conserving action, and it will depend on
circumstances which is the more powerful.20

But some foresters began to dissent from this view. T.R. Sim, the Conservator of
Natal from 1903-1909, was one such person. Sim believed that exotic trees did not stop
the larger process of desertification and desiccation believed then to be plaguing Africa:
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eucalypts…which are quite vigorous while young, dry out the soil, and suffer or
die before maturity is reached…Africa as a whole has shown a marked advance of
desiccation during the past twenty years…the planting of Eucalyptus and Acacias,
however useful in other respects, does nothing towards checking this drying
out…21

Expert scientists gave contradictory evidence about the effects of Australian trees
throughout the end of the nineteenth and beginning of twentieth centuries. There was
only anecdotal evidence to rely upon to prove or deny the desiccating effects of
Australian trees prior to the creation of South Africa’s first hydrological research station,
Jonkershok, in 1935. But evidence from the United States in the early twentieth century
suggested that trees did not increase rainfall, forcing adherents of the old theory to try to
use empirical evidence to prove their points.22 Despite continued belief in the link
between forests and rain, people slowly stopped believing in the idea that trees
encouraged rainfall.
With scientific knowledge in doubt, and with a relatively widespread rural distrust
of “expert” knowledge, the conditions were rife for dissent from agricultural experts
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closest to farmers. During the 1920s-1930s, some botanists and ecologists also began to
worry privately and publicly about the effects of introduced trees. Instead of planting
trees for climatic protection or to retain water, botanists and ecologists began to connect
the planting of exotic trees with a decline in the numbers of native species of plants,
animals, birds, and insects. This provided a troubling picture, which when added to the
larger critiques about the usage of water, helped to solidify a strong resistance among
many non-foresters against the use of Australian trees across southern Africa.

The “Discovery” of Indigenous Flora in South Africa

White South Africans began to identify more strongly with indigenous flora and fauna
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Prior to the 1890s, European
settlers sought to plant exotic species of plants in their gardens and on their farms. But in
the late nineteenth century this changed, and whites started to identify strongly with the
“unique” flora of the Cape. This regional movement was part of a larger trend throughout
South Africa. Like elsewhere in the settler world, white South Africans began to conceive
of themselves increasingly as “indigenous” inhabitants of the lands they lived in. While
most South African whites did not see themselves as being racially African (for most
considered black Africans to be biologically distinct peoples), they nonetheless began to
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strongly identify with the landscape and the uniqueness of the continent. With much of
the land enclosed and controlled, whites no longer feared the whole of southern Africa as
a remote, dangerous frontier to be protected by the laager (a word that describes the
circling of wagons by Afrikaner trekboers). Instead, whites—both Britons and
Afrikaners—began to nationalize and reinterpret its animals and people and to see the
whole of southern and even eastern Africa as the “natural” home of European peoples
who settled in the landscape.
Large-scale social, cultural, and ecological change in southern Africa during the
mid to late nineteenth century provided the impetus for this identity revolution whereby
whites went from seeing themselves as living on a settler-colonial outpost to being at the
center of their own political and cultural region. Out of all southern African colonies, the
Cape witnessed the most rapid change, owing to its longer history of settler colonialism.
Dutch settlers first occupied parts of the Cape in 1652, when Jan van Riebeeck
established a colony in present-day Cape Town. The Cape provided the bridgehead for
most new species that settlers introduced into southern Africa from the middle of the
seventeenth century.23 But even with this extensive history of colonization, the mid to
late nineteenth century unleashed a storm of change onto the social and ecological
landscape of the region that paved the way for new South African identities.
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Domestic and global economic and demographic growth in the mid to late
nineteenth century led to denser human settlement and the process of land enclosure
across the Cape Colony.24 Railway expansion and increased global trade encouraged
pastoralists and farmers to produce for a world market, leading to rapid increases in the
size and scale of farms. Numbers of herd animals—cattle, equines, goats, and sheep
(especially Merino sheep)—almost doubled from 13 million in 1865 to 26 million in
1891. Diseases, such as sheep scab and waves of deadly rinderpest in 1896-7, and wild
animals, especially the maligned and hated jackal (Canis mesomelas), could ravage
flocks and herds. Pastoralists also worried about theft of livestock, all the easier owing to
a lack of boundary fencing. Theft, disease, predators and criticisms of the erosion and
overgrazing caused by kraaling (creating corrals to herd animals at night that grazed on
unenclosed lands) prompted a movement during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries to enclose the Cape Colony’s land through fences, cutting off mobility of
peoples and animals and aiding in quarantines. These enclosures came at an intense
period of environmental and social change in the Cape. The late nineteenth century in
South Africa was characterized by punishing droughts, deadly rinderpest, and wars
amongst European settlers and Africans.
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The population of native flora declined in the wake of the expansion of new
plants, animals, and technologies. To the botanists who scoured the veldt in search of
botanical delights and new discoveries, this massive ecological upheaval destroyed much
the uniqueness and beauty of the Cape’s native flora. The botanist Henry Bolus noted,

few botanists who ... have spent many years in South Africa, and especially the
south-western districts, have not been penetrated by a gloomy impression that the
South-western Flora is dying out, and is doomed to extinction ... Many species
collected by Thunberg, Masson and Burchell have never, or but very rarely, been
seen since.25

These fears became more pronounced during the last decades of the nineteenth
century as Bolus, Peter MacOwan, and Rudolf Marlooth began to outline the unique flora
of the Cape, especially the southwestern portion of the Cape surrounding Cape Town. 26
They systematically charted and mapped the high degree of endemism and diversity in
the regions surrounding Cape Town. Other biogeographers, such as Alfred Russel
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Wallace, indirectly contributed to the “discovery” and “defense” of the indigenous by
arguing that the southern hemisphere was characterized by discrete, endemic, and weak
floras.27 Wallace’s noting of the “weak” nature of the flora indirectly indicated that it
might require protection against the more dominant northern Hemisphere and Australian
flora (which he suggested was more like the northern hemisphere in its hardiness).
“Exotics” began to lose their appeal among certain segments of the middle and
upper class Britons in the Cape as they “discovered” the uniqueness of their flora. The
popularity of native flora was a response to the popular expansion of amateur botany and
mountain climbing centered around Table Mountain and the surrounding peaks.
Scientific notions circulated through philosophical and scientific journals, while local
groups associated with the regional topography and flora flourished in the 1880s and
1890s.28
Changing European identities and the rise of colonial nationalism helped to create
an atmosphere receptive to native flora. After the Boer War, white elites promoted a
progressive pan “South Africanism” that pervaded popular scientific discussions about
nature and nation. Popular versions of social Darwinism, distinctly separate from notions
of Darwinian natural selection (which did not have inherent Lamarckian notions of
hierarchy), promoted the ideal that the various “races” of southern Africa differed greatly
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in biological and social characteristics.29 South Africans such as Jan Smuts began to
connect their larger conceptions of ecological order (what Lovejoy called the “great chain
of being”) with the idea of the “chain of civilization,” which relegated Africans to a lower
developmental and intellectual state than the European settlers.30
One of the ways of indigenizing identity was to separate biological and ecological
links between Africa and Europe and to promote a notion of Africanness that included
settlers as the stewards of a unique continent. Whereas botanists previously assumed that
the flora of southern Africa, especially the Cape’s, evolved from a northern European
flora that moved south, Jan Smuts and other South African botanists began to speculate
that the Cape’s flora originated from a possible southern hemisphere origin. Smuts noted,
“It may, for instance, yet be found that our floras are not of northern origin, but come
from the ancient lands of the Southern Hemisphere which are covered by the Wegener
hypothesis.”31 The notion that the southern hemisphere had a unique biogeography
extended back to Darwin and Wallace’s ideas, but Smuts used this idea to claim a
uniqueness for Africa and to emphasize that settlers in Africa should be the leaders of
scientific research on the continent. Peder Anker has previously shown in a study on
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ecological ideas in southern Africa how Smuts and Phillips sought to gain control of
imperial surveys of Africa to assert the primacy of South African personnel and ideas on
the continent.32 As the next section discusses, Smuts’ ideas on holism also influenced
how ecologists viewed exotic and native species.

John Phillips, Forestry, and the “Biotic Community,” 1922-1935

The ecological effects of exotic trees planted throughout South Africa began to worry
John Phillips, a South African forester, botanist, and ecologist who worked throughout
Africa (including in British East and West Africa). Phillips became one of the most
spirited and ardent critics of the mass planting of Australian Acacia and Eucalyptus and
exotic Pinus from North America and Europe in the 1930s. Phillips knew the effects of
exotic afforestation well because he worked for the Forestry Department during the 1920s
at the Deepwells research station in Knynsa. Yet unlike those of farmers and
agriculturalists, his criticisms raised larger philosophical implications, helping to propel
the growth of an intellectual movement that classified native “biomes” comprosed of
unique “climax communities,” which advocates argued must be protected against
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invasion by foreign species. Phillips helped provide the ecological and philosophical
models that formed the basis for future criticisms of exotic species of plants in South
Africa.
Phillips’s idea of a “biotic community” helped pave the way for the wide
acceptance by white South Africans of the idea of a “biome,” a unique biological
community. The concept of the biotic community and its later incarnation, the biome,
helped to sanctify South Africa’s native flora and condemn non-South African flora.
Phillips described the biotic community as a series of interdependent relationships within
a specific climax community of plants with a unique evolutionary and climatic history.
Peder Anker places Phillips’s notions of “biotic community,” developed in the late 1920s
and early 1930s, as an extension of Jan Smuts’ conception of Holism. There is strong
evidence for this view, and I argue that we should also understand the forestry dimension
to the history of ecology in South Africa.33 Ecology was a hotly debated subject among
foresters in South Africa during the 1900s-1930s, with some actively rejecting Clements
and Tansley with others, while as Phillips, accepted them wholeheartedly. The forestry
origins and contexts to these ideas have remained obscure. But to understand Phillips’
notions of “succession,” “type,” and “biotic community,” notions that underpinned his
criticisms of the introduction of exotic trees in South Africa, we must delve into his brief
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career as a forester in Knysna. In South Africa, ecological conceptions of holism and
climax community developed out of a combination of nationalism, botany, and forestry.
Phillips’s critique of exotic trees stood at the extreme end of a debate about the
proper theoretical foundations of forestry that ran throughout the 1900s-1930s: should
forests be managed for the trees—i.e. should economically valuable species be (using the
word of Phillips and others) the “indicters”—or should concern for other species or even
the whole forest—a larger “community” or “type”—dominate their organization and
management? This section demonstrates how Phillips’s beliefs about the ecological basis
of forestry grew out of his work at Knysna, which bolstered the view of certain foresters
in the northern hemisphere who managed and studied large, existing forests. The forestry
examples Phillips discussed in his papers and speeches from the 1920s and 1930s came
almost exclusively from his time in Knysna and from northern hemisphere examples. His
discussions of succession and aerial mapping in the early 1930s also should be read in
light of his personal views on exotic trees. Phillips’s essentially European and North
American forestry perspective favored regeneration of existing forests over planting
exotics. Phillips disagreed ardently with many foresters in South Africa because of his
fundamentally different position, engendered by his work in Knysna coupled with his
ecological perspective. Ironically, scholars have placed Phillips as a critic of European
forestry for his criticisms of afforestation at the 1935 Empire Forestry Conference
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without noting that Phillips actually drew upon European forestry science to criticize a
local practice of afforestation.34
John Phillips (1899-1987) grew up in Grahamstown, South Africa. He studied
botany and forestry at Edinburgh University from 1919-1922 before moving back to
South Africa to work at the Forestry Research Station, Deepwalls, in Knysna, the large
sub-tropical forests in the higher rainfall belt in the eastern Cape Province. At Knysna,
Phillips worked towards his doctorate from Edinburgh University, writing his
dissertation, “Forest Succession and Ecology in the Knysna Region,” which he later
published in 1931 as a memoir in the Botanical Survey of South Africa. An avid adherent
of Clements, Phillips investigated and began to use terms such as “climax community” in
relation to South Africa’s forests. This opened the door for a view of nature that allowed
for a definition of a “native” ecology. Much of his research focused on applying
American and European ecological notions—especially defining and assessing the
“community,” “type,” and “habitat.”35
When Phillips arrived back in South Africa, he was not the only forester
interested in ecology. Foresters openly discussed how to apply ecological knowledge to
forestry prior to his arrival in South Africa. Hutchins reported to the Undersecretary of
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the Agricultural Department in 1901 that he agreed with the American forester John C.
Gifford that “Oecology or the relation of trees to their environment is the basis of
silviculture.”36 Much of the research on mixed plantations in the 1910s-1930s showed a
strong understanding of interspecies interaction. Foresters also supported and helped to
chart out the botanical map of southern Africa. C.C. Robertson believed that by mapping
the flora of southern Africa foresters would be able to understand “the secrets of the
reasons for the distribution of our forest and of the species comprising them.”37 As such,
foresters were encouraged to consult with government botanists and to send in samples of
the local flora along with keeping a table of plantation results.
The Forestry Department hired Phillips to pursue ecological research in Knysna to
help understand how to better manage the unique sub-tropical, high-rainfall forests. An
internal report from 1923 on forestry research in South Africa shows that the Forestry
Department supported his ecological inquiry:

Mr. Phillips is tackling the problem of regeneration both by the methods of
“ecology” and by field experiment, is reporting on the old “increment areas”, etc.

36
37

NASA-CT AGR 723, B 872/10, D.E. Hutchins to Charles Curry, 24 July 1901.
NASA-CT FBT 1/3, Minute No F 4226/R 3500, Botanical Survey, 27 May 1921.

267

and it is expected that his work will gradually lead up to great improvements in
the sylvicultural treatment and management of the forests.38

Upon his introduction into the Forestry Department, Phillips found himself in
tension with some of the older Cape foresters. Phillips advocated using Clements’s
notions of climax community to understand forestry. In a 1924 letter to the former Cape
forest surveyor, Henry Fourcade, Phillips forwarded a copy of the journal Ecology, a
catalogue of scientific books, a short draft paper on Ocotea, and Clement’s “wonderful
book,” Plant Succession.39 Fourcade replied, “I do not quite share your enthusiasm over
Clements work. To my mind it is undoubtedly valuable, but seriously marred by
his…mania for coining new words.”40 Instead, Fourcade advocated studying ecology
from a physical basis, involving chemistry and physics, rather than from an almost
metaphysical conception of “climax” communities.41
At Deepwells, Phillips developed his theoretical conceptions of ecology by
running field tests. One of the key concepts that he worked on was trying to understand
the “forest type” of Knysna. Here he drew from the work of American and Scandinavian
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foresters who managed large forests. By working with extensive forests, instead of
plantations, these foresters developed a number of theoretical models for understanding
forests in order to better control reproduction and exploitation. Foresters did not agree
exactly on how to understand the forest “type,” but many agreed that forests had a
distinct ecological organization that if understood would allow for better management.
Unlike with the German “ideal forest,” these foresters sought to generalize forests not
upon a managerial model but upon their ecological composition.42 Phillips drew
particularly from the work of A.K. Cajander, a Finnish forester, ardent nationalist, and
future Prime-Minster of Finland who argued that a forest type could best be understood
by its ground flora, not the dominant trees.43 Using this theoretical framework, Phillips
provided a detailed ecological analysis of Knysna’s forest ground flora and canopy
composition, moisture, and offered some general remarks on silviculture. Unlike other
forestry researchers, Phillips studied the ecological dynamics of Knynsa less for
exploitive purposes than for his own understanding of its composition and evolution.
Instead of connecting his research with a practical outcome, Phillips noted “As a forest
type gives a clue to its own general ecological history…records present physical and
biological conditions, and indicates the sylvicultural possibilities and the lines of
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management for the future, its scientific and practical values are obvious.”44 But despite
the practical value being “obvious,” he offered no practical suggestions.
In a later publication, Phillips drew upon Clements’s work to criticize foresters
for their emphasis on silviculture and not on other broader ecological indictors: “they
consistently failed to formulate a system of indicators, because their real attentions were
directed towards the growth and sylviculture of stands of trees, and not towards the prime
factors of the habitats occupied by such.”45 Phillips listed the various indicators for
temperature, soil type, water, slope, light, soil aeration, solutes, and elevation to help
predict the types of trees that would grow in the area.46 Again, Phillips’s results only shed
preliminary light on any economic benefits and noted that, “a very great amount of
intensive research remains to be done before the best use can be made of plant
indicators.”47
Phillips eventually left his post in South Africa in 1927 to take up a position as the
Deputy-Director of the Department of Tsetse Research at Kondora-Orangi in
Tanganyika. He held this position until 1931. During this time he began to formulate the
idea of the “biotic community.” Anker suggests that Phillips developed his idea of “the
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biotic community” out of Smuts’s work on holism.48 There is strong evidence linking
Smuts and Phillips. Phillips had since the 1920s maintained a correspondence and
friendship with Jan Smuts, with whom he shared a love of botanizing in the mountains
and veldt of South Africa. Smuts himself published in the field of science, although his
works were of a more speculative, philosophical bent. Holism and Evolution, published
in 1926, the same year Phillips submitted his PhD at Edinburgh University, helped to
establish a cultural and scientific framework that emphasized the study of “biotic
community.” By 1931, Phillips began to view ecology as something “more than the sum
of its parts.”49 In his paper he agreed with Smuts’s philosophy of Holism: “that groups,
societies, nations, and Nature are organic without being organisms.”

50

Thus a nation or

an ecosystem could be construed as an organic entity even while being comprosed of
distinct individuals.
But Phillips’s notions of a “biotic community,” in addition to drawing from
Smut’s ideas, can be found in his earlier forestry work on “types” and “indicter” species.
So too can his disdain for exotic species, which flared to life at the 1935 Empire Forestry
Conference. In his 1931 paper, Phillips reviewed his work at Knysna and in East Africa.
Both experiences provided him with evidence for the inter-relations of plants and
animals, the theme of the paper. He first reviewed the literature from plant ecologists and
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animal ecologists. Both plant and animal ecologists focused primarily on plants or
animals, seeing the plants as being external to animals and vice versa. But Phillips noted
that a general study of ecology must include both. To prove his point, he talked about his
experiments at Knysna, which showed the influence of worms, fungi, mice, snakes, snails
and humans on the secondary succession of the forests. He saved his wrath for humans,
whom he saw as fundamentally changing the ecology:

He [i.e. man] has reduced one of the greatest animal associates, the elephant, from
many thousands to a single small herd; by 1888 had annihilated another important
animal, the buffalo; has made severe inroads upon the population of bush-buck
(Tragelaphus sylvaticus), blue-buck (Cephalophus monicola), and grijsbok
(Peditragus tragulus); and has broken the power of the leopard. Mention has been
made of his reduction of the honey-bee through ruthless methods of taking; but
more recently he has, so far as the native forests are concerned, further reduced
the bee population seasonally by the planting of extensive plantations of exotics
extending marked attractions to the bee.51
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This elegant, forceful, and angry prose was chocked full of suggestions that only Phillips,
an expert on Knysna’s ecology, would know so well. The particular target of his stinging
criticism was the introduction of exotics that attracted bees more than native trees; these
would almost surely have referred to Eucalyptus, a genus of angiosperms (flowering
plants) that with their profusions of flowers cater to bees.
Another paper published in 1931 indicates how Phillips’s work in Knysna and
readings of European and American foresters influenced his conceptualization of the
“biotic community.” In his 1931 publication, “Ecology the Foundation of Forestry,” he
laid out an ecological methodology and theoretical framework that could be used by
foresters to encourage forestry succession on forestless lands and to select species for
planting. As the foundation of his method, he argued that ecology, “The study of the
interrelationships of plants and animals and their environment,” could be used to
understand the natural climax community of a region, even if it was largely denuded by
human action.52 By using aerial and ground surveys, foresters and ecologists could
classify climax communities and forest types using Cajander’s method of studying the
ground flora in combination with a larger analysis of the relationship among animals,
plants, fungi, light, climate, and the soil.

52

John Phillips, “Ecology the Foundation of Forestry,” Empire Forestry Journal 10 (1931). This article
was also reprinted as a pamphlet by the South African government. I cite the reprint.

273

Phillips’ book should be viewed as his attempt to apply a North American and
European ecological approach to forests and the distribution of species within an African
context. Whereas Northern European and North American foresters managed extensive
forest tracts, South African and other British-African foresters practiced a forestry more
directed to afforestation and plantations. Phillips, after having worked in East Africa and
read the work of Ray Bourne on aerial surveying, saw surveys as a way to understand the
“past” history, “present” composition, and “future” possibilities. Despite describing the
selection of exotics, the tone of the work is subtle in its criticisms of the mass planting of
trees: “gross mass treatment cannot produce the optimum results either silviculturally or
economically.”53 One of his ecological examples requiring further investigation was the
interaction of exotic and native species of trees. For example, he pointed out that Acacia
melanoxylon (Tasmanian Blackwood) hindered the reproduction of many indigenous
hardwoods in Knysna by causing a decline in the soil’s moisture.54 He also argued for an
ecology approach to the “second rotation” problem—intensive, fast-growing trees could
deplete nutrient poor soils, leading many soils to “be incapable of carrying a second crop
of the same species.”55 Phillips’s book, while not calling into question the entire
afforesting project, provided a shot over the bow of foresters. He concluded “Possibly
some of the points raised may be considered as provocative! If indeed these have the
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effect of persuading a few more foresters that all is not so clear cut as some text-books at
least aver, then my writing of this note shall not have been altogether in vain.”56
In 1931, Phillips returned home to South Africa to take up the chair of botany at
Witwatersrand University. Phillips’s move to Johannesburg solidified his close
relationship with Jan Smuts and brought him ever more into the fold of Holism, a
philosophy developed by Smuts to explain the evolution of nature and human society. In
Johannesburg, Phillips more thoroughly developed his theoretical ideas about climax
communities and also began experimenting with ecological succession. He traveled
frequently to Frankenwald, the site once offered as the location of the South African
forestry school. He pursued a study of the ecological succession in some of the
abandoned fields. The establishment of this research program continued throughout the
twentieth century.57 Through Phillips and his friendship with Smuts, a growing
community of South African botanists, ecologists, and foresters began to think of the
environment in terms of larger “biotic communities,” a concept that Clements used to
clarify the “biome” as an ecological concept.58 Armed with concepts of “climax
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communities,” “biotic communities,” and its highest incarnation, the “biome,” scientists
studying the flora and fauna of South Africa carved out ecological distinctions between
various regions—the “Fijnbos” (Fynbos) of the southwestern Cape, savannah in the north
and east, Nama-Karoo, subtropical evergreen forest, etc.—that remain the scientific
categories used to classify the various regions of South Africa today. Phillips’s views on
nature conflicted with those of many foresters who did not plant trees according to an
understanding of or sympathy with climax communities, and he argued heatedly with
them at the 1935 Empire Forestry Conference.

The 1935 Empire Forestry Conference

The social and economic conditions of the 1930s provided the tinder and flint for a
conflict over exotics to break out. Economic depression, made publicly visible by South
Africa’s humiliating move off the gold standard in 1933, was coupled with a decline in
the rural economy. Agricultural prices crashed, requiring wool farmers to export over
four times as much wool to make the equivalent profit of the 1920s.59 Maize prices fell
by half. Industrial output plummeted by one-fifth. The joining of the Forestry Department
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within the larger agricultural department in 1934 brought together opposing views that
came to head at the 1935 Empire Forestry Conference, held in South Africa.
The 1935 conference itself was delayed for three years by a reorganization partly
encouraged by the shifting economic and political winds of the 1930s. With an
inauspicious economic context, the conference began in early September 1935. The
Empire Forestry Conference was used as a platform to assess the importance of exotic
trees and plantations, especially Australian species. Delegates from all around the British
Empire attended the conference and toured throughout South Africa, visiting plantations,
forests, factories, schools, and cities. During each visit to a major city, important civic
and national figures gave speeches to welcome the foresters.
The conference started in Durban on 2 September 1935.60 Many proceedings of
the meetings remained private, although the various committees published reports, often
with personal comments, and South African newspapers reported on many of the
speeches and debates, providing analysis and segments of speeches. As a portent of
debates to ensue, Colonel Deneys Reitz, South Africa’s Minister for Agriculture and
Forestry, started off the conference in Durban with a speech that challenged the incoming
foresters to help answer the pressing question about the water usage of exotic trees. He
asked for a committee to be formed that would inquire into the influence of forests on

60

See Fourth British Empire Forestry Conference, General Program and Notes on Tours to be Undertaken
(Pretoria, 1935).

277

climate and hydrology. In his speech he described the long, controversial history of
exotic afforestation from the point of view of agriculturalists:

For more than a century we in South Africa have been planting trees, chiefly pines
and eucalypts, under the impression that such plantations were valuable for the
conservation of water. It has now been put to me that in this way we are decreasing
the humidity and drying the soil.

The Chief of our Forestry Division assures me that there is no danger. I want to
make it clear that no disagreement has occurred in the Department over this
question, but at the same time I am very worried about it and many others are
too.61

Reitz told the audience how recently “irate farmers” accosted him regarding the
dangerous desiccating effects of exotic trees.62 Dr P.R. Viljoen, the Secretary for
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Agriculture, also raised the troubling issue of exotics and their influence on water and
soil erosion.63 As a result of Viljoen and Reitz’s comments, conference attendees
determined to form a committee to investigate “Forests in relation to climate, water
conservation, and erosion.”64 The issue of Australian trees remained at the forefront of
discussions throughout the six weeks of tours and the formal committee meeting in
Pretoria.
After starting in Durban, conference attendees toured throughout Natal for the
next six days, stopping at plantations of Eucalyptus, Acacia, and Araucaria (both cookii
and cunninghamii). Natal was most famously the epicenter of the wattle plantation
industry, located ina region of the midlands of Natal where the sugar belt petered out.
The region also housed numerous plantations of Eucalyptus saligna, the major
Eucalyptus species that thrived in the sub-tropical climate. In Natal, Pietermaritzburg
developed as the regional center for wattle plantation owners, aided by its proximity to
the plantations and by its virtue of being the seat of government for the province. City
officials in Pietermaritzburg and private plantation owners from around the region
offered a warm welcome to foresters, and especially those from Australia, the home of
Acacia mearnsii, the black wattle planted so widely in the surrounding hills.
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Tours of private plantations showed off I.J. Craib’s new methods of wattle
plantation management. Craib recommended that plantation owners quit burning slashed
trees and debris, stop grass from growing, and pursue an aggressive early thinning of
trees to increase the size of trees.

65

This led to lower rates of erosion, increased the

humus content of the soil, and produced wattles with a more vigorous growth and bark
with a higher tannin content. On 7 September Attendees saw firsthand Craib’s
recommended heavy early thinning at the Tan Wattle Plantations, a privately own
plantation. The Natal Mercury noted that, “The tour was of greatest interest to Australian
delegates and they were amazed to see the extent of the industry which has been founded
on trees imported from their own country.”66 The owner, Mr. T. Mackenzie, following
Craib’s advice, described that “since the change in policy, erosion was a thing of the past
and that the volume of water in his streams was now considerable, whereas five or ten
years ago no water was to be found.” 67 The examples provided by private mangers in
Natal loomed large in debates in Pretoria about the ecological effects of Australian trees.
Foresters spent the most time in the Transvaal, based in the executive capital of
Pretoria. When attendees arrived in Pretoria, the mayor, Ivan Soloman, specifically
thanked the Australian delegate for wattles and gums, which proved to be a “boon” for
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those who grew them in South Africa.68 But not all official receptions praised Australian
trees. The leader of the opposition, Jan Smuts, welcomed foresters to Pretoria with a
speech on 8 September. Smuts paid specific attention to the question of afforestation with
exotic species of trees. Smuts’s speech and the media coverage of it showed a complex
understanding of the various issues involved with planting foreign trees. Smuts had an
ambivalent relationship with exotic trees. He was both “pessimistic about the prospects of
extending the country’s indigenous forests” and critical of the impact of exotics.69 Smuts
hated exotic pines being planted on his beloved Table Mountain, although he remained a
strong advocate of the Forestry Department throughout his Prime Ministership.70 Again,
Smuts reminded the foresters at the conference about a ground-swelling of criticism
against exotic trees:

There is no doubt that a popular feeling is arising in South Africa that
afforestation is causing the drying up of springs and water sources. Although this
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has not been proved it can be said that a sufficient case has been made out for
thorough research.71

On Wednesday 11 September a committee met to debate the influence of exotic
trees on climate, the conservation of water, and soil erosion. The panelists comprised a
wide variety of foresters, botanists, engineers, farmers, and agricultural scientists. The
discussions exposed a variety of conflicting beliefs that different people and groups
maintained about the influence of exotic trees on these important areas. C.G. Trevor from
India and A.G. Galbraith from Australia both opened the discussion by relating their
views about the importance of maintaining tree cover for the slowing of erosion and the
conservation of water in arid regions.72
The next speaker, J.D. Keet, the Conservator of Forests in South Africa, opened
up the discussion about the use of exotic trees in South Africa. He strongly defended the
use of exotic trees, especially against those he called “Forest alarmists…who regards
grass and veld generally, as more efficient agents in conserving the water supplies of this
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country.”73 These forest alarmists—he referred specifically to John Phillips—criticized
plantations for using more water than the native plants of South Africa, and viewed
exotic trees, especially Acacia and Eucalyptus, as helping to cause the decline of stream
flow and water tables in the country. To the forest alarmists:

It is our plantations, especially, that stand suspect. They are accused of being
ecologically foreigners to our climate, and South African foresters are accused of
confusing natural forest conditions with exotic forest conditions, and that
generally we have ignored the ecological outlook.74

Instead, Keet argued that foresters followed ecology assiduously: “The forester lives with
nature, studies nature, and follows nature’s law, and if that is not ecology, I fail to see
what ecology can be.”75 In fact, Keet disagreed that exotics used more water, pointing out
that they often acted as pioneers for native species of “moisture-loving” trees, eventually
leading to the creation of indigenous forests. Keet finished his speech by noting that “we
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are on perfectly right lines with our exotic plantations in South Africa.”76 The audience
applauded, “Here, here.”77
After the paper presentations ended, the audience was able to speak. Phillips
responded to Keet’s comments. Phillips, contrary to Keet, argued that Eucalyptus and
Acacia often encouraged erosion more than did native grasses.78 He countered the notion
that South Africa was being “encroached” upon by deserts by suggesting that the
declining rainfall was part of a larger cyclic pattern of climate in southern Africa, an idea
championed originally by D.E. Hutchins. But even with declining rainfall, the lower rate
of water flow in streams could be correlated to the use of water-hungry Australian trees
compared with the indigenous flora.

[T]hose studies that we have carried out in this country most definitely show that
the water requirements and the rate of water usage and transpiration are
considerably greater in the gums, acacias, and the Blackwood [also an Australian
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Acacia]…as compared with those native shrubs and trees which have been
investigated at the same time.79

He also provided numerous anecdotes about how gum and wattles killed off the growth
of fruits or grasses nearby. Phillips implored attendees to look at the problem
scientifically, through rigorous studies that examined the actual usage of native forests
and flora versus exotic plantations.80 Instead of drawing anecdotes, foresters should
intensively study the issue. Phillips also disagreed with Keet’s belief that exotics could
act as pioneer species for indigenous trees by showing how that rarely happened in
previously cut over forests planted over by exotics.81 Phillips suggested that the natives
that grew happened because of existing seeds in the ground, not as a result of natural
succession.
Keet and Phillips provided the context for later participants to debate the effects
of exotic timber plantations. R.W. Thornton, an agricultural officer from Basutoland
(present day Lesotho), seconded Phillips’s point about the need to establish a rigorous
testing of evaporation and water flow across southern Africa to determine the best
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methods for conserving water.82 But he nonetheless noted that forests used far less water
than agriculture, especially maize, and they protected against desertification. The next
commentator, J.L. Reyneke, an official from the Native Affairs Department, agreed with
Keet on the water-conserving properties of exotics, even if they had a localized effect. He
noted the differences between Phillips and Keet: “I think that possibly Mr. Keet has in
mind the mass effect of afforestation and not so much the local effect that it may have on
a particular area or a particular spot.”83 But the overall benefit of planting trees, Reyneke
felt, could not be overstated. He drew from examples from Native Areas where he
believed the cutting down of trees led to rapid desertification and the drying out of once
useful soils and land. But the next speaker, an engineer, agreed with Phillips that the
native flora slowed erosion better than many plantations:

I believe that our indigenous trees do not draw on the water in the soil as heavily
as some of the exotic species. Secondly, the growth is such that they do not stand
alone. As trees, they are accompanied by all other forms of shrubs, grasses and
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other vegetation, which blend together and form more or less a complete
protective mat….84

The discussion eventually led to the publication of a report that officially
supported the arguments of Keet and others who advocated the planting of exotic trees as
a way of slowing or stopping desertification. The report was chaired by Trevor, the
Indian forester, and dominated by foresters who supported afforestation more generally.
It noted,

[W]e cannot do otherwise than commend any and all efforts which are being
made…to bring under forest cover a greater proportion of the land area of the
Union. Whether or not such extension of forests should be by increase in the area
of exotic plantations or by the extension of the area occupied by indigenous
species, is for the moment beside the question.85
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The report noted that there was no evidence indicating that Australian trees
lowered the subsoil level of water. Instead of blaming Australian trees for lowering
stream flow the report noted the “diminishing rainfall” as the primary culprit.86 To allay
the fears of the “farming community” that worried about the effects of exotic trees, the
report noted that this view “is at variance with the generally accepted conclusions
regarding the effects of forests on streamflow.” The report ultimately dismissed Phillips
but laid open a program of research: “All things considered, we are not disposed to place
much credence in the complaints instanced above, but we suggest that a comprehensive
scientific investigation on the effects of tree-planting upon local water supplies would be
of value…”87 The views of empire foresters—that exotic trees did not use more water
than native ecologies—won at the conference in 1935.

Exotics Versus Natives After 1935: An Epilogue

The conference proceedings could smooth over complaints about exotic trees, but the
issues raised at the conference could not be so easily dismissed. Foresters did not know
exactly how exotic trees influenced the hydrology or evaporation compared with native
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species. While foresters could make general statements about the beneficial influence of
trees on climate, they had little empirical evidence to prove it. At the conference,
participants essentially resorted to anecdotal claims based upon their own local
experiences. But experience without empiricism no longer convinced those who feared
that exotics were a detriment to efforts to conserve water. As a result of the conference,
the Department of Agriculture and Forestry decided to create five forest hydrology
research stations across South Africa to test whether plantations of exotic trees effectively
used more water than native species of flora.88
In the Cape, Christiaan Lodewyk Wicht, a South African forester trained at
Oxford and in Germany, created a synthesis of ecology and forestry when he worked at
Stellenbosch University and headed the Forestry Department’s new research station
located outside of Stellenbosch in the Jonkershoek Valley (opened in 1935). The
Jonkershoek station and Wicht stood at the center of scientific research on exotic trees
and native flora in the Western Cape. Wicht and his students at Stellenbosch also pursued
extensive ecological studies on the Cape’s unique Fynbos ecosystem. Research from
Jonkershoek and other research stations indicated that exotic species of trees (in the
study, pines) did indeed decrease stream flow compared with the native flora.89 His
masters and PhD students also outlined the flora of the Cape region, pursued studies on
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the influence of fire on the native ecology, and pioneered the study of biological invasion
in South Africa.
At the same time that research confirmed the effects of exotic trees, the concept of
the “biome,” championed by Phillips, made its way into professional and popular science
amongst white South Africans in the 1960s-1990s. Phillips and the ecological concepts
he championed dominated botany and ecology in the second half of the twentieth century.
His students and other scientists in South Africa continued his studies on succession
ecology at Frankenwald and experiments with fire into the 1960s.90 Foresters, botanists,
and ecologists increasingly mapped out the flora of South Africa and studied the
succession ecology and interaction of native and exotic plants.91 By the 1970s-1990s the
concept of “biome” became the dominant paradigm to understand the various regions of
South Africa, with Phillips’s notions of “biotic community” hovering as a ghost over
discussions of biomes and succession ecology.

Conclusion
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Debates about exotic trees in South Africa in the first half of the twentieth century
revolved around local problems and contexts, not a “continental European forestry
paradigm.” Foresters in South Africa, such Keet and as Craib, practiced a different type
of forestry from their imperial counterparts because they emphasized plantations rather
than the management of existing forests. Out of all South Africans, John Phillips, the
strongest critic of exotic plantations in South Africa, drew most heavily from European
scientific precedents. In South Africa, both the acceptance and rejection of the belief that
exotics increased rainfall, sub-soil moisture, and stream flow drew upon local examples.
Local examples led to local research. When foresters began to seriously pursue local
research into the question of hydrology and the impact of afforestation, the results
nullified a common view that all trees—native or exotic, plantation or existing forests—
helped to conserve water. Debates over forestry in South Africa were not a mirror image
of colonial or European forestry.
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Chapter Seven

The Rise of State Forestry in Nineteenth-Century Colonial Australia: Practical
Elites and Australia’s Unique Ecology

This chapter examines the rise of state forestry in the Australian colonies in the
nineteenth century. It challenges the notion that state forestry in Australia arose
predominately in response to and as a reflection of continental European forestry science.
Rather the opposite happened. State forestry arose in the 1860s-1890s as a response to a
local economic need for softwood timbers. Those who advocated a more theoretical
forestry science and sought tree planting for the amelioration of climate lost out to those
who favored more tangible, “practical” forms of forestry management, such as the
formation of timber plantations. Forestry in Australia had fitful starts, and early attempts
to create large-scale conservancies failed in the face of colonial parliaments seeking to
turn forests into profitable farms, pastures, and sources of timber for mines.
In nineteenth-century colonial Australia, agricultural and pastoral industries
dominated the economy and the politics of each colony. Rather than viewing forestry
from theoretical terms, government elites saw forestry as a way of promoting and
protecting domestic economic growth. Appeals to the public about the climatic influence
of forests had little influence on a settler society that continued to cut down forests and
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mallee scrub for wheat farms and sheep runs well into the twentieth century. I relate the
rise of state forestry to the fear of an impending resource crunch and the high costs
associated with importing softwood timber. The intensity of timber consumption caused
by the gold rush and the corresponding population growth created a high demand for
softwood timbers. Softwoods were required for quality housing and used by industries,
especially the mines, for a variety of purposes. Australia’s hardwood forests were
relatively difficult to utilize, and colonists often had to look abroad to import softwood
timber.
Discussions of Australia’s forests and its climate preceded the introduction of
continental European theories in the mid nineteenth century. In fact, many of the earliest
British observers noted that cutting down trees led to cooling, and some imagined the
continent itself to be experiencing a general cooling trend, perhaps influenced by
deforestation. Two major changes occurred in discourse on climate in the 1860s-1870s.
First, German botanists who arrived in Australia in the wake of the European revolutions
of 1848 introduced ideas of climatic change into in the 1860s-1870s. Notions about
climate shifted in Australia because of the continued growth of settler society. From
being seen as a possible site of degeneracy during the first half of the nineteenth century,
Australia came to be viewed by the middle of the century as a healthy continent that
could be peopled with Britons. This zeal for settlement corresponded with the powerful
enthusiasm of progress and hope that pervaded the acclimatization movement, which
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reached its peak in the 1860s-1870s. If Australia was a continent that could be peopled,
and these people could bring in new animals and plants, then they could possibly change
the weather, even of the dry interior.
The elites of Australian colonies supported the creation of forestry departments to
maintain economic self-sufficiency and to boost growth. Australian elites patronized
“practical” science, such as mining and agriculture, with clear economic benefits, and
gave relatively little funding to more speculative “theoretical” sciences. Australian
forestry, botany, and acclimatization from 1850-1890 can be understood through this
economic and utilitarian lens. Rather than seeking to make scientific “discoveries,” most
Australian settler elites and scientists alike saw timber plantations, acclimatization
societies, and botanical gardens as ways to recreate British social and ecological
structures while promoting the introduction of “useful” and valuable flora and fauna.
When scientists, such as Ferdinand von Mueller, transgressed the boundaries of
“practical” science and tried to pursue broader research, they were punished. Famously,
Mueller’s emphasis on research rather than aesthetics or practical botany led to his public
removal as the Director of the Melbourne Botanical Garden in 1873.
Australian politicians, who controlled forestry departments, sought to create
“practical” forestry departments that encouraged economic self-sufficiency. Parliaments
created forestry departments to encourage economic growth first, with climatic
amelioration coming in a distant second. Except for South Australia, forestry departments
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in the nineteenth century were under the control of powerful lands and mines departments
with little interest in slowing the supply of land for farms and timber for mines. The
dominance of the big three sectors of Australia’s late nineteenth-century settler
economy—gold, wool, and wheat—meant that forestry departments would always be
under the thumb of agriculture and mines departments that saw forestry as a less
important part of economic development and resource management. Climatic arguments
had little ground to gain in an Australia that was dominated by powerful groups who
sought to cut down and ringbark forests that impeded their vision of development.

The Context: Settlement and Deforestation in Nineteenth-Century Australia

Historians have long debated whether or not the first white Australian settlers “hated
trees,” as in the words of W.K. Hancock in his seminal history Australia.1 There is a
convincing scholarship to suggest that not all European settlers in Australia hated the
indigenous genera and species of trees or sought their destruction to make way for a new
ecology comprosed of European plants and animals.2 But despite this revisionist
interpretation, Hancock’s phrase does aptly summarize the broad desire of many settlers
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who sought to settle Australia. Destruction characterizes the early colonial history of
Australia’s forests.
Upon the arrival of British settlers, much of Australia’s native forests were made
up of hardwood Acacia and Eucalyptus. Settlers found these genera difficult to use in
construction because of their unique hardwood properties. Australia was also home to
some large softwood forests. The first settlers Van Diemen’s Land and New South Wales
luckily also landed in areas with relatively abundant softwoods. They freely felled the
softwood Huon Pine (Lagarostrobos franklinii), and along the southeastern river basins
of Australia they chopped down pliable Australian red cedar (Cedrela Toona). By chance
the main habitat of each tree was near rivers, and both trees floated when cut, providing
settlers both easy access and a cheap way to get the timber to market.3 In Western
Australia, the first settlers logged Sandalwood (Santalum spicatum) extensively. The task
of cutting down Australia’s trees proved a tiresome process because of the labor involved
in cutting and moving trees to markets often from remote parts of Australia with poor
transportation connections.4 Prior to the 1850s, the timber industry itself was not
mechanized on a large scale, with only twenty sawmills, mostly driven by a combination
of horsepower, waterpower, and steam engines.5
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The discovery of gold in 1851 in the newly founded colony of Victoria initiated a
new age in the environmental history of the continent. Whereas before the 1840s,
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European squatters hugged the mountainous forests in present-day East Gippsland, the
gold rush sent thousands of settlers into the region with an eye to convert its vast forests
into farms, mines, and wood for use by industry.6 The timber industry became
increasingly mechanized in the 1850s as Australia’s population rose.7 Victoria witnessed
unprecedented growth—from 1851 to 1861 the population of English settlers rose from
28,980 to 169,586.8 The issue of land selection became pressing, as colonial legislatures
opened up crown lands through a variety of laws that required the “improvement” of land
by the removal of forests and the creation of fencing.9 To make new farms out of inland
Eucalyptus forests in Victoria and New South Wales, wheat farmers began to employ
gangs of people to “ringbark” trees by removing the bark around a tree to kill it, thereby
making its removal and burning easier.10 The exports of hardwoods expanded in the last
half of the nineteenth century, booming in the 1890s when Western Australia became one
of the world’s largest exporters of hardwoods as it sold Jarrah (Eucalyptus marginata)
timber to make sleepers for railways and pave the streets in cities around the entire
world.11
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Climate Theory, Practical Science, and Elites in Colonial Australia

Since settlement, Australia’s climate and its relation to the continent’s vegetation had
been an issue of popular and scientific discussion. To many of the first settlers, Australia
seemed to be amazingly free of disease.12 Many writers attributed the continent’s lack of
diseases to the healthful properties of Acacia and Eucalyptus. At the time, most believed
in the miasmic theory of disease, in which the putrefaction of substances led to the
creation of airborne diseases. Acacia and Eucalyptus had fewer leaves than many other
tropical trees, and their leaves, when they did fall, did not rot in the same manner. Settlers
also imagined that the strong scent and oil of gum trees helped to destroy air-born
diseases. In 1825, Barron Field, a leading judge and physician in New South Wales,
wrote: “it is to the undecaying and aromatic, myrtaceous, perennial leaf that the colonists
attribute the healthiness of their climate. No miasmata come from the marshes and or
fallen leaves of Australian forests.”13 Field also believed that trees influenced climate but
he disagreed that deforestation led to increased temperatures. He noted: “[t]he climate of
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New South Wales is becoming generally cooler, as the colony gets cleared of timber.”14
The belief that Australia was becoming cooler remained into the 1860s.15
A new narrative of climatic change began in Australia in the 1860s-1870s.
Leading botanists began to stress the climatic importance of conserving forests and tree
planting. Botanical and forestry texts emphasized how the interior of Australia might be
made habitable if only settlers planted more trees. Rather than emphasizing the European
connection that these authors drew upon to argue for climate change, I suggest that the
promotion of the idea of climate change as a scientific concept in Australia relied upon
historical and geographic examples rather than on an acceptance on the theories that
sought to explain climate change. The majority of examples that botanists drew upon to
prove climate change did not refer to Europe. I emphasize how botanists used classical
metaphors and histories to try to convince British elites about the realities of human
induced climate change. But even with this classical and colonial appeal, Australian elites
remained relatively uninterested in climate change, and no major policies grew out of this
belief.
French and (especially) German scientific and historical studies that argued that
deforestation led to climate change, including erosion, desertification, and declining
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rainfall were part of larger climatic discussions in Australia in the 1860s-1890s.
Unsurprisingly, many of the leading botanical advocates of climate change were German.
These German botanists played an important role in the rise of conservation laws and
ideas in Australia. Moritz Richard Schomburgk (1811-1891) headed the Adelaide
Botanic Garden from 1865 to 1891 and Ferdinand von Mueller (1825-1896) worked as a
government botanist in Victoria from 1853 to 1896 and served for a time as Director of
the Melbourne Botanic Garden. Both Mueller and Schomburgk culturally assimilated
within the Anglo-dominated society of colonial Australia and were accepted as leading
advisors to government on scientific and environmental issues. However, they were
accepted only as far as they promoted “practical” science, and their larger theoretical and
speculative inquiries often hurt their standing in colonial parliaments.
There is a small historical “Mueller industry” but historians have paid far less
attention to the life and ideas of Schomburgk, partly because of Mueller’s prolific letter
writing and publishing. But Schomburgk in many ways helped to create more longlasting forestry reforms in South Australia, the first colony to establish a forestry
department. Schomburgk served as a botanical apprentice in Prussia before traveling to
British Guiana from 1840-44 on a botanical expedition with his older brother.16 After
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returning to Germany, he secured the patronage of Alexander von Humboldt. He
published a three-volume account on his travels, Reisen in Britisch-Guiana in den Jahren
1840-1844 (1847-8). Schomburgk immigrated to South Australia in 1849 after the
European revolutions of 1848 because of his liberal political views. He became widely
respected in the district of Mudla Wirra where he grew grapes. In 1865, the Adelaide
Botanic Garden’s Board appointed him to serve as the Director of the Adelaide Botanic
Garden, opened first in 1857.
Between the 1860s and 1890s, the Adelaide Botanic Garden was one of the main
institutions in South Australia during the 1860s-1890s that promoted state forestry.17
Schombugrk strongly advocated the creation of forestry laws and a forestry department
for South Australia in the late 1860s through 1870s. In 1884 he published a pamphlet to
encourage the South Australian government to plant wattle plantations to replace the trees
lost to past use.18 In addition to seeking forests for economic remuneration, he was
influenced heavily by the idea that forests influenced climate. Having been influenced by
Humboldt, Schomburgk’s views on botany were intricately connected with a larger
understanding of how geography and climate influenced the distribution of species, and
in turn, how species affected climate.
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Schomburgk argued vociferously against climate change “unbelievers” by
appealing to a variety of historical, scientific, and geographic examples to prove that
forests indeed influenced climate.19 Schomburgk drew extensively from recent French
and German scientific findings to argue his case.20 But for every single European
reference, he offered one or more non-European references.21 In particular, he most often
appealed to classical history, a common trope used by a variety of naturalists and
professional botanists to connect deforestation with climate change. Not all examples
were even “Western”: he positively referenced a Japanese law regulating the planting of a
tree for every tree cut.22 The same extensive use of classical examples can also be found
in the writings of John Brown, the first conservator of South Australia and a strong
advocate of the influence of forests on climate.23
I wish to emphasize how Schomburgk and others relied on historic proof and
global (especially colonial) examples of how deforestation led to climate change,
primarily culled from sites of European colonial expansion, such as St. Helena and India.
Scholars emphasizing the “European” dimensions of climate theory have not
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contextualized the strong emphasis on classical examples that colonial and popular
European authors drew upon when discussing climate change. Gregory Barton’s Empire
Forestry is one of the few works to address the influence of classical literature on the rise
of state forestry in India.24 Most Australian elites in the 1860s-1880s held “theoretical
science” in relatively low regard, and sought instead to fund economic and practical
science. 25 To a classically educated British elite that often disdained professional science,
an appeal to Roman, Babylonian, or Greek history was more convincing than an appeal to
German or French theories about evaporation or climate. Schomburgk told an audience in
Adelaide

A gentleman and scholar, knowing his Homer and Horace by heart, and traveling
through modern Greece, could never find out the meaning of the famous wine of
Morestis, for its vineyards a long time ago ceased to exist. He nowhere would
behold that sacred pine grove of Poseidon. Where are the pastures around the
sacred castle of Dardanus, on which 3,000 mares used to browse?26
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South Australia, compared with the other colonies, had much less native forest
cover and none of the large, valuable forests (e.g. Jarrah, Mountain Ash, Huon Pine, etc.).
In the late 1860s and early 1870s, George Goyder, the colony’s Surveyor-General, led the
movement to create a state forestry program in Australia. He sought to encourage tree
planting on a large scale that would provide both profit for the state and a continual
supply of timber. Supported by F.E. Kirshauff, a member for the House of Assembly in
South Australia, Goyder helped to draw up the first forestry law. In 1871 Kirshauff
introduced, at Goyder’s suggestion, a call in Parliament that settlers provide descriptive
and statistical information relating to the supply of timber in South Australia.27 The call
for information led in 1873 to the passing of the Forest Trees Act No. 26. This act
encouraged landowners to plant trees on their properties.28 In 1875 the colony created a
Forestry Board to oversee state forestry work, including the creation of state plantations.
The South Australian government appointed the first conservator of all of
Australia in 1878. They selected John Ednie Brown, an arboriculturalist from Scotland.29
Brown brought with him strong views about the influence of trees on climate that he
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discussed in his first report in 1878.30 His book, A Practical Treatise of Tree Culture,
devoted a whole chapter to the subject.31 Goyder strongly disagreed with Brown on “the
view that forests tend either to attract or equalize the rainfall.”32 Brown and Goyder
strongly disagreed with each other on where to limit the planting of trees. Goyder warned
that foresters should not plant past the “fourteen inch” line, a rainfall line that he traced
out by following the changes in flora. Brown, an optimist, believed that the interior of
South Australia historically had a more abundant, reliable rainfall than Goyder contended
and he also sought to plant in the interior hoping it would increase its overall rainfall.33
The late 1870s and early 1880s coincided with good rainfall years in South Australia that
Goyder thought were mere chance, but few followed his recommendations not to farm
too far into the interior.

34

In 1882 the fight between Goyder and Brown turned

acrimonious, leading to the resignation of three members of the Board. The government
then decided to reorganize the Forestry Board, create a new Woods and Forests
Department, and place it under the Commissioner of Lands. Severe drought hit South
Australia beginning in the middle of the 1880s, and Goyder’s line, once flouted by those
who believed that the climate was improving or would support wheat farming in the
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interior, became orthodoxy. Brown maintained his views, but had little financial power to
enact a widespread tree-planting program and eventually resigned his post in 1889 to take
a job in New South Wales.
The battle over climate should not overshadow the fact that South Australia’s
Forestry Department was created and maintained to reverse the colony’s trade deficit in
softwoods. Here Brown and Goyder agreed. Brown complained bitterly, “it is humiliating
to confess that the present time but a very small proportion of the timber used…in this
colony is from trees grown in the country.”35 Goyder strongly advocated the creation of
plantations of North American pines, especially the Pinus radiata from Monterrey. L.T.
Caron notes that Edwin Smith, a Scottish nurseryman, and Goyder’s brother-in-law
suggested to Goyder that the Forestry Department plant this species.36 The Botanical
Garden also played a key role in supplying seed and popularizing this exotic softwood.
Schomburgk created a “pinetum,” that had 144 species of conifers by 1869, and 200
species by from around Australia and the world by 1872.37 Discussing the results of the
planting of Pinus radiata at the Adelaide Botanic Garden, Schomburgk extolled its
“celerity of growth” so much that he wrote, “that I cannot refrain from drawing special
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attention to their superiority over many eligible avenue trees.”38 Two years later he noted
that the Californian pines “are thriving uncommonly well.”39 Schomburgk recommended
planting conifers in “our squares, terraces, and approaches to the city.”40 Throughout the
1880s-1900s South Australia became the leading site of P. radiata plantations, eventually
helping to convince foresters throughout the rest of Australia to plant this species widely.
In Victoria, state forestry began as an attempt to slow the pace of deforestation
and increase the domestic production of softwoods. Softwood imports rapidly increased
following the gold rush. From 1 January 1852 to 30 June 1867 the colony of Victoria
spent £8,329,551 on “the purchase of foreign timber.”41 The first discussions of making
plantations in Victoria focused on local problems and local solutions rather than drawing
on European methods. The Board recommended that a “system of mixed plantations
should in most cases be adopted, in which Pines would be a large proportion, and would
shelter and nurse the growth of the less hardy trees in their early stages.”42 The Board
already recognized that many of the trees from elsewhere in Australia would not grow in
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Victoria, and for that reasons they did “not recommend the introduction of many of those
kinds that are natives of Australia but non-indigenous to Victoria.”43
Most of the species recommended for planting in Victoria originated from areas
other than Europe. The most recommended tree was the Pinus radiata (then known as the
Pinus insignis), from southern California and northern Mexico. Pinus radiata was “the
quickest in growth of any kind of conifer, especially in Victoria.”44 Numerous examples
from around Victoria, including trees planted at Fitzroy Garden in 1864 and Albert Park
in 1865, attested to the rapid growth of the species. The list of exotic trees focused largely
on regions outside of Europe. Out of the thirty species recommended for planting, eleven
came from Europe and the remaining nineteen from elsewhere in the world, largely from
North America.45 Again, the report recommended in its methods the growing of mixed
forests of “deciduous trees” with quick growing “conifers” that would provide “good
props and materials for fencing.”46
State support for forestry did not extend far beyond the creation of plantations.
While many Victorians – especially Mueller – lambasted Victoria’s Parliament in the
1860s-1880s for not protecting existing forests better, the reforms implemented by the
government focused primarily on the production of new plantations rather than on the
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management of existing forests.47 Two visits by Indian foresters evince the colony’s
hostility to creating a large system of state conservancy. In 1887, Frederick Vincent, an
officer in the Indian Forest Service, visited Victoria on the request of Parliament to tour
the colony’s forests and draft a report on how they might best be managed. The report
scathed Victoria’s previous policies. Vincent supported many of the government’s
plantation efforts, especially the creation of pine plantations, but assailed the state for not
stopping the cutting of trees for mines, and appealed for a more powerful state forestry
system to conserve existing forests.48 But whereas Vincent came from autocratic India
with little direct democracy (where more rigid policies could thus be implemented), in
Victoria the elected legislature was beholden to an electorate that demanded resource
extraction. Vincent’s report was considered “so frank and outspoken” that successive
governments did not use it.49 In 1895 the Victorian government decided to bring in
another forester from India, this time Berthold Ribbentrop, to give his advice on how to
create an effective state forestry system.50 In contrast to the fate of Vincent’s report,
Victoria’s Parliament published Ribbentrop’s report. Ribbentrop also agreed with the
planting of softwoods but strongly criticized the Victorian government for failing to

47

Carron, A History of Forestry in Australia, 180.
For the most thorough discussion of Vincent’s trip see Angela Taylor, A Forester’s Log: The Story of
John La Gerche and the Ballarat Creswick State Forest 1882-1897 (Melbourne, 1998), 19-30.
49
Caron, A History of Forestry in Australia, 181.
50
Ibid., 181-82.
48

310

create large forest reserves. Ribbentrop pointed to the lobbying effect of powerful
financial interests as the reason why Victoria never implemented a strict conservancy.
The experience of state forestry in Victoria and South Australia indicates the
pragmatic, economic decision-making that led to the creation of forestry departments. To
Australian elites forestry meant the creation of timber plantations to offset a large
softwood deficit. Powerful lands and mines departments and a larger population of
settlers seeking agricultural expansion dictated government policies towards forestry. The
two Indian foresters who recommended a more European system of state management
failed to gain traction in a democratic political environment that catered to agriculture
and mining. Well into the twentieth century, Australian political elites continued to reject
the appeals of foresters who wanted more power to reserve forests. Claims about the
importance of tree planting for the amelioration of climate could muster little strength
against the dominance of pro-development attitudes.

Understanding Australia’s Unique Flora: Botany and Plantations

Foresters in Australia could not rely merely on European botanical or forestry
311

knowledge. The drastically different environment and evolutionary history of Australia’s
flora and fauna required new local interpretations. The new environment in which many
white settlers in the nineteenth century found themselves presented both challenges and
opportunities. But the difficulties that botanists had in classifying Australian trees and
understanding their biological habits, coupled with abundant hardwood forests of
Eucalyptus in Australia, meant that Australians would not utilize the economic potential
of their local botanic knowledge until the last decades of the twentieth century when
foresters began finally creating large plantations of native trees. Nonetheless, the local
experiences and inter-imperial debates about classification helped to forge a strong
Australian scientific tradition that found expression in the publication of new works on
forestry and botany.
Australia’s geographic isolation in the Southern Ocean and its separation from
Southeast Asia by “Wallace’s Line” led to the evolution of unique flora and fauna.51
Many of Australia’s species of plants are distinguished by their adaptation to the warm,
dry climate that developed after the continent separated from Antarctica 45 million years
ago and drifted slowly northwards. As the continent dried, ancient rainforests began to
recede into what is now northern Queensland, and plants suited to the drier weather
began to colonize and dominate the vast majority of Australia’s habitats. Of all dry-
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tolerant genera that thrived in these new conditions, none succeed more than the genus
Eucalyptus. Tom Griffiths notes, “The eucalyptus in particular seemed to have the
country in their grip: no comparable area of land in the world is so completely
characterized by a single genus of trees as Australia is by its gum trees.”52
Eucalypts are unique trees. The aesthetics of Eucalyptus—their pale grey, green,
and blue leaves that hang vertically—reflects the genus’s biology. They evolved in a lownutrition environment amongst the worn-out, leached soils of Australia. They are pale in
color because of the lack of nutrients and their hard, waxy leaves are adaptations of
xerophytic (dry-tolerant) plants. Species of the genus Eucalyptus have adapted to the
different regions of Australia, colonizing specific niches. Nonetheless, different species
that grow in very different environments can often look similar given the right conditions.
As discussed in my chapters on South Africa, trying to select the correct species of
Eucalyptus for South Africa required a detailed knowledge of the plant’s ecological and
climatic ranges and biological properties. This was harder to achieve with many plants, as
botanists and foresters in Australia and around the world hotly debated eucalypt
identification and their ranges.
The name “Eucalyptus” was coined by the French botanist Charles-Louis
L'Héritier who came across a specimen collected by the botanist David Nelson during the
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third voyage of Captain Cook. L'Héritier studied the unique flower structure, resembling
a cup, of most species of Eucalyptus.53 In Greek “eu” is translated into English as “well”
and “calyptos” is translated as “covered.” Thus the genus Eucalyptus is characterized by
a “well covered,” cup-like operculum. In 1788, L'Héritier described the first species of
the genus Eucalyptus, the E. obliqua. The term “obliqua” referred to the asymmetrical
and irregular length of the leaves. Many botanists following L'Héritier also classified
Eucalyptus species by their operculum and leaves.
The classification of the genus Eucalyptus at first seemed to present little
problem, but problems soon began to arise in the classification of Eucalyptus in the early
and middle parts of the nineteenth century. The biological habits of Eucalyptus
confounded many. In a juvenile Eucalyptus, the leaves are often round, whereas in
maturity they are elongated and pointed. Observers also noticed that Eucalyptus species
could vary in height, leaf shape, and bark color and consistency according to where they
were planted and their age. Mueller became Australia’s leading expert of Eucalyptus in
the 1850s-1880s, although his unique classification system differed from that of the
British botanists Joseph Hooker and George Bentham, both authors of influential floras
of Australia. The battle of classification arose as a question of how to properly identify a
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“species” or a “genus,” the most specific forms of classification.54
Kew Gardens and its nineteenth-century directors, from William Hooker to
William Thisleton-Dyer, tried to direct the classification of the flora of the British
Empire. Of all directors, Joseph Hooker pursued the most “imperial” botanical policies
when he tried to make Kew the primary center of classification of colonial genera and
species, including Eucalyptus.55 The heart of the question was related to what constituted
a species. Hooker thought that the world contained far fewer species than many botanists
imagined.56 Practical examples, such as Eucalyptus species that could grow differently in
various regions and climates, indicated to Hooker that a known species could vary
according to the prevailing climates and environmental conditions while remaining true
to its species. Rather than relying upon the classifications of field botanists in the
colonies, Hooker tried to convince colonial botanists to accurately collect flora and
information that they would send to Kew so that he and his botanists could draw upon
their immense herbarium to properly classify a genera and species.
Classifying the different species of Eucalyptus provided a puzzling problem for
herbarium botanists. Hooker himself noted in the volume on Tasmania in his larger flora
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of Antarctica: “The species are extremely difficult of discrimination, nor can they be
properly determined from dried specimens, important characters residing in habit, the
bark, etc…To study the ‘Gum-tree’ well...it is no doubt one of the most difficult tasks in
all systematic botany.”57 Hooker suggested that botanists maintain “no preconceived
ideas of what is to form a species” and rather aim to “study the individual in all soils and
situations, cultivate long, and propagate them in cultivation.”58 Thus botanical gardens
would play a critical role not only by maintaining larger herbariums, but botanists could
begin to discern the different species only by growing seeming different trees in a similar
environment to see the outcome.
Botanists in Australia had the opportunity to study the species of Eucalyptus in
their natural environments. This led to the development of field descriptions rather than
an emphasis on the use of dried specimens in a herbarium. Ferdinand von Mueller
devised his own unique method for classifying Eucalyptus species on the spot, often by
using a broad analysis of their barks and stamen (the male sexual organ), in particular the
anther (the tip that carries pollen), in addition to comparing trees in the surrounding
district. He wrote about his expedition to Northern Australia:
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I found it necessary, for the sake of satisfactory distinctions, to describe all the
tropical Eucalypti (nearly thirty species) on the spot, and I was never at a loss how
to discriminate between variety and species, by considering all the characters of
the trees collectively, and by paying due attention to the soil, habit, structure, and
texture of the bark.59

Mueller’s energetic field botanical explorations produced a wealth of information
about Eucalyptus that troubled Hooker and Kew. Mueller freed himself from the control
of Kew, which coordinated the publication of colonial botanists in Britain, by starting to
publish the Fragmenta Phytographiae Australiae, much to Hooker’s dismay.60 Mueller
continued to offer new ways of classifying the different species of Eucalyptus. In 1858
Mueller emphasized the “cortical system” of observing the bark characteristics of
Eucalyptus for identification. In 1861, Mueller explained the importance of the anthers of
the genus as a way of discerning the species.61
Mueller’s descriptions of species did not always transfer well into the herbarium.
George Bentham, author of the systematic overview of Australian flora, Flora
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Australensis, could not use the type of bark to classify the species, nor did Mueller’s
descriptions of a species (for example, its anther) that he found in the field always
correspond with the herbarium specimen.62 Bentham noted in his discussion of the genus
Eucalyptus:

to the botanist who is unable to compare them [Eucalyptus] in a living state, the
due limitation and classification of their species present almost insuperable
obstacles. The extraordinary differences in the foliage of many species at different
periods of their growth add much to the ordinary difficulties arising from the
gradual transition of varieties, races, or species one into the other; moreover, a
considerable portion of our herbarium specimens have been gathered to illustrate
collections of woods by persons little acquainted with botany, and are but too
frequently not in a state to supply the most essential characters. F. Mueller has
proposed sections founded on the nature of the bark, of the value of which I am
totally unable to judge, nor have I any means of availing myself of them, for the
specimens themselves never show the character and a large proportion of them are
either unaccompanied by any notes of it, or the collectors' notes are from various
causes indefinite, unreliable, or even contradictory. I have thus been compelled to
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establish groups upon such characters as appeared to me the most constant among
those which are supplied by the specimens; in the first place upon the form of the
anthers and secondly upon that of the fruit, and in some cases on the inflorescence
or the calyx.63

Mueller later adopted the anther system for his Eucalyptographia, a series of monograph
devoted to the classification of Eucalyptus despite recognizing the utility of the “cortical
system.” Botanists disagreed over the anther system, although it remained the basis for
classification into the twentieth century. Bentham, Mueller, and later, Joseph Maiden
elaborated their own classifications based upon the stamen and anther.64
The difficulty that botanists faced in classifying Australia’s trees indicated a
larger problem in understanding the unique biology and ecological habitat of Australian
species. The first experimental plantations of Australian trees generally failed, either due
to a lack of financial support or a misunderstanding of the habits of the trees. Human
agency combined with environmental constraints to produce a failed campaign of
indigenous tree planting from the 1860s-1890s. Technical factors also mitigated against
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the attempt to grow native trees in plantations. The hardwoods and wood structure of
most Australian timbers were less useful for building and paper than imported softwoods
until the 1920s-1930s. Australian foresters paid more attention to developing pine
plantations beginning in the 1860s because the biology of Australian trees made them
difficult to utilize using current technologies. Except for existing forests of valuable trees,
most species of Eucalyptus remained of little more than botanical interest in Australia
during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Botanical gardens in Sydney, Melbourne, and Adelaide served as distribution
centers for many species of trees, native and non-native, in the 1860s and after during the
formation of the first plantations. Botanical gardens featured prominent displays of native
species for visitors. At Adelaide and Melbourne species of Eucalyptus and Acacias both
featured prominently. Schomburgk planted forty-two Eucalyptus and seventy Acacia and
believed they would “make one of the most delightful and picturesque portions of the
garden.”65 Ferdinand von Mueller planted eucalypts at the Melbourne Botanic Garden
and hoped eventually “to see the principal forms of this here so important genus of plants
well represented in our Garden establishment.” 66
The first coordinated effort to create plantations of native trees resulted from fears
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about the potential decline of the wattle tanning industry. Certain Acacia species
(especially Acacia pycnantha and A mearnsii) produced bark with a high tannin content
that provided the resources for a growing Australian tanning industry. Increased demand
for wattle bark due to an expansion of the industry in the 1860s and 1870s led to a
denudation of wild Acacia growing throughout Tasmania and southeastern Australia.
Schomburgk, Mueller, and Joseph Maiden lobbied colonial governments in the 1870s1890s to establish wattle plantations and conserve existing forests.67 In the 1870s-1890s,
government officials in South Australia, Victoria, and New South Wales planted wattle
along the railway lines and in plantations.
These first plantations had a low success rates, leading one forester in New South
Wales who worked in the 1890s to complain bitterly that “something of a thousand
pounds was thrown away” on failed plantations.68 Many plantations failed miserably,
with few trees growing. Some railway companies removed the trees for fear of fire, while
others maintained them for aesthetic purposes.69 The trees that survived could not supply
growing domestic or international demand for wattle bark. Australians eventually began
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to import much of their wattle bark supply from South Africa by the early twentieth
century.70 One Melbourne newspaper in 1893 invoked Lord Byron’s famous quote to
lament the fact that South Africans succeeded with growing wattle abroad but Australians
could not successfully grow the continent’s own native trees; thus Australians “nursed the
pinion which impelled the steel.”71
Ironically, despite being widely planted throughout the world, Australian trees
were rarely grown inside Australia for the economic reason that native forests of
hardwood Eucalyptus already existed. The timbers of most species of Eucalyptus
presented technical problems that delayed their industrial use in Australia in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Except for railways, docks, and other heavyduty industrial projects requiring durable hardwoods, softwoods were favored in
Australia for many common construction projects, such as the building of houses.72 The
longer fibers of softwoods produced superior paper and pulp before the 1930s. For these
reasons, forest engineers and timber industries believed in the early twentieth century that
converting eucalypt forests into paper or pulp would not be profitable. This is why
colonial parliaments, driven by economic concerns, sponsored the planting of exotic
plantations of softwoods rather than trying to conserve the large existing forests under a
more European system of management.
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Conclusion

Forestry in Australia in the second half of the nineteenth century developed according to
local environmental, economic, and political conditions. European systems of state
forestry that favored the reservation and management of existing forests gained little
ground in a democratic settler society that sought to bolster agricultural, mining, and
pastoral economies by releasing land and allowing for development. Theoretical ideas of
science, including the idea that trees influenced climate, failed to seriously take root
outside of a few botanists who gained inspiration from Europe. Even when foresters and
botanists tried to convey the message of climate change, their appeals drew primarily
upon classical and colonial examples rather than an exposition of the current theories
prevalent in Europe. The rise of state forestry during this period reflected the economic
concerns of elites. The desire to produce softwoods reflected the needs of industry and
the economy. Attempts to reserve large areas of state forests failed consistently in the
nineteenth century, and remained a stubborn problem for foresters well into the twentieth
century. Australian species of trees remained a puzzling problem for foresters, and
Eucalyptus, despite its seeming potential, remained largely of botanical interest.
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Australian forestry developed primarily in response to local environmental and economic
conditions.
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Chapter Eight

Parks and Plantations: E.H.F. Swain and the Origins of “Australian” Forestry
1899-1948

This chapter focuses on the ideas and actions of Edward Harold Fulcher Swain (18831970), a leading Australian state-forester who served as the chair of the Forestry Board in
Queensland from 1918-1932 and the Forestry Commissioner of the New South Wales
Forestry Commission from 1935-1948. This chapter argues that Swain advocated an
entirely new vision of forestry and even the industrial and psychological basis of
modernity: instead of supporting the advance of the grain belt across the world, he sought
to create a society more reliant on forests, which he believed could be used to replace oil,
minerals, and coal as they ran out. Forests could even be turned into fodder for animals
and food and alcohol for human consumption. This radical vision relied upon two pillars
of forestry: the creation of rapid-growing, intensively managed plantations and the
preservation of natural forests for the spiritual and psychological needs of modern
society. Swain deeply believed that European methods of forestry were flawed, and he
sought to create a new model of forestry that would help to build his vision of modernity.
Swain’s important beliefs and life remain relatively understudied by British
imperial, Australian, and environmental historians. No biography of Swain exists. Major
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books on the history of Australian environmental thought do not even mention him, even
though he advocated setting aside national parks, had strong ecological views, and wrote
prose and poetry about rural and scenic environments.1 The majority of the existing
literature focuses on Swain’s time in Queensland when he tried to save the forests on
Frasier Island and the northern hardwood forests from excessive exploitation.2 Forest
historians have also touched on his scientific legacy in Queensland and New South Wales
and have explored more deeply his long-standing conflict with his nemesis, Charles
Edward Lane Poole.3 Surprisingly, Swain’s overarching and most distinct belief—that
society needed to remake itself using forestry as a material and spiritual base—has never
been discussed. J.M. Powell comes the closest to identifying this strain of Swain’s life
when he comments on two portions of Swain’s fiery speech at the 1947 Empire Forestry
Conference in London, describing Swain’s beliefs as “forestry fundamentalism.”4
Although Powell’s definition accurately captures Swain’s desire to assert the primacy of
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forestry, the term “fundamentalism” misses out on Swain’s radically new and modern
vision of forestry, technology, and society.5
Swain certainly did not fit the model of a classical European-trained British
imperial forester, and in fact he rebelled forcefully against European/British cultural and
managerial models throughout his entire career. But he did not reject the empire: other
empire foresters, especially South African foresters, influenced his scientific ideas on the
study of climate, forestry economics, and plantation management. He also participated in
two Empire Forestry Conferences and appealed to foresters at the 1947 Empire Forestry
Conference in London to help implement his vision of a more forest-based society. Nor
did Swain conform to the argument that foresters in the British Empire did not hold
preservationist beliefs.6 His vision of a forest modernity included preserving “virgin”
forests for psychological purposes and to protect “the balance of nature.” Ultimately,
Swain’s life and ideas force historians to continue to re-assess the history of
environmental management policies and philosophies in Australia and the British Empire
in the first half of the twentieth century.7
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An Australian Amongst an Empire

EHF Swain was born in 1883 as the son of Harold Plant Swain, a flour merchant in the
Glebe neighbourhood of Sydney. After taking a state civil service examination he made
the self-described “romantic” choice in 1899 to join the forestry branch of the New South
Wales Department of Lands as a cadet at the age of 16.8 Swain worked as clerk in Sydney
and at the Gosford Nursery before the renowned botanist and Director of the National
Herbarium of New South Wales, J.H. Maiden, accepted Swain as a student, letting him
come to the Royal Sydney Botanic Gardens in 1904 “to learn his trees.” At the botanic
garden Swain studied and learned to love Australia’s native trees, especially the genus
Eucalyptus, which Maiden studied intensely at the time.9 After leaving Sydney he served
mostly throughout northern New South Wales at Bellinger River, Coffs Harbour,
Cootamundra, Grafton, Nambucca River, and Woolgoolga.
Swain gained his experience as a forester first by learning botany and then
working in forests rather than by studying in a dedicated forestry school. He taught
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himself the theoretical principles of German and French forestry management and
silviculture by reading through and copying William Schlich’s five volumes, Manual of
Forestry, the basic texts of Oxford University’s forestry program. Swain later rejected
these principles as being “feudal” and lacking the motive of “profit and loss.” Growing
up on the “restive fringe”10 of the British Empire, he considered himself first and
foremost an Australian.
But Swain did not entirely reject all foresters who worked in the British Empire.
Some historians take a narrower view of forestry in the British Empire, seeing it as an
expression of European forestry derived from German and French origins rather than as
a broad spectrum of people and policies directed to conserving and preserving forests.11
Rather imperial forestry encompassed an amalgam of individuals and separate policies
bound together by a common imperial tradition and political allegiance. Swain rebelled
against more conservative foresters who emphasized professional training and a rigid
ethos, such as Lane Poole and Sir (later Lord) Roy Robertson, but read widely and
corresponded with other foresters throughout the British Empire, including I.J. Craib,
C.C. Robertson, and A.H. Unwin.12 Swain, like other foresters of the time such as
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Richard St. Barbre Baker, the founder of the “Men of the Trees Society,” and the South
African forester turned ecologist, John Phillips, walked the line between empire and
modern environmentalism.13
Swain’s local experiences influenced his larger views on forestry. In the late
1900s and early 1910s Swain worked in northern New South Wales. During his time
there, Swain began to formulate a unique philosophy of forestry. Swain continued to
develop a practical appreciation for Australia’s native species in the forests in northern
New South Wales. He noticed that native small softwood trees grew abundantly in the
rainforest or “brush,” but settlers cleared these trees to make way for farms and pastures.
At the same time that settlers wasted useful timber, Australians had to import timber from
abroad because of a shortage of softwoods. In 1912 Swain wrote:

It provokes some sense of resentment to see useful woods… filling our brushes
and rotting for want of a market, or being swept down by a “drive” in hundreds,
and unconcernedly destroyed in clearing operations, whilst every year we are
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importing into Australia inferior softwoods from over the seas to a value of
£2,000,000 sterling, from a source that is steadily drying up.14

Swain’s report also described the larger history of how agriculturalists cut down
the forests near the Bellinger River. A prosperous, sustainable timber industry did not
develop in the region because it “labours under this inevitable disadvantage—it has had
to give way before the advance of settlement.”15 Settlers often cut good forests on poor
agricultural land, hindering a timber industry and not allowing for the growth of a strong
agricultural economy. Subsidies for dairy farmers kept the rural industries alive, but
Swain believed that timber plantations would be more profitable.16 With this report
Swain laid out a platform that he would develop throughout his career: the forests of
Australia had been underutilized and destroyed because of a reckless advance of
agriculture at the expense of forest conservation and production.
Swain suffered professionally by working in the remote regions of New South
Wales. In 1916 Swain resigned his position as a district forester in New South Wales to
take a lower paying job as a district forest inspector for Queensland’s forestry branch,
then under the direction of Norman Jolly, a former South Australian Rhodes Scholar who
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had studied forestry at Oxford University. Swain resigned because R. D. Hayes, the first
Forestry Commissioner in NSW, rejected Swain’s request to be added to the newly
founded Forestry Commission in 1916.17 Swain also disliked the “convict” mentality of
the NSW government, which he saw as being overly focused on formulaic interpretations
that stifled innovation.18
In 1916 Swain also visited the United States to study forestry briefly and tour
forests and forest industries. From his studies in the US he returned to Australia and
penned a book, An Australian Study of American Forestry, published in 1918.19 In this
book he praised the economic and efficiency-driven foresters in the United States,
criticized the rigidity and anti-economics of foresters in Europe and the British Empire,
and offered his candid opinions on the past, present, and future of forestry in Australia.
He rejected the wholesale importation of European and Indian forestry because Australia
“has a forest flora peculiar to itself and silvical conditions quite unlike those existing in
any other country.”20 More pessimistically, he warned that Australia’s inland forests
would be “exterminated” if “unrestricted exploitation” continued.21 Swain believed
Australia’s forestry policies remained mired in a ‘frontier’ mentality bent on agricultural
development at all costs. Australia’s natural forests grew on the best and most accessible
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agricultural land whereas in the United States many forests grew in inaccessible
mountains.22 He noted that in Australia, “climate, configuration, and location are such as
to make in Australia even comparatively poor lands desirable in the eyes of the settler
and the land speculator.”23
Swain offered a broad vision of forestry that combined ecology, economics, and
management. In the book he laid out his life-long disdain of European “academic”
working plans that created complex hundred-plus year forest management plans but
ultimately failed to correctly understand diverse forest ecologies and lacked an emphasis
on efficiency or profit.24 He sought to create a new system of forestry that provided
profits and a livable income for Australian timber cutters, saw millers, and professional
foresters.25 This egalitarian system of forestry would be radically ecological and
economic: natural systems would be harnessed for maximum productivity, but large areas
of natural “virgin” forest would be set aside for psychological purposes. To make forestry
profitable for workers in the remote regions of Australia he encouraged a sliding scale
royalty on stumpage (how much someone paid to cut down a tree on state property) that
allowed cutters further from markets to pay fewer royalties than cutters closer to markets
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owing to the former’s lower profits because of high transportation costs.26 His economic
theories merely formed part of his vision of forestry. Swain included ecology and
climatology as two of the most important core parts of forestry education and practice.27
Swain’s belief that states should use strong forestry departments to conserve
forests corresponded with a larger belief amongst other foresters. Here he agreed with
foresters like Charles Lane Poole, who quit his job as the conservator of forests in
Western Australia in 1921 because the Premier would not let him reserve many of the
large Jarrah (Eucalyptus marginata) forests.28 But Swain sought his own independent
judgment rather than making alliances. Thus he spurned many of the Australian foresters
who championed the broader cause of forestry and conservation at the same time that he
rejected the status quo in Australian politics.
From 1918 to 1932 he chaired the Queensland Forestry Board, first a branch of
the Lands Department that in 1924 became provisionally independent. Swain created a
strong culture of research among Queensland’s state foresters. Like most foresters in
Australia at the time, Swain worried about Australia’s dependence on imported softwood
timbers, used for construction, paper, and pulp. He emphasized the planting of the native
softwood Araucaria cunninghamii, the Hoop Pine, publishing a pamphlet on its
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silviculture in 1924.29 He imported trees, such as the Slash Pine (Pinus elliottii) from
Florida, from climatically similar regions.30 He emphasized decentralized research,
creating a strong forestry research tradition in Queensland that lasted into the 1960s.
Looking to other tropical countries, Queensland’s foresters experimented with shifting
cultivation and growing crops, such as maize, alongside plantations during the early
stages of reproduction.31 Swain established a forest products division in 1924 to find
valuable uses for Australia’s many unused native hardwood timbers. Swain’s “universal”
classification system for timber made his name widely known among foresters
throughout the world after the 1928 Empire Forestry Conference held in Australia.32
Swain fought hard to create policies that ensured the protection of native forests
and the maximum profit and livelihood for all people involved in forestry. He helped
create a Provisional Forest Board and Queensland Forest Service in 1924 that were not
under the direct control as a branch of the Lands Department. Swain succeeded in using
Forestry Department powers to reserve large native hoop pine forests in the Mary and
Brisbane Valleys.33 In 1925 he helped reserve the forests of Fraser Island as a multiple-
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use area.34 But Swain’s continual efforts to protect and reserve native forests and to
create a powerful, scientifically oriented forestry department made him many enemies
with pro-development Queenslanders who believed the state already had too many
trees.35
In 1931 the Queensland government appointed a Royal Commission for the
Development of North Queensland to investigate the possibility of opening the northern
hardwood forests for logging and settlement. Swain’s believed that officials opened the
inquiry partly as a result of his constant attempts to reserve and strictly conserve forests,
something that many pro-development boosters saw as antithetical to economic growth.36
Swain opposed this development because he felt that the plan recklessly risked forests
and reflected short-term thinking and profiteering. He did not see it as a genuine attempt
to responsibly manage the forests for posterity. This followed the logic of his youth when
he wrote: “When a considerable area of forest is clearly of great economic value’ but
changing land usage ‘might result in an irreparable disaster,” then, “it should be
retained.”37 The Royal Commission inquired about the possibility of opening up the
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forests for “closer” settlement, timber development, and agriculture.38 He accused the
Commission of pandering for votes among timber merchants and government officials
who wanted to pillage the valuable hardwood forests and open the virgin forests to
haphazard cutting. Swain countered with report written by a “commission” of his forestry
staff. Working at breakneck speed, they compiled a document calling for the protection
of the forests entitled, “An Economic Survey of the Cabinetwood Forest region of North
Queensland.” Over a two-day period Swain sat before the Royal Commission, reading
his report. He lambasted the current land management policies of the Queensland
government for failing to conserve the state’s natural resources for the sake of the shortsighted development. 39 After being read to for days, the Royal Commission dismissed
Swain and his arguments.40 The members of the Commission disliked Swain’s approach,
his tone, and his message. Some Commission members sought to have him punished by
being put in jail; they asked Queensland’s Auditor General to review the facts contained
in Swain’s report, and then to charge him with perjury. A private review by the Auditor
General confirmed the factual findings in Swain’s report, but the Royal Commission in
the end chose not to publish this vindication. The new pro-development Deputy Premier
and Minister of Lands, Percy Pease, soon dismissed Swain from his job.
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The Forestry Imperative, 1935-1948

Swain found employment in 1933 as a consultant for the South Australian government
and the Australian Paper Manufactures Ltd., eventually producing a report on the ailing
Pinus radiata plantations in south-eastern South Australia that recommended a stringent
program of thinning to improve the profitability of the plantations. Then in 1935 the
Parliament of New South Wales and the Forestry Minister Roy Vincent appointed him as
the state’s Forestry Commissioner, a position he held from 1935 to 1948.41 The job posed
many institutional and financial challenges. New South Wales’s economy remained stuck
in a deep depression in the mid 1930s. The Forestry Commission consequently had little
power or money to pursue expansive projects on the order the Swain envisioned. Prison
laborers and poor whites working under relief programs constituted the largest part of the
forest workforce. Swain came to a New South Wales wracked by agricultural failure,
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caused partly by the settlement of returning soldiers on marginal agricultural lands.42
Coal exports, a large part of the state’s economy, declined and prices halved.43
He implemented a research and management agenda based upon his belief in the
economic and ecological basis of forestry as a tool for urban and rural development. As
in Queensland, Swain established a wood products investigation division to identify
valuable native timbers.44 He planted native hoop pine in northern New South Wales,
explored sites to plant Pinus radiata in the south, and emphasized the importance of
selecting exotic species based upon climatic comparison.45 He supported his former
junior colleague and ecologist, W.A.W. de Beuzeville, encouraging Beuzeville to create
new arboreta and parks that showcased indigenous flora while exploring the potential to
plant foreign species with economic potential.46 Swain advocated keeping parts of the
Blue Mountains “primitive” for psychological purposes and sought to declare multipleuse national forests (under the Forestry [Amendment] Act 1935) to “conserve the wildlife
in the bush—and maintain the balance of nature.”47 To promote the development of a
stronger rural forestry sector Swain tried to implement a sliding scale stumpage fee
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system. Swain battled with Charles Edward Lane Poole, the principal of the Australian
Forestry School in Canberra from 1927-1945, and quit sending students in 1936.48
The onset of World War II in 1939 changed the landscape of Australia forestry for
the following decade. Softwoods and hardwoods were called to the service of country and
empire. Three major issues confronted foresters during and after the war: supplying
softwoods, finding new technological uses for Australian timbers, and creating the
economic conditions for post-war growth and resettlement. Wood, especially softwood,
remained in high demand during the war because foreign softwoods could not be shipped
to softwood-deficient Australia owing to blockades and shipping shortages. The
Australian government set up forestry committees to discuss the supply and uses of
timber during the war.49 Many predicted that a resource crunch could stifle post-war
growth.50
Swain’s writings during and after 1942 must be viewed within the context of
larger conservation and planning discussions that ran throughout the war. In 1943 the
Commonwealth Government opened an inter-state Rural Reconstruction Committee
focused on post-war development. The published and unpublished reports focused on
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agriculture, housing, health, economics, and the environment.51 Swain contributed to this
discussion by writing an unpublished report entitled Forestry and the Conservation
Imperative in Reconstruction that laid out many of his ideas about the future of
Australian forestry.52 His ideas about agricultural failure and ecological degradation
mirrored those of other people. Fears of soil erosion permeated discussions about
agriculture in the 1930s-1940s, largely as a response to the dust storms and agricultural
failure that haunted central and western New South Wales. He imagined forestry as part
of an integrated management system not unlike that which arose in New South Wale’s
Department of Conservation (which integrated forestry, water management, and soil
conservation) created in 1944. But Swain’s views, as it will become apparent, differed in
their strength and emphasis on forestry as the centerpiece of post-war conservation and
planning.
Forestry and the Conservation Imperative in Reconstruction called for change
land-use not only in New South Wales but across all of Australia. The report and all
subsequent reports he wrote should be read as Swain’s personal vision of forestry. He
freely spoke his mind in 1943 because he knew that the government in New South Wales
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would not reappoint him when his contract came up because of his political and personal
disputes with the government.53 Swain’s strong fight against Wallace Wurth, the Director
of the Public Service Commission, led the premier William McKell, to ask him to resign
in 1942, and his policy of using a sliding royalty (he based stumpage fees—the charge to
cut a tree—on a cutters proximity to markets, with the further forests costing less owing
to higher shipping costs) during the war incensed the Commonwealth government pricefixer in 1943.54 Swain’s contract ran until 1948. With the writing on the wall, he used the
rest of his career to push for a revolution in Australian and world forestry.
In this report he argued that humans needed to shift from the current age of
intensive agriculture and resource extraction to an age of sustainable, ecologically
sensitive, intensive forestry.55 Swain envisioned a mixed economy of state intervention
and market forces, balanced between urban and rural areas, and based more heavily on
forestry and less on agriculture and non-renewable resources. Forestry could contribute to
creating full employment after the war ended by reshaping land usage, the economy, and
society. Swain argued passionately that the age of reckless agriculture should end
because it depleted the earth’s finite resources. In Australia, the lessons lay for all to see.
Poor agricultural methods and an extension of agriculture in marginal lands led to soil
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erosion, the loss of fertility, deforestation, and sometimes even regional climate change
and desertification.56
Swain’s harshly criticized reckless agricultural settlement pursued in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. His extensive traveling throughout the less
prosperous countryside of northern New South Wales and southern Queensland formed
many of his impressions of Australia’s agricultural and dairy sectors. Swain had seen the
rural poverty of small farmers and the extensive deforestation agriculture left in its wake.
Throughout his life he argued that the economics of sustainable forestry made it more
valuable than agriculture and dairy in much of New South Wales and Queensland.57
Swain argued that forestry could “dispose of our unemployment nuisance in hill-billy
settlements,” helping to settle people who had hitherto subsisted “on the bones of
destroyed forests to raise a poor-white posterity,” which he believed would become “a
new unemployment problem” after the war ended.58
In order to reclaim much of the Australian continent for forestry, he argued that
the unemployed and returning soldiers should be marshaled to bring the “abandoned
hills” of Australia once again into forests. 59 Plantations and regenerated forests would
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create industry, jobs, food, and industrial material in rural areas that lacked an existing
strong economy. Developing rural forests for aesthetic purposes would also serve the
“intense desire, also, of the city dweller to seek his own momentary escape back to
Nature.”60

This imperative would result in a “stable and balanced and watered

countryside, essentially Australian…a rest-cure and a higher standard of living for our
own industrialized populations: as a theatre of the world’s newest, greatest secondary
industry of tourism.”61
He sought to turn forests into centers for food production.62 Forestry, he believed,
could produce some food products—such as sugar—as well or better than agriculture.
Unlike traditional methods of agriculture, forests protected the land instead of exhausting
the land, maintaining an organic cycle of nutrients, and creating humus. Forests also
produced honey, nuts, fruits, edible oils, and fibers for food. His vision looked forward to
creating a forest-based society that rejected the agricultural tenent of previous
civilizations.63 He did not entirely reject agriculture wholesale, but he saw the economic
and social dependence upon agricultural systems as both detrimental to the environment
and as a social ill that alienated humans from primitive forests.
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During the war he tried to implement the basic building blocks of his vision as
best he could. He enthused at times that Australians seemed to take more interest in
forestry. He noted in 1944 that “[d]uring the year there was an increased demand for
information regarding forestry.”64 The “genesis of this recrudesce of public feeling for
the long-suffering tree can probably be traced in the main to a protracted dry spell
accompanied by salutary examples of wind erosion at war.”65 In addition to seeing a new
public interest in forestry, Swain helped to broker a deal regarding royalties and prices
between timber industries and state foresters in New South Wales, Queensland, Victoria,
and Tasmania at the Eastern States Timber Industries Stabilisation Conference.66 The
timber products division of the Forestry Commission continued to test wood-based
synthetics, plastics, aircrafts, and other industrial products made from timber.67 He
worked closely with the Sydney Federation of Bushwalkers and the Confederated Forest
League to conserve resources, advocate for the preservation of parks, and bring together
industry and nature lovers.68
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After the war ended Swain continued to publish widely on his ideas. He believed
that an impending decline in the production of fossil fuels and minerals and the
ecological damage done by agriculture would help his forest modernity to slowly gain
steam. His predictions had an Old Testament quality. In a post-war report on forestry
history and policy in New South Wales he told the government that the world continued
to move away from a “Phase of Exploitation to a Phase of Conservation.” It has yet
“neither shape nor mechanism,” and has only half emerged with partial measures on
water reclamation, forest policy, and “new desert-land rehabilitation” to “remedy old land
exploitations.” This new hope, this healing program of conservation, hinged upon
“positive re-creation by the restoration of forests.” What would then emerge will be the
goal of all governments around the world, “Decentralization, Rehabilitation, and Full
Employment.” How was this new world possible? Because “in this new Technological
Age, ‘Anything can be made from Wood’.”69 As if forging the preamble of a new
constitution he intoned:

And, whereas, mineral resources come to an end in the Phase of Exploitation,
forests can be renewed to replace the ‘Vast Potentialities’ we have lost; and to
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provide the raw materials of new industrial enterprises. The Future belongs to
those Countries which can grow forests.70

He preached that only a radical program of reforesting and afforestation could
save Australia from a bleak future. Timber, he believed, provided the only way to fuel the
growing economies of the world. Swain argued in another unpublished report from 1947
on the world’s timber supply that wood would remain “as the hope of the world when
coal, metals and petroleum…have been mined out, and except as recovered scrap, have
vanished from the earth.”71 Swain, like many, saw how World War I and World War II
changed the technological utilization of wood: “Modern technology has discovered wood
as a new engineering and chemical substance. New industries and technologies converted
wood into steel-like trusses, textiles, cattle fodder, alcohol, munitions and plastics.”72
Australians also used wood to build airplanes during the war effort. In the burst of
technological enthusiasm brought about by war scarcity, Swain saw the kernels of a new
age of wood technology.
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Until the end of his term in 1948, Swain extolled his vision to whoever would
listen. Swain traveled across the world in 1947 to Australia, Indonesia, Burma, India,
Egypt, England, and America. He went to attend the Empire Forestry Conference, held in
London. When he came back from London he gave a radio interview about his trip and
his ideas.73 on ABC National Radio on 12 October 1947. Much of the post-war world
faced a desperate short of wood, especially softwoods. This message likely resounded
with post-war Australians who sought houses but faced shortages due to limited supplies
to build them. He told Australians about the use of timber as a food substitute in North
America: “In Canada and the United States, I saw wood-waste being converted into
Molasses, and, by the addition of yeast, into alcohol and proteins, and thence towards the
synthetics.”74 After visiting with leading foresters at the Empire Forestry Conference,
Swain said that “I come back convinced that the long range future of the world belongs to
those countries which can grow wood, the stuff from which anything can be made.”75
Swain made his appeal to all of Australia in late 1947, but he realized that he
could not create a change in the forestry policies of New South Wales by himself. In
1948 his term ran out and would not be renewed. The ability to implement his vast plan
of reconstruction in Australia relied upon the consent of a democratic electoral system
that favored agriculture and existing industry. The same democratic values that he
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extolled in his book on American forestry made it difficult to implement a radical
reimagining of society in Australia. Post-War reconstruction by the government of New
South Wales included the creation of more softwood timber plantations, needed
especially for housing, but did not de-emphasize the dominance of the agricultural and
pastoral sectors of the economy.76 To implement the change he desired, Swain knew in
early 1947 that he had to appeal to other British imperial foresters who could help
achieve his goal of increasing the scope forestry. This is exactly what he did.

Swain at the 1947 Empire Forestry Conference

Swain made an appeal to foresters from around the British Empire to recreate a new
society based more on forests. In 1947 he attended the Fourth Empire Forestry
Conference in London on behalf of the New South Wales government. The Empire
Forestry Conferences began in 1920 as a way of bringing together foresters from
throughout the British Empire to discuss common problems, offer new findings, and also
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to help encourage an empire-trading block to compete with America, Germany, and
Russia. London hosted the first conference in 1920. Others followed in 1923, 1928, 1935,
and 1947. 77
Following on the heels of a destructive war that used up extensive forest
resources, empire foresters began to champion the importance of forestry as a pillar of
post-war reconstruction. Foresters feared that the world faced a timber shortage in the late
1940s and the 1950s because of overcutting during World War II and the high demands
for wood required for post-war construction. In addition to worrying about timber
shortages, foresters remained highly critical of agriculture because of the tendency of
farms to destroy forests. Foresters and agriculturalists throughout the British Empire—
from India to Australia and South Africa—had criticized each other at varying levels of
intensity throughout the past seventy years.78 Of all conferences, the previous 1935
Empire Forestry Conference in South Africa featured the most heated debates between
foresters and agriculturalists. Foresters felt an even more heightened antipathy towards
agriculture and agricultural researchers after the war’s end because of chronic shortages
of timber in England and throughout much of its empire.
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Swain traveled to London and chronicled the event in a large diary. His diary
reveals a great deal of detail and interpretive material that the dry summation of speeches
printed in the 1947 Empire Forestry Conference report misses. Throughout his diary he
carefully noted who agreed and disagreed with him. He took great pains to paint the
atmosphere of the conference and recreate the inner workings of imperial conservation.
Swain felt at home at the Empire Forestry Conference, this time without Lane Poole’s
presence. He supported the then controversial views on the quantification of thinning and
spacing for plantations by the South African forester, I.J. Craib, against the views of
foresters who supported a more managerial, European model of forest management. But
despite some arguments, a greater sense of commonality of purpose pervaded the
conference than previous ones. For Swain the conference, as expressed by the Canadian
delegate, W.J. LeClair, “was an oasis of brotherhood in a world desert of frustration and
dissention.”79
Foresters, enthused by the increased investment in development brought on by the
Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1945, advocated for stronger forestry
departments across the empire. Lord Roy Robinson, the elected chair of the conference,
expressed this view. As civil servants “nearest the soil,” foresters had the world’s forests
in their care. “Vast sums have been found for Empire development” but he believed that
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foresters must now take the lead in these development endeavours. New funds must be
channeled into the colonial forest service, which he believed is “inadequately organised
for the works committed to its charge.” The imperial forest mandate “must be brought to
fruition.” 80
But greater power would be needed. The Indian delegate, A.P. Hamilton, argued
that “We [foresters] require T.V.A. [Tennessee Valley Authority] powers of control.”81
Another forester argued that this is a battle of ‘agriculture versus forestry’ and we must
engage in a “laborious requisition” of land.82 This required changing the terms foresters
used. As Hamilton pointed out, taking the podium again, “We have been looked on as
land grabbers and forest police” but he argued that they must be seen as “land
managers.”83 Swain echoed these sentiments. In his speech, he could not help letting
loose at the conference the same kind of vision for societal change, accompanied by a
bush-fire rhetoric that is reflected nowhere else. Swain called on the delegates to resist
the dominance of agriculture and place forestry at the center of land management:
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[W]e foresters have been dispossessed by the agriculturalists from our traditional
suzerainty of the earth…At the very beginning of things indeed, man existed
without agriculture, he subsisted upon the forests. It was the agriculturists who
dispossessed the forest and who raped the earth wherever they went. …There
are great sins to be laid against past agriculture….Forestry now has to make the
responsibility of replenishing that earth…I suggest that forestry should resume
its place of being the complete conservationist…only by the expression of the
utmost energy of the Forest Services both in defense and offence can we redeem
our traditional responsibilities of the earth.84

It is clear from the conference that Swain’s desire to assert forestry as one of
the (if not the) most important areas of land management found a broad consensus
amongst a large segment of empire foresters who sought to redefine forestry’s future. The
1947 conference recorded the criticisms against agriculture in the published resolutions:

We should point out that the widespread tendency of agriculture is to encroach
upon the forests and to monopolise the marginal types of land which can more
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profitably be utilised for the growing of timber and should be so used in the
national interest. In some Mediterranean and tropical countries degradation of
land following improvident cultivation and the absence of permanently
demarcated holdings leads to encroachment on the forest estate.85

The report called for creating a “supreme land use authority having adequate forest
representation” with the “power and funds” to carry out the job, backed by “vigorous
campaign of education and publicity.”86
However, the call for the forestry take-over of land management never came to
pass, either in Australia or the British Empire. Empire foresters might have been able to
talk about taking over land management amongst themselves at a conference, but the
lobbying ability of foresters had slowly declined from the late nineteenth century owing
to a decline in the belief that deforestation caused desiccation and also because most
governments had already set aside large areas of forest reserves.87 Agriculturalists and
then a rising tide of environmental scientists and supporters (not foresters) dominated
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post-war period planning and public environmental discussions. The Colonial Office
heavily favored agrarian development over forestry during the 1940s-1960s.88 Forestry
projects never received the massive funding of the Tanganyika groundnut scheme or had
the ability to mould new socio-economies as the Swinnerton plan for Kenya envisioned.
The rise of succession ecology also led to intense criticism of the belief once prevalent
among foresters, that most ecosystems, if left undisturbed, led to climax communities of
forests.89 But even without the dominance of agriculture, Swain’s vision could never have
happened in the empire. With the decolonization of the British Empire in the 1950s1960s, Swain’s vision died completely. New nation-states arose out of the ashes of
empire, and former colonial foresters now could only advise, not determine, national
forestry policies.

Conclusion

At the age of sixty-five, and after over twelve years as the NSW Forestry Commissioner,
Swain retired from his job in early 1948. As the Commissioner, Swain had helped to
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create and expand native and exotic softwood plantations, studied the properties of native
timbers, supported ecological research, encouraged the set aside of lands as primitive
parks, helped create strong relationships between the saw millers and state foresters, and
tried to make a more prosperous rural New South Wales. For most foresters, this would
be a career’s worth of accomplishments, but Swain left his job with his grand hope
unfulfilled.
Swain offered a bold, unique vision to create a forest modernity in the 1910s1940s. We should understand his radical economic and ecological ideas as part of a larger
philosophy that humans should seek a new modern age built more on forests and their
products. He never had the financial or institutional power necessary to enact many of
his ideas on a massive scale despite implementing innovative policies piecemeal in
Queensland and New South Wales. But Swain’s ideas, however idiosyncratic, resonated
with many of his colleagues in Australia and around the world. Swain’s ideas about
forestry shared a common connection with other foresters around the British Empire,
which can be seen by his positive reception at the 1947 Empire Forestry Conference in
London. On the one hand, Swain’s more extreme views on land management epitomized
the last dying gasp of imperial planning, but on the other his belief in the need to protect
nature and to preserve virgin parks reflected the vigor that drove the rise of modern
environmentalism. It is tothis transition period of the 1940s to 1960s, when empires died
and modern environmentalism arose, that historians should next turn their attention.
356

Perhaps we will find that empire and modern environmentalism share more in common
than has previously been suggested. If Swain’s life provides any indication, some strains
of empire and modern environmentalism should not always be viewed as antithetical.90
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Chapter Nine

The Rise and Near Fall of the Australian Forestry School, 1916-1945

A commentator on Australian politics in 1936 wrote that, “Australia is still a country of
competing loyalties. The State, Commonwealth, and Empire all command allegiance.”1
Nowhere were these competing identities more evident than in the beginning years of the
Australian Forestry School at Canberra from 1927-1945. The Bruce-Page coalition
Commonwealth Government (1923-29) provided the initial funding and support for the
opening of the federal Forestry School at Canberra in 1927. Charles Edward Lane Poole,
a controversial forester born in England, most actively lobbied for the creation of the
federal School based upon his European conception of forestry education. This chapter
argues that more than any single person, Lane Poole helped create the Commonwealth
funded Forestry School in Canberra, but almost paradoxically, his strict conception of a
European-styled national forestry policy and educational system hindered the school’s
success more than did any other individual. A variety of Australian foresters and
politicians, loyal to their states and different educational backgrounds, fought against
many of Lane Poole’s nationalist and imperial-oriented policies. A confluence of
imperial, national and state events led to the creation of the Australian Forestry School,
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but state resistance, especially from Victoria and New South Wales, helped lead the
School into political and economic problems during the 1930s and early 1940s.

Creating the Australian Forestry School in the Image of Europe

Australia did not fit perfectly within the European forestry ideal espoused during the
early nineteenth century: it lacked a national forestry policy, had no national forestry
school and any esprit de corps that existed among foresters was more often regional than
national or imperial in its allegiance. The condition of Australian forestry was a product
of Australia’s distinct geography and social and political history. Historic and geographic
conditions of Australian settlement led to the formation of six distinct colonies with their
own regional identities.2 The economies and politics of each colony depended largely on
their unique climates, ecologies and geographies.3 State Governments and local business
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elites controlled access to forests, which were more often seen as ideal areas for
settlement and the establishment of agriculture than as long-term forest reserves.4
The possibility for federal unity in forestry policy during the 1910s and 1920s
federation remained limited. The Commonwealth Government received powers over
taxation, foreign relations, military, currency and foreign immigration for all of the states,
but forests within state boundaries remained under state control.5 States shifted forestry
laws and jurisdictions from department to department because of the lack of federal
coordination.6 But the delayed development of forestry conservation schemes in Australia
did not necessarily mean that Australians cared less about forests than did those in other
British colonies: Australians discussed conservation schemes for climatic and economic
purposes similar to those pursued in other British colonies.7 Australia had no federal
forestry program because it lacked the stronger federal control that had allowed India,
Burma and South Africa to create national forestry policies.
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The year 1916 witnessed the beginning of a sustained critique of Australian
forestry by two British-born foresters, David Ernest Hutchins and the aforementioned
Lane Poole. Hutchins visited Australia in 1914 on behalf of the British Association for
the Advancement of Science. 8 The subsequent publication about his visit, A Discussion
of Australian Forestry With Special Reference to Western Australia, offered a strong
critique of state forestry policies for the Australian states. Hutchins suggested that
Australia needed a federal forestry policy and a federal system of forestry education. He
confidently predicted the creation of a national forestry school: “In the natural course of
events a Federal Forestry School will be established in Australia.” In reality the creation
of the Australian Forestry School turned out to be anything but “natural.”9
Lane Poole arrived as the Conservator of the forests of Western Australia that
same year. The Western Australian Government hired Lane Poole on the
recommendation of Hutchins after his visit. When Lane Poole arrived in Western
Australia in 1916, he brought with him his European and imperial experience. After
successfully passing a Colonial Office exam, he had earned a scholarship that allowed
him to study forestry at Nancy, from which he graduate in 1906. His studies at Nancy
profoundly influenced his later view on forestry, leading him to reject many of the local
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developments of forestry in South Africa and Australia that emphasized the production of
plantations and an emphasis on economic profit rather than long-term conservation.
Upon Lane Poole’s graduation from Nancy, the Colonial Office assigned him to
work as a forester in South Africa under the guidance of D.E. Hutchins. Lane Poole soon
quit his job in South Africa because the recently elected Prime Minster General Louis
Botha appointed Afrikaners that Lane Poole believed were unfit foresters to his posting at
Woodbush in the Transvaal, and because Poole felt that Botha and the South African
forestry department were more interested in creating plantations than in conserving
existing forests. Lane Poole rebelled against the main trend in South African forestry—
the move towards large-scale exotic plantations—and sought to create a more managerial
system of forestry based on European precedents. He sought to restore South Africa’s
forests rather than creating new ones, eventually sending a strong letter to Charles Legat,
South Africa’s conservator of forests, challenging his policies.10
After leaving South Africa, Lane Poole transferred jobs through the Colonial
Office to British Sierra Leone, where he wrote reports, collected botanical specimens and
built up a small forestry department. Because of the tropical climate, the newly married
Lane Poole lived apart from his Irish wife. When in 1916 he received an offer from the
Western Australian Government to be the Conservator of Forests, he jumped at the
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opportunity to move to the more salubrious Australian climate where he and his wife
could live together.11 He received the offer largely because Hutchins, whom he worked
with in South Africa, recommended him to the Western Australian premier as a good
candidate to run a forestry department there.

The Founding of the Australian Forestry School

Lane Poole began lobbying for the creation of a national forestry policy and a
corresponding national forestry school soon after he arrived in Western Australia in 1916.
He believed that Australian forestry policy should be coordinated at a national level
where the states proved “unable” to manage their forests in the ways scientifically trained
foresters deemed fit. 12 A national forestry school was the centerpiece of Lane Poole’s
plan to create a national policy. Representing the Western Australian Government at the
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1916 inter-State forestry conference, he suggested that Australia should create a national
forestry school in New South Wales, the state with the widest variety of forest types
within close proximity.13 But his national forestry school proposal was not new.
Australian foresters had been discussing the creation of a national forestry school
before Lane Poole’s arrival. Foresters in Australia sought to create a forestry education
facility that would train foresters who could help develop Australia’s forests for
economic growth and, to a lesser degree, to protect forests for climate control.14 Norman
Jolly, then the forestry lecturer at the University of Adelaide, first introduced the
possibility of creating a national forestry school at first Inter-State Conference on
Forestry in 1911.15 Conference attendees at the First Inter-State conference agreed that
Australia needed a higher quality system of forestry education. But the somewhat grand
ideals of state fellowship became bogged down in a myriad of problems: who would pay
for this school, where would it be situated, who would teach, who would study at it and
what would be taught there?
Australia had two state forestry schools in 1916. Creswick Forestry School in
Victoria opened in 1910 and aimed at training “practical” forestry rangers, not
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“theoretical” forestry officers.16 This School supplied the bulk of forest rangers and
officers that worked for the Government of Victoria. The University of Adelaide
provided a more theoretical and research-oriented forestry education. In 1911 the
University of Adelaide funded a lecturer of forestry who helped educate the majority of
foresters for South Australia and many of the other states.17 Lane Poole and Hutchins
believed that neither of the schools provided adequate resources for the development of a
national forestry school. D.E. Hutchins bluntly told Australians: “neither Adelaide nor
Creswick have it in their power, at present, to impart a first-rate forest training.”18
Lane Poole sought to recreate a European model of forestry education in Australia
that emphasized a national culture and taught a system of forestry management based on
conserving large, existing forests. His vision of education was not a wholly new
revelation to Australian foresters: a number of professionally educated foresters lived in
Australia when Lane Poole arrived in 1916. Many leading Australian foresters, such as
J.G. Roger, H.H. Corbin, and S.E. Kessell, studied forestry at Oxford before and after
World War I. The Rhodes Scholarship provided the funding for a number of leading
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Australian foresters to study forestry at Oxford.19 Roy Lister Robinson (who stayed in
England, was knighted, and headed the British Forestry Commission), J.H. Chinner, and
Norman Jolly all studied forestry at Oxford with the help of the Rhodes scholarship. Jolly
proved to be Lane Poole’s closest ally throughout Lane Poole’s time in Australia. After
his studies at Oxford, Jolly worked as a forester for two years in Burma before coming
back to Australia to work in a variety of key positions.20 These foresters often helped
Lane Poole with his attempt to professionalize forestry, despite holding reservations
about his attempt to create a federal forestry policy.
The issue of how forestry education could lead to national and imperial forestry
policies was also a subject of discussion for foresters and colonial officials throughout the
rest of the British Empire. Following World War I, the British Government created the
British Forestry Commission to inquire into ways to create an imperial surplus of timber
for use in case of future wars or economic hardships.21 The Forestry Commission began
holding Empire Forestry Conferences in 1920.22 Although the officials and foresters who
attended the conference did not hold the same opinions on forestry conservation and
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education, at the end of the conferences the attendees voted on resolutions and produced
a single opinion on a subject that was then printed and distributed around the Empire.
Lane Poole attended the 1920 conference on behalf of the Western Australian
Government. One of the suggestions made at the conference was for the creation of an
imperial forestry center at Oxford, an idea that Lane Poole supported.23 The conference
would lead to future meetings of foresters, but Lane Poole had to go back to work in
Western Australia, far away from his colleagues who agreed with his conservation
beliefs.
In the early 1920s, Lane Poole continued trying to push through his proposals to
centralize the forests in Western Australia into the hands of the Forest Department. But
he sought to push political and economic elites too quickly. A variety of economic,
political and cultural conditions worked against Lane Poole’s plans.24 Finally Lane Poole
quit his job in 1922 in a fit of anger after seeing the Forest Department’s plans to reserve
and manage the forests in Western Australia continually disregarded.

25

He quickly

garnered the attention and employment of the Territories Administration for the
Commonwealth Government, which eagerly tried to stake an economic claim to its new
League of Nations Mandate, New Guinea, to stave off perceived Japanese encroachment
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from the north. 26 He set off to the north and northeast part of the Mandated Territory of
New Guinea, the island of New Ireland, the northern tip of the island of New Britain and
south-eastern Papua near Port Moresby and Kikori to write a report on the forest
resources and the possibility of setting up a forestry program for the Commonwealth
Government. Two and a half years later, Lane Poole wrote his report about the forest
resources of the islands and the best way of managing them. 27
In 1924, Lane Poole returned from the islands. That year the Commonwealth
Government appointed him to the newly created position of Forestry Advisor for the
Commonwealth Government.28 With this position, Lane Poole helped lobby the Home
and Territory Minister George Pierce to promise to find Commonwealth finances to pay
for a national forestry school, with the location and oversight yet to be undetermined. 29
He also set out to write a report about the condition of Australian forestry. In February
1925, Lane Poole submitted a report on forestry to the Commonwealth Government, in
which criticized the inability of the states to create a forestry school in Australia and
suggested that only the Commonwealth could create such a school: “Cooperation
between the Governments of Australia has failed, and the remedy lies now with the
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Federal Government.”30 He suggested that the school should not be located at a
university, and instead a new institution should be created.31 He warned against state
jealousy and argued that “there is only room for one good school in Australia.”32 The
report did not directly discuss the expansion of federal oversight into state issues, but he
suggested that the states consult with the forestry advisor for advice.33 The door to federal
forestry was conveniently left ajar.
The Prime Minister, Stanley Bruce, openly agreed to support Lane Poole’s plan
after the publication of Lane Poole’s report. The Bruce Government used forestry as a
means to expand the Commonwealth’s powers over the states and to integrate Australia
within the larger British Empire for trade and defense and emigration by linking “men,
money, and markets,” as in Bruce’s famous slogan.34 Scientific and industrial
development was high on national and imperial economic agendas during the 1920s.35
Bruce himself emphasized the importance of science in his first speech as Prime Minister,
and throughout his campaigns he stressed the importance of forestry for the national and
imperial economy.36 During his tenure Bruce brought in imperial scientists to testify on

30

C.E. Lane Poole, Forestry Position in Australia, Report With Summary Feb 13th, 1925 (Melbourne,
1925), 7.
31
Ibid., 7.
32
Ibid., 10.
33
Ibid., 10-11.
34
L.M. Cumpston, Lord Bruce of Melbourne (Melbourne, 1989), 40.
35
See George Currie and John Graham, The Origins of CSIRO: Science and the Commonwealth
Government 1901-1926 (Melbourne, 1966), Ch 6-7, 106-156.
36
Alfred Stirling, Lord Bruce: The London Years (Melbourne, 1974), 232.

369

the consequences of possible changes in national scientific research programs during his
tenure.37 Forestry was one of the many areas of industry that Bruce wanted to place under
the scrutiny of state scientists.
The Bruce Government also sought to create a department to oversee the
Commonwealth’s forests and Forestry School. Bruce told an election audience at
Dandengong in 1925:

Recognizing the importance of Forestry to Australia, the Government has
established a Commonwealth Forestry School for the training of foresters. It also
proposes to establish a Forestry Bureau to advise and assist the state Governments
in matters relating to the development and utilisation of timber resources.38

The Commonwealth Forestry Bureau would oversee the running of the school and
conduct national forestry research for economic and industrial development as well as
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advise states on forestry subjects if necessary.39 Lane Poole presided as the head of the
Forestry Bureau since the government had, upon his return, appointed him as the
Commonwealth Forestry Advisor.
With his newfound position, Lane Poole pushed for the creation of a
Commonwealth Forestry School at Canberra. Canberra was Lane Poole’s favorite
location for the Forestry School. It had a variety of forests within a day’s drive. He could
also control a Commonwealth School in Canberra better than one in Adelaide or
Melbourne. But this ideal had to wait. The government researched the possible costs of
building and running the Forestry School before it made a final decision. The Forestry
School resided temporarily at the University of Adelaide. During this time, the Australian
Inter-Universities Conference and South Australian newspapers sought to persuade the
Commonwealth Government to keep the School at Adelaide.40 But South Australia’s
lobbying never paid off. On 9 May 1925, Prime Minister Bruce officially announced that
the Australian Forestry School would be established in the Federal Territory at Canberra,
not at Adelaide University.41 Syndicated newspapers around Australia wrote that, “The
decision to establish a National Forestry School at Canberra under Federal auspices had
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met with general approval.”42 The London based Empire Forestry Review praised the
founding of the School as “one of the most significant and promising events in the recent
history of Empire sylviculture.”43 It almost seemed as if the Federal School at Canberra
was a popular success at home and abroad.

The Great Debate about the Australian Forestry School

Bruce’s glowing statement came as a shock “without warning” to many foresters and
politicians, because Bruce had not discussed it with them. 44 A variety of states rebelled
against the proposed plan. South Australians denied fervently that his decision was
popular. Adelaide proponents argued that putting the Australian Forestry School at a
technical university devoid of facilities was detrimental to the education of foresters. Sir
Douglas Mawson, a Lecturer in Forestry at Adelaide University, argued that universities
offered a better home than technical colleges for foresters to develop character, learn
sports, and debate.45 Some argued against the proposed School because they believed that
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Australia needed more forests, not more foresters.46 Others found a more insidious reason
for the placement at Canberra. Samuel Dixon, an environmental scientist from South
Australia and leading proponent of national parks, believed that Lane Poole manipulated
the press by helping to spread the fallacious idea that Bruce’s proposal “met general
approval.” He also thought, like other South Australians, that Canberra provided a worse
environment for the Australian Forestry School than Adelaide:

The Prime Minster’s announcement that the proposed National Forestry Board at
Canberra meets with general approval is certainly surprising. The originator of the
idea appears to have been Mr. Lane Poole, whose supercilious, ill-founded
objection to the Adelaide school was that South Australia had no forests…The
bleak, cold situation and scanty rainfall of the federal capital does not at all fit it
for teaching forestry…”47
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South Australia held out longer than any other state, not sending forestry students until
right before the School opened.48
Queensland initially offered resistance because it had already adopted a plan to
send foresters to Oxford University. 49 Yet Queensland’s plan met criticism from many
foresters, even some who had trained at Oxford. In 1916 Hutchins had argued that
Australian foresters needed to study in regions with sub-tropical climates, such as
Australia or South Africa, not in Europe.50 Australian foresters continued this argument.
Stephen E. Kessell, the Inspector of Forests for Western Australia and a graduate of
Oxford University discounted the ideal that Oxford would provide an ideal center for an
Australian foresters education: “Referring to the Queensland proposal to send men to
Oxford for training in forestry” he argued: “it would provide a leavening of skilled men,
but it would produce a larger number of half trained men.”51 But the Queensland
government, despite protesting the school, eventually decided to send its students to
Canberra. 52
Victoria, which had formerly supported the creation of the Australian Forestry
School, criticized the plan because the Government argued that it already had a plan in
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place to educate foresters at Creswick and Melbourne University.53 Victoria was also
wary of the expanding Commonwealth Government, which was moving its capital from
Melbourne to Canberra. Prime Minister Bruce, himself a Victorian, labored to alleviate
any fear that the Commonwealth might shut down Creswick. He explained in the Sydney
Morning Herald, “It was not intended that this school should supplant existing schools
under the control of State Forestry Departments.” 54 Many Victorian foresters who had
studied at Creswick criticized the Australian Forestry School for being overly theoretical
for the needs of Australia. But Bruce subtly argued that Australian forestry demanded
professional and general foresters: “Firstly the specialised training that was necessary to
equip an expert technical forester and secondly, the general training for every member of
the service.”55 The Government of Victoria finally decided to send its students after
receiving assurances that the Commonwealth Government had no intention of trying to
close Creswick.56

A National and Imperial School
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The Australian Forestry School opened in April 1927, shortly before Canberra opened as
the official Australian federal capital. When the students arrived, they stepped into a
School that was designed with national aspirations in mind. Lane Poole and Jolly decided
to construct the School wholly out of Australian timbers. 57 The use of Australian timber
presaged the construction of the Imperial Forestry Institute building at Oxford University
in 1950, which was built with timbers from all around the Empire.58 The flooring at the
School included Jarrah, Victorian Mountain Ash, Spotted Gum, Australian Teak,
Blackbutt, Giganitis, Tasmanian myrtle, Cyprus Pine, and Tallow Wood. The doors were
made of maple and Victorian ash. The paneling was Australian Cedar, Queensland
Walnut, Queensland Maple, and Blackwood. The blackboards were made from Red
Cedar.59
The School would also be part of a larger imperial network of forestry. Bruce
inaugurated the Australian Forestry School at Canberra in 1928 by telling a crowd about
the forthcoming Empire Forestry Conference:
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The Empire Forestry Association, which had held its first meeting in London, and
its second in Canada, will hold its third meeting in Australia next year. It was a
good thing that Australia would be able to offer hospitality to those engaged in the
consideration of imperial forestry matters. Forestry was an imperial matter as well
worthy of that great name.60

Those who supported the School agreed with his imperial sentiment: the proCommonwealth crowd in the dusty, small town responded warmly to the lecture,
proclaiming: “Hear, hear.”61
Bruce, Lane Poole, and the Senator George Pierce continued to argue that the
Commonwealth could best manage Australia’s forests. A 1926 Melbourne Argus article
that quoted the Commonwealth Minister for Home and Territories, Senator George
Pierce, mirrored these earlier arguments: “…he [Pierce] considered that forestry was
necessarily a Federal responsibility, or that at least it should come more within the
Federal sphere.”62 A Royal Commission on the Constitution of the Commonwealth in
Canberra in 1927 also confirms that leading Commonwealth foresters and officials
wanted to gradually expand the powers of the Commonwealth to encompass the
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possession and management of state forests.63 The Commission conveniently opened up
an inquiry into the possibility of transferring forestry lands from the states to the
Commonwealth.64 The Commonwealth could only gain from such a question, and the
states could only hold their ground or lose it. Lane Poole offered his usually colourful
opinion about the failure of the states to create adequate forestry programs: “Summing up
the situation regarding the states, it may, I think, be said that democracy has signally
failed in the matter of forestry.”65 He recommended that the examples of Germany and
France be followed—forestry should be federally managed by a forestry elite. But Lane
Poole braved his opinion alone. Other state foresters disagreed with this interpretation,
arguing that the Commonwealth might help finance state projects, but the management
should come from the states, not the Commonwealth. In the end, the Commission did not
comment upon the forestry questions, although it suggested that the Commonwealth
should extend its powers where federal policy seemed necessary.66 Lane Poole wanted a
national forestry policy, but other Australian foresters wanted to maintain strong state
control. Lane Poole then turned to the Empire for support for his plans.
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Lane Poole and the visiting foresters at the Third Empire Forestry Conference
held in Australia in 1928, sought to link Australia to the British Empire through the
school. Conference attendees decided to endow money to award a gold William Schlich
award yearly to the Australian forester with the highest test scores as a memorial to the
famous Inspector-General of Forests in India and professor of forestry at Cooper’s Hill
and Oxford University.67 They also sought to increase the connection between Australia
and the Imperial Forestry Institute at Oxford, a school that educated foresters for service
throughout the British Empire.68 Foresters at the Third Conference suggested “that the
lecturers [at the Australian Forestry School] should… [take]… a refresher course at the
Imperial Forestry Institute thereby keeping themselves informed of the developments of
forestry practice.”69 Non-Australian empire foresters suggested that Australia follow
other British colonies and import trained foresters, as Western Australia had done with
Lane Poole: “For the time being, the importation of qualified men should not be ruled
out…”70
Lane Poole felt that it was important to instill a sense of national and imperial
esprit de corps among foresters at the Australian Forestry School as well as throughout
the Empire. He hoped to do so through the Empire Forestry Conference. An author in the
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Australian Forestry Journal praised the value of these meetings: “In meeting foresters
hailing from every part of our mighty Empire, the students were singularly fortunate, and
the lasting value of such contact, lies just in the direction of stimulating esprit de
corps.”71 “Esprit de corps” essentially amounted to a professional and personal link
between foresters of a similar educational background. Sports were considered an
important part of this process. Caused in part by fears of industrial decline, Baden-Powell
and Matthew Arnold, among other cultural icons, had stressed the need for boys and
youngmen to play vigorous sports amongst each other as a way to build masculinity and
friendships.72 Lane Poole explained to the students at the Australian Forestry School the
tradition of the Cooper’s Hill Cup, an annual tennis match that had been held between the
foresters at Cooper’s Hill, before introducing it as a regular event between foresters in the
School, seeing it as a way to tighten the imperial bond between the Australian Forestry
School and the British Empire. The Australian Forestry Journal noted how Lane Poole
“stressed the importance of the link with the old School at Cooper’s Hill, the great
traditions of which might well serve the students of the youngest Forestry School in the
Empire as a model and an inspiration.”73
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“Professionalization” was an equally important aspect of the international identity
of British imperial foresters. For a job to become a profession meant that to do the job,
one needed special training, certification, and approval of a group of experts. Law,
medicine, and science became professions that commanded immense economic, social
and political power in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries throughout the
British world.74 In this vein, Lane Poole and some empire foresters tried to make sure that
the Australian Forestry School in Canberra was the only “legitimate” and thus
“professional” forestry school in Australia. Many imperial foresters outside of Australia
supported Lane Poole’s attempt to make the Australian Forestry School the only
“professional” school by passing a resolution: “That the higher training of Australian
forest officers be recognized for the Canberra School only, and the training of overseers,
foreman, and similar grades as a matter for each state.” 75 The conference also sought to
close down all other Australian forestry schools, including Creswick, a point that angered
many foresters in Victoria who had once been assured that Creswick would remain open:
“We are, therefore, unanimously of the opinion that one of the existing schools should be
abolished and the resources of both concentrated at one center.”76
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The Troubles of the 1930s

On one hand, the Australian Forestry School seemed like a success in 1928 because of
the support it earned from the leadership of the Nationalist-Country Government, the
positive resolutions it received at the Third Empire Forestry Conference and its continual
influx of students from the states. At the Inter-University Conference that same year
Victoria, Western Australia, South Australia and Queensland officially allowed for the
creation of a four-year program—two at a state university and then two at the Australian
Forestry School.77 On the other hand, the School continued to face strong criticism from
foresters and newspapers in Victoria, the state with the most developed forestry program.
In early November 1929, the Government of Victoria threatened to create a lectureship in
forestry at Melbourne University that would replace the Australian Forestry School, in
blatant disregard for the findings at the Third Empire Forestry Conference.78 In response
to Victoria’s threat, the newly elected Prime Minister James Scullin supported the
Australian Forestry School by reminding Victorians: “The Empire Forestry Conference
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was of opinion that there was room for only one school.”79 Even with this support, the
success of the Australian Forestry School was by no means guaranteed.
The 1930s witnessed a slow decline in enrollments and financial support of the
Canberra School, revived criticism from New South Wales and Victoria, and the creation
of an antagonistic society of foresters. The global economic depression threatened to
close the School and the Commonwealth Forestry Bureau, handicapping the School’s
growth.80 The financial relationship between the Commonwealth and the states during the
1930s continued to lead to political tensions. Critics of the Commonwealth characterized
it as “a foreign government seeking to impose its will…” and many states were
characterized as acting under the assumption: “‘when in doubt, blame the
Commonwealth.’”81
Victoria’s foresters continued to criticize the Canberra School for its overly
theoretical brand of forestry. In 1930 the Government of Victoria finally quit sending its
forestry students to the Australian Forestry School, creating the first major fracture in the
Commonwealth’s hegemony oover national forestry education.82 Jolly disagreed with
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these sentiments: “in most other countries…forestry was regarded as an important
profession” that deserved more respect.83 The Commonwealth Government continued to
support the School. The Commonwealth Minister for Affairs attacked the long-standing
argument that theory precluded practice, declaring that “the fallacy that academic training
could not be practical still existed in many quarters.”84
The depression and attacks from Victoria almost led to a disaster for the School.
While the depression raged, state and Commonwealth officials sought retrenchment in
the government. The Commonwealth Auditor General and the Public Service Board
condemned the School’s high costs and suggested that it failed to achieve its intended
economic stimulation.85 The Commonwealth Government chose to ask the Premiers at
the Premiers Conference of 1931 whether or not to close or maintain the School. Perhaps
the School might close? The Premiers from Western Australia, Tasmania and New South
Wales all supported keeping the School open.86 The School was saved from closure for
the first time.
Empire foresters from outside of Australia continued to support the Australian
Forestry School. Richard St. Barbe Baker, a British forester in Kenya and the later creator
of the “Men of the Trees Society,” visited the Canberra campus in June 1931 to give a
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speech about global deforestation. To solve the problem of deforestation in Australia, he
told the audience, “you must have highly trained foresters.” But Australians, he felt, did
not support the necessary institutions that produced these foresters: “You have the
facilities for training such men at the Australian Forestry School at Canberra. I cannot
help but feel that this valuable training ground for future foresters is not being given the
support it deserves.”87 Lane Poole’s friends in the Empire continued to give him support,
but it was the states that decided whether to send students and the Commonwealth
Government that paid for the School. Moral support from lone empire foresters would not
siffice to make the School succeed.
After the Premiers saved the school, it maintained its enrolments. The school had
accepted or graduate fourteen students from New South Wales, four from South
Australia, seventeenth from Queensland 17, six from Victoria, ten from Western
Australia and four from Tasmania four by 1934.88 But the entry roll proved deceptive,
showing the birthplace of a student, but not where they were nominated from. Some
students signed up themselves and were accepted. Seven of the New South Wales
students came from outside of the state because they were not nominated. Two of the
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Victorians joined the School under similar circumstances.89 Queensland maintained the
most consistent relationship with the School, South Australia the least continuous and
Victoria the most turbulent.
The year 1935 witnessed another cleavage between national and state forestry
education. Victoria finally broke entirely from the recommendations of the Third Empire
Forestry Conference when in October 1935 the Government of Victoria announced that it
would grant its own diploma of forestry at Melbourne University.90 In objecting to
Canberra, the Melbourne Herald criticized Canberra’s elite scientific education of
officers: “Canberra specialized in the training of officials, or officers trained for well-paid
positions…”91 In contrast to Canberra, Victorian foresters argued Melbourne University
and Creswick offered more “practical” degrees, “aimed at training intelligent, well
informed practical foresters.”92 Yet Commonwealth supporters still utilized the report of
the Forestry Conference.93 Senator Sir George Pierce, an initial supporter of Lane Poole’s
Australian Forestry School, “vigorously condemned the state jealousy and noncooperation…”94

89

Ibid., 35.
“Diploma in Forestry To Be Awarded in Victoria,” Melbourne Argus, 12 Jan 1935.
91
“Canberra’s Forest School Is One Too Many,” The Melbourne Herald, 14 Jan 1936.
92
Ibid.
93
“Forestry School: Possible Closing,” The West Australian, 11 Feb 1936.
94
“Another Blow at Forestry,” Melbourne Argus, 15 Jan 1936.
90

386

That same year Australian Forestry School graduates formed Australia’s first
society of professional foresters. In 1935 some graduates of the school created the
Institute of Foresters of Australia and barred membership to anyone who did not graduate
with a Bachelors of Science degree or forestry diploma, creating an atmosphere of
tension between “professional” foresters and “non-professional” foresters, such as
woodcutters, that lasted until the 1970s.95 The Institute of Foresters of Australia helped
solidify an inchoate professional identity of “Australian” foresters that began with the
1911 Inter-State Forestry Conference. It published an influential journal of forestry
throughout the 1930s, Australian Forestry, which featured the publications of foresters
who supported national education, such as Lane Poole and Norman Jolly.
As soon as Victoria quit sending students to the Australian Forestry School, New
South Wales followed suit and stopped sending students in 1936. In 1937, only South
Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania sent students and the School enrolled five
students, less than its average of 7.4.96 Questions about the continuation of the School
arose, but the Commonwealth Government assured that it would open if the states
provided the students.97 The Australian Forestry School almost closed its doors after
graduating 63 students. The Institute of Foresters of Australia tried to intervene with
Victoria and New South Wales to keep the School open. The Institute helped prompt the
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Premiers of Queensland, Western Australia and Tasmania to support the Forestry School,
largely because their states did not have the funding themselves to support their own
forestry schools.98 But New South Wales disliked the “academic” forestry program at
Canberra and favored creating a school that would “lend itself to an economic
mobilisation” of forestry.99 The School remained open—just barely—but other states also
offered differing visions of forestry education and were willing to pay for it themselves.
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1926

16

1927

5

1928

10
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7
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8
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1931

3

1932

12

1933

9

1934

4

1935

4

1936

0

1937

6

1938

3

1939

4

1949

4

1941

8

1942

6

1943

5

1944

4
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1945

3

Source: L.T. Carron, A Brief History of the Australian Forestry School, 21-22.

The refusal of New South Wales to send students to Canberra frustrated Lane
Poole and led him to contact the New South Wales Premier, Alexander Mair, directly.
Lane Poole believed that E.H.F. Swain, the Commissioner of Forests in New South
Wales, was attempting to undercut the foundations of the School. Swain had always
disagreed with what he saw as Poole’s overly European, theoretical, and elitist forestry
education, and he instead sought to make forestry pay woodsmen as well as professional
foresters.100 Swain sought to create a system of Australian forestry education and
economics free from British or European influence.101 In response, Lane Poole created a
large file critically examining Swain’s career and writings, identifying his close ties to
timber companies, his lack of technical training and his inconsistencies of testimony.
Lane Poole sent this file with a letter to Mair in which he bluntly told Mair that “E.H.F.
Swain is the one person primarily responsible for the possibility of the temporary closing

100
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of the Australian Forestry School.”102 He also laid out his personal feelings about the
reasons behind the failings of the School:

The School…has not been a success, and its ambitions have brought it into conflict
with some of the State Forest Services which complain of its efforts to proselytize
State trainees towards Forestry unification, and to teach State trainees an academic
English estate forestry which is the antithesis for instance of the modern forest
development policy of New South Wales, whose basis and background are
economics.103

But the letters did not change the opinion of Mair or the New South Wales Government,
which continued to refrain from sending students to the School until 1941.
With competing models of education in Victoria and New South Wales that
directly opposed the imperial and pro-Commonwealth School, Lane Poole’s plans for
creating the National Forestry School of Australia had failed. Lane Poole’s assessment of
the failings in the letter to Mair proved correct: the states rejected the policy of the School

102
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NAA1975/142, C.E. Lane Poole to Premier New South Wales Alexander Mair 13 Dec 1939, 8.
Ibid., 7.
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because it sought to inculcate an elitist, national and imperial professional identity among
foresters, which might lead them to eventually push for a single Commonwealth led
national forestry policy. But he failed to mention another reason for the School’s failures:
his strong personality made him as many enemies as it did friends.

World War Two and its Aftermath

After World War II the Australian Forestry School maintained its national and imperial
affiliations and also became increasingly global in perspective. World War II and its
consequences changed Australia’s political and cultural relationship with Great Britain.
The fall of Singapore, and Churchill’s admitted inability to protect the British Empire’s
Pacific interests without America, helped prompt Australia’s swing towards America and
away from Britain.104 The School barely remained open for World War II, and the limited
amount of students who studied left promptly to fight in the war after graduating. After
the war ended in 1945 the School began functioning regularly again, and its graduates
took jobs back in forestry. That same year Lane Poole retired, marking the end to the first

104

See David McIntyre, “Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands,” in Judith Brown and Wm.
Roger Louis (eds.), Oxford History of the British Empire: Twentieth Century (Oxford, 1999), 674-676. For
the situation surrounding the fall of Singapore see David McIntyre, The Rise and Fall of the Singapore
Naval Base, 1919-1942 (London, 1979).

392

era of the Australian Forestry School. Lane Poole was the last leading forester in
Australia to have been born in Great Britain. Maxwell Jacobs, an Australian forester
educated at the University of Adelaide, Oxford University, Forstliche Hochschule
Tharandt in Germany, and Yale, became the new Principal of the Canberra School. He
integrated the Australian Forestry School with Australia’s Pacific and Indian Ocean
neighbors, and helped push forward Lane Poole’s nationalist ideals, while still remaining
outwardly loyal to the British Empire through the Empire Forestry Conferences.105
Lane Poole’s professional elitism made a lasting impression on the identity of
professional foresters in Australia that lived on for years after his retirement during
Australia’s slow drift away from the British Empire. The embrace of the Empire slowly
began to weaken in regard to economics, science, and identity in Australia from the
1950s through the 1970s.106

The post-war identities of foresters—scientific and

woodsmen—became primarily state or national, not imperial.107 Yet the elitist traditions
that Lane Poole instilled remained strong among Australian Forestry School graduates
until the School merged with the Australian National University in 1965. John Dargavel
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notes how the graduates from the Australian Forestry School continued to hold
“conformist and rightist set of beliefs and values which were to prove remarkably
resistant to change” well into the 1970s.108 “Bush” foresters and non-professional
foresters remained resistant of the Canberra graduates. One logger, Steve Williams, was
quoted as saying, “A lot of those new foresters come from Canberra and they have it
drilled into them over there that the average bushman is ruining the forests…When they
come out here, they get officious…”109
The vision that Lane Poole had for the future Australian Forestry School did not
categorically fail or succeed. The goal to make the School at Canberra the only forestry
school in Australia had failed. The Australian Forestry School was just one of a number
of Australian colleges and universities that taught forestry after World War II. But the
Australian Forestry School did remain the elite institution for forestry education in
Australia. Many Australian Forestry School graduates bridged inveterate state divisions
between 1927-1945 because Lane Poole succeeded in inculcating a professional identity
based upon national and imperial associations. Yet this national and professional identity
came at a cost—many foresters, politicians, and woodsman throughout Australia well
into the 1970s disliked the School, its graduates and most especially, Lane Poole.
Still, Lane Poole succeeded in creating the largest forestry school in Australia. This

108
109

Dargavel, Fashioning Australia’s Forests, 74.
As quoted in Ian Watson, Fighting Over the Forests (Sydney, 1990), 50.

394

school helped to forge a stronger sense of a professional forestry identity than existed
previous to 1927. Lane Poole’s vision of forestry, despite being contentious at a national
level, had a profound impact on the education of foresters and the formation and
implementation of Australian forestry policy after 1945. Lane Poole could not turn
foresters into model European foresters, but his emphasis on stressing connections to
empire and the management of existing forests did leave a lasting influence on the future
management of large Eucalyptus forests. The graduates of the School continued to
emphasize a strong relationship with government, helping to shape the close relationship
between Commonwealth soft-loans and state forestry that lasted from the mid 1960s until
the 1980s. Australian forestry formed a hybrid between the European cultural and
scientific idea often espoused by Lane Poole and the more radical vision of forestry
championed by Swain. Forestry in Australia was a hybrid of competing ideas shaped
around the local environmental constraints and social, economic, and political contexts of
Australia.
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Epilogue

This dissertation has stressed how local contexts and constraints influenced the rise and
development of state forestry policies from the mid nineteenth through the mid twentieth
centuries. European theories of forestry management could only work on large, existing
forests, and even then many colonial foresters remained highly critical of applying
abstract formulas on to different types of natural forests and timber plantations. Rather
than relying primarily on European precedents, colonial foresters, botanists, and other
settlers and officials created new methods to make plantations and founded cultures and
institutional structures shaped according to local environmental, social, political, and
economic contexts.
An understanding of locality helps to illuminate many of the environmental and
scientific changes that happened to forestry programs after decolonization. Dating
decolonization in India and to a lesser extent in South Africa is quite easy, while the
question of when Australia was finally decolonized (if it ever was) remains thornier.1
India famously gained independence in 1947. After electing a strong nationalist
government in 1948, South Africa finally left the Commonwealth in 1961 to pursue its
own Apartheid policies. In many ways Australia never truly left the British Empire,
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although it passed the Statute of Westminster Adoption Act in 1942, giving its national
Parliament legislative independence. But the British monarchy still maintains a visible, if
unused, connection through the state’s Governors and the Governor-General of the
Commonwealth, an Australian since the appointment of Isaac Isaacs in 1931.
The changing policies of the Indian Forest Service after 1947 must be understood
within a local and national context of Indian politics and society rather than primarily
through the lens of imperialism. Jawaharlal Nehru and other Indian elites saw forests as a
useful tool for industrial development. Five-year plans and macro-economic programs
emphasized development and the use of natural resources.2 Powerful Agriculture and
Revenue Departments encroached upon forests as the population expanded.3 Increased
mechanization allowed foresters to fell forests that were previously difficult to access.
For the first time, the Government of India allowed the Indian Forest Service to become
more focused on commercial research in order to maximize profits. The emphasis on
commercial profit led Indian foresters to emphasize the study of fast-growing species of
trees. Indian foresters worked hard to select species of Eucalyptus that grew in subtropical and tropical Indian climates. When they found species in the 1960s that grew in
sub-tropical and tropical climates, they planted them widely in the Western Ghats, where
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Eucalyptus plantations often replaced rainforests.4 Demand for fast-growing timbers for
pulp and paper was not a continuation of imperial forestry policies, which as I
demonstrate had by the early twentieth century moved away from plantations and
towards the management of larger forests, but rather inspired by the mania for
development promoted by the United Nations and other western organizations and
banks.5
Australia moved more slowly away from the British Empire than did India or
South Africa, both of which became republics, but its forestry corps had already
developed a unique Australian identity through Lane Poole and Swain’s efforts. The
Commonwealth government influenced state forestry policies by providing soft-loans
starting in 1967 to create large softwood plantations.6 Unlike Indian and South African
foresters who sought to grow eucalypts and wattles in large plantations, Australian
foresters managed existing forests through selection cutting, clear-cutting, and natural
regeneration.7 Rather than focusing on growing native trees in plantations, Australian
foresters sought to grow northern hemisphere softwoods in plantations. Foresters
penetrated more deeply into hitherto unused forests in the 1950s and after, but state
policies and the watchful eye of environmental activists beginning in the 1960s and
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1970s led to a series of tense “Forest Wars.” Unlike India, which lacked the regulatory
ability to effectively regulate the cut limit (whether legal or illegal), Australia’s state
governments had the power to ban cutting in forests. Starting in the 1980s, states closed
an increasing amount of state forest to logging or harvesting. Today green advocates and
economic rationalists even go so far as to call for the “shut down” of all of Australia’s
native forests and for an extensive focus on the production of plantations.8
South Africa had few native forests to manage, and the government set aside an
increasing fraction of them as national parks by the middle of the twentieth century.
Between 1970 and 1980 an increasing amount of South Africa’s grasslands and forests
were reserved as Wilderness Area.9 As Apartheid set in in the 1960s-1970s, the South
African government emphasized the self-sufficiency of homegrown timber. South
African foresters and industry in the 1960s-1980s focused more on domestic plantation
efforts and had less exchange with Australian scientists during the period, although some
exchanges still occurred.10 The success of experiments between 1900 and 1930 provided
the private sector with the knowledge to grow plantations. Private plantations rapidly
expanded in size throughout the second half of the twentieth century, with I.J. Craib’s
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methods leading to an increase in yields. The number of Australian trees growing in
South Africa grew. The size of South Africa’s Eucalyptus plantation estate increased
from 397,961 acres in 1961 to 538,000 in 1993.11 Large-scale industrial pulp and paper
producers, such as Sappi and Mondi, planted large plantations of eucalypts that continue
to dominate the environmental and economic landscape of much of South Africa. Wattle
plantations reached their peak size in the 1950s at 864,868 acres but many species,
especially A. mearnsii (the Black Wattle), continued to propagate widely throughout
much of South Africa.12 Government foresters continued to create Eucalyptus and Acacia
plantations, some located controversially on lands where the government forcefully
removed Africans.13
There would be no reunion of the “sisters of the south”—Australia and South
Africa—when Apartheid ended in 1994. Instead, the repealing of Apartheid opened up
the floodgate of criticisms against “alien” Australian trees, a trend that slowly began in
the 1890s with the “discovery” and “defense” of indigenous flora and gained more
traction in the 1960s and after with the eradication of Australian trees at Kirstenbosch
Botanic Garden and the creation of regional biome-based botanic gardens in the Western
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Cape.14 Despite attempts to curtail the use of Australian trees and programs to eradicate
them, Australian trees comprise a substantial ecological and economic presence in South
Africa today. Hutchins’s mantra, “fit the tree to the climate,” no longer has resonance
with a new democratic South Africa that seeks to protect its indigenous flora in order to
promote tourism, preserve its natural heritage, and conserve water supplies. Instead of
trying to get Australian trees to grow in South Africa, today people there want to stop
them from growing.
Scholars studying the environmental history of former colonial countries should
devote more attention to the local histories and contexts of each country after
independence. Histories that link post-imperial environmental destruction with colonial
policies rely on interpretations of state forestry that this dissertation has challenged.
While many hope to use environmental history to assess the “balance sheet” of empire,
there are not enough site-specific environmental and scientific histories to make broad
conclusions yet. The interpretation offered in this dissertation should give cause to
wonder whether many of the supposed environmental “legacies” of empire—from
deforestation to the loss of biodiversity—can always be attributed to imperial policies or
institutions.
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