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ABSTRACT

The history of environmental anxiety in nineteenth- and twentieth-century New
Zealand can be traced by focusing on problems caused by deforestation. In the
1840s concerns emerged that deforestation was causing climate change, soil
erosion, sand drift and flooding. In the 1900s concerns about soil erosion
overtook fears of climatic deterioration. A continued priority towards agricul-
tural development at the expense of forestry constantly hampered conservation
efforts throughout the nineteenth century. Only when the extent of agricultural
expansion slowed down in the 1900s could these concerns be addressed; only
then could a stronger, independent forestry service be established.
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INTRODUCTION

In nineteenth- and twentieth-century New Zealand fears abounded that defor-
estation was causing climate change, sand drift, soil erosion and flooding. These
concerns tell a history of environmental anxiety, a history which begins in the
1840s with fears of human-caused climate change and continues in the 1940s
with fears of human-caused soil erosion. Equally, they complicate the image of
nineteenth-century Europeans as environmental wreckers, hell bent on trans-
forming landscapes and oblivious to the consequences of their actions. It was
widely believed that forest conservation and tree planting would alleviate these
problems. Stopping the negative effects of deforestation therefore became an





ENVIRONMENTAL ANXIETY, 1840–1941
381

FIGURE 1.  Joseph Osbertus Hamley, Sandhills and waterfall near Tauranga, 1864?
Watercolour on cream paper, 162 x 275 mm. Alexander Turnbull Library E-047-q-047.

Agriculture in New Zealand, put simply, was to underwrite civilisation. It would
sustain everything from social mobility to the nation’s economy. Without
agriculture, it was widely believed that humanity slipped into barbarity. Agricul-
tural development thus received primacy over forest conservation since lowland
forests often impeded agricultural expansion.3

Converting forest to farm commenced at the outset of European migration in
the 1840s. So too did concern about deforestation. The relatively treeless
provinces of Otago and Canterbury enacted cutting restrictions and forest
reservation in the 1850s and ’60s. In the next decade these provinces passed
legislation encouraging tree-planting. Individuals also spoke up against defor-
estation.4

In 1844 German naturalist Ernst Dieffenbach lamented increased levels of
soil erosion in New Zealand, which he believed were brought about by deforesta-
tion. Dieffenbach also held that ‘forest-lands render rains more frequent than
they would perhaps be if the land were cleared’ by causing the near-saturated air
to condense. He did not, however, see this process occurring in New Zealand. In
1859 another German scientist, Ferdinand von Hochstetter, cautioned that
deforestation should not be allowed ‘to turn the country into a desert to the
detriment of whole generations to come’. Further anxieties (and hopes) about
forests appeared in the 1860s, promulgated by Scottish natural historian William
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Lauder Lindsay, politician John Gillies and naturalist Thomas Potts. Lindsay
supported forest conservation because it promoted efficient use of timber,
protecting the colony from timber famine and diminished rainfall. Gillies,
conversely, believed tree planting in dry Central Otago ‘would convert that
district into the garden of Otago’ by bringing more rain to the region. He
illustrates the idea that tree-planting could improve upon nature.5

FEARS AND FOREST DEBATES: 1860S–1870S

In 1868 Thomas Potts introduced the first Bill before parliament for assessing the
nation’s forestry resources ‘with a view to their better conservation’. Forests
must be left in place, he urged, ‘merely in a climatic point of view and with
reference to the fertility of the soil, for they had evidence all over Europe of the
evil effects’ of deforestation. In Italy, Spain and Greece, he continued somewhat
desperately, ‘the soil had not only ceased to be fertile, but had been absolutely
washed away’. W.T.L. Travers, lawyer, explorer and naturalist, agreed. He
lamented that deforestation ‘produced the destructive floods that had become so
common’ on Banks Peninsula and elsewhere. Forest destruction to make way for
agriculture, he ended, wasted money by burning valuable timber, and had a
destructive effect upon climate. Politician Charles O’Neill referred to conserva-
tion in the state of Victoria. Deforestation had caused more frequent floods and
increasing areas of wasted fertile lands in Alpine France, Spain, Palestine, parts
of Asia and Northern Africa. Potts’s Bill failed, but it illustrates that fears of soil
erosion, flooding and climate change informed arguments for forest conserva-
tion. Overseas examples, as used by O’Neill, Travers and Potts, furthermore,
gave authority and urgency to conservation, offering terrifying lessons of what
could happen if deforestation continued.6

Anxieties about soil erosion, flooding and climatic change increased dra-
matically in both scientific and parliamentary circles in the 1870s. In 1873
Charles O’Neill introduced the Conservation of Forests Bill, urging conserva-
tion ‘so that history might not be able to relate that they [settlers] received a fertile
country, but, by a criminal want of foresight, transmitted to posterity a desert’.
O’Neill presented a nightmarish vision of an unproductive and desolate New
Zealand wracked by deforestation. He bolstered his presentation with terrifying
illustrations of the effects of timber felling, provided by Alexander Humboldt,
Victoria’s Minister of Lands, and (most probably) G.P. Marsh. O’Neill also
provided reasons reading like a set of Biblical injunctions against deforestation:
‘Ali Pacha burnt down the forests…and then came famine and drought’; the
Russians changed the climate of the Caucasus, and ‘the land became barren,
drought ensued’. The moral imperative was clear: it was a Christian duty to
prevent land becoming waste.7
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of both main political groupings to the pursuit of development as a means of
lifting New Zealand out of depression. The Liberal Government pushed even
harder for development to meet their aim of closer settlement. Under this policy
forest acreage ‘dropped in 1893 and did not exceed its former extent until 1900’.
Agricultural needs, clearly, overrode environmental anxieties.15

Yet while the Liberals were taking out large areas of forestry before 1900,
they also enacted scenery preservation laws. Scenic preservation occurred in
areas of no economic use, and thus was no threat to agriculture. The Minister of
Lands introduced the Tongariro National Park Bill (1893) by stressing that the
land had no other benefit than scenery. Other factors also played a part in
conservation. These included nationalism (the kiwi became a national symbol in
the 1890s), growing fears of faunal and floral scarcity and ecological concerns.
A rejection of displacement theory also furthered protection. Displacement
theory held that native species inevitably succumbed to the relentless progress
of European plants and animals.16

Fears of soil erosion, sand drift, flooding and climate change, meanwhile,
continued to play an important role in conservation. Nationalism and aesthetics
now entered these debates too. In 1897 Government heeded the recommenda-
tions (including the climatic considerations) of the 1896 Timber Conference to
form a national forestry branch. This new branch came under the control of the
Department of Lands and Survey.

FIGURE 3. Thomas Good, Bush Clearing near Oeo, 1893. Ink and wash on sheet, 136
x 224 mm. Alexander Turnbull Library A-329-005.
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Forestry conservation continued to interest many of New Zealand’s most
prominent and influential scientists. In 1895 Augustus Hamilton, ethnologist,
biologist and future Director of the Colonial Museum (1903–1913), stressed the
need for forest conservation because forests maintained aesthetics, rainfall and
soils. Hamilton’s reliance on New Zealand examples contrasted with the reliance
of earlier authors on overseas examples of deforestation (Hamilton only referred
to Indian forestry). Hamilton drew heavily on Campbell Walker’s 1877 parlia-
mentary report on environmental anxieties in New Zealand. Archdeacon Walsh,
in 1910, also wheeled out the familiar anxieties about deforestation, that it
decreased rainfall, but increased flooding and soil erosion, and brought about
aesthetic losses. Walsh also relied heavily on New Zealand examples to argue his
point, including Campbell Walker’s report and the work of J.P. Grossmann.
Grossmann, journalist, academic and conservation zealot, wrote The Evils of
Deforestation (1909). This book brought together international and New Zea-
land examples of the follies of timber cutting. Reprinted from the Auckland
Weekly News, Grossmann aimed to ‘rouse public interest’ in conservation,
believing ‘it was the positive duty of all civilised States’ to conserve forests.17

These examples from the 1900s, firstly, underline the enduring New Zea-
land–Indian forestry link, especially through Campbell Walker’s influence.
Environmental anxieties of the 1900s, in the second place, now concentrated on
New Zealand examples of deforestation, instead of largely overseas evidence.
Conservation ideas thus had been adapted to the New Zealand context, bearing
out historian of science Roy MacLeod’s observation that: ‘In Australasia,
independent traditions were fostered within the ambit of colonial science, which
sustained colonial Europeans on the march to nationhood.’18

THE SHIFT TO SOIL AND WATER CONCERNS: 1900S–1940S

A move towards soil and water conservation concerns and away from climatic
ones occurred in the 1900s. Grossmann had signalled it when he wrote that ‘the
worst effect of deforestation is EROSION’. Two things account for this change:
growing evidence of land deterioration; and a change of emphasis in conserva-
tion literature towards soil erosion concerns.

Ecological concerns furthered anxieties about soil erosion and sand drift in
New Zealand. Leonard Cockayne, and later G.M. Thomson, pioneered the field
of ecology in New Zealand. Cockayne’s alarming report on the failure of the
1903 Sand-drift Act to arrest shifting sands offers one example. Widespread
evidence of land deterioration is another. Erosion was increasingly evident in
many areas in the 1900s. High country burning in the South Island, ‘fern
crushing’ (the replacement of fern with grassland) in the North Island, rabbit
infestations, and other environmental problems all served as timely reminders of
the difficulties facing many farmers.19
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