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Chapter 5
Competing Agendas? Afforestation, 

Catchment Management and 

Indigenous Forests, c. 1910–1935

Afforestation took top priority in the minds of leading South African politicians 
because it helped to address two problems at once: the negative balance of trade 
in non-mineral commodities, and the social and economic pressures related 
to the mining industry, while also offering potential mitigation of the ‘poor 
white’ problem. National forestry strategies also focused on two other key areas: 
catchment management and the conservation of indigenous forests. In the minds 
of most South African foresters, these three policies had a coherence based on 
nineteenth-century ideas about the climatic importance of trees. Planting trees 
produced timber and supposedly moderated climate and conserved water. 
Catchments should be protected from fire, overgrazing, and other disturbances 
that would lead to erosion and variable streams.

Yet a growing number of individuals and groups—ranging from Afrikaans- 
and English-speaking returned-soldier settlers, farmers, Africans, ecologists, 
botanists, and leading government ministers—began to worry that afforestation 
was hindering efforts to conserve water and protect indigenous forests. Concerns 
emerged early in the Cape Colony, where in the 1890s the municipal officials of 
Cape Town questioned afforestation, substituting plantations on the upper slopes 
of Table Mountain with water reservoirs.1 But between 1910 and 1935, concerns 
became widespread, and these diverse groups questioned the assumption that 
exotic timber plantations helped to conserve water and improved efforts to 
conserve soil. They tried to unravel the scientific justification that foresters had 

1  Pooley, Burning Table Mountain, 44.
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built up since the middle of the nineteenth century. This involved challenging the 
authority and science of foresters, a difficult task given the public esteem of the 
profession internationally at the time. In 1935, tensions over these three policies 
led to a heated public debate at the 1935 British Empire Forestry Conference, 
a seminal meeting in the history of South African environmental policy. 

This chapter examines the evolution of policies for managing catchments and 
indigenous forests as part of the Forestry Department’s extensive remit. It argues 
that two distinct criticisms of afforestation arose from specific concerns relating 
to the hydrology of catchments and the ecology of indigenous forests. Together, 
these criticisms formed the basis of an argument that evolved throughout the 
rest of the twentieth century, and form the basis of current criticism of exotic 
trees in South Africa today. At the time, the hydrological argument arose as the 
most important, followed second by fears about the destruction of indigenous 
vegetation. These concerns merged into a coherent argument about the dangers 
associated with exotic tree planting, first in the Cape, and then later throughout 
South Africa.2

Forests and water
The Forestry Department along with the Irrigation Department (within the 
Department of Lands) were two key branches directing government water 
conservation policy after Union. South Africa’s water law and policy from 
1912 until the 1950s sought to encourage the use of existing water supplies 
for economic development, particularly in rural areas.3 The key advance 
in this field was the Union’s Irrigation and Conservation of Water Act (no. 8) 
1912, which instituted a uniform system of water law for the country, with 
the main object ‘to assist riparian owners to use the water of public streams 
to achieve [irrigation] development’.4 The state claimed no ownership of water 
rights per  se, but could exercise ‘supervisory control’. Where a stream arose 

2  See Bennett, ‘Model Invasions and the Development of National Concerns over Invasive Introduced 
Trees’, 499–512.
3  South Africa had a tiny manufacturing industry, and water policy was guided by concerns for rural, 
not urban, usage. See Union of South Africa, Report of the Commission of Enquiry Concerning the Water Laws 
of the Union (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1952).
4  Irrigation and Conservation of Water Act (no. 8) 1912; H. Thompson, Water Law: A Practical Approach 
to Resource Management and the Provision of Services (Cape Town: Juta, 2006), 55. A public stream was defined 
as one flowing in a known and defined channel through more than one property with water available for use 
by two or more riparian users, as opposed to private water, which was water that arose and flowed over the 
original property. For an accurate, succinct historical overview, see M. Muller, ‘Lessons from South Africa 
on the Management and Development of Water Resources for Inclusive and Sustainable Growth’, in European 
Report on Development 2011/2012: Confronting Scarcity: Managing Water, Energy and Land for Inclusive and 
Sustainable Growth, 2012, www.die-gdi.de/fileadmin/user_upload/pdfs/dauerthemen_spezial/European-
Commission_European-Report-on-Development-2011-2012.pdf., 43. 
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on a given piece of land the owner had the right to the use of its water as 
a ‘private stream’. Where a stream flowed through land with more than one 
riparian owner, it was a ‘public stream’, and riparian owners shared the ‘normal 
flow’ (the flow that could be relied upon for irrigation without storage) pro rata 
to their riparian extent. The Act codified the rules governing the use of public 
water, and allowed the state, through the Water Court, to adjudicate between 
competing claims on public water, following a set of principles regarding the 
sharing of normal water flows among such owners. This statute enabled a rapid 
growth in irrigated agriculture.

Irrigated agriculture became a key element of the government’s rural development 
policy, just as afforestation was. Prior to Union, forestry and irrigation officials 
exchanged views on catchment protection and forests; Robertson, recently back 
in South Africa from his studies at Yale, promoted in a paper on ‘Influence of 
Forests on Climate and Moisture Conditions’ to the Philosophical Society of the 
Orange River Colony (ORC) in June 1907 the ideas of ‘climatic forestry’ traceable 
to George Perkins Marsh (and later, in 1889, cautiously by Henry Fourcade in 
South Africa). Leading experts in forestry and irrigation agreed broadly on 
the need to protect the headwater catchments of rivers, by conserving the 
vegetation there.5 In 1909, C. Dimond H. Braine declared that forestry ‘is of 
vital importance for maintaining the permanence of streams; and the forests 
that create natural reservoirs on every square yard of their surface, and form 
the chief source of water-supply, should be preserved at all costs’.6 Braine, 
who had worked in India before coming to the Transvaal, echoed the views of 
most scientists who began their careers during the 1880s – 1900s, and believed 
deeply in the key tenets of orthodox ‘climatic forestry’. These scientists used 
their positions to disseminate their views to the public. In a letter Braine wrote 
congratulating Robertson on his presentation on the climatic influence of forests 
to the Philosophical Society of the ORC, he pronounced favourably that ‘with 
Kanthack [then director of Irrigation for the Cape Colony] … in the Cape and 
you in the O.R.C. public opinion will gradually be drawn to the importance of 
the question’.7

Francis Kanthack, the Director of Irrigation for the Union of South Africa 
from 1911 to 1920, saw foresters as the natural guardians of the headwaters of 
rivers and streams. He drew on examples from France, India, Australia, and the 
United States to justify his view. In a lecture to the South African Association 

5  Beinart notes that foresters and irrigation experts had somewhat different concerns with managing 
mountain catchments; they nonetheless agreed on the policy. Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South 
Africa, 182.
6  C. D. H. Braine, ‘The Influence of Forests on Natural Water Supply’, South African Journal of Science, 
6 (1909): 111–33, 133.
7  Braine to Robertson, 3 February 1910, Wicht Private Papers, CSIR, Stellenbosch; Beinart, The Rise 
of Conservation in South Africa, 180.
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for the Advancement of Science in Grahamstown in 1908, he proposed that ‘the 
[Forestry] Department should have control of the land wherever the physical 
conditions are such that the removal of the protection afforded by vegetation 
must result … in the destruction or deterioration of agricultural conditions’.8 
Kanthack emphasised the importance of the department’s ensuring the restoration 
and conservation of the indigenous vegetation in catchments as well as of its 
afforesting suitable locations. He argued that ‘[w]e must learn to clothe the word 
“forest” with a far wider meaning than is customary. It should stand for the veld 
generally and the mountain and forest-clad veld in particular’. He noted how the 
Cape Forestry Department was engaged in the demarcation of watersheds and 
the protection of their vegetation. In fact, by around 1900, the Cape Department 
was administering nearly 490,000 ha of forest estate, of which just less than 
160,000 ha was under forest, and the rest mainly ‘veld’.9 Subsequently, the 1914 
report of the Senate Select Committee on Droughts, Rainfall and Soil Erosion 
recommended that the state should purchase important catchment land, and 
place this under care of the Forestry Department.10 By 1935, when the extent of 
the public forest estate was nearly 1.5 million ha, over 1 million was catchment, 
under natural vegetation.

Kanthack’s ideas anticipated a policy coherent with earlier Cape policy, and 
which took effect during the first three decades of the twentieth century: 
foresters received control over mountainous Crown land under indigenous 
grassland and fynbos, for the purpose of catchment protection rather than 
afforestation. These  lands included large mountainous regions such as the 
Cederberg, the Kouga mountains, and the Drakensberg, where the Cathkin Peak 
Crown Forest was demarcated in 1922.11 Foresters at the time saw catchment 
conservation as being the suppression of fire, prevention of overgrazing, 
and control of extractive activities by limiting access to land; for example, 
the 1927/28 Annual Plan of Operations for the Monk’s Cowl Crown Forest in 
the Drakensberg focused solely on these objects.12 This often put foresters in 
conflict with black and white graziers who desired grazing land for livestock, 
especially during droughts, and having this responsibility was sometimes seen 
as a burden to financially strapped foresters. In support of ‘enlightened’ forest 

8  F. E. Kanthack, ‘The Destruction of Mountain Vegetation: Its Effects upon Agricultural Conditions in 
the Valleys’, The Agricultural Journal of the Cape of Good Hope, 33 (1908): 194–204, 196; Beinart, The Rise 
of Conservation in South Africa, 180.
9  Sim, The Forests and Forest Flora of the Cape Colony, 17. 
10  Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 249; Keet, ‘Historical Review of the Development 
of Forestry in South Africa’, 146.
11  C. W. Marwick, Green Shadows, Pamphlet 372 (Pretoria: Forestry Branch, Department of Environment 
Affairs, n.d.), 56.
12  Ibid., 56.
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officers, Kanthack had in his speech criticised ‘the public … [who] looks upon 
the Forestry Department as an unsatiable [sic] ogre, which is ever seeking to grab 
more and more land, much of which is unsuitable for profitable tree growing’.13

While recognising that much of the forest estate was best maintained under 
natural veld, Kanthack, Braine and many forest officers continued to promote 
the notion that afforestation, where feasible, would benefit water supplies. 
But people from rural and agricultural backgrounds challenged official policy 
by giving anecdotal testimony that exotic trees dried out rivers, soil and 
air. Complaints about plantations diminishing streamflow arose on the Cape 
Peninsula within the first decades following afforestation at Tokai, which began 
in 1884.14 In 1923, Alfred Paetzold, a nurseryman in Stutterheim, told readers of 
The Farmer’s Weekly, ‘Of course, the popular belief is that trees attract moisture, 
and the Forestry Department, for apparently very selfish reasons, has by silence 
encouraged this very popular but very erroneous belief’.15 He pointed to 
diminished streamflow in his municipality of Stutterheim as an example of how 
afforestation dried up natural streamflow. Other critics drew on local claims of 
the desiccating effect of eucalypts and wattles seeming to have dried out vleis or 
parched the nearby soil. Recurring fears about the progressive desertification of 
South Africa aggravated concerns about exotic trees. Thomas Sim, Conservator 
for Natal from 1902–1905, expressed the views of many forest realists when he 
wrote: ‘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’.16

Foresters (such as the aforementioned Sim) did reason that some genera and 
species tended to exhaust soil moisture rather than to replenish it. Legat had 
little doubt that eucalypts decreased streamflow (see page 161). Hutchins told 
forestry sceptics that ‘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’.17 He warned that the ‘general effect [i.e. positive 
climatic influence] must not be confounded with the local drying effect of quick-
growing trees such as Eucalypts and Wattles’.18

13  F. E. Kanthack, ‘The Destruction of Mountain Vegetation’, 194; Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in 
South Africa, 180.
14  J. D. M. Keet, ‘Rainfall and Streamflow at the Cape’, Journal of the South African Forestry Association, 
4 (1940), 15–20, 18–9; Pooley, Burning Table Mountain, 44.
15  A. Paetzold, ‘Mountain Erosion’, The Farmer’s Weekly, 14 March 1923: 48.
16  Sim, Tree Planting in Natal, 10–1. 
17  Hutchins, ‘Extra-Tropical Forestry’, 27.
18  Ibid.
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These questions about the relationship between plantations and water 
conservation prompted forestry and irrigation officials to start a scientific 
investigation of how planted forests affected streamflow and climate. The Union 
Irrigation Department initiated hydrological research at a freshly established 
plantation at Jessievale in the east of the Transvaal in October 1910.19 
The purpose was, in Chief Conservator Legat’s words, to study ‘what influence, 
if any, afforestation may have on precipitation and on waterflow’.20 There 
was a sense of urgency about the study, with Legat enquiring in 1913 from 
Robertson whether ‘the necessary observations are now being taken to obtain 
the fullest and most reliable data to be collected’, and if not, what further could 
be arranged.21 Ten years later, Legat inquired from the Transvaal’s Conservator, 
J. D. M. Keet, about whether the results of the experiment had been collected 
and analysed. Keet suggested waiting until the 900 ha of trees, mostly conifers, 
had fully grown. He noted that the oldest stands were just 15 years old, still 
‘unthinned and seriously overstocked’. He wanted to wait until ‘the plantations 
have reached an older stage and forest-like conditions are attained’.22 But by 
1924, it was clear from the failure of gauging techniques and the loss of records 
that an investigation incidental to routine forest and hydrographical activities 
was not yielding reliable information.23 The experiment proved to be a failure: 
even though it ran until 1963, it yielded no published results.24

Leading agricultural experts, irrigation engineers, and foresters during the 1920s 
maintained a unified front in the face of those who complained that trees were 
leading to the progressive drying out of Southern Africa. South Africa suffered 
droughts in 1916 and 1919–1920 that sparked Union-wide concern about climate 
change and the negative impact of human land uses, such as overstocking and 
veld burning.25 A Union Drought Investigation Commission was appointed in 
1920 to follow up on the 1914 report of the Senate Select Committee on Droughts, 
Rainfall and Soil Erosion, and investigate the question of whether South Africa 

19  Hydrographic Surveyor N. von Warmelo, Irrigation Department to Chief Conservator of Forests C. E. 
Legat, ‘Jessievale Plantation Gauging of Spruit’, 22 January 1918, R7649/711, South African Forestry Research 
Institute [SAFRI] Archives, Council on Science and Industrial Research [CSIR], Pretoria.
20  Chief Conservator of Forests C. E. Legat to the District Forest Officer, Research, C. C. Robertson, 
17 January 1913; Hydrographic Surveyor to Chief Conservator of Forests, 22 January 1913. R7649/711, SAFRI 
Archives, CSIR, Pretoria.
21  Chief Conservator of Forests C. E. Legat to the District Forest Officer: Research, C. C. Robertson, 
17 January 1913; Hydrographic Surveyor to Chief Conservator of Forests, 22 January 1913. R7649/711, SAFRI 
Archives, CSIR, Pretoria.
22  J. D. Keet, Conservator of Forests Transvaal and OFS to Chief Conservator of Forests C. E. Legat, 
8 December 1923, R7649/711, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria.
23  Conservator of Forests Transvaal and Orange Free State Conservancy J. D. Keet to Chief Conservator 
of Forests, 7 May 1924, R7649/711, SAFRI, CSIR, Pretoria.
24  The Jessievale study subsequently grew to incorporate three gauged streams, and ran until 1963, but 
it yielded no scientific results. Email 14 June 2013 from Brian Jackson, Manager: River operations & Data 
Management, Inkomati Catchment Management Agency.
25  Beinart, The Rise of Conservation in South Africa, 214.
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was becoming drier, and if so, why, and how drought losses may be avoided. 
The commission, led by agricultural officials and scientists, reviewed existing 
evidence for rainfall declines, desertification, and the relationship between trees 
and erosion and water conservation.26 The commission’s final report, published 
in 1923, testified that the country was drying up because ‘enormous tracts have 
been denuded of their original vegetation [since the arrival of the white man] with 
the result that rivers, vleis and water-holes … have dried up or disappeared’.27 
To halt this process, the commission, though sceptical of ‘forestry enthusiasts’, 
recommended, among other things, the large-scale planting of exotic trees in 
catchment areas to protect water supplies and climate because it would lead to 
‘decreased soil erosion and a more economic use of the rainfall; the preservation 
and improvement of mountain catchment areas; the regulation of the flow of 
rivers, and the clarification of the waters thereof’.28

The report of the Drought Commission did little to convince farmers who 
worried that the expansion of plantations in the eastern and northern Transvaal 
was diminishing streamflow. By the late 1920s the proximity between freshly 
created timber plantations and irrigated farm settlements pitted foresters against 
farmers and engineers. One of the most significant conflicts occurred near White 
River.29 The area between White River and Sabie lies on the eastward slopes 
of the Escarpment, which separates South Africa’s Highveld (reaching about 
2,000 m above sea level) and the Lowveld (about 300–500 m). Higher elevation 
sites have a cooler climate and rainfall of around 1,000 mm per year, ideal for 
plantations. In the foothills below, the warmer tropical climate suited tropical 
fruit production, but irrigation was required because these sites receive 
less rain. Soils on these slopes, derived from ancient granites of the original 
continental crust, are deeply weathered and highly erodible. The upper half 
of this landscape, from the time of Union onward, became the focal region for 
investment by both government and mining capital in pine sawlog and wattle 
and eucalyptus mining-timber forests. Veterans of the South African War and, 
later, World War I received the opportunity to acquire land for farming in the 
foothills below this belt. Many of these settlements failed, but government 
intervention in irrigation allowed some to succeed.

26  The committee was dominated by agricultural researchers, officials, and farmers. They included 
Henrych Sebastian Davel-du Toit, Selby Montague Gadd, George August Kolbe, Arthur Stead, and Reenen 
Jacob von Reenen.
27  Union of South Africa, Final report of the Drought Investigation Commission October 1923 (Cape Town: 
Cape Times Limited, Government Printers, 1923), 8.
28  Ibid., 65.
29  Another significant conflict occurred in the south-western region of the Cape Province. This is 
discussed in the section following. 
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One such settlement was what later became the White River Valley Farmers’ 
Association. As part of Alfred Milner’s aim of combining rural reconstruction 
with ‘the creation of a British-minded majority’,30 European agricultural 
settlement began on the White River in 1905 with the so-called ‘Milner 
Settlement’ of mainly British immigrants, when water was first supplied by 
diversion from the White River through a 25-km earth canal serving a series of 
100-acre farms. Though heavily subsidised until 1907, most settlers left at the 
end of their contracts in 1909. The Union government sold the farms in 1911 at 
a huge loss to a syndicate financed by mining capital, on the condition that the 
enterprise convert from cash crops to citrus orchards.31 The scheme expanded 
to accommodate many settlers after World War I when the state sold land at a 
discounted rate to demobilised soldiers as part of government efforts to settle ex-
servicemen on the land, part of the immigration of 350,000 Europeans, mainly 
British, in the period to 1936.32 By 1927, there were five separate irrigation 
boards in the White River development. The historical record shows that 
expansion quickly outpaced the availability of water, leading ‘to a shortage of 
water and inequitable distribution of the limited supplies available’, with major 
vested interests facing a looming conflict.33 Competition was among irrigators, 
but the conditions were set for conflict about water supply from upstream.

Foresters often found the rivers silt-laden and the land on the mountain slopes to 
be ‘degraded’. This they attributed to sheep grazing, cultivation and excessive 
veld burning, but it was especially due to mining: the area around Sabie was 
an early centre of gold mining following the discovery of alluvial gold in 1873, 
and the rush that began with numerous alluvial diggings ultimately led to 
11 shaft-mine operations in this area.34 Foresters saw afforestation as the way 
to repair the soil, and argued that creating a belt of pines on the escarpment 
3 to 4 miles wide and 40 miles long would enhance rainfall.35 They reasoned 
that the land was so degraded by erosion that it did not function effectively as 

30  Worsfold, The Reconstruction of the Colonies, 7; Louw, The Rise, Fall, and Legacy of Apartheid, 18.
31  L. V. Praagh (ed.), The Transvaal and Its Mines (The Encyclopedic History of the Transvaal) (London and 
Johannesburg: Praagh and Lloyd, 1906), 157–8.
32  Louw, The Rise, Fall, and Legacy of Apartheid, 21; H. T. Glynn (ed.), Game and Gold: Memories of 
Over 50 Years in the Lydenburg District, Transvaal (London: The Dolman Printing Company Ltd, 1926), 221; 
Schirmer, ‘Enterprise and Exploitation in the 20th Century’, 303. 
33  A. R. Turton et. al., ‘A Hydropolitical History of South Africa’s International River Basins’, WRC Report 
1220/1/04, Pretoria, Water Research Commission (2004): 331–7. 
34  H. S. Webb, ‘The Goldfields of Sabie and Pilgrims Rest and Transport Development’, in A Survey of 
the Resources and Development of the Southern Region of the Eastern Transvaal Lowveld (Barberton: Lowveld 
Regional Development Association, 1954): 24–31, 24–5; E. T. E. Andrews et al., ‘Minerals and Mining’, in 
A Survey of the Resources and Development of the Southern Region of the Eastern Transvaal Lowveld: 58–74, map 
opposite p. 68.
35  ‘Invloed van bos op stand van water’, J. D. Keet to Chief Forestry Research, 21 October 1933, R9110, 
Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria; J. D. Keet, C. 203 of 29 June 1934, ‘Complaints re: streams 
drying up on Bultfontein’, Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria.
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a water catchment because water was not retained in the soil.36 District foresters 
and the Transvaal’s Conservator, Keet, investigated local water supplies in their 
planning of the forestry infrastructure, also recognising the potential conflict 
between afforestation and agriculture. Among others of his inquiries, Keet drew 
on an analysis of streamflow records in the catchment of the White River from 
1922 before embarking on large-scale afforestation in 1927. The conclusion 
was that, even before afforestation began, the average flows of the White River 
were too low to support irrigation without the construction of storage dams, a 
view confirmed by the history of the development of the White River Irrigation 
Association, which required a succession of new dams to be built to create the 
water supply needed.

A confluence of environmental and social pressures boiled over in the early 1930s. 
Prior to afforesting the eastern escarpment, annual rainfall was approximately 
25 per cent above normal. Drought set in at the height of planting in the early 
1930s, lowering normal rainfall by 25 per cent, or a 50 per cent decline from the 
pre-afforestation peak in rainfalls (see Figure 10). Complaints from the White 
River area poured into the Secretary for Agriculture and the Chief Conservator 
in 1934.37 Even strong forestry advocates began to worry that tree planting in 
the region was causing a serious decline in river flows. The Administrator of 
the Transvaal, S. P. Bekker, himself a farmer and wattle grower in the eastern 
Transvaal on the edge of the escarpment, laid out the concerns of his farming 
constituents in 1935: ‘I know that farmers in that part of the Province are very 
much perturbed over the effects of planting these pines and gums on the sources 
of these streams and rivers which have to irrigate the fertile land at the bottom of 
these ranges’.38 Particular concern was laid on the fact that the plantations were 
young, and would not provide the claimed broader climatic and hydrological 
benefits for some time.

36  J. D. Keet, ‘Complaints re streams drying up on Bultfontein’.
37  White River Valley Farmers’ Association to Private Secretary, Minister of Agriculture, 18 May 1934, 
Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria; Captain C. V. Palmer to J. D. Keet, 18 June 1934, Wicht Papers, 
SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria; White River Estates Irrigation Board to Director of Forestry, 24 June 1936, 
Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria; Memo C. 203 of 24 June 1934, J. D. Keet ‘Complaints re streams 
drying up on Bultfontein’, Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria; A. O’Connor for Director of Forestry 
to White River Estates Irrigation Board, 11 August 1936, Wicht Papers, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria.
38  Proceedings of the Fourth British Empire Forestry Conference, 77.
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Figure 10. Rainfall variation during the period 1915 to 1946 for Westfalia, a 
station representative of the Transvaal escarpment. 
Source: From C. L. Wicht, Forestry and Water Supplies in South Africa (Pretoria: Department of Forestry, 
Union of South Africa, 1949) .
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Catchments or forests? Keet’s integrated 
forestry paradigm 
By the 1930s, foresters found themselves in a policy dilemma regarding their 
roles as developers of new plantation resources and protectors of the mountain 
catchments that formed a growing part of their charge. Legat noted in the first 
paragraph of his 1930 Annual Report that ‘there would seem to be much to be 
said in favour of all such lands [i.e. mountain catchment areas] being placed in 
charge of the Irrigation Department, which is the department with interests 
most directly bound up with the protection of water supplies’.39 Having to 
manage un-afforestable land made the department the subject of criticism from 
farmers and others who wanted to use the land. Controlling such large swaths 
of land limited foresters’ ability to make arguments to Parliament about the 
need to purchase more land for plantations. Legat protested: ‘Of the millions 
of odd morgen40 shown as forest reserves on the books of the department, the 
department is saddled with hundreds of thousands of morgen of this particular 
type—the rugged ranges of the Western Cape—and Parliament and the public 
are apt to be under the impression that the department is well endowed with all 
the land it requires for its purposes’.41 In spite of this situation and the wider 
concerns about the hydrological effect of plantations, the department received 
more, not less, responsibility for catchments during the early 1930s. In 1930, 
the Lands Department transferred to the forest estate 25,000 morgen (21,420 ha) 
of land, located primarily in the Cape Province, for the purposes of water 
conservation, and in 1934, a further 80,000 morgen (68,540 ha).42

Against the background of the social and political disaster of the Great Depression, 
aggravated by the intense hardships of a ‘crippling’ drought that began in 
Natal around 1929,43 extending countrywide, Parliament in 1934 confirmed the 
assignment of protection of mountain catchments to the department and further 
acquisition of catchment land. Parliament required the department to devise 
a scheme to achieve this, and an ‘analytical survey’ as a basis was to begin 
immediately. For instance, much of the Drakensberg Mountains became subject 
to forestry management.44 Facing the joint challenge of managing catchments 
as well as indigenous forests and the expanding plantations, together with 

39  Union of South Africa, Annual Report of the Forest Department For the Year Ending 31 March 1930 
(Pretoria: Government Printer, 1931), 1. 
40  One Cape morgen equals 0.856,532 hectares.
41  Union of South Africa, Annual Report of the Forest Department For the Year Ending 31 March 1930, 1.
42  Keet, ‘Historical Review of the Development of Forestry in South Africa’, 200.
43  D. W. M. Edley, ‘The Years of Red Dust: Aspects of the Effects of the Great Depression on Natal, 1929–
1933’ (PhD Thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1994), 256–67; Pooley, Burning Table Mountain, 67.
44  Union of South Africa, Annual Report of the Secretary for Agriculture and Forestry for the Year ended 
31 August 1935 (Pretoria: Government Printer, 1935), 501; Pooley, Burning Table Mountain, 67.
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growing complaints about the impact of afforestation in mountain catchments, 
foresters sought a more coherent policy. They chose to harmonise plantation 
forest management and indigenous forest and catchment management, sharing 
the costs of infrastructure and in effect subsidising conservation management 
costs through the provisions for afforestation,45 a policy that was communicated 
during the 1935 British Empire Forestry Conference (see Chapter 6).46 Keet 
illustrated the reasoning for the new policy in his response to his head of 
department in answer to intense criticism from Illtyd Buller Pole-Evans, head of 
the Division of Plant Industry:

… The question of forests versus flowers, as with the question of agriculture 
versus flora and fauna is obviously an economic one. I, for one, stand back to 
no man in South Africa in my love for its flora; and the forest service has done 
more than any other, or public body or private person, to preserve the flora. 
But the nation will not countenance its Forest Service growing only flowers and 
no timber and thus compel it to continue the importation of some £2,000,000 of 
timber annually, and incidentally thereby denying a considerable proportion of 
the population an outlet for healthy and beneficial occupations. It has already 
been shown … that we hold, in the Division of Caledon, upwards of 58,000 
morgen of land of which only about 5,000 morgen have been afforested. There is 
thus room for both flowers and forests, with heavy advantage to the former … 
Now, in regard to the preservation of water supplies at Elgin, I would observe 
that there are perennial streams, each of which … has its origin many miles 
above the plantations held and managed by the Department … practically no 
afforestation has been done in the mountains … the plantations actually lie well 
below the sources of the streams.

Forestry officials made internal policy decisions in the early 1930s to forestall 
problems that might arise from the planting of trees in catchment areas. In 1932, 
the Department of Forestry adopted the policy of keeping a 20-metre buffer 
zone between a stream and a plantation to mitigate effects of their plantations 
on streamflow.47 That same year they decided to develop a major hydrological 
research site in the Jonkershoek Valley and began to acquire the necessary land 
for it.48 In 1934, soon after his appointment as Chief of the Division of Forestry, 
Keet put the issue of forest hydrology at the top of his priorities. He travelled 
personally to meet the White River farmers. He pursued a broader series of 
investigations about complaints about the negative hydrological effects of 

45  Proceedings of the Fourth British Empire Forestry Conference, 48. Quote from Keet.
46  J. D. M. Keet, ‘Memorandum on Afforestation in Relation to Natural Flora and the Effect of Afforestation 
on Water Supplies’, 15 July 1935, from Chief Division of Forest Management to All Professional Officers, 
Division of Forest Management, 1054/7/2, FOR 330, NASA-P. This was the memorandum briefing South 
African delegates prior to the 1935 British Empire Forestry Conference.
47  Department of Forestry, Report of the Interdepartmental Committee of Investigation into Afforestation 
and Water Supplies in South Africa (Cape Town: Republic of South Africa, 1968), 13.
48  See J. J. Kotze’s comments in Fourth British Empire Forestry Conference Proceedings, 293.
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afforestation at Jessievale, at other locations around Sabie, in the mountains 
north of Sabie, and on the Cape Peninsula.49 As discussed in the next chapter, 
the question of forest hydrology became a major political issue in 1934–1935 
leading up to the fourth British Empire Forestry Conference.

Officials in the Agriculture Department continued to publicly support foresters 
at the same time that they internally questioned the soundness of existing 
policy. By the mid-1930s, complaints about the effects of afforestation reached 
the Minister from farmers in the northern, eastern and south-western parts of 
South Africa, and from professional botanists in Pretoria and Johannesburg. 
Yet officials felt compelled to defend afforestation even to the point of absurdity. 
Dr Philip Viljoen, Secretary for Agriculture and Forestry, who himself was 
unsure about the climatic impact of forests, felt compelled to tell members of the 
Wild Flowers Protection Conference Committee that ‘no country can be assured 
of the permanence of its climate with less than 30–50% of its area under forests 
… [because forests were] the only known and proved way of [ensuring] the 
amelioration of climate and the conservation of water supplies’.50 This was a 
far-fetched statement considering that South Africa had less than 1 per cent of 
its land surface clothed by forests. Under the force of the need to create a new 
domestic timber resource, pro-afforestation propaganda was clearly reaching 
the limits of credulity as efforts began to inform the issue through scientific 
research.

Discovering ecology in the indigenous forests
The commitment to develop plantations, coupled at the same time with the 
need to conserve indigenous forests as well as mountain catchments, created 
the policy and intellectual space for the ongoing debates about the meaning of 
the concept ‘forest’, about conservation, about the emerging science of ecology, 
and about the nature of forest management in a disparate society. This room 
for dissent would play a central part in the development of ideas about forest 
hydrological science and ecosystems management in South Africa. As much as 
the success and failures in the trials of plantation species were an important 
source of learning for South Africa’s foresters, so their experience in the study 
and management of indigenous forests, woodlands and mountains yielded 
insights that informed science, policy and practice in the following decades.

49  J. D. M. Keet to Chief Forest Research Officer, 21 October 1933, R. 9110, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, 
Pretoria. The 1935 Memorandum itemises such investigations from all over the forestry regions, including 
the Cape Peninsula. See, Keet, ‘Memorandum on Afforestation in Relation to Natural Flora and the Effect of 
Afforestation on Water Supplies’, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria, 12–23.
50  Memorandum on Afforestation in Relation to Natural Flora and the Effect of Afforestation on Water 
Supplies. Keet likely drafted Viljoen’s letter.
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As the economy of the Southern African region developed, market forces 
exposed the natural resources under foresters’ care to depletion, at best, and 
a ransacking, at worst. Whether it was wagon wood or firewood for Kimberley 
from the Campbell Commonage in the arid acacia savannas; bush tea, buchu, 
and protea tanbark from the Cederberg; or timber from the forests, the lesson 
was the same: the vast tracts of often remote and sparsely peopled land were 
effectively open to access by extractors.51 Existing colonial and indigenous 
institutions that protected indigenous forests would never have been sufficient 
to regulate rising demand for scarce forest products given Southern Africa’s 
limited resource endowments. Quite simply, there were too many demands 
for the country’s finite resources given the onset of capitalism and modern 
globalisation. Forest  conservation would not work without taking sufficient 
account of these local and global forces.52

In 1910, the Union Department of Forestry inherited from the colonial 
administrations numerous, scattered indigenous forest resources divergent 
in tenure, condition and governance; a situation determined by the different 
histories of the four provinces that constituted the Union. Small in overall 
extent as well as being patchily distributed, these forests had by that time been 
degraded to a greater or lesser extent almost everywhere. Foresters reported 
severe depletion by indigenous communities for construction materials, fuel, 
household commodities, and swidden agriculture—the practice of exploiting 
the enriched soils of the forests, or the ‘forest rent’, repeatedly cited by diverse 
observers.53 But it was especially white settlers, and the bands of woodcutters 
who sprung up wherever there was extractable timber, who accelerated forest 
degradation.54

51  See Keet’s summaries from Cape Superintendent of Forests Reports: J. D. M. Keet, ‘Historical Review 
of the Development of Forestry in South Africa’, (Pretoria, c. 1970), MS available online, www2.dwaf.gov.
za/webapp/resourcecentre/Documents/Publications_And_Media/Keet_Forestry_History_page_41-66.pdf, 
51–3. Acacia (Vachellia) erioloba woodlands on Crown Forests were ‘denuded’ for firewood and timber 
for the Kimberley diamond fields; Agathosma betulina was intensely harvested in the Cederberg for the 
pharmaceutical and perfume trade, as were bush teas of different species of Aspalathus, and Protea nitida and 
Heeria argentea for tanbark, for domestic as well as export markets.
52  Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests of the Union of South Africa, 96.
53  Austin defines the forest rent as ‘the difference in the cost of producing a unit of beans on a farm 
that has been replanted with cocoa, compared to one freshly cleared from forest’. See Austin, ‘Resources, 
Techniques and Strategies South of the Sahara’, 599. On this practice in South Africa, Fourcade, in the Report 
on the Natal Forests, recounts many instances of forests exploited this way, as does Keet in J. D. M. Keet, 
‘Management of the Indigenous Forests of the Transkei’, 18 January 1934, R1814, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, 
Pretoria.
54  Fourcade, Report on the Natal Forests, 4; Sim, The Forests and Forest Flora of the Colony of the Cape of 
Good Hope, 3–9, 22, 48–9, 528; Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 20–34; for the Transvaal, 
see Tempelhoff, ‘Die Ontginning van Noord-Transvaal se Houtbronne’, 67–74; for Natal see D. McCracken, 
‘Dependence, Destruction and Development: a History of Indigenous Timber Use in South Africa’, in 
Indigenous Forests and Woodlands in Southern Africa: Policy, People, and Practice (Pietermaritzburg: University 
of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2004): 277–308, 278, 280–1.
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In the Cape, the department controlled most of the Knysna and Tsitsikamma 
forests—about 65,000 acres (26,000 ha)—and smaller forests to the west, as well 
as the forests in the eastern territories conquered during the Frontier Wars of 
the nineteenth century, and afterward, forests in the annexed territories of the 
Transkei. By around 1910 the Union forest estate as a whole included nearly 
500,000  ha, of which less than one-third had indigenous forest cover: most 
reservation was for catchment protection, and some for the establishment of 
plantations.55 In the Transkei (including Pondoland), the process of gaining 
control of indigenous forests was well advanced, but encountered significant 
conflict with the traditional leaders, the magistrates who administered the 
territories, and commoners who used the lands and the forests: the program had 
been informed by bitter lessons from the period of free access. In the Transkei, 
the indigenous forest area of around 100,000  ha was distributed over about 
1,300 forests, scattered through most of the territory, hundreds being very 
small—100 ha and less in area. Here (as in Zululand in Natal), forest reservation 
intruded on communal tenure systems, creating a source of continuous conflict. 
The Forestry Department came to control scores of the demarcated forests there, 
as well as attempting, by working through traditional institutions, to protect 
many more, smaller ‘Headman’s’ forests.56 In the province of Natal, Henry 
Fourcade’s survey during the 1880s had provided an inventory of indigenous 
resources and an assessment of their tenure and exploitation, although not 
all major forests had been surveyed, and the authorities had vacillated about 
instituting an effective administration; few forests had state protection at that 
time, and many had been severely depleted by settler farmers or woodcutters 
supplying buyers for the interior housing and wagon-making markets.57 In the 
ORC, there were virtually no indigenous forests and, during the last decades of 
the nineteenth century, much of the demand for timber was met by bringing 
it in over the Drakensberg passes, mostly by illegal extraction.58 Finally, official 
knowledge of indigenous forests in the Transvaal was poor, though concern for 
the future of timber resources was clear from repeated submissions from Boers 
in the north-east to the South African Republic (ZAR) government. But, clearly, 
early legislation by the ZAR government had been ineffective.59 The only official 

55  Sim, The Forests and Forest Flora of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope, 17–8. Sim’s data are drawn from 
reports of the Conservators of Forests.
56  Tropp, Natures of Colonial Change, 8–9.
57  D. P. McCracken, ‘The Indigenous Forests of Colonial Natal and Zululand’, Natalia, 16 (1986): 19–38, 
24, 28ff.
58  Ibid., 25; Fourcade, Report on the Natal Forests, 17.
59  Tempelhoff, ‘Die Ontginning van Noord-Transvaal se Houtbronne’, 67, 71–2.
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source at the time was Hutchins’s Transvaal Forest Report, which contained 
information only on the Woodbush complex of forests, estimated at 20,000 ha, 
and overlooked many other forest complexes in the region.60

Charged by the 1913 Forest Act to protect and manage these forests, foresters 
found this to be one of the department’s most contentious assignments. 
Because, in the majority, each was so small, conserving the forests in effect 
meant controlling access by many groups of people to the resources and places 
that they had used for years, decades and even centuries. As a result, intense 
‘negotiations’ ensued over access to resources in indigenous forests throughout 
the country.61 Though there was no uniform experience, foresters gradually 
gained control over most of the remaining indigenous forests. In doing so, they 
used legislation, policing, market forces and resettlement to regulate the use 
of the forests, and especially sought to substitute the timber from these forests 
with timber from plantations. Despite their small contribution to the timber 
economy, management of the indigenous forests figured large because of their 
political importance.

Three principal phases characterised the department’s forest protection and 
management. Reservation, as defined in the Forest Act, involved an initial step 
of acquiring the forest and accessioning it to the forest estate as a forest reserve. 
The second was the demarcation of the forest reserve, which involved the survey 
of the forest boundaries followed by statutory demarcation—a demarcated forest 
could not be alienated without two-thirds parliamentary majority approval. 
And the third aspect was the regulation of access to and use of forest resources, 
of whatever kind: timber, minor forest produce, or recreation.62

Once reserved, forest management and use was regulated through the provisions 
of the Act, mainly through fee-based licensing, but also allowing free access and 
use—only for headloads of dry firewood in territories with communal tenure, 
the teza. Colonial foresters restructured access to indigenous forests through a 
variety of means, including policing, fines, and negotiation with elected, and 
later appointed, headmen, while in the Transkei and other regions of communal 

60  Hutchins, Transvaal Forest Report, 136, 14–21. Hutchins’s estimate of 20,000 hectares was a major 
exaggeration; the entire area of Northern Mistbelt Forests, of which the Woodbush complex is a part, is 
about 19,000 ha; G. Von Maltitz et al., Classification System for South African Indigenous Forests: An Objective 
Classification for the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry, Environmentek report ENV-P-C 2003-017 
CSIR Pretoria, planet.uwc.ac.za/nisl/biodiversity/Attachments/Final%20document%20Full%20forest%20
classification%20report.pdf (accessed 13 December 2013), 140, 279.
61  See Tropp, Natures of Colonial Change, 8–9; McCracken, ‘The Indigenous Forests of Colonial Natal and 
Zululand’, 33.
62  Fourcade, Report on the Natal Forests, chapter on ‘Survey and Demarcation of the Crown Forests’.
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tenure, permitting the teza and access to other resources by licence.63 Foresters, 
however, found white and ‘coloured’ sawyers entering the territories from 
the Cape to present as great or an even greater problem; eventually, access to 
indigenous forest resources was limited to residents of the territories, and sale 
of timber to outsiders prohibited.64 Regulations to control access to forests and 
to prevent fires led to the apprehension and fining of both interlopers from 
the Cape as well as Africans on the frontier boundaries of what is now the 
Eastern Cape. After 1910, foresters in the then Transkei worked with Native 
Affairs officials to regulate access to remaining indigenous forests, and to ‘wean’ 
Africans off pre-existing communal forest use by the planting of fast-growing 
trees, usually wattle—a project that gradually succeeded in supplying the 
needed substitutes.65

Throughout the forest regions, bands of woodcutters, ‘of unrecorded descent 
and origins’, extracted timber from the indigenous forests.66 Their exemplar 
was the Knysna woodcutter, member of a series of loose-knit communities, 
some originating from the 1777 VOC timber colony in the Tsitsikamma. 
They made a bare living extracting timber for sale to merchants. These poor 
white (and  coloured) woodcutters had sole rights to timber extractions, and 

63  Teza applied to Transkei forests, and the Forest Act provided for it. Keet sets out the teza as follows: 
‘All the forests, except those in the Territory of Port St. Johns, are subject to the servitude of “Teza”, that is 
the collection, except by means of axe, saw, or other cutting implements, and removal, without permit, free 
of charge, of dry wood for fuel, for his own domestic requirements only by each native resident of a location 
from forests situated in such locations’. ‘Teza-wood cannot be sold, at least not to Europeans’, J. D. M. Keet, 
‘Management of the Indigenous Forests of the Transkei’, 18 January 1934, R1814, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, 
Pretoria, 4, 12. Tropp traces the origin of the institution to regulations formulated by Magistrate Walter 
Stanford in the 1880s. See Tropp, Natures of Colonial Change, 81. See also F. S. Laughton, The Sylviculture 
of the Indigenous Forests, 31.
64  By direction of Prime Minister J. B. M. Hertzog. See Keet, ‘Historical Review of the Development 
of Forestry in South Africa’, 88
65  Tropp, Natures of Colonial Change, Chapter 3.
66  Woodcutter groups sought a living almost throughout South Africa where timber could be extracted. 
See, for example, Laughton, McCracken, and Tempelhoff, cited earlier. Also see Henkel in Sim, The Forests and 
Forest Flora of the Cape Colony, 46. Though commonly described as ‘poor white’, these groups were more likely 
in various degrees ‘creolised’ frontier bands of mixed origins, like the raiding mountain bands described in 
S. Challis, ‘Creolisation on the Nineteenth-Century Frontiers of Southern Africa: A Case Study of the AmaTola 
“Bushmen” in the Maloti-Drakensberg’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 38 (2012): 265–80, 273–5. See the 
account of the arrest of ‘large numbers’ of British Army deserters extracting timber from the Alexandria 
forest between Port Elizabeth and Grahamstown, where they lived in huts dispersed through the forest, 
with their Khoi-Khoi common-law wives and children, in Gordon-Brown (ed.), The Narrative of Private Buck 
Adams, 7th (Princess Royal’s) Dragoon Guards, on the Eastern Frontier of the Cape of Good Hope, 1843–1848 
(Cape Town: The Van Riebeek Society, 1941), 99–104. J. D. M. Keet knew and worked with the woodcutters 
while District Forest Officer at Knysna. He was able to converse with them in their Afrikaans. He wrote of 
‘woodcutters of unrecorded descent and origins’, that the ‘Whites … must be understood to include people 
of different races’, and expressed his sympathy in quoting Gray’s Elegy to a Country Churchyard: ‘the short 
and simple annals of the poor’ in Keet, ‘Historical Review of the Development of Forestry in South Africa’, 
264–5. Reporting on the Transkei, Keet refers to woodcutters ‘of a semi-nomadic type’ in Keet, ‘Management 
of the Indigenous Forests of the Transkei’ R1814, 18 January 1934, SAFRI Archives, CSIR, Pretoria, 4. F. S. 
Laughton provides a perceptive and sympathetic account of the Knysna woodcutter society. See Laughton, 
The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 27–8.
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received consistent political support and public attention in their constant 
appeals against restrictive regulation. Foresters began exercising progressively 
stricter control over their felling from 1874 onward, leading to registration in 
1912 (soon ratified under the 1913 Forest Act) of all woodcutters with extractive 
rights, i.e. any who had taken out timber in the preceding two years; the list 
was closed, and thereafter only registered woodcutters could take timber from 
state forests, according to what became a quota system.67 In the beginning, 
approximately 1,200 woodcutters registered, but by 1929, numbers had fallen 
to 557 (many having left for the white forestry settlements). However, it was 
only with the passage of the 1939 Woodcutter’s Annuity Act, a social support 
measure, that the woodcutters finally left the forests. But, ‘giving the sole 
right to the working of timber to the registered wood-cutters has linked the 
question of forest management and the alleviation of distress’, so that it was 
often ‘necessary to sell very much more timber from the forests than what was 
considered permissible’.68

The largest continuous extent of indigenous forests, 60,500 hectares, grew in 
an east to west line at around 34°S along the southern slopes of the Outeniqua 
and Tsitsikamma mountains and inland of the coastal town of Knysna.69 In these 
forests, de Vasselot had left an important legacy. His 1882 tour of inspection, 
informed by experienced conservators, especially Captain Christopher 
Harison, gave him the intelligence for a rational forest management plan for 
timber-yielding indigenous forests. Harison had established a form of selection 
silviculture when he was appointed Conservator in the Tsitsikamma in 1866. 
De Vasselot introduced regulations in 1883 which had the objects of governing 
fellings so that ‘the forest can yield in perpetuity so that each year the quantity 
felled can be replaced’, and of assuring adequate regeneration within the forests. 
With this, he advanced the selection system, building on French silviculture 
and Brandis’s system for the teak forests of Burma.70 He compiled, from his own 
appraisal and the know-how of his Conservators, a fair forest resource assessment 
and from this, for the Knysna forests, estimated a sustainable annual timber 
yield of 500,000 cubic feet (about 14,000 cubic metres). De Vasselot’s system 
involved the selective removal of mature trees, within the limits of the allowable 

67  Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 28–9.
68  Grundlingh, ‘“God Het Ons Arm Mense Die Houtjies Gegee”’, 40–56, 44, 54; Keet, ‘Historical Review 
of the Development of Forestry in South Africa’, 264–9.
69  The modern designation is the Southern Cape Afrotemperate Forests, and these form the largest forest 
complex in Southern Africa measured at approximately 60,500 hectares. See Von Maltitz et al., Classification 
System for South African Indigenous Forests: An Objective Classification for the Department of Water Affairs and 
Forestry, 88.
70  Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 96–7, citing C. B. McNaughton’s 1898 policy 
memorandum for the working plan for the Sourflats (Zuurvlakte) Forest near Knysna. Fourcade recommended 
an analogous management system in his chapter ‘Management of the Forests’, using the French term tire et aire 
for the selection system. See Fourcade, Report on the Natal Forests, 55ff.



5. Competing Agendas? Afforestation, Catchment Management and Indigenous Forests, c. 1910–1935

135

yield for any given block of forest, rather than clearfelling or other alternative 
systems. This was the system to regulate extraction by the woodcutters—who 
enjoyed sole rights to the timber—initially in the Knysna forests, but soon after, 
with Hutchins’s arrival, in the forests of the Amatolas and, later, the few timber-
yielding forests of the Transkei. Each block was divided into sections, each 
section was methodically inspected and trees for felling identified, measured 
and marked, and then woodcutters were assigned trees for felling by lots, to 
distribute the allowable cut fairly. Once the allowable cut had been completed 
for a block, the block was closed to felling for 40 years to allow regrowth. 
In their marking for felling, foresters took care to distribute the removals so as 
to achieve the desired composition of the forest, to prevent excessive opening 
of the canopy, and to protect seedlings from excessive light, desiccation, and 
competing growth from undergrowth species. Steps to measure tree growth in 
order to inform estimates of allowable fellings began immediately on de Vasselot’s 
institution of the system, though the initial extent of measurement was small.71

De Vasselot’s system, progressively refined and improved,72 was applied for 
several decades afterward. But foresters found that they could never achieve 
the norms set for the management of each forest or block in the forest: their 
personnel were too few, the woodcutters persisted in felling according to what 
was easiest sold, and political forces invariably intervened.73 With the decline 
in demand following extension of the railways, especially the loss of the wagon-
wood markets, woodcutters selectively felled high-value timber trees for the 
local markets, undermining the desired forest composition—threatening to 
render the forests ‘ironwood wastes’.74 During World War I, private forests 
were depleted; woodcutters focused greater demands onto the state forests, 
increasing the extractions from them, while foresters, lacking timber inventories 
for the forests, could not convince their fellow authorities and the public to 
contain the fellings, while knowing that the forests were being overexploited. 
Again, still lacking figures to prove permissible, sustainable harvest, foresters 
were obliged to considerably increase the allowed cut from the forests from 
1924 to 1930, to substantially more than the guide figure of 500,000 cubic feet 
per year (and, to make matters worse, the recorded volumes did not account for 

71  See Cape of Good Hope, Report of the Superintendent of Woods and Forests for the Year 1889 (Part 1); 
Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 25–7, 90–4; Keet, ‘Historical Review of the Development 
of Forestry in South Africa’, 48–51. Keet cites an attempt to extend the selection system to the Kalahari 
woodlands, too late to stop the denudation. See Keet, ‘Management of the Indigenous Forests of the Transkei’.
72  A. H. W. Seydack et al., ‘An Unconventional Approach to Timber Yield Regulation for Multi-Aged, 
Multispecies Forests. II. Application to a South African Forest’, Forest Ecology and Management, 77 (1995): 
155–68.
73  Cape of Good Hope, Report of the Superintendent of Woods and Forests for the Year 1889 (Part 1), 9, 
provides an illustrative case. Vasselot reports having marked 130,524 cubic feet of ironwood for felling, whereas 
just 10,111 was sold. Of 644,405 cubic feet marked for thinning that year, just over 20 per cent was sold. Similar 
bias existed later, for different reasons, and still later, the quantities felled exceeded the allowable cut.
74  Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 25.
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timber wasted in the forests, when woodcutters sawed and removed the prime 
timber and abandoned the rest). By 1930, best estimates were that the forests 
could yield 183,000 cubic feet per year, sustainably, not the 500,000 or so being 
harvested. But in sympathy for the plight of the woodcutters, the authorities 
could not admit to reducing the felling quotas. Instead of imposing an allowable 
cut they resolved to allocate a quota of 700 cubic feet per woodcutter per year, 
and watch the extraction diminish as the number of entitled woodcutters 
declined with time. It was only with the pensioning of the last woodcutters in 
1939, in terms of the Woodcutter’s Annuity Act (no. 11) of 1939, that the Knysna 
forests could be managed by the standards reckoned by the foresters.75

Figure 11. Woodcutters participating in the allotment of trees for their 
extraction, Knysna Forest, 1926. 
Seymour Laughton describes the procedure: each woodcutter draws a numbered disc from a hat, ‘[t]he 
holder of number one has the first choice. He shouts out the number of the tree he wants and its species 
and his name … They proceed thus until the man holding the highest number has his turn … they work 
their way back in reverse order … until all the trees have been allotted.’ The process is supervised so that 
each allotment for the year approximates 700 cubic feet, but not more. 
Source: George Museum; photographer unknown.

75  Ibid., 87–93; Laughton cites Legat’s 1930 report as Conservator for much of his account. Keet, ‘Historical 
Review of the Development of Forestry in South Africa’, 92; Grundlingh, ‘“God Het Ons Arm Mense Die 
Houtjies Gegee”’.
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Foresters lacked the scientific information to justify the policies they promoted. 
They lacked necessary data on the growth rates of the different species of tree, 
and they needed to adapt their silviculture better to the different types of 
forest encountered, while assuring successful regeneration in and rehabilitation 
of the forest after over a century of misuse. Efforts to regenerate valuable 
species, such as Yellowwood (Afrocarpus falcatus and Podocarpus latifolius), 
Stinkwood (Ocotea bullata), and Ironwood (Olea laurifolia) had proved difficult. 
Cleared or overworked parts of the forests—‘the wounds caused by … heavy 
exploitation’—were slow to recover, becoming infested with shrubby weeds.76 
Attempts to rehabilitate these by transplanting indigenous trees and by planting 
Tasmanian Blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon) had yielded little success.

Agricultural, botanical and forestry researchers in South Africa agreed in 1920 on 
the need to pursue research across departments to solve fundamental problems 
relating to indigenous tree management.77 Attempts to foster closer cooperation 
between Pole-Evans’s Plant Industry Division and the Forestry Department began 
with joint meetings to discuss these issues,78 and in 1922, the department appointed 
John Phillips to study the Knysna Forest, at the Diepwalle Forest Research Station. 
Phillips’s subsequent experiences in Knysna shaped his criticisms of forestry in 
the 1930s, and are valuable to study more closely because he became one of the 
strongest critics of prevailing forest policy and practice, and played a key role 
challenging forestry ideas at the 1935 British Empire Forestry Conference.

John Phillips grew up outside of Grahamstown in what is now the Eastern 
Cape Province. He became interested in forestry after participating in the pro-
conservation Boy Scouts. While employed as a pupil forester by the Forestry 
Department in the ‘magic mountain country’ of the Pirie and Amatola forests near 
King Williams’ Town, his aptitude, and the encouragement of a mentor, R. W. Rose 
Innes, encouraged him to study botany and forestry at Edinburgh University, as 
a student sponsored by the department.79 At Edinburgh, he devoted himself to 
botany, studying under the tutelage of the then influential morphologists Isaac 
Bayley Balfour and Frederick Orpen Brower. Phillips was influenced by their 
approach to botany, which focused on studying a plant’s evolutionary history to 
understand its attributes and distribution. Phillips also engaged with the nascent 
field of ecology, and was especially attracted to ideas of the Nebraska ecologist 
Fredric Clements. Clements famously developed the theory of the climatically 
determined climax community and ecological succession as being the dynamic 

76  Laughton, The Sylviculture of the Indigenous Forests, 109.
77  Journal of the Department of Agriculture, 1 (1920), 180.
78  ‘Notes’, Journal of the Department of Agriculture, 2 (1921), 3. 
79  J. Phillips, Kwame Nkrumah and the Future of Africa (London: Faber and Faber, 1960), 16. For a brief 
outline of his career at Knysna see Anon, ‘J.F.V. Phillips Revisits Knynsna Forest’, Bosbounuus/Forestry News 
(1984): 12–4; B. W. van Wilgen, ‘Introduction to John F. V. Phillips’ Article’, Fire Ecology, 8 (2012): 1–2. 
Bennett and Kruger, ‘Ecology, Forestry and the Debate over Exotic Trees in South Africa’, 100–9.
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‘unswervable’ processes of orderly, predictable seral stages culminated in this 
stable, ‘organismic’ climax: an evolutionary model that saw the formation of 
climax communities—organic entities—as the culmination of progressions of a 
series of increasingly complex and stable communities.80 The idea that ecological 
communities always developed progressively towards a climax community, which 
was an organism in equilibrium, drove much of Phillips’s ecological research, and 
led to his later conflict with the Oxford ecologist Arthur Tansley. 

Figure 12. John F. V. Phillips and Jeannie Phillips, Edinburgh, 1920.
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Pretoria; photographer unknown .

80  See D. Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas, 2nd ed. (Cambridge University Press, 
1994), 209–11; Pooley, ‘Pressed Flowers’, 603. The quote is from Worster. Little is known of Phillips’s time in 
Edinburgh, though his later work bears the imprint of Balfour and Brower. See Phillips, Kwame Nkrumah, 
17 (note 30).
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Robertson, head of the Forestry Department’s forestry research branch, 
appointed Phillips to improve the scientific foundation for the selection system 
of silviculture.81 His duties included improving and maintaining the monitoring 
of forest growth and increment, resuming the measurements on the 23 sample 
plots established by McNaughton in 1902, but neglected during the succeeding 
12 years for want of staff.82 His duty was to conduct experimental research to 
address questions about the regeneration of the forest: how regeneration varied 
between moist and dry sites, and how this was determined by the effects of 
silvicultural operations on light near the ground, and soil moisture. 

Phillips believed that foresters should use ecology to study the whole forest 
rather than focusing only on economically valuable trees. This view frequently 
put him at odds with many of South Africa’s first- and second-generation 
foresters. Leading colonial foresters, such as David Ernest Hutchins, had 
emphasised that ecology was a tool to understand the ‘relation of trees to their 
environment’.83 For Hutchins, ecology was not a study of relationships merely 
for the sake of relationships—it was for the effective manipulation of valuable 
trees. The differences in outlook between Phillips and the first generation 
of colonial foresters became apparent on his arrival. In a 1924 letter written 
to the former Cape forest surveyor and botanical expert of Knysna’s flora, 
Henry Fourcade, Phillips included a draft publication of his own work and 
a copy of Fredric Clements’s ‘wonderful book’, Plant Succession.84 Fourcade 
demurred by writing to Phillips, ‘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’,85 echoing the critique of Clementsian 
ecology as ‘a vocation for turning out glossaries’, in Worster’s words, or Keet’s 
comment at the fourth British Empire Forestry Conference, expressing the hope 
that ecology ‘is not merely a case of adding new words to our vocabulary’.86 
This  perception bedevilled his relations with colleagues, as much as any 
other issue (see Chapter  6). Still, Phillips received the freedom to design his 
own research agenda at Diepwalle, with support from Robertson. Robertson’s 
sympathy perhaps related to his having been a key contributor to Illtyd Buller 
Pole-Evans’s ecologically informed, national botanical survey for South Africa;87 
he saw the botanical survey as the key to unlocking the ‘secrets of the reasons 
for the distribution of our forest and of the species comprising them’.88

81  C. C. Robertson to all conservators, 8 June 1923, circular minute 1360 R. 10, FBT 1/3, NASA-CT.
82  Bennett and Kruger, ‘Ecology, Forestry and the Debate over Exotic Trees in South Africa’.
83  D. E. Hutchins to Charles Curry, 24 July 1901, B 872/10, AGR 723, NASA-CT.
84  J. Phillips to H. Fourcade, 4 July 1924, Fourcade Bequest BC 246, UCT. 
85  H. Fourcade to J. Phillips, 24 July 1924, Fourcade Bequest BC 246, UCT. 
86  Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas.
87  Anker, Imperial Ecology, 65–6. 
88  Botanical Survey, 27 May 1921, Minute No. F 4226/R 3500, FBT 1/3, NASA-CT.
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Diepwalle was an extensive experimental forest with good nursery facilities 
and many silvicultural trials underway, a natural laboratory where Phillips 
developed many of his most important ideas about ecology. Here, his research 
exposed imported European and North American ecological theories to the 
facts from detailed local fieldwork. His program proved enormously fruitful, 
yielding over 19 publications in influential journals, covering a wide range of 
topics. Forest growth and increment measurements were put on a sound footing, 
and continued later by F. S. Laughton and his successors. His important studies 
focused on the natural and artificial reproduction of tree species, tree mortality, 
tree diseases, the ecological impact of exotic species on indigenous tree species 
reproduction, and descriptions of the microclimate, soil moisture regimes, and a 
variety of other important forest conditions. He studied the ecological interaction 
between plants and mammals and birds, the effect of the naturalisation of 
Tasmanian Blackwood on forest regeneration, and wrote theoretical papers on 
experimental ecology.89 In 1909, in an attempt to encourage reproduction, the 
Forestry Department itself had begun to plant the faster-growing Blackwood 
to provide shade for light-sensitive indigenous species. Others saw Blackwood 
as a more economic replacement of the shrinking forests. Some even asked the 
government to harvest the remaining ancient, ‘over-mature’ trees and plant 
exotic forests in their place.90 Phillips noted that ‘[r]egeneration of native species 
was not only very, very rare under stands of “Blackwood”, but also appeared 
moribund’.91 He designed tests to measure how Blackwood influenced soil 
moisture and light intensity, which in turn affected the growth of indigenous 
tree species. The results of the experiment demonstrated that Blackwood lowered 
the soil moisture and light intensity, making it nearly impossible for native 
tree species to grow. Yet Phillips thought that, without human disturbance, 
Blackwood would not become ‘uncontrollable’ throughout Knysna because 

89  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Platyophus trifoliatus Don: A Contribution to Its Ecology’, South African Journal 
of Science, 22 (1925): 44–60; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘The Propagation of “Stinkwood” (Ocotea bullata E. Mey.) by 
Vegetative Means’, South African Journal of Science, 23 (1926): 418–43; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Fossil Widdringtonia 
in Lignite of the Knysna Series with a Note on Fossil Leaves of Several Other Species’, South African Journal of 
Science, 24 (1927): 188–97; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Dendrographic Experiments: Ocotea bullata E. Mey. (Stinkwood)’, 
South African Journal of Science, 24 (1927): 227–43; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Faurea Macnaughtonii Phill. (“Terblanz”): 
A Note on Its Ecology and Distribution’, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, 14 (1926): 317–
36; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Experimental Vegetation: A Second Experiment’, South African Journal of Science, 24 
(1927): 259–68; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Plant Indicators in the Knysna Region’, South African Journal of Science, 
25 (1928): 202–24; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Mortality in the Flowers, Fruits and Young Regeneration of Trees in the 
Knysna Forests of South Africa’, Ecology, 8 (1927): 435–44; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Olea laurifolia Lam. (“Ironwood”): 
An Introduction to Its Ecology’, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, 16 (1928): 169–90; J. F. V. 
Phillips, ‘The Principal Forest Types in the Knysna Region—an Outline’, South African Journal of Science, 
25 (1928): 188–201; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Curtisia faginea Ait. (“Assegaai”): An Ecological Note’, Transactions of 
the Royal Society of South Africa, 17 (1930): 29–41; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘The Behaviour of Acacia melanoxylon R. 
Br. (“Tasmanian Blackwood”) in the Knysna Forests: An Ecological Study’, Transactions of the Royal Society 
of South Africa, 16 (1928): 31–43; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘The Influence of Usnea Sp. (near barbata Fr.) upon the 
Supporting Tree’, Transactions of the Royal Society of South Africa, 17 (1929): 101–7. 
90  See file, working of Knysna and other Midlands Forests, A225, FOR 158, NASA-P.
91  Phillips, ‘The Behaviour of Acacia Melanoxylon’, 3.
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they could not grow under the dense forest canopy unless humans or elephants 
made openings.92 Through his research on Blackwood, Phillips gained important 
insights that informed the study of forest regeneration in general.

The recalcitrance of indigenous trees proved almost impossible to overcome. 
For example, attempts to multiply Stinkwood artificially proved so difficult 
that Phillips wrote that he was ‘forced to conclude that the propagation of 
Ocotea bullata by vegetative means is not possible on a practical scale’.93 
While transplanting to rehabilitate degraded forest would continue, matching 
silvicultural treatment to site remained a priority concern.

To address the problem of matching silvicultural treatment to site conditions, 
Phillips following the ideas of A. K. Cajander, settling on the use of plant 
indicator species in the ground layer for the classification of forest types. 
Cajander was a forester and Finnish nationalist, whose main contribution to 
forest science was his theory of ‘forest types’. He argued that nature produced 
distinct ecological forest types that could be understood by studying ‘indicator 
species’ found among the ground flora, not the dominant trees.94 Cajander’s 
theoretical ideas also developed as a response to growing northern European, 
particularly German, concerns about the sustainability of monoculture timber 
plantations and clear-cutting.95 Cajander took part in a northern European 
movement that advocated a more organic model of forestry based upon an 
intricate knowledge and replication of the ecological and biological processes of 
natural forests.96 The view perhaps found sympathy in Phillips, while the fact 
that Cajander dealt with a wide range of site types, from bog forest to dry, very 
likely promised solutions to Phillips’s classification problem. From the indicator 
species approach, Phillips generated a set of broad categories that distinguished 
soil moisture regimes, from moist to dry, which correlated with the response of 
the forest, especially the ground flora and soil moisture regime, to the degree of 
opening of the canopy of the forest through silvicultural treatment, one of the 
principal concerns to foresters in Knysna.

Phillips’s emphasis on studying ground species indicators led him to become 
dissatisfied with the silvicultural paradigm of forestry then being pursued in 
South Africa. In his 1928 article devoted to Cajander’s method, ‘Plant Indicators 
in the Knysna Region’ in the South African Journal of Science, he reproved 
foresters as ‘they consistently failed to formulate a system of indicators, because 
their real attentions were directed towards the growth and silviculture of stands 

92  Ibid., 42.
93  Phillips, ‘The Propagation of “Stinkwood” (Ocotea bullata E. Mey.) by Vegetative Means’, 433.
94  A. K. Cajander, ‘Über Walden Typen’, Acta Forestalia Fennica, 1 (1909).
95  J. Raumolin, ‘The Formation of the Sustained Yield Forestry System in Finland’, in H. K. Steen (ed.), 
History of Sustained-Yield Forestry: A Symposium (Santa Cruz: Forest History Society, 1983), 159–60. 
96  M. L. Anderson, ‘Review of ‘Forest Types and Their Significance’, Forestry, 24 (1951): 72–3.
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of trees, and not towards the prime factors of the habitats occupied by such’.97 
Whereas Cajander used his theory to show an ecological difference between 
Russia and Finland, Phillips used his ideas to critique exotic afforestation in 
South Africa.

Phillips drew his entire research program together through the framework of 
Clementsian succession theory. He used this scheme to make sense of the overall 
complexity of the Knysna forest through the model of succession to the climax, 
tracing the conjectural pathways of forest change, from the ‘hydrosere’ at the 
wet end of the ecological spectrum, to the ‘xerosere’ at the dry. This again was 
the theoretical frame for linking silviculture to site type. His research culminated 
in a PhD in Ecology from Edinburgh University in 1927, ‘Forest-Succession 
and Ecology in the Knysna Region’, published as a monograph in Pole-Evans’s 
Botanical Survey of South Africa series.98

In 1925, he fell under the influence of Jan Smuts, the former war general, prime 
minister and amateur botanist, after meeting and hiking the mountains with 
Smuts at the South African Association for the Advancement of Science meeting 
at Oudtshoorn in the Cape.99 Smuts convinced Phillips of the importance of 
Holism, explained in his 1926 publication Holism and Evolution. Smuts argued 
that individuals in nature (such as cells, individual animals or plants) tended to 
cooperate in a specific direction, leading towards ‘wholes’. He suggested ‘that 
groups, societies, nations, and Nature are organic without being organisms’.100 
Phillips took these ideas to his next post.

Smuts’s holistic concept strongly influenced Phillips’s thinking on ecology during 
this period; soon after, Phillips formulated his idea of the ‘biotic community’, 
the ecological assemblage as something ‘more than the sum of its parts’, in a 
series of three papers in the Journal of Ecology.101 The biotic community he saw 
as comprised of interdependent species that had progressively evolved into 
a holistic, organismic system. Phillips’s writings did not stand criticism from 
A. G. Tansley, who invalidated the ideas on logical as well as empirical grounds.102 
But Phillips’s observations of forest ecology, free of philosophical elaboration, 
did provide a valid analysis of much of the dynamics of these forests.

97  Phillips, ‘Plant Indicators in the Knysna Region’; Phillips, ‘The Principal Forest Types in the Knysna 
Region—an Outline’.
98  Later published as J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Fossil Widdringtonia in Lignite of the Knysna Series with a Note on 
Fossil Leaves of Several Other Species’.
99  See Anker’s careful study of their relationship. Anker, Imperial Ecology Environmental Order in the 
British Empire, 1895–1945, Chapter 2.
100  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘The Biotic Community’, Journal of Ecology, 19 (1931): 1–24. 
101  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Succession, Development, and the Complex Organism I: An Analysis of Concepts’, 
Journal of Ecology, 22 (1934): 554–71; J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Succession, Development, and the Complex Organism 
II: Development and the Climax’, Journal of Ecology, 23 (1935): 210–36.
102  A. G. Tansley, ‘The Use and Abuse of Vegetational Concepts and Terms’, Ecology, 16 (1935): 282–307.
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Figure 13. Members of the South African delegation entraining for Cape Town 
to embark for London and the September 1931 Centenary Meeting of the 
British Association for the Advancement of Science. 
General Jan Smuts, centre, Jeannie Phillips fourth from right, John F. V. Phillips third from right, Colonel 
Deneys Reitz, second from right . The forestry network was close: Deneys Reitz served as President of 
the South African Forestry Association from 1934, while J . D . M . Keet was Chairman . 
Source: From a print possessed by James Paterson, grandson of John Phillips, and reproduced with 
his permission .

In 1931, Phillips offered a stinging ecological critique of exotic tree planting. 
His ecological criticisms, based on his idea of the ‘biotic community’ and his 
previous work in forestry, differed fundamentally from previous criticisms in 
South Africa. He did not justify his critique based upon their unsightliness 
or the utilitarian argument that exotic trees used more water than indigenous 
vegetation. Rather, he blamed exotic trees for inhibiting the functioning of 
indigenous biotic communities.103 He blamed Eucalyptus for reducing the bee 
population in Knysna (a requirement for reproduction of some indigenous trees) 
and criticised Australian Acacia for inhibiting the reproduction of native trees 
by decreasing the overall soil moisture and depleting soil fertility.104

Phillips’s research gave weight to growing criticisms of the difference in 
ecological and hydrological properties between indigenous forests and 
plantations. Scientific experts and members of the public in the Cape Province 

103  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Ecology the Foundation of Forestry’, Empire Forestry Journal, 10 (1931): 86–105. 
This article was also reprinted as a pamphlet by the South African government. We cite the reprint.
104  Phillips, ‘The Behaviour of Acacia melanoxylon’, 14.



Forestry + Water Conservation in South Africa

144

began to challenge the argument that all trees increased streamflow and had 
positive climatic influences. Alfred Paetzel noted in his Farmer’s Weekly letter 
that ‘the most striking feature of difference [between indigenous and exotic 
forests] is the total absence of any undergrowth—that most valuable vegetation 
for the conservation of moisture’.105 Arguments about the nature of the forest 
floor and its soil played a key role in later debates about whether plantations 
stopped or encouraged soil erosion.

From the point of view of his campaign to influence forest policy and practice, 
however, John Phillips had organised his ideas, and his policy views, in three 
key papers, which took his conceptual analysis into the realm of practice. In his 
1928 paper in Nature, ‘Influence of Forest Formation on Soil Moisture’, Phillips 
reasons, from a Clementsian perspective, that the development of forest, natural 
or planted, on sites at the wet end of the soil-moisture spectrum (the hydrosere) 
will progressively dry out the soil, whereas development on the drier sites—
the lithosere and the psammosere—will, stage by stage, add soil moisture, 
a view that echoed Hutchins’s concern about the ‘double effect’ of forests on 
the water balance (see earlier). He buttressed his argument with evidence from 
his own observations and experiments involving eucalypts and pines, as well 
as indigenous forest treatment, including streamflow observations. He also 
concluded that ‘Water-voracious indigenous plants not natural to the particular 
sere, and demanding exotics, draw strongly upon the soil moisture no matter 
what the successional history of the site’. So he was addressing the same 
questions as his forestry colleagues, with a little more science.106 

His 1931 paper in the Journal of Ecology, ‘Ecological Investigation in South, 
Central and East Africa: An Outline of a Progressive Scheme’, is a broad schedule 
of ideas explicitly stated as the framework for a regional program in ecology 
that gives prominence to the biotic formation as the category for planning, 
anticipating the biome-based mapping to come in South Africa, by John Bews 
in 1936107 and John Acocks in 1953.108 He argues that the natural class of the 
biotic community would be the ‘main indicator significance’ from which to infer 
aspects of ‘practical significance’, such as ‘the development of progressive forest 
policies in the sphere of conservation, re-forestation, afforestation, silvicultural 

105  Paetzold, ‘Mountain Erosion’, 48.
106  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Influence of Forest Formation on Soil Moisture’, Nature, 122 (1928): 53–4, 53.
107  Bews had anticipated this form of ecological classification in his 1916 work ‘An Account of the Chief 
Types of Vegetation in South Africa, with Notes on Plant Succession’. See Pooley, Burning Table Mountain, 51.
108  J. F. V. Phillips, ‘Ecological Investigation in South, Central and East Africa: An Outline of a Progressive 
Scheme’, Journal of Ecology, 19 (1931): 474–82; J. P. H. Acocks, Veld Types of South Africa, Botanical Research 
Institute, Pretoria (1953); Rutherford and Mucina, ‘Introduction’, in The Vegetation of South Africa, Lesotho 
and Swaziland, 3–11; Rutherford and Mucina do not acknowledge Phillips.
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management, and forest protection’, and ‘the conservation of moisture in natural 
water-catchment regions. In this paper he foreshadows much of what was to 
come in South Africa’s natural resource management approaches.

The third paper, ‘Ecology the Foundation of Forestry’, in the 1931 Empire 
Forestry Journal, argues that ‘forestry virtually is applied ecology’. He promotes 
land classification and land policies on Clementsian principles as in his Journal of 
Ecology paper; the classification of forest types, both for ‘natural or artificially-
raised stands of trees’; and silvicultural treatment ‘prescribed to meet the 
particular requirements of each type’.

Taken together, the ideas in these three papers mirror closely the concerns 
of Phillips’s other colleagues in forestry; leading figures such as Ian Craib, 
J. J. Kotzé, J. D. M. Keet all shared a common interest with Phillips. They were 
in a large degree wrestling with the same concepts and problems, though the 
latter worked outside the Clementsian philosophical framework. But with the 
background of his substantial body of ecological research, and the practice 
analysed in these three papers, Phillips would have felt ready and confident to 
engage in the public forest policy debate anticipated in the forthcoming fourth 
British Empire Forestry Conference. His paper, ‘Ecology the Foundation of 
Forestry’, concluded determinedly that ‘possibly some of the points raised may 
be considered as provocative! If indeed these have the 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’.109

While Phillips had developed a scientific critique of plantation forest programs, 
J. D. M. Keet was in effect the official voice of forest policy, but as the author 
of this policy, not merely the messenger. His views derived not from prolific 
research within a single forest, but from extensive practice, detailed field 
investigations, and the lessons learned from dealings with workers, field 
managers, politicians, and his official peers. He had succeeded in harmonising 
policy for indigenous forests, plantations, and catchment management, had 
played the larger role in resolving the question of woodcutters, stabilised the 
white forestry settlement program, and facilitated progress in silvicultural and 
wood properties innovation. He was sure of his direction.

109  Phillips, ‘Ecology the Foundation of Forestry’, 13.
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Figure 14. Johan D. M. Keet at the foot of an enormous Stinkwood 
(Ocotea bullata), Diepwalle Forest, c. 1920. 
Keet served as District Forest Officer with responsibility for the management of the Knysna Forest from 
about 1918 to 1923, coinciding with part of John Phillips’s period of research at Diepwalle. 
Source: Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries; photographer unknown . 

Conclusion
Forces creating the overarching field of change were the politics of rural 
development, and the politics of Afrikaner identity. Against this backdrop, 
the afforestation program emerged as a focal point for conflict among rural 
sectors about water supplies, and later, about the protection of natural flora 
and landscapes. Vigorous arguments against enthusiastic claims about the water 
resource benefits of plantations led early on to foresters paying serious attention 
to water supplies in forestry regions, the influence of the cycles of drought 
and rain, and whether or not claimed afforestation effects were real. Early steps 
in an experimental program were taken. A pioneering program of ecology in 
the indigenous forests of Knysna provided an intellectual counter to ‘forestry 
enthusiasts’, providing a necessary counter-position in the dissent about 
forests. Strong personalities, well informed and passionate about the discipline, 
confident in their success, stood ready for their parts in the major policy forum 
provided by the forthcoming fourth British Empire Forestry Conference.
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