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INTRODUCTION
JAMES BEATTIE

History Programme,
University of Waikato

& Research Associate
Centre for Environmental History,

The Australian National University

I’m delighted to introduce the first issue of the third volume of International 
Review of Environmental History. This is dedicated to the geographer Eric Pawson, 
who in April 2017 retired from the University of Canterbury, New Zealand, after 
an illustrious career of more than 40 years. Eric’s contribution as a teacher and 
supervisor, public intellectual, research collaborator, and researcher is addressed 
by the first three contributions to this issue: by the historical geographer Graeme 
Wynn, Professor Emeritus, University of British Columbia; the biogeographer 
Peter  Holland, Professor Emeritus, University of Otago; and the environmental 
historian Tom Brooking, Professor of History, University of Otago.

Eric’s broad interests are reflected—and shared—by the articles in this issue. 
They  demonstrate the value of interdisciplinary research, of subjecting 
scientific ideas  to  the scrutiny of social science and the arts and of subjecting 
historical evidence to  the scrutiny of scientific theory. They examine attitudes to 
environmental  change,  trace early conservation measures, interrogate changing 
boundaries between  science and non-science, and investigate the impact of 
introduced species—issues close to Eric’s own research. Several of the articles 
also trace environmental change in Eric’s adopted province of Canterbury, New 
Zealand. And, in being drawn from scholars working in biology, art history, 
ecology, environmental history, and historical geography, the contributions to this 
issue trace in tangible form Eric’s path-breaking interdisciplinary collaboration and 
research which has laid the groundwork for a journal of this nature.

The first article, by Rosie Ibbotson, ‘De-extinction and representation: 
Perspectives  from art history, museology, and the Anthropocene’, illustrates 
the contribution that art history and museum studies can make to de-extinction. 
Ibbotson uses the case study of portrayals of the extinct huia (Heteralocha acutirostris) 
to unpick broader issues about de-extinction, notably the often uncritical use of 
representations of extinct animals to inform attempts to recreate these animals. 
She also highlights the ambiguous role of the museum as ‘an institution in which 
contested practices such as collecting, curating, conserving, and canon formation 
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echo debates and processes within ecology management, including those surrounding 
de-extinction’. For Ibbotson, museums are ‘an analogy for—and an  engine of—
genetic rescue and the Anthropocene.’

The second article also examines a single species, in this case a nearly extinct 
buttercup (Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk), to debate issues around conservation and 
human–nature interactions. In ‘Cultivating the cultural memory of Ranunculus 
paucifolius T. Kirk, a South Island subalpine buttercup’, Joanna Cobley takes 
a long-term view of the plant to illuminate ‘certain ambiguities and risks associated 
with the preservation of regionally and nationally significant plants’, and to draw 
attention to ‘the evolving importance of indigenous flora in cultural memory’.

Robert L. France’s article, ‘Imaginary sea monsters and real environmental threats: 
Reconsidering the famous Osborne, “Moha-moha”, Valhalla, and “Soay beast” 
sightings of unidentified marine objects’, keeps with the theme of nature–human 
reactions, and picks up topics both Ibbotson and Cobley explore: the role of scientific 
understandings in debates about the non-human world, as well as the boundaries 
between species, and between science and non-science. France provides a fascinating 
examination of the motivations and manifestations, problems and processes, that 
nineteenth-century sightings of unidentified marine objects (UMOs) posed to 
science and scientific classification. As he notes of nineteenth-century scientific 
debates, ‘if composite creatures such as sea monsters defy categorization, then our 
place of wisdom at the apex of Creation must be re-examined, something that feeds 
into the unease raised by Darwin’s revolutionary theory’. France also reevaluates and 
contextualises the later post-nineteenth-century groupings of UMO sightings.

The next two articles focus on two different aspects of environmental change in 
the  nineteenth-century South Island of New Zealand—topics to which Eric’s 
scholarship has contributed, as references in these articles attest. Paul Star’s 
‘Regarding  New Zealand’s environment: The anxieties of Thomas Potts, 
c.  1868–88’ advances important understandings about developing European 
attitudes towards a New Zealand, and especially South Island, environment 
undergoing rapid change. In particular, Star stresses a shift in emphasis in Potts’s 
later writing, away from scientific publications and more towards popular natural 
history articles. The latter, in particular, contributed to changing European attitudes 
towards New Zealand’s indigenous environment. This is especially valuable because, 
with some exceptions, we really do not have a good sense of an individual’s changing 
ideas about the natural world in New Zealand. While it can be read alone, the article 
on Potts complements Star’s examination of Potts’s ideas about forest conservation—
‘Thomas Potts and the Forest Question: Conservation and Development in 
New Zealand in the 1860s’—which appeared in volume 1 (2015) of International 
Review of Environmental History.
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Potts was particularly troubled by the loss of the native bird population to 
introduced species. Carolyn M. King examines two major agents of nineteenth-
century environmental change—introduced rabbits and ferrets—the latter of 
which continues to have an especially severe impact on native bird populations. 
In ‘The  chronology of a sad historical misjudgement: The introductions of 
rabbits and ferrets in nineteenth-century New Zealand’, King provides a carefully 
researched article that contextualises the debates, fears, and hopes attached to both 
sets of introductions. An extraordinary knowledge of the primary-source record 
enables King, a trained biologist, to delineate the factors (from the timing and rate 
of biological reproduction to the feeding characteristics of ferrets and the nature 
of the local environments into which they were introduced) that, with one or two 
exceptions, meant that ferrets could not rid the South Island high country of rabbits.

The final article, by the historical geographer Michael Roche, ‘Seeing scenic 
New  Zealand: W. W. Smith’s eye and the Scenery Preservation Commission, 
1904–06’, examines a topic also close to Eric’s heart: the relationship between 
conservation and aesthetics. Roche provides an insightful analysis of the kinds of 
environments that the Secretary of New Zealand’s Scenery Preservation Commission, 
W. W. Smith, appreciated and, indeed, recommended for preservation. This is 
particularly significant because much of the areas that were preserved in this period 
are part of the conservation estate today. More than that, Roche’s article also 
examines what motivated Smith’s reading of the landscape, which Roche situates 
in relation to Smith’s training as a gardener in Britain.

Two issues a year

The high number of submissions to the journal has meant that it is now possible to 
publish two issues a year, subject to ongoing demand.

Later this year we will have a special issue on landscape archaeology, guest-edited by 
Sjoerd Kluiving, Kerstin Lidén and Christina Fredengren.

New associate editors 

I would also like to welcome two new associate editors and thank them for coming 
on board:

Professor Andrea Gaynor, an environmental historian at the University of Western 
Australia, whose work traverses a broad array of topics: urban environmental history, 
garden history, water history, agricultural history and science.
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Dr Rebecca Priestley, who jointly established Victoria University of Wellington’s 
Science in Society Programme, and works on the history of science, science 
communication, and creative writing, with particular interests in science in 
Antarctica and science more generally.

Call for papers

I would particularly like to encourage submissions on topics related to the 
atmosphere, water, and energy, especially in relation to Africa, South America and 
Asia.
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ERIC PAWSON: AN APPRECIATION 
OF A NEW ZEALAND CAREER

GRAEME WYNN
University of British Columbia

After an academic career extending over four decades, Eric Pawson retired in 
April 2017 as New Zealand’s pre-eminent historical geographer, as a leading light 
among the country’s environmental historians, and as a scholar with international 
recognition in both fields. Recognising these achievements with this special issue 
of the International Review of Environmental History is entirely appropriate. But 
limiting my appreciation to these contributions—as the editor’s invitation and 
space allocation compel me to do—is to annotate only a part of Eric’s intellectual 
influence and to risk diminishing a diverse career well spent. The tight focus of what 
follows should not obscure Eric’s significant roles as an intellectual leader among 
New Zealand geographers, as an important participant in the day-to-day workings 
of his own university, and above all as an award-winning teacher and frequent 
contributor to the scholarship of teaching and learning.1

Eric Pawson came to the University of Canterbury in February 1976. Twenty-
four years old, he had recently completed an Oxford DPhil thesis on the turnpike 
roads of eighteenth-century England. It would soon be published as Transport and 
Economy (T&E). In Christchurch he joined Peter Perry, another English-trained 
historical geographer (from the ‘other place’), a specialist on English agriculture, 
whose A Geography of Nineteenth-Century Britain had just appeared.2 Following 
his colleague’s lead, Pawson began his New Zealand years looking homeward, 
and wrote, in longhand and astonishingly quickly, a short book on Britain in the 

1  Brief accounts of these dimensions of Eric Pawson’s career can be found in: ‘Distinguished New Zealand 
Geographer Award 2007’, www.nzgs.co.nz/images/stories/nzgs/pdfs/nzgs-citations/ericpawson.pdf and ‘Dr Eric 
Pawson—Tertiary Teaching Excellence Teaching Profile’, akoaotearoa.ac.nz/community/ako-aotearoa-academy-
tertiary-teaching-excellence/resources/pages/dr-eric-pawson-tertiary-. The citation accompanying the New Zealand 
Geographical Society Distinguished Service Award to Eric Pawson in 2010 reads, in part: ‘Professor Pawson received 
the Award for his role as Managing Editor of the New Zealand Geographer, his pre-eminence as a geographical 
educator and his organisational capabilities, for which New Zealand geography has been a primary beneficiary.’
2  Peter J. Perry, A Geography of Nineteenth Century Britain (London: Batsford, 1975).

http://www.nzgs.co.nz/images/stories/nzgs/pdfs/nzgs-citations/ericpawson.pdf
http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/community/ako-aotearoa-academy-tertiary-teaching-excellence/resources/pages/dr-eric-pawson-tertiary-
http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/community/ako-aotearoa-academy-tertiary-teaching-excellence/resources/pages/dr-eric-pawson-tertiary-
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eighteenth century with a 1978 copyright date. Both T&E and The Early Industrial 
Revolution (EIR) were avowed historical geographies, and products of their times—
as well as of the boldness of able youth.3

Long neglected, turnpikes became a focus of revisionist interest in the 1970s as 
Eric  and others challenged the oft-repeated disparagement of English roads by 
dyspeptic eighteenth-century travellers, and the later critical assessment of turnpike 
trusts by Sidney and Beatrice Webb. Although he drew much evidence from 
parliamentary records and manuscript sources in county record offices, Pawson 
sought to address general themes—innovation, diffusion, connectivity and patterns 
of economic activity—rather than to depict local circumstances. The explicitly 
methodological preface to T&E declared Pawson’s interest in macrolevel problems 
rather than sources. Taking leads from ‘new’ scientific and analytical geography and 
the ‘new economic history’, T&E pursued a theoretical deductive approach; it would, 
vowed its author, stand apart from so many of its locally focused predecessors that 
were ‘at best of interest to the worthies of Draynflete, at worst to no one’, and be of 
value to ‘the rest of the historical fraternity’, as well as geographers.4 A few years later, 
these efforts were pressed further in an article that generalised the turnpike work 
and used the dynamic model developed in T&E to portray transport developments 
as deep-seated structural events integral to processes of economic change.5

EIR aimed to provide students in historical geography with some of the ‘more 
illuminating and worthwhile [recent] findings’, about economic and geographical 
change during the formative century of Britain’s industrialisation.6 Intended to be 
broadly accessible, the book was clearly written and fairly orthodox in its organisation. 
After a brief introduction to the industrial revolution, eight chapters dealt with such 
topics as population growth, agricultural expansion, basic industries, internal trade 
and communication, and urban change. Attention to spatial patterns signified the 
book’s geographical pedigree, although it rested heavily on the work of economic 

3  The times they were a-changin’, and much has been written about them. Pawson notes M. J. Bowden, ‘Review: 
Three Generations of British Historical Geography’, Economic Geography, 48 (1972): 214–16, doi.org/10.2307/142878 
as a stimulating critique of earlier work; see also Cole Harris, ‘Theory and Synthesis in Historical Geography’, 
The Canadian Geographer 15, no. 3 (September 1971): 157–72, doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0064.1971.tb00154.x, and 
for one retrospective reflection Graeme Wynn, ‘“Tracing One Warm Line Through a Land So Wide and Savage”: Fifty 
Years of Historical Geography in Canada’, Historical Geography 40 (2012): 5–32.
4  Eric Pawson, Transport and Economy: The Turnpike Roads of Eighteenth Century Britain (London and New 
York: Academic Press, 1977); for other work on turnpikes see also William Albert, The Turnpike Road System in 
England, 1663–1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972) and John Chartres, ‘Road Transport and 
Economic Growth in the 18th Century’, Refresh 8 (Spring 1989): 5–8.
5  Eric Pawson, ‘Transport and Development: Perspectives from Historical Geography’, International Journal 
of Transport Economics 6, no. 2 (1979): 125–37.
6  Eric Pawson, The Early Industrial Revolution: Britain in the Eighteenth Century (London: Batsford, 1979).

http://doi.org/10.2307/142878
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-0064.1971.tb00154.x
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historians. One of them commended the book’s arresting detail and its author’s 
predisposition to take a microview, but (perhaps reflecting its intended audience), 
he found EIR ‘descriptive and visual rather than analytical and conceptual’.7

Half a world removed from Oxford, Eric largely abandoned work on the country 
of his birth after the publication of EIR, although Peter Perry’s long-standing and 
continuing commitment to things British demonstrated the feasibility of staying 
this course. International relocations pose challenges aplenty, but those entailed in 
developing historical research expertise in a radically different setting are at least 
their equal. Still, Eric decided that making a life in a new land meant making that 
place the focus of his work. It took time to gain traction in this direction, and in the 
end Eric’s New Zealand research trajectory came to resemble the complex braided 
rivers of the Canterbury Plains rather than the confined and steady streams of the 
temperate English countryside.

Bursting forth in sudden spates of publication, carving new channels, and responding 
to shifting local circumstances, Pawson’s oeuvre is almost impossible to summarise 
succinctly. Its emphases shifted over time and were never tightly constrained. In very 
broad terms, historical geographical contributions were predominant through the 
1990s, when they ceded ground, gradually, to work more accurately characterised 
as environmental history, and a string of publications on teaching and learning. 
But such classifications are more procrustean than most, even if one adds such 
portmanteau categories as ‘current’ and ‘other’ to accommodate a score and more 
of otherwise-difficult-to-place articles. Shifts were neither complete nor dramatic. 
The border between Eric’s historical–geographical and environmental–historical 
contributions was permeable to the point of erasure in the years after 2000, and 
there was a deal of cross-pollination among the various strands of his scholarly 
writing.8 Eric’s early established commitment to exploring significant problems is 
threaded through much of his work, early and late.9 So too is his inclination to 
connect his inquiries to current methodologies and debates.10 Nor did he shy away 

7  S. D. Chapman, ‘Review of Pawson, The Early Industrial Revolution’, Journal of Economic History 39, no. 4 
(1979): 1031, doi.org/10.1017/S0022050700098806.
8  For example, Eric Pawson and Peter Holland, ‘People, environment and landscape since the 1840s’, in 
The  Natural History of Canterbury, 3rd ed., ed. M. Winterbourne et al. (Christchurch: Canterbury University 
Press, 2008), 37–64 and Eric Pawson, ‘What Sort of Geographical Education for the Anthropocene?’, Geographical 
Research 53, no. 3 (2015): 306–12, doi.org/10.1111/1745-5871.12122.
9  For example, Eric Pawson and G. Scott, ‘The regional consequences of economic restructuring: The West 
Coast, New Zealand (1984–1991)’, Journal of Rural Studies 8, no. 4 (1992): 373–86, doi.org/10.1016/0743-
0167(92)90051-7.
10  For example, David Conradson and Eric Pawson, ‘New cultural economies of marginality: Revisiting the 
West Coast, South Island, New Zealand’, Journal of Rural Studies 25, no. 1 (2009): 77–86, doi.org/10.1016/j.
jrurstud.2008.06.002; Eric Pawson, ‘Postcolonial New Zealand?’, in Cultural Geographies, ed. K. Anderson and 
F. Gale (South Melbourne, Vic.: Addison Wesley, 1999), 25–50; Eric Pawson and Garth Cant, ‘Land rights 
in historical and contemporary context’, Applied Geography 12, no. 2 (1992): 95–108, doi.org/10.1016/0143-
6228(92)90001-4.

http://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050700098806
http://doi.org/10.1111/1745-5871.12122
http://doi.org/10.1016/0743-0167(92)90051-7
http://doi.org/10.1016/0743-0167(92)90051-7
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.06.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.06.002
http://doi.org/10.1016/0143-6228(92)90001-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/0143-6228(92)90001-4
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from questions of social relevance.11 And the earthquakes that shook Canterbury in 
2010 and 2011 perhaps inevitably reoriented Eric’s teaching and broader societal 
concerns towards questions of resilience and community engagement.12

An important early strand of Pawson’s Antipodean work, rooted in his doctoral 
interests, focused on information circulation and time standardisation in New 
Zealand. The first fruits of this appeared in 1982, in a groundbreaking article co-
authored with Neil Quigley, who completed an important MA thesis under Eric’s 
supervision in 1980.13 Combining detailed archival work in local sources with a firm 
grasp of the relevant international literature, the article illuminated the impact of 
the telegraph on the development of Canterbury, systemised and generalised its 
findings in a schematic model of ‘information circulation and urban growth’, 
and extended and clarified James Vance’s influential account of the development 
of colonial urban networks.14 A decade later, two articles on local and standard 
time and time–space convergence in New Zealand further developed this line of 
inquiry, demonstrating how a ‘new information technology’, the telegraph, affected 
‘the conduct of government, business and the press’.15 In the 1980s, Pawson also 
developed a familiarity with, a fascination for, and a fast-increasing grasp of the 
intricacies of, the landscapes of Canterbury and the rest of the country. This 
mirrored a time-honoured interest of New Zealand historical geographers. Since the 
1940s, Kenneth Cumberland, A. H. Clark, and Murray McCaskill, all sometime 
members of the Canterbury department, as well as Ray Hargreaves at Otago, had 
written extensively on the creation of New Zealand’s human landscapes, and the 
landscape-scale work of geomorphologists such as Charles Cotton (in Wellington) 

11  For example, suggesting that New Zealand educational institutions were ‘schools for cultural reproduction’, 
and urging colleagues to be more critical of New Zealand institutions’ open endorsement of ‘the interests of capital, 
patriarchy and Pakeha’, in a review article considering recent work on the Treaty of Waitangi: Eric Pawson, ‘1990 
and the Treaty’, New Zealand Geographer 47, no. 1 (1991): 32–5; and reflecting on the implications of the neo-
liberalisation of New Zealand universities in Julie Cupples and Eric Pawson, ‘Giving an account of oneself: The 
PBRF and the neoliberal university’, New Zealand Geographer 68, no. 1 (2012): 14–23.
12  Eric Pawson, ‘Environmental hazards and natural disasters’, New Zealand Geographer 67, no. 3 (2011): 
143–7, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2011.01207.x; M. R. Dionisio and Eric Pawson, ‘Building resilience through 
post-disaster community projects: Responses to the 2010 and 2011 Christchurch earthquakes and 2011 Tōhoku 
tsunami’, Australasian Journal of Disaster and Trauma Studies 20, no. 2 (2016): 107–16.
13  Eric Pawson and Neil C. Quigley, ‘The Circulation of Information and Frontier Development: Canterbury 
1850–1890’, New Zealand Geographer 38, no. 2 (1982): 65–76, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x; 
Neil C. Quigley, ‘Patterns and Processes in the Development of Frontier Canterbury, 1850–1890’ (MA diss., 
University of Canterbury, 1980).
14  J. E. Vance, The Merchant’s World: The Geography of Wholesaling (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1970).
15  Eric Pawson, ‘Local times and standard time in New Zealand’, Journal of Historical Geography 18, no. 3 (1992): 
278–87, doi.org/10.1016/0305-7488(92)90204-M, and Eric Pawson, ‘Time–Space Convergence in New Zealand: 
1850s to 1990s’, New Zealand Journal of Geography 94, no. 1 (1992): 14–19, doi.org/10.1111/j.0028-8292.1992.
tb00433.x. Eric Pawson and Tony Hoare, ‘Regional isolation, railways and politics: Nelson, New Zealand’, 
Journal of Transport History 10, no. 1 (1989): 22–40, doi.org/10.1177/002252668901000103, is by comparison 
a straightforward narrative treatment of political debates over the relative landward inaccessibility of the city of Nelson.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2011.01207.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/0305-7488(92)90204-M
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.0028-8292.1992.tb00433.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.0028-8292.1992.tb00433.x
http://doi.org/10.1177/002252668901000103
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and Bill Brockie (in Dunedin) both enticed and assisted such inquiries.16 Those 
lucky enough to have travelled through parts of New Zealand with Eric (in ones or 
twos, or in larger groups on the meticulously planned field trips that he is so adept 
at organising) have been the most direct beneficiaries of his astute interpretative eye 
and an increasingly compendious knowledge of the New Zealand scene.

In the end, though, Eric published less than he knew on the historical geography 
of  landscape change in New Zealand.17 As the country was radically remade, 
after 1984, by government policies that hastened economic deregulation and 
privatisation, Eric was drawn into a major collaborative effort—an authoritative and 
comprehensive review of the effects of the restructuring—involving 50 colleagues. 
As one of three editors of Changing Places, published in 1992, he demonstrated 
his impressive capacity to bring major joint projects to insightful and coherent 
conclusion.18 For all the attention turned to contemporary challenges, however, 
these years formed a robust foundation for Eric’s subsequent contributions to the 
New Zealand Historical Atlas (NZHA) project and the emergence of environmental 
history as a vigorous and respected subfield of New Zealand scholarship.

Appointed to chair the advisory board of the NZHA, Eric was, for seven years, an 
influential hand on the helm of this great national project that included 100 large-
format, full-colour plates embracing a range of cartographic expression to create 
maps ‘about people for people’.19 In addition to offering intellectual leadership and 
an inclusive vision for the atlas, Eric served as a contributing editor and authored 
four plates, elaborating and giving impressive cartographic expression to his earlier 

16  Pawson has written on Cumberland: Eric Pawson, ‘Kenneth Cumberland (1913–2011)’, in Geographers 
Biobibliographical Studies, 31, ed. Hayden Lorimer and C. W. J. Withers (London: Bloomsbury, 2012): 
137–60 and Eric Pawson, ‘Creating public spaces for geography in New Zealand: Towards an assessment of the 
contributions of Kenneth Cumberland’, New Zealand Geographer 67, no. 2 (2011): 102–15, doi.org/10.1111/
j.1745-7939.2011.01203.x; for others, see A. H. Clark, The Invasion of New Zealand by People, Plants and Animals 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1949); A. S. Fraser, ‘Murray McCaskill, 1926–1999’, Australian 
Geographical Studies 37, no. 3 (1999): 343–6, doi.org/10.1111/1467-8470.00093; Geoff Kearsley and B. B. 
Fitzharris, eds., Southern landscapes: Essays in honour of Bill Brockie and Ray Hargreaves (Dunedin: Department 
of Geography, Otago University, 1990); G. R. Stevens, ‘Cotton, Charles Andrew, 1885–1970’, Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography, 4 (1998) www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/4c38/cotton-charles-andrew.
17  But among other items below, see Paul Cloke and Eric Pawson, ‘Memorial trees and treescape memories’, 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 26, no. 1 (2008): 107–22, doi.org/10.1068/d79j; Eric Pawson and 
Peter Holland, ‘Lowland Canterbury landscapes in the making’, New Zealand Geographer,  61, no. 2 (2005), 167–75, 
doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2005.00020.x; Eric Pawson, ‘The memorial oaks of north Otago: a commemorative 
landscape’, in Glimpses of a Gaian World, ed. G. Kearsley and B. B. Fitzharris (Dunedin: University of Otago, 2004), 
115–31; Eric Pawson, ‘Monuments, Memorials and Cemeteries: Icons in the Landscape’, New Zealand Journal of 
Geography 92, no. 1 (1991): 26–7, doi.org/10.1111/j.0028-8292.1991.tb00302.x.
18  Steve Britton, Richard Le Heron, and Eric Pawson, eds., Changing Places in New Zealand: A geography 
of restructuring (Christchurch: New Zealand Geographical Society, 1992); and the second version of this important 
statement: Richard Le Heron and Eric Pawson, eds., Changing Places: New Zealand in the Nineties (Auckland: 
Longman Paul, 1996).
19  Malcolm McKinnon, ed., Bateman New Zealand Historical Atlas—ko papatuanuku e takoto nei (Auckland: 
David Bateman in association with the Historical Branch, Department of Internal Affairs, 1997); Eric Pawson, 
‘The New Zealand Historical Atlas’, Journal of Historical Geography 23, no. 4 (1997): 496–9, doi.org/10.1006/
jhge.1997.0065.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2011.01203.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2011.01203.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8470.00093
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/4c38/cotton-charles-andrew
http://doi.org/10.1068/d79j
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.2005.00020.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.0028-8292.1991.tb00302.x
http://doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1997.0065
http://doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1997.0065
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work with Quigley in ‘Space Transformed’; detailing coal mining on the west coast 
of the South Island; exploring urban form in Christchurch; and treating fire, flood, 
and earthquake hazards between the wars.20 Credit for the finished atlas, described 
as an ‘authoritative, wide-ranging, beautiful, exciting and accessible gateway to New 
Zealand’, is due many individuals, but Eric’s people—and project—management 
skills were integral to the work’s spectacular completion. From the labours of 
the atlas, Eric moved into a sustained and productive collaboration with Tom 
Brooking that put New Zealand environmental history on the international map, 
and about which Brooking says more in this issue. The rigorously conceived and 
tightly edited Environmental Histories of New Zealand appeared in 2002. Bringing 
together 21 contributors from agricultural science, anthropology, archaeology, 
ecology, geography, history, and law, it was, in the words of one newspaper 
reviewer, sufficiently accessible to be welcomed by ‘farmers, environmentalists, and 
government personnel at local, regional and national levels’, and would help, in her 
view, to ‘counteract the “amnesia” we have about the environmental changes we 
have effected’. The ‘sweep … curiosity and … ambition’ of this volume, observed 
the American environmental historian Richard White in a preface, is unmatched ‘for 
any other country in the world’.21 A decade later, Environmental Histories formed 
the basis of Making a New Land, a thoroughly revised and updated collection 
incorporating a great deal of new research and bringing postcolonial perspectives to 
bear on the story of New Zealand.22

Much of the new scholarship incorporated in Making a New Land emerged from 
another exemplary Brooking–Pawson collaboration: the ‘Empires of Grass’ project 
supported by the Marsden Fund, which yielded Seeds of Empire in 2011.23 This book, 
a team project involving young scholars alongside more established practitioners, 
traces the pastoral transformation of New Zealand and explores the implications 
of farm intensification in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Among 
recurrent themes in this account of the struggles and pitfalls of colonial development 
are: the intersections of politics, imperialism, and the environment; the mobility 
of ideas about farming; the increasing influence of scientific expertise in shaping 
the land; and the biotic flows (of everything from guano to grass seed) that gave 

20  Plates 52, 63, 95 (with Russell Kirkpatrick) and 87 in McKinnon, ed., Bateman New Zealand Historical Atlas.
21  Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds., Environmental Histories of New Zealand (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 2002); Philippa Jamieson, ‘Review of Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking eds: Environmental Histories of New 
Zealand ’, New Zealand Herald, 12 September 2002.
22  Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds., Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand (Dunedin: 
Otago University Press, 2013), 158–73.
23  Tom Brooking and Eric Pawson, Seeds of Empire: The Environmental Transformation of New Zealand (London: 
I. B. Tauris, 2011).
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material form to the landscape.24 In the end, Seeds is a detailed, quietly revisionist, 
work demonstrating that there was nothing inevitable about New Zealand’s 
transformation into a grassland/grazing empire and leaving no doubt that the choice 
exacted an environmental price.

In the conclusion to Making a New Land, Eric makes an argument for the importance 
of geographical and other disciplinary perspectives to the development of an 
environmental history that is more than ‘history with nature added in’, and points 
to the importance of developing a field that is broadly relevant. Environmental 
history, he insists, needs ‘to develop an edge … [and] frame its stories in ways that 
engage not only those interested in the past, but also those whose role it is to analyse 
and to manage environmental behaviour now and in the future’.25

With these thoughts in mind, let me draw this too-brief vignette to a somewhat 
personal, somewhat metaphorical conclusion. One strand of Eric’s work has 
explored the meanings given to mountains.26 These contributions, and others 
on the environmental history of New Zealand, chart a remarkable journey from 
the analytical and scientific geography that inspired his first work. Such analyses 
typically tended to treat the face of the earth as a featureless plain, as space rather 
than as a complex of places shaped by nature and human hands and invested with 
human meaning. Looking back over 40 years, it is clear that Eric himself has made 
meaning, and greatly enhanced understanding, of the plains and cities and towns, 
the landscapes, and the people, as well as the mountains of his adopted home.

Over the years I have talked, tripped, tramped, and travelled—using various forms 
of transport (mostly economical)—with Eric. One of the most well-beloved of such 
journeys was in the Netherlands, when he, Tom Brooking, Vaughan Wood, my 
wife Barbara, and I made a side trip from the European Society for Environmental 
History meetings of 2007, to visit the Hortus Botanicus in Leiden, one of the oldest 
botanic gardens in the world.  There are photographs of the occasion—only one 

24  See also Eric Pawson, ‘Plants, mobilities and landscapes: Environmental histories of botanical exchange’, 
Geography Compass 2, no. 5 (2008): 1464–77, doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2008.00153.x. The ‘Empires of 
Grass’ project led Pawson into a new Marsden-funded project on biological economies. For an early indication of 
this development, see Hugh Campbell et al., ‘From agricultural science to “biological economies”?’ New Zealand 
Journal of Agricultural Research 52, no. 1 (2009): 91–7, doi.org/10.1080/00288230909510492, and the later 
report N. Lewis et al., ‘Assembling biological economies: Region-shaping initiatives in making and retaining value’, 
New Zealand Geographer 69, no. 3 (2013): 180–96, doi.org/10.1111/nzg.12031.
25  Pawson and Brooking, eds., Making a New Land.
26  See Eric Pawson, ‘The meanings of mountains’, in Environmental Histories, ed. Pawson and Brooking, 136–50; 
Eric Pawson, ‘“Tipped with Alpine glow”? Mountains in the New Zealand imagination’, Australian Canadian Studies 
18, nos 1–2 (2000): 73–86; Eric Pawson and H.-R. Egli, ‘History and (re)discovery of the European and New 
Zealand Alps until 1900’, Mountain Research and Development 21, no. 4 (2001): 350–8, doi.org/10.1659/0276-
4741(2001)021[0350:HARDOT]2.0.CO;2; and M. Johnston and Eric Pawson, ‘Challenge and danger in the 
development of mountain recreation in New Zealand, 1890–1940’, Journal of Historical Geography 20, no. 2 
(1994):175–86, doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1994.1014.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2008.00153.x
http://doi.org/10.1080/00288230909510492
http://doi.org/10.1111/nzg.12031
http://doi.org/10.1659/0276-4741(2001)021[0350:HARDOT]2.0.CO;2
http://doi.org/10.1659/0276-4741(2001)021[0350:HARDOT]2.0.CO;2
http://doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1994.1014
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of which I am bold enough to reproduce here. It speaks volumes. This trip, like 
so many others with Eric, was full of environmental–historical–geographical talk 
and insight, but it was also, as usual, fun. It was Eric who suggested that we hire 
a boat and row the ancient canals. And here he is, doing just that while providing 
an allegorical summary of his career. He is, of course, looking backward, at where 
we have been—as rowers and historians must—but he is also moving forward 
purposefully, powered—I like to think—by the twin oars of historical geography 
and environmental history, to engage what lies ahead.

Figure 1: Eric Pawson rowing Leiden’s canals, 2007.
Source: Graeme Wynn.
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ERIC PAWSON: RESEARCH 
COLLABORATOR AND FACILITATOR

PETER HOLLAND
Department of Geography, 

University of Otago

All who have had the privilege of collaborating on a research project with 
Eric  Pawson  will remember his ability to develop a strong argument with 
information gleaned from archival searches, his knowledge of the current literature, 
and his determination to observe the assigned word limit. He understands that 
research in environmental history and historical geography—the two domains 
in which his impact has been notable for four decades—demands special skills if 
the inquirer is to discriminate between interesting and essential information, and 
assess its importance to the topic under investigation. He is not a field or laboratory 
worker, and relatively little of the information for his published research comes from 
interviews or questionnaire surveys, but in his publications—alone or with one or 
several coauthors—he shows his appreciation of an earlier generation’s contributions 
to current  understanding. He aims to involve previously unpublished diagrams, 
photographs, tables, and blocks of text, and draws detail from diverse domains 
and literatures to ensure context. He also writes clearly and avoids repetition, using 
informative footnotes and relevant citations to support his argument and introduce 
allied topics, and speaks with authority to experts in ways that individuals with 
a general interest in the topic will find understandable and interesting. He is 
investigator, explainer, and communicator rolled into one.

Eric was born, raised, and educated in England, where he investigated the early 
industrial history of Great Britain.1 In 1976, when he took up his appointment at 
the University of Canterbury, historical geography was no longer strong, but it was 
revitalised through his research and that of his students. Within two years of his 
arrival in New Zealand he was demonstrating his grasp of the essential features of 
this country’s economy, environment, and society, and saw where major gaps in our 
knowledge of these domains lay. In recent years, he has become interested in plant 
conservational problems, and in threats to iconic species and ensembles of species, 
as well as the role of adventive plants and the visual impact of introduced species 
in the cultural landscapes of rural New Zealand. The breadth and depth of his 
interests have often allowed him to turn what might strike some as commonplace 
observations into probing explorations of their context in New Zealand history 

1  Eric Pawson, The Early Industrial Revolution: Britain in the Eighteenth Century (London: Batsford, 1979) is one 
of the two books that came from this line of research.
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and society, which his article with Professor Paul Cloke on memorial plantings of 
oak trees in the Waitaki District of north Otago exemplifies.2 They also fitted him for 
his appointment as chair of the advisory committee for the New Zealand Historical 
Atlas,3 membership of the advisory committee for the proposed online Encyclopaedia 
of New Zealand, editorship of the New Zealand Geographer, and membership of the 
editorial boards of several international academic journals.

He enjoys working with graduate students, for whom he is a supportive and effective 
research supervisor, often joining with them to publish their research findings.4 
He has also worked closely with colleagues and academic visitors, and the synergy 
has invariably been productive. In recent years, he has fostered close working 
relations with Professors Tom Brooking5 and Richard Le Heron6—the former 
a well-known New Zealand historian, and the latter a major figure in economic–
social geography—and amongst the outcomes have been several major research 
publications. In undertaking archival research alone or with a collaborator, Eric has 
an intuitive understanding of what is requisite, and that sense enables him to call 
a halt to the search for further information when he believes that he has amassed 
sufficient for a strong and informative conference presentation, research publication, 
or public lecture. He also takes the opportunity to visit and work in archives across 
the world. These professional qualities make him an efficient researcher and help 
explain his productivity.

Eric is in much the same line as an earlier British historical geographer, Kenneth 
Cumberland, who also made his career in New Zealand, and many of his research 
topics are akin to those that Cumberland might have considered had he lived longer. 
He is not, however, as close to the work of Carl Sauer and the Berkeley school 
of  historical geographers. The major differences between his and Cumberland’s 
research are the firmer, more fully documented, foundations of Eric’s work 
in archival research and his knowledge of a rich literature in the social sciences. 
I do not think that he would feel comfortable as a member of a team investigating 

2  Paul Cloke and Eric Pawson, ‘Memorial trees and treescape memories’, Environment and Planning D: Society 
and Space 26, no. 1 (2008): 107–22, doi.org/10.1068/d79j.
3  Malcolm McKinnon, ed., Bateman New Zealand Historical Atlas—ko papatuanuku e takato nei (Auckland: 
David Bateman in association with the Historical Branch, Department of Internal Affairs, 1997).
4  Two examples of this from early in his career are: Eric Pawson and Geoffrey Hipkins, ‘Housing renewal and the 
CHIP scheme in Christchurch’, New Zealand Geographer 41 (1985): 56–63, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1985.
tb01071.x; and Eric Pawson and Neil C. Quigley, ‘The Circulation of Information and Frontier Development: 
Canterbury 1850–1890’, New Zealand Geographer 38, no. 2 (1982): 65–76, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.
tb00995.x.
5  Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds., Environmental Histories of New Zealand (Melbourne: Oxford University 
Press, 2002); Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds., Seeds of Empire: The Environmental Transformation of New 
Zealand (London: I. B. Taurus, 2011); Eric Pawson and Tom Brooking, eds., Making a New Land: Environmental 
Histories of New Zealand (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 2013).
6  Steve Britton, Richard Le Heron and Eric Pawson, eds., Changing Places in New Zealand: A geography 
of  restructuring (Christchurch: New Zealand Geographical Society, 1992); Richard Le Heron and Eric Pawson, 
eds., Changing Places: New Zealand in the nineties (Auckland: Longman Paul, 1996).

http://doi.org/10.1068/d79j
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1985.tb01071.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1985.tb01071.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x
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topics in biogeography, boundary-layer meteorology, glacial geomorphology, or 
hydrology, even though he understands why such research is important. He  is, 
however, interested in the questions that physical geographer colleagues and 
students investigate. Several years ago, he was invited to write a chapter for an 
undergraduate textbook in physical geography,7 and it shows his understanding 
of the interdisciplinary nature of modern geography.

For two decades, Eric has worked closely with large and small groups of research 
collaborators, investigating topics in domains ranging from historical geography and 
environmental history to the emergence of biological economies, the development 
and characteristics of intensive agriculture and its contribution to the New Zealand 
economy. His publications do not, however, suggest a dilettante. He has read a very 
large literature, and in his research he addresses a select group of current concerns 
thoughtfully and well. Eric also understands intuitively something that other 
investigators can sometimes neglect: a research project is not complete until the 
findings are published, a principle observed in many of the postgraduate student 
projects he has supervised. His skills as investigator, research coordinator, and editor 
came into play when he worked with Tom Brooking on a series of important books 
on the environmental history of New Zealand.8 Both were principal investigators 
for a large, interdisciplinary project that secured a Marsden grant. It resulted in the 
first edition of Environmental Histories of New Zealand and at least 30 books, book 
chapters, and articles, as well as numerous public lectures, and launched the research 
careers of several younger collaborators. He was later a member of another large, 
interdisciplinary project that secured Marsden funding to investigate emerging 
trends in food production in New Zealand.

Eric is a talented editor, and the books he has coordinated have benefited from 
his memory, eye for detail, and understanding of the topic. The new edition of 
Environmental Histories of New Zealand—a notable achievement in a country where 
print runs are short and only one edition is the norm—reflects his determination 
to recognise and foster a wide range of research expertise, particularly in younger 
people. His hope was that if a further edition should be contemplated then it will 
be coordinated and edited by a new generation of environmental historians, for this 
would show that environmental history and historical geography have taken root 
again in New Zealand universities and are thriving.

A sizeable amount of Eric’s New Zealand-based research has been published in the 
New Zealand Geographer, reflecting his continuing support for the New Zealand 
Geographical Society and its principal publication. He recognises that New Zealand 
landscapes, society, economy, social features, and environmental problems have 

7  A. P. Sturman and Rachel Spronken-Smith, eds., The Physical Environment: A New Zealand perspective 
(South Melbourne, Vic., and Auckland: Oxford University Press, 2001).
8  See note 5.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 1, 2017

16

their roots in the mid-nineteenth century, when European settlers began to leave 
their mark across the New Zealand environment. To him, historical geography is 
more than an interesting area for study. It is also a good way to deepen citizens’ 
understanding and perception of New Zealand environment, society, and economy.

To the best of my knowledge, in his published research Eric has not identified 
an  abstract idea that carries his name, but in his investigations of past human 
activities, including their impact upon New Zealand landscapes and economy, he 
has shown the importance of considered, rigorous, and comprehensive research 
methodologies. If he has not already embarked on this, I hope that one of his 
retirement tasks will be to write a methodological text for historical geographers 
and, by extension, other human/social geographers.
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ERIC PAWSON: THE ULTIMATE 
CO‑AUTHOR

TOM BROOKING
Department of History and Art History,

University of Otago

I first met Eric Pawson in 1998 to see if he was interested in co-editing my rather 
loose  project of an environmental history of New Zealand. I already knew of 
Eric’s work from various articles I had read and thought he had the precise skill 
set and appropriate networks I was looking for. His articles were perceptive and 
conceptually sharp and revealed a capacity for playing with big ideas across a wide 
range of disciplines. I especially liked his work on landscape change and admired 
his contribution to the Bateman Historical Atlas of New Zealand. I also knew that 
he had much experience in editing diverse collections of essays with likes of my old 
Geography lecturer at Massey, Richard Le Heron. And the then-editor of Oxford 
University Press in New Zealand, Linda Cassells, recommended him. He was the 
obvious choice.

We hit it off immediately. I met him in his office at the University of Canterbury 
and was impressed not only by his enthusiasm, but also by his clarity of thought. 
Moreover, he seemed to know exactly how to go about assembling a team of authors 
and how to structure a book of essays so that it remained cohesive and focussed.

In a remarkably short time we assembled a team of 21 scholars from as far away as 
Vancouver and Fargo, in addition to New Zealand specialists. The team represented 
a wide range of disciplines, from archaeology and prehistory through agronomy 
and ecology to law and politics. We also tried hard to investigate the role played 
by both Māori and Pākehā in effecting this far reaching and rapid transformation. 
Where possible, we reported on their experience of the transformation that played 
such a major part in structuring the history of race relations in this most far-flung 
of  Britain’s colonies. The different perspectives of male and female settlers also 
received attention.

The working relationship that we developed quickly became great fun. We met 
regularly at Oamaru and Timaru, where we shared our love of good food and 
classical music, and thrashed out ideas while finding photographs that could be 
used in the book. The larger team then assembled in South Canterbury, where the 
late and great botanist Henry Connor put us through our paces. Visits to Samuel 
Butler’s Mesopotamia and the Acland family’s Mt Peel Station followed. Sessions 
at the New  Zealand Geographical Conference at Massey provided a forum for 
working out ideas. We subsequently held team meeting at the University of Otago, 
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one of which was audited by none other than the leading American environmental 
historian, William Cronon, lured to New Zealand by his love of the ‘Lord of the 
Rings’ movies.

The more arduous task of editing was shared willingly, assisted by the excellent 
Richard King of Canterbury University Press, who sadly died shortly afterwards. 
The book came together efficiently and duly appeared, in 2002, thanks to Eric’s 
dexterity with deadlines. Reviews were generally favourable, although a few New 
Zealand reviewers seemed to be struggling with the emergence of a new approach 
to New Zealand’s past and, potentially, a new subfield of New Zealand history. 
Australian and British reviewers were uniformly more enthusiastic and another 
leading American in the field—Richard White of Stanford University—was 
positively ecstatic in the foreword he wrote for the book. Our central conclusion 
that the impulse to develop and improve overrode the sometimes discordant desire 
to conserve surprised few but set some thinking harder about future directions for 
Aotearoa/New Zealand.

Tom Griffiths and Libby Robin at The Australian National University were 
particularly taken with the chapters on the transformation of New Zealand from 
a land of forest, mountains, tussock and swamps into Britain’s far-flung, heavily 
drained stock farm covered in English grasses. So with their support, as well as that 
of White and Cronon, we applied for a Marsden grant for a project entitled ‘Empires 
of Grass’. Much to our delight we secured $606,000 over three years. We hoped 
that by assembling a team of eight historians and historical geographers, including 
former farm manager Robert Peden, we would be able to investigate much more 
carefully the drivers behind the creation of so much pastureland. Peter  Holland 
revelled in his bio-geographer’s element as he detailed the many different species 
trialed by farmers and everyone else seemed suitably excited. Vaughan Wood and 
Paul Star made the most of their postdoctoral appointments, and Jim McAloon kept 
a close eye on the economics involved in the transformation. Jim Williams ensured 
that we conveyed the Māori dimensions of the story. In taking a more critical and 
objective view of the way in which the remaking was implemented, we suspected that 
we would end up challenging some rather cosy foundation myths. So  it  proved 
with some grassland scientists (agrostologists) not wanting their supposedly heroic 
contribution criticised in any way whatsoever. Some even tried to shut down our 
Marsden funding. Soil scientists, ecologists, observers of water quality, and anyone 
interested in the longer term development of New Zealand agriculture and land use, 
however, responded rather more favourably to our endeavours.

Eric and I worked out our ideas over many more meetings and even shared some 
of  our  thoughts with family and friends on several tramps we made together. 
Two  of  these—near Hurunui in North Canterbury and over the Routeburn—
revealed that grasses designed for stock feed had found their way into very remote 
places, far  beyond the edges of sustainable agriculture. It soon became clear, 
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therefore, that the hopes raised by the success of wool, frozen meat and dairy 
exports were unrealistic and, sometimes, downright destructive of dreams of 
making a sustainable living.

Two more audits of the team took place: one overseen by the éminence grise of 
American environmental history, Donald Worster, and the other by Graeme Wynn. 
Several members of the team also made it to the European Environmental History 
conference in Amsterdam where the memorable rowing around the canals of Leiden 
by Professors Pawson, Wynn and Brooking took place (see figure in Wynn’s article, 
in this issue). Truth to tell, Wynn and Pawson were much more competent rowers 
than the other fellow (me), much to the amusement of Barbara Wynn.

This time we went with an English publisher, I. B. Tauris of London. Eric and 
I both had meetings and fine lunches with their elegant editor David Stonestreet, 
who made a tidy job of editing the volume as part of that publisher’s series on 
environmental history. The book duly appeared as Seeds of Empire: The Environmental 
Transformation of New Zealand (see Wynn’s article for details) after both Christchurch 
earthquakes had literally torn the history of Canterbury into two distinct phases. 
Richard White wrote an enthusiastic endorsement and the book was well reviewed. 
There things might have a stayed but Eric moved onto another Marsden-funded 
project on ‘Biological Futures’ with other geographers and sociologists. Eric and 
I also agreed that the Christchurch earthquakes were so geologically cataclysmic as 
well as traumatic in human terms that they literally reshaped the history of both 
Canterbury and New Zealand; we needed, therefore, to produce a new edition 
of Environmental Histories. Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New 
Zealand appeared in 2013 and duly attempted to trace the impact of the earthquake 
via a new chapter from Katie Pickles. It also added some new contributors: James 
Beattie on gardening, with his eye for the special Chinese contribution; Michael 
Stevens on iwi responses; and Andreas Christensen on ways in which photographic 
analysis might increase our understanding of landscape change. This time we used 
a local publisher in the form of Otago University Press, who produced a handsome 
new volume under the expert guidance of Rachel Scott. The fact that Rachel, before 
taking up the position at Otago University Press, had earlier replaced Richard King 
at Canterbury University Press provided a neat continuity between the editions.

In the process of producing these three volumes, Eric and I have become good 
friends. Eric has also become a favourite with three generations of our family because 
of his penchant for telling stories with wit and wisdom. My mother-in-law relished 
his visits to Dunedin and hung on his every word. Trish and I wish him well for 
his retirement which, we suspect, will be productive in all kinds of ways that might 
help the nation earn its living in ways that are more in sympathy with the well-being 
of our environment and, at the same time, are more likely to increase our standard of 
living than the current obsession with simple commodity production. Thanks to his 
endeavours and clear thinking, environmental history in New Zealand will continue 
to develop as something much more interesting than ‘history with nature added in’.
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Abstract
This article considers issues in genetic rescue using art‑historical and museological 
perspectives, arguing that advances made in these fields constitute vital critical context 
for understanding the implications and assumptions of de‑extinction and its methods. 
It focuses on the role of visual representation within these discourses, and on resonances 
between museology, strands within ecocriticism, and notions of the Anthropocene.

Using the case study of the extinct huia (Heteralocha acutirostris), this article 
addresses distortions inherent in the technologies for representing and seeing upon 
which impressions of extinct species so often rest, and raises questions about how 
de‑extinction initiatives engage with their visual sources. Furthermore, it highlights the 
problematics of anthropocentric visual regimes having the potential to mediate animals 
recreated through de‑extinction, and raises questions about what the implications of 
this might be for their intra‑ and interspecies relationships. This article also considers 
the museum, an institution in which contested practices such as collecting, curating, 
conserving, and canon formation echo debates and processes within ecology 
management, including those surrounding de‑extinction. The museum thus emerges 
as an analogy for—and an engine of—genetic rescue and the Anthropocene.

Keywords: de‑extinction, representation, huia, visual record, image, remediation, art 
history, museology, extinction, Anthropocene

This article seeks to bring art-historical and museological perspectives to bear 
on discourses surrounding the highly controversial idea of de-extinction. Many 
discussions arguing for why extinct species should be recovered, and how this might 
be done, implicitly or explicitly revolve around questions of how such species ‘look’. 
However, despite the centrality of appearance in these debates, it is frequently treated 
in an uncritical way—as stable, quantifiable, and knowable. This situation is further 
vexed by the frequent incompleteness of visual and material records pertaining 
to extinct species (and this is to say nothing of records of other aspects of them: 
for example, how they sounded, how they moved, and what their scents were—
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characteristics that play crucial roles in both intra- and interspecies interactions).1 
A case in point is the huia (Heteralocha acutirostris), the principal example I refer 
to in this article.2 The huia was a relatively sizeable wattlebird endemic to Aotearoa 
New Zealand, which was last confirmed sighted in 1907 and was presumed extinct 
soon after (though occasional unconfirmed sightings occurred as late as the 1930s—
a fact that in itself raises questions regarding the role of ‘legitimacy’ in what gets to be 
considered as credible scientific evidence).3 The huia has been proposed as a candidate 
species for de-extinction, and in terms of its cultural significance—especially to the 
Ngāti Huia people,4 its reported behavioural traits, and its biological specificities, the 
bird is well-placed as both a charismatic and, scientists tell us, relatively practicable 
option.5 The other strand to my discussion seeks to examine alignments between 
debates in ecocriticism and museological theory. With the politics of preservation 
being central to both, I hope to outline how museological ideas might productively 
complicate, lend insight into, and critique certain issues relating to de-extinction.6 
For proponents of de-extinction and its detractors alike, robust debate around all its 
facets and entanglements is essential, especially given the high stakes.

The urgent need to bring holistic critical attention to bear on de-extinction—
including diverse perspectives from the arts and (post)humanities—stems from the 
fact that it is no longer in the realm of science fiction, but has already started. 
Attempts to back-breed a plains zebra species towards the likeness of the extinct 
quagga sub-species have been under way in South Africa since 1987,7 and in 2003, 
the Pyrenean ibex became extinct for the second time, after a live kid produced using 
cloning techniques survived several presumably very difficult minutes before dying 
on account of breathing difficulties. These are just two of a substantial number of 

1  For a summary of some recent research into the smells of New Zealand birds, for example, see James Briskie, 
‘Odorous New Zealand birds’, Marsden Fund Update 51 (January 2016): 1–2.
2  It should be noted that this article is not seeking to comment upon the advisability or otherwise of 
‘de-extincting’ the huia; rather, the huia offers a rich and complex case study which demonstrates various issues that 
I am arguing are important to debates around de-extinction.
3  For discussions of how notions such as legitimacy and credibility get to police the boundaries of scientific 
discourse, see Thomas F. Gieryn, Cultural boundaries of science: Credibility on the line (Chicago, IL, and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999). For an examination of the contested nature of a (previously) declared 
extinction—the case of the South Island kōkako—see Kate Evans, ‘In search of the Grey Ghost’, New Zealand 
Geographic 140 (July–August 2016): 38–53.
4  Some consider Ngāti Huia to be an iwi (tribe); others consider it a hapū (subtribe) of the larger iwi Ngāti 
Raukawa.
5  The bird’s relatively recent date of presumed extinction contributes to this. For a detailed summary of the 
huia’s credentials—both in technological and cultural terms—as a candidate species for de-extinction, see Douglas 
Campbell, ‘A case for resurrecting lost species—review essay of Beth Shapiro’s, “How to clone a mammoth: 
The science of de-extinction”’, Biology & Philosophy (2016): 751–4, doi.org/10.1007/s10539-016-9534-2.
6  This might in turn shed further light on certain notions and commonplaces within the fields of art history 
and museology.
7  For a description of the Quagga Project, see Lucia Martinelli, Markku Oksanen, and Helena Siipi, 
‘De-extinction: A novel and remarkable case of bio-objectification’, Croatian Medical Journal 55, no. 4 (August 
2014): 424, doi.org/10.3325/cmj.2014.55.423.

http://doi.org/10.1007/s10539-016-9534-2
http://doi.org/10.3325/cmj.2014.55.423
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recent or ongoing projects relating to de-extinction, and a range of different species 
is being looked at.8 Visual sources, and impressions of how the species in question 
looked, occupy key roles in these projects, and in evaluations of their success.

The Anthropocene and genetic imaginaries

My article considers de-extinction as an archetypal phenomenon of the 
Anthropocene, a term used here in an expansive way. It was coined in relation to 
geology,9 but subsequently its meaning has diversified in various directions from 
the initial stratigraphical sense. Timothy Clark provides a useful overview of the 
various ways in which the term ‘Anthropocene’ is used, noting how it ‘evades normal 
categories of attention’.10 As he describes it:

The term has rapidly become adopted in the humanities in a sense beyond the strictly 
geological. Its force is mainly as a loose, shorthand term for all the new contexts and 
demands—cultural, ethical, aesthetic, philosophical and political—of environmental 
issues that are truly planetary in scale.11

Nearly all of the candidate species for de-extinction disappeared—or rather, were 
disappeared, in large part by humans—during the course of the currently ongoing 
and anthropogenically propelled ‘sixth mass extinction’.12 While these extinctions 
have at times occurred somewhat unnoticed and in many cases only indirectly 
as a result of human activity, other instances have been more deliberate, and it 
must be noted that even when people have been aware of extinctions approaching, 
understandings of this process, and of ecological change more generally, 
are historically specific.13 The huia is a stark case in point: driven to extinction in the 
decades around the fin de siècle—encouraged in part by the ideas and endeavours 

8  Rich and critically nuanced discussions of such initiatives can be found in Amy Fletcher’s book Mendel’s ark: 
Biotechnology and the future of extinction (New York, NY: Springer, 2014).
9  See Paul J. Crutzen, ‘Geology of mankind’, Nature 415 (3 January 2002): 23, doi.org/10.1038/415023a. 
Unlike for all the other geological epochs, the transition to the Anthropocene—which still remains to be officially 
accepted—is being monitored consciously from within, something that carries a certain irony given humans’ 
responsibility for it. That said, it should be noted that the precise period in which the Anthropocene began is also 
contested. In addition, the term itself is increasingly controversial within (post)humanities discourses (and beyond), 
where various other names—for example, Capitalocene, Chthulucene, and Plantationocene—are being explored as 
well. See, for example, Donna Haraway, ‘Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making kin’, 
Environmental Humanities 6 (2015): 159–65, doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3615934.
10  Timothy Clark, Ecocriticism on the edge: The Anthropocene as a threshold concept (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2015), x.
11  Clark, Ecocriticism on the edge, 2.
12  This alignment is in part because the resurrection of species that became extinct more recently poses fewer 
biotechnological challenges.
13  See, for example, Fletcher, Mendel’s ark, 2–3; Markku Oksanen and Helena Siipi, ‘Introduction: Towards 
a  philosophy of resurrection science’, in The ethics of animal re-creation and modification: Reviving, rewilding, 
restoring, ed. Markku Oksanen and Helena Siipi (Basingstoke and New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 1–3,  
doi.org/10.1057/9781137337641_1.

http://doi.org/10.1038/415023a
http://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3615934
http://doi.org/10.1057/9781137337641_1
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of the amateur but ambitious ornithologist Walter Buller, who was aware of how 
endangered the species was14—it highlights radical shifts in how extinction has been 
viewed since the concept eventually took root, in the mid-nineteenth century, in 
dominant discourses of natural history.15 While the huia and some other species were 
given legal protection in 1892, this was critically late and even then only patchily 
observed—including by Buller himself, who also promoted preservation efforts.

As this might suggest, Buller was a controversial and rather contradictory figure, 
who was variously esteemed and disliked by both his Māori and Pākehā (European 
settler) contemporaries. Ross Galbreath’s biography of Buller highlights his tenacity 
and propensity for self-promotion, and his skilful but somewhat brazen ability to 
manoeuvre through the scrutiny his professional actions sometimes invited.16 Born 
in 1838 on a Wesleyan mission in what was to become New Zealand’s Far North 
District, Buller was from the beginning immersed in the cultural landscapes that 
his later career was to exploit. His competency in the Māori language stemmed 
from this time, and expedited his early career, which included working with the 
Native Department, tenure as a resident magistrate in Manawatū, and various roles 
supporting the colonial administration—including in its coercive acquisition and 
division of Māori lands. While the categories of ‘amateur’ and ‘professional’ were 
much less clearly defined in the nineteenth century, Buller was not a scientist by 
training, and pursued his ornithological research in his spare time. Nonetheless, this 
was significantly aided by the support he received from influential political figures 
such as George Grey, William Fox, and Isaac Earl Featherston. Perhaps the most 
conspicuous form this took was assent for Buller to take leave from his magisterial 
position (which was initially kept open for him) to travel to Britain to complete his 
monumental ornithological atlas, A history of the birds of New Zealand. Sensing that 
the book would be of significant strategic importance, the New Zealand Government 
had also put up substantial funds for its production. To enable this secondment in 
London, a part-time role was contrived for Buller as private secretary to Featherston, 
who from 1871 was to be stationed there in the new office of Agent-General.

Though his leave was supposed to have been limited to 18 months, Buller extended 
it, and the publication of all five parts of the first edition of Birds was completed by 
early 1873. The work met with significant acclaim,17 and through it Buller adroitly 

14  Indeed, Buller fully anticipated that a significant number of the bird species that he documented would soon be 
extinct (see Walter Buller, ‘Prospectus’, reproduced in A history of the birds of New Zealand (London: John Van Voorst, 
1873), iii), and tragically, a significant number of them did. In the data in Kerry-Jayne Wilson’s book Flight of the 
huia, however, which looks at New Zealand’s ecology more generally, the huia is the only species for which ‘collectors’ 
is listed among the key causes of its extinction. Kerry-Jayne Wilson, Flight of the huia: Ecology and conservation of New 
Zealand’s frogs, reptiles, birds and mammals (Christchurch: Canterbury University Press, 2004), 134.
15  For a brief summary of the rise of the notion of extinction, see Oksanen and Siipi, ‘Introduction: Towards a 
philosophy of resurrection science’, 1–2.
16  See Ross Galbreath, Walter Buller: The reluctant conservationist (Wellington: GP Books, 1989).
17  See, for example, Galbreath, Walter Buller, 108–9.
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brokered his acceptance into European scientific milieux, including the London elite 
whose approval he particularly prized. Indeed, while overseas Buller appears to have 
capitalised on every opportunity for advancing his career and reputation. In addition 
to numerous meetings with renowned ‘men of science’, he qualified as a barrister; 
as Galbreath observes, by the time Buller returned to Aotearoa, ‘[h]e had all that he 
had come to London for’.18 Meanwhile, however, not all had felt that his sojourn 
was a success: back in New Zealand it had provoked the derision of opposition 
politicians, who denounced his generous treatment—including his salary, and the 
somewhat nominal nature of his role with Featherston—as patronage.19 Galbreath 
notes that ‘Buller’s leave was a continuing embarrassment for the Government’,20 
and during one heated exchange in parliament while he was still overseas, Buller was 
described—perhaps in an impish nod to the aviary he maintained—as ‘one of those 
colonial pets … to be kept in affluence during their natural lives’.21

Among other things, Buller’s varied career highlights the multifaceted and 
intersecting nature of the causes of environmental violence—something thrown 
into particularly sharp relief by the speed and scope of the ecological changes made 
in nineteenth-century Aotearoa. As an instrument of colonial policy, the law played 
a significant role in this climate of destruction, and the forcible redistribution of land 
constituted a particular assault on indigenous life there—people, plants, and birds. 
It was certainly catastrophic for the huia, which was drawn into the eye of a storm 
of coinciding circumstances, and whose extinction resulted from a constellation of 
interdependent factors. The seizure and deforestation of Māori lands in the service 
of rapidly expanding settler agriculture, for example, threatened the huia not only 
in terms of habitat loss, but also because it compromised the indigenous social 
structures on which long-established protections for natural resources—including 
the huia specifically—depended.22 Huia needed mature forests in order to thrive, 
as rotting tree trunks were important for providing them with food such as huhu 
beetle larvae (Prionoplus reticularis);23 once destroyed, this habitat could not be 
regenerated quickly. Furthermore, attempts to displace Māori authority over the 
land destabilised rāhui, the system of temporary restrictions which—along with 
other functions—was a conservation method through which Māori had maintained 

18  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 113.
19  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 99.
20  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 107.
21  Wi Parata, of the Ngāti Toa and Te Ātiawa peoples, and member of parliament for Western Māori, added:  
‘[a]s far as the Maoris [are] concerned, that gentleman might stop in England altogether’. Quoted in Galbreath, 
Walter Buller, 99.
22  Cathy Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report: Lands, forests and coasts’, Crown 
Forestry Rental Trust research report, Wairarapa ki Tararua inquiry, WAI863, A025 (August 2001): 40, 42.
23  Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report’, 41; W. J. Phillipps, The book of the huia 
(Christchurch: Whitcombe and Tombs, 1963), 14, 25–7.
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strong and stable numbers of huia over a long period.24 In Cathy Marr’s research 
report for the Waitangi Tribunal on Wairarapa lands, forests, and coasts, the huia is 
discussed as one example from the region of how the Crown often ‘failed to ensure 
adequate protections for traditional systems of use and management, especially if 
these conflicted with the views or interests of the dominant settler community’,25 
and Marr notes how the species was considered ‘especially tapu, one of the most 
sacred of forest birds’.26 In the decades leading up to the huia’s extinction, a number 
of Māori rangatira (chiefs) sought government support for the species’ protection, 
but many Pākehā (and some Māori) hunters were willing—or compelled by 
circumstances—to disregard the rather feeble and critically overdue sanctions that 
politicians put in place.27 Others continued to call for a more holistic strategy—
as Māori leaders challenged the government, ‘[y]ou have prohibited the killing of 
the Huia, under a heavy penalty, and yet you allow the forests, whence it gets its 
subsistence, to be destroyed! Where is the consistency of that?’28

The roaring international trade in feathers was a significant factor in why the hunting 
of huia and other birds did not initially abate, and the 1892 protective legislation 
proved ineffective in addressing this particular underlying cause.29 This lucrative 
industry was fuelled by Victorian and Edwardian metropolitan fashions, and in 
1873 alone, for example, in excess of 600 huia skins were obtained.30 Among Māori, 
head adornments incorporating the huia’s distinctive white-tipped tail feathers had 
for a long time been worn by individuals of high status, but the appropriation of 
this symbol by Europeans—spiking after a widely reported visit to Aotearoa in 1901 
by the Duke of Cornwall and York, who was presented with a huia tail feather to 
wear in his hat31—caused demand to outstrip what could be sourced sustainably. 

24  See Clark S. Monson, ‘Cultural constraints and corrosive colonization: Western commerce in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand and the extinction of the huia (Heteralocha acutirostris)’, Pacific Studies 28, no. 1/2 (March/June 2005): 
68–93.
25  Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report’, 40.
26  Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report’, 40.
27  Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report’, 41–3; Monson, ‘Cultural constraints and 
corrosive colonization’, 82.
28  Interestingly, this is quoted in Buller’s 1905 Supplement to the ‘Birds of New Zealand’, as part of a passage in 
which he appears to be attempting some pre-emptive damage control on the reputation he was leaving to posterity: 
‘I know it is the fashion to raise a wail over the disappearance of the New Zealand birds, and to invoke the powers 
in the way of protective measures. But there are certain species which, from the nature of the case, it is impossible 
to preserve, and it seems to me that the Huia is one of these … For this reason, I think it is to be regretted that 
more specimens of a bird destined ere long to become extinct do not exist in our local museums. A few years hence 
it will be impossible to obtain any. Fortunately, long before the introduction of the prohibitory law, I had secured 
a dozen or more superb specimens for my own collection. Without exception, these were obtained in what was then 
known as the “Forty-mile Bush”, a district now entirely covered with green fields and smiling farms’. Walter Buller, 
Supplement to the ‘Birds of New Zealand’ (London: The author, 1905), 2:157.
29  Marr, ‘Wairarapa twentieth century environmental overview report’, 43.
30  Kathryn M. Hunter, ‘Colonial hunting cultures’, in Eco-cultural networks and the British empire: New views 
on environmental history, ed. James Beattie, Edward Melillo, and Emily O’Gorman (London and New York, NY: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), 189.
31  Phillipps, The book of the huia, 39; Monson, ‘Cultural constraints and corrosive colonization’, 83.
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While Kathryn M. Hunter notes more generally that ‘[t]he effects of plume hunting 
on bird populations are difficult to gauge, especially when other factors such as the 
wholesale destruction of habitat for agriculture or the introduction of predators 
and competitors are taken into account’,32 huia only had 12 of these in-demand tail 
feathers, which presumably put their numbers at greater risk. Buller too played a role 
in the feather trade—for example, when he became aware of a London dealer seeking 
plumes ‘for ladies’ costumes’ (specifically, kererū skins in lots of one thousand), he 
wrote to a contact in New Zealand who he thought might be willing to arrange 
their supply.33 As Galbreath observes, ‘Buller saw no irony in encouraging the large-
scale destruction of the birds on which his own success was based’.34 Buller was 
also involved in the acclimatisation societies that introduced to Aotearoa predators 
and competitors for its flora and fauna, in an effort to make the environment more 
‘agreeable’ to European settlers—another aspect of the sweeping and multifaceted 
processes by which, as Geoff Park put it, ‘the wild of the new land is punished for its 
unfamiliarity’.35 While Buller’s contribution to the demise of the huia is best known 
in terms of his specimen collecting (for museums, for scientific investigation, and 
for himself, which encouraged other private collectors), in one way or another he 
seems to have been involved in all of the threats that the bird faced.

The anthropogenic nature of this sort of environmental violence, which targeted 
birds as well as their habitats, ironically drives the arguably anthropocentric calls 
for the implementation of de-extinction technologies.36 A kind of doubling, 
and intensifying, is suggested. Moreover, as Marcus Hall observes of rewilding 
more generally, it is a ‘potentially enigmatic practice … whereby human action 
is meant to remove the results of human action’.37 Indeed, some proponents of 
de-extinction have attempted to frame this science not as a compounding of 
anthropogenic effects, but more as a reversal—or at least partial amelioration—
of them. Furthermore, there have been attempts to justify de-extinction agendas 
in terms of ‘moral’ imperatives, as a sort of ‘atonement’ for humans’—or more 
accurately, some humans’—ecological sins. In the face of what Gerardo Ceballos, 

32  Hunter, ‘Colonial hunting cultures’, 194.
33  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 110.
34  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 110.
35  Geoff Park, Theatre country: Essays on landscape & whenua (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2006), 9.
36  However, it should also be noted that it would be problematic to assume complete continuity between the 
people who endangered a species, and those who would like it to be brought back, and it is vital to remember that 
not all groups of humans have played equal parts in environmental destruction.
37  Marcus Hall, ‘Introduction: Tempo and mode in restoration’, in Restoration and history: The search 
for a  usable environmental past, ed. Marcus Hall (New York, NY, and London: Routledge, 2010), 7, doi.
org/10.4324/9780203860373. Furthermore, Fletcher uses the policy sciences notion of the ‘wicked problem’ 
to characterise ‘the biodiversity crisis—and the associated problem of extinction’ (5). See, for example, Fletcher, 
Mendel’s ark, 5–7.

http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203860373
http://doi.org/10.4324/9780203860373
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Anne H. Ehrlich, and Paul R. Ehrlich term an ‘ongoing biotic genocide’,38 Tracey 
Heatherington wryly notes how ‘the  moral terrain of extinction is tremendously 
evocative for the genetic imagination’.39 However, Beth Shapiro—an expert in 
ancient DNA research and a  cautious supporter of technologies considered part 
of the broad fold of ‘the science of de-extinction’—observes that, ‘Bringing these 
species back goes some way to mitigate the guilty conscience … But mitigation of 
guilt is not a compelling reason to bring something back to life’.40 Indeed, critiques 
of de-extinction caution that, among other things, it could cause further neglect of 
the conservation of existing species, and philosophical questions have been raised 
as to the ontological status and authenticity of what exactly would be being put 
back.41 Furthermore, given the glaring issues for animal rights likely to be involved 
in many practices of de-extinction, in most instances it seems hard to make the 
case that bringing back a species would be for reasons beyond the anthropocentric. 
While this is not to suggest that anthropocentric reasons are automatically invalid, 
it is important to note in this context that what is thought to be ‘good’ for a given 
species as a whole does not necessarily scale to what is ‘good’ for an individual 
within that species. While de-extinction projects are sometimes rationalised using 
the idea that revived keystone species might prop up whole ecosystems,42 certainly 
at the moment this seems rather optimistic, given the challenges involved in making 
these species robust enough even to survive themselves.43 Indeed, even the notion 
of a discrete, clearly defined species is misleadingly monolithic, as many creatures 
require other organisms—such as those present in a gut microbiome—in order to 
function effectively. As Benjamin Bratton puts it, ‘[r]eal biology doesn’t conform to 
clean divisions between organisms and species and landscapes … Everywhere, we 
are situated within economies of nested parasitism’.44

38  Gerardo Ceballos, Anne H. Ehrlich, and Paul R. Ehrlich, The annihilation of nature: Human extinction of birds 
and mammals (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015), x. It should be noted that Paul and Anne 
Ehrlich have spoken out strongly against de-extinction.
39  Tracey Heatherington, ‘From ecocide to genetic rescue: Can technoscience save the wild?’, in The anthropology 
of extinction: Essays on culture and species death, ed. Genese Marie Sodikoff (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
Press, 2012), 49.
40  Beth Shapiro, How to clone a mammoth: The science of de-extinction (Princeton, NJ, and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press, 2015), 26.
41  See, for example, Douglas Campbell’s recent research; Fletcher, Mendel’s ark; Martinelli, Oksanen, and Siipi, 
‘De-extinction’, 423–7.
42  See, for example, Shapiro, How to clone a mammoth, 10.
43  Indeed, the myriad health problems faced by some breeds of animal produced by intensive selective breeding 
do not bode well for certain methods and techniques of de-extinction.
44  Bratton continues, ‘As for humans, we estimate more than 10,000 microbial species occupy the human 
ecosystem, and that inside your body well over 90% of the genes are non-human. You too are a “them”, an identity 
which may also challenge the neat coherency of “the human” as a geological actor’. Benjamin H. Bratton, ‘Notes on 
extinction, emergence, and biochemical design’, www.bratton.info/projects/texts/notes-on-extinction-emergence-
and-biochemical-design, accessed 25 October 2015.

http://www.bratton.info/projects/texts/notes-on-extinction-emergence-and-biochemical-design
http://www.bratton.info/projects/texts/notes-on-extinction-emergence-and-biochemical-design
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Curating the Anthropocene?

The rather treacherous illusion that de-extinction would somehow ‘turn back 
the clock’ might usefully be substantiated using museological discourses, which 
have problematised understandings of such ideas as collection, conservation, and 
curation. De-extinction has parallels with all of these aspects of museum practice, 
since it necessarily involves the incomplete selection of which species to reintroduce 
and maintain, where and how to do this, and huge amounts of money to enable 
and maintain it all.45 A post-de-extinction landscape might therefore be envisaged 
as a  sort of living museum, not unlike a zoo. Timothy Morton has suggested 
a related idea for the whole notion of ‘Nature’ itself, which he critiques. In relation 
to so-called ‘wilderness’ reserves, he has observed how ‘Nature was a special kind of 
private property, without an owner, exhibited in a specially constructed art gallery. 
The gallery was Nature itself, revealed through visual technology in the eighteenth 
century as “picturesque”—looking like a picture’.46 Morton even goes so far as to 
assert that ‘landscape’ is ‘a word for a painting, not actual trees and water’,47 further 
alluding to the complex, long-standing, and two-way mediations between art and 
the environment.

However, if the Anthropocenic post-de-extinction environment might be a museum, 
then at the moment it seems to be one with little coordinated curatorial oversight. 
The rather substantial list of candidate species mooted for de-extinction does 
not for the most part appear to derive primarily from an envisioned attempt to 
restore a particular ecosystem and all its complex biotic interactions. Rather, it is 
a somewhat incoherent selection which, as Heatherington (among others) notes, 
almost entirely comprises ‘charismatic megafauna’.48 Many of these candidate 
species appear to have a champion who is personally and professionally invested 
in bringing it back.49 As this reinforces, just as for the acquisition, preservation, 
and display of objects in a museum, de-extinction is inevitably informed not just 
by practical and logistical constraints, but also by culture, politics, and ideological 
agendas, and the so-called ‘re-wilded’ landscape must be seen as highly constructed.50 

45  The same could also be said of existing, less radical practices of environmental conservation, since these also 
involve selectiveness, interpretative decision-making, and cost. However, just as critiques of museums hardly ever 
seek to be arguments against these institutions’ existence, to critique approaches within ecological conservation 
initiatives is certainly not automatically to suggest that they should not happen.
46  Timothy Morton, The ecological thought (Cambridge, MA, and London: Harvard University Press, 2010), 5–6.
47  Morton, The ecological thought, 10. Other thinkers, such as Geoff Park, have emphasised the plurality in 
meaning of the term ‘landscape’—see, for example, Park, Theatre country, 9–10.
48  Heatherington, ‘From ecocide to genetic rescue’, 44.
49  However, this is not to seek to invalidate such motivations, and indeed these are of course not the only sorts 
of reasons why people might seek for extinct species to be revived.
50  Jamie Lorimer’s use of the notion of ‘ontological choreography’ (after Donna Haraway, after Charis Thompson) 
is relevant here. See Jamie Lorimer, Wildlife in the Anthropocene: Conservation after nature (Minneapolis, MN, 
and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 12.
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Furthermore, a much-discussed question within both the material heritage sector 
and within environmental histories is to what point in the past should this ‘clock’ be 
wound back? The determination, and indeed even the notion, of desired ‘baseline’ 
states is again hotly contested and necessarily ideological,51 and as various debates 
within ecocriticism discuss, there is no ‘neutral’ ground in the Anthropocene.52 
Morton describes humans’ dizzying realisation of their inexorably destructive 
entanglements as ‘a new ecological aesthetics: dark ecology … The form of dark 
ecology is that of noir film. The noir narrator begins investigating a supposedly 
external situation, from a supposedly neutral point of view, only to discover that she 
or he is implicated in it’.53 The use of the cinematic analogy implies the possibilities 
of the arts for grappling with how we might attempt to represent and comprehend 
the Anthropocene, and its characteristic phenomena such as de-extinction.

The preponderance of charismatic megafauna among the candidate species for 
de-extinction also invites art-historical and museological critiques of the distorting 
effect of canons within art and material culture. ‘Charismatic’ species might be 
thought of as ‘exciting’ creatures that in life or posthumously have accrued some 
kind of cultural capital, and as such their relation to less-celebrated species parallels 
the position of canonical artworks in relation to that of everyday objects. It should 
be noted that charismatic species are not necessarily ‘keystone’ species—that is, 
those whose roles are disproportionately influential within ecological networks—
just as canonical works of art are not necessarily the most illuminating. However, 
charismatic species and canonical artworks share the ability to capture public 
imagination, and by extension generate significant amounts of interest, and with 
this, resources. Because of their mutual rarity, it is overwhelmingly through images 
and other visual media that they do this.54 Technolibertarian inclinations are evident 
within some de-extinction discourses, and Bratton observes how ‘“De-extinction” 
is a hot investment vehicle for Silicon Valley riches looking for high-risk/high-

51  For a range of perspectives on the notion of baselines in environmental restoration, see Marcus Hall, ed., 
Restoration and history: The search for a usable environmental past (New York, NY, and London: Routledge, 2010). 
And as Slavoj Žižek comments, ‘One cannot even say that all we need do is restore the situation to its natural 
balance. To what balance?’ Slavoj Žižek, Living in the end times (London and New York, NY: Verso, 2011), 350.
52  Furthermore, anthropogenic effects have been changing environments for centuries.
53  Morton, The ecological thought, 16–17.
54  Lorimer makes a similar point with respect to wildlife, noting that ‘Western publics are much more likely 
to encounter the charismatic organisms about which they are so concerned in print, online, or on TV than they 
are to meet them in the flesh’. Lorimer, Wildlife in the Anthropocene, 119.
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reward intellectual property’.55 Museums are already very familiar with the 
frequently compromising and distorting effects of investment, such as in the form 
of philanthropy, and museological theorists56 have interrogated this at length.57

The case study of the huia particularly animates the parallels between de-extinction 
and museological issues, because practices of collection and circulation, and certain 
contemporary Eurocentric beliefs about what constituted ‘preservation’, played 
a decisive role in the species’ annihilation. Its story demonstrates causalities between 
visual representation, museums, and extinction, as Buller collected and documented 
the bird whilst simultaneously—and knowingly—sealing its fate.58 His sizeable and 
lavish Birds of New Zealand (from which perhaps the most widely-circulated images 
of the huia are taken) ran to a second edition in 1888, and a supplement in 1905, 
and was a competitive nod to John Gould’s volumes on Europe, Australia, and Great 
Britain, and John James Audubon’s on America. Birds of New Zealand is politically 
charged and elegiac, and reveals Buller’s belief—widely shared among Europeans 
in nineteenth-century New Zealand—that the extinction of native birds was 
inevitable now that they faced competition from supposedly ‘superior’ introduced 
European species.59

Until it was effectively too late, Buller apparently understood ‘conservation’ only in 
museological and documentary terms, and not in the ecological sense understood 
today. Privileging specimens over living huia, or ‘representation’ over reality, he 
appears to have acted under the influence of an imperialistic fervour that sought—
problematically and ironically—to vindicate and even reify Charles Darwin’s theory 
of evolution by natural selection. In the ‘Prospectus’ for the initial edition of his 
Birds book, Buller wrote, ‘[i]t has been the author’s desire to collect and place on 
record a complete life-history of these birds before their final extirpation shall 
have rendered such a task impossible’,60 and his hastening of the demise of the 
huia (and other birds) was framed as a way of immortalising the last of the species 

55  Bratton, ‘Notes on extinction, emergence, and biochemical design’.
56  See, for example, Shearer West, ‘The devaluation of “cultural capital”: Post-modern democracy and the art 
blockbuster’, in Art in museums, ed. Susan M. Pearce (London: Athlone, 1995), 80–4.
57  Indeed, in the Thylacine Cloning Project (1999–2005) at the Australian Museum in Sydney, issues of de-
extinction, and museums’ need to secure funding, were to collide. As Fletcher has discussed, this initiative ‘reflected 
a new, neoliberal era of diminished Government support for public museums and a concomitant need to attract 
new (primarily corporate) funders’ (74). Fletcher incisively analyses the optics of this project, describing its ‘ongoing 
struggle between science and spectacle’ (78), and notes the status of the thylacine as an icon, both in terms of 
the story of its drastic anthropogenic annihilation, and as the media-friendly bottled specimen referred to as the 
‘pickled pup’, which—despite yielding scant usable DNA—served as a ‘populariser’ for both the technology and 
the museum (80). See Fletcher, Mendel’s ark, 73–83.
58  The last confirmed huia sighting was, poignantly, just a year after Buller’s death in 1906.
59  These sinister beliefs echoed the abhorrent and racist discourses of ‘dying race’ theory, which were also 
prevalent in New Zealand and elsewhere in the nineteenth century.
60  Buller continued that it was his aim ‘to produce a book at once acceptable to scientific men in general and 
useful to his fellow colonists’. This vividly illustrates how understandings of science and empire were enmeshed, 
and demonstrates his ambitions in these areas. Buller, A history of the birds of New Zealand (1873), iii.
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within museum collections.61 Offering a tracer of the role played by museums in 
the ‘imperial Anthropocene’, huia skins and taxidermied specimens achieved wide 
global circulation as a sort of currency of the fledgling colonial museum, as remains 
of bird species native to Aotearoa were exchanged for historical material culture, 
usually from European collections. Perhaps the most famous example within this 
process is moa bones, the swapping of which did much to build the new museum 
collections of nineteenth-century New Zealand in the direction of Eurocentric 
canons of history.62

The dramatic illustration offered by the case of the huia of the relationship 
between institutional collecting and anthropogenic ecological change suggests 
that the museum might at times be envisaged as an agent of the Anthropocene, 
alongside such as the factory. At the least, the museum is a sort of quintessentially 
Anthropocenic product, broadly conceived, wherein humans (or some of them) 
seek to demonstrate systematic understanding and hegemony over the world around 
them. Furthermore, the huia vividly illustrates a motif that frequently appears within 
discourses associated with the ‘new museology’, which contends that museums 
might usefully be understood and critiqued as mausoleums of sorts, because things 
‘die’ when they are put into museum collections—art, material culture, even ideas. 
To extend this parallel further, the museum, like de-extinction, paradoxically also 
gives its objects new—perhaps artificial—life, and both fields arguably seek to effect 
illusions of timelessness. Indeed museums are, ironically, also key storehouses of 
the DNA samples upon which so many de-extinction projects—and other forms 
of molecular biology research—depend,63 and taxidermied huia and skins would 
almost certainly play a vital role if the bird were to be technologically recreated.

Representation and loss

The case of the huia also highlights the need for de-extinction debates to take 
into account the potential elisions, framings, and distortions of representation. 
As Shapiro’s discussions suggest, even in de-extinction techniques based on DNA 

61  Looking ahead to the huia’s future, Buller in 1870 commented that ‘[e]relong it will exist only in our museums 
and other collections’. Quoted in Phillipps, The book of the huia, 15.
62  It might be worth noting here that the massive moa bird has also been slated as a candidate species for de-
extinction. However, as Shapiro has explained, the moa’s lack of living close relatives, and the age of the species’ 
DNA, present an exceedingly complex—and thus currently unlikely—case in terms of recovery. See Shapiro, How 
to clone a mammoth, 31.
63  See, for example, David M. Lambert, Lara D. Shepherd, Leon Huynen, Gabrielle Beans-Picon, Gimme 
H. Walter, and Craig D. Millar, ‘The molecular ecology of the extinct New Zealand huia’, PLoS ONE 4, no. 11 
(November 2009): 1–10, doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0008019.

http://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0008019
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and cloning,64 it is not quite as simple as same DNA will produce the same appearance, 
as this commonly-imagined formula does not take epigenetics into account.65 
Even after highlighting this major complication, however, Shapiro’s references to 
the way species look(ed) are not followed by critical discussion of the slippages, 
conventions, and constraints of image-making.66 Indeed, the images of the huia 
widely supposed to be the most ‘scientific’—the ones from Buller’s Birds—went 
through an elaborate series of remediations to get from the bird to the images in 
the books. A useful primer for this cascade of processes might be borrowed from 
Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison’s summary of some key exigencies of scientific 
representation: ‘images substitute for things, but they are already admixed with 
knowledge about those things. In order for nature to be knowable, it must first 
be refined, partially converted into (but not contaminated by) knowledge … 
[images] represent the knower … but also a certain collective way of knowing’.67 
The inevitable biases and omissions that this passage suggests are variously apparent 
in the means by which the illustrations for Buller’s books were realised. To start 
with, J. G. Keulemans, the highly regarded ornithological artist selected by Buller 
to draw the huia and the other birds in the Birds of New Zealand volumes, was 
based in Britain and never actually set foot in Aotearoa. Furthermore, it is likely 
that, for most of the birds he drew, he did not get to encounter them live. While 
there were from time to time lone huia kept at the Zoological Gardens in London, 
seeing a single huia would have given only a partial picture: one of the things that 
many found so fascinating about this bird was their frequently pronounced sexual 
dimorphism—while the beaks of mature males were sturdy and angular, the mature 
females had longer, thinner, curving ones.68 These were sufficiently distinct for male 
and female huia to have for a time been believed members of different species, so 
especially in the light of the close attention Darwin had paid to beaks in his study of 
Galápagos finches,69 the huia challenged paradigms.

64  It is worth noting here that bird species, apparently, cannot be cloned, and instead require a technique called 
‘primordial germ cell transplantation’ (PGCT). See Shapiro, How to clone a mammoth, 191; 153–8. This does not 
change my fundamental arguments, however, as these are not specifically focused on techniques involving cloning, 
or indeed on the huia alone.
65  For example, in response to a question about whether advances in ancient DNA research mean that a mammoth 
can now be cloned, Shapiro says: ‘[t]he problem with this question is that it assumes that, because we can learn the 
DNA sequence of an extinct species, we can use that sequence to create an identical clone. Unfortunately, this is 
far from true. We will never create an identical clone of a mammoth’ (11). Furthermore, Fletcher has examined the 
problematics of the ‘metaphor of DNA as the code of life’ (32). See Fletcher, Mendel’s ark, for example 31–47; 51–4.
66  This, however, is fair enough, as Shapiro’s extensive expertise is not—nor does she claim it to be—in the field 
of art history/visual culture.
67  Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York, NY: Zone Books, 2010), 53.
68  See Lambert et al., ‘The molecular ecology of the extinct New Zealand huia’, 1–3.
69  See Charles Darwin, Narrative of the surveying voyages of His Majesty’s ships Adventure and Beagle, vol. III: 
Journal and remarks (London: Henry Colburn, 1839). Interestingly, Darwin was among the various illustrious 
subscribers to the first volume of Birds of New Zealand, as was Gould. See Buller, A history of the birds of New 
Zealand (1873), v–vi.
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In the 1873 first edition of Buller’s Birds, the plates are hand-coloured lithographs. 
Keulemans completed these drawings based on skins and taxidermy, some of which 
he prepared himself using different (but presumably similar) species as guides. 
This practice, symbolically at least, seems in conflict with the supposed imperative 
for accuracy in ‘scientific’ atlases. Further, Buller’s advertising of the first edition 
as containing ‘coloured illustrations, by Keulemans, of all the more interesting or 
characteristic forms’ highlights a certain tension within the project—an arguably 
contradictory desire to fascinate as much as to inform.70 This mirrors one of the 
epistemological paradoxes at the heart of museological collecting and display, 
wherein the selective holdings purport to be both outstanding and representative—
aims that are usually incompatible. Keulemans’s taxidermy models were then used 
as the basis for watercolours, which were checked by Buller who had moved to 
London expressly to supervise the production of his book.71 Adding further layers 
to this cycle of potentially distorting remediation,72 the watercolours were then used 
as guides in the preparation of lithographic plates, which were then printed, and 
finally hand-coloured through outsourced labour. This was poorly remunerated, 
and often carried out in unsatisfactory working conditions where the light was bad. 
This was, of course, far from ideal given that these workers were trying to represent 
the subtlest tones—and characteristic bird-like iridescence—of creatures they had 
almost certainly never seen alive. Indeed, the representations of the huia in copies 
I have seen of this first edition of Birds do not capture much of the greenish sheen 
the birds are said to have had, and the modelling of these slightly varying images 
and their composition tend to lend them a certain flatness (Figure 1). In the picture, 
the  female huia dominates, standing in front of the male with her curved beak 
framing his inward-turned head.

70  Buller, A history of the birds of New Zealand (1873), iv.
71  This meant, however, that even Buller was away from most of the living examples, and thus was usually unable 
to compare the representations more directly.
72  For discussions of the notion of remediation, see Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin, Remediation: 
Understanding new media (Cambridge, MA, and London: MIT Press, 1999).
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Figure 1: J. G. Keulemans, female (left) and male (right) huia.
Source: Walter Buller, A history of the birds of New Zealand, 1st ed. (London: John Van Voorst, 1873). 
Bib#180551. Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury.
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Even the preserved specimens of birds that Keulemans, Buller, and others produced 
for study and collections were subject to representational conventions.73 Aside 
from the grim distortions that poorly executed taxidermy can engender, specimens 
could be posed or arranged in ways that imply—intentionally or otherwise—
certain  movements, behaviours, or modes of sociality. Rachel Poliquin describes 
how ‘[t]axidermy is one medium for imposing the possibility of meaning’,74 which 
aligns it with the other representational technologies that, individually or as a link 
within a sequence, refract the impressions that posterity has inherited of the extinct 
birds. Furthermore, even the birds’ collected skins—which did not always go on to 
be stuffed and posed, thus often sidestepping the arguable deceit of purporting to be 
lifelike—could be manipulated, as an anecdote in Galbreath’s biography of Buller 
suggests. Buller was excited to have obtained live what he thought was a ‘beautiful 
Mountain parroquet green and crimson—new to science’.75 However, when the 
bird started to moult her red feathers, ‘revealing the plumage of a common Yellow-
crowned Parakeet[,] Buller quickly turned it into a cabinet specimen while it still 
had some rarity value’.76 The bird was thus rather deceptively frozen in a particular 
stage of her appearance. The dynamic nature of the birds that became extinct, both 
in terms of their movements and the cycles of their lives—seasonally, and as they 
matured from chicks to adults—was served inadequately by the means of visual 
representation available in this period.77

For the second edition of 1888, Buller again emphasised the images—all of which 
were newly made—and championed Keulemans’s considerable skill. He claimed the 
book would contain ‘beautiful coloured drawings by Mr Keulemans, the birds being 
represented as they appear in life, with accessories drawn from the native flora of the 
country. These will be highly finished pictures in the best style of modern art’ (italics 
mine).78 As well as Keulemans’s unfamiliarity with Aotearoa somewhat challenging 
this assertion, Buller’s words further suggest potentially compromising dissonances 
between scientific, aesthetic, and commercial considerations, the last of which 
appear to have necessitated the books’ production as prestigious objects of significant 

73  This is especially the case when these specimens are framed in the context of museum displays.
74  Rachel Poliquin, The breathless zoo: Taxidermy and the cultures of longing (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2012), 9.
75  Walter Buller, quoted in Galbreath, Walter Buller, 83.
76  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 83.
77  Verbal descriptions of the birds’ movements, behaviours, sounds and so on do of course exist, however, 
including Māori oral histories, and Buller’s many observations of birds both in the wild and in captivity. See also, 
for example, Murdoch Riley, Māori bird lore: An introduction (Paraparaumu: Viking Sevenseas, 2001). Furthermore, 
the vocalisations of some species were recorded before they became extinct.
78  Walter Buller, ‘Notice of the new edition’, reproduced in A history of the birds of New Zealand (London: 
The author, 1888), ix.
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cultural capital. Indeed, for this edition Buller apparently had requested  that 
Keulemans make the background vegetation in the images more substantial than 
in the first. As Keulemans had not visited any of these environments, while he 
might have been familiar with some of the types of plant from botanical gardens, 
representing their interactions—like those of his avian subjects which were perching 
on these plants—would have required significant guesswork.

In the 1888 volume, this time chromolithography was used to reproduce the 
illustrations, and the images were limited to what could be achieved working with 
six colours.79 The huia in this book appear more three-dimensional than those 
in copies of the first edition, and notably their colour is substantially different—
as Galbreath notes, ‘the special greasy inks required for the [chromo]lithographic 
process led to a predominance of olive tones’ (Figure 2).80 While colouration is 
of course critical if visual representations of natural specimens are not to be 
misleading, as Jennifer Roberts notes in her excellent book Transporting visions: The 
movement of images in early America, ‘color was one of the least portable qualities 
of ornithological specimens’81—even before the further distortions of printing 
processes. This rapid deterioration suggests why skins and taxidermy have limited 
capacity to indicate subtleties in the colouration of the living birds’ plumage, both 
for observers today as well as for Keulemans, whom the specimens reached usually 
after several months in transit over land and sea. Indeed, Buller’s approach to his 
books’ images stands in marked contrast to Audubon’s for Birds of America from 
earlier in the nineteenth century (1827–38), which Roberts incisively describes. 
Audubon’s approach involved ‘working in the field with freshly killed birds that 
he had shot himself ’,82 and adhered to a strict and richly suggestive 1:1 scale 
throughout. Something particularly fascinating about the case of the huia is that 
there appear to be no known photographs of the living birds, despite the species’ 
twentieth-century extinction date.83 This seems even stranger when one considers 

79  While the exigencies of chromolithography would have imposed other constraints on the images too, the 
method did mean that Keulemans retained more uniform control over the colouration of the finished illustrations. 
Indeed, Keulemans himself prepared some of these lithographic plates, and closely supervised the remainder, onto 
which his images were transferred by others. Galbreath describes the technical demands of this painstaking process, 
concluding that its strictures meant that ‘chromolithographs lacked the spontaneity and freedom of line of the 
single lithograph’ (160). Indeed, it is interesting to note that for the full-page, coloured illustrations in the third 
and final Birds book of 1905, this original method, in which single lithographic prints were hand-coloured, was 
returned to. Poignantly, a full-page illustration of the huia is absent from this edition. See Buller, Supplement to the 
‘Birds of New Zealand’ (1905).
80  Galbreath, Walter Buller, 160.
81  Jennifer Roberts, Transporting visions: The movement of images in early America (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
CA: University of California Press, 2014), 109. Indeed, W. J. Phillipps made observations to a similar effect about 
huia specifically, having noticed that most specimens in New Zealand museums ‘exhibit considerable fading, more 
evident in older birds than in the young’—see Phillipps, The book of the huia, 33. Buller also appears to have been 
aware of how quickly colour degraded in specimens, and devised a technique for attempting to halt this process in 
the beaks of huia specimens.
82  Roberts, Transporting visions, 71.
83  Errol Fuller, Lost animals: Extinction and the photographic record (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 13.
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that various huia were kept in captivity—sometimes expressly for observation—long 
after photographic technologies were widely used.84 As striking as this is, however, 
the existence of photographs of huia would do little to change my arguments here. 
Photographers, like other artists, consciously or otherwise interpret as they represent, 
and as with drawings, photographs distort—especially when heavily reliant on 
established pictorial conventions, as many photographs were in the nineteenth 
century. Furthermore, in terms of their success in reproducing detail, photographs 
in this period were often grainy, blurred, badly lit or worse, so were thought by some 
to be inferior to ‘scientific’ drawings. With the technology available at the time, it 
would have been difficult to capture clear photographs of New Zealand birds in their 
native habitats (often dense bush), and while photographs could be hand-coloured, 
colour photography prior to the twentieth century was largely experimental only.85

84  Fuller concurs: ‘It is surprising to find that other more recently extinct creatures were not caught on camera. 
New Zealand’s Huia (Heteralocha acutirostris), for instance, didn’t become extinct until the early years of the 
twentieth century, and several pairs were kept in captivity’. Fuller, Lost animals, 13. However, given the close control 
of these birds’ environments, and the likely impacts of this upon their behaviour, photographs of captive huia would 
have had different hermeneutic implications to photographs taken of huia in the wild. Photographs of other birds 
did, however, appear in the third edition of Buller’s Birds, but interestingly in a supporting capacity rather than as 
the full-page principal illustrations—see Buller, Supplement to the ‘Birds of New Zealand’ (1905).
85  In other research I have examined the somewhat anachronistic approach to scientific representation employed 
in at least the first two editions of Buller’s Birds in relation to Daston and Galison’s work on the development of 
the notion of objectivity. The images in Buller’s books appear to conform to a highly selective and ‘generalising’ 
paradigm of natural history illustration, significantly predating the period in which they were made, which Daston 
and Galison would describe as ‘truth to nature’. This is despite the fact that these bird images were made during 
a period in which mechanical reproduction was, as Daston and Galison show, transforming scientific representation 
and reconfiguring notions of the ‘scientific self ’ towards the idea of the self-abnegating and non-selective observer. 
My research discussed some potential epistemological implications of Buller’s chosen representational convention, 
and examined the possibility that his awareness (and indeed ready acceptance) of the imminent extinction of many 
of these bird species might have contributed to his decision to illustrate the birds in this non-specific, archetypal, 
and memorialising way. Furthermore, Buller’s gravely deleterious interactions with such birds as the huia rendered 
any posture as a non-interfering observer untenable. While the successes of manual objectivity—which captured 
for the first time images of such as bacteria, snowflakes, lightning, and other phenomena—revealed previously 
unseeable things to supposedly ascetic, patient scientists, birds on the brink of extinction arguably had already 
been drawn into too dynamic a struggle with their observers. Indeed, de-extinction attempts might be seen as 
constituting an extension of this, except with the opposite goal in mind. Parallels might also be made between the 
process of ‘truth to nature’ image-making—which involved the selection or rejection of features to be included in 
the representation—and both processes involved in some de-extinction methods (to reconstruct selected traits, 
including through reconstructing parts of ancient DNA), and the ecological ‘curating’, consciously or otherwise, of 
the Anthropocenic environment. For discussions of historical shifts in scientific illustration and the development 
of the notion of ‘objectivity’, see Daston and Galison, Objectivity.
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Figure 2: J. G. Keulemans, female (back) and male (front) huia.
Source: Walter Buller, A history of the birds of New Zealand, 2nd ed. (London: The author, 1888). 
Bib#104983. Macmillan Brown Library, University of Canterbury.
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In any event, differences between sensory perception in humans, birds, and other 
non-human animals surely render human assessments of such things as visual 
likeness somewhat obsolete. If the ocular capacities of a candidate species for 
de-extinction differed from those of humans, then it is far from certain that the 
visual characteristics that helped individuals within that species to interact would 
have been adequately captured by images that humans made of them—including 
photographs, and moving images on film.86 As Francisco J. Varela, Adrian G. 
Palacios, and Timothy H. Goldsmith note, for example, ‘The role of color vision 
in an animal’s perception, behaviour, and ecological setting, and its underlying 
retina and neuronal mechanisms vary enormously in different groups of animals. 
Amidst this diversity, birds have arguably the most elaborate and interesting color 
vision’.87 Further, it is perhaps less certain still that any such characteristics—
evident to particular species but not taken into account in anthropocentric and 
biased practices of image-making—would translate back so as to be expressed in 
resurrected members of a species made using any de-extinction method informed 
by visual representations. This indicates significant potential for semiotic disruption 
within species recuperated following extinction, as well as the need for discourses 
around visual culture to be aware of potential implications of a more multispecies 
phenomenology.

Conclusion

In highlighting the museological and art-historical debates that might enrich 
discourses around de-extinction, I seek to be mindful of how, as Clark argues, 
much environmental criticism might be ‘vulnerable to delusions that the sphere 
of cultural representations has more centrality and power than in fact it has’.88 
Furthermore, my aim is not to imply that the analogy between museums and the 
Anthropocene is anywhere near a perfect fit. Living things must in so many ways be 
understood differently to material culture, and indeed a criticism of de-extinction is 
its problematic objectification and commoditisation of living things.89

86  Unfortunately, biases have routinely been incorporated into the way film and digital technology—both for 
still and moving images—are colour-balanced. Lorna Roth, Syreeta McFadden, Rosie Cima, Adam Broomberg and 
Oliver Chanarin, among others, have critiqued this in relation to images of people, exploring how racism has been 
encoded within photographic representation. See, for example, Lorna Roth, ‘Looking at Shirley, the ultimate norm: 
Colour balance, image technologies, and cognitive equity’, Canadian Journal of Communication 34 (2009): 111–36, 
doi.org/10.22230/cjc.2009v34n1a2196.
87  Francisco J. Varela, Adrian G. Palacios, and Timothy H. Goldsmith, ‘Color vision of birds’, in Vision, brain, 
and behavior in birds, ed. H. Philip Zeigler and Hans-Joachim Bischof (Cambridge, MA, and London: MIT Press, 
1993), 77.
88  Clark, Ecocriticism on the edge, 21.
89  See Martinelli, Oksanen, and Siipi, ‘De-extinction’.

http://doi.org/10.22230/cjc.2009v34n1a2196
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The cinematically heralded notion of de-extinction must also not obscure the more 
modest interventions nested within the term, which might involve such approaches 
as making small genetic modifications within populations of still-extant species, 
or  the use of assisted reproductive technologies (‘ARTs’)90 for species termed 
‘living dead’. It is therefore important not to make a so-called ‘straw man’ out of 
de-extinction by focusing only on its most outlandish proposals and manifestations. 
Indeed, Shapiro insists that, for her at least, ‘[t]he task ahead is not to make perfect 
replicas of species that were once alive’.91 While this might seem to neutralise my 
argument’s concerns around the accuracy of the visual record, it implicitly assumes 
that what constitutes a ‘perfect replica’ is actually knowable—as well as disregarding 
potential needs of the species themselves (possibly even needs fundamental to how 
members of a species communicate, or interact with other species). Further, these 
more minimal interventions into species diversity might call into question some 
scientists’ utilisation of the optics of ‘de-extinction’ for what arguably could also be 
presented as more modest proposals.92

It is perhaps worth noting that Buller’s images of the huia, surrounded by little 
foliage and lots of space, are close to what Roberts has referred to as the ‘bird-on-
a-stick’ mode of natural history illustration.93 This format perhaps has the effect 
of belying the complex ecological entanglements of species—entanglements that 
humans too are part of, and which arguably obscure our ability to conceive of the 
Anthropocene at the (supposed) distance to which we are accustomed in practices 
of ‘scientific’ looking. As Ed Ayres has observed, ‘[w]e are being confronted by 
something so completely outside our collective experience that we don’t really 
see it, even when the evidence is overwhelming’.94 This reinforces the notion that 
the Anthropocene is facilitated in part by a crisis of representation, which—in its 
operations on both macro and micro levels—might be impossible fully to overcome. 
While this article does not seek to posit uncertainties around the visual record as in 
themselves necessarily an argument against de-extinction practices, it does hope to 
suggest the importance of plurality within the sources considered when trying to get 
to know extinct species. For the huia and a great number of other lost species, their 
representation and understanding in indigenous knowledge systems and practices 
are key parts of this.

90  See Heatherington, ‘From ecocide to genetic rescue’, 41.
91  Shapiro continues, ‘First, it is technically not possible to do so and is unlikely ever to become technically possible 
to do so. Second, there is no compelling reason to make perfect replicas of extinct species’ (205). However, many 
would contest these assertions, and it is also possible that certain strands of enthusiasm for de-extinction would be 
dampened if it were more widely understood that ‘identical’ versions of lost species are not necessarily the goal.
92  However, if, as Žižek cautions, ‘one should imagine a possible global disaster … [as] no big bang, just a small-
scale interruption with devastating global consequences’, by this logic ‘smaller’ interventions should not necessarily 
be conceptualised as less controversial. Žižek, Living in the end times, 350.
93  Roberts, Transporting visions, 97.
94  Ed Ayres, quoted in Žižek, Living in the end times, 327.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 1, 2017

42

Similarly floating in space—like the ‘bird on a stick’, ostensibly devoid of systemic 
interactions—is the Earth in pictures taken during the Apollo 8 mission, among 
the first images of their kind. In a fascinating analysis, Clark describes one of these 
as  a quintessential symbol of the Anthropocene with multiple available readings. 
It  can be seen, he points out, variously ‘as an icon of life’s almost unbearable 
fragility; as the achievement through technology of the age-old dream of a god’s-eye 
view; an instance of the contingent privilege of vision in the human sense of what 
something “really” is … a terrifying view of its target from a weapons platform’.95 
This last part links uncannily with the images of huia in Buller’s books, since his 
observation of  these birds in the wild was usually followed by their being shot.96 
Their attitudes as recorded in his books might therefore be read as indexical of those 
of birds just before their deaths. Clark’s notion of the ‘weapons platform’ suggests 
advanced technology turning in on itself, and warns of the perils of the kind of 
anthropocentric hubris that eradicated the huia and many other extinct animals, 
and—some might argue—now attempts to bring these species back.97

95  Clark, Ecocriticism on the edge, 30.
96  For one perspective on relationships between hunting and how killed animals have been framed, see Garry 
Marvin, ‘Enlivened through memory: hunters and Hunting trophies’, in The afterlives of animals: A museum menagerie, 
ed. Samuel J. M. M. Alberti (Charlottesville, VA, and London: University of Virginia Press, 2011), 202–17.
97  This article is based on papers I presented at the Australasian Victorian Studies Association conference in 
Auckland in February 2015, at the College Art Association conference in Washington, DC, in February 2016, 
and in Christchurch for the New Zealand Centre for Human–Animal Studies in April 2016.
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CULTIVATING THE CULTURAL 
MEMORY OF RANUNCULUS 
PAUCIFOLIUS T. KIRK, A SOUTH 
ISLAND SUBALPINE BUTTERCUP
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Abstract
Building from an idea outlined in Libby Robin’s landmark study How a Continent 
Created a Nation (2007), this article traces shifting European attitudes towards 
Ranunculus paucifolius, a rare subalpine buttercup, from ‘strange and foreign’ 
to ‘familiar’ then ‘endangered’. I draw from fragments of historical evidence held in 
museums, botanic gardens, archives, and university teaching collections in order to 
understand how and why the Castle Hill buttercup became important to Canterbury’s 
high country identity and in need of safeguarding. Since entering the Western scientific 
record, R. paucifolius has been observed growing in home gardens and botanic 
garden nurseries, as well as in the wild and in experimental nursery plots at Castle 
Hill, its only known habitat, between the Torlesse and Craigieburn ranges in the South 
Island of New Zealand. Organised around the themes of discovery, classification and 
conservation, this article unearths certain ambiguities and risks associated with the 
preservation of regionally and nationally significant plants, and highlights the evolving 
importance of indigenous flora in cultural memory. 

Keywords: Ranunculus paucifolius, Canterbury high country, New Zealand, 
native plants, heritage, cultural memory, conservation

1  Dr Joanna Cobley specialises in how people interact with heritage; she has worked as a museum educator and 
was director of a heritage park, museum, and kiwi house. In 2006–08 she produced the award-winning The Museum 
Detective podcasts; in 2012–16 taught history at the University of Canterbury; now she works in research quality 
management at the University of Canterbury.
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Figure 1: Meet Ranunculus paucifolius, a small, yellow‑flowered buttercup, 
endemic to Castle Hill in the Canterbury high country. 
Source: Photo by D. Kimber, Department of Conservation Te Papa Atawhai.

Introduction

Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk, also known as ‘little frog’,2 grows 700 metres above 
sea level at the base of a limestone basin called Castle Hill in the Canterbury high 
country (see Figure 1) at the foothills of the Southern Alpine Range (see Figure 2).3 
R. paucifolius shares its habitat with 14 other endangered plant species, such as 

2  ‘Rana’ is Latin for frog and possibly refers to the bog-like landscapes where buttercups traditionally grew. 
‘Paucifoliate’ means that the plant has few leaves: see ‘Ranunculus paucifolius’, The New Zealand Plant Conservation 
Network, page last updated 31 July 2014, nzpcn.org.nz/flora_details.aspx?ID=2372, accessed 20 December 2016.
3  This article started as a paper entitled ‘Lancelot and Little Frog, tracing McCaskill’s legacy, the preservation 
of the Castle Hill buttercup (Ranunculus paucifolius)’ delivered at the New Zealand Historical Association 
Conference, University of Canterbury, Christchurch, 2–4 December 2015, at the request of Professor Mike Roche, 
Massey University. There was rapid interest in the story. In February 2016 it was developed into a special edition 
blog post on museums and ecology for the Anthropology and Environment Society, a section of the American 
Anthropological Association, edited by Theresa Miller, and then in October 2016 revised from an intangible 
natural heritage perspective for Katie Pickles et al. (eds), History Making a Difference: New Approaches from Aotearoa 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, forthcoming 2017). This article, at the suggestion of the editor and 
reviewers, considers the role of plants (and gardening) in cultural memory.

http://nzpcn.org.nz/flora_details.aspx?ID=2372
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Myosotis colensoi, the Castle Hill forget-me-not.4 In 1954 the owners of the six-
hectare ecological hotspot at Castle Hill gifted the land to the Crown; it was then 
designated a ‘Reserve for the Protection of Flora and Fauna’, specifically to protect 
R. paucifolius. The reserve was the first of its kind on mainland New Zealand. 
Access was restricted to scientific purposes only.5 Part of R. paucifolius’ allure is its 
status as a rare plant since its scientific discovery by John Enys (1837–1912) in 
1879. Enys, described by the environmental historian Paul Star as a ‘Cornish patron 
of New Zealand Science’,6 co-owned the Castle Hill sheep station with his brother 
Charles from 1864 to 1901. Today 67 R. paucifolius plants grow at Castle Hill.7 
Some of the plants are over 80 years old. Walter Brockie, a botanist who worked at 
the Christchurch Botanic Gardens during the 1940s, thought that the plant’s ashen-
purple leaves gave it a primitive, seaweed-like appearance.8 R. paucifolius is wind-
pollinated and twentieth-century Canterbury-based scientists believed that the 
shifting nature of little frog’s sloping limestone scree habitat hindered germination 
and seedling growth, which dramatically reduced the chance for new buttercup 
communities to establish themselves without human intervention.9 It is not known 
whether R. paucifolius’ pre-human habitat extended beyond the Castle Hill basin; 
its habitat could have always been small and the plant’s population base may always 
have been sparse.10 

4  ‘Myosotis colensoi’, The New Zealand Plant Conservation Network, page last updated 19 December 2014, 
www.nzpcn.org.nz/flora_details.aspx?ID=74, accessed 20 December 2016.
5  Lance McCaskill, A History of Scenic Reserves in New Zealand (Wellington: Department of Lands and Survey, 
1972), 9–10.
6  Paul Star, ‘John Enys: Cornish Patron of New Zealand Science’, Journal of the Royal Institution of Cornwall n.s. 
2, nos 2, 3 (1996): 30–9.
7  ‘Kura Tawhiti Conservation Area’, Department of Conservation, doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-
go/canterbury/places/kura-tawhiti-conservation-area/, accessed 26 February 2017.
8  W. B. Brockie, ‘Ranunculus Paucifolius T. Kirk’, Christchurch Domains Board Bulletin 2 (1946): 5.
9  A. Wall, ‘Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk: Its Distribution and Ecology, and the Bearing of these upon certain 
Geological and Phylogenetic Problems’, Transactions and Proceedings of the Royal Society of New Zealand 52 (1920): 
90–105, rsnz.natlib.govt.nz/volume/rsnz_52/rsnz_52_00_001090.html#n136, accessed 20 December 2016; 
L. W. McCaskill, The Castle Hill Buttercup (Ranunculus paucifolius): A story of preservation. Special publication 
25 (Lincoln: Tussock Grasslands and Mountain Lands Institute, Lincoln College, 1982).
10  Personal communication with Dr Pieter Pelser, Director of the University of Canterbury Herbarium (CANU), 
2 September 2016.

http://www.nzpcn.org.nz/flora_details.aspx?ID=74
http://doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/kura-tawhiti-conservation-area/
http://doc.govt.nz/parks-and-recreation/places-to-go/canterbury/places/kura-tawhiti-conservation-area/
http://rsnz.natlib.govt.nz/volume/rsnz_52/rsnz_52_00_001090.html#n136
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Figure 2: Castle Hill Nature Reserve map.
Source: Originally published in L. W. McCaskill, The Castle Hill Buttercup (Ranunculus paucifolius), 
A story of preservation. Special publication 25 ([Lincoln]: Tussock Grasslands and Mountain Lands 
Institute, Lincoln College, 1982). Copyright Lincoln University. 
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Why should we be interested in this plant? Scientists argue that New Zealand’s 
isolation and remoteness from other land masses has allowed for unique wildlife 
adaptation and evolution, particularly in the alpine and subalpine regions.11 
Most of New Zealand’s subalpine and alpine ranunculi are restricted to the South 
Island, and  to Canterbury in particular. R. paucifolius’ origin moment occurred 
20 million years ago when amplified movement between the Pacific and Tasman 
plates pushed the sunken, low-lying, swampy land mass upwards. The historical 
biogeographer George Gibbs described this mountain uplift as a ‘key event’, and 
the historical botanist John Lovis stated that it provided a remarkable evolutionary 
opportunity for flowering plants.12 With only a small genetic divergence, the 
ancient R. paucifolius ancestors adapted to the newly formed treeless zone of high 
rocky peaks and loose shingle scree slopes.13 R. paucifolius is neither the highest-
altitude buttercup—this honour belongs to R. grahamii, known to grow only in 
Mount Cook National Park—nor is it the prettiest; the botanists David R. Given 
and Colin F. J. O’Donnell accord this honour to R. godleyanus because of its ‘lush 
leaves and brilliant yellow flowers’.14 More importantly, Given and O’Donnell 
considered R. godleyanus, R. grahamii and R. paucifolius to be ‘regionally rare’ and 
in need of safeguarding.15 There is general agreement among botanists that human 
settlement has had the greatest negative impact on indigenous plant communities 
in the Canterbury region—by displacement of their habitat, or from exotic plant 
invasion.16 Some buttercup species are considered ‘sparse’ because they live in small, 
scattered populations; others are ‘range restricted’, which means they are confined to 
a particular habitat, such as limestone or scree slopes.17 R. paucifolius’ is exceptional 
in that it lives only at one known location—Castle Hill. 

Certain approaches from the interdisciplinary fields of multispecies studies, 
heritage  studies and environmental history were utilised to unearth this 
buttercup’s history. 

11  David Young, Our Islands, Our Selves: A history of conservation in New Zealand (Dunedin: Otago University 
Press, 2004).
12  John Lovis, ‘Botanical history’, in The Natural History of Canterbury, ed. Michael Winterbourn et al., 3rd ed. 
(Christchurch: Canterbury University Press, 2008), 162–3; George Gibbs, Ghosts of Gondwana: The History of Life 
in New Zealand (Nelson: Craig Potton Publishing, 2006), 60.
13  Gibbs, Ghosts of Gondwana, 113, 124–6.
14  David R. Given and Colin F. J. O’Donnell, ‘Rare and endangered plants and animals’, in The Natural History 
of Canterbury, ed. Winterbourn et al., 806–7.
15  Given and O’Donnell, 806–7.
16  P. J. de Lange et al., ‘Threatened and uncommon plants of New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of Botany 37, 
no. 4 (1999): 603–28, doi.org/10.1080/0028825X.1999.9512657.
17  P. J. de Lange et al., ‘Threatened and uncommon plants of New Zealand (2008 revision)’, New Zealand Journal 
of Botany 47, no. 1 (2009): 61–96, doi.org/10.1080/00288250909509794.

http://doi.org/10.1080/0028825X.1999.9512657
http://doi.org/10.1080/00288250909509794
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First, influenced by the multispecies scholar Donna Haraway, this article joins 
a larger conversation considering how encounters with other species, which include 
plants, help humans learn.18 Haraway’s ideas evolved from her enquiry into dogs as 
companion animals. The field of interspecies studies has expanded to include human 
engagements with microorganisms,19 fungi,20 and, in this instance, a subalpine 
buttercup. The plant enthusiasts featured in this article rode horses, walked, or drove 
to the buttercups at Castle Hill; they followed the seasons, and learnt about the 
plant and its habitat through sight, sound, touch and smell.21 

Second, from a heritage studies perspective, it employs the museum director 
Erick Dorfman’s idea that engaging with physical evidence from natural–cultural 
environments serves as a powerful way to help raise public awareness about ecology 
and species conservation.22 The plant enthusiasts featured in this article utilised the 
power of one plant to introduce the public to conservation; likewise, the plant’s 
long-term survival is reliant on educating today’s public about the importance 
of preserving regional biological diversity.

The third influential idea stems from select environmental historians who portray 
human–nature encounters in New Zealand since the arrival of the first colonists 
from  east Polynesia c. 1250 as ‘opportunistic’.23 Nature was utilised by the 
ancient Māori, and nineteenth-century white colonial settlers who followed, for 
economic purposes: as food; for shelter, warmth, and trade; or, in the case of the 
buttercup, for scientific knowledge.24 This scientific–utilitarian mindset is akin to 
that demonstrated by Libby Robin’s study into white settlers’ attitudes towards 
Australian indigenous flora, which progressed from ‘strange and foreign’ to ‘familiar’, 
then ‘endangered’.25 A similar theme concerning New Zealand’s environmental 
history has been the changing perception of indigenous flora and fauna in the face 

18  Haraway was initially interested in demonstrating how cyborgs opened up new possibilities about the border 
between humans and technology: see Donna Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature 
(New York: Routledge, 1991); Donna Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto: Dogs, People, and Significant 
Otherness (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003).
19  See Thom van Dooren, Eben Kirksey and Ursula Münster, ‘Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts 
of Attentiveness’, Environmental Humanities 8, no. 2 (2016): 1–23, environmentalhumanities.dukejournals.org/
content/8/1.toc, accessed 26 February 2017, doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3527695.
20  Anna Tsing, ‘Unruly Edges: Mushrooms as Companion Species’, Environmental Histories 1 (2012): 141–54, 
doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3610012.
21  These sensory ideas stemmed from reading Elizabeth Curtis, ‘Walking Out of the Classroom: Learning on 
the Streets of Aberdeen’, in Ways of Walking: Ethnography and Practice on Foot, ed. Tim Ingold and Jo Lee Vergunst 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2008), 143–54.
22  Eric Dorfman, ‘Intangible Natural Heritage: An Introduction’, in Intangible Heritage: New Perspectives on 
Natural Objects, ed. Eric Dorfman (Hoboken, NJ: Taylor and Francis, 2011), 1–13.
23  Atholl Anderson, ‘Māori land and livelihood AD 1250–1850’, in The Natural History of Canterbury, ed. 
Winterbourn et al., 66–8; Paul Star, ‘Humans and the Environment in New Zealand, about 1800 to 2000’, 
in The New Oxford History of New Zealand, ed. Giselle Byrnes (South Melbourne, Vic.: Oxford University Press 
Australia and New Zealand, 2009), 47–70.
24  Jim McAloon, ‘Resource frontiers, environment, and settler capitalism: 1769–1860’, in Environmental 
Histories of New Zealand, ed. Eric Pawson & Tom Brooking (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002), 52–66.
25  Libby Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2007).

http://environmentalhumanities.dukejournals.org/content/8/1.toc
http://environmentalhumanities.dukejournals.org/content/8/1.toc
http://doi.org/10.1215/22011919-3527695
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of both its increasing scarcity and an increasing sense among New Zealanders of 
a national identity.26 This has been described in terms of the rise of organisations 
promoting the indigenous environment,27 and in terms of the regard shown for 
particular bird species, such as the kiwi.28 It has frequently been described in terms 
of native forests in general,29 and in relation to particular trees, such tī, the cabbage 
tree,30 and the red flowering pōhutukawa and rātā.31 Fewer articles have been 
published on the environmental history of indigenous New Zealand plants, with the 
exception of trees,32 making this article—which is dedicated to understanding how 
and why a small flowering plant became important to Canterbury’s high country 
identity—a timely addition to New Zealand environmental history.

Organised around the themes of discovery, classification and conservation, this 
article highlights the evolving importance of indigenous flora in cultural memory. 
In an attempt to make visible the ancient transcultural and transnational tradition 
of nature–culture engagement, the author acknowledges a relationship between 
R. paucifolius and ancient and contemporary Māori, who are mana whenua to the 
area; however, the body of evidence examined places emphasis on Western science. 
This article utilises documented evidence left by a select number of individuals over 
the past 150 years or so who engaged with and observed this buttercup growing in 
the wild at Castle Hill, in home gardens, or specialist botanic gardens, and in doing 
so exposes certain dangers associated with the preservation of this regionally and 
nationally significant plant.

Ancient buttercup encounters

A relationship between ancient Māori and R. paucifolius is possible.33 These ancient 
peoples, known as the Waitaha, migrated from the North Island during the mid-
thirteenth century and settled along the South Island’s shores. Their habitation 
is evidenced in the Canterbury high country landscape by cave drawings in rock 

26  See for example Paul Star, ‘Native Bird Protection, National Identity and the Rise of Preservation in New 
Zealand to 1914’, New Zealand Journal of History 36, no. 2 (2002): 123–36.
27  Described in L. E. Lochhead, ‘Preserving the Brownies’ Portion: A History of Voluntary Nature Conservation 
Organisations in New Zealand, 1888–1935’ (PhD diss., Lincoln University, 1994). Special thanks to the reviewers 
for pointing to this unpublished research.
28  Rebecca Smith, ‘Endangered Emblem: The New Zealand Kiwi, its Conservation and Status as a National 
Emblem’ (BA long essay, Otago University, 1999). Special thanks to the reviewers for pointing to this source.
29  Paul Star, ‘Native Forest and the Rise of Preservation in New Zealand (1903–1913)’, Environment and History 
8, no. 3 (2002): 275–94, doi.org/10.3197/096734002129342675.
30  Philip Simpson, Dancing Leaves: The Story of New Zealand’s Cabbage Tree, Tī Kōuka (Christchurch: Canterbury 
University Press, 2000).
31  Philip Simpson, Pōhutukawa and Rātā: New Zealand’s Iron-hearted Trees (Wellington: Te Papa Press, 2005).  
32  Herdis Hølleland adds to this conversation in ‘Caged for Protection: Exploring Paradoxes of Protecting 
New Zealand’s Dactylanthus taylorii’, forthcoming in Environment and History.
33  Aidan J. Challis, Ka Pakihi Whakatekateka O Waitaha: The Archaeology of Canterbury in Māori Times. Science 
& Research Series 89 (Wellington: Department of Conservation, 1995), 12–13.

http://doi.org/10.3197/096734002129342675
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shelters, and by remnants from moa hunting sites, middens, and gardens—material 
evidence resistant to the ravages of time and weather. The Ngāti Māmoe, also from 
the North Island, arrived in the late sixteenth century, followed by Ngāi Tahu 
around the beginning of the eighteenth century.34 Pre-European Māori knowledge 
was passed on by oral tradition, so the high country plant would have been known 
in Mātauranga Māori terms. Mātauranga Māori is a multilayered cultural, scientific, 
and spiritual understanding of the natural world—knowledge transferred through 
oral tradition.35 It is recorded that ancient Māori used buttercups medicinally and 
that applications, terminology and methods differed between tribal groups.36

Discovery

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the period of scientific discovery 
on  the subalpine botanical frontier where the self-taught gentleman-scientist 
observed, collected and classified the buttercup during the colonial museum-
building era.37 The first step was to get to know about New Zealand native plants 
from a comparative point of view, as well as building the natural history collections 
of the newly formed museums: the Colonial Museum,38 which opened in Wellington 
in 1865; and the provincial Canterbury Museum, established in 1867. At the same 
time, New Zealand’s strange, wonderful and weird plant and wildlife were collected 
and disseminated to the museums and botanic gardens of Europe and the British 
Empire, in particular the British Museum, established in 1753, and Kew Gardens, 
founded in 1759.

34  Atholl Anderson, ‘A Migration History’, in Ngāi Tahu: A migration history, the Carrington Text, ed. Te Maire 
Tau and Atholl Anderson (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 2008), 20–37; Atholl Anderson, ‘A fragile plenty: 
pre-European Maori and the New Zealand environment’, in Environmental Histories of New Zealand, ed. Pawson 
and Brooking, 30–1.
35  ‘What is Mātauranga Māori?’ Landcare Research Manaaki Whenua, www.landcareresearch.co.nz/about/
sustainability/voices/matauranga-maori/what-is-matauranga-maori, accessed 20 December 2016.
36  Geoff Walls, Traditional uses of plants in New Zealand and the Pacific: Commonwealth Science Council, Biological 
Diversity & Genetics Resources Project, 1968–88, a pilot study summary report (Christchurch: DSIR, 1988), 13; David 
Williams, Matauranga Maori and Taonga (Wellington: Waitangi Tribunal, 2000).
37  John M. McKenzie, Museums and empire: Natural history, human cultures and colonial identities (Manchester 
and New York: Manchester University Press, 2009).
38  Over its life the Colonial Museum has had several buildings and name changes: it became the Dominion 
Museum in 1907, followed by the National Museum in 1972, and in 1992 it changed to the Museum of New 
Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa. See ‘Our history: Te Whakapapa o Te Papa’, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa 
Tongarewa, www.tepapa.govt.nz/about/what-we-do/our-history, accessed 20 December 2016.

http://www.landcareresearch.co.nz/about/sustainability/voices/matauranga-maori/what-is-matauranga-maori
http://www.landcareresearch.co.nz/about/sustainability/voices/matauranga-maori/what-is-matauranga-maori
http://www.tepapa.govt.nz/about/what-we-do/our-history
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Figure 3: Enys R. paucifolius specimen, which at the time was labelled, ‘scree 
buttercup, Ranunculus crithmifolius Hook.f., collected 23 Dec 1879, Nr. Trelissick 
[Castle Hill], New Zealand.’
Source: CC BY‑NC‑ND licence. Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa (SP000374).
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During the summer of 1879, John Enys plucked a specimen of R. paucifolius from 
the cool, dry limestone slope near his high country home ‘Trelissick’ and donated 
it to the Colonial Museum, Wellington (see Figure 3).39 Enys’s particular speciality 
was ferns, yet, like most plant enthusiasts of his era, he collected and classified the 
natural flora and fauna from wherever he travelled.40 He dispatched a number of 
live plant specimens to Kew, including the Mount Cook Lily, Ranunculus lyallii, the 
world’s largest alpine buttercup. Star believed that Enys was in a unique position: 
he was one of the few residents of the Canterbury high country at a time when 
New Zealand’s subalpine plants were ‘becoming known’ to Western science.41 Enys 
himself was well aware that by collecting ‘seeds of rare plants from the hills’ he was 
actively contributing to the public understanding of science. He was a member of 
a number of scientific, educational and governing bodies in Canterbury, including 
the Canterbury Museum, the Canterbury Philosophical Society and Canterbury 
College.42 The organisations that Enys was an active member of were based on 
models imported from Britain and Europe, and instituted to improve the minds 
of the white settler citizens.43

John Enys and his brother Charles (1840–91) bought Castle Hill station in 1864 
when the ‘pastoral frontier’ was expanding swiftly westwards from the low-lying 
Canterbury Plains to the natural barrier of the Southern Alps.44 The bachelor brothers 
enjoyed the colonial lifestyle: on horseback, with their good dogs at their heels, they 
mustered over 1,000 sheep; John botanised, while Charles, who migrated to New 
Zealand via India, preferred to hunt.45 Castle Hill was not a financial success for the 
brothers. The environmental historians Roberta McIntyre and Robert Peden both 
noted that heavy snowstorms often depleted stock numbers, and when combined 
with fluctuating wool prices, forced many colonists to ‘sell out’ or ‘abandon’ their 
Canterbury high country stations.46 The pattern of economic and environmental 
volatility continued into the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The brothers 

39  ‘Ranunculus paucifolius’, Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa Collections Online, Registration 
number SP000374, collections.tepapa.govt.nz/object/674350, accessed 20 December 2016.
40  John D. Enys, ‘On Recent Changes on the Nomenclature of the New Zealand Ferns’, read before the 
Philosophical Institute of Canterbury, 5 October 1870, rsnz.natlib.govt.nz/volume/rsnz_03/rsnz_03_00_004210.pdf, 
accessed 20 December 2016.
41  Star, ‘John Enys’.
42  Canterbury College, established in 1873, was rebranded in 1961 as the University of Canterbury or UC, 
see ‘History’, The University, www.canterbury.ac.nz/theuni/backgrnd/history.shtml, accessed 20 December 2016.
43  Star, ‘John Enys’; Jim McAloon, ‘The Christchurch Elite’, in Southern Capital: Christchurch. Towards a City 
Biography 1850–2000, ed. John Cookson and Graeme Dunstall (Christchurch: Canterbury University Press, 2000), 
193–221; McKenzie, Museums and empire, 212–13; Roberta McIntyre, Whose high country? A history of the South 
Island high country of New Zealand (North Shore, NZ: Penguin, 2008), 89–90.
44  McIntyre, Whose high country?, 36–61.
45  Letters back home recorded that 650 rabbits and 1,700 wild pigs were caught in one season. Native wood 
pigeons (kereru), and wild parrots—probably the forest-dwelling kaka, or the kākāpō, a large, flightless parrot, or 
even the kea, the world’s only alpine parrot—were also shot and consumed.
46  McIntyre, Whose high country?, 36; Robert Peden, Making Sheep Country: Mt Peel Station and the transformation 
of the tussock lands (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2011), 46.
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returned to Cornwall in 1891; Charles’ failing health was one motivating factor, 
and the other was that England was always considered home. Castle Hill was sold 
in 1910, and John remained active in the natural sciences until his death in 1912.

Classification

Enys’s specimen offers a window into the emerging field of botany at the periphery 
of the British Empire. Following the Linnaean system of naming, ordering and 
classifying living organisms, Enys’s R. paucifolius specimen was labelled a lectotype 
of,  or nearly related to, R. crithmifolius, another ‘Middle Island’ subalpine 
buttercup.47 R. crithmifolius was first mentioned by Joseph Dalton Hooker (1817–
1911) in his Handbook of the New Zealand Flora (1864).48 Important scientific figures 
of the day visited Enys at Castle Hill, namely the colonial botanists Thomas Kirk 
(1828–1928) and Thomas Frederick Cheeseman (1845–1923), who both worked as 
curators for the Auckland Museum Institute, established in 1867. Kirk commented 
in The Students’ Flora of New Zealand and the Outlying Islands (1899) that only one 
flower had been sighted and therefore any scientific knowledge of the Castle Hill 
buttercup was provisional.49 Cheeseman similarly noted in the 1906 edition of the 
Manual of the New Zealand Flora that ‘much more material’ was needed ‘before 
a good description could be made of this curious little plant’.50 

Yet it was Arnold Wall (1869–1966), Professor of English at Canterbury College 
and a self-taught botanist, who claimed to have solved the mystery surrounding the 
plant’s nomenclature, distribution and ecology, and, importantly, confirmed Castle 
Hill as R. paucifolius’ only known habitat.51

A twist of fate brought Wall to the buttercup. Dr Leonard Cockayne (1855–1934), 
an eminent high country botanist, had asked his scientific friends Robert Speight 
(1867–1949), Canterbury Museum geologist, and William Evans (1864–1959), 
Professor of Chemistry at Canterbury College, for a specimen of epilobium, 
a willow-herb.52 Neither Speight nor Evans could identify the plant. Wall, confident 
from his formative botanical experiences in the Swiss Alps while visiting his sister in 

47  Middle Island was another name used for the South Island in the mid to late nineteenth century. 
48  J. D. Hooker, like his father William Jackson (1785–1865), was Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. 
Botanical collectors from South America, the South Pacific, Australia, South Asia and India deposited specimens 
and traded observation notes with the Hookers. See J. D. Hooker, Handbook of the New Zealand Flora: A systemic 
description of the native plants of New Zealand and the Chatham, Kermadec’s, Lord Auckland’s, Campbell’s and 
Macquarrie’s Islands (London: Lovell Reeve & Co, 1864), 6.
49  Thomas Kirk, The Students’ Flora of New Zealand and the Outlying Islands (Wellington: John Mackay, 
Government Printer, 1899), 11.
50  T. F. Cheeseman, Manual of the New Zealand Flora (Wellington: John Mackay, Government Printer, 1906), 
15–16, doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.12003.
51  Wall, ‘Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk’. 
52  Arnold Wall, Long and Happy: An Autobiography (Wellington: A. H. & A. W. Reed, 1965), 116.

http://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.12003


International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 1, 2017

54

the late 1890s, believed he could.53 Cockayne taught Wall what to look for before he 
joined Speight and Evans on their camping expedition at Castle Hill station. In his 
autobiography, Wall confessed to having paid ‘little attention to the native flora of 
New Zealand’ when he first migrated in 1898.54 Wall suffered from what Robin 
terms ‘biological cringe’:55 the flora were too unfamiliar and strange compared 
to that of Europe. Wall’s outlook changed when this self-taught botanist and 
honorary curator of the Canterbury Museum herbarium became more familiar with 
Canterbury’s subalpine plants.56 In his quest to understand the subalpine buttercup, 
Wall frequently visited Castle Hill; he collected and transplanted specimens of 
R. paucifolius and the similar R. chordorhizos to his garden laboratory at his family 
home in Christchurch where he could observe, record, and compare each plant’s 
lifecycle. Cockayne wrote in The Cultivation of New Zealand Plants (1923) that 
buttercups were the ‘most attractive’ of the ‘flora above the forest-line’, but the 
most difficult to maintain after their first year in a home garden.57 The Cultivation 
of New Zealand Plants was a practical educational resource for teachers, students 
and native-plant enthusiasts. It is uncertain how well Wall’s home garden buttercups 
thrived. Several of Wall’s specimens are now held at the University of Canterbury’s 
Herbarium (CANU).58

In February 1919, when Wall introduced little frog to the Christchurch branch 
of the  New Zealand Institute, he used his own photographs for illustration. 
Wall described the plant’s habitat as a small amphitheatre of steep mountain grass 
and  tussock-clad slopes, banked with piles of weathered and unusually shaped 
limestone rocks or tors.59 Wall believed the buttercup had adapted to the sloping 
landscape and the strong nor’-west wind; pushing its long, fleshy roots 10 or 12 inches 
(25–30 cm) below the surface, the plant had ‘learnt’ to grow out of the debris.60 
If the limestone surface was kept bare, and the debris blown away, said Wall, the 
buttercup would have nowhere to live. Significantly, because it was not a travelling 
plant, Wall believed that it was ‘passing slowly [and] unreluctantly away before 
our eyes in an age-long euthanasia’.61 Wall’s observation presents a  conservation 
paradox: the R. paucifolius grown in his home garden probably did not thrive for 

53  Ibid; A. D. Thomson, ‘Cockayne, Leonard’, from the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, Te Ara—the 
Encyclopedia of New Zealand, page last updated 30 October 2012, www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/biographies/3c25/
cockayne-leonard, accessed 20 December 2016.
54  Wall, Long and Happy, 116.
55  Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation, 1–10, 31.
56  Arnold Wall, ‘Alpine and Sub-Alpine Flora’, in Natural History of Canterbury, ed. R. Speight et al. (Christchurch: 
Simpson & Williams for the Philosophical Institute of Canterbury, 1927), 145–59.
57  Leonard Cockayne, The Cultivation of New Zealand Plants (Auckland: Whitcombe & Tombs, 1923), 92–3.
58  Personal communication with Dr Pelser.
59  Andrew Sturman, ‘Weather and Climate’, in The Natural History of Canterbury, ed. Winterbourn et al., 121.
60  Wall, ‘Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk’, 90.
61  McCaskill, The Castle Hill buttercup, 4; Wall, ‘Ranunculus paucifolius T. Kirk’.
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long, and  it appeared that the more than 300 R. paucifolius growing in the wild 
were not thriving either. Wall offered no solution to the problem of ensuring the 
buttercup’s future survival.

Conservation

In Australia and New Zealand a certain form of patriotism and activism emerged 
by  the turn of the twentieth century when the era of the self-taught gentleman 
scientist  gave way to government men and professional scientists motivated to 
protect their natural heritage, which included the last remnants of ‘undeveloped 
landscapes and indigenous species’ of flora and fauna.62 Star wrote of a strong 
emotional sentiment among Māori and Pākehā, the name commonly given to 
people of European descent living in New Zealand, towards the ancient Gondwana 
remnants of New Zealand’s forests and wildlife;63 however, there was always 
a utilitarian undercurrent, and nature not otherwise useful for agricultural purposes 
was eventually incorporated into tourism developments and the national park 
system. Herdis Hølleland, who has examined human–animal–Dactylanthus taylorii 
relations at Tongariro National Park, pointed to a certain paradox. Once natural 
objects, species, or natural environments were ‘framed’ for scientific, recreational, 
or scenic purposes, they then needed to be managed, conserved and controlled.64 
Habitat loss has been one of the key drivers of wildlife conservation, more so from 
the 1950s, when the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) was 
established, providing an international voice to already existing local initiatives.65 
Protecting New Zealand’s biodiversity involved front-line conservation methods—
gardening in the field—combined with promoting public education through 
conservation-in-action.66

Walter Brockie (1897–1972), who had migrated from Scotland to New Zealand in 
1921, undertook a formal study of the Castle Hill buttercup from 1940 to 1945 
as part of his duties at the Christchurch Botanic Gardens. Brockie noted that little 
frog’s future was fragile: it was not able to thrive in competition with the tussocks 
and other native grasses that had travelled into the area, nor could it survive the 
environmental impact caused by sheep and cattle introduced after 1858, when the 

62  Robin, How a Continent Created a Nation, 195.
63  Paul Star, ‘New Zealand Environmental History: A Question of Attitudes’, Environment and History, 9, no. 4 
(2003): 463–75.
64  Hølleland, ‘Caged for Protection’.
65  Chris Huxley, ‘CITES: The Vision’, in Endangered Species Threatened Convention: The Past, Present and Future 
of CITES, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, ed. Jon Hutton 
and Barnabas Dixon (London: Earthscan, 2000), 5; Morne A. du Plessis, ‘CITES and the Cause of Extinction’, 
in Endangered Species Threatened Convention, ed. Hutton and Dixon, 16.
66  Marie A. Brown et al., Vanishing Nature: Facing New Zealand’s biodiversity crisis (Auckland: Environmental 
Defence Society Incorporated, 2015).
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Porter brothers first established Castle Hill station. When visiting the buttercups 
at Castle Hill, Brockie observed the impact the stock had on the plants as they 
traversed the scree slope down towards the brook that drained in the basin nearby: 
they dislodged debris, which buried the plants, and as they walked over the plants, 
their hooves sheared the leaves and disturbed the plant’s roots. Brockie noted that 
the buttercup plants growing in the homestead garden, which had been transplanted 
by Robert Blackley senior, the Castle Hill station manager in the 1920s, had more 
leaves than those growing in the wild. Brockie wondered if the buttercup’s future 
survival depended on excluding stock, so he tested his idea. With the assistance 
of Robert Blackley junior, station manager and later honorary ranger, the men 
transported ‘four iron standard and eight yards of wire-netting’ by car and made 
‘an experimental nursery plot.’67 Two buttercups were transplanted into conditioned 
soil and the enclosure kept weed-free. Over a five-year period, Brockie observed the 
plants and noted that the buttercups in the control site appeared to be healthier than 
those exposed to the damaging effects of livestock’s feet and invasive weeds, which 
had acclimatised to the high country landscape.68 

Brockie’s findings were published in the Christchurch Domains Board Bulletin in 
1946.69 However, J. A. McPherson (1900–80), the Director of the Christchurch 
Botanic Gardens, and Lance McCaskill (1900–85), a soil conservationist, national 
park advocate, agricultural teacher at Lincoln College and first Director of the 
Tussock Grasslands and Mountain Lands Institute at Lincoln,70 who were privy to 
the results before publication, took the Castle Hill buttercup matter up with the 
Royal New Zealand Institute of Horticulture at its 1942 annual conference held in 
Christchurch. The goal was to ensure R. paucifolius’ future, and a ‘remit regarding its 
preservation’ was sent to the minister responsible for scenery preservation.71 Brockie 
left Christchurch in 1947, taking up a post at the Ōtari Plant Museum in Wilton, 
Wellington, and McCaskill, with the support of the Lands and Survey Department, 
took on the responsibility of safeguarding the endangered Castle Hill buttercup.

In 1948, a fence was erected to protect the plant from humans, livestock and 
pests such as rabbits, hares and possums.72 In 1953, the Castle Hill area was fully 
surveyed, which entailed aerial photographs and large-scale map marking and 
numbering of  each buttercup cluster. The landowners of Castle Hill then gifted 
the six-hectare ecological hotspot to the Crown, and a reserve for the protection of 

67  Brown et al., Vanishing Nature. 
68  Thomas B. Isern, ‘Companions, stowaways, imperialists, invaders: Pests and weeds in New Zealand’, 
in Environmental Histories of New Zealand, ed. Pawson and Brooking, 233–45.
69  Brockie, ‘Ranunculus Paucifolius T. Kirk’.
70  A. P. Thomson, ‘Obituary: Lancelot William McCaskill: An appreciation’, New Zealand Journal of Forestry 30, 
no. 1 (1985): 7–13.
71  McCaskill, The Castle Hill Buttercup, 5; Brockie, ‘Ranunculus Paucifolius T. Kirk’, 10.
72  McCaskill obtained wire from the superintendents of the reserves in Dunedin and Christchurch and sourced 
silver pine posts from Ross on the West Coast (The Castle Hill Buttercup, 7).
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flora and fauna was gazetted. Public access was controlled by permit and restricted 
to ‘scientific study’ only.73 And as a further protective measure, little frog was added 
to the IUCN’s Red List of Threatened Species in the 1970s.74

McCaskill’s objective, through active gardening, was to maintain the buttercup 
population at 250 to 300 plants; following the seasons, he and other buttercup 
enthusiasts weeded the limestone slope, collected seeds and sowed them in situ, 
and once the seedlings had set, transplanted them to new garden plots at Castle 
Hill. Until 1980, McCaskill remained passionate and committed as honorary 
R. paucifolius caretaker and conservation advocate, and provided regular reports to 
the Commissioner of the Department of Lands and Survey; his letters recorded 
in detail the weather—snow was reported as being early or late, which impacted 
on when plants flowered and seeds set.

Preserving the Castle Hill buttercup made the plant a must-see. Each year, botanists 
from around New Zealand applied for permits. McCaskill gave numerous guided tours 
to staff of the Department of Lands and Survey, and members of the Christchurch 
branch of the Forest and Bird Protection Society visited regularly, as did members 
of the Canterbury Alpine Garden Society. Dignitaries from around the world also 
visited, including, in the 1970s, members of the International Dendrology Society, 
and delegates to the IUCN’s 15th General Assembly, which met in Christchurch 
in 1981 (see Figure 4).75 Some groups were quite large, involving 30, 50, or 100 
people. Applicants whose request for a permit was declined because their reasons 
did not fit the criteria of scientific study, were invited to view the buttercups at the 
Castle Hill homestead garden instead. McCaskill and the honorary rangers, who 
were often station managers, supported by their wives, always gave a public talk 
about the importance of preserving the Castle Hill buttercup.

McCaskill distributed seeds to Kew, the Christchurch Botanic Gardens, and other 
permitted researchers. Reports from Kew and other researchers noted that the 
buttercup seeds were hard to strike, and domesticated plants did not live as long as 
they did in the wild.76 Photographic evidence reveals R. paucifolius was planted in 
McCaskill’s home garden.77 Perhaps McCaskill, as honorary ranger, was permitted 
to have specimen plants. McCaskill no doubt used these garden plants in teachable 
moments to tell the story of the preservation of the Castle Hill Buttercup to guests, 
friends, neighbours and family members. He would also have used the plants for his 

73  McCaskill, A History of Scenic Reserves in New Zealand, 8–9.
74  Email to author from Janet Scott, Red List Unit, IUCN, 22 June 2016; Domains—Castle Hill 1964–1977, 
Part 2, CAY CH134 2949, Box 282, 13/25, Archives New Zealand Christchurch Regional Office.
75  McCaskill, The Castle Hill Buttercup; Domains—Castle Hill 1964–1977, Part 2, CAY CH134 2949, Box 282, 
13/25, Archives New Zealand Christchurch Regional Office.
76  Email correspondence, Louise Clarke, Art and Archives, Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, 11 April 2016; 
Domains—Castle Hill 1964–1977, Archives New Zealand Christchurch Regional Office.
77  Margery Blackman papers, Collection Number 1665, Macmillan Brown Library & Archive, University 
of Canterbury.
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own observations. McCaskill’s last task was to write the Castle Hill Nature Reserve 
Management Plan that the Department of Lands and Survey adopted in 1980 just 
as his health started to fail.78 The management plan outlined the purpose of the 
reserve, which was for scientific research, education and interpretation. There was 
a section on how to manage public access, which involved building internal tracks 
with markers to guide pedestrians; expanding vehicle access; and maintaining 
fencing, fire control and signage; as well as future extensions of the reserve. The final 
section was dedicated to weed control, how to monitor the plant, and notes on 
direct seeding and transplanting R. paucifolius. The management plan reinforced 
what McCaskill had taught to dozens of Lincoln College agricultural students, 
volunteers, and other conservation enthusiasts.

Figure 4: The 15th IUCN General Assembly met in Christchurch in 1981, and 
McCaskill gave the visiting delegates a Castle Hill buttercup tour. In this picture 
Lance McCaskill, wearing a blue hat, shows off the buttercups to the scarf‑
wearing botanist Marty Talbot, wife of IUCN Director General Lee Talbot. 
Source: Photograph originally published in The Castle Hill Buttercup (Ranunculus paucifolius): A story 
of preservation. Special publication 25 ([Lincoln]: Tussock Grasslands and Mountain Lands Institute, 
Lincoln College, 1982). Copyright Lincoln University.

78  Castle Hill Nature Reserve Management Plan, Management Plan Series No. NR 3, Department of Lands and 
Survey (1980), Archives New Zealand Christchurch Regional Office.
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Ambiguities and risks

McCaskill’s mission was ‘to learn about the plant’ in order to ‘save the plant’.79 
Yet Deborah Bird Rose noted that while ‘people save what they love,’ it was also 
possible for humans to ‘love a place and still be dangerous to it.’80 Rose’s ideas 
highlight that as Western ecologists and environmentalists became aware of the need 
to conserve and preserve unique environments for future generations, saving plants 
such as R. paucifolius appeared to produce certain ambiguities and risks.

Initially limestone quarrying ‘only five to six yards away’ from the edge of the 
buttercup habitat briefly presented a risk; today the quarry is no longer in use.81 
Natural disasters presented another danger. Fire nearly destroyed the reserve in 
1984; handwritten Department of Lands and Survey papers reveal that it was a 
lucky escape. However, it was the rise in outdoor recreation from the late 1970s 
that caused McCaskill and his buttercup advocates at the Department of Lands and 
Survey the greatest concern. In 1978, W. Lammerick, a geologist at the Commission 
for Crown Lands (CCL), concluded in his report on the Castle Hill reserve that it was 
a ‘geological showpiece’82 and Tim Wethey, author of Canterbury Rock (1989), called 
Castle Hill ‘the soul-centre of climbing’.83 When Wethey compiled information 
for his book, which included maps and detailed descriptions, including the level 
of difficulty of each climb and a list of camping sites, internal CCL documents 
reveal there was concern about the expected increase in visitors to the region. Topics 
debated centred around people management, including: the need for a larger car 
park; whether to supply toilets and rubbish bins; and how to teach visitors, through 
better signage, how to respect the limestone tors because of their geological value, 
the ancient Māori cave drawings for cultural reasons, and the endangered flora for 
its biological significance.

Theft is another risk associated with restricting access or classifying plants as rare and 
endangered. David Bellamy revealed in the 1990 television documentary Moa’s Ark: 
To the lifeboats that ‘stupid humans’ had stolen a large number of buttercups from 
their ‘land castle’ at Castle Hill. Bellamy said that the theft impaired the buttercup’s 
future recovery by severely reducing the baseline population.84 While the preferred 

79  McCaskill, The Castle Hill Buttercup.
80  Deborah Bird Rose, Wild Dog Dreaming: Love and extinction (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 
2011), 2. 
81  Domains–Ranunculus 194263, Ref 2001 2554, 13/25, Archives New Zealand Christchurch Regional Office; 
phone call with receptionist, Springfield Lime Company, Christchurch, 12 August 2016.
82  Castle Hill Proposed Scenic Reserve 1975–1987, CABK CH781 2949, Box 17, Archives New Zealand 
Christchurch Regional Office.
83  Castle Hill Scenic Reserve 1988–1990, CABK CH602 2846, Box 3, N6 233/88, Archives New Zealand 
Christchurch Regional Office; Tim Wethey, Canterbury Rock: A Rockclimber’s Guide to Canterbury and Nearby Areas 
(Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1989).
84  Peter Hayden (director and producer), Moa’s Ark: To the lifeboats (Dunedin: Natural History New Zealand, 
1990), clip 4, www.nzonscreen.com/title/moas-ark--to-the-lifeboats-1990, accessed 20 December 2016.
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position of the government agency responsible for managing the buttercup, the 
Department of Conservation (DOC), is not to have knowledge of the theft widely 
broadcast as it reveals a flaw in the fence and permit system, the incident also 
serves as a teachable moment by pointing to the dangers behind humans’ desire 
to collect. This was not the first time that humans had entered the reserve without 
authorisation. In 1950, McCaskill made a reference to ‘souvenir hunters’ and 
in 1965 a local botanist, ‘Dr Allan’, led a group to view the buttercups without 
a permit. McCaskill wanted to prosecute; however, the director of CCL explained 
it was not possible. McCaskill instead telephoned Dr Allan and then followed up 
with a strongly worded letter stressing the importance of safeguarding the plant and 
its habitat.85 

Department of Lands and Survey papers also reveal tensions over the naming of 
the buttercup reserve and who had the right to manage it. The Castle Hill area was 
named the Lance McCaskill Nature Reserve in 1987, around the time DOC was 
founded and became responsible for managing the Kura Tawhiti conservation area, 
as the Castle Hill area is now called. Then in the 1990s, as part of a formal Crown 
settlement, Ngāi Tahu were formally recognised as the guardians, or kaitiaki, of their 
ancestral lands, which included the McCaskill Reserve because it connected to their 
ancient network of walking trails that denoted places for hunting and gathering, 
rest, or spiritual purposes.86 

In the 1990s the IUCN revised the Red List and correspondence with its staff reveals 
that ‘for no particular reason’ little frog had been dropped from it.87 Had the plant 
been forgotten under DOC’s new management structure or did the department 
want less attention drawn to the rare and endangered plant? Or was it because the 
science about the buttercup was being challenged? Taxonomic arguments produced 
certain rumbles within the scientific community. In 2001, Nicholas Head and 
the late David Given commented that Canterbury was ‘well botanised by good 
botanists’, yet they also noted that the task of assessing the conservation status of 
regional plants was difficult, primarily because more research was often required.88 
As P. J. de Lange et al. explained, lists, which were first formalised in New Zealand 
in 1976, required continual updating, and while published in the New Zealand 
Botanical Society Newsletter or New Zealand Journal of Botany, they were often missed 
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86  Department of Conservation, ‘Tōpuni of Ngāi Tahu: Ngāi Tahu Deed of Settlement Act 1998’, (2006), 2, 
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87  Email correspondence, Janet Scott, Red List Unit, IUCN, 22 June 2016.
88  Nicholas Head and David Given, ‘Threatened Plants of Canterbury Including Revised Species List’, 
2001, researcharchive.lincoln.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10182/1253/Head_Threatened_Plants.pdf?sequence=1, accessed 
20 December 2016.
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by the international science community and were not subjected to peer review.89 
In 2008, de Lange’s revised list noted that the overall number of threatened plant 
species in Canterbury had increased; yet the ranunculus community did not feature 
strongly.90 That same year, Given and O’Donnell wrote that the classification of the 
Castle Hill buttercup as a unique species ‘no longer had taxonomic validity’.91 Given 
and O’Donnell’s findings shattered little frog’s unique position in Canterbury’s 
botanical history; however, further DNA sampling undertaken by Richard Carter 
in 2006 at Massey University confirmed that R. paucifolius was a ‘good taxon’.92 

Conclusion

Throughout the centuries, humans have learnt from plants, with each generation 
checking, critiquing and extending the knowledge gathered from the generation 
before them. The ancient Māori were possibly the first humans to engage with 
R. paucifolius, yet such encounters were not specifically captured in archaeological 
evidence or oral traditions. Enys’s nineteenth-century scree buttercup provided 
a  window into the colonial period of museum building and collecting, and 
classifying the natural world. Wall’s observations added to the formative knowledge 
of the plant’s  taxonomy, distribution and habitat. Brockie embarked on in-situ 
conservation  by transforming little frog’s wild habitat into a nursery site, and 
McPhearson and McCaskill’s actions reflected what could be achieved within 
the confines of pragmatism, mixed with opportunism. Through advocacy and 
management they ensured the long-term preservation of Castle Hill’s unique 
subalpine plant community for future generations of scientists, even though 
protecting the plant also exposed it to the danger of theft.

Examining botanical specimens and a number of scientific papers has revealed 
the process of how a particular plant that was once ‘strange and foreign’ became 
‘familiar’ and ‘endangered’. Even though little frog’s natural habitat is protected, 
like many other vascular plants in the Canterbury region, this ageing buttercup 
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1 (2009): 66.
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Winterbourn et al., 808; In 1980, Given obtained permission to remove leaves from R. Paucifolius for DNA testing 
and histology, the study of plant cells and tissues.
92  Richard Carter, ‘Phylogenetics and ecology in the study of alpine plant evolution and distribution: A case 
study of New Zealand alpine Ranunculus’, New Zealand Journal of Botany 45 (2007): 45; Email correspondence, 
Ines Schönberger, Allan Herbarium and Plant Identification Service, Landcare Research Manaaki Whenua, Lincoln, 
17 February 2017; interview with Professor Peter Lockhart, Institute of Fundamental Sciences, Massey University, 
31 March 2017.
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population could be heading towards extinction. The prospect of losing 
R. paucifolius adds poignancy to the plant’s ephemeral memory held in museum, 
archive, botanic garden and university collections. As Dorfman notes, collections 
are ‘living ecologies’, so researchers can use these fragments of botanical memory to 
simultaneously ‘look back’ at the nature–culture engagements of the past in order 
to help shape an alternative future through public education.93

93  Dorfman, ‘Intangible Natural Heritage: An Introduction’.
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Abstract
At one time, largely but not exclusively during the nineteenth century, retellings of 
encounters with sea monsters were a mainstay of dockside conversations among 
mariners, press reportage for an audience of fascinated landlubbers, and journal 
articles published by believing or sceptical natural scientists. Today, to the increasing 
frustration of cryptozoologists, mainstream biologists and environmental historians 
have convincingly argued that there is a long history of conflating or misidentifying 
known sea animals as purported sea monsters. The present paper provides, for 
the first time, a detailed, diachronic review of competing theories that have been 
posited to explain four particular encounters with sea monsters, which at the time 
of the sightings (1877, 1890, 1905, and 1959) had garnered worldwide attention 
and considerable fame. In so doing, insights are gleaned about the role played by 
sea monsters in the culture of late‑Victorian natural science. Additionally, and most 
importantly, I offer my own parsimonious explanation that the observed ‘sea monsters’ 
may have been sea turtles entangled in pre‑plastic fishing gear or maritime debris. 
Environmental history is therefore shown to be a valuable tool for looking backward 
in order to postulate the length of time that wildlife populations have been subjected 
to anthropogenic pressure. This is something of contemporary importance, given that 
scholars are currently involved in deliberations concerning the commencement date 
of the Anthropocene Era.

Keywords: cryptozoology, sea monsters, UMOs (unidentified marine objects), 
sea turtles (chelonians), entanglement, fishing gear and maritime debris, 
Victorian natural science
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Introduction

In his environmental history of the fishing industry in the North Atlantic, Jeffrey 
Bolster comments that ‘no marine environmental historian worth his or her salt can 
afford to ignore … nineteenth-century sea serpents’.1 The reason for this assertion 
is that during that period many of the world’s leading natural scientists considered 
the study of sea monsters to be not only a legitimate but also a meritorious 
field of scholarship.2 For example, Harvard professor Jacob Bigelow, in an 1820 
article entitled ‘Documents and Remarks Concerning the Sea Serpent’ published 
in the American Journal of Science and Arts, considered the famous Gloucester, 
Massachusetts sightings of three years earlier to represent ‘the most interesting 
problem in the science of natural history’.3 Dozens of articles were published about 
sea monsters in the world’s leading journals, among them no less than the august 
pages of Nature. Today, biologists, through having much greater knowledge about 
marine biodiversity compared to their nineteenth-century predecessors, have been 
able to posit known animals for many of the earlier sightings of hitherto unidentified 
marine objects, or ‘UMOs’.4

Modern and historical literature examining the case for the existence of sea monsters 
is based on two approaches to scholarship. The first and most common is to 
produce a large compilation of the extant sightings from which to draw zoological 
and taxonomic, and sometimes ecological, inferences.5 The other approach is to 
zero in on a limited number—those that are either the most famous or deemed 

1  W. Jeffrey Bolster, The Mortal Sea: Fishing the Atlantic in the Age of Sail (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2012), doi.org/10.4159/harvard.9780674067219.
2  C. M. Brown, ‘A Natural History of the Gloucester Sea Serpent: Knowledge, Power, and the Culture of Science 
in Antebellum America’, American Quarterly 42 (1990): 402–36, doi.org/10.2307/2712941; S. L. Lyons, Species, 
Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls: Science at the Margins in the Victorian Age (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2009); B. Regal, 
‘Richard Owen and the Sea-serpent’, Endeavour 36, no 2 (2012): 65–8, doi.org/10.1016/j.endeavour.2011.12.001; 
E. I. Burns, ‘Monster on the Margin: The Sea Serpent Phenomenon in New England, 1817–1849’ (PhD diss., 
University of Buffalo, 2014).
3  Wayne Soini, Gloucester’s Sea Serpent (Charleston, SC: History Press, 2010).
4  C. G. M. Paxton, E. Knatterud, and S. L. Hedley, ‘Cetaceans, Sex and Sea Serpents: An Analysis of the 
Egede Accounts of a “Most Dreadful Monster” Seen Off the Coast of Greenland in 1734’, Archives of Natural 
History 32 (2005): 1–9, doi.org/10.3366/anh.2005.32.1.1; Charles G. M. Paxton and R. Holland, ‘Was Steenstrup 
Right? A New Interpretation of the 16th Century Sea Monk of the Oresund’ Steenstrupia 29 (2005): 39–47; 
M. A. Woodley, D. Naish, and C. A. McCormick, ‘A Baby Sea-serpent No More: Reinterpreting Hagelund’s 
Juvenile “Cadborosaur” Report’, Journal of Scientific Exploration 25 (2011): 497–514; Gary J. Galbreath, 
‘The 1848 “Enormous Serpent” of the Daedalus Identified’, The Skeptical Inquirer 39, no. 5 (2015): 42–6; R. L. 
France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents” as an Illation of Early 
Entanglement in Pre-plastic Fishing Gear or Maritime Debris’, International Journal of Maritime History 28 (2016): 
686–714, doi.org/10.1177/0843871416667434.
5  Henry Lee, Sea Monsters Unmasked (London: W. Clowes, 1883), doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.101985; A. C. 
Oudemans, The Great Sea-Serpent: An Historical and Critical Treatise (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1892); Bernard Heuvelmans, 
In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents (New York: Hill and Wang, 1968); Loren Coleman and Patrick Huyghe, The Field 
Guide to Lake Monsters, Sea Serpents, and Other Mystery Denizens of the Deep (New York: Putnam, 2003).

http://doi.org/10.4159/harvard.9780674067219
http://doi.org/10.2307/2712941
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.endeavour.2011.12.001
http://doi.org/10.3366/anh.2005.32.1.1
http://doi.org/10.1177/0843871416667434
http://doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.101985
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to be the most reliable or perhaps illustrative—from the vast corpus of sightings.6 
For example, in his book of 1930, the retired naval commander Rupert T. Gould7 
devotes entire chapters to only seven specific case studies: those of the famous 1817 
Gloucester and 1848 Daedalus sightings, both of which have been the subject of 
extensive subsequent discussion,8 as well as those of the likewise famous 1877 HMY 
Osborne, 1890 ‘Moha-moha’, and 1905 Valhalla sightings, in addition to two others 
of much less renown. These last three sightings of UMOs are therefore some of 
the most important ones in the entire canon of sea-serpentology. For example, 
in a review of the book Abominable Science, which is harshly critical of cryptozoology 
(defined below), Matt Bille states that the Valhalla encounter is one of only two 
(the other being the Gloucester sightings) that represent ‘the foundational episodes 
in any argument [that can be made] for the [existence of a] sea serpent’.9

The purpose of this paper is to present a detailed examination of Gould’s three 
well-documented sightings of UMOs, those from 1877, 1890 and 1905, which 
have not received modern historical attention from scholars, unlike the Gloucester 
and Daedalus encounters of 1817 and 1859 respectively. In addition, a more 
recent account, that of the ‘Soay beast’ from 1959, will also be examined, as it is 
the last sighting of a UMO that generated attention approaching that received by 
the previous examples. The case studies examined therefore span a period of eight 
decades and a geographic breadth from Scotland and Italy to Brazil and Australia. 
A diachronic review of competing theories posited to explain each UMO is presented. 
Not only does this provide an illuminating, occasionally unflattering, glimpse into 
the highly opinionated, proto- and pseudo-scientific realms of late Victorian/early 
Edwardian natural history and twentieth-century cryptozoology respectively, but it 
also sets the stage for advancing my alternative, parsimonious explanation for what 
was observed by the various eyewitnesses.

In this last regard, there is an important environmental reason to focus on these four 
famous sightings of putative sea monsters. And that reason is my contention that 
these particular accounts can be reinterpreted as providing evidence that sea turtles 
(marine chelonians) may have been susceptible to becoming entangled in fishing 
nets and maritime debris for periods far longer than what is commonly believed 
to have been the case. In consequence, this work serves as a counterpoint to the 
cryptozoological belief in the existence of sea monsters.

6  R. T. Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent (London: P. Allan, 1930); Michael A. Woodley, In the Wake of Bernard 
Heuvelmans: An Introduction to the History and Future of Sea Serpent Classification (Bideford, Devon: CFZ Press, 2008).
7  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
8  Brown, ‘A Natural History of the Gloucester Sea Serpent’; J. P. O’Neill, The Great New England Sea Serpent: 
An Account of Unknown Creatures Sighted by Many Respectable Persons Between 1638 and the Present Day (Camden, 
ME: Down East Books, 1999); Soini, Gloucester’s Sea Serpent; Regal, ‘Richard Owen and the Sea-serpent’; Burns, 
‘Monster on the Margin’; Galbreath, ‘The 1848 “Enormous Serpent” of the Daedalus Identified’.
9  mattbille.blogspot.ca; Daniel Loxton and Donald R. Prothero, Abominable Science! Origins of the Yeti, Nessie, 
and Other Famous Cryptids (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013).
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Cryptozoology is a field of supposition that tries to appropriate the prestige and 
rigour of science but often (though not always) falls far short of it,10 and is therefore 
for the most part not regarded as a legitimate, modern scientific discipline, partially 
due to its conflation with paracryptozoology, the belief in paranormal reports of 
dragons, unicorns, merbeings and other fairytale creatures,11 as well as its implicit 
failure to employ parsimonious explanations;12 i.e., Occam’s razor. In contemporary 
society, one significant role played by cryptozoology is the psychological one of 
providing a vehicle to channel guilt over environmental problems;13 i.e., today, sea 
monsters are very rare or absent compared to times past, ergo we humans are to 
blame for bringing about their demise. J. P. O’Neill, for example, concludes her 
compilation of more than 400 years of New England sea serpent sightings with 
a chapter in which she proposes that overfishing of herring and discharge of pollution 
have resulted in the extirpation of the sea serpents.14 Paul Harrison suggests the 
present rarity of sea monsters around the British Isles compared to times past is 
due to noise from motor boats, and Mark Greener considers the relative rarity of 
global sightings today compared to the nineteenth century might be due to food 
web disturbances resulting from depleted food sources, as well as noise pollution 
from diesel-powered ships.15 Michael Woodley relates decreases in sea monster 
sightings to declining cod stocks, and calls for conservation plans to protect the rare 
creatures in the face of future climate change.16 In contrast, my reinterpretation of 
these four particular sea monster accounts as being evidence for early entanglement 
of chelonians in anthropogenic material suggests that cryptozoologists err in their 
conceptions of the monstrous. As illustrated in the novel Lake Monsters, it is the real 
monstrous acts perpetrated by humans rather than those perpetrated by imaginary 
monsters that are what we should be most fearful about.17

10  Loxton and Prothero, Abominable Science!
11  Elsie Schembri, ‘Cryptozoology as a Pseudoscience: Beasts in Transition’, Studies by Undergraduate Researchers 
at Guelph 5 (2011): 5–10.
12  Nikitha Das, ‘Occam’s Razor and Cryptozoology’ The Scientia Review (2009) Massachusetts Academy 
of  Math  and Science at WPI, www.scientiareview.org; Gregory Konar, ‘Not Your Everyday Animals: Applying 
Occam’s Razor to Cryptozoology’ The Scientia Review (2009) Massachusetts Academy of Math and Science at WPI, 
www.scientiareview.org.
13  Peter Dendle, ‘Cryptozoology in the Medieval and Modern Worlds’, Folklore 117 (2006): 190–206,  
doi.org/10.1080/00155870600707888.
14  O’Neill, The Great New England Sea Serpent. 
15  Paul Harrison, Sea Serpents and Lake Monsters of the British Isles (London: Robert Hale, 2001); Mark Greener, 
‘The Golden Age of Sea Serpents’, Fortean Times, cryptozoo-oscity.blogspot.co.nz/2010/03/here-be-sea-serpents-
and-big-cats.html.
16  Woodley, In the Wake of Bernard Heuvelmans.
17  Joseph A. Citro, Lake Monsters: A Novel (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2001).

http://www.scientiareview.org
http://www.scientiareview.org
http://doi.org/10.1080/00155870600707888
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Accounts of putative sea monsters

The HMY Osborne encounter, Sicily, 1877
On 6 June 1877, when the royal yacht Osborne docked in Gibraltar, its captain, 
Commander Hugh Pearson, reported to the Admiralty that members of his crew had 
seen a sea monster four days previously off the northern coast of Sicily. Three other 
crew members filed brief descriptions of the incident, of which that of Lieutenant 
William Haynes was the ‘most detailed’:

On the evening of that day, the sea being perfectly smooth, my attention was first 
called by seeing a ridge of fins above the surface of the water, extending about 
thirty feet, and varying from five to six feet in height. On inspecting it by means 
of a  telescope, at about one and a-half cables’ [300 metres] distance, I distinctly 
saw a head, two flappers, and about thirty feet of an animal’s shoulder. The head, as 
nearly as I could judge, was about six feet thick, the neck narrower, about four to 
five feet, the shoulder about fifteen feet across, and the flappers each about fifteen 
feet in length. The movements of the flappers were those of a turtle, and the animal 
resembled a huge seal, the resemblance being strongest about the back of the head. 
I could not see the length of the head, but from its crown or top to just below the 
shoulder (where it became immersed), I should reckon about fifty feet. The tail end 
I did not see, being under water, unless the ridge of fins to which my attention was 
first attracted, and which disappeared by the time I got a telescope, were really the 
continuation of the shoulder to the end of the object’s body. 

The animal’s head was not always above the water, but was thrown upwards, 
remaining above for a few seconds at a time, and then disappearing. There was an 
entirely [sic] absence of ‘blowing’ or ‘spouting’. I herewith beg to enclose a sketch 
[Figure 1] showing the view of the ‘ridge of fins,’ and [Figure 2] of the animal in the 
act of propelling itself by its two fins.18

18  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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Figure 1: Long row of serrated ‘fins’ of the 1877 Osborne sighting of an UMO. 
Source: Upper panel from Land and Water, 1877; lower panel from Gibson, Monsters of the Sea: 
Legendary and Authentic, 1890. Author’s private collection.
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Figure 2: Three versions of the end‑view of the Osborne UMO swimming away.
Source: Upper panel from Land and Water, 1877; middle panel from Gould, The Case for the Sea-
Serpent, 1930; lower panel from Gibson, Monsters of the Sea: Legendary and Authentic, 1890. 
Author’s private collection.
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By mid-June the ship had returned to Portsmouth where the commander filed his 
own official report, a synopsis of which was published, to much public interest, 
in the 14 June issue of The Times:

At about five o’clock in the afternoon of [June] the 2nd, the sea being exceptionally 
calm, while the yacht was proceeding round the north coast of Sicily towards Cape 
Vito, the officer on watch observed a long ridge of fins, each about six feet long, 
moving slowly along … The fins were progressing in an eastwardly direction, and 
as the vessel more nearly approached them, they were replaced by the foremost part 
of a gigantic sea-monster. Its skin was, so far as could be seen, altogether devoid of 
scales, appearing rather to resemble in sleekness that of a seal. The head was bullet-
shaped, with an elongated termination, being somewhat similar in form to that of a 
seal … Its features were only seen by one officer, who described them as like those of 
an alligator. The neck was comparatively narrow, but so much of the body as could 
be seen, developed in form like that of a gigantic turtle, and from each side extended 
two fins, about fifteen feet in length, by which the monster paddled itself along after 
the fashion of a turtle.19

Subsequent distillations were printed in other newspapers such as the weeklies 
The Graphic and the Portsmouth Times and Naval Gazette. On 30 June, Lieutenant 
Haynes sent to the latter paper this letter:

[The fins] were of irregular heights, and extending about 30 or 40 feet in line … 
in a few seconds they disappeared giving place to the foremost part of the monster. 
By this time it had passed astern, swimming in the opposite direction to that we were 
steering, and as we were passing through the water at 10½ knots, I could only get a 
view of it, ‘end on’, which I have shown in the sketch … Its head was occasionally 
thrown back out of the water, remaining there for a few seconds at a time. It was very 
broad across the back or shoulders, about 15 or 20 feet, and the flappers appeared 
to have a semi-revolving motion, which seemed to paddle the monster along … 
From the top of the head to the part of the back where it became immersed, I should 
consider 50 feet, and that seemed about a third of the whole length. All this part was 
smooth, resembling a seal. I cannot account for the fins, unless they were on the back 
below, where it [was] immersed.20

The ‘Moha‑moha’ creature, Australia, 1890
In June 1890, while on a beach on Great Sandy Island, Queensland, a schoolteacher, 
Selina Lovell, accompanied by the lighthouse keeper and his two children and 
assistant, two other individuals, and an Aboriginal, ‘Robert, the black boy’, spotted 
a UMO. Reported immediately in the local press, it was not until 3 January 1891 
that a letter was published in the well-known and internationally distributed 
magazine Land and Water:

19  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
20  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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We have had a visit from a monster turtle fish. I send a sketch of it [Figure 3]. It let 
me stand for half an hour within five feet of it. When tired of my looking at it, 
it put its large neck and head into the water and swept round seaward, raising its huge 
dome-shaped body about five feet out of water, and put its twelve feet of fish-like tail 
over the dry shore, elevating it at an angle. Then, giving its tail a half twist, it shot 
off like a flash of lightning, and I saw its tail in the air about a quarter of a mile off, 
where the steamers anchor.

It has either teeth or serrated jaw-bones. Native blacks call it Moha-moha, and they 
say they like to eat it, and that it has legs and fingers. I did not see its legs, as they 
were in the water. What I saw of it was 27 ft or 28 ft, but I think it must be 30 ft in 
all. Whilst its head was out of water it kept its mouth open, and, as I could not see 
any nostrils, I fancy it breathes through its mouth. The jaws are about 18 in in length; 
the head and neck greenish white, with large white spots on the neck, and a band 
of white round a very black eye and round upper and lower jaws.

The body was dome-shaped, about 8 ft across and 5 ft high, smooth, and slate-grey 
in colour. Tail about 12 ft, the fish part wedge-shaped, and fin of chocolate-brown. 
Then beautiful silver shading to white scales [the] size of [a] thumb nail.21

Figure 3: Miss Lovell’s 1890 drawing of the ‘Moha‑moha’ UMO.
Source: From William Saville‑Kent, The Great Barrier Reef of Australia: Its Products and Potentialities 
(London: W. H. Allen, 1893). Author’s private collection.

Subsequently, the assistant curator of the Natural History Museum in London, 
William Saville-Kent, asked for a more detailed description from Lovell so he 
could attempt a taxonomic designation of the creature for the book he was writing, 
The Great Barrier Reef of Australia, to which she responded:

I was (while walking on the Sandy Island beach) admiring the stillness of the sea, 
it being dead calm, when my eye caught sight of the head and neck of a creature 
I had never seen before.

I went to the edge of the water and saw a huge animal, lying at full length, which was 
not at all disturbed by my close proximity to it, enabling me to observe the glossy 
skin of the head and neck, smooth and shiny as satin. Its great mouth was wide open 
all the time it was out of the water.

21  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
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In about a quarter of an hour or so it put its head and neck slowly into the sea, closing 
its jaws as it did so. I then saw what a long neck it had, as it moved round in a half 
circle, and also perceived that the head and neck were moving under a carapace. 
When the head was pointing out to sea it rose up, putting a long fish-like tail out 
of the water over dry shore, parallel to myself, and not more than five feet from me, 
not touching the sand, but elevated. I could have stood under the ‘flukes of its tail.’

The only part of the body that had marks like joints (like in size and shape to 
a common brick) was also on the dry shore, but resting on the sand; the great dome-
shaped carapace, dull slate-grey, was standing quite five feet high, and so hid its long 
neck and head from my view, which before it rose I could see as a long shadow on 
the water. The carapace was smooth and without marks of any sort. The fish-like 
part of the tail was glossy and shiny as the head and neck, but of a beautiful silver-
grey, shading to white, with either markings or large scales, not like those of a fish 
in position, as the fishes’ [sic] scales lie horizontally, while the Moha’s, if scales, lie 
perpendicularly, each the size of a man’s thumbnail. It had a thick fleshy fin near the 
end, about three feet from the flukes, and, like them, chocolate-brown. The flukes 
were semi-transparent; I could see the sun shining through them, showing all the 
bones very forked. One of the girls asked me if a shark had bitten a piece out of its 
tail, and the other wanted to know if I thought it was an alligator! The fish-like part 
was quite twelve feet long.

All the time the animal was on shore it was perfectly motionless; at last it gave 
a curious half-twist to the fluke of its tail, the movement only just reaching beyond 
the fleshy fin, and, without disturbing the water in the slightest degree, vanished. 
I seemed only to have taken one breath when I saw its tail out of the water about the 
place where the steamer anchors, sending a quantity of fish into the air. I then saw it 
give a twist of its tail, and it disappeared altogether. The black boy saw it on shore the 
previous Monday, the 9th inst.

As I was so close to it for at least half an hour, I was able to study its shape and 
colouring. In moving about, head and tail were seen alternatively [sic] above water, 
but not even the shadow of its great body, and, from the length of that, a spectator 
could not guess that the head and tail belonged to the same creature, particularly as 
the colouring was so different. The parts I did not see were the legs. I stooped down 
and tried, but in vain, to see them, though the Moha was standing in only a foot 
of water, but the Black described them as being like an alligator.22

22  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
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The Yacht Valhalla encounter, Brazil, 1905
While off the mouth of the Parahiba River in Brazil in 1905, two British naturalists 
spotted a UMO, described as follows by Edmund Meade-Waldo in the Proceedings 
of the Zoological Society:

I was on the poop of the Valhalla with Mr. Nicoll, when he drew my attention 
to an object in the sea about 100 yards from the yacht; he said: ‘Is that the fin 
of a great fish?’

I looked and immediately saw a large fin or frill sticking out of the water, dark 
seaweed-brown in colour, somewhat crinkled at the edge. It was apparently about 
6 feet in length and projected from 18 inches to 2 feet from the water.

I got my field-glasses on to it … and almost as soon as I had them on the frill, a great 
head and neck rose out of the water in front of the frill; the neck did not touch the 
frill in the water, but came out of the water [in] front of it, at a distance of not less 
than 18 inches, probably more. The neck appeared about the thickness of a slight 
man’s body, and from 7 to 8 feet was out of the water; head and neck were about the 
same thickness.

The head had a very turtle-like appearance, as had also the eye. I could see the line of 
the mouth, but we were sailing pretty fast, and quickly drew away from the object, 
which was going very slowly. It moved its head and neck from side to side in a peculiar 
manner: the colour of the head and neck was dark brown above, and whitish below 
… Since I saw the creature I consider on reflection that it was probably considerably 
larger than it appeared at first.23

Twenty-three years later, in a letter to Gould, Meade-Waldo offered some additional 
comments on the sighting:

It made a wave as it went along, and under water behind the neck I could see a good-
sized body. As we drew ahead we could see it swing its neck from side to side and it 
lashed the sea into foam.

The eye and the edge of the neck had a turtle-like appearance to us both. We were 
so astonished at the time that we could neither of us speak!24

23  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
24  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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Figure 4: M. Nicoll’s drawing of the UMO seen in 1905 from the Valhalla. 
Source: From the Proceedings of the Zoological Society, 1906. Author’s private collection. 

The other naturalist, Michael Nicoll, also contributed to the scientific journal article, 
including a hand-drawn sketch (Figure 4):

At first, all we could see was a dorsal fin about four feet long, sticking up about two 
feet from the water; this fin was of a brownish-black colour and much resembled 
a gigantic piece of seaweed. Below the water we could indistinctly see a very large 
brownish-black patch, but we could not make out the shape of the creature. 
Every now and then the fin entirely disappeared below the water.

Suddenly an eel-like neck about six feet long, and of the thickness of a man’s thigh, 
having a head shaped like that of a turtle, appeared in front of the fin. This head and 
neck, which were of the same colour above as the fin, but of a silvery-white below, 
lashed up the water with a curious wriggling movement …

This creature was an example, I consider, of what has been so often reported, for 
want of a better name, as the ‘great sea-serpent.’ I feel sure, however, that it was not 
a reptile that we saw, but a mammal. It is, of course, impossible to be certain of this, 
but the general appearance of the creature, especially the soft, almost rubber-like fin, 
gave one this impression.25

25  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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Figure 5: An artist’s version of the Valhalla encounter. Note the elongated neck 
compared to the original drawing made by the eyewitness in Figure 4.
Source: From The Illustrated London News, 1906. Author’s private collection.

Several weeks later, an artistic rendition of the UMO (Figure 5) was published to 
much popular attention in The Illustrated London News. And in a book that came 
out two years later about his maritime travels, Nicoll offered one further bit of 
information about what he referred to as ‘this remarkable monster’: the ‘fin resembled 
that of no fish I had previously seen’.26

Interestingly, 19 years later, a British traveller, C. H. Prodgers, wrote in his book 
Adventures in Peru that he too had observed the creature in the same location off 
Brazil at the same time in 1905. His account of the UMO, seen at half the distance 
of the Valhalla sighting, provides additional information: ‘[i]t had a head as big as 
a cow’s head, and the body looked as large [and] round as a flour barrel. I saw only 
one coil of the latter, and that was a matter of eight to ten yards away from the head, 
and raised above the water a foot or so’.27

26  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
27  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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The ‘Soay beast’, Scotland, 1959
Off the Scottish island of Soay, in 1959, Tex Geddes and ‘James Gavin’ were in 
a small boat fishing when they spotted a UMO that would receive considerable 
attention. Geddes’s first recounting occurred in a regional newspaper:

I noticed a large black shape on the surface of the water … probably two miles from 
where we were fishing. When the object appeared to be steaming towards us we both 
stood up for a better view.

We both stared in amazement … for this beast … was like some hellish monster 
of prehistoric times.

The head was definitely reptilian 2 ft. 6 ins high, with large protruding eyes. There 
were no visible nasal organs, but a large red gash of a mouth which seemed to cut 
the head in half and which appeared to have distinct lips. The creature’s back which 
rose sharply to its highest point some three or four feet out of the water, fell away 
gradually towards the after end. I would say that we saw eight to ten feet of back on 
the waterline.

Petrified we stood and watched as it came closer and closer. It was soon up parallel 
with the dinghy at a distance of twenty yards. It seemed oblivious to our presence 
despite the fact that it was constantly turning its head from side to side, as if surveying 
all around it.

Viewed in profile the head appeared to be rather blunt and much darker than the rest 
of the body, which appeared to be scaly, and the top of its back was surmounted by 
an immense saw-toothed ridge, or, as Mr. Gavin put it, ‘Its back is like the Cuillin 
[a mountain range on Skye].’

It seemed to breathe through its mouth which opened and shut with great regularity 
… It was only when it was swimming away from us that we were able to see that 
the creature’s body, although four or five feet broad on the waterline rose sharply to 
almost a knife-edge at the top of the back.28

Geddes then goes on to state he is familiar with the local marine animals and that 
‘the creature which we saw that day is entirely new to my experience. I am convinced 
that it can be nothing other than some prehistoric monster’s second cousin’. 
The article contained a sketch by an artist (Figure 6) about which Geddes ‘said that 
although the body is a fair representation, the head should be more tortoise-like and 
he cannot be certain about the scales’.29

28  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
29  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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Figure 6: An artist’s rendering of the 1959 sighting of the Soay beast. 
Source: From The Illustrated London News, 1960. Author’s private collection. 

In another testimonial, Geddes added that he could distinctly hear the UMO 
breathing, and noted that it moved slowly, that there was a gap of ‘at least two feet 
of clear water behind the neck, less than a foot of which we could see’, that the 
creature submerged quickly with no disturbance, and that ‘during one of its dives we 
clearly saw a large darker piece sticking up well aft, whether this was some sort of fin, 
whether a flipper or a foot, your guess is as good as mine’. He continued:

as it drew near, he [Geddes] first though[t] that it was a tortoise or a turtle, but as it 
came abreast of the boat he changed his mind … A head that had ‘two huge round 
eyes like apples, and what Mr. Gavin described as the head of a tortoise magnified to 
the size of a donkey’s … He could see neither nostrils nor ears … At its nearest point 
the creature was no more than fifteen or twenty yards from [the] boat.30

30  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
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Figure 7: Sketches of the Soay beast from eyewitnesses T. Geddes (left) 
and J. Gavin (right).
Source: From The Illustrated London News, 1960. Author’s private collection.

Gavin offered his own version of the encounter:

At the waterline the body was 6 to 8 ft. long. It was hump-shaped rising to a centrally-
placed apex about two feet high [Figure 7]. The line of the back was formed by a series 
of triangular-shaped spines, the largest at the apex and reducing in size to the waterline. 
The spines appeared to be solid and immobile—they did not resemble fins. I only got 
a lateral view of the animal but my impression was that the cross section of the body 
was roughly angular in shape. Apart from the forward glide I saw no movement.

The neck appeared to be cylindrical and … about 8 ins in diameter. It arose from 
the water about 12 ins forward of the body. I could not see where they were joined; 
about 15 to 18 ins of neck was visible. The head was rather like that of a tortoise 
with a snake-like flattened cranium running forward to a rounded face … I saw one 
laterally placed eye, large and round like that of a cow. When the mouth was opened 
I got the impression of large blubbery lips and could see a number of tendril-like 
growths hanging from the palate. Head and neck rose to a height of about two 
feet. At intervals the head and neck went forward and submerged … After about 
five minutes the beast submerged with a forward diving motion—I thought I saw 
something follow the body down.31

Interpretations

Likely candidate analysis for the monsters’ bodies
To counter the confirmation bias frequently displayed in the past by cryptozoologists 
who promote their own particular pet theories without consideration of possible 
alternatives, contemporary zoologists have used a simple procedure to objectively 
screen potential candidates for UMOs. Charles Paxton et al. compared one 
behavioural and six morphological characteristics of the famous Egede UMO 
seen off the coast of Greenland in 1734 to those for six species of ‘suspect’ large 
cetaceans (whales).32 Paxton and Holland compared eight morphological and 
two distributional characteristics of the enigmatic ‘sea monk’ recorded from 

31  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents; Maurice Burton, ‘The Soay Beast’, The Illustrated London News 
(4 June 1960): 972–3.
32  Paxton et al., ‘Cetaceans, Sex and Sea Serpents’.
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Nordic waters  in the sixteenth century to those for five species of pinnipeds 
(seals), three species of fishes and the giant squid.33 And Woodley et al. compared 
29  morphological characteristics  for what some cryptozoologists believed to be 
a juvenile of a plesiosaur-like creature caught in 1968 in British Columbia to those 
for 14 candidate fishes.34 Whereas the first two studies used a simple binary system 
of presence or absence of a trait, the last study added the ‘occasional’ category, along 
with a numerical summary of overall likelihood. This is the approach I applied to 
the eyewitness descriptions of the bodies of the four UMOs in question.

Table 1 compares the presence of nine morphological (considering the body but 
not the tail), one distributional and four behavioural characteristics for a composite 
UMO assembled from all four accounts documented herein with either the absence 
or the ubiquitous or occasional presence of those traits for one extinct and 12 existing 
candidates of marine animals that have been posited as explanations for many sea 
serpent sightings. My fusion of the four sightings into a composite UMO in no 
way implies that these, geographically distinct, animals were the same species of 
‘sea monster’. Instead, I use this approach as merely a convenient way in which to 
compare characteristics of the generic UMO with those for other animals at a high 
taxonomic level of distinction, such as, for example, seals, sharks, or sea turtles, each 
as an inclusive generic group composed of many different species. Each particular 
trait is itemised with respect to the four UMO sightings in the table, thereby showing 
how each sighting contributes to the overall assessment. Of the 14 traits, five were 
observed for all four UMOs, four were observed for a single UMO, and two were 
observed for either two or three of the UMOs. The generation of the particular traits 
used for comparisons follows the aforementioned studies in selecting a suite of physical, 
behavioural and biogeographical characteristics standard to zoological investigation, 
and which can be used for distinguishing amongst the various candidate groups.

As can be seen from the numerical tabulations in Table 1, marine chelonians are 
the  most likely candidate animals to explain the bodies of the present UMOs. 
This agrees with the associations made by the eyewitnesses themselves in relation 
to the animals that they believed each observed UMO to have resembled: turtles 
(all  four accounts) > alligators (for the Osborne and Moha-moha sightings) > 
seals (for the Osborne encounter) = plesiosaurs (for the Soay beast). In terms of 
the numerical tabulations, cryptozoologists, believing, despite all palaeontological 
evidence to the contrary, in the continued existence of ancient aquatic reptiles, will 
take heart that the second-most likely candidate group was plesiosaurs. This should 
not be surprising given that plesiosaurs have themselves been described as resembling 
‘a snake threaded through the body of a turtle’.35

33  Paxton and Holland, ‘Was Steenstrup Right?’
34  Woodley et al., ‘A Baby Sea-serpent No More’.
35  William Conybeare, ‘On the Discovery of an Almost Perfect Skeleton of Plesiosaurus’, Transactions of the 
Geological Society of London, 2nd series (1824).
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There is a long history of confounding or misidentifying sea turtles with sea monsters. 
Indeed, one of the earliest mentions of a sea monster in Western history concerns 
one of the six mythological labours of Theseus. Near Megara (halfway between 
Athens and Corinth), the notorious bandit Sciron would force captured travellers, 
once relieved of their purses, to wash his feet. Then, while the unfortunates were 
kneeling down, he would suddenly kick them off the cliff into the sea, whereupon 
they would be consumed by a monstrous sea turtle that resided there. In a bit of 
‘just deserts’, Theseus does the same to the bandit. In a companion paper, after a 
review of the complete sea serpent literature, I found more than a dozen examples 
of UMOs that were likely either unrecognised large turtles, or had a body part 
specifically noted to resemble that of a chelonian.36

But for the case of the four sea monster encounters under consideration here, what 
happens when one tries to reconcile the bizarre, Dr Moreau-esque incongruity of a 
body of an UMO that clearly resembles that of a turtle with the presence of a long 
tail known not to exist for any living or extinct species of chelonian? Therein lies the 
dilemma. The following two sections review first, how nineteenth-century natural 
historians and twentieth-century scientists and cryptozoologists have struggled with 
this quandary, and second, my own explanation for the mystery, rooted in modern 
understanding of marine pollution and conservation biology.

Competing (crypto)zoological hypotheses

The HMY Osborne encounter
Gould37 gives considerable attention to the ‘good deal of critical examination’ 
generated by the Osborne encounter, including a body of opinions solicited by 
maritime and zoological experts published in Land and Water. One of those experts 
was Sir Richard Owen, the father of palaeontology, who had, 29 years earlier, 
published a tract dismissing the famous Daedalus sighting. While in 1848 he offered 
a valid criticism of that sea serpent encounter, here, in old age, he assumed the role 
of a cranky curmudgeon in his outpouring of insults about anyone—by which he 
means anyone who is not as qualified a naturalist as himself—who believes that 
they have observed a sea monster. In his opinion, the UMO was simply a cetacean. 
Gould takes great umbrage at Owen’s cantankerous and hypercritical comments, 
concluding that Owen’s ‘“opinion” is a confession of failure—nominally, failure to 
form any opinion about the reported facts; actually, failure to explain them away’. 
Bernard Heuvelmans, the father of cryptozoology, is particularly upset by Owen’s 

36  R. L. France, ‘Historicity of Sea Turtles Misidentified as Sea Monsters: A Case for the Early Entanglement 
of Marine Chelonians in Pre-plastic Fishing Nets and Maritime Debris’, Coriolis: An Interdisciplinary Journal 
of Maritime Studies (2017): in press.
37  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
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proper scientific insistence that ‘[i]f the observer has not the zoological knowledge, 
or the opportunity for exact inspection, requisite for determining the species from 
the phenomena, he should abstain from giving the object any special name’. He also 
scolds Gould, who ‘would rather, it seems, call it “object”, or even “thingmejig”, 
than prejudice scientific research by using more appropriate terms like “sea monster” 
or “strange beast”’.38 And therein lies the difference between the pseudoscience of 
cryptozoology and real science; hence my deliberate use of the purposely open-
ended term ‘UMO’ (i.e. the equivalent of using ‘UFO’ rather than ‘flying saucer’).

In his commentary in Land and Water, the Inspector of Fisheries, Francis Buckland, 
agrees with Owen that ‘there has never been a case of a sea-serpent which could 
not be explained by natural causes’, and raises the possibility that what the Osborne 
witnesses saw were the dorsal fins of four basking sharks swimming in single file. 
To this, and Buckland’s backup hypothesis that the creature may have been a school 
of swordfish, Gould correctly inquires about what happened to the large body 
of the creature in such explanations. Oudemans also correctly dismisses the first 
supposition based on the simple fact that basking sharks are restricted to Arctic 
waters and do not occur in the Mediterranean.39

The naturalist Henry Lee, in his commentary in Land and Water—reiterated later 
in his 1883 book—also questions the previous hypotheses, before giving up and 
concluding that ‘the combination of … [the imagined ridge of dorsal fins] with long 
flippers, and the turtle-like mode of swimming [of the body], forms a zoological 
enigma which I am unable to solve’. He states his belief that the creature is a species 
of marine animal that is ‘either totally unknown to science, or which has hitherto 
been believed to be extinct’. In like fashion, Abraham Bartlett, superintendent of 
the London Zoological Gardens, after ruling out the possibility that the observed 
creature could have been a whale, porpoises, sharks, or even a monster turtle—the 
last excluded due to the presence being noted of a long row of serrated fins—agrees 
that it was a specimen of an as yet unknown species.40

Other suggestions, including one published in Nature in 1880, posit a giant oarfish 
or manatee. Oudemans (1892), however, will have none of this, demonstrating 
a prodigious degree of confirmation bias in his quest to force-fit all observations 
to support his pet theory that all sea serpents are long-necked, palaeo-seals. 
He undertakes an exercise in selective data screening, in one case discounting that 
the movements of the flippers were like those of a turtle, rather than being, as he 
believed, like those of a sea-lion, ‘for a sea-turtle cannot possibly elevate its flappers 
so high above the surface of the water, while sea-lions are able to do so’. We now 
know this to be incorrect, from behavioural accounts and photographs of sea turtles 

38  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
39  Oudemans, The Great Sea-Serpent: An Historical and Critical Treatise.
40  Lee, Sea Monsters Unmasked.
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engaging in just such behaviour. Remarkably, Oudemans even goes as far as to 
actually invent descriptions of traits he believed the witnesses saw but neglected 
to report. He also selectively accepts one description of a trait while dismissing the 
drawings as being inaccurate, then does just the reverse a few sentences later with 
respect to another trait. However, he is partially correct about one thing, as will be 
seen later, namely his ‘firm conviction that the ridge of fins has nothing at all to do 
with the animal’.41 But for Gould, this supposition is just one mystery too many:

This merely gives us two enigmas instead of one. The fins—seven or eight in a line, 
and standing six or seven feet out of the water—were, in themselves, as unusual 
a sight, and one as difficult to explain, as the creature with the huge seal-like head, 
slender neck, and giant flippers, which replaced them. One such sight was remarkable 
enough: that two should occur—in precisely the same spot—at an interval not 
exceeding a few seconds, and the two should yet be completely independent, defies 
belief. However convenient theorists may find the ‘ridge of fins,’ these cannot, 
I suggest, be dismissed in this airy fashion, for they formed an integral portion of the 
evidence—and, presumably, of the ‘sea-monster.’42

Later in his text, Gould concludes that the Osborne sighting may have either been 
of a giant turtle or a prehistoric Ichthyosaurus, the latter as a way to explain the 
inconvenient truth about the long ‘ridge of fins’. Although the first is a reasonable 
conclusion, the latter transgresses into the woolly world of cryptozoology. Gould is 
right, however, in his curt dismissal of a statement by The Times’ reporter who was 
certain that the appearance of the monster was due to it being disturbed from its 
deep lair in the Mediterranean by the eruption of an underwater volcano near Tunis 
that had occurred just before the sighting. In Gould’s words, this is ‘sheer post hoc, 
[ergo] propter hoc’ (i.e. the logical fallacy of ‘after this, therefore because of this’).43

In his 1890 survey of maritime monsters, John Gibson comments on the hybrid 
fusion of the Osborne UMO, sporting as it did the dorsal fins of a basking shark, the 
head of a seal and the flippers of a turtle. As to what the creature actually was, he too 
is at a loss: ‘[t]his conundrum of an animal has been fairly given up by naturalists as 
unexplainable by a reference to any known group of animals’.44 However, 70 years 
later, Maurice Burton, through the use of a side-by-side engraving of the Osborne 
creature and photographs of various turtles—some of which have dorsal serrations, 
which if magnified in size do resemble the UMO—makes the case that the creature 
was most likely to have been a turtle.45

41  Oudemans, The Great Sea-Serpent: An Historical and Critical Treatise.
42  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
43  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
44  John Gibson, Monsters of the Sea: Legendary and Authentic (London: T. Nelson, 1890).
45  Burton, ‘The Soay Beast’.
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Heuvelmans (1968) is also puzzled by the fact that it is ‘hard to reconcile the two 
drawings and apply them to the same animal’. He sides with the theory that the 
drawing of the serrated fins could show a school of sharks or dolphins, and suggests 
that the other end-view drawing indicates that the creature was fleeing, being 
pursued and attacked by the school such that ‘it might try in its terror to rise above 
the waters and so beat its fins in the air’. His alternative hypothesis is that it was 
indeed a single animal and that the ridge of fins was not dorsally situated but located 
along the sides of the animal as characteristic of his imagined ‘great sea-centipede’ 
category of sea monsters. And although he is off into flights of cryptozoological 
fantasy here, he is correct in rejecting the idea that the Osborne UMO could have 
been some type of prehistoric beast, believing that such thinking merely reflects the 
faddism of the day. ‘Science’, he states, ‘is as susceptible to fashion as hats, literature 
or dance-steps’.46 More recently, the cryptozoologist Dale Drinnon (2010) suggests 
that the large size of the Osborne UMO may be the result of either several whales 
in a line, or a ‘mistaken view of a humpback whale from the rear, and the row of 
fins either a school of sharks or else the whale’s pod of comerades [sic] in “fin-up” 
position’, or simply the wake of a single cetacean.47

The ‘Moha‑moha’ creature
The Moha-moha sighting occurred in 1890, too late to be included in Oudemans’s 
seminal treatise. But that did not stop the world-wide flourish of speculation as to 
the nature of what certainly remains one of the strangest of all UMO sightings. 
This particular case is also of interest for the unseemly glimpse portrayed of male 
chauvinism and expert arrogance.

Following the first report in Land and Water, the editor, the naturalist Buckland, 
remarked that he believed the creature to be a particular type of turtle found in New 
Guinea, neglecting to account for the marked disparity between Lovell’s 10 metre-
long animal and the fact that the purported candidate turtle is never larger than one 
metre in size. Buckland does make the valid point that ‘the length and shape of the 
tail, as described, are, however, impossible, as no turtles have caudal appendages 
corresponding to the description’, before concluding in a condescending manner 
that ‘the fair observer must have been mistaken on this very important point’ (when 
Gould reprinted this comment, he took it upon himself to emphasise the word 
‘impossible’ by placing it in italics). Lovell retorted that ‘You speak of the impossible 
length of its tail. I beg to state that this is a most astonishing statement from people 
who have never seen this monster, half fish, half tortoise. The tail was over the dry 
shore for half an hour, so close to me, that five footsteps would have enabled me 

46  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
47  Dale Drinnon, ‘Extractions from Heuvelmans, In the Wake of Sea-Serpents, “Mistaken Observations” 
Category’, Still on the Track: The Voice of the International Cryptozoological Community forteanzology.blogsxpot.
ca/2010/dale-drinnon-extractions-from.html.

http://forteanzology.blogsxpot.ca/2010/dale-drinnon-extractions-from.html
http://forteanzology.blogsxpot.ca/2010/dale-drinnon-extractions-from.html
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to put my hand upon it’. She continues, informing him that the translation of the 
local Aboriginal name for the creature was ‘dangerous turtle’. Buckland, however, 
would not back down, replying in turn with condescension: ‘[w]ith no wish to cast 
any doubt on our fair correspondent’s veracity and powers of observation, we must 
adhere to the editorial remarks made … [earlier], and point out to her that from 
a scientific point of view, the existence of a fish, together with those of a tortoise, 
are absolutely impossible’. Again, he suggests another candidate turtle for the UMO, 
which Gould, writing four decades later, has no trouble in dismissing. Buckland 
then recommends that Lovell should obtain a copy of a book entitled Mythical 
Monsters in which she will find ‘all sorts of supposed monsters figured, including the 
sea-serpent’.48

The editor of Land and Water goes on to state that the only solution to the half-fish, 
half-tortoise creature was that ‘the monster tortoise had clasped by its nether limbs, 
and has pressed against its abdomen some very large fish, the upper part of whose 
body was thus concealed, while the tail projected behind, and gave the tortoise the 
appearance of having a fish’s tail’. Gould begins by offering the valid comment: 
‘[w]hy the “tortoise” should clasp the (20-foot or so) fish, except to eat it; why 
the latter should endure this process with absolute calm for half an hour and then 
suddenly come to life; and why it should still remain so gripped by the “tortoise”, 
when the latter was swimming, as to give the impression of a single creature, he 
does not attempt to explain’, before concluding in a way to ensure his notoriety for 
evermore: ‘[b]ut he [Buckland] makes one sensible remark: “… We lay no stress on 
the evidence of the blacks, as all coloured races are greatly given to exaggeration and 
invention”’.49

If Lovell thought she would be any better treated by the naturalist Saville-Kent, with 
whom she had corresponded, she was mistaken. He sarcastically suggests that she 
could become rich through marketing a new type of turtle soup, which he proposes 
to name Chelosauria lovelli after her.

Gould, without hesitation, places the Moha-moha, along with the Osborne incident 
and possibly the Valhalla encounter (see below), within his ‘giant’ or ‘monster’ 
turtle category. Heuvelmans, however, suggests that the Moha-moha might be 
a gigantic placoderm, a type of armoured fish surviving from the Devonian 
period, that was observed ‘in the process of swallowing a huge conger [eel] tail 
first’. Next, he states that as bizarre as the anatomy of the UMO was, the most 
astonishing thing about the affair was what he considered to be the innocence and 
ineptitude of all the aforementioned commentators. Demonstrating an extremely 
unflattering side of his personality, Heuvelmans pillories Lovell. She is labelled an 
‘arrant’ and ‘bad’ liar because he is of the opinion that her accounts are ‘a tissue of 

48  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
49  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
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contradictions and absurdities. It is evidence not of zoological fact but of psychotic 
behaviour—a  characteristic of mythomania’. This is based on his assertion that 
the Moha-moha was ‘impossible in the absolute’. In particular, this concerns the 
observation that its scales were perpendicular to the axis of the body, something that 
simply cannot occur in any animal that has to bend. ‘The whole thing smells far too 
fishy’, Heuvelmans believes, because her ‘various accounts are fogged with deliberate 
ambiguity and confusion, so that if her lies are doubted she can pretend she has 
been misunderstood’. He cannot resist the snide comment that ‘One pities her poor 
pupils, for her own style is often so confused as to be incomprehensible’. And he 
ends with a nasty flourish, declaring that ‘I find it hard to believe that Miss Lovell 
was not a dotty old maid who had picked up, but not digested, a smattering of 
palaeontology and Brahmin legend. Exit Chelosauria lovelli.’50 It is no surprise that 
the Moha-moha does not merit a place in his ‘Father-of-all-the-turtles’ category.

The yacht Valhalla encounter
The 1905 Valhalla encounter was, according to Gould, the world’s most famous 
sighting of a sea monster since the Daedalus case. Gould begins his chapter dedicated 
to the encounter by setting the stage as to why this particular sighting deserves full 
attention: ‘[i]t is safe to say that it is generally recognised, even by those who are 
profoundly sceptical of other sea-serpent stories, as a piece of evidence which cannot 
be disregarded—and yet which cannot be explained by supposing that any known 
creature was seen’.51 Heuvelmans recounts that the science writer for The Illustrated 
London News was also of this opinion, quoting him: ‘[s]eriously, we can no longer 
regard the “sea-serpent” as a myth. There can be no question but that the ocean 
harbours some secret which we have no yet penetrated’.52

Gould reminds us that the vessel was upon a scientific cruise, and that the two 
witnesses were ‘very competent’, one being a naturalist and the other an entomologist, 
both fellows of the Zoological Society. He cites a 1926 book by Captain Alfred 
Carpenter and Sir David Wilson Barker (Nature Notes for Ocean Voyagers, 2nd ed.) 
in which they offer the following explanation: ‘[o]ne wonders whether this was 
possibly a sword-fish (which has a large square dorsal-fin) and whether the long 
neck was not the sword at the end of which was an impaled fish which was being 
macerated by violent wrigglings in the water’. Gould abruptly concludes his chapter 
on this sighting with the following non-committal statement: ‘I really do not feel 
equal to commenting on this theory’. Later, however, in his summing up, he proposes 
the existence of ‘a gigantic turtle-like creature’ (my italics), of which the Moha-moha 
was unequivocally one, and ‘possibly the Valhalla’s monster’ was another.53

50  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
51  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
52  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
53  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
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Huevelmans discounts the idea, raised by some, that the Valhalla UMO could be 
either a gigantic pipefish or knifefish, both of which have elongated, undulating 
dorsal fins. Trusting the accuracy of Nicoll’s drawing (Figure 4), he notes that because 
the mouth does not extend beyond the eye, as it should in reptiles, it means that the 
UMO was either a hitherto unrecorded type of fish or—his pet theory—a palaeo-
pinniped. Because of this, he does not include the sighting in his final ‘Father-
of-all-the-turtles’ classification.54 Coleman and Huyghe also do not mention the 
Valhalla sighting in their own classification category of the giant cryptid chelonian.55 
More recently, Bille considers that the UMO might have been a giant eel, before 
concluding that it will probably remain a ‘great unknown of the sea’.56

The ‘Soay beast’
Few encounters with UMOs in the second half of the twentieth century generated 
as much attention as the 1959 sighting of the Soay beast. Commentary began 
almost immediately after the reporting of the encounter, with a pair of articles by 
the zoologist Burton. He first raised the possibility of the beast being ‘an unusually 
large leathery turtle’ before abandoning the idea in the face of the incongruity posed 
by the jagged dorsal crest and the presence of scales. Citing the Osborne case for 
support, Burton proceeds to hypothesise the existence of ‘some large turtle-like 
animal so far unidentified’ that is characterised by ‘a line of serrations along the 
back’. Later, he proposes it might be ‘an aberrant offshoot of some ancestral sea-
turtle’. To Burton, the characteristic shape, fleshy lips, jagged dorsal crest, absence of 
teeth, and leathery skin are all chelonian traits.57 Heuvelmans adds that the presence 
of the tendril-like growth reported to be hanging from the palate of the Soay beast 
is similar to filaments around the mouth of the matamata, a freshwater turtle from 
South America. Heuvelmans goes on to cite several examples of enormous marine 
turtles to add credence to the idea that the Soay beast was a ‘Father-of-all-the-
turtles’. Burton, however, floats the possibility that the beast may have been an 
Iguanid lizard, and writes: ‘[t]his tentative hypothesis may seem preposterous, even 
crazy. At least we can say that the Soay Beast does not conform in the slightest with 
the best authenticated records of the sea serpent, and to identify it with these … 
is even more preposterous.’58

54  Heuvelmans, In the Wake of the Sea-Serpents.
55  Coleman and Huyghe, The Field Guide to Lake Monsters, Sea Serpents, and Other Mystery Denizens of the Deep.
56  mattbille.blogspot.ca.
57  Burton, ‘The Soay Beast’.
58  Maurice Burton, ‘Was the Soay Beast a Tourist?’, The Illustrated London News (14 October 1961): 632.
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Figure 8: View of the back of a leatherback sea turtle (A) and of the serrated 
medial ridge shown in sideview (B). 
Source: From William Borlase, The Natural History of Cornwall (Oxford: W. Jackson, 1758) 
(A) and Cheshire Life 12 (1948), no page (B). Author’s private collection.

The Dutch zoologist Leo Brongersma, an expert on turtles, published a detailed 
scientific article in 1968 about the Soay beast. He is rightly critical of the artist’s 
rendering of the beast (Figure 6), believing it to have been influenced by the over-
dramatic version of the encounter by Geddes; i.e. ‘like some hellish monster of 
prehistoric times’. Brongersma parses the eyewitnesses’ descriptions carefully and 
reaches the conclusion that the observers must have been much nearer to the UMO 
than the distances stated. In consequence, he believes this would have affected their 
size estimates, and through this sleight-of-hand, he considers the recalculated size of 
the UMO to be consistent with the largest known leatherback turtles. He notes that 
the carapace of such turtles have seven longitudinal ridges or keels, of which three 
are often seen when the animal swims on the surface. Further, the medial ridge of 
leatherbacks does look serrated when viewed in profile (Figure 8), thus making them 
resemble the Soay beast, once one scales down what he believed to have been the 
greatly exaggerated dimensions of said creature. Other observed traits of the UMO 
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such as the gaping mouth, large blubbery lips and horny papillae on the palate 
are all found in leatherback turtles. Burton’s observation that the UMO’s neck is 
unlike that of a leatherback turtle is refuted by the citation of sources describing 
the swimming behaviour of such turtles with their heads ‘well above water’ such 
that ‘the similarity with the behavior of the Soay beast is striking’. Brongersma is 
less convincing, however, in his attempts to explain away the eyewitness accounts 
of ‘a  large darker piece sticking up well aft’, which ‘follow[ed] the body down’, 
in addition to the ‘scaly [tail portion of the] body’ as somehow being traits that 
are natural to leatherback turtles. Nevertheless, he concludes confidently that: 
‘[t]here is nothing in the accounts that definitely prohibits identifying the Soay 
Beast with the Leathery Turtle. To the contrary, the description by the observers 
is what one may expect when two people try to describe a strange creature, which 
is of a kind unknown to them, and which turns up in [an] area where it occurs 
only occasionally.’59 Loren Coleman and Patrick Huyghe seem to agree, having no 
difficulty in placing the Soay beast within their giant cryptid chelonian category.60

Parsimonious explanation for the monsters’ tails
The parsimonious explanation for the Osborne UMO is of a sea turtle entangled 
in fishing gear or maritime debris. With little difficulty, the hitherto incongruous 
and mysterious 10-metre ridge of fins of irregular height shown in Figure 1 can 
be likened to a dragged length of fishing net and floats just as convincingly as 
can the body of the creature to a chelonian (Table 1), based on the eyewitness 
accounts as well as Figure 2. The descriptions and drawing of the extended ‘ridge 
of fins’ lying upon the surface of the water matches closely eyewitness accounts 
of the famous Gloucester sea serpent,61 a UMO that was almost certainly an 
entangled animal.62 Due to their life cycle and swimming, feeding and migratory 
behaviour, sea turtles are  particularly susceptible to entanglement. As such, it is 
possible to view many online photographs of chelonians entangled in fishing gear 
including floats (e.g. Appendix: online photograph 1). It is easy to surmise how net 
floats—such  as those made of styrofoam (polystyrene plastic) shown in modern 
photographs or those composed of cork or glass used in nineteenth-century purse 
seines (Figure 9)—if pulled in line strung out behind the unfortunate animal, and 
viewed from a distance as was the case for the Osborne UMO, could lead to the 
supposition that an elongated sea monster was being seen.

59  L. D. Brongersma, ‘The Soay Beast’, Beaufortia 184 (1968): 33–46.
60  Coleman and Huyghe, The Field Guide to Lake Monsters, Sea Serpents, and Other Mystery Denizens of the Deep.
61  Soini, Gloucester’s Sea Serpent.
62  Elizabeth Farma, ‘Debunking a Great New England Sea Serpent’, Sea Monster Week, 23 December 2015 
www.tor.com/2012/08/16; France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents”’.
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Figure 9: One of the many methods of nineteenth‑century fishing: purse seining 
for menhaden. It is not difficult to imagine how a distant view of the floats of such 
nets that had become non‑lethally entangled on a swimming sea turtle might be 
construed as being the tail of an enormous, undulating sea monster if it were 
dragged along, bobbing up and down, over the surface of the water.
Source: Brown Goode et al., The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States (Washington DC: 
US Government Printing Office, 1884). Author’s private collection.
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With respect to the Moha-moha UMO, it goes without saying that Heuvelmans’s 
denigration of Lovell was as cruel as it was unfair. From my perspective of building 
a case that these early sea monster sightings may have been entangled chelonians, 
the most illuminating part of Lovell’s encounter, and the one that comes closest 
to what I believe to be the truth, is her statement that ‘a spectator could not guess 
that the head and tail belonged to the same creature’.63 That the front end of the 
UMO was a turtle is incontestable, as there are no other marine animals in Australia 
of like size and physical resemblance that emerge upon land for such extended 
periods. The 12-foot long ‘glossy’ and ‘shiny’ tail, covered with silver-grey ‘scales’, 
and terminating in a fleshy brownish and translucent fin, suggests to me a twisted 
length of fishing net and broken shards of glass-blown floats, possibly festooned 
with pieces of brown algae or seaweed matted together, thereby giving the overall 
impression of solidity. Lovell, despite her proximity to the UMO, can be forgiven 
for imagining such a structure to have been a tail. There exist online photographs of 
marine animals pulling lengths of entangled kelp or debris that do indeed resemble 
tails (e.g. Appendix: online photograph 2).

Of the four famous UMO sightings described herein, that of the Valhalla is the one 
that most tenuously can be identified as being a turtle. This is a consequence of the 
likening being based solely on the description of the head and not that of the rest 
of the body: i.e. if we discount the parallel sighting of Prodgers, who referred to the 
presence of a large, barrel-like body. Could the ‘coil’ observed by Prodgers be the same 
as the frilled, seaweed-like fin, unlike that of any fish, observed by the naturalists on 
the Valhalla? And is this an example of an animal dragging a small piece of canvas sail 
or some such material, as I suggest to have been the case for at least one sea serpent 
sighting of just such an entangled cetacean?64 Again, there are many photographs 
online of marine animals, including chelonians (e.g. Appendix: online photographs 
3 and 4) pulling all manner of large bric-a-brac behind them.  The long neck of the 
Valhalla UMO (exaggerated in the artist’s rendering, Figure  5, compared to the 
original eyewitness’s sketch, Figure 4) seems very un-turtle like, as does its ‘peculiar’ 
or ‘curious’ side-to-side ‘wriggling’ or ‘swinging’ movement that was forceful enough 
to lash the water into foam. What if this was not actually the head of the UMO 
but rather an upright piece of debris entangled around a submerged animal, which 
was almost certainly the case for the hitherto mysterious spine-like ‘tongue’ or ‘horns’ 
observed by some witnesses for the Gloucester UMO?65 A group of dead sea turtles in 
the Mediterranean was once found completely enveloped in a jumble of abandoned 
or ‘ghost’ net material that included an upright pole attached to a float (Appendix: 
online photograph 5). Such pole-floats were (Figure 10)66 and still are commonly used 
by fishermen to mark the ends of their set gill nets. Could such a pole, around which 

63  Gould, The Case for the Sea-Serpent.
64  France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents”’.
65  France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents”’.
66  George Brown Goode, The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States (Washington, DC: G.P.O., 1884).
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a cord of twisted hemp netting and perhaps kelp is wrapped, rocking side-to-side in 
the waves, be mistaken for the long neck of thigh-like thickness that was observed? 
If so, then the distinguishing feature hitherto noted for its resemblance to a turtle 
based solely upon what had been imagined to be the head, is moot, and whatever this 
particular entangled animal actually was, remains a mystery.

Figure 10: Upright poles affixed to floats used to mark the position of gill nets in the 
nineteenth century. Could, in pulling such a float that is entangled on an accidentally 
by‑caught animal, the pole, possibly festooned with seaweed and waving back and 
forth in the water as it moves along, be mistaken for the neck of a sea monster? 
Source: Brown Goode et al., The Fisheries and Fishery Industries of the United States (Washington DC: 
US Government Printing Office, 1884). Author’s private collection.
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Burton67 draws parallels between the Soay beast and some earlier sightings of 
UMOs in Scottish waters. Heuvelmans, however, is not so sure, dismissing one 
such suggested parallel sighting as being ‘a typical “string-of-buoys” monster’, and 
thus not at all similar to the type of creature that he construes the Soay beast to 
have been. Unknowingly, however, by using that remarkably apt choice of words—
‘typical “string-of-buoys” monster’—Heuvelmans exactly hits the mark regarding 
what I  believe the UMO to have been. Despite Brongersma’s contention, it is 
impossible to reconcile the artist’s drawing showing a stegosaur-like sequence of 
dorsal plates—which Geddes stated was ‘a fair representation’ of the body, and 
which agrees with the descriptions of the ‘immense saw-toothed’ and ‘knife-edge’ 
ridge of solid ‘triangular-shaped spines’ that somewhat resembled scales and which 
were three to four feet above the surface—with the relatively miniscule dorsal ridge 
of any species of marine turtle. This is unless, of course, one accepts my present 
thesis that the UMO may have been a leatherback turtle observed in a state of 
entanglement in some form of maritime debris. Again, it is easy to find online 
images of unfortunate marine turtles whose bodies are completely enveloped in 
a tangled mess of anthropogenic material of all sorts of shapes and sizes that jut out 
from the dorsal surface of their shells. This is what I propose to have also occurred, 
and is a way to parsimoniously explain this particular historic encounter with 
a putative sea monster. 

These four famous encounters are by no means the only evidence existing to suggest 
that chelonians entangled in fishing gear or maritime debris have been misidentified 
as sea monsters. A review of the complete literature68 reveals there to be a dozen 
accounts of less well-known sightings in which the observed UMO, whose described 
features are either specifically mentioned or can be inferred to have resembled those 
of a sea turtle, seems to be pulling a train of entangled debris that is mistaken for 
a tail, such as for example, that shown in Figure 11.

67  Burton, ‘The Soay Beast’.
68  France, ‘Historicity of Sea Turtles Misidentified as Sea Monsters’.
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Figure 11: A UMO described as a ‘turtle‑bodied snake’ observed in 1925 in the 
South China Sea. 
Note: The drawing and account of the strange composite creature suggests the possibility that it may 
have been an entangled chelonian.

Source: Drawing by B. Heuvelmans based on original by eyewitness A. Jordan. From Heuvelmans, In the 
Wake of the Sea-Serpents. Author’s private collection.

Discussion

The role of imaginary sea monsters in the culture 
and maturation of late‑Victorian natural science
The cultural lens through which sea monsters have been regarded in Western 
civilisation has altered through time: from being associated with deities or 
themselves  deified in (pre-)Antiquity; to being agents of danger during the 
Hic sunt dracones (‘here be dragons’) period of Renaissance maritime exploration; 
to representing discovery and perceptual contagion in the early 1800s; to inspiring 
debates and feelings of discontinuity in the late 1800s; to facilitating delusion as 
a result of perceptual contagion in the mid-twentieth century; to finally fostering 
anti-establishment discord from the late 1900s to the present.
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In an article in the cryptozoological magazine Fortean Times, Greener notes that 
‘many of the most vivid and credible reports of “sea monsters” come from [the] 
19th-century’, a time which he refers to, in the title, as being ‘The Golden Age 
of Sea  Serpents’.69 In point of fact, a careful compilation of sightings through 
time and from across the world’s oceans reveals a timeline that is more complex.70 
The incidence of sea monster sightings displays a marked cyclicity, with peaks at the 
end of the age of exploration in the seventeenth century; another between the 1810s 
and the 1840s as a result of, and in response to, the famous Gloucester sightings; 
a return to popularity in the decades around the end of the nineteenth century at 
which time natural history was all the rage; a rapid rise from the 1930s to the 1950s 
coincident with and following the Loch Ness phenomenon; and what seems to 
be the start of another increase from the 1990s to today, in ‘the truth is out there’ 
period of cryptozoology. Whereas the Soay beast sighting occurred in the shadow 
of the global frenzy cast by ‘Nessie’, the other three UMO sightings took place 
during the more sober Victorian and Edwardian period of serious natural history 
investigation.71

Excluding the supernatural, fearsome humanoid monsters in late-Georgian 
and Victorian fiction, such as Dr Frankenstein’s patchwork creature, the alter 
ego Mr Hyde  and Dr Moreau’s hybrids, served to raise questions, in the face of 
Darwinian theory, about what it meant to be human, as well as to provide a warning 
about the dangers of unshackled science.72 From a zoological perspective, to be 
regarded as a monster derives from being either an atypically large size (e.g. Darwin 
uses the phrase ‘monstrous as a whale’ in his 1859 On the Origin of Species) or 
representing an unknown creature,73 displaying teratological abnormalities, 
or unusual inter-species hybridisations.74 The four UMO sightings covered herein 
exhibit all these traits. For the two Victorian-period sightings, the explanations put 
forward by naturalists ranged from believing the monsters were either misidentified 
known animals (Owen, Buckland, anonymous Nature contributor), mysterious 
creatures unknown to science (Lee, Bartlett), or a palaeo-relict that had escaped 
extinction (Oudemans).

69  Greener, ‘The Golden Age of Sea Serpents’.
70  R. L. France, ‘The Sea-Orm Ouroboros: The Roles of Exploration, Natural History, Perceptual Contagion, 
and Pseudoscience in Patterns of Temporal Cyclicity in Sightings of Imaginary Aquatic Monsters.’ Manuscript in 
preparation.
71  Lynn Barber, The Heyday of Natural History, 1820–1870 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1980); U. C. 
Knoepflmacher and G. B. Tennyson, Nature and the Victorian Imagination (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1977); Carl Berger, Science, God, and Nature in Victorian Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1983), doi.org/10.3138/9781442656857.
72  Christina Schneider, ‘The Monstrosity in the English Gothic Novel’, The Victorian 3 (2015): 1–11.
73  Ronald Westrum, ‘A Note about Monsters’, Journal of Popular Culture 8 (1975): 862–70, doi.org/10.1111/
j.0022-3840.1975.00862.x.
74  Deborah P. Dixon and Susan M. Ruddick, ‘Monsters, Monstrousness, and Monstrous Nature/s’, Geoforum 
(2013) 237–8.
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The historian Sherrie Lyons thinks the moniker applied to the Victorian Age, 
the ‘age of science’, would be more appropriately the ‘age of contradictions’ or 
‘age of transitions’ in consequence of the climate of uncertainty generated by the 
promulgation and widespread discussion of competing theories and beliefs.75 
The  subject of sea monsters played an important role in Victorian discussions 
concerning issues of naturalness, novelty, deep time and professionalism.

There is a long history of human–animal hybrids contributing to the definition of 
what humans are and what their relation to the natural world is, in terms of either 
our uniqueness or our commonality with other animals.76 The fascination with sea 
monsters as composite creatures was prevalent in Victorian times, most notably in 
the form of mermaids, which fuelled scientific discourse about Darwinian theory 
and the chain of evolutionary life; i.e. could these half human–half fish beings be 
sea-to-land missing links?77 In this respect, descriptions of sea monsters pushed 
the boundaries of what was evolutionarily possible. The statement by pre-eminent 
naturalist Phillip Gosse in his immensely popular The Romance of Natural History 
(1861), that ‘nature has an awkward way of mocking at our impossibilities’, was 
certainly borne out in the form of the platypus and other Australian animals which 
were then becoming more widely known.78 If such odd creatures existed, why not 
strange monsters from mythology? For some, such as the noted naturalist Charles 
Gould, Darwin’s theory gave credibility to the possible existence of composite 
creatures such as griffins, satyrs, hippogriffs and mermaids.79 And so why not then 
the Osborne or Moha-moha sea monsters, which were certainly no more bizarre-
looking than the platypus?

To Victorians, sea monsters ‘embodied alternative modes of understanding about 
the natural world’.80 Because of this, by their very nature, or possibly better, 
their ‘un-nature’, sea monsters, especially those that so obviously seemed to be 
hybridisations of recognised animals, such as the four UMOs examined herein, 
challenged Linnaean classification. By destabilising taxonomic categories, sea 
monsters raised questions about the ability of experts and therefore scientific 
authority.81 Furthermore, ascribing Latinised names to conveniently classified 
animals forms the very foundation of natural science, and in terms of metaphysics, 
is a way of  maintaining the perception of humankind’s superiority (in the form 
of stewardship) over the rest of the natural world. To taxonomically name and 

75  Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls.
76  D. Dinnerstein, The Mermaid and the Minotaur: Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1976); Harriet Ritvo, Noble Cows and Hybrid Zebras: Essays on Animals and History (Charlottesville, NC: 
University of Virginia Press, 2010). 
77  H. Brink-Roby, ‘Siren canora: The Mermaid and the Mythical in Late Nineteenth-century Science’, Archives 
of Natural History 35 (2008): 1–14, doi.org/10.3366/E0260954108000041.
78  Harriet Ritvo, The Platypus and the Mermaid, and Other Figments of the Classifying Imagination (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).
79  Charles Gould, Mythical Monsters (London: W. H. Allen, 1886).
80  Ritvo, The Platypus and the Mermaid.
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classify an animal is to domesticate and in a sense own it. Therefore, if composite 
creatures such as sea monsters defy categorisation, then our place of wisdom at the 
apex of Creation must be re-examined, something that feeds into the unease raised 
by Darwin’s revolutionary theory. In short, to Victorian naturalists and scientists, 
sea monsters always remained the most frustrating of fauna.

The discovery and recognition of the fossilised bones of ancient ‘monsters’ 
throughout the 1800s had a profound effect upon Victorian society. In regard to 
composite creatures, the noted palaeontologist William Conybeare described, as was 
mentioned earlier, the plesiosaur as resembling ‘a snake threaded through the body 
of a turtle’,82 something not dissimilar to descriptions and illustrations of the sea 
monsters examined herein, as well as other sightings of what I believe to have been 
entangled chelonians (Figure 11), or what one anonymous reviewer of the present 
article prosaically called ‘turtle-trash cyborgs’. The discovery of fossil remains of 
hybrid monsters from the past, such as ‘fish-lizards’ (i.e. ichthyosaurs) and ‘almost-
lizards’ (i.e. plesiosaurs), provided a scientific basis for mythological sea monsters 
as well as making plausible the possibility that they might have survived into the 
present.83 The result was, according to Lyons, that such Victorian palaeontological 
discoveries gave a level of scientific legitimacy to sea monsters that had hitherto not 
existed; nor has it since.

Given that the seas were relatively unexplored, it was completely plausible to 
believe that strange and as yet unknown creatures, possibly living fossils, might 
inhabit its depths,84 for did not the old adage state In mare multa latent (‘in the 
ocean many things are hidden’)? Sea monsters therefore became the subject of 
impassioned debate in late-Victorian times as high-profile naturalists attempted to 
understand what they were rather than dismiss them out of hand. This is reflected 
by the publication of 26  papers between 1877 and 1899,85 19 in Nature,86 and 
a flurry of contemporaneous books.87 In a chapter entitled ‘Swimming at the Edges 
of Scientific Respectability’, Lyons argues that the sea monster became the locus for 
several boundary disputes in the culture of Victorian science.88 The existence or non-
existence of sea monsters was used to promote alternative views of the Earth’s history 
and thus the legitimacy of the fledgling sciences of geology and palaeontology. 
Also the fact that most sightings, such as those for three of the four cases investigated 
herein, were made by amateurs, provoked a big debate about the credibility and 

82  Conybeare, ‘On the Discovery of an Almost Perfect Skeleton of Plesiosaurus’.
83  Adrienne Mayor, The First Fossil Hunters: Dinosaurs, Mammoths, and Myth in Greek and Roman Times 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000); Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls.
84  Edward Newman, ‘The Great Sea Serpent’, Westminster Review 50 (1849): 491–515; Lyons, Species, Serpents, 
Spirits, and Skulls.
85  Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls.
86  Ronald Westrum, ‘Knowledge about Sea-Serpents’, in On the Margins of Science: The Social Construction 
of Rejected Knowledge, ed. Roy Wallis (Keele: University of Keele, 1979), doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954x.1979.
tb00066.x.
87  Lee, Sea Monsters Unmasked; Gibson, Monsters of the Sea: Legendary and Authentic; Oudemans, The Great Sea-
Serpent: An Historical and Critical Treatise; Gould, Mythical Monsters.
88  Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954x.1979.tb00066.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-954x.1979.tb00066.x
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character of eyewitnesses and indeed the role played by professional scientists in their 
goal to become the voice of authority on all matters of natural history; in short, the 
definition of what counted as valid evidence. The anti-establishment opinion was 
to trust the reports of salty sea dogs seeing live animals over museum landlubbers 
studying dead fossils.89 In contrast, Sir Richard Owen insisted that no number of 
eyewitness testimonies counted in the absence of physical evidence confirmed by 
a museum-based authority.90 In other words, legalistic endorsement of eyewitness 
testimonies, which can be influenced by so many subjective factors,91 is no way 
to go about doing objective science. All the magistrates in the world were not as 
important as a single specimen, and the opinions of amateur natural historians, 
many of whom were aristocratic gentlemen, did not count in the eyes of those who 
were part of the maturing discipline of true science. We now recognise that what 
constitutes real science practised by today’s professional zoologists and botanists and 
the like is very different from the roots of those disciplines in proto-scientific natural 
history, as conducted by amateurs in the Victorian age.92

Concerning the Osborne encounter, Owen scribbled the following in the margins 
of his copy of letters sent to him directly by the ship’s commander: ‘the object or 
phenomena may have been unknown to the observers [but they] were not necessarily 
caused by a “monster”’.93 And his marginalia on his copy of an 1877 newspaper 
article entitled ‘The Sea-serpent Again’, in which the anonymous author states that 
‘there is not the slightest doubt that there are monsters in the sea of various kinds 
yet  unknown to man’, simply asks ‘what proof of their monstrosity?’94 Not  for 
nothing, then, did the Prince Regent, Albert, dub Owen the ‘sea-serpent killer’. 
And so by the end of the nineteenth century, the relationship between science and sea 
monsters coalesced into one of opposition and hostility.95 It would be many decades 
before amateurs regained the podium with the advent of cryptozoology, largely 
disseminated by the unrefereed internet and often undertaken through a desire to 
prove the experts wrong,96 most of whom avoid sea-serpentology anyway due to its 
unsavoury contemporary reputation of being an embarrassing pseudoscience.97

89  Newman, ‘The Great Sea Serpent’. 
90  Regal, ‘Richard Owen and the Sea-Serpent’.
91  Bruce A. Champagne, ‘A Preliminary Evaluation of a Study of the Morphology, Behavior, Autoecology, 
and Habitat of Large, Unidentified Marine Animals, Based on Recorded Field Observations’, in Dracontology 
Special Number 1: Being an Examination of Unknown Aquatic Animals, ed. Craig Heinselman (Francestown, NH: 
The  editor, 2001); C. G. M. Paxton, ‘The Plural of “Anecdote” can be “Data”: Statistical Analysis of Viewing 
Distances in Reports of Unidentified Large Marine Animals 1758–2000’, Journal of Zoology 279 (2009): 381–7,  
doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7998.2009.00630.x; Charles G. M. Paxton and Adrian J. Shine, ‘Consistency in Eyewitness 
Reports of Aquatic “Monsters”’, Journal of Scientific Exploration 30 (2016): 16–26.
92  Robert Peters, ‘From Natural History to Ecology’, Perspectives in Biology and Medicine 23 (1980): 191–203; 
David Clifford, Elisabeth Wadge, Alex Warwick, and Martin Willis, eds., Repositioning Victorian Sciences: Shifting 
Centres in Nineteenth-Century Scientific Thinking (London: Anthem, 2006).
93  Regal, ‘Richard Owen and the Sea-Serpent’.
94  Regal, ‘Richard Owen and the Sea-Serpent’.
95  S. H. Gage, ‘Zoology as a Factor in Mental Culture’, Science 4 (1896): 207–13, doi.org/10.1126/
science.4.86.207; Regal, ‘Richard Owen and the Sea-Serpent’.
96  Peter Dendle, ‘Cryptozoology in the Medieval and Modern Worlds’.
97  Schembri, ‘Cryptozoology as a Pseudoscience: Beasts in Transition’.
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Conclusion

By the end of the Victorian period and the first decades of the twentieth century, 
sea monsters became largely relegated to the world of fiction. Jules Verne’s 1870 
novel Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea is composed in the form of a ship’s 
log pertaining to a search for a sea monster. In the end, the fearful monster turns 
out to be a technologically advanced submarine piloted by a ‘nobody’ who engages 
in misanthropic behaviour that might be considered to be somewhat monstrous, 
at least to well-mannered Victorian sensibilities. In this, the novel is prescient in 
highlighting the fear that Victorians had about the advent of modernity and the 
discontinuity with the world beforehand.98

Today, one widely recognised ‘monstrous act’ of human modernity is the serious 
threat posed to the abundance and biodiversity of marine animals by entanglement 
in maritime debris and active or abandoned (‘ghost’) fishing gear. More than 
200 species,99 including six of the seven species of sea turtles,100 are caught in 
such material. Due to their life cycle and their feeding, swimming and migratory 
behaviour, chelonians are particularly susceptible to becoming entangled.101 Indeed, 
the worldwide number of sea turtles expiring in this way is truly staggering.102 
Significantly, entanglement is seen to be only a recent phenomenon corresponding 
to the advent and widespread use of plastic from the middle of the twentieth 
century.103 The present reconsideration of sea monster sightings from historical 
documents is important in suggesting that entanglement of sea turtles may have 
a much longer environmental history than is commonly believed (see France104 for 
a discussion about the longevity of natural fibre hemp used in earlier fishing gear 
and maritime equipment).

98  Lyons, Species, Serpents, Spirits, and Skulls.
99  D. W. Laist, ‘Impacts of Marine Debris: Entanglement of Marine Life in Marine Debris Including 
a Comprehensive List of Species with Entanglement and Ingestion Records’, in Marine Debris: Sources, Impacts, and 
Solutions, ed. J. M. Coe and D. B. Rogers (New York: Springer, 1997).
100  C. Wilcox, G. Heathcote, J. Goldberg, R. Gunn, D. Peel, and B. D. Hardesty, ‘Understanding the Sources and 
Effects of Abandoned, Lost, and Discarded Fishing Gear on Marine Turtles in Northern Australia’, Conservation 
Biology 29 (2014):198–206, doi.org/10.1111/cobi.12355.
101  J. G. B. Derraik, ’The Pollution of the Marine Environment by Plastic Debris: A Review’, Marine Pollution 
Bulletin 42 (2002): 842–52, doi.org/10.1016/S0025-326X(02)00220-5.
102  C. Wilcox, B. D. Hardesty, R. Sharples, D. A. Griffen, T. J. Lawson, and R. Gunn, ‘Ghostnet Impacts on 
Globally Threatened Turtles, a Spatial Risk Analysis for Northern Australia’, Conservation Letters 6 (2013): 247–54, 
doi.org/10.1111/conl.12001; L. Alessandro and S. Antonello, ‘An Overview of Loggerhead Sea Turtle (Caretta 
caretta) Bycatch and Technical Mitigation Measures in the Mediterranean Sea’, Review of Fish Biology and Fisheries 
20 (2010): 141–61, doi.org/10.1007/s11160-009-9126-1.
103  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Marine Debris Program, Entanglement of Marine Species 
in Marine Debris with an Emphasis on Species in the United States (Silver Spring, MD: NOAA Marine Debris 
Program, 2014); M. R. Gregory, ‘Environmental Implications of Plastic Debris in Marine Settings—Entanglement, 
Ingestion, Smothering, Hangers-on, Hitch-hiking and Alien Invasions’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society B 364 (2009): 2013–25, doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2008.0265.
104  France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents”’. 
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In this regard, the discipline of environmental history provides a way to backcast 
the temporal frame of reference from which to detect anthropogenic change. 
Environmental history employed in this role functions as a sort of metaphorical 
Claude glass, those small convex mirrors used by eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century tourists and amateur painters interested in the picturesque. Held in the 
hand, the viewer would look backward on the reflected landscape, the glass serving 
to abstract, simplify and refocus the scenery for careful examination. In this same 
manner, environmental history looks backward, enabling an illation to be made 
about the length of time that populations of marine animals may have been 
subjected to the anthropogenic pressures of not just direct fishery exploitation,105 
but also of ancillary by-catch resulting from entanglement in that fishing gear.106
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Appendix

Online photographs
1. Sea turtle pulling length of entangled kelp (www.grindtv.com/wildlife/heroic-

deckhand-swims-to-the-rescue-of-endangered-leatherbackturtle/#skmdR7ML
GHBV2DGm.p7; author P. Thomas, 12 April 2016).

2. Sea turtles entangled in marine debris which includes sheet-like material  
(www.hunterdouglasfabrics.com/sea-tex/#bionic).

105  H. K. Lotze and B. Worm, ‘Historical Baselines for Large Marine Animals’, Trends in Ecology and Evolution 24 
(2009): 254–62; H. K. Lotze et al., ‘Depletion, Degradation, and Recovery Potential of Estuaries and Coastal Seas’, 
Science 312 (2006): 1806–9, doi.org/10.1126/science.1128035.
106  France, ‘Historicity of Sea Turtles Misidentified as Sea Monsters’; Farma, ‘Debunking a Great New England 
Sea Serpent’; France, ‘Reinterpreting Nineteenth-century Accounts of Whales Battling “Sea Serpents”’.
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REGARDING NEW ZEALAND’S 
ENVIRONMENT: THE ANXIETIES 
OF THOMAS POTTS, C. 1868–88

PAUL STAR
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Abstract
My earlier paper in IREH 1 (2015) discussed conservation and development in 
New Zealand in the 1860s through reference to Thomas Potts’s contribution to 
the forest question. Following on from this (but standing alone), the present paper 
describes and examines Potts’s contribution to the understanding and protection of 
New Zealand’s natural environment in general over the following two decades, and 
suggests contemporary comparisons. I argue that close examination of changing 
attitudes held by individual settlers, tending towards greater appreciation of their new 
environment, can inform our understanding of later societal shifts in that direction 
as colonies approached nationhood. More specifically, I suggest that Potts has 
a significance which lies not only in the earliness and depth of his appreciation 
of a particular environmental context, but also in the substantial record that we retain 
of his intellectual journey.

Keywords: Environmental history, conservation, acclimatisation, native birds, native 
forest, colonial New Zealand, Thomas Potts

Introduction

European colonisers of distant lands put tremendous energy into the removal 
of what  already lived and grew there. By Victorian times, the inherent conflict 
between the colonisation process and indigenous environments was clear to some 
commentators. Notably, the Scottish zoologist John Richardson remarked in 1842 
that ‘New Zealand has become the adopted home of thousands of our countrymen, 
whose efforts are primarily directed to the overthrow of the native forests with 
a view to their replacement by … a successful agriculture’. He perceived that 
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‘a corresponding change will follow in the distribution of animals’, with some birds 
and fish becoming extinct, because ‘the din and bustle of civilisation [will] scare 
them from their native haunts’.1 But did he care?

In 1986, Alfred Crosby provided an ecological rationale for the success of colonising 
Europeans and the animal and plant species they brought with them, using 
New Zealand as a prime example of the process.2 A decade later, Richard Grove 
traced a conservationist strand of activity, a ‘green imperialism’ which developed 
alongside this ‘ecological imperialism’, most notably in India.3 Such wide-ranging 
studies emphasise the international rather than the individual aspect of events. They 
explain human interaction with colonised environments in terms of biotic factors 
or of economic and intellectual trends, without reference to changes in the human 
heart. But at least in settler societies there was also a definite personal response, 
an emotional as well as an environmental transformation.

The new environments confronted by nineteenth-century Europeans contained 
much more than resources to utilise or ‘waste land’ to settle. A few early European 
settlers, at least, came to appreciate their new environments and sought to protect 
them for reasons other than utility. But while this occasional capacity to see 
indigenous environments in a different way has been noted by many environmental 
historians4 and the concept of ‘environmental anxiety’ advanced,5 the process 
of attitudinal change has not yet been sufficiently explored. As with any other 
overall shift in attitude, concern for indigenous nature at the societal level has 
cumulative change at an individual level as its necessary prelude. One would expect 
this re-envisioning, where it occurred, to gradually deepen during an individual’s 
colonial experience, but there is rarely enough specific evidence available to study 
or confirm this.

1  John Richardson, Report on the Present State of the Ichthyology of New Zealand (London: Richard and John E. 
Taylor, 1843), 1. See also R. E. Johnson, ‘Sir John Richardson’ (1787–1865), in Dictionary of Canadian Biography, 
vol. 9 (1861–1870) (Toronto: University of Toronto/Université Laval, 1976).
2  Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900–1900 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), especially chap. 10.
3  Richard H. Grove, Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins 
of Environmentalism, 1600–1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), especially chap. 8.
4  Thomas R. Dunlap, Nature and the English Diaspora: Environment and History in the United States, 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), is particularly relevant as 
a  comparison of New Zealand’s experience with that of other ‘neo-Europes’ (Crosby’s term) or former British 
colonies which developed into new nations composed primarily of people of European descent. Paul Star, ‘Humans 
and the Environment in New Zealand, c.1800 to 2000’, in New Oxford History of New Zealand, ed. Giselle Byrnes 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2009), 47–70, provides a generalised description and analysis of the changing 
settler response as a whole to the New Zealand environment.
5  On this, see James Beattie, Empire and Environmental Anxiety: Health, Science, Art and Conservation in South Asia 
and Australasia, 1800–1920 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), which includes much New Zealand material.
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With such thoughts in mind, the following discussion centres on the New 
Zealand context, and in particular on the thinking, the anxieties and the actions 
of an Englishman, Thomas Henry Potts (1824–88). He lived in New Zealand’s 
Canterbury province from 1854 until his death and developed an informed and 
appreciative understanding of the colony’s natural environment. Some of Potts’s 
contemporaries deserve similar examination along these lines. The artist Alfred 
Sharpe, who was resident in New Zealand from 1859 to 1887, has been so treated.6 
So has the ornithologist Walter Buller, though arguably Buller’s attitude to native 
fauna, while increasingly informed, remained decidedly less appreciative.7 W. T. L. 
Travers, like Potts a pioneer runholder, acclimatist, politician and naturalist, also 
closely observed and wrote ‘On the Changes Effected in the Natural Features of 
a New Country by the Introduction of Civilized Races’8 while promoting both 
acclimatisation and native forest conservation. Almost nothing, however, has been 
written about Travers in this light.

As a Member of the House of Representatives in 1868, it was Potts who first urged 
that ‘Government … ascertain the present condition of the forests of the Colony, 
with a view to their better conservation’.9 Six years later a New Zealand Forests Act 
was passed with precisely this object in view, facilitating native forest ‘conservation’ 
as it was generally understood at the time. The word referred to the ‘wise use’ or 
‘sustainable management’ (as it was later called) of forests, rather than to protection 
of significant forests from every kind of timber removal. Such total reserves were 
not even countenanced in New Zealand until the end of the 1870s. While the two 
words are still often used interchangeably, this later development is best described 
as promoting ‘preservation’ rather than ‘conservation’ of native forests, and was 
accompanied by the preservation of some other native landscapes as well, such 
as mountaintops.

Much as national legislation concerning forest conservation in New Zealand 
began with Prime Minister Julius Vogel’s Forests Act 1874,10 legislation concerning 
preservation can be traced back (variously, and cautiously) to clauses of the 

6  See Beattie, Empire and Environmental Anxiety, 72–99. Beattie also (163–4) identifies the Australasian 
‘hydrological and climatic anxieties’ of Frederick S. Peppercorne. For the next generation, see Graeme Wynn, 
‘Remapping Tutira: Contours in the Environmental History of New Zealand’, Journal of Historical Geography 23, 
no. 4 (1997): 418–46, on Herbert Guthrie-Smith. See also Michael Roche, ‘W. W. Smith and the Transformation 
of the Ashburton Domain: “From a Wilderness to a Beauty Spot”, 1894–1904’, Studies in the History of Gardens 
and Designed Landscapes 36, no. 1 (2016): 65–77, doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2015.1056481, and ‘Seeing scenic 
New Zealand: W. W. Smith’s eye and the Scenery Preservation Commission, 1904–06’ in this issue.
7  See Ross Galbreath, Walter Buller: The Reluctant Conservationist (Wellington: GP Books, 1989).
8  Transactions of the New Zealand Institute (hereafter TNZI), 2 (1869): 299–330, 312–13; 3 (1870): 326–36. 
Travers also showed an early interest in indigenous mosses and lichens (Lyttelton Times, 27 December 1865) and 
wrote ‘On the Value of Native Grasses in Pastures’ (Lyttelton Times, 2 April 1864). 
9  New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 7 October 1868, 188.
10  As noted, for instance, in the editorial in the Lyttelton Times, 24 August 1874.
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Land  Act  189311 which provided for designated flora and fauna and scenery 
reserves,  the Tongariro National Park Act 1894, and the Scenery Preservation Act 
1903. Equally, much as Potts’s 1868 initiative has been identified as setting the scene 
for the Forests Act 1874 and the forest conservation that followed, an 1878 article by 
Potts, called ‘National Domains’, set the scene for later acts of preservation.

This double hit marks Potts out as New Zealand’s earliest significant ‘environmentalist’, 
a word only coined in the century after his death, but applicable to him, nevertheless, 
as a person to whom the future of the natural environment was of the utmost 
concern.12 By looking closely at what he wrote, said, and did in the 1860s, and at 
the milieu out of which his thoughts and actions emerged, considerable insight can 
be obtained into the later national endorsement of a forest conservation programme 
in 1874.13 Similarly, close examination of Potts’s writings, from 1870 through to his 
death in 1888, reveals a great deal about the origins of a distinctly preservationist 
ideal which had gained much ground (both literally and figuratively) by the end 
of the nineteenth century.

The development of this later aspect of Potts’s thought is the principal focus of 
the present paper. I begin, however, with a summary of his earlier (1860s) stance, 
since his pre-1870 emphasis on conservation grew into his post-1870 focus on 
preservation. I would maintain that Potts’s personal shift in emphasis foreshadowed 
a societal shift in the same general direction, which has slowly worked its way into 
New Zealand’s national consciousness over the last one and a half centuries.

Forest conservation and tree planting

As an opening scene, we might picture Potts in the House of Representatives in 
Wellington, the national assembly in which he sat rather reluctantly and mostly 
because he saw it as his duty. One writer of ‘sketches in the House’ noted that ‘on 
the upper row of seats, next to the wall, you will see Mr. Potts, … not much given 
to oratory in the House, but remarkably good I am told at ornithology’.14 He was 
described towards the end of one parliamentary session, as desperate to return to 
Canterbury so he could go nature-watching again out in the open. Potts’s career as 

11  Under clause 235 of this Act, the governor could reserve Crown lands ‘for the preservation of the native fauna’ 
and ‘land wherein or whereon natural curiosities or scenery may exist of a character to be of national interest’.
12  The Oxford English Dictionary finds the word ‘environmentalist’ being used in this sense only from 1966. 
13  Fully detailed in Paul Star, ‘Thomas Potts and the Forest Question: Conservation and Development in New 
Zealand in the 1860s’, International Review of Environmental History 1 (2015): 173–206. Contrastingly, Andre 
Brett, ‘Acknowledge No Frontier: The Creation and Demise of New Zealand’s Provinces, 1853–76’ (PhD diss., 
University of Melbourne, 2013), places the 1874 bill in the context of a clash between Vogel’s national development 
policy and the interests of provincialist politicians, with forest conservation only debated because of Vogel’s genuine 
(though opportunistic) espousal of it.
14  The Press, 12 July 1870.
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a national politician was short (1866–70) and not obviously distinguished. But he 
did press, both in the House of Representatives in Wellington and in the Canterbury 
Provincial Council of which he was also a member (1858–61; 1866–76), for the 
elimination of wasteful practices and the development of local industries, with 
native forest conservation featuring as an important component of both these aims.

Potts’s promotion of forest conservation was demonstrably a response to what he 
witnessed in the province of Canterbury at the time, informed and refined by what 
he read concerning deforestation overseas and legislative proposals to temper it. 
He was powerfully affected by the fires on Banks Peninsula in 1863, which were 
visible from his home in Governor’s Bay and which destroyed about six million feet 
of timber.15 Such fires, whether the result of carelessness or intent, he saw as the 
tragic waste of an important resource, particularly given that Canterbury already 
had a timber shortage. Potts felt that greater government involvement in forests, 
through their systematic reservation, inspection and exploitation, would reduce 
such waste and (in the long term) promote colonial development.

In his reading, Potts was early influenced by Man and Nature (1864), by the American 
diplomat George Perkins Marsh, which stressed the ‘dangers of imprudence’ 
inherent in deforestation. Marsh’s evidence that flooding and drought were often 
the consequence of forest clearance supplied Potts with a second argument, in 
addition to timber shortages, for a more measured and restrained approach to 
forest exploitation. Potts also read the findings of an 1867 commission in Victoria, 
Australia, called ‘to report on the best means of securing the permanency of the 
State forests of that Colony’. This provided both a precedent and a blueprint for the 
kind of investigation, regulation and conservation that Potts, in the following year, 
proposed for New Zealand’s native forests.16

Potts was obviously best placed to promote legislative solutions of this kind when in 
Parliament. He continued as a member of the Canterbury Provincial Council until 
its dissolution in 1876, but what influence he exerted in the later 1870s and the 
1880s was not based on any direct political engagement. Rather, it depended on his 
position as a rich and respected member of the Canterbury elite who remained in 
correspondence with leading politicians and government servants. It also depended 

15  Lyttelton Times, 22 September 1863. The reference could be to super feet (about 14,160 m3) or to linear feet 
(about 2,044,800 m). Either way, this was extensive destruction.
16  Stephen Legg, ‘Political Conservation for Forest Conservation: Victoria, 1860–1960’, International Review 
of Environmental History 2 (2016): 7–34, emphasises the role of the mining lobby (whose activities required a steady 
timber supply) in the early push for forest conservation in Victoria. In New Zealand, mining requirements will 
have encouraged Charles O’Neill (Member of the House of Representatives in turn for the Otago goldfields and 
for Thames) to introduce his Conservation of Forests Bill in 1873, but were not a major consideration for others. 
The key point is that all arguments for forest conservation up to the mid-1870s were essentially utilitarian.
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increasingly on the communication of his understandings (particularly regarding 
New Zealand’s natural history and how it was threatened) through scientific papers 
and, later, popular journalism.

This change in emphasis suggests that, by about 1870, Potts was already looking 
beyond the kind of legislative approach to the forest question afforded by the 
Forests Act 1874 and manifested in the actions and recommendations of Captain 
Inches Campbell Walker as New Zealand’s first conservator of forests (1875–77). 
In 1874 and beyond, Vogel and others often lauded Potts’s groundbreaking attempt, 
in 1868, to direct government’s attention to forests, but there are few references 
in Potts’s later writings to Vogel’s Act. New Zealand forest historians have always 
given pride of place to this legislation,17 but more attention is needed elsewhere. 
As for Potts personally, while he was undoubtedly acquainted with Vogel, they did 
not belong to the same ‘set’. Nor is there any indication that Campbell Walker ever 
met Potts, though Walker regretted he could not visit him during his inspection 
of Canterbury’s forests.18

An alternative response to the timber shortage lay with the creation of plantations 
of exotic tree species. Potts remained committed to this approach throughout 
his life, arguing that it promised not just a further source for timber but also the 
development of a local industry. In a conscious attempt to learn which exotics grew 
best in Canterbury conditions, Potts began private tree-planting experiments in 
his garden in 1866, then over a 20-year period made measurements and published 
reports on how each tree had grown. The Californian Monterey pine (Pinus radiata) 
emerged as the fastest-growing species. Supporting private initiatives of this kind, 
the Forest Trees Encouragement Act 1871, rewarded settlers who planted one acre 
of forest trees with the gift of two acres of Crown land. This measure did little to 
solve New Zealand’s burgeoning timber requirements, but in the end it was exotic 
afforestation, rather than native forest management, that provided a lasting supply 
of timber for the country, as well as producing a significant export income.19

17  As in Graeme Wynn, ‘Conservation and Society in Late Nineteenth-Century New Zealand’, New Zealand 
Journal of History 11, no. 2 (1977): 124–36; Graeme Wynn, ‘Pioneers, Politicians and the Conservation of 
Forests in Early New Zealand’, Journal of Historical Geography 5, no. 2 (1979): 171–88, doi.org/10.1016/0305-
7488(79)90132-4; Michael Roche, Forest Policy in New Zealand: An Historical Geography, 1840–1919 (Palmerston 
North: Dunmore Press, 1987), 83 ff; Michael Roche, History of New Zealand Forestry (Wellington: GP Books, 
1990), 76–93; James Beattie and Paul Star ‘Global Networks and Local Environments: Forest Conservation in New 
Zealand, 1850s–1920s’, in British Scholar 3, nos 1 and 2 (September 2010): 191–218.
18  Walker was more influenced by Southland’s approach to forest regulation. See Paul Star, ‘‘“Doomed Timber”: 
Towards an Environmental History of Seaward Forest’, in Landscape/Community: Perspectives from New Zealand 
History, ed. Tony Ballantyne and Judith A. Bennett (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2005), 17–29. 
19  For further detail, see Paul Star, ‘Tree Planting in Canterbury, New Zealand, 1850–1910’, Environment and 
History 14, no. 4 (November 2008): 563–82, reprinted in Sarah Johnson, ed., Themes in Environmental History 5: 
Trees (Cambridge: The White Horse Press, 2015), 101–19.

http://doi.org/10.1016/0305-7488(79)90132-4
http://doi.org/10.1016/0305-7488(79)90132-4
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Potts early appreciated that afforestation needed to be pursued not only by individual 
landowners but also on a grander scale, by government, if it was to have much 
impact. As early as 1869, in opposition to a widespread laissez-faire attitude that 
considered it was ‘no part of the proper business of the Government to undertake 
such work itself ’,20 he issued a call for ‘public plantations’ in the form of ‘special 
reserves for plantations of useful forest timber’, as well as ‘planting on portions of 
the reserves that are at present set aside for educational and other public purposes’.21

At the national level, large-scale and widespread state afforestation did not begin 
until the 1890s, by which time fears of an approaching ‘timber famine’ had gathered 
apace.22 At the local level, however, central government created a Canterbury 
Plantation Board in 1879 under the engineer Edward George Wright, to supervise 
existing public reserves and to extend plantations upon them. Potts was one of seven 
board members, attending many of the 19 meetings held before his death. As with 
the private plantations which profited from the 1871 Act, the Board’s afforestation 
was limited in extent, and it was initially geared more to the creation of shelter belts 
than to timber production. The Board’s significance lies mostly in its precedence 
but it also demonstrates Potts’s support of public plantation right through to 1888. 
He never rejected the idea of state afforestation, nor did he retreat from a broader 
belief in the importance of state action when trying to counter individual inaction, 
short-sightedness and greed.23

Acclimatisation

Contrastingly, acclimatisation was an early enthusiasm which we can be certain 
Potts withdrew from in the 1870s, and in these later years his interest in Vogel-
style native forest conservation may also have waned. In both cases, the way things 
were done could present a threat to the continued well-being of New Zealand’s 
indigenous  environment. Potts became more knowledgeable and appreciative 
of, and attached to, this environment. At the same time, he became more aware 
both of  the interconnectedness of its parts in an established synthesis and of 
the disconnection created by interference and introductions. This is a theme 
of continuing relevance today.

20  ‘Review of Transactions of the New Zealand Institute Vol. 1’, in Otago Daily Times, 13 July 1869.
21  Lyttelton Times, 23 February 1869.
22  See Paul Star, ‘Henry Matthews’ Contribution to Tree Culture in New Zealand from 1896 to 1909’, in Australia’s 
Ever-Changing Forests VI: Proceedings of the Eighth National Conference on Australian Forest History, ed. Brett J. Stubbs, 
Jane Lennon, Alison Specht and John Taylor (Canberra: Australian Forest History Society, 2012), 201–24.
23  Potts was a traditionalist rather than a socialist but, arguably, his emphasis on the need for active state 
involvement in both conservation and development grew more pronounced because of the absence, in the colonies, 
of an established and immensely rich landed gentry such as existed in Britain.
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Potts undoubtedly saw—a generation before another runholder, Herbert Guthrie-
Smith, famously came to a similar conclusion24—the paradoxical ‘nature’ of European 
settlement in New Zealand. He increasingly realised that in remodelling a land to 
suit western culture, goals and biota, settlers like himself threatened to destroy all 
those differences in nature that they were beginning to appreciate:

As the country became occupied, the more remote districts rendered accessible by 
means of roads, as wide-spreading swamps were drained and brought into cultivation, 
extensive tracts of country stocked with cattle and sheep, above all, as the whole 
face of the country became changed by the repeated bush fires, it can be readily 
understood how these various incidents of civilization should so soon have effected 
such considerable changes in the condition of our feathered tribes.25

This was Potts’s description of his own, as much as anyone else’s, actions. 
As  chairman  of the Port Victoria Road Board, he supervised the rerouting of 
Governor’s Bay Road through land rich in native ferns;26 as a member of the 
Canterbury Provincial Council he forwarded the drainage of wetlands around Lakes 
Forsyth and Ellesmere;27 and as a station owner he introduced stock into new areas 
of the high country tussock lands.

At first sight, what Potts wrote in the above description in 1869 mirrored the 
remarks by Richardson in 1842, with which I began this article. But Richardson 
(who never visited the colony) wrote of New Zealand’s indigenous birds in ‘their 
native haunts’, while Potts viewed these same species as ‘our feathered tribes’ 
(emphasis added). Potts was involved in the native fauna and flora in a way that 
earlier observers were not. This meant moving beyond observation to response, and 
with response came an increasing sense of responsibility.

It is often observed that European settlers came to New Zealand with the intention 
of creating a ‘Britain of the South’. More accurately, among those who had any 
vision at all beyond the usual hopes for love, fulfilment and capital gain, the 
desire was to replicate the best features of British society while avoiding its flaws. 
This, at least, lay behind Edward Gibbon Wakefield’s vision of a structured and 
graded society with a strong rural base, in which a landed elite could flourish while 
displaying a dutiful regard for the rest of the population. An initially unpropertied 
class would, he thought, accumulate enough through their manual contribution to 
the colony’s development, to buy reasonably priced ‘waste land’ from the Crown. 

24  ‘Have I for sixty years desecrated God’s earth and dubbed it improvement?’ – Herbert Guthrie-Smith, Tutira: 
The Story of a New Zealand Sheep Station, 4th ed. (Auckland; Seattle: Godwit Press and University of Washington 
Press, 1999), xxiii.
25  T. H. Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, TNZI 2 (1869): 43.
26  T. H. Potts, ‘Fern leaves’ [1877–78], 99. For this and other articles republished in T. H. Potts, Out in the Open: 
A Budget of Scraps of Natural History, gathered in New Zealand (Christchurch: Lyttelton Times, 1882), the original 
date of publication in the New Zealand Country Journal is in square brackets, while the page numbers denote the 
article’s place in the (more accessible) book.
27  The Press, 1 January 1872; 15 June 1872; 3 September 1872; 16 April 1874.
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This would enable them to rise into the middle-ranking ‘yeoman’ class of small 
mixed farmers. ‘Such advancement towards wealth’, Potts wrote, ‘could only be 
esteemed as miraculous amongst the same class in the Old Country’.28

Such a vision appealed to those who came of their own free will to the ‘Wakefield 
settlements’ in Wellington, Otago, Canterbury and elsewhere in the 1840s–60s. 
Among them was Henry Phillips, the younger son of an established Midlands brewing 
family, who arrived in one of Canterbury’s ‘first four ships’ in 1850. Potts, who 
sold his family’s thriving gunmaking business before himself sailing to Canterbury 
in 1854, was Phillips’s son-in-law. What aspirations could such people have had, 
on sailing for New Zealand, beyond essentially British aspirations, based on their 
own experiences? Even though, as in Potts’s case, some had travelled elsewhere in 
Europe, none had experience of so completely different a natural environment as 
that of New Zealand. They also found it hard to understand a culture (Māori) which 
saw land in terms of communal responsibility rather than individual ownership, 
and which viewed forests and wetlands as seasonal destinations for hunting and 
gathering rather than as potential grazing lands for sheep and cattle.

European settlers knew that, until very recently, New Zealand had contained none 
of the traditional farm stock and game animals that they were familiar with, nor 
cereals and other crops, nor many other useful or familiar or interesting plants. They 
saw these as assets that needed to be introduced as part of an ongoing programme 
of gap-filling and enrichment, begun by European explorers and missionaries just 
a few decades earlier.

As a keen horticulturist, even before seeing New Zealand Potts had sent out ‘seeds, 
plants, and trees, including azaleas, rhododendra, ferns and other choice plants and 
flowers … the nucleus of his own garden in New Zealand but also a source of 
specimens for the public gardens and the gardens of his friends’.29 His primary goal, 
upon reaching the ‘station’ already established in Canterbury by his father-in-law, 
was to acquire his own landholding as soon as possible and to stock it with cattle 
and sheep. And he did so, in grand style. At its peak Potts’s high country station, 
Hakatere, extended over 81,000 acres (about 33,000 ha).

In 1858 Potts moved his family to Governor’s Bay, on the edge of Lyttelton Harbour 
between Christchurch and Banks Peninsula, leaving the day-to-day running of his 
high country station to a manager. While the vast acreage of Hakatere consisted 
almost entirely of leased Crown land, his house (Ohinetahi) and farm at Governor’s 
Bay, which occupied about 600 acres (250 ha), were on freehold land.30 This bay 
became Potts’s home, in the truest of senses, where he and his wife raised 14 children 

28  T. H. Potts, ‘Recollections by Rambler’ [Canterbury Times 1886], reprinted in New Zealand Country Journal 
(hereafter NZCJ) 15 (1891): 195.
29  Obituary of T. H. Potts, Lyttelton Times, 28 July 1888.
30  Francis Cresswell, Old Homes of Lyttelton Harbour (Christchurch: Pegasus Press, 1955), 17.
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and where he lived until his final year. At first Potts still regularly went into the 
Canterbury high country, both to attend to business matters and to watch birds. 
But his exotic pine plantation, his garden and his fernery, were all at Governor’s Bay, 
and it was here that he made many of his natural history observations, and where, 
in the 1860s, he introduced British birds.

The acclimatisation movement had gained a formal structure with the foundation 
of acclimatisation societies in Paris (1854) and London (1860). Early activity 
focused on bringing non-European species from the colonies to these centres of 
empire, rather more than on transfers in the opposite direction. By 1865, however, 
the London society was moribund, and initiative within the British sphere came 
from acclimatisation societies in Melbourne and Sydney, Auckland and Dunedin. 
These societies concentrated exclusively on the introduction and establishment of 
well-known, primarily European, species in Australia and New Zealand, in which 
contexts they were ‘exotic’.

While these antipodean societies introduced some plant species, most transfers were 
of fish, game and birds. An editorial from Dunedin’s Otago Daily Times in 1866 
reflects an underlying presumption:

There is not in the world a finer field for experimentation than New Zealand. It is 
a land of rich pasture eminently fitted for the abode of grazing animals … The rabbit, 
hare, various descriptions of animals and deer, would find ample food and shelter on 
it, and would not interfere with the domestic animals raised and reared under the 
fostering care of man … Precisely the same may be affirmed of the rivers. With the 
exception of a few eels and small fish, they are tenantless … both land and water 
are prepared to support life, but are as nearly devoid of it as if creation had done 
its work.31

The initial suggestion for a Canterbury Acclimatisation Society came from Mark 
Stoddart, who had Potts as best man at his wedding in 1862. When the society 
was formed in 1864, Potts served as one of its five vice presidents and was on the 
subcommittee that planned its acclimatisation grounds in Christchurch.32

Potts’s strongest enthusiasm was for the acclimatisation of British birds, an activity 
which he was already pursuing privately before the society arranged for a series of 
shipments with Captain Alfred Stevens of the Matoaka. Potts had song thrushes 
(Turdus philomelos) nesting in Governor’s Bay in 1864;33 in 1865, he received 
English blackbirds (Turdus merula) from Melbourne and released not only these and 
a female chaffinch (Fringilla coelebs), but even Australian budgerigars (Melopsittacus 
undulatus).34 At a meeting of the Acclimatisation Society which he chaired in 

31  Otago Daily Times, 22 May 1866.
32  Lyttelton Times, 26 April 1864 and 27 August 1864.
33  T.H. Potts, ‘A Countryman in Town’ [Part 1], NZCJ 11, no. 6 (November 1887): 457–61.
34  Diary transcript, privately held, Christchurch, 11 January 1865; 21 January 1865; 11 October 1865; and 
13 November 1865.
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1867, Potts said ‘he believed he had stocked the bays with greenfinches [Carduelis 
chloris]. He began in October 1864 with a single pair, and the birds could now 
be numbered by scores’.35 Benefitting from the society’s shipments, Potts received 
further blackbirds and thrushes in 1867, and as late as 1873 he accepted about 
30 goldfinches (Carduelis carduelis) and other insectivores from them, and probably 
also released 12 Australian magpies (Gymnorhina tibicen).36

Nevertheless, even in 1868 Potts was uneasy about the way acclimatisation was 
going. ‘In case of any more birds being sent out from England’, he told the Society, 
‘care should be taken to import some of an insectivorous kind’. He feared their 
acclimatisation gardens were ‘becoming merely a poultry depot’, an opinion 
with which a fellow member, the architect Robert Speechly, concurred, noting 
‘the tendency to form a zoological collection, foreign to the objects of the society’.37

Potts left the Society around the end of 1868. ‘I did so in the good company of 
other early supporters of acclimatisation’, he later stated, ‘because it was patent 
to us, that whilst we bore our share of the responsibility, we were without any 
control in the proceedings of the Society’.38 ‘This country offers such a field for 
the work of acclimatisation that it has ever appeared to us a subject of regret that 
efforts of this character are not undertaken on some general plan for the whole 
country’.39 By the mid-1870s acclimatisation societies were being widely criticised 
for having introduced species (notably rabbits, house sparrows [Passer domesticus], 
and greenfinches) that were more troublesome (eating grass or cereal seeds) than 
beneficial as food or as consumers of insect pests. It had proved impossible not only 
to control the acclimatisation societies, but also the acclimatising species.

Later in his life, Potts felt certain that ‘the meed [deserved measure] of care and 
trouble [taken in protecting introduced birds] has been public loss rather than 
benefit’.40 His decision to have no further truck with acclimatisation societies41 also 
suggests an early realisation that concurrency between the rise of exotic and the fall 

35  Lyttelton Times, 26 January 1867: 2. In 1872 he said the pair of greenfinches had been bought for five guineas 
and were liberated in October 1863: T. H. Potts, ‘On Recent Changes in the Fauna of New Zealand’ [The Field, 
25 October 1873], reprinted in Potts, Out in the Open, 222.
36  The Press, 23 February 1867: 2; and 1 March 1873; The Star, 8 March 1873: 2; Records of the North 
Canterbury Acclimatisation Society, August 1873. All these exotic species, except budgerigars, became established 
in New Zealand.
37  The Press, 28 March 1868: 2; and 29 February 1868: 2.
38  Lyttelton Times, 9 May 1874. 
39  Potts, ‘On Recent Changes’, 223.
40  T. H. Potts, ‘Out in the Open’, NZCJ 10, no. 2 (1886): 94.
41  The Canterbury Acclimatisation Society elected him as ‘a supernumerary member of the Council’ in 1883 
(Records of the North Canterbury Acclimatisation Society 3: 680) but there is no evidence that he sought this honour. 
By the time of the government’s gazettal of Resolution Island as New Zealand’s first island reserve for native flora and 
fauna in 1891, some acclimatisation societies (primarily through the influence of Otago’s G. M. Thomson) had begun 
to ‘expend some energies in the reestablishment of the most valuable of our native fauna’—a function that Potts had 
proposed for them 20 years earlier (in Potts,‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, 43, and ‘On Recent Changes’, 235). 
See Susanne and John Hill, Richard Henry of Resolution Island (Dunedin: John McIndoe, 1987), chap. 6. 
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of native species had more to do with the role of human agency than the survival 
of the fittest.42 In the 1880s, by which time the blackbird had become the bane 
of every fruit grower, Potts wrote that ‘the charm has so faded in the progress of 
events that one has to think over the condition of matters then [in the 1860s] 
which could have made the melody of this songster appear so enchanting’.43  But, he 
added, ‘The amount of damage it inflicts cannot be wondered at when societies are 
allowed to introduce birds, and at the same time destroy the natural checks to over-
reproduction provided by [native] birds of prey’.44

By the late 1860s, acclimatisation societies were exclusively focused on faunal 
introductions. What Potts was distancing himself from was the release into the 
wild of exotic birds, mammals and perhaps fish.45 He saw no reason to similarly 
end his involvement in horticulture: he was an early president of the Christchurch 
Horticultural Society, and he continued into the 1880s judging and competing at 
their shows. At their spring show in 1883, for instance, he won two prizes for his 
roses, as well as prizes for his apples, cherries, strawberries and peas.46

While many of the flowers and all the fruit and vegetables that Potts grew were 
exotic species, he planted them only in his garden where they posed no obvious 
threat to the indigenous environment. As for his continuing and close involvement 
with exotic tree plantations, this was on land that was already cleared or was treeless. 
He saw these plantations as an alternative timber source for the future which would 
also reduce the need to cut down native forests. This was before the extensive 
encroachment of garden escapees into the bush, or of wilding pines into open 
country, which are severe environmental problems in New Zealand today. I think he 
would have seen nothing incongruous about his own gardening and tree-planting.

Potts also remarked on, but evidently accepted, the presence of introduced livestock, 
and he remained reliant on the income they produced for him. His personal 
situation, in fact, reflected the rarely acknowledged dilemma at the heart of New 
Zealand’s development as a whole, which rested (and rests) largely on the export of 
agricultural produce. Given the interconnectedness of all species (which ecological 

42  See Ross Galbreath, ‘Displacement, Conservation and Customary Use of Native Plants and Animals in New 
Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History, 36, no. 1 (April 2002): 36–50. Potts never used the phrase ‘human 
agency’, but he did say that ‘a marked change has been effected in the fauna [of New Zealand] through the agency 
of civilisation’—Potts, ‘On Recent Changes’, 221. On this theme, see Paul Star, ‘Human Agency and Exotic Birds 
in New Zealand’, Environment and History, 20, no. 2 (2014): 275–99.
43  T. H. Potts, ‘On Introduced Birds: The Blackbird’ [1882]: 295.
44  Potts, ‘On Introduced Birds’, 301.
45  While Phillips, Stoddart and Enys were proactive in the introduction of salmon and trout, Potts, to my 
knowledge, never was. His few writings on fish relate to the value of native eels which ‘furnished the natives with 
a vast amount of succulent and savoury food’ but were reduced by ‘drainage, cultivation, and the onward steps of 
civilization’. T. H. Potts, ‘Eels and Eel-Fishing’ [1880]: 166. Potts at the same time called for ‘the protective care 
for the spawn or fry of [native] fish’. Cf. Mike Joy, ‘Are Whitebait Headed for Extinction?’, New Zealand Herald, 
10 June 2014.
46  The Press, 10 November 1883.
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science has enabled us to appreciate more systematically than Potts could), it 
became a well-nigh impossible goal to preserve an indigenous environment on one 
side of the country while fostering exotic-based agroecosystems on the other side. 
New Zealanders still want both.

Potts as naturalist

What saved Potts from a purblindness to New Zealand’s indigenous environment, 
of the kind that afflicted most acclimatists, was the acuteness of his naturalist’s eye. 
He was a keen ornithologist long before coming to New Zealand, and had built up 
a very fine collection of British birds’ eggs. Upon reaching Canterbury in the mid-
1850s, and while still based upcountry near his father-in-law’s Rockwood Station, he 
kept a diary which recorded not only his interest in the animals and plants familiar 
to him from England, but, equally, his excitement upon encountering a flora and 
fauna entirely new to him.

Entries from 1855 record him ‘digging and sowing forest seeds, sycamore, ash, 
maple, holly and pine’ and how he ‘scattered about the shrubbery seeds of the 
large, fig-leaved laurel, and sweet briar’. On the other hand, he records ‘collecting 
and planting native shrubs including the scarlet flowering shrub’ Southern rata 
(Metrosideros umbellata) and seeing ‘another butterfly at the stockyard resembling 
Vanessa atalanta [the red admiral] in the British fauna’, and he notes that ‘the quantity 
of tuis [Prosthemadera novaeseelandiae] flying around today was extraordinary’. 
For  the first time, in the following year, he ‘noticed some beautiful little birds 
[silvereyes (Zosterops lateralis)]—green, inclining to reddish on the breast and wings, 
with golden rings around the eyes. They should be called “Golden tears”’.47

Though less than a year in New Zealand at the time, Potts already appreciated that 
settlers’ goals and actions sometimes conflicted fundamentally with the appetites 
and requirements of native birds. Upon killing a weka (Gallirallus australis), he wrote 
that ‘it goes much against my inclination to wage exterminating war against these 
amusing and confident birds, but they are so partial to fowl’s eggs and so persevering 
in their visits to the nesting places, that one is reduced to the alternative of wekas 
or eggs—we decide for the latter’.48 In the same week he noted that native quail 
(Coturnix novaezelandiae) had become ‘an unwonted [that is, unusual] sight now 
and when we came here they were quite common, but the great fires have most 
probably diminished their numbers so rapidly’.49

47  Potts’s diary, 10 April, 24 September, 3 August, 22 August, 28 July (all 1855); and 28 July 1856.
48  Potts’s diary, 12 October, 1855.
49  Potts’s diary, 15 October, 1855. The native quail was extinct by about 1875.
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Apart from this reference to ‘great fires’ (lit to increase the worth of native tussock as 
stock feed) Potts, in this early diary, never directly acknowledged that loss of habitat 
meant the loss of native birds, nor that introduced stock (and, later, introduced 
birds) might be in direct competition with native birds for the same food sources 
and with the same result. He already understood, however, how easily the forest 
could be destroyed: one day he ‘walked down to Rockwood and saw Mr. Ross 
and Mr. Aylmer and their men having come for the purposes of obtaining timber, 
and firewood … if this is persevered with [it] will certainly destroy much of the 
ornamental character of Rockwood, not so much on account of the gap left by 
the trees they throw, as by the effect of these gaps on the bush remaining’.50

Native bird protection

A decade and a half later, with his papers ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’ read before 
the philosophical societies of Wellington and Canterbury and published in the 
national Transactions of the New Zealand Institute, Potts’s knowledge of the colony’s 
bird-life was recognised as second to none. Alfred Newton, perhaps the greatest 
English ornithologist of his generation, wrote to James Hector (who edited the 
Transactions) expressing his delight that there was ‘in your country an observer so 
well qualified as Mr. Potts’.51 But Potts did not long remain content just describing 
native birds; he also wanted to save them.

In his first notes ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’ (1870), Potts described how 
thoroughly the inland Canterbury scene around Rockwood had changed since 
1855, and sought to understand the process:

The wooded gullies denuded of timber, show amidst blackened stumps, some isolated 
shrubs, still green, of olearea, panax, or much-enduring coprosma; the constantly 
recurring bush fires have cleared off the stately Ti palms (so fragrant in early spring), 
dwarfed flax bushes, altered the conditions of various grasses, improving some for 
grazing, effected a speedier drainage, and dried up the shallow lagoons. Thousands of 
sheep now depasture [graze] on that well-remembered corner of ‘the plains’, on those 
gently-swelling downs; instead of the varied cries of birds we have the bleating of 
flocks … If from some of the causes thus pointed out, or the rapid rate at which the 
timber forests have been wasted or destroyed, the introduction of bees … the spread 
of cats, and even rats, or from the feeble hold on life which appears to be shared by 
every living thing that is indigenous, whether animal or vegetable, when brought 
into contact with foreign influences, it should be deemed impossible to avert the 

50  Potts’s diary, 25 July, 1856.
51  Newton to Hector, 4 November 1869, Inward Letters, James Hector archive, Te Papa, Wellington.
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impending fate which threatens the existence of many species of our native birds, we 
must endeavour to find some compensation for so great a misfortune, in the success 
which has attended the introduction of foreign birds in many parts of the country.52

At this time he admitted to no firm view on the primary cause of bird decline. 
He was prepared to consider (though perhaps not countenance) the common view 
that native species were innately ‘feeble’; and he still sought consolation in the 
advance of exotic substitutes.

Parliament, through its Protection of Animals Act 1867, had by this time set up 
a framework to reduce the destruction of birds by proclaiming ‘close seasons’ 
when certain species could not be killed.53 The protected birds, however, were 
almost entirely exotic species, introduced either as game birds or as pest-destroying 
insectivores, or often simply because they reminded British settlers of ‘Home’. 
To  Potts’s increasing distress, native birds in general failed to feature on the 
‘protected’ list, principally because, at that time, much less sentiment or value was 
attached to them.

In 1870, Potts suggested that kiwi (Apteryx sp.) and kakapo (Strigops habroptilus) be 
included: ‘Could not our paternal Government interfere in behalf of these interesting 
aborigines, for we believe there are those who would shoot the Cherubim for 
specimens, without the smallest remorse.’54 When, in 1872, Parliament was actively 
considering additions to the schedule of protected species, Potts wrote directly on 
the subject to Walter Mantell, who sat in the upper house and had some influence:

Besides the apterygidae [kiwi], the kakapo and other ancient indigenous forms, the 
extinction of which would be a lasting disgrace to us, many of our grallatorial birds 
[such as herons] should come under the preservation act … There are yet other 
birds which are more difficult to protect, for the unenquiring settler drives them 
to destruction and a howl of indignation would I suppose greet anyone rash enough 
to speak a word for their preservation—I mean our few raptorials [birds of prey]—
they are so mercilessly slaughtered as to destroy the natural balance of race. Rats, 
mice, the larger insects increase and multiply accordingly[.]55

52  Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, 49–50.
53  For precise detail, see Colin M. Miskelly, ‘Legal Protection of New Zealand’s Indigenous Terrestrial Fauna: 
An Historical Review’’, Tuhinga 25 (2014): 25–101.
54  Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, 67.
55  Potts to Mantell, 22 August 1872, Mantell Papers, Turnbull Library, Wellington. Potts was not unusual among 
nineteenth-century naturalists (prior to ecological science) in referring to the disruption of ‘natural balance’, but 
opinions differed on what should be done about it. The entomologist R. W. Fereday, addressing the Philosophical 
Institute of Canterbury four months later, felt it was ‘our duty not only to protect the few indigenous birds that 
yet remain, but to continue to introduce others [exotic birds], until we have restored the balance which has been 
disturbed’. R. W. Fereday, ‘On the Direct Injuries to Vegetation in New Zealand by Various Insects’, TNZI 5 
(1873): 293.
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Potts also sought overseas support for New Zealand’s birds, through the columns 
of Nature. In a letter placed in this British scientific periodical, he compared the 
anomalies surrounding the destruction of native forest and native birds:

We encourage planting, the labour and capital therein may yield returns after the 
lapse of generations; we, at the same time, allow timber, the growth of ages, to be 
swept by fire by anyone who owns a box of matches, and look on firing as the best 
means to subdue the wilderness. We import with great difficulty insectivorous birds, 
and allow the Apterygidae [kiwi] and other insectivorous genera to be destroyed 
without mercy.56

As with modern environmentalists who argue that biodiversity is crucial since 
many threatened species may have potential benefit for humanity, Potts stressed the 
untapped value to settlers of native forests and birds. Perhaps then, as now, it seemed 
more promising to highlight economic gain rather than beauty or magnificence, 
but the whole tone of Potts’s letter, in calling on those in Britain to ‘help us save 
our birds’ (my emphasis), indicates that he personally, after 18 years in the colony, 
valued New Zealand’s flora and fauna for much more than their utility. What his 
analysis lacked, despite the parallels drawn between forest decline and bird decline, 
was any clear statement on the interrelationship between the fate of the one and the 
fate of the other.

In a paper he read before the Philosophical Institute of Canterbury 10 months later, 
‘On Recent Changes in the Fauna of New Zealand’, Potts’s principal subject was the 
change in habits, rather than reduction in habitat, of native birds, and he focused 
mostly on a handful of them (harrier hawks, kingfishers, silvereyes and grey warblers) 
which had successfully adapted to the European presence and profited from the new 
food sources it presented. He called again, however, for ‘the preservation of our 
native fauna’, noting forest removal by fire was ‘quickly rendering whole districts 
comparatively mute’.57

This was what he had seen and could stirringly record, but how could it be placed 
within a scientific context? Marsh’s book, which had provided Potts with an 
intellectual framework in which to place his own thoughts on forest conservation, 
could not help him here. The Natural History of Selborne (1789) (which he loved, and 
by an author, Gilbert White, with whom he was increasingly compared) confirmed 
Potts in his appreciation of all aspects of natural history; but there was little, 
beyond his own observations, to guide him towards a proper understanding that 
the flora and fauna of a particular habitat functioned as, and were parts of, a whole. 

56  T. H. Potts, ‘Help Us Save Our Birds’, Nature, 2 May 1872: 5–6, doi.org/10.1038/006005c0. Faced later 
with a new threat to kiwi, ‘for the skins to furnish materials for muffs for frivolous women’, Potts again looked for 
overseas support, since ‘in this colony a strong protest against such barbarity cannot be expected; a few lovers of 
nature might raise their voices against it, but their words would fall unheeded unless backed by general opinion 
from without our little sphere.’– T. H. Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand Part III’, TNZI 5 (1873): 193.
57  Potts, ‘On Recent Changes’, 226, 234.

http://doi.org/10.1038/006005c0
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Both  Eugenius Warming’s Plantesamfund (1895), which laid the foundations of 
plant ecology, and Arthur Tansley’s introduction of the ‘ecosystem’ concept in 1935, 
lay well in the future.58

Potts, in his 1872 letter to Nature, hoped a greater awareness of the destruction of 
‘beautiful and interesting’ New Zealand birds would lead to preventive ‘efforts more 
likely to give better results than our present legal enactments’. In his final paragraph 
he suggested a new kind of approach: 

Could we be persuaded to try and avert …the destruction of so many species of 
our feathered tribe, D’Urville’s Island might be found most useful. Wingless species, 
and birds of feeble powers of flight, might there find a refuge for some of their 
representatives. Resolution Island might be placed under tapu from molestation by 
dog and gun.59

This identified native bird decline with firing guns rather than firing forests, and 
with dogs rather than other predators. There is no mention here of habitat loss, or 
of competition from introduced bird species so much better equipped for life in the 
new environments created by European settlement. Nevertheless, Potts’s new idea 
implicitly promoted faunal preservation in insular locations where the vegetation 
remained (relatively) unchanged and unthreatened, and this powerfully influenced 
the direction of nature protection in New Zealand.60

How did Potts reach the then-novel concept of ‘island reserves’?61 The word ‘taboo’, 
an Anglicisation of the Tongan ‘tabu’, had entered the language as far back as 1777, 
but Potts’s suggestion in 1875 that Resolution Island be ‘placed under tapu’ made 
use of the Māori word for the Polynesian concept of forbiddance, or setting apart. 
In the same year, a fellow runholder and naturalist, John Enys, noted that ‘part of 
the ranges [behind Wellington] have been rendered tapu by the natives, for the last 
seven years, so as to protect the Huia [Heteralocha acutirostris] from being killed 
off’.62 This indicates that both men had learned something from Māori conservation.

In 1880 Potts even referred to ‘the dull epoch of Maori conservancy’, suggesting 
that he viewed the pre-European period as one of steady stewardship of the native 
environment.63 He wrote earlier of the ‘slumbering wilderness’ being ‘awakened … 
from the silent trance of ages’ when the Europeans arrived to interfere with ‘virgin 

58  See Peter J. Bowler, The Fontana History of the Environmental Sciences (London: HarperCollins, 1992), 370–8. 
59  Potts, ‘Help Us Save Our Birds’, 6. The islands referred to lie off the west and northern coasts of New Zealand’s 
South Island.
60  For links between Potts’s early promotion of the ‘island reserve’ idea and more recent developments, see Paul 
Star, ‘Island Reserves and Mainland Islands, including a Review of Ecosanctuaries’, Environment and Nature in New 
Zealand 9, no. 2 (2014): 61–71.
61  The New Zealand botanist Thomas Kirk, at much the same time, considered Little Barrier Island in this light.
62  J. D. Enys, ‘An Account of the Maori Manner of Preserving the Skin of the Huia, Heteralocha acutirostris, 
Buller’, TNZI 8 (1875): 204–5.
63  T. H. Potts, ‘Kia, Kea, or Sheep-Killer’, Out in the Open, 184.
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forests … in all their pristine beauty’.64 Clearly, Potts (like all of his generation) had 
no idea of the great ecological impact of Polynesian settlers on the New Zealand 
environment, but he did have respect for their Māori descendants65 and an awareness 
that European settlement was disrupting indigenous people along with the flora and 
fauna they depended upon. He noted later that ‘[d]rainage of swamps and other 
improvements have put an end to their duck-hunting … woodland birds were also 
hunted, but the rapid disforesting of this district [Banks Peninsula] has made this 
custom a thing of the past’.66

Whatever Potts learnt from Māori ‘traditional ecological knowledge’, I think the 
decline of the flightless great auk (Pinguinus impennis) was a more formative influence 
on him when it came to island reserves. This, the only British bird to become 
extinct in the nineteenth century, was the species of the northern oceans whose 
evolutionary development most nearly mirrored that of penguins in the southern 
hemisphere. The last British specimen was killed on the remote Outer Hebridean 
island of St Kilda in 1844, and the last sighting anywhere was off the Newfoundland 
coast in 1852.67 While arranging to move to New Zealand in 1854, Potts sold two 
of the three great auk eggs which crowned his egg collection. He retained one, 
however, and may well have considered it his most treasured possession. In the 
decade before his death, when the decline in his fortunes forced him to sell almost 
everything, he still kept this egg.68

We gain a sense of its significance for Potts from a paper about the great auk that 
he read before the Wellington Philosophical Society in 1870.69 In this he remarked 
that there was ‘no close time or fence month observed for the Great Auk’,70 but hoped 
nevertheless that the species ‘still exists and breeds on some of the surf-beaten 
Skärs and Skerries [of Iceland], where a frightful surge almost perpetually rages, 
and denies access to the boldest explorer’. And, he added, ‘would that some of 
our rarer birds [in New Zealand] could be sheltered from impending extinction by 
a barrier as secure, and thus be saved from the destructive attacks of the mercenary 

64  T. H. Potts, ‘White Heron’, Out in the Open, 1; T. H. Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand Part II’, TNZI 3 
(1871): 59. Similarly, three decades later, Leonard Cockayne thought the Māori ‘could work but little damage 
to the [native] vegetation’, and regarded Stewart Island as still ‘an actual piece of the primeval world’ prior to the 
European period. L. Cockayne, ‘Report on a Botanical Survey of Kapiti Island’, Appendices to the Journals of the 
House of Representatives [AJHR] (1907) C–8, 3; L. Cockayne, ‘Report on a Botanical Survey of Stewart Island’, 
AJHR (1909) C–12, 41.
65  This respect is evident in T. H. Potts, ‘With Tawhaio and the Kingites’, Out in the Open, 9–29.
66  T. H. Potts, ‘Out in the Open’, NZCJ (1887): 207–8.
67  See Jeremy Gaskell, Who Killed the Great Auk? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
68  His widow sold the egg in 1891, and it was sold on again in 1897 for £294. See John E. Thayer, ‘Great Auk 
Eggs in the Thayer Museum’, The Auk 29, no. 2 (1912): 208–9.
69  T. H. Potts, ‘Notes on an Egg of Alca impennis, Linn., in the Collection of the Author’, TNZI 3 (1871): 109–10.
70  A ‘fence month’ first referred to the fawning time of the deer, a 30-day period when hunting them was 
forbidden. The term harked back to a now obsolete meaning of ‘fence’, given in the Oxford English Dictionary as the 
‘means or method of defence, protection, security’.
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plunderer’. In 1872–73, by then having identified the two locations he mentioned 
as of sufficient insularity, Potts at last had a chance to sail around the New Zealand 
coast and see both islands.

A trip to the West Coast Sounds

By this time, the colony had a population of about 300,000 (an 1871 estimate) 
but, in the South Island, people lived almost entirely on the eastern side. The south-
western coast, clad in dense bush, was virtually without European settlement. 
One  iwi (tribe) among the indigenous Māori population had centuries-old links 
with this coast, but they too placed their settlements elsewhere.71

Polynesian rats (Rattus exulans) were present in the West Coast bush. European rats 
(Rattus rattus and Rattus norvegicus) arrived with Captain Cook in the eighteenth 
century and, more recently, miners’ dogs had killed many native birds. Nevertheless, 
the great bulk of south-western New Zealand retained the appearance of ‘wilderness’ 
in the 1870s, as it does to this day, with native forest stretching right down the sides 
of steep fiords (or ‘sounds’) to the sea. In 1873 Enys considered that ‘the Sounds … 
exceed anything that can be imagined in beauty’.72

Potts first visited the western side of New Zealand in 1872, guided overland by 
William Docherty, an ex-miner who made his living by shooting kiwi and selling 
their skins. It was partly his alarm concerning these activities that spurred Potts to 
write the letter to Nature described above. In May that year, he sent 56 British birds’ 
eggs to Hector for the Colonial Museum in Wellington. Hector, in return, gave 
Potts a copy of the catalogue of New Zealand fishes he had just completed. Potts 
then despatched further eggs and announced a wish ‘to illustrate my paper this year 
with a few sketches of rare nests and I have a great desire to make a journey to … 
Sound Country … probably you could lend me some assistance in the matter’.73

71  ‘The Colony in 1874’, plate 53, in Malcolm McKinnon, ed., New Zealand Historical Atlas (Auckland: David 
Bateman, 1997) includes a graphic presentation of New Zealand’s population distribution at this time.
72  Enys to Mother, 18 January 1873, Enys papers, 157/55, Canterbury Museum, Christchurch. For Enys, see 
Paul Star, ‘John Enys, Cornish Patron of New Zealand Science’, Journal of the Royal Institution of Cornwall n.s. 2, 
no. 2 (1996): 30–9. By the end of the twentieth century one of the fiords, Milford Sound, attracted half a million 
tourists a year (1996 estimate from the Department of Conservation, Te Anau), and the Milford Track enjoyed 
a reputation as ‘the most beautiful walk in the world’. See G. M. Thomson in Otago Daily Times, 17 February 
1925; Fred Stuckey, The Finest Walk in the World: The Milford Track (Whangarei: J. E. F. Stuckey, 1982); Frances 
Steel, ‘Cruising New Zealand’s West Coast Sounds: Fiord Tourism in the Tasman World c.1870–1910’, Australian 
Historical Studies, 44, no. 3 (2013): 361–81, doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2013.817452.
73  Potts to Hector, 21 and 30 May 1872; 4 June 1872, 12 October 1872, Inward Letters, James Hector archive, 
Te Papa, Wellington.

http://doi.org/10.1080/1031461X.2013.817452
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Hector stood in the tradition of Scottish medical practitioners active in colonial 
science which Grove and others have remarked upon.74 By 1872 he was well 
established in New Zealand’s capital city as the government geologist, director of 
the Colonial Museum and the Botanical Gardens and head of the New Zealand 
Institute.75 He gained these positions following an initial recommendation from 
Sir  Roderick Murchison, Director-General of the British Geological Survey, and 
‘the  most powerful metropolitan savant since Sir Joseph Banks to champion 
Antipodean colonisation’. In Robert Stafford’s analysis, government scientists 
throughout the British Empire were cultural imperialists, whose role was ‘to engage 
and transform the physical world in the interests of perceived social needs’.76

In successfully fulfilling such a role, a man like Hector was expected to regard 
indigenous environments in an unimpassioned and utilitarian manner. Hector’s 
capacity to do precisely this was already evident during a visit to the south-western 
coast of New Zealand in 1863. Like Enys a decade later, he found the scenery in 
Milford Sound ‘quite equal to the finest that can be enjoyed’, but, more to the 
point, could it be settled? Hector considered this unlikely, since the flat between the 
Arthur and Cleddau Rivers was ‘the only land at the head of Milford Sound that 
could possibly be made available for any purpose’ and the hills to the north of the 
sound were ‘too steep to be of any value’.77 He regarded the south-west corner of 
New Zealand not as an admirer but as a prospector, perfectly performing his duty 
as Otago provincial geologist. Once he became national director of the Geological 
Survey in Wellington in 1865, Hector had many opportunities to promote 
protection of the indigenous environment, but often he did not take them. This was 
despite his interest in New Zealand’s native biota, evidenced by the effort he put 
into cataloguing its marine fauna.

When Hector planned a further trip around the sounds at the end of 1872, 
he  invited along not only Potts but Enys, who had also contributed gifts to the 
Colonial Museum. They boarded the Luna (the government steamer) at Lyttelton 

74  Grove, Green Imperialism, xi, 384; Beattie, Empire and Environmental Anxiety, 100–22; Tom Brooking, 
‘Transforming the Landscape: Scots and the New Zealand Environment’, in Unpacking the Kists: The Scots in New 
Zealand, ed. Brad Patterson, Tom Brooking and Jim McAloon (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2013), 144–72.
75  Simon Nathan, James Hector: Explorer, Scientist, Leader (Wellington: Geoscience Society of New Zealand, 
2015). The New Zealand Institute became the Royal Society of New Zealand, for which see Charles Fleming, 
Science, Settlers and Scholars: The Centennial History of the Royal Society of New Zealand (Wellington: Royal Society 
of New Zealand, 1987).
76  Robert A. Stafford, Scientist of Empire: Sir Roderick Murchison, Scientific Exploration and Victorian Imperialism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 33, 58, 61, 190.
77  James Hector, ‘Geological Expedition to the West Coast of Otago’, Otago Provincial Government Gazette 6 
(5 November 1863): 458, 460, 461, 463.
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and headed down the east coast, steered through Foveaux Strait south of the South 
Island, then proceeded up the south-western coast to Preservation Inlet, where they 
had ‘a pleasant day’s boating, fishing and collecting birds’.78

In Dusky Sound they dredged for fish, prior to camping overnight under an old 
sail on Resolution Island. Next morning they walked to the north of the island, 
hoping for (but not gaining) a glimpse of the takahe (Porphyrio hochstetteri), a large 
flightless rail which many believed extinct. From there the Luna steamed straight 
on to Milford Sound, where it ran aground, forcing them to remain ashore for four 
days while the boat was refloated. ‘From dawn to eve’, in Potts’s recollection, they 
wandered, ‘clutching at daylight greedily, hour by hour, as a precious boon, that 
disclosed to our wandering gaze, the grandeur, the sublimity of Nature’.79 The trip 
ended in Wellington, a fortnight into 1873.

Potts’s retrospective writings on this trip repay close analysis (but with caution, 
acknowledging influences on him after the trip, and his tendency to romanticise 
what he recalled). From his frequent literary asides we know that Potts read deeply 
in the works of major novelists, dramatists and poets, and he himself described 
sweating long over his own prose, carefully considering every phrase.80 In 1881 he 
characterised their stop in Dusky Sound as ‘a holiday trip, hunting for the takahe’.81 
In fact, Potts was, quite literally, a huntsman (or had been in England) and also, as 
a churchman, for him the word ‘holiday’ would still have retained some sense of ‘holy 
day’. In keeping with a scene from a medieval tapestry, he described their journey 
against a background of rich colour—crimson rata flowers, white olearia. It was 
a ‘quest’ for a ‘rara avis’ comparable to the quest for game by hounds (a meaning 
now largely forgotten) or to a knight’s religious quest for the Holy Grail.82

Potts’s ‘ramble’ contrasted and to some extent conflicted with the search for this rare 
bird. Rambling has always implied wandering about ‘from place to place without 
definite aim or direction’. The word was a favourite one with Potts, who used the 

78  T. H. Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand, Part IV’, TNZI 6 (1874): 151, 152. At Waikawa harbour off 
the east coast, Potts recorded the last reliable mainland New Zealand sighting of the shore plover (Thinornis 
novaeseelandiae), which before translocations in the 1990s survived on only one island in the Chathams.
79  Potts, ‘Fern Leaves’, 66.
80  The original of Potts’s first paper ‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, which is now in Te Papa, is covered with 
amendments he made to help the flow of prose and to achieve the right nuance.
81  T. H. Potts, ‘Sea-Fowl’ [1881]: 218.
82  Tennyson published The Holy Grail and Other Poems in 1869. The fossilised bones of a takahe were found 
in the North Island in 1847 and shipped to England, where Richard Owen classified the bird, presumed extinct 
until 1848 when a sealer’s dog caught a live one at Dusky Sound. Surprised that any remained at all, some thought 
that this takahe, and one found in 1851, were the last of their species. The bird’s ‘rediscovery’ in 1948 is also 
now romantically recalled, as in Graham A. Wilson, ‘Doc Orbell and the Takahe’, Clinical and Experimental 
Ophthalmology 34, no. 6 (2006): 606–8, doi.org/10.1111/j.1442-9071.2006.01284.x.
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pseudonym ‘Rambler’. He employed the deliberately unsystematic method of 
rambling to glean his knowledge of natural history, and when writing he increasingly 
made his points by a scarcely syntactic rambling within his paragraphs.83

In another retrospective passage concerning this trip, published in 1880, Potts 
reflected on an event that occurred while they were stranded in Milford Sound. 
He began with a formal narration of the event, repeating, word for word, what he 
had read before the Philosophical Institute of Canterbury in 1873:

In January, 1873, whilst exploring the bush that fringes Milford Sound, the writer 
was so fortunate as to find five nests [of the orange-wattled ‘crow’, the South Island 
kokako (Callaeas cinerea cinerea)], at heights varying from ten to seventeen feet above 
the ground. The first specimen we found placed on the extended limb of a totara 
(Podocarpus) that overhung a deep, ferny gully …. The parent bird on the nest 
allowing a very close approach, was found to be covering two nestlings as yet unable 
to see[.]

Potts then (in 1880) described what he had written seven years earlier as:

a matter of fact description of this interesting find, but it fails altogether to convey 
the least idea of one’s sensations on sighting an object that had been so long, so far, 
and so often hunted for. At last there was the nest, together with the bird … for years 
the search after the nest of the kokako had been carried on as opportunity offered … 
After taking notes of the structure and its surroundings, one was obliged to disturb 
matters so far as to learn whether the nest contained eggs or young; as the parent bird 
slowly quitted her charge, two downy mites were disclosed that afforded matter for 
careful observation … Mr. Enys, who was on board our vessel in the ‘Basin’ close by, 
was fetched to have a look at the kokako’s nest in situ, and as Dr. Hector wanted the 
young for the Colonial Museum, at the next visit to the lovely ferny dell, the home 
of the wattle-bird was rendered desolate, the young were carried away from their 
snug quarters and offered as victims on the altar of science. At the institution thus 
referred to, probably to this day, they may be observed by the curious, dangling in 
a jar of spirit.84

Potts had experienced both ecstasy and agony. He saw the destructiveness of their 
action, yet could not unbind himself from the practices of his day.

We again have the quest imagery in this passage, since for Potts the undertaking 
was a holy one, with an awareness of the sanctity of the treasure sought. His instinct 
told him to disturb things as little as possible; his observation was ‘careful’, 

83  This is best illustrated by his later uncollected ‘Out in the Open’ articles, notably those in NZCJ 7, no. 2 
(1883): 83–92; 9, no. 1 (1885): 3–5; 9, no. 6 (1885): 465–76; 10, no. 2 (1886): 87–95; 10, no. 3 (1886): 173–85; 
11, no. 6 (1888): 457–61; 12, no. 1 (1888): 15–20; and 12, no. 2 (1888): 98–102.
84  T. H. Potts, ‘Notes on Rare or Little Known Birds’ [1880]: 195–6. The South Island kokako is now probably 
extinct, though reconsideration of possible sightings led to its removal from the Ornithological Society’s list of 
extinct species in 2013. See Jamie Morton, ‘“Extinct” South Island Kokako Could Still Be Alive’, New Zealand 
Herald, 27 November 2013.
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his actions minimal. The context in which he found the nest was as significant for 
him as the nest itself. Enys then appeared as the willing intermediary between Potts, 
the protector, and Hector, the plunderer. Finally Hector himself, as the symbolic 
bearer of science (given quasi-religious status by reference to its ‘altar’), was ritually 
involved in the slaughter of nature. The nestling kokako, the subjects in their native 
habitat, were rapidly reduced to object status.85

While the ‘literary criticism’ approach I have taken here includes interpretations 
which should be subject to debate, it is totally clear that Potts, in this passage, 
specifically contrasted his scientific and emotional responses to the find. In 1873 he 
gave just the former, as the only ones appropriate for publication. This would seem 
to confirm that, in the 1870s (more than in the 1880s) the expected or acceptable 
approach to the native environment was dispassionate. Perhaps for many people, 
there was no conflict in this, since they had no passion to suppress. But even for 
those who felt passion, there was scant opportunity to display it.

National domains

By 1880, Potts no longer felt the need to comply with the dull standards of scientific 
objectivity set by Hector for articles in the Transactions. He now published most 
often in the New Zealand Country Journal and sought a more popular audience. 
Hector had ceased to be a particular friend of his. Perhaps also, by this time, Potts 
was confident that an audience existed which could understand his emotional 
interest in indigenous birds and the native environment.86

I suspect the positive response to his ‘Out in the Open’ articles, contributed to the 
Country Journal from 1878, helped to give him this confidence. The sense that he 
was tapping a vein of thought within colonial society, albeit still a minority view, 
can be found in ‘National Domains’, published in that journal in the same year. 
In this article he wove in his thoughts on bird protection and forest conservation 
with ideas on ‘sanitaria’ or sanatoriums.

Sanitaria—in effect, reserves for human health—had already been called for by 
the former premier, William Fox. In 1872 Yellowstone, largely in Wyoming, was 
‘set apart as a public park or pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment 

85  The spirit specimen of kokako nestlings has since disappeared; there appears to be no reference to it in the 
Colonial Museum records at Te Papa: Colin Miskelly, email to Paul Star, 4 April 2011; and see Colin Miskelly, 
‘Adding Value to Old Nests’, blog.tepapa.govt.nz/2014/05/08.
86  In the preface to his book Out in the Open (1882) Potts referred to a ‘faint hope of calling public attention to 
the wisdom of making provision for the future by timely reservations of land for the important purposes indicated’ 
in ‘National Domains’.

http://blog.tepapa.govt.nz/2014/05/08
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of the people’,87 thus becoming the world’s first national park. Two years later, Fox 
commented on the parallel attraction of the thermal districts of the North Island 
and proposed that sanitary and hydropathic institutions be established there.88 ‘I beg 
to suggest to the Government of New Zealand’, Fox wrote, ‘that … some such step 
[as at Yellowstone] should be taken with regard to Rotomahana, its terraces, and 
other volcanic wonders’.89

Potts toured the thermal district around Rotomahana in the central North Island in 
1876.90 Probably this visit, more than what Fox wrote, prompted Potts to suggest 
sanitaria as one ‘class’ of national domain in 1878. He called for their creation 
without further delay, noting that ‘a large-hearted philanthropist … [had] devised 
a notable and important scheme, having for its object the institution of a great 
sanitarium in the celebrated hot-lake district, including Roto-mahana and Roto-
rua’.91 This referred, I think, not to what Fox had said in 1874, but to Governor 
George Grey’s 1848 proposal (never realised) for a sanatorium at Tikitere. Potts 
wrote ‘National Domains’ soon after travelling with Grey into the King Country in 
May 1878.92 He had been greatly encouraged by the older man’s approval of forest 
reserves, and by his interest in Potts’s natural history observations made while ‘out 
in the open’.93

Potts used the sanitarium concept as a ‘hook’ to draw readers—and no doubt Grey in 
particular, who was premier at the time—towards his ideas on what other ‘national 
domains, parks, or reserves’ should be created, for forests and for fauna.94 All three 
kinds of reserves needed state intervention in the shape of lasting reservation, and 
all three were a celebration of national assets. Potts had for long seen New Zealand’s 
birds in this light, fully as much as mountaintops or hot lakes or native forests. 
This way of thinking increasingly recognised natural phenomena as one aspect of 
a nation’s identity. 

87  From ‘An Act to Set Apart a Certain Tract of Land Lying Near the Headwaters of the Yellowstone River 
as a Public Park, 1872’, Section 1. For original Act, see www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/yellowstone.html 
(accessed 12/06/2017)
88  See Craig Potton, Tongariro: A Sacred Gift (Auckland: Lansdowne Press, 1987), 130–1.
89  AJHR (1874) H–26: 4. The Thermal Springs District Act of 1881 ensured that only the Government could 
purchase hot springs areas, whereafter Rotorua, Hanmer and Te Aroha were all developed as spas. See Ian Rockel, 
Taking the Waters: Early Spas in New Zealand (Wellington: Government Printing Office, 1986), 1–6.
90  As described in Rambler [T. H. Potts], ‘Jottings from an Old Notebook: To the Hot Lakes’, Canterbury Times, 
16 December 1887; 13, 20 and 27 January; 10 and 17 February 1888.
91  T. H. Potts, ‘National Domains’ (1878), 80.
92  As described in Potts, ‘With Tawhaio and the Kingites’, 9–29.
93  Potts dedicated his book Out in the Open to Grey in 1882.
94  In a later article, ‘On Recreation Grounds: The Village Green or Common’, NZCJ 8, no. 4 (1884): 287, Potts 
also called for ‘a system of setting aside open spaces of land conveniently situated, open to all, for sanitary and 
recreative purposes’. He was prompted to do so by the creation of the Cashmere Hills Domain, directly bordering 
Governor’s Bay Road.

http://www.loc.gov/rr/program/bib/ourdocs/yellowstone.html
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It would be presumptuous to see what Potts wrote here in 1878 as some kind of 
‘eco-nationalism’.95  There is, however, good reason to believe that his observations 
on the more unique aspects of native birds and plants helped later New Zealanders 
to see their natural history as a distinctive component of their national identity from 
the 1890s onwards.96 The self-conscious creation of New Zealand’s national parks, 
beginning with Tongariro in 1887, continues to be the most obvious manifestation 
of such sentiments. By the end of the twentieth century 30,000 km2, or more than 
a ninth of the country’s surface, was reserved as national park.

After discussing sanitaria, Potts’s 1878 article moved on to forest reserves. 
Here, as in the past, he argued for conserving native forests on the grounds of their 
utility, but with greater subtlety. He pleaded, ‘do not let us become restless, and 
sweep away native timber whose qualities have been proved, either because their 
cultivation has been attended with difficulties, or the ready way of rearing them is 
yet imperfectly understood’.97 Potts considered that forest reserves ‘would to a great 
extent become the nurseries and storehouses (so to speak) of the indigenous flora of 
New Zealand’.98 In effect, this gave native forests, ‘which form so valuable a portion 
of the estate of the country’, a role in the development of nationhood.

Recognition of the worth of New Zealand’s forests to science was rolled in with their 
worth to the nation. They needed to be ‘preserved’ (Potts’s italics) as ‘indigenous 
objects which illustrate the province of natural history’. Similarly, the country 
should not ‘suffer the indigenous fauna to be exterminated without such further 
efforts for its preservation’, given that ‘biologists have made New Zealand a special 
province on account of its very peculiar forms of life’.99 He therefore suggested 
a third class of ‘park or domain, where animals should not be molested under any 
pretence whatever’. As in 1872, he mentioned Resolution Island as an appropriate 
sanctuary or ‘camp of refuge’, along with (this time) ‘small islets off the N.E. coast 
of the North Island’.

95  See Franklin Ginn, ‘Extension, Subversion, Containment; Eco-nationalism and (Post)colonial Nature 
in Aotearoa New Zealand’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, n.s. 33 (2008): 338.
96  See Paul Star, ‘Native Forest and the Rise of Preservation in New Zealand 1903–1913’, Environment and 
History 8 (2002): 275–94, doi.org/10.3197/096734002129342675; Paul Star, ‘Native Bird Protection, National 
Identity, and the Rise of Preservation in New Zealand (to 1914)’, New Zealand Journal of History 36 (2002), 
123–36; and Paul Star and Lynne Lochhead, ‘Children of the Burnt Bush: New Zealanders and the Indigenous 
Remnant’ [revised version], in Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand, new ed., ed. Eric 
Pawson and Tom Brooking (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2013), 141–57.
97  Potts, ‘National Domains’, 33.
98  Potts, ‘National Domains’, 32. Later he observed that ‘dicksonias [tree ferns] become perfect storehouses (if one 
may call them so) for epiphytes and parasitic ferns’. T. H. Potts, ‘A Countryman in Town’ NZCJ 12, no. 2 (188): 101.
99  Potts, ‘National Domains’, 35.

http://doi.org/10.3197/096734002129342675
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Actions, not just words?

By the time Potts called for ‘national domains’ in 1878, he had been promoting 
protection of the indigenous environment for over a decade. To what extent did he 
actually put his ideas on conservation and preservation into practice? One might argue 
that the distinction between words and action is flawed, since sometimes words are 
action. Certainly many of Potts’s published writings were, in themselves, a form of 
lobbying, and in this article I have identified some of their most polemical passages. 
I have also referenced his contributions to debate in the House of Representatives 
and the Canterbury Provincial Council, though these did not extend beyond 1876. 
Of other, more direct, kinds of action there is less trace, but some can be identified.

Firstly, Potts’s horticultural activities included and encouraged the introduction of 
native flora into settlers’ gardens. His article ‘On the Cultivation of Some Species 
of Native Trees and Shrubs’ (1870) was solidly based on his own experiments 
at Governor’s Bay, undertaken with the assistance of his gardener and coauthor, 
William Gray. While his regular display of fruit and flowers at the Christchurch 
Horticultural Show, which won him many prizes, was primarily of exotic species, 
his submissions of a ‘Rockwood lily’ (Ranunculus lyallii) and native grasses and ferns 
to the 1863 show were remarkable at that time.100

Potts’s garden became celebrated for its native fernery, for which he collected 
live specimens from as far afield as Hokitika in 1876 and Auckland in 1878.101 
This activity created the pool of information included in his ‘Fern Leaves’ articles 
(1877–78) and his ‘Classified List of New Zealand Ferns’ (1881–82).102 One 
reviewer of ‘Fern Leaves’ valued these compilations because ‘[m]any ferns … are now 
scarce … owing to the rapid changes on the surface of the land by the destruction 
of timber’.103

Secondly, by demonstrating the potential utility of other native flora species, Potts 
presented good practical reasons for conserving them. He grew native flax (Phormium 
tenax) and foresaw a tremendous future for it as an industrial fibre, promoting its 
merits even before his appointment by the government as a ‘flax commisioner’ in 
1869.104 Nearly 20 years later, as a member of the Canterbury College committee, 

100  Lyttelton Times, 27 December 1865. It should be noted, however, that there was worldwide enthusiasm for 
fern-collecting in the Victorain era. Sarah Whittingham, Fern Fever: The Story of Pteridomania (London: Frances 
Lincoln, 2012), includes many New Zealand references.
101  The Press, 27 March 1876; Potts to Thomas Cheeseman, 26 April 1878, Auckland Museum.
102  Reprinted in Potts, Out in the Open, 51–112 and 237–80.
103  The Press, 6 July 1878, 3. An article on ‘Vandals in Governor’s Bay’, however, suggests that the appeal of native 
ferns, which Potts fostered, had its downside: ‘Every lovely little haunt of native foliage is invaded by a horde of fern 
hunters, and others of the vandal type, who are not merely content with specimens, but ruthlessly tear up by the 
roots whatever may attract their capricious fancy. The result is, that these patches of native foliage, such a marked 
feature in the Bay scenery, are gradually disappearing.’ The Press, 1 May 1886, 2.
104  See Lyttelton Times, 8 and 18 February 1869; and The Press, 22 September 1869.
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he ‘asked if any attempt was being made by the School of Agriculture to collect and 
propagate Native grasses and forage plants’, noting that ‘many of these, which were 
of great value, were dying out in some places’.105

Thirdly, there are specific references to Potts’s attempts to retain native bush in the 
vicinity of his own home in Governor’s Bay. In his final year, he wrote of his ‘lasting 
regret that the administrators of the affairs of the Province did not take decisive 
measures to reserve for the purposes of a public park or recreation ground, the 
greater part, if not the whole of the forest of magnificent timber on the Port Hills’. 
His ‘fruitless interview with a Provincial Secretary’, expressing his concern at the 
‘destructive usage’ of totara (Podocarpus totara) in this forest, occurred in 1857 or 
1858, and is the earliest evidence we have of Potts displaying proactivity on an 
environmental issue.106

Through his membership of the provincial council, Potts did his best in 1874 to 
thwart illegal timber-cutting by the developer William White on railway reserves 
near Little River on Banks Peninsula. In this case his objections were upheld, but 
too late, since ‘the obstructions placed by the Government in the way of all inquiry 
on this important matter … enabled Mr. White to obtain all he wanted from the 
bed of the valley … which contained the heaviest and most valuable timber’.107 
A decade later Potts’s efforts, which at least ensured the retention of native forest that 
he owned personally, were more widely appreciated but still threatened:

Unfortunately on Easter Monday [1886], just before the departure of the last steamer 
load of excursionists, some evil-disposed person (or otherwise booby) set fire to what 
may be fairly accounted the garden of the bay—a piece of bush, the property of 
Mr. T. H. Potts who has done much to preserve the natural beauty of the spot, 
which is really the finest specimen of old New Zealand within easy distance from 
Christchurch.108

Fourthly, Potts’s many contributions of specimens to both the Canterbury and 
Wellington museums deserve further mention since, by contributing to the public’s 
knowledge of New Zealand’s natural history, they will have extended the desire 
to protect it. In October 1870 alone, he donated 272 eggs and 18 nests of native 

105  The Press, 28 March 1882. These grasses were in fact trialled at Lincoln College in 1887: see ‘Indigenous 
Grasses’ in The Press, 27 September 1887.
106  [T. H. Potts], ‘Old Times’, in Canterbury Times, 2 December 1887, 28.
107  The Press, 17 September 1874, 3.
108  The Press, 1 May 1886, 2. Potts’s development of Lyttelton Domain over more than a decade was equally 
‘hands-on’, though it is unclear how much plantation or protection of native species it entailed. (The Press, 
12 August 1874; 10 June 1885). This gained him praise from the Lyttelton Borough Council but resentment from 
one resident at his decision ‘to refuse permission to grown persons [to the planted area] because children might 
follow’. This objector sarcastically suggested that entrance to this ‘second Eden’ should be ‘effectually barricaded, or 
a notice put up “sacred to the memory of Mr. Potts”’ (The Star, 26 May 1880, 3). Potts was also active as a member 
of the Christchurch Domain Board (Lyttelton Times, 26 June 1874; The Star, 25 October 1882).
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birds to Canterbury Museum.109 These donations were appreciated by the museum’s 
energetic director, Julius Haast, who was a close ally. Nevertheless, in 1877, Potts 
took exception to Haast’s involvement in trading kiwi and other native bird skins 
in exchange for exhibits from overseas, and through his influence on the museum 
committee forced Haast to end this practice. For Potts this cause was of higher 
concern than preserving friendship, and he acted accordingly.110

A century later, New Zealand was enmeshed in public campaigns to ‘Save Manapouri’ 
or protect the West Coast’s native beech forests, orchestrated by groups like ‘Forest 
and Bird’ and the Native Forest Action Council.111 Compared with the activism 
displayed by some participants in such recent times, Potts’s record of direct action 
may appear rather meagre. But there were no environmental organisations in Potts’s 
day to which he could contribute, and no mass action on any environmental matter 
prior to the scenery preservation movement of the 1890s.112

Never a natural politician, and with a preference for being out in the open rather 
than up in arms, Potts’s forte lay in recording and reflecting on what he saw, and 
it remained so. While there may have been some development in the subtlety of 
his environmental understanding in his later years, there is little evidence that 
this translated into Potts doing anything new to directly confront environmental 
problems. One of his more identifiable actions in the 1870s was, in fact, reasoned 
withdrawal rather than engagement. As we have seen, his anxiety concerning the effects 
of some introduced species led Potts to dissociate himself from the acclimatisation 
movement, his disillusionment with legislative enactments encouraged him to 
retire from national politics, and his dissatisfaction with the professional scientific 
approach made him step back from Hector and his Transactions.

Into the 1880s

While New Zealand’s population was getting larger, younger and more complex, 
Potts was getting older, poorer and perhaps more tired. In 1880 Potts was 56, 
and in some respects his life was already winding down. His parliamentary role 
had long since ended, and his remaining public capacities were all in local affairs, 

109  He also contributed finds from Lyttelton Harbour, including a catodont whale, a sea leopard, and a ten-armed 
cuttlefish, and in 1883 he donated specimens illustrating the life history of the native mantis. See Canterbury 
Museum records; and The Press, 19 July 1873; 15 January 1874; and 1 August 1881.
110  Heinrich Ferdinand von Haast, The Life and Times of Sir Julius von Haast, Explorer, Geologist, Museum Builder 
(Wellington: The author, 1948). The friendship survived: Potts was as a pall-bearer at Haast’s funeral in 1887. 
See also Potts to Hector, 11 July 1872, Inward Letters, Colonial Museum, Te Papa, Wellington; Potts to Mantell, 
22 August 1872.
111  See David Young, Our Islands, Our Selves: A History of Conservation in New Zealand (Dunedin: University 
of Otago Press, 2004), chap. 7.
112  See Star and Lochhead, ‘Children of the Burnt Bush’, 146–8.
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through membership of local committees. Some, such as his participation in the 
governance of Canterbury Museum and Canterbury College, involved riding 
along the road to Lyttelton then catching the train to Christchurch for committee 
meetings; other capacities were even more circumscribed in their impact, like his 
appearances as a  justice of the peace in Lyttelton and his participation in church 
bazaars in Governor’s Bay. I suspect he enjoyed such parochialism.

The youngest of Potts’s children was only nine in 1880, so parental responsibilities 
remained, but his oldest children had long since become independent of him. This 
was just as well, for his financial situation had deteriorated dramatically. New Zealand 
was into its ‘long depression’, when many runholders went under. Ownership of 
Potts’s station, Hakatere, passed to the New Zealand Loan and Mercantile Agency 
Company (stock agents) in 1883, and by 1887 he was even obliged to give up his 
home at Governor’s Bay and move into rented accommodation in Christchurch. 
Bankruptcy was only narrowly averted.

Potts’s retreat from wider affairs and, in particular, his reduced finances relate to 
what he thought and wrote in two ways. Firstly, they must surely have challenged 
his natural buoyancy and contributed to the sadness that is often present in his 
later essays, where he wrote wistfully of ‘old times’113 and pessimistically (though 
also presciently) anticipated continuing destruction of the natural environment. 
He feared that ‘the young folks now growing up will be quite unable to realise 
the grandeur, the loveliness of the forest glades, which we barbarians so ruthlessly 
destroy’.114

Secondly, Potts was left with more time in which to write and reflect. Possibly this 
roused him to write for the newspapers, as one of his few remaining sources of 
income. His final years saw a flowering of his journalism, including some of the 
finest natural history pieces he ever wrote.115 These writings were mostly directed to 
a broad Canterbury audience, rather than to the more select nationwide readership 
of the Transactions of the New Zealand Institute. They display a deeper relaxation into 
his inimitable style, and include frequent draughts of nostalgia. They undoubtedly 

113  As in T. H. Potts, ‘With the Gun, Now—and Then’ [1882]: 149–58, and many later articles.
114  T. H. Potts, ‘Out in the Open’, NZCJ 7, no. 2 (1883): 87–8, in which he also recognised that ‘[t]his rough 
style [of bush clearance] is after all perhaps the most expensive, for the cost can scarcely be ascertained, for it is not 
of to-day only, but the account lies in the future also’. Cf. Tim Flannery, The Future Eaters: An Ecological History 
of the Australasian Lands and People (Chatswood, NSW: Reed Books, 1994).
115  The later ‘Out in the Open’ articles all appeared in the New Zealand Country Journal 1882–88. Although 
of at least as high a quality as the earlier articles in the series, they are far less well known since they were never 
collected into book form. His only book, Out in the Open, self-published in 1882 (and republished by Capper 
Press, Christchurch, in 1976) collected the series up to that date. Potts probably did not have the money to finance 
a further collection, nor, after his death, could his friends gain sufficient funding for this purpose, though they tried: 
see The Press, 31 July and 3 August 1888.
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added a great deal by way of illustration, but we need to consider whether they 
displayed much further development, or ongoing exploration at an intellectual level, 
of his ideas on environmental change.

In most of his later publications, Potts was quite consciously releasing himself 
from the shackles of academic conformity. ‘As it is not intended to present a 
purely scientific treatise’, he wrote in 1880, ‘the writer may be permitted perhaps 
to become rather discursive now and then’.116 In 1883 he remarked that, when 
‘rambling through woods, crossing mountain streams and fern-clad gullies, eager for 
attainment of further insight into nature’s ways, devious is our course!’ and asked, 
‘[m]ay one be allowed some such liberty and freedom in writing of our birds?’117 This 
discursiveness is suggested by the absence, in the titles of almost all his later pieces, 
of reference to a particular species of bird or plant. Rather, the titles identified him 
as ‘a countryman in town’ (1887), as a person on ‘rambles in the Chathams’ (1888), 
or as an observer of ‘the pulse of spring’ (1885). This approach enabled him to 
concentrate less on the habits of individual species, and more on changes in habitat 
or climate, and on species’ relationships to one another.

Yet Potts’s understanding of such interrelationships, while notable, does not appear 
to have advanced greatly in his later years. There was no quantum leap. In 1871 
he was already writing perceptively about the links between a native parrot, trees 
and insects. He was aware that ‘[i]n its persevering and laborious pursuit of this 
favourite food [insects behind bark], the kaka [Nestor meriodionalis] doubtless 
lends his assistance in hastening the fall of decaying trees’, which would ‘materially 
affect the economy of the timber forests it inhabits’ (and here he means its ‘nature’s 
economy’,118 or, as we would now say, its ecology). Furthermore, he already realised 
this was a beneficial process, hastening the removal of old decaying trees and making 
way for new growth.119 In 1880, when he again chose to write about the kaka, he 
simply reiterated what he had said in 1871.

Nor did Potts amplify his thoughts on the decline of the South Island kokako. 
By  the time Potts found its nest in Milford Sound in 1873 (discussed above), 
it was already a species in rapid decline. Seeking to understand this, Potts identified 
linkages not only between bird populations and habitat change, but also between 
change of habitat and change of climate.120 In 1880 he recorded what happened to 
the kokako near his own home:

116  Potts, ‘Eels and Eel-fishing’, 164.
117  T. H. Potts, ‘Out in the Open’, NZCJ 7, no. 2 (1883): 84.
118  See Donald Worster, Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1985).
119  T. H. Potts, ‘Parrots’ [1880]: 177; T. H. Potts, ‘On the Birds of New Zealand Part II’, TNZI 3 (1871): 81–2. 
This process would not occur in a forest conserved under a system of sustainable management.
120  Potts was decribing localised climate change here; he writes nothing about global climate change. 
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Banks Peninsula … where the crow once abounded, is now divided into sheep runs, 
or dotted with dairy farms; the once silent woods now resound with the blows of the 
felling-axe or the harsh grating of the saw-mill. It is not a matter for surprise that the 
wattle-bird is no longer to be found in its old haunts; it seeks shelter amongst the 
higher parts of the bushy gullies—a refuge at once precarious and temporary. It may 
be thought that the bird has attained a secluded habitat, but the condition of the 
forest is rapidly changing under the effects of clearings and constantly recurring bush 
fires. There is not much doubt that the climate of the district has become modified; 
at a certain period of the year weeks of drought prevail.121

This remains remarkably insightful for 1880, when it was published, but, as with the 
kaka, it is based on what he had published earlier, in 1874.

This should be contrasted with Potts’s changing observations about another New 
Zealand parrot, the kea [Nestor notabilis], which he became familiar with during 
the late 1850s in the high country ‘far above the Gorge of the Rangitata’ where 
he had his station. His initial notes on the ‘Green Mountain Parrot’, published in 
1871, acknowledged that the birds could be a ‘perfect nuisance’ because of their 
‘indulgence in mischief ’, but he was simply impressed by their intelligence and 
adaptive ability. In later articles, once it became evident that kea had learnt how 
to attack sheep by digging into their backs above the kidneys, his attitude to them 
increasingly hardened. Their actions threatened his livelihood as a station owner, 
and his oldest son Donald, who was a station manager, even lobbied Ashburton 
County Council in 1886 for financial help in destroying this ‘serious pest in the 
back country’.122 Potts himself had taken a similar line in 1883, when he called for 
government ‘aid … to supplement the efforts of the Crown tenants to diminish the 
numbers of these marauders’.123 Clearly, even for Potts, there was a point at which 
his own financial future assumed a greater importance than the future of an endemic 
bird species which appeared to be undermining it.

In the 1880s, Potts expanded on earlier observations of the changing ‘ habits’, both 
of indigenous species (such as kea) confronted by new challenges and opportunities 
precipitated by human-induced change to their habitat, and of exotic species (such 
as house sparrows) translocated from overseas to New Zealand.124 Something Potts 
did not address was where the border might lie between natural variability (that is, 
alterations in ecological conditions over time—such as cyclical climatic differences 

121  Potts, ‘Notes on Rare or Little Known Birds’, 194, repeating what he wrote in ‘On the Birds of New Zealand 
Part IV’, 146.
122  The Press, 4 October 1886.
123  T. H. Potts, ‘The Kea, or Sheep-Killer, Nestor notabilis’, NZCJ 7, no. 4 (1883): 272.
124  See, most notably, his article on ‘Animal Intelligence’, Nature 30 (1884): 265–7. In a much earlier note he 
referred both to changes in kea behaviour and to the ‘somewhat analagous’ adoption by native mistletoe (Loranthus 
micranthus) of exotic plum and peach trees as hosts. T. H. Potts, ‘Changes of Habits in Animals and Plants’, Nature 
(1 February 1872): 262.
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and natural erosion—that were relatively unaffected by human agency) and the 
changes he saw that resulted from ‘the effects of colonisation’ and ‘the agency 
of civilsation’.125

As with the successful acclimatisation of exotic bird species, Potts had become 
convinced that, at least in some measure, ‘the climatic change which has overtaken 
the place [the Canterbury Plains] during one’s recollection’126 was a consequence of 
human agency, ‘due in great measure to the presence of extensive and efficient shelter, 
partly owing to improved drainage’. The element of hope in this understanding, for 
someone like Potts who deeply regretted the decline of indigenous flora and fauna, 
was that (except in the case of extinction) it allowed for the possibility of recovery. 
If such decline was not some sort of biological inevitability to be explained in terms 
of ‘displacement theory’, and if even climate change had a strong anthropogenic 
component beyond any natural variability, the situation could, just possibly, 
be reversed.127

In an entirely new article in 1884, Potts noted ‘how great a climatic change has 
been effected on some parts of the once bare [Canterbury] plains by persistent 
planting’ of exotic trees, enabling even variegated aloe, an exotic succulent, to be 
grown there.128 Here, in contrast to the situation on Banks Peninsula, most of the 
forest had already disappeared prior to European settlement, and Potts accordingly 
emphasised the possibilities cleared land represented, more than the possibilities 
that native deforestation put pay to. While Potts noted that aloe now grew on the 
Canterbury plains, however, he also continued to ask (in 1888), ‘[w]hy should not 
native shrubs be more generally planted?’129

I turn, lastly, to the series of articles Potts wrote about the Chatham Islands, 750 
km eastward from the Canterbury coast, where he spent six months of the last year 
of his life, living at the home of his son-in-law, the runholder Edward Chudleigh. 
These writings have a particular significance, since the remoteness of the Chathams 
determined that their natural environment bore the brunt of European settlement 
even later than did the New Zealand mainland. Visiting them, Potts was able to 
witness again, in microcosm, what he had already seen occurring three decades earlier 

125  Potts, ‘On Recent Changes’, 221, 223.
126  T. H. Potts, ‘A Countryman in Town’, NZCJ 12, no. 1 (1888): 15.
127  See Paul Star, ‘Plants, Birds and Displacement Theory in New Zealand, 1840–1900’, British Review of New 
Zealand Studies 10 (1997): 5–21. Potts had earlier observed that a major obstacle to native bird protection was the 
‘dead weight of inaction, so difficult to move, that lazily finds expression in the sentiment so often uttered, that the 
disappearance of the native fauna is the natural sequence of Anglo-Saxon cultivation’: ‘On Recent Changes’, 233.
128  T. H. Potts, ‘Variegated Aloe’, NZCJ 8, no. 4 (1884): 337
129  T. H. Potts, ‘A Countryman in Town’, NZCJ 12, no. 1 (1888): 18. Potts was writing here of native plants in 
‘shrubberies and plantations’, but was perhaps moving towards modern ideas of ‘native regeneration’ and ‘ecological 
restoration’. 
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in Canterbury. This was a parallel he himself drew, following ‘a solitary ramble in the 
silent ferny depths of tree-clad Pipitarawai’, when he ‘called down’ some Chatham 
Island bellbirds.130 There ensued a:

concert to be remembered, held under the arching roof of spreading boughs, wreathed 
with drooping bannerols of fern fronds, filmy and translucent, that tempered daylight 
in the moss flecked aisles of this temple of Nature as yet unscathed in the restless 
search for gain. It was like a dream of old New Zealand over thirty years ago.131

The situation in the Chathams enabled Potts not only to indulge in nostalgia 
and a  sense of loss, but also to write the nearest that he ever came to a concise 
‘environmental history’ of the sudden and profound impact of exotic humans, 
animals and plants on an established indigenous ecosystem. Referring to a ‘woeful 
decrease in the numbers of many most interesting species of native birds’, he 
suggested that ‘the vast increase of cats and rats may have much to do with this 
serious loss, but it is not the less true that owing to the grazing of stock, there 
has disappeared much of the thick covert which afforded the requisite privacy and 
seclusion during the breeding season’.132

Potts described, however, not only the decline in bird-life, but also what we would 
call an ‘ecological catastrophe’, the disruption of an entire ecosystem:

When sheep were first depastured … the coast was well-sheltered … This was the 
home of many species of animal and vegetable life, some of which were known as 
indigenous and peculiar to the limited area of these small islands. Nearly all this 
lavish display of nature’s bounty has disappeared before the vigorous onslaught of 
depastured stock. It is replaced with sand—a perpetual torment … The wondrous 
and perfect schemes of Nature to ensure the reproduction of vegetation have proved 
powerless to avert the general destruction.133

This shows both the full expanse and the limits of Potts’s environmental 
understanding at the end of his life. While a few people had greater knowledge of the 
names and physiology of individual species, no-one in New Zealand displayed any 
comprehension, deeper than this, of ‘nature’s economy’ as a whole. This only ceased 
to be the case in 1899 when a 44-year-old botanist, Leonard Cockayne, read before 
the Philosophical Institute of Canterbury ‘A Sketch of the Plant Geography of the 
Waimakariri River Basin, Considered Chiefly from an Oecological Point of View’.134 

130  Anthornis melanocephala. This species became extinct in about 1906.
131  T. H. Potts, ‘Stock in the Chathams’, NZCJ 12, no. 5 (1888): 373.
132  Potts, ‘Stock in the Chathams’, 372–3.
133  Potts, ‘Stock in the Chathams’, 370–1.
134  TNZI 32 (1899): 95–136.
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A decade later Cockayne successfully argued for the extension of Tongariro National 
Park on ecological grounds, and he was increasingly accepted as the leading botanist 
and ecologist of his generation in New Zealand.135

Summary and conclusion

When Thomas Potts reached New Zealand in 1854—a year before Cockayne 
was born—he was deeply conversant with Britain’s flora and fauna, but he was 
also excited by the further examples of natural history that the colony provided. 
He was already prepared to embrace its biota. Being equally interested in colonial 
development and resource use, he grew anxious about the inclination to destroy the 
resources that New Zealand’s natural environment offered, which he believed held 
as much potential to supply the needs of humankind as introduced timber trees, 
plants, stock and game. This lay behind his advocacy of native forest conservation 
by the state in the 1860s, designed not to preserve the forests from any use, but to 
ensure that their timber was utilised in an orderly way rather than wasted. He did 
not alter his views on forest conservation in the 1870s, but nor did he pursue them. 
Rather, he lost some faith in the ability of political action and legislation to effect 
a change, and concentrated instead on influencing the minds and actions of the 
public through his writings.

Also in the 1860s Potts began planting trees, mostly exotic species, to see which 
could become suitable for timber production in New Zealand. This partly reflected 
his interest in the changing qualities, growth rates and habits of flora and fauna when 
translocated to a new environment, but the requirements of colonial development 
were again the primary concern. The same combination of interest and perceived 
need lay behind his involvement in the acclimatisation of exotic bird species in 
the 1860s. In this case, he came to the conclusion by 1870 that the unsystematic 
approach being taken had resulted in more harm than good; therefore, he distanced 
himself from the acclimatisation movement.

Since Potts saw no harm to the environment or to development either in tree 
planting or in gardening and horticultural activities, there was no reason to retreat 
from these pursuits; he continued to enjoy them throughout his life. While he 
soon perceived that agricultural and pastoral activities were destructive of New 
Zealand’s environment, in so far as they altered habitats to such an extent that bird 
populations,  tussocklands, wetlands and forests were all lost, these activities were 

135  See Paul Star, ‘Ecology: A Science of Nation? The Utilization of Plant Ecology in New Zealand, 1896–1930’, 
Historical Records of Australian Science 17 (2006): 1–11, doi.org/10.1071/HR06005, and A. D. Thomson, The Life 
and Correspondence of Leonard Cockayne (Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1983).

http://doi.org/10.1071/HR06005
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also maintained. As a runholder, he depended on meat and wool for his income, 
a truth that was increasingly hard to ignore as the country sank into economic 
depression and his own wealth dwindled.

In addition to his interest in the changing habits of individual species, Potts 
found he was also witnessing changes to entire habitats, or, as we would call it, 
ecological transformation. Evidence of detrimental environmental change following 
deforestation had, indeed, been a secondary reason for his promotion of forest 
conservation in the late 1860s. In the 1870s, in his writings, he focused more often 
on the need for bird preservation, and his main message became a call for this 
absolute form of protection, for both some native birds and some native forests. 
When forest was described in his articles, he increasingly portrayed it more as 
a disappearing bird habitat than as a disappearing timber bank. He knew the fate 
of flora and fauna was linked, and he also saw that there was an undeniable link 
between their fate and the colonial development that he had championed, one 
rapidly retreating as the other rapidly advanced. His understanding was that, in 
the colonial context, the decline of native biota was the consequence of unfettered 
activity by invasive immigrants (human and animal) rather than the inevitable result 
of a hypothetical biological frailty.

Throughout the 1870s, Potts disseminated his natural historical knowledge and 
his environmental understanding through a steady stream of articles. He began to 
draw together his thoughts on how natural landscapes and native biota might be 
saved by being reserved, both for the future of humanity and for their own worth. 
To some extent this paved the way to the creation of national parks, and to the 
gaining of a national identity, though he never pinpointed this as the destination. 
Similarly, his examples of how birds depended on forests and how forests depended 
on birds, and even sometimes on how soil and climate might depend on vegetation, 
showed a fine perception of nature’s economy. However, it was still far from being 
the systematisation of natural interactivity that emerged near the end of the century 
as ‘oecology’ or ecology.

Potts’s reading, in so far as we can assess it from the many books auctioned off 
in  1888  to  improve his finances, remained rooted in publications from earlier 
decades.136 His writings in the 1880s were largely a less constrained expression of 
environmental observations and ideas that he had already expressed earlier. Yet at 
times the very looseness of his last writings helped him to jump from species to species 
more easily, so that by escaping the strictures of a human-imposed classificatory 
system he came closer to identifying the connections between life forms. They all 
responded, for instance, to what he called ‘the pulse of spring’. Finally, in his 64th and 
last year, his stay on the Chatham Islands presented him with a discrete environment 

136  See Catalogue of the Well-known and Valuable Library of T. H. Potts, Esq. (Christchurch: Lyttelton Times, 1888).
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where he could observe and describe ecological transformation afresh. This enabled 
him to come as close as he ever came to an encapsulated portrait of the overall 
process of environmental change.

In 1870, an Otago reviewer of one of Potts’s articles had called him an enthusiast 
for whom ‘allowances’ should be made. His plea for native bird protection was 
‘well meant’, but ‘the quail is the only bird, valuable as an article of food, which 
has become scarce during the last few years’.137 The rarity of Potts’s kind of 
environmental response, in the colonial context, is equally suggested by the sense of 
emotional isolation which he frequently expressed in his writings. When, in 1872, 
Potts directed his call for the protection of New Zealand’s birds to England, it was 
because ‘without some pressure from without, little attention would be likely to be 
paid to the subject’.138

But in fact by the time Potts died, in 1888, a few more people were displaying 
a  similar  interest in, and anxiety about, environmental change, particularly 
in relation to vegetation. He was in contact, for instance, with the Dunedin 
schoolmaster G. M. Thomson, who as early as 1874 had an article published in the 
Transactions of  the New Zealand Institute, ‘On Some of the Naturalized Plants of 
Otago’,139 and who published Potts’s ‘Oology of New Zealand’ in his New Zealand 
Journal of Science.140 Thomson was instrumental in drawing Leonard Cockayne’s 
attention to the native flora in 1881, when the latter was also teaching in Otago. 
By 1885 Cockayne was living at Styx just north of Christchurch, building up his 
first collection of New Zealand plants, so perhaps he and Potts met. One would like 
to think so.

How much can be learnt by concentrating on the experience of one man in one 
British colony at the height of the colonisation process? In the case of Thomas Potts, 
such an approach confirms the possibility of a warm and positive response to most 
representatives of the non-European environment, even when they held no known 
benefit either for the metropolis in Britain or for settler society on the imperial 
periphery. Certainly, this response could be experienced at the individual level 
in New Zealand in the 1870s.

137  Otago Witness, 2 July 1870, 4. For detail on Otago’s environmental transformation and settlers’ responses to 
it, see Paul Star, ‘New Zealand’s Changing Natural History: Evidence from Dunedin, 1868–1875’, New Zealand 
Journal of History 32, no. 1 (1998): 59–69. See also James Beattie, ‘Looking for Arcadia: European Environmental 
Perception in 1840–1860’, Environment and Nature in New Zealand 9, no. 1 (2014): 40–78.
138  Potts, ‘Help Us Save our Birds’, 5.
139  TNZI 7 (1874): 370–6.
140  T. H. Potts, ‘Oology of New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of Science 2 (1884–85): 222–6, 274–88, 373–8, 
475–84, 505–11, 556–9. Oology is the study of birds’ eggs. For G. M. Thomson, see Ross Galbreath, Scholars 
and Gentlemen Both: G. M. and Allan Thomson in New Zealand Science and Education (Wellington: Royal Society 
of New Zealand, 2002).
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There is the suggestion beyond this, however, that a generous and heartfelt 
appreciation of the indigenous environment at a societal level could and did grow 
out of this possibility. We can confidently place Potts ahead of the pack in not only 
experiencing but also publicly expressing (and hence promoting) both an adjusted 
attitude to introduced biota and an advancing appreciation of the indigenous 
environment.141

Potts achieved a wide readership with his ‘Out in the Open’ articles when they 
were published in book form in 1882. There was, thereafter, a specific means of 
communication through which others became aware of his individual response, 
were influenced by it, and could then empathise with it when the time was ripe. 
He provided a precocious and potent example of an attitude to the native environment 
which was to become increasingly general. But while his understandings were 
remarkably prescient, they did not remain unique. Potts certainly contributed to, 
but he did not cause, this revision of focus. The same revision, in the same period, 
was under way in a wide range of other colonial and post-colonial contexts, where 
no-one knew of him.

A glance across the Tasman Sea confirms that Potts was never entirely alone in 
his thinking. The journalist James Smith, who arrived in Melbourne in 1854, 
recalled his first years there when ‘most of us, entertaining a vivid recollection of 
the redundant leafiness of English trees, the beauty of their flowing outlines, and 
the richness of their verdure, [had] been accustomed to despise the irregular forms, 
the more sombre tints, and the more rugged foliage of the Australian eucalypts’.142 
Yet, by the early 1870s, Smith was strongly opposing such ‘disesteem’ and supporting 
indigenous conservation.

There are also resonances with Potts’s concerns in the lives of Charles Meredith and 
his wife, who were in Tasmania from 1840. As pioneer settlers they cleared the land, 
but Louisa (an artist and writer) came to oppose the ‘Goth-like barbarity’ of those 
who destroyed every fern gully; by 1860 she was enthusiastically describing ‘our 
grand Eucalypts’ in ‘our island home’. Charles, as a member of Tasmania’s Legislative 
Council, introduced bills to protect native black swans in 1860 and Huon pine 

141  Stephen M. Legg, ‘“Bunyips, Battues and Bears”: Wildlife Portrayed in the Popular Press, Victoria, 1839–
1948’, in Conservation of Australia’s Forest Fauna, 2nd ed., ed. Daniel Lunney (Mosman: Royal Zoological Society of 
New South Wales, 2004), 150–74, doi.org/10.7882/fs.2004.012, offers a decade-by-decade picture of the shifting 
environmental concerns and attitudes of literate Australian society in Victoria, Australia. Extensive reading of New 
Zealand newspapers suggests similar decadal shifts in emphasis and perception. 
142  Australian Sketcher, 5 September 1874, quoted in Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth (Carlton South, Vic.: 
Melbourne University Press, 2000), 172.

http://doi.org/10.7882/fs.2004.012
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in 1879.143 Potts himself referred to George Bennett of Sydney who, in 1863, called 
on Australians to ‘preserve the indigenous birds, which are now destroyed, not for 
food, but from mere wantonness’.144

However, very few colonists wrote or spoke in sufficient detail for us to chart their 
personal ‘acclimatision’ to a new environment. The rarity of such detail justifies close 
examination of the anxieties this involved, in the manner communicated by Potts 
and his like. Indeed, it is an exercise that has gained in pertinence the more others 
have adopted the attitudes they pioneered. Over a century after these individuals 
have passed away, respect and protection for indigenous biota has become an 
intrinsic component of the national identity of New Zealand, Australia and a host 
of other ex-colonies.145

At present Herbert Guthrie-Smith of Tutira, a settler from later in the nineteenth 
century, is pretty much alone among New Zealanders in receiving international 
recognition from academics for his environmental records and ruminations.146 
In  the United States, major studies have been made of a number of pioneering 
thinkers about the environment, perhaps most notably of George Perkins Marsh 
and John Muir.147 The present article has been written in the belief that the 
developing environmental attitudes of Thomas Henry Potts are as interesting and 
informative (even though they were never so influential) as those of his American 
contemporaries.

143  For the Merediths, see Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth, 127–58.
144  George Bennett, Gatherings of a Naturalist in Australasia (London: John Van Voorst, 1860), 171; Potts, 
‘On the Birds of New Zealand’, 43.
145  See also Simon Pooley, Burning Table Mountain: An Environmental History of Fire on the Cape Peninsula 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), on changing environmental attitudes in a South African context. 
In particular, as his introduction states, Pooley reveals ‘how European settlers and their descendants’ encounters with 
the natural environment and indigenous peoples at the Cape shaped their thinking on fire and how to manage it’. 
146  See Wynn, ‘Remapping Tutira’, and William Cronon’s 1999 introduction to Guthrie-Smith, Tutira, 4th ed.
147  See David Lowenthal, George Perkins Marsh: Prophet of Conservation (Seattle, WA, and London: University of 
Washington Press, 2000); and Steven Holmes, The Young John Muir: An Environmental Biography (Madison, WI: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1999).
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Abstract
During the second half of the nineteenth century, rabbit damage to pastoral runs was 
threatening to bring about a serious economic crisis in the southern South Island of 
New Zealand. The obvious solution was to import thousands of the rabbits’ ‘natural 
enemies’—starting with ferrets—in the hope they would keep the rabbits under control. 
This article reviews the arguments surrounding this decision, and describes the persons 
most actively involved, their reasoning and their actions, compiled from contemporary 
documents and reports, many unpublished. The introduction of ferrets proceeded 
despite repeated local and international warnings, but ferrets could not remove 
enough rabbits to prevent the continuing damage to sheep pastures. Contemporary 
ecologists often wonder why such reckless decisions were made, but this new 
analysis of the historic details illustrates how well‑meant and apparently reasonable 
environmental management actions can precipitate a cascade of unintended and 
undesirable consequences.

Keywords: pastoralism, colonial government, environmental history, rabbit pest, 
ferret, New Zealand

Introduction

The history of the arrival and impact of rabbits in New Zealand has become one 
of the best-known examples of well-intentioned acclimatisation gone wrong.1 
Enterprising settlers first released wild rabbits in the reasonable hope of establishing 
a source of fresh meat and shooting sport, but without any way to anticipate the 

1  J. A. Gibb and J. M. Williams, ‘The rabbit in New Zealand’, in The European Rabbit: the History and Biology 
of a Successful Colonizer, ed. H. V. Thompson and C. M. King (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 158–204.
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unexpected results. The previous experience of the colonists gave them no hint that 
rabbit populations might behave differently in New Zealand from the way they did 
in Britain at the time. They were surprised to see that, from the early to mid-1870s, 
burrowing and pasture damage by rabbits was beginning to cause serious reductions 
in sheep numbers, wool clip and lambing percentages associated with malnutrition 
of the breeding ewes. The consequent decline in the value of pastoral land set back 
by decades the development of pastoralism, the dominant source of income of the 
young colony.2

Apparently rational decisions made by those who attempted to control the rabbit 
plague by introducing ‘the rabbits’ natural enemies’ simply compounded the 
problem, but for different, less forgivable reasons. They did not act in ignorance, 
but against vehement and well-informed objections that predicted all too accurately 
the risk of irreversible damage to New Zealand’s endemic fauna.3 Until now, there 
has never been a comprehensive review of the origins and numbers of the ferrets 
imported, or the methods by which they were collected and transported, and many 
existing accounts are inaccurate or incomplete. By contrast, historical documents 
preserve, in often startling detail, the way that crucial decisions were made during 
this unfolding crisis.

The rabbit invasion that began in the late 1860s badly shook the newly developed 
pastoral agriculture establishment and its associated clients. The Colonial Office and 
successive ministers considered the problem only in terms of how to save the wool 
industry by finding more and better ways to kill rabbits, especially if that could be 
done free of charge by natural enemies. They reasoned that the balance of nature 
had been artificially disturbed, so some compensation would be needed. Colonial 
officials had no way to understand why natural enemies could not attain the effect 
required over the long term and at the landscape scale required.4 Semi-domestic 
ferrets, known and efficient rabbit-killers, easy to handle and breed, and already 
present in Australia, were the most obvious natural enemy of the rabbit to try first.

2  S. Hodgkinson, ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’, Appendix to the Journals of the House 
of  Representatives [henceforth AJHR] I–5 (Wellington: George Didsbury, Government Printer, 1876); J. L.  C. 
Richardson and W. H. Pearson, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance in Southland’, AJHR H–10 (1876); P. Holland and 
G.  Figgins, ‘Environmental disturbance triggering infestations of gorse, rabbits and thistles in southern New 
Zealand: 1850 to 1980’, International Review of Environmental History 1 (2015): 41–79.
3  W. L. Buller, ‘On the proposed introduction of the polecat into New Zealand’, Transactions & Proceedings 
of the New Zealand Institute 9 (1877): 634–5.
4  G. Norbury, ‘Mythbusters: can predators control rabbits in New Zealand?’, Kararehe Kino 18 (2011): 22; 
G. Norbury and B. Reddiex, ‘European rabbit’, in Handbook of New Zealand mammals, 2nd ed., ed. C. M. King 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2005), 131–50.
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The location and size of the problem

Rabbits prefer a dry climate and soft, sandy soils that are easy to burrow in. Hence 
the ‘rabbit problem’ in New Zealand was largely confined to the grassy, low-rainfall 
eastern areas on both main islands, mapped by Peter Holland and Guil Figgins 
(Figure 1). These were the areas first settled by pastoralists from the 1850s onwards, 
who grazed large flocks of sheep on runs (blocks of Crown-owned grassland) leased 
from the government under licence.

Figure 1: Locations of places mentioned in the text. Dark lines enclose the extent of 
open country, as defined by Holland and Figgins,5 that is, the main area covered by 
pastoral runs and the favoured habitat for rabbits. For names, numbers and further 
descriptions of runs in Otago and Southland, see Pinney6 and Sinclair.7

Source: The author. Cartography: Max Oulton.

5  Holland and Figgins, ‘Environmental disturbance triggering infestations’, 41–79.
6  R. Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs (Auckland: Collins, 1981).
7  J. G. Sinclair, ‘The Early Pastoral Runs of Otago and Southland’, (Dunedin: Hocken Library, 2003).
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By 1882, more than 1,000 runs were established, of which all but 26 were in the 
South Island.8 Three-quarters of the 1.3 million acres (526,091 ha) of pastoral 
land occupied in 1882, and two-thirds of the runs, lay in Otago and Canterbury. 
These two provinces also supplied more than half of the national wool clip 
for export. Hence the runholders in those areas, especially those in Otago, had 
a disproportionately large influence on the colonial secretary’s policy concerning 
rabbits. Many of them were members of the Squatters’ Club in Dunedin, the local 
equivalent of the best gentlemen’s clubs in London, with the same connections with 
the levers of power.9

In the South Island, there were two separate centres of rabbit invasion at opposite 
ends of the island: Marlborough–Kaikoura in the north, and Southland–Otago in 
the south. In Southland and Otago, rabbit damage was already becoming locally 
severe by 1875. Most of Canterbury was still free of rabbits in late 1883, but the 
Canterbury runholders feared invasion from both directions.10 In the North Island, 
the first populations of rabbits to reach very large numbers were confined to the 
Wairarapa and Hawkes Bay.

In 1883, runholder Charles de Vere Teschemaker attempted to account for the full 
scale of the damage done to the economy of the colony by rabbits. The logic of his 
estimate is worth considering in full:

The public pastoral estate of Otago and Southland alone consists of some 8,000,000 
acres [3,237,485 ha]. In 1873, this land was worth from 5s to 40s an acre, say an 
average of 15s, and would have been readily purchased at that price. Total value, 
£6,000,000. Today [29 September 1883], solely on account of the rabbit, the public 
estate of Otago and Southland has depreciated fully 50 per cent … our loss … 
so far as the capital value of the country is concerned, up to the present amounts to 
£3,000,000; [plus] an annual loss [of income from reductions in lambing percentages 
and wool clip] of £1,700,000.11

Throughout the 1880s, the need to find a solution to the rabbit problem became 
ever more pressing. The Oamaru Mail reported the rabbit pest was ‘developing 
into a difficulty quite as large and stubborn as any with which the colony is called 
upon to deal. Nobody seems to really know how to face it’. The newspaper cited 
a report by the Commissioner for Crown Lands in Canterbury, who found that the 
rabbits swarming just south of the border with Otago were eating the country bare, 

8  Registrar-General’s Office, Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books] 
(Wellington: Government Printer, 1870–99).
9  F. R. J. Sinclair, ‘High Street Quaking: A history of Dunedin’s “Inner Circle”’ (PhD diss., University of Otago, 
1996).
10  R. M. Burdon, High Country: The evolution of a New Zealand sheep farm (Auckland: Whitcombe and Tombs, 
1938).
11  C. de V. Teschemaker, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance’, (Nelson: [s.n.], 1883). A copy is held in the Sir George Grey 
Special Collections, Auckland Central City Library, at 636.9 T33.
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and were now ‘menacing Canterbury … but whether poison, or ferrets, stoats, and 
weasles, or men and dogs, or all of them, should be employed is a matter on which 
experts only are capable of judging’.12

Natural enemies of the rabbit

Ferrets are semi-domesticated animals with a long history of artificial breeding, 
which made them easy to tame and handle, either as a pet or as a trained working 
companion for a rabbit-catcher, but unused to living independently of human 
care. The use and management of ferrets to control and harvest rabbits was a well-
established rural skill, widely practised in Britain13 and easily imported into New 
Zealand with experienced immigrants. The ferrets themselves were bad travellers, but 
local ferret-breeding stud farms could be easily established to supply the accelerating 
demand from New Zealand landholders. Over at least 50 years after 1870, tens 
of thousands of ferrets were bred and released on rabbit-damaged pastoral lands.

Ferrets are specialist predators of small to mid-sized rodents and rabbits. Their long, 
thin bodies and short legs give them a smooth tubular shape that allows them to move 
easily through rabbit burrows. They have sharp, triangular faces, small, rounded ears 
folded back against the head, and a short, excitable tail. Feral ferrets, domesticated 
animals that have escaped human control, are still generally less aggressive than the 
larger, wild carnivores with which they have to compete, so their largest populations 
in Britain are found on islands.14

The idea of employing ferrets to kill rabbits was not a new one. The Greek author 
Strabo (64/63 BC – 24 AD) describes how ferrets were specially bred for that 
purpose, and muzzled before being sent into rabbit burrows.15 The rabbits were 
driven out into the open, where they were caught by men stationed at the holes 
with clubs or nets. When the idea of rabbiting with ferrets became known during 
the middle ages, the practice became widespread in Europe. Rabbits and ferrets 
both arrived in England, possibly together, sometime between the eleventh and 
fourteenth centuries.

12  Oamaru Mail, 30 June 1887, 2.
13  J. Marchington, Pugs and Drummers: Ferrets and Rabbits in Britain (London: Faber and Faber, 1978).
14  T. W. Bodey, S. Bearhop, and R. A. McDonald, ‘The diet of an invasive nonnative predator, the feral ferret 
Mustela furo, and implications for the conservation of ground-nesting birds’, European Journal of Wildlife Research 
57, no. 1 (2011): 107–17, doi.org/10.1007/s10344-010-0404-y.
15  A. P. D. Thomson, ‘A history of the ferret’, Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 6 (1951): 
471–80, doi.org/10.1093/jhmas/VI.Autumn.471.
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The introduction of invertebrate natural enemies is a standard technique for the 
management of insect pests, and can sometimes be spectacularly successful.16 
But  attempts to employ vertebrate predators to manage vertebrate pests seldom 
work so well, or at all, except under special conditions, and most turn out to 
have disastrous side effects. The story of mustelids in New Zealand is not only 
an interesting illustration of this generalisation, but also illustrates the interplay 
of social and biological factors in colonisation.

The aim of this paper is to describe the historical and social context of this 
unprecedented programme, to the extent that the original records still survive or 
can be deduced. I have presented the arguments proposed by supporters from both 
sides during the debates of the time.

Methods

Primary sources on the organisation of importations are preserved in New Zealand 
archives and research libraries. They comprise the documentary equivalent 
of an archaeological dig, in which careful extraction and interpretation can 
offer an  incomplete but useful picture of the events and decisions of the time. 
The following account is based on extensive searches of these records.

Official reports of the New Zealand Parliamentary debates, and the Appendices to the 
Journals of the House of Representatives, are the most reliable and accessible sources, 
mostly already digitised. Handwritten letters, farm diaries and unpublished analyses 
are freely accessible but mostly not digitised, so are available only to readers on site. 
The main repositories are Archives New Zealand, Statistics New Zealand, and the 
Alexander Turnbull Library (all in Wellington); the Hocken Library (Dunedin); the 
Auckland Institute and Museum; the city libraries of Auckland and Dunedin; and 
the Maritime Museums of Auckland, Lyttelton, Port Chalmers, and Bluff. I have 
personally searched all of these except the Lyttelton Maritime Museum, which 
was closed in 2011 due to earthquake damage. I also commissioned professional 
archivists to search smaller New Zealand museums on my behalf. In England, 
I searched the National Archives at Kew, the Caird Library of the National Maritime 
Museum, the Bodleian Library, Oxford, and the Cambridge University Library.

By the mid-nineteenth century, there were dozens of provincial newspapers in New 
Zealand, each a rich source of information about local events and people, often 
reprinting significant items from correspondents and news publications overseas.17 

16  J. R. Beddington, C. A. Free, and J. H. Lawton, ‘Characteristics of successful natural enemies in models 
of biological control of insect pests’, Nature 273 (1978): 513–19, doi.org/10.1038/273513a0.
17  E. Pawson and N. C. Quigley, ‘The circulation of information and frontier development: Canterbury 
1850–1890’, New Zealand Geographer 38 (1982): 65–76, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x.

http://doi.org/10.1038/273513a0
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1982.tb00995.x
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Online newspaper databases offer easily accessible and valuable accounts of shipping 
movements, and reports of meetings showing how people reacted to the first 
ferret arrivals.18

Financial records are cited in the currency used in New Zealand in the nineteenth 
century, the British pound sterling (£), divided into 20 shillings (s), each of 
12  pence  (d). The Reserve Bank of New Zealand provides an online calculator 
by which sterling amounts back to 1862 can be converted into contemporary 
New Zealand dollars.19

Results

Rabbits in New Zealand
The European rabbit is a remarkably successful colonising species.20 Live rabbits 
are easily carried in small hutches on ships, and in the days before refrigeration 
they were a vital source of fresh meat for sailors on long voyages. Rabbits were 
distributed on islands around the world to provide food for castaways, and from the 
earliest days of the European diaspora, they accompanied pioneer farmers travelling 
to colonise new territories overseas.21

The first rabbits to arrive in New Zealand were probably brought by whalers to 
the south coast of the South Island. They were a normal article of trade at shore 
stations, so were shipped from Sydney during the two decades of the 1820s–1830s 
along with other supplies.22 There were reports of sightings of rabbits in southern 
New  Zealand in the 1840s and 1850s, although only in small numbers.23 
As  colonisation proceeded, rabbits were transported and liberated by settlers in 
several other parts of New Zealand, for sport as well as for meat.24

One story, about the introduction of rabbits to Southland in 1863, describes the 
occasion when four rabbits, brought to Bluff on the immigrant ship Helenslea from 
Scotland, were liberated in the sandhills near Invercargill:

18  Papers Past, National Library of New Zealand: paperspast.natlib.govt.nz; the British Newspaper Archive: 
britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk.
19  rbnz.govt.nz/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator.
20  H. V. Thompson and C. M. King, eds., The European Rabbit: The History and Biology of a Successful Colonizer 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994).
21  T. R. Dunlap, Nature and the English diaspora: Environment and history in the United States, Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).
22  Gibb and Williams, ‘The rabbit in New Zealand’, 158–204.
23  F. G. Hall-Jones, Historical Southland (Invercargill: H. & J. Smith for Southland Historical Committee, 1945).
24  G. A. Hamilton, History of Northern Southland (Invercargill: Southland Times, 1952).

http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz
http://rbnz.govt.nz/monetary-policy/inflation-calculator
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There was a liberation ceremony with speeches and toasts drunk in champagne. 
But … an old Highlander named Mitchell … stood on a sandhill and cursed the 
rabbits in Gaelic, saying they would ruin the country. No one paid much attention at 
the time … but many of those present must have lived to see the day [when Mitchell 
was proved right] … and remember his words.25

The rabbits that arrived in the Helenslea were not the first brought to Southland, but 
by the 1870s, they were widely believed to have been the origin of what became an 
unstoppable horde of rabbits moving northwards into the hitherto highly profitable 
sheep runs of inland Southland and Otago. In the northern South Island, silver-
grey rabbits were released in 1858 and in 1862, and they too reached pest levels 
in the early to mid-1870s. The historical geographer A. H. Clark cites Sir Alister 
McIntosh’s 1940 history of Marlborough as estimating that more than a million 
acres (404,685 ha) of sheep pasture in that province were damaged by rabbits in less 
than 15 years.26

According to the first official survey of what was called, with remarkable 
understatement, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance’, wild rabbits first appeared on the finely 
grassed and valuable sheep country among the sandhills between Invercargill and 
Riverton in about 1864.27 Concentrated grazing by rabbits turned what had been 
a  rolling sward into barren, shifting sandhills. From there, rabbits spread inland 
along the rivers, assisted by farmers, runholders and gold-diggers, who trapped and 
carried with them a few rabbits to supplement their sometimes meagre diets.28

By 1875, reports from Crown lessees (who held large blocks of leasehold grazing 
land for sheep runs) describing rapidly increasing pasture damage over the previous 
two years in Southland began to alarm the Provincial Council. One man quoted 
by the Otago Witness said that, from his own experience, ‘the plague of rabbits has 
become so formidable, that it is now a struggle for existence between “fur v. wool”’.29

Official inquiries
In response to the concerns of Crown lessees in Southland, the Provincial Council 
instituted a commission of inquiry to investigate the extent of the ‘rabbit nuisance’ 
in the district, and to consider means of dealing with it. The commission appointed 
to investigate these reports doubted that such a sudden increase in rabbits could 
have been possible in the short time frame reported, and suspected that the case 
might be somewhat exaggerated.

25  Ibid., 34
26  A. H. Clark, The invasion of New Zealand by people, plants and animals: The South Island (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1949), citing A. D. McIntosh, ed., Marlborough: A Provincial History (Blenheim: 
Marlborough Provincial History Committee, 1940).
27  Richardson and Pearson, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance in Southland’.
28  Hamilton, History of Northern Southland, 35.
29  Otago Witness, 9 December 1876, 21.
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Members of the provincial commission travelled widely around the affected 
districts, interviewing witnesses and consulting both those affected by it locally and 
the relevant authorities in New South Wales and Tasmania. They confirmed that the 
rabbits had indeed spread to the whole of Southland ‘within the short period of two 
years’. They compiled figures documenting the reduction of the Southland wool clip 
by 700–800 bales compared with the previous year, and losses of lambs averaging 
up to 20 per cent across the province per season, both attributed to malnutrition 
of ewes following rabbit damage to pastures. The commission listed the difficulties 
of exterminating rabbits caused by their extraordinary fecundity and the absence 
of natural enemies. They supported suggestions that importing a certain class of 
‘natural enemies’ of the rabbit—but not such as would injure lambs—would relieve 
the country of a serious economic threat to pastoral agriculture. Their report of May 
1876 called for a remedy that should be ‘immediate, compulsory and universal’, 
and urged the colonial secretary in Wellington to deem the matter of sufficient 
public importance to make it the subject of legislation by the General Assembly.30 
A few months later, the Rabbit Nuisance Committee of the New Zealand House 
of Representatives recommended that a bill should be introduced to parliament 
without delay.31

Many businesses were about to be challenged by rabbits, but, faced with a completely 
unprecedented problem, they had no way to predict the size of the threat to their 
profits. For example, the National Mortgage and Agency Company of New Zealand 
Ltd (NMA) in Dunedin was a leading stock and station company, supplying 
livestock, seeds and equipment to pastoral runholders, and handling the sales of the 
wool and tallow they produced. They were among the first commercial entities at 
risk, but their directors saw no reason to be alarmed. In 1875 NMA’s founder J. M. 
Ritchie wrote: ‘I hear that Johnson has been spending upwards of £15 a week to try 
to keep down the rabbits. He is using men and dogs. Far better to get some ferrets.’ 
Thirteen years later, in 1888, a member of the board, W. S. Davidson, speaking at 
a meeting of NMA shareholders in London, said: ‘I have not the slightest doubt 
that we shall very easily keep the rabbits down in New Zealand. It only requires an 
increase in the numerous stoats and weasels which have been sent out to keep the 
pests in check. In a few years we shall be little troubled by rabbits.’ The author of the 
centenary history of the company commented:

30  Richardson and Pearson, ‘The Rabbit Nuisance in Southland’. The colonial secretary was the minister 
responsible for internal affairs, and was unconnected with the office of the Secretary of State for the Colonies in 
London.
31  Hodgkinson, ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 1, 2017

148

Here were two intelligent, prudent and successful men, quite sure that the rabbit 
problem was only a passing phase … in the interval between the two statements 
[1875 to 1888] … the Government had lost more than £315,000 [a year] in rentals 
from leasehold [pastoral] lands, and the annual national loss was being estimated 
at £2,000,000.32

Parry’s figures differ from those given previously by Teschemaker, but the message 
is the same.

Attempts to prohibit the importing of natural enemies
Arguments over the wisdom of importing predators to attack rabbits soon 
developed  into a serious political issue, focused on the strongly worded protests 
from ornithologists concerned about the risk to endemic fauna, including avian 
predators  native to New Zealand.33 The same year, Sir George Grey attempted 
to prohibit the importation of foxes, polecats, stoats and weasels.34 He proposed 
a Noxious Animals Introduction Prevention Bill that would have made such imports 
illegal. (Actually, foxes had already been prohibited in 1867, because of their known 
appetite for lambs, and the first mustelids had already been imported privately.)

The debate was stimulated at least as much by concerns about the potential damage 
to acclimatised game birds as by the potential threat to native birds. Grey’s bill was 
passed by the House of Representatives, but the upper house, the Legislative Council, 
refused to consider it. Many members of the council were wealthy runholders at 
risk of losing serious amounts of money if the rabbit pest could not be controlled. 
Southern newspapers applauded the council’s refusal to ban the imports, since they 
saw the natural enemies of the rabbit as more significant as defenders of the colony’s 
commercial income from wool and crops than as threats to domestic poultry and 
game birds.

Despite the vigorous disputes, the imports remained legal.35 Just to make sure, 
when McMeckan, Blackwood & Co., a firm of stock agents in Melbourne, received 
orders to export ferrets to Bluff in 1878, they took the precaution of asking for 
permission from the colonial secretary in Wellington. They received the reply: 
‘There  is no law against it, and ferrets are not mentioned in §2d of Protection 
of Animals Act 1873.’36

32  G. Parry, N.M.A. The Story of the First 100 Years: The National Mortgage and Agency Company of New Zealand 
Ltd 1864–1964 (Dunedin: The National Mortgage and Agency Company of New Zealand Ltd., 1964), 122.
33  Otago Witness, 9 December 1876.
34  P. K. Wells, ‘“An enemy of the rabbit”: the social context of acclimatisation of an immigrant killer’, Environment 
and History 12 (2006): 297–324, doi.org/10.3197/096734006778226373.
35  House of Representatives, ‘Amendment to Protection of Animals Bill’ [re bannning imports of mustelids], 
New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (Wellington: G. Didsbury, Government Printer, 1876), 273.
36  W. Bishop, Letter 13 July to Colonial Secretary asking permission to land 2 dozen ferrets, 1878. Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington, R24273700.
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Early private importations of ferrets
Not every ferret that reached New Zealand was brought in for rabbit control. A few 
ferrets found their way in even before rabbits became a nuisance—as demonstrated 
by an advertisement of 1852 offering three pairs for sale, and another in 1860 
offering four ferrets at 35 shillings a pair. In 1867, the Bella Mary brought 10 ferrets 
from Hobart, ‘which will be parted with on reasonable terms’.37 Ferrets had long 
been useful for purposes other than release, such as for clearing buildings of rats, so 
private imports had been going on since the late 1860s. For example, the Canterbury 
Acclimatisation Society brought in five ferrets in 1867, plus another one in 1868, 
and kept them at its gardens in Christchurch.38

‘Working ferrets’ were trained to hunt rabbits alongside a man and a team of dogs 
(Figure 2). Ferrets were inserted into the burrows to flush the rabbits out into the 
jaws of the dogs, and afterwards retrieved. Good working ferrets were valuable 
property, and well cared for because they were part of their owners’ toolkits. Farmers 
advertising for labourers favoured rabbiters with their own ferrets, and immigrants 
skilled in such work were much in demand. These ferrets were not intended for 
release, and any that got lost were not expected to be able to survive for long 
independently of human partners.

The area of ground that a ferreting team could cover was limited, and the need to 
control rabbits over vast areas of seldom-visited mountain country was very great. 
So it was the runholders in those districts who were the first to try importing private 
shipments of ferrets for release on their own land, and to persuade the government 
to do the same for Crown lands, and on a large scale. Inevitably, the emphasis shifted 
to importing ferrets in very large numbers, specifically to be liberated into the wild.

The chances of the released ferrets surviving long enough to establish a wild 
population varied with the habitat and climate of the distribution area, and with 
their own ability to adapt to an independent life. One objection to releasing captive-
bred ferrets was that, after generations of selection for the docile qualities preferred 
in tame domestic animals, they might be unable to make a living independently. 
That  was certainly an issue at first, when young ferrets were turned out straight 
from a comfortable hutch into the unprotected wild. One of the ferrets’ keenest 
supporters, Teschemaker, conceded that domestic ferrets were more delicate than 
the stoat or weasel, and did not survive the English winter if left unprotected. 
New Zealand was different, he added, because there was so much food available for 
them, and they could survive well here, especially if they were trained to hunt and 
kill before being turned out.39

37  Lyttelton Times, 7 August 1852; Daily Southern Cross, 27 January 1860; New Zealand Herald, 1 February 1867. 
38  G. M. Thomson, The naturalisation of animals and plants in New Zealand (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1922), 70, doi.org/10.5962/bhl.title.28093.
39  C. de V. Teschemaker, Letter to Major Atkinson [NZ Premier] on obtaining information on stoats and weasels, 
1883. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R24413234.
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Otago
Soon after rabbits arrived in Otago in the mid-1860s, the economic viability of the 
backcountry sheep stations, including two of the largest, Earnscleugh and Galloway, 
began to decline rapidly. By June 1875, the local papers were reporting that the 
squatters (runholders) were planning to do something about the rabbits, starting 
with ordering supplies of ferrets for Earnscleugh and Galloway stations (Figure 1).

This first ‘supply’ of ferrets for Earnscleugh amounted to only five animals in 1875, 
but then in the 1880s the station staff started breeding their own ferrets for release.40 
The ferrets did not save Earnscleugh; it was resumed by the Crown (that is, it was 
abandoned by the leaseholder) in 1895, by which time it could carry only 12,000 
sheep, half the number it had supported in 1879.

Life at Benmore station, in the Waitaki Valley in northern Otago, is well recorded 
in a series of diaries and letters written by the station manager Thomas Middleton, 
and summarised by Robert Pinney.41 Ferrets were first taken there in 1875, and by 
1881 they were ‘all over the run’.42 Middleton attributed his moderate early success 
in reducing the numbers of rabbits in part to the work of ferrets, but regretted that 
they were so vulnerable to the effects of the highly infectious and lethal disease 
canine distemper, and of eating the carcases of poisoned rabbits.

The unpublished ledgers of the Dunedin office of the New Zealand Loan & 
Mercantile Agency Co. are being prepared for cataloguing by the Hocken Library. 
Among them, Peter Holland found several entries for consignments of mustelids 
to J. C. Buckland at Tumai, dating from 1882.43 These animals were presumably 
imported into Bluff (probably from Melbourne) and forwarded to the Dunedin 
office for distribution to client landholders.

40  R. Peden, Making Sheep Country: Mt Peel station and the transformation of the tussock lands (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 2011).
41  R. Pinney, Notebook M1: Extracts from Benmore Letter Books, 1877–1887. Hocken Collections, Otago 
University, MS–3178/013.
42  Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs.
43  Waikouaiti, 27 November  1882:  ‘Ferrets  from Invercargill  £6-17-6’; 23 December  1882:  ‘Ferrets 
from Invercargill £24-10-0’; 9 April 1884 ‘Exp[ense]s re stoats, ferrets etc, 13s 0d’. Peter Holland, personal 
communication.
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Figure 2: A rabbiter working with a cooperating team of dogs and ferrets.
Source: Sir George Grey Special Collections, Auckland Libraries, AWNS‑19241211‑41‑2.
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Southland
Cuthbert Cowan was a leading Southland runholder and a member of the House 
of Representatives. His property at Okaiterua on the Oreti River was one of the 
first to be invaded by rabbits, from 1872 onwards. Between March and July 1876, 
Cowan killed 26,000 rabbits on his own 11,750 acres (4,755 ha) alone, by the 
efforts of men with spades, dogs and one gun.44 He organised a private shipment of 
ferrets from Britain, which arrived in late 1876:

One of the passengers by the Arawata on her last trip from Melbourne, was a young 
gentleman [Allen Bowler]45 who brought 36 ferrets in the St. Osyth from England 
to Melbourne and thence to this place, for rabbit killing purposes. He has proceeded 
to Mr C. Cowan’s station.46 

At a parliamentary enquiry in 1884, Cowan was asked if he had ever tried natural 
enemies as a remedy against rabbits. He replied that he had landed 16 ferrets and 
put them out on his own property. Now the country was ‘overrun with ferrets’, 
which were breeding in the wild and doing no harm to lambs.47

Marlborough
In 1878, Joseph Ward of Wairau and some of his neighbours ordered a consignment 
of ferrets to be dispatched from England in the sailing ship Rialto. On the voyage, 
distemper broke out among them, and when the ship arrived on 6 March 1878, 
only three ferrets had survived, so ‘it was a rather expensive affair’.48 Another lot 
of 600 ferrets was imported by George Bullen of Kaikoura, but every one of that 
consignment died. He started again with 700, and got two ferrets out of the 1,300.49 
The two shipments cost some £800, for virtually no result. A later and presumably 
better-managed shipment cost 10s 8½d per ferret, in part because by then it was 
known that ferrets had to be kept well away from any dog with distemper. Besides 
disease, another likely reason for these failures was inappropriate feeding and housing 
on board ship. Gamekeepers with long experience of keeping ferrets described them 
as shivery creatures that need warm, dry hutches,50 and always thirsty, so they must 
be given plenty of water.51

44  Gibb and Williams, ‘The rabbit in New Zealand’, 162.
45  Immigration Register for 1876. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R5013063 Im W2/2.
46  Southland Times, 15 November 1876, 2.
47  G. Randall Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’, AJHR I–5 (1884).
48  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’ [1880–81], AJHR I–06 (1881).
49  Randall Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’.
50  R. Jefferies, The Gamekeeper at Home (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978 [first published 1878]).
51  Marchington, Pugs and Drummers: Ferrets and Rabbits in Britain.
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Bullen also encouraged British ferreters to emigrate to New Zealand, bringing their 
working ferret and dog teams with them. These shipments were more successful, 
not least because these animals were accompanied by experienced ferret-keepers. 
For example, the ship Warwick left Plymouth on 30 November 1878, arriving at 
Lyttelton on 3 March 1879. The Nelson Evening Mail announced that the Warwick 
carried two rabbit-catchers accompanied by their ferrets and dogs, and engaged to 
work for ‘a runholder at the Kaikouras’. They were to be paid between 4s 6d and 2s 
6d per dozen rabbit skins, depending on the time of year. The Warwick’s passenger 
list names all the men on board with their trades: two of them, David Cook and 
David Lang, both 23 and both from Fife, were listed as rabbit-catchers.52 Bullen is 
named in another report as the runholder engaging them.

Other Marlborough runholders tried a different tactic. Fell Brothers, agents for the 
Starborough station near Blenheim, offered to pay stewards and others working 
on the wool ships 12 shillings a head for all ferrets landed alive and in healthy 
condition. The adverts were repeated at least five times over the next two months.53 
If any ferrets came in this way, they could only have been in small numbers.

North Island
Wild rabbits liberated in the southern Wairarapa near Carterton had greatly 
increased in numbers by 1870,54 and by 1875 they had reached William Beetham’s 
station Brancepeth, southwest of Masterton, about 15 km away.55 Further south, 
the Huangarua station near Martinborough was owned from 1869 to 1878 by 
the Hon. George Waterhouse, a Wellington politician and pastoralist. He had had 
rabbits on his property since about 1871. Waterhouse was one of the speakers in the 
Legislative Council debate on whether to impose a ban on introduced predators in 
1876. He must have been relieved at the decision that private imports were not to be 
prohibited, because during the debate he revealed that ‘he had, within the last three 
or four months, turned loose a considerable number of ferrets’.56

The result was apparently good. Runholders in Southland read, perhaps with a touch 
of envy, reports that the ferrets imported by Waterhouse, released on pastures thick 
with rabbits, had cleared them out completely by January 1877, right down to the 
last one in the neighbourhood. Such unequivocal statements are now impossible to 
test, but seem to modern eyes incautious: absence of evidence (of rabbits surviving 
the arrival of ferrets in a locality) is not evidence of absence of rabbits, there 
or anywhere.

52  Nelson Evening Mail, 4 March 1879, 2; Ship’s papers for Warwick Nov. 1878 – Mar. 1879. Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington, R 4085568 Im 15/345.
53  For example, Evening Post, 5 December 1881, 3. 
54  Gibb and Williams, ‘The rabbit in New Zealand’, 162.
55  W. H. McLean, Rabbits Galore (Wellington: A. H. and A. W. Reed, 1966).
56  House of Representatives, ‘Amendment to Protection of Animals Bill’ [re bannning imports of mustelids], 
New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (1876), 273.
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The Rabbit Nuisance Act 1881
By 1880 the government could no longer ignore the outcry from formerly wealthy 
runholders facing ruin from rabbit damage. Their influence had been the main 
reason for the failure of Grey’s 1876 attempt to prohibit the import of the natural 
enemy of the rabbits. Now, as rabbits steadily advanced through Otago from 
Southland, they wanted more decisive action. Native predators (harrier hawks: 
Circus approximans; and the predatory flightless weka: Gallirallus australis hectori) 
killed many rabbits at first, but soon it became clear that leaving the task to them 
alone was not going to be enough. Thomas Middleton, manager of the Hon. Robert 
Campbell’s Benmore station in the Waitaki River Valley, northern Otago (Figure 1), 
wrote to his employer in May 1881 that rabbits were becoming a serious concern on 
the estate.57 He begged Campbell to do something urgently:

Now, if ever, is the time to prevent them becoming a nuisance … I can’t help dreading 
the fate of Southland for the Waitaki unless we stir ourselves and combat the vermin 
before it is in their power to do us harm.58

Alas, serious harm was already being done. By 1881 the rental income to the 
government from the half-million acres (202,342 ha) of runs severely affected by 
rabbits had dropped from £2,288 a year to £619, and the financial cost to the 
whole colony in lost exports had escalated to at least £500,000 a year. On one of 
Campbell’s runs, Galloway (68,000 ha), rabbit control in 1880 cost him £3,000 
(equivalent to $486,193 now) for a return of £1,500; 26,000 ha of the run was 
incapable of feeding sheep in winter. Burwood, another of Campbell’s runs, used 
to carry 80,000 sheep, but could by then support only 24,000. Campbell gave up 
on this and six more of his runs in 1881; four were relet at a lower rent, and three 
were simply abandoned. The national flock fell from 13 million sheep in 1878 
to 11.5 million in 1879.59

The Rabbit Nuisance Committee reported detailed statements from 15 witnesses. 
They specifically wanted to see all landholders required to bear their proportionate 
share of the cost of destroying rabbits, and provision made for protecting the natural 
enemies of the rabbit already in the colony.

Among the witnesses was Bullen. He presented a succinct argument in favour 
of relying on ferrets to solve the rabbit problem:

I am glad to say the ferrets have done, and are still doing, a great work for us in 
checking the rabbits; and I do believe the ferrets will be the salvation of the country 
… My firm belief is, the rabbit-catchers do more harm than good: they kill everything 

57  Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs.
58  Pinney, Notebook M1: Extracts from Benmore Letter Books, 1877–1887. Hocken Collections, Otago 
University, MS–3178/013.
59  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’ [1880–81].
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that kills a rabbit … We turned out ferrets about eight years ago, and have been 
turning out … about two hundred a year, which we shall continue as long as we 
see any rabbits around … This country … is considerably over 100,000 acres, and 
I believe there are many hundreds of ferrets on it; we leave it entirely to them to do 
the work, keeping one man to breed and act as keeper over the ferrets.60

The experience of Bullen, among others, convinced the colonial government to 
take action. The existing Rabbit Nuisance Act 1876 had provided only for a system 
of district rabbit trustees with powers to raise funds from landowners to help pay 
for the work of dealing with rabbits (excluding unoccupied Crown and Native 
lands). This did not work well, largely because it could not prevent landholders who 
disagreed with it from simply walking away. Some more vigorous action was needed.

In November 1881 a new and energetic Chief Inspector, Benjamin P. Bayly, was 
appointed.61 Bayly was a strong supporter of the idea of importing mustelids to 
control rabbits, so he immediately set to work on organising official purchases of 
ferrets for release on Crown lands. He also helped to draft new legislation62 that 
provided for resident rabbit inspectors in every district, armed with the power to 
hold individual landholders responsible for controlling rabbits on their own land. 
Defaulters could be fined up to £20, which seemed the crowning insult to many 
runholders already facing unavoidable financial losses due to rabbits. The new Act 
also gave legal protection for all natural enemies of the rabbit already present (ferrets, 
cats, stoats, weasels and mongooses, but not the weka, because it was traditional 
food for Māori).63 The penalty for killing any one of these was up to £10, and 
there were no exemptions, even to protect poultry or carefully nurtured game birds. 
With minor alterations, this Act remained in force for many years.

As the advancing horde of rabbits moved northwards from Southland into Otago, 
the government planned to establish resident populations of natural enemies to stand 
in their way. The need to do this was considered especially urgent where labour-
intensive methods of rabbit control were impossible, such as on the unoccupied 
Crown lands of the remote backcountry. So thousands of ferrets were released 
on  the mountains dividing the headwaters of the main eastward-flowing rivers, 
and on the western sides of the lakes. This policy was not understood at the time, 
or later—especially by those concerned about the protection of native birds. For 
example, Edward Melland held two pastoral leases in far western Otago, Eglinton 
394 and Cheviot 396 (Figure 1). He was also a scientist, and was twice president of 

60  Ibid., 17.
61  ‘Notices’ [Appointment of B. P. Bayly], New Zealand Gazette, 18 November 1881, 2.
62  Rabbit Nuisance Act (1881): www.nzlii.org/nz/legis/hist_act/rna188145v1881n6222.
63  C. M. King, ‘Contemporary observations of predation on the buff weka (Gallirallus australis hectori) by ferrets 
in the South Island during the nineteenth century’, Notornis 64 (2017): 52–5.
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the Otago Branch of the Royal Society of New Zealand. In 1889, Melland criticised 
the government’s ‘incredible folly’ in turning out ferrets on the west shore of Lake 
Manapouri, where kakapo, then still common, are now extinct.64

Reactions to the new Act
Rearguard protests continued in the House of Representatives. In July 1882 the 
colonial secretary was asked, in view of the conflicting opinions expressed as to 
the introduction of ferrets and weasels to overcome the rabbit nuisance, would 
government cause the matter to be more fully considered? The minister replied that 
the government had not sufficient reason to doubt the expediency of importing 
ferrets as a means of overcoming the rabbit nuisance.65 The government continued, 
not only commissioning many imports itself, but also subsidising private enterprises 
doing the same.

Settlers’ meetings debated the new Rabbit Act exhaustively and often angrily. 
For example, the Marlborough Express reported in great detail the proceedings of 
two successive meetings in Blenheim in October and November 1881. In the face 
of a growing fear that, if the advance of the rabbits was not stopped, they might as 
well give up sheep farming altogether, every possible method of meeting the Act’s 
requirements had its passionate advocates. For some, poisoning and fencing were 
the only solutions; for others, organised breeding and distribution of ferrets. Some 
relied on trapping to remove the rabbit pest, while others pointed out that rabbiters 
could not be expected to remove the source of their employment, and their traps 
also killed many natural enemies of the rabbit.

Plagued by repeated and increasingly hostile correspondence, the government was 
forced to justify its policy. Bayly dismissed all objections to government releases 
of mustelids in the backcountry as coming from those who had

evidently never been south or seen the damage caused by the rabbit pest … [and are 
unaware that] private individuals have and are introducing the natural enemy and 
turning these animals out within the settled districts … I am as strongly as ever 
a believer in the introduction of the natural enemy … to save the large tracts of 
pastoral country in Canterbury that are threatened with an influx of rabbits from 
the boundary of the Otago country … [where it is] impossible to deal with [rabbits] 
in the ordinary manner, it is here especially that the natural enemy is required.66

64  E. Melland, ‘Notes on a paper entitled “The takahe in western Otago” by Mr James Park, F.G.S’, Transactions 
& Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute 22 (1889): 295–300.
65  New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 12 July 1882, 242–3.
66  Correspondence protesting introduction of stoats and weasels, 1886. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, 
R24456501.
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Not everyone was convinced that ferrets would be able to control rabbits at all, 
let alone as effectively as claimed. Richard Henry (1845–1929) was an ardent 
conservationist, later famous for attempting to protect New Zealand’s endemic 
flightless birds from mustelids by translocating them to Resolution Island.67 
He  once watched a ferret failing to catch a rabbit put in an enclosure with it. 
Henry recommended that anyone thinking of purchasing ferrets for release on 
a property should first undertake a few simple experiments, which would enable the 
experimenter to estimate whether there was any point in Bayly’s official policy of 
buying up young ferrets at 8s or 10s each, and turning them straight out of cages by 
the thousands. Henry’s advice was ignored.68

Opponents continued to claim that ferrets would prove to be a cure worse than the 
disease, but any such prediction could be countered by reassurances from supporters 
of the programme, such as C. J. Tully. He told the Joint Committee on Sheep and 
Rabbits in 1884 that ferrets were so easy to catch, there was no need to fear that 
ferrets would become too numerous.69

Official ferret importations, 1882–86
By the time of Bayly’s first report to the House of Representatives in 1882, he was 
able to say that several shipments of ferrets had been procured from Melbourne, and 
small lots were expected regularly by sailing vessels from England.70 The inwards 
letter books kept at the colonial secretary’s office in Wellington record a long series 
of letters from London in that year concerning shipments of ferrets. Most of these 
letters are now lost, so it is now difficult to tell where the animals came from, but one 
letter of 5 October 1882 from the agent-general in London mentions a shipment 
sent in September by a dealer ‘from the Clyde’.71 The public accounts for 1881–82 
list expenditures of £122 10s for purchasing ferrets and £28 15s for their hutches.72

The annual volumes of Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand include comprehensive 
listings of imports and exports by item and origin. Under ‘Animals, living’, a total 
of 1,972 animals listed as ‘Livestock: other kinds’ are recorded as having been 
imported from Australia and the UK between 1870 and 1880 inclusive, that is, 
before the arrival of the first stoats and weasels. Another 590 animals were recorded 

67  S. Hill and J. Hill, Richard Henry of Resolution Island (Dunedin: John McIndoe, 1987).
68  R. Henry, The New Zealand Rabbit and its prey (Christchurch: Lyttelton Times, 1887).
69  ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’, AJHR I–5 (1884): 137.
70  B. P. Bayly, ‘Livestock and Rabbits (Report as to Rabbits)’, AJHR H–21 (1882).
71  Agent-General, ‘Forwarding information re Marten cat’, 1882. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, 
R24375311. 
72  ‘Public Accounts of the Government of New Zealand’, AJHR B–01 (1881–82).
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as having been imported in the five years 1882–86; though listed as ‘Ferrets and 
weasels’, until 1885 they were mostly ferrets from Australia, where there were no 
stoats or weasels.73

Bayly’s early enthusiasm was quickly tempered by unpleasant surprises. A serious 
problem with transporting ferrets around the world was that, as Bullen had already 
discovered, these shipments were often disastrous failures. A letter from the colonial 
secretary in Wellington to the agent-general in London, dated 9 September 1882, 
included a memorandum listing the very high mortality rates of shipments of ferrets 
from Britain.74 The losses in transit were caused partly by inexpert handling, and 
partly by the great susceptibility of ferrets to canine distemper, which between them 
killed at least three entire shipments, each of up to 600 ferrets.

Among the suppliers of live animals for export from England was a well-known 
animal dealer, William Cross of Liverpool. He sent 120 ferrets, accompanied by 
750 pigeons, 10 sacks of biscuits and 375 tins of Nestle’s milk as food for the ferrets 
on the voyage, to ‘a large wool farmer’ in New Zealand. Cross quoted his client as 
believing he was facing ruin unless he could prevent the rabbits from eating up the 
pasture on which his sheep ought to be feeding, so he told Cross to send the order 
regardless of the expense.75

Curiously enough, at about the same time Mr Cross was also commissioned to send 
2,000 live rabbits to British Columbia. News editors in New Zealand were quick 
to point out the irony of Mr Cross supplying rabbits to be introduced into one 
country, and carnivores to help the extermination of introduced rabbits in another 
country. Why, they asked in England (and in New Zealand), have not the western 
Canadians learned from what rabbits have done to New Zealand and Australia?76

Bayly’s 1883 report to the Rabbit Nuisance Committee listed the losses recorded 
from 25 shipments of ferrets landed between March 1882 and 30 June 1883:

Of a total of 1217 ferrets shipped from England, 178 were landed alive, at a cost of 
£953, plus 241 shipped from Melbourne between March and April 1882, of which 
198 landed alive, at a cost of £224—to which must be added 122 for natural 
increase, less 157 that died from distemper. In total, 376 ferrets were landed alive by 
Government.77

73  C. M. King, ‘Pandora’s box down-under: Origins and numbers of mustelids transported to New Zealand for 
biological control of rabbits’, Biological Invasions (2017): doi.org/10.1007/s10530-017-1392-6.
74  Colonial Secretary, Letter 9 September to Agent General [Cover letter re Bayly report ferret deaths], Outwards 
Letterbook–Agent-General, 1882. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R20557923.
75  Evening Post, 17 December 1887, 1.
76  The Standard, London, reprinted in Hawke’s Bay Herald, 29 December 1887, 3. 
77  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1882–83], AJHR H–18 (1883).
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The final straw was the voyage of the sailing barque Lastingham, commissioned 
in London by the agent-general in April 1883 to carry a shipment of ferrets to 
New Zealand under the care of Francis Court.78 All the ferrets died on the way. 
The colonial secretary directed the agent-general to dispatch all future shipments 
in steamships, and to ensure that all consignments be accompanied by someone 
‘with knowledge of the animal’.79

On top of losses in transit, competition with private interests was making it 
increasingly difficult for the government to meet its strategy of obtaining large 
cohorts of ferrets for liberation on Crown lands. Bayly found that the private demand 
for ferrets meant that the government had been able to buy only two or three lots 
during the year 1883–84. Teschemaker complained: ‘I lately sent to Dunedin for 
20 pairs of ferrets … [the dealer] could only supply me with six pairs and I was told 
he could have sold them ten times over.’80

By the end of 1883, it became clear that the policy of importing ferrets was never 
going to be economic. Local breeding was fast becoming a feasible and more 
attractive alternative, so Bayly shifted to a different strategy, the purchasing of ferrets 
bred in the colony for sale to the government at a fixed price per head. Official 
importations of ferrets ended in 1884,81 although private shipments continued until 
at least 1886.

Ferret‑breeding programmes, 1882–c.1920s
The earliest ferret-breeding programme was established in the mid-1870s in 
Christchurch by the Canterbury Acclimatisation Society. The curator of its 
gardens, A. M. Johnson, kept ferrets there for Mr Morton, a member of the society, 
on whose behalf he sold some of them; two were still there in 1874.82 A larger 
breeding programme began there in 1882, when 20 ferrets were brought in for the 
government, which was to pay for their food and upkeep, at a daily cost of 3¼d 
per ferret. A hutch was built for them costing £46 12s. By December 1882 their 
numbers had increased to 60, and their hutch was enlarged.83

In 1882, the government established three new depots for breeding ferrets, at Waimata 
and Masterton in the North Island, and near Christchurch in the South Island, and 
many other establishments followed, as listed by local rabbit inspectors contributing 

78  Agent-General, Letter No. 82 of 4 April to Colonial Secretary: Shipment of ferrets per ‘Lastingham’ in charge 
of F. Court, Inwards Letter Book (1883): 316. Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
79  Colonial Secretary, Letter 1 August to Agent General [Ferrets to be carried on steamships], Outwards 
Letterbook–Agent-General (1883). Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R20557923.
80  Teschemaker, Letter to Major Atkinson on obtaining information on stoats and weasels (1883).
81  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1883–84], AJHR II H–02 (1884).
82  R. C. Lamb, Birds, beasts and fishes: The first hundred years of the North Canterbury Acclimatisation Society 
(Christchurch: North Canterbury Acclimatisation Society, 1964), 19.
83  Lamb, Birds, beasts and fishes, 21.
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to Bayly’s annual reports. Most of these animals were bred for distribution and 
release on Crown lands, but private owners, notably Bullen in Marlborough, ran 
their own programmes, turning out up to an additional 500 ferrets in one season. 
The total numbers of ferrets released by all parties reached extraordinary levels by 
the mid-1880s.

The Joint Committee of the Canterbury Chamber of Commerce and the Canterbury 
Agricultural and Pastoral Association feared rabbits arriving in Canterbury in 
their myriads. They were confident that judicious placement of natural enemies 
through the backcountry would prevent such an invasion, and in December 1887 
the Christchurch Press summarised a public meeting held to consider their report. 
The  committee urged the government to accelerate the production processes by 
offering a bonus for ferret breeding.

Among the large stations establishing their own ferret-breeding facilities was 
Benmore, which had a breeding stock of 112 doe and 23 buck ferrets at the 
homestead, and also bought ferrets bred at Quail Burn and Mount Royal, also in 
Otago. In April 1888, 689 ferrets were turned out on the station, most of them 
locally bred. Still, rabbit numbers remained astronomical: 40,000 were killed on 
Benmore in February–March 1889 alone.84

While the demand lasted and official encouragement continued, the ferret-breeding 
business paid some enterprising operators very well. In September 1888, George 
Steel of the New Zealand Country Journal visited a private ferret stud at Wairuna 
Hills (inland from Balclutha) run by Messrs Allen and Riggs. They had a contract 
to supply the colonial government with 10,000 ferrets a year for three years, at 7s 
6d a head. The breeding stock numbered 200 full-grown ferrets, of which 40 were 
males. They ate 30 rabbits a day, plus the milk of three cows, and every detail of 
their diet, housing, mating, and nursing of offspring was carefully managed to keep 
them healthy.85

Ferret breeding was a long-term and risky operation, so the government had to offer 
private breeders a guaranteed purchase price for their ferrets in order to get them to 
invest in it. Such a system created an unforeseen problem: an attractive opportunity 
for dishonest profiteering. In districts where large numbers of ferrets had already 
been turned out, a high price offered for live ferrets gave rabbiters an incentive to 
poach wild ferrets and offer them for sale. In order to ensure that sheep inspectors 
were not buying back their own previously released ferrets, the government had 
to change the rules to authorise purchases only from known breeders.86

84  Pinney, Early Northern Otago Runs; R. Pinney, Notebook L: Extracts from Benmore Diaries, 1866–88. 
Hocken Collections, Otago University, MS–3178/012.
85  George Steel in the New Zealand Country Journal, quoted in Otago Witness, 28 September 1888, 7.
86  A. Macdonald, [Authority to buy ferrets], 1886. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R24456331.
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In turn, local sheep inspectors had to check if more ferrets were needed. For 
example, in February 1886, W. A. Smith wrote to E. Clifton, the sheep inspector 
at Kaikoura, offering ferrets for sale at 10s each. Bayly confirmed that ferrets were 
needed for turning out on Crown lands, so the colonial secretary authorised Clifton 
to buy as many young, healthy and properly seasoned ferrets as were offered, at not 
more than 10s each, or less if possible.87

In the southern South Island, the local rabbit inspectors believed that ferrets had 
proved their worth, because in some areas the rabbits were rapidly disappearing, 
and in their place ferrets could be found in considerable numbers. Bayly’s 1887 
annual report on the rabbit nuisance lists a total of 1,922 ferret releases during 
the year (800 in Southland alone), and others went unrecorded. The inspector for 
Gore, Angus Macdonald, reported that ferret breeding had become an industry in 
his district, and agreed that breeders should be licensed to reduce the temptation 
to traffic illegally in government stock.88

The following year’s annual report claimed with pride that ferret breeding was now 
being carried out on a large scale; 3,600 ferrets had been bred and 2,755 released in 
Otago, 367 in Canterbury, 480 in Marlborough, in addition to more than 4,000 
by private owners. A separate report lists contracts on foot for a total of 21,760 
ferrets to be supplied to the government’s stock department from 1 January 1887 to 
8 June 1888. All the consignees were rabbit inspectors in the South Island, although 
a footnote adds that fewer than half of the contracts were expected to be met.89

The end of the official strategy, 1889–91
Eventually there had to be an end to this programme, and it came during 1888–89. 
In 1889, Bayly was demoted, and the government withdrew all support for his 
policies. The independent Joint Committee on Livestock and Rabbits produced 
its annual report in September 1889, protesting against the sudden change, but to 
no effect. The rabbit inspector for Otago, Alfred Douglas, had reported that 2,230 
ferrets had been produced for purchase by the government and turned out on the 
high country in 1890, but when breeders found that the government had stopped 
all contracts, they simply released 5,000 of their stock.90

From then on, private enterprise was left to meet the demand for mustelids by 
direct negotiation with purchasers. A private shipment of 185 ‘polecats’ and ferrets 
intended for the South Island and dispatched in the Aorangi from London on 
9 January 1891 did nothing to help the shortage, since only two arrived alive; the 

87  W. A. Smith, [Ferrets for sale], 1886. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R24455151.
88  B. P. Bayly, ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1886–87], AJHR H–18 (1887).
89  Stock Department, ‘The supply of ferrets (contracts made by Stock Department)’, AJHR H–31 (1888).
90  Anon., ‘Annual Report on the Rabbit Nuisance’ [1889–90], AJHR H–9 (1890).
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rest died on the voyage. But private breeders gradually recovered their confidence 
in the ferret-breeding business to supply the newly established rabbit boards, and 
the local ferret production industry continued long after all shipments of mustelids 
ended in 1892.91

For example, the North Wairarapa Board turned loose about 1,000 ferrets in 
1892–93, and in Marlborough, hundreds of ferrets were liberated in that spring 
and summer, with many more following.92 In February 1899, the sheep inspector 
at Gore, E. Field, wrote to Ritchie that he could get local breeders to commit to 
producing any number of ferrets up to 1,000 at 5s each, provided the government 
guaranteed it would purchase them in September. Ritchie recommended that Field 
order 1,000–1,500 for liberation on Crown lands, where Ritchie considered that the 
natural enemy were doing excellent work in the high country.93

In all, the 50-year history of attempts to use ferrets to control rabbits in the South 
Island involved tens of thousands of animals. Clark cites an unpublished estimate 
by the historian R. M. Burdon that overall ‘upward of 75,000’ ferrets were bred and 
released.94 The written records are full of astonishing figures that are too fragmentary 
and scattered, and too often overlapping, to add up to an actual count, but they are 
consistent with Burdon’s figure taken over the long term. With hindsight, we may 
now ask to what extent this unprecedented programme achieved its aim.

Effects of mustelids on rabbit numbers
First, it is necessary to draw a clear distinction between two quite different predator–
prey relationships. Island species that evolved in habitats free of any four-footed 
mammalian predators, which include all of New Zealand’s most strongly endemic 
birds, typically have very low breeding and mortality rates. Suddenly increased 
subtraction imposed by a new invader can easily beat multiplication of the residents, 
and reproduction is overwhelmed by unmanageable losses, as is illustrated by the long 
list of New Zealand’s extinct birds.95 Lethal control of invasive predators to protect 
a threatened island fauna is effective and fully justified,96 up to a limit correlated 

91  Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books].
92  J. D. Ritchie, ‘Report of the Secretary for Agriculture and Chief Inspector of Stock’, AJHR H–21 (1893).
93  [Complaints about natural enemies], 1896–98. Archives New Zealand, Wellington, R1762009.
94  Clark, The invasion of New Zealand, 266.
95  A. J. D. Tennyson, ‘The origin and history of New Zealand’s terrestrial vertebrates’, New Zealand Journal 
of Ecology 34 (2010): 6–27.
96  J. C. Russell et al., ‘Importance of lethal control of invasive predators for island conservation’, Conservation 
Biology 30, no. 3 (2016): 670–2, doi.org/10.1111/cobi.12666.
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with the size and location of the island and the number of human residents.97 Such 
programmes on uninhabited islands—even very large ones—are now routinely 
successful, in part because islands offer a better chance of preventing reinvasion.

That is a completely different matter from the reactions of mainland species familiar 
(in the biological sense) with each other as natural predators and prey. A ‘natural 
enemy’ in this sense is the product of an evolved interaction that includes the 
mutually adaptive population dynamics and flexible behaviour that allow long-term 
coexistence at landscape scale. The impact of invasive rodents and mustelids on New 
Zealand’s native fauna was overwhelmingly of the disastrous new-invader kind; that 
of ferrets on rabbits, the accommodating old-enemy kind.

Ferrets soon spread throughout the open country of both main islands of New 
Zealand, and, contrary to expectations, they survived the Otago winter easily in 
warm, dry burrows, provided there was enough food—the only conditions they 
cannot tolerate are being wet, cold and hungry for too long.98 But there was no 
sustained and widespread beneficial effect of ferret predation on the national rabbit 
population.

Bullen was the first to try ferrets on a large and systematic scale on his run at 
Kaikoura, and he was the first to find the formula required to make ferrets serve his 
interests rather than their own. He was successful enough to be able to suspend all 
other forms of rabbit control on his land. He understood, as few others did, that 
ferrets could affect rabbit populations only given certain conditions. 

First, that rabbit numbers have to be first reduced so far as possible by other means. 
The quickest way of doing this was by poisoning the rabbits in winter, but the 
timing had to be correct to avoid the risk of ferrets eating the poisoned rabbits; 
otherwise they would be found dead all over the run. 

Second, that ferrets must be turned out in early spring and in sufficient numbers; 
those liberated only a few at a time on thickly infested ground could not be expected 
to cope with the number and increase in rabbits. 

Third, that no rabbit trappers can be employed anywhere that ferrets are working, 
since rabbit traps kill ferrets as well as rabbits. As one runholder reported: ‘So long 
as we employed rabbiters, the rabbits increased’.99 Another ‘tried [rabbit] trapping 
and caught 70 ferrets’.100 

97  D. R. Towns and K. G. Broome, ‘From small Maria to massive Campbell: Forty years of rat eradications from 
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Fourth, that domestic ferrets should be trained to kill live rabbits before release into 
the wild. 

Fifth, that owners of neighbouring properties should act together, or properties 
being treated should be protected by rabbit fences, so that land that has been cleared 
is not immediately reinvaded from adjacent uncontrolled lands.

After eight years, Bullen could report in 1881 that he had many hundreds of ferrets 
on his property of more than 100,000 acres. He routinely supplemented their 
numbers by breeding and releasing about 200 a year, and needed no other method 
of rabbit control.101

Contemporary research on managing rabbits102 supports Bullen’s view that ferrets 
could potentially keep the numbers of rabbits down if they were already reduced 
by some other factors and if there were enough ferrets present at, or just before, the 
start of the rabbit breeding season. Ferrets can search burrows and kill whole litters 
of young rabbits before they emerge, which is an effective way of preventing an 
increase in numbers of adult rabbits if done intensively, but is usually not possible 
unless ferret numbers are supplemented in early spring. That was the strategy 
employed by several runholders in Marlborough. Walter Gibson summarised the 
method for the Joint Committee:

I purchased all the ferrets I could get and turned them out. Since then I have 
been working with ferrets and have been breeding a large number … The whole 
of that country has been pretty well cleared of rabbits … when fresh detachments 
of rabbits [arrive from higher ground] we send ferrets out. They kill all the young 
ones, consequently the whole country is now practically free of them … Bullen [his 
neighbour] has been breeding ferrets for 10 years … Kaikoura district was once 
almost ruined by rabbits … it was quite a desert. It is now covered with grass. I shall 
breed 1,000 ferrets this year.103

The problem, in most other places, was that ferrets tended to be released in too small 
numbers, or too late in the breeding season, when the advantage of their ability to 
clean out whole nests of small young was already lost, or onto huge unfenced runs 
where hard-won local benefits were quickly reversed by unstoppable reinvasion. 

101  Anon., ‘Report of the Rabbit Nuisance Committee’ [1880–81].
102  J. Parkes, ‘Rabbits as pests in New Zealand: A summary of the issues and critical information’, Contract 
Report LC9495/141 (Christchurch: Manaaki Whenua Landcare Research, 1995); R. P. Pech et al., ‘Limits to 
predator regulation of rabbits in Australia: evidence from predator-removal experiments’, Oecologia 89, no. 1 
(1992): 102–12.
103  R. Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’.
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So  over the country as a whole, although wild ferrets left to their own devices 
certainly did survive and breed, and they killed a lot of rabbits, ferret numbers were 
and are determined by rabbit numbers rather than vice versa.104 

Not everyone agreed with the runholders’ assumption that the New Zealand economy 
would be ruined by rabbits. Sir James Hector, one of the colony’s leading scientists, 
pointed to new economic opportunities created by the increasing international 
demand for rabbit skins for fur gloves and felts, and for canned or frozen rabbit 
meat. He predicted that much of the country would be more profitably occupied by 
rabbits than by sheep.105

Hector’s opinion led to the obvious question: could income from rabbits compensate 
for loss of income from wool? The answer can be indirectly indexed from the official 
records of income from export of rabbits compared with wool (Figure 3).

Exports of wool, one of the colony’s principal products at that time, had increased 
steadily until 1876 as more runs were taken up and developed, but after 1877 
exports of rabbit skins began an even faster rise. The export records clearly show 
that the rabbit invasion shifted up a gear in 1877, and, especially in the years 1878–
87, it was having a severely depressing effect on the colony’s income from wool 
production.106 An official survey listed 99 pastoral runs abandoned in Otago alone 
between 1877 and 1884.107 More detailed records extracted from the farm diaries of 
two sheep stations in the Waitaki Valley (1874–1907 at Otematata, and 1891–1930 
at Hakataramea) are plotted by Holland and Figgins,108 and demonstrate the even 
more dramatic impact of rabbits on wool production on the local scale.

For a while, the harvesting of rabbit meat provided an alternative source of 
income for distressed landholders. The owners of canning factories and (after the 
development of refrigerated shipping) dealers in frozen carcases paid them to cease 
using poison when rabbits were in their prime, and by the 1890s these inducements 
had indeed created a valuable buffer against hard times, but at a cost: it created 
a corps of professional rabbit farmers who conserved the stocks and resisted effective 
control.109 Far from adding to the rabbit-control effort, trapping by professional 
rabbiters made things worse. On properties where rabbits were harvested for meat, 
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108  Holland and Figgins, ‘Environmental disturbance triggering infestations’, 41–79.
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rabbit numbers greatly increased during the off season.110 Government officers 
attempting to enforce the Rabbit Nuisance Act regarded such cosy arrangements 
as illegal. Holland and Figgins111 provide a 1917 photograph of a rabbit canning 
factory at Alexandra, and W. T. Glasgow112 lists data on rabbit meat exports.

Figure 3: Comparative value in millions of pounds sterling of exports of wool, and of 
rabbits (in thousands), 1873–99. Income from rabbits was derived from exporting 
dried skins (1873–93),113 then from both skins and frozen carcases with skins on 
(1894–99).114 
Source: Author’s compilation of data from the references cited.

In 1949, Clark115 asked whether income from rabbits could compensate for losses 
from wool. The official statistics show that in 1873, wool generated an export 
income of £2.7 million, compared with only £1,300 from rabbit skins. The profits 
of the wool barons rapidly increased to £3.7 million in 1877, when the export value 
of rabbits was £8,600. From 1878 to 1888 inclusive, the value of wool exports 
stagnated between £2.9 and £3.3 million, while the value of rabbit skins escalated 
to over £100,000 in those same years. Wool exports did not reach £4 million until 
1889, and even in 1899 were still only £4.3 million, but still a lot more than the 
£195,000 from rabbit skins and frozen meat (Figure 3).
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113  Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books].
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In 1947, the scientist Kazimierz Wodzicki116 tried to answer the same question, 
using slightly different assumptions. He reckoned that the economic value of one 
breeding ewe, producing about 8 pounds weight of wool and one lamb a year, 
was about £1  a  year. His calculation of stock equivalents was based on feeding 
trials showing that 15 rabbits ate as much as one sheep. If so, 50 million rabbits 
would displace 3.33 million sheep, and thereby (after adding the costs of pasture 
damage and subtracting the income from rabbits exported) lead to a net loss of 
£3 to £3.5 million.

Estimated either way, the compensatory income from rabbits was marginal at the 
gross national level, though it probably saved some farmers from bankruptcy during 
the leanest years. More importantly, such naïve calculations do not account for the 
many other financial burdens imposed on runholders by a heavy rabbit infestation—
soil erosion, irreversible pasture destruction, poor-quality sheep producing less wool 
and fewer lambs, and the huge costs of attempting to manage the rabbits. Rough and 
variable though these figures undoubtedly are, they hardly support the government’s 
early confidence that ferrets would be the salvation of the pastoral industry.117

Long before the end of the nineteenth century, ferrets were well established in the 
wild and breeding freely. They and all other predators of rabbits were still legally 
protected until 1903, in the hope they might yet turn the scales against the rabbit 
pest, but then an amendment to the Rabbit Nuisance Act 1882 partially removed 
that protection.118 Now, ferrets themselves are a declared noxious species, subject 
to control campaigns even though ferret numbers are more likely to be determined 
by rabbit numbers than by human action, especially in the semi-arid pastoral lands 
where they were first released.119

By 1890, the colonial government had accepted that New Zealand’s first experiment 
in biological control had been a regrettable failure. Later commentators were 
more forthright: Herbert Guthrie-Smith120 reported that the strength of local 
feeling in Hawke’s Bay against those who introduced first the rabbits and then the 
mustelids could be judged from the resolution passed ‘with ferocious unanimity’ 
to put a bounty of a guinea a head (£1 1s, or about NZ $88 in today’s money) 
on every mustelid caught dead or alive. But he was also a realist: he added sadly that 
‘[n]o paper resolutions, however, can stay a plague once introduced; harm of this 
sort done cannot be undone’.
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120  H. Guthrie-Smith, Tutira: The Story of a New Zealand Sheep Station, 4th ed. (Wellington: A. H. & A. W. Reed, 
1969), 354.
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Discussion

Many critics at the time and since have blamed the early runholders for altering 
the natural environment of the southern pastoral grasslands in favour of rabbits, by 
overstocking, repeated burning and creating refuge areas in railway embankments, 
sod walls and under rampant gorse hedges, and for the holding by absentee landlords 
of huge hill country runs where labour-intensive rabbit control was impossible. In 
reassessing this argument, the environmental historian Robert Peden121 pointed 
out that uninhabited island ecosystems could be wrecked by rabbits just as well; 
Peden and Holland122 reviewed recent evidence that burning did not destroy native 
vegetation wholesale; and Holland and Figgins123 emphasised that local variation in 
soil and climate strongly modified the impact of rabbit damage.

Arguments about the proper management of leasehold land in the semi-arid, rabbit-
prone high country have continued to the present. Thanks to the 1997 introduction 
of rabbit calicivirus disease, rabbit numbers are at present temporarily reduced, 
but they are expected to recover as immunity spreads. As rabbit numbers increase 
again, more properties are finding that the costs of rabbit control exceed the income 
gained, reviving old arguments about the use of aerial baiting against rabbits with 
carrots poisoned with the pesticide 1080.124 Fortunately, in most of the rest of the 
country, contemporary habitats are less favourable to rabbits than the semi-arid 
lands, and predation upon rabbit populations already influenced by other factors is 
now counted as among the reasons rabbits are no longer the pest they once were.125 
But eradication was impossible, and at present it still is.

Why ferrets failed to control rabbits
Biological control can be defined as a direct human manipulation of one species 
(an  agent or natural enemy) in order to achieve an impact on another species 
(a  pest). A successful operation of this kind requires certain system conditions, 
primarily that  predator and prey should have matching population dynamics, 
dispersal capabilities and operational areas.126 If these conditions can be met, the 
specific characters of the imported agent will determine the details of the outcome. 
For example, in 1887 Californian citrus orchards were almost ruined by the cottony 

121  Peden, Making Sheep Country.
122  R. Peden and P. Holland, ‘Settlers transforming the open country’, in Making a New Land, ed. E. Pawson and 
T. Brooking (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2013), 89–105.
123  Holland and Figgins, ‘Environmental disturbance triggering infestations’, 41–79.
124  G. Nugent et al., ‘Why 0.02%? A review of the basis for current practice in aerial 1080 baiting for rabbits 
in New Zealand’, Wildlife Research 39 (2012): 89–103, doi.org/10.1071/WR11121.
125  Norbury and Reddiex, ‘European rabbit’, 131–50.
126  Norbury and Jones, ‘Pests controlling pests: Does predator control lead to greater European rabbit abundance 
in Australasia?’, 79–87.
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cushion scale insect Icerya purchasi.127 Within a year of the 1888 introduction of 
vedalia beetles (ladybirds: Rodolia cardinalis), both species were reduced to small 
numbers of individuals playing cat and mouse among the orchards. In that same 
year of 1888, stoats and weasels were being imported into New Zealand at the 
rate of more than 1,000 a year128 and organised breeding of ferrets was producing 
offspring for release by the tens of thousands,129 but no such immediate effect on 
rabbits was achieved. New Zealand authorities may not have known of the startling 
success of ladybirds in California, but even if they did, the biological differences 
between vertebrate and invertebrate predators would have made any hopeful 
comparison with their own action quite invalid.

The differences between ladybirds and ferrets as biological control agents are stark. 
Ladybirds can match or exceed the reproductive and dispersal rates of scale insects; 
their aerial searching and wide dispersal are rapid and efficient; they can kill without 
risk and have few other prey as attractive; scale insects clump together, and have 
no defences except high fertility, so every individual found by a ladybird is at risk; 
when ladybirds are surrounded by more scale insects than they can eat, they simply 
produce more ladybirds, allowing the prey minimum recovery time. Ferrets cannot 
match the breeding rate or running speed of rabbits; their underground searching is 
comparatively slow and inefficient and they disperse slowly on foot; rabbits can hide 
in and escape from complex burrow systems, and rapidly reinvade a cleared area; 
they are alert and can fight back, so are risky for a ferret to kill compared with other 
equally acceptable native prey, including lizards and flightless birds; wild ferrets stop 
to eat after killing one grown rabbit or a nest of infants, and resume hunting only 
when necessary—the rabbits are left to multiply while the ferrets rest rather than 
produce more ferrets.

So, most important, ladybirds and ferrets do not both have the attributes required to 
ensure their predatory effects match increases in the target populations. Ladybirds do 
this naturally, but ferrets can do it only with local and temporary human assistance, 
as Bullen discovered by supplementing ferret populations shortly before and during 
the rabbit’s breeding season in spring, and protecting them by prohibiting rabbit 
trapping.

The arguments for the wholesale releases of mustelids that impressed the nineteenth-
century colonial government are well preserved and worth careful attention, because 
they explain why events unfolded as they did, in the terms and language understood 
at the time. The interests and convictions of the players explain much of the story, 

127  L. E. Caltagirone and R. L. Doutt, ‘The history of the vedalia beetle importation to California and its impact 
on the development of biological control’, Annual Review of Entomology 34 (1989): 1–16, doi.org/10.1146/
annurev.en.34.010189.000245.
128  Statistics of the Colony of New Zealand for the years 1870 to 1899 [Blue Books].
129  Stock Department, ‘The supply of ferrets (contracts made by Stock Department)’.
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and so the story itself cannot be fully understood without paying attention to them. 
In particular, they explain why the successful early strategy developed by Bullen 
was used to justify the later indiscriminate releases by others, who were desperate 
enough to ignore the essential conditions Bullen had emphasised. Later experience 
amply confirmed that too few ferrets hunting individual rabbits year-round cannot 
affect rabbit populations, mainly because ferrets could never remove rabbits faster 
than they could be replaced.

No one expressed the unequal odds of the human battle against rabbits better than 
the philologist, poet and amateur botanist Arnold Wall, writing in the 1920s:

Where the sheep feed, there feed I, / Depleted lands behind me lie, / Of dogs and 
guns I take no heed, / I only breed and breed and breed.

At traps and guns and dogs I smile, / I laugh at cats’ and weasels’ guile, / I frolic, 
nibble, frisk and feed, / But all the time I breed and breed.

They send my skin to clever folks, / who turn me into sealskin cloaks, / A sorely 
hunted life I lead, / But still I breed and breed and breed.

When foes attack I cannot bite, / I have no spirit for a fight, / By other methods 
I succeed, / I merely breed and breed and breed.130

Tame versus wicked problems of managing invasive species
The successful establishment and spread of ferrets in New Zealand qualifies them 
as  invasive, that is, an introduced species that is successful in colonising large 
areas and reaching high numbers.131 The problems arising from the management 
of invasive species are among the prime challenges to conservation authorities 
worldwide, which D. J. Woodford et al.132 usefully distinguished as either ‘tame’ 
or ‘wicked’ problems. They defined tame problems as those with simple or obvious 
solutions, whereas wicked problems are those for which complete solutions are 
difficult or impossible to find, largely because of intense conflicts of interest among 
the major stakeholders. As an example of a wicked conservation problem, Woodford 
et al. analyse the arguments between anglers and conservationists surrounding 
the management of rainbow trout in New Zealand.

130  A. Wall, ‘A song of Brer Rabbit of Otago’, in Out of Town. Writing from the New Zealand Countryside, ed. 
J. Gordon (Christchurch: Shoal Bay Press, 1999), 189. The original poem, first published in 1922, has three more 
verses, the last recommending that nations aiming to attain global leadership should do the same.
131  D. W. Macdonald, C. M. King, and R. Strachan, ‘Introduced species and the line between biodiversity 
conservation and naturalistic eugenics’, in Key Topics in Conservation Biology, ed. D. W. Macdonald and K. Service 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 186–205.
132  D. J. Woodford et al., ‘Confronting the wicked problem of managing biological invasions’, NeoBiota 
31 (2016): 63–86, doi.org/10.3897/neobiota.31.10038.
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The tragedy enacted by Bayly and his colleagues in the nineteenth century is that 
they saw the long struggle against rabbits as a tame problem: the simple and obvious 
solution was to bring in natural enemies, starting with ferrets. The conflicting 
interests of the time, between wool growers and their opponents summarised above, 
made the issue a wicked problem, but it was simply not possible to understand 
or solve it then.

Conclusions

The people whose personal and financial interests were most affected by the rabbits 
were more often the absentee leaseholders of large pastoral runs in the backcountry 
rather than the smaller-scale farmers who knew and closely managed their own 
land. These same leaseholders held disproportionate influence over colonial policy 
through their social connections and their majority membership in the Legislative 
Council. They were all strongly in favour of importing the natural enemy of the 
rabbit for release on the backcountry, as opposed to the far more expensive and 
labour-intensive manual methods of rabbit control that could be effective in more 
closely settled districts. In particular, they found that employing professional 
rabbiters merely encouraged the sustained harvesting of rabbits. ‘If you want to 
breed rabbits keep rabbiters’, said one.133

Chief Inspector Bayly was the public servant with most influence over anti-rabbit 
policy through the 1880s. Bayly pursued his strategy of importing natural enemies 
against frequent protests from those who did not agree with his view that the risk 
to native birds was a price worth paying for saving the wool industry.

Serious attempts by private individuals to import ferrets were under way for at least 
eight to 10 years before the government actively supported and extended them. 
Some, such as Bullen of Kaikoura, showed that under certain conditions ferrets could 
have a significant short-term effect on the numbers of rabbits by landscape-scale 
acceleration of juvenile mortality. These conditions were met when wild populations 
of ferrets were supplemented with thousands of locally bred ferrets turned out at the 
start of the rabbit breeding season, protected from rabbit trappers, and reinvading 
rabbits kept out by fencing. Because Bullen had direct control of his own land, that 
is, he did not have to compromise with other stakeholders, his situation was close to 
Woodford et al.’s definition of a tame problem. Outside these conditions, where no 
such constraints limited the independent actions of multiple players in an intensely 
controversial game, the problem of saving the wool industry became intractably 
wicked, and indiscriminate mass release of tens of thousands of ferrets had no effect 
on rabbit numbers.

133  R. Johnson, ‘Report of the Joint Committee on Sheep and Rabbit Acts’, 247.
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Tempting though it may be, it is inappropriate to use twenty-first-century 
knowledge to criticise decisions made by the colonial government. On the contrary, 
their experience has illustrated some valuable principles of pest management 
applicable today. Ambitious strategies for managing invasive pests (rats, mustelids 
and Australian  brushtail possums) are now being developed in New Zealand,134 
informed by long experience of past campaigns, including those against rabbits. 
Managing pest populations by lethal means (what the ecologist Graeme Caughley135 
called ‘frontal assault’) has a long history, and developments in more and better 
ways of killing individual pests are advancing rapidly. These new methods can 
prevent short-term damage to threatened species, and are important despite their 
drawbacks136 because they can buy us time to find something better. But pest 
populations are determined by the dynamic balance between the numbers input 
(fertility, immigration) versus output (mortality, emigration), all of which are locally 
and seasonally variable. As Bullen demonstrated so clearly, the most effective lethal 
methods are those that are accompanied by some means of reducing fertility in the 
remaining pest population. So the task of protecting the most critically threatened 
remaining native fauna long-term is a definitely not a tame problem.

The history of rabbits and ferrets in New Zealand is important to understand because 
it illustrates the consequences of mistaking a wicked problem for a tame one. A stable 
future pest-management policy must depend on interactions between finding new 
ways of culling the most pervasive pest populations and managing the reproductive 
capability of the remainder, in both cases by using techniques operable at landscape 
scale and by socially acceptable means. Finding new ways of increasing mortality, 
such as by moving beyond the effective but controversial aerial distribution of 1080 
poison,137 and reducing fertility, such as by genetic manipulation of the sex ratio of 
offspring,138 are under active investigation. Both will take much longer than simple 
damage prevention, because they are part of a wicked problem, whose solution 
depends not only on technical expertise but also on widespread social approval and 
collaboration, but the will to succeed is there.139 George Bullen would be impressed.

134  B. Owens, ‘Behind New Zealand’s wild plan to purge all pests’, Nature 541 (2017): 148–50, doi.
org/10.1038/541148a; J. C. Russell et al., ‘Predator-Free New Zealand: Conservation Country’, BioScience 65 
(2015): 520–5, doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biv012.
135  G. Caughley, Analysis of vertebrate populations (London: John Wiley & Sons, 1977).
136  D. M. Tompkins and C. J. Veltman, ‘Unexpected consequences of vertebrate pest control: Predictions from 
a four-species community model’, Ecological Applications 16, no. 3 (2006): 1050–61, doi.org/10.1890/1051-
0761(2006)016[1050:UCOVPC]2.0.CO;2.
137  Nugent et al., ‘Why 0.02%?’, 89–103.
138  Russell et al., ‘Predator-Free New Zealand: Conservation Country’, 520–25.
139  Owens, ‘The Big Cull’, 148–50.
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Abstract
The passage of the Scenery Preservation Act 1903 was intended to once and for all 
protect the last scenic areas of New Zealand as reserves. To this end, a commission was 
appointed to undertake the task of inspecting sites and making recommendations. Its 
members included W. W. Smith, a Scottish‑born and trained gardener, accomplished 
amateur natural historian and ethnologist. Smith’s ideas about scenery illustrate in 
microcosm how settler society came to see New Zealand as scenic, but in ways that 
amended British sensibilities in a new landscape.

Keywords: scenery, New Zealand, W. W. Smith

Introduction

In a major effort to once and for all time preserve the remaining, threatened scenic 
areas of New Zealand, parliament passed the Scenery Preservation Act 1903 and 
established a Scenery Preservation Commission to inspect and recommend lands 
for gazetting as Scenic Reserves.1 Chaired by Stephenson Percy Smith (a retired 
Surveyor General), its members were J. W. A. Marchant (Surveyor General), Henry 
Matthews (government forester), Major Hone Tunuiarangi (a Ngati Kahungunu 
chief and Native Land Court assessor) and W. W. Smith (Curator of the Ashburton 

1  Tony Nightingale and Paul Dingwall, Our picturesque heritage: 100 years of scenery preservation in New Zealand 
(Wellington: Science & Research Unit, Department of Conservation, 2003).
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Domain, a local public park with gardens and recreation grounds). It had the powers 
of a commission of inquiry, which reflected Premier R. J. (‘King Dick’) Seddon’s 
characteristic desire to get things done quickly and boldly.2

This article explores Smith’s engagement with the New Zealand environment as 
one of the commissioners, in order to see how he used, later modified, and then 
augmented  European conventions for expressing and constructing beauty in 
nature in New Zealand. It does not focus directly on the achievements of the 
Scenery Preservation Commission, which have in any case been examined by 
Tony Nightingale and Paul Dingwall, while Percy Smith has been criticised by the 
historian Geoff Park for seeking to appropriate Māori land. Park does, however, 
credit Percy Smith with having a well-developed sense of the picturesque.3 As well 
as exploring forest remnants, these being much reduced by the turn of the twentieth 
century as pastoral farming expanded, the commission also inspected other landscape 
elements, such as lakes, waterfalls and rivers as potential scenic reserves, and Māori 
pa sites—fortified earthworks originally with palisades—as possible historic reserves. 
These last features Smith termed ‘medieval Maori castles’.4

As such, this paper is one of a pair, the other of which considered how Smith 
inscribed  British scenic landscape features into the gardens he established and 
how he made use of panoramas and vistas in the Ashburton Domain.5 A ‘reading 
the landscape’ approach was necessary in the earlier paper because of the paucity 
of written material in which Smith explained which landscapes were scenic and 
why. Fortunately, the domain could be thought of as a miniature landscape which, 
if studied carefully, provides some clues as to which assemblages of nature that he 
found scenic. This is in diametric contrast to the situation when Smith served as 
Secretary of the Scenery Preservation Commission, the subject of this current paper. 
In this capacity, Smith wrote voluminously about landscapes from across the whole 
of the country which he considered to be scenic, some of which were later protected 
as Scenic Reserves.

2  Indeed, in 1906, he abruptly wound it up on the grounds that it was taking far too long to complete its work. 
Percy Smith was frustrated that the commission was so perfunctorily terminated when it had all but completed its 
task and he declared himself ‘much aggrieved by the rudeness and peremptory tone’ of the telegram (Stephenson 
Percy Smith, Reminiscences of a Pioneer Surveyor, Historic Document Series No. 5 (Wellington: Treaty of Waitangi 
Research Unit, Stout Research Centre, Victoria University, 2011 [original typescript 1916]), 22). Seddon had not 
expected the task to be so large nor that the commissioners would be so thorough and time-consuming in their 
inspections. In any case, a commission of inquiry was not the appropriate administrative vehicle for such a lengthy 
task, which led in 1906 to a legislative amendment that established a Scenery Preservation Board, comprised 
entirely of officials, to create further reserves.
3  Nightingale and Dingwall, Our picturesque heritage and Geoff Park, Ngā Uruora = The Groves of Life: Ecology 
and History in a New Zealand Landscape (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1995).
4  Loose papers in bound volume MS 046/1 163/1 M4/1/2 Smith William Walter, Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.
5  Michael Roche, ‘W. W. Smith and the Transformation of the Ashburton Domain “from a wilderness into 
a beauty spot”, 1894 to 1904’, Studies in the History of Gardens and Designed Landscapes 36 (2016): 65–77, doi.org
/10.1080/14601176.2015.1056481.
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This present paper looks at how Smith saw ‘scenery’ in early twentieth-century 
New  Zealand. The two papers are further connected in that some of the scenic 
features that Smith found attractive in the New Zealand landscape were prefigured 
in his work in the Ashburton Domain. This in itself is not unexpected—he brought 
a bundle of landscape preferences with him from Britain, sharpened by his training 
as a gardener—but what is of interest are the ways in which he turned his British-
trained eye onto the New Zealand landscape, and how quite rapidly some of his 
ideas about what constituted scenery changed.6 This reconstituted appreciation of 
scenery is not in itself unique and is found in many other settler states, but what is 
valuable in this instance is that Smith’s correspondence enables it to be tracked in some 
detail. His ideas are emblematic of wider changes in settler society regarding local 
scenery, though because of his training and work as an estate gardener, he expressed 
them with a precision and deftness not captured by lay commentators. New Zealand 
efforts at scenery preservation and national-park creation were also comparatively 
early compared to other countries, further justifying attention to Smith’s writings.

Rapid and extensive environmental change has been a recurrent theme in writing 
about the environmental history of New Zealand.7 Local researchers have also 
pursued the theme of environmental transformation through biographical treatments 
of specific figures. These range from Ross Galbreath’s book-length treatment of the 
ornithologist Sir Walter Buller, The Reluctant Conservationist, to Paul Star’s thesis 
on the nineteenth-century farmer–politician Thomas Potts (and his articles in this 
issue and in the 2015 volume), an early champion of forest conservation, to Graeme 
Wynn’s study of Herbert Guthrie-Smith, owner of the Tutira sheep station and 
author of the difficult-to-categorise farm biography of the same name, to James 
Beattie’s study of  the painter Alfred Sharpe and his coming to terms with New 
Zealand scenery, and my own exploration of the public servant, amateur botanist, 
and subsequent head of the New Zealand State Forest Service, Edward Phillips 
Turner’s sense of a forest consciousness in New Zealand.8 Potts, Buller, Guthrie-
Smith and Smith also had ornithological interests. Sharpe and Guthrie-Smith 
aside, the others had political or public service roles, and most were from the upper 
echelons of colonial society.

6  Later on this had a strong influence on his planting efforts as Curator at Pukekura Park in New Plymouth from 
1908 to 1920.
7  Kenneth Cumberland, ‘A Century’s Change: Natural to Cultural Vegetation in New Zealand’, Geographical 
Review 31 (1941): 529–54, doi.org/10.2307/210498; Alfred Crosby, Ecological imperialism: The biological expansion 
of Europe, 900–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Tom Brooking and Eric Pawson, eds., Seeds 
of Empire: The Environmental Transformation of New Zealand (London: I. B. Tauris, 2011); Eric Pawson and Tom 
Brooking, eds., Making a new land: Environmental histories of New Zealand (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2013).
8  Ross Galbreath, Walter Buller: The reluctant conservationist ([Wellington]: GP Books, 1989); Paul Star, ‘T. H. 
Potts and the origins of conservation in New Zealand (1850–1890)’ (MA diss., University of Otago, 1991); 
Graeme Wynn, ‘Remapping Tutira: Contours in the environmental history of New Zealand’, Journal of Historical 
Geography 23 (1997): 418–46, doi.org/10.1006/jhge.1997.0061; Beattie, ‘Alfred Sharpe’s Forest Consciousness’; 
and Michael Roche, ‘Edward Phillips Turner: The development a “Forest Consciousness” in New Zealand 1890s to 
1930s’, in Proceedings of the 6th National Conference of the Australian Forest History Society Inc., ed. Michael Calver 
(Rotterdam: Millpress, 2005).
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Smith, in contrast, was very much the working-class man, albeit one with specialist 
training as a gardener and impressive credentials a naturalist.9 For most of his career 
Smith was employed as a gardener and park curator, apart from his time on the 
Scenery Preservation Commission. He was also particularly active from the 1890s to 
the 1900s, although earlier he had procured bird specimens for Buller.10 Smith merits 
attention because he was not part of the colonial elite, but his training had provided 
him with the lexicon to describe scenery with some consistency and precision, and 
to articulate a sense of beauty in the landscape where others might have struggled 
to render what they saw into words. Smith, by background and training, was 
somewhat apart from the university-educated Scots who the historian David Young 
saw as exerting an influence on conservation efforts in nineteenth-century New 
Zealand out of proportion to their numbers, so in part, this paper also answers his 
call for more research on this phenomenon.11 Brad Patterson et al. dissent from 
Young’s ‘green Scots’ view in favour of a range of responses in transforming as well 
as preserving and conserving the landscape characterised by ‘ambiguity’ rather than 
a straightforward binary between ‘conservationists’ and ‘improvers’.12

Early British settlers saw the New Zealand landscape as having both familiar and 
exotic elements. An analysis of pre-1850 settler diaries undertaken by Paul Shepard 
identified two exotic features—the forest and the Māori pa—as ‘aspects of the New 
Zealand scene in particular [that] became aesthetic through picturesque vision’; that 
is, in terms of British landscape canons.13 According to Star, by the late nineteenth 
century the indigenous flora and fauna had also become ‘a strong component 
of national identity’ in New Zealand.14 This association was accentuated by the 
awareness of the plant and animal life being highly endemic, and was manifest in 
the early attempts to preserve some of the flora and fauna in national parks and 
scenic reserves in which mountains, forests, waterfalls and fern gullies were favoured 
features. The historian Sir Keith Sinclair had anticipated something of Star’s 
position in identifying the early use of ferns, indigenous birds and the Southern 
Cross constellation as symbols whereby ‘native-born’ New Zealanders sought to 
differentiate themselves, not from the empire but from simply being ‘British’.15 

9  Gardener does not translate that adequately into the early twenty-first century—today Smith would be more 
adequately described as a landscape architect.
10  Michael Roche, ‘W. W. Smith (1852–1942)—“Second to none in the Dominion as a Field naturalist”’ 
(Paper presented to the New Zealand Polymath Colenso and his Contemporaries Conference, Victoria University, 
Wellington, 16–18 November 2016).
11  David Young, Our Islands, Our Selves: A History of Conservation in New Zealand (Dunedin: Otago University 
Press, 2004), 68–72.
12  Brad Patterson, Tom Brooking, and Jim McAloon, Unpacking the Kists: The Scots in New Zealand (Montreal: 
McGill-Queens University Press, 2013), 164.
13  Paul Shepard, English Reaction to the New Zealand Landscape before 1850. Pacific Viewpoint Monograph no. 4 
(Wellington: Department of Geography, Victoria University, 1969), 14.
14  Paul Star, ‘Native Bird Protection, National identity and the Rise of Preservation in New Zealand to 1914’, 
New Zealand Journal of History 36 (2002): 123.
15  Keith Sinclair, A Destiny Apart: New Zealand’s Search for National Identity (Wellington: Allen & Unwin 
in association with Port Nicholson Press, 1986).
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The situation remained complicated, however, and early- to mid-twentieth century 
New Zealand domestic gardens continued to combine British design and functions 
with the use of selected indigenous plants, suggestive of the complex links between 
their use in gardens and as emergent signifiers of national identity.16

The work of the Scenery Preservation Commission prepared the way for establishing 
‘scenic reserves’ in the early twentieth century as latter-day extensions of the concern 
for the picturesque, in which forest and pa remained important constituent parts 
of the aesthetic vision. At the time, scenic reserves were loosely regarded as national 
parks in miniature. They were a subset of a suite of reserves that the geographer 
Franklin Ginn, echoing Shepard, Star and Sinclair, described as ‘the pragmatic and 
romantic reaction of the settler’, producing ‘containment that aimed to preserve 
the remnants for posterity and as a mark of colonial difference’.17 Smith is an 
ideal protagonist through which to explore both Ginn’s abstractions in the form 
of ‘romantic reaction’ and on-the-ground efforts at ‘containment’, as exemplified 
by his work on the Scenery Preservation Commission.

W. W. Smith, FES (1852–1942), gardener 
and naturalist 

Born in Hawick in the Scottish Borders, Smith, who served his time as an apprentice 
gardener in Scotland, worked at various estates, including Rose Hill, Carlisle, where 
he was Henry Lonsdale’s under-gardener in 1871. From 1872 to 1874 he was at 
Burley-on-the-Hill near Oakham, Rutland, the residence of the local MP George 
Henry Finch.18 In 1875, he migrated to New Zealand, with excellent references, 
working industriously as a gardener on J. B. Acland’s isolated Mount Peel Station 
in Canterbury.19 Thereafter, he worked as a gardener on several other estates, spent 
over a year at Lake Brunner and some months in Australia, before returning to 
Canterbury.20 As time permitted he travelled widely through the forest areas in the 
foothills of the Canterbury Plains. During this period he developed an impressive 

16  Helen Leach, ‘Exotic natives and contrived wild gardens: the twentieth-century home garden’, in Environmental 
Histories of New Zealand, ed. Tom Brooking and Eric Pawson (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002), 214–29; 
Helen Leach, ‘Native plants and National Identity in New Zealand Gardening: An Historical Review’, Horticulture 
in New Zealand 5 (1994): 28–33.
17  Franklin Ginn, ‘Extension, subversion, containment: eco-nationalism and (post)colonial nature in Aotearoa 
New Zealand’, Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, n.s. 33, no. 3 (2008): 347.
18  Elsewhere, I have mistakenly claimed that Smith was on the gardening staff of the famous Burghley Estate, 
itself made over by Capability Brown in the late eighteenth century. I am grateful to Dr Ross Galbreath for 
correcting me on this point.
19  As ‘skilled in practical geometry and in the laying out of grounds and in every sense of the word a very 
intelligent young man’: William Temple [Head Gardener], 9 December 1874. Correspondence 1870 – Dec 1920 
ARC 1-163/2 Smith W.W. M4/1/2 Smith Papers, Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.
20  The position of gardener in the private sector did not have the same security, standing or career path about 
it in New Zealand as in Britain, e.g. A. J., ‘Emigration to New Zealand’, Gardeners Chronicle 41 (1907): 308.
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record as a natural historian and was eventually described as ‘a field naturalist second 
to none in the Dominion in the accuracy and thoroughness of his observations’.21 
In 1903, he published the first scientific account of invasive species in Ashburton 
County in the Transactions and Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute.22 He was 
also a foundation member of the Polynesian Society, established in 1892 ‘to promote 
the study of the Anthropology, Ethnology, Philology, History and Antiquities of the 
Polynesian races’.23

In 1894, Smith found a more secure position as Curator of the 90-acre (36 ha) 
domain in the South Island country town of Ashburton. He worked diligently in 
transforming the domain into a parkland-like setting with European, Australian 
and North American trees, some formal flower gardens, and several lakes to create 
panoramas, vistas and picturesque scenes that were very much derivative of his 
British training and described with local pride as ‘the beauty spot of the country’.24 
He was acknowledged as ‘a man of exceptional taste and resource’.25 Smith never 
really wrote about the canons of his work as a landscape gardener or about what 
constituted scenic beauty, but his legacy remains in the present-day Ashburton 
Domain and Pukekura Park in New Plymouth.26

The curatorship was not well paid, and in 1904 Smith resigned to sit on the 
newly formed Scenery Preservation Commission, his appointment having been 
recommended by the local MP.27 Initially Smith had declined to take the post, 
but he changed his mind with the offer of a permanent position in the Forestry 
Branch of the Lands Department once the commission’s work was completed.28 
His departure sparked some lamentations. One newspaper letter-writer ventured: 
‘[as] one who has seen the Ashburton domain grow from a wilderness into a beauty 
spot I feel sorry … we are losing Mr W. W. Smith’.29 

21  ‘Naturalist’s Death’, Evening Post, 6 March 1942. See also Roche, W. W. Smith (1852–1942)—‘Second to 
none in the Dominion as a Field naturalist’.
22  W. W. Smith, ‘Plants naturalised in the County of Ashburton’, Transactions and Proceedings of the New Zealand 
Institute 36 (1903): 203–25.
23  Journal of the Polynesian Society, 1 (1892): 5–6. Smith’s name is not included amongst the members listed 
in the 1892 first issue, but in later years when the list includes the year of membership, his is given as 1892.
24  Ashburton Guardian, 12 March 1904.
25  Ashburton Guardian, 26 February 1903.
26  Michael Roche, ‘Transforming the Colonial Settlement with Parks & Domains: Scenic Beauty in two New 
Zealand Towns 1894 to 1920’, in Proceedings of the 11th Urban History / Planning History Conference, ed. Andrea 
Gaynor, A. Gralton, J. Gregory, and S. McQuade (Perth: State Library of Western Australia, University of Western 
Australia, 2012), 293–305.
27  Minister to McLachlan, undated [1903]. TO 1 53 1904/191/1 Scenery Preservation Commission Appointment 
of Commission, Archives New Zealand, Wellington. McLachlan was an opposition MP.
28  Seddon to Smith (telegram) 5 March 1904. ARC 1–163/2 Smith William Walter M4/1/2 Puke Ariki, 
New Plymouth.
29  Ashburton Guardian, 12 March 1904.
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The Scenery Preservation Commission, 1904–06

Smith’s appointment was a sign of the esteem in which he was held. He was only 
one of many domain curators in the country, residing in a comparatively small rural 
town, but his eye for beauty in landscapes was acknowledged and he independently 
had a considerable reputation as a natural historian with interests in ethnography. 
But there were other pre-existing connections that assisted his appointment. 
In 1902, Premier Seddon had visited the Ashburton Domain, praising it fulsomely 
for his local audience, and likely was introduced to Smith.30 Smith had been 
known to Percy Smith through the Polynesian Society since 1892, and in 1903 
had corresponded with him about damage done to state forests, urging government 
action to conserve them for utilitarian and scenic purposes.31 Percy Smith, in turn, 
forwarded a copy of Smith’s letter to Marchant, the Surveyor General, at a time 
of some accelerated government action about scenery preservation.32 In addition 
to Seddon’s own recollections of Ashburton Domain, Marchant may have recalled 
Smith’s interest in forest conservation and scenery.

The records of the Scenery Preservation Commission provide abundant evidence of 
Smith’s aesthetic response to specific landscapes. He was appointed its secretary, so 
that the minute books include his own synopses of site visits. These are doubly useful 
in that they contain not only descriptions of areas considered to be ‘scenic’ but also 
other sites that did not meet the criteria for protection. It might be argued that as 
secretary he was merely summarising the reactions of several of the commissioners 
to scenic areas, so his minutes are an amalgam of views rather than just his own. 
This is a valid point, though in most of the cases quoted here, Smith was reporting 
on solo trips and the evaluation was his own, even if it was shared by the other 
commissioners. In any case, his considerable commission correspondence reveals 
what are indisputably his responses to the landscape. This was so, for instance, 
when he wrote of the ‘charming sylvan scenery’ surrounding the Raumanga Stream 
near Whangarei and its ‘series of exceptionally picturesque rapids and waterfalls 
all typical of many of the lovely streams flowing through the primeval forests of 
the North’.33 In fact, sometimes considerable sections of the minutes describing 
potential scenic reserves repeat verbatim sentences and paragraphs from Smith’s other 
correspondence, which gives additional veracity to the view that the opinions about 
the scenic beauty of sites from the minute books relating to forests, waterfalls, rivers 
and lakes are essentially his own. Smith after all was able to provide an eye trained 

30  Ashburton Guardian, 13 November 1902.
31  W. W. Smith to S. Percy Smith, 11 August 1903. LS1 51887/84 Straight Number Series, Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington.
32  Michael Roche, ‘Securing Representative Areas of New Zealand’s Environment: Some Historical and Design 
Perspectives’, New Zealand Geographer 37 (1981): 73–7, doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1981.tb00955.x.
33  W. W. Smith to Superintendent of the Tourist Department, 27 November 1904. TO 1 53 1904/191/11 
Movement of Scenery Preservation Commission, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-7939.1981.tb00955.x
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in British landscape aesthetics which complemented the botanical and horticultural 
expertise of Matthews, Percy Smith’s geographical, historical, and ethnographical 
knowledge about much of the country, and Tunuiarangi’s deep understanding 
of Māori lore, custom and land.

Smith and the commission at work

The five members of the commission initially moved en masse to inspect areas, but 
at 65 years of age and after many years of field surveying work in the bush under 
arduous conditions, Percy Smith early in 1905 declared he was unable to continue 
and asked to be relieved of his duties.34 A compromise arrangement was reached 
whereby the other commissioners would carry out the field inspections and they 
would all meet to prepare their recommendations. Smith, as the only effective full-
time member of the commission, though sometimes in the company of Matthews 
or Tunuiarangi, was sent off to explore and report on potential scenic reserves.

The commissioners held seven meetings, some lasting several days, at a number 
of  cities and towns in order to consider 381 recommended sites, all at a cost 
somewhat in excess of £7,000.35 By 1906, 61 areas, totalling 14,565 acres (5,894 ha), 
had been gazetted as scenic reserves under the Scenery Preservation Act 1903.36 
These reserves were to become the foundations of New Zealand’s flora and fauna 
preservation system. A thematic rather than chronological or regional approach is 
adopted hereafter in order to accentuate what Smith regarded as scenic in the New 
Zealand landscape.

Forests, streams and lakes

With his gardening expertise and natural history interests, Smith viewed the New 
Zealand forest, known colloquially as ‘the bush’, in a combination of both scenic 
and botanical frames of reference, moderated by some emotive responses.

He did not hesitate, with respect to the last, to point to the larger ‘cost’ of burning 
off, a favoured method of settler land development, as for instance when he visited 
Mount Hikurangi in Northland and noted that

34  Percy Smith, Reminiscences of a Pioneer Surveyor, 222.
35  These 381 included a large number of potential historical reserves in Marlborough associated with Cook’s 
visits. ‘Scenery Preservation’, Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives [hereafter AJHR] (Wellington: 
Government Printer, 1906), C–6.
36  Scenery Preservation Report, 1907, AJHR C–6, 5. This rather underplays the extent of the commission’s work, 
for another 76,721 acres [31,047 ha] were reserved under other legislation.
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[t]his magnificent and once bush-clad mountain has been despoiled of its sylvan 
beauty by the ravages of fire which has left it a bleak and barren relic of the heartless 
work of the Pakehas.37 The scenic surroundings of the village of Hikurangi are 
unspeakably barren. Though the hills show their softly and smoothly rounded tops 
the cold demeanour of the whole district as viewed from the Railway Station can only 
create feelings of regret and sadness in every lover of scenic nature.38 

The ‘heartless work’39 can be summarised by a few statistics: forest cover, at 
54 per cent of land area in 1840 when New Zealand became a British colony, had 
been reduced to around 25 per cent by about 1900.40 Much of this deforestation 
had occurred since the 1890s as part of government closer land-settlement policy. 
A number of forest-dwelling indigenous bird species became extinct through this 
process.41 In the North Island, closer land settlement involved the purchase of Māori 
land for resale to land-hungry pākehā small farmers. Refrigeration technology in 
the 1880s gave New Zealand farmers access to the British market for meat, butter, 
and cheese; stimulated the expansion of the pastoral frontier into the forested 
North Island hill country; and turned New Zealand into one of Britain’s ‘imperial 
farms’.42 Around the same time, the forest came to be seen no longer as a barrier to 
settlement and inexhaustible in extent but instead was viewed by more progressive 
settlers as being under threat, and with scenic attributes that made portions of it 
worth saving. One manifestation of this, on the larger scale, was the creation of 
Tongariro National Park in 1887, which was followed by five other parks, mostly 
under separate acts of parliament, amounting to 2.75 million acres (1.11 million ha) 

37  A term to describe New Zealanders of European descent. Its etymology is not completely certain, nor has its 
use always been taken as flattering, but Smith’s deployment of the term is not out of keeping for the time.
38  9 July 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington. Smith was not alone in this regard; a number of settlers expressed in poetry a lament for 
the destruction caused by clearing the forest for farmland. One of the more notable was the journalist and Liberal 
MP W. P. Reeves, whose ‘The Passing of the Forest’, originally written in 1898, ended with the memorable verse:
The axe bites deep. The rushing fire streams bright;
Swift, beautiful and fierce it speeds for Man,
Nature’s rough-handed foeman, keen to smite
And mar the loveliness of ages. Scan
The blackened forest ruined in a night,
The sylvan Parthenon that God will plan
But builds not twice. Ah, bitter price to pay
For Man’s dominion—beauty swept away!
39  This was not the majority viewpoint—Thomas Kelly, a Taranaki newspaper proprietor and MP, in 1877 in 
the New Zealand Country Journal more typically declared that ‘bush felling is a noble work; there the effort of 
colonisation is more palpably displayed than perhaps in any other mode of utilising waste lands. It is literally carving 
a home in the wilderness’. See also Graeme Wynn, ‘Destruction under the guise of improvement’, in Making a New 
Land, ed. Pawson and Brooking, 112–38.
40  Cumberland, ‘A Century’s Change’, 531.
41  Smith himself is credited with making the last authenticated sighting of a pair of Huia (Heteralocha acutirostris) 
at Mount Holdsworth in the Wairapara in 1907 (Evening Post, 8 June 1929).
42  Brooking and Pawson, Seeds of Empire.
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by 1906.43 The Scenery Preservation Commission, in comparison, was working on 
the micro-scale, though ranging countrywide (and, unlike national park creation, 
it was not so focused on alpine environments).

In northern New Zealand, while inspecting the Whangarei bush by himself, Smith 
was interested in the indigenous tree species, but found little that commanded his 
attention. Land settlement had already begun in the vicinity and this alone made 
it difficult to justify purchasing the area for scenery preservation:

The park-like flat on which the area of Totara is growing is close to a farm residence 
and would probably cost a considerable sum to acquire. The terraced banks of the 
river and the flats above them have up till lately been a rich forest in which grew 
Ratas, Kahikatea, Tairare, Puriries, Pungas, and Nikaus of immense size but all are 
now rapidly vanishing.44

The use of ‘park-like’ is important. Here, Smith employs a term from the gardening 
lexicon that he brought with him to New Zealand, where ‘park’ in Scottish usage 
referred to ‘an enclosed farm ground or field’.45 Smith recurrently comments on the 
‘typicality’ of the forest types and readily lists the tree species, without exception 
using their indigenous names, even though he was familiar with their botanical 
nomenclature. Shortly prior to the establishment of the commission, after pressure 
from MPs, the Lands and Survey Department had agreed to reserve representative 
areas of the forest types of the colony for scientific purposes.46 Traces of this imperative 
percolated through to the efforts of the Scenery Preservation Commission, so 
that forests that were ‘typical’ of districts were inspected, albeit they were to be 
scenic remnants of the typical forest and thus potentially were not necessarily that 
representative of the district.

Not only the forest, but also the various waterbodies of the colony attracted the 
attention of Smith and the other commissioners. Approaching Queenstown in 1905, 
he wrote of Allens Creek47 that it was:

43  Tongariro, 1887; Hooker, 1890; Tasman, 1897 (with Hooker the basis of Mt Cook National Park); Egmont, 
1900; Bealy, 1901 (the basis of Arthur’s Pass National Park); Sounds, 1905 (the basis of Fiordland National Park). 
AJHR 1906, C–6.
44  20 July 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington. Smith refers to various species only by their Māori names, even though he was well aware 
of their botanical names, though in present-day usage you would not add the ‘s’ to make them plural, e.g. Rata not 
Ratas. Nikau (Rhopalostylis sapida) is a palm endemic to New Zealand.
45  Michael Symes, A Glossary of Garden History (Princess Risborough: Shire Publications, 2006), 91.
46  Real momentum for the protection of representative areas was achieved only in the 1970s when it was 
informed by ecological surveys that revealed the considerable extent to which alpine ecosystems were vastly over-
represented in the national protected areas system. See Roche, ‘Securing Representative Areas’.
47  ‘Creek’ was not used here in its more precise English definition of a waterway that runs into the sea and 
is subject to tidal flows, but rather as a synonym for ‘stream’.
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a very beautiful narrow wooded and rocky gorge opening onto the great Kingston 
moraine and distant from the railway about half a mile from which it presents 
beautiful scenery to the otherwise bare plain and almost barren rocks in the vicinity. 
On the south entrance to the valley the high rugged rocks though sparsely intermixed 
with light bush and scrubby growth are conspicuous and interesting from their 
numerous and peculiar laminations.48

‘Beautiful’ has an everyday meaning, but here Smith seems to have been employing 
the word more specifically to refer to landscapes ‘of smooth undulating appearance, 
with no harshness, surprise or broken lines’.49 Where the creek narrowed, he 
recorded that, ‘The huge moss[-]covered rocks lying in the bed of the creek are very 
beautiful and the water here forms a series of small waterfalls and rapids adding 
greatly to the picturesque character of the valley’.50 His use of ‘picturesque’ is in 
the late-eighteenth-century sense, as applied to the landscapes of the English Lake 
District (where Smith had for a time resided), of ‘broken, irregular, varied and often 
spectacular’ scenery. The term cannot but have been carefully chosen.51

Lakes were part of the British landscape gardening tradition and at the Ashburton 
Domain, Smith had applied considerable energy to introducing wildfowl and 
planting the islands and lake margins. Naturally formed lakes also captured the 
commissioners’ attention, but not always favourably. In February 1905, Smith was 
sent alone to inspect Lake George near Invercargill. He reported that:

[t]he lake is surrounded by sphagnum swamp and a dense luxuriant growth of rushes. 
After the more valuable timber was removed from the neighbourhood of the lake 
some years ago the remaining vegetation was burned which remains in unsightly 
masses over most of the plain on which the lake is situated and could not be described 
as being beautiful. The water of the lake is almost black while the bracken and sedgy 
margin is covered with masses of burnt and floating wood.52

The impact of gold-mining, fuelled by the Victorian concerns for progress and 
improvement, had destroyed the pristine and potentially scenic qualities of the lake. 
Smith did concede, however, that in future, ‘[a]s the decaying vegetation disappears 
from around the lake the land will probably become drier when the shores 

48  6 May 1905, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
49  Symes, A Glossary of Garden History, 19.
50  6 May 1905, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
51  Symes, A Glossary of Garden History, 97.
52  25 February 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
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could provide a camping, picnicking and boating resort’.53 On other occasions, for 
instance, when inspecting Lake Horowhenua near Levin (which had been admired 
by settlers a generation earlier),54 he was more favourably impressed:

A careful inspection was made of the scenic features of the lake and several good 
photographs were taken of the more striking and beautiful scenic views of the lake 
and the areas of native bush remaining at the top end of the lake are in an excellent 
state of preservation.55

Here, one of his criteria for ‘scenic’ comes through: that the forest surrounding the 
lake was in good condition; that is, undamaged by the felling of timber, by grazing, 
or wind damage.56

Landscapes, waterfalls and rock features

Waterfalls were also inspected as possible scenic reserves. Early on in 1904, the entire 
commission viewed the Tangoio Falls in Hawke’s Bay, noting with satisfaction that 
‘the falls are situated in a picturesque hilly bush-clad gully with the bush remaining 
in perfect preservation’.57 Smith described it more fully at the time of inspection as:

about 70 feet [21 m] in height with a perpendicular face of rock—the water falling 
into a magnificent large deep basin. The semi circular rocky sides are richly clothed 
in ferns and other semi aquatic plants which are kept constantly wet with the spray 
of the falls. The valley for a distance of three quarters of a mile [1,200 m] is bush-clad 
and beautiful and adds greatly to the pleasure of tourists travelling to or from Napier 
to Gisborne.58

Smith again used the term ‘picturesque’ to describe the scene and he wrote with some 
feeling about other waterfalls that he inspected. For instance, of the Whangarei Falls 
in Northland he recorded in the minutes:

[t]he falls are conveniently sited within 2 minutes’ walk of the main road. Their height 
is about 60 feet [18 m] and [they] have formed a very large[,] deep, and ornamental 
basin beneath them which is fringed on the rocky ledges around it with a rich growth 

53  24 February 1905, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
54  Leslie Adkin, Horowhenua (Wellington: Department of Internal Affairs, 1948), 160.
55  4 May 1906, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
56  The implication was that it was in ‘pristine’ condition, but this in fact was not the case, for the district had long 
been occupied by Māori and the lake was an important food source. Some nine villages and fortified pa had at one 
time or another been built on its shore, in addition to six pa on artificial islands in the lake (Adkin, Horowhenua).
57  25 May 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
58  ARC 1 163/1 Smith W.W. M4/1/2 MS 046/1 Bound Volume, Puke Ariki, New Plymouth.
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of ferns and other plants generally occurring in such situations. Beneath the falls 
a beautiful forest glade extends down the valley with the dominant trees of several 
species overhanging the rocky stream.59

But ever practical, he also noted that their permanent protection would require 
the acquisition of a strip of land five chains (100 m) wide either side of the stream 
and extending 10–12 chains (200–240 m) below the falls. The ‘forest glade’ also 
has a specific meaning as a ‘clearing in the woods’, but the vegetation forms that he 
was applying this to were not familiar ‘home’ conifers or deciduous tree species.60 
Contemporary postcard images of the falls support Smith’s description and show 
how he was now applying ‘picturesque’ to landscapes resplendent with tree ferns 
that were somewhat different from the original British usage (Figure 1). He was now 
seeing new sorts of picturesque landscapes particular to New Zealand.

Figure 1: Whangarei Falls, which Smith described as having, ‘a very large deep 
ornamental basin’ and a ‘beautiful forest glade’.
Source: This image was taken by photographer F. G. Rawlings possible before the area was reserved. 
The card was not posted. Photo: Author’s Collection.

In reporting on scenic areas in Northland, Smith also made the more utilitarian point 
that a day trip from the Springs Hotel would enable visitors to see the Whangarei 
Falls, the Kamo Springs, typical native bush, and several old pa sites.61

59  6 July 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1 Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
60  Symes, A Glossary of Garden History, 59.
61  Smith to Superintendent, Tourist Department, 27 November 1905. TO 1 53 1904/191/11 Movement 
of Scenery Preservation Commission, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
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On other occasions, Smith wrote about particular features in the context of the 
surrounding landscapes. Of the remote Routeburn track, beyond the northern end 
of Lake Wakatipu in the South Island, which had attracted tourists since the 1880s, 
he wrote:

The numerous large waterfalls of the Routeburn and the luxuriant sub-alpine 
vegetation occurring on the meadows below Lake Harris and the Saddle should add 
greater value to the Routeburn as a tourist route to Martins Bay and the magnificent 
scenery viewed from the Harris Pass on the Dividing Range has probably no equal 
in the South Island. After a careful and complete inspection of the Routeburn I can 
only report it as being in perfect condition and worthy of permanent preservation 
as a scenic route.62

One area that he described in terms of its broader landscape was the North Island 
hill country near Hunterville. This land was cleared of forest by settlers under the 
Liberal government’s closer land-settlement programme of the 1890s to 1910s, the 
same government that had in response to persistent lobbying by one of its urban 
MPs, Harry Ell, set up the Scenery Preservation Commission.

The gorge of the former is a charming scenic valley about a mile in length and is 
mainly clad in native bush. Much of the long narrow gorge consists of precipitous 
papa63 cliffs with here and there rich masses of ferns clothing their faces and having 
at their bottoms a wealth of mixed native trees and dense undergrowth. The larger 
trees comprise Rimu, Miro, Kahikatea, Titoki, Mairie, Drymis,64 Matai, and Totara. 
Much of the undergrowth is comprised of [sic] beautiful tree-ferns belonging to two 
species, other species of native fern are also abundant. On ascending the crown of 
the hill after turning out of the gorge a magnificent view is obtained of the valley 
extending to the Turakino [Turakina] River. At the head of the gorge there is 
a beautiful waterfall about 80 feet [24 m] in height with a deep circular basin. There 
could be no more suitable or beautiful an area obtainable for scenic purposes or to 
illustrate a charming New Zealand river gorge.65

The scene comprises various indigenous tree and fern species, but the assemblage 
of vegetation, landforms, waterfall and river to Smith constituted a New Zealand 
scene that he now saw as both beautiful and typical.

62  10 April 1905, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington. Smith’s judgment has been borne out by events; today the 32 km track links 
two national parks that are part of a World Heritage area.
63  ‘Papa’ is the local name for the soft mudstone characteristic of the wider region.
64  Now classified as Pseudowinteras dandy and often found in thickets after forest clearance, which further 
reinforces the point that some scenes that Smith saw as unmodified were actually much more altered than he 
appreciated.
65  11 May 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
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Smith’s response to the black-sand beach of Piha on the Waitakere Coast west of 
Auckland was similar. Having travelled there on horseback specifically to inspect the 
bay and the Pohutukawa66 bush flanking it, he deemed it to be

wildly picturesque and its general scenic features viewed from any of the high 
overlooking hills with its high rugged and wave worn rocks with the breakers crashing 
unceasingly against them the bay is understandably one of the most magnificent 
seascapes in New Zealand. The bush clothing the slopes opening onto the Bay is 
of mixed character and very vigorous and contains large numbers of well grown 
Pohutukawa trees which must be charming when displaying their wealth of scarlet 
flowers during the summer months. … magnificent trees, ferns and Nikau palms 
rising from stately feet abound. In fine weather the route we followed offers one of 
the best for pleasure seekers and lovers of nature in the Auckland province.67

Scenic beauty at this site, in Smith’s view, emerged in part out of the vegetation, 
particularly the composition and the attributes of the trees, in terms of the height 
and architecture of the species as well as the colour of their flowers. The botanist and 
ecologist Leonard Cockayne in 1908 made some superficially similar arguments in 
his reports on Tongariro National Park and Waipoua kauri forest.68

Although forest and water were major constituent parts of Smith’s construction of 
scenery, they were not the only ones; other natural geological features were also 
inspected. Among them, the limestone rock formations at Kamo, near Whangarei 
in Northland (Figure 2), are of interest because of the way in which he reported on 
them, and help answer a bigger question about the exactitude with which Smith 
used British gardening landscape terms. Smith wrote of the area as ‘well known for 
its grotesque rocks’.69 The term ‘grotesque’ was actually used here in a very precise 
way. In period architectural vocabulary, it referred to a carved stone figure, but was 
also used to refer to strange, distorted, and ugly shapes, and thus was well suited to 

66  Pohutukawa (Metrosideros excelsa), the red-flowering ‘New Zealand Christmas tree’, so called because it flowers 
in December. It naturally grew only on coastal locations in the northern half of the North Island.
67  25 June 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905, LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
68  In his botanical report on Tongariro, Cockyane wrote of the endemic nature of the New Zealand flora, 
commenting that ‘the more special the vegetation the more distinctive the scenery’ (Report on a botanical survey 
of the Tongariro National Park, AJHR C–11 [1908]). The plant formations of Waipoua he described as ‘rare, 
beautiful, and at the same time [internationally] scientifically interesting’ and ‘of great beauty and scientific interest’ 
(Report on a botanical survey of the Waipoua Kauri Forest, AJHR C–14 [1908], 2 and 31), but ultimately, in 
my assessment, Cockayne was being very instrumental about the nature of beauty, whereas for Smith the whole 
was greater than the sum of the ‘plants’, to misquote the aphorism. In addition, Cockayne was searching for 
a justification for the preservation for scientific reasons of the vegetation of New Zealand in national parks and 
reserves and made an appeal for their preservation because the scientific was also scenic, which he would have 
realised had greater chance of success. Cockayne’s comments also highlighted a difference between the National 
Parks and scenic reserves; the former were preserving rare vegetation formations, but with regard to the latter Smith 
was looking for ‘typical’, i.e. representative, vegetation types that were also scenic.
69  27 November 1904, TO 1 53 1904/191/11, Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
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describe the limestone formations. Smith was using terms from the British landscape 
gardening tradition with some precision and presumably this carries across to his use 
of other terms such as ‘picturesque’.

Figure 2: The ‘Abbey’ the ‘grotesque and picturesque’ limestone rocks that 
Smith inspected at Kamo near Whangarei in Northland. Light conditions made 
photography difficult and Smith and Matthews had to return the next day in order 
to successfully take photographs.
Source: This image taken by photographer F. G. Rawlings most likely dates from after the feature was 
reserved.  The card was also not posted.  Photo: Author’s collection.

Māori pa

The commissioners’ brief included the inspection of historic sites such as Māori pa; 
fortified villages with earthworks account for a disproportionately large amount of 
space in the minutes. The minute books also signal, however, that Māori landowners 
were not passively waiting to surrender land to the commissioners as they passed 
through the country. At the village of Ohinemutu, adjacent to the town of Rotorua, 
the commissioners met with chiefs and the local Māori Council to discuss the 
purchase of two well-known springs, but their efforts were deftly foiled:
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The native gentlemen explained that they had full sympathy with the work of the 
Scenery Commission but owing to the unsatisfactory position of the several claimants 
to the ownership of the springs they could give no definite information of these 
at present.70

The land they inspected at Ohinemutu also included two old fighting pa, Pukeroa 
and Rakekohunga, now used as ‘uropa’ (burial site).71 This meant that should the 
spring be acquired, ‘the native owners would probably object to this uropa being 
included in the area’.72 If the landowners had not made this point, Tunuiarangi 
would have, and even Percy Smith would have understood well enough that this 
land would not be for sale.

Some Māori were quick to protest about the unwelcome impact of compulsory 
acquisition of their land for scenic reserves under the Public Works Act. The Liberal 
Government since the 1890s had purchased much Māori land to facilitate its closer 
land-settlement programme,73 and now some of the remaining lands would be lost to 
the settler state, on the grounds that it, and not the owners, was best able to preserve 
the scenery.74 This is another part of the larger paradox whereby the settler state was 
encouraging deforestation and expanding pastoral farming and then later trying to 
save remnant forests that had survived this process. Hapeta Hautehoro had earlier 
petitioned the government, complaining to this effect in 1903. The official response 
was that compulsory purchase could also apply to land owned by settlers, though 
it was conceded that ‘the bulk of the scenic spots and historic reserves, especially in 
the North Island[,] are either Native owned or Native reserves’.75 Officials claimed 
that they had opted not to purchase large blocks of Māori land as this would create 
‘landless Natives’, and proposed to pay the small sums for land purchase directly to 
the Māori owners rather than to the Public Trustee. Park disputed this position, and is 

70  10 September 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
71  The preferred contemporary spelling is urupā. From the late nineteenth century, Māori developed European-
style cemeteries, termed urupā. These Māori burial grounds were considered sacred (tapu) places.
72  10 September 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
73  Tom Brooking, ‘“Bursting up” the Greatest Estate of All: Liberal Maori Land Policy, 1891–1911’, New Zealand 
Journal of History 26 (1992): 78–98.
74  For example, the manner in which scenic reserves along the Mokau River were established. See Park, Ngā 
Uruora = The Groves of Life, 145–50. Park does not discuss successful Māori efforts to rebuff the commissioners, 
as at Ohinemuri.
75  Robinson to Minister for Tourism & Health Resorts, 13 October 1904. TO 1904/191/12, Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington.



International Review of Environmental History  •  Volume 3, Issue 1, 2017

192

especially critical of Percy Smith and the commission for targeting scenery on Māori 
land.76 There were exceptions, however: Smith and Tuniarangi met with a ‘Maori lady’ 
in Pahiatua in order to visit an historic site she sought to ‘present to the government’.77

Smith described other pa sites as excellent examples of ‘old time Māori’ settlements. 
Te Aute Pa in Hawke’s Bay he described as ‘now considerably dilapidated by sheep 
and cattle running over it, but it is a fine specimen illustrating the finely and perfectly 
terraced style of an ancient pa’.78 Smith was also aware that some of the places they 
inspected were linked to traditional legends, for instance Pekehana, a spring which 
featured in Sir George Grey’s Polynesian Mythology.79 Not all the pa they visited were 
associated with a distant and romanticised Māori past; in 1904 Percy Smith, who 
had been in Taranaki during the New Zealand Wars of the 1860s, recounted how 
government troops had captured Te Arai Pa from the Hau Hau.80

Smith’s appreciation of the historic Māori element in the New Zealand landscape 
was the subject of a lengthy article for the New Zealand Times, drawing on his 
commission work. Of the Wairarapa region, he wrote ‘lovers of old-time Maori 
lore may enjoy opportunities of visiting several sites of old fortified pas and kaingas 
[villages] around Onake [Onoke] Lake’ [Lake Ferry], but he easily moved into 
a mythic past observing that Lake ‘Pounui which is said to be still haunted by 
a Taniwha, is charmingly situated’.81

76  Geoff Park, Theatre Country: Essays on Landscape & Whenua (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2006), 
134. In my assessment, Park has conflated the efforts of the Scenery Preservation Commission and the later Scenery 
Preservation Board, and in highlighting how the 1910 amendment Act made Māori land vulnerable for gazetting 
as scenic reserves, he does not really discuss how the earlier 1906 amendment Act had specifically excluded Māori 
land from the provisions of the Act.
77  W. W. Smith to Superintendent, Tourist Department, 12 July 1905. TO 1 53 1904/191/11 Movement of the 
Scenery Preservation Commission, Archives New Zealand, Wellington. This, on a much smaller scale, parallels Te 
Heuheu’s strategy of protecting the sacred volcanos of Ruapehu, Ngauruhoe, and Tongariro by ‘gifting’ them to the 
Crown for preservation in perpetuity as a park and to prevent them from ever being claimed by other tribes or by 
pākehā settlers. This was the basis of the Tongariro National Park in 1887. David Thom (1987) discussed the lead-
up to the gifting, while Richard Boast explains how the Crown actually had to purchase parts of the mountain. See 
David Thom, Heritage: The Parks of the People (Auckland: Lansdowne Press, 1987) and Richard Boast, ‘Two block 
case studies Ruapehu—Tongariro and Tutira’, in Buying the Land, Selling the Land: Governments and Maori Land in 
the North Island 1865–1921, ed. Richard Boast (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2008), 341–72.
78  26 May 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, Archives 
New Zealand, Wellington.
79  10 August 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington.
80  10 August 1904, Scenery Preservation Commission Minute Books, April 1904 to Nov. 1905. LS 70 1/1, 
Archives New Zealand, Wellington. The Hau Hau was a branch of a Māori religious movement that originated in 
Taranaki. The Hau Hau believed Māori would regain land lost to the pākehā in the process of colonisation, and 
fought against the colonial troops in the New Zealand wars.
81  W. W. Smith, ‘The Wairarapa as a Holiday Resort’, New Zealand Times, 26 May 1906. Taniwha are supernatural 
creatures of various, sometimes changing, forms, broadly equivalent to dragons and serpents in other cultures, often 
living in water and seen as part of the natural environment in a traditional Māori world view. B. Keane, ‘Taniwha’, 
Te Ara—The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, updated 25 September 2011, www.Teara.govt.nz/en/taniwha.

http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/taniwha
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Discussion

The composition of the commission and Smith’s expertise gave him a central role in 
defining ‘scenic’ New Zealand by designating actual scenic reserves on the ground. 
In his capacity as secretary of the commission, he left a quite detailed record, not 
only of the features and areas he regarded as scenic and worthy of permanent 
protection, but also of others that were not, by being to some extent despoiled by 
settlement. Ideas drawn from his formal training as a gardener in Britain and use 
of a gardening landscape vocabulary, particularly with regard to the picturesque, 
informed his views about what was ‘scenic’. His letters and minutes thus provide 
an insight into the attitudes and ideas of an individual who played an important 
role in what Ginn describes as a ‘pragmatic and romantic reaction’ that within three 
years ‘contained’ over 77,000 acres for scenic preservation.82 While it is not possible 
to be totally confident that Smith’s terminology was exactly the same as that of 
the garden historian Michael Symes, there is a considerable degree of alignment 
between Smith’s descriptions and Symes’ standard British garden history definitions, 
and period photographic images of some of the features concerned. But it is also 
possible to see how Smith came to see assemblages of the indigenous vegetation 
that would not have been so described in Britain as picturesque. Smith also neatly 
straddles the improver/conservationist borderland referred to by Patterson et al.; as 
a gardener he was involved in the transformation of the New Zealand landscape, 
while his Scenery Preservation Commission duties involved him in conservation, 
albeit of a largely preservationist type. Aligning myself more with Patterson et al. 
than Young, I would argue that it was Smith’s training as a gardener rather than his 
being Scottish that was more decisive when it comes to appreciating how he saw 
scenery in New Zealand.

The work of the commission to preserve the scenic areas of the colony combined 
a desire to protect remnant and threatened areas with an awareness of the increasing 
importance of tourism, hence the effort given to creating reserves alongside the 
main trunk railway and the banks of the Whanganui River.83 Smith’s assessment 
of scenery thus combined aesthetic arguments with more utilitarian dimensions. 
A range of natural and cultural features were recommended for preservation, though 
forest remnants predominated, while the cultural features were largely old Māori 
pa, along with some other sites of importance to the settler population, for instance 
Captain Cook’s landing places.

82  Ginn, ‘Extension, subversion, containment’, 347.
83  Margaret McClure, The Wonder Country: Making New Zealand Tourism (Auckland: Auckland University 
Press, 2004).
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Smith eventually began making use of some additional terms of his own which 
were not part of his original garden lexicon as he looked more closely at the New 
Zealand landscape. He gave weight to what he described as ‘typical’ pa sites; he was 
also searching for ‘authenticity’, ‘age’ and ‘completeness’ in both the scenic and 
historic features to be secured as scenic reserves. Smith regarded the Māori as ancient 
inhabitants; the many pa were remnants of a great past, which he imbued with 
medieval rather than classical associations, and the settler state, looking forward, was 
protecting these historic sites for posterity. There is a considerable synergy here with 
the arguments in favour of scenery preservation, where the intent was to preserve 
a scenic remnant of ancient vegetation which was otherwise being modified by both 
settler agriculture and invasive species.84

Forest remnants featured prominently in the list of recommended reserves. Smith’s 
appreciation of their scenic qualities was expressed through canonical concepts such 
as the picturesque, but was not restricted to them. There were also botanical and 
regional considerations in Smith’s scenic preferences. He recurrently comments on 
the ‘typicality’ of the forest types and readily lists the tree species. He also factored the 
‘age’ and ‘completeness’ of the vegetation into his scenic assessment. The commission 
had been asked to select representative forest types as well as scenic areas, though the 
two tended to be conflated, with the latter taking precedence. More significantly, 
Smith was able to transgress the boundaries of science and mythology, moving easily 
between Western botanical knowledge and Māori traditions relating to various 
species. Ironically and possibly unknown to him, given the weight Smith gave to the 
age and completeness of the forest, some of the forest scenery that he so appreciated 
was neither old nor intact, having been modified much earlier by Māori burning 
and long-standing occupation of some areas.

Smith’s lexicon for understanding and appreciating scenery included some standard 
sorts of British landscape garden referents such as ‘beauty’, ‘picturesque’, and 
‘grotesque’, which were consistent with his training, and to some extent are writ 
small in the Ashburton Domain landscape he created prior to joining the Scenery 
Preservation Commission. Mountainous features and ‘ancient Māori’ pa, though, 
have no antecedents in the Ashburton Domain. Furthermore, as his encounter 
with the New Zealand landscape deepened, he developed a new terminology 
to allow him to explain why some sites were ‘scenic’ and worthy of preservation.

84  The point must be stressed, however, that Smith was never amongst those who believed that a weaker 
indigenous vegetation was falling back in the face of superior invading European species. He considered indigenous 
plants easier to grow than popularly imagined and distributed indigenous seed widely for use in home gardens. 
See also Ross Galbreath, ‘Displacement, Conservation and Customary Use of Native Plants and Animals in New 
Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History 36 (2002): 36–50.
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Smith took the view that New Zealand had an ancient past remembered in Māori 
tradition, which ought to be preserved in the landscape. The ease, unusual amongst 
pākehā settlers, with which he could transgress the boundaries between botanical 
science and Māori lore, was notable.

Smith’s later efforts as Curator of Pukekura Park from 1908 to 1920 further 
demonstrate that his ideas about scenery were not static. At Pukekura, while he 
continued to use some European landscape canons, he carried them out with local 
species as well as departing from these conventions to create a dense indigenous 
‘natural forest’ in an urban park setting.85 A latter generation would engage more 
fully with the indigenous flora in domestic gardens as New Zealand moved from 
‘colony to nation’.86

Conclusion

Smith’s work as Secretary of the Scenery Preservation Commission enables the 
nature of ‘scenery’ in New Zealand in the early twentieth century to be explored 
at a fine-grained level of analysis. It shows how he brought British ideas of the 
picturesque to New Zealand, how these enabled him to identify scenic areas for 
preservation as scenic reserves, and how eventually he was able to develop some 
additional terminology to explain what was scenic about the New Zealand forest. 
In so doing, he also somewhat reshaped his original notions of the picturesque in 
their application to New Zealand. His ‘eye’ was extremely influential in shaping the 
list of reserves recommended by the Scenery Preservation Commission. Though 
there are dimensions specific to this story, there are elements that are shared by other 
settler societies.

85  Roche, ‘Transforming the Colonial Settlement’, 293–305. While it might be argued that he is merely reproducing 
what Symes would term a thicket, a group of closely planted trees forming a wilderness where the latter was defined as 
an informal woodland of mixed species, in the context of his work on the Scenery Preservation Commission, I would 
still be inclined to see him as recreating a New Zealand bush scene rather than a British woodland.
86  Robyn Longhurst, ‘Plots, plants and paradoxes; contemporary domestic gardens in Aotearoa/New Zealand,’ 
Social and Cultural Geography 7 (2006): 589, doi.org/10.1080/14649360600825729.

http://doi.org/10.1080/14649360600825729
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