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After arriving in New Zealand in 1840, the settler-poet William Golder wrote a 
series of verses on the natural environment in and around his new home of Port 
Nicholson. In 1853, while staying at Manaia Station, just south of what would 
become Masterton, Golder turned his focus to the ‘wild’ forests of the Hutt Valley, 
and how they contrasted with the wide expanses of the Wairarapa plains: 

How vast the prospect Wairarapa yields 
Of great extensive plains! Unlike the Hutt 
Or other valleys, pleasant though they be, 
Coop’d up in narrow space by lofty hills, 
Like prison walls, which limit much the range 
Of vision, and a baleful influence shed 
Upon the intellect, as bowing down  
The soul that would aspire, and cramping much 
Its energies with sad decrepitude.1 
 

In this poem – simply entitled Thoughts on the Wairarapa – Golder went on to lament 
that the ‘belts of forests’ that dotted Wairarapa’s landscapes, though they would 
‘break the force of storms’ for station-owners, amounted to little more than ‘waste 
wilds’. His solution was simple: 

Though the foundation’s laid, 
Man must put forth his industry to rear 
The structure to completion; and exert 
His energies to tame what may be wild 
To suit his purpose.2 
 

Golder’s writings exemplify a conflict that was occurring within settler society, and 
an often overlooked aspect of settler colonialism as a whole: the ‘problem’ of what 
colonists should do about the ‘wild, desolate forest’ that then covered much of New 
Zealand.  

The debate would encompass many aspects of European settler colonial society: 
the asking and answering of vital questions on the conservation of forests, the 
responsible use of land, the rights of Māori to continue to use land in a traditional 
manner,  and,  crucially,  what the Crown’s involvement in forest land rights should 

 

 

 

 
1 William Golder, The Pigeon’s Parliament, William Lyon, Wellington, 1854, p. 96. 
2 Golder, The Pigeon’s Parliament, pp. 98–99. 
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be.3 In navigating these difficult questions, Wellington’s most voluble agricultural 
settlers would produce a number of texts on this complicated subject, 
encompassing journals, handbooks, histories, poems and newspapers.4 The 
contemporary gendered perception of wilderness as an imported concept cannot 
be ignored. By the late nineteenth century, the ‘physical toughness’ of the ‘waste 
wilds’ was, in part, defined by masculinity and ‘rugged individualism’, a perception 
underscored by the dominance of men’s voices in New Zealand environmental 
discourse.5  

This article examines the rich body of text produced by the male colonists of 
Wellington Province through the lens of environmental imperialism, with an 
awareness of how these texts intersected with the daily lives of both settlers and 
Māori through their interactions with highly politicised natural environments. It 
explores three major types of texts in English that were common in these 
communities at the time. First, it investigates the content of newspapers in 
Wellington Province between the 1850s and the 1870s, in particular public 
correspondence and the varying ideas and proposals about forests put forward 
within their pages. Second, personal correspondence and writing, including letters, 
journals and memoirs, are surveyed within the context of colonial forestry in the 
province. Third, the impact of handbooks, guides and other early academic 
literature on Wellington forestry is summarised and explained in relation to Julius 
Vogel’s somewhat conservationist New Zealand Forests Act 1874, which enabled 
significant government oversight of deforestation. Readers are invited to consider 
how cultural and ecological forms of settler colonialism have continued to affect 
our understanding of the forests of the former Wellington Province to this day. 

In recent years, historical research into the natural environments of Aotearoa New 
Zealand has gained traction. Public histories of New Zealand environments, in 
particular, represent a swiftly growing current among writers and researchers, and 
are contributing to collective understandings of settler colonialism and its 
cumulative effects. Being able to relate history to our immediate environments, and 
to consider the irrevocable changes these have undergone in only a few generations, 
is becoming an increasingly important aspect of historical research in Aotearoa and 
elsewhere. While this article uses the example of forests to illustrate these changes, 
other aspects of the environment easily lend themselves to this approach. Ravaged 
Beauty: An Environmental History of the Manawatu, Catherine Knight’s 2014 account of 
the once vibrant forests, swamps, lagoons and rivers of Manawatū, presented the 
destruction of natural environments to the public in an accessible manner. Knight 
described the drainage of wetlands for pastoral farming, the reinforcement of 
riverbanks to prevent erosion, and, of course, the felling and burning of forests, as 

 
3 The term ‘European’ is used here, rather than ‘British’, to reflect the fact that new small farm developments in the 
northern part of Wellington Province were often undertaken by migrants from continental Europe after 1872. 
Notably, the towns of Norsewood and Dannevirke were founded by Scandinavian foresters during this period. Some 
migrants also came from Australia, although they would probably have considered themselves citizens of a wider 
colonial enterprise headed by the British crown. Moreover, an independent national settler identity was beginning to 
form toward the end of the period, though the extent to which this affected colonists’ social lives has been heavily 
debated. 
4 J. Cruden, ‘The Wairarapa Wealthy in Public and Private, 1876–1913’, MA thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 
2015, pp. 50–58. 
5 Angela Meyer, ‘Gender, Body, and Wilderness: Searching for Refuge, Connection, and Ecological Belonging’, MSc 
thesis, University of Montana, 2010, pp. 17–19. 
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well as the ongoing consequences of these colonial actions for the whenua and its 
peoples.6 Māori scholars Huhana Smith, Moira Poutama and Aroha Spinks have 
contributed to the field of public environmental history, carrying out indigenous-
centred research on their ancestral tūrangawaewae in Horowhenua, and writing 
articles on this kaupapa that shed light on the history of freshwater reserves, 
harakeke and the flax industry, European-led displacement of mahinga kai practices, 
and the potential for restoring the whenua itself.7  

There are also environmental histories with a national focus. The 2013 edition of 
Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand is a compilation of 19 
essays by environmental historians and writers. Jim McAloon’s chapter, which 
draws attention to the advancement of pastoral farming in the context of ‘resource 
frontiers’, is especially pertinent. In Wairarapa, for example, this industry oversaw 
the complete removal of much of the local forest, the pollution of rivers, and the 
introduction of multiple invasive species.8 Similarly, historians Atholl Anderson, 
Aroha Harris and Judith Binney presented elements of environmental history from 
a Māori perspective in Tangata Whenua: An Illustrated History.9 These efforts have 
succeeded in beginning a new current of public environmental history in Aotearoa 
New Zealand, one that is focused on the environments we might encounter in daily 
life, chronicles how they have been altered through settler colonialist processes, and 
illustrates environmental change as an ongoing process. This article seeks to 
contribute to this current by drawing attention to the radically altered forest 
environments within the former Wellington Province. 
 
NEWSPAPERS AND ADVERTISEMENTS 
 
The early 1850s proved to be a critical juncture for settlers establishing themselves 
in Wellington’s forests. Following the collapse of land-leasing from Māori, and 
multiple failed attempts at land purchase by the New Zealand Company, Land 
Commissioner Donald McLean’s efforts to purchase large amounts of land in 
Wairarapa and Manawatū got underway in 1853.10 Immediately afterwards, the 
newly-established Wairarapa Small Farms Association began purchasing small 
blocks of land from the Crown for settlement by farmers and market gardeners, 
endeavouring to acquire a number of ‘suburban blocks’ ideal for timber-cutting and 
fern clearance, with a view to eventually converting these blocks into small farm 
settlements. In February 1854, this came to pass with the establishment of 
Greytown and Masterton, two settlements in the middle of an ‘impassable’ bush – 

 
6 Catherine Knight, Ravaged Beauty: An Environmental History of the Manawatu, Dunmore, Auckland, 2014. 
7 Moira Poutama and Aroha Spinks, Adaptation Champion: Moira Poutama & Aroha Spinks, 2017, URL: 
https://deepsouthchallenge.co.nz/adaptation-champion/aroha-moira/, accessed 7 March 2024; Huhana Smith, 
Penny Allan, Martin Bryant, Derrylea Hardy, Martin Manning, Murray Patterson, Moira Poutama, Abdullah 
Richards, Jane Richardson and Aroha Spinks, Adaptation Strategies to Address Climate Change Impacts on Coastal Māori 
Communities in Aotearoa New Zealand: A Case Study of Dairy Farming in the Horowhenua-Kapiti Coastal Zone, Horowhenua 
Coastal Climate Change Project Research Team, Palmerston North, 2017. 
8 Jim McAloon, ‘Resource frontiers, environment, and settler capitalism: 1769–1860’, in Eric Pawson and Tom 
Brooking (eds), Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand, Otago University Press, Dunedin, 2013, pp. 
70–85. 
9 Atholl Anderson, Aroha Harris and Judith Binney, Tangata Whenua: An Illustrated History, Bridget Williams Books, 
Wellington, 2014. 
10 Joy Hippolite, Wairoa ki Wairarapa: The Hawkes Bay Purchases, Waitangi Tribunal, Wellington, 1992, pp. 21–27; Paul 
Goldsmith, Rangahaua Whanui District 11a: Wairarapa, Waitangi Tribunal, Wellington, 1996, pp. 20–21. 
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Te Taperenui-a-Whātonga, the ‘Forty Mile Bush’ and its offshoots that once 
covered the area from Carterton to Ahuriri (Napier). These were destined to 
eventually be replaced, the Association hoped, by ‘patches of wheat, barley, oats, 
and other cereals’.11  

A first wave of settlers at Greytown established the Forester’s Arms public house 
and the Royal Oak general store, evoking imagery of a dedicated timber-cutting 
settlement deep within an impenetrable forest.12 Soon after this, in 1857, the 
settlements of Three Mile Bush – later renamed Carterton – and Featherston were 
created, even more dedicated to forestry and milling, as their residents were tasked 
with ‘clearing yet more forest’ along the route of the proposed road between the 
Remutaka Range and Masterton.13 The ‘improvement’ of land around these new 
settlements – rewarded by the Small Farms Association with acreages directly 
bordering the new road – was extremely profitable, not only ensuring that the land 
would be primed for pastoralism and English cottage gardening but also 
contributing to the economic welfare of the new colonists.14  
 

 
Greytown in the mid-1860s, showing small homesteads on the edge of forest remnants. ‘Main Street, 
Greytown, looking south from the Forester's Arms Hotel’, 1865, 03-89/105, Wairarapa Archive. 
 
These close-knit communities, propelled by the exciting and profitable prospect of 
clearing and processing timber, soon gave rise to an impassioned discourse 
surrounding the bush itself, initially distributed in provincial newspapers by letters 
to the editor. One writer celebrated the clearance of timber by announcing that 

 
11 Wellington Independent (WI), 22 February 1854, p. 3; Cook’s Strait Guardian, 8 November 1854, p. 4; Bryan Gilling, 
Lands, Funds, and Resources: Aspects of the Economic History of Maori in Wairarapa ki Tararua since 1840, Waitangi Tribunal, 
Wellington, 2004, p. 65; New Zealand Chronicle (NZC), 22 November 1856, p. 2. 
12 Cyclopedia of New Zealand, vol. 1, Cyclopedia Company, Wellington, 1897, p. 886; Wairarapa Mercury (WM), 16 July 
1870, p. 1. 
13 NZC, 28 January 1857, p. 3; R.E. Hambly, ‘Dairying in the Wairarapa: A Socio-Economic Survey Interpreted in 
Terms of Historical Small Farm Settlement’, MA thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1966, pp. 8–9; WI, 13 
October 1858, p. 3. 
14 WI, 30 November 1853, p. 3; Hambly, ‘Dairying in the Wairarapa’, p. 10. 
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‘cultivation is extending, the forest giants lie prostrate at the axemen’s feet … fire 
is busy consuming the timber and enriching the soil, and it is gratifying to see that 
a considerable portion of peas and broad beans … will soon be in table blossom.’15 
Such writing is illustrative of early Wellington Province settler views of the forest 
as an obstacle to be cleared. Removing the forest entirely, save for ash to be used 
in fertilising the soil, was, here, seen as the aim of the settlers of Wairarapa. ‘Taming’ 
the ‘waste lands’ of the South Wairarapa forest by cutting down most of the trees 
was almost always characterised as an heroic act.16 Later in this piece, the writer 
documented a gathering of Wairarapa settlers who toasted their own progress in 
‘diminishing’ the ‘dark secluded bush’ and its ‘aboriginal natives’, alongside the 
Empire in general and the advancement of ‘agricultural and pastoral interests’.17 The 
removal of the ‘severe environment’ of the Three Mile Bush was frequently 
envisaged as a poetic and symbolic step toward the complete colonisation of the 
forest, a task that was mostly achieved by 1874 and remains evident today. Even 
after the completion of the Three Mile Bush road, sawmilling continued to thrive 
in the district and their owners reaped rich benefits.18 A significant step had been 
taken, in the eyes of Europeans, from the ‘doubtful accommodation’ of the 
Wairarapa bush towards an entirely pastoral or small-town mode of life that was 
more compatible with small-scale farming – something that amounted to ‘taming 
the wilds’.19  

However, the opinion of Wairarapa settlers on these projects was far from uniform. 
The Wellington Independent warned, in the late spring of 1859, that excessive timber 
felling could have undesired effects, especially in the drier seasons. ‘The large 
quantity of fallen timber … is also liable unexpectedly to catch fire, and may involve 
considerable destruction of property, from the owners being unprepared for the 
contingency’, the paper noted, urging settlers both to be careful when igniting fires 
and, notably, to be mindful of how much timber was removed from the bush.20 
This was far from a conservationist view, in the modern sense; nonetheless, 
encouraging moderation in timber felling was starkly uncommon during the early 
settlement of the outer Wellington Province, and the comment anticipated an 
important current that would later become prevalent in colonists’ discussions of 
forest land use. In the Small Farms Association settlements and their inhabitants, 
the settler public’s discourse on forest clearance can be considered a microcosm of 
greater Wellingtonian sentiment regarding forests throughout the period, with both 
currents of thought – that the forest should be removed at all costs, or that the 
forest represented something to be dealt with carefully – becoming evident over 
time. 

The Small Farms Association settlements continued to communicate its aims 
through the newspapers, and important information pertaining to the advancement 
of the timber industry was dispensed. Samuel Revans, owner of the Woodside Saw 

 
15 WI, 12 August 1859, p. 3. 
16 WI, 12 August 1859, p. 3. 
17 WI, 12 August 1859, p. 3. 
18 Cruden, ‘Wairarapa Wealthy’, p. 31. 
19 S.H. Franklin, ‘The Village and the Bush: The Evolution of the Village Community, Wellington Province, New 
Zealand’, Pacific Viewpoint, vol. 1, no. 2, 1960, pp. 160–61; William Dinwiddie, Old Hawke’s Bay, Dinwiddie, Walker & 
Co., Wellington, 1916, p. 18. 
20 Taranaki Herald, 12 November 1859, p. 3. 
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Mill at Featherston, had founded the New Zealand Gazette and Cook’s Strait Guardian, 
a fact that is likely to have encouraged agriculturalists’ heavy reliance on newspapers 
throughout the early period of Wairarapa settlement.21 In 1867 the Wairarapa 
Mercury, Wairarapa’s first newspaper, was founded. From its establishment, the 
Mercury promoted the clearance of forest and its replacement by pasture or exotic 
planting. In its first edition, the Mercury advertised ‘two thousand two hundred acres 
of land … and 80 acres of Totara bush’ for sale or lease.22 The editorial that officially 
announced the establishment of the paper addressed the priorities of settlers as it 
saw them: ‘the primary want of the Wairarapa is “the opening of the lake”23 … [and] 
“want of capital”’, and promised to promote ‘the supremacy of English law over 
both races’ and, notably, the sourcing of ‘wooden rails from the Forty Mile Bush.’24 
The Mercury, then, prioritised the downplaying of Māori concerns about the 
environment alongside the promotion of European development, a stance that 
would become increasingly evident as the years passed.  

Sawmills in South Wairarapa generally dealt in relatively local activities, rather than 
the large-scale export of timber to other regions of the colony, or abroad. Thomas 
Hooker, proprietor of the Belvedere Saw Mills at Three Mile Bush, for instance, 
mainly advertised his services in the Mercury as ‘cutting Timber for building 
purposes’, including self-supplied ‘Totara, Matai, Red and White Pine’, although ‘a 
stock of seasoned Timber’ was also available for purchase.25 Likewise, Fairbrother’s 
mill, at Carterton, sold ‘material for House Building’ and ‘Posts and Rails split to 
order.’26 Revans’s mill at Greytown similarly advertised tōtara building materials for 
local clients only; indeed, an 1867 advertisement stated that ‘Wellington has no idea 
of the quantity of valuable timber that will yet go there from this valley’, lamenting 
the mill’s inability to afford or facilitate export beyond Wairarapa and exemplifying 
the expansionist ambitions of colonist deforestation.27 A contemporary 
advertisement in the Wellington Independent noted that, while Matarawa Sawmill could 
now export logs to ‘any part of the [Wairarapa] Valley’, processed timber was only 
available to those in Greytown.28  

The highly localised condition of Wairarapa’s sawmills was reflected in the opinions 
expressed by settlers. Regarding sawmilling at Carterton, one anonymous farmer 
wrote in a letter to the editor of the Mercury that ‘the two or three saw mills situated 
at Carterton … are fully employed in cutting timber for the settlers of the 
Wairarapa, with a probility [sic] … of finding full employment for years to come 
without exporting any to Wellington or elsewhere out of the district.’29 The letter 
also articulated the benefits of sawmilling to Wairarapa settlers, especially ‘in getting 
cheap timber to replace the slab whares’ built for squatters by members of Ngāti 

 
21 Louis E. Ward, Early Wellington, Whitcombe & Tombs, Auckland, 1929, pp. 274–75. 
22 WM, 5 January 1867, p. 2. 
23 This is a reference to a long-running dispute between settlers who wanted to control the level of Lake Wairarapa 
to reduce seasonal flooding and local Māori who wanted to retain wetlands that were a rich source of mahinga kai. 
Ben Schrader, ‘Wairarapa Places’, Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, URL: 
https://teara.govt.nz/en/wairarapa-places/page-11, accessed 25 June 2024. 
24 WM, 5 January 1867, p. 2. 
25 WM, 16 July 1870, p. 1. 
26 WM, 16 February 1867, p. 1a. 
27 WM, 5 January 1867, p. 3. 
28 WM, 9 February 1867, p. 1. 
29 WM, 23 May 1868, p. 3. 

https://teara.govt.nz/en/wairarapa-places/page-11
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Moe, Ngāti Muretu and other Ngāti Kahungunu hapū during earlier decades; in this 
sense, sawmills could be an effective method of recontextualising the forest’s 
resources from Māori possessions to European ownership.30 As a local affair, 
sawmilling was an attractive prospect to many European settlers. 
 

 
Whare and livestock (magnified below) on forested land undergoing clearance near Masterton. ‘Near 
Masterton, Wairarapa’, 1860s–70s, Burton Brothers, 2007P_Mv35_RTL_0836, Manawatū Heritage 
Collections.  
 

 
 
However, the actual profits landowners could gain from sawmilling were largely 
overshadowed by the difficulty of exporting timber beyond the Remutaka Range, 
confining it to being strictly local and insular as an industry. The Crown’s 1872 

 
30 WM, 23 May 1868, p. 3. 
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introduction of toll gates throughout Wellington Province was a major obstacle to 
the aspirations of Wairarapa sawmillers. Timber was likely to attract a toll of 
upwards of ten shillings per vehicle, something that many found prohibitive.31 The 
Mercury objected on behalf of millers, claiming that toll gates had ‘materially injured 
the Wairarapa timber trade’, as the only exports of timber now feasible for 
Wairarapa mill owners were those of substantially lighter processed wood, a task 
for which most mills were not set up:  

A mill for dressing and preparing timber ought to be established in the 
Wairarapa. I have heard that a mill of this description in Wellington is doing 
a very extensive and profitable trade. I know there is plenty of timber in the 
Wairarapa; also, it is asserted that there is plenty of unemployed capital.32 

These proposals were ambitious and had not been generally achieved by the end of 
1874. There were exceptions, however, to the rule of Wairarapa’s timber industry 
being exclusively local. Revans’s Woodside Mill, towards the end of the period, 
began to offer tōtara deliveries ‘in any part of town or country’ throughout 
Wellington Province, though it is unlikely that many deliveries were made beyond 
the valley. Weekly small-scale cargo services were conducted from Wellington to 
Masterton from 1868, advertised in the Wellington Independent; these consisted of a 
costly passenger coach operated by Cobb & Co., and nine four-horse wagons.33 A 
Wairarapa–Wellington railway line was proposed in 1869 and included in Vogel’s 
Public Works agenda of 1870; however, the line from Wellington to Featherston 
was only completed in 1878.34 Nonetheless, the public opinion of settlers in the 
district displays their general attitudes towards the further exploitation of forest land 
resources across the colony. These resources existed for the purposes of building 
and for trade, and, when external trade could not become easily profitable, settlers’ 
eyes turned inwards towards their own communities. While Wairarapa timber trade 
at this point was a largely local and insular community endeavour, it would continue 
to affect the environment for many decades to come. 

Newspapers were also employed by those in the province opposed to deforestation, 
and amounted to a key element of early European opposition to unchecked forest 
clearance. Some papers took steps to highlight the experiences of Māori alongside 
those of small farm operators, especially concerning government actions regarding 
environmental preservation. Following the New Zealand Forests Act 1874, 
provision was made for limits on forest clearance ‘to achieve efficient exploitation’ 
and with the goal of ‘subjecting some portion of the native forests to skilled 
management and proper control.’35 While these measures were generally motivated 
by economic interests, the act represented the first colony-wide move toward 
‘centralised forest bureaucracies’ and increasingly broad forest land management 

 
31 Wellington Toll Gates Act 1875, 39 Victoriae 1875, no. 49, sec. 2, 
http://www.nzlii.org/nz/legis/hist_act/wtga187539v1875n49364/, accessed 7 March 2024. 
32 Wairarapa Standard (WS), 21 May 1873, p. 2. [The Wairarapa Mercury was relaunched as the Wairarapa Standard in 
August 1872 after the Mercury’s owner/editor was committed for trial for embezzlement. ‘Wairarapa Standard’, 
Papers Past, URL: https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/wairarapa-standard/1887, accessed 25 June 2024.] 
33 WI, 22 August 1868, p. 7; WI, 7 May 1868, p. 8; WI, 13 July 1869, p. 3. 
34 Lyttelton Times, 13 August 1874, p. 2; WM, 3 September 1878, p. 3. 
35 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 1874, p. 419; M. Roche, History of New Zealand Forestry, New Zealand Forestry 
Corporation, Wellington, 1990, p. 84. 

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/wairarapa-standard/1887
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practices in a European settler society.36 Public opinion on this matter was divided, 
but by 1874 a European ‘conservationist ethos’ was beginning to evolve. The 
Hawke’s Bay Times, an Ahuriri-based newspaper covering the area from Masterton 
to Napier, was one of the newspapers most favourable towards the Act. In February 
1874 it reprinted an article from the Canterbury Press which stated that ‘the next 
session of the Assembly ought not to be allowed to pass without the enactment of 
laws to put a stop to the present reckless and stupid destruction of our trees, and 
to provide for the future shelter of the country either by encouraging private, or 
undertaking public, plantations’, a clear display of pre-emptive support for Vogel’s 
much-discussed bill.37 The paper’s editor, Robert Coupland Harding, independently 
stated his support for the bill in July of that year, apparently concerned with 
deforestation’s effects on agriculture and horticulture: ‘the destruction of forests 
led to irregularities of climate, causing seasons alternately of drought and of flood, 
resulting in denudation of the country by rivers and streams, and the loss of large 
tracts of valuable agricultural and pastoral land.’38 In keeping with his opposition to 
deforestation, Harding also sought to highlight the experiences of Māori with forest 
loss. The Hawke’s Bay Times was among the few English-language newspapers at the 
time to publish columns in te reo Māori.39  

The attitude of newspapers in the lower North Island varied. The Wairarapa 
Standard refused to take sides on the matter, stating that ‘an Act on this subject 
which would be suitable for the Middle [South] would not at present be so for the 
North Island’, seemingly arguing that amendments were necessary.40 Wellington’s 
Evening Post opposed unchecked deforestation – ‘it was a fallacy to suppose that the 
timber supply of the world was inexhaustible’ – but also opposed the bill on the 
basis that imperialist agendas would be stifled as a result: ‘[Vogel] represented New 
Zealand in a wild state with its forests to be more valuable than New Zealand well-
peopled.’41 Clearly, settlers’ opinions were split between those who opposed the bill 
in its entirety, and those who opposed some provisions on grounds of expense, 
freedom to exploit the resources of one’s own land, or the fact that the bill did not 
make adequate accommodations for the forests of New Zealand or one of its 
provinces. There was considerable debate over early conservationism throughout 
the colony, involving discussion of the feasibility of creating state-owned forests, 
their management, and the rights of landowners. 
 
LETTERS, JOURNALS AND MEMOIRS 
 
Letters and published memoirs were also vital parts of settler knowledge networks 
within Wellington Province, especially in the Wairarapa and Hutt districts. While 
they would not necessarily reach a wide audience, personal journals and 
interpersonal correspondence were crucial for communication between individual 
settlers, their families, and as aids to memory, and often contained practical advice 
on agriculture and settlement-building. The practice of reading letters and journals 

 
36 James Beattie and Paul Star, ‘Global Influences and Local Environments: Forestry and Forest Conservation in 
New Zealand, 1850s–1925’, British Scholar, vol. 3, no. 2, 2010, p. 198. 
37 Hawke’s Bay Times (HBT), 10 February 1874, p. 112. 
38 HBT, 28 July 1874, p. 302. 
39 HBT, 28 July 1874, p. 303. 
40 WS, 18 July 1874, p. 2. 
41 Evening Post, 15 July 1874, p. 2. 
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aloud also played a part in circulating knowledge within smaller community settings 
throughout the colonial world.42 Forest land management was no exception to this. 
For example, clearing blocks of native forest for farmland while leaving small strips 
as shelter or to enrich the soil was a common strategy during the early settlement 
of Wellington Province. This approach amounted to a form of small-scale forest 
conservation. The journal of Charles Rooking Carter noted in his journal in 1853 
that settlement near forest remnants was a viable strategy at Palliser Bay: 

[T]here was bush on the hills, and bush was shelter … I found a fine clump 
of New Zealand laurels, not shrubs but laurel trees, with umbrageous tops, 
foliage ever green, and with fine large leaves, of a bright green dark colour 
… [near] the farmhouse of Mr C. Matthews.43 

The former missionary William Colenso, writing just after the 1855 earthquake, also 
used the forest to help him grow exotic fruit trees and crops, describing ‘the tall 
weeping willows with which I was surrounded’ and the ‘trees in the garden’ at his 
settlement south of Napier. Albert Ludlam, of Upper Hutt, reported a similar 
arrangement.44 Colenso also advocated the reservation and conservation of Māori-
owned forest land in an 1851 letter to Land Purchase Commissioner Donald 
McLean: 

Te Hapuku wishes for a reserve of about 100 acres … containing some fine 
forest trees of totara and ka[h]ikatea … [A]s there is an abundance of good 
forest running hence through the Block to Patangata, I consider Hapuku’s 
demand rather moderate … The birds, and usual food, that made the land 
valuable, have disappeared.45 

This usage of native forest resources expressed an important aspect of settlers’ 
ideologies in populating ‘forest in the back-blocks’, with the cultivation of gardens 
on the edge of the bush equated with ‘farms emerged from forest’ and ‘breaking 
the bush’ in the sense of taming it rather than its outright removal. Carter’s accounts 
of bush being used as shelter point towards a utilitarian perspective; forest resources 
were being kept not out of environmental or conservationist interests, but out of 
concern for the economic and practical viability of colonial farming.46 By preserving 
‘waste lands’ in the interests of farming, the focus of some colonists began to shift 
from ‘destructive’ clear-cutting of the bush to the ‘constructive’ improvement of 
farms through the use of the forest as a resource beyond simple timber.47 

This was far from a universal standpoint among letter-writers in Wellington 
Province, however. Māori-owned bush reserves on the edge of purchased blocks, 
for example, were often viewed by settlers as obstacles or unnecessary restrictions 

 
42 See Muriel Harris, ‘On Reading Aloud’, North American Review, vol. 214, no. 790, 1921, pp. 345–51. 
43 C.R. Carter, Life and Recollections of a New Zealand Colonist, no. II, R. Madley, London, 1866, pp. 89–93; P. Star, ‘Tree 
Planting in Canterbury, New Zealand, 1850–1910’, Environment and History, vol. 14, no. 4, 2008, p. 572. 
44 W. Colenso to J.D. Hooker, 23 February 1855, ATL Micro-Ms-Coll-10 Reel 15: E451, Alexander Turnbull Library; 
A. Ludlam, papers, MS-Papers-9009-23, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
45 W. Colenso to Donald McLean, 1 January 1851, MCLEAN-1008793, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
46 G. Wynn, ‘Conservation and Society in Late Nineteenth-Century New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History, vol. 
11, no. 2, 1977, p. 135; Carter, Life and Recollections, pp. 89–93. 
47 Wynn, ‘Conservation and Society’, p. 135. 
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on land use. John Valentine Smith, an early settler at Castlepoint in North 
Wairarapa, wrote in 1852 to Donald McLean that: 

the Natives wish to preserve the [karaka] trees … there are a few White-
Pine trees on this side of the River, (not on the Reserve) which the natives 
wish to keep, but without which, as they have reserved so much of the other 
bush, I shall have a difficulty in finding enough wood for my house; it will 
therefore be a great advantage to me if they can be induced without much 
difficulty to surrender this claim.48 

The legal conservation of the forest, to Smith, appears to have been a significant 
obstacle to settlement on the land at Castlepoint, even with significant ‘pasture … 
for cattle’ included in the purchase. In contrast, Colenso wrote to McLean regarding 
the same block of land, noting that the reserve had ‘extremely rich and fertile … 
forests of timber, besides hilly country for sheep and cattle, well covered with 
natural grass’, and that he considered the purchase and reservation to be adequate 
for Smith’s purposes.49 Clearing the land could be seen by colonists as an expected 
necessity rather than an optional task, as Ludlam and Colenso may have thought. 
Francis Dillon Bell elaborated on this perceived necessity in a letter to McLean in 
1855, noting that a section of land at Kaiwharawhara in Wellington had ‘very 
valuable totara timber on it’, and concluding that ‘it is certain that the soil is very 
good’, implying that clearance of the bush would prove more useful than conserving 
it.50 Cultivation of the land by exotic flora was seen, by some correspondents, as the 
primary function of forested land; placing restrictions on it was merely an obstacle 
to systematic colonisation. Indeed, one Wairarapa squatter wrote that his preferred 
land clearance strategy was based on cattle ‘trampling the larger vegetation’ prior to 
‘invasion by grass and scrub species’ derived from European monocots.51 
Preserving ‘waste lands’, then, was not the primary concern of many of Wellington’s 
early letter-writers and journal-keepers, despite some sentiment in favour of 
retaining small amounts of forest as shelter and as reserve land. 
 

 
Ludlam’s mill on the Hutt River, referred to in his handbook. Pictorial Illustrations of New Zealand, S.C. 
Brees, London, 1847, PUBL-0020-01, Alexander Turnbull Library. 

 

 
48 John Valentine Smith to Donald McLean, 8 December 1852, MCLEAN-1015163, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
49 W. Colenso to Donald McLean, 1 January 1851, MCLEAN-1008793, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
50 Francis Dillon Bell to Donald McLean, 2 February 1855, MCLEAN-1002513, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
51 Gilling, Lands, Funds, and Resources, p. 55. 
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Map showing the extent of Donald McLean’s land purchases (unshaded regions) on the east coast 
of the North Island, c. 1860. MapColl-832.45gbbd/[ca.1860]/Acc.36640, Alexander Turnbull 
Library. 
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SETTLERS’ HANDBOOKS AND GUIDES 
 
As well as newspapers, European settlers dispersed important agricultural 
information through handbooks and guides. Handbooks differed from newspapers 
in that many of them explicitly targeted new or prospective colonists and provided 
a more general view of New Zealand rather than focusing on a province or district. 
Such guides had a major disadvantage compared to newspapers and periodicals, in 
that they could not be quickly revised following publication, rarely adapting ‘in 
tandem with physical and social changes in the colonial landscape’, as Vaughan 
Wood and Eric Pawson have observed.52 Nonetheless, handbooks were often 
necessary reference material for new settlers, and, prior to the publication of the 
New Zealand Country Journal in 1877, dedicated agricultural periodicals were 
exceedingly rare in New Zealand settler communities.53 Some handbooks which 
attempted to further colonists’ knowledge of Wellington Province, in particular, 
show that European settlers were, in general, continuing to define the province’s 
forests by their ability to be easily removed and replaced by pastoral land.  
 

 
The dense forest that dominated much of Wairarapa prior to deforestation. ‘Forty Mile Bush, 
Wairarapa’, Burton Brothers, Dunedin, c. 1868–1898, 1/2-004700-F, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
 
 

 
52 Vaughan Wood and Eric Pawson, ‘Information Exchange and the Making of the Colonial Farm: Agricultural 
Periodicals in Late Nineteenth-Century New Zealand’, Agricultural History, vol. 82, no. 3, 2008, p. 338. 
53 Wood and Pawson, ‘Information Exchange’, p. 338. 
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Clear-cutting and indiscriminate forest clearance was a major idea put forward in 
these early handbooks, and served to promote the settler ideal of ‘taming these 
waste wilds’. An 1852 circular written by Amos Gann, for example, advertised 
Wairarapa as ‘hilly and thickly timbered, but there is exceedingly fertile land … 
capable of carrying large quantities of sheep and cattle.’54 The same document 
explained to European migrants that: 

the greater portion [of land] is covered either with fern, flax, or timber … 
the cost of thoroughly clearing fern or flax land, varies from 20s up to £2 
per acre, while timber, or as it is called bush land, may require from £3 to 
£5 per acre … but it is then more immediately and abundantly productive, 
and frequently the timber cut down goes towards reducing the expense.55 

In this passage, Gann revealed that the proceeds of felling trees were a secondary 
benefit to clearing the land, and were not generally at the forefront of the colonist’s 
mind when cutting ‘bush land’.56 He implied that indiscriminate clear-felling was 
advantageous to new settlers, a view that had been less widespread a decade earlier.57 
This sentiment is echoed in the circular’s description of Auckland and its environs 
being cleared of forest: ‘The scythe has been as active in sweeping off the fern and 
the tea-tree … Every day the land is being extensively and skilfully reclaimed.’58 
Other handbooks intended for settlers followed similar trends in describing the uses 
of forest land resources, or lack thereof. An 1857 Settler’s Guide described Wairarapa 
as land containing ‘the finest sheep runs in the Northern Island’, though it did warn 
of Wellington provincial regulations that might prove obstacles to land clearance, 
such as the requirement that ‘agricultural establishments … shall have reserves 
marked off of one-twentieth of all bush-land within the limit of such block’. This 
implied a frustration with the retention of forest not dissimilar to that expressed by 
John Valentine Smith.59 Forests were now apparently seen as entirely hostile 
environments for settler-colonists, a theme that would persist in later decades. 

An 1863 treatise was titled Speed the Plough in yet another indication of settlers’ 
intentions towards forest land at this time. This guide, like Gann’s, displayed a 
distinct hostility towards forest environments on land earmarked for farming. It 
was sufficiently popular that one correspondent to the Auckland Weekly News 
reportedly recommended its purchase by a local library.60 The almanac, published 
by Auckland stationer Edward Wayte, was attributed to ‘An Old Colonist’, a nom 
de plume which granted the author a perceived experience and authority in the eyes 
of a prospective colonist.61 Intended for new arrivals in the colony, it asserted that 
‘a very heavy bush is to be objected to, on account of the very large expenses 
attending the clearing of the same before you can prepare it for growing crops … 
After the new colonist has chosen his land, the first thing that will present itself will 
be to fence and clear.’62 The guide proposed two major uses for timber on land that 

 
54 A.J. Gann, The New Zealand Emigration Circular for 1852, Trelawney Saunders, London, 1852, p. 13. 
55 Gann, Circular, p. 21. 
56 Gann, Circular, p. 7. 
57 Nelson Examiner (NE), 2 December 1843, p. 364; NE, 17 December 1842, p. 163. 
58 Gann, Circular, p. 11. 
59 I.R. Cooper, The New Zealand Settler’s Guide, Edward Stanford, London, 1857, pp. 90–98. 
60 Wood and Pawson, ‘Information Exchange’, p. 342. 
61 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, or The Colonial and New Zealand Farmer’s Guide, E. Wayte, Auckland, 1863, p. 1. 
62 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, pp. 5–8. 
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had been designated for the settler’s farm: firstly, as firewood, and secondly, as 
material for fences, although the author encouraged the use of boundary hedges 
and poplar screens where possible.63  

In a section focusing on Wellington Province, ‘An Old Colonist’ noted that the 
land, once cleared, had ‘a rich and fertile soil in the valleys’, referencing Wairarapa’s 
‘large tracts of superior land’ and Horowhenua’s low land development cost. 
However, the province ‘possesses a large share of mountain country which is 
entirely unavailable’.64 No mention was made, unsurprisingly, of the process by 
which land was being acquired from its Māori owners and occupants. The 
handbook hinted at limited conservation for incidental purposes: retaining ‘a 
portion of bush’ would carry secondary benefits to the farmer, ‘as the timber will 
always be found useful … in fact, such would add materially to the value of your 
farm.’65 The guide advised that ‘it is a wise precaution to preserve such trees on the 
place as would afford a natural protection from high winds; but … I have known 
many such trees destroyed.’66 ‘An Old Colonist’ warned that English agriculturalists 
might struggle in their management of forested land, as they were ‘not bushmen’, 
and that provincial life ‘is not fit for decent people from the old countries’.67 Speed 
the Plough, then, reinforced a common thread of antipathy towards native forest by 
new colonists, with Wellington Province no exception to this rule. While small 
amounts of forest conservation appeared necessary, this was a secondary 
consideration and provided few benefits. 

Other guides written for settlers had a similar outlook on forest land and its 
conservation, favouring the continued cultivation of certain native plants for 
specific purposes. Articulating colonial economics, including the profitability and 
prospects of a given farming operation, are key features of these guides, which 
contributed to a wider British capitalist worldview that pervaded early settlement. 
Incorporated within this view was the attitude that forest existed purely as an 
incidental and replaceable feature of the land. This idea is prominent in Silver’s Guide 
to Australasia, a generalised guide connecting these ideals to the wider British 
colonial world. The New Zealand chapter provided a brief guide on ‘clearing Wild 
Lands’ but advised that ‘the uncleared forest, too, is both shelter and food for your 
cattle … moreover, you can always enjoy a real fireside without your happiness 
being alloyed by seeing visions of firewood bills in your coals.’68 While this guide, 
like Speed the Plough, advised the retention of some forest land on one’s property, the 
bush also served as an obstacle. For instance, the guide stated that ‘nearly all the 
wooded hills are well adapted for sheep feeding when cleared’, and described 
forested terrain as ‘useless’ a number of times.69 Thomas Cholmondeley, writing of 
Wairarapa in his 1854 guide Ultima Thule, also advocated the wholesale clearance of 
forest land, but considered this hard to achieve. The ‘difficult’ land of the 
Ruamahanga basin was ‘choked with stones, and infested by ferns, and prickly 
scrubs and brushes’, but ideal for settlement due to its relative openness and lack 

 
63 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, pp. 7–8. 
64 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, p. 132. 
65 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, p. 6. 
66 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, p. 9. 
67 ‘An Old Colonist’, Speed the Plough, p. 137. 
68 S.W. Silver, Silver’s Guide to Australasia. Judd and Glass, London, 1863, pp. 131–32. 
69 Silver, Silver’s Guide to Australasia, pp. 131–32. 
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of forest cover: ‘the enormous expense generally attendant on the breaking up of 
wild land for cultivation is avoided.’70 The opinion of settlers on Wairarapa’s native 
bush changed little in the two decades following: A. McEwin, writing in G.T. 
Chapman’s 1873 New Zealand Settler’s Handbook to the Farm and Garden, also 
recommended that one ‘should leave clumps or belts of trees … for shelter’, before 
burning and replacing them.71 These handbooks reveal agriculturalists’ attitudes 
towards the ‘dense jangled underwood’ of provincial ‘unsettled’ land that must be 
cleared for productivity’s sake, entirely ignoring the original inhabitants of the land 
in doing so.72 

Afforestation, the replacement of endemic plant species with exotic varieties for 
economic purposes, was an attractive prospect for settlers. An 1865 guide by the 
botanist Alfred Ludlam concerned with the wider Wellington Province but 
especially Hutt Valley, offered a more practical ‘solution’ to the task of removing 
native flora: ‘cut away the insides’ of indigenous forests through the gradual 
introduction of exotic ornamental plants, as well as those useful for firewood and 
construction.73 Ludlam’s guide stated that native plants were generally useful, as 
Colenso and McLean observed, for constructing shelters for gardens; however, 
these should ‘be entirely removed when they are no longer required’. Exotic 
conifers should then be planted as ‘shelter plants’.74 Ludlam also recommended that 
exotic plants be used where native shrubs were in short supply, when ‘recourse 
must be had to Gums &c.,’ though Hutt horticulturalists should ‘lay out a garden 
in such a way that the necessary shelters are planted by themselves’ through the 
natural growth of indigenous flora.75 Ludlam’s guide was written in a more academic 
style than most handbooks, and it was reprinted by the Royal Society of New 
Zealand in 1868.  

Scholarly research on deforestation was not always well-received, however, and 
rarely contributed significantly to government action. Occupying a similar niche to 
Ludlam’s guide, the botanist Joseph Dalton Hooker’s Handbook of the New Zealand 
Flora, derived mainly from Colenso’s observations, asserted in 1864 that settlers 
were generally ‘listless’, apathetic about the preservation of native flora, He provides 
an example of a settler scattering ‘Australian seeds’ on visits to Wairarapa, arguing 
in direct opposition to Ludlam’s promotion of exotic afforestation.76 In a paper 
published in the Natural History Review, Hooker highlighted the introduction of 
exotic forest species in New Zealand, and condemned agriculturalists for their 
contributions to this:  

 
70 T. Cholmondeley, Ultima Thule, or Thoughts Suggested by a Residence in New Zealand, John Chapman, London, 1854, pp. 
132–45.  
71 A. McEwin, ‘Bush Farming’, in G.T. Chapman (ed.), New Zealand Settler’s Handbook to the Farm and Garden. G.T. 
Chapman, Auckland, 1873, pp. 13–22. 
72 Silver, Silver’s Guide to Australasia, p. 130. 
73 A. Ludlam, Essay on the Cultivation and Acclimatization of Trees and Plants, Fergusson and Mitchell, Dunedin, 1865, p. 
2. 
74 Ludlam, Essay, pp. 2–10. 
75 Ludlam, Essay, p. 2. 
76 Joseph Dalton Hooker, Handbook of the New Zealand Flora, Reeve & Co., London, 1867, pp. 373, 757. 
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Foreign trees are … very luxuriant in growth. The gum-trees of Australia, 
the poplars and willows, particularly, grow most rapidly. In fact, the young 
native vegetation appears to shrink from competition ...77 

While this constitutes evidence of scholarly concern for the extinction of native 
flora among European observers, it does not appear that it was particularly effective 
even among academics, let alone politicians. Hooker, Colenso, and Ludlam would 
eventually be cited as influences on the New Zealand Forests Act 1874, showing 
the eventual impact of public research on legislation; however, Hooker’s opinions 
on exotic afforestation would largely be ignored.78 Native bush in Wairarapa was 
especially subject to the ideas put forward by these more formalised pieces of 
amateur research. The presence of small pockets of intact bush land on sections of 
pasture was tolerated somewhat by European settlers in the brief initial period 
following 1850; due to the large amount of grassland and low scrub present in the 
district, stocks of timber were apparently kept as reserves to the extent that bush 
and mānuka on station land remained generally present in its pre-European state.79 
However, where ‘dense bush’ was present, larger clearances of forest, as well as the 
introduction of larger plants such as those described in Ludlam’s essay, were 
farming practices in Hutt Valley and Wairarapa, and, later, the Akatarawa and 
Pakuratahi forests. This trend was especially evident following the establishment 
and expansion of the Small Farms Association and other settlements.80 The 
publication and popularity of guidebooks and essays on afforestation and land 
clearance display the extent to which settlers continued to view native bush as an 
obstacle to ‘development’. 
 

 
Road construction works in the Pakuratahi river valley, c. 1852–56. ‘“Corduroy” road near the 
Pakaratai below the Rimutaka’, John Pearse, c. 1854, E-455-f-071-2, Alexander Turnbull Library. 

 
77 J.D. Hooker, ‘Note on the Replacement of Species in the Colonies and elsewhere’, Natural History Review, vol. 13, 
no. 1, 1864, pp. 123–24. 
78 New Zealand Mail, 18 July 1874, p. 5. 
79 R.D. Hill, ‘The Vegetation of the Wairarapa in Mid-Nineteenth Century’, Tuatara, vol. 11, no. 2, 1963, p. 87. 
80 Gilling, Lands, Funds, and Resources, p. 66. 
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Thatched whare with Māori figures near a patch of forest, probably in South Wairarapa, c. 1850s. 
‘Unidentified scene showing a whare or European house, possibly in the Wairarapa. 1850s?’, W. 
Mein Smith, c. 1850s, A-034-011, Alexander Turnbull Library. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Since 1874, the landscape of the former Wellington Province has changed 
irrevocably; this change was spurred by many of the same imperialist and 
expansionist forces at work within the province during its existence as a colonial 
entity. Hutt Valley has become increasingly urbanised and has taken a form that – 
while it may have seemed alien to men such as Golder or Colenso – appears as the 
logical conclusion to the settler-colonial project of clearing living space and 
submerging indigenous histories, both of natural biota and of Māori themselves. 
Wairarapa now lacks the Forty Mile Bush – Te Taperenui-a-Whātonga – that 
defined its development in the early years of European advance, and now finds 
trade with major centres easier than the Mercury could have anticipated. The 
networks of settler knowledge that lay at the heart of such developments in the 
mid-nineteenth century were effective in their promotion of forest clearance and 
exotic afforestation. While there was a small yet significant current of early 
conservationist thought in the province, these discussions were overshadowed by 
the magnitude of forest clearance and pastoral development that would occur 
throughout this period, and scholarly concerns for forest preservation were almost 
entirely ignored.  
 
Modern initiatives such as Smith, Poutama, and Spinks’s extensive historical and 
contemporary research on the environments of Horowhenua, as well as practical, 
community-based projects such as the Ahiaruhe Eco Area in Wairarapa, may 
indicate a pragmatic step toward restoring sustainable forestry within the region, 
though far more work is necessary. Public historians, by drawing attention to the 
radical changes in lower North Island forests, can contribute by continuing to 
investigate and discuss this important, and often overlooked, aspect of Aotearoa’s 
history. Wider education on this subject has already begun in many contexts. The 



 
 
Jamie Ashworth 
 

 
 
‘TO TAME WHAT MAY BE WILD’ NZJPH 10 2024 19 

Ngāti Kahungunu ki Wairarapa Education Strategy, for example, promises to 
culturally connect iwi members with the histories of their whenua and the 
knowledge of what occurred in the wake of settler colonialism. After all, 
observation of the principles put forward in Te Tiriti o Waitangi necessitates the 
promotion and growth of people’s knowledge of environmental histories at national 
and regional levels. Whether these important steps are taken by organisations, 
government agencies, or individual researchers and activists, it remains valuable to 
examine the processes by which Wellington and the surrounding region lost its 
abundant forest resources, and how settlers’ knowledge networks contributed to 
continued recommendations to selectively clear or reserve forest as part of a wider 
dialogue about people and nature. 
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