Conservation and Society in
Late Nineteenth-Century New Zealand*

IN the 1870s New Zealand was a scarcely-peopled, distant and recent
addition to Britain's overseas empire. Systematic European colonization
had begun in 1840. Thirty years later the non-indigenous population
numbered less than 300,000 and was largely confined to coastal locations;
a Maori population of some 47,000 souls was scattered through the heavily
forested North Island. 1 Much of the country remained inaccessible and
unsettled. Essentially New Zealand was underdeveloped. Richly endowed
with land and forest, the country was scarcely provided with the houses,
farms, roads and towns required by its growing population. Settlement
was still in its pioneer phase, and enthusiasm was for expansion. Immigrants, displaced by change or hardship in urbanizing, industrializing
Britain, or entering New Zealand from the Australian colonies, hoped to
improve their lot in the world, and from Auckland to Otago they exploited
the land's endowment to enhance their material well-being. Prospects
had dimmed during the recession of the 1860s brought on by the Maori
wars and a fall in returns from gold, wool and wheat, but in 1870 the
Colonial Treasurer, Julius Vogel, introduced a grand plan to stimulate
development. 2 Recognizing that the paucity of roads and railways hindered
colonial growth, he proposed massive borrowing to finance immigration
and to develop internal communications. In the decade that followed,
loans for £20,000,000 were secured; New Zealand's population doubled;
over 1,000 miles of railroad were built; and bridges, roads and more than
3,000 miles of telegraph lines were constructed. 3 The assault on the New
Zealand environment quickened, and the colony's landscapes were
transformed.
* I wish to acknowledge the financial assistance of a University of Canterbury
grant-in-aid of travel in preparing this paper.
1
A. H. McLintock, ed., An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, Wellington, 1966, II,
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The immigration and public works policies of the 1870s are dealt with in the standard
histories of New Zealand, e.g. W. H. Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960,
pp. 111-26, and W. P. Morrell, New Zealand, London, 1935, pp. 51-68.
3
K. Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1969, pp.
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Initially, this onslaught on the environment proceeded without pause,
despite the urgings of a handful of settlers who stressed the need for forest
conservation in New Zealand. Between 1868 and 1873, Thomas Potts,
Charles O'Neill and W. T. L. Travers in Parliament, and a few members
of the colony's philosophical institutes, drew attention to the ecological
consequences of'improvident' deforestation. 4 Pointing to George Perkins
Marsh's recently-published and prescient evaluation of man's destructive
impact on his environment, 5 they insisted that processes of environmental
disturbance similar to those documented in older-settled areas of America
and Europe were operating in New Zealand, and claimed that the fertile
young colony was in danger of becoming a desert. However, discussion
of the issues they raised was more effective in revealing the limited sympathy for restraint and resource conservation in this pioneering society
than it was in achieving action to temper ecological disturbance.
Then, in 1874, sweeping proposals for forest conservation were laid
before the House with the introduction of the New Zealand Forests Bill
during the fourth session of the colony's fifth Parliament. 6 Remarkably,
the Bill's second reading was moved by Prime Minister Julius Vogel, that
ardent advocate of expansion who considered colonization the 'heroic'
work facing New Zealanders. 7 His 16,000 word speech in support of the
bill was an oratorical masterpiece. A few months earlier he had recognized
in the South Island landscape the all too evident environmental consequences of forest destruction, and realized the impact of the enormous
demands for timber created by railway and telegraph construction.Consequently, he had familiarized himself with American and European
literature dealing with man's impact on nature. This, combined with his
knowledge of the local scene, had convinced him of the need for forest
conservation in New Zealand, and now he sought to ensure more cautious
use of the country's natural endowment. Qualifying his earlier enthusiasm
for growth, he said: 'New Zealand entirely unsettled — New Zealand in
its old wild state - - might be very much more valuable, clothed with forest,
than New Zealand denuded of forest and covered with public works
constructed at enormous cost and with enormous labour'." Continued,
heedless, use of the country's timber was irresponsible, argued the Prime
Minister, and it was incumbent upon the government to prevent it and
to ensure provision for the future.
The debate that followed was protracted and occasionally bitter. Before
the bill was put to the vote, 34 of the 78 members of the House had spoken.
4
For these developments see New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), IV
(1868), 188-93; X (1871). 459-61 ; XIII (1872), 946; XV (1873), 1545-7, and the following volumes of the Transactions and Proceedings, New Zealand Institute (TPNZI), II
(1869), 306-30; III (1870), 326-36; IV (1871), 153 7 and 374-6; V (1872), 452-5.
5
George Perkins Marsh, Man and Nature, New York, 1864.
6
The debate on this Bill is recorded in NZPD, XVI (1874). Vogel's introduction is
on pp. 79-94, and the discussion is continued on pp. 350-81 and 399^426.
7
McLintock, III, 490 2.
8 NZPD, XVI (1874). 93.
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Criticisms of Vogel's proposal were m o r e c o m m o n than was support for
it, and the bill was only accepted in a much muted form. Ultimately, a
forest conservator was appointed and the annual sum of £10,000 was
allocated for his use, but he had little effective authority and the Forests
Act was repealed two years later. Nevertheless this early legislative
initiative for conservation was a milestone in the context of early New
Zealand development, and the speeches on the Forests Bill are a revealing
reflection of prevailing attitudes to land and life in the young colony.
As its preamble indicated, the bill was 'to make provision for preserving
the soil and climate by tree planting, for providing timber for future
industrial purposes, [and] for subjecting some portion of the native
forests to skilled m a n a g e m e n t and proper control'. 9 To secure these
provisions, the Prime Minister elaborated a complex scheme. To provide
for the future, inalienable state forests were to be created throughout the
country. Here, the principles of scientific forestry could be implemented.
The a p p o i n t m e n t of a chief conservator and two assistants would ensure
the best possible m a n a g e m e n t of the resource, and an annual grant of
£10,000 to create a Forest D e p a r t m e n t would provide for planting
and improvement of the forests. Thus far, the plan was straightforward.
However, there was a m a j o r difficulty in the way of its implementation.
In New Zealand, control of Crown land was vested in the provincial
governments, but uniform colonial administration was essential to the
effective and economical operation of the bill's proposals.
Vogel's solution to this problem was simplicity itself. Each province
should allow 3 % of its land to be set aside as state forest. Particularly
valuable land close to towns was to be exempt f r o m selection; the intention
was to establish the forests in areas where they might be useful to future
settlers, and where they most effectively sheltered the neighbouring
countryside. The merits of this scheme were obvious to the premier.
Although the provinces would relinquish control of the required area,
the land would remain in state ownership and be 'used for the good of
the country as a whole'. 1 0 Realizing, however, that the provincial governments were tenacious defenders of their land rights, he offered a 'magnificent quid pro quo' as a further inducement to provincial co-operation. 1 1
In return for 3 % of their land, the provinces would be excused payment
of the 1 % sinking f u n d they paid the colonial government on the cost of
their railways.
Here, Vogel's proposal became more complicated. Although by 1874
the New Zealand government had generally abandoned the practice of
providing a sinking f u n d against each overseas loan, the provincial fund
against railway construction had been established because the provinces
were disposing of the land that was the security for their debts. 12 Now,
9 ibid., p. 419.
10 ibid., p. 92.
11 ibid., pp. 91-92.
12 See Captain F. W. Hutton, 'On Sinking Funds', TPNZI, II (1869), 236-9.
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as Vogel saw the matter, even that safeguard could be relinquished if
state forests were established. In effect, he saw the proposals of the Forests
Bill as a sophisticated means of meeting the colony's financial obligations.
He equated the annual grant to the Forest Department with an investment
that would accumulate over the years to become of 'enormous aggregate
value'. 13 The former Colonial Treasurer pointed out that thirty-five annual
contributions to a sinking fund at 5 % would yield double the yearly
investment, but that a similar expenditure in creating forests would give
returns many times that amount. 1 4 If the bill were passed, he said
rhetorically, the forests might be 'dedicated to the purpose of extinguishing
the national debt of the Colony'.' 5 And not only might this noble purpose
be achieved; the provinces could benefit from the arrangement because
the lands they gave up would be worth less than the tally of their contributions to the sinking fund. Thus Vogel concluded his speech with an enticement to the provinces and an evocative appeal to the House as a whole.
Debate was immediately adjourned, and over two weeks elapsed before
the Forests Bill was taken up again. In the interim, interest aroused by
Vogel's speech waned, but members had the opportunity to contemplate
the proposals and to familiarize themselves with the numerous supporting
documents laid before the House. Almost to a man, those who spoke in
reply paid tribute to the range and depth of the Prime Minister's statement;
many acknowledged the importance of the 'forest question' to New
Zealand. But beyond these platitudes there was little obvious consensus,
although discussion returned time and again to a cluster of dominant
motifs.
The claims, examples and statistics used by Vogel to support his argument were an immediate and obvious focus of attack for those who
disapproved of the bill. Many challenged the claim that revenue from the
proposed forests would pay off the colonial debt. The whole idea was
impractical said one member; finance and forestry were 'singularly mixed
up' concluded another. Surely similar ventures would have been established already if the profits foreseen by Vogel were realistic, said a third. 1 6
And finally the Prime Minister's grand design was ridiculed by an Auckland lawyer who compared the plan to Vogel's 'wild and extravagant'
immigration and public works policy, 17 and suggested should members
'make up a similar calculation in regard to an oyster bed, — so many
oysters, so many increase at the current price of oysters . . . [they] could
show that if the Government took up the oyster beds of the colony, not
only the debt of the colony, but the debt of Great Britain, could be wiped
off in thirty years'. 18 Time and again, critics challenged the evidence
is NZPD, XVI (1874), 92.
it ibid,
is ibid.
16 ibid., pp. 354 (Mr. Thomson), 358 (Mr. Gibbs) and 400 (Mr. Murray),
n McLintock, I, 807.
is NZPD, XVI (1874), 372.
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brought forward by the premier. Reports of climatic change induced by
forest removal were said to be unfounded. Accounts of the consequences
of deforestation in North Africa, Mediterranean Europe and the United
States were dismissed as irrelevant to circumstances in New Zealand.
They were said to be 'a mere history of the past' of little importance to
people 'in a young country and in a new land'. 1 9 Not only was New Zealand
different in climate, extent and stage of development from these places,
it was an attenuated and diverse area encompassing a great variety of
topographic, climatic and floral environments. What, then, was the sense
of adopting a monolithic solution to the forest question? 2 0 Moreover,
opponents claimed that Vogel's statistics on forest destruction in New
Zealand were fallacious. For want of more accurate data on the changing
proportion of forested land in the country, Vogel had used the estimates
of James Hector, Director of the New Zealand Geological Survey, to
illustrate the necessity of forest conservation. In the colony as a whole,
he suggested, 2 5 % of the forest existing in 1830 had been destroyed by
1868; in the following five years a further 15% of the 1830 area had been
lost. 21 Regardless of Vogel's indication that these were approximate
figures, a suggestive confirmation of an obvious trend, a handful of
members challenged the bill by querying Vogel's assertions on the basis
of personal, local appraisals of the rate of deforestation. Although Hector's
figures and their implications were endorsed by counter-arguments from
supporters of the bill, 22 the weight of opinion rested with those who
believed that 'There would be greater force in [the] argument if there was
a reality in the facts stated.' 23
A closely allied criticism dismissed Vogel's proposals for their reliance
upon theoretical rather than practical knowledge. This attack took many
forms including the claim that it was futile to apply overseas ideas to the
local scene. It was suggested, for example, that whatever the virtues of
conservation, it was impossible in New Zealand because most indigenous
trees would neither propagate nor survive in a scientifically managed
forest. In an exuberant metaphor, John Sheehan, the only New Zealandborn member of the House, explained; 'The same mysterious law which
19 ibid., p. 411 (Mr. Hunter).
20 ibid., pp. 375 (Mr Fitzherbert), 405 (Mr. Rolleston).
21 ibid., p. 90. Vogel noted the proportions by province, indicating the destruction
between 1830 and 1868 and that between 1868 and 1873 as percentages. The figures
were Auckland — 58% and 27%; Taranaki — 10% and I 1 %; Wellington — 20°,, and
25%; Hawke's Bay — 60% and 30%; Nelson — 16% and 20%; Marlborough — 12%
and 28%; Canterbury — 10% and 33%; Westland — 5% and 21 % and Otago — 12%
and 10%.
22 ibid., pp. 359 (Mr. Gibbs), 374 (Mr. T. B. Gillies), 399 (Mr. Murray). 350 (Mr.
Sheehan). Opposing these arguments, Charles O'Neill reiterated Hector's estimates,
giving acreages to illustrate the 'very alarming' state of things (p. 356). In 1830 he said,
there were 20,370,000 acres of forest land in New Zealand, in 1868, 15,296,000 and in
1873, 12.130,000 acres. Thus the percentage of forest land in the colony fell from 30%
to 23% to 18.3% between 1830, 1868 and 1873.
23 ibid., p. 369 (Mr. J. L. Gillies).
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appears to operate when the white and brown races come into contact —
and by which the brown race, sooner or later, passes from the face of the
earth — applies to native timber . . . . The moment civilization and the
native forest come into contact, that moment the forest begins to go to
the wall'. 24 By the same token, the value of bringing in scientific advisors
from overseas was challenged while the practical wisdom of the every-day
New Zealander was extolled. Members were warned against allowing 'a
lot of book knowledge, gathered from encyclopaedias to overcome [their]
common sense'. 25 The suggestion that practical men were ignorant of
scientific principles, that they operated by rule of thumb and that they
were ineffective beyond their own small domain, was quickly met with the
rejoinder that science is what 'we know experimentally, not what we know
only theoretically.' 26 Finally, the plan to establish a college of forestry in
New Zealand was generally viewed with disfavour. A few speakers did
acknowledge the wisdom of training New Zealand foresters. But they were
outnumbered by those who regarded the college as a misapplication of
funds. Despite their own parallel arguments for better knowledge of
forest conditions in the country, most opponents of the bill regarded the
proposal as superfluous. 27
Similarly, a feeling that the bill was alarmist and unnecessary ran
through the debate. It was implicit in criticisms of Vogel's supporting
evidence, and a handful of speakers gave it more precise expression in
challenging the need to conserve timber for the future. Despite the Prime
Minister's demonstration that no forest, however large, was inexhaustible
in the face of countless and growing demands for wood, New Zealand
was said to have 'resources and capabilities that will enable it to grapple
with any difficulties that may arise in the future'. 2 8 Although two longtime advocates of conservation and a former Indian civil servant spoke
eloquently of the need for immediate action 'to preserve our posterity from
the calamities which are threatening us', 29 their pleas were dismissed as
premature. Conservation was unnecessary until impending shortage
obliged New Zealanders to take care of their forests. 30 And according to
some that day was distant. Indeed, one member condemned supporters
of the bill for forgetting that 'Nature', was an effective 'conserver of
forests ages before the science of forestry was known'. 3 1 On balance the
majority of speakers acknowledged that forest conservation was, ultimately, a good thing, but opinion was more evenly divided on the need

24 ibid., p. 351. See also p. 355 (Mr. Bryce).
25 ibid., p. 378 (Mr. Fitzherbert).
2« ibid., pp. 365 (Mr. Stafford) and 373 (Mr. Richardson).
27e.g. ibid., pp. 352 (Mr. Sheehan), 359 (Mr. Gibbs), 404 (Mr. Buckland).
28 ibid., p. 411 (Mr. Hunter).
29 ibid., pp. 356-8 (Mr. O'Neill), 360-2 (Mr. Stafford), and 363-7 (Sir J. C. Wilson).
Quote from p. 362.
30 ibid., p. 358 (Mr. Gibbs).
ibid., pp. 352 (Mr. Sheehan), 408 (Mr. Kelly).
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for it in N e w Zealand in 1874. 32
Perhaps the most contentious aspect of the debate centred upon the
relationship between provincial and colonial governments. Obviously the
issue had little relevance to the conservation question per se, but it was
inextricably tied up with it in Vogel's bill and the m a i n lines of argument
are of some significance. Provincialist opposition to the bill was led by
William Fitzherbert, the Superintendent of Wellington province, whose
p o n d e r o u s speech raised all m a n n e r of arguments against the proposals.
The crux of his attack, however, was that the bill had 'nothing to do with
forestry except as a s h a d o w ' , that it was a scarcely-disguised attempt to
take land f r o m the provinces. Others echoed Fitzherbert's mistrust.
Provincial institutions were defended as a safeguard against encroachment
on property and the G o v e r n m e n t was accused of deviousness for trying
to acquire lands under the pretext of conservation when their intention
was to make money f r o m them. 3 3 As Vogel had anticipated, the provinces
were jealous of their powers, even to the extent of placing self-interest
above colonial good. The debate was fuelled by ancillary discussion of
the provincial and colonial governments' respective capacities to implement a conservation programme. The provincial governments lacked the
means to act and uniformity of policy was desirable, argued the centralists;
the colonial government was too busy and the smaller bodies were better
in touch with the needs of the people countered the provincialists. 3 4 By
and large, however, speakers concluded on this issue — as on the larger
one — according to their particular interest in maintaining provincial
power. Political considerations therefore dominated the discussion and
were instrumental in ensuring that the bill would not pass as introduced.
When Vogel concluded the debate, he spoke bitterly of the obstruction
met by his plans, pointing out that if the creation of state forests in the
N o r t h Island was inconsistent with continued provincial power, the
obvious solution was to abolish those provinces. 3 5 This seemed to justify
the provincialists' mistrust of Vogel's scheme, but the Prime Minister's
bona fide interest in conservation is evident in his acceptance of the bill's
enactment in muted form to ensure action on the conservation issue. 36
The Forests Bill was also opposed as an infringement of individual
rights. The government, it was said, had 'altogether too great a desire to

32
The consensus was probably expressed by the Otago farmer Donald Reid who
accepted conservation as far as it was 'absolutely necessary' but counselled against
precipitate action.
33
NZPD, XVI (1874), 377, 410 (Mr. Hunter), 372 (Mr. T. B. Gillies). See also Mr.
Rolleston, 406.
34 ibid., pp. 368-9 (Mr. J. L. Gillies), 402 (Mr. O'Conor [sic]), 372 (Mr. T. B. Gillies),
401 and 363 (Messrs. Macandrew and McGillivray).
35 ibid., p. 423.
36 See W. P. Morrell, The Provincial System in New Zealand, 1852-76, London, 1932,
pp. 228-302 and R. M. Burdon. The Life and Times of Sir Julius Vogel, Christchurch,
1948, p. 122-4.
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become paternal'. 3 7 Others echoed this claim. 38 The bill would only
increase the number of officials in New Zealand, which was already the
most over-governed country in the world. The government was already
involved in the operation of railways and telegraphs, in the management
of insurance, in printing and in banking. Where would government
intervention end? 3 9 From one point of view, there was little difference
between state forestry and government control of corn and flax production; some saw a real danger that the state would pre-empt individual
functions and emasculate private enterprise. This proved a popular
rallying cry. Argument upon argument was mustered at its banner. The
merits of unfettered individual endeavour were evident in the success of
New Zealand farming. The Prime Minister was mistaken in his conviction
that the wisdom of the government was superior to the self-interest of the
people. The settlers should be let alone, for in forestry as in most commercial matters, private management would be more effective and less
expensive than government control. 4 0 The best way to conserve forests
was to alienate them. Ultimately 'the gospel of trade' would prove the
most effective safeguard of the country's timber resource. Colonists who
acquired land and saw that it was in their interest to protect the forest
would do so 'without any compulsion' from the government. 4 1 Isolated
voices were raised against the surge of opinion. It was suggested that forest
planting was too large a task for individual investors to accomplish.
Others denounced the arguments of those who would obstruct the bill. 42
N o one knew better than he (said the former Indian civil servant SirJohn Cracroft Wilson), the virtue and self-reliance of the Anglo-Saxon,
but, he continued, 'in the matter of forests, the Anglo-Saxon is the last
man in the world that ought to be let alone.' His argument was underlined
by the observation that people had been 'left alone' since the establishment
of the colony, and 'reckless' and 'wanton' destruction of the forest had
ensued. Surely this was evidence enough of the need for action. 43 Again,
however, such appeals were largely ignored.
After all, development was an imperative for most colonists and the
forest was an obstruction to improvement in many areas. North Island
members claimed that their provinces were encumbered with timber.
Wellington wanted to 'disforest' its land, to build roads and bridges, to
introduce settlers and to produce a large profit. 44 A Taranaki member
calculated that the much praised scientific forests of Europe yielded no
37 NZPD, XVI (1874), 356.
38 Similar sentiments were expressed by Anthony Trollope in 1872, cit. Sinclair, p. 159.
39 NZPD, XVI (1874), 400 (Mr. Murray), 401.
40 ibid., pp. 403 (Mr. Buckland), 358 (Mr. Gibbs), 407 (Mr. T. Kelly), 411 (Mr.
Hunter).
•» ibid., pp. 407 (Mr. Bunny), 355 (Mr. Bryce).
42
ibid., pp. 367 (Mr. Webb), 401-2 (Mr. O'Connor), 360-2 (Sir John Cracroft
Wilson), 356-8 (Mr. O'Neill).
« ibid., pp. 359-60 (Mr. Wales).
44
ibid., p. 406-7 (Mr. Bunny).
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more profit than 6s. 8d. per acre, and asked 'Is it not possible to make our
forests yield more than . . . [that] by gradually clearing them, by utilizing
the timber, and devoting the land to a more profitable crop?' 4 5 There was
indeed a mine of wealth in the forests of New Zealand, but it was not in
the form anticipated by Vogel, it was as a source of profit and employment
for the people. 46 Weight was added to these arguments by a member who
attributed the contrast between 'those hives of industry Dunedin and
Christchurch' and the 'Sleepy Hollow' of Nelson to their respective
locations 'on grass-covered plains' and amid 'almost interminable forests.'
All the province of Nelson required to elevate its port to the prosperity
of Lyttleton, he asserted, was 'the destruction of its forests so that its
waste lands may become fitted for settlement.' 47 What, then, was the purpose of forest conservation, members asked. The effects, they suggested,
could only be detrimental to the progress of the colony. Settlers cleared
the land out of necessity, not out of a desire to destroy the trees. Forests
had to give way to cultivation. Government regulation of the Auckland
kauri forests had crippled the timber trade there, and the bill, it seemed,
would have similar effects upon the growth of New Zealand. 48 'We must
have timber for the general use of our people throughout the colony'
proclaimed William Gibbs. 4 9 All of these arguments turned on a misunderstanding of the Forests Bill. As Vogel indicated at the conclusion
of the debate, the government had no intention of eliminating the forest
industries or of preventing settlement, and it was fully aware of the need
to open up the North Island. 50 The real question was whether all the
country's forest land should be open to exploitation, but it was disregarded as members echoed the fear that the Forests Bill threatened the
country's immediate prosperity.
Summing up and replying to these arguments at the end of the debate,
Vogel again entreated members to recognize the need for action on the
forest question. It would be suicidal to object to some of the colony's
land being used as state forests, he said. Rather than sneering at the idea
of looking forward, members should realize that efforts to provide timber
for the future were likely to be regarded, in time, as far more important
than the institution of public works. 51 However, opinions were not to be
changed at this juncture. Strongly held convictions had been voiced in
the discussion, and the House was clearly divided in its assessment of
Vogel's proposals. Although the bill's critics had mustered a variety of
arguments to justify their stance, their central tenets were essentially
distinct from those embraced by the supporters of forest conservation.
"5 ibid.,
ibid.,
47
ibid.,
«ibid.,
« ibid.,
so ibid.,
5i ibid.,
46

p. 407 (Mr. T. Kelly).
p. 354 (Mr. Thomson).
pp. 403-4 (Mr. Buckland).
pp. 381 (Mr. Wood), 404-5 (Mr. Rolleston).
p. 358.
p. 417.
pp. 421, 425.

CONSERVATION

AND

SOCIETY

133

In a very real sense, the debate had been conducted at two levels, and the
arguments put forward, both pro and con, provide a revealing reflection
of New Zealand society in the 1870s.
As Vogel recognized, only a handful of speakers comprehended the
perspective upon which his suggestions were based. Few recognized the
ecological and long-term benefits of conservation, or appreciated the
splendid opportunity to create state forests that New Zealand's unsettled
Crown domain provided. This was the view of the future, and support
for it came from an educated and informed minority in the colony. From
the first, the New Zealand settlements had included immigrants from the
middle and upper ranks of British society, attracted to the colony by the
prospects of opportunity and civilization that it offered. In a general way,
they hoped to maintain in New Zealand a way of life that it was increasingly
difficult for them to achieve in Britain. In addition many of them were
enthusiastic naturalists. With their post-Darwinian curiosity about the
New Zealand environment, and their familiarity with the growing European and American interest in the ecological consequences of man's
impact on his environment, they quickly appreciated the importance of
Vogel's strictures. 52 Indeed, members of this group had been instrumental
in introducing the ideas of the American conservationist George P. Marsh
to New Zealand some six years before Vogel introduced his Forests Bill.
Spared by their position and their capital from the general struggle to
develop the new land, they were able to consider the wider implications of
an unbridled assault on the New Zealand environment; in doing so they
recognized that in the matter of forest conservation, New Zealanders
could 'not be wise too soon'. 5 3
In contrast, most lacked such foresight. The nature of their arguments,
the specificity of their concerns and the immediacy of their anxieties
revealed their failure to grasp the implications on the measure before
them. Individualism and self-centred materialism were dominant themes,
touched upon time and again in speeches against the bill. The conviction
that society and individual should be free of government restraint was
echoed in the attack on government paternalism. Arguments for the
autonomy and importance of provincial institutions emphasized a concern
that local power and privilege be free of interference from above. Laissezfaire economic attitudes were evident in the suspicion of Vogel's claims
for the financial advantages of his scheme. Self-interest was often apparent
— in support for provincial institutions, in the contention that conservation was unnecessary, and, particularly, in the refusal to accept the
irresponsibility of acting without provision for future generations. The
52

See my forthcoming article 'George Perkins Marsh and the New Zealand Forests
Bill of 1874' for more on this point.
53
This felicitous phrase was used by the first conservator of forests in New Zealand,
Captain Inches Campbell-Walker in his 'Proposals for the organization and working
of the State Forest Department, 16 March, 1877' (Dept. of Lands and Survey Forestry
Papers, C-3).
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desire for development reflected common aspirations for progress; and
criticism of the 'theoretical' and 'visionary' aspects of Vogel's scheme
suggest the members' distrust of large ideas in this pioneering society
directed towards material ends. In short, critics of the bill echoed the
tenets of classic liberalism, placing individual freedom, personal gain,
and immediate rewards before the common weal and future returns. 54
N o r is this surprising. Early New Zealanders were, overwhelmingly,
transplanted Britons, and the criticisms of Vogel's proposals were, in part,
the product of ideas nurtured in the homeland in the age of industrial
revolution and laissez-faire economics and carried to the colony to be
implemented there. In all likelihood, few New Zealand politicians were
aware of the nuances of contemporary economic and political theory in
Britain, 55 but they perhaps unconsciously echoed the suspicions of state
intervention voiced by their early nineteenth-century English counterparts. 56 Understandably in its debate the New Zealand Parliament heard
echoes of the great liberals of the age, Gladstone ('Economy is the first
and great article of any financial creed'), Lord Melbourne ('Why can't
you let it alone'), and Toulmin Smith, who regarded the parish as the
most beneficent unit of government. 5 7
For most settlers, however, the intellectual climate of early Victorian
England had less relevance to their interpretation of the New Zealand
scene. Certainly most of those who came to the colony were working-class
migrants, drawn from the ranks of labourers, artisans and servants displaced and disorientated by the population explosion and rapid technological developments of the nineteenth century. And in growing city and
changing countryside, many had been touched by the enthusiasm and
inherently individualistic puritan pietism of Evangelical religion — that
'moral cement' of English society which was a lasting influence on their
views of man and society. 58 But the settlers' enthusiasm for liberal principles derived its immediate cogency from conditions in the new country.
It was a pragmatic response to circumstances.
Colonists came to New Zealand in anticipation of better circumstances.
As Samuel Butler observed in the 1860s, it was the prospect of making
money that brought them there in the first place. 59 In this respect the gold
rush migrants were archetypal: seekers after material gain, they aimed to
improve their well-being by taking advantage of colonial opportunities
and colonial resources. Long hours of hard work were generally the means
54

See H. Grisewood, ed.. Ideas and Beliefs of the Victorians, New York, 1966,
pp. 46-70, 313-42, 384-9.
55
See Graham Hutton, 'The Victorian Conception of Wealth', ibid., p. 313. He points
out that ideas of the way 'individuals and the state were to behave in making and
sharing wealth' were changing by the 1860s in Britain. However, these developments
appear to have been generally unfamiliar in New Zealand at this time.
56
Guy Chapman, 'The Onus of State Action', ibid., pp. 384-9.
57 ibid.
58
So described in E. Halevy, A History of the English People, London, 1927, III, 166.
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by which this was done. For some, perhaps it seemed that the puritanical
ideals of hard work and self denial were being met and given tangible
reward as farms emerged from forest in the back-blocks and modest
wealth was accumulated in the growing towns. 60 But there were other,
more profane, reasons behind the onslaught of individual effort. Set down
in the new country, the settler with scarce capital had little alternative to
industry. However much the reality of colonial life fell short of shipboard
dreams, however daunting the task of breaking the bush, the maintenance
of self and family made prodigious effort imperative for most newcomers.
And the drive to 'improve' had another spur. In an immediate and
personal sense, migrants had abjured their roots and in the new and
strange environment the past could be pushed out of mind by concentrating
on the future. In the colony, the Victorian axiom of progress became a
necessity for survival and a shield against despair. In this context it is
significant that the 'open' society of the richly endowed, sparsely peopled
land offered to all the prospects of at least moderate success. The goal of
improved material circumstances was realizable. And as a result, precepts
that were but salves to self-esteem in the homeland became efficacious
principles for self-improvement in the colony.
Similarly, the short term perspective on the forest question evident in
1874 is quite understandable in the circumstances of time and place.
New Zealanders faced the task of creating a civilization in the wilderness.
Like their pioneering counterparts of other times and in other lands of
recent European settlement, they sought to establish home and society
in an environment that was essentially underdeveloped. Material improvement was their goal and exploitation of the colony's existing endowment
was the means of its achievement. Although few thought of their motives
in such terms, the colonists' aim was to create immediately useful elements
of social capital — roads and bridges, cities and farms, houses and barns
— out of the country's abundant natural resources, especially its lands
and forests. For them, exploitation of the New Zealand forest was a
constructive rather than a destructive process; it yielded important export
revenues and enhanced the value of the country by converting 'waste lands'
into a 'higher' use as farms. From this point of view, the long-term
perspective embraced in the Forests Bill had little meaning. It was futile
to describe forest conservation to settlers of the bush as a measure catering
to the welfare of posterity. Engaged in a struggle of such magnitude and
immediacy, they could neither conceive of the exhaustibility of the timber
supply, nor believe that their efforts to provide a competency for their own
and their children's children might impoverish the future.
Far from being motivated by the 'little and narrow' concerns which the

60
This idea is expressed in more forceful terms in Robert Chapman, 'Fiction and the
Social Pattern', Wystan Curnow (ed.). Essays on New Zealand Literature, Auckland,
1973, pp. 80-1.
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editor of the Olago Daily Times saw behind criticisms of Vogel's bill, 6 '
most of those who opposed the New Zealand Forests Bill did so because
it seemed to challenge values that they held dear. Their view of land and
life in New Zealand led them to conclusions a b o u t the development of the
country vastly different from those outlined by the Prime Minister. As
pioneers, engaged in an arduous struggle to make over the land, they had
little sympathy for the caveats of conservationists. For them, development
was the vital necessity. Whereas supporters of the bill accepted the
evidence of m a n ' s deleterious impact on nature in America and Europe,
its o p p o n e n t s felt that local circumstances denied the relevance of overseas experience. And in this division of opinion was reflected a central
characteristic of nineteenth-century New Zealand society. It was a society
born of tension, the product of competing orientations toward overseas
influences and local circumstances. This, of course, is true of all colonial
societies. But in New Zealand, the antagonism between 'tradition' and
environment inherent in the colonial relationship was c o m p o u n d e d by
the timing of the country's development. Isolated and remote, it effectively
remained beyond the European orbit until the mid-nineteenth century.
When colonization began it was the offshoot of a m a t u r e industrial
economy and heir to the accomplishments of centuries of European
settlement overseas. T h u s the wisdom of accumulated experience was
superimposed on the primal encounter between man and the new land.
In the working out of this conjunction, the roots of contemporary New
Zealand society were formed.
GRAEME W Y N N

University of British

61

Columbia

Otago Daily Times, 25 July 1874. This commentary on the probable course of the
debate has provided some historians with a ready explanation of events (e.g. Morrell,
The Provincial System in New Zealand), but the conclusion to which it leads — that
conservation, a far-sighted policy for the benefit of posterity was aborted by the limited
vision of the uncomprehending masses — is incomplete and unsatisfying to the extent
that it dismisses rather than elucidates most of the arguments raised in the debate.

