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The name of Douglas is a familiar one to all foresters who have 
served their time in Westland*. Though it is more than fifty years 
since he suffered, in a bush camp at Paringa, the stroke that brought 
to an end his career as an "Explorer" for the Department of Lands 
and Survey, anecdotes concerning him still circulate freely over 
billy fires and around the bars of Westland "pubs". With the passing 
of ihe years and of all of his contemporaries,~however, it has become 
difficult to distinguish between fact and fiction. The real Douglas 
has been increasingly lost to sight in the shadows of the legendary 
Douglas. We owe, therefore, a very great debt to Mr John Pascoe 
who, by painstaking research, has rescued the truth, presenting us 
with an admirable biography of Douglas supplemented by a fas- 
cinating collection of extracts from Douglas' own reports, letters 
and diaries. (Pascoe, 1957.) 

But this is not intended as a review of Mr Pascoe's book. The 
purpose is, rather, the addition of a chapter thereto. Mr Pascoe has 
dealt fully with Douglas' work of exploration in the mountain 
fastnesses of South Westland from 1868 to 1906. He has published 
in full Douglas' notes on the birds of Westland, thereby providing 
us with some measure of Douglas' calibre as a field observer; but 
we are vouchsafed no more than an occasional tantalising glimpse 
of Douglas as an observer of the forests wherein he lived and worked. 

'The Forrest in the gorge is a mixture of cedar, Totara, Rata, 
Kamai and the usual underscrub. The Cedars and Totara are in 
many cases of immense size, but they are too much scattered 
to be of any market value, except for local consumption such 
as bridge, cribb work or snow sheds in the event of a track 
ever being brought down the Copeland. Totara of a certain sort 
is common enough in Westland, but the real article, all heart 
and no sap, is much scarcer than people suppose, so the presence 
of it in the Karangaroa and branches is worth noting'. (pp. 
165-1 66.) 

'At one time the Westland Rivers must have been subject 
to slips larger and more numerous than in the present day. 
A slip coming down into a river bed is a rarity nowadays, but 
up every river there is evidence of whole hillsides having come 
down, sweeping all before them, at what date this took place 
is hard to say. They are now covered with full grown Trees 
but all appear about the same age. As if some exceptional com- 

:% See N.Z. Journal of Forestry, Vol. 4, No. 1, p. 28. 
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motion had taken place along the coast, perhaps a very wet 
season combined with an earthquake shock at the right moment 
did the business'. (p. 169.) 

In these two brief extracts we see Douglas at his best. He was 
observant, describing clearly and concisely the things he saw; but 
he was not a man to rest content with simple observation. He con- 
sidered the facts, pondered their significance and, where necessary, 
constructed hypotheses to explain them. His notes and comments on 
the timber stands of the Copland gorge are as accurate today as 
they were sixty-five years ago. His hypothesis regarding the origin 
of the even-aged stands of the steep mountain slopes has not been 
superseded. In fact, for fifty or more years since he made his observa- 
tion, there is no record of any comment by botanists or by foresters 
on this peculiar phenomenon. It was not until studies of the effect 
on these forests of unrestricted grazing and browsing by deer and 
opossums were undertaken, that the observation was repeated. 

These samples of Douglas' work must excite curiosity with respect 
to the material contained in his unpublished papers. Through the 
kindness of Mr Pascoe, I have been able to study Douglas' notes 
and comments on matters pertaining to forestry, contained in the 
Willidm Wilson Collection of manuscripts now in the Alexander 
Turnbull Library (item 24 therein). These notes are given under 
the headings of the tree or shrub species concerned, some forty 
species being listed. As in the preceding extracts I have retained all 
the oddities of spelling, punctuation and grammar of the original, 
adding only, where necessary, a correct species identification. 

Nei Nei (Dracophyllum traversii, JTH) 
Common on most of the hills near the grass line & for a 

thousand feet below, and on rare occaisions it is found on the 
flats & sea bluffs it might be grown as an ornamental plant its 
semi tropical appearance and excentric manner of growth ought 
to recommend it to those people who like to make trees grow 
in every way, but the one nature intended them to do. as it 
has a very hard outer wood and a soft pith the smaller limbs 
are often cut into a make shift pipe. with the leg bone of a 
Maorie hen for a steam a pipe can be made with a pocket knife 
in a few minutes. walking sticks that if not closely examined 
resemble bamboo are also made out of this tree either by steam- 
ing it when it bends easy or by making it grow to the shape 
required-a rather slow process- 

Any one who has travelled much in the Westland bush will 
often notice in the low country patches covered almost entirely 
with vegetation belonging to the Mountain tops. this is one of 
the mysteries of nature that is not very well accounted for. 
the mountain vegetation growing on the edge of a low lying 
glacier may be explained by the difference of temperature the 
Alpine flowers to be found on many of the open moraines near 
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the Sea-notably the Cascade plateau-are surrounded with 
manuka and other low country trees, and the soil in such places 
may be the same as at the grass line, but those patches 
mentioned are to be found at the foot of the hills and on flats 
far from the ranges & surrounded by the ordinary forrest of 
the country. they look as if a block of a few acres had been 
lifted bodily from the hill tops & deposited haphazard on the 
flats. some of the sea bluffs show the same peculiarity, but in 
their case the ordinary course of nature is reversed. the Snow 
grass, Nei Nei grass trees, lillies, wild celery, hemlock & other 
Alpine plants are stunted compared with those that grow on 
the hill tops. position & nature of the rock appears to have 
nothing to do with the vegetation on the bluffs at least two 
bluffs washed by the sea, at Stafford river and a hundred feet 
apart. one is Alpine the other the usual gei gei covered sea 
coast bluff. sometimes but very seldom this process is reversed, 
and a patch growing low country trees & flowers may be found 
at the grass line as if pitched up instead of down but they are 
very stunted and miserable looking plants. one place about half 
an acre in extent on the spur up to the trig on Mt Marks Haast 
river has manuka yellow pine a few Kamahas-so twisted & 
stunted as hardly Eo be recopised, and various other strictly 
low country trees. other places like this may exist in the country 
but I don't remember noticing any of them, the open country 
on the Cascade river where manuka & other trees are to be 
found three thousand feet up is of a different nature altogether, 
the Acidic nature of the Olivine & Serpentine destroying or 
stunting vegetation all over the country, but in the other cases 
the rock for miles round is the usual schists. In the case of the 
patch on Mt Marks there is a small vein of the true greenstone 
of the Maories in a creek a thousand feet below perhaps the 
Serpentine or other rock is in the vecinity but I found not the 
slightest trace of it anywhere, and it is out of the line of such 
rock. 

Black heart birch. Fagus Blairi (Nothofagus cliflortioides- 
Mountain Beech, JTH) 

This tree is local in its habits being only found in certain 
localities and generally in conjunction with the Silver birch, 
in those localities it grows from the level of the sea to the 
grass line but never as a continous forrest. for some unknown 
reason it will die out half way up a spur, cross over to the 
next one & reach the top that way. it will grow in a swamp 
with Manuka round it, or flourish on the top of a boulder 
3000 feet up, but it seems to prefer the loose sour table lands 
of the Cascade Moraines, or the stoney hill slopes. still like the 
silver birch it is not particular. 

It appears first on the slopes of Bald hill north end of the 
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Open Bay island bight, where it grows to a considerable size 
almost rivaling the other birches in demensions & number, 
but the area over which it extends at that place is limited. then 
there is not a trace of it to be seen till the Stafford river is 
crossed, when it becomes in places the main forrest tree, on 
the wood clad drift along the Stafford range. it dissappears on 
the Plateau but appears in small numbers on the Swamp & 
river flats of the Cascade river where a single speciemens of 
it, the silver & the black (red beech, JTH) birches may be seen 
growing together on an open patch of grass or stoney river bed. 

Inland it crosses in a narrow belt the Jackson river up to 
the grass & appears on the Arawatta river about twenty miles 
up, where it joins with black birch (red beech, JTH) making 
with it the main forrest trees on the slopes of the Thomson 
range, but as is its nature it is not continuous for any great 
distance. at the grass line it forms with the silver birch the 
main forrest, but its numbers are few compared with the latter. 

There is a small patch of this tree near the head waters of 
the Cascade river, & some of it on the Gorge platea, but that 
is all I know. at the Pike near lake Alabaster it again shows 
but the extent of it I can't say for certain. 

The timber of this trees has been very little used but from 
old Survey camps and remains of firewood heaps it appears 
to rot very fast when in the shade of the bush. in the Jerry 
river a tree of black heart birch was cut, to my knowledge five 
and twenty years ago by some Diggers. the tree fell accross 
a high rock in the open river bed & there it stuck, & is there 
to this day, the branches have all gone but the tree sap wood 
and all is yet perfectly sound. for curiosity I went to examine 
the stump up on the terrace and found it had rotted away 
not the slightest trace of it was to be seen. so this tree under 
certain circumstances may be a lasting one, but my general 
experience is contrary. certainly most of the black hearts in the 
places mentioned are small immature trees, which no doubt is 
the cause of them rotting so fast. the full grown trees on bald 
hill & up the Arawatta have never been tried for any purpose 
whatever. 

The other variety of this birch called the Fagus Solandri 
(Nothofagus solanderi-black beech, JTH) I don't know about. 
I may be confounding the two trees or  have not observed the 
difference not being a botanist, but I have just seen a drawing 
of the two showing the difference in leaf between them. I don't 
recognise the Solandri at all unless it is the same as what I 
have always taken for the young of the other, at any rate I 
have never seen the longleaved variety larger than a few feet, 
but one thing I have noticed is that where the Blarii is growing 
on the hill tops & sometimes when it forms a park tree on the 
flats, what appear to be two varieties of leaves are on the same 



HOLLOWAY-DOUGLAS 3 9 

tree, those on the top & ends of the branches being longer 
shaped than the others but in this matter I fear I am not 
one of the inspired. I never read a book on botany in my life 
and what to  me would appear the same variety, would to 
another with even the rudiments of the science be devided into 
half a dozen. I am giving the localities of the different timber 
& there market value and will leave science to others. 

This man Douglas was no scientist. H e  had never read a book 
on botany in his life. H e  could not distinguish between Nothofagus 
cliflortioides and N.  solanderi. H e  was not to know that, more than 
fifty years later, the amalgamation of these two species would be 
proposed on the grounds that they cannot readily be distinguished 
(Poole, 1957). The details of species distribution given by Douglas 
are astonishingly accurate. For  the South Westland region they are 
more complete and more accurate than the details given in Cockayne's 
Vegetation of New Zealand two o r  more decades later. It  was not 
until 1949 that the pocket of mountain beech on  Bald Hill was 
rediscovered in course-of forest survey. Though we now know of a few 
isolated pockets of this species between Bald Hill and the Stafford 
River, these are of very minor character. Douglas mentioned every 
principal point of occurrence. We still debate the durability of 
mountain beech. W e  still have no thoroughly satisfactory explanation 
for the fact that it will 'die out half way up a spur, cross over to 
the next one & reach the top that way'. We still cannot explain the 
anomalous occurrence near sea-level of pockets of vegetation of 
alpine character. N o  botanist has yet given us as succinct an account 
of this particular feature as that given by Douglas. 

It is not easy, when reading Douglas' notes, to bear in mind the 
fact that they were written at a time when ecology was a new-born 
science. Cockayne, a comparatively young man then, was at work, 
and the two did meet on one occasion in 1897 (Pascoe, Ioc. cit. p. 
58)  when they 'talked botany all one night and well through the 
next day'. But at this date the best of Douglas' work had already 
been done. Yet we find evidence throughout the Douglas papers of 
an outlook which seems to us thoroughly modern and out of keeping 
with the botanical thought of his period. 

Indicator species, pioneer species, adventitious species, these were 
all recognised by Douglas for what they were. Mountain toa-toa 
(Phyllocladus alpinus), miscalled by Douglas tanekaha, he describes 
as  indicating sour ground. ~ i b b o n w o o d  - ( ~ l a ~ i a n t h u s  betulinus) is 
an indicator of good ground. Wineberry (Aristotelia serrafa) 'is 
common all over the country being one of the first trees to grow 
on a recent slip, and on the westland roads unless the width of 
the clearing is little and the forrest dense . . . The seed of (it) 
appears to be able to lie in the ground dormant for ages, till a 
clearing o r  cutting is made when the young plants spring up in 
thousands'. Bula bula (Solanunz aviculare-poroporo, JTH) is 
described as another plant of the same ilk, a light-demanding pioneer 
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species but an adventitious one to boot-% was unknown in Southern 
Westland till roads were made. Natural clearings won't do, it must 
have road cuttings, before it shows at least that is my experience 
of it'. 

The temptation is to go on quoting ad lib. Douglas did not, as 
did so many of the botanists of his day, regard the forests as more 
or less static in composition. Some species of sparse occurrence, 
e.g. hinau (E1ae0car~u.s dentatus) he suggested might be fairly recent 
arrivals in Westland, destined to more widespread distribution in the 
course of a few generations. On the other hand kawaka (Libocedrus 
bidwillii-kaikawaka, JTH) is recorded as dying out in certain 
valleys. 'Up the Whitcornbe those dying (kawaka) are so numerous 
that it give a decided white tint to the landscape'. Douglas was un- 
certain as to the occurrence of the true kawaka (Libocedrus plumosa) 
in Westland but this is a matter still in dispute. He records, however, 
the presence of pukatea (Laurelia novae-zelandiae) though no speci- 
mens have been seen for very many years if at all by other observers 
. . . 'I have seen this tree up the Kokatahi & onece on the Copland 
river, it may be in other places. if I remember it shows on point X 
block on the Arawatta. it is rare evidently & I would probably never 
have noticed but for the extraordinary well formed buttresses around 
the barrel at the ground. sometimes the tree looks as if it were 
supported on them entirely'. Cheeseman lecords pukatea as rare and 
local in Westland but does not quote authorities. The only authority 
might well be Douglas but his description of the habit of the tree 
and his established accuracy with respect to the distribution of other 
species should be good enough warrant for the record to be accepted. 

Admittedly, not all that Douglas wrote was good factual informa- 
tion or governed by sound reasoning; but there is so much that is 
good. And when we consider the period, the circumstances, and his 
lack of any technical training, we can only regret that such a man lived 
and worked in isolation and obscurity. To what heights might he 
not have risen granted a thorough scientific training? What a wealth 
of ideas would have been produced had it been possible to team 
Cockayne and Douglas, the one stimulating the other? But then, if 
he had been given the orthodox training of the day, to what extent 
would this have fettered the natural untrammelled curiosity of his 
mind? We can at least be thankful that there was a Douglas. It 
must restore to us a measure of modesty when we find that some 
of our most sapient observations are mere repetitions of those made 
half a century earlier by a man with no training as botanist or 
forester. 
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