
BOOK REVIEWS 

FORESTRY IN COMMUNIST CHINA, by S. D. Richardson. 1966. 
John Hopkins Press, Baltimore, Maryland. 237 pp., illus. 
Price 50s. 

Dr S. D. Richardson, erstwhile Director of Research in the New 
Zealand Forest Service, returned from a two months' tour of 
mainland China in 1963 with an amazing wealth of detail pertaining 
to that vast heterogeneous and virtually unknown territory. This 
has now been assembled in book form and undoubtedly represents 
the most up-to-date and authentic assessment available in English 
of China's latter-day progress in forestry. That Richardson appre
ciates the complexity, the immensity, and the pitfalls of the task he 
set himself in attempting to interpret Chinese forestry to the 
English-speaking world, is evident from the dead-pan dedication 
of his book: " . . . to the memory of King Canute who also attempted 
the impossible". 

Richardson's visit to China was arranged through the good offices 
of the Royal Society and the Academia Sinica, and he was able to 
gain access to people, places and information not normally coming 
within the purview of the casual wayfarer. Foresters who have 
travelled abroad as accredited representatives of their profession 
will agree that, language difficulties notwithstanding, they have 
found it relatively easy to establish close rapport with their 
opposite numbers in foreign lands; it may be there is greater 
fraternity among those with their roots in the soil than is found 
in other sciences. In any case, Richardson appears to have been 
highly successful in this particular aspect, and the mass of statis
tics quoted in his book — breathtaking as some of them are — can 
well be accepted with only such reservations as might be imposed 
by the magnitude of the country, its poor communications and 
its spectacular industrial expansion on many fronts. Indeed the 
author himself draws attention to statistical discrepancies and 
limitations in a number of cases where they occur. 

The author's treatment of his subject is both broad and detailed. 
It ranges from a general description of China's soils, climate, vege
tation and people, through the economic, political and social 
implications of forestry, to detailed formulae of fertilizers used in 
protective afforestation. Education, research, arboriculture, and 
Michurinist biology are dealt with. There is a map showing the 
soil-vegetation-regions of the country and the route followed by 
the author in his travels, and some 58 photographs most of them 
taken by the author. 

A New Zealand forester reading this book, and most New Zealand 
foresters undoubtedly will, cannot but be struck by many things — 
not the least by Richardson's feat in acquiring such a mass of 
information about forestry in China in the short time he was in 
that country. And there is much that is strange to New Zealand 
ideas; likewise other passages that strike a reciprocal note. 
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Richardson draws attention to the vital role played by forestry 
and forest industries in linking the agricultural and industrial 
sectors of present-day China — vital to water conservation and soil 
stabilization on the one hand, and in the supply of forest produce 
essential to almost every facet of industry on the other. The 
position is probably the more obvious in China because of regional 
maldistribution of forests and the lack of adequate communica
tions ; but most readers with knowledge of New Zealand's economic 
history will recognize the parallel probably more noticeable in 
this country today than at any earlier period. For this reviewer, 
Richardson's thesis is not so much a new concept as an old truism 
re-expressed in admirably succinct terms. 

His chapters on protection forestry tell of China's herculean 
efforts to redress her forest deficiencies; area statistics, mercifully 
quoted in hectares rather than acres, will strike a somewhat wry 
note to any New Zealand reader old enough to recall the claims 
made by his own country of "Empire if not world records" in 
the establishment of new forests during the late 1920s. In one 
section, Richardson illustrates the governmental economic planning 
structure as applied to forestry. This appears diffuse and clumsy, 
but a New Zealander might well ponder whether it is really any 
more so than the administrative, financial and operational set-up 
followed in his own country for such governmental functions as 
education or soil and water conservation. 

A section of the book that can scarcely fail to impress is that 
dealing with water conservation and protection forestry. According 
to Richardson, when the Communists gained control of China ih 
1949, they immediately attempted a gargantuan expansion of both 
agriculture and heavy industrial production. This drive towards 
greater self-sufficiency was accompanied by large-scale mechaniza
tion and extension of the country's arable farming over vast areas 
that had hitherto been used mainly for extensive grazing. In less 
than a decade, however, it was realized that drastic changes in the 
land use pattern were intensifying China's age-old problems of 
flooding and soil erosion. These untoward developments apparently 
led to a reappraisal of the agrarian revolution, the abandonment 
of large areas that had been brought into agricultural production, 
and the concentration of food-growing in more stable regions 
capable of greater yields by more intensive cultivation. Water con
servation and soil stabilization were recognized as vital pre-requis
ites for the maintenance, let along the expansion of agriculture, 
and the role of forests in this complex as one that no country 
with a soil-based economy can afford to ignore. China's answer 
to these problems has been to take large areas of developed land 
out of cultivation, and to commence mass afforestation on a grand 
scale. Included in these remedial measures is the "great green 
wall" which the author states " . . . is undoubtedly the most ambi
tious protection afforestation project ever undertaken", and aims 
at creating a 5-million-acre shelterbelt to serve as a protective 
barrier around the Gobi Desert. These are heroic measures, and 
according to the author the Chinese are tackling them with an 
urgency that bespeaks conviction ofl their dire need. Of the whole 
field of water conservation and protection forestry the author has 
this to say: 
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"Land reclamation is one field in which the Communists seem 
to have applied the lessons learned from past mistakes relatively 
rapidly. Since 1959, at any rate, foresters have been closely asso
ciated with land development schemes, which have been based on 
comprehensive catchment surveys by scientists rather than on the 
dreams of political administrators and economists." 

It is of interest to note that New Zealand has recently found 
it necessary to follow much the same course in planning land 
use changes on some of the less stable North Island soils. 

Richardson's chapter on Michurinist biology will ring strangely 
in New Zealand ears, even to those who, like this reviewer, may 
vaguely recall mention of Lysenko's work in the forestry journals 
of 30-odd years ago. Indeed the idea that intra-specific competition 
does not exist is the very antithesis of New Zealand thinking during 
the first 40 years of exotic forestry in jthis country. Neglect of 
thinning in closely spaced pure stands, although the subject of 
many warnings by eminent overseas foresters, was universally 
excused on the basis of the Darwinian doctrine that the fittest 
will survive. They did, but in the process immeasurable volumes 
of wood grew and died from suppression; likewise, the survivors 
were less useful in satisfying human needs than they would have 
been had the stands been conventionally thinned during develop
ment. At any rate, Richardson's view is that Chinese foresters, 
like ourselves, will follow the practices calculated to give the 
best results, and while at one period they did pay heed to Michur
inist concepts, " . . . any marked continuing influence of Soviet 
biology . . . seems improbable". 

The strong impression left by reading Richardson's book is of 
a country where the lot of the common man is difficult and pre
carious, with food never over-abundant, and with a pervading 
shortage of forest products of all types acting as a restricting 
factor in every sector of the economy. 

As a thumbnail sketch of China's present economic status, and 
the place of forestry in that complex, the author concludes his 
first chapter with the striking passage: 

"During the past fifteen years, China has attempted to bring 
about social, agrarian and industrial revolutions at one and the 
same t ime; and, however suspect many of her claims may be, 
there can be no doubt that her rulers have cause to be well 
satisfied with progress to date. A backward economy, with little 
capitalization and poor in both agricultural and industrial tech
niques, has been considerably transformed. Nevertheless, in com
parison with the modern industrial powers, China is still a back
ward and relatively undeveloped nation. The extent to which her 
economy can continue to expand will depend to a great extent 
on her ability to increase agricultural production, to accelerate 
industrialization, and to contain and capitalize on her enormous 
population, the importance of protection and production forestry 
in these endeavours may well be crucial." 

We in New Zealand have a strongly occidental heritage, but our 
geographical location is such that we must travel westward to 
reach the Orient. Political considerations aside, it is inconceivable 
that New Zealand, under continually increasing pressure to diver
sify her production and marketing, can long remain indifferent to 
the economic and social aspirations of this virile colossus. For 

204 



these reasons, Richardson's book can be recommended to New 
Zealand foresters — and indeed to all whose calling or interests 
are based on the soil — as a salutary exercise in learning how almost 
one-quarter of the world's people make do with about one-fourteenth 
of the world's total land area. 

As all New Zealand foresters know, Dr Richardson is an ex
tremely discerning observer and a forthright commentator; as 
they will expect, he has recorded his impressions on China in emin
ently readable and lucid terms. 

D.K. 

LIVING WITH DEER, by Richard Prior. 1965. Survival Book series; 
Andre Deutsch, London. 150 pp., 8 plates, 4 figs., 4 maps. 
U.K. price 25s. 

This is a very readable account of the deer situation in England 
and Scotland by an enthusiastic and experienced observer. The 
introductory treatment is pre-historical and historical. It is sur
prising to read that, in addition to red and roe deer, reindeer 
survived the last ice encroachment and, indeed, were hunted in 
Scotland as late as the 12th century. Following the Norman Con
quest, forest law was supremely important and enforced savagely 
by the Crown, resulting in conservation of deer. At the time of 
Magna Carta, the bulk of British forests were game reserves, but 
300 years after, owing to the whittling away of forest law, the herds 
had become so vulnerable that only a struggling remnant survived. 
Much later, deerstalking as it is known today became popular, 
and this led to protection of the herds and a vast increase in 
the number of deer in the Highlands. It will not cause the New 
Zealand conservationist much surprise to read: "Unfortunately 
the herds soon became too large, and the damage which sheep 
had done to the woods which provided winter shelter was con
tinued by deer." 

But what is surprising to read is that there are now more deer 
in Britain than at any time in the last 400 years, and that much 
of the increase has been recent. The simple explanation is that 
during the last 40 years the afforestation drive by the Forestry 
Commission has resulted in a spectacularly greater area of suitable 
deer habitat. And a previously used method of driving, in an 
attempt to control the numbers, has resulted in vastly widened 
distribution. At present, there are six species with substantial 
feral range. Fallow deer are found in most English counties, roe 
deer mainly in Scotland and northern England, red deer in northern 
Scotland; sika and the two small species, muntjac and Chinese 
water deer, have smaller scattered ranges. 

The author's attitude is commendably balanced. He acknowledges 
freely that deer, particularly red, roe and fallow deer, present 
substantial problems to farming and forestry and emphasizes the 
necessity for control. On the other hand, he stresses the aesthetic 
and game values of deer and the financial gain to be obtained 
from letting shooting rights. Recently the attitude of the Forestry 
Commission has mellowed and in 1959 their policy stated that 
"complete extermination is neither desirable nor practicable". A 
Red Deer Commission has been set up which, although primarily 
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