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    PROLOGUE




    9 March 1996


    A view from Brackenhury Hill, Creswick




    Forest enfolds the small town of Creswick on the northern foothills of the Great Divide in Victoria’s central goldfields. Behind the rose-pink brick township to the east, north-east and south, blue-grey forested ranges stretch away to a hazy horizon. A soft autumn light bleeds the fresh green colourwash of eucalypts into the inky blue of pines. Spring Hill—a slumbering giant of a scoria cone, with a ‘mohawk’ haircut of pines bristling across its rounded pate—guards the north-eastern approach into Creswick. Beyond the ranges to the north and west stretch fertile volcanic plains. Great mullock heaps from the deep lead mines rise out of these plains almost as naturally, from a distance, as the volcanic cones which punctuate this rolling expanse. But, like an ancient ruin, the tall brick shell of an abandoned pump house writes a human signature below these hillocks of weathered quartz. Across the countryside, weatherboard farmhouses squat in paddocks bounded by conifers or hawthorn hedges. Today, this is a picturesque landscape, but it was not always so.
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      Creswick, on the northern slopes of the Great Divide in Victoria’s central goldfields, is the ‘home of forestry’ in Australia.


    




    For there can be no Arcadia in El Dorado. No silvan landscape remained picturesque for long in the goldfields. One of the first diggers to arrive at Creswick’s Creek from Forest Creek (Castlemaine) via Spring Hill, in 1852, described the exceptional beauty of the broad flats ‘covered with long green grass and reeds and large trees, and the creek bubbling with clear water’.1 Most likely it was the Aboriginal Jajowrong people of the upper Loddon basin who had made the open woodland of the creek flats ‘charming’ by their light and frequent burning to encourage grass and game.




    Diggers who had ventured to Creswick from Ballarat across the heavily wooded ranges of the Divide, on the other hand, had to make their own tracks through extremely dense bush.2 The northern Jajowrong and the Wathaurung peoples south of the Divide had knowledge of the passes through the forested ranges, but they did not live there. They inhabited the open woodlands of the flanking foothills and plains, where the rivers, creeks and lagoons provided an abundant source of food.3 (see map)




    It took only two decades from gold’s discovery in 1851 for ‘a great slaughter’ of trees—in the words of Creswick’s first forester, John La Gerche—to strip almost bare these wooded foothills and gullies, to feed the voracious appetites of the district’s alluvial and deep lead gold mines. Once, an open eucalypt forest of messmate stringybark, peppermint, and gum species had shared the sedimentary slaty soils of the Ordovician bedrock country between Creswick and Ballarat with rich alluvial gold deposits. Indeed, the stringybark tree was an important index of auriferous (gold-bearing) soil, which signalled a frenzied ‘rush’ not a settled life, feverish felling not fruitful tree cultivation.




    William Howitt couldn’t help noticing Creswick’s ‘rose-pink’ clay in May 1854. But, then, he was in the thick of it. By his estimate, more than 5000 people were digging up the hillsides above Spring and Creswick’s Creeks on the afternoon he passed through, on his way to Ballarat. As dusk fell, he and his sons Alfred and Charlton were busy anxiously avoiding the unprotected pits 80 to 160 feet deep in the road through the diggings. So ‘deadly’ were these ‘gaping gulfs’ to the unsuspecting traveller that Howitt—a knowledgeable naturalist—had little time or inclination for scenic observations. But he did note that the quartz ranges above Spring Creek were ‘overgrown with the peppermint gum-tree’. He made no mention of stringybark trees, which near Bendigo had reminded him agreeably of oak woods in England.4 Had diggers already felled all the useful stringybark in this area? Had the broad-leaf peppermint, perhaps responding to the opening up of the forest canopy created by rapacious felling of the stringybark, begun to dominate this part of the wooded ranges? One thing is certain—Howitt could not then have foreseen that forty years later his son Alfred, as Secretary for Mines, would administer the official heist on the forest’s regenerating stringybark. In the 1890s, Alfred Howitt would exert enormous pressure on Creswick’s forester John La Gerche to produce a crop of stringybark for mining timber.




    Today, as one looks down on Creswick from Bracken-bury Hill, the most striking impression is of a country town in a forest clearing. A forest has regenerated. An open forest of mixed species of eucalypts merges with serried ranks of plantation pines. But, for the past 150 years, this coppice regrowth forest has been so intensively used, misused and managed that it is an artificial forest. The pine plantations have their genesis in the 1880s. They are a living monument to John La Gerche’s pioneering reforestation of old diggings. For he planted the first pines by hand—by ‘pinches of seed taken between thumb and forefinger’.5 La Gerche’s Sawpit Gully Plantation is listed on the Register of the National Estate in recognition of its historic, environmental and aesthetic significance. Yesterday’s working forest is indeed today’s picturesque landscape.




    My experience of this nineteenth-century forest has been shaped by John La Gerche’s log—his official Letter Books and Pocket Books.6 Their survival has been serendipitous.7 Historians must make the most of whatever relics the past has left for the present. I have felt compelled to tell a story of La Gerche’s working forest. But, in so doing, I have blazed a few trees along the way, inscribed my own log, ‘represented’ the past in my own words. A Forester’s Log follows some of the tracks of his journey as Crown Lands Bailiff and Forester in the Ballarat–Creswick State Forest in the 1880s and 1890s. It examines the process by which La Gerche—in the face of often quite overwhelming pressures from above and below—managed the forest, thereby laying the foundations of the forested landscape we see today.




    From above, he received his instructions from a Government department lacking even a modicum of adequate resources and staff. Before 1888, he was accountable to the Secretary for Agriculture, David Martin, a diligent but pedantic public servant with little foresight or imagination. In beginning his experimental nursery and plantation at Sawpit Gully, La Gerche received no tangible support from a niggardly and unhelpful Inspector of Forests, William Ferguson. After June 1888, he reported to George Perrin, a martinet of a Forests Conservator, who often made quite unreasonable demands of his forester. Perrin himself was under enormous pressure—first from within the Lands Department, and then the Mines Department—to hold the ground for forestry.8 (see Appendix 2) During the first interregnum of Mines Department control in 1891–92, La Gerche found himself serving two masters, Conservator Perrin and Secretary Howitt. In the 1890s, ministerial concessions to miners threatened to undermine all the good progress La Gerche had made since his appointment.




    As a Crown land bailiff, the regulations La Gerche had to work with were poorly framed. The licensing system was permissive. In the Ballarat and Creswick Police Courts, he faced magistrates sympathetic to the demands of the mining industry. And he was pitted against the best lawyers, who delighted in picking legal loopholes which got forest offences dismissed.




    From below, on the other hand, La Gerche was assailed by prop cutters, wood carters, sluicing parties and prospectors who repeatedly breached forest regulations. Forest dwellers who occupied small sites under a Miner’s Right were a nuisance. Some harboured illegal prop cutters; others pilfered saplings and stripped bark for domestic needs. Some started summer bushfires; others kept mobs of greedy goats which devoured precious seedlings. In short, La Gerche was caught between a rock and a hard place. His situation was not unlike that of the fictional Royal Navy Captain Jack Aubrey during the Napoleonic Wars: ‘he was to shrink from no danger, but on the other hand he was on no account to incur any risk whatsoever’.9




    Indeed, his job made such impossible demands that at times his labours seemed almost Herculean. For John La Gerche was all that stood between a well-managed forest—one where healthy saplings were given the chance to thrive—and a denuded one. We might well ask how it was possible for a solitary forester to manage a State Forest in the public interest, given such severe constraints—government neglect of forestry, lack of resources, the demands of the mining industry, a permissive licensing system and a defiant popular rejection of forest authority? Yet, surprisingly, a good bailiff-forester could make a difference. What made the difference for the Ballarat–Creswick Forest was La Gerche’s high moral calibre, wise judgement, sound practical sense and dogged persistence. He managed the forest, in large part, by moral suasion.




    We know about John La Gerche’s work as a public servant from his Letter Books and Pocket Books. They record his daily and seasonal rounds as Crown lands bailiff and forester in the 1880s and 1890s. They chronicle not only the days he was in court prosecuting pilferers, but the nights he slept out in the forest, waiting to catch prop cutters.




    On most nights of the year, however, La Gerche was at home in Creswick writing letters to his Department head. He then copied both inwards and outwards correspondence into his Letter Books. La Gerche’s letters are official ‘song-lines’ which shape the forest on paper and bind it in a bureaucratic web to Melbourne. For management takes place as much in the cumulative detail of his correspondence—the suggestions, requests, replies, queries, delays, reports, misunderstandings, interpretations—as it does in the forest.




    John La Gerche’s request for his first Letter Book and a Record Book met with the Secretary for Agriculture’s parsimonious response. David Martin sent him only one Book, ‘which will I think suffice for all your requirements’.10 The Secretary’s spare economy is our good fortune. Not only are they a repository of official correspondence, the Letter Books contain La Gerche’s meticulous court lists, thinning license approvals, lists of plantings, measurements of tree growth, and Schedules of all forest residents, their tenure, occupations and improvements. They comprise his little Domesday Book of the forest.




    His Letter Books reveal the piecemeal, trial and error process of official attempts to manage a Victorian State Forest in the interests of gold mining in the late nineteenth century. It was a process of ‘empirical testing’11 for fledgling State Forests in a period of slowly shifting attitudes—on the cusp between traditional belief that clearing forests was a mark of civilisation and progress, and dawning recognition of the urgent need to conserve forest resources. For La Gerche, it was a process which depended upon his practical knowledge—making and modifying decisions in the light of accumulating experience and official constraints.




    But who was John La Gerche? What do we know about the man who became a forester of such uncommon quality? Alas, there are only a few biographical bones, far from a complete skeleton: the personal documents that most middle-class emigrants brought in their trunks to the colonies, the certificates and testimonials that often survive in family archives long after the man himself is unremembered, a solitary photograph of a weary forester in a crumpled coat gazing into the middle distance.




    Born on 22 May 1845, in St Mary’s Parish, Vingtaine du Sud, on the Channel Island of Jersey, John La Gerche was the only son of Jean Le Couteur La Gerche and Margueritte Le Mottée. The surname La Gerche is a vestige of Jersey’s Norman origins. Young John La Gerche would have spoken a localised Norman-French, as well as English and French. His grandmother’s family Le Couteur included noted Jersey judges and officials. His father was a farmer, the landed proprietor of three small mixed farms in Vingtaine du Sud. Jean Le Couteur La Gerche was also the constable of St Mary’s parish, and a Lieutenant in the local militia unit.12 As constable, he was the head Parish official, representing St Mary’s in the Jersey legislature, and also had charge of the honorary Parish police.13 Some knowledge of parochial administration, and an understanding of the responsibilities of public office were thus likely instilled in John La Gerche from an early age. He would have learnt, too, the rudiments of farm management. There could be few more appropriate antecedents for a young man who would one day become a colonial Crown lands bailiff.




    Nineteenth-century English travel writers commented on the hard-working Jersey islanders’ blunt independence of character, adaptability to changing circumstances, love of acquisition, and a strict frugality—all fostered by jealously guarded political rights and privileges granted for loyalty to the Crown of England, and the isolated position of the island.14 John La Gerche possessed frugality in good measure—a useful moral antidote against the waste he would encounter in his colonial forest.




    John La Gerche grew up on the 14-acre family farm of Le Haut de Tombette on La Grande Rue. Built on the elevated site of a neolithic tomb, the granite farmhouse had been in the La Gerche family since at least 1670.15 From the farm’s slight eminence, the young John would have overlooked an intensively cultivated countryside, a lacework of small fields and cider orchards pricked out with high thorn hedges, and embellished with ancient parish churches and stone farmhouses. Hedgerow trees overarched narrow winding lanes, and enclosed green tunnels of thoroughfare. These trees gave the countryside a deceptively wooded appearance. For only in a few valleys in Jersey did woods remain in what was once a well-forested island.16 It was a landscape ordained by ancient custom and insular frugality. It had to be thus ordered—to accommodate, on an island of only 45 square miles, a growing population over the centuries of native Jerseymen and women, and Continental political and religious refugees.




    In the New World, La Gerche’s forest bailiwick of Ballarat and Creswick was only slightly less than half the size of the entire island of Jersey. Far from breeding new habits of profligacy, the miles of tall foothill forests and open woodland of the Great Dividing Range around Bullarook and Creswick, with which John La Gerche soon became familiar, only strengthened in him old customs of frugality. Perhaps, in Creswick, he valued his forest saplings the more highly because of their very scarcity in his native island. Perhaps, in Creswick, he nurtured a vision of order from his youth. For order was what he tried to impose on the Ballarat–Creswick State Forest. He prized a tidy forest, a clean forest floor, and fine stands of straight healthy saplings. He encouraged honest thrifty woodsmen.




    Between 1857 and 1862 he attended Victoria College for boys, founded in 1852—the first public school on Jersey to conduct classes in English. La Gerche’s testimonials attest to his prize-winning proficiency in modern languages (English, French and German), mathematics and all the subjects of ‘a thorough English education’. They speak of ‘his fitness for discharging any office of trust and responsibility’, and his ‘high moral principle and conscientious sense of duty’.17 Conventional words? Unfashionable qualities? Perhaps. But they were impeccable credentials to bring to the task of bailiff-forester.




    At twenty years of age, John La Gerche emigrated to Victoria. One of only four ‘Unassisted Cabin Passengers’, he sailed on the Agra from London on 15 December 1864, and arrived at Hobson’s Bay on 30 March 1865—the month in which Grant’s Amending Land Act was passed. He had come, quite possibly, to take up land under the Act’s new ‘selection before survey’ principle. His occupation was listed as ‘gentleman’, and his nationality as ‘foreigner’.18 With means enough to travel as an unassisted passenger, he most probably left Jersey with his family’s blessing. Although he stood to inherit land, there would have been few opportunities on the small island for an educated young man. From the mid-nineteenth century, as a consequence of Jersey’s considerably increasing population, high food prices, shortage of work and low wages, many islanders emigrated to a better life in the New World.19




    One islander for whom emigration was a matter of necessity rather than choice was La Gerche’s future wife. At eleven years of age, Elizabeth Nora Bendixon of St Heliers, Jersey had arrived in Victoria in 1859 with her widowed mother and four sisters, all as assisted immigrants. Engaged to work as a laundress by the Hon. Thomas Ferrier Hamilton of Gisborne, Mary Ann Bendixon took her youngest daughter Elizabeth to work there as a housemaid. We know nothing about how or when they met, but John La Gerche married Elizabeth Bendixon at Geelong on 17 July 1871.20




    We know little about John La Gerche’s employment before he became a small sawmill proprietor in the nearby Bullarook Forest in 1870. In 1875 his Wombat Sawmill fell into financial difficulties and was foreclosed on by the Union Bank.21 Competition from more powerful neighbouring mills and the increasing shortage of large trees may well have put his mill out of business.




    At thirty, with a growing family, the need for secure employment may have set La Gerche on the path to becoming a public servant.22 In 1881 he became a timekeeper in the Public Works Department. On 9 October 1882, he was appointed to the Agriculture Branch, Department of Lands, as Crown Lands Bailiff and Forester. His instructions were ‘to supervise the Ballarat & Creswick State Forest and to take legal proceedings under the 1869 Land Act against all persons found cutting or removing timber in the forest’.23




    In the beginning, La Gerche found his dual roles and titles of Crown land bailiff and forester a source of confusion—as well the reader might. He lost a case against a forest offender in 1883 on the technicality that he had prosecuted as ‘Crown Lands Forester’. He was empowered to prosecute only as ‘Crown Lands Bailiff’.24 La Gerche always signed his official correspondence as ‘Forester’. His preference for this title was perhaps an implicit acknowledgement that bailiffs were unpopular in goldfields forests. But it may also indicate that he preferred to think of himself primarily as a forester.




    The official distinction between Crown land bailiffs and foresters was one of jurisdiction. Bailiffs wore the broader-brimmed hat: their authority extended over both Crown lands and State Forests, which were Crown land reserves. Foresters wore the smaller cap (La Gerche wore a beret): they were solely responsible for supervising State Forests, which had been reserved since 1866.25 But only bailiffs were empowered to prosecute in the courts. Their jurisdictions overlapped, and were complementary.




    Yet La Gerche’s dual roles created tensions that he would find difficult to resolve. A bailiff-forester in the field could not differentiate them solely in terms of their jurisdictions. Silviculture—no matter how rudimentary—came to be part of the distinction. For not only was La Gerche instructed to prevent illegal timber cutting, he was expected to grow a crop of trees for mine props, and to reforest denuded areas. He couldn’t effectively execute the latter until he had controlled the former.




    One cannot write about the forester, of course, without engaging with the forest and its users and occupiers. La Gerche’s correspondence brings into sharp focus a local world in which forest, forester, and woodsmen were intimately entangled. In that respectable ‘aldermanic civilisation’ of late nineteenth-century Creswick, satirised by Norman Lindsay in his fictional trilogy about ‘Redheap’, the forest ‘denizens’ lived in the shadow of civilisation. To consort with the inhabitants of bush shanties in the forest was to become a ‘social pariah’ in middle-class ‘Redheap’. But La Gerche at least dignified them with their names. They are neither anonymous members of a marginalised class nor comic characters—‘Cabbagetree Annie’, ‘Old Mother Mendip’—in a Lindsay novel.26 His Letter Books and Pocket Books bring these people vividly to life.




    La Gerche’s mixed species foothill forest—the most common forest type in central and eastern Victoria—challenges the historian to dig a little deeper to find history hidden beneath the commonplace. Unlike the majestic mountain ash forests of the Great Dividing Range to the north and east of Melbourne, the intensively used woodlands in Victoria’s central goldfields rarely inspired feelings of the sublime. They were rather more emblematic of the ‘ubiquitous’ evergreen eucalypt forests that had provoked melancholy and homesickness in early settlers. In Secrets of the Forest, Tom Griffiths calls the dominant mountain ash (Eucalyptus regnans), the tallest hardwood in the world, ‘a tree of wonder’.27 The Ballarat–Creswick Forest has among its species the messmate stringybark (E. obliqua). It deserves the sobriquet ‘tree of usefulness’.




    The stringybark’s usefulness entered Australian folklore from the earliest years of European settlement. Its praises were sung—‘the most useful tree conceivable’—by William Howitt visiting Victoria’s goldfields in the 1850s.28 Indeed, it was the stringybark’s manifold uses which enabled a transient population of diggers to make themselves quickly at home in the forest. As a symbol of the outback capacity for improvisation, it was celebrated in an 1866 ballad, ‘Stringybark and greenhide, the mainstay of Australia’.29 From the late 1830s, squatters on the volcanic plains just to the north of Creswick had used stringybark from the Bullarook forest to construct their huts.30 That stringybark had great spiritual and material significance for the Jajowrong people of the upper Loddon we can glean from the fact that one of their patri-clans was called ‘men of the leaves of the stringybark’.31 Stringybark—strong, durable and easy to split—was the preferred timber for mine pit-props. For this reason, stringybark saplings were the trees John La Gerche was most anxious to protect in his forest in the 1880s and 1890s.




    The history of La Gerche’s working forest is an interesting but neglected one. John Graham’s Early Creswick (1942)—the only published history of the goldfields town—devotes a mere few sentences to La Gerche and the experimental ‘Government Nursery’ at Sawpit Gully.32 Graham commemorates pioneer gold diggers, mine managers, speculators and other eminent citizens in their heroic struggle for domination over Nature. Not surprisingly, the regenerating forest—a ‘prolific and determined Nature’ threatening ‘to obliterate’ all traces of pioneer diggers—gets short shrift in his centenary history.33




    Forest historians, by and large, have treated the ‘golden era’ of the nineteenth century—the ‘heavy utilisation period’ of the forest’s history—as an unhappy prologue to the swelling act of the forestry theme. The first scene’s climax was the establishment at Creswick of Victoria’s professional School of Forestry (1910), which equipped graduates to bring the State’s forests under sound scientific management.34 La Gerche’s efforts in arresting ‘slaughter’ and experimental replanting have been largely overlooked. One historian’s dismissive comment that ‘foresters such as La Gerche were little more than Crown Land bailiffs’ requires redressing.35 Little more, indeed! The work of this Crown land manager-cum-amateur forester, who struggled against almost impossible odds to bring order to his forest, and who laid the foundations of a significant cultural landscape at Creswick, merits attention.




    But there is a contemporary assessment. So effective was La Gerche’s management of the Ballarat–Creswick Forest by 1892—and with the nearby State Forests of Linton, Cardigan, Ballarat and Wombat almost completely denuded—that Forests Conservator George Perrin declared Creswick ‘the most valuable forest land in Victoria’, to be protected at all costs.36 Such a lofty claim may well have been partly a political gambit in Perrin’s bitter struggle to hold the ground for forestry against the onslaughts of mining.37 The evidence in his Letter Books, however, confirms for me that, even within the constraints imposed, La Gerche had made the Ballarat–Creswick Forest a model of forest management for his time. His Sawpit Gully Plantation was the jewel in the forest’s crown.




    A public historian draws nourishment from many sources. J. M. Powell’s Environmental Management in Australia, 1788–1914 provides the solid bedrock for an understanding of environmental management in Victoria. Ray Wright’s The Bureaucrats’ Domain: Space and the Public Interest in Victoria 1836–84 illuminates the official context of ‘public interest’ reserve management before 1884. Stephen Legg’s doctoral thesis ‘Debating Forestry: An Historical Geography of Forestry Policy in Victoria and South Australia, 1870–1939’ reveals the long struggle to achieve an independent State Forest authority in Victoria. Tom Griffiths’ environmental history Secrets of the Forest: Discovering history in Melbourne’s Ash Range, demonstrates that the forest—a community of trees with rhythms and histories all its own—can be an independent vital agent in our narratives.38 But, to accord to nature ‘the kind of creative unpredictability conventionally reserved for human actors’39 is something of a tour de force, and one which I have not attempted to emulate. John La Gerche remains centre stage in my narrative.




    Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory reminds us that our landscape tradition is built from ‘a rich deposit of myths, memories and obsessions’.40 John La Gerche is as much a progenitor of our landscape tradition as he is a custodian of his forest. His Letter Books enable us to glimpse a forest landscape shaped in part by the values and aspirations, prejudices and limitations of the writer and his times. His official ‘log’ establishes him as the genius loci of the Creswick forest in the late nineteenth century. My ‘log’ celebrates his perseverance as he recounts his labours. My greatest debt, therefore, is to La Gerche himself.




    A Forester’s Log is not so much a contribution to the history of forestry, but to history in the forest. It tells a forest story (a ‘forestory’?) from the forester’s eye view. In attempting to convey the detailed complexity of La Gerche’s experiences—and the pressures exerted on him from above, and below—I have selected texts from his correspondence and pocket books to introduce each chapter. La Gerche’s words invite the reader to share the frustrations and satisfactions, as well as the sheer plod of his work. They are not, however, merely illustrative or experiential devices. The texts order my narrative. Just as the forester would blaze trees to mark a track or boundary, the texts identify my paths through some of the significant issues, tasks and phases. These texts are sections through La Gerche’s ‘log’. They present; I represent. Thus we attempt to create a dialogue between the present and the past.




    There are seven texts and seven chapters. Chapter 1 sketches La Gerche’s place within the official context of Victorian forest management in the 1870s and 1880s. Chapter 2 accompanies La Gerche on patrol in 1882–83, as he gets to know his forest, its users and abusers. Chapter 3 focuses on the connections between the eucalypts’ coppicing growth habits and their exploitation for pit-props and firewood, and La Gerche’s difficulties in enforcing poorly framed regulations. Chapter 4 moves out of the forest into the courts, where La Gerche’s authority as Crown Lands Bailiff was rigorously tested between 1882 and 1888. Chapter 5 discusses La Gerche’s difficulties in balancing forest residents’ needs with the interests of the Forests Branch. Chapter 6 examines La Gerche’s problems in managing a system which tries to combine moral improvement, local employment and efficient silviculture. Chapter 7 focuses on his relations with bureaucrats and other foresters in establishing an experimental plantation.
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    CHAPTER 1




    ‘Something like a Forest’?




    

      

        

          	D. E. Martin Esq.



          	Creswick

        




        

          	Sec. for Agriculture



          	June 22 1887

        


      

    




    

      Sir,




      According to instructions I went to Craig’s Hotel on Saturday to meet Mr Vincent—He was away when I arrived but came back about 11 a.m. He said he was anxious to go down one of the Mines before he left Ballaarat & he had made arrangements to go down the North Band & Barton Co. in the afternoon so he had only some three hours to spare to visit the Forest. We made the most of it—I drove him & his friend to the Springs (Dead Horse) & shewed them the portion of Forest Ritchie is thinning, then drove through South Reserve & Little Bendigo to the Band & Barton & Band & Albion Consols round by the Benevolent Asylum to Craig’s Hotel. It was 6.30 p.m. when I left them so I had to wait in Ballaarat till the 11.10 p.m. train. Mr Vincent seemed to enjoy the outing very much & when driving through the South Reserve where the young timber is growing thick he said ‘This is something like a Forest’—I attach ‘memos’ received from Mining Managers some time back with reference to the quantity of timber which they use, also the cost of it at the mine which if you think worth while might be of use to him as he was making inquiries as to the cost of props etc. in Ballaarat




      I have the honour to be, Sir




      Your most obedient Servant




      J. La Gerche, Forester




      Letter Book, vol. 1 (1882–1890), p. 239


    




    One of the more pleasurable duties of a forester was to escort official visitors through his forest when instructed. It mattered not how long he had to wait in a hired coach outside Craig’s sumptuous Royal Hotel in Lydiard Street, Ballarat, nor how many trains back to Creswick he missed. But it did not go amiss to mention these things to his superior officer, David Martin. For John La Gerche was a punctilious public servant, and Mr Vincent was no ordinary visitor. He was Frederick D’A. Vincent of the Indian Forest Service, who had been invited by Premier Duncan Gillies to inspect and report on Victoria’s forest estate. Vincent’s report was the most withering attack on Victorian forest policy hitherto written by an expert in the field. Its tone was caustic: ‘I am surprised that some effectual measures have not been taken to prevent further waste . . . present arrangements are quite puerile and so ill-conceived that they can scarcely be seriously discussed.’1 Perhaps not surprisingly, Gillies never tabled it in Parliament.2
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