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Greene)/ lost as forests
fall victim to progress
GREENS Councillor Irene
Doutney this week urged
Sydney Lord Mayor Clover
Moore to "think of the wildlife
before the cyclists".

In its urge to do something
environmentally friendly by
creating more cycleways
across the city, Doutney
warned the City of Sydney
could destroy a portion of
forest on Johnstons Canal
between the suburbs of Forest
Lodge and Annandale.

Sydney is struggling to hold
on to its tiny parcels of forest
hemmed in by urban
development. Since the First
Fleet's arrival, the original
wilderness across Sydney has
been increasingly encroached
until there is little left of what
was here in 1788. As soon as
convicts were brought ashore
they were set to the task of
transforming the landscape.
Trees were the first casualties.

Captain David Collins, who
arrived on the First Fleet, in his
book An Account Of The
English Colony In New South
Wales described the landscape
and the first impact on it by the
British. On the day after their
arrival at Port Jackson, he said
"sufficient ground was cleared
for encamping the officer's
guard and the convicts who

had been landed in the
morning. The spot chosen for
this purpose was at the head of
the cove, near the run of fresh
water, which stole silently
along through a very thick
wood, the stillness of which
had then, for the first time
since the creation, been
interrupted by the rude sound
of the labourer's axe".

The Aboriginal inhabitants
were dismayed to see this
wholesale felling of trees,
realising that these interlopers
meant to stay.

The wood of the most
abundant trees, which
Governor Arthur Phillip
named gums, was mostly too
knotty, twisted or brittle to be
used as building material.

The wood of some acacias
could be turned into slats for
wattle and daub huts, of slat
and plaster construction. After
just months, thick forest that
once crowded down to the
shoreline was cut away.

People also cut trees to gain
access to the small stream that
cut through the main
settlement, digging their own
tanks in the sandstone next to
it to collect the water, giving it
the name the Tank Stream.

But the erosion from the
denuded areas around the city

caused silt to flow into the
Harbour, decreasing its depth.

As trees were hacked away
further and further from the
shoreline, the problem became
worse. When a supply of clay
was found beneath the hill
near the area around what is
today Central Station, it
allowed people to make their
wooden huts into brick, using
lime from shell middens. But it
also created a huge dustbowl
that added to the problems.

Not only did it cause dust
clouds to menace the city in
dry periods, but in rainy times
it became a quagmire and sent
more silt into the Harbour.

Dredging the Harbour
solved part of the problem and
allowed some foreshore to be
reclaimed using soil from the
Harbour floor. Sandstone
retaining walls were built using
stone cut from levelling the
Harbour island nicknamed
Pinchgut, and stone hacked
from the Argyle Cut in the
Rocks, transforming the shape
of the Harbour itself.

Over the course of the 19th
century Sydney's inhabitants
removed more and more of the
woody cover, leaving only
green patches here and there,
such as the Government
Domain, originally set aside
exclusively for the use of the

governor, although portions
were turned into public parks,
including Hyde Park.

Even in many green areas
around the city, introduced
species were pushing out
native forests. By the first
decade of the 20th century the
city spread across the Sydney
basin, bounded by parklands in
the north and south and
mountains in the west.

A1909 Royal Commission
recommended more suburban
development to ease problems
with overcrowding in the inner
city, but also spelled a death
knell for some of Sydney's last
heavily wooded areas.

A privately-owned parcel of
land on the Cumberland Plains
around West Pennant Hills
that had been extensively
cleared in the early 20th
century was acquired by the
NSW Forestry Commission in
1938 and declared a state forest
in 1939. The motive was
primarily to study how quickly
forests could regenerate for
providing timber, and the land
was allowed to naturally
regenerate. It is now one of the
last bastions of natural
greenery in what was once a
densely wooded landscape.
Troy Lennon
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Jungle:
Forest
around
Sydney
Cove in
1788 (top);
the same
scene by
1928
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