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EMPIRE FORESTRY AND THE ORIGINS
OF ENVIRONMENTALISM

What we now know as environmentalism began with a series of land reservations in 1855
in British India, spreading during the second half of the nineteenth century until over
10 percent of the land surface of the earth became protected as a public trust. Sprawling
forest reservations, many of them larger than modern nations, became revenue-producing
forests that protected the whole “household of nature,” and Rudyard Kipling and Theodore
Roosevelt were among those who celebrated a new class of government foresters as public
heroes. These foresters warned of impending catastrophe, desertiﬁcation, and global climate
change if the reverse process of deforestation continued. The empire forestry movement
spread through India, Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and then the United States
to other parts of the globe, and Gregory Barton’s pioneering study is amongst the ﬁrst to
look at this movement, and thus the origins of environmentalism, in global perspective.
Born under imperialism, environmentalism today is as profound a global movement as
that for democracy itself. Ironically it is in those former colonies where environmentalism
took shape that its future, and the future of nature, seems least assured. Empire Forestry
and the Origins of Environmentalism is a major contribution to the understanding of what
is perhaps one of the most powerful political and social forces of modern times.
Raised in Oregon, Gregory Barton is Professor of British, Colonial and Environmental
History at the University of Redlands, California. He is the editor of American Environmentalism. This is his ﬁrst book.
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Introduction

When and where did the environmental movement begin? Stepping back from
the limitations of national history, this book examines the question of environmental origins on a global scale. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the most sweeping environmental initiatives emerged under the auspices of
British imperialism. As the following study will show, hard-headed environmentalists and legislators found in empire forestry a ready-made model to persuade
the public that the reservation of vast areas of the public domain would serve settlers, industrial development, governmental revenue, and environmental purposes.
Empire forestry resolved the tension between romantic preservationist notions and
laissez-faire policies. This book traces the international trail of environmentalism
from India, under Lord Dalhousie’s Forest Charter, to the British colonies in Africa
and Australasia where it matured and, ﬁnally, to Canada, the United States, and
other parts of the globe where environmentalism permanently entered the pantheon
of political creeds.
By the First World War a large area of forested land around the globe lay in
the public trust, managed by a professional cadre of government foresters. In the
British colonies alone the crown had environmentally protected a land mass equal
to ten times the size of Great Britain. Concurrently in the United States, after
transferring 1 billion acres of public land into private hands in the early and mid
1800s (approximately one-half of the land mass of the continental United States)
a change suddenly occurred. Congress authorized the president to set aside forest
lands by proclamation and began America’s process of environmental protection
that would lead eventually to setting aside 15 percent of its land mass for various
forms of protection and public use.
By 1928 British foresters managed environmentally every major forest type in
the world. By 1936 the British Empire included a quarter of the land surface of
the world, and of this, forests constituted one fourth. Fifty separate forest services
protected not only trees but also soil, water, and – so foresters believed – the
climate of entire continents and regions. Empire forestry triumphantly claimed
credit for this achievement and served as an example for much of the reserved
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forest areas outside the British colonies. Out of a total empire of 9,737,660 square
miles, Whitehall approved 2,465,530 miles as classiﬁed governmental forests,
approximately 25 percent of British possessions and 8 percent of the land surface
of the world.1 Add to this the protected areas of the Republic of China and the
United States, which consciously mimicked empire forestry, the ﬁgure rose to
over 10 percent of the land area of the planet. Only the Neolithic and industrial
revolutions compared to the impact of this third global revolution in land use.2
Imperial forestry experts promoted the very modern-sounding proposition that
deforestation led to devastating changes in climate.3 Forests in India, Australia,
New Zealand, Canada, and the far-ﬂung colonial empire in Africa, Latin America,
and the West Indies constituted a global environmental laboratory with innovative
strategies and new management techniques, watched attentively throughout the
world. In India the forest department regulated a timber industry that employed
over 5 million people, managing tropical rain forests, mangrove trees, tropical
deciduous trees, dessert scrub, temperate broad-leaved woods, various conifer
species, and European-like forests that grew on the foothills of the Himalayas.
Burma in 1928 had fully one-half of its total area under forest canopy and proﬁtably
managed.4
In Canada the forest industry employed 244,000 people, the forests stretching in
a great emerald belt from the seaboard of Quebec to the islands of British Columbia.
In this colossal domain, Douglas ﬁr led the volume of trees, followed by cedar and
hemlock. South of Georgian Bay to eastern Quebec lay great reserves of maples,
oaks, and hickories.5 In Australia, though forests covered only 3.3 percent of
the land area, empire foresters saved broad-leafed eucalyptus woods composed
of several hundred species. In New Zealand the government preserved the kauri
forests for soil, water, and climate protection, taxing the proceeds of timber sales to
pay for the program. The government supplemented natural forests with commercial plantations, including indigenous conifers. In 1935 the New Zealand forest
service managed over 12,000 square miles of state forests and valued a variety of
ecological concerns equally with commercial timber extraction.6
In South Africa, with a small forested area of less than 4 percent of the land
mass, the forest department reforested thousands of square miles with broad-leafed
evergreens. In Southern Rhodesia the forest department governed 88,000 square
miles of forest, much of it in private hands, and managed 6,000 squares miles of
national parks, game reserves, and protected forests. In the colonial empire of the
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D. Brandis, and A. Smythies ed., Report of the Proceedings of the Forest Conference held at Simla,
October 1875 (Calcutta, 1876), 48. Opinion differed on whether forests affected the climate of whole
continents or were a local effect only. Dietrich Brandis, Inspector General of Forests in India, took
the latter view. Roy Robinson, “Forestry in the British Empire,” Journal of the Royal Society of Arts
84 (1936): 795, 796.
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1 Reserved teak forest in Burma. Empire foresters discovered that to preserve teak they
had to preserve the whole “household of nature,” including hundreds of other plant and
tree species. 1914.

West Indies, West Africa, Kenya, and Ceylon, the Colonial Ofﬁce administered
vast areas. Mahogany, greenheart, pencil cedar, satinwood, and ebony supplied a
thriving timber business, while gum trees in British Honduras, jelutong in Malaya,
and cacao in the Gold Coast all required the maintenance of stable forest conditions
for soil, stream ﬂow, and humidity.7 All this the imperial administrators managed
at a proﬁt by designing a “demonstrated use” area for industry and agriculture.8
By 1928 ﬁfty separate forest departments served the empire, with 1,500 ofﬁcers,
native junior ofﬁcers in the tens of thousands, and 1,200,000 square miles of
revenue-producing forests.9
Empire forestry here refers to forestry as practiced in the British colonies and,
retrospectively, to forestry practiced from the inception of colonial conservation
in 1855.10 The term empire forestry developed at the apogee of British colonial
forestry, and originated with the ﬁrst British Empire forestry conference, which met
on July 7, 1920 at the Guildhall, London. The forest services of India and Canada
7
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ibid., 789–793.
Demonstrated use areas included access by the indigenous population for grazing and ﬁrewood.
Robinson, “Forestry,” 779.
See the opening remarks of the Lord Mayor of London and Lord Lovat, The British Empire Forestry
Conference (London, 1921), 1, 2.
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initiated the meeting, requesting the British government to sponsor an all-empire
forestry conference with delegates from all the forest services of the colonies
(concurrent with the empire timber exhibition of 1920) to exchange ideas, coordinate policies, and collectively take stock of low timber supplies after the First World
War. From this meeting, held once every four years, grew the Empire Forestry
Association, the Imperial Forestry Institute, and the Empire Forestry Journal.
But how exactly, in an age of laissez-faire, did empire forestry arise? With an
ofﬁcial policy of settlement and development, how did such vast areas of land
come to be protected? What shift of attitude or belief divorced public opinion
from laissez-faire? Why did the public embrace governmental intervention and
environmentalism? How did public ownership of land come to be celebrated,
with a new and barely deﬁned professional corps of government foresters such as
Dietrich Brandis and Gifford Pinchot feted as popular heroes?
Among scholars, environmental history has a historiographical canon largely
rooted in the American scene. Why? Because environmental history, as distinct
from the practice of conservation, essentially arose in the United States. From
Frederick Jackson Turner’s 1893 Signiﬁcance of the Frontier in American History
to Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains in 1931, and to James Malin’s The
Grassland of North America in 1947, a fascination for epic history of a peculiarly
geographical nature developed, one that featured the dichotomy of a civilized people (Americans) invading pristine nature (the West), that pitted nascent consumer
culture against raw and unexploited wilderness or, in the case of William Cronon’s
Nature’s Metropolis, that pitted belching factories and towering skyscrapers over
and against the good red earth, dominating, seducing and deﬁning the Great West.11
Environmental scholars have also written an environmental history that was,
as Donald Worster says, “born out of moral purpose.” It drove the production
of scholarship in the ﬁeld.12 Since the 1960s certain scholars insisted that environmental history, like a fugitive, was radical and subversive, riding on the horse
of the Romantic movement, leaping to the new mount of literary nature-writing
and then landing at last on the progressive saddle of Theodore Roosevelt.13
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