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Middle Valley is just one of those fairly broad winding valleys 
that are to be found folded amongst the undulating downlands of 
South Canterbury. Few people travel the Kakahu Road which 
passes up Middle Valley to Fairlie and probably very few indeed 
pause to examine the tall trees which line over a mile of the road. 
Raincliff Forest lies out of the way along a remote road and the origin 
of the enormous exotic conifers which tower there is unknown to most. 

In the 1850's large blocks of land were taken up in South Canter- 
bury and Burke, whose name is perpetuated in Burke's Pass, was one 
of the first great landholders. Later, his run was split up and part 
became the Raincliff Station, and in the 1870's the station came into 
the possession of Henry Hoare, English banker and man of property. 
Apparently Hoare travelled frequently between the Old Country and 
New Zealand, and his interest in his colonial property was matched 
only by his enthusiasm for trees ; for one of his first actions was to 

.create a large tree nursery a t  the Raincliff homestead to supply seed- 
ling stocks for plantations on the station. At about this time the 
Canterbury Provincial Council was active in passing legislation to 
encourage tree planting on the windswept plains, but i t  is not certain 
whether the areas planted by Hoare were under the various provisions 
of these Acts. It seems likely that they were. It is certain, however, 
that his enthusiasm for tree planting was not entirely an arboricul- 
turist's virtue. He employed an expert gardener for the nursery 
work, and Mackay, the manager of the station, was an experienced 
and practical farmer. Under Hoare's direction these men were 
primarily responsible in about 1884 or 1885 for the planting of Rain- 
cliff Forest. 

Walking through Raincliff to-day one is filled with a mixture of 
surprise and wonder about some aspects of the forest which are 
immediately noticeable. It is, for example, u~iusual to find such an 
excellent site selected for such a sizeable plantation. It is dissected 
by sheltered minor valleys and possesses, except on the ridge tops, a 
deep rich loam soil, and was obviously chosen with a very sound 
understandlng of the factors required for optimum tree growth. It 
is also most striking that the area has been very cunningly planted 
according to site. On the moist rich alluvial soils of the valley 
bottoms, mixtures of spruce and ash have been planted. On other 
sites of a similar nature we find mixtures of Lombardy poplar, ash, 
alder, oak, spruce and Lawson cypress. On sheltered moist sites we 
find larch and Lawson cypress both pure and mixed, while on the 
drier medium slopes there is oak sometimes mixed with Austrian 



pine-the latter was apparently meant to act as a nurse to the oak, 
as i t  would have done had it been cut out a t  the right time. Ssme 
of the poorer exposed upper slopes carry pure stands of Austrian and 
ponderosa pine. This planned planting illustrates very clearly the 
deep thought and care which must have gone into the initial establish- 
ment, particularly when it is remembered that a t  the time little was 
known (in N.Z. anyway) of the requirements of these species. Indeed, 
Lawson cypress, the most comnlon tree in the forest, had been dis- 
covered botaniclly only some thirty add years before. 

Thus Raincliff Forest of about 250 acres was established ; and 
left, as far as can be gathered, more or less to its own devices. In  the 
latter part of the nineteenth century Raincliff Station was subdivided 
and in 1901 some 206 acres passed to the Crown. A little fencing 
and surveying was done and again the plantation was left to grow 
unmolested. In 1921-2 the State Forest Service was formed and 
assumed control. Cursory inspections were made, but little else 
until 1930 when, with relief workers, a certain amount of high and 
low pruning was carried out, fences repaired and about 20 acres of 
gorse-infested land planted up with the ubiquitous P. radiata. Again 
the plantation slipped through the years until, like so many others 
in Canterbury, i t  was struck by the severe gale of 1945. About 10 
acres were damaged ; most of the thrown trees have now been milled 
and the produce used in the hydro-electric project a t  Lake Tekapo. 

I t  is, however, the undamaged remainder of the forest that causes 
the forester to ponder and scratch his head in delighted wonder. It 
is not only the size and growth of the trees, but also the unique 
associations which have grown up in the 65 years of the plantation's 
existence. In the former respect i t  is interesting to look a t  some of 
the data available from a recent assessment carried out by the N.Z. 
Porest Service. 

The following schedule shows to some extent the proportions of 
growth attained by the major species. 

Species 

Alnus glutinosa 
Betula alba 
Populus nigra var. italica 
Fraxinus excelsior 
Quercus robur 
Cupressus lawsoniana 
Cupressus macrocarpa 
Picea excelsa 
Larix decidua 
Pinus ponderosa 
Pinus strobus 
Pinus austriaca 

Average 
D.B.H. 

(ins.) 

Average 
Height 

(ft.1 

Maximum 
D.B.H. 

(ins.) 



Over the whole forest about 25% is under Lawson cypress, 15% 
larch, 150,; spruce, 20% Austrian pine and about 15% of hardwoods 
with all of these species as pure stands in places and also in no less 
than 14 different mixtures elsewhere. Along the roadside a border 
of mixed and unusual species was planted (what public spirit our 
pioneers possessed !). Amongst the species are to be found medium 
sized specimens of holly, Cedrus deodora, elm, Thujopsis dolobrata 
and occasionally magnificent specimens of Sitka spruce, Pinus strobus, 
Sequoia gigantea and Thuja plicata, the latter two with diameters up 
to four feet a t  breast height. Once inside the forest one is struck 
immediately with the variability of the species, mixtures and stands. 
One can pass in a few yards from an ash-spruce mixture reminiscent 
of some estate woodlots of the United Kingdom to a stand of oak 
with the forest Aoor covered with n mass of oak regeneration that 
would make the guardians of the Forest of Dean weep with joy. In  
the valleys with their moist gloom and towering Lawson cypresses 
one is met with an abundance of regeneration of this species, usually 
in perfect groups sometimes twenty feet high, under patches of over- 
head light-a sight perhaps reminiscent of a Western American coastal 
forest. In  odd corners one is back to the inescapable New Zealand 
scene with unthinned stands of P. radiata with their familiar green 
foliage-gorse and manuka filling in the occasional gaps in their 
typically perverse fashion. An indigenous flavour is added in small 
areas with the presence of such species as Melicytus ramiflorus, Pitto- 
sporum tenuifolium, Suttonia australis and Blechnum fern as an under- 
storey. Nor is the mixture of the indigenous and exotic confined to 
the flora. The sharp call of the kea and the magpie intermingle as 
these two birds circle each other suspiciously. 

To the general public the forest is, perhaps, a delightful one. 
To the sentimentalist a pioneer's glory. To the sawmiller probably 
a reserve stand to keep the circular saw going as our resources of timber 
slowly dwindle. To the forester, however, the forest remains a large 
question mark. How to preserve this glorious silvicultural tangle 
in perpetuity without destroying its essential usefulness for timber 
supply in a timberless district ? 

Varied possibilities lie in every gully and every mixture from clear 
felling to the selection system. 

Whatever the answer to this problem it is certain that the flame 
of silvicultural inspiration, kindled so long ago by the enthusiasm and 
energy of a pioneer, will not be lacking. 


