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ABSTRACT

In order to understand the workings of ecological imperialism at the local level,
this essay traces the haphazard environmental history of an area of land at the
north-eastern border of Christchurch. It analyses the changing environmental
qualities of place over time as a chain of discourses that have formed, re-formed,
cross-fertilised – each influencing a new land-use or perception of the area as
wasteland, playground, wetland, and site of rehabilitation and recreation. An
examination of the collision of discourses from elsewhere with local pragmatism
reveals the limits and contradictions of theories of ecological imperialism at a
local scale.
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INTRODUCTION

As Pawson and Brooking conclude in their introduction to Environmental
Histories of New Zealand, context is all-important in a ‘vulnerable and violent
land’, where the ‘unexpected has always happened’.1 Yet work in environmental
history and historical geography has often mimicked the visions of colonisers,
seeking stable patterns of colonisation. Indeed, work by historical geographers
has made the intention of colonising powers to transform the environment a
readily identifiable mentality.2 In particular, Eric Pawson has written about the
presence of such ideology in the Christchurch area, with the Canterbury Plains’
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potential waiting to be tapped.3 Noting the importance of everyday circum-
stances, Graeme Wynn has written of the tenacity of New Zealand’s nineteenth
century conservationists, arguing that New Zealand was ‘a society born of
tension, the product of competing orientations towards overseas influences and
local circumstances’.4 Meanwhile, providing a useful theoretical context, histo-
rian Tom Griffiths writes of Europeans’ perception of wilderness as remoteness
and absence,5 and Giselle Byrnes focuses ‘on the processes of colonisation, seen
through the work of individual surveyors’, in taming wilderness and re-mapping
boundaries.6

Following on from these ideas, this essay demonstrates the haphazard
‘nature’ of environmental history when discourses from elsewhere collide with
local pragmatism. To do so, it explores the history of an area where an identity
as ‘wasteland’ has been an enduring feature. Rather than a neat progression from
one land use or perception to another, the history of Bottle Lake reveals that
‘environmental transformation is a social process’,7 and that the mixing of local
need with imperial ideologies has made for a complex and oft-times contradic-
tory chain of discourses for the area.

To Pakeha colonisers, with a mind-set of transforming the environment
along progressive lines, the landscape of Bottle Lake was ‘empty’ and ‘waste’.
But rather than attempt to transform the environment in accordance with
romantic and arcadian visions,8 Bottle Lake remained perceived as marginal
land, in a location marginal to Christchurch.

READING THE LANDSCAPE

The landscape known today as Bottle Lake Forest Park is located on the
Canterbury Plains on the north east edge of Christchurch (see Figure 1). To its
north is the Waimakariri River, to the east, the Pacific Ocean, to the south the far
reaches of the suburbs of Christchurch, Burwood Hospital and the Travis
Wetlands,9 and to the west the fertile Marshlands market gardens. Over time the
name ‘Bottle Lake’ has been given to various features in the landscape, including
a lake, forest, street and hospital. An 1888 survey map records a three hectare
lake shaped like a bottle. In the 1990s, however, there was little public awareness
of the body of water. A 2001 article in Christchurch’s Press explained that
seeking to establish farming on the land, mid-nineteenth century colonisers had
found that cattle got lost in the water, and so had drained it, ‘reducing the lake
to a mere puddle’.10 Figure 2 is a typical view of the area, the indigenous flora
choked by a wild mixture of exotic plants and trees.

During the 1990s the indigenous past of the area began to be resuscitated. The
Maori name for the area is Waitikiri, meaning lagoon, muddy water or water
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FIGURE 1. Bottle Lake and the Region
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springs. The district is one of the lagoonal coastlands at the seaward edge of the
Waimakariri River’s gravel fan as it pushes eastward into the ocean. Te Whakata
Kaupapa states that ‘Waitakari was the old name for what is now Bottle Lake’.
Once part of a network of mahinga kai (food gathering areas), due to mass
drainage ‘Travis Swamp and Bottle Lake are the only places that faintly remind
us that Christchurch once was a place of swamps’.11 Prior to European settlement
the area contained flax swamps, coastal bush, an eeling lagoon, and wildlife of
value to Maori.12 Park Ranger Ian Surgenor conceptualises Waitikiri as part of
a wider area, incorporating the Travis Wetlands, that was used by a major
kaianga nohonga called Oruapaeroa, located east of the wetlands.13

 In 1999 the Canterbury Regional Council officially declared the nine hectare
waterway that includes Bottle Lake a wetland. From being a nuisance to farming,
it was now the exotic trees choking the wetland that were undesirable.14 In the
same year the nearby Burwood Pegasus Community Board moved to ‘save
Bottle Lake’, by having it recorded as a natural feature in the City Plan. As houses
were built very close to the lake the group sought to ‘preserve its natural character
and prevent inappropriate use and development’, seeking a working party to
‘explore options for restoring and protecting the lake’.15

FIGURE 2. Bottle Lake
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Following British colonisation, the land containing Bottle Lake became part
of the Sandhills Run – a large runhold which extended from New Brighton to the
Waimakariri River. The run was part of a huge area of land stretching from
Kaiapoi to Otago which was part of the east coast land that was carved up after
the Kemp Purchase (1848) from Ngai Tahu.16 Around 1853 the part that later
included the Bottle Lake Forest and Chaneys Plantation to the north was let for
sheep grazing. In 1860 John McLean bought the land, perhaps from the
Canterbury Association. Two years later Mr Reece bought the land and planted
the first pine seedlings. Reece’s son William built a large wooden homestead on
the edge of Bottle Lake.17

Recognising the presence of a swampy region with infertile sand, the hold of
farming on the land was always tentative. Conversely, the potential of retaining
the area as a wasteland was recognised by the Council, who in 1878 bought 331
hectares, which were vested in the Borough of Christchurch, under a Reserves
Act, with the land considered suitable for waste disposal in the form of ‘nightsoil’
and offal. An alternative site further south at Bromley was favoured for the
‘offensive but necessary’,18 but the Council continued to purchase further areas
of adjoining coastal land ‘as opportunities arose’.19 Using some of the land for

FIGURE 3. The Travis Wetlands
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a cemetery was considered. The Council also continued with the planting of trees
begun by the first farmers. Although the commercial return from the trees was
recognised, the Council’s planting primarily served the purpose of stabilising the
land and stopping sand from encroaching inland to the fertile marshlands. In
1883 the Council planted 50 hectares of Corsican and Monterey pines and in
1884 more land was bought under the Waste Lands Act. ‘Progress’, however,
was piecemeal and meandering.

Transforming the environment through farming and the planting of pine trees
made Bottle Lake part of the outreach of ecological imperialism. In accusing
Crosby’s thesis of ecological imperialism of hiding ‘the fact that such activity
was also widespread in the home territories of the European Metropolitan
powers’, Alan Grey chooses to case study the monterey pine (Pinus radiata),
tracing its movement from California to France in 1786, to Britain between 1830
and 1853, to New Zealand in the 1850s, to Australia by 1869, to South Africa by
1870, and to Chile by 1883.20 Later it formed forests in northern Spain and in
recent years was introduced in Ecuador. In New Zealand along with its compan-
ion the Monterey cypress, it was planted as a shelter tree.21 At Bottle Lake, it was
a suitable sand stabiliser.

As an open, and in colonial terms relatively uninhabited and relatively
valueless expanse, the Bottle Lake area was also noticed by amateur military
strategists, who saw the area as providing ‘a natural barrier to any assault being
carried out against the capital of the Plains’.22 It was also found to be suitable for
military training exercises and from 1867 the Canterbury Rifle Association was
shooting in the area, while contingent training regularly took place through the
1870s and 1880s.23 On the eve of the South Africa War, Easter weekend 1899
witnessed the largest military assembly of the nineteenth century when the
Canterbury Mounted Rifles, Canterbury Yeoman Cavalry, Ellesmere Mounted
Rifles, South Canterbury Mounted Rifles, along with many other rifle units
making up infantry companies and Christchurch East’s Battery field gunners,
descended upon the area. Such a crescendo at the end of the century is notable
for two reasons. First, the gallivanting military exercises during the South Africa
War served to further destabilise the dunes, with sand drifting inland in places
up to 2.4 kilometres. As a result, in 1909 the Council decided upon an official
policy of coastal afforestation for the area, with the on-going dual purpose of
stabilising the dunes, and providing income from the timber.24 Second, military
exercises and the provision of tea in a large marquee for women visitors
foreshadowed the recreational uses that would be of prime importance in the next
century. Mark Billinge has written of the outdoors re-Creation in mid-nineteenth
century Britain as warding off the nation’s urban ills. Such a discourse became
evident at Bottle Lake, making it a place ‘where nature would work its own
restorative re-creational magic’.25
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COMPETING DISCOURSES

At the turn of the twentieth century, building upon the discourse of the area as
an empty and wild place on the margins, considered suitable for re-Creation, a
medical discourse gained momentum. In November 1902 a man at Lyttelton
named Shields was diagnosed as having bubonic plague. Considered too
dangerous for Christchurch Hospital, the Chatham Islands were considered,
before the ‘isolated wilderness’ of Bottle Lake was decided upon.26 The original
fever hospital at Bottle Lake was a camp consisting of ‘bell tents’, a cookhouse,
and square tents for three nurses. It was a tentative and under-resourced venture.
As the plague outbreak did not eventuate, there was a sense of tomfoolery in the
plague officer Dr Fenwick’s report:

[A] number of returned soldiers, suspected of smallpox infection were camped in
the vicinity of the plague camp. They were all vaccinated but few of them “took”
and no smallpox appeared. It was learned afterwards that immediately after the
vaccination was performed the soldiers licked themselves clean of the vaccine.
A suggestion that they should be vaccinated on a less accessible part of their
anatomy was not acted upon.27

At this time, a discourse of simultaneous recuperation and re-Creation gained
strength in the landscape. Well-known Canterbury health worker Nurse Maude
had a camp in the Sandhills at nearby New Brighton, where the fresh air and
bracing climate were considered a cure for tuberculosis. These climatic features
were extended to the Bottle Lake area, and as well as being considered suitable
for the treatment of infectious diseases because it was an isolated wasteland, the
area also came to be considered conducive to healing. From the plague bell tents
a more permanent infectious diseases hospital was built. The first buildings were
temporary, comprising part canvas and part galvanised iron shacks. With the
outbreak of scarlet fever two large pavilions were built, and there was a ‘levelling
and laying out in garden the waste of sand that had hitherto existed’. Growth
continued until by 1917 the site boasted a 170 bed facility claimed as ‘the best
and most up-to-date infectious diseases hospital in the Dominion’. Attached to
the hospital was 187 acres consisting of ‘mostly sand, which has now been
planted in pines and from which the Board will ultimately reap a rich harvest’.28

At the Bottle Lake Hospital’s official opening on 12 May 1917 the chairman of
the local public health committee complained about the prejudice attached to the
name, which gave the impression of a swamp, although ‘the lake was more than
a mile away and it was dried up’.29 Perhaps more significant was the nearby
‘Travis Swamp’, a breeding ground for mosquitoes. In 1911 it was reported that
a ‘plague of mosquitoes’ had ‘Bottle Lake Hospital Molested.’30 In the first half
of the twentieth century outbreaks of small pox, diphtheria and scarlet fever were
amongst the infectious diseases treated at Bottle Lake.31
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Being away from the surveillance of the city led to accusations of a lax
holiday atmosphere at the hospital. In 1911 a patient child of five and a half years
was reported as escaping from Bottle Lake Hospital and walking the nine
kilometres home to Sydenham. A Lyttelton Times reporter sent to inspect the
buildings and grounds found the buildings to be ‘in a beautifully clean and tidy
condition. The grounds are very extensive, and are mostly composed of low
undulating sand banks, covered with scrub and tussock’.32 Meanwhile, an
editorial in the same paper questioned ‘isolation’ and revealed rumours of
patients attending local races and sea bathing at New Brighton.33

PROGRESSIVE PLANTING

It was during the years following World War One that ideas of modernity were
at their strongest in New Zealand. Belich contends that forestry as an industry got
going in the 1920s, spurred on by British demand,34 while Roche indicates the
unprecedented scale of planting in the mid-1930s.35 At Bottle Lake, according
to Surgenor, by the late 1920s ‘the stage was now set for the partially developed
wasteland to be subjected to its most progressive period’.36 At this time Bottle
Lake Plantation came into existence as a New Zealand sand forest. The idea of
stabilising coastal sand dunes was a technique worked out in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century Europe through the planting of introduced trees, grasses,
lupins and artificial structures. The Bottle Lake foreshore became the theatre for
such experiments, including the construction of manuka scrub fences and the
planting of marram grass and trees along the coastline.37

‘Plantation’ implies the scientific cultivation of trees, tended by a labour
force. Planting exotic trees, however, was no guarantee of civilisation. In 1924
the Press reported that ‘bushmen’ were ‘working in the dim light of a pine forest,
plying axe and slasher day after day, and gradually accomplishing the work of
changing a wilderness of trees into an orderly plantation’.38 The thinning and
pruning of trees was controversial, with the Secretary to the Nurserymen’s
Association G. A. Green stating that ‘nature should be allowed to take her course’
and trees not thinned.39 At the end of 1927 eight returned soldiers were engaged
in pruning scrub-clearing operations. This was the first time that a gang had lived
in small huts and worked on the site. Six months later there were 20 men
employed at the forest – not all living there.40 Significantly, in 1927 Len Hale,
a graduate of the British Technical Forestry School in the Forest of Dean,
Gloucester became the Chief Forester. He remained in the position until 1962,
when he was replaced by Chris Johns, also trained at the same school. Under his
direction there were further plantings and the thinning for firewood proceeded.

During the Depression afforestation was considered nationally as a means of
relieving and preventing unemployment.41 Camps of unemployed men worked
in the forest constructing a brush fence to stop the sand, and trimming the lower
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branches to encourage growth, planting Pinus radiata and establishing a
network of roads made from metal from the nearby Burwood rubbish dump.42

From 1939–47 unemployed men were again encouraged to work in the forest,
with men manpowered to work there under Scheme 13 National Service
Emergency Regulations during World War Two. The year 1938 witnessed the
first clear-felling for sawlogs of trees planted from 1913–15. In 1947 a sawmill
was opened and the cutting rights for City Council forests were let.

Military, health and rehabilitation discourses in the region became important
again during World War Two. With the threat of invasion from the Japanese, a
‘Dad’s Army’ homeguard was active defending the coastline. A piggery, the
intention for which was to ‘feed Britain’, started during World War Two and was
still open in the 1950s. With an acute shortage of hospital beds in Christchurch
Hospital, the ‘homeless aged’ were sent to Burwood, as Bottle Lake Hospital
became.43 Soldiers with tuberculosis were also sent, and attempting literal ‘re-
creation’, Burwood was chosen for the national plastic surgery unit for soldiers.44

In the post-war years the military training of the past evolved into muscular
Christianity pursuits, with inter-war discourses of sunlight, fresh air, and
modernity taking effect in the forest.45 While boy scouts volunteered to help out
in the forest, in January 1952 permission was given for a group of boys from the
Stanmore Boys’ Home to camp in the forest. Eighteen boys with two guardians
spent a weekend amongst the pines. The plantation was a site for moral
rehabilitation in the reconstructed nature of the exotic/introduced forest. Ac-
cording to Surgenor the boys’ adventure was ‘the first inkling that the forest
might one day become a recreational area’.46 Military exercises, however, held
precedence. In 1929 serious consideration was given to using unemployed
labour to construct a municipal golf links at Bottle Lake, with Rawhiti Domain
at New Brighton chosen instead.47 In 1937 Ray Blank and several prominent
Christchurch businessmen formed the Waitikiri Links Ltd and purchased the
property surrounding Bottle Lake itself, on which the Waitikiri and Windsor golf
courses remain.48

FOREST PARK

In the second half of the twentieth century the recreational uses for the area grew
in importance, and as Christchurch expanded to the edges of the area, exotic/
introduced Pinus radiata transformed from ‘plantation’ into a ‘city forest’ and
a ‘forest park’. It was the forward-thinking politician J. R. Robertson, Demo-
cratic Labour Candidate for the City Council and the North Canterbury Hospital
Board, who in 1944 suggested opening Bottle Lake to the public at weekends and
for picnics and camping. 49

During the 1970s the ‘Forest Park concept’ encapsulated a combination of
forestry and recreation. In a significant shift, as the suburbs reached the edge of
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the forest, visions for the area were now about a city park, rather than a
wilderness. The exotic plantation was becoming sacred. Paradoxically, as the
land became ordered, so too was a wilderness created. As the trees grew, the
plantation became a ‘forest’ imbued with many cultural meanings, taking on a
mystical identity as a desirable wilderness that could be compared with indig-
enous city forests in New Zealand and around the world. Forester Chris Johns
visited Rotterdam Park in Holland for inspiration,50 and writing in the Press Stan
Darling suggested that the Bottle Lake Forest was ‘closer than anything I have
seen since Stanley Park in Vancouver, BC, to a true city forest’. Comparing the
Pinus radiata forest to the pocket of protected native tress in the middle of
Christchurch at Riccarton Bush he prophesised that ‘Bottle Lake might need to
be protected one day too’. 51

The forest park discourse was partly fuelled by one of four major threats to
the forest – development.52 As Christchurch grew in the post-war years housing
was suggested for the area, and a flash-point was reached in the mid-1970s. In
1976, the same year the park was opened to the public, Huia Gilpin, director of
parks and reserves at the Council, fought a vigorous battle against the developers.
Also opposed to the development of the area, deputy mayor and chairman of park
and reserves Peter Skellerup visited Bottle Lake in his red Mercedes-Benz, and
described it as ‘the lungs of Christchurch’.53

FIGURE 4. Burwood Hospital
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The forces behind the development of Burwood Hospital (Figure 4), have
been suggested to be ‘pestilence, famine and war’.54 In the post-war years, the
hospital grew and diversified, often providing for the overflow from Christchurch
Hospital. In 1946 the post-war baby boom saw the opening of an obstetrical
ward.55 In continuity with its past identity, in 1968 the Board of Burwood
Hospital granted approval for a Spinal Injuries Unit with rehabilitation and
recreational facilities, and on 17 April 1979 the unit was opened. The emphasis
on medical rehabilitation occurred in tandem with the development of Bottle
Lake as a healthy forest park, and pine trees were planted around the facility.
Burwood became a centre for ‘disability’ – in 1979 Ward 9 became an area for
younger physically disabled patients, and pony riding for the disabled began in
1984. In 1983, 20 orthopaedic beds were given over to the elderly for a
rehabilitation programme. An artificial limb centre and a new physical medicine
building were opened in the early 1980s. Patients were offered physiotherapy,
speech-language therapy, occupational therapy, recreation officers, rehabilita-
tion and technical services. At the same time, in 1982 a three bed hospice for the
terminally ill was built.56 In the 1990s a new a pool and gym facilities for the
disabled were built, and brain injury, chronic pain, and severely handicapped
children units were added. Meanwhile, continuing to foster employment, during
the 1980s Burwood was the first Canterbury hospital to have a Workskill
Development Scheme, whereby 150 young people were given work experience,
while buses of unemployed men left Christchurch’s Cathedral Square to work at
Bottle Lake Forest.

In 2000 the Christchurch City Council published a book by the third Forest
Ranger, Ian Surgenor. He writes of the forest as a place of mystique and
tranquillity, still containing the unconstrained and the raw. He even suggests that
Bottle Lake Forest Park is a counterpart to Christchurch’s formal, open, and
regular central city Hagley Park. Interestingly, Surgenor notes that ‘One is east
and one is west and ne’er the twain shall meet’, evoking the social status of
Christchurch, with the sense that Bottle Lake is still a marginal location.57 The
Christchurch City Council’s 1999 Bottle Lake Forest Park Management Plan
considered the area as ‘complimentary to Hagley Park’. Reminiscent of dis-
courses of curative fresh air, the plan promotes the Park’s ‘breathing space’, and
as a forest, its ‘wilderness nature’. There are now over 400,000 visitors each year
to the park, which offers a signposted network of roads, mountain-bike tracks,
horse-trekking trails and walking tracks, and a visitor centre (see Figure 1). There
are plans for the future that include an arboretum, picnic areas, a sports park, and
a coastal ecological corridor. The 1999 Plan promotes the ‘harmonious integra-
tion’ of commercial forestry and refuse disposal with recreation, education and
conservation’.58

Contemporary forest park discourses of ‘clean air, water, biodiversity,
wilderness and recreation’ co-exist with ‘refuse disposal’.59 In fact, since 1984
Christchurch’s principal refuse disposal facility has been located in the area. The
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site began its modern investigation in 1970, at the same time as the forest park
concept grew, and developers focused on the area. The dump is unlined, and
there are worries concerning carbon dioxide and methane.60 Recently, other ‘not
in my back yard’ features, a cellphone tower and a youth justice facility, were
mooted in and close to the Park, the cellphone tower now erected.61 When the
landfill closes in 2003, there are plans to create a park with mountain bike tracks,
horse trails, native plantings, and picnic areas out of the piles (hills) of rubbish.
Increasingly the ‘Park’ aspect of Bottle Lake Forest Park will not be tied to the
trees. This is just as well, because the forest was sold in 1990 to avoid taxes and
the mill closed in 1992. The trees are now owned by the Selwyn Plantation
Board.62

As an effect of being on the edge of Christchurch, Eric Pawson notes that a
Burwood subdivision was advertised in 1956 as the ‘healthiest spot in
Christchurch. No factories, no smoke.’63 The land surrounding Bottle Lake
Forest Park is once more in demand for development, the land closest to the park
entrance being declined rezoning for low density residential housing.64 Ironi-
cally, current marketing for new houses surrounding the Park uses the wetland
as ‘environmentally friendly’, with ‘superb recreational opportunities all close
at hand’ offering ‘a premier investment, set amidst some of the city’s most
stunning natural surroundings’.65

THE LOCAL

Bottle Lake is a landscape in constant transformation. Its changing environmen-
tal history has involved a chain of discourses that have formed, re-formed and
cross-fertilised – each influencing a new land-use or perception as wasteland,
playground, wetland, or site of rehabilitation and recreation. Today an exotic/
introduced plantation of Pinus radiata trees, potent orderly symbols of ecologi-
cal imperialism co-habits with wetlands, a landfill, a golf course, a spinal injury
unit, and a burns unit. At Bottle Lake, colonisation has added layers of meaning,
planting, felling, shifting sand, experimenting and dumping rubbish. Where the
pre-contact past was silenced, today the previously redundant Bottle Lake is
recast as a vital wetland. Wilderness is now to be nurtured, wildly incorporating
everything in the Bottle Lake landscape. Meanwhile, Christchurch has reached
the edge of the forest, meaning that the discourse of isolation is over, but
paradoxically, making the construction of wilderness essential to the area not
being ‘developed’.

This case study of one distinct landscape reveals that attempts to modify a
literal ‘wasteland’ have involved much human pragmatism mingled with chang-
ing ideologies. In reality, ideas of ecological imperialism, of environmental
transformation according to colonial ideologies, were much more tentative and
varied than they were in theory. Over time, a variety of discourses collided in the
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Bottle Lake area, producing a specifically local environmental history. The
question mark in the title of this essay is to suggest that the discourse of the area
as a site of discard is not necessarily an opposite identity to an environmental
playground. Rather, both are part of the unique chain of discourses that make up
the area’s history. While environmental historians can show evidence of ideolo-
gies of ecological imperialism, this examination of the applied geographical
footprint to land considered marginal, reveals a complex, and contradictory
history.

NOTES

Tom Brooking, Garth Cant, Ann Parsonson, Eric Pawson and Jim Pickles are thanked for
their helpful comments. Angela Wanhalla assisted with the research and Dean Aldridge
prepared the map.
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