
 

 
 
 
 
 

This file is part of the following reference: 
 
 

Frazer, Ian (2003) Conservationism and farming 
in North Queensland, 1861-1970. Masters 
(Research) thesis, James Cook University. 

 
Access to this file is available from: 

 
http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/78 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/78


 i

 
 
 
 

CONSERVATIONISM AND FARMING IN NORTH 
QUEENSLAND, 1861-1970 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Thesis submitted by 
 

Ian James FRAZER BA ANU, BLitt ANU 
 

In December 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For the degree of Master of Arts 
in the School of Humanities 

James Cook University 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 ii

 
 

STATEMENT OF ACCESS 
 
 
 
 

I, the undersigned, author of this work, understand that James Cook 
University will make this thesis available for use within the University 
Library and, via Australian Digital Theses network, for use elsewhere. 
 
I understand that, as an unpublished work, a thesis has significant 
protection under the Copyright Act and I do not wish to place any further 
restriction on access to this work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ian Frazer      19 December 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 iii

 
 
 
 

ELECTRONIC COPY 
 
 
 
 

I, the undersigned, author of this work, declare that the electronic copy of 
this thesis provided to the James Cook University Library is an accurate 
copy of the print thesis submitted, within the limits of the technology 
available. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ian Frazer      19 December 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iv

 
 
 
 
 

STATEMENT OF SOURCES 
 
 
 
 

DECLARATION 
 
 
 

I declare that this thesis is my own work and has not been submitted 
in any form for another degree or diploma at any university or other 
institution of tertiary education. Information derived from the 
published or unpublished work of others has been acknowledged in 
the text and a list of references is given. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ian Frazer       19 December 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 v

 
 
 
 
 

STATEMENT ON THE CONTRIBUTION OF OTHERS 
 
 
 
 

I declare that this thesis is my own work. My supervisor, Dr Russell 
McGregor, has guided me with suggestions for background reading, with 
conceptualising my problem and with editing, as stated in the 
acknowledgements. Beyond that I have worked alone and have received 
no financial assistance for the project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ian Frazer       19 December 2003 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi

 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
 
 
 

 I am grateful to my supervisor, Dr Russell McGregor, for helping 
me to make a thesis out of the questions about tensions between farmers 
and conservationists which I first discussed with him five years ago. He 
directed me to background reading in environmental history, pushed me 
to give shape to the statistics and statements which I collected and has 
persisted, especially in the past six months, in challenging me to lift my 
mode of expression beyond journalese. Thank you Russell. 
 Thanks, too, to my colleagues in the editorial features department 
at the Townsville Bulletin for letting me have flexible work hours to 
enable part-time study. Special thanks to Adella Edwards, cartographer in 
Tropical Environment Studies at JCU for producing two excellent maps 
at the very last minute. 
 Many friends have given me encouragement, in particular Janina 
Mazierska, Peter Bell, Albert Speer and Don Gallagher. My mother, Rose 
Frazer, has been a constant, long-distance supporter. Thank you all. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vii

ABSTRACT 

 

 This is a study of the ideas behind natural resource use in North 

Queensland. I argue that settlers followed an implicit code which valued 

caring for, as well as exploiting the land. The earliest settlers took pride in 

being pioneers who conquered, reshaped and harnessed Nature. Later 

generations could not claim this status, but found virtue in hard work and 

practicing a frugal, “tread-lightly” form of stewardship. Legislators 

promoted the settlement of the coastal strip with morally charged 

rhetoric: to secure the North for White Australia, to render the wilderness 

bountiful and produce contented human beings, away from dehumanising 

cities. 

 North Queensland’s conservation activists of the 1960s advocated 

a different vision to that of closer-settlement enthusiasts, yet they shared 

an ideal of a restorative working relationship between human beings and 

Nature. Naturalists in Cairns and Townsville in the 1930s and 40s had 

exercised public advocacy for conservation based on a sense of 

custodianship for native flora and fauna. Activists of the 1960s extended 

their stewardship to the North’s rain forests and the Great Barrier Reef. 

  The farmers’ stewardship and state’s piecemeal land-management 

and nature-conservation laws both seem to have assumed a safety net 

supplied by Nature entwined with Providence. In contrast, the activists 
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acted on a belief held by some conservationists since the 1870s, 

reinforced by evidence of damage since World War II, that Nature was 

being irreparably damaged and must be rescued. 
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