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​Foreword
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Within Moreton Bay lie many small islands, protected by the large barrier islands of Moreton and North and South Stradbroke. Some of these small islands are inhabited, with thriving communities, while others only appear at low tide, being little more than mangroves and mud. Even so, these mud islands are vitally important for the continued health of the waters and wildlife of Moreton Bay. The village islands of Russell, Karragarra, Lamb and Macleay are known collectively as the Southern Moreton Bay Islands.

In 1842, when the Moreton Bay Penal Colony was closed, Brisbane and its surrounds were opened up to free settlement. Primary industries such as timber cutting, fishing and oyster farming flourished and were integral to the economic development of Southeast Queensland. Until the early 1970s, fruit and vegetable production and fishing supported the small Island communities. In the early years, the Islands’ isolation and complete lack of facilities fostered a strong community spirit of self-reliance, volunteering and care for others. Controversial subdivisions began in the late 1960s, and, in 1973, the Redland Shire Council (now Redland City Council) was granted control of the Bay Islands by the State Government.

The Queensland Acclimatisation Society and the Bay Islands chronicles the evolution and impact of The Queensland Acclimatisation Society on Queensland and, particularly, Bay Island agriculture. It is the fourth volume in the series, Histories of the Bay Islands, Moreton Bay.
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The Queensland Acclimatisation Society
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In the early days of Australian settlement, Acclimatisation Societies were formed in each state to promote the introduction of new plant and animal species that might provide a food source for settlers or form the basis of new industries.​[1] The aims of the Societies reflected the dominant thinking of the time—that life in the colonies could be much improved by importing flora and fauna from the northern hemisphere, particularly from Britain. Native species, while considered curious, were thought to be of no use, tasteless, and unworthy of protection. The exceptions were those trees that produced fine timber, much of which was exported.​[2] 

Acclimatisation Societies sought to acclimatise or naturalise English plants into the Australian environment.


Members of the societies looked on Australia as a country bereft of such [British] attractions as melodious songbirds and animals of the chase—omissions which they sought to remedy. This objective, actuated by nostalgia and a professed sense of social responsibility for their fellow settlers, led to efforts to acclimatise...British animals and plants in their new homeland.​[3]


Australian Acclimatisation Societies sent plants and animals all over the country, and imported various seeds, plant stock, birds and animals. At the same time, some of Australia’s more unusual native species, such as kangaroos, were sent overseas, usually to become objects of curiosity in British gardens and zoos.

Initially, in Australia, a concerted effort was made to use British flora and fauna to mask the unfamiliar native species. Some of the introduced species became serious pests when Australia began developing an independent economy founded on agriculture. 

The actions of the Societies were called into question as early as 1864. In an address to the New South Wales (NSW) Acclimatisation Society, G. Bennett noted that “many injurious plants have been imported, which afterwards could not be eradicated...the Scotch Thistle, Bathurst Burr...Milk Thistle...and the Scotch Burr...all injurious weeds”.​[4]

In NSW, flocks of starlings and skylarks were imported and distributed to several towns and municipalities around Sydney. Introduced house sparrows arrived in Queensland in 1863, feral pigeons in 1873, and mynas in 1883. A member of the Victorian Acclimatisation Society brought rabbits into Victoria. They were well established in southern Queensland by the 1880s and, within ten years, had spread throughout the entire state. However, the Acclimatisation Societies were not the only importers of foreign species. Sporting groups and wealthy private landowners often imported alien species to release on their properties. The Scottish Thistle was introduced into Tasmania by a homesick Scotsman.​[5]

Acclimatisation Society members initially believed their introduced species would cohabit harmoniously with native species. However, as this fallacious assumption began to jeopardise local agriculture, attempts were made to operate in a more scientific manner. 

Queensland had been considered an ideal place for experimenting with commercial crops ever since the closure of the penal colony in 1842.


In addition to the fertility of the soil in the immediate neighbourhood of the port [of Brisbane], it is the natural outlet of the produce of the northern districts. It is certain that many tropical productions which we are obliged at present to import from the Mauritius, Manilla and other foreign places, can be grown here. The cultivation of rice, tobacco, sugar and coffee might be successfully entered upon, and a most lucrative commercial traffic between that port and Sydney might, in a few years, be set on foot.​[6]


The Queensland Acclimatisation Society was initially proposed in 1862 and formally established in 1863 by the State’s first Governor, Sir George Ferguson Bowen.​[7] The Society’s aims were “to obtain from various parts of the world seeds, trees, plants and animals possessing intrinsic value in one form or another...[and] to protect and propagate the more valuable indigenous growths of the colony for the purpose of distribution in the colony and exchange with other countries”.​[8] This secondary aim indicates that a change in attitude to Australian species was already emerging.

Any interested person could join the Society for an annual subscription of one guinea or a life membership of five guineas. Those who did join were generally public-spirited men and women of substance who volunteered their time and money to advance the young colony. The Society took as its emblem the Australian native palm, the cabbage or fan palm, Livistonia (corypha) Australis.
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By 1870, the Society had 116 members and almost double that figure two years later. Funds came from government grants, memberships and donations.

The colonial government granted the fledgling Society thirty-two acres of land to commence its work. This land was situated to the north of the city. The almost-triangular site was bound by Gregory Terrace, Brookes Street, O’Connell Terrace and Bowen Bridge Road. The Aboriginal group who lived in the area before white settlement were the Turrbal people. York’s Hollow, in Victoria Park on the opposite side of Bowen Bridge Road, had been a permanent water source during times of drought for the Turrbals. It was one of a chain of waterholes that ran through the site. After heavy rain, the waterholes merged to form a small creek draining into Breakfast Creek.​[9]

The area granted to the Society had once been a brick field covered in unsightly clay holes. This unimpressive site was named Bowen Park, after its patron. 
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Plans were drafted, formal gardens established, fountains and statues erected, and the waterholes became a meandering creek. Many species were planted using seeds and cuttings from all over the world. Tea, coffee, vanilla, castor oil plants, arrowroot, cotton, jute, grape vines, poppies for the production of salad oil, chicory, wheat, sorghum, cocoa, mulberries as a food for silkworms, assorted flowering plants, tropical fruits and vegetables, and, most successfully, sugar cane were trialled. 


Sugar cane was the most valuable cash crop to be introduced by the Society into Queensland. Unfortunately, due to inadequate quarantine legislation, sugar cane rust soon made its appearance, first in Brisbane in 1872...Only the development of plant pathology and the selection of strains with some resistance to the blight prevented total disaster.​[10]
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Animals and birds also inhabited Bowen Park in the early days, although the emphasis was principally botanical. Pheasants, llamas, emus, angora goats and kangaroos roamed. Six Chinese sheep were imported in 1862 and Belgian Hare Rabbits in 1864. Fallow deer from Tasmania were kept at Bowen Park for some years until being released at various locations. Queen Victoria presented the Society with six red deer in 1873. Aviaries were constructed to house the many birds being acclimatised.
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Alexander Macpherson was appointed Overseer of the Acclimatisation Society’s gardens in 1865. He was a lifelong experimental gardener, particularly driven to understand the causes of disease in introduced species. Macpherson was responsible for the fountain near the Park’s entrance.
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Both unskilled and specialist workers were employed in the Park. The Society employed Italians to grow figs, olives and vines in 1865.

Society members devoted considerable effort for some years to facilitate an Australian silk industry. By 1870, twelve hectares of mulberries had been planted out at various locations, and 15,000 silkworm cocoons collected and sent to England for appraisal. The public, though, was not convinced of the economic viability of sericulture, and the industry did not progress.  

In 1888, after twenty-five years in operation, the Society’s headquarters were still at Bowen Park. The ugly brick field had been transformed into:


...beautiful gardens...admirably kept, and embellished with statuary and ponds. Here [could] be seen, growing side by side, plants of commercial utility, fruit-bearing trees and ornamental shrubs, introduced to Queensland, through the exertions of the Acclimatisation Society, from every part of the tropical and sub-tropical regions of the world. To this society, and the enlightened researches and generous policy of distribution pursued by it, the private gardens of Queensland owe, to a great extent, the variety of their vegetation.​[11]


[image: ][image: A group of trees with plants

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Providing a contrast with the lush gardens of the Society was nearby Victoria Park; a bare and ugly gully, disfigured with tree stumps and muddy pools. It had long been reserved for recreation purposes but was still completely undeveloped.
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An 1888 newspaper report mentions donations of date palm seeds (Hong Kong), onions (London), mangoes (Rockhampton), corn and pine trees (Sydney), tomatoes (Philadelphia), orchids (Venezuela), and assorted seeds from Japan and Florida. Erythroxylum coca—the plant from which cocaine is produced—and Strophanthus kombe—the dried, ripe seeds of which produce a digitalis-like powder—were grown successfully for medicinal purposes.
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Queensland Acclimatisation Society members collaborated with similar research bodies in India, Europe and America, trading information and seeds.​[12] Some wrote reports and books on their work.​[13] Society members regularly travelled the State to distribute seed and plant stock from Bowen Park to interested growers, and to provide advice as to the preferred conditions and machinery required for their planting and harvesting. All these services were free.

Bowen Park’s increasing popularity with the public created a nuisance for the Society and an impediment to its work. On a fine Sunday, “it was no uncommon thing for two thousand people of various ages and conditions of life to use the gardens, and of these probably not half a dozen did so by right of membership.”​[14] 

Concern about indiscriminate logging emerged as early as the 1860s. Timber from Queensland’s hardwood forests was vital to the development of the colony and its supply seemed initially limitless. Government-endorsed land clearing for agriculture and pastoralism also decimated Queensland’s forests. Even the Bay Islands, once so thickly forested, were being stripped of old-growth timber, particularly cedar. Society members wrote to the Colonial Secretary in 1870, expressing concern about “the over-cutting of the state’s forests, especially the effect such actions might have on climate, but the government was unmoved.”​[15] 

The Society later presented the government with two papers by members regarding the setting aside of land exclusively for forest use and management. Unfortunately, the views of the Society were not always taken seriously. In Australia, the “acclimatisation movement, far from arousing popular interest and sympathy, met rather with, albeit covert, hostility, or at best apathy, based on the not entirely misplaced belief that the societies were acting in the interests of a privileged minority.”​[16] Regular Society soirees at the Town Hall had been introduced in 1875, becoming favoured social events for the elite of Brisbane society. Many considered Acclimatisation Society members to be mere wealthy hobbyists and amateurs, notwithstanding that most held positions of influence within the colony or were leaders in their fields.

In 1876, the National Agricultural and Industrial Association of Queensland held the first Brisbane Exhibition in Bowen Park.​[17] This first “Ekka” was called the Queensland Intercolonial Exhibition. The elegant main pavilion was decorated with ferns and other plants from the Society’s gardens.
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As the years passed, the more-popular Exhibition increasingly encroached on the Society’s gardens.​[18] In 1882, the Exhibition Grounds Railway Station was opened as part of the Sandgate line which cut a swathe through Bowen Park. By 1890, the Society’s site had been reduced to little more than a triangle of seventeen acres at the corner of Bowen Bridge Road and O’Connell Street. Most of the trees and gardens outside this area were removed. They were, by that time, in the main, grand mature specimens.

[image: ]

The Queensland Acclimatisation Society was the only true Acclimatisation Society remaining in Australia by 1904. Those of the other states had changed their roles by amalgamating with, or becoming, botanical gardens, zoos or government departments of agriculture.  

In that year, Alderman Leslie Corrie, the President of the Queensland Acclimatisation Society, led a deputation to the Minister for Lands to request a new site for the Society’s work. Corrie (1859–1918) was an architect by profession. He was also the President of the Queensland Economic Plant Growers Association and became the Mayor of Brisbane. The Society wished to sell Bowen Park, as the soil was poor and the Park now too small. Proceeds from the sale would be used to purchase a more suitable site and fund the Society’s future experimental work.

The Society had been reduced to producing ornamental plants to earn revenue instead of concentrating on improving those species of economic use
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Plan of the Acclimatisation Society’s Grounds in 1913, showing the land lost
to the railway and the RNA.

Courtesy of the Joln Oxley Library.
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‘The Creek that ran through Bowen Park, ca 1889.

Courtesy of the Joln Oxley Library.
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Formal Garden Beds, Bowen Park, 1889.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library.
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Staghor Ferns and Palm Trees at Bowen Park, ca. 1897.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library..
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Sugar cane, stylised drawing, ca. 1860.
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Sir George Ferguson Bowen, First Governor of Queensland and patron of the
Acclimatisation Saciety.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Libre
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The Acclimatisation Society’s emblem, the Australian Fan or Cabbage Palm.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library.
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‘The First Queensland Intercolonial Exhibition, held in Bowen Park in 1876.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library.
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Letter from the President, Sir Leslie Corrie, and other trustees, to the Colonial
Secretary, recommending that a new member be accepted into the
Acclimatisation Society, 1878.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library.
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Aviary and Acclimatisation Gardens at Bowen Park, ca. 1889.
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‘The fountain, statues and palm tree at Bowen Park, ca. 1885.

Courtesy of the John Oxley Library.





