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Our understanding of the history of vegetation change after the British invasion of Tasmania is limited. The Queens Domain 
in Hobart is an area of remnant grassy woodland that provides the opportunity to document such vegetation change and 
its causes using historical images and reports. Tree removal, stock grazing, and the consequent reduction in the incidence of 
fire appear to have resulted in a decline in tree cover after European settlement, reaching a nadir during 1861–1880. Paint-
ings and photographs indicated a sharp increase in tree cover between 1921 and 1941, associated with the banning of stock 
grazing. This increase appears to have been encouraged, rather than hindered, by the increasing frequency of low-intensity 
fire resulting from a reduction in grazing pressure.
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INTRODUCTION

The vegetation created through management by Indigenous 
peoples has been much modified since the British invasion of 
Tasmania (Kirkpatrick 1994, Fletcher et al. 2020). Clearance 
of land for agriculture has been the major impact. Among 
the ecosystems most suited to agricultural pursuits have 
been the temperate grasslands and grassy woodlands, the 
remnants of which are among the most modified ecosystems 
in Australia (Kirkpatrick et al. 1995). 

The Queens Domain (the “Domain”) is a remnant of 
grassy woodland in inner-city Hobart, Tasmania, Australia. 
Since the 1960s there has been a well-documented transition 
from Eucalyptus viminalis grassy woodland to E. viminalis-
Allocasuarina verticillata woodland/forest or A. verticillata 
open/closed forest over much of the Domain (Kirkpatrick 
1986, 2004, Kirkpatrick et al. 2007). The woody thickening 
documented for the Domain since the 1960s has also 
occurred on coastal sand dunes (Hayes & Kirkpatrick 2012, 
Guy & Kirkpatrick 2018), in coastal heath (Bargmann & 
Kirkpatrick 2015) and in grasslands and grassy woodlands 
elsewhere in Tasmania (Kirkpatrick et al. 2007, Romanin et 
al. 2016). The openness of woodland and forest vegetation 
in the mid-twentieth century has been postulated to be the 
result of a combination of burning and heavy grazing, with 
the removal or reduction of either or both disturbances 
allowing woody thickening to occur (Kirkpatrick et al. 
2007). Grazing following burning promotes lawn grassland 
(Leonard et al. 2010) and may eliminate or reduce woody 
regrowth (Roberts et al. 2011, Hazeldine & Kirkpatrick 
2015). The vegetation changes on the Domain that occurred 
between European settlement in 1803 and the 1960s have 
not been systematically documented. In fact, there is a 
dearth of centuries-scale documentation of changes to the 

ecosystem post-colonisation in Australia, with a tendency to 
instead compare the present vegetation to a pre-European 
baseline (Lunt 2002). While these comparisons are useful 
for understanding changes to vegetation patterns, they can 
overlook the fact that present patterns are a result of past 
actions (Lunt 2002). Grasslands and grassy woodlands in 
Australia have been particularly subjected to changes to 
disturbance regimes post-colonisation due to the ease with 
which they could be used for agriculture. They are therefore 
well-represented within the literature on pre-invasion 
vegetation (e.g., Fensham 1989, Lunt 2002). 

Common sources for historical vegetation recon-
struction include government records, maps, surveyors’ 
reports, management plans, aerial photographs and 
anecdotal communication. The accuracy of the vegetation 
reconstruction is dependent on the quality of the sources 
(Shea et al. 2014, Yang et al. 2014, Sevara et al. 2018, 
Beller et al. 2020). The Queens Domain has a wealth of 
written and photographic historical material from which 
to extract information about vegetation change, land use 
change, management regimes and ecological processes 
that have occurred over the past two centuries. This paper 
builds on the general historical observations of Terry 
(1999), Sheridan (2002) and Cahalan (2016) to establish 
the history of structural change in the vegetation of the 
Domain by comparing the historic vegetation with the 
current state, and an analysis of temporal changes in tree 
cover, based on artworks and photographs (app. 1). We 
relate these observed changes to variation in disturbance 
regimes deduced from printed information. The purpose of 
this work is to bridge the gap in knowledge of disturbance 
regimes and their impacts on native vegetation from the 
time of British invasion to the decade-scale analyses of 
vegetation change undertaken by Kirkpatrick (1986, 2004). 

https://doi.org/10.26749/rstpp.155.2.37
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History

The area has been known variously as the Government 
Domain, the Queens Domain and the Government Paddock 
(Cahalan 2016). The term “domain” refers to the grounds 
associated with the residence of the Governor (Terry 1999). 
The area was chosen as the location of Government House 
in 1811 by Governor Lachlan Macquarie (Terry 1999). 
However, the people of Hobart considered the area to be 
a “common” and responded angrily to the Government’s 
attempts to exclude them and to the “alienation” of the 
area for various industries, such as slaughter-yards and 
quarries (Cahalan 2016). Calls for the Domain to be made 
“inalienable” began as early as 1836 (The Hobart Town 
Courier 23 Sept. 1836, p. 4; app. 2.1). The Domain would 
eventually be made inalienable through the Queen’s Domain 
and Launceston Swamp Bill 1858, the same year that the 
construction of Government House was finished (Terry 
1999). However, parts of the Domain were still developed, 
and by the twentieth century the Domain would house several 
quarries, the shipyards, two cricket grounds, the Beaumaris 
Zoo, the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, a railway 
and the University of Tasmania (Terry 1999). The Queens 
Domain Improvement Committee was formed in 1875. 

It consisted of members of the Royal Society of Tasmania 
with an interest in the management of the Domain, many 
of whom were influenced by the English park-like ideal of 
landscape design (Terry 1999). This committee was given 
legal power through the Queen’s Domain Committee Act 1889, 
reporting to the Minister for Lands and Works (The Mercury 
25 Sept. 1889, p. 3; app. 2.2).. In 1917, management of 
the Domain was transferred to the Hobart City Council, 
where it remains today (Inspiring Place 2013). 

METHODS

Study area

The Queens Domain is an urban park located in Hobart, 
Tasmania (42°52'07.74'' S 147°19'49.31'' E, fig. 1), with 
a maximum elevation of 90 m. The underlying geology is 
predominately Jurassic dolerite, on which dermosols form, 
with some Tertiary lacustrine sediments along the foreshore 
(Kirkpatrick 2004). The current area of the Domain is 
approximately 230 ha (Inspiring Place 2013). The boundary 
of the Domain has changed throughout the centuries (pl. 1) 
and once encompassed approximately 260 ha (Sheridan 

FIG. 1 — The Queens Domain, Hobart. 526487 E 5254165 N, GDA2020/MGA55. (Source: LIST map)
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2002), with much of the loss resulting from clearance 
for roads and other uses. Some locations discussed in this 
paper therefore may no longer fall within the boundaries 
of the present Domain, which currently includes the Royal 
Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, Government House, its 
grounds and the Cenotaph as well as the bush and sport 
grounds, but not the Brooker Highway or the University of 
Tasmania campus buildings. In this work, we have primarily 
investigated any parts of the Domain that at any time were 
covered with predominantly native vegetation.

The Domain is bordered by the Derwent River to the 
east and ringed by the Brooker Highway which provides 
access to the city suburbs and greater Hobart area. The 
most dominant plant communities according to TASVEG 
4.0 are Eucalyptus viminalis grassy forest and woodland 
(DVG), Allocasuarina verticillata forest (NAV), Eucalyptus 
pulchella forest and woodland (DPU), Eucalyptus globulus 
dry forest and woodland (DGL), and lowland Themeda 
triandra grassland (GTL) (DPIPWE 2020). 

Data collection and analysis

Historical images and written records referring to the 
Domain were accessed using Trove and Libraries Tasmania 

(https://trove.nla.gov.au, https://libraries.tas.gov.au, accessed 
June–October 2020). The plates used to estimate changes 
in vegetation cover over time are provided in appendix 1. A 
list of all newspaper sources including article title describing 
existing vegetation and changes in management on the 
Domain are provided in appendix 2. Appendix 3 contains 
a list of all the historic images used in the comparative 
analysis of changes in vegetation over time. These images 
were organised into a geographic region based on the area 
depicted in the image, or where the image was taken, these 
categories being Domain West, Domain East, Domain North, 
Domain South, Entire Domain (comprising paintings where 
all or a large part of the Domain could be seen, as well as 
aerial photographs), Foreshore, and additional categories 
for Government House and Botanical Gardens. While the 
landscapes of the Botanical Gardens, Government House 
and other human infrastructure are an important part of the 
history of the Queens Domain and make up a substantial 
portion of the photographic record, images of these locations 
were only included in subsequent analyses insofar as they 
depicted the native vegetation. The outline tree cover visible 
in images was estimated to the nearest ten percent. Where 
there was sufficient clarity in the images, a determination of 
vegetation community was made. The images were divided 

PLATE 1 — Close up of the Queens Domain taken from Plan of Hobart and its vicinity – Battery Point & Domain Point are copied from 
Mr Scott’s survey the remainder by W. S. Sharland, 1827. Digitised image from Libraries Tasmania, https://stors.tas.gov.au/AI/AF394-
1-4.
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into time periods, mostly of 20-year intervals. The mean 
cover of trees was compared between these time periods 
using one-way analysis of variance with Tukey’s test in the 
statistical computer program Minitab (Version 16). Images 
with insufficient tree cover information or inexact dates 
were excluded from analysis. The total number of images 
included in the analysis was 92. 

The images were analysed to establish whether there 
were sufficient geographic features or landmarks present to 
determine an approximate location for repeat photographs. 
Google Earth Terrain View was used to gain the approximate 
GPS locations from which the original images were taken. 
Six sites were then chosen for rephotographing based on 
our confidence in the image location, and the evenness 
of their distribution across the Domain. Two images were 
taken from the western side, two from the eastern side, 
and one each in the north and south. On the ground, the 
approximate locations were then cross-referenced with the 
historical images. The dominant plant species and vegetation 
structure were recorded. 

RESULTS

Five of the six rephotographed locations showed an 
increase in density compared to its historic state, with one 
location being the same (table 1). The nineteenth-century 
understoreys were largely dominated by grasses with few or 
no understorey shrubs. In the late twentieth century there 
was a transition from open grassy woodland to shrubby E. 
globulus-E. pulchella forest and woodland in the west, from 
open grassy woodland to A. verticillata forest on the east, 
and from open grassy woodland to E. viminalis-E. globulus 
grassy forest and woodland in the south. In the northern 
section, the vegetation changed much less than elsewhere.

There was significant differentiation in tree cover 
between time periods (ANOVA, F = 3.458,83, P = 0.002). 
Between 1841 and 1901 the mean cover for all periods was 
significantly less than that for the 1991–2020 mean. The 
period of lowest tree cover occurred from 1861 to 1880 
(fig. 2). Tree cover was highly variable within periods in 
the nineteenth century, with a gradual decrease in mean 
cover until 1861–1880 (fig. 2). Mean cover was then low 
until 1901–1920, then increased dramatically in the next 
two periods (fig. 2). The last two periods had high levels 
of mean cover and low variability (fig. 2).

Pre-colonial and early colonial era

Reconstructing the landscape of the Domain prior to 
European occupation is challenging as there are no depictions 
or descriptions of its vegetation prior to British invasion. 
The Domain was occupied by the muwinina Aboriginal 
people, with records of shell middens on the eastern shoreline 
indicating that the site was used for at least 5000 years prior 
to colonisation (Kerrison & Binns 1984). The vegetation 
structure at the time of colonisation was likely to have been 
woodland or grassy woodland which is likely to have been 
maintained by patch burning by the muwinina people and 

grazing by native herbivores (Kirkpatrick 2004). The native 
tree composition is likely to have been similar to that of today. 

A general picture of the vegetation surrounding the 
Sullivans Cove colony can be gained from James Backhouse 
Walker who, working from the diaries and letters of the 
early colonisers, described the area around the settlement 
as consisting of “… dense tangles of tea-tree scrub … 
with … huge gum trees, … and … slopes covered with 
trees” (Walker 1889, p. 226). The area of the creek which 
formed the Domain’s southwestern border was described 
as a “swampy flat” with the beach running round the 
“wooded slope” to what is now Macquarie Point (Walker 
1889, p. 226). Later sources refer to the Domain being 
“wooded down to the very beach” in the early years post-
colonisation (app. 2.3). The View of Sullivans Cove (possibly 
by George William Evans 1804, pl. 2) depicts the initial 
camp in the Sullivans Cove settlement, with trees shown 
in the foreground on the southwestern shoreline of what 
would become the Domain. 

In the early years after colonisation the Domain is 
described as being “in a state approaching nature” and 
“well-wooded with natural trees” (app. 2.4) as well as 
“park-like lands [...] which never carried timber and scrub 
very thickly” (app. 2.5). Land clearance occurred shortly 
after colonisation, with four allotments totalling over 20 ha 
granted on the southern foreshore area between 1804 and 
1805. Early clearing can be seen in a rough sketch made 
by Deputy-Surveyor G.P. Harris entitled Hobart ca. 1805 
(pl. 3). No further allotments were granted after the Domain 
was claimed for the Government in 1818 (Terry 1999). 

Tree removal has been a major disturbance throughout 
the European use of the Domain, occurring “as soon as the 
tents were pitched” after the arrival of the early colonists 
(Walker 1889). Individual settlers were permitted to remove 
trees on the Domain for firewood and other uses until 1816 
(app. 2.6). The practice continued illegally in subsequent 
decades to such an extent that it was feared the Domain 

FIG. 2 — Change in tree cover depicted on images between 
periods. The line connects the means for periods. Each dot 
represents an individual image.
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TABLE 1  — Comparison of vegetation between historic images and 2020

Title of image
(appendix and plate 
reference)

Year Location Vegetation Tree 
cover 

estimate

2020 Vegetation 2020 
tree 

cover
View from the 
Domain looking N.W 
across New Town 
Bay, Bellevue in 
foreground (app. 1, 
pl. 7)

1826–
1853

North Open grassy 
woodland. Eucalyptus 
sp., in tree layer, 
height estimate 
between 8–15m. 
Allocasuarina 
verticillata seen in 
understorey and in 
background. Some 
tussocks can be seen.

60% Open grassy woodland, tallest 
layer dominated by E. viminalis with 
scattered E. globulus.Understorey 
consists of juvenile eucalypts, 
Allocasuarina verticillata, Exocarpos 
cupressiformis, Acacia mearnsii, both 
adult & juvenile.  
Range of native grasses (Themeda 
triandra, Poa spp.) in understorey.

60%

Government House, 
Hobart Town, and the 
River Derwent from 
the Domain (app. 1, 
pl. 9)

1866 South Open grassy woodland 
land with scattered 
Eucalyptus sp., in tree 
later. Range of heights 
to >12 m. Understorey 
grass-dominant with 
small shrubs.

30% E. viminalis- E. globulus forest and 
woodland. Understorey of Bursaria, 
Allocasuarina verticillata, Acacia 
melanoxylon, and Acacia mearnsii. 
Various native grasses including 
Themeda triandra, Poa spp., Lomandra 
longifolia. 
Large amount of fallen branches, bark, 
leaf litter.

50%

Cornelian Bay, 
Hobart (app. 1, pl. 
11)

~1890 East Open grassy woodland 
with tussocks and 
scattered Eucalyptus 
spp. Allocasuarina 
verticillata and 
Bursaria spinosa in 
understorey.

10% Allocasuarina verticillata forest with 
scattered E.viminalis. Understorey 
consists of Bursaria spinosa 
and Acacia mearnsii. Grasses 
include Themeda triandra., Poa 
spp., Lomandra longifoilia. Many 
Allocasuarina verticillata seedlings. 
Lots of litter from Allocasuarina. 
verticillata.

60%

View of Hobart from 
the Domain showing 
Campbell Street 
and the Park Street 
intersection (app. 1, 
pl. 13)

~1900 West Tree layer of 
Eucalyptus viminalis 
and E. pulchella, tall 
and large in diameter. 
Grassy understorey, 
no shrubs or small 
trees.

10% Shrubby Eucalyptus pulchella/globulus 
forest. Very dense understorey, 
Dodonea viscosa dominant with 
Bursaria spinosa. Grass layer is dense, 
with large tussocks of Lomandra 
longifolia. Thick layer of leaf litter.

70%

North Hobart - View 
from Domain  
c 1910s (app. 1, pl. 
15)

1910 West Tree layer consists 
of sparse, juvenile E. 
globulus. Understorey 
grass-dominant with 
various species of 
native grasses

10% Shrubby Eucalyptus globulus 
forest, very dense understorey with 
Dodonea viscosa dominant as well 
as Acacia dealbata, Acacia mearnsii, 
Allocasuarina verticillata, Bursaria 
spinosa, Exocarpos cupressiformis. 
Lower strata consisting of range of 
native grasses including Lomandra 
longifolia., Poa, etc. Lots of leaf litter, 
fallen branches, etc.

70%

View of the Eastern 
Shore from the 
Domain Road (app. 
1, pl. 17)

1920 East Canopy layer eucalypt-
dominate, understorey 
of younger eucalypts 
and Bursaria. 
Understorey open, 
grass layer not seen

40% Allocasuarina verticillata forest with 
scattered eucalypts, Bursaria spinosa 
also present in understorey.

70%

would become bare (apps 2.7, 2.8). Between 1810 and 
1850, landscape paintings show most of the Domain as 
being wooded across the hill, although the density of tree 
cover varies somewhat with artistic interpretation. Clearing 
was concentrated in the southern section, particularly near 
the shoreline, as indicated by images taken from within the 
Domain. The southern section of the Domain is depicted 
as an open grassy woodland with tall eucalypts with few 
or no understorey shrubs in images from the early decades 

after colonisation, such as T.E. Chapman’s In Paddock 
(1836) and Taken in the Paddock, Hobart Town, V.D.L. 
(1837, pl. 4) (apps 3.16, 3.17).

The openness of the understorey of this lowland area of 
the Domain is likely to have been similar to its pre-colonial 
state, as this area would probably have been favoured by the 
muwinina people for hunting (Kirkpatrick 2004); however, 
indicators of European modification such as stumps (Ryan 
2009) are present in many images from this time.
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PLATE 3 — Hobart Town 
ca. 1805, G.P. Harris, 
1805. The southern 
shoreline of the Domain 
can be seen on the far-
right side, inscribed with 
the number 10. Digitised 
item from National Library 
of Australia, http://nla.gov.
au/nla.obj-135224422

PLATE 2 — View of Sullivan’s 
Cove. Inscribed by Lt. John 
Bowen, although variously 
attributed to George William 
Evans and G.P. Harris, 1804. 
Trees in right-side foreground 
are on the southwestern 
shoreline of the Domain. 
Digitised item from the 
State Library of New South 
Wales,  https://search.sl.nsw.
gov.au/permalink/f/1cvjue2/
ADLIB110326130

Stock grazing replaced burning and grazing by marsupials 
as the major disturbance controlling the understorey, 
keeping down the length of the grass and impeding shrub 
and tree establishment. Cattle grazing was banned along 
with tree removal in 1816 (app. 2.6). However, stock and 
stockkeepers continued to “trespass” onto the Domain 
for decades, resulting in the Domain being fenced and 
constables being stationed for the purpose of impounding 
stock (apps 2.9, 2.10). In the 1820s, illegal grazing was 
so rampant that accusations were made that the Domain 
fence was intentionally kept in a state of disrepair so that 
profit could be made from impounding the trespassing 
stock (app. 2.11). The issuing of grazing licenses in the 
1840s (app. 2.12) did not appear to have any impact on 
reducing stock numbers, with the Domain described as 
being “overrun with wild bullocks and flocks of sheep” 
(app. 2.13).

1850s–1900

Grazing appeared to occur throughout the Domain. Hobart 
Town from the Domain by Knud Bull (app. 3.26) depicts 
a shepherd and a flock of sheep at the northern end of the 
Domain, while View of Rossbank Observatory, 1854 (app. 
3.27), by the same artist, shows a similar scene near the 
southern shoreline of the Domain. These clearly indicate 
the differences in vegetation between these two sections of 
the Domain in this period. The vegetation in the first image 
appears dense, forest-like, and “well-wooded”, while in the 
second image, the area is open and grassy, with stumps and 
logs indicative of tree clearance (Ryan 2009). Newspapers at 
this time refer to both the threat to humans and the impact 
on young trees occurring as a result of the high stock levels 
on the Domain (apps 2.14, 2.15).
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By the mid- to late-nineteenth century, there are abundant 
references to the decline of the vegetation on the Domain. 
Charles E. Walch, well-known bookseller, preacher, and 
future Chairman of the Queens Domain Committee, wrote 
a lengthy Letter to the Editor in 1874 decrying the “half a 
century of utter neglect” and the “[defacing of ] its natural 
beauties” to clear land for the various buildings, quarries, 
slaughter-yards, and fences on the Domain, as well as for 
the “extensive” grounds of Government House (app. 2.3). 
Over a period of years Walch observed the loss of trees 
across the Domain “partly from rapid natural decay, and 
partly by man’s destroying hand”, noting that the western 
slope of the Domain in particular was “quite bare, while 
many of the trees still standing are in the last stages of 
decay” (app. 2.3). Another source noted that the western 
slope of the Domain, known to be well-wooded in the 
1850s, was almost bare by the 1860s due to the regular 
system of depredation of illegal tree removal that occurred 
due to the lack of police supervision (app. 2.8).

The Superintendent of the Royal Society Gardens, Francis 
Abbott, in a paper read to the Royal Society of Tasmania 
in 1875, spoke of the need for the “improvement” of the 
Domain, and drew attention to the causes for the “stunted 
appearance” of the trees on the Domain:

In the first place, there can be no doubt that between 
20 and 30 years ago, many of the largest gum trees 
were cut down [...] during the whole of this time the 
surface has been depastured by sheep and cattle, which 
has had the combined effect of consolidating the surface, 

and preventing any seedling trees from springing up to 
supply the place of those removed. The wattles again 
present a most unsightly and stunted appearance, and 
[...] are evidently hastening to decay [...] partly due to 
the cause just mentioned, and partly to the fact that 
the lower branches have generally been browsed off 
when the trees were young. Again, the depasturing of 
cattle has not only consolidated the surface, but it has 
kept the grass close grazed, which may be considered 
as removing nature’s mulching, the effect of which is 
that the rains, instead of soaking into the ground, rush 
precipitately to the water-courses [...] and what little 
does enter the soil is quickly dried up by the sun and 
wind. (Abbott 1875, p. 33)

Former Surveyor-General J.E. Calder described the “many 
unsightly trees that disfigure the surface […] and give one 
the very poorest idea of Tasmania’s forest lands” (app. 2.16). 
Notably, Calder asserts that the Domain, previously being 
“ancient forest […] in vigorous growth” began to decline 
after the “slaughter of the forest trees” was permitted to 
form what would become the Royal Society Gardens, as 
well as the ending of police patrols of the Domain’s borders 
for stock impounding (app. 2.16). 

It is evident from these descriptions that the Domain 
was suffering from both a decline in the quantity of trees 
and in the health of the remaining trees; however, most 
of the decline was concentrated in the Domain’s southern 
area. Abbott notes that the “upper portions” of the Domain 
have “sufficient” “natural arboreal vegetation”, consisting of 
E. viminalis and E. amygdalina, as well as several trees of 
“blue gum, native cherry, she-oak, native box, and banksia” 
(Abbott 1882). This is one of the very few references to 
understorey vegetation on the Domain, other than to 
the “twisted” wattles growing on the eastern shore near 
Government House (app. 2.17) and reports of Acacia 
mearnsii springing up after fires (app. 2.18). Photographs 
from this time demonstrate the sparse distribution of 
eucalypts and lack of understorey (pl. 5). 

PLATE 4 — Taken in the Paddock, Hobart Town, V.D.L. 1837, 
T.E. Chapman. No longer available online. Stump can be seen in 
the right foreground.

PLATE 5 — River Derwent, from the Queen’s Domain, Hobart, 
Elite Studio, 1884. A similar view of the Derwent River can be 
seen in plate 4. Digitised item from Allport Library and Museum 
of Fine Arts, Tasmanian Archive and Heritage Office, https://
stors.tas.gov.au/ILS/SD_ILS-634418
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Mounting public pressure resulted in management 
changes on the Domain. Cattle grazing was banned in 
1881, although sheep grazing was permitted to continue 
(app. 2.19). This was praised as a “step in the right 
direction”, although concerns were raised that sheep 
would be insufficient for managing the length of the 
grass (Crouch 1881). The 1890s saw the formalisation of 
the Queens Domain Committee, whose notable works 
in this period include the intentional thinning of the 
Domain’s remaining eucalypts, to maintain a “park-like” 
appearance (app. 2.20), the planting of the pinetum near 
the Botanical Gardens, where a “few standing gum trees” 
would be allowed to remain (app. 2.21), the lopping of over 
a hundred unhealthy eucalypts (app. 2.18), the levelling 
and replanting of the quarry opposite Government House 
(app. 2.22), the planting of (non-native) eucalypts on the 
eastern slope of the Domain between Government House 
and Cornelian Bay (app. 2.23) and the development or 
expansion of roads (apps 2.24, 2.25, 2.26). 

1900s–1950s

Two decades of cattle exclusion had caused the grasses 
on the Domain to become a fire hazard; in 1905, the 
Queens Domain Committee debated the benefits of the 
reintroduction of cattle on fuel loads versus the potential 
damage to the new plantations that dotted the Domain 
(app. 2.27). Cattle would eventually be reintroduced on 
an ad-hoc basis to control the grass, although they quickly 
became abundant, roving in droves of “up to 20” and causing 
damage to young trees planted along the roads (apps 2.28, 
2.29). Dry weather and lack of water in the early 1910s 
caused the death of several plantings, and accidental fires 
had caused “grave losses” to young trees, while “larger gums 
have become so weakened by fires around their roots that it 
now becomes imperative an earnest effort made to re-clothe 
at once the more frequented parts of the Domain with young 
eucalypts” (app. 2.29). Planned burns were undertaken to 
remove the grass fuel load and protect the plantations from 
further damage from bushfires (app. 2.28).  

In 1917, funding concerns, as well as a lack of partici-
pation from committee members, prompted the Queens 
Domain Committee to recommend management of the 
Domain be taken over by the Hobart City Council, 
which subsequently happened (app. 2.30). This change 
in management led to a “speedy improvement” in the 
Domain’s “park-like aspect” (app. 2.31). 

One of the major planting regimes in the early twentieth 
century was the Soldiers Avenue, a double-lined avenue of 
Cedrus deodara extending from the southern to the northern 
section of the Domain Hill established after the First World 
War (app. 2.32, pl. 6). The scattered distribution and poor 
condition of E. viminalis on the southern slope of the 
Domain surrounding the juvenile Cedrus behind protective 
guards can be seen in plate 6. Many of the introduced trees, 
being unsuited to the soils of the Domain, died shortly 
after being planted (app. 2.33) and work was required to 
improve the view of the avenue (app. 2.34).  

Beginning in 1920 and continuing until the mid-
twentieth century there was an organised effort to “reclothe” 
many of the bare areas of the Domain with native trees 
(apps 2.35, 2.36) with most of these plantings occurring 
on the western slope of the Domain from behind the 
Hobart High School grounds to the northwestern section 
(apps 2.37, 2.38). The eastern section of the Domain was 
said to be “well clothed with indigenous trees” but on 
the shallower soils of the western slope, “trees were not 
so abundant and healthy” and were therefore in need of 
restoration (app. 2.39).

Over a thousand trees, including Australian natives such 
as A. mearnsii, A. verticillata, E. globulus and A. pycnantha 
(not native to Tasmania) as well as exotics including ashes, 
silver birches and conifers (apps 2.40, 41). were planted 
in this section of the Domain over the decades, as well as 
around the cricket ground (app. 2.36) and the former zoo 
site (app. 2.42). Wattles were planted yearly as a part of 
the Tasmanian Wattle League’s annual Wattle Day events 
(app. 2.41). 

Many mature trees, said to be either dead or suffering 
from dry rot, were removed from the northwestern section 
of the Domain in the early 1930s, with many of the 
trees remaining being lopped (app. 2.43). This area was 
described as a “forest of gaunt skeletons” (app. 2.44) after 
the removal, but a year later it was described as “refreshingly 
green” due to the “rejuvenation” of the trees as a result of 
pruning (app. 2.45). 

The sanctioned removal of trees, the illegal removal of 
trees by vandals and the “withering away” of many of the 
juvenile trees (app. 2.46) resulted in parts of the western 
section of the Domain being described as “denuded” and 
“flea bitten” (app. 2.47). One Letter to the Editor attributed 
the continued poor state of the Domain’s vegetation to 
the fact that “[owing] to the destruction of the original 
forests [...] the Domain is no longer an ideal environment 
for eucalypts” (app. 2.48). The lack of an understorey to 
provide nutrients, combined with the constant assault on 
the vegetation from strong winds, and the “poor, stony soil” 
meant that no tree planted could be expected to survive 
“more than a few years” (app. 2.48). Still, the replanting 

PLATE 6 — Photograph - Hobart - Domain - Soldiers 
Memorial - tree plantations, 1914–1918. Digitised item 
from Libraries Tasmania, https://stors.tas.gov.au/NS869-1-
48J2K$init=NS869-1-48
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of bare patches with native vegetation continued until the 
1950s on the western section of the Domain as well as on 
the apex of the hill (app. 2.49).

The grazing of cattle ceased indefinitely in the 1920s, 
and the extreme length and dryness of the grass led to an 
increase in grass fires on the Domain (apps 2.50, 2.51, 
Kirkpatrick 2004). There are numerous references to fires 
on the Domain throughout the twentieth century, some 
being small and easily contained, some burning up to 20 
acres of grass and causing significant damage to trees (app. 
2.53). Major fires occurred in 1952 on both the western 
and eastern sides of the Domain where more than 15 
acres of grass was burned (apps 2.53, 2.54) and again in 
1953 when 91 fires burned in Hobart within a period of 
three weeks, most of these occurring on the Domain (app. 
2.55). The destructiveness of this fire season led to half of 
the grass area of the Domain being burned off (app. 2.56) 
and the introduction of mowing and cutting to control 
the grass (app. 2.56).

DISCUSSION

The results from the comparison of historic images with the 
modern vegetation indicate an increase in tree cover, which is 
in line with the pattern of woody thickening observed on the 
Domain since 1974 (Kirkpatrick 2004). The major change 
to disturbance regimes on the Domain after colonisation was 
the replacement of Aboriginal fire regimes with high-intensity 
stock grazing. This was extremely common in grasslands 
and grassy woodlands post-colonisation (Fensham 1989, 
Lunt 1998b, Franco & Morgan 2007). The encroachment 
of shrubs into grasslands and grassy woodlands after the 
removal of grazing as a disturbance regime is also common 
(Lunt 2002). The encroachment of A. verticillata into 
eucalypt forest and woodland observed by Kirkpatrick 
(2004) probably began after the severe fire seasons of the 
early 1950s, as the transition from eucalypt grassland to 
Allocasuarina forest occurs in the absence of disturbance or 
after low-level fires (Lunt 1998a, Lunt 1998b). The grassy 
woodland structure of the Domain was maintained by the 
introduction of grazing after the removal of Aboriginal 
fire regimes; however, the increase in stock levels with the 
introduction of grazing licenses, in conjunction with the 
removal of trees for land clearance, firewood, shipbuilding 
and other purposes, was suggested to have resulted in soil 
compaction, exposure to increased wind, soil drying, and soil 
water repellence which contributed to tree dieback (Bailey 
2012). High grazing levels would have also contributed to 
the lack of recruitment of eucalypt seedlings, both for natural 
regeneration and those planted by the Queens Domain 
Committee in the late nineteenth century (Lunt 1991, 
Zacharek 1997). Grazing also probably impeded the growth 
of A. verticillata seedlings. Given the current abundance of 
this species on the Domain (Kirkpatrick 2004), it is notable 
that there are relatively few mentions of A. verticillata in 
the historic record. Abbott (1882) states that there were “a 
few trees” of A. verticillata in the northern section of the 
Domain, which is logical considering the comparative lack of 

disturbance that occurred in this area. “She-oaks” were also 
amongst the species planted in the early twentieth century 
on the western slopes of the Domain. Low-intensity sheep 
grazing was found to reduce the regeneration of A. verticillata 
seedlings on Kangaroo Island (Pepper 1997). It is likely 
that the reduced grazing pressure following the removal 
of cattle from the Domain in 1881, provided sufficient 
disturbance to prevent the establishment of A. verticillata in 
much of the Domain until the 1950s. Some species on the 
Domain, such as T. triandra, may also have benefited from 
the cessation of grazing (Kirkpatrick 1986, Zacharek 1997). 
Grasses were noted to increase in abundance following the 
removal of cattle, although no species was specified. It is 
evident that the exclusion of cattle and the increase in fuel 
loads, in combination with warm and dry weather in the 
early twentieth century, resulted in increased fire frequency 
(Leonard et al. 2010). 

In a long-term study of vegetation dynamics in a coastal 
grassy woodland, with similar patterns of disturbance 
regimes change to the Domain, Lunt (1998a) observed 
that the two phases of European management were marked 
by a lack of understanding of the impact of the previous 
management decisions on the present vegetation. This 
was not the case in the second phase of European land 
management on the Domain. The members of the Queens 
Domain Committee, many of whom were members of the 
Royal Society possessing extensive botanical knowledge, 
were well aware of the causes of the decline in vegetation 
on the Domain, as evidenced by the letters read by Abbott 
in 1875 and 1882. However, this understanding did not 
appear to have a corresponding influence on the success 
of “improvement” works on the Domain. Many of the 
Committee’s strategies were informed by colonial ideals 
that valued an English park-like landscape and European 
deciduous species (Lum 2018) over the “rugged wilderness” 
of the Tasmanian bush (Hobart Town Daily Mercury 22 
May 1860, p. 2, app. 2.57). This perspective needs to 
be considered when analysing historical descriptions 
of the Domain, particularly the use of terms such as 
“improvement”, a word rooted in the philosophy espoused 
by Lancelot “Capability” Brown and other nineteenth-
century European landscape architects (Lum 2018). 

Limitations

Landscape paintings have considerable value for establishing 
the vegetation structure and composition of historic 
landscapes (Ryan 2009): however, considering the subjectivity 
of landscape paintings is essential when using them as sources 
for reconstruction (Fensham 1989, Farag-Miller et al. 2013). 
Australian landscape artists were often not concerned with 
creating an accurate representation of vegetation, but more 
with conveying an image of the Australian landscape that 
would be appealing to prospective settlers (Romanin et al. 
2016). Images of the Tasmanian landscape painted by John 
Glover, for example, were captivating to an English audience 
due to their ability to convey the exotic vegetation while 
at once evoking the atmosphere of an English park (Lum 
2018). Ryan (2009) notes the accuracy of early colonial 
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artists in depicting vegetation structure. It is possible to 
identify eucalypts, tussocks, and understorey shrubs in many 
paintings of the Domain even if the artwork is stylised. Due 
to the quantity of images depicting the Domain, it was also 
possible to cross-reference several of the landscape paintings 
from the mid-nineteenth century with photographs from 
the same era to establish accuracy.
Written historical material can be used to support the image 
record (Ryan 2009). Some assumptions must be made 
however when assessing the language used by early colonial 
writers to describe vegetation. Early colonial surveyors 
described the grassland and grassy woodland vegetation of 
the Midlands as “thinly timbered”, “moderately wooded” 
and “interspersed with wood” (Fensham 1989), while the 
Domain was described as “well-wooded” without thick 
timber. Lunt (1998a) notes the subjectivity of terms such as 
“thickly timbered”, noting that they can only be interpreted 
in comparison with the surrounding landscape. “Well-
wooded” could be interpreted to mean densely wooded 
(although Fensham (1989) notes that “forested” would be 
the more commonly used phrase), or that the wood itself 
was in good condition. While objective records such as 
surveyors’ field notes and maps are often used for historic 
reconstruction (Bickford & Mackey 2004), there are few 
of these sources available for the Domain. As the Domain 
has been an important place for the people of Hobart since 
before colonisation, it has the benefit of a wealth of informal 
historical records relating to its land use, particularly in 
the newspaper record. While this record is invaluable in 
reconstructing the patterns of land use, it is also essential to 
acknowledge the subjectivity of opinion. For example, one 
article from the Mercury in 1883 dismisses improvement 
works on the Domain by saying that only “here and there 
a chair erected, and a tree planted and guarded, give 
evidence they are doing something”, while another from 
the Daily Telegraph in the same year commends the “highly 
successful” management for “here and there” planting shrubs 
and constructing “convenient and substantial seats” (app. 
2.58, 2.59). Despite these limitations, the present study 
has benefited from the abundance of references and the 
descriptive language about the vegetation that would not 
necessarily be found in surveyors’ journals. Phrases such 
as the “slaughter of forest trees” and “forest[s] of gaunt 
skeletons” demonstrate both the severity with which the 
Domain was perceived to be in decline, as well as how much 
the people of Hobart cared about the state of the “people’s 
park” (Cahalan 2016). 

CONCLUSION

This study has documented the changes to disturbance 
regimes that have occurred in the Queens Domain following 
the British invasion and European settlement. The Domain 
has had periods of high and low tree cover caused by the 
introduction and exclusion of disturbances. Indigenous fire 
regimes and grazing from native herbivores were replaced by 
grazing from cattle maintaining the open grassy woodland 
structure of the Domain, but also impeding the growth of 

new trees. Tree removal and land clearing resulted in the 
reduction of tree cover on the Domain. The cessation of these 
processes has contributed to the woody thickening of the 
Domain that has occurred since the mid-twentieth century. 
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PLATE 7 — View from the Domain looking N.W across New 
Town Bay, Bellevue in foreground, George Thomas William 
Blamey, 1826–1853. Digitised item from Libraries Tasmania, 
https://stors.tas.gov.au/144582954 PLATE 8 — Location of View from the Domain looking N.W 

across New Town Bay, Bellevue in foreground rephotographed 
in 2020. 

APPENDIX 1: COMPARISON IMAGES

PLATE 9 — Government House, Hobart Town, and the River 
Derwent from the Domain 1866, Samuel Gill. Digitised item from 
Libraries Tasmania, http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135682499

PLATE 10 — Location of Government House, Hobart Town, and 
the River Derwent from the Domain rephotographed in 2020.

PLATE 11 — Cornelian Bay, Hobart 1890, A. Mather & Co. 
Digitised item from Libraries Tasmania, https://stors.tas.gov.au/
AUTAS0016125396028$init=AUTAS001612539602

PLATE 12 — Location of Cornelian Bay, Hobart rephotographed 
in 2020.
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PLATE 13 — View of Hobart from the Domain showing Campbell 
Street and the Park Street intersection 1900, photographer 
unknown. Digitised item from Libraries Tasmania, https://stors.
tas.gov.au/AI/PH30-1-9578

PLATE 14 — Location of View of Hobart from the Domain 
showing Campbell Street and the Park Street intersection 
rephotographed 2020.

PLATE 15 — North Hobart – View from Domain 1910, James 
Chandler. Digitised item from Libraries Tasmania, https://stors.
tas.gov.au/AI/NS869-1-440

PLATE 16 – Location of North Hobart – View from Domain 
rephotographed 2020.

PLATE 17 — View of the Eastern Shore from the Domain Road 
1920, T. Crawford. Digitised item from Libraries Tasmania, 
https://stors.tas.gov.au/AI/NS1013-1-515

PLATE 18 — View of the Eastern Shore from the Domain Road 
rephotographed 2020.
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