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Recherche Bay – False Campaign Exposed 
 

In December 2007 the Tasmanian Heritage Council released the results of an archeological 
investigation of Recherché Bay in the far south of Tasmania.  The report concluded “that the 
stone layout cannot be the garden of Delahaye”, one of a number of gardens created during 
visits by the French under D’entrcasteaux in 1792 and 1793, and claimed to be re-discovered 
in 2003 to become of such cultural significance as the main reason to halt selective timber 
harvesting of regrowth forest on private land. 

The ‘Garden’ generated intense media and political pressure 
in the lead up to the 2006 Tasmanian election. This 
conclusion that the stone ‘garden,’ located in February 2003 
by Wilderness Society founding member, ACF councilor1 and 
anti forestry activist Helen Gee, had no association with the 
French visit might now be the final chapter of a sorry tale of 
political power, the trampling of the rights of landowners and 
of a media eager to report a crusade. 

The National media spotlight was turned on this 140 ha block 
owned by two brothers by a report in the Weekend Australian 
on 15 February 20032 that claimed  

“a 48ha parcel of privately owned land there was last year 
offered to Australia's largest timber producer, Gunns, for 
clearfell logging. …The proposed logging zone includes the 
garden area where Delahaye tried in vain to grow 
vegetables.” 

This article told of a Franklin River blockade activist now living north of Recherché Bay 
organizing opposition to the brothers’ plans, and of Senator Brown, also a veteran of the 
blockade, who said of the private property that  

``D'Entrecasteaux's meeting with the Palawa people -- the modern world connecting with 
a people still wholly living in the natural world -- is of global significance ... and one of the 
world's great stories.'' 

To back up his claims Brown had already invited archaeologist Emeritus Professor John 
Mulvaney to the private land at Recherche Bay, to authenticate its international historical 
significance3. 

Some members of the local community formed into a ‘protection group’ to stop the clearfelling 
but did acknowledge the area had been logged before and had been subject to bush fire, they 
were concerned about the intrusive impact of clearfelling.  This was a start of a campaign that 
included national and local television, parliamentary debate, protest marches, bumper stickers 
and a flood of letters to the editor, opinion articles, outspoken celebrities, international 
speeches, filling of talk back radio shows, lobbying by the National Trust and more protests. 

This was despite the fact that brothers David & Robert Vernon sought to manage their 
“precious” land appropriately4 that they had inherited the property from their father, and 
planned to follow his dream of a ‘dude ranch’ (in today’s language a eco wilderness resort) 
financed by the harvesting of the forest as it matured. 

                                                 
1 Australian Conservation Foundation 2006-2009 Councillors 
http://www.acfonline.org.au/articles/news.asp?news_id=1119&c=133651 accessed 13 March 2008 
2 Carol Altmann 15 Feb 2003 Logging in to history - Why our French heritage should be spared the axe - The 
French Connection The Weekend Australian, Page B01 
3 Bob Brown Media Release Australia’s 211-years-old French Garden 18 February 2003 
4 David Vernon, 2006, Advertisement placed in Tasmanian Daily Papers 15 March 2006 
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In the early 1990’s the brothers applied for registration as a Private Timber Reserve under 
Tasmanian Forest legislation, this would require them to manage the land for long term 
forestry.  They also entered into an agreement with North Forest Products (NFP) to conduct 
future harvesting. 

When Gunns Limited acquired the assets of NFP in 2001 they took over the agreement.  
Gunns’ Forest Practices Officers met with the landowners and were able to provide them with 
advice on yields of different timber products, harvesting methods, and the requirements of the 
forest practices code to protect both natural and cultural heritage5. 

The heritage included convict coal mining, whaling and ship repairs, timber harvesting and 
sawmilling, the possible French connection, and landscape values.  Gunns planners contacted 
specialists in the Forest Practices Board who were able to offer a broad range of advice. An 
aerial search located an endangered sea eagle nest in on the North East Peninsula that was 
immediately protected from harvesting activity. 

The Forest Practice Plan that eventuated from this process including expanding an existing 
State owned coastal reserve to 100m from the coast, a ten hectare reserve for the sea eagle, 
streamside reserves and protecting known historical sites.   The total area of forest operation 
was 151 ha with the area to be harvested only 103 ha, e.g. 48 ha or almost a third in reserve 
(see map).  The plan prescribed selectively harvesting, leaving about a third of trees at a stand 
basal area of between 12 –14 m2 per hectare. (about 100 trees per hectare at an average tree 
diameter of 40cm - a hectare is about a half of the Melbourne Cricket Ground playing surface.) 

When this plan was released to the Media both the Wilderness Society and the Tasmanian 
greens claimed that this meant 99.9% of the forest was to be clear felled6. The Wilderness 
Society spokesperson Geoff Law publicly apologized for this error and acknowledged both the 
selective logging and reserves, Ms Putt did not. Some media reports since also fail to 
acknowledge either the reservation or selective harvesting. 

The facts that all historic sites were protected, that it was selective harvesting or re-growth 
forest did not stop the attacks on the brothers, the timber company or the forest planning 
professionals.   

The private property was added to the Tasmanian and Australian Heritage Lists.  As can be 
seen from the map the listing missed most sites associated with the 1793 return visit including 
the first meeting place of the French and the ‘Palawa’ people,. 

Australian philanthropist Dick Smith entered the story after harbouring his yacht at Recherché 
Bay, he offered to fund the purchase of the land by giving a donation and a sizeable loan to an 
organization known as the Tasmanian Land Conservancy to purchase the land.  The 
Tasmanian Premier brokered such a deal worth around the $2 million mark with the brothers 
and also contributed tax payers’ money to the deal7. 

Despite promises of fund raising, the loan, reported to be secured by Bob Brown’s own house, 
was never repaid and Smith agreed to a further donation of $1.3 million8. 

Yet it appears he and the tax payers have received very little for their money.  The stone 
structure is not the Garden, it may never be located. Both Brown9 and Mulvaney10 have 

                                                 
5 Field Jo, Sept 2007 Essay Recherche Bay: The Inconvenient Truth, unpublished paper, School of Geography and 
Environmental Studies, University of Tasmania, Hobart available at 
http://www.tca.org.au/Home%20Page%20Documents/Field%20J%202007%20Recherche%20Bay%20-
%20The%20Inconvenient%20Truth%20v2.pdf  
6 Timber Communities Australia, 19 April 2005 Putt Must Apologise Too On Recherché Bay False Claims -Media Release 
7 Sydney Morning Herald 8 February, 2006 Entrepreneur's $2m saves Tasmanian forest  
8 SOS News 2007 Gunns, Greens and Cousins available at http://sosnews.org/pdf/Gunns-Greens-and-Cousins.pdf  
9 Brown R c2005, Tasmania's Recherche Bay, Green Institute Hobart 
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published separate books that places the first meeting with the Tasmanian aboriginals 
kilometers from the private land at Southport Lagoon, already owned by the Government. 

In fact, the recent archeological investigation validates the private landowners’ plans.  Perhaps 
the last word should be left to them: 

"The Greens and the Wilderness Society have been able to undermine what were 
perfectly legal and proper forestry planning just by the way they dealt with it.''  
"It was a very very difficult decision for my family to make but we felt we were never 
going to be able to use that property peacefully.''11. 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                           
10 Mulvaney John  2007 ‘The axe had never sounded’ Place, people and heritage of Recherche Bay, Tasmania, ANU E books 
available http://epress.anu.edu.au/aborig_history/axe/html/frames.php  
11 ABC News 20 Dec 07, Recherché Bay logging plans vindicated: former owner 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2007/12/21/2125373.htm accessed 14 Mar 08 


