Why the Kaingaroa Forest isn’t grassland


by Miles Baker
1890s: 

In pumice country like the Kaingaroa Plain (which had been showered with deposits from the Taupo eruption of 180 AD) veterinarians begin to report and research “bush sickness”, a wasting disease linked with anaemia, in sheep and cattle. Ironically, grass grew especially vigorously here.

1896: 

Successful experiments growing pine trees result in a planting plan being approved, but only limited action results.

1920s: 

Bernard Aston, Agriculture Department chemist, is engaged in a prolonged, complex and frustrating search for the cause of bush sickness. Aston suspects iron deficiency (because of the well-known link between lack of iron and red blood corpuscle deficiency which produces symptoms of anaemia), but he usually has only short-term success with limonite salt licks, a rich source of iron.

1929–1934: 

Three factors result in an acceleration of Pinus radiata planting on the Kaingaroa plains, even though grassland is usually more economically productive than forestry. These factors are:

· labour schemes resulting from the Economic Depression

· the resurrected planting plan of 1896

· the bush-sick land being available for planting.
1935: 

Two West Australian scientists, Filmer and Underwood, working on the similar “Denmark disease”, had rejected Aston’s iron hypothesis. They suspected that contaminations in his limonite samples (which came from a variety of places) might be the answer. They describe spectacular, consistent improvements in animal health using cobalt supplements.

1935–1960: 

In New Zealand, cobaltised super-phosphate now dramatically enhances dairy and sheep farming on the cobalt-deficient volcanic soils of the Taupo Volcanic Zone – but it’s too late to do anything for vast, pine-covered Kaingaroa Plain.

1948: 

Two teams of biochemists, one at the Glaxo laboratories in Middlesex, England, and one at the Merck Company, New Jersey, USA, announce the discovery of the specific function of cobalt in animals – cobalt is found in the vitamin B12 molecule, which is necessary for the prevention of pernicious anaemia in animals (but not, of course, in grass).

1955: 

Dorothy Hodgkin’s X-ray crystallography studies in the UK result in her announcing the discovery of the structure of the vitamin B12 molecule.
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