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Since 1827, when Henry Hellyer first found tracts of grasslands among the 
rainforest and “wet” eucalypt forests of Surrey Hills, northwest Tasmania, 
questions have been raised about the grasslands’ origin. At Blythe Bog Cosgrove 
(2004) found that forest replaced grassland soon after 10560 cal yr BP. Evidence 
from Yellow Marsh indicates regular large fires occurred before 9600 cal yr BP; 
one interpretation of these results is that as forests expanded in the early 
Holocene attempts were made to keep part of the Surrey Hills area clear of forest. 
But dated evidence of Aboriginal presence at this time is absent: at Parrawe chert 
quarry oldest artefacts are dated only 3770 cal yr BP and an artefact found in an 
in-situ charcoal deposit on Surrey Hills was dated 3625 cal yr BP (Cosgrove and 
Murray 1993). On the coast Aboriginal habitation sites date from about 8900 cal 
yr BP (Jones 1977, 1978). However, at Parmerpar Meethaner, 30 km southwest of 
Surrey Hills, the oldest habitation layer is dated 39310 cal yr BP (Cosgrove 1995), 
and the presence here of artefacts of likely Parrawe origin dated c.28 000 cal yr 
BP is evidence that Aborigines were traversing Surrey Hills at this time.  
  
In conclusion, while the pollen record and vegetation pattern suggest that 
human-lit fires have been used to manage vegetation for at least 10 000 years on 
Surrey Hills, and the charcoal records indicate a history of earlier fires, dated 
physical evidence for Aboriginal presence in the Surrey Hills area before 4000 yr 
BP is lacking, though it may be inferred from the transport of local materials to 
sites elsewhere. 
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Surrey Hills 

• Geology: dominated by basalt 
• Soils: mostly Ferrosols – stable, well drained 

low erodibilty soils 
• Vegetation: typically ‘wet’ eucalypt forest and 

rainforest 





Henry Hellyer 1827:  
• Employee of the Van Diemen’s Land Co. 
• Was looking for land (grasslands) to graze sheep 
• Was directed by Lieutenant-Governor George Arthur to look in 

Tasmania’s northwest, at that time unexplored by Europeans 
 
As he made his way south from the coast near Burnie he reported: 

“no part of the sky visible, being completely darkened by dripping 
evergreens consisting of Myrtle, Sassafras, Ferntrees, immensely tall 
White Gum and Stringy bark trees from 200-300 feet high and heaps 
of those which have fallen lying rotting one over the other from 10-20 
feet high.” 

A good description of fire-climax mixed forest – large mature eucalypts 
with a dense understorey of rainforest species. 
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• A “neglected old park; a thousand or fifteen hundred 
acres in a patch, without a tree  . .  Grass run to 
seed” (Hellyer 1827: Report)  

• “so admirably laid out by nature, that it assumes very 
much the appearance of a nobleman’s domain” 
(Fossey 1827: Report) 
 
 
 

• “the forest by a process of fire, is undergoing a 
gradual destruction, and useful grass is taking its 
place . . . I am of the opinion that these plains are of 
very recent date” (Cure 1827: Dispatch)  

are the Surrey Hills grasslands recent or ancient? 

http://www.google.com.au/url?url=http://www.scampston.co.uk/parkland.html&rct=j&frm=1&q=&esrc=s&sa=U&ei=TV3oU_3vDYPYoATp1oHQBQ&ved=0CDAQ9QEwDTgo&usg=AFQjCNEB0XLmMBLV5EZnuxMtnHz_hTF8Xg
http://www.google.com.au/url?url=http://aww.bauer-media.net.au/living/home-garden/2014/2/johnny-depp-buys-24m-uk-love-nest/the-estates-parklands&rct=j&frm=1&q=&esrc=s&sa=U&ei=yl7oU4H3DpXZoASK2YLABg&ved=0CDAQ9QEwDTgU&usg=AFQjCNFC4dEG10KIcfHmcI9seG0e8W-Hmw
http://www.google.com.au/url?url=http://www.coolplaces.co.uk/places/uk/england/buckinghamshire/high-wycombe/7449-west-wycombe&rct=j&frm=1&q=&esrc=s&sa=U&ei=K1_oU8KQLsGgogSFy4GoBg&ved=0CBYQ9QEwAA&usg=AFQjCNGuWhhiISjx-pvml8kO0qLkvwsCUg
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Are these vegetation changes climate-driven or 
people-driven (by fires)? 

• Evidence is circumstantial – there is no direct evidence of 
Aboriginal settlement or presence on Surrey Hills before 
3625 cal yr BP (Cosgrove and Murray 1993) 

• At Parrawe chert quarry oldest artefacts are dated 3770 cal 
yr BP (Cosgrove and Murray 1993) 

• At Parmerpar Meethaner, 30 km southwest of Surrey Hills, 
the oldest habitation layer is dated 39310 cal yr BP 
(Cosgrove 1995) 

• Here artefacts of likely Parrawe quarry origin were dated c. 
28 000 cal yr BP 

• So it is reasonable to assume that Aborigines were crossing 
(using?) Surrey Hills 28 000 yr BP and possibly 40 000 yr BP 
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1934 3112 9605 13500? 

• burning by Aboriginal people may have been responsible for large fires that 
occurred c. 13 500 years ago, when forest area expanded as climate got warmer 
and wetter (and Yellow Marsh first developed) 
 

• If we look at the erosion picture for the whole of Tasmania (91 sites in total) we 
have further circumstantial evidence for Aborigines affecting landscape 
processes 
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Conclusions 

• The Surrey Hills vegetation pattern has been created by fires 
• It is likely, but not proven, that these fires were lit by the 

Aboriginal population, probably for access and to encourage 
grazing animals in a rainforest environment 

• On Surrey Hills charcoal records go back c. 13500 years, but 
Aborigines inhabited nearby caves c. 40 000 years BP 

• The circumstantial evidence from Tasmania as a whole 
suggests widespread influence of Aboriginal burning on 
landscape processes (erosion, slope instability, dune 
accumulation) after 40 000 yr BP, but especially after 35 000 
yr BP 
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