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Baldur Byles - The Man who saved the Snowy Mountains 
 
 
At a time when nobody else cared about the remote Snowy Mountains, Baldur Byles 

conducted an exhaustive environmental impact study on the damage being done to its 

sensitive alpine ecology by cattle grazing. This study awakened the powers-that-be to 

the actual condition of the mountains and convinced the Premier of New South Wales, 

William McKell, to create Kosciusko State Park. This vast alpine area became one of 

the world’s greatest, and Australia’s most treasured, national park.  

Born in 1904, Baldur first visited the Kosciusko region as a child on holidays 

with his family, recent arrivals from England, who enthusiastically explored their new 

country. He returned in 1930 accompanied by his sister, bushwalker-conservationist 

Marie Byles, and experienced an epiphany. Standing on the summit of Mt Townsend 

(2209m), the region’s second highest peak, Baldur was struck by the magnificence of 

the scenery. Having recently returned from the UK, France, Corsica, the Canary 

Islands, Lebanon and Turkey conducting field assignments for the Forestry 

Department, his travels had never given him an outlook over such virgin bushlands as 

these. Gazing over the range of peaks on Australia’s highest plateau he knew he had 

come home, and that this would be the realm of his future labours. 

Baldur and Marie were educated by their socialist bushwalking parents to not 

only value the environment for the enjoyment derived, but to actively work for its 

protection. Both left an enduring legacy of wilderness areas reserved for future 

generations. Marie Byles, who was the first female solicitor in New South Wales, 

worked tirelessly as Honorary Solicitor for many conservationist organizations. She 

was personally responsible for the reservation of Bouddi Natural Park on the Central 

Coast. With equal determination, Baldur devoted himself to protecting the majestic 

high country.  

In 1931, when the Forestry Department showed interest in the potential of alpine 

forests for commercial logging, Baldur undertook a six-month environmental study of 

the Snowy Mountains region to examine in detail the basins of the streams that came 

together to form the Murray River for indications of damage to the vegetation and soil. 

With minimal departmental resources due to the Depression, Baldur rode on horse back 

through the steep mountainous catchments of the Murray, Snowy, Murrumbidgee and 

Tumut Rivers, an area of 1812 square kilometres. 
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The isolated, uninhabited country was once covered with forests but repeated 

burning by graziers had destroyed tree growth so that their cattle could feed on the 

grasses that replaced them. Summer grazing of cattle and sheep on the pastures of the 

high country was regulated under the Snow Lease system in 1889. Leases were held by 

graziers who resided in lower country to the east and west of the high plateau. Pastoral 

companies and a few individuals held the greater part of the leasehold while smaller 

graziers treated the balance as open range. The leases did not limit livestock numbers or 

the grazing season and this led to overgrazing.  

With considerable idealism and energy Baldur rode through this inhospitable 

region though much of it was inaccessible even to horses. His method of working was 

to travel on existing tracks, pitch his camp in a suitable place and then study the 

country around the camps on foot. Investigating the steep, heavily vegetated slopes of 

the valleys was extremely arduous. He had to descend from the top of the ridge into 

the valley’s depths and return again to the top of the ridge all in one day.  

The hard hooves of cattle compacted and pulverized the soil preventing new 

plants from becoming established. Lack of plant cover then left the soil vulnerable to 

“frost heave” damage and water and wind erosion. Getting down on hands and knees 

Baldur identified the small plants that had begun to recolonise the bare patches 

between the snowgrass tussocks. The worst damage to the soils and vegetation 

occurred above the tree line, but below it, in the subalpine woodlands, serious erosion 

had taken place, through degradation of the covering timber stands. Bog and fen 

wetlands also had dried up due to the extensive burning and the physical damage done 

by cattle.  

Although the terms of the graziers’ leases did not permit destruction of timber 

or the lighting of fires in the summer months, fires were lit as often as the lessee saw 

fit to clear away unpalatable grass or to remove shrubs to allow more grass to grow. 

Such fires damaged thousands of acres of timber each year. In their place grew hardy 

shrubs that were unsuitable for feed. The graziers burned them but the more they 

burned the shrubs the more they grew. Their only achievement was to dry out the 

country and make a more fire hazardous landscape. This led to massive erosion 

throughout the entire sub-alpine, woodland areas, in both New South Wales and 

Victoria.  

Until Baldur’s expeditions in the 1930s, little scientific research had been 

conducted in the Snowy Mountains area and his exhaustive 34-page report to the 
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Commonwealth Forestry Bureau in Canberra (23 May 1932) condemned the graziers’ 

land management practices and the damage done to the fragile ecosystem by cattle 

grazing. The report criticized the graziers’ lack of fundamental knowledge about the 

alpine grasslands and subalpine woodlands from which they earned much of their 

living (often without paying rent). They were unwillingness to learn a new approach  - 

old ideas and practices were accepted without question. Many cattlemen who used the 

high country each summer struggled to survive on their own small land holdings and 

so needed the additional summer grazing that the high mountain snowleases provided. 

They did not understand or recognise the impacts of excessive grazing pressure and 

frequent burning of the snowleases. These lessons were slowly learned and resulted in 

further decades of environmental destruction.  

The government departments responsible for the region, the State Soil 

Conservation Committee and the Department of Lands, both assumed that the present 

conditions of the leasehold were satisfactory to ensure preservation of the water 

catchment area but Baldur emphatically disagreed. Due to horrendous erosion, the 

efficiency of the catchment had not been maintained and water yield and quality had 

decreased. He sounded a warning that, 

…the velocity of this degradation process increases in geometrical 

proportion and will be far and away greater in the next twenty years than it 

has been in the past twenty years. 

Although Baldur did not recommend expelling the graziers, his report, according to 

Peter Prineas in Wild Places, “became the first shot in a long fight to break their hold 

on the alpine pastures of the Snowy Mountains”. Baldur’s research conclusions for 

effective control of this area provided a firm foundation for the eventual moves to 

establish a park and eliminate grazing. Historically, the reservation of the alpine 

national park in the Snowy Mountains was the turning point towards natural 

landscape conservation in New South Wales. 

Baldur was appointed as a foundational Trustee of Kosciusko State Park in 1946 

representing the Forestry Commission but it was no easy task convincing his fellow 

trustees to terminate the high altitude grazing leases. Bitter infighting saw a split in 

the Trust with those supporting the snow lessees holding a majority of one. Debate 

became so heated that the NSW State Government was forced to make the final 

decision to terminate the leases. In an attempt to persuade the trustees towards the 

conservation position, Baldur convinced Sir Garfield Barwick and one other trustee to 
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take a 3-day mountain tour with him. At the end of it, the conservationist minority on 

the Trust had become a conservationist majority.  

In 1952 Baldur was appointed Deputy Chief of the Resources Branch of the 

Forestry Commission leading to greater involvement in supervising the management 

and staffing of the Kosciusko State Park. With the Park Superintendent Nev Gare, 

Baldur devoted himself to establishing a park with appropriate recreational facilities 

while continuing to fight for a primitive area within the park. He lobbied to get people 

onside, enthusing them with his vision for the mountains. Embarking on a campaign 

to get backing from conservation and bushwalking groups for his push for wilderness 

protection, he urged them to act saying, in magisterial tones suited to his crusade, “If 

you don’t do something about wilderness, you’re going to lose it!”  

The Trust finally took decisive action on creating primitive areas within the 

Park in 1963 and set about developing a plan of management. With his conservation 

agenda firmly in place, Baldur played a key role in pioneering modern national park 

management. He not only epitomized scientific rigour and the highest conservation 

ideals, but, like his sister Marie who had a Buddhist respect for the natural world, 

Baldur had a spiritual sensibility that enhanced his contribution as a Trustee.  

He embodied the ethos of nature ecologists in his paper, Snow Gum – the Tree, 

written at the climax of the battle between Kosciusko State Park and the Snowy 

Mountains Authority in the 1960s. Although the tree had never earned dividends for 

timber companies, he argued that it made a contribution conserving soil and water. 

We cannot appreciate anything fully until we understand it, until we pick up 

its wavelength so to speak, until we learn to think the way it thinks… 

So, if we wish to appreciate this particular Australian tree we must try to 

understand its point of view, realising that it is a living organism like you 

and me… We must try to understand its manner of living, its philosophy of 

life, its place in the world of natural things and the spirit that keeps it going 

in spite of great adversity. 

Following the removal of grazing from leases around Mt Kosciusko in 1952, the 

Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric Authority provided funds to the Park Trust to 

subsidize what was to become one of the largest natural area rehabilitations projects 

undertaken in Australia to that date. The work was carried out by the Soil 

Conservation Service and cost nearly a million dollars, the equivalent of $10M today. 
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Work continued for 15 years through the 1950s to the 70s. Even today, there is no 

other rehabilitation project of a similar kind that covers such a large natural area. 

Baldur was not as well known as many other conservationists because he was 

not a self-publicist, nor was he looking for credit; he just got on with the job. He 

considered himself to be the inheritor of the conservationist tradition of Myles 

Dunphy who had proposed a system of primitive areas in the State including the 

Snowy/Indi Primitive Area and National Park. He came to realise the wisdom of 

Dunphy’s vision for wilderness and helped bring it to reality in the Snowy Mountains.  

Baldur Byles, who could be considered our first alpine conservator, 

contributed much to Australia’s scientific and cultural heritage. The Australian 

National University recognised his invaluable contribution by conferring on him the 

Honorary Degree of Doctor of Laws. Just before his death in 1975, he was awarded 

an OBE for services to conservation. 

Thanks in part to Baldur’s efforts to stop cattle grazing, thousands of summer 

visitors to Kosciuszko* National Park can now explore six designated wilderness 

areas and thousands of hectares of near-pristine mountain landscape. Even casual 

visitors are greeted by a stunning display of alpine wildflowers during the annual 

summer bloom that splashes a profusion of colour across the countryside.  

 

*The z was added to Mt Kosciuszko in 1997. The State Park became a National Park 

in 1969. 

 

Aerial photo of cattle damage: Dr Carl-Henrik Wahren, La Trobe University 

Other photographs of erosion: Dr. Roger Good, retired botanist/alpine ecologist with 

the Soil Conservation Service in the 1960’s and the NPWS.  

Other photographs: Mitchell Library, Henry Gold. 

 

 


