
Chapter Fifteen  

Moores’ Bush 
A study in ecological evolution 
Notes 

Percy and Ellie Moore bought 4ha in the upper Leith Valley in 1945. The property 
was was largely a grassy cow paddock either side of the Water of the Leith but had a 
number of rimu and other emergent trees still standing. 

Moores ahead of their time. Ellie would show us the progress of their bush 
restoration. In many ways they were ahead of their time as amenity planting of 
natives was the thing at the time. 

Ellie Moore was a committee member of the Otago Branch of Forest and Bird when Bruce 
and I joined up and started doing field excursions in late 1959. She and her husband Percy 
Moore bought the 10 acre property, now named after them, in upper Leith Valley in 1945. 
They holidayed in the little cottage at the south end and set about restoring a native bush 
cover in what was largely a grassy cow paddock along the banks of the Water of the Leith.  
It was fortunate that many of the original large rimu and other emergent trees were still 
standing. 

From 1960 Forest and Bird were trying replant a flat piece of land further up valley and 
adjacent to the motorway over-bridge. Bruce and I cycled from South Dunedin to help on 
the work days . The site was flat hard undrainable clay. Everything was tried before the 
project was abandoned in 1969. Nothing like a failure to learn from regards site selection. 

Moores Bush and its weekend cottage became a calling in place for Bruce and I on our 
forays into Leith Valley. Percy would often be putting in sets of potatoes and Ellie would 
show us the progress of their bush restoration. In many ways they were ahead of their time 
as amenity planting of natives was the thing at the time. Both were life members of the 
Otago Tramping Club. (In the 1970’s Bruce promoted the ‘and Mountaineering’ bit to be 
added to the Club name). Percy was a skilled pattern maker. He was apparently the first 
magician to perfect the illusion of catching a bullet in his teeth.  



The Moores had tramped widely with the Otago Tramping Club beginning in the 1930’s. 
When Dr Orbell rediscovered Takahe in Fiordland in 1949, the Moores recalled seeing 
similar flightless birds at Sandrock Bluff on the coast of lower South Westland some seven 
years earlier. 

The Moores soothed and assured our parents when Bruce and I Made our first overnight 
foray into the local Silverpeaks. Percy died and left Moores Bush to Forest and Bird. It was 
largely out of respect to them that I took over management to the property in 1973. I joined 
Ellie Moore on the then Otago  Branch of Forest and Bird    committee in 1965. 

One of my other mentors was Jock Tyson a fellow Branch committee member who lived in 
the last house in Malvern Street, Leith Valley. Jock let me set up a tree nursery at his place 
for planting in the valley.  Initially everything was operated from a non geared bicycle ride 
from St Clair. One of the well established Mountain Cedars at the north end of Moores 
Bush had been collected pre road to the top of Mt Cargill and cycled on the handle bars to 
my home where it was on grown for several years before its final growing place. Other 
cedars and silver beech had similar backgrounds. Ecological appropriateness had not been 
invented yet. The sizable coning kauri at the north end was germinated at my home 
glasshouse from seed collected in Northland in 1973.  Other than two kauri non local 
sourced plantings have been quietly removed. After Ellie died two West Coast kamahi were 
quietly  removed. They were only 200 metres pollination distance from some very rare 
local kamahi at Morrisons Creek. 

In the forty plus years since 1973 I put in several thousand hours fencing, sycamore, broom 
and blackberry removal, grass mowing and grazing as well as planting and work days. 
Today much of this effort would be seen as unnecessary as ecological restoration ideas have 
changed. Refer to section on evolving ecological restoration.  

From 1989 I used the kids and parents of Forest and Birds juniors the Kiwi Conservation 
Club, then my Dunedin Teen Conservation group. For the last 16 years the tertiary group 
Students for Environmental Action (SEA) have assisted me. 



In 2015 I'm still involved in the property with my personal emphasise on helping emergent 
canopy trees and rare local species get through to seeding and beyond. 

In 2016 I resigned in disgust from the Dunedin Forest and Bird Management Committee. I 
had had my fill of the nasty small-minded politics that occurs at times in committees. I was 
even banned from working at Moores Bush. The committee didn't know that the top hectare 
of flats is public road reserve. That's where I work with students today. As J Wallace 
Ramsey a distinguished former branch chairman once said in my support “You don't treat 
your best worker like that.” 

Evolution of Ecological Restoration as Seen  
in Context of Moores Bush 
Beautificaion and ammenity planting 

The failed 1960-69 planting site beside 
Dunedin's Northern Motorway in 2016. 

 

Patsy Mason with our son Brett in the almost 
manicured grass bush clearing.Grass cutting, 

originally with a sythe then a rotary mower. Pulling 
rocks out of ground and levelling. Looking good 

for the occasional visitor. - little help/interest from 
others but they expected it to look pretty and 

judged everything by this. 



Felling the big macrocarpas. December 1983
























