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Wildbore: A photographic legacy explores the world of Pohangina Valley 
farmer Charles E. Wildbore through his remarkable photographs. 
Wildbore captured the unprecedented environmental change that, by 
the beginning of the 20th century, had transformed a densely forested 
valley into farms and orderly settlements. Wildbore’s photographic 
legacy enables us to visualise the forests that have been almost entirely 
extinguished from the lowlands of the Manawatū region and, indeed, 
throughout New Zealand. More than that, it allows us to imagine a future 
where forests and wetlands are restored – to coalesce with landscapes of 
human endeavour.
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Part 1

A TIME OF  
UNPRECEDENTED  
CHANGE

M
any people will know Charles Wildbore’s photographs even 

if they know nothing about the man who took them. His 

photographs of the Pohangina Valley1 around the turn of the 

20th century are found adorning the walls of Manawatū cafés 

and libraries, and his images of timber-milling, bush-‘whacking’ 

and newly hewn farmscapes have featured on the covers of and 

within books documenting New Zealand’s history.2 His turn-of-the-century 

series showing the transformation of near-primeval forest country to 

pastoral farms is perhaps the only example of this process being captured in 

its entirety in New Zealand. Yet, despite the importance of his photographs 

to our understanding of our country’s environmental past, little has been 

The Moar farm on Pohangina Road, looking south towards Pohangina Village, 

circa 1910. The two boys sitting on the fence in front of the cowshed are likely 

to be (from left) brothers Norman and Herbert (Bert) Moar. The child standing 

to their left may be Pearly (their younger sister). The bearded man is likely to 

be their father, Simon Moar, who emigrated to New Zealand from the Orkney 

Islands in 1878. The woolshed can be seen centre-right, and the Moar home 

beyond that, on the right. 

C.E. Wildbore, Palmerston North Library
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a photographic supply store and also offered classes and guidance on 

photography.142 Pegler remained in Palmerston North for seven years, 

before returning to Auckland in 1907.143 However, by this time, Charles 

had established himself as a competent photographer, and it is unlikely 

he would have sought advice from Pegler, though he perhaps purchased 

equipment from him.144 

It is also unclear what type of camera Charles used (unfortunately, none 

of his equipment appears to have remained in the family), but it is said that 

every time he had any spare money, he would spend it on a new camera 

(much to the chagrin of his wife Jane).145 His first camera was likely to have 

used full-sized plates (6 1/2 inches by 8 1/2 inches or approximately 19.5 cm 

by 21.5 cm).146 This format was standard in the 19th century, but its use 

gradually declined from the beginning of the 20th century. By the 1920s, it 

was mainly used for studio photography. This was because a whole-plate 

camera was larger and needed to be used with a tripod.147 It was therefore 

much less convenient to carry and use than the hand-held cameras that 

became available from the beginning of 20th century. Charles developed all 

his photographs using chemicals he mixed himself in a 

dedicated shed (one of several sheds on his property), 

which served as a darkroom. It is said that he rinsed his 

photographs in the stream at the end of the street.148

It is also evident from Charles’ photographic legacy 

that he acquired a stereoscopic camera sometime 

around or before 1910 – the two earliest stereoscopic 

photographs taken by Charles have been dated circa 

1910.149 Stereoscopic cameras took slightly different 

photographs of the same subject (usually a landscape 

or a scene, rather than a portrait of people), and when 

the printed photographs were viewed through a special 

stereoscopic viewer, they had the effect of appearing 

in three dimensions. In England, by the 1860s, no 

middle-class home was complete without a stereoscope 

and a selection of stereoscopic cards.150 The craze did not 

Stereoscopic photograph of lakelet in the Square, Palmerston North. The lakelet was constructed in 

1909, and the photograph is dated circa 1913.  
C.E. Wildbore, Te Manawa Museum

Stereoscope
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Rural mail delivery circa 

1907–09. The two-horse 

brake (carriage) on the right 

delivered mail between 

Raumai and Delaware Flat. 

Michael Enright (fourth 

from left) was awarded the 

initial contract, and his 

son Dan (holding the reins) 

drove the brake. Seated to 

Dan Enright’s right is Jack 

Enright. A post office was 

established at Piripiri and, 

later, was moved across 

the river to Delaware Flat. 

This photograph was taken 

on Delaware Flat, south of 

Takapari Junction. 

C.E. Wildbore, Palmerston North 

Library


