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River Sheoak, a tree for all reasons  

There is an old book in the Melbourne University Botany library from 1919 written by the Richard T. 
Baker titled The hardwoods of Australia and their economics. Baker held the position of ‘economic 
botanist’  with the New South Wales Government and was responsible for researching the economic 
potential of the hundreds of native species up and down the east coast of Australia. I t is the sort of 
information we have lost as a result of the ‘ industr ial forestry age’ . 

Baker begins his section of Casuarinas with the note that: “ Shee Oaks”  (Not Sheoaks or She-oak) were so 
named “ on account of the peculiar sound produced by wind when passing through the branches” . The term 
‘oak’  comes from the wood. The European oaks have prominent medullary rays that give the str iking 
pattern on quartersawn boards. I t is that character istic that led to many species in the ‘new world’  to be 
given oak names l ike Silky Oak and Sheoak. Sheoak timber came to be highly regarded for singles, 
panelling, furniture and bakers’  fuel. 

Baker has a shor t description of River Sheoak. I t is the “ palest of all the Casuarinas” , “ requires careful 
seasoning” , is “ beautifully figured” , “ rays are particularly large” , heartwood is “ pale chocolate in colour 
and the outer portion almost white” . The sapwood of all the Casuarinas is not Lyctus susceptible so does 
not need treating. Lyctus is the powder post borer, a beetle that lays eggs in the sapwood of hardwood 
species. Susceptible species must be treated with boron otherwise there is forever a r isk of the starch 
laden sapwood being eaten away by insect larva. 
 
River Sheoak has a reputation for exhibiting high growth stresses but I  believe that these are induced by 
management (or lack of it). River Sheoak is mostly seen growing in dense stands along watercourses in 
New South Wales where it is a protected species. The trees lean away from each other towards the light 
and this is likely to result in tension wood formation in the trunk. Leaning hardwood trees are difficult to 
mill because the tree lays down wood that is in tension on the back of the lean in order to hold the tree up. 
The same wood is formed on the topside of a hor izontal branch. As soon as the log is cut the tension is 
released resulting in warping of the boards. I f this is the cause of River Sheoak’s poor reputation then we 
can overcome the problem by pruning and spacing the trees and ensuring that they grow straight. 

         

A few years back I  mil led up one of our 18 year old River Sheoaks (above) and produced clean, coloured 
timber with a beautiful figure. Despite being slow to start  and susceptible to browsing River Sheoak is a 
wonderful tree to grow on farms. I t is the tallest of the Casuarinas, with excellent form and light 
branching making pruning very easy – even fun. I t is an ideal species for use along water courses for soil  
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conservation. I t even fixes nitrogen in a symbiotic relationship with Frankia bacter ium. This allows it to 
grow on very poor sandy soils. In fact, i t grows well in most soils except heavy water-logged clays. 

There are other Casuarinas that are been grown in multipurpose farm forests for timber. In Western 
Australia the locally native Casuarina obesa (WA Swamp Sheoak) and Allocasuarina huegeliana (Rock 
Sheoak) both produce beautiful timber. In the tropics, Allocasuarina torulosa (Forest Oak) is the best 
choice. The Eastern Swamp Sheoak (Casuarina glauca) is an option, but its propensity to sucker worr ies 
me a little. I ’m sticking with River Sheoak and have planted many more since I  cut my first with greater 
confidence that this is species small growers should carefully consider planting, pruning and harvesting.  

 

Contribution to the Deans Marsh Croaker   Rowan Reid 
Beautiful landscapes are the result people doing things they care about 
What makes a ‘scenic’  or ‘ visually’  beautiful landscape? Think of your favourite calendar shot: is it the 
‘wilderness’  ideal - a natural landscape untouched by people - or do you prefer the farmer on horseback pushing 
the herd across a flooded river? 
The environmental psychologists tell us that we are genetically programmed to prefer landscapes that promise 
food, shelter, protection from predators and friendships. Maybe this explains why so many people like the large 
scattered trees of the urban parklands by shy away from areas that have a dense understorey that might harbour 
muggers or perverts.  
For those who work the land, beauty is more defined by their knowledge and experience: A dairy farmer may be 
attracted to a view of clean pastures and healthy cows. The naturalist sees beauty in what they know to be 
indigenous forests. When beauty is informed by specialist knowledge it is called an ‘ industrial’  or ‘scientific’  
aesthetic. It’s not surprising that the plantation foresters, driven by productivity and efficiency, l ike 
monocultures of trees growing in straight rows! 
Yet, I tend to think there is more to landscape appreciation than just primeval urges and knowledge. I subscribe 
to another theory of aesthetics: Rather than assume a landscape will be attractive if it looks natural, orderly, 
productive or safe, there is a view that landscapes are more attractive if it appears that real individuals care for 
the land or place. We like to see that there are people, particularly families, linked to the land, rooted in it, 
investing in it and working in it in a respectful and vigilant manner, from one generation to the next. 
This might explain why rural communities are comfortable with a farmer who ploughs his land for canola but 
feel threatened when a plantation company rips up a paddock for trees. As forest scientist I know only too well 
that many in the wider community find industrial forestry practices ugly. Photos of clearfell logging and 
panoramas of large monoculture plantations never make it onto a calendar unless it’s aimed at inducing shock 
and awe.  
It was this idea that drove me to set up my own farm: my aim was to explore how forestry would have to change 
in order to be attractive to farming communities. I’ ve discovered that forestry on farms is more ‘ attractive’  to 
almost everyone in the community than industrial forestry. Farming and forestry done by farming families is not 
necessary better (visually, ecologically or economically) but it is generally more aesthetically pleasing because 
it includes evidence of a human attachment to land. And, the more care the farmer takes the more attractive the 
result. 
The challenge for those of us involved in tree growing is to demonstrate that we are worthy of this community 
support. We must continue to learn and improve our practices to ensure our trees and forests enhance the 
ecological and economic quality of our farming landscapes without increasing the risk of fire, erosion or weeds. 
Knowledge, experience and attention to detail wil l help us convey a respect for the land we hold for future 
generations that adds to the beauty of our rural landscapes. 
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Allcreativedesigns (http://www.allcreativedesigns.com.au/ ) provide a Web Site 
Design and Development service. Peter Krish, amongst other things, is developing a 
photo data base of trees on the mid north coast. The site is still relative small, 80 
species, but offers good quality snaps of all part of the plant. Peter is also working on 
a key that will go some way towards allowing easy identification of trees. The key will 
allow the novice to narrow the possibilities from a few features. Hard to explain- easy 
to use. 

Australian Teak Flindersia australis Other names: Crow's Ash. Australian Teak is a 
medium to tall tree species found along the east coast from the NSW north coast to 
central QLD (Pic 1). Bark got a smooth, firm texture and is brown in colour (Pic 2). 
New growth can flush in pink and salmon tones changing into a vibrant bright green 
(Pic 3). Compound leaves normally feature between 7 and 9 leaflets. Leaflets are 
ovate to elliptic in shape with entire margins; are arranged irregularly, sometimes 
opposite other times alternate  
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