
The Maori Lands Question 
AND THE FALL OF THE GREY GOVERNMENT, 1879 

R E S E A R C H into land speculation of the eighteen-eighties in the 
Auckland province reveals an important consequence of the fall of 
the Grey government of 1877-79. Extensive blocks of Maori land 
which that government had been acquiring were allowed by the 
next administration under John Hall to fall into the hands of private 
speculators. Clearly the change on the Treasury benches in 1879 led 
to a bouleversement in policy with regard to Crown purchase of 
Maori lands. As yet little notice has been taken of this in historical 
writing. 

Indeed there has been very limited awareness of how prominent 
the 'native question', which was primarily concerned with Maori 
lands, was in the parliamentary struggles of 1879 and 1880. It is often 
forgotten that the defeat of the Grey government in the House of 
Representatives on 29 July 1879 had followed a six night debate 
turning mainly upon maladministration in native affairs.1 And little 
significance has been attached to the fact that the General Assembly 
in the 1880 session considered no less than nine Bills concerned with 
•the purchase of Maori lands and the operation of the Native Land 
Court. 

This suggests that historical writing until now has, perhaps, under-
valued the Maori lands question in the political contest of 1879-80. 
And at the heart of this apparent misconception there seems to lie a 
second, namely the assumption that the native policy of Grey and 
his reputedly dissolute Native Minister John Sheehan was a failure 
so self-evident as not to require further investigation or question.2 

1PD, XXXI (1879), has a report of the debate covering 250 pages, of which 115 were primarily concerned with the 'native question'. Much time was also spent on the Thames-Waikato Railway question which was also related to Maori lands. 
2 E . Bohan, 'The 1879 General Election in Canterbury', Political Science, XII (March 1960), 45-46; T. G. Wilson, The Grey Government, Bulletin No. 45, Auckland University College, p. 60; J. Rutherford, Sir George Grey, London, 1961, pp. 618, 623; W. D. Stewart, William Rolleston, A New Zealand Statesman. Christchurch, 1940, pp. 135-6, 154; J. C. Andersen and E. C. Petersen, The Mair 

Family, Wellington, 1956, p. 235; W. R. Armstrong, 'The Politics of Develop-ment', Master's thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1960, pp. 202-05; G. K. Cooper, 'New Zealand Politics in the Early Eighties from an Auckland Point of View', Master's thesis, Auckland University College, 1960, pp. 78-81. W. J. Par-ker, 'John Sheehan, Native Minister and Colonist, Master's thesis, University of Auckland, 1963, and J. M. R. Young, 'The Political Conflict of 1875', Political 
Science, XIII (September 1961), concede Sheehan's wildness but claim he has been under-rated. Parker is the only writer who recognises that Sheehan's policy has any possible justification. 
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The almost complete agreement of historians on the 'failure' of 

Greyite native policy is doubly strange. First of all because there is 
such an agreement. Interpretations of the politics of the period 
around 1879 have been in recent years not unanimous but highly 
controversial. Secondly, upon this issue contemporary opinion was 
anything but of one mind. It was divided violently and along partisan 
lines. But historians appear happy to accept one side of this particular 
debate with little question. Their verdict rests heavily on the state-
ments of the political opponents of Grey and on the writing of the 
contemporary chronicler A. Saunders, who on this issue at least must 
be regarded as hostile witness.3 

The intention of this article is to make a reappraisal of the Maori 
lands policy of Grey's ministry, and then to see whether this throws 
fresh light on the reasons for the fall of the ministry itself. 

Friends claimed for the Grey ministry on its formation in October 
1877 that, by combining expertness and incorruptibility in native 
affairs, it would be strong in that sphere where Atkinson's govern-
ment, especially since the death of Sir Donald McLean, had been 
regarded as weak. While in opposition, Grey and his followers had 
by their constant criticism sought to ensure that the odour of specu-
lation in Maori lands would cling to the 'Continuous Ministry'.4 

Members of a government which included the 'Native Men', J. D. 
Ormond (Minister of Public Works), Frederick Whitaker (Attorney 
General) and Daniel Pollen (Native Minister), presumably incurred 
guilt by association. Grey believed that no such taint could be 
attached to his team. He and Sheehan would succeed where McLean 
had failed. 5 

Sheehan presented an ambitious programme in his first Native 
Statement to the House. 6 The whole system of Maori land sales 
would be purified to ensure justice for sellers and European buyers 
alike; and such friendly relations with the Maori King would be 
cultivated that Tawhiao and his followers would be induced to end 
their self-imposed isolation in the King Country. 

Yet Grey was to find that success in the administration of the Native 
Department was not to be cheaply won. The reasons may be briefly 
stated. The Native Department as it had developed in the years of 
McLean's domination (1869-76) was to prove an unexpected obstacle. 
It had become characterised by a system of personal government 
which left to the Minister wide discretionary powers. Sheehan had 
invariably condemned this system when it had been worked by 
McLean. 7 But he as Native Minister was to cling to it to his own 
great disadvantage. Moreover, McLean's operation of patronage for 
place and promotion in the Department meant that many of its 

3 A. Saunders, A History of New Zealand 1642-1893, Christchurch, 1899. See e.g. II, 386. 
*PD, XVII, (1875), 323-4 (Grey); 328 (Sheehan); XXVI (1877), 541-2 (Ballance). 5PD, XXVI (1877), 358. 
6 PD, XXVII (1877), 230-40. 
7 Parker, pp. 89-90, 99-101. 
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officers considered themselves 'McLean's men'; some were more in-
clined to act as political partisans than as non-political civil servants 
who would unquestioningly carry out their new chiefs will.8 Even 
more destructive to Grey's schemes was a Maori lands lobby, power-
ful outside and inside the Assembly. Finally, it was only to be ex-
pected that, since Grey in opposition had used Maori affairs to 
blacken the government, he, in turn, should be attacked on every 
detail of native policy when in power. 9 

It was never expected of Sheehan when he first became Native 
Minister that he would be cast in the role of government black sheep 
it was later to be his lot to act out. Attainment of cabinet rank at 
the age of thirty-three had seemed the logical culmination of a bril-
liant career of one who had risen from rather humble circumstances 
in Auckland's Irish Catholic community. 1 0 None was more fully in 
Grey's confidence.1 1 Some years of court work on behalf of Maori 
litigants had given fluency in their language. He had a wide know-
ledge of Maori land law, and (for those days) an unusual reputation 
for sympathy with the Maori point of view. 1 2 Governor Normanby— 
no fan of Grey's ministry—allowed that Sheehan was 'a man of con-
siderable ability, painstaking and hardworking'. 1 3 The talents of the 
most formidable critic of McLean's native policy could now, it was 
hoped, be used in a constructive way. 

But Sheehan in office was not the favourite of fortune he appeared 
out of it. An element in what contemporary taste regarded as his 
'marvellous charm' 1 4 was a somewhat coarse-grained informality. This 
was later to be disparaged by his enemies as colonial "bounce' and 
'cheek'. His lack of 'dignity and self restraint', it was said, quite un-
fitted him to control a department peculiarly dependent upon 'the 
personal character of the Minister'. 1 5 His very accessiblity to the 
Maori people was accounted a fault. Harry Atkinson deplored the 
unseemingly familiarity that led to the 'mobbing' of the Minister 'not 
only in his office, but in his private residence, [and] in the streets, 
night and day'. 1 6 

In another regard, the vague and extensive powers that were Mc-
Lean's legacy to his successors were a stumbling block for Sheehan. 

8 For use of patronage by McLean, see J. M. R. Young, 'The Politics of the Auckland Province 1872-76', Master's thesis, University of Auckland, I960, pp. 177-82; and 'The Political Conflict of 1875', pp. 65-67; and Nancy M. Taylor, 
Early Travellers in New Zealand, Oxford, 1959, pp. 506-14. 

9 Hawkes Bay Herald, Napier, 26 June 1879 (Address by T. D. Ormond to his constituents at Waipawa); PD, XXXVII (1880), 703 (Colonel Trimble); and PD, XXXI (1879), 59 (G. M. Waterhouse). 
1 0 Auckland Evening Star, Auckland, 13 June 1885, (Obituary). 
1 1 PD, XXVI (1877), 291 (Grey). 12 PD, XXIV (1877), 46 (W. Swanson and R. Wood). 
1 3 Marquis of Normanby to Earl of Carnarvon, 11 December 1877, 'Confiden-tial Despatches and Telegrams to the Colonial Office, 13 February 1870 to 1 June 1886', p. 119, National Archives, Wellington. 
1 4 Auckland Evening Star, 15 June 1885 (Reprint of Sheehan's Obituary in the Wellington Post). i s PD, XXXI (1879), 208 (E. Wakefield). See also PD, XXX (1878), 893. 

PD, XXXII (1879), 371. 
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To one whose private finances seem to have been chronically in a 
state of crisis, 1 7 the contingency monies at the disposal of the Native 
Minister must have combined irresistible temptation and unique op-
portunities. Sheehan developed an expense-account mentality. Major 
W. G. Mair said that Sheehan used the Contingent vote as if it were 
his own money. 1 8 Such rumours were greatly exaggerated but they 
were generally believed. Most of the expense in fact seems to have 
been legitimately if extravagantly incurred, as the inseparable shadow 
of Sheehan's costly face-to-face negotiations with Kingite leaders and 
his even more costly land purchase policy. But the Native Minister's 
well-known improvidence made him unusually vulnerable to rumours 
of misappropriation.1 0 Without doubt he was the last minister one 
would expect to observe the self-denying ordinance proclaimed by 
Colonel Whitmore on behalf of the Grey government when it first 
came to power: 'Retrenchment without flinching . . . commencing 
with ourselves'.2 0 

Even charges of personal profligacy were openly made against 
Sheehan in 1879. 2 1 He was a womaniser and an enthusiastic roisterer. 
Such a man, it was said, demeaned his office and invited the con-
tempt of the Maoris. Richard Hobbs was hitting at the Native 
Minister when he said in the House: 'I do not want New Zealand to 
become a second Turkey or Egypt; I do not want to see the harem 
introduced into this country'. 2 2 But these charges, like the more 
general criticism of the extravagance and maladministration of Shee-
han's department were weapons used to strike the Grey government 
down. They do not of themselves tell us why the government fell. 

Some government supporters complained during the first months of 
the Grey ministry that there was 'a ring' of senior civil servants who 
were 'notoriously guilty of perfidy' towards their new masters. 2 3 

Grey's opponents feared these accusations were made to provide a 
pretext for introducing a spoils system in government departments, 2 4 

and even for forcing 'anti-Ministerialist' judges into retirement so 
1 7 W. Fox to Hall, 24 September 1879; and, Frederick Whitaker to Hall, 16 February 1881, Hall Papers, XXXVII, General Assembly Library; Hawkes Bay Herald, Napier, 20 August 1879 (Sheehan); Thames Advertiser, Thames, 3 December 1881 (Sheehan); and Observer, Auckland, 20 June 1885. 
1 8 W. G. Mair to Gilbert Mair, 16 November 1879, Mair Family Papers, Folder 6, Turnbull Library. 
1 9 PD, XXXII (1879), 242 (E. Wakefield). 20 PD, XXVI (1877), 357. AJHR, 1885, H38 provides a return of travelling allowances and expenses for Cabinet Ministers and attendants in each year after 

1878. Sheehan easily led the field. Sheehan's expenses in his last year as Minister were greater than those for any whole cabinet in any other year. 21 R. Hobbs to Rolleston, 4 October 1879, and Ormond to Rolleston 9 June 1879, Rolleston Papers Box 2 (Inwards), General Assembly Library; Parker, p. 88. W. G. Mair's family letters are full of allusions to these activities of Sheehan. They would scarcely cause comment today. 22 PD, XXXI (1879), 254. 
23 Ebenezer Fox (Minute secretary of the Cabinet) to Sir Julius Vogel, 29 March 1878, Vogel Papers, 'Miscellaneous Papers 1878-82', General Assembly Library. 2* ibid. 
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that they could be replaced by Grey's nominees. 2 5 If accusations of 
obstruction were groundless elsewhere, they could be justifiably 
directed against the Native Department Sheehan took over from 
McLean and Pollen. This department was infused with partisanship 
and was a 'hotbed of corruption and patronage' 2 6, characteristics, 
admittedly, it seems not to have lost under Sheehan. 2 7 Sheehan's 
complaint that he had at first to work through officers 'the bulk' of 
whom had been opposed to him for years previously and regarded 
him as an enemy 2 8 was well-grounded. He now reaped the harvest 
of his vendetta with McLean and Native Department officers between 
1872 and 1876. The spirit of hostility and suspicion towards the new 
chief is embalmed in the family correspondence of Major W. G. 
Mair, Native Agent at Alexandra, and a special favourite of Mc-
Lean. 2 9 On the occasion of the first visit of Sheehan and his entourage 
to the borders of the King Country, Mair could not contain his hatred 
and contempt. 'I never saw' he told his sister, 'such a string of cads 
from Johnny [Sheehan] down to that pot-bellied little Pig Brown and 
the tail of lickspittle specials [special reporters]'. 3 0 

Sheehan in time sacked a few of the irreconcilables within the 
Department such as Mair and W. M. Searancke, shifted others and 
appointed his own men. Though things worked more smoothly, 
Sheehan had unwittingly given aid to his enemies. Mair then became 
in effect a full-time political intriguer on the threshold of the King 
Country where Sheehan was hoping to achieve his greatest success. 
Mair subsisted on his savings and on loans from two members of the 
anti-Sheehan faction, £100 from Major W. M. Jackson, and £50 from 
Major John Wilson. 3 1 Mair did not impoverish himself, however, in 
the anti-Sheehan cause. When the Hall government was firmly 
established, it recognised its indebtedness to Mair, 3 2 re-appointed 
him to the Department, and, regardless of its frantic retrenching 
mood, gave him a cheque for £263.2s.5d., half-pay for the fourteen 
months he had been without official employment. 3 3 He was made a 
Judge of the Native Land Court in 1882. 

Who were the people who have been referred to in passing as the 
anti-Sheehan or Maori lands lobby? Politicians who combined in 
1879 to attack Sheehan for his maladministration fell into two different 
but not completely discrete groups. One was made up of those who 

2 5 C a p t . W. R. Russell to Lt. Col. A. H. Russell (his father), 19 February 1878, W. R. Russell Papers, Folder '1870-78', General Assembly Library. 
2 6 PD, XXXI (1879), 227 (R. Turnbull). 
27PD, XXXI (1879), 209 (E. Wakefield). 
2 8 PD, XXXI (1879), 178. 2» Andersen and Petersen, pp. 233-34; Hawkes Bay Herald, 26 June 1879; 

PD, XXXI (1879), 234 (R. Hobbs). 
3 0 W. G. Mair to Laura Jackson, 13 February 1878, Mair Family Papers, Folder 5. 
3 1 W . G. Mair Diaries, 15 July 1879; 12 September 1879; Auckland Institute 

Library. 
3 2 W. G. Mair to Gilbert Mair, 4 August 1879 and 30 April 1880, Mair Family 

Papers. 
3 3 W. G. Mair Diaries, 12, 15 December 1879. Sheehan had dismissed Major 

Mair without compensation. 
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claimed to see in the way Sheehan's performance limped behind his 
promises and in his financial wastefulness, evidence of the general 
unfittedness of Grey's ministers to govern. The second group con-
sisted of spokesmen for people inside and outside of Parliament 
whose objection to Sheehan went far beyond a question of ministerial 
competence. The group operated as a Maori lands lobby which 
advocated a return to free-trade in Maori lands. In practice this 
meant that it stood for the unrestricted right of European specu-
lators to negotiate leases or transfers of Maori lands. Associated with 
it were people opposed to the repudiation by Maoris of any 
agreements previously signed. The die-hards of this group believed 
almost as an article of faith that Maori lands were the sacred pre-
serve of private speculators on which the state had no right to lay 
impious hands. They did not regard the buyers of Maori lands as self-
seekers but as the banner-bearers of European civilisation. It was the 
reported view of the Hon. Frederick Whitaker, the most distinguished 
of the politicians who advocated free trade in Maori lands, that 'any 
man who gets lands out of the hands of the Natives and cultivates it 
is a public benefactor'. 3 4 

The Maori lands interest was a politico-business group, largely 
made up of those who had a vested interest in or a sympathy for the 
principles just enunciated. It included businessmen, lawyers, land 
and native agents, bankers and editors, as well as politicians. Family 
and social connections often reinforced business associations.35 The 
present study is not directly concerned with the non-political mem-
bers, but with those who wittingly or otherwise used their position in 
the General Assembly as a tool for the forcing open the rich pantry 
of Maori lands which the Grey government had closed. From 
speeches, parliamentary divisions and correspondence it is possible 
to construct with tolerable precision a list of most of the politicians 
who acted in the cause of the Maori land interest in either of the two 
sessions of 1879 during which Grey's government was brought down. 

In the House of Representatives the Hawkes Bay interest was 
guarded by J. D. Ormond, Captain W. R. Russell and Frederick 
Sutton. Ormond was the most implacable of Sheehan's enemies, hav-
ing been involved in ferocious legal battles with him in Hawkes Bay 
when Sheehan was lawyer of the 'Repudiation Movement'. 3 6 Ormond 

M Auckland Evening Star, 23 August 1879 (T. B. Hill). For further statements by Whitaker in this strain, see PD, XXIV (1877), 254 and Waikato Times, Hamilton, 8 March 1879. 
3 5 This could be exemplified by Major Mair, who though not a land speculator himself, had close family and social connections with many who as investors or employees, were concerned with the major land speculation of the Auckland province in the eighteen-eighties, the New Zealand Thames Valley Land Com-pany. 
3 « Parker, pp. 34-42, 84, 87-93, 97-104; M. P. K. Sorrenson, The Purchase of Maori Lands, 1865-92', Master's thesis, Auckland University College, 1955, pp. 224-7. The aim of this movement was to investigate European titles and leases, to overturn those that were 'fraudulent' and to secure for the original Maori owners, repossession or equitable compensation. For Sutton see PD, XXX (1878), 896. 
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acted as a clearing-house for correspondence carrying hostile infor-
mation about Greyite native policy. 3 7 J. S. Macfarlane, R. Hobbs, 3 8 

Reader Wood, J. B. Whyte, Frederick Whitaker 3 9 and his son F. A. 
Whitaker 4 0 were Auckland members. W. Fox and E. Wakefield 
were deeply involved in the lobby's strategy in 1879 although not 
themselves directly implicated in Maori land purchases. South Island 
members who had been associated with speculation in Maori lands 
were John Studholme and the lawyer, W. S. Moorhouse. 4 1 The group 
was entrenched in the Legislative Council, 4 2 where it carried out a 
great deal of tactical obstruction, and numbered among its spokesmen 
Thomas Henderson, James Williamson,4 3 Daniel Pollen 4 4 and G. M. 
Waterhouse. 

The ability of a relatively small group to wield great political 
power on the Maori question between 1879 and 1881 may be 
variously explained. Partly it could have been a matter of the skill 
with which these men, who, Ballance complained, 'don't look straight', 
concealed their designs. 4 5 Another answer could be that behind them, 
and this was certainly true of the Auckland contingent, stood an 
elite of considerable financial and social power. But above all, it 
would seem that their power and influence arose, not from intrigue 
and wire-pulling, as Grey imagined, but from the political medium 
in which they worked. The fluid state of politics, lack of party 
coherence and principles, preoccupation with local public works 

3 7 See, e.g. Atkinson Papers (Turnbull Library) which contain a letter from W. M. Jackson to J. D. Ormond, 5 November 1877, sent by Ormond as enclosure to Harry Atkinson; Ormond to Rolleston, 12 April 1878, and 9 June 1879, Rolleston Papers, Box 2; Ormond to W. R. Russell, 16 April 1878, W. R. Russell Papers, Folder 1870-78. 
3 8 Auckland Evening Star, 15 August 1879. A letter signed 'Settler' refers to Hobbs as the spokesman of the land rings. s» PD, XXIV (1877) 247-55 gives Whitaker's speech in introducing the 1877 Native Land Court Bill, a most closely developed argument for a virtual return to free trade in Maori lands. This Bill, generally considered the production of Ormond and Whitaker, contributed to the downfall of the Atkinson Ministry. 
4 0 Observer, 29 October 1881, says F. A. Whitaker was an agent acting for his father in Waikato land speculations. This was possible but unlikely. He was certainly a reckless investor on his own behalf. 
4 1 Bohan, pp. 59-60, seems to have misconstrued Studholme's role as a land investor and politician. Studholme had widespread North Island speculations, which, E. C. Studholme said, finally impoverished him. Some were run in association with the two most daring Auckland speculators, Thomas Russell and Thomas Morrin, and one, it was supposed, in partnership with Moorhouse. For Te Akau Station, see Auckland Weekly News, 19 March 1881, and E. C. Stud-holme, Te Waimate, 2nd ed., Wellington, 1954, p. 184; for the Ruanui property (Taupo), H. Bullock-Webster, Memories of Sport and Travel in New Zealand Fifty Years Ago, Auckland, 1938, p. 98; for material on Studholme's Hawkes Bay speculations, Buller Papers, Folder 28, Turnbull Library; for the venture with Moorhouse see W. Fox to Rolleston, 19 November 1881, Rolleston Papers, Box 5. See also PD, XIX (1875). 78-79 (G. M. Waterhouse). 
4 2 See The Times, London, 24 January 1879. ('Our New Zealand Correspon-dent' was A. F. Halcombe, W. Fox's son-in-law); W. R. Russell to Lt. Col. Russell, 22 September 1878, Russell Papers, Folder 1870-78. 
4 3 PD, XXXII (1879), 380-81. 
4 4 In the eighteen-eighties Pollen became chairman of the East Coast Native Land Settlement Company. See Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, II, 173. 
4 5 Ballance to Vogel (Private), March 1882, Vogel Papers, Box labelled 'Mis-cellaneous Correspondence 1878-82'. 
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and, above all, with retrenchment—it was these which enabled the 
few, dominated by a singleness of purpose and working in the midst 
of many who were indecisive or indifferent, to divert Native Lands 
policy in the eighteen-eighties into the channels they wished it to go. 

We should not wonder that there was no curb of public opinion 
upon the obvious sacrifice of Maori well-being to the plans of the 
Maori lands lobby. White supremacist assumptions were basic to the 
thinking of virtually all of the European politicians. Such assumptions 
were very strong too among 'poor white' frontier settlers; and also 
among working-class townsmen who tended in other matters to be 
politically radical. The interests of the European were paramount. 
The frontier lands were their inheritance. 4 6 Alarm over Te Whiti 
made European audiences responsive to any suggestion that Maoris 
were being 'indulged' and 'coddled'. Colonel Trimble, M.H.R. for 
Grey and Bell, said in the House in 1880 that the 'great bulk' of the 
Taranaki settlers 'do not care a rap about the Maoris and they would 
knock a Maori on the head just as they would a mad dog if war 
broke out ' 4 7 . J. M. Clark, an Auckland businessman, was cheered 
when he said to a predominantly working class Auckland audience: 
'We must look at the rights of the colonists as well as those of the 
natives' on the question of purchase of Maori lands in the Auckland 
province. 'We have fifteen million acres of land much of which is the 
best in the province. It is a momentous question involving the settle-
ment of this island in such a way that we may have thousands of 
thriving yeomen who would be the bone and sinew. I say the ques-
tion is of too much importance to be trifled with to allow any con-
siderations such as theoretical opinions of the rights of natives, or 
the rights of any party [to the contract], to come in, and interfere with 
its proper solution'. 4 8 

In 1878 the Grey government made a wholesale entry into the field 
of Maori land buying. This policy gave great offence to those who 
advocated direct dealings between Maori sellers and European specu-
lators. The private land-buyers indignantly recalled that although 
they had been led to expect drastic change in land buying policy, it 
was not one in the direction of increased Crown purchase. 4 9 They 
had banked on one of the first promises made by Sheehan when he 
became Native Minister. He had undertaken progressively to aban-
don Maori land buying to private purchasers. 5 0 They cited Sheehan's 
own statement in 1877 when he asserted that government land pur-
chase had produced 'jobbing', alienated the confidence of the Maoris, 
depriving them of the higher prices they could win from private 
buyers. 'Having ourselves ceased to be purchasers', he had said, 'we 

4 6 Waikato Times, 13 September 1879 (F. A. Whitaker). 
4 7 PD, XXXVI (1880), 312. It is interesting to speculate whether the fear of Te Whiti was in any way connected with the morbidly full coverage of the details of the Zulu Wars in New Zealand newspapers in 1879. 
4 8 Auckland Evening Star, 20 August 1879. 
™New Zealand Herald, (Auckland), 24 June 1879; PD, XXXI (1879), 275-6. so PD, XXVII (1877), 236. 
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shall be able to give [the Maori people] independent and impartial 
advice.' 5 1 

Before long Grey's cabinet had had second thoughts. Early in 1878 
the Colonial Treasurer, John Ballance, confided in Vogel his fear that 
with the abandonment of government purchase 'the sharks will gorge 
more than ever'. 5 2 And so, notwithstanding his earlier promise, Shee-
han stalled the machinery by which the government was to withdraw 
from Maori land purchase. Speculators soon got wind of this new and 
unwelcome departure. A fierce land-buying race with the government 
began. The small wealthy group negotiating with the Ngati-Raukawa 
tribe for the huge Patetere block, roughly south of modern Putaruru, 
began to survey furiously and encourage the Maoris to establish their 
titles in the Native Land Court as a prelude to sale. Sheehan hinted 
darkly to his Native Agent in the Waikato that to forestall these 
speculators, he might have to 'tie up all the country between here 
[Alexandra] and Taupo'. 5 3 'Tying up' the land did in fact become a 
further extension of policy. By using its power to proclaim as Waste 
Lands of the Crown such blocks as Waitoa and Piako (200,000 acres) 
and Patetere (249,000 acres) which it had decided to buy, the govern-
ment was able to shut out private competitors. Thus the right of 
purchase over some millions of acres of land became a Crown 
monopoly. 

The last eighteen months of the Grey government were spent in a 
fever of land buying. So many blocks were under negotiation and 
the exclusion of private speculators by proclamation was so thorough 
that virtually a Crown pre-emption was re-established. The following 
table shows the accelerating pace of Crown purchase, 5 4 and supports 
the boast of Sheehan made in October 1879 that 'we have been able 
to bring more land under negotiations during the last year than our 
predecessors were able to do in five years'. 5 5 

TABLE: RETURN OF LANDS PURCHASED OR LEASED BY 
CROWN OR UNDER NEGOTIATION BY 6 OCTOBER 1879 

Negotiations Completed 1870-79 
Auckland 1,356,054 acres at cost of £196,023.9s.4d. 
New Zealand 2,397,931 acres at cost of £347,207.0s.7d. 

(Note: In the case of Auckland, a large proportion of negotiations-
had been completed 1877-79). 
Negotiations in Progress 
Auckland 2,897,861 acres at cost of £153,066.10s.4d. 
New Zealand 6,225,869 acres at cost of £241,413.6s.lld. 

si PD, XXVII (1877), 238. 
5 2 J. Ballance to Vogel (Private), 1 March 1878, Vogel Papers, Box labelled 'Miscellaneous Correspondence 1878-82'. 
5 3 W. G. Mair to Laura Jackson, 13 February 1878, Mair Family Papers, Folder 5. 
6 4 AJHR, 1879, Session II, C.4, (Return showing lands for which Crown was negotiating under the Public Works Act of 1870) on which the table was based, and G.14 (Return of work of Native Land Court) are indices of the accelerating pace of Crown purchase 1877-79. 
5 5 PD, XXXII (1879), 366. 
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This land-buying spree could be interpreted in two ways. It could 

be regarded as reflecting an unnecessary government itch to acquire 
lands. This was Mair's view. In 1879 he wrote to his sister 'The Govt 
are going mad over land-buying'. 5 6 On the other hand Sheehan saw 
it as a consequence of the Maori readiness to sell. Post-war resistance 
to land sales among the tribes, he told Parliament, was breaking 
down at last. Even the obstructionists he said were 'now coming in 
reversing the whole policy of a lifetime'. 5 7 There is independent con-
firmation of this. For example a land agent acting for private specu-
lators in 1880 assured his backer that there was no cause to worry if 
not all the signatures of Maori owners were not immediately obtained 
on a deed. 'The Hauhaus', he explained, 'will not sell at the Pa but 
will come in on the quiet ' . 5 8 Sheehan claimed that by 1879 buying 
had become so easy for the government that its problem had in fact 
become one of finding enough money to buy all the land offering. 5 9 

He explained at an Auckland public meeting that £423,000 had already 
been spent on purchasing lands in the Auckland province alone. The 
remainder (£450,000) 'must be found, it must be got, and those trans-
actions must be closed'. 6 0 Predictably, Sheehan did not worry too 
greatly about the expense. And with unconscious cynicism he ration-
alised that 'money spent upon Natives quickly came back into cir-
culation'. 

Nor were European land speculators able to extract comfort from 
the proposals Sheehan outlined for the future at the Auckland meet-
ing. Even when current negotiations were completed the Grey 
government had no intention of allowing private purchasers to trade 
freely in Maori lands. Native land he said 'really and truly belongs 
to the public estate'. Here was the revolutionary concept of social 
ownership of 'undeveloped' lands to which the more radical sup-
porters of Grey were attached. 6 1 Sheehan maintained that there was 
a need to reconcile two requirements. On the one hand, the Maori 
should not be made a landless people. On the other hand the system 
of land purchase should not allow the man of moderate means to 
be squeezed out by 'rings' commanding wealth and a monopoly of 
land-buying skills. These requirements demanded that 'there ought 
to be a limitation put to the power of the individual'. What this 
limitation was to be the Governor's speech to the first session of the 
Seventh Parliament made clear. Maori lands available for private 

5 6 W. G. Mair to Laura Jackson, 5 April 1879, Mair Family Papers, Folder 5. 6 7 P D , XXXI (1879), 188-9. 
6 8 W. L. C. Williams to F. D. Rich (?), 26 August 1880, William L. C. Williams Letter Book, p. 18. Permission to use this letter-book was granted by Mr John Main of Cambridge. 
5 9 The shortage of money was far more critical by this time than Sheehan cared to admit. The government financial crisis led in 1879 to the cabinet decision to cut down on Crown land purchasing; hence the provision mentioned below for disposal of Maori lands by auction. Thames Advertiser, 2 December 1881, and PD, XXXVII (1880), 783 (Sheehan). 
60 Auckland Evening Star, 27 August 1879. 
6 1 cf. PD, XXXVI (1880), 390. Ballance frequently spoke in this vein from 

1877 onwards. 
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purchase were to be sold 'henceforth in small blocks in the open 
market'. 6 2 

Now though this programme was closely associated with Sheehan, 
responsibility for the underlying principles almost certainly lay with 
others as well; Ballance, Stout, and above all Grey. The hands, so to 
speak, were Sheehan's, but the voice was the voice of Grey; he who 
believed that the 'lands of the least numerous race shall be disposed 
of in such a manner as shall be for the common good of all', who saw 
land as 'the origin of all wealth, the sustainer of life . . . the main 
source of political power'. 6 3 

The second major objective of Sheehan's native policy was achieve-
ment of peace with Tawhiao. This objective was not new. It had 
also been McLean's; with patience he had followed it for years. 6 4 

But McLean's stategy had been the waiting game; he hoped that with 
the passing of time, the King party would weary of its isolation. In 
contrast, Grey pursued Tawhiao with urgency and ardour, placing 
emphasis on face-to-face diplomacy, conducted by himself and 
Sheehan, summit meetings, as it were, beyond the aukati, or boundary 
line marking Maori territories confiscated during the wars. Mair 
remarked sourly: 'I believe that if Tawhiao were to hint to Hori 
[George Grey] that he would like to have the Governor's front teeth 
set round with brilliants for a blanket pin the wish would be satis-
fied'.65 

Within a fortnight of Grey's becoming Premier, informal overtures 
appear to have been made to Kingite chiefs. 6 6 During 1878, three 
meetings were held which pointed hopefully towards the possibility 
of a final settlement in 1879. But in the following months things 
began to work against Grey and Sheehan. When they attended the 
big Kingite meeting at Kopua in May 1879, they found, to their 
chagrin, that Tawhiao was once again withdrawn and unwilling to 
negotiate, much less to reach a settlement. For a ministry that had 
claimed that pacification had actually been achieved the previous 
year this seemed to be a humiliating rebuff. 6 7 Even worse, the 
ministry was deprived of the political coup it desperately needed by 
1879 to restore its waning fortunes. The developing threat of war 

6 2 PD, XXXII (1879), 4; See also PD, XXXIV, 649 (Grey) and Hawkes Bay 
Herald, 20 August 1879, (election address by Sheehan). Land buying under the 1873 Native Land Act was generally so complex and so prolonged as to be beyond the reach of the man of moderate means. Usually it could be conducted only by a person or group with the financial resources not only to undertake drawn-out negotiations, but also to make advances and to employ the specialised agents and lawyers. It was the complexity of land-buying rather than the machinations of wealthy men that excluded 'small men' and created the land ring. Generally, therefore, the only way that the poorer settler could buy was from the speculators, or have the government buy on his behalf. 63 Grey to Colonial Secretary, 7 June 1881, AJHR, 1881, G.13. No. 41. 6* Andersen and Petersen, pp. 225-33; PD, XXXI (1879), 79 (Grey). 

65 W. G. Mair to Laura Jackson, 13 February 1878, Mair Family Papers, Folder 5. 66 Major W. M. Jackson to Ormond, 5 November 1877, Atkinson Papers; PD, XXVI (1877), 511, 521. 6"'PD, XXXI (1879), 88-89. cf. Normanby to Hicks Beach, 12 October 1878, 'Confidential Despatches to the Colonial Office'. 
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with Te Whiti and his West Coast followers seemed but to underline 
the lesson of Kopua that the pretentious face-to-face policy of Shee-
han and Grey had been carelssly executed and was now bankrupt. 6 8 

Why did Tawhiao not close the deal it was claimed he had been 
so interested in the year before? Had in fact his interest been 
exaggerated by Grey for political purposes in 1878?6 9 Or did the 
King have a change of heart before the Kopua meeting, resentful at 
being used as a bargaining counter in a Pakeha political game? The 
Greyite members were later to claim that interested Europeans had 
got at the King and turned him against the government's proposals. 7 0 

And there is abundant evidence that the frontiers of the King Country 
were a hotbed of European and Maori intrigue in the weeks before 
as well as during the meeting. Such an explanation, however, scarcely 
squares with the demonstrable fact that Tawhiao was not a client of 
either the government party or the speculators. His chief concern 
was to preserve separation between Maori and European, not to help 
build 'bridges' between them. By maintaining his authority over as 
many of the tribes as possible he aimed to keep Maori lands and 
thereby Maori society intact. 7 1 Certainly Grey's very anxiety to reach 
accord strengthened Tawhiao's bargaining position in relation to the 
government and, ironically, as the New Zealand Times remarked, de-
feated Grey's purpose precisely because it helped to restore Tawhiao's 
waning influence among the tribes. 7 2 

But fundamentally pacification was not just the settlement of a 
legal issue of how far the Queen's writ should run; it too was closely 
associated with the sale of Maori lands. From this angle it is no 
longer possible to have the Kopua meeting dismissed as unqualified 
failure. There was evidence at the meeting that the King movement 
insofar as it cohered around the common resolve not to sell land 
was actually falling apart. And this not because of any superior 
diplomatic skill of Grey and Sheehan but because of divisive pres-
sures at work within the King movement itself. 7 3 This was the im-
pression of Thomas Buddie, an old Wesleyan missionary who had 
been a spectator at Kopua. Speaking symbolically of 'Kingism' as a 
pa, he told an Auckland public meeting that 'It is tumbling into 
ruins . . . . the breastwork is crumbling, the fences are trembling, the 
inmates are grumbling, and the Maori movement fast hastens to its 
dissolution.'7 4 

Rightly or wrongly many Auckland settlers believed this to be so. 
A new boom of land buying seemed at hand. In the Upper Thames 

0 8 Wilson, pp. 37-38. 
6 9 E. Fox to Vogel, 24 May 1878, Vogel Papers, Box 'Miscellaneous Corres-pondence 1878-82'; W. R. Russell to Lt. Col. Russell, 22 September 1878, Russell Papers, Folder '1870-78'. 
70PD, XXXI (1879), 92 (Moss); 121 (Gisborne); 181 (Sheehan). 
7 1 AJHR, 1881, II, G.8, 4. 
7 2 New Zealand Times, Wellington, 7 May 1879. 
7 3 Observer, Auckland, 11 February 1882, p. 339. 
7 4 Manuscript notes of an address given at the Auckland Y.M.C.A. by Rev. Buddie, June 1879, p. 4, Auckland Public Library. 
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Valley, for example, where Kingite influence beyond the confiscation 
line had checked land selling for years, the pressure to sell had been 
building up steadily since 1877 among a local land-selling group of 
the Ngati-Raukawa tribe. 7 5 Even within the King Country there were 
evidences of a breaking of the resolve not to sell. A clear enough sign 
of this had been given at the Mokau meeting of 1878. The detaching 
from the Kingite cause of Rewi Maniapoto of the Ngati-Maniapoto 
tribe, 7 6 by whose sufferance the Waikato tribes, landless since the 
Wars, occupied King Country land, seemed to confirm the rumours 
that some Maoris between the aukati and Taupo, despite the King's 
prohibition, were determined to push through roads and railways in 
their area. In the year following the Kopua meeting, it was reported 
that Tawhiao specially summoned small gatherings of chiefs to reverse 
the trend whereby the people were 'drifting away from their alle-
giance', a trend which, said the report of the Auckland native agent 
'has been in large measure brought by the desire of the people to 
sell land'. 7 7 But by 1880 Tawhiao was beating the air. As the report 
went on to say, already influential chiefs of the King party were now 
attending the Native Land Court at Cambridge 'not to obstruct, but 
for the purpose of looking after individual interests in the various 
blocks'. 

The readiness of many individuals within the tribes to sell land 
throws a completely different light upon the meaning of the con-
ference at Kopua. It explains too the interest of Grey and Sheehan. 
The 'public estate' they were amassing would be greatly enlarged by 
road and railway construction in the King Country. 7 8 

It also accounts for the great interest of the 400 Europeans who 
attended the Kopua gathering, some of them Grey's bitterest oppon-
ents, and many of them closely concerned with land speculation. 
Prominent anti-Grey spectators included: F. A. Whitaker, Major W. 
M. Jackson and R. Hobbs (who by this time had completely identified 
himself with the Maori lands lobby); old McLeanite native officers, 
W. M. Searancke, R. S. Bush, Major Mair and Spencer von Sturmer; 
representatives of the Auckland legal and banking circles with strong 
land speculation interests — E. A. McKechnie and R. Laishley; the 
enterprising David Hean of the National Bank, J. E. Pounds of the 
Union, and James Hume, manager of the Bank of New Zealand in 
Hamilton, a man of tremendous influence in Waikato land specula-
tions. 7 9 Also present were E. B. Walker, Major John Wilson and W. 
A. Graham, members of a syndicate surreptitiously advancing money 
to land-sellers within the Patetere block in spite of the government 
proclamation which made it illegal to do so. 

7 5 Pollen to Ormond, 7 February 1877, Patetere File, 13/63, Maori Affairs Dept.; W. G. Mair to Gilbert Mair, 31 March 1877, Mair Family Papers, Folder 4 and W. G. Mair to Laura Jackson, 13 February 1878, Folder 5. 
7 8 Auckland Evening Star, 28 August 1879. 
7 7 AJHR. 1880, I, G.4A, 2. 
™ New Zealand Times, 5, 9, 10 May 1879. 
7 9 H. C. M. Norris, Settlers in Depression, Hamilton, 1964, p. 9. 



6 4 R. C. J. S T O N E 
By the time the parliamentary session began eight weeks later, 

people associated with Maori land speculation were aware that a 
flood of Maori lands outside the King Country was going on to the 
market, and that lands within the King Country from which European 
speculators had been absolutely excluded in the past would possibly 
be available for purchase in the near future. Here was the biggest 
opportunity for speculation in Maori lands since the confiscations of 
the sixties. Pressure on the government to drop its proclamation policy 
grew. In the first week of the session, Ngati-Haua and Ngati-Raukawa 
sellers, for example, probably incited by Europeans, petitioned Parlia-
ment for the ending of proclamations and the right to sell their lands 
'as we do our pigs, potatoes and wheat . . . to whom we like and for 
what price we like'. 8 0 The Waikato Times, owned at this time by 
F. A. Whitaker, claimed that 'the loyalty of the natives and the in-
terests of the Colony . . . are being jeopardised for a political fad ' . 8 1 

There were also those who believed that if the Grey government 
responsible for the political fad could be brought down, private land 
buying could return. 8 2 

Precisely how important a factor was the pressure of the Maori 
land interest in bringing about the overthrow of Grey in 1879 may 
always remain debatable. But certain facts are clear enough. Before 
the July 1879 session of the General Assembly began a plan had been 
matured to censure Grey immediately in the Address-in-Reply de-
bate . 8 3 Opponents of the policy of Crown purchase of Maori lands 
were prominent in the stage management of the debate. Ormond was 
privy to the main strategy, probably an instigator of i t . 8 4 He and 
others such as Fox and Hobbs had by personal investigation and 
through correspondence accumulated much anti-Sheehanite ammuni-
tion that others were to use. 

Waterhouse, Dillon Bell and Pollen fired the first shots in the 
Legislative Council. In the House there was a tone of high moral 
indignation as details of maladministration and waste were 'un-
covered'. Fox in the dual persona of splenetic politician and outraged 
Good Templar led the attack upon Sheehan with great vindictiveness. 
He was followed by four one-time supporters of Grey: W. Rolleston, 
A. Saunders, E. Wakefield and R. Hobbs. The vote some nights later 
went overwhelmingly against the government. 

After a confused general election fought with surprisingly little 
reference to the issues which had led to the vote of no confidence, a 
fresh Parliament met on 24 September. The government was quickly 
challenged once again and defeated. Grey was deposed from the 
leadership of the new opposition. Though the new Premier, John 
Hall, was unable to command a majority, he was able to exploit the 

80 New Zealand Herald, 14 July 1879. 
si Waikato Times, 15 July 1879. 82 PD, XXXII (1879), 366 (Sheehan). 83 W. R. Russell to Lt. Col. Russell, 5 July 1879, Russell Papers, Folder '1870-79'. 
8 4 See e.g. Ormond to Rolleston, 9 June 1879, Rolleston Papers, Box 2 'In-

wards, 1873-79'. 
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following deadlock by marshalling sustained criticism of the previous 
regime and by shrewd lobbying. In consequence, four Auckland mem-
bers were enticed from the opposition camp and this guaranteed the 
new government a firm working majority. This sequence of events is 
quite clear but our understanding of the reasons why the partici-
pants acted the way that they did, at certain key stages, remains in-
complete. It is just at those points that the Maori land issue can 
provide possible explanations. 

It has been customary in the past to accept at face value the hostile 
vote against Grey of 20 July 1879 as representing a demand for effi-
cient and uncorrupt administration and for financial prudence. 8 5 The 
assumption has been that the majority of members, alarmed at Grey's 
authoritarian behaviour, at the general financial disorder, cabinet dis-
agreements and the trouble with Te Whiti — to take some of the 
charges of 'neglect and mismanagement' on which the ministry was 
arraigned—were influenced solely by political and public considera-
tions. 

But it would seem that any interpretation of their motive must go 
beyond the basically political one. For one thing, the economic wel-
fare of speculators in Maori lands, who were among those who most 
bitterly denounced Grey, was too much affected by Grey's fall for 
them to have ignored their own interests. Moreover, in a more 
general sense, in the context of prevailing economic conditions, the 
rejection of Grey had distinct socio-economic significance on other 
grounds. The financial stringency entering New Zealand life in 1878-79 
sapped the confidence of the more substantial members of the colony 
and made them sensitive to the strident class-conscious note that 
increasingly marked the appeals Grey made to the masses. It was 
feared that the growth of sectional strife and the ineptitude of Grey's 
colleagues were likely to deepen the depression. 'Capital is a timorous 
thing', Ebenezer Fox wrote to Vogel, which 'can be scared from a 
country almost by a breath'. 8 6 Speaking of the 'shocking mess' the 
colony was in, Ormond, in a letter to Rolleston, expressed the fear 
that war with Te Whiti would ruin the colony. There would be with-
drawal of capital and it would be impossible in the future to raise 
fresh loans on the English market for defence or public works. 8 7 

Captain Russell wrote to his father that with wool prices falling and 
land titles likely to be challenged by Grey's anti-landowner govern-
ment, Hawkes Bay land would become unsaleable. 8 8 In short, the 
case is strong for seeing the political changes of 1879 in part as flow-
ing from the dissatisfaction of affronted and anxious groups with the 

8 5 Armstrong, 'Politics of Development', pp. 208-48, presents an interpretation of the political changes for the whole of 1879 upon that basis. 
8 f i E. Fox to Vogel, 16 August 1879, Vogel Papers, Box 'Miscellaneous Corres-pondence 1878-82'. 
8 7 Ormond to Rolleston, 9 June 1879, Rolleston Papers, Box 2 'Inwards, 1873-79'. 
8 8 W. R. Russell to Lt. Col. Russell, 26 January 1879, Russell Papers, 'Folder 1870-79'. 
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pocket-touching consequences of the policy of the Grey government, 
rather than just with its administrative competence. 

Crucial to our understanding of 1879 is a determination of the 
reasons for the break-up of the so-called Greyite 'party'. The parlia-
mentary followers of Grey by early 1879 had come to represent an 
alliance of various interests. The 'party' was a synthesis of Auckland 
and Otago provincial elements and of quite diverse sectional groups 
within those provinces. 1879 saw the dissolution of this synthesis. 
But the two no-confidence debates did not cause the dissolution. 
Rather were they the consequence of it. Reasons for the political 
break-up must be sought elsewhere. And it is here that the Maori 
lands issue, precisely because it concentrates attention upon economic 
considerations, provides its most useful insights. The expense involved 
in land purchase in the North Island tended to drive a wedge between 
North and South Island members of the Greyite 'party'. 8 9 But a much 
more serious blow to the Greyite cause was the breaking in 1879 of 
the Auckland 'phalanx', the block representation of the province by 
Greyite M.H.R.s. The refusal of the Grey government to surrender its 
pre-emption policy goes far to explain why there was a revolt in the 
Auckland camp. At a time of depression, the Maori land purchase 
policy of Grey involved lavish expenditure of public money not the 
financial restraint which increasingly commended itself to the business 
community. And, above all, the exclusion of private speculators from 
the purchase of Maori lands, symptomatic of Grey's urban radicalism, 
aroused alarm among and antagonised powerful Auckland interests 9 0 

and did much towards stampeding the parliamentary representatives 
of the Auckland propertied classes and country settlers into the 
opposing camp. 

In his study of Auckland politics of the 1875 election, J. M. R. 
Young suggested that a characteristic feature of the politics of the 
time was the rift between radical townsman and country settler. 9 1 

He observed that the further a settlement was from urban Auckland 
the more marked anti-Grey sentiment tended to be. The period 1877-
79, however, had seen a fusion of the two hitherto unfriendly elements 
in an Auckland provincialist phalanx. This was a marriage of con-
venience, a union to win a greater share of public works, or as 
Greyites called it, 'justice for Auckland'. But by the time of the 1879 
general election, there were signs that a divorce was at hand. Waipa 
had been easily won in the 1878 by-election by a candidate E. G. 
McMinn who was pledged to support Grey, opposed by F. A. 
Whitaker who was not. In the 1879 general election, Whitaker — 
still anti-Grey — was able comfortably to take the seat. In the same 

89 PD, XXXVII (1880), 451 (Macandrew and Seddon). Cf. PD, XXXII (1879), 245 (Wakefield). For an admission of how little of the Maori land had been resold: XXXII (1879), 367 (Sheehan). so PD, XXXVI (1880), 481 (Moss), and Hawkes Bay Herald, 20 August 1879. 
91 Young, 'The Political Conflict of 1875', pp. 72-73. 
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election, the other electorate in the northern frontier of the King 
Country, Waikato, also returned an anti-Grey candidate J. B. Whyte. 9 2 

A closer study of the Waipa election suggests reasons for the swing 
against Grey's government and for the breach in provincial solidarity. 
The actual electoral contest tells us little about the real issues divid-
ing the candidates. Such revelations of 'policy' as candidates made 
during the election campaign were designed to win an electoral 
contest not to provide guarantees as to how the candidate would 
vote and perform in the House. F. A. Whitaker as solicitor for the 
Patetere land-buying syndicate obviously had political intentions 
intermeshing with his business interests. He had a considerable per-
sonal stake in the withdrawal of the Crown proclamation over certain 
Maori land blocks. But his references to the Maori land issue were 
limited. Neither he nor Whyte gave much emphasis at all to Maori 
affairs. 9 3 Further, although both were in fact representative of land 
speculator interests in the Waikato lands, each proclaimed himself 
the opponent of land monopoly and the champion of the local 
yeomanry. 

Whitaker concentrated on local issues. If, by some flight of fancy, 
we can consider the term 'Liberalism' as embracing 'local indepen-
dency' and particularism, Whitaker's otherwise tortuous claim that he 
was a Liberal is acceptable enough. He projected himself as a fron-
tier Hampden, the local man who would stand up against the 'Queen 
Street ring' as he called the Greyite Central Committee in Auckland. 9 4 

The Waikato Times, Whitaker's newspaper, rather understandably, 
sang his praises as one who was fighting the attempt of Grey's party 
to revive the 'political serfdom' of the old provincialist days when the 
'country districts were kept as the milch cows to feed and enrich the 
city and the suburbs of Auckland. 9 5 

Whitaker exploited to great effect another local issue. This was the 
decision of the Grey government to commence construction work on 
the Thames-Waikato railway at the Grahamstown (Thames) end, in-
stead of from Hamilton, the work approved in the 1878 Public Works 
vote. This change had already been denounced in Parliament as a 
scandalous political job, a flagrant attempt by Grey to win support in 
his home electorate of Thames. 9 6 Whitaker and Whyte were able to 
ride the wave of local Waikato resentment. 'This district has been 
sacrificed for the Thames' said the Waikato Times97 Here was an 
issue which placed in congruence the interests of small settlers and 
unemployed who could have found work on the railway construction, 

»2 The previous Waikato M.H.R. had been the Hon. Frederick Whitaker. He had left Waikato to contest, unsuccessfully, Eden. »3 Waikato Times, 4 September 1879 (F. A. Whitaker), and 28 August 1879 (Whyte). Ormond who contested the Clive electorate against Sheehan scarcely mentioned the native issue, whereas Sheehan did so fully. Hawkes Bay Herald, 1 September 1879, pp. 2-3; and 10 September 1879, p. 3. 
m Waikato Times, 9 August 1879. 
9 5 Waikato Times, 11 September 1879. »6 PD, XXXI (1879), 162 (E. Richardson); 167 (Rolleston); 409 (Water-house) . 
9 7 Waikato Times, 9 August 1879. 
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and those of the owners of big estates strung between Hamilton and 
Te Aroha, estates which without railway communication were 'in-
accessible and valueless'.9 8 

On the surface the Waipa election seems to confirm the view that 
has been expressed elsewhere that it was public works, local issues 
and personalities, together with provincial rights that were the stuff 
of politics in 1879. 9 9 But perspectives alter if we put land speculation 
and investment into the picture. Obviously F. A. Whitaker was fight-
ing for more than the rights of local settlers. As an M.H.R. he became 
a political mouthpiece of the Patetere Land Company. Self-interest 
also involved J. B. Whyte for he was a major land owner 1 0 0 in the 
Piako and Waikato counties through which the disputed railway was 
later to run. Nor should it be assumed that the railway quarrel was 
a local issue. Many of the owners of the big estates along the route 
of the deferred Hamilton-Te Aroha line, were absentee. They included 
Thomas Russell, Falconer Larkworthy, James Williamson, R. and E. 
Maclean, S. and T. Morrin, F. D. Rich and J. Studholme. This was a 
socio-economic group spilling over local and provincial boundaries. 

In another regard this struggle over whether the railway should 
commence at Thames or Hamilton was far more than a 'pork-barrel' 
issue. Indirectly it was another battle between the Auckland rural 
land speculators and the Grey government acting as the self-appointed 
champion of small settlers. Plainly Grey did not need to buy the vote 
of Thames electors. His motive in prevailing upon the Public Works 
Minister Macandrew to change the route was quite different. In 
Macandrew's words the change had been made 'to enable the people 
at Grahamstown [miners and poorer settlers] to acquire and settle 
down upon the magnificent land between the Thames and the Wai-
kato ' . 1 0 1 Grey's intention had been to use a Grahamstown-Te Aroha 
line to open the Maori lands in the Upper Thames Valley to small 
settlers. On the other hand the big land speculators, Firth of Mata-
mata, the Auckland Agricultural Company, and the Patetere Land 
Company, to name a few, saw the original line running from Hamil-
ton to say the Morrin and Studholme estate at Lockerby (Morrins-
ville) as a feeder to a further branch line which would open up 
estates bought or being acquired from the Maoris between the 
Waikato and Rotorua. In fact, after the Hall government came to 
office the line was recommenced at the Hamilton e n d 1 0 2 and, in 
September 1881 a district railway company was launched to construct 
a line from the Thames-Waikato line through to Rotorua. 

9 8 W. B. Langbridge, Descriptive Handbook to the Waikato, Hamilton, 1880, p. 41. 
9 0 Bohan, 'The 1879 General Election, pp. 44, 61. Cooper in 'N.Z. Politics in the Early Eighties', pp. 196, 204-05, interprets the flight of the rural electorates from Grey solely in these terms. 

Freeholders of New Zealand, 1882, Wellington, 1884. 
1 0 1 PD, XXXI (1879), 233. 
1 0 2 Thames Advertiser, 28 November 1881, gives later developments in this political wrangle. 
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By 1879 the solidarity of the Auckland 'party' was breaking under 

the stress of new radical developments in Greyite policy. After the 
election, the representatives of the electorates lying north of the King 
Country, Waikato and Waipa, stood outside the Greyite Liberal 
Party which emerged during the election campaign. There is abun-
dant evidence that the distrust of some country settlers for Grey was 
shared by the city business community. Less openly but no less 
definitely the Auckland phalanx was breaking along another line of 
cleavage. 

This is the explanation of the sudden emergence at the time of the 
election of the otherwise rather mysterious North New Zealand Asso-
ciation. T. G. Wilson saw the association as a conservative provin-
cialist organisation. 1 0 3 It could in fact be regarded as a 'front 
organisation' for those elements in the Auckland business community 
with speculative interests in rural and Maori lands. 1 0 4 In its earlier 
meetings the association attacked the revival of Crown pre-emption 
under Grey and Sheehan. But later, the association discreetly changed 
its tune. The election gave Grey a wonderful chance to beat his land 
monopoly drum and to proclaim the moral Tightness of his cause, 
and to denounce the cause of his opponents as one of unprincipled 
self-seeking. And such was the nimbus about the head of Grey in 
Auckland in 1879 that it was most unwise to attack him openly. 1 0 5 

Moreover, so antagonistic towards 'land sharks' was the vociferous 
mob which flooded the Auckland meetings 1 0 6 that the association 
advocates of free trade in Maori lands were forced to mute their 
demands and emphasize such devices as encouraging Maoris to sell 
their lands through the Waste Land Boards. 1 0 7 

The elections in urban Auckland, like the contest in Waipa, gave 
little indication of the political persuasions and loyalties of the can-
didates. All the elected candidates were nominally Greyite. It proved 
politically suicidal to claim to be otherwise. But some candidates who 
had smuggled themselves into the party were very loosely attached 
to the Greyite cause. 1 0 8 Grey was not to appreciate until the House 
met that he was in the unusual position of being supported by some 
politicians who would happily jettison him should it prove neces-

103 Wilson, The Grey Government, p. 55. 
1 0 4 For accounts of the Association's meetings, see Auckland Evening Star, 2 August 1879; 6 August 1879; 13 August 1879; 20 August 1879; and 25 October 1879. Speeches made at meetings of the Association are classic statements of the case for laissez-faire in Maori land purchase. 
1 0 5 Hobbs and Hon. F. Whitaker who had opposed Grey in the previous Parliament were defeated at the polls. 
1 0 6 See, e.g. Auckland Evening Star, 23 August 1879. The mere mention of Whitaker's name during some election meetings drew groans and hisses or cries of 'Piako Swamp!'. 
1 0 7 Bryce's 1880 Native Land Sales Bill contained similar safeguards for Maori and small settler interests. However, in the face of the Maori land lobby's opposition to this government sponsored measure, the Hall government quite cheerfully dropped the Bill. cf. Wilson, pp. 48-49. 
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sary. 1 0 9 The meetings of the North New Zealand Association, the 
lukewarm tone of the editorials of the New Zealand Herald and the 
Star to Grey's more radical ideas were the first if concealed stage of 
the revolt of the Auckland business community. 

This revolt was completed on 24 October 1879 by the defection of 
four of the Auckland party, Reader Wood, William Swanson, W. J. 
Hurst and W. H. Colbeck. The desertion has remained enigmatic. 
But only because historians have continued to account for it, as did 
contemporaries—including the four principals 1 1 0—in either moralis-
tic or mercenary terms. 1 1 1 The four Aucklanders were not unselfish 
liberal patriots prepared to brave calumny in order to break a con-
stitutional deadlock. 1 1 2 Nor were they self-seeking rats sacrificing 
honour and principle to gain a 'pot of lucre for their districts' 1 1 3 or 
places for themselves. 1 1 4 All of these considerations may have in-
fluenced the decision of the four Aucklanders. But the simple explana-
tion is probably the correct one. They changed because they felt 
they had a greater identity of interest with the Hallite party than 
they had with the opposition party. 

By 1879 the Greyite synthesis embodied in the Auckland party had 
become anachronistic. No longer was it correct to equate support for 
Grey (or Macandrew) with the best interests of all groups in the 
Auckland province. Under the pressure of changing economic cir-
cumstances sectional interests were diverging. It is significant that 
Hon. Frederick Whitaker, the most experienced of wire-pullers, and 
spokesman of the Bank of New Zealand (which advanced much of 
the money to speculators in Maori lands) should have acted as the 
rat-catcher who broke the Auckland phalanx by drawing Reader 
Wood into the Hallite camp. And it is significant too that the deser-
tion should have been led by Wood, a leading spirit in the North 
New Zealand Association and a passionate advocate of the return to 
free trade in Maori lands. 1 1 5 It is tempting to regard as portentous 
the purchase by Colbeck of 10,000 acres of Maori land in the previous 
year . 1 1 6 But the Maori land issue had become vital not per se but as 
a touchstone. What the four defectors really had in common was not 

1 0 9 Deference to Grey during elections and then disowning him during the intervening sessions continued as an Auckland political phenomenon during the eighteen-eighties. See Observer, 27 March 1886, p. 13. 
1 1 0 PD, XXXII (1879), 523-27, 575; Otago Daily Times, 1 January 1880; 

NZ. Herald, 31 March 1880. 
1 1 1 Wilson, pp. 53-57 and Armstrong, pp. 236-8 have the most detailed dis-cussions of the episode. 112 PD, XXXII (1879), 532 (Hall). 
1 1 3 PD, XXXII (1879), 519 (De Lautour). 
1 1 4 E. Fox to Vogel, 31 October 1879, Vogel Papers, Box 'Miscellaneous Cor-respondence, 1878-82' passes on rumours about the personal motives of Colbeck and Wood. See also PD, XXXVII (1880), 608: Swanson discusses rumours about himself. W. J. Hurst in 1879 had a reputation in Auckland as a political adventurer greedy for office and as one who was a shameless social climber: PD, XXXII, 546, 574, 576, 614; R. Hobbs to Rolleston, 29 October 1879, Rolleston Papers, Box 2. 
1 1 5 Auckland Evening Star, 20 August 1879, reports a motion by Reader Wood at an Association meeting for 'the extinction of the Native Department'. 
1 1 6 AJHR, 1885, II, G.6. 
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an interest in Maori land speculation but an investor background. 1 1 7 

Each was a believer in financial prudence, each had a passion for 
retrenchment and was attached to that laissez-faire ideal of govern-
ment that he who governs least governs bes t . 1 1 8 In Auckland where 
the business community viewed Grey's radicalism with growing alarm, 
opposition to the Crown purchase of Maori lands had by 1879 become 
an index of these convictions. 

In short, the nature of the Auckland support for the new Hall 
government after the four former Greyites had defected, tended to 
give to the Hallite 'party' the perhaps unsought class or sectional 
colouration that later historians have ridiculed Grey for saying that 
it had. 

This is not the place to trace the process, extending from October 
1879 through to the end of the session in August 1880 by which the 
new government prepared the way for a period of Maori land buying 
that was to prove a brief heyday for the wealthy private speculator. 
The story is important, but it is a complex one. It deserves to be told 
in detail elsewhere. 

What can be briefly discussed, however, is the latter part of a 
charge made by Grey in November 1879 that the Hall government 
came to power as the agent of South Island land monopolists, the 
Bank of New Zealand, and North Island speculators in Maori 
lands. 1 1 9 It is unwise to dismiss Grey's accusations out of hand as 
spiteful fictions. D. A. Hamer's research has proved that some public 
figures at least were happy to use position and political influence to 
further their business enterprises. 1 2 0 

Obviously the Hall government had benefited from the support 
and intrigue of the Maori land lobby. At the very time Grey made 
his accusation, members of the Patetere syndicate were in Wellington, 
constant in their attendance upon the new government. 1 2 1 And Hall's 
government did in fact abandon most of its Crown land-buying in 
favour of a system of direct purchase. It is undeniable, too, that 
much of the Maori land bought in the period 1880-83, fell into the 
hands of a few wealthy speculators, often financed, unhappily for 
all concerned in the long run, by the Bank of New Zealand. Safe-
guards piously promised to check the abuses of previous land sales 
procedures, as Grey had forecast, 1 2 2 never reached the Statute Book. 

1 1 7 Wood had been a sharebroker; and was a prominent shareholder in the Bank of New Zealand and the N.Z. Loan and Mercantile Agency Company. Colbeck in the 1880s was to become chairman of the Auckland Chamber of Commerce and a director of the B.N.Z. Swanson was a highly respected timber merchant and Hurst was the proprietor of an agricultural produce firm. 
1 1 8 For economic attitudes shown in the House see PD, XXXVII (1880), 40, 91-96 (R. Wood); XXXVII, 98-99 (Colbeck); XXXVII, 37-38, 56, 421-2 (Hurst); and XXXVI (1880), 453 (Swanson). Swanson was a self-made man who was an advocate of savage retrenchment. 
"9 PD, XXXIII (1879), 304. See also XXXII (1879), 282 and 396. PD, XXXII (1879), 366 has a similar accusation by Sheehan. 
i 2 0 D. A. Hamer, 'The Agricultural Company and New Zealand Politics, 1877-86', Historical Studies: Australia and New Zealand, X (May 1962), 141-64. 121W. G. Mair's Diaries, 1879; entries for late October and early November. 122 PD, XXXVII (1880), 565. 
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Nevertheless Grey's ingenious explanation, of sinister financial forces 

at work in Hallite policy, will not do. It was the determination of the 
new government to retrench, come what may, quite independent of 
the machinations of speculators, that was basically responsible for 
the decision of the government to withdraw from large proclaimed 
blocks and to surrender the field there to private buyers. More than 
anything else, the financial caution of the Colonial Treasurer Harry 
Atkinson, and the parsimony of the Native Minister John Bryce, dis-
mantled the land-buying structure which the millenarian vision of 
Grey had erected. 

The 1880 Bills concerned with reforming those abuses in Maori 
land sales upon which Bryce harped so much in his first year as 
Native Minister, were in fact a sham. Their purpose was not to intro-
duce reforms, but to provide opportunities in debate for discrediting 
the Maori land purchase officers of the previous government; 'Shee-
han's larrikin crowd' as Major Mair called them. 1 2 3 The reforms did 
not eventuate. But the government was provided with a plausible 
justification for surrendering proclamations, and for withdrawing 
from the expensive land purchase game that, for reasons of economy, 
it believed it should no longer play. As a result land-buying was 
diverted towards private speculators. But having surrendered the 
field to the private buyers, the government did little to regulate their 
activities. For this reason it is difficult to exculpate the Hall ministry 
from the charge of indulgence towards land speculators. 

As a corollary, it may be said that if the Maori land lobby 
appeared not to do much during the 1880 session to deflect Maori 
lands away from the Crown towards private hands, this was a mea-
sure not of reduced influence but of the shrewd and economical use 
the lobby made of its considerable power. Where it needed to inter-
vene it did so, noisily and decisively. More than any other group it 
tore the Crown purchase system to pieces in the debate on the 1880 
Native Land Sales Bill. Further, its voting power gave it a com-
manding position in the midst of the fragmented political groupings 
of 1880. Sutton, Reader Wood, F. A. Whitaker and Captain W. R. 
Russell, for instance, could generally be relied on to support the Hall 
government. But not for measures maintaining Crown purchase of 
Maori lands. Thus, because of the voting power of the lobby, the 
Native Land Court Bill which moved the Court outside the influence 
of the government and facilitated the ascertainment of titles, could be 
passed during the 1880 session, while the Native Land Sales Bill 
which restricted the rights of private speculators could not. It was 
forced on to the shelf, never again to be brought off. The reason for 
this can be seen. After the session Hall wrote to his Attorney-
General saying that Bryce was uneasy because he believed that 'if 
his plan for Native Land Sales thro Boards', which was anathema to 
the big speculators, were 'pressed through as a Ministerial question 

123 w . G. Mair to Gilbert Mair, 23 April 1880, Mair Family Papers, Folder 6. 
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. . . it would break up the party'. Hall admitted 'there is force in 
this ' ; 1 2 4 and accordingly he did nothing. 

We should not, therefore, read too much into the restraint in 1880 
of the advocates of free trade in Maori lands. If they did little to 
win their way, this was simply because they chose to let the fierce 
retrenching mood and the political disarray of the time do their work 
for them. 

There remains only the task of reappraising Sheehan. Rarely has 
the fall of a public figure been so sheer. He who had been Grey's 
favourite lieutenant and hailed as the coming man in politics became 
by 1880 an outcast, a target for unremitting attack from all quarters 
of the House. After the second session of 1879 no one defended him. 
The explanation of Sheehan's disrepute is not that his conduct had 
been indefensible, but that he had no champions. He had aroused 
such hatred among Fox, Hobbs and Ormond and others of the Maori 
interest, that they were determined to hunt him down. 1 2 5 Moreover, 
the accusations against Sheehan persisted through the 1880 Session 
almost as an act of policy because it suited the book of the Hall 
government anxious as it was for an excuse to escape from the em-
barrassing commitment of Sheehan's uncompleted land negotiations, 
to have his administration of the Native Department discredited in 
any way possible. 

And there was none in the opposition side prepared to take up 
his cause. At the end of 1879 Sheehan committed the unforgiveable 
sin of apostasy. He became the legal partner of F. A. Whitaker, and 
the agent of the Patetere 'land-sharks'. The opposition members were 
incensed. The Minister, whose improprieties had been publicised from 
one end of the colony to the other and exploited to drag the reputa-
tion of the Grey government through the mud, had now gone into 
the camp of the enemy. Not surprisingly he became the scapegoat of 
the opposition. He was permanently estranged from Grey, one whose 
constant approval rested only on those who were slavishly loyal. 
Sheehan died young and lost the chance of restoration of reputation 
which added years might have brought. At least this could be said of 
him: his standards of professional morality were much of a piece with 
those of most New Zealand lawyers of his day. Contemporaries for 
their various reasons saw fit to cast out Sheehan as the unfaithful 
steward. There is little justification for continuing to denounce him 
on the same grounds today. 

It has become fashionable in recent years to reject Reeves's view of 
the politics of the seventies and eighties as over-simplified. This is 
reasonable enough. Of late some research students have presented an 
alternative version. It runs something like this. Ideological principles 
did not divide the two main parties. Grey and his followers were no 
more liberal than their opponents. If there was any distinction between 

1 2 4 Hall to Frederick Whitaker, 23 September, 1880, 'Private and Confidential', Hall Papers, XXXVI. 
126PD, XXXVI (1880), 300 (Sheehan); Hobbs to Rolleston, 4 October 1879, Rolleston Papers, Box 2; PD, XXXVII (1880), 703 (Trimble). 
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the 'parties' in 1879 it was between a doctrinaire somewhat impracti-
cal group, and a hard-headed collection of men of affairs who 
theorised little but in their pragmatic way carried out reforms and 
got things done. The essence of politics was not ideological difference, 
but personalities, local issues and above all public works. In a benign 
way, presumably, benefits won for a local area were diffused im-
partially through the whole community. 

There is a danger here that some of those who have rejected 
Reeves's conservative-liberal cleavage are putting another simplistic 
view of New Zealand history in its place. Certainly a formula which 
seeks to explain all in terms of public works expenditure and regional 
rivalries does not apply to the complicated political struggles of 
1879-80. The contest over the right to buy Maori lands outlined in 
this article is a reminder that political power was viewed by those 
who sought to exercise it as a key to sectional and personal profit as 
well as to district advantage. Not to recognise this in a period when 
socio-economic interest and political activity so often intersected ex-
poses us to the temptation of letting ignorance beg the questions. We 
are like the person who believes he can follow the television play 
with the sound turned off. We see the movement. But the plot remains 
obscure and our understanding of motivation incomplete. 

Studies of the business interests of politicians and of the sectional 
interests they represented seem likely to provide one of the most 
fruitful avenues in future research in New Zealand history. The new 
approach would be amply justified, if it made us aware of hitherto 
unsuspected issues, and helped to add a further dimension to our 
understanding of the seventies and eighties. 

R. C. J . S T O N E 
University of Auckland 


