
'Busting Up' The Greatest Estate of All 

LIBERAL MAORI LAND POLICY, 1891-1911 

THE OCCUPATION and colonization of the North Island of New Zealand was 
advanced considerably between 1891 and 1911 by the Liberal government's 
purchase of some 3.1 million acres of Maori land between 1891 and 1911 and the 
sale of about a half million acres within the open market over the same period. 
This land was acquired for an average price of 6s 4d an acre. In direct contrast 
a mere 1.3 million acres was made available by the break-up of the great estates 
under the Lands for Settlement scheme at an average price of 84 shillings an acre. 
Most of the Maori land was actually acquired in the 1890s (2.7 million acres by 
the state and about 400,000 by private individuals), despite the determined and 
vociferous opposition of Kotahitanga, Kingitanga and all the Maori MPs other 
than James Carroll. This penultimate grab of farmable Maori land ensured that 
most first class land had passed from Maori hands by 1900. The Maori Councils' 
experiment and the Taihoa (by and by) policy slowed sales almost to a halt, but 
Carroll and Apirana Ngata were only able to close the stable door after the prize 
horses had bolted. The door was thrown wide open again by the 1909 Native 
Land Act which saw private buying outstrip Crown purchase. This 'mixed' 
purchase was so effective that Maori owned less than five million acres by 1920. 
Over three million acres of this land was leased leaving Maori with less than one 
million acres of usable land.1 Large scale land purchase was more effective as an 
agent of colonization than war. 

Graph 1 suggests that, in the overall alienation of Maori land, the Liberal 
purchases were not so significant because of the early acquisition of the South 
Island. But graph 2 shows that, in terms of North Island land alienation, the 
Liberal contribution was considerable. Graph 3 also makes it clear that the 
Liberal land-buying programme of the 1890s was the biggest of any administra-
tion after the New Zealand wars, both in terms of expenditure and the area of land 
acquired. A further 2.34 million acres of Maori land were sold between 1912 and 
1920 under the Reform administration, but the Crown was only responsible for 
purchasing 1,076,570 acres of that land. This last big purchase, however, cost the 
government £2,505,473, whereas the Liberal government only parted with 

1 Calculated from Appendices to the Journals of the House ofRepresentatives (AJHR), 1911, G-
6, p.2; 'Interim Report of the Commission Appointed to Inquire into the Question of Native Lands 
and Native Land Tenure (Stout/Ngata Commission)', AJHR, 1907, G-lc, p.5; AJHR, 1920, G-9, 
pp.2-3. See also J.S. Duncan, '"The Land for the People": land settlement and rural population 
movements, 1886-1906', in Murray McCaskill, ed., Land and Livelihood: geographical essays in 
honour of George Jobberns, Christchurch, 1962, pp. 170-90. 
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GRAPH 1: ALIENATION OF MAORI LAND, 1840-1890 

£1,010,140 for 3.2 million acres. Under McKenzie's direction 2.3 million acres 
were bought for a mere £562,258: taihoa did succeed in pushing up the price of 
Maori land. Graph 4 shows that Reform succeeded in alienating a greater 
proportion of existing Maori land, but that the difference between their policy of 
'hustle' and the Liberals' use of pre-emption was not great.2 

2 Based on AJHR, G-3 - G-9,1876-1920 and Yearbooks of New Zealand, 1892-1921. 
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GRAPH 2: ALIENATION OF MAORI LAND — NORTH ISLAND, 
N.Z., 1870-1930 

Yet it is 'taihoa', an exercise in little more than damage control, which 
continues to hold primacy of place in our historiography, rather than either the 
penultimate purchases of the 1890s or the ultimate Maori land grab of 1912-
1920. No one has yet paid much attention to the 1890s period of Maori land 
buying and it has only been described in very general and brief fashion. This 
article hopes, therefore, to correct this imbalance by describing and explaining 
how the Liberal government was able to buy so much Maori land so quickly. In 
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GRAPH 3: COMPARISON OF MONEY SPENT AND AREA OF 
MAORI LAND PURCHASED BY SEVERAL ADMINISTRATIONS. 

DATA BASED ON AJHR, G-l-G-9,1870-1920 

doing this I will be supporting an older counter-tradition that large scale Maori 
land settlement was an integral part of the Liberals' land settlement programme 
rather than something distinct and separate.3 Furthermore, I will examine the 
justification of this massive land buying programme and try to explain why the 
Liberals set out to undermine Maori farming so systematically. The impact of 
these policies and their everyday workings will, however, be examined else-
where.4 

The Liberals were able to acquire so much Maori land so quickly because they 
passed a range of legislation which locked together like the pieces of a meccano 
set. It is easy to lose sight of how interconnected this legislation was because it 
was characterized, like all Liberal legislation, by constant amendment and 
improvization — to make it work better. Numerous acts were placed on the 

3 See R.J. Martin, 'Aspects of Maori Affairs in the Liberal Period', MA thesis, Victoria 
University of Wellington, 1956; M.P.K. Sorrenson, 'Land Purchase Methods and their effect on 
Maori Population, 1865-1901', Journal of the Polynesian Society, LXV, 3 (1965), pp.183-99; J.S. 
Duncan; Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, London, 1959, pp. 189-90; W.H. Oliver, The Story 
of New Zealand, London, 1960, pp.252-3; and G.V. Butterworth, 'The Politics of Adaptation: the 
career of Sir Apirana Ngata, 1874-1928', MA thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1969. 

4 See Tom Brooking, '"Making Useless Land Productive": The impact of Liberal "native" land 
purchase on Maori', New Zealand Geographer, forthcoming. 
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GRAPH 4: COMPARISON OF REMAINING MAORI LAND 
PURCHASED BY THE LIBERAL (1891-1912) AND 

REFORM (1912-28) ADMINISTRATIONS 
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statute books and appeared to be discrete entities until they were consolidated 
under the voluminous 1909 Native Land Act. But this was not the case. It is also 
easy to lose sight of the interlocking of the pre-1909 Maori land legislation 
because it was devised by four main architects (R.J. Seddon, John McKenzie, 
Carroll and A.J. Cadman) and two damage-control inspectors (Carroll and 
Ngata). In combination this legislation accelerated noticeably the rate of Maori 
land sales, which had been slow for some time. The administration of Harry 
Atkinson had only managed to buy some 865,000 acres between 1887 and 1890 
(see graphs 2 and 3).3 Little wonder that Seddon sent a memorandum to 
McKenzie in 1894 boasting that they were going to break the annual record for 
Maori land purchase.6 

5 Calculated from AJHR, 1887, C-3; 1888, G-2A; 1889, C-6; 1890 G-4. 
6 Seddon to McKenzie, 29 October 1894, File 95/71, Box 37, Maori Affairs, Maori Land 

Purchase, (hereafter MA, MLP), Series 1, National Archives (NA), Wellington. 
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We must not be deceived by the Liberal attempt to make their actions appear 
legitimate by continuing the long established practice of engaging in a 'show of 
justice' ,7 Titles were tidied up to protect both Maori and Pakeha from fraudulent 
deals made in the past and to provide security of tenure. Ownership of over one 
million acres of privately owned Maori land, much of it claimed by politicians, 
was still disputed in 1 8 9 1 A Native Lands (V alidation of Titles) Act was passed 
in 18929 to invest titles and grant certificates and a Validation Court was 
established in 1893 to streamline and hasten this work.10 Then in 1894 an Ap-
pellate Court was added to hear appeals against decisions made by the Native 
Land Court. The judgement of this new court would be final, thereby removing 
recourse to either the Supreme Court or the Privy Council and so reducing 
delay." The Native Court itself was also made peripatetic to save Maori the cost 
of travel to Wellington to get their claims heard. Payment of kaiwhakahaere 
(lawyers who specialized in Maori land matters and charged exorbitant fees) was 
rendered unnecessary in the process.12 Full Crown pre-emption was reintroduced 
in 1894, supposedly to protect Maori from the unscrupulous 'land grabber' and 
'land shark' and to ensure that a reasonable price was paid for Maori land.13 Both 
the 1892 Native Land Purchases Act and the 1893 Native Land Purchase and 
Acquisition Act also aimed to stop Maori squandering the proceeds of sale (in 
the form of debentures) by compulsorily investing half the 'monies' in the Public 
Trustee.14 Vendors and their descendants were thereby supposed to be able to live 
off land-sale money and to re-invest in the development of remaining land. The 
1894 Native Land Court Act went even further and directed all sale money to the 
Public Trustee.15 The government seemed unconcerned about the complaint of 
Maori MPs that Maori could earn over 8% in the private market when the Public 
Trust only paid 4 1/2%, or that investment in the Public Trust had never brought 
much benefit to Maori in the past.16 The Liberals' final gesture of paternal 
benevolence to Maori in the 1890s was to limit the area that could be sold to 640 
acres of first class land, 2000 acres of second class land, and 10,000 acres of 
pastoral land.17 

7 Alan Ward, A Show of Justice: racial amalgamation in nineteenth century New Zealand, 
Auckland, 1973. 

8 See G.V. Butterworth, Maori Affairs. A Department and the People Who Made It, Wellington, 
1990, p.50; and R.J. Martin, 'Aspects of Maori Affairs', pp.1-8. 

9 Statutes of New Zealand, 1892, No.40, pp.288-92. 
10 ibid., 'Native Land (Validation of Titles) Act', 1893, No.38, cl.3-26, pp.154-62. 
11 ibid., 'Native Land Court Act', 1894, No.43, cl.79-95, pp.329-32. Taipua (Western Maori) was 

especially opposed to such finality: New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, (NZPD), 1892,78, p.629. 
12 ibid. 'Native Land Court Act', 1894, No.43, cl.79-95, pp.329-31. 
13 R. J. Seddon, NZPD, 1894, 86, p.374. 
14 Statutes of New Zealand, 1892, No.35, cl.12-13, p.193, and 1893, No.41, cl.17, p.182. John 

Ballance, for example, used this expression during the debate on the 1892 Native Land Purchases 
Bill. NZPD, 1892, 78, p.277. 

15 Statutes of New Zealand, 1894, No.43, cl.128, p.336. 
16 e.g.Taipua, NZPD, 1892,78, p.276; Major Wahawaha Ropata (Auckland) and H.K. Taiaroa 

(Otago) in the Legislative Council, NZPD, 1892,78, pp.456-7. 
17 The Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1893, No.41, cl.26, 

p. 184. 
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The view that these paternalistic actions made Liberal Maori land policy 
benevolent is not part of William Pember Reeves's whiggish paradigm but 
comes instead from Guy Scholefield, who argued that pre-emption protected 
Maori against the evils of free trade in their most valuable commodity.18 

Scholefield's interpretation persisted in a qualified way in the work of J.B. 
Condliffe19 and R.M. Burdon.20 Even today there still seems to be an historical 
consensus that pre-emption was a lesser evil than individualization. Yet, as 
Graeme Butterworth has pointed out, tidying up titles combined with benevolent 
state intervention to ensure 'the maximum flow of land into settlers' hands'.21 

Several other historians, especially J. S. Duncan, have also argued that pre-
emption enabled the Liberal government to buy Maori land cheaply and sell dear 
to cover the cost of breaking up the big estates. I am very suspicious of Duncan's 
simplistic arithmetic and intend to investigate this matter elsewhere, but one 
example given by Hone Heke Rankin, MP for Northern Maori, illustrates how 
pre-emption lowered the price of Maori land. Heke claimed that a 500 acre block 
in the Waikato had been bought for six shillings an acre by the Crown even 
though local farmers had offered 30 shillings an acre. He calculated that once 
costs were taken out the Maori owners were left a profit of £108 6s 8d rather than 
the £453 Is 8d they would have made if they had been able to sell in the open 
market.22 

Even if pre-emption is viewed as the lesser of evils, there is little doubt that 
tidying titles, paying money to the Public Trustee and reintroducing crown 
monopoly over land purchase constituted the sum of Liberal benevolence toward 
Maori until the Councils' experiment of 1900. Every other aspect of their Maori 
land policy was coercive and punitive. 

First, an institutional check on rapid land alienation was removed when the 
Native Department was abolished in June 1892 and its Land Purchase Office was 
transferred to the Department of Lands and Survey.23 This administrative change 
enabled the Minister of Lands to oversee and combine the purchase of Maori 
land with the breakup of the great estates, so cementing the Liberals' popularity 
in both the North and South Islands. Second, the Liberal government followed 
the recommendations of William Rees made on behalf of the Land Laws 
Commission of 1891, rather than the conflicting advice of Carroll or Thomas 
Mackay. Rees was an astute choice as chairman of the commission because his 
views paralleled closely those of the Liberal government. On the one hand, he 

18 Guy H. Scholefield, New Zealand in Evolution: Industrial, Economic and Political, London, 
1909, p. 179. 
19 J.B. Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making: a study of economic and social development, 2nd 

ed., London, 1959, pp.64-9. 
20 R.M. Burdon, King Dick: a biography of Richard John Seddon, Christchurch, 1955, pp. 175-

87. 
21 Butterworth, Maori Affairs, p.57. 
22 NZPD, 1894, 86, p.593. 
23 G.V. Butterworth, Maori Affairs, pp.53-7. McKenzie made it clear that he intended to become 

deeply involved in Maori land purchase when he called for all papers and questions relating to Native 
land by 30 June 1893. Inward correspondence of the Minister of Lands to the Native Land Purchase 
Office, 1873-1920, item 93/117, MA MLP Vol. IV, Register 74, National Archives. 
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was very critical of the way in which Maori land had passed into the hands of a 
few monopolists and, on the other, he wanted to promote the development of the 
North Island by encouraging the selling and leasing of Maori land.24 Nevertheless, 
his more awkward suggestions that Maori committees should play a greater part 
in managing Maori land and should encourage leasing rather than selling were 
also largely ignored.25 

Carroll, in a dissenting minority report, argued against the reintroduction of 
Crown pre-emption because it took away Maori control of their own destiny and 
deflated the price of land. He nevertheless wanted an end to individual sales and 
supported Rees's call for the setting up of Maori committees to negotiate future 
leasing and sales. He poured scorn on the idea that Maori were a dying race and 
called for the establishment of something like a Waitangi Tribunal to sort out 
land disputes and act as an arbitration court mediating between the races.26 

Mackay suggested that sales should only be negotiated with trustees represent-
ing the tribe or hapu and not with individuals or with boards on which Pakeha 
were represented. He also urged that all representatives of a runanga (he 
suggested six) needed to agree before a sale could proceed. Bare majorities 
would only lead to mistrust.27 

Instead the Liberal government followed Rees's suggestion of establishing 
land boards on which Pakeha outnumbered Maori three to two and the Pakeha 
chairman held the casting vote. The Pakeha representatives were to be the 
Surveyor-General, the Commissioner of Taxes, and the Commissioner of Crown 
Lands of the local land district. The Maori representatives were to be the local 
Maori MP and a Maori Commissioner appointed by the Chief Judge of the Native 
Land Court and approved by the Legislative Council.28 This measure was con-
demned as tokenism of the worst kind by Eparaima Te Mutu Kapa (Northern 
Maori), Hoani Taipua (Western Maori) and Tame Parata (Southern Maori),29 as 
well as by several Pakeha parliamentarians. G.F. Richardson (Mataura), 
McKenzie's main rival on the land issue, claimed that this arrangement made 
Maori into mere 'ornament'.30 The government rubbed salt in the wound by 
enabling a bare majority of owners to sell when a two-thirds majority was 
deemed necessary by the Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act to prevent 
a sale.31 

Partial pre-emption was introduced under the 1892 Native Lands Purchases 
Act in that, once an area was gazetted for sale, negotiations with anyone other 
than the Crown were made illegal in that specified area for two years.32 The time 

24 w . L. Rees, The Native Land Laws and the Settlement of the North Island, Auckland, 1873, 
16pp. and From Poverty to Plenty, Auckland, 1888, pp.428-30. 
25 AJHR, 1891, G-l, pp.xii-xxv, and Butterworth, ibid., pp.51-6. 
26 AJHR, 1891, G-l, pp.xvii-xxx, and NZPD, 1891,73,578-82, and 74, pp.430-2. 
27 AJHR, 1891, G-l, pp.38-45 and 92-4. 
28 Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1893, No.41, pp.175-6. 
29 NZPD, 1893, 81, p.521 and 82, pp.943-4,946 and 948. 
30 NZPD, 1893, 81, p.524. 
31 Statutes of New Zealand, 1893, No.41, cl.12 and 26, pp.180 and 184. 
32 ibid., 1892, No.35, cl.4-7, p.192. 
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limit on proclamations was removed under the 1893 Native Land Purchase and 
Acquisition Act.33 This really made the reintroduction of full pre-emption 
unnecessary, but Seddon and Carroll insisted that pre-emption was the only cast-
iron safeguard against fraudulent dealing in native land.34 Carroll had apparently 
been hauled over the coals in Cabinet, but we must not forget that he was half 
Irish and held a horror of 'minifundia', the situation where constant subdivision 
creates farming units too small to be economically viable. Hence his emphasis 
upon incorporation in the 1894 Native Land Court Act.33 The problem was, of 
course, that joining disparate Maori blocks together made them easier for the 
Crown to purchase and more desirable for would-be settlers to buy. 

Complaints made by the Maori MPs that the reintroduction of virtually full 
pre-emption (the Minister could still grant exceptions under the power of 
Governor in Council) was both unconstitutional and in breach of the Treaty of 
Waitangi were dismissed by Seddon as irrelevant. In 1893 Taipua quoted the 
instructions of the Queen to the Governor, which proclaimed that the New 
Zealand government could not pass bills into law which were 'contrary to the 
provisions laid down by the Treaty of Waitangi'.36 Heke brought this rather 
awkward constitutional requirement closer to home in 1894 when he quoted 
from the royal instructions actually issued to the Governor in 1892: 'Any Bill the 
provisions of which shall appear inconsistent with obligations imposed upon Us 
by treaty must not be assented to in Our name by the Governor' ,37 Seddon replied 
rather curtly that New Zealand law was not submitted to Her Majesty and 
accused Heke of making mischief.38 Heke responded by claiming that his 
ancestors had been 'deceived' by the Queen;39 the Native Land Court Bill was 
read a third time, debated in the Legislative Council and passed into law. Maori 
opposition was ignored yet again. 

Full pre-emption did not, in fact, last long because the 1895 Native Land 
Laws Amendment Act exempted land held inside town districts or boroughs if 
the block was less than 500 acres.40 In introducing the exemptions McKenzie 
seemed much more sympathetic to the unco-ordinated complaints of a few 
settlers whose small block purchase had been disrupted41 than he was to large 
scale and highly organized Maori opposition to his policies. Sales of these small 

33 ibid., 1893, No.41, cl.4,5 and 7, pp.176-7, and Taipua, NZPD, 1893, 81, p.529. 
34 NZPD, 1894,86, pp.370-5 and 380-3. 
35 Statutes of New Zealand, 1894, No.43, cl.122, p.336. 
36 NZPD, 1893, 82, p.947. 
37 ibid., 1894, 86, p.592. 
38 ibid. 
39 ibid., p.594. 
40 Statutes of New Zealand, 1895, No.52, pp.199-214. 
41 McKenzie instructs P. Sheridan, Chief Native Land Purchase Officer, 12 July 1895, to change 

the legislation to assist settlers hurt by the reintroduction of pre-emption, e.g. Mrs Jane Brown of New 
Plymouth. MA, MLP, Series 1/38, File 95/327 NA. G. Mueller, Auckland Commissioner of Crown 
Lands, had also recommended that it was uneconomic for the state to buy blocks of land under 500 
acres. 24 December 1894, MA, MLP, Series 1/37, File 95/71, NA. Compare this with the 6,200 
signature petition against the 1893 Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act presented by Kapa, 
NZPD, 1893, 82, p.941. 
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blocks seem to have been brisk with the Stout-Ngata Commission noting in 1907 
that 423,128 acres had been sold privately under the Liberal administration.42 

Pre-emption ensured that Maori land could be bought for a low price but extra 
money had to be found for large scale purchase. Some £200,000 was made 
available by extending the £50,000provided by the 1892 Native Land Purchases 
Act over four years and £250,000 was granted for two years (i.e. £500,000) under 
the litde known Lands Improvement and Native Lands Acquisition Act of 
1894.43 These two actions provided most of the funds required for 2,729,000 
acres of Maori land that the Stout-Ngata Commission recorded as purchased by 
the Crown between 1892 and 1899 for £775,000.44 

The compensation provided for Maori owners under this legislation was 
hardly generous when compared with that made available to the great estate 
owners, despite Colonel George Whitmore's quip that a whole Maori family 
could live off two acres.43 Maori were entitled to 25 acres of first class, 50 acres 
of second class, or 100 acres of third class land per person under the Native Land 
Purchase and Acquisition Act,46 whereas the big estate owners were allowed to 
keep 1,000 acres of first class, 2,000 acres of second class, or 5,000 acres of third 
class land. Estate owners could also retain homestead blocks of second and third 
class land.47 Whitmore's claim that Maori would not use all their 'ludicrous' 
reserves48 was made more likely by the government's refusal to invite Maori into 
the Advances to Settlers scheme.49 

One other little-known aspect of Liberal Maori land legislation was the 
attempt to establish nodes of settlement within Maori-held land at ten mile 
intervals on blocks of less than 500 acres. The Native Townships Act of 1895 was 
considered necessary because native title could not be extinguished under 
Crown pre-emption for the purpose of establishing townships. Once this Act was 
passed communally-owned farms could be pepper-potted with tourist and 
market towns.30 The 1893 Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act and the 
1894 Public Works Act also gave the Crown the right to build roads through 
Maori land provided it was not occupied by 'pa, villages, cultivations, dwellings, 
gardens, orchards, plantations or any burial grounds or ornamental grounds'.51 

Once again a 'show of justice' was maintained while Seddon and McKenzie 

42 AJHR, 1907, G-lc,p.5. 
43 Statutes of New Zealand, 1894, No.36, pp.171-4, and Seddon and McKenzie in NZPD, 1894, 

86, pp.192 and 237. 
44 AJHR, 1907, G-lc, p.5. 
45 NZPD, 1893, 82, p.994. 
46 'Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1893, No. 41, cl.15, 

pp. 181-2. 
47 'Land Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1892, No.37, cl.2, p.177, and 'Lands For Settlements 

Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1894, No.37, cl.8, p. 198. 
48 NZPD, 1893, 82, p.994. 
49 A major concern of Ngata, e.g. Ngata Papers, 8 August 1911, cited in R.J. Martin, 'Aspects of 

Liberal Maori Policy', pp.130-2. Some European MPs also shared this concern e.g. W. Kelly (Bay 
of Plenty), NZPD, 1895,91, p.410. 
50 Statutes of New Zealand, 1895, No. 12, pp.29-33. 
51 ibid., 1893, No.41, cl.14, p.181, and 1894, No.42, cl.93, p.241. 
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achieved their objective of opening up Maori land by building roads through it52 

an objective made clear by the very title of the Lands Improvement and Native 
Land Acquisition Act, which McKenzie described as the 'quid pro quo' to the 
North Island for the Lands for Settlements Act.53 

There were other apparently 'minor' aspects of this legislation which were 
oppressive. One was that Maori lessees were liable for a 'just proportion' of any 
expenditure involved in leasing or surveying. This apparently fair provision 
caused much hardship to hapu because their only way of paying the bill was often 
to sell more land.54 Selling was also made more attractive than leasing by the 
proviso that settlers would pay for reading and surveying if land was sold. 
McKenzie caught Maori both ways when he said: 'The time has come, when the 
Natives must be called upon to make up their minds as to whether they would 
make good use of their land, or allow use to be made of it by the government.' 
He went on to suggest that Maori lacked the capital, expertise and administrative 
machinery to farm their land effectively;55 check and checkmate. 

Maori were also particularly concerned by the lowering of the age at which 
Maori vendors could sell their shares from 21 to 17, which occurred under the 
Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act of 1893. The Maori MPs and some 
Pakeha MPs as well felt that this change created one law for Maori and another 
for European.56 Taipua even considered that this action constituted yet another 
breach of the Treaty of Waitangi.57 When all these grievances are grouped to-
gether Maori mistrust of the Carroll's Councils experiment becomes very 
understandable. 

This interconnected Maori land legislation, like its European equivalent, was 
largely in place by 1895 and only required minor amendment thereafter until the 
Councils' experiment of 1900. In combination it ensured that 'taihoa' could 
never be more than a holding operation, even if Carroll had secured a fifty-year 
breather under the leasehold, rather than the nine-year respite he actually got.58 

The job of acquiring ample land for the promotion of the dairy industry in the 
North Island had been completed quickly and cheaply by the time McKenzie 
withdrew from active political life in 1899. The legislation he administered 
ensured that Maori farming could never become a serious competitor to the 
heavily subsidized, tightly regulated and scientifically instructed white settler 
farmer.59 This achievement makes a mockery of J.S. McDonald's claim that 
McKenzie did little to assist the development of dairying in the North Island.60 

Furthermore, as McKenzie's severest critic in the Legislative Council, Charles 

52 Seddon, NZPD, 1894,86, p.192, and McKenzie, ibid., 1893, 81, p.513. 
53 ibid.,1894, 86, p.239. 
54 'Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act', Statutes of New Zealand, 1893, No.41, cl.l 1, 

p.180. On the problems caused by this provision see AJHR, 1907, G-lc, pp.5 and 8. 
55 NZPD, 1893, 81, pp.512-13. 
56 e.g. Edward Lake (Waikato) and J.M. Shera (City of Auckland), ibid., pp.537-8. 
57 ibid., 1893, 82, pp.946-7. 
58 See R.J. Martin, 'Aspects of Liberal Maori Policy', pp.63-80 and 163-72. 
59 ibid., pp. 160-3. 
60 J.D.N. McDonald, 'New Zealand Land Legislation', Historical Studies Australia and New 

Zealand, II, 19 (1952), pp.195-211. 
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Pharazy n, pointed out, the fact that Colonel Whitmore wholeheartedly supported 
the government's native land legislation was a sure sign that it was heavily in 
favour of the Europeans.61 So the greatest estate of all was well and truly bust 
open by the turn of the century. 

Why then was the Liberal government so deaf to Maori protest against their 
land buying policies? How did they justify this land grab and how far does that 
justification explain their actions? The answers to these questions appear rather 
simple at first glance. Greed in the form of the land hunger of would-be North 
Island settlers obviously spurred the Liberal government to action. Political 
allegiances were shaped by many other factors than Maori land purchase policies 
but it was, nevertheless, politically expedient for the Liberals to win the electoral 
support and loyalty of North Island voters. Rural South Island seats were made 
secure after the purchase of the Cheviot Estate but the volatility of the North 
Island vote was underscored by the loss of several seats in the 1896 election 
(including Taranaki, Hawera, Whanganui). Continuation of large-scale Maori 
land-buying won back some North Island support in 1899 but once purchasing 
slowed many voters drifted away to the opposition. Resumption of large-scale 
purchasing from 1909 came too late to stop the swing to Reform.62 

The Liberal concern with tidiness, order and efficiency63 was also evident in 
the consolidation of earlier legislation begun in the 1892 Native Land Purchase 
Act, extended in the 1893 Native Land Purchase and Acquisition Act and 1894 
Native Land Court Act, and completed under the voluminous 1909 Native Land 
Act. So too was the tendency to make legislation more coercive. Stiff fines and 
even imprisonment were introduced under the 1895 Native Land Laws Amend-
ment Act, for example, for any Pakeha or Maori who tried to buy more land than 
their entitlement.64 Punishment for the same infringement or for failure to meet 
occupancy and improvement conditions under the 1892 Land Act and 1894 
Lands for Settlement Act was equally severe.65 Settlers who failed to co-operate 
in the control of animal pests and weeds suffered similarly harsh punishment.66 

Racism and notions of racial superiority were also obviously at work. Yet an 
explanation which stresses greed, political expediency, national efficiency and 
racism while ignoring everything else is still too simplistic. 

Racism was sharp-edged in that the area of good land held by Maori was 
greatly reduced, but it seemed to have little to do with the elaborate justification 
put together by the Liberals to account for their massive land grab. The 
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justification was consistent with the Liberals' own objectives and the racism it 
revealed tended to be of the subtle variety. Social Darwinism as such was not 
very important except in the general sense that all Pakeha politicians were 
whiggish men who believed in the inevitability of progress and looked forward 
to the eventual assimilation of Maori into one united and monocultural New 
Zealand. Sir Robert Stout, generally the most sympathetic commentator on 
Maori grievances in these debates, was the only politician to use explicitly a 
social Darwinist type of explanation. He argued that Maori needed large areas 
of land because their only future lay as pastoral farmers. Maori were, he stated 
on several occasions, at least a thousand years behind in 'race education' and 
could not become manufacturers, industrialists or factory workers, for at least 
another millennium.67 

The metaphors and language used by the Maori MPs to characterize Liberal 
Maori land purchase suggest that much more was involved than racism and self-
interest made respectable by social Darwinism: the government was regularly 
compared with King Ahab, who killed Naboth for refusing to sell a vineyard 
wanted by Ahab's avaricious and lascivious Queen, the archetypal temptress 
Jezebel.68 King Ahab was eventually punished by God (killed by a Syrian arrow) 
for stealing the inheritance ofNaboth's fathers, something he had no right to do.69 

The moral seemed lost on the Liberal politicians, even though the Maori MPs 
hoped that the fact Bishop Selwyn had used the same story to condemn the 
disagreements over land sales around New Plymouth in 1855 which preceded the 
conflict over Waitara in I86070 would prick some Pakeha consciences. Other 
phrases used by the Maori parliamentarians were also revealing. Government 
policy on Maori land was variously described as 'confiscation' ,71 'dishonest' and 
'evil',72 'unjust'73 and designed to 'oppress'.74 Heke complained of 'plunder'75 

and Taipua feared that massive land buying would eventually make Maori into 
'slaves'.76 In a more poetical moment Taipua described the 1892 Native Land 
(Validation of Titles) Bill as 'te Waha o te Parata, the mouth of the dragon' P H. 
K. Taiaroa was rather more direct when he told the Legislative Council the 
government wanted to 'get the land from the Natives as quickly as possible in 
order to settle Europeans upon it' .78 Liberal Maori land policy was clearly about 
much more than economic gain and racial prejudice; it was also concerned with 
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completing the process of colonization and of extending Pakeha power and 
dominance. 

One way of unravelling the many strands which constituted the Liberal 
justification of their assertion of dominance through large-scale Maori land 
purchase is to borrow a technique from the post-modernist movement and 
'unpack' the parliamentary debates. We must remind ourselves that, as Rodney 
Lyon has pointed out, the parliamentary debating chamber in late nineteenth-
century New Zealand was very much a forum where politicians tried out their 
philosophies on an interested public.79 Their rhetoric involved more than mere 
political posturing and politicians, in fact, produced a 'rhetoric of occupation' 
which paralleled what Peter Gibbons calls the 'literature of occupation' pro-
duced by historians, ethnographers and other writers of non-fiction in the period 
1890-1930.80 Politicians were just as concerned as more self-conscious intellec-
tuals with legitimating their being in New Zealand and their occupation of land 
formerly occupied by someone else. No one seemed to dispute that Maori were 
the original owners. McKenzie81 and Massey,82 for example, although they stood 
on opposite sides of the political fence, both conceded this point. 

We must also note that, as Antonio Gramsci has demonstrated, ideas are most 
important within the political arena in the form of 'sedimentations' or the filtered 
simplifications of more complex ideologies, that is as the common sense or folk 
wisdom of the day.83 This becomes very clear if we extrapolate from the 
parliamentary debates the contrasting stereotypes of Maori and British settler 
and the order of merit which politicians postulated should be created within the 
social laboratory. 

The contrasting, antithetical stereotypes of British settlers and Maori em-
ployed by Pakeha politicians between 1890 and 1914 were articulated by every 
kind of Pakeha parliamentarian, whether left-leaning radicals, centrist Liberals 
or moderate conservatives. (There were few hard-line conservatives in the 
English sense and one of the handful of candidates for that distinction, Colonel 
George Whitmore was, as I have noted, an enthusiastic supporter of the Liberals' 
Maori land policy.) The widespread agreement over these stereotypes should not 
surprise us because, as Lisa Tichner points out, 'Stereotypes are deceptively 
simple, easily communicated and apparently consensual. They are to be under-
stood as evaluative concepts held by groups about other groups.'84 
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Stereotypes are also positive as well as negative. They help define, therefore, 
the character of the dominant group and by drawing contrasts with the subser-
vient group justify dominance and inequality.85 Maori were, of course, 'noble' 
and 'chivalrous',86 but in every other sense they were supposedly not nearly as 
well equipped as the British settlers by character and history to use to the best 
advantages the bountiful resources of Aotearoa. 

It is clearly established in New Zealand historiography that there was much 
condemnation of Maori in the 1850s, 1860s and 1870s as communists who 
needed to be made into individualists.87 We also know that this argument was 
rehearsed frequently early in the new century by the Farmers' Union and by 
Massey and his North Island small farmer supporters.88 Yet this view was also 
commonplace in the 1890s. Conservative big landholders like Charles Pharazyn, 
radicals like Robert Stout and Liberal country members like John Stevens of 
Rangitikei, all agreed that Maori held land in a 'communistic manner'89 and lived 
in a 'communal stage'90 or a 'state of communism'.91 This meant that Maori 
society was still hierarchical and that Maori were bad black landlords who would 
rackrent their hardworking British tenants. Most parliamentarians agreed with 
Massey that the government must not 'set up a class of Maori landlords' .92 E.M. 
Smith of New Plymouth, described by David Hamer as an archetypal Liberal 
MP, complained that leases issued by Maori were 'unfair, exorbitant and 
insecure'.93 P. J. O'Regan (Inangahua), an advocate of land nationalization and 
grandfather of Tipene, went even further in accusing Maori of being 'land 
monopolists'.94 This lazy, indolent and regressive people could not 'utilise'93 

their land nearly as effectively as the individualistic British settler. Conse-
quently, Maori land was a 'wilderness'96 which lay 'useless'97 and 'waste and 
unproductive' ,98 Not only was it covered in bush; it was also infested with weeds 
and bred small birds.99 Maori land then was 'lying waste and unproductive' and 
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'blocking the settlement of the crown lands of the colony'. Only bona fide hard-
working, thrifty and progressive British settlers could unlock this resource100 and 
bring it into 'utility'.101 Interestingly, the protestant work ethic and pioneer ethics 
of taming and domesticating the new country102 were applied as much to the bush 
as to Maori. A.D. Willis, who took over John Ballance's seat of Wanganui, 
remarked that although the bush may have been 'pretty' and provided beautiful 
scenery it was quite 'useless'. He urged the government to 'plant people' instead 
of trees.103 E.M. Smith agreed and added that the bush had now served its purpose 
by preventing a white aristocracy developing in the North Island. Now it must 
be cleared so that its 'accumulated storehouse of wealth' could be utilized by 
family farmers.104 John Stevens urged the government to burn every tree to the 
ground except for totara and rata which could be used for fencing and building 
purposes.105 The land could not be allowed to be 'idle'106 for one moment longer 
and both O'Regan107 and Robert Thompson (Marsden)108 condemned Maori for 
letting vast areas of land 'rest' under bush. There was no notion of fallow or 
conservation. As Seddon said in justifying the expense associated with the Lands 
Improvement and Native Land Acquisition Bill of 1894, 'every tree felled meant 
the improvement of the public estate of this country'.109 

This rampant and naked utilitarianism was not nearly as rational as its 
advocates appeared to believe because little consideration was given to the cost 
of breaking in land for farming, while everyone apparently ignored the environ-
mental consequences. The land-buying sprees of the 1890s and 1912-20 made 
little economic sense but any such doubts were only shared by the Maori MPs,110 

a few orthodox conservatives111 and radicals who advocated self-sufficiency as 
opposed to borrowing.112 The Liberals were supremely confident that the pro-
gressive British settler would use modern science to transform the bush into 
productive pasture much more effectively than the traditional, superstitious 
Maori. Any increase in the national debt would thereby be removed quickly.113 

This belief, articulated by McKenzie in introducing the native Land Purchase 
and Acquisition Bill in 1893, seemed quite genuine.114 It appears that only a 
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handful of politicians on either side of the house realized that Maori could be 
successful farmers.115 

The antithetical nature of the stereotypes becomes more understandable 
when one considers the typology of worth which the Liberals argued in 
parliament should operate within their 'social laboratory'. Family farmers of 
British origin clearly held top place and Reform would later entrench this 
preference.116 Maori too would become more acceptable if they became a brown-
skinned Crown tenant version of this ideal type. Even after farmers drifted away 
from the Liberals the idealization continued and was especially strong, so long 
as McKenzie was Minister of Lands. Small businessmen and their families, 
coincidentally the core group of Liberal support,117 made up the next most worthy 
group. Their task was to assist the family farmer in building a stronger economy 
and a more stable social order. 

Skilled labourers and miners were next because they were productive and 
they too constituted a sizeable proportion of both the parliamentary and extra-
parliamentary wings of the Liberal party. The unskilled in both country and town 
were ranked more lowly, but they were still hardworking, productive, deserving 
and worthy. Unfortunates such as the thrifty, elderly, widows and the physically 
handicapped were also deserving of some support and were included as worthy 
members of the social laboratory.118 Maori, in contrast, were included with such 
other 'undeserving' Pakeha as aristocrats, monopolists of any kind, exploitative 
lawyers and middlemen, fallen women, 'Assyrian hawkers' (Lebanese)119 and 
' Austrians' (Dalmatians).120 Maori who sold their land or used it reasonably well 
were probably placed at the top of this group. Those 'natives' who let their land 
lie idle or who charged anything other than peppercorn rentals were, however, 
placed at the bottom of this group, because they represented a monstrous 
combination of the two major folk devils of the social laboratory—the dastardly 
old world landlord and the new world 'savage'. Even so this group were placed 
above Asiatics, Chinese, Japanese and Indians, who in turn were placed slightly 
above a host of animal pests such as rabbits, small birds, sheep scab, fruitfly and 
cattle ticks (we should remind ourselves that Seddon once compared the 
Japanese menace with that of the rabbit pest);121 microbes such as anthrax, 
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pleuropneumonia and foot and mouth disease; and noxious weeds such as 
Californian thistle, blackberry, briar, gorse, and, of course, the bush itself.122 

Politicians of every coloration then shared a consensus on three key issues: 
that all landlordism was bad but Maori landlordism was the most malevolent 
variant of that oppressive institution, since Maori landowners constituted a 
'block' or 'bar'123 to settlement and progress locking up the land in the same way 
as the great estate owners;124 and that Maori must not be made completely 
landless and so become a 'burden on the State'. This phrase was used many times 
by every kind of politician.125 No parliamentarian expressed the view, revived in 
the early twentieth century by Outlook and the New Zealand Herald,126 that Maori 
should be made to earn their living by being forced to become day labourers. 
After all it suited Pakeha settlers to have a ready supply of Maori labour to assist 
with fencing, sowing pasture, harvesting and shearing, provided this labour was 
cheap and did not represent a charge upon the taxpayer. Furthermore, if Maori 
could be held somewhere between a proletariat and a peasantry they would stay 
in remote country areas and away from the towns, supporting themselves and 
maintaining order and stability. Liberal adherence to the view that the rural way 
of life was morally superior to that of the city (labelled 'Arcadianism' by 
Fairburn and 'ruralism' by myself) created a very real fear of any large and 
landless rural proletariat which might drift into the towns. This threat was even 
more alarming if that proletariat happened to be brown-skinned and culturally 
different. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the attitudes expressed in the debating 
chamber is the continuities with both earlier periods and the present day where 
many of these views still resonate in discussions on the place of Maori in the late 
twentieth century. Yet two new elements emerged in the 1890s in the ideological 
justification of large-scale Maori land alienation: the realization that Maori 
could not be allowed to become landless and the key role given to the state in 
purchasing and redistributing Maori land. As the Liberal mouthpiece, the New 
Zealand Times, put in an editorial of 8 October 1894, it was up to the state to avoid 
the creation of Maori landlordism like that of Ireland, Scotiand and England. The 
editorial concluded that the only 'just, honest and fair' landlord was the state. 

McKenzie used a similar argument in justifying the Maori Land Purchase and 
Acquisition Bill of 1893. The big highlander claimed that free trade in Maori land 
had only benefited a few wealthy businessmen and denied bona fide small 
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settlers the opportunity to become farmers. He then went on to compare dealers 
in Maori land with the absentee English landlords who had cleared the Highlands. 
These clearances had been blamed on the 'will of God', thundered McKenzie, 
when they were clearly the result of the actions of men.127 The Minister of Lands 
thereby built on an earlier argument of Sir George Grey's that the monopoly of 
Maori land purchasing by the 'rich' had created a 'corrupt aristocracy',128 who 
would turn all other New Zealanders into 'serfs' unless Maori land was opened 
for settlement by small farmers.129 McKenzie also added the opinion that if free 
trade in Maori land continued it would all be owned by land speculators and 
lawyers within twenty years.130 Seddon and Carroll repeated this claim con-
tinuously to justify the reintroduction of Crown pre-emption.131 

Naturally enough the opposition was quick to point out that the Liberal 
government was being very paternalistic in adopting such an attitude. Captain 
William Russell accused the Liberals of wanting to keep Maori on 'leading 
strings' and 'undertutelage'.132W.C.Buchanan complained that the government 
treated Maori as children when they were quite capable of dealing with property 
themselves.133 The Liberal maverick, George Hutchison (Patea), went even 
further when he quipped that the government treated Maori 'not only as 
imbeciles but as outlaws'.134 

When one reaches the end of each of these apparently reasonable speeches, 
however, a clear agenda emerges: the complete individualization of Maori land 
tenure. Really these arguments were so much humbug in that they defended 
naked self-interest. In one of his rare good moments in the House, Tom Duncan 
of Oamaru got to the heart of the matter when he pointed out that Captain Russell 
should know a lot about free trade in Maori land because he had acquired many 
thousand acres of it at very low prices.135 The only altruistic criticisms of Maori 
land-buying came from Stout, from Richard Molesworth Taylor (Christchurch 
City),136 who voted with the Maori members in 1891 to protest the government's 
land grab, and from Henry Williams junior, in the Legislative Council. In a 
fascinating speech opposing the reintroduction of full Crown pre-emption, 
Williams argued that had his father realized that the pre-emption clause would 
deprive Maori of capital by forcing down the price of land to very low levels the 
CMS would never have supported the Treaty of Waitangi.137 

Yet it must be made clear that few if any Liberals made monetary gains from 
the buying and selling of Maori land. Certainly none of them accumulated vast 
estates or fortunes from such activities. Their gain was rather in terms of electoral 
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popularity and they certainly put the needs of 'the people', even if they were 
mainly white settler people, ahead of individual economic advantage. 

The different approach is made very clear by the debate over the Native Land 
Laws Amendment Bill of 1897. Pharazyn, a big Wairarapa landowner as well as 
a Legislative Councillor, had taken advantage of loopholes in the 1895 and 1896 
Native Land Laws Amendment Acts to raise his mortgage interest to such a high 
level that a Wairarapa hapu could not earn enough from leasing its land to meet 
the mortgage repayments. Consequently, this hapu was forced to sell their land 
to cover their debts and would become landless as a result. McKenzie joined 
Carroll and Heke in condemning this 'swindling' in the strongest possible way. 
He declared that: 'it is the duty of the House to stand up and try and defend these 
poor Natives from those who have speculated upon them in this way'. He not 
only changed the law to prevent the recurrence of such iniquitous practices but 
also horrified 'classic' Liberals on both sides of the House by making the law 
retroactive.138 

Liberal Maori land policy was conceived, then, in terms which were not 
explicidy racist and which were quite consistent with their Liberal aims of 
promoting closer settlement, revitalizing rural communities and sharing prop-
erty, wealth and power more evenly. Their motivation was, therefore, probably 
more honourable and certainly more complex than that of businessmen politi-
cians of an earlier era. 

But this meant little to Maori because the purchase of so much land, so 
quickly, for so little money, was catastrophic for the development of sustainable 
Maori farming. Sheep farming had been developed by Maori from the 1880s 
rather than from 1900, as the Young Maori Party view of New Zealand history 
would have it.'39 The penultimate land grab of the Liberals stifled and then 
shattered that recovery. If the Liberals had held their purchases at 1900 levels, 
allowed Carroll his fifty-year breathing space for the development of Maori 
farming, and supplied Maori farmers with as generous credit as they made 
available to white settlers, much of the damage could have been repaired. 
Unfortunately, the Liberal government did none of the these things and taihoa, 
instead of becoming a saviour of Maori farming, proved to be no more than an 
heroic holding operation on the part of Carroll, Ngata, Heke, the Kingitanga, the 
Kotahitanga and other Maori leaders and resistance movements. The Liberal 
state was probably the most benevolent on earth from the perspective of many 
of the citizens of the social laboratory, but from the point of view of Maori it was 
more like Hobbes' Leviathan: oppressive, sharp-edged, and all-powerful. 

This story then is tragic because in imposing their own modest dreams upon 
another people the Liberals lost an opportunity for the development of a truly 
bicultural society. If Maori farming had been given a chance to succeed the 
results would almost certainly have benefited everyone in that the cycle of 
dependency, into which Maori were forced slowly but relentlessly, could have 
been broken. Our national debt would also have been lower and environmental 
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damage less considerable; the penultimate Liberal land grab and the ultimate 
land-buying spree of Reform did few people much good in the long term. 

Yet this is all speculative and counterfactual. The Liberals, after all, were men 
of their time who acted sincerely, who at least allowed some communal land 
ownership to continue, who ended up buying only half of their stated objective 
of seven million acres,140 and who listened to some of Carroll's and Ngata's 
suggestions. Furthermore, few Liberal politicians gained personally from these 
policies, unlike some of their 'conservative' opponents, who had benefited under 
free trade in Maori land. Nevertheless, at the end of the Liberal term in office all 
this meant little to Maori, who were clearly the major if by no means the only 
loser within the social laboratory. 

Historians are no more fit to judge human frailty and failings than anyone else 
and it is not my intention to hoist the Liberal government on to the moral hook. 
A double irony, nevertheless, must be noted. First, in attempting to ensure that 
the horrors of the highland clearances were not repeated in New Zealand John 
McKenzie effectively dispossessed Maori. Second, if the supposedly pragmatic 
Liberals had not had ears so full of ideological cotton wool, they might have 
listened to what Maori parliamentary representatives and constant deputations 
and petitions from Kotahitanga and Kingitanga were trying to tell them. Liberal 
purchase of so much Maori land for so little money widened the fracture in the 
New Zealand dream, a fracture which has yet to be healed. 

TOM BROOKING 
University of Otago 
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