In Defence of Race and Empire
THE WHITE NEW ZEALAND LEAGUE AT PUKEKOHE
The serious danger with which civilisation is threatened does not come from
actual savages, or even those of a little plane [sic], who may be called barbarians. The peril is from those dark-skinned races which have long ago put
on a thin veneer of semi-civilisation, but have remained for centuries without
rising any higher — are really constitutionally incapable of rising any higher.
No better example of this class can be found than the Hindus . . . mentally
and morally incapable of real civilisation.
1

IF W E believed this statement by the editor of the Franklin Times, then in
1926, Pukekohe, the town served by the newspaper, was in serious danger
from the presence of what were seen as lowly Asiatic hordes. Such arguments have not been confined to Pukekohe, but were frequently circulated
through many sectors of New Zealand society. Of course, anti-Asian sentiments and actions have also thrived in other countries, notably the 'white'
dominions, Australia, Canada and South Africa. It might be assumed that,
with pressure in New Zealand after World War I for the restriction of Asian
emigration to New Zealand and the clear acceptance of a White New
Zealand immigration policy, any virulent hostility towards Asians would
have quietened down.2 After all, the numbers of Asians in New Zealand

1 Franklin Times (FT), Pukekohe, 18 January 1926.
2 The White New Zealand immigration policy has perhaps not received as much attention
and analysis as it should. A useful summary is provided by P. S. O'Connor, 'Keeping New
Zealand White, 1908-1920', New Zealand Journal of History, II, 1 (1968), pp.41-65.1 have examined the 1920 Immigration Restriction Amendment Act in J. V. Williams, 'A Study of the
Gujarati Community in New Zealand Against the Background of Immigration Legislation to
1930', B. A.(Hons) long essay in history, University of Otago, 1976. Further details of some of
the workings of the Act are provided in J. V. Leckie, 'They Sleep Standing Up: Gujaratis in
New Zealand to 1945', Ph.D. thesis, University of Otago, 1981, pp.241-7,342-52,371-82. Additional treatment of the White New Zealand immigration policy may be found in: Ng Bickleen
Fong, The Chinese in New Zealand, Hong Kong, 1959, pp. 18-36; T. D. H. Hall, 'New Zealand
and Asiatic Immigration', in Sir A. T. Ngata, ed., New Zealand Affairs, Christchurch, 1929,
ch.v; T. D. H. Hall and G. H. Scholefield, 'Asiatic Immigration in New Zealand; Its History
and Legislation', in N. MacKenzie, ed., The Legal Status of Aliens in Pacific Countries, Oxford, 1937, ch.ix; Noel Harrison, 'The Formation of the White New Zealand Immigration
Policy Between 1890-1907', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1955; Lai Chee Hun, 'New
Zealand Immigration Policy towards Asians, 1960-1974', M.A. thesis, University of Canter103
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could hardly be seen to pose a real threat in numerical terms. At the 1921
census 3,266 Chinese and 671 Indians were recorded; in 1926 3,374 and
987.3 Instances of prejudice against Asians nevertheless persisted during
these years.4
It was the potato farmers of Pukekohe, however, who articulated the
strongest fears about the efficacy of the 1920 Immigration Restriction
Amendment Act. Somehow they continued to believe that the Indians,
being masters of deception, were slipping through the tight provisions of
the Act. The farmers who formed the White New Zealand League in 1925
indeed saw their mission as more than simply to monitor the working of the
immigration regulations. The real threat was perceived when Indians began
to lease and buy land at Pukekohe, thus creating economic competition for
the white farmers.5 But accusations against Indians did not stop here, since
they were seen as posing a menace to 'public morality'. This was expressed
not only in terms of an apparent sexual threat to European, and in particular Maori, women, but also Indians were frequently believed to endanger public health and sanitation and were considered to contribute to
the general degradation of New Zealand society.
With such 'appealing' messages, the League soon spread its base from
Pukekohe to other parts of New Zealand such as Auckland and Wellington. The people involved, and those who supported its sentiments, probably saw themselves as taking a stand to save New Zealand society from
being eroded by coloured aliens. But was this really the issue? In examining
the White New Zealand League we may not learn a great deal about the
settlement of ethnic minority groups in New Zealand. Such an examination
may, however, help to explain how a group of hotheads in a small rural
town could create an apparent national fervour about an issue that was virtually non-existent, but that reflected some of the racist fears and fantasies
they shared with many other New Zealanders.

bury, 1975; F. A. Ponton, 'Immigration Restriction in New Zealand: A Study of Policy,
1908-1939, M.A. thesis, Victoria University, 1946; C. A. Price, The Great White Walls are
Built, Canberra, 1974, ch.vii: S. S. Rachagan, 'Asian Immigration', M.A. thesis, University of
Otago, 1972; W. T. Roy, 'Immigration Policy and Legislation', in K. W. Thomson and A. D.
Trlin, eds., Immigration in New Zealand, Palmerston North, 1970, pp. 15-24; V. H. H. Scurrah, 'Asiatic Immigration into New Zealand 1870-1920', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland,
1948; and Chris Smithyman, 'Attitudes to Immigration in New Zealand 1900-1970', M.A.
thesis, University of Auckland, 1971. Charles Sedgwick has also recently completed 'The
Politics of Survival: Social History of the Chinese in New Zealand', Ph.D. thesis. University of
Canterbury, 1982, but at the time of writing I was unable to consult it.
3 Census of New Zealand, 1921-6, 'Race Aliens'.
4 One example was allegations that 'Non-Whites' were permitted to use only a specially
reserved bath in the Auckland City Council's baths. Letters were written by J. K. Natali to the
Auckland Star (AS), (17 July 1922, 22 July 1922) but little further interest was shown in the
matter.
5 It would appear that initially the opposition towards Asians at Pukekohe tended to be
directed more at Indians than at Chinese. Since the writer's primary research has been on
Indian settlement in New Zealand, more attention has, in any case, been given in this paper to
the Indians, rather than the Chinese, at Pukekohe.
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Pukekohe is best known as the centre of New Zealand's potato industry.
It has also been distinctive as a rural borough which has had, since the
earlier part of this century, an unusual ethnic composition for New
Zealand. People of European, and especially of British stock, have been the
dominant group in Franklin county since the alienation of land from the
Maori population.6 However, the region has also contained a sizeable
group of Asians, with Pukekohe being the most important rural borough
for Indian settlement in New Zealand and forming one of the major rural
concentrations of Chinese.
Indians, the first of the Asians, began to settle there from as early as
1911.7 Initially these few newly arrived immigrants were attracted to
Franklin county to work as labourers for the white gardeners, but in the
years following World War I some Indians and Chinese began to lease small
plots of land and grow vegetables for sale. It is important to stress, as noted
in Table 1, that the number of Asians in the region was never very great,
although by the early 1950s they owned or leased approximately one third
of the market gardens in Franklin county. Other Asians in the region
preferred to follow the occupation favoured by Indians in New Zealand
and opened fruit and vegetable shops in Pukekohe town. The borough's expansion has been directly related to the growth of Auckland city, especially
in the years after World War II.
Although the White New Zealand League was initially concerned with
keeping Pukekohe free from Asians, it can be seen from the Table that,
next to Europeans, Maoris were the largest ethnic group, increasing in
numbers in the years following World War I. Maoris migrated to Pukekohe
in search of work, mostly as labourers on the developing market gardens.
White growers frequently accused the Asian growers of enticing 'their'
Maori labour away. Informants have, however, claimed that Maoris
preferred to work for Asian growers.8 In fact Maori labourers found
themselves having to work, whether for Asians or Europeans, merely as

6 A good background to Pukekohe is provided in B. Kernot, People of the Four Winds,
Wellington, 1972.
7 Indian settlement at Pukekohe is treated in Leckie, pp.289-90, 437-43, 576-630. Much
of this information was based on interviews conducted, 1977-78, in New Zealand and Gujarat.
Some of the men interviewed were market gardeners, or the sons of market gardeners, who
recalled earlier years at Pukekohe or memories their fathers had told them. The main informants were Hari Jagu, Keshav Parsot, Dayal Daji, Magan Ranchhod, Raman Vallabh, Arvin
Girdhar, Magan Ravji, Dayal Kesry, J. K. Natali, Ravjibhai Hira. Useful documentary records
included the Census of New Zealand 1916-56; Wise's New Zealand Post Office Directory,
Dunedin, 1916-48; the public files of the Pukekohe Indian Association, Incorporated, Justice
Department, Auckland, A-I. S. 1947/40; and FT, 1924-52.
8 Interviews, Arvin Girdhar, January 1979; Dayal Kesry, 1977-81; Keshav Parsot, 11
February 1978; Magan Ranchhod, 17 September 1977. The 1929 Committee of Enquiry into
the Employment of Maoris on Market Gardens also noted that Maoris preferred to be
employed by Chinese and Indians. Reasons given were that Asian growers were more considerate at advancing finance on prospective earnings, giving monetary assistance and supplying vegetables in slack periods. Appendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives
(AJHR), 1929, G-ll, p.3.

TABLE I
Major racial groups in Franklin County and Pukekohe Borough, 1916-1945
Franklin County
Year
1916
1921
1926
1936
1945

European Indian
1
8005
3
9159
17
9972
28
12369
27
13737

Chinese
2
0
15
4
13

Other
Races
29
17
15
30
30

Maori
399
629
722
989
1377

Pukekohe Borough
Other
European Indian Chinese Races
0
3
1530
0
10
0
0
1881
15
0
2292
0
14
5
2302
35
11
6
41
2953

Maori
No data
No data
45
180
298

Total Area — Franklin County and Pukekohe Borough
Year
1916
1921
1926
1936
1945

European Indian
9535
1
11040
3
12264
17
14671
63
16690
68

Chinese
5
10
30
18
24

Other
Races
29
17
15
35
36

Maori
399
629
767
1169
1675

Source: Census of New Zealand, 1916-45. The above figures include persons of both full and mixed racial descent. The European figures include those
classified as European/Maori 'quarter-caste', and not included on the Maori census. It should also be noted that the above figures only represent
those recorded on the night of the respective census, and that many members of ethnic minorities in New Zealand were highly mobile in terms of
residential and occupational patterns. In addition, some of these people were illegal immigrants and may have sought to 'evade' census officials.
Other problems in census enumeration include those relating to understanding the English language and the questions asked on official forms.
The census figures relating to ethnic minorities should thus be regarded as approximate only.
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seasonal labourers, for very low wages, in substandard conditions, and
without any union protection. One issue that received considerable attention was that of Maori accommodation, because Maoris were usually only
offered makeshift, inadequate habitation on the farms. As there was no
other low-cost housing available in the region, Maoris had to accept work
that did offer accommodation, regardless of the poor working and living
conditions that this entailed. Because the White New Zealand League
focused on the 'Asiatic problem', it helped to play down the issue of Maori
housing and work in the region for many years.
For approximately one month before the League was founded, murmurings, warnings and wildly exaggerated statements about the Asiatic
presence were published in the local newspaper. The first issue was the
'large numbers of Asiatics' apparently leasing land.9 The writer, J . J.
Coady, also asserted that the 'influx of Asiatics is out of all proportion to
the newcomers from the UK during the last six years', which was a claim
that was clearly based to a large extent on imagination. Nevertheless, other
local people also supported these exaggerated forebodings of an 'Asiatic invasion', 10 and the Franklin Times began to publish articles and editorials on
the topic. One article stands out. Entitled 'Our Asiatics', and written by
'Pandion', who claimed to be a retired judge from India, it provided
arguments that would be easily accepted by the White New Zealand League
and its supporters." Indeed, the stereotypes about Asians 'Pandion'
articulated were typical of those expressed by many New Zealanders, not
just in 1925 but also at other times.
A very important reason for the acceptance of 'Pandion's' arguments
was that he was considered an expert on Indian society. After all, he had
actually lived in India and been employed there in what was considered a
well-qualified position of high status. Like those of many such 'experts', his
words might be deemed to possess a certain sanctity about them, but in fact
most of his statements were erroneous and moralistic stereotypes. 'Pandion' seemed to be at pains to demonstrate that Indians in New Zealand
were vastly inferior representatives of their culture and indeed typified the
lowest and most degraded kinds of Asians. A popular argument, clearly
articulated by 'Pandion', was that since Indians had left India and
presumably broken caste rules, they were subsequently free from any moral
restraint:

The Indians cannot escape the feeling that in a like amalgamation they are breaking
the most sacred of their social traditions of their motherland. Now, when men consciously break social tradition they are apt to become loud and aggressive. And this is
what is actually happening. The Chinese are quietly and unassumingly keeping to
themselves and building up fortunes with which they look forward to retiring in comfort eventually in China. The Indians, on the other hand, swagger about earning
when they feel like it, loafing when they don't, but in any case spending when they do
9 FT, 20 November 1925.
10 Reported in FT, 23 November 1925.
11 ibid., 2 December 1925.
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earn. What blame to them? They are compelled by circumstances to offend against
every caste every day, and what hope have they of a welcome in India if they should
return there from this Dominion.
12

'Pandion' also lamented the lack of higher castes in New Zealand.
It did not matter that his 'first hand knowledge' was completely impressionistic and misinformed. Indians, of whom the majority were Gujaratis,
did not violate social traditions once they left India as the very act of migration was a means by which to enhance social status. Indeed, migration out
of the village had been established for hundreds of years in the areas from
which New Zealand Indians originated.13 These migrants did not 'loaf
about' or spend as soon as they earned money. By all accounts they were
willing to attempt virtually any available occupation and certainly most accumulated as much capital as they could. The goal of retirement in their
birthplace was by no means confined to the Chinese, as 'Pandion' claimed,
but was also held by Gujaratis.14 The last line of his statement was completely misleading as the returned migrant, in fact, had a relatively high
status and important role to play in the home community. 'Pandion's'
views, nevertheless, were replicated by respectable people such as the editor
of the Franklin Times, who claimed that the Indian migrant was a 'pariah'
and an 'outcast'.15 The editor also clearly accepted the statement that the
Indians settling at Pukekohe were not the 'true' Aryans of India, but a
degraded species. 'Evidence' of this was given when he compared the local
Indians to the 'respectable' visiting Indian hockey team: 'Unfortunately,
we in New Zealand know but little of the Aryans of India. A few of them
come here and work for a while, but they do not settle in this country. Our
knowledge of India is practically confined to inhabitants of Central India, a
degraded race that would be exterminated tomorrow by the war-like Northerners, who detest and despise them, were the sovereignty of the British
Raj removed.'16
The view that the Indians in New Zealand were undesirable immigrants
or not the best that India could offer persisted among many quarters of
New Zealand society. For example, immigration and other government officials at many levels endorsed such views, as late as the 1960s. One senior
official stated that the Gujaratis in New Zealand were not 'caste Hindus'
because they collected bottles and a few were employed in ritually demean-

12 ibid.
13 The majority of the Indians in New Zealand emigrated from a nucleus of small villages in
Surat District, Gujarat. A sizeable group of Indians also came from villages in Jullundur and
Hoshiarpur Districts of the Punjab. Gujarati migration and settlement in New Zealand is
examined in depth in my doctoral thesis. A brief summary of Punjabi settlement in New
Zealand may be found in W. H. McLeod, 'The Punjabi Community' in Kapil N. Tiwari, ed.,
Indians in New Zealand, Wellington, 1980, pp. 113-21.
14 See Leckie, pp.335-41.
15 FT, 18 December 1925.
16 ibid., 19 July 1926.
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ing work such as street-cleaning and shoe-making.17 While admitting that
his knowledge of the Gujaratis was inadequate he described them as 'New
Zealand's least successful immigrant community'.18
Another common practice, at Pukekohe in the twenties and also at other
periods, was to draw a distinction between the morality and behaviour of
Indians and Chinese. The editor of the Franklin Times wrote: 'We are not
unduly concerned about the Chinaman. As a rule he is a quiet unobtrusive
fellow, industrious in his habits, and honest in business. . . . It is the
Hindoo who forms the danger point. . . . The great majority of the Hindoos we have are Bengalese, a cowardly race, who never fought for
themselves or anyone else. . . . The people we get are the lowest classes of
the plains — coolies from the towns and farm labourers from the
country.'19 This statement is a clear example of ill-founded, racial stereotyping. Gujaratis, not Bengalis, clearly predominated amongst the Indians
of New Zealand, and research has shown that very few of the Gujaratis
originated from the towns, while many of them possessed land in India.
The comparison between Indians and Chinese persisted: P. A. Miller
testified before the 1929 Committee of Enquiry into the Employment of
Maoris on Market Gardens that the Hindu was worse than the Chinaman.20
Another claim was made by the editor of the Franklin Times that the
Chinese were seldom in trouble with the police.21 In fact this generalization
could have been applied to all Asians. In the few instances when they did
appear before the courts, Chinese featured more than Indians, which was
merely a reflection of their greater numbers. The important point is that the
kind of arguments articulated by 'Pandion' and other 'experts' such as the
editor of the Franklin Times reflected those held by New Zealanders,
regardless of the actual reality of their assumptions about Asians.
Therefore, with the sparks of the Asiatic scare having once again been
ignited through the fiery columns of the Franklin Times, the scene was set
at Pukekohe for more explosive action. One of New Zealand's most
notorious organizations for the preservation of white supremacy had its
origins in the Ayrshire tearooms at Pukekohe on 17 December 1925 when
60, mainly farming, people met to form the White New Zealand League.
The initial aims of the League were to procure legislation to prevent further
encroachment by Asians on the land and to up-grade the quality of the im-

17 Source cannot be divulged, Labour Department 22/1/134,6 July 1961. Gujaratis were of
course, 'caste Hindus' i.e., they had a jat or caste. By 1961 very few Gujaratis were bottle collectors, street cleaners or shoe-makers.
18 ibid., 29 September 1962.
19 FT, 2 December 1925.
20 'Evidence Given Before the Committee Investigating Conditions and Accommodation of
Maoris Employed in European, Chinese and Asiatic Market Gardens in Auckland and Surrounding Districts', 1929, Department of Maori Affairs, 1929/356 (hereafter referred to as the
Ngata Committee, 1929), pp.85-86. Miller was a member of the White New Zealand League.
Note that his evaluations could be confusing as later he conceded that the Chinese were morally
worse than the Hindus.
21 FT, 2 December 1925.
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migrants reaching New Zealand's shores. This was summed up in the
following motion which was adopted at the inaugural meeting of the
League: 'That the businessmen and landowners in the district — those interested support any action, if favourable by the Chamber of Commerce, to
approach the Government to introduce legislation making it illegal to lease
or sell land to Asiatics, and that the immigration from these countries be of
a much higher standard than the class now coming in.' 22 Later aims more
explicitly demanded the total exclusion of any further Asian immigration to
New Zealand. More generally, however, the ideology of the League was articulated by George Parvin, a local potato grower who served as the
League's secretary.23 The main points in opposition to Asians were, he
claimed, fear of economic competition, fear of endangering the moral fibre
of New Zealanders, and fear that Asiatics would overrun the country.
Parvin became Pukekohe's most virulent firebrand of anti-Asian feeling
and indeed kept his flame burning through to the 1950s.
The League became more formalized with the preparation of rules and a
constitution, and subsequent registration as an incorporated society in
1926.24 A plan of action was then drawn up, to include deputations to local
bodies, pressure on government and the distribution of propaganda. At
first the League presented its case to the local bodies and was assured of
local support from the Franklin County Council and the Pukekohe
Borough Council.25 Some reservations were, however, expressed by the
Mayor, J. A. Somerville, when E. J. Campbell of the League argued that
Europeans always 'went under' when in conflict with Asiatics.26 The Mayor
accepted that Hindus did work longer hours but disputed that they lived as
poorly as people thought. He drew attention to the camps in which local
Maori lived, which were 'not very pleasant'. Parvin's rebuttal was that this
was acceptable because the Maori was far different to the 'Asiatic race'.
The Mayor was able to be more critical on this issue because most of the
Asians came under the County Council's jurisdiction and were not within
the Pukekohe Borough.
Parvin claimed that the League's objectives were endorsed by perhaps

22 ibid., 17 December 1925.
23 Parvin was born in England and emigrated to Ponsonby in Auckland. Although he did
not have a very extensive education, he undertook correspondence courses and worked as the
organizing secretary for Sir Arthur Myers during the early twenties. He then moved to
Pukekohe and married the daughter of a local farmer. When elected to the Pukekohe Borough
Council in 1923 he topped the poll. From 1929 to 1950 he was the Deputy-Mayor, in addition to
serving as a Justice of the Peace and on numerous committees for the borough and county. In
particular he is remembered in the district not only for his vehement opposition to Indians but
also as an enthusiastic representative for the Franklin County on the Auckland Hospital Board
and as Chairman of the Green Lane Hospital Committee. (Proceedings of the Pukekohe
Borough Council, 19 September 1951.) Informants who provided information concerning him
do not wish to be identified.
24 'White New Zealand League Incorporated', Co-A3/36 No.303, Justice Department,
Auckland.
25 FT, 22 January 1926, 18 June 1926.
26 ibid., 20 January 1926.
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New Zealand.27

80% of the local bodies in
This figure was undoubtedly one
of Parvin's own making, but it is likely that his claim was indicative of
the climate of most local body feeling. Other rural groups that the League
successfully canvassed included the local Chamber of Commerce28 and the
Franklin Agricultural and Pastoral Association.29 The support of the latter
group was unsurprising since most of the members of the League were
farmers.
Parvin and the League also brought their cause to the notice of the
government, initially through inquiries, in particular those regarding the
'policing' of the immigration regulations concerning Indians. Letters were
also sent to the Ministers of Internal Affairs in Australia and New Zealand
and to the Prime Minister of New Zealand.30 The League expressed the concern felt over New Zealand's future as a White Dominion but more
specifically over the 'disabilities imposed on white settlers through Asiatic
competition'.31 Government members gave two main, but conflicting,
replies. On the one hand, possibly not wishing to alienate the government's
rural support, Downie Stewart, the Minister of Customs, assured
Pukekohe Borough Council that no Asians would be issued with permits
that year.32 E. D. McLennan, the Member of Parliament for Franklin, also
assured a deputation from the White New Zealand League, the Franklin
County Council, the President of the Pukekohe Chamber of Commerce
and the Mayor, that he would give them his support and further present the
question to the Prime Minister, Cabinet and Parliament.33 On a later visit
by Parvin to the capital, he was able to secure the support of four other
rural members: T. W. Rhodes (Thames), E. A. Ransom (Pahiatua), H. S.
Kyle (Riccarton), and C. E. Bellringer (Taranaki).34
The potato growers may have initially breathed a sigh of relief over these
expressions of government support for their cause. Downie Stewart, however, qualified his statements by indicating that the government could not
discriminate against Asiatics, especially British subjects. He, and
R. F. Bollard, the Minister for Internal Affairs, also reminded the League
that the number of aliens resident in New Zealand was very small.35 Even

27 ibid., 19 July 1926. It was not possible to check this figure. FT reported local bodies in the
region as giving their support to the League, such as the Opaheke — Drury — Bombay —
Karaka Ratepayers' Association (22 February 1926); the Tuakau Town Board (8 February
1926); and the Matamata County Council (16 June 1926).
28 FT, 5 February 1926. It resolved at a meeting on 3 February to request associated
Chambers of Commerce to join the League in its goal of securing legislation to exclude Asians
from New Zealand.
29 FT, 2 July 1926. It passed a resolution put forward by Parvin asking for immigration
restrictions to be rigidly enforced and legislation to be introduced to give power to local bodies
to regulate the sale or leasing of land to Asiatics.
30 FT, 15 January 1926, 22 February 1926.
31 ibid., 19 April 1926. Reported in AS, 20 April 1926.
32 FT, 19 May 1929. But see note 36 below.
33 FT, 22 February 1926.
34 ibid., 28 July 1926, 26 July 1926.
35 ibid., 26 April 1926, 26, 28 July 1926.
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the government's assurance that Indians would not be issued with permits
amounted to little more than the kind of hot air that was circulating in
1926.36
Possibly the most effective aspect of the League's activities was its skilful
use of propaganda. By far the bulk of its meagre funds was consumed in
disseminating its cause to the public.37 Following a suggestion that propaganda against Asiatics be circulated in schools, an explanatory booklet
was printed.38 An important influence upon the League and its rhetoric was
literature concerning racial theories and the 'race problems' outside New
Zealand. Many of these ideas were derived from local and overseas
newspaper cuttings collected by Parvin.39 The titbits delved into such issues
as the 'Asiatic problem' in South Africa, Canada and Australia, or eugenics
and other 'scientific' racial theories. Parvin took his research seriously. For
example, he conveyed findings reported by A. H. Martin, a lecturer in psychology from Sydney, to a meeting of the League. Martin had stated that
'exhaustive tests' in the United States suggested that the second generation
of immigrants from Southern Europe there had a lower mentality than
'some of their own negroes'.40 Such 'evidence' was used for discouraging
non-British immigration and the intermingling of the races in New Zealand.
A further publication by the League entitled 'Citizens of the Future are the
Children of Today' quoted James Phelan (a Californian senator), John
Fuller, the Reverend K. Stephen (Bishop of Newcastle in Australia), Sir
Henry Parkes, and S. McDermott (proprietor of the Melbourne Graphic).41
Later in 1929 D. S. Dale, while presenting evidence before the Ngata Committee, produced several works on this subject. He quoted J. W. Gregory's
Menace of Colour at length: 'I would restrict them to the smallest possible
amount. . . . If the Chinese are allowed to settle extensively [in America]
they must either, if they remain unmixed, form a sub-race in the position, if
not of slaves, that of a class approaching to slaves, or if they mix, they must
form a bad hybrid. In either case, supposing the immigration to be large,
immense social miscegenation must arise and eventually social disorganisation.' 42 Gregory's position as a renowned Professor of Geology supposedly
lent 'scientific' credence to such statements. Dale also referred to a paper

36 52 permits were issued to 65 Indians in 1926, although most of these arrived in 1927-8.
Indians issued with earlier permits continued to arrive in 1926. (Labour Department, Immigration Division, 'Indexes of Permits Issued 1921-8', 'Hindus', L/25/1-2. 239 Indians entered
New Zealand in 1926, either as permanent or temporary immigrants. 'Race Aliens' —
Statistical Report on the External Migration of the Dominion of New Zealand, 1926.
37 For the period ending 30 June 1927, approximately £135 was spent on 'propaganda' and
related expenses. From 1 July 1927 to 30 April 1929 the sum for equivalent expenses was about
£30.
38 FT, 24 April 1926, 24 March 1926. Initially 5,000 copies of 'The White New Zealand
League' were printed at Pukekohe in 1926. Statement of accounts, Co-A3/36 No.303.
39 Parvin, ms.
40 FT, 24 August 1928.
41 Published, Pukekohe, 1926.
42 Ngata Committee, 1929, p.144. Quotation from J. W. Gregory, The Menace of Colour,
Glasgow, 1925.
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Professor Earle Finch had presented at the Universal Races Congress in
1911 entitled 'Effects of Miscegenation'. It became fashionable during the
twenties to compare the 'dilution' of the Maori race with the decline of the
native population of Hawaii.43
Parvin made sure that all the newspapers, trade unions and local bodies
throughout New Zealand received copies of the League's two booklets.44
The recipients were requested to pass resolutions in support of the League,
and to act as pressure groups 'to protect our own and the native race.' The
Birkenhead Sugar Workers Employees' Union voted to support these aims
and conveyed this to Gordon Coates, the Prime Minister.45 Such action
gave Parvin the confidence to boost claims that the League's support involved 90% of the local bodies and public institutions he had contacted.
There also seems little reason to doubt his optimism concerning endorsement of the League's aims by the principal newspapers especially those in
the North Island.46 The editor of the Auckland Star wrote that 'in our
opinion the views expressed by the founders of the White New Zealand
League are quite moderate and reasonable, and the questions that have
been raised demand very serious attention from the general public as well as
the Government'.47 Although the New Zealand Herald gave slightly less
coverage to the developments at Pukekohe than its rival newspaper, it still
emphasised a need for rigid immigration restrictions: 'Therefore the lesson
of the developments at Pukekohe and Mangere is to guard the gate with
greater care than ever.'48
The winter of 1926 saw the League's basis of support widening. How
far it spread is unclear, but definite reports covered the Canterbury Fruit
Growers' Association,49 the New Zealand Natives' Association in
Auckland,50 and, as might have been expected from their role in pushing
for immigration restrictions, the Returned Soldiers' Association. Never
shy in expressing their opinions, the returned soldiers suggested at the
annual meeting of the Auckland branch that they, rather than the 'yellow

43 ibid., p.143, presented by Dale, 'Figures Quoted by Professor Earle Finch, Wilberforce
University, in Papers on Inter-Racial Problems at the Universal Races Congress held in 1911'.
44 FT, 10 November 1926.
45 Birkenhead Sugar Workers Employees' Union to Coates, Prime Minister of New
Zealand, 16 September 1926 (from personal communication with Bert Roth, Auckland).
46 FT, 1 February 1926. Parvin did note that two exceptions were 'Small "Up country"
jobs', one of which was the Ngaruawahia Advocate. Quoted in FT, 18 January 1926.
47 AS, 23 January 1926.
48 New Zealand Herald, 22 December 1925.
49 FT, 6 April, 15 June 1926. Remits were passed urging government to pass legislation to
ban Asiatics from entering New Zealand during the coming decade. Note that the Otago Fruit
Growers' Association refused to discuss this remit. AS, 5 June 1926.
50 AS, 1 May 1926. At a public meeting speakers expressed their opposition to any further
immigration while there was unemployment in New Zealand and demanded that the government should introduce legislation similar to that in force in Australia, restricting Asians. The
New Zealand Natives' Association also claimed to have the support of the Auckland white
growers and retailers. AS, 13 April 1926.
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race', should be the ones to 'cultivate the garden'.51 The immigration
question was also debated by their Dominion Council, which reaffirmed
the White New Zealand policy that had been adopted a few years earlier.
It was suggested that every obstacle be placed in the way of Asiatics entering the Dominion.52 Messages of support for the League were not just
confined to New Zealand. Endorsement of the League's aims came across
the Tasman, when for example, the Daily Guardian of Sydney publicized
the activities at Pukekohe.53 Sir John Fuller, a prominent Australian
entrepreneur, sent donations to the League, accompanied by the following encouraging statement:

I have lived 20 years in New Zealand, but I am now in Australia, and have business in
both places and travel to New Zealand very frequently; and I am very much struck
each time I come over here by the motley crowd of aliens that are allowed into New
Zealand. I have no objection to coloured people passing through the country and
seeing it, but to have coloured labourers who can never live up to our conditions of
life, being our next-door neighbour, and inter-marrying with our children, is a thing
I feel very strongly about. . . . I think one of the aims of the White New Zealand
League is that we should only get immigrants from British Stock.
54

Members of the League also presented their case to visiting Australian
cabinet ministers at Pukekohe in the hope that this would exert pressure on
the New Zealand government.55
Spurred on by such encouragement, Parvin decided to take the good
news to Wellington and establish branches of the League there.56 He was
able to draw comparisons between Pukekohe and the Hutt Valley, both
areas of market gardening, and warn the growers of the threat of an
Asiatic takeover.57 Parvin also spoke of the dangers of Asiatic infiltration
into the greengrocery and drapery businesses. It was, he said: 'astonishing
how the public support them. He [Parvin] contended that if something
was not done, these Asiatics would get a hold and would crush out the
white traders.'58 Again this was an inflated statement. As Parvin himself
noted, only two Asians were employed as drapers in Auckland, and two in
Wellington.59
He was correct, however, in noting the increasing number of Indians and

51 ibid., 30 April 1926.
52 ibid., 5 June 1926.
53 FT, 23 March 1926.
54 Quoted in 'Citizens of the future . . .', and FT, 21 May 1926. John Fuller was the Director of Fuller's Theatres. His financial support was reaffirmed at the annual general meeting.
FT, 29 May 1929.
55 FT, 31 May 1926. The League gave the Ministers all the correspondence they received
from Australia on the subject.
56 ibid., 19 July 1926.
57 Evening Post, Wellington, quoted in FT, 26 July 1926. Note that the producers applauded Parvin but that they could not publicly support the White New Zealand League for fear of
being boycotted (ibid., 23 July, 24 November 1926). It is unclear who would boycott the producers but probably this would have been the Asian greengrocers.
58 ibid., 24 November 1926.
59 ibid., 28 July 1926.
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Chinese in the fruit and vegetable trade.60 The White New Zealand League
articulated concern by some white traders that Asians were perceived to be
notorious for evading licensing regulations, breaching trading conventions
and stocking substandard fruit.61 The League claimed that their Wellington
branch, with the support of 'commercial interests', had achieved some success in combatting these evils. This included a commitment by the Department of Labour to 'individualise' the owners of fruitshops and a promise
that all government departments would deal with white fruiterers in
preference to Asians.62
The White New Zealand League attracted considerable attention both in
New Zealand and in other countries, including India.63 Although the extent
of membership and involvement on the part of New Zealanders is not clear,
there were few criticisms within New Zealand of the League's activities or
its ideology. As would be expected, the main opposition to the League came
from its 'victims', that is, the Indians and Chinese. Prominent members of
the Indian and Chinese communities wrote to newspapers, drawing attention to the League's 'misrepresentation of facts'.64 A stronger reaction to
the events at Pukekohe and to the racist attitudes towards Asians
throughout the country was the amalgamation of the three Indian Associations based at Auckland, Wellington, and Taumarunui to form the New
Zealand Indian Central Association in 1926.65 The united body then
presented a petition to Parliament in protest against the activities of the
League.66 Following this a meeting was chaired by the Minister of Internal
Affairs, with representatives of the Indian Association, the Health Department, the Customs Department, the Police, and the White New Zealand
League. Although Ravjibhai Hira, the President of the Indian Association,

60 Census of New Zealand, 1926, 'Race Aliens' recorded 627 Chinese and 136 Indians
employed in the fruit and vegetable industry.
61 For example the Federation of New Zealand Fruit and Produce Auctioneers and Importers forwarded a letter outlining these complaints to various members of government. A
copy was sent to the Pukekohe Chamber of Commerce, FT, 5 December 1930.
62 ibid., 8 July 1927. According to Indian informants this restriction did not last, especially
during World War II.

63 Bombay Chronicle, c.1926, n.d., and Muslim Outlook, 27 November 1926, reported

details of the White New Zealand League. The issue was raised in the Legislative Assembly by
Raja Ghazanfar Ali Khan and he was assured by J. W. Bhore that the Government of India had
no reason to believe that the League influenced the New Zealand Government or the majority
of the people there. Debates, 23 March 1927, pp.2593-47. All these details are from
L/E/7/1281, 1 +0 3050, India Office Library, London.
64 AS, 17 April 1926. This was probably written by J. K. Natali, who has written many letters to newspapers and served as a spokesperson for Indians' rights in New Zealand. For other
protests by Natali against the League, see ibid., 24 April, 29 April 1926. Inder Singh Radhawa
also was prominent in protesting at the League's activities, ibid., 8 June 1926. The Chinese protests include letters in ibid., 28 April 1926, 4 May 1926. On Tsin Shuing, the Consul for the
Republic of China in New Zealand, defended the Chinese, especially in reply to accusations
against them by Dr Mildred Staley, Sun, Auckland, 23 August 1929.
65 See Leckie, p.644ff, for more details.
66 Copy of petition held in New Zealand Indian Central Association. As there was no record
of it in the Journals, it cannot have been laid before the House.
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recalled that his members received a favourable hearing, it would appear
that no action was taken by the government as a result of the petition.67
The League did not remain satisfied with the government's assurances
and, in keeping with its concern over potential undesirable immigrants,
shifted its focus to the proposed British Nationality and Status of Aliens
Bill. Parvin, always the purveyor of doom, envisaged the day when New
Zealand would be invaded by five or ten thousand aliens if such were able to
become naturalized British subjects in any part of the Empire.68 The League
also continued to watch the 'Asiatic influx' very carefully,69 debating
measures to stem what they considered to be large numbers of overstayers
admitted to New Zealand on visitors' permits.70 A further tactic was canvassing candidates in the 1928 general election to ascertain their stand on
White New Zealand policies.71 This clearly was not a major issue liable to
topple a government faced with serious economic problems, but the editor
of the Franklin Times claimed that 'the most important question that New
Zealand has before it has almost been lost to sight during the present election campaign'.72 Parvin was pleased to report that the new parliament 'as
constituted' was 'extremely friendly towards the League's objectives'.73
As a pressure group attracting some attention, the League remained active until the early years of the thirties, but it would appear that increasingly
its supporters had more serious problems to contend with as the economic
climate further deteriorated. As early as 1929 Parvin was reporting,
perhaps somewhat over-optimistically, that the League was 'far from
dead'74 but crippled by a lack of funds. With only £1 in the coffers, the
League appealed to business institutions for assistance.75 The real problem
lay in the small number of subscribing members, even if, as the editor of the
Franklin Times believed, the League's influence was greater than that
indicated by active membership.76 Further evidence of the League's

67 Interviews, Ravjibhai Hira, Wellington, 31 January 1976, May 1977. Parts of his
testimony were confirmed by Dayal Vallabh, but the latter suggested that Dr Share led the Indian deputation. Interview, Pardi-Sarpore, India, February 1979. It is also unclear if this
meeting was held at Wellington or Pukekohe.
68 FT, 24 August 1928.
69 ibid., 14 January 1929.
70 ibid., 25 July 1930.
71 ibid., 24 August 1928, 12 November 1928.
72 ibid., 7 November 1928.
73 ibid., 29 May 1929.
74 ibid., 14 January 1929.
75 ibid., 29 May 1929.
76 ibid. Parvin claimed that the League's membership was constant, ibid., 15 October 1930.
Other evidence suggests that this was not correct. There were only 15 members registered when
the League was incorporated although FT, 24 February 1926, reported that there were approximately 50 members. For the 1927 financial year subscriptions amounted to £23.5/-, representing a possible 184 members paying 2/6 per year. However, it is not clear whether this sum
covers subscriptions for one or two years. In 1927 subscriptions were raised to 5/- and only
£2.15/- was collected, which suggests 11 members were paid up. Subscriptions were again
halved to attract financial members but this measure was unsuccessful. Co-A3/36 No.303,
Justice Department, Auckland.
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impoverishment and of undoubtedly more urgent priorities for members
came in 1932, when Parvin answered a query from the Registrar of Incorporated Societies over the lack of financial returns submitted by the League
since 1929: 'The depression has naturally affected our League.' Even by
1937 Parvin was convinced that 'the society is not defunct . . . [it] is
bankrupt. An attempt will be made later to resurrect it — the depression
practically killed the society. At present — money is owing to me and the
society has absolutely no cash.'77 It was not the Indians who dealt the final
death-blow to the League but the Registrar of Incorporated Societies who
struck it off the record in 1937!78
Does the White New Zealand League reflect an endemic racist ideology
in New Zealand society or was it merely generated under particular circumstances at certain times? The ideology and behaviour of the good
citizens of Pukekohe could be labelled as xenophobic — a 'morbid dislike
of foreigners' born out of ignorance — which is common to many communities, especially more isolated or inward-looking ones. This still does
not deny that the White New Zealand League and the more generally
widespread hostility to Asians in New Zealand were blatantly racist. It
could be argued that such hostility finds its most virulent expression in
times of economic recession, and that the racism was predominantly articulated in economic terms, especially the fear of economic competition.
But there are limitations to accepting a clear correlation between the
economy and racial outbursts, since racial tension is deep-rooted in New
Zealand society, and continued well after 1925 at Pukekohe. Secondly, the
issues become blurred as a distrust of Indians was equally rationalized on
moral as well as economic grounds.7'
Xenophobia, and more specifically opposition to Asians, have had
strong links with economic crisis in New Zealand's history. During the early

77 ibid.
78 ibid.
79 There has still been very little treatment of the relationship between the economy and
racism in New Zealand history. H. D. M. Chan, 'Later Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century New Zealand Images of the Chinese and of China: Some Origins of New Zealand's Yellow
Peril Paranoia', Waikato University China Papers [Proceedings of the First New Zealand International Conference on Chinese Studies, Pt.l, ed. D. Bing, University of Waikato, 1972],
p. 34, does accept that agitation against the Chinese in nineteenth century New Zealand was as
much xenophobia as racial prejudice, although it is not clear how he makes this distinction.
Analysis of comparable prejudice against Asians in Australia has also suggested that to explain
this purely in terms of xenophobia is inadequate. Economic issues are treated as fundamental
although moral objectives are also stressed. Andrew Markus, 'The Burden of Hate, the
Australian Inter-Racial Experience, 1850-1901, a Comparative Study of the Australian
Mainland Colonies and California with Special Emphasis on the Working Classes', Ph.D.
thesis, La Trobe University, 1974, stresses economic competition but still does not deny the
racism, which is seen as a result of this competition. This problem has also been discussed by
Verity Burgmann, 'Capital and Labour', in Ann Curthoys and Andrew Markus, eds., Who
Are Our Enemies? Racism and the Working Class in Australia, Neutral Bay, N.S.W., 1978,
pp.20-343. See also Curthoys, 'Conflict and Consensus: The Seamen's Strike of 1878', in ibid.,
pp.48-65; R. V. Hall, 'Racism and the Press', in F. S. Stevens, ed., Racism: The Australian
Experience, I, Prejudice and Xenophobia, Sydney, 1971, pp. 123-35.
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1890s, a period of recession, there was a very strong agitation for the total
exclusion of Asians and the restriction of the movements of those, particularly Lebanese hawkers, who were resident in the country.80 Renewed
pressure for immigration restrictions in the years following World War I
coincided with a period in which unemployment was high.81 This particularly affected returned servicemen, while their Association was one of
the main proponents for the implementation of a White New Zealand immigration policy. Returned servicemen also believed they had a right to
secure land for farming. But there was not enough land to go around and
many disillusioned ex-servicemen were fearful of coloured aliens leasing or
buying up the prime land. Some of the farmers' groups also joined in to
support the White New Zealand policy of the Returned Soldiers' Association.82 As noted, such fears were grossly exaggerated and usually confined
to specific areas where there had been a brief contact with Asians.
The demand for the exclusion of Asians on economic grounds was not
just confined to the outspoken ranks of the Returned Soldiers' Association,
but also drew support from groups ranging from the Chambers of Commerce83 to the Labour movement and the unions. Labour groups tended to
express their anti-Asian hostility principally as a fear of economic competition and did not normally place the same emphasis on the sexual, moral or
patriotic justifications for excluding Asians. Some of the unions that
articulated fears of Asians entering and competing in their trades were the
Furniture Trade Industrial Union of Workers,84 the Waterside Workers'
Union,85 the Grocer Assistants' Union,86 and the Timber Workers'
Union.87 The Returned Soldiers' Association might have claimed that its
White New Zealand Policy had the strong support of every trade union in
the Dominion,88 but many statements by Labour politicians and opinions
expressed in the Maoriland Worker were considerably more moderate,
though still basically racist, in their attitude towards Asians. Economic

80 Most of the references noted in note 2 cover this agitation and legislation to some extent.
Details can be found in Leckie, pp.242, 278-80; Williams, ch.ii; Rachagan, ch.ii.
81 See in particular Leckie, pp.342ff; Williams, ch.iii; O'Connor; and Ponton. D. J.
George, 'The Depression of 1921-22 in New Zealand', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland,
1969, examines post-war economic conditions.
82 For example, delegates to the Conference of Agriculture, July 1920, (Evening Post,
8 July 1920), and the Morrinsville Farmers' Union (New Zealand Herald, 1 July 1920), expressed their opposition to the influx of Asiatics. Note that many farmers were members of the
Returned Soldiers' Association. Ray Markey, pp.75-76, also notes the correlation between
outbreaks of racism and the 'yeoman' ideal in Australian history.
83 Letter from Hamilton Chamber of Commerce to Auckland Chamber, New Zealand
Herald, 25 June 1920. This letter was endorsed and sent to the government.
84 ibid., 16 June 1920.
85 ibid., 26 May 1920, Otago Daily Times, 3 June 1920. The Waterside Workers' Union
passed a resolution refusing to work the cargo of any vessel landing Hindus and Chinese at
Auckland.
86 ibid., 14 June 1920.

87 Evening Post, 5 July 1920.

88 Quick March, July 1920, III, 27, p.45.
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fears were paramount but cushioned by the common struggle with oppressed workers everywhere, exploited by 'unprincipled commercialism'."
The opposition to Asians, when it returned to prominence in the midtwenties, was certainly expressed in terms of economic competition. A constant theme was that these strangers were undercutting Europeans because
they could work longer hours, accept lower rates of pay, and maintain a far
lower standard of living than that of any European. When they gave
evidence before the Ngata Committee of Enquiry, P. A. Miller and others
complained that 'Hindus' could afford higher rentals as they were able to
live more cheaply: 'The Hindu would have much lower expenses — no taxes
and no family to keep." 0 In addition it was suggested that Hindus at
Pukekohe were financed by local merchants and in turn they could sell at
lower prices than white growers." The White New Zealand League further
argued that the threat of unfair Asiatic competition was hitting the smallscale self-employed farmer and businessman rather than the wage-earner or
the worker in other trades: 'If it is right in principle that primary producers,
fruiterers, grocers, and drapers should be compelled to compete against
Asiatics, who work long hours for low wages, it is also right in principle that
Asiatics should be welcomed into all avenues of industry. . . . If the principle is right and the economic argument of cheaper production is right, it is
also right that painting, sign-writing, building, cabinetmaking, printing,
and so forth should be numbered among Asiatic activities."2 The League
strongly appealed in particular to those small-scale farmers and entrepreneurs, who, like many New Zealanders, were severely hit by the bleak
years of the late twenties. The Asian scare was one way of drawing attention
to the interests of this class, which in centres such as Wellington, Pukekohe
and Auckland, claimed to be under economic siege by these foreigners.
These small-scale farmers and entrepreneurs maintained that this 'problem'
affected them to a far greater extent that the workers and larger-scale
capitalists. The hostility specifically directed towards Asians in the New
Zealand context has frequently become more marked when they begin to
compete with Europeans by leasing and purchasing land or by investing in
small businesses. Asians were initially competing as hawkers and then as
owners of small shops and stalls, particularly after World War I. More
hostility was raised when they began to work on land which they were leasing and later buying. A further step came when there were rumours of a

89 Maori/and Worker, 1 December 1920. Harry Holland, leader of the Labour Party, also
stated in Parliament that he was concerned with the protection of the conditions of coloured
immigrants who came to New Zealand, New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, 1920, 187,
pp.912-3. This is not to deny that the Labour movement in New Zealand had a strong racist element in it. It should be stressed that the relationship between racism and class in New Zealand is
complex, although possibly a consensus would argue that it was an issue that cut through
classes. This issue is treated at length in the Australian context by Curthoys and Markus.
90 Ngata Committee, 1929, p.86.
91 ibid., pp.85-86. See also evidence by Gathercole, a member of White New Zealand
League, p.89.
92 'Citizens of the Future . . .'
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Chinese market which would have enabled Asians to have direct access to
producing and distributing produce.93
Another example of the direct threat Asians were perceived to represent
for the small-scale entrepreneur was the attempt of a small group of
Auckland businessmen to establish a company 'dealing only with white
farmers and producers co-operating for their benefit, and excluding trade
with Asiatics'.94 Named the White Producers' Co-operative Association, it
was floated with an appeal to families fully or partly dependent upon
small-scale farming. The promoters considered that these families would
be able to expect better financial returns 'if it were possible to secure a
market free from Asiatic competition'.95 In order to achieve this the promoters made the rather ambitious claim that the co-operative would aim
to co-ordinate the growing, auctioning and retail distribution of produce.
This did not apparently eventuate, at least under the auspices of this particular organization.
As noted by Verity Burgmann in the case of opposition to Asians in
Australia, the key issue was not necessarily fear of cheap coloured labour
but of their 'coloured entrepreneurial threat'.96 the 1878 seamen's strike in
New South Wales and Queensland against the hiring of Chinese crews has
often been considered instrumental in the anti-Chinese movement in
Australia, but Ann Curthoys argues that the entry of Asians into business
and farming was potent in gaining middle-class support for a White
Australia policy.97 For example, considerable alarm was expressed over the
Chinese presence in the furniture trade during the 1870s in Sydney. In the
Northern Territory employers disapproved when Chinese preferred to be
self-employed. The white cane-growers in New South Wales became very
concerned when in the 1890s Indians began to rent farms there. The
growers reacted in a similar way to those at Pukekohe thirty years later by
forming an Anti-Alien Society.98
It is perhaps of some significance that the emergence of the White New
Zealand League coincided with a local crisis at Pukekohe — a potato shortage caused by heavy frosts in 1925.99 By December of that year, however,
the Franklin Times reported that prices had just about reached rockbottom as the supply of potatoes was exceeding the demand.100 This was the

93 FT, 15 October 1930, This is discussed later in this paper.
94 Prospectus of 'The White Producers' Co-operative Association Limited', Co-Al/520,
No.3080, Justice Department, Auckland.
95 ibid.
96 Burgmann, p.31.
97 Curthoys, pp.50-52.
98 Burgmann, p.31. See also Markus, 'The Burden of Hate', p.451.
99 FT, 9, 25 November 1925.
100 ibid., 9 November 1925. Note that the financial returns from market gardening were
open to considerable variation, as prices depended entirely upon supply and demand.
A. Beyda, 'Geographical Change in Franklin County', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland,
1961, p.69, notes that although there was considerable financial instability, the high land values
around Pukekohe, especially after World War II, reflect the profitable returns that were
obtained from supplying vegetables.
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same month in which the League was founded. A year later, prices although
again unstable, were better than the previous year. This corresponded with
slightly less activity by the League.
Rotten spuds, it might be concluded, meant that the worms of racism
would thrive. This does not, however, explain why the opposition towards
Asians, while exceptionally strong at Pukekohe, was widespread throughout New Zealand during the late twenties. The argument that deteriorating
conditions during these years, especially for the small-scale self-employed
businessman and farmer, correlated with racism could be accepted,"" but
the economic depression of the early thirties brought no increase in antiAsian discrimination. Indian informants have noted that, while the unpleasant remarks and discriminatory behaviour continued and there were some
feeble attempts by scaremongers such as Parvin to blame the Asians for
unemployment, this period was on the whole not marked by virulent
activity aimed against Asians. One explanation might be that there was an
abundance of other scapegoats to attract the attention of those people
anxious to attribute blame for New Zealand's economic gloom. For example, a New Zealand representative at the Fourth Conference of the Institute
of Pacific Relations in 1931 noted that 'with the general apprehension of an
influx of unemployed Australians,. . . there has been less public interest of
late in Orientals'.'02 The depression years saw popular support for the total
ban on all permanent immigration which government had introduced.
After the country began to emerge from the economic morass, however, the
question at issue was whether immigration would serve to stimulate the
economy, and the debate was about that, rather than a White New Zealand
policy.103 If Parvin had done his homework thoroughly he would have
learned, as many New Zealanders became increasingly aware, that in fact
New Zealand had been guaranteed protection from an Asian immigration
invasion by the legislation of 1920.
It is, however, surely significant that in most of the reported instances in
which Asians were held responsible for unemployment it was in relation to
certain trades, notably those involving fruit and vegetables, laundry and

101 For background see R. M. Burdon, The New Dominion, Wellington, 1965; Keith
Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, London, 1980, pp.237-59; Len Richardson, 'Parties and
Political Change', Tom Brooking, 'Economic Transformation', Erik Olssen, 'Towards a New
Society', P. J. Gibbons, 'The Climate of Opinion', in W. H. Oliver, ed., The Oxford History
of New Zealand, Wellington, 1981.
102 'Problems of Migration' in Bruno Lasker, ed., Problems of the Pacific 1931, Proceedings of the Fourth Conference of the Institute of Pacific Relations, China, October 21November 2, 1931, University of Chicago Press. It is not clear which New Zealand representative said this.
103 See for example, AS, 1 December 1936, which reported the chairman of the Dominion
Settlement Association as stating that New Zealand could solve its economic problems and aid
the Empire by supporting a population of 13 million. The Prime Minister, Michael Savage,
stressed that there would be no resumption of the former immigration system until there were
jobs for potential migrants. Ibid., 3 December 1926. The same issue reported Sir James SteelMaitland, who on behalf of British manufacturers was lobbying for more settlement in New
Zealand.
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drapery. Parvin still saw the correlation as a much stronger one and argued:
'If all the Asiatics in the Dominion were deported tomorrow our
unemployment would cease.' 104 Some Wellington and Auckland traders
drew attention to this Asian competition, particularly over the issue of
'unethical' practices, such as leasing a property under more than one
name, otherwise known as 'community buying'. Other 'hideous' practices that were alleged included the longer hours Asians were believed to
work, their acceptance of a standard of living far lower than a white person could endure, the filthy living conditions which they could tolerate,
and the lousy fruit that only they would dare to sell.105 G. Gathercole, a
member of the League, noted that Auckland businessmen had not given
much support to the League until economic competition appeared to be a
matter of serious concern to them.'06
The issue which brought this protest to a head was the establishment of a
Chinese market on a site leased from the Auckland Harbour Board. Much
commotion was raised over it, especially after Parvin and the League took
up the issue.107 As a result of their enthusiasm several bodies including the
Pukekohe,10' Devonport, Glen Eden, Mt Eden, Mt RoskiH10' and
Papakura'10 borough councils, and the Pukekohe111 and Franklin"2
chambers of commerce supported the League's stand against the proposed
Chinese market. In contrast to the earlier attempt by white businessmen to
establish a 'Whites only' co-operative, the majority of the shareholders in
the Chinese market were not Chinese.113
In 1937 the issue of 'unfair Asiatic competition' in the fruit and
vegetable retailing and growing trades was resurrected by the Fruit
Marketing Committee. Accusations about the working habits of Asians,
similar to those raised in earlier years, led to a request by the Committee
that a system of identification of Asians by means of thumbprint registration should be adopted.114 At Pukekohe, the fears of economic competition, articulated on racial grounds, did not subside with the return to more

104 FT, 3 November 1930.
105 ibid. There are numerous other examples.
106 ibid., 15 October 1930.
107 ibid.
108 ibid., 17 November 1930.
109 ibid., 10 November 1930.
110 ibid., 26 November 1930.
111 ibid., 7 November 1930.
112 ibid., 21 November 1930. Groups which were reported to have debated the issue included
the Auckland City Council, the Civic League and National Council of Women (ibid., 10
November 1930). The Tuakau County Council (ibid., 5 November 1930) and the Papakura
Chamber of Commerce (ibid., 14 November 1930) did not give their support.
113 ibid.
114 Fruit Marketing Committee, Report, Wellington, 23 January 1937, pp.135-6, General
Assembly Library. The New Zealand Indian Central Association wrote a letter of protest to the
Prime Minister, Peter Fraser. His assurance that thumbprint registration would not be put into
effect was carried out. Details from newspaper cuttings, collected by J. K. Natali, date uncertain, c.1937.
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prosperous economic circumstances. Two practices at Pukekohe have attracted considerable attention. Indians, as well as Chinese and Maoris,
were barred for many years from the dress circle of a Pukekohe movie
theatre."5 As late as the 1950s local Pukekohe barbers also refused to cut
the hair of Indians, Chinese or Maoris. It could perhaps be argued that,
because of the unique racial composition at Pukekohe, if Europeans had
allowed Asians into the 'privileged' areas of the theatres or barber-shops,
they would have had to allow Maoris access as well.116 Racial distance could
be maintained in a situation where the Pakehas were usually the bosses and
Maoris the workers. With the presence of a 'third race', the Asians, matters
became complicated by creating an ambiguity in which 'coloureds' were
also employers and demanded equal access to public amenities.
The economic threat Asians allegedly posed meant that they found it difficult to renew leases or purchase land they had been cultivating."7 Independent organizations for each race of growers (Europeans, Chinese and
Indians) moreover persisted until the late 1950s when the issue of identity of
interests among potato farmers became more significant than their racial
differences."8 Racial tension continued at Pukekohe long after the demise
of the White New Zealand League. The fifties, in particular, saw a renewal
of opposition to Indians, though it did not correlate with an economic
crisis. The fact that this was a period of post war economic boom did not
prevent the raising of economic objections to Indians, particularly at
Pukekohe where the relatively more affluent among them began to purchase property. Racist fears were still often greatly exaggerated, as indicated by the following bizarre statement by that champion of White
Supremacy, George Parvin: 'If this business of Indians continually buying
up property continues, New Zealand, before long, will find itself in much
the same position as Fiji is today, where the Indian community is more or
less in control. Why, Indians are arriving in this country in increasing
numbers. I am informed that 50 per cent of the passengers by plane from
Singapore are Indians. In Australia they are not allowed to land. What is
good enough for Australia is good enough for us." 1 9 In fact most of the

115 Interviews, Lalbhai Patel, Auckland, 19 July 1977; Maganbhai Ranchhod, Pukekohe, 17
September 1977; Keshav Parsot, Pukekohe, 11 February 1978; Dayalbhai Kesry, Papakura,
1977-81. See also Kernot, p. 12. These practices came to the attention of the Government of
India. See F. S. Bajpai, Secretary to Government of India, to Under-Secretary of State for
India, Economic & Overseas Department, 1 December 1932, I.O. F436/32, India Office,
London; forwarded by J. H. Thomas, Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, to Lord
Bledisloe, Government House, New Zealand, regd no.326, no. 19, 1933. But the restrictions
continued.
116 This was the rationale given to one of my informants by the manager of the theatre.
117 Interview, Keshav Parsot. Some Gujaratis had been able to purchase land in earlier years.
118 Interviews. Also noted by Kernot, p.5. The help of the Asian growers was needed when
the growers, threatened by low prices, were forced to unite and boycott the auction rooms.
Non-Europeans could therefore join the Franklin Growers' Association (formerly for Europeans only), and from 1957 were permitted to hold office.
119 FT, 25 September 1950.
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post-war Indian arrivals were New Zealand residents or their dependents,
returning after a visit to India. In spite of a dismissal of Parvin's fears by
the Mayor of Pukekohe and by local Indian leaders, Parvin continued in his
crusade to stamp out the Indian presence.120 By 1952 the Federated Farmers
of Franklin were calling for the confiscation of Asians' land and their
repatriation,121 while other concerned locals wrote to the Minister of Immigration to draw attention to what they perceived to be the development
of an 'Indian mafia': 'They are as thick as flies in Pukekohe and they are
getting control of all the good land and creeping into businesses in town,
they breed like flies and in time to come will join up with the Maori and
cause trouble. I put this up to Mr Massey at a National party meeting in
Pukekohe, [but] could not get much satisfaction.'122
This quotation shows that hostility towards Asians was not expressed in
terms of fears of economic competition only and was not always directly
tied to times of economic recession. Asians were also accused of undermining the morality of New Zealanders, both in terms of general living conditions, especially health, and more specifically, in terms of a threat to the
sexual morality of the nation. Whatever the line of reasoning, it is suggested
that these moral arguments were essentially an expression of racism, the
root of which was economic competition.
One of the strongest criticisms, especially during the earlier history of the
White New Zealand League, was of the huts which the local Chinese and
Indians were reported to occupy at Pukekohe and the filthy conditions that
allegedly prevailed. The League seized upon sensational reports and photographs from local newspapers and the Franklin Building Inspector, and
printed them in their booklet as 'evidence' of the menace Asians would present to the standard of living of the healthy white settler. The following is an
example of the sarcastic sensationalism used to describe a 'Hindu shack':
'This represents the latest style in a Residential Flat. The Hindus are noted
for this type of dwelling, which is in striking contrast to the neat houses of
the small settlers.'123 Compare this with the description of the white dwelling: 'One of Pukekohe's modern Farm Houses — Pukekohe has been
noted for intense cultivation, its productivity, its thrifty and industrious
small farmers — Note the children they represent the future citizens of the
Dominion in the making, and the greatest asset the Empire has. Think of
the environment. Protect them from its contaminating influence.' The
security and moral well-being of New Zealand's children, the League emphasized, depended upon a White New Zealand. A few years later, the

120 ibid., 2 October 1950. Keshav Parsot also wrote a letter to the Editor, dated 20 September
1950, but source uncertain. Two Indian informants have suggested that the main reasons for
Parvin's renewed 'venom' was that he had failed to secure assurance of a proposed maternity
hospital for Pukekohe, and was using the 'Hindu scare' as a diversion.
121 ibid., 29 August 1952. New Zealand Herald, 6 February 1952.
122 122/1/134, to Sullivan, 23 September 1953, is but one example of this kind of correspondence.
123 'The White New Zealand League', booklet.
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Ngata Committee was able to use the same kinds of criticism to argue that
Asians were a bad influence on their Maori employees: 'the general health
of such occupants as we saw was good, but the general environment and living conditions must of necessity have a degrading effect on the Maori race.
The general standard nowadays set by the Maoris themselves in suburban
areas is much higher than the standard set by both Chinese and their Hindu
employers."24 While even Asians did not deny that some did live in unsatisfactory, but usually temporary, accommodation, it was very rarely
noted by their critics that thousands of white New Zealanders, including
market gardeners, lived in equally and often worse insanitary and
makeshift conditions.125
The criticism of Asian dwellings was part of the more general belief that
Asians, and in particular Indians, were completely degraded and untrustworthy. Such conceptions easily related to the popular fears of heightened
Asiatic sexuality. Fears of Asiatic cunning and ability in both business and
the bedroom were often confused by their white 'observers', not just in
1925 at Pukekohe. The Ngata Committee served to highlight some of these
common stereotypes about Asians. One farmer explained the lack of cooperation by Hindus with local growers over exporting onions, but in the
same statement he related their business scruples to immorality: 'The
Hindus have depreciated the value of my property so that I cannot sell it.
Our children are not safe coming home from school. They have a long way
to come and it is sometimes dark before they reach home. There has been
one girl molested.'126 Asian market gardeners were also accused of enticing
Maori women into their employment and exploiting them both economically and sexually, while the Asian fruiterers in the cities had been noted
consorting with white women. At a meeting in Wellington on 23 November
1926, Parvin was able confidently to report that: 'Asiatics were a grave
menace to the general morality of the city of Wellington and he was also informed that dozens of young girls ranging in age from 16 years consorted
with the undesirable Asiatic element."27 Such claims were undoubtedly
products of an over-active imagination, although in defence of their reputation, a representative of the Chinese Association put the blame on the girls,
whom he accused of pestering the fruiterers.128
One of the main fears about such real or imagined liaisons was based on
the popular theory of racial contamination and a need to preserve the
'purity of the race', both the Maori and the white.129 This fear was eloquently expressed in an editorial in the Franklin Times: 'The resulting
mongrel off-spring, unable to bear the burden of civilisation, will sink to a

124 AJHR, 1929, G-ll, p.3.
125 As noted by Ngata Committee, 1929, pp.ll8A-E. For comments on the slums of
Auckland see AS, 22 April 1926.
126 Ngata Committee, 1929, p.86.
127 FT, 15 November 1926.
128 AS, 4 May 1926.
129 'White New Zealand League', object 3, p.3.
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lower and still lower plane.'130 During the following years a number of individuals and groups expressed a concern for the need to maintain racial
purity. One such group was the Akarana Association, an organization of
urban Maoris under the leadership of James Rukutai, a licensed Maori interpreter, and George Graham, a Pakeha solicitor. By 1927, statements
such as the following epitomized the kind of rationale behind the Association's opposition to inter-marriage between Asians and Maoris. This concern was concentrated on the relationship between Maori girls employed by
Asian market-gardeners: 'It should not take place as far as we are concerned from [sic] physical point of view, moral or otherwise. I think it is
detrimental to the interests of the national life of this country if that sort of
thing is permitted. From a physical point of view the result of a union of
that kind is obvious.'131 This is virtually the same kind of rhetoric as that
used by the White New Zealand League, so it is not surprising that the
leaders of two of the North Island's prominent anti-Asian organizations
conferred with one another. Parvin visited Wellington again, with the aim
of asking the government to investigate the living conditions of Indian
gardeners at Pukekohe. 'The degradation of a section of Maori women and
girls who associated with Asiatics is to be pointed out to the
Government." 32 Soon after this the support of the National Council of
Women was assured, when Dr Mildred Staley declared: 'The Europeans are
bound in every way to assist the Maoris in overcoming the Asiatic evil.' Her
wrath was directed more at the Chinese, who she claimed were 'riddled with
disease'.133
Such popular concern about the sexual prowess and immorality of both
Indians and Chinese was a factor behind Sir Apirana Ngata's decision to
appoint a Committee to investigate the conditions of Maoris on market
gardens in the Auckland area in 1929. Among the more general terms of
reference the committee was instructed to investigate 'whether it is in the interests of public morality that the employment of Maori girls and women by
Chinese and Hindus should be permitted to take place'.134 The evidence
that was submitted of relations between Maoris and their employers was
difficult to substantiate and most such accusations were directed at Chinese
because few Indians during these years employed Maori labour. The blame
for such sexual 'overtures' was again placed on 'white girls and the Maori
girls'.135 The Committee endorsed the fears of racial contamination
although fears of weakening morality were seen to have some correlation
with economic conditions:

130 FT, 18 January 1926.
131 Ngata Committee, 1929, p.12.
132 Sun, 19 July 1929.
133 Correspondence between Dr Staley and Shuing published in the Sun, 23 August 1929.
Although not publicly stated, she was referring to venereal disease.
134 Ngata Committee, 1929. The other general objects of the Enquiry concerned the
numbers, payment, housing, health and sanitary conditions of Maoris on market gardens.
135 AJHR, 1929, G-ll, p.4.
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The indiscriminate intermingling of the lower types of the races — i.e., Maoris,
Chinese, and Hindus — will, in the opinion of the Committee, have an effect that
must eventually cause deterioration not only in the family and national life of the
Maori race, but also in the national life of this country, by the introduction of a hybrid
race, the successful absorption of which is problematical. There is also a very real
danger that in so far as the offspring of Chinese fathers are concerned such miscegenation may eventually result in the submergency of the Maori race similar to what has
occurred in Hawaii.. . . The intermingling of Maoris with the lower type of Chinese
or Hindus, whether legally married or not, will have the effect of lowering the standard of living.. . . The moral aspect is one that must also be taken into consideration
. . . under the present conditions, brought about by economic stress, and to some extent by the improvidence of the Maoris affected, the employment of Maori females by
Chinese, who are deprived of the right to bring their own women into this country,
and Hindus, and the indiscriminate intermingling of the sexes such as now obtains,
must be viewed with alarm as tending to inevitably lead to immorality.
136

How much basis was there to these fears? The number of mixed-births of
Asian and Maori or European parentage was increasing in New Zealand,
but hardly at a rate indicative of the formation of a 'hybrid race'. Indeed at
Pukekohe, the centre of such panic, there was in fact only one Indian of
mixed descent recorded at the 1926 and the 1936 censuses.137
There were certainly sexual relationships between Asian men and Maori
women, especially before World War II, when few Asian women, especially Indian, settled in New Zealand.138 Statements before the above Committee, such as Miller's — 'the Hindu seem to like young girls from about
14 to 20. I think it is for a certain purpose'135 — added spice to the proceedings, and instances were cited of both inter-racial marriages and more
temporary liaisons. Equally, however, witnesses indicated how difficult it
was to draw firm conclusions. Even the President of the White New
Zealand League, M. Cronin, while suggesting that Maori women went up
to the Hindu and Chinese and 'make free with them', also added 'but it is
very difficult to prove anything'.140 It can be noted, at least in the case of Indians, that the majority were married to women resident in their home
villages in India and that the migrants made periodic visits to their families.
The moralistic stand against Asians perhaps points to deeper reasons for
these outbreaks of racial tension. It seems unlikely that any universal
hypothesis can be suggested, but rather closer examination is needed of the
economic and political context in which discrimination, on the basis of a

136 ibid., p.5.
137 Census of New Zealand, 1926-36. No Chinese of mixed descent were recorded in the
district. It is, however, possible that some children of part-Asian parentage may have been
recorded in the Maori census. Throughout the whole of New Zealand, the numbers of Chinese
of mixed descent in 1926 were 288 and in 1936, 363. The Indian figures were, respectively, 2%
and 333. The latter figure includes 41 people recorded as of Indian-Maori descent.
138 For further documentation and discussion of inter-racial relationships, especially concerning Indians, see Leckie, pp.252-9, 542-8.
139 Ngata Committee, 1929, p.64.
140 ibid., p.82.
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perception of race, occurs.141 In New Zealand, particularly after World
War I, hostility towards Asians was marked and they were one of the
scapegoats for failures in post-war society.142 These failures were especially
rooted in the economic problems related to unemployment, a shortage of
housing and uncertain agricultural prices. The basis of the rationale for
discrimination against Asians was a perceived economic threat to smallscale farmers and businessmen. At the same time, however, moral and
ethical questions were being asked about the role of the church, the family,
the status of women, and the Empire. The members of these racial vigilante
groups looked back to the time before Indians had noticeably settled in
New Zealand. This was a time that for many New Zealanders, from the
perspective of the 1920s, was one when the Empire was still glorious and
there was optimism about the society which they were striving to build.
Geoffrey Barraclough has argued that this 'urge to return to "normalcy"
. . . was one of the most conspicuous features of the decade between 1919
and 1929'.143 For New Zealanders the era before these years was, despite the
presence of Maoris, one when New Zealand was perceived as 'White'. The
White Race League, also founded around 1926, stated as one of its aims the
preservation of the White Race, which was seen to be threatened by the
'military and economic invasions of the Eastern peoples'. It was
simultaneously thought that 'strong tendencies towards race extinction are
making themselves felt within the race itself', tendencies such as disease and
immorality.144
It was not, of course, only Indians and Chinese who fulfilled the role of
scapegoats in times of social, economic and political change. In certain
areas, possibly because of their obvious and imagined differences, they
could be singled out as threatening to the economic and moral order of
society. That is what happened at Pukekohe, which was, as noted, a rather
unusual region in New Zealand, in terms of its racial composition, which
also had implications for the precarious nature of Maori-Pakeha relations
there. The promise of a serious Asian takeover and the 'deterioration of the
Race', must have been a frightening scenario for Parvin and his friends in
the White New Zealand League. Regardless of the publicity they received
and the warnings they raised, essentially the League was concerned about a
non-issue. Indians and Chinese did continue to settle at Pukekohe but, far
from leading to the deterioration of the standard of living there, many of
them assimilated into the petit-bourgeoisie, whether as farmers,
shopkeepers or later as professionals. This certainly did not pose a threat to
the 'fibre of the Nation'. The White New Zealand League's racist fears

141 For a critique of the validity of treating 'race', 'race relations' or 'racism' as a separate
entity from the political economy see Robert Miles, Racism and Migrant Labour, London,
1982.
142 See Brooking, Olssen, pp.226-78 (see note 101).
143 Geoffrey Barraclough, An Introduction to Contemporary History, 1964, p.27.
144 'The White Race League', White Race Pamphlets, no.l, Wellington, 1926.
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were basically groundless, but this does not detract from its contribution to
the prevailing racist ideology of the nation.
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