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Anthropological Football
MAORI AND THE 1937 SPRINGBOK RUGBY TOUR OF
NEW ZEALAND

ALMOST WITHOUT EXCEPTION, accounts of the debate surrounding New
Zealand sporting contact with South Africa take 1958-1960 as the genesis of
the controversy.1 Certainly mention is made of the 'Blackett cable' following
the Springboks' match against the New Zealand Maori team in September 1921,
the isolated protests over the exclusion of Maori from the first All Black tour of
South Africa in 1928, and the flurry of comment surrounding Howard
Kippenberger's objection to the exclusion of Maori from the 1949 tour.2 But
the main focus is on the debate generated by the continued refusal of the New
Zealand Rugby Football Union (NZRFU) to include Maori players in the team
to tour South Africa in 1960. In the context of post-war decolonization in Africa,
and with the consolidation of apartheid under the South African National
government after 1948, the issue of sporting contacts had become an arena of
international significance, rather than one of domestic jurisdiction. Bilateral
negotiation between the NZRFU and the South African Rugby Board (S ARB),
premised on an insistence that politics had no place in sport, was increasingly at
odds with a campaign to isolate South Africa from international sport.3
Yet all these accounts ignore an extensive protest and public debate, dominated
by many senior Maori leaders, before the visit of the Springboks to New Zealand
in 1937. A memorial from the Arawa confederation to the NZRFU in July 1936,
insisting that Maori players should not be involved in matches against the

1 I am grateful to Jim McAloon and Ann Parsonson for comments on an earlier version of this
paper. J. Nauright and D. Black, "'Hitting Them Where it Hurts": Springbok-All Black Rugby,
National Identity and Counter-Hegemonic Struggle, 1959-92', in J. Nauright andT.J.L. Chandler,
eds, Making Men: Rugby and Masculine Identity, London, 1996; J.D. Omer-Cooper, et al., New.
Zealand, South Africa and Sport: Background Papers', Wellington, 1976; M. Templeton, Human
Rights and Sporting Contacts: New Zealand Attitudes to Race Relations in South Africa 1921-94,
Auckland, 1998; R. Thompson, Retreat from Apartheid: New Zealand's Sporting Contacts with
South Africa, Wellington, 1975. The exception is M.F. Buckley, '"A Colour Line Affair": Race,
Imperialism and Football Contacts Between New Zealand and South Africa to 1950', MA Thesis,
University of Canterbury, 1996, which provides a good general survey of key aspects of the debate.
2 Templeton, pp.27-30; Thompson, pp.12-18.
3 Templeton, pp. 12-53; see also J. Battersby, 'New Zealand, Domestic Jurisdiction and Apartheid,
1945-57', Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 24, 1 (1996). For a general discussion
of race, sport and the South African position, see D. Booth, The Race Game: Sport and Politics in
South Africa, London, 1998; J. Nauright, Sport, Culture and Identities in South Africa, London,
1997; R. Archer and A. Bouillon, The South African Game: Sport and Racism, London, 1982.
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Springboks,4 presents a series of assumptions and reactions that are crucial to
understanding the controversy of the 1960s. This challenge to the familiar
rhetoric of rugby as a vehicle for egalitarianism and cross-cultural harmony,
and to the general idealization of race relations in New Zealand, also reveals
much about the reality of contact between Maori and Pakeha during the interwar period — a time when the 'two worlds' were moving closer together. Central
to these discussions were elements of a prevailing anthropology which conceived
of a hierarchy of non-white races wherein Maori were as close to the top (if not
actually Caucasian) as various African 'kaffirs' were to the bottom. The use of
comparative philology and mythology shaped notions of the 'Aryan Maori',
possessed of a common ancestry with Europeans. This racial anthropology had
a bearing on the debate not only in terms of the perceived rights of Maori, but
also in consideration of the need to accommodate South African interests within
the fabric of a British Empire and emerging Commonwealth, which looked
nervously askance at a resurgent Germany.
While the controversies arising from the Springbok tour of New Zealand in
1921 and the exclusion of Maori from the All Black tour of South Africa in 1928
are familiar enough, their centrality to the debate of 1936-37 make them worth
revisiting. New Zealand rugby's first encounter with the 'colour line' came in
July 1919, when 'Ranji' Wilson was excluded from the New Zealand Services
Team tour of South Africa because of his Anglo-West Indian parentage.5 It was
commonly understood among rugby officials that New Zealand would acquiesce
to the domestic racial policy of South Africa just as the Springboks would
reciprocate when they visited New Zealand in 1921. To this end there were no
apparent qualms when a fixture was scheduled against a New Zealand Maori
team at Napier on 7 September. This resulted in a 9-8 victory to the Springboks
amid obligatory complaints from both sides concerning rough play and questionable
refereeing.6 But subsequent events gave the occasion greater notoriety.
On 9 September 1921 the Napier Daily Telegraph published a copy of a
press cable destined for South Africa, but intercepted by a local postal employee:
This was the most unfortunate match ever played. Only great pressure brought to bear
on the manager (Mr H.C. Bennett) induced them to meet the Maoris, who had assisted
largely in the entertainment of the Springboks. It was bad enough having to play a team
officially designated 'New Zealand Natives' but the spectacle of thousands of Europeans
frantically cheering on a band of coloured men to defeat members of their own race was
too much for the Springboks, who were frankly disgusted . . . . Their faithful coloured
allies proved loyal to New Zealand, for in addition to serious injury to Kruger's leg, Van
Heerden had to stay off the field for 15 minutes. Others were limping badly. The Maoris
flung their weight about regardless of niceties of the game.7

4 Press (Christchurch), 24 July 1936, p. 10.
5 R.H. Chester and N.A.C. McMillan, The Encyclopedia of New Zealand Rugby, Auckland,
1981, p.217. Nathaniel Arthur 'Ranji'Wilson (1886-1953) was acclaimed as the best loose forward
in New Zealand rugby prior to 1914. He played 21 matches for New Zealand and later served as an
All Black selector.
6 R.H. Chester and N.A.C. McMillan, The Visitors: The History of International Rugby Teams
in New Zealand, Auckland, 1990, pp. 113-14.
7 Reprinted, Sun, 13 September 1921, p.7. The cable was printed in many New Zealand
newspapers. The extent of its circulation in South Africa is unknown.

61

GREG RYAN

Although three postal employees were subsequently dismissed for their part
in this 'media leak', the damage had been done.
Harold Bennett, the Springbok team manager, quickly moved to disassociate
his team from any involvement in sending the cable. 'The whole of my team
and officials are very much hurt, because the Maoris have been particularly
hospitable towards us. They were certainly not guilty of any dirty play, and we
have certainly not been a party to hurting their feelings in any way' ."This denial
was endorsed by George Slade, chairman of the NZRFU Management
Committee, and both were highly critical of the breach of trust on the part of
post and telegraph authorities and the New Zealand press for publishing the
cable. W.T. (Ned) Parata, doyen of Maori rugby and manager of the Maori
team, also willingly accepted Bennett's denial.9 Eventually a South African press
correspondent, Charles Blackett, admitted responsibility for the cable, which
he said had been written in the heat of the moment. He did, however, express
surprise at such an abject apology from Bennett on his behalf.10
These exchanges came too late to stop a rebuke from Henry Taiporutu (Tai)
Mitchell and Henare Mete (Kiwi) Amohau, prominent leaders of Te Arawa,
and Bay of Plenty rugby administrators. In a telegram to Bennett they accused
the Springboks of blatant hypocrisy. 'Re your objections to playing against
Maoris, if true, please convey to the Boers in your team the deep regret of the
Arawa Maoris who did not know your feelings in the matter, especially those
who in good faith extended to you and the team the courtesies of their historical
marae at Ohinemutu, Rotorua. The Maoris would have appreciated frankness,
but, with the aforesaid feelings in your mind, to accept the welcome and break
bread with our people, and then later insult them as you have done is not,
according to Maoris, the mode adopted by honourable gentlemen.'11 Bennett
replied that Te Arawa should not take notice of unsubstantiated newspaper
comment, and regretted the 'insulting strain' of their message. To this Mitchell
and Amohau responded that it was unclear whether Bennett's apology was for
the origin of the telegram or its content. 'Our thanks for your assurance that
such do not represent your views is suspended pending an overdue public
refutation by you through the press of the report that hurt the feelings of the
Maori'.12 There the correspondence ended.
One interested observer of this exchange was Peter Buck (Te Rangi Hiroa),
former Northern Maori MHR, director of the Maori Hygiene Division of the
Department of Health and then moving towards a career in anthropology.13 His
condemnation of the South African position is worth considering, as it would
become a significant reference point during 1936. Buck accused the Springboks
of 'bad taste and gross ignorance' in applying their own racial antipathies to
Maori, and suggested that their failure to understand the nature of race relations

8 New Zealand Herald, (NZH) 15 September 1921, p.4.
9 NZH, 15 September 1921, p.4.
10 NZH, 16 September 1921, p.6.
11 NZH, 15 September 1921, p.4.
12 NZH, 16 September 1921, p.6.
13 M.P.K. Sorrenson, 'Buck, Peter Henry', in The Dictionary of New Zealand Biography (DNZB)
Vol. Three, 1901-1920, Wellington, 1996, pp.72-74.
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in New Zealand resulted from the fact that 'in developing brawn and muscle to
ensure success on the football field their powers of exercising their mental
faculties outside of athletics have suffered deterioration'. He invoked prevailing
anthropological ideas concerning racial hierarchies to inform the Springboks
that Maori possessed a superior background and history to other native peoples
of the British Empire. 'Everyone belonging to this country, and most educated
people outside it, know that the Maoris are not of negroid extraction, but are of
Caucasian descent. Their history and traditions are such that even South Africans
of whatever white mixture might well be proud of them. Their conduct during
the troublous times of conflict with the British was such as earned them the
admiration and respect of white colonists. They were never conquered and
subjugated like menial races, but by treaty were admitted to full and equal
citizenship with their white neighbors.'14 The broader context for these claims
will be discussed shortly.
Buck next drew on his own Irish and Maori descent to emphasize the harmony
of the races in New Zealand. 'Some of the most respected white families in this
Dominion have not deemed it unworthy to become united in happy alliance
with members of the Maori race. There are people in this country in the best
social positions who have Maori blood in their veins. They deem it no disgrace,
but are proud that the history and glorious record of the ancient Maori are their
heritage.'15
Aside from his own ancestry, this point perhaps assumed added significance
in the immediate post-war years. Buck had won a DSO at Gallipoli, and, in
general terms, the exploits of the Maori Pioneer Battalion had done a great deal
to boost the profile of Maori and to dispel the assumption that they were a
dying race. Relatively speaking, there were signs during the 1920s of Maori
possessing a much greater respectability in Pakeha eyes than had been evident
before 1914.16
Finally, Buck appealed to imperial sentiment and gentlemanly sportsmanship
in urging an immediate retraction or apology from the Springboks. 'To everyone
with Maori blood in their veins, no matter how small, the so-called grievance of
the Springboks against playing a Maori team is an unmitigated insult. If the
South Africans have any of the broadmindedness of the great Louis Botha, or
the Imperialistic General Smuts, they should correct the report if it is wrong or
apologise if it is correct. If a team of reputed sports will not make honourable
amends and still persist in their curious attitude of drawing a colour line in sport
in this country, then the New Zealand Rugby Union should, by not extending
any future invitations to South Africa, protect their Maori supporters and their
friends from further gratuitous insult.'17 Again, the context for this interpretation
will be discussed later. For the moment it may be noted that Buck's comments
were echoed in various newspaper editorials,18 and by the Hawke's Bay RFU,

14 Sun, 14 September 1921, p.9.
15 ibid.
16 G. Butterworth, 'A Rural Maori Renaissance', Journal of the Polynesian Society (JPS), 81,2
(1972), pp.167-70.
17 Sun, 14 September 1921, p.9.
18 For example, Auckland Star, 15 September 1921, p.4; Press, 15 September 1921, p.6.
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which hoped that Springbok contacts with the Maori had 'shown . . . that he is
worthy of the position of equality assigned him, and should not be looked upon
as nothing better than a Kaffir'. 19
The debate generated by the events at Napier in 1921 is testimony to the
increasing significance of rugby as a point of contact between Maori and Pakeha.
Maori players appeared regularly in provincial and All Black teams from the
early 1880s, the first colonial rugby team to tour Britain was the predominantly
Maori New Zealand Native team in 1888-89, and the first representative New
Zealand Maori team took the field in Australia in 1910.20 But after the First
World War Maori rugby began to assume a greater importance. In part this was
a natural consequence of the greater profile of the game. Improved
communication and the post-war quest for normalization led to a significant
expansion of club, provincial and international rugby.21 But there was also a
more concerted effort to bring a competitive structure to the Maori game in its
own right. In 1919 a Pioneer Battalion team undertook a nine-match tour of
New Zealand. In 1922 the NZRFU established a Maori Advisory Board, with
Ned Parata as chairman, to replace the previously ad hoc administration.22 In
1923 the Te Maori Rose Bowl was presented by Mrs M.A. Perry of Hawke's
Bay for competition between Maori teams designated North and South. In 1928
the future King Edward VIII presented the Prince of Wales Cup, providing a
four-team regional competition between Tai Tokerau, Tai Rawhiti, Tai Hauauru
and Te Waipounamu. There was also a spate of Maori touring teams, internally
in 1927 and 1932, to Australia in 1922,1923 and 1935 and to Britain and France
in 1926-27. From 1921 to 1936 all but two of the eight international touring
teams to New Zealand included a fixture against the New Zealand Maori team.23
Perhaps as a consequence of these developments, the 1920s saw more Maori
selected in All Black teams than in any decade before the 1970s. Admittedly
they represented less than 10% of the national team (13 of 142 players), but it
was the particular quality of some members that made a disproportionate impact.
Such outstanding players as Jimmy Mill, Lui Paewai and George Nepia emerged
from the 'Invincibles' All Black tour of Britain in 1924-25 with international
reputations. Nepia, the fullback who appeared in every tour game, was perhaps
New Zealand rugby's first real 'star'. At provincial level, the Hawke's Bay and
Wairarapa teams, which monopolized the Ranfurly Shield throughout the 1920s
and early 1930s, were also dominated by Maori players.24 Indeed, their ability
to excel at rugby — the 'national game' — confirmed many Pakeha in their

19 Sun, 13 September 1921, p.7.
20 A.H. Carman, Maori Rugby, 1884-1979, Wellington, 1980; W. McCarthy, Haka: The Maori
Rugby Story, Auckland, 1983; G.J. Ryan, Forerunners of the All Blacks: The 1888-89 New Zealand
Native Football Team in Britain, Australia and New Zealand, Christchurch, 1993.
21 A. Manley, 'Antidote to Depression: Rugby and New Zealand Society 1919-39', Dip. Arts
Thesis, University of Otago, 1991.
22 No complete list of members of the Maori Advisory Board has survived. Nor is its precise
function and jurisdiction clear from available NZRFU records.
23 A.C. Swan, The New Zealand Rugby Football Union (Inc.), 1892-1967, Wellington, 1967,
pp.39^0; Chester and McMillan, Encyclopedia, pp.349-50.
24 See A.H. Carman, Maori Rugby 1884-1979, Wellington, 1980; A.C. Swan, History of New
Zealand Rugby Football: Vol.1, 1870-1945, Wellington, 1946.
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view that the key to good race relations rested not just on their own benevolence
but also in a superior indigenous population who were willing and able to
assimilate.
But these changes did not prompt the NZRFU to adopt an inclusive policy
with respect to South African tours. Apparently advised by Harold Bennett that
Maori would not be acceptable as tourists in South Africa, the NZRFU
confidentially informed its provincial affiliates in June 1927 that no Maori should
be included in trials to select the 1928 All Black touring team.25 When this
decision became apparent, the Akarana Maori Association protested at the 'slur
on the dignity and manhood of the Maori' and insisted that the Union should
have declined to send a team 'not truly representative of New Zealand as a
united Maori-European people' .26 The NZRFU responded that its decision had
been made in full consultation with its Maori Advisory Board. As subsequent
debate in the press indicated, there was a general desire to 'protect' Maori from
potential 'incidents' and insult in a country with different racial circumstances
from those enjoyed in New Zealand.27 Consequently an All Black team was
dispatched without at least two of its best players — Jimmy Mill and George
Nepia.
Taken as a whole this debate generated only brief discussion during the 1920s,
involving isolated protest and reaction to two specific events. Most people were
sure that the NZRFU had the matter well in hand, and none felt that New Zealand
was entitled or had justification to question the domestic situation prevailing in
South Africa. It is therefore necessary to establish parameters for the larger
controversy which unfolded in July 1936.
In one sense it is correct to view the inter-war period as the continuation of a
Maori 'renaissance' which had begun after the turn of the century.28 But the
term is somewhat deceptive when characterizing relations between Maori and
Pakeha. Material and cultural revival, especially in the context of Apirana Ngata's
land policies, was to a large extent prefaced on separate development rather
than a long-term strategy to integrate Maori into the broader economic life of
New Zealand. Government policy before and after 1935 was geared towards a
rural Maori existence and an assumption that skilled and qualified Maori would
always work among Maori. Indeed, the policy had become firmly entrenched
during the Depression when many Pakeha encouraged separate Maori
development as a means of removing competition for scarce rural employment.29
With rural separation, and Maori urbanization at no more than 11 % by 1936,30
there was scope for a good deal of Pakeha complacency about the nature of race

25 NZRFU, Management Committee Minutes, 28 June 1927.
26 Sun, 10 October 1927, p. 19. Under the guidance of the amateur ethnologist George Graham,
the Pakeha-dominated Akarana Maori Association fostered knowledge of Maori culture and issues
in Auckland 1927-1949. See J. Curnow andE.R. Graham, 'Graham, George Samuel', in DNZB.Vo/.
Four, 1920-1940, Wellington, 1998, pp.203-4.
27 NZRFU, Management Committee Minutes, 19 October 1927.
28 See Butterworth, pp. 164-83; M. King, 'Between Two Worlds', in G.W. Rice, ed., The Oxford
History of New Zealand, 2nd ed., Auckland, 1992.
29 C.Orange, 'AKindofEquality:Labourand the Maori People 1935-49', MA Thesis, University
of Auckland, 1977, pp.211-14.
30 King, p.289.
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relations. Few interacted with Maori on a regular basis, if at all, and it was easy
to draw comfort from the fact that New Zealand did not embrace the extreme forms
of segregation apparent in Australia, South Africa and parts of the United States.
The currency of Maori superiority was not without seemingly authoritative
foundation. Drawing on the work of Charles Darwin and Robert Lyell, late
nineteenth-century New Zealand scholars addressed the origin of Maori in terms
of a new scientific justification for monogenesis, that humankind was one species
diffused from a central cradleland. From the 1880s to the 1930s there was a
significant school of diffusionist anthropology, represented most notably in New
Zealand by Edward Tregear, S. Percy Smith and Elsdon Best, which sought to
trace Maori and other Polynesian origins to a Middle East or Indian homeland
and ultimately a common Aryan connection with Europeans.31 Their research
method was largely comparative, based on a close analysis of apparent
similarities in such areas as material culture, language, customs, religion,
mythology and oral traditions. Certainly the earliest contribution, by Tregear,
was ridiculed by contemporaries and treated, at best, as an intellectual curiosity.
Yet, as James Belich suggests, the idea of the Aryan Maori and its implications
perhaps became the focal point of Maori-Pakeha relations into the 1930s: 'For
Pakeha, the Aryan Maori legitimated European colonialism in New Zealand as
family re-union.' It enabled Pakeha to explain why Maori had avoided much of
the racial stigma supposedly characteristic of other indigenous people of the
British Empire and why they were so easily able to embrace the Pakeha world.
Common origins ensured that Maori would not interfere with the quest for
national homogeneity.32
From their extensive correspondence and published work, it is clear that
Buck and Ngata were equally strong advocates for these ideas.33 Indeed, they
believed their own Maori and Pakeha ancestry made them uniquely qualified to
understand and analyse Maori culture and to articulate it to a new generation of
anthropologists such as Ernest Beaglehole, Felix Keesing, H.D. Skinner and
I.L.G. Sutherland. Given the prevailing climate of racism in New Zealand,
manifested in continuing restrictive immigration policies against the Chinese
in particular, Buck and Ngata perhaps saw their anthropological grounding as a
means to elevate the position of Maori and secure greater recognition for their
needs and interests by identifying common bonds with Pakeha. In this respect,
comparative anthropology was crucial to Ngata's period as Native Minister,
1928-1934, in shaping a development policy which combined what were
perceived to be the best elements of Maori and Pakeha culture. Only after 1936,

31 E. Tregear, The Aryan Maori, Wellington, 1885; S.P. Smith, Hawaiki: The Whence of the
Maori, Wellington, 1898; E. Best, The Maori, Wellington, 1924.
32 J. Belich, 'Myth, Race and Identity in New Zealand', New Zealand Journal of History, 31,1
(1997), pp. 16-22; M.P.K Sorrenson, 'Polynesian Corpuscles and Pacific Anthropology: The HomeMade Anthropology of Sir Apirana Ngata and Sir Peter Buck', JPS, 91,1 (1982), pp.10-11,15-17;
Maori Origins and Migrations, Auckland, 1979, pp.29-32. See also N. Stepan, The Idea of Race in
Science, London, 1982, esp. pp.7-19, 52-59, 68-70, 98-100.
33 For example, Ngata to Buck, 24 April 1932, in M.P.K. Sorrenson, ed., Na To Hoa Aroha:
From Your Dear Friend: The Correspondence Between Sir Apirana Ngata and Sir Peter Buck
1925-50, Auckland, 1986-1988, Vol.2, pp.261-2; P.H. Buck, Vikings of the Sunrise, New York,
1938, pp. 19-26.
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and more comprehensively in his revised The Coming of the Maori (1949), did
Buck begin to question the prevailing New Zealand assumptions.34 But his
shifting views were not widely known at the time of the Arawa memorial, and
were certainly not apparent to most of those who entered the debate in 1936.
These racial views assume a greater significance given the sharpening of
South African racial policies during the 1930s. After 1910 the white population
consolidated its control over the black populations with a comprehensive
programme of segregation and discrimination. African land-ownership was
restricted to demarcated reserves, which were in turn reduced to sub-subsistence,
thereby creating a reservoir of unskilled labour for whom survival depended
upon work in white industry. These measures were reinforced by a system of pass
laws which controlled movement within and between various areas.35 The
emergence of the Afrikaner Broederbond in 1918 and of Daniel Malan's 'purified'
National Party in 1934 as a right-wing Afrikaner counter to the Anglo-Afrikaner
'fusion' of James Hertzog's United Party, laid the foundation for the formal
implementation of apartheid when the National Party came to power in 1948.
By the mid 1930s there were also evident signs of links between this reinvigorated
Afrikaner consciousness and the Aryan ideals of Nazi Germany. An increasing
number of Afrikaner intellectuals pursued doctoral work in Berlin, Cologne or
Munich and derived inspiration from the resurgent German reich and volk.36
In short, the sense of racial hierarchy was even more clearly drawn than it
had been when Buck had criticized the Springboks in 1921. Moreover, the
implications of South African developments had not gone unnoticed in the wider
world — and especially the sporting world. Aside from the isolated protests in
New Zealand during the 1920s, there was a minor controversy when the South
African cricket team arrived in Australia in October 1931. A.D. Laver, a South
African umpire, suggested that the team would object to playing against Eddie
Gilbert, an Aboriginal fast-bowler from Queensland. In due course Australian
cricket officials, conveniently oblivious to the predicament of Gilbert and
Aboriginals generally, invoked the now familiar claim of domestic jurisdiction.
'In Australia the colour line has never been drawn, and it seems most unlikely
that a visiting team would seek to vary the custom in a country in which it was
touring'.37 On this basis a more significant step was taken in 1934 when the
organizers of the Empire Games belatedly transferred them from Johannesburg
to London amid concern for the rights of competitors from such colonies as
British Guiana, India, Jamaica and Trinidad.38

34 Sorrenson, 'Polynesian Corpuscles', pp.7,10-12,19-21. Buck's shifting views may also be
seen in the context of a broader scientific reaction prompted by the Nazi appropriation of Aryan
ideology during the 1930s. See Stepan, p.167.
35 Booth, pp.21-27; L. Thompson, A History of South Africa, New Haven, n.d. [c 1990], pp. 16370.
36 Booth, pp.27-48; C. Bloomberg, Christian Nationalism and the Rise of the Afrikaner
Broederbond, Bloomington, Ind., cl989, pp.84-95, 136-55; A. Sparks, The Mind of South Africa,
New York, 1990, pp. 147-82.
37 The Sporting Globe (Melbourne), 28 October 1931, p.9; K. Edwards, 'Black Man in a White
Man's World: Cricketer Eddie Gilbert', PhD Thesis, University of Queensland, 1993.
38 C. Dheensaw, The Commonwealth Games: The First Sixty Years, 1930-1990, Auckland,
1994, p.21.
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Despite g r o w i n g a w a r e n e s s of the p r o b l e m posed by South Africa, there is
n o hint of any potential f o r controversy in the earliest arrangements for the
1937 S p r i n g b o k tour of N e w Zealand. A f t e r d r a w n series in 1921 and 1928, the
f o r t h c o m i n g tour w a s widely regarded as an opportunity to resolve the rugby
s u p r e m a c y of the world. 3 9 T h u s the e v e n t s of J u l y 1 9 3 6 w e r e s o m e w h a t
unexpected.
O n 2 4 July the press published a m e m o r i a l c o n v e y e d by Tai Mitchell of Te
A r a w a to the N Z R F U :
I beg to transmit certain resolutions which were considered at length and passed without
dissent in Tamatekapua meetinghouse. I was requested to convey these resolutions to
your Union with all the deference and respect which a delicate subject of this nature
deserves, that is to say:
To protect the Maori race from any possible recurrence of the unpleasant incidents which
occurred during the previous visit of a South African Rugby football team when members
of the race had to endure on the field many epithets cast at them by some of the visitors
resulting in frayed tempers on both sides, together with the reported objectionable
treatment some of our womenfolk received during the tribal reception tendered to them
at Tamatekapua meetinghouse, Ohinemutu, this meeting of Arawas address a respectful
memorial to the Chairman of the New Zealand Rugby Union requesting:
(a) That no Maori player be called upon to play against the Springboks during their tour
in 1937; and that no Maori representative match be played against them.
(b) That the Maoris of New Zealand, mindful of their past services to sport in New
Zealand, and in particular to rugby union football, which is now the national game, and
mindful of the fact that the attitude of the Springboks was virtually supported by the
New Zealand Rugby Union, in that no Maori player was selected in the New Zealand
representative team which a few years later toured South Africa, and remembering that
thus the Maori people suffered a further affront to their sporting instincts from within
their own land, and that by that action was surrendered a definite principle in the
democracy of sport which recognises merit only, regardless of race creed or colour, pray
earnestly that the recurrence of humiliating incidents due to racial antipathies be guarded
against, and are of the opinion that that end can only be achieved by the prayer of the
resolutions being acted on in full by the New Zealand Rugby Union.
(c) That for the same reasons the Maoris of New Zealand be not invited to give or take
part in any official receptions to the Springboks when they come to New Zealand, as the
last thing the Maoris in their code of hospitality to distinguished visitors would wish
would be to hurt by their presence at such receptions the feelings and prejudices of an
important section of the British Commonwealth of Nations for whom the Maori race
entertains feelings of friendly interest because of those Afrikanders [sic] of wide and
wholesome vision — namely Louis Botha, De Wet, Cronje, Smuts and Hertzog.40
A f t e r a f u r t h e r meeting, Mitchell stressed that these were issues relevant to
all M a o r i and not merely Te A r a w a . ' T h e M a o r i s of N e w Zealand should cling

39 Chester and McMillan, The Visitors, p.201.
40 Press, 24 July 1936, p. 10. See also D.M. Stafford, The New Century in Rotorua, Rotorua,
1988, p. 192.
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together on a matter of this kind, for after all, we are fighting for the honour and
self-respect of the race and the immunity of our womenfolk from a recurrence
of insults that violate decorum and propriety' ,41 This was quickly endorsed by
the local Rotorua Morning Post, which said that the memorial should be
addressed immediately, 'rather than postponed or slurred over until unfortunate
incidents occur to remind the public of its existence'. It also praised Te Arawa
for showing more 'courage' than the NZRFU, 'which, no doubt, would have
preferred that the matter should have been discretely forgotten about'.42
While nothing is known about the complement of the meeting which
constructed the memorial, its origins are worthy of some speculation given that
certain key Maori political figures and leaders also had a close involvement
with rugby. Mitchell was a surveyor, Bay of Plenty and Rotorua County and
Borough Councillor, and long-serving chairman of the Arawa District Trust
Board. He also served for a period as Secretary of the Bay of Plenty Rugby
Union and as a member of the NZRFU Maori Advisory Board. From the early
1920s until his death in 1944, all hui and public events of significance in the
Rotorua district were organized under Mitchell's guidance. He was also a close
personal confidant of Ngata — one of the few, along with Te Raumoa Balneavis,
the private secretary to the Minister of Native Affairs, who could claim such a
position. Balneavis had also served on the NZRFU Maori Advisory Board under
the secretaryship of Kingi Tahiwi, the translator at the head office of the Native
Department.43 Thus one wonders whether the memorial was entirely a product
of Te Arawa, or whether Mitchell might not have consulted a wider circle of
influence as to the consequences of issuing such a potentially provocative
statement. Either way, it is intriguing that Ngata remained silent throughout the
debate and made no mention of it in his regular letters to Buck during 1936.
The focus of the memorial is revealing. In the public arena the 1921
controversy had been successfully closed. The Springboks had transferred blame
for any antagonistic sentiments in the Napier match against New Zealand Maori
to Blackett, and this had been readily accepted by the NZRFU and by Ned
Parata as the leading Maori rugby authority. Yet the memorial claimed that it
was the Springbok players themselves who provoked antagonism with Maori.
It referred to incidents during a reception at Rotorua, and to the treatment of
Maori women, which were not part of the public debate in 1921. Why such
apparently long-held grievances were not expressed before 1936 is unknown.
Whether the memorial derived from a shift in consciousness occasioned by
growing international awareness of the South African situation is a moot point.
The initial response to the memorial from rugby officials was evasive. Stan
Dean, chairman of the NZRFU Management Committee, said the Union would
consult with the Maori Advisory Board before responding. Auckland was typical
of the provincial unions in referring to the 'delicacy' of the situation and declaring

41 NZH.28 July 1936, p.10.
42 Rotorua Morning Post (RMP), 27 July 1936, n.p.
43 'Mitchell, Henry TaiporutuTeMapu-o-te-rangi', in DNZB Vol. Three, pp.345-6; R.J. Walker,
'Balneavis, Henare Te Raumoa Huatahi', in DNZB Vol. Four, pp.29-30; R. Waaka, 'Tahiwi, Kingi
TeAhoaho',inDNZB Vol. Three, pp.495-6. For the connections to Ngata, see Sorrenson, 'Polynesian
Corpuscles', p. 10.
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that it was entirely a matter for the NZRFU.44 Those who did volunteer an opinion
were inclined towards compromise. Tom Jones, manager of the 1920 All Blacks,
suggested that Maori should not play the Springboks as a representative team,
but should as individuals in provincial teams.45 W.S. Seed, president of the
Canterbury RFU, expressed a similar view, but also remarked that 'By this
Memorial they seem to be looking for trouble' .46
The most immediate and unqualified support for the memorial came from
the Akarana Maori Association, who reiterated their 'long held view' that the
NZRFU had not given sympathetic support to Maori in its drawing of the colour
line in 1928. But their position also reveals the balancing act familiar to many
Maori, trying to avoid antagonizing Pakeha interests whilst maintaining their
own integrity. On the one hand the association passively suggested that Maori
should not participate in matches if this was likely to cause antagonism between
Pakeha and their Springbok visitors. Yet they also claimed that 'Any attempt to
draw the "colour line" would be resented by a race which had produced men of
the cultural plane of Sir James Carroll, Sir Maui Pomare and Sir Apirana Ngata' ,47
By 27 July meetings at Ngaruawahia and at Tuahiwi — the most important
political centres of the North and South islands respectively — also added their
support for Te Arawa. Princess Te Puea Herangi declared that a large and
representative meeting of Waikato tribes was fully in accord with the terms of
the memorial. The Tuahiwi gathering was strongly influenced by the views of
J.T. Piki, a member of the 1921 Maori team.48
Perhaps the strongest endorsement for Te Arawa came from John Morgan, a
Ngati Porou veteran of the Maori Pioneer Battalion and described as 'Secretary
of the Christchurch Maori Community' .49 In a letter to the Press he condemned
the past and present policy of the NZRFU and pointed to the wider implications
of their stance:
It is not a question of supremacy on the football field . . . but it is the distinction drawn
against the Maoris and the New Zealand Rugby Union is prepared to allow it at our very
doors. The All Blacks of 1928 are an example of our rugby officials' qualifications. The
best side certainly did not leave New Zealand owing to the colour line drawn and the
same personalities now wonder why the Maoris are standing their ground. This state of
affairs does not rest with the Rugby Union, it is the people and the Government who will
be responsible if these people are allowed to interfere with the fundamental principles of
democracy we have all so long enjoyed.50

This was not the last time Morgan addressed the bigger picture.
Pakeha support for the memorial revealed a familiar set of beliefs. The full
text of Buck's 1921 letter was quickly reprinted,51 and the popular interpretation
44 Press, 25 July 1936, p.19.
45 ibid.
46 ibid.
47 ibid.
48 RMP, 27 July 1936, n.p.; Press, 27 July 1936, p.10, 28 July 1936, p.10.
49 John Morgan obit., Press, 4 July 1943, p.7. Extensive enquiries have revealed nothing about
the nature and activities of the Christchurch Maori Association of which Morgan was a representative.
50 Press, 27 July 1936, p. 13.
51 For example, RMP, 29 July 1936, n.p.
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of its anthropological underpinnings is very apparent. There is a clear sense that
the supposed attitude of the South Africans represented a threat to a cherished
idyll derived from the elevated position of Maori within New Zealand society
and the 'hierarchy of races' in general.
The Christchurch Press saw the issue as being of greater concern than the
matter of the Springbok tour itinerary being decided by the NZRFU: 'In New
Zealand the native race has been assimilated with the white population with
equality of status as citizens, and New Zealanders of European origin are happy
and proud to be associated with their Maori friends on that basis . . . . It would
in truth be a great deal better that no team from South Africa or any other country
should ever visit the Dominion than that any inimical element should come to
mar the atmosphere of friendly association and mutual respect and trust in which
the two races live.'52
From Wellington, the Dominion called on the NZRFU to take a firm stand:
'The principle is simple: in international rugby there are neither Maoris nor
pakehas, only New Zealanders. Much as we look forward to the second visit of
the Springboks, we should say once and for all that a rugby rival which wishes
to distinguish between our two races need not trouble to come to New Zealand.
That will not offend the South Africans; it will simply let them know where we
stand.'53
When interviewed in Dunedin, Henry Harris, co-manager of the 1926-27
Maori team to Europe and sometime president of the Otago RFU and NZRFU,
added that few could object to the 'dignified attitude' of Te Arawa, given the
general equality of Maori and their record of service in the Great War and on
the football field. 'In no part of the English speaking world except South Africa
is there any objection to Maoris playing with or against the white race. The
Maoris are a proud people, proud of their age-long traditions, and their standard
of intelligence and culture is far beyond that of any other native race' ,54 Similarly,
the Manawatu Evening Standard described the Arawa position as 'dignified'
and 'sensible'. 'We who know our Maori people cannot understand and what is
more cannot tolerate any differential treatment in the world of sport, or for that
matter in any other sphere'. As it was necessary for South Africans to compete
against 'coloured' athletes at the Olympic Games, there seemed no obvious
objection to playing rugby against a Maori player, or a full Maori team.55 Implicit
in this, and especially the notion of 'our Maori', is a characteristic of Pakeha
paternalism and complacency which loomed large in this debate.
Others, of a more placatory ilk, claimed that the Arawa position was justified
because it addressed a South African 'misunderstanding' of the true relationship
between Maori and Pakeha. Geoffrey Pownall, former president of the NZRFU,
felt that many 1921 Springboks would change their view if they visited New
Zealand again. Another former president, Dr George Adams of Wanganui, was
sure the Union would be able to handle the matter with delicacy. 'I feel that if
the South Africans make some overture expressing their appreciation of any
52
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misunderstanding which may have occurred in their 1921 tour, and followed it
up with a request for Maoris to be included in the teams to play against them,
this will restore harmony between the two races'. 56 The Bishop of Aotearoa,
Rev. Frederick Bennett, added, 'I do not think South Africans feel toward the
Maori race what they feel towards the native race of South Africa'. He called on
the NZRFU to seek an assurance from South Africa that the 'colour line' would
not be drawn. If no guarantee was forthcoming, there should be no Maori match.57
Explanations for this misunderstanding rested with the particular nature of
South African race relations. The Manawatu Evening Standard warned against
judging South Africans too harshly as they lived in a country where the whites
were outnumbered by the blacks and a certain 'aloofness' was 'necessary'. 'The
South Africans are imbued with the necessity of observing the colour bar — it
is part of their training. They cannot easily rid themselves of the prejudice that
has been bred in the bone, and although we may think it incomprehensible of
them to carry that prejudice into a foreign country, and refuse contact with one
of the most loveable and enlightened native races, nevertheless we must realise
that the prejudice exists, and see to it that neither the Springboks or the Maoris
are ruffled.' 58 The Wairarapa Daily Times seemed to suggest that this was an
Afrikaner rather than an Anglo-South African issue. 'As far as intelligence
generally goes, the Maori is quite the equal of members of the Springbok team.
Whatever may be the attitude of South African towards the blacks of that country,
when they come to this country they should subscribe to the view of the people
of this D0minion that the Maoris should be treated with respect. It is the conduct
of members of a team like the Springboks that leaves the way wide open for
people to make remarks concerning the status of some of the nationalities in
that and similar South African football teams.'59 A letter to the Press from an
'Ex Rotoruaite' stressed the need for loyalty and co-operation within the British
Empire: '[L]et the Maoris remember that the same Springbok team which will
visit us lives in daily dread of attack from hordes of blacks, and they informed
us during their last visit that in the event of their sending out a call at any time
they hoped we would respond'.60 It is not clear when, or by whom, the 'call'
was made in 1921. Nor can one be certain whether the inclusion of Maori in a
bulwark of imperial white solidarity was an example of 'racial hierarchy' or
supreme irony.
One of the more revealing aspects of the debate is that the various public
criticisms of Te Arawa came almost exclusively from Maori rather than Pakeha.61
In the first instance there was a widespread view that Te Arawa should have

56 Taranaki Herald, 25 July 1936, p.4. This sentiment was also apparent in letters to the press.
See for example, 'Pakeha', MES, 27 July 1936, p.6.
57 Press, 28 July 1936, p.10.
58 MES, 29 July 1936, p.8.
59 Wairarapa Daily Times, 28 July 1936, p.4.
60 Press, 29 July 1936, p.5.
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of any insult offered by the Springboks, but chided them for criticizing the NZRFU for their handling
of previous tours. Goodwill on both sides would ensure a Maori/Springbok match in 1937. ODT,
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avoided public controversy by forwarding the memorial to the Maori Advisory
Board rather than directly to the NZRFU.62 In this way it would presumably
have been dealt with 'in house'. Others felt that the sins of the 1921 Springboks
should not be laid at the feet of the 1937 team, and that Maori would miss the
opportunity to impress their culture on the Springboks if conducting a boycott.63
P. Tureia, captain of the 1921 Maori team, went further in saying 'he could state
definitely that the team that day had no hard thoughts about the Springboks, for
the game taken generally was strenuous but clean' ,M
Other criticism of Te Arawa characteristically reflected older tribal rivalries.
Paraire Tomoana, a noted sportsman and Ngati Kahungunu leader, doubted there
would be any support for Te Arawa outside some parts of the Auckland province.
'The Maori people would not be surprised as were the Pakehas at the action of
the Arawas, for we know the Arawas too well. We have an old proverb — Te
Arawa Mangai Nui — "Arawa with the big mouth" or "boastful Arawa". Their
opinions are not the opinions of the Maori people generally.'65 This statement
was immediately challenged by Hopeta Totere, chairman of the Hawke's Bay
Maori Progressive League, who claimed that Tomoana had not consulted local
Maori before expressing his views.66
From the South Island, Te Ari Pitama of Tuahiwi said that local Maori would
be willing to play the Springboks because they did not have the 'difficulties' of
North Island Maori. Te Arawa had become 'commercialised' by contact with
tourists in Rotorua and had over-reacted to a supposed slight in 192 L 'The
tourists have made a fuss of them and they feel their position . . . . It does not
matter what the South Africans think of the Maoris. We are part of New Zealand
and we are interested in rugby football. If the South Africans came here and
wanted to play the South Island Maoris, I am sure we would give them a game' .67
Pitama's remarks prompted a quick rebuke from Ned Parata, who pointed out
that Pitama held no position in rugby administration, and from John Morgan,
who said that such decisions should be left to the runanga to decide before
expressing any public view.68
Te Arawa were also criticized for apparently failing to appreciate the differing
domestic policies which had been and would continue to be respected by New
Zealanders and South Africans. An unnamed former Maori All Black, who
claimed to have travelled to South Africa, agreed with the NZRFU decision not
to include Maori in the 1928 team, but said that the matter was totally different
within New Zealand. 'In New Zealand there is no distinction between the Maori
and the Pakeha. We are on an entirely different footing from the natives of
South Africa, and we have always been given the privileges of the Pakeha. I
don't think we should object to playing against the Springboks . . . . The game
is the thing — the ball we are playing with, and not the men we are playing
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against.'69 An unnamed East Coast member of the Maori Advisory Board added
that he had no objection to the exclusion of Maori from the 1919 Army team or
the 1928 All Black team because the 'colour line' was known and accepted as
part of South Africa. The Board was anxious for a match in 1937 as they knew
the Springboks would respect attitudes to Maori in New Zealand.70
For some, the solution to any lingering antagonism with the Springboks was
quite straightforward — have it out on the rugby field. One former Maori
representative from Wairoa said that local footballers would be happy to meet
the Springboks, and implied that the memorial reflected the shortcomings of Te
Arawa as sportsmen. 'Those of us who have travelled know what the position is
about what they call the colour bar, but we don't worry about that. If the
Springboks don't like us, and we have any differences, let us have it out on the
football field. We can take all the Springboks like to give us, and hand a little bit
back too. I don't know why the Rotorua Maoris are complaining. They have not
produced many good footballers.'71 Hapi Love, chairman of the Taranaki Maori
Trust Board, insisted that politics and sport had no place together. He condemned
Te Arawa for not 'playing the game' and asked 'why should we be discourteous
to those great players who come from one part of the Empire to another part to
play the game?' Further, he reminded them that football was an essential
component of harmonious race relations in New Zealand. '[W]hat we are proud
of is that as a race we can hold our end up and by going on hand in hand with
our Pakeha fellows in their games and in the more serious things of life we
desire tomake our country still more highly thought of by the rest of the world' ,72
The abiding objective, even from many of those who supported Te Arawa,
was a smooth resolution of the controversy and an effort to accommodate the
South African position. There is no attempt to condemn the South African
situation in its own context, no sense of empathy with the conditions endured
by black South Africans and no indication that elements of segregation or
discrimination prevailed in New Zealand.
The NZRFU finally issued a statement on 6 August 1936. Exactly who was
privy to their deliberations is not known.73 But one can be certain that the most
significant input came from Stan Dean. Described as 'autocratic' and 'dictatorial',
Dean was chairman of the NZRFU Management Committee 1922-1947, and,
although a Pakeha, was sometime chairman of the Maori Advisory Board. Having
played rugby and worked in Johannesburg prior to the First World War, and
then been involved with rugby in Poverty Bay 1914-1919, he claimed a unique
understanding of both Maori and the 'situation' in South Africa.74 In a letter to
Tai Mitchell, Dean predictably stated that where and when the Springboks played
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was purely a matter for rugby authorities, but the visitors should conform to the
codes of New Zealand. He asked Te Arawa to reflect on whether the example of
races living together in harmony might serve to break down exactly those
prejudices they condemned. Nevertheless, Te Arawa were right to point out the
delicacy of the situation. 'This is not only because of the racial issue raised, but
because of the fact that it involves representatives of a sister Dominion and a
member of the British Commonwealth of nations. I am confident that in our
joint deliberations over the whole position, such a loyal tribe as Te Arawa,
whose past record is eloquent of a wise appreciation of all the diverse human
elements comprised within our Empire, will recognise the difficulties of a body
governing such a sport as rugby football which involves periodical interchange
of visits between various parts of the Empire.'75 Certainly Dean was trying to
smooth over the cracks within New Zealand rugby. Equally he was concerned
not to antagonize South Africa. As with those who spoke of 'misunderstandings',
there is a sense of maintaining the fabric of the emerging Commonwealth which
goes beyond the desire to maintain sporting links. This was perhaps a lingering
consciousness of the Anglo-Afrikaner divisions of the South African war —
reinforced by a more contemporary concern at the growing links between certain
Afrikaner intellectuals and Nazi Germany. At the same time the old certainties
of the British Empire had clearly been eroded by the First World War, and the
inter-war years were marked by a degree of ambiguity and paradox as the selfgoverning Dominions sought to clarify their constitutional position in relation to
Britain. In the public mind at least, there was a continuing need to emphasize
common bonds of race, culture and loyalty as a bulwark against an uncertain future.76
It is clear enough that references to 'Springbok' and 'South African', including
the memorial itself, only ever had Afrikaners in their sights. The only South
African comment on the matter to reach the New Zealand public echoes this
point. In a letter to the editor of an unnamed South African newspaper, Bill
Payn, a 1924 Springbok, was strongly critical of the 'Springbok' position. 'The
attitude of certain South Africans seems to me disgraceful. It is irrational and
childish. I suppose it is the result of the old Boer complex which seems to date
from the Kaffir wars. The Maoris whom I met in France were among the finest
men I have ever met, and I would be glad to play against them.'77 The Arawa
memorial was reprinted in the Natal Advertiser,78 but how it got there and its
subsequent reception among South Africans was not recorded in New Zealand.
In mid-September 1936, seven weeks after the memorial first appeared, a
conference was arranged in Wellington between the NZRFU and North Island
tribal groups79 at which the Union promised to set out the Arawa grievance to
the South African Rugby Board and seek an assurance that the tourists would
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treat Maori as 'New Zealanders' and not as 'members of an inferior race'. A
Maori team would play the Springboks if the appropriate guarantee was
forthcoming.80 This decision was unanimously endorsed by a gathering at the
Prince of Wales match between Tai Rawhiti and Tai Tokerau at Rotorua on 12
September.81
The formal response of the S ARB was never published. Nor can it be deduced
from the subsequent pronouncements of the NZRFU. But the little that emerges
of its deliberations is very revealing. In the course of debating whether the
tourists should play a Maori team, J.D. de Villiers of Western Province declared
that no Maori players should be encountered under any circumstances. '[T]he
Board should take steps to ensure the prohibition of Maoris taking part in
matches. He was of the opinion that if players were asked to play against Maoris,
they would refuse to go at all costs. Players would definitely not play against
coloured people. Parents would not allow their sons to do so.' Others criticized
de Villiers for lacking a 'dignified and Christian spirit' and the SARB quickly
decided that it was in favour of a match against the Maori team. Perhaps some
were influenced by the evident hypocrisy in de Villier's suggestion that South
African domestic policy could or should be imposed on others.82
But, despite the favourable public response of the SARB, and the agreement
reached between Dean and Maori representatives in Wellington two months
earlier, the NZRFU announced on 8 November that there would be no Maori
match against the Springboks in 1937. The official explanation was that there
was no time as the tour was two matches shorter than that of 1921. Given that
fixtures were included against some of the weaker provincial unions, and that
the Springboks made the arduous journey to Gisborne to play a combined Poverty
Bay-Bay of Plenty-East Coast side, the decision was surely a product of Dean's
desire to avoid any further controversy. Either way, the NZRFU decision
prompted no public comment.83 As it transpired, several Maori players appeared
in provincial teams against the Springboks and two — Everard Jackson and
Bill Phillips — represented New Zealand.84
Soon after the Springboks arrived in New Zealand in July 1937, Tai Mitchell
was reported to be satisfied with the outcome of the Arawa memorial:
Mr Mitchell said that he could say with confidence that the Springboks [sic] expression
of goodwill would be reciprocated in every part of New Zealand where Maori
communities existed, and that the traditional hospitality of the race would be extended
to the visitors whenever they visited these communities. His only regret was that the
statement had not been made earlier, for if this had been done the Maori people would
have had time to prepare their football representatives to meet such doughty opponents
in proper fashion. The South Africans, he thought, would prefer to meet a properly
representative Maori team rather than one brought together at short notice.85
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As the tour itinerary had been published almost ten months earlier, Mitchell
was clearly engaging in diplomatic platitudes. Yet the NZRFU did take some
steps towards reconciliation between the Springboks and Te Arawa. After their
match at Gisborne, the tourists made a two-day visit to Rotorua before the final
test in Auckland. At their request there was no official welcome, only a
'traditional' welcome and concert at the Majestic Theatre, where Tai Mitchell
made presentations on behalf of local people and expressed hope that the
Springboks would make more frequent visits to New Zealand. 'Sixteen years
passed between the visit of the present team and the previous one — let the next
period be but 16 months'. 86
This reception and other contacts with Maori prompted a surprisingly frank
admission from the Springbok vice-captain Danie Craven, at the end of the tour:
In South Africa the native problem is a very delicate one and this is why the New Zealand
Rugby Union thought fit not to let us play against the Maoris. It is in the South African's
blood to be prejudiced against natives because the natives we have are very primitive. It
would be ridiculous to compare them with the Maoris. To be candid, we came here with
some prejudice against the Maoris. I am glad to say that that prejudice has been removed
as a result of our visit to Rotorua where we were able to see the Maori at home and
appreciate their genuine hospitality and kindness.87

Craven, who had recently gained a doctorate in social anthropology from the
University of Stellenbosch, no doubt appreciated the significance of such
observations more than most who had contributed to the tour debate. Moreover,
during almost four subsequent decades presiding over South Africa's increasingly
tenuous rugby relations with the rest of the world and New Zealand especially,
he made at least four visits to Rotorua, privately and during Springbok tours, to
maintain friendships with the Mitchell family and with Rangitiaria Dennan
(Guide Rangi).88
Public displays of compromise such as that at Rotorua masked an
unsatisfactory reality in which many felt that the NZRFU was still failing to
meet its obligations to Maori rugby. At the end of 1937 the editors of the New
Zealand Rugby Almanack called on the NZRFU to give a much greater profile
to Maori rugby. They felt that the Maori team should play the New Zealand
Universities XV, some provincial teams and all overseas touring teams each
year. 'Until more prominence is given to Maori rugby our international sides
will be lacking in true representation. Some very fine Maori players are only
awaiting opportunity to show that an All Black side is not complete without
their presence.'89
A much greater concern to some devotees of the 'national game' was that the
attitude of the NZRFU was responsible for driving Maori players away from
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rugby — and into the hands of the professional rugby league code. From October
1935 an active recruitment campaign for Maori players throughout the North
Island resulted in the formation of the Manukau Rugby League Club, which
won the Auckland premier competition at its first attempt in 1936. The following
year a Maori League Board of Control was formed in Auckland and a series of
inter-district games organized along with a 'Maori v. Pakeha' fixture. The League
also established a fund to assist Maori players who lost earnings due to football
injuries.90
The most significant Maori convert to league was the star of the 1920s, George
Nepia, who accepted £500 to play in England during 1936-37 as a means of
reviving his struggling East Coast farm.91 Indeed, during the 1930s the economic
imperative undoubtedly drew Maori players to league, as it did working-class
Pakeha. The game in New Zealand was too small to be professional, but it at
least held out the prospect of some compensation to players — a position
vehemently opposed by the strictly amateur NZRFU. But whatever the exact
reasons for changing allegiance, the point remains that some contemporary
observers blamed the NZRFU and its South Africa policy for driving Maori
players away.
During the summer of 1937-38 the NZRFU quietly moved to address the
situation. Private discussions between Stan Dean and Sir Apirana Ngata, and
various recommendations from the NZRFU Maori Advisory Board, presented
as an effort to reverse the drift to league, led to the Union agreeing to fund the
staging of the Prince of Wales Cup matches and to sanction a wider range of
inter-tribal matches if these did not conflict with their own priorities. The NZRFU
also financed a Maori tour to Fiji in 1938, with Dean as co-manager.92 This
would not be the last time a Maori tour of the Pacific was arranged in proximity
to a South African tour.93
But the limits to NZRFU benevolence soon became apparent as speculation
mounted concerning the composition of the All Black team to tour South Africa
in 1940. On 28 July 1939, at a parliamentary farewell for the New Zealand
Rugby League team to Britain, Ngata finally broke his silence. He said he was
pleased to note six Maori in the touring party, and although he was personally a
'conservative', supporting union rather than league, 'in the management of league
anything in the nature of a colour bar was brushed aside — which was more
than he could quite say about rugby union'.94 Moreover, he felt that the 'colour
bar' in respect of meeting the Springboks was partly responsible for Maori
breaking with rugby union.95 This statement ignored the point that South Africa
was not involved in rugby league. At the same time, Edward Cullen, the Labour
MHR for Hawke's Bay, apparently also claimed that more Maori would be in
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excluded from tours to South Africa in 1928, 1949 and 1960.
94 Evening Post, 28 July 1939, p. 16.
95 ibid.
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the All Blacks if not for the 'colour bar' .96 It is not possible from existing records
to determine whether the Maori presence in the New Zealand touring team in
1939 was typical or exceptional for rugby league. Certainly it was higher than
for any All Black touring team prior to World War Two — three being the
maximum. But irrespective of the validity of their statements, it is Ngata's and
Cullen's perception of the NZRFU that matters most.
In Christchurch at least, these comments prompted a small repeat of the 1936
debate.97 J.K. Moloney, a Canterbury RFU committee member, said that the
'"colour bar" does not exist, [and] the unions are all proud of their Maori
players' ,98 This produced a trenchant reply from John Morgan of the Christchurch
Maori Association to the effect that the acid test would come when the All
Black touring team was announced. 'What the Maoris want is a statement of
the policy of the New Zealand Rugby Union — whether or not Maoris are to be
considered for selection in next year's All Blacks'. Morgan then returned to
older controversies and accused the NZRFU of giving the Maori team inadequate
time to prepare for the 1921 match and of showing their true hand by not picking
Maori in the 1928 team despite the strength of the Hawke's Bay team and players
such as Mill, Nepia, Paewai and Falwasser. As to the Arawa memorial: 'Mr
Dean replied with all the eloquence and emotion of one who has his back to the
w a l l . . . . The attack was not directed against the Springboks — it was a direct
challenge to the method employed by the New Zealand Rugby Union, which
was willing to submit to outside influences rather than stick to those who helped
to make the game what it is today.' If New Zealand wished to regain the rugby
supremacy of the world (they had lost to the Springboks in 1937), the answer
was to 'select the best material available irrespective of creed or colour'.99
The outbreak of war in September 1939 and the subsequent cancellation of
the 1940 tour of South Africa averted further discussion. One can only speculate
as to the level of debate and controversy had the tour proceeded under the
established NZRFU policy of excluding Maori. On the other hand, it was
undoubtedly the prominence of the Maori Battalion during the war, and the
heightened expectations of its members thereafter, that contributed to a more
intense debate regarding South Africa from 1948. Either way, it is clear that the
origins of one of New Zealand's most enduring political and social divisions
can be found much earlier and at greater depth than previously imagined.
GREG RYAN
Lincoln University

96 Press, 2 August 1939, p.8. These were comments quoting Cullen, but I am unable to find his
original remarks.
97 Although several newspapers repotted the farewell for the league team, only the Evening
Post reported Ngata's comments. Only the Press appears to contain any letters to the editor on the
matter.
98 Press, 2 August 1939, p.8.
99 Press, 9 August 1939, p. 16. See also letters from 'Napier', 9 August 1939, p. 16, who urged
respect for South African domestic policy in not selecting Maori, and J.F. Moir, 10 August 1939,
p.9, who extolled the superiority of Maori and urged the NZRFU to ban the Springboks from New
Zealand if they failed to appreciate this.
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