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Obituary 

ANGUS ROSS, 1911-2000 

Alison Clarke 

PROFESSOR ANGUS ROSS died on 24 May 2000, aged 89. Angus Ross was 
born prematurely on a farm near Otepopo, weighing a mere 21bs, and went on 
to become one of New Zealand 's most distinguished scholars, soldiers and 
citizens. Aunt Frances Ross, the first principal of Co lumba College, helped 
him to escape f rom farming by encouraging and assisting him to pursue his 
education (her ongoing legacy meant that when making appointments he was 
r e m a r k a b l y f r e e f r o m the g e n d e r - b l i n d n e s s tha t a f f l i c t e d mos t of his 
contemporaries). 

Angus more than repaid his aunt 's investment. He excelled at Waitaki Boys ' 
High and Otago University. In 1933 the external British examiners judged him 
the best history student in New Zealand. His thesis, a study of Te Puoho ' s ill-
fated attack on Murih iku , revealed an interest in Maori his tory that was 
generations ahead of its time. He retraced Te Puoho 's astonishing journey, his 
field work revealing his innovative approach to historical research. It was an 
outstanding thesis and Atholl Anderson drew on it fully when he published his 
account of that raid almost two generations later (Te Puoho's Last Raid, Dunedin, 
1986). Angus wrote the foreword. 

In 1934 he was appointed temporary assistant lecturer in History, and in 
1936 assistant lecturer. Professor J.R. Elder had no other assistant. Because 
Elder 's eyesight was fast deteriorating, Angus carried an enormous teaching 
load but also found time to publish. He and his wife Reda (neê McKenzie) , a 
capable historian in her own right, contributed much of the volume on the gold 
rushes to the Centennial History, and he wrote several articles for the radical 
journal Tomorrow, urging a more nationalist foreign policy. Nationhood and an 
independent foreign policy interested h im most, for he had become a fierce 
nationalist . Much of his scholarly life was devoted to the history of New 
Zealand's foreign policy and the campaign to develop a stance more independent 
of Britain and (later) the United States. However, World War II interrupted his 
scholarly development . 

He enlisted in 1940. As a democrat and a radical Presbyterian he had no 
doubt that this war was morally just . He served with the 23rd Battalion and 
quickly proved himself an outs tanding soldier and officer. Major General 
Howard Kippenberger later described him as one of the 2nd NZEF 's outstanding 
fighting officers . He won the Military Cross in 1943 and bar in 1944. He also 
won a high award f rom the King of Greece. He was wounded f ive times, caught 
diphtheria and hepatitis, and later paid a painful price in skin cancer and an 
agonizing back for those long years of military service. 

After the war he undertook his PhD at King's College, Cambridge, choosing 
as his subject New Zealand 's aspiration to establish a Pacific empire, a then 
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forgotten dream that shaped the country 's subsequent history. Before a much-
revised version of that work was published he wrote the official history of his 
beloved 23rd Battalion (23 Battalion, Wellington. 1959). Here he documented 
the t ransformation of citizens into soldiers, the way in which team spirit was 
created and nurtured, the fundamental importance of happiness to efficiency. 

In 1964 he succeeded W.P. Morrell as Professor of History, the Clarendon 
Press published New Zealand's Aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth 
Century, and he began commiss ioning the volume of essays that he cited on 
New Zealand's Record in the Twentieth-Century Pacific (Auckland, 1969). Both 
works remain the standard authorities on their subject and helped create a wider 
awareness that " ' the implications of our geographic and historical situation and 
of the dual racial origins of our people" necessitate our maintenance of a keen 
interest in the islands of the South Pacif ic ' . In the 1970s he began work on New 
Zealand 's external relations during the inter-war period, and published several 
articles. His deteriorating back prevented him f rom complet ing that work. 

Angus was an outstanding teacher and supervisor, giving generously of his 
knowledge, wisdom and time. He instituted the research thesis for fourth-year 
students, an ongoing strength of Otago University's History department. Students 
came f rom far and near to work with him, including his close friend Sir Charles 
Bennett. Many did important work in New Zealand history. By 1976, when he 
retired, he had created a strong and vibrant department. 

When the spirit moved him he was famed for boisterous good humour and 
pranks. Although quite conventional in some respects — he dined once each 
week at the Dunedin Club — he was always prepared to challenge convention 
or rank, detested sham and pretension, and loved to ' take the mickey ' at the 
expense of visitors to the University who thought they had done us a favour by 
coming. Many an opponent fell for his polished impersonation of ' I 'm just a 
simple country boy f rom Otepopo ' . No list of his achievements and deeds can 
convey the astonishing force of his personality, the generosity of his spirit, or 
the enduring loyalty of his fr iendships. He was a great man, a great historian, 
and a great teacher. 
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