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Abstract 
 

This thesis analyses New Zealand’s employment of Māori, Fijian and Tongan soldiers 

during the Second World War. Thousands of these troops were enlisted and their conditions 

of service and employment reflected New Zealand and British assessments about their martial 

utility. Military and government archives, oral histories, unit studies and official histories are 

evaluated to determine how their service evolved throughout the war. Indigenous leaders 

assisted in mobilising their peoples but argued that wartime service should translate into 

greater political, social and economic rights. 

Pre-war Māori and Fijians were marginalised within their societies and were not seen 

as a significant recruiting base for the defence forces. Tonga, while independent, relied on 

Britain for defence, but there was no threat strong enough to justify a garrison. When war 

erupted in 1939, New Zealand formed the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force (2NZEF) 

for overseas service. At the demand of Māori leaders, the 2NZEF included a Māori infantry 

battalion. In the Pacific, New Zealand assisted in the expansion of the Fijian and Tongan 

garrisons. Britain delegated full control of both forces to New Zealand in November 1941. 

British and New Zealand racial conceptions influenced the initial recruitment of Māori, 

Fijians and Tongans. Māori were enlisted under the same conditions of service as Europeans 

but confronted the legacy of social and educational inequalities and limited pre-war service. 

Maori Battalion leaders were initially European, despite Māori advocacy of their own 

candidates. There were also shortages of Māori in technical positions throughout the war. 

These issues were present in the Fiji garrison where conditions of service replicated pre-war 

racial and financial inequalities and maintained European control over senior leadership 

positions. Tonga’s initial defence force was self-led, but as it expanded, New Zealand officers 
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assumed control.  

Japan’s attacks on the Allies in December 1941 achieved all their initial objectives and 

by March 1942, they threatened Fiji, Tonga and New Zealand. The home defence forces 

expanded rapidly, and Māori, Fijians and Tongans were recruited in large numbers. New 

Zealand leaders formed a second Maori Battalion and directed the regrouping of Māori into 

their own sub-units in the Territorial Force and Home Guard. Indigenous leaders assisted 

European officials in recruiting but they demanded a share of leadership positions and 

expected post-war concessions earned from wartime service. This was often called the ‘price 

of citizenship’, an expression popularised by Māori politician Sir Āpirana Ngata in 1943. 

The Māori in 2NZEF earned a fierce combat reputation that was paired with notoriety 

for indiscipline. Māori gradually fulfilled the senior leadership and command positions in the 

Maori Battalion, and in New Zealand, the Maori War Effort Organisation (MWEO) gained a 

measure of autonomy in their recruitment. In the Pacific, Fiji’s new governor, Sir Philip 

Mitchell, advocated offensive operations by the Fiji and Tongan defence forces to provide a 

British contribution in the Pacific. Fijian and Tongan leaders supported Mitchell and hoped to 

leverage their people’s service into post-war gains. 

Throughout the war, particularly as manpower shortages became more acute, New 

Zealand and British officials increasingly trained Māori, Fijians and Tongans as leaders and 

in technical positions. The disparities in pay and allowances and other conditions of service 

narrowed. Although Indigenous units and personnel had sporadic disciplinary issues, New 

Zealand and British leaders still considered their service a net gain. Despite wartime 

concessions offered, they expected Māori, Fijians and Tongans to resume their prior stations 

post-war. While this thesis is confined to the Second World War, post-war literature showed 
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that the service of these groups did not translate into full political, economic and social 

equality. 
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Notes on citations and language 
 

The bureaucratic nature of the British Empire and its armed forces meant that there was 

extensive duplication of telegrams, reports and other documents. As an extreme example, 

the reports of British General Sir Guy Williams, who was seconded to New Zealand as an 

advisor, were found in over a dozen different archival files in England and New Zealand. This 

thesis will provide a single archival reference for files found in multiple locations. Government 

and military correspondence, while usually adhering to some common stylistic conventions, 

inevitably contained variations in format and mode of address. Official documents addressed 

by title are often adjacent to telegrams and reports addressed personally to government 

officials. The name of the official, in lieu of the title, will be cited if it is present on the document, 

otherwise their title will be used. When introducing government and military officials their 

postnominal letters, such as for British orders and decorations, will not be used. 

Repeated footnotes from the same archival institution or file will be given in a short form 

as indicated by parenthesis in the first reference. All dates in footnotes will be written in day-

month-year format. Where two or more documents within the same archival file are cited 

within a footnote, they will be separated by a semicolon instead of reproducing the full file 

citation. In war diary citations, a month and year indicates the entries for that time period. For 

appendices, the month and year of the diary will be given, followed by a comma and then the 

document information. In citations from Archives New Zealand (ANZ), locations other than 

Wellington will be specified. Repeat citations of the same archival records record will use the 

identification reference (for example R18524064) and ANZ. All archival or book titles that use 

alternative spelling of words, such as ‘mobilization’ instead of ‘mobilisation’ will be spelled as 

in the original document. 
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This thesis will use the macron for Māori and Tongan words, except in titles such as 

the Maori Battalion or Maori War Effort Organisation. The term, European, when applied to 

New Zealand, Fiji or Tonga refers to the residents of those areas who are of European 

descent. The Māori term for Europeans, Pākehā, will be used when quoting or paraphrasing 

Māori officials. Prior to 1943, the Tongan letters ‘p’ and ‘ng’ were written as ‘b’ and ‘g’ 

respectively. For example, Tongatabu is now Tongatapu. The modern form will be used except 

in quotations or when citing published works or archival documents where the older spelling 

was used. All quotations in this text will retain the original spelling.1  

  

 
1 Elizabeth Wood-Ellem, Queen Sālote of Tonga the story of an era, 1900–1965, Auckland, Auckland University 
Press, 2001, p. xiii. 
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Acronyms, abbreviations and code names 
 
 

1CFG 1 Commando, Fiji Guerrillas 
2CFG 2 Commando, Fiji Guerrillas 
2IC Second-in-command 
1NZEF First New Zealand Expeditionary Force 
2NZEF Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force 
AAFD ANZ code for Cabinet Office record group 
AAYT ANZ code for Navy Department record group 
ACGA ANZ code for Island Territories Department record group 
ACGO ANZ code for Department of Internal Affairs, Head Office 

record group 
ACIE ANZ code for Department of External Affairs record group 
ACIP ANZ code for Central Military District, Wellington record group 
ADQA ANZ code for Air Department record group 
AHQ Army Headquarters, Wellington 
AMC Armed Merchant Cruiser 
ANZ Archives New Zealand 
ASC Army Service Corps 
ATL Alexander Turnbull Library, New Zealand 
BCT British Agent and Consul, Tonga 
BDE Brigade 
BN Battalion 
CCS Combined Chiefs of Staff 
CID Committee of Imperial Defence 
CGS Chief of the General Staff 
CMD Central Military District 
COS Chief(s) of Staff 
CQMS Company Quartermaster Sergeant (Staff Sergeant) 
CSM Company Sergeant Major (WO2) 
DCGS Deputy Chief of the General Staff 
DCM Distinguished Conduct Medal 
DO Dominions Office 
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DSO Distinguished Service Order 
FDF Fiji Defence Force 
FIR Fiji Infantry Regiment 
FLC Fiji Labour Corps 
FMF Fiji Military Forces 
FSR Field Service Regulations 
GEIC Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony 
GOC General Officer Commanding 
GP Group 
GSO1 General Staff Officer (Grade 1) 
HC High Commissioner for the Western Pacific 
HMSO (His or Her) Majesty’s Stationary Office 
HQ Headquarters 
KIA Killed in Action 
MTP 
MWEO 

Military Training Pamphlet 
Maori War Effort Organisation 

NAA National Archives of Australia 
NCO Non-Commissioned Officer 
NMD Northern Military District 
NZEF New Zealand Expeditionary Force 
NZETC New Zealand Electronic Text Collection at Victoria 

University, Wellington 
NZMF New Zealand Military Forces 
NZNB New Zealand Naval Board 
NZPD New Zealand Parliamentary Debates 
OC Officer Commanding 
ODC Oversea Defence Committee (Subcommittee of CID) 
ONS Organisation for National Security 
PEND Persons of Mixed European and Native Descent (Fijian 

Census of 1936) 
POW Prisoner of War 
RMT Reserve Mechanical (or Motor) Transport 
RNZAF Royal New Zealand Air Force 
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RNZN Royal New Zealand Navy 
RQMS Regimental Quartermaster Sergeant (WO2) 
RSM Regimental Sergeant Major (WO1) 
SLWA State Library of Western Australia 
SOS Secretary of State (for the Colonies) 
TDF Tonga Defence Force 
TNA The National Archives of the UK 
USMA United States Military Academy at West Point, New York 
VC Victoria Cross 
WD War Diary or War Department 
WE War Establishment 
WIA Wounded in Action 
WO War Office 
WO1 Warrant Officer First Class 
WO2 Warrant Officer Second Class 
WPA Western Pacific Archives 
WPHC 
YMCA 

Western Pacific High Commission 
Young Men’s Christian Association 
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Military, Māori and Fijian glossaries 
 
Military glossary 
 
 

Active service A person ‘attached to or forms part of a force which is 
engaged in operations against the enemy or is engaged 
in military operations in a country or place wholly or 
partly occupied by an enemy or is in military occupation 
of any foreign country’.2 Colonial governors could 
declare their local defence forces to be on active 
service, usually by proclamation in the local government 
gazette. On 22 January 1940, the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies published a circular placing all regular and 
local forces subject to the Army Act 1881 on active 
service from 3 September 1939 or the date of being 
called out for service, if later. This applied to discipline 
and casualty reporting but not for pay warrants or 
allowances.3  

Adjutant An officer who assists the commander in his duties and 
acts as his representative to supervise training and 
administration for the unit.4  

Allotment ‘Voluntary contribution of fixed amount, graduated 
according to range of pay, deductible from a 
serviceman’s pay and payable to his family or 
dependents.’5 
 

Allowance ‘Payment to serviceman’s family or dependents of a 
government contribution contingent on his allotment.’6 

Appreciation ‘A review of the military situation that gathers all 
available information and then generates a plan of 
action to address the situation.’7 

 
 

 
2 Great Britain, War Office, Manual of Military Law (MML), 5th edn, London, His Majesty’s Stationery Office 
(HMSO), 1907, p. 435. 
3 Secretary of State for the Colonies (SOS Colonies) to High Commissioner for the Western Pacific (HC), 22 
January 1940, Western Pacific High Commission (WPHC) 5/51/1940, Western Pacific Archives, MSS & 
Archives 2003/1, Special Collections, University of Auckland Libraries and Learning Services (WPA). 
4 Australian Military Forces, The Defence Act 1903–1941 and Regulations and Orders for the Australian Military 
Forces and Senior Cadets, 1927, Melbourne, Government Printer, 1942, p. 430. 
5 Helen Tarasov, ‘Family Allowances: An Anglo-American contrast’, The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, vol. 227, 1943, p. 10. 
6 Tarasov, ‘Family Allowances’, p. 10. 
7 Great Britain, War Office, ‘Operations, Part III, Appreciations, Orders, Intercommunication and 
Movements’, Military Training Pamphlet (MTP), no. 23, 1939, p. 1. 
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Arm ‘A branch of the army whose primary duty is to fight, i.e. 

cavalry, artillery, engineer field units, infantry, pioneers, 
tanks and armoured car units.’8 

Army Act An Act of Parliament approved in 1881 that replaced the 
Mutiny Acts and Articles of War for the British Army. The 
Army Act specified offences, punishments, terms of 
enlistment, billeting, and general provisions. An annual 
enabling Act, usually containing amendments, was 
required to bring the provisions into force to satisfy 
constitutional control of the army by Parliament.9 The 
Army Act, the Rules of Procedure, the King’s 
Regulations and Army Orders formed the basis for 
military law.10 In the Second World War, New Zealand 
forces on active service were subject to the Army Act, 
except where its provisions were superseded by local 
statutes or regulations. 

Army conditions of service The basic administrative framework that governs a 
soldier’s period of service. Conditions of service include 
recruitment standards, pay and entitlements, length of 
engagement, leave entitlements, work duties and other 
administrative processes. Conditions of service are 
usually discussed with the terms of service and soldier 
duties and are collectively known as the terms and 
conditions of service. Unless otherwise specified, the 
phrase ‘conditions of service’ also includes reference to 
terms of service.11  

Attestation The formal process where a recruit enlisted for service 
and swore the oath of allegiance before an authorised 
officer. This was usually done via a form that a recruit 
filled out with demographic and next of kin details, their 
record of prior service and qualifications. Attestation 
forms usually specified the type of service such as home 
defence or general (overseas) and some forms recorded 
general medical information.12  

 
8 Great Britain, War Office, Field Service Regulations (FSR), vol. 1, Organization and Administration 
(Provisional), London, HMSO, 1923, p. xx. 
9 In this thesis, the term ‘Army Act’ will refer to the original Act as well as the amendments made by the annual 
enabling Acts. 
10 War Office, MML, pp. 1, 14, 259–267. 
11 David Killingray and Martin Plaut, Fighting for Britain: African Soldiers in the Second World War, Kindle edn, 
Woodbridge, James Currey, 2013, pp. 120-122. 
12 New Zealand Expeditionary force, Attestation for General Service, AAYS 8638 300/1/2 R22437769, 
Archives New Zealand Te Rua Mahara o te Kāwanatanga (ANZ), Wellington; Dominion of New Zealand, 
Regulations for the Military Forces of the Dominion of New Zealand, Wellington, Government Printer, 1927, 
p. 1569. 
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B Echelon The non-fighting portions of a unit or formation and their 
transport.13  

Brigade and brigade group 
(infantry) 

A brigade is a formation of approximately 2500 officers 
and other ranks that typically consists of a headquarters 
and three infantry battalions and is commanded by a 
brigadier. Brigades usually also have a defence platoon, 
a band and a workshop section. A brigade group is a 
brigade with supporting arms attached, such as field 
artillery, engineers, anti-tank, machine gun and anti- 
aircraft units. A brigade group intended for independent 
operations will also have attached service units.14  

Campaign ‘A series of related military operations aimed at 
achieving strategic and operational objectives within a 
given time and space.’15 

Court martial A military court that has the jurisdiction to try members 
subject to military law under the Army Act for military 
offences. Courts martial also have the jurisdiction to try 
civil offences committed, particularly outside of the 
United Kingdom. The three types of courts martial are 
regimental, district and general and each type can 
impose more severe punishments. Only general courts 
martial can try officers or impose sentences of penal 
servitude or death. The severity of punishment for 
offences is increased when troops are on active service. 
While on active service commanders can convene field 
general courts martial to try offences which are not 
practical to try by ordinary courts martial.16  

Division (infantry) A formation of between 10,000 and 20,000 personnel, 
commanded by a major general. British infantry 
divisions in the Second World War evolved during the 
conflict, but generally were a triangular organisation 
composed of a headquarters and three each of infantry 
brigades, field artillery regiments, field companies and 
field ambulances. There was also an anti-tank regiment, 
a divisional cavalry regiment, a machine gun battalion, 
and service units. New Zealand initially adhered to this 
establishment, though the Second New Zealand 

 
13 Christopher Pugsley, A Bloody Road Home: World War II and New Zealand’s Heroic Second Division, 
Auckland, Penguin, 2014, p. 557. 
14 David French, Raising Churchill’s Army: The British Army and the War against Germany 1919–1945, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 191; Neville Phillips, Italy Volume I: The Sangro to Cassino, Wellington, 
Historical Publications Branch, 1957, p. 26. 
15 United States Army War College, Campaign planning handbook AY 17, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, 
Department of Military Strategy, Planning, and Operations, 2017, p. 11. 
16 War Office, MML, pp. 35–39, 299–300. 
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 Expeditionary Force’s (2NZEF’s) initial order of battle 
included an additional unit, the Maori Battalion. New 
Zealand establishments began to diverge as the 2NZEF 
accumulated combat experience.17  

Establishment ‘The approved constitution of a unit.’18 Establishments 
were subdivided into peace, colonial and war. Peace 
and colonial establishments were set at a reduced 
proportion of the unit’s war establishment. War 
establishments were used to calculate the personnel 
and equipment needed to maintain a unit in the field.19  

Formation ‘A fighting force composed of several units grouped 
under one commander with the necessary services to 
make it capable of independent action.’ The brigade and 
division are the smallest and largest formations with a 
fixed establishment. Corps and armies are also 
considered formations.20  

Headquarters company 
(infantry battalion) 

A sub-unit within an infantry battalion that contains the 
supporting arms and service platoons. The 2NZEF 
headquarters company organisation evolved during the 
war, but in 1940 it had a strength of 8 officers and 213 
other ranks organised into 6 platoons. These were the 
signal, anti-aircraft, mortar, carrier, pioneer and 
administration/transport platoons. In North Africa, an 
anti-tank platoon was added to the company.21  

Infantry battalion A unit consisting of a battalion headquarters, a 
headquarters company and a number of rifle 
companies, usually four. Second World War infantry 
battalions were commanded by a lieutenant colonel and 
at full establishment strength had between 650 and 850 
personnel.22  

Infantry (mixed) battalion An infantry battalion with a headquarters wing instead of 
a headquarters company and containing an anti-tank 

 

 
17 Ian McGibbon and Paul Goldstone, The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Military History, Auckland, 
Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 147–148; H. F. Joslen, Orders of Battle: United Kingdom and Colonial 
Formations and Units in the Second World War, 1939–1945, 2 vols, London, HMSO, 1960, vol. 1, pp.131–132. 
18 Great Britain, War Office, Field Service Regulations (FSR), London, HMSO, 1939, vol. 1, Organization and 
Administration 1930, reprinted with amendments (nos. 1–11) 1939, p. xvi. 
19 Great Britain, War Office, The King’s Regulations for the Army and the Royal Army Reserve, London, HMSO, 
1940, pp. 1–2. 
20 War Office, FSR, 1923, p. xxi. 
21 Frazer Norton, 26 Battalion, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1952, p. 12. 
22 Greg Kennedy, Organization of the British Infantry Battalion 1938–1945, 
http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/OrgBrInfBn-headerpg.htm, 2019, (accessed 12 
January 2019). 

http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/OrgBrInfBn-headerpg.htm
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 platoon. There was a support company with three 
medium machine-gun platoons in lieu of a fourth rifle 
company.23  

New Zealand Military 
Forces 

‘The New Zealand Military Forces comprise the 
Permanent Forces, the Territorial Force, the Reserve, 
the Cadets, the Nursing Service and all Military Forces 
raised on mobilization.’24 

Officer In the British land forces, this was a person who held the 
King’s or Queen’s commission. In New Zealand, it 
meant ‘any commissioned officer appointed under the 
Defence Act [1909] to the Military Forces or to any 
branch thereof, or any officer of the Military or Air Forces 
of the British Empire duly attached or appointed for duty 
with the NZ [New Zealand] forces.’25 Officers in the Fiji 
and Tongan defence forces received their commissions 
from the governor and sovereign, respectively.26  

Operation order and 
operation instruction 

An operation order is a formal order intended ‘to bring 
about a specific course of action in accordance with the 
intentions of the commander.’ An operational instruction 
replaces or modifies an operation order and is used 
when a subordinate commander is required to exercise 
their own judgement and initiative.27  

Order A command or instruction given by an authorised 
military officer or soldier to subordinate personnel or 
units. The major types are standing, routine, 
administrative, and operations.28  

Other ranks ‘Any warrant officer, non-commissioned officer, or man 
enlisted or enrolled in any portion of the military 
forces.’29 

Parade A formation of soldiers under the control of a leader. The 
purpose of a parade can be for accountability (muster), 
for drill or other training or for ceremonial purposes. 

Regulations A set of rules and procedures for the conduct of a 
military organisation. The principal regulations for British 
military forces are the King’s or Queen’s Regulations. 

 
23 Great Britain, War Office, Infantry Training, Training and War, London, HMSO, 1937, pp. 1–2. 
24 Dominion of New Zealand, Military Regulations, 1927, p. 1558. 
25 1909, No. 28 An Act to make better provision for the internal defence of New Zealand. 
26 David French, Military Identities: The Regimental System, the British Army, & the British People c. 1870–
2000, Kindle edn, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005, p. 7; Dominion of New Zealand, Military 
Regulations, 1927, p. 1556. 
27 War Office, MTP, 23, pp. 6–10. 
28 War Office, MTP, 23, p. 5. 
29 Dominion of New Zealand, Military Regulations, 1927, p. 1556. 
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 The New Zealand Military Forces issued regulations 
based on the authority of defence Acts that specified its 
organisation, manner of operations and discipline. 

Rifle company A sub-unit of an infantry battalion consisting of a 
company headquarters and three platoons and 
commanded by a major or a captain. Companies are 
designated by letters, and platoons by numbers within a 
battalion. A 2NZEF rifle company in 1940 had an 
establishment of approximately 5 officers and 122 other 
ranks, including about 80 riflemen. The rifle company 
carried nine carried submachine guns, and there were 
nine Bren machine guns, four anti-tank rifles and four 2- 
inch mortars.30  

Routine orders Orders that disseminate matters of general 
administrative interest. Those issued by general 
headquarters or an army headquarters were known as 
general routine orders and army routine orders 
respectively. There were also unit routine orders issued 
in two parts. Part I dealt with training, parades, details 
and other matters not involving pay issues. Part II dealt 
with soldier pay and service matters. Part I orders were 
issued as necessary, while part II orders were issued 
weekly. Units and formations were required to keep 
routine orders, parts I and II in their war diaries. Many of 
the Maori Battalion routine orders were consolidated 
into a single order and not divided into parts I and II.31  

Scale of attack The type (such as naval, aerial or land) and intensity of 
attack against which a port or other defended locality is 
considered liable.32  

Serviceman ‘Means any person who, while ordinarily resident in New 
Zealand, has at any time during the present war 
(whether before or after the passing of this Act): 

 (a) Served outside New Zealand as a member of any of 
His Majesty's naval, military, or air forces; or 

 (b) Served in New Zealand as a member of the training 
staff of any of His Majesty's forces; or 

 (c) Served in New Zealand as a member of any of His 
Majesty's permanent forces, or as a member of any of 

 

 
30 Norton, 26 Battalion, pp. 12, 16. 
31 War Office, King’s Regulations, 1940, pp. 540–542. 
32 TNA, CAB 8/55, Oversea Defence Committee (ODC) 652-M, ‘Scales of Attack, Key to Formulae’, 5 
December 1933. 
 



xxi   

His Majesty's forces mobilised for continuous service 
within New Zealand.’33 

Service  ‘A branch of the army whose primary business is to supply 
the fighting arms with what they require or to perform 
some necessary work on their behalf.’34 

Staff ‘Officers appointed to the general staff, adjutant general, 
and quartermaster general branches of the staff, or as 
brigade majors and staff captains, to assist certain 
commanders.’35 General or ‘G’ staff handled operational 
matters, the adjutant general dealt with personnel and the 
quartermaster general was in charge of logistics. ‘The 
senior general staff officer of a formation assists the 
commander by supplying him with the information 
necessary to formulate plans for operations which he 
initiates, or to execute those of his superior commander.’36 

Standing orders Standing orders ‘adapt existing regulations to local 
conditions and aim to avoid repetition in routine and 
operations orders.’ They function as the semi- permanent 
standard operating procedure for a unit or formation.37  

Unit ‘The smallest number of men, horses, vehicles &c [or 
other equipment], all of the same arm, grouped together 
under one commander for both local administration and 
command, may be referred to as a unit.’38 The component 
parts of a unit are known as sub-units. In an infantry 
battalion, they are designated as companies. 

War diary A record kept by staff branches, units, and formations to 
provide a historical record of operations and provide data 
for future improvements. Diaries were kept from the date of 
mobilisation or creation, or the date of embodiment for 
territorial forces. Daily entries included the location, 
important orders, accounts of operation, changes in 
establishment, meteorological reports and other 
information as necessary. Copies of weekly field returns, 
routine orders, operation orders and instructions, and 
narratives of operations were added as appendices. 
Diaries were disposed of to higher command monthly.  

 
33 Rehabilitation Act 1941 (NZ), http://www.nzlii.org/nz/legis/hist_act/ra19415gv1941n25230.pdf, 

(accessed 18 March 2017 ) 
34 War Office, FSR, 1923, p. xxii. 
35 War Office, FSR, 1923, p. xxii. 
36 War Office, FSR, 1939, p. 32. 
37 War Office, MTP, 23, p. 5. 
38 War Office, FSR, 1939, p. xx. 
 

http://www.nzlii.org/nz/legis/hist_act/ra19415gv1941n25230.pdf
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 While the above items were the required standard, the 
quality of diaries varied widely, and they were often 
missing required elements.39  

Warrant officer Senior non-commissioned officers who are responsible 
for the discipline and logistics of a unit. Warrant officers 
are promoted from the NCO ranks and exercise their 
authority through the issuance of a warrant, rather than 
a commission, as for officers.40  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
39 War Office, FSR, 1939, pp. 280–282. 
40 National Army Museum, British Army ranks, https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/british-army-ranks, 
(accessed 1 November 2019). 
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Māori glossary41 
 
 
Haka Ceremonial dance with posturing and chanting 

Hākari Ceremonial feast 

Hapū Subtribe or clan 

Iwi Tribe 

Kaupapa Subject or theme 

Māoritanga Māori Culture and traditions, the Māori way of life42 

Mana Authority or prestige 

Marae Meeting house 

Pākehā Māori term for a New Zealander of European descent 

Rangatira Chief 

Tapu Ritual restriction 

Utu Revenge or reciprocity, but also encompasses 
compensation or payment 

Whānau Extended family 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
41 All definitions except those cited separately are from Atholl Anderson, Judith Binney, and Aroha Harris (eds.), 
Tangata Whenua, Kindle edn, Wellington, Bridget Williams Books, 2015, p. 456.. 
42 A. T. Ngata, The Price of Citizenship: Ngarimu V.C., Wellington, Whitcombe & Tombs, 1943, p. 17. 
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Fijian glossary 
 
 
Buli Fijian district administrator. Buli were subordinate to 

Roko, but superior to Turagi-ni-koro’s (Koro)43  

Mataqali Landowning groups or clans44 

Roko Fiji provincial administrator, usually a local chief45 

Ratu Title for a male Fijian of chiefly rank46 

Turaga-ni-Koro [Koro] Fiji village administrator47 

Vunivalu Title for the paramount chief of Bau48 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
43 Robert Norton, Race and Politics in Fiji, St Lucia, University of Queensland Press, 2014, p. 21. 
44 Stewart Firth, ‘Colonial Administration and the Invention of the Native’, in Donald Denoon (ed.), The 
Cambridge History of the Pacific Islanders, Melbourne, Cambridge University Press, 1997, p. 267. 
Available from: Cambridge Histories Online, (accessed 24 June 2016). 
45 Norton, Race and Politics in Fiji, p. 21. Available from: Cambridge Histories Online, (accessed 24 June 
2016). 
46 Donald Denoon, ‘Human Settlement’, in Donald Denoon (ed.), The Cambridge history of the Pacific Islanders, 
Melbourne, Cambridge University Press, 1997, p. 71. Available from: Cambridge Histories Online, (accessed 24 
June 2016). 
47 Norton, Race and Politics in Fiji, p. 21. 
48 Timothy Macnaught, The Fijian Colonial Experience: A Study of the Neotraditional Order under British 
Colonial Rule prior to World War II, Canberra, Australian National University, 1982, p. xvi. ANU Open Research 
Library, (accessed 11 February 2016). 
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Introduction and methods 
 
 

New Zealanders have a flair for getting the best out of Polynesian races, for they know 
that, as with their own Maoris, the blood of warriors and gentlemen flows in their 
native veins.49  

 
H. E. L. Priday, The War from Coconut Square 

 

The British Empire fought the Second World War through the total mobilisation of its 

people and resources. The Pacific Dominions and colonies fully shared this burden, with 

nearly two-thirds of New Zealand’s male population aged nineteen to forty-five serving in its 

armed forces.50 Indigenous peoples were also recruited on an unprecedented scale. Before 

1939, Māori were a marginal source of military manpower, but they enlisted in large numbers 

for wartime service. Thousands of Fijians and Tongans were mobilised for local defence in 

response to the deterioration of relations with Japan and from December 1941, the Japanese 

attacks on the British, Dutch, and American colonial possessions in the Pacific. Britain, with 

its attention directed against Germany and Italy, eventually delegated to New Zealand the 

responsibility for the Fijian and Tongan defence forces. This responsibility represented an 

evolution in the relations between Britain and the Dominions. 

The service of Māori, Fijians and Tongans brought them into close contact with 

Europeans, many for their first sustained exposure. While these peoples were in many ways 

marginalised members of European settler societies or the British Empire, their position 

evolved during the war. New Zealand’s straitened manpower circumstances opened an 

 
49 H. E. L Priday, The War from Coconut Square: The story of the Defence of the Island Bases of the South 
Pacific, Wellington, A. H. & A. W. Reed, 1945, p. 27. 
50 National Service Department, Report of the National Service Department, Appendix to the Journals of the 
House of Representatives (AJHR), Wellington, Government Printer, 1946, vol. H-11a, p. 19. 
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opportunity that Indigenous leaders recognised and exploited. Indigenous manpower was 

offered, but with the expectation of fairer conditions of service and post-war concessions. 

Such a watershed event should be well documented in the war’s historical literature, but New 

Zealand’s involvement and accomplishments in Fiji and Tonga are minimised outside of 

specialist military works. 

Māori, Fijian and Tongan enlistments continued a historical pattern of Indigenous 

recruitment within the British Empire and New Zealand. Most of the immediate post-war 

literature on Indigenous service portrayed it as a moment of equality.51 Later scholarship 

emphasises the coercive nature of the colonial state and the exploitation of the Indigenous 

populations for military manpower.52 Neither approach adequately explains the complexities 

of Māori, Fijian and Tongan service under New Zealand’s control. There are significant gaps 

in the historical literature in New Zealand’s involvement in the war and its employment of 

Māori, Fijian and Tongan soldiers. This thesis is a wartime study that addresses these 

omissions through multi-site archival research to investigate the structure and conditions of 

the Māori, Fijian and Tongan war effort. An analysis of this aspect of New Zealand’s war 

effort has not yet been conducted. This original study provides a greater understanding of 

Indigenous service and how it was negotiated and imposed in an Imperial context. 

 
51 Joseph Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, Wellington, Historical publication branch, 1956; Robert Howlett, The History 
of the Fiji Military Forces, 1939–1945, London, Crown Agents for the Colonies on behalf of the Government of 
Fiji, 1948; Priday, War from Coconut Square; Oliver Gillespie, The Pacific, Wellington, New Zealand, Historical 
Publications Branch, 1952. 
52 Aroha Harris, ‘Persistence and resilience: 1920–1945’, in Atholl Anderson, Judith Binney, and Aroha Harris 
(eds.), Tangata Whenua, Kindle edn, Wellington, Bridget Williams Books, 2015, pp. 338-345; Brij Lal, Broken 
Waves: A History of the Fiji Islands in the Twentieth Century, Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 1992, pp. 
109–125; John Kelly and Martha Kaplan, Represented communities: Fiji and world decolonization, Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 2001, pp. 64–81; Kolokesa Mahina-Tuai, ‘FIA (Forgotten in Action) Pacific Islanders 
in the New Zealand Armed Forces’, in Sean Mallon, Kolokesa Mahina-Tuai, and Damon Salesa (eds.), Tangata 
O Le Moana: New Zealand and the People of the Pacific, Wellington, Te Papa Press, 2012; Simon May, ‘A 
Fighting People? Fijian Service in the British Army and the Production of Race and Nation’, PhD Thesis, 
University of Chicago, 2014. Available from: Proquest, (accessed 15 January 2016). 
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In examining Māori, Fijian and Tongan service, some continuities were found in their 

employment. Their heavy utilisation as soldiers is the most salient. I argue that New Zealand’s 

shared military heritage with Britain contributed to its decision to minimise the utility of Māori 

in their interwar military forces, and to regard Fijians and Tongans as useful for local garrison 

forces only. This view changed after the war began, as New Zealand’s demand for manpower 

consistently outstripped the supply, and all three peoples were recruited to the maximum 

possible extent. 

While New Zealand and British officials were happy for the supply of recruits, 

Indigenous officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) were less welcome, but this 

gradually changed as the supply of European leaders was exhausted. The conditions of 

service for Indigenous troops reflected pre-war divisions for remuneration and benefits, 

although most other terms were equal. However, as the war continued, military necessity and 

manpower scarcities meant that Māori, Fijians and Tongans were increasingly trained as 

leaders, better compensated, and given a wider operational role. Indigenous leaders were 

able to influence policy and had some opportunities to translate military service into post-war 

initiatives, even though there were limitations on what they achieved. 

Sir Āpirana Ngata, a Māori leader and Member of Parliament (MP), viewed war service 

as the ‘price of citizenship’.53  Fijian chief Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna echoed this sentiment when 

he declared that ‘Eda na sega ni kilai na I tukei kevaka e na sega mada ni dave e liu na noda 

dra’ — Fijians will never be recognised unless our blood is shed first.54 In contrast, Tonga was 

nominally independent and its sovereign, Queen Sālote, balanced wartime support with 

 
53 Ngata was the Member of Parliament (MP) for the Eastern Māori electorate from 1905 to 1943. Ngata, 
Price of Citizenship, p. 18. 
54 Asesela Ravuvu, Fijians at War: 1939–1945, Suva, Institute of Pacific Studies, University of the South 
Pacific, 1988, pp. 15–16. 
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minimising the disruption to her subjects. 

 

 

Figure 1. Members of the Maori Battalion on Alexandria Wharf, Egypt, immediately after arrival from 
Crete, c. June 1941 (Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand [ATL]: DA-09662-F).55  

 

As the war continued, Māori leaders successfully directed their manpower toward the 

28th New Zealand (NZ) (Maori) Battalion, a wholly Māori unit in the Second New Zealand 

Expeditionary Force (2NZEF). The Maori War Effort Organisation (MWEO) was formed in 

1942 to coordinate recruiting, but gradually shifted focus to the civilian war effort while 

becoming a vehicle for considerable Māori autonomy.56 In Fiji, Sir Philip Mitchell was 

appointed governor in 1942. With the active assistance of Fijian leaders, he advocated the 

 
55 New Zealand (NZ), Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World 
War 1914–1918, World War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, DA-
09662-F, Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand (ATL), 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23088218, (accessed 24 February 2018) 
56 Claudia Orange, ‘The price of citizenship? The Maori war effort’, in John Crawford (ed.), Kia Kaha: New 
Zealand in the Second World War, Auckland, Oxford University Press, 2000. 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23088218
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overseas deployment of the Fiji Defence Force (FDF).57 While control over Māori, Fijian and 

Tongans rested firmly with New Zealand and British colonial officials, it was not uncontested, 

but subject to Indigenous pressure to direct their war effort into channels important to the 

leaders of each group. I argue that this limited agency was based partly in wartime necessity, 

but also on the ability of Indigenous peoples to present a united front. 

Sustained recruitment and employment of mass civilian armies inevitably brought 

discipline issues. Māori, Fijians and Tongans lacked prior large-scale military service, had 

social and educational inequalities, and had different cultural experiences from Europeans. 

These factors combined to present additional challenges to European officials. While most 

Māori soldiers performed their duties without incident, the Maori Battalion developed a 

reputation for indiscipline within the 2NZEF. Although difficult to quantify, there were large 

numbers of disciplinary offences by individuals, including serious misconduct. In the home 

defence forces, Māori sometimes took advantage of the fact that they were not compelled to 

serve and, in some units, there high absentee rates or refusals to train or parade. 

These events also happened in the Fiji Military Forces (FMF) and Tonga Defence 

Force (TDF). However, both these organisations also experienced cases of collective 

indiscipline in the form of protests and strikes, which the military considered mutinies, 

although they were rarely punished as such. Army officials cracked down on suspected 

ringleaders, but also found that some incidents were sparked by non-sanctioned treatment of 

the men. Unit leaders who engaged in these actions were often relieved of their posts and 

replaced. Until the full court martial and other disciplinary records are opened to access, a 

comparison between European and Indigenous offence rates is not possible. 

 
57 The Fiji Defence Force (FDF) was retitled the Fiji Military Forces (FMF) in November 1942. 
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After Japan’s surrender in 1945, the defence forces were rapidly demobilised, and the 

emphasis shifted to repatriation and rehabilitation. Indigenous leaders tried to capitalise on 

the political capital gained by military service to maintain and expand upon wartime gains.58 

Further research is needed to bridge the war and post-war periods with studies that consider 

military, political and cultural factors, and the transnational influences of the British Empire. 

This thesis does not extend into this post-war negotiation but considers wartime military 

service on its own merits and in context, without regarding it as mere prologue to post-war 

relations. 

This thesis accomplishes its objective by an investigation of wartime archival sources 

and reference to the wider literature on Indigenous military history. Scholars have investigated 

enlistment motivations, the context of settler and franchise states, and comparisons across 

nations and regions.59 These works will inform the methodology used to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. How did New Zealand recruit, train, administer and employ Māori, Fijian and 
Tongans soldiers during the Second World War? 

 
2. Were there different conditions of service between Indigenous and European 

soldiers in each defence force? 
 

3. What role did race play in differing conditions of service? 
 

The question how New Zealand recruited, trained, administered and deployed Māori, 

 
58 Claudia Orange, ‘An Exercise in Maori autonomy: The Rise and Demise of the Maori War Effort 
Organization’, The New Zealand Journal of History, vol. 21, no. 1, 1987; Lal, Broken Waves, pp. 118– 
124. 
59 Noah Riseman, Defending whose country? Indigenous Soldiers in the Pacific war, Kindle edn, Lincoln, 
University of Nebraska Press, 2012; Timothy C. Winegard, ‘A case study of Indigenous brothers in arms 
during the First World War’, Australian Army Journal, vol. 6, no. 1, 2009; Timothy Parsons, The African 
Rank-and-File: Social Implications of Colonial Military Service in the King’s African Rifles, 1902–1964, 
Portsmouth, Heinemann, 1999; David Killingray, ‘Race and Rank in the British Army in the Twentieth 
Century’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, vol. 10, no. 3, 1987; Killingray, Fighting for Britain. 
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Fijian and Tongans soldiers during the Second World War will be answered by an investigation 

of government and army policies. New Zealand histories, campaign overviews and unit 

studies will establish the operational context. Multi-site archival research provides the main 

evidence and focuses on orders, regulations, policies and war establishments from military 

and government officials. Each unit and formation was required to keep a monthly war diary 

detailing their activities. These diaries are reviewed as a secondary priority behind military 

and government correspondence. New Zealand and colonial officials were candid in their 

assessments and requirements of manpower, and often blunt about Māori, Fijian and Tongan 

strengths and shortcomings. 

The British use of Indigenous peoples for military service provides a methodology to 

answer the second research question and identify differences among conditions of service. 

This study uses comparative and Indigenous military history methodologies in a qualitative 

research design to analyse the conditions of service for each case study. After establishing 

the colonial, racial and military context of Māori, Fijian and Tongan service, the wartime 

analysis will proceed chronologically. New Zealand undertook responsibility for the defence 

of Fiji and Tonga and provided large cadres for their defence forces. The character of the 

Fijian and Tongan forces thus reflected New Zealand control as much as British. As New 

Zealand’s control over the Fijian and Tongan military forces was similar in most respects, they 

will be analysed together where appropriate. 

 
The main comparative analysis centres on Indigenous and European soldiers within 

the same organisation, with the European conditions of service acting as a baseline 

comparison in each case. This approach identifies conditions that were explicitly or implicitly 

driven by racial rather than purely military factors. The operational environment will be 
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provided and analysed where necessary but only in terms of its impact on case-study units. 

Some cultural context is necessary to assess race within military service, but this study will 

not investigate racism at the Dominion or colony level. Individual acts of racism or 

discrimination are also outside the context of this thesis. The Indigenous view will be sought 

where possible, but most records were left by Europeans, which means that their evidence 

must be read critically to try to constitute Indigenous agency. 

 
The question of the role of race will be answered by analysing differences between 

European and Māori, Fijian, and Tongan conditions of service. A direct comparison across 

case studies is not feasible for several reasons. Firstly, Fiji and Tonga were, respectively, a 

Crown colony and an independent, but protected state, which limited any degree of control to 

wartime measures expressly delegated to New Zealand military and government officials. 

Despite these limitations New Zealand military commanders exercised considerable, but not 

complete, control over both defence forces. The governor of Fiji and the consul for Tonga 

remained responsible to the British government for the conduct of these forces and retained 

authority for their conditions of service, except for those that directly affected operations. In 

practice, there were few conflicts between New Zealand and British colonial officials. 

The second important distinction is that from mid-1942, Dominion forces in the South 

Pacific, other than New Zealand’s home defence forces, were placed under the operational 

control of the United States. Similarly, the 2NZEF was an independent military contingent 

placed under British operational control. Fijian and Tongan units served exclusively in the 

Pacific, while Māori soldiers, other than those in home defence units, fought in North Africa 

and Italy.60 Therefore, comparisons will be between European and Indigenous personnel 

 
60 There were likely individual Māori who served in 3 New Zealand Division in the Solomons, but they are 
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within each organisation. Where feasible, direct comparisons will be made across all three 

case-study populations. 

New Zealand and British colonial officials drew on the widespread expertise of the 

British Empire in mobilising Indigenous peoples to augment their regular forces. Most Māori 

fought in segregated units at the request of their iwi (tribal) leaders. They had equal equipment 

and status as other 2NZEF and home defence forces. Fijians and Tongans also served in 

separate units but were led by Europeans. In contrast, Māori successfully rose to unit 

leadership positions. Service was biased toward land forces, and European leaders doubted 

the ability of Fijians and Tongans as leaders and in technical tasks. Elements of all three 

forces were employed overseas in operational areas, and their service was sustained by 

extensive recruiting, assisted by Indigenous leaders who hoped to parley service into 

narrowing the social, political and economics gaps between their peoples and Europeans. 

Conditions of service differed among all three militaries. While Māori served on equal 

terms with Europeans, they were not subject to conscription. The exemption was part of a 

deliberate bargain between New Zealand and Māori leaders to avoid the strife caused by its 

enforcement in the First World War. Pre-war Māori education was of poorer quality than the 

European equivalent and limited participation in the New Zealand Military Forces meant there 

were few trained Māori leaders. These factors meant that most of the initial senior leadership 

and some technical positions of the Maori Battalion were filled by Europeans before Māori 

were trained in these roles. 

New Zealand soldiers seconded to the TDF and FMF remained subject to their own 

regulations, which complicates analysis. However, local Europeans also served in both forces 

 
outside the scope of this thesis. 
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and will be used as the basis for comparison. The conditions of service were intended to 

maintain pre-war relationships. Fijians and Tongans were paid less than Europeans and both 

defence forces enforced limits on Fijian and Tongan officers and, with few exceptions, barred 

them from leading Europeans. Māori were generally free of any unequal civil restrictions, but 

pre-war discriminatory laws were enforced against Fijians and Tongans in uniform. Māori 

enlisted for overseas service from the start of the war, but Fijians and Tongans were not 

considered for this until 1942. The degree of structural discrimination lessened throughout 

the war in the Fijian and Tongan forces as New Zealand leaders reassessed their service and 

found these soldiers capable of performing more roles than originally thought. 

Methods 

This thesis shows the critical importance of military norms, structures and operational 

contexts in Indigenous service. Military institutions were part of Dominion and colonial societies 

but formed their own communities with separate and often unique norms, goals and functions. 

Minor differences in structure, terminology and statistical reporting skew analysis if they are 

not considered in examining the evidence. These factors underlie the decision to approach 

answering the research questions from a military standpoint before considering cultural and 

social factors. 

The starting point in addressing the research questions is the literature on the military 

use of colonial peoples by the British Empire. The major analytical frameworks are the martial 

race and ethnic soldier theories and their application in Indigenous military histories.61 These 

 
61 Heather Streets, Martial races: The military, race, and masculinity in British imperial culture, 1857– 1914, 
Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2004; Cynthia H. Enloe, Ethnic Soldiers: State Security in a 
Divided Society, Ringwood, Victoria, Penguin, 1980; Scott Sheffield and Noah Riseman, Indigenous Peoples 
and the Second World War: The Politics, Experiences and Legacies of War in the US, Canada, Australia and 
New Zealand, Kindle edn, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2019; Ashley Jackson, ‘The Evolution 
and Use of British Imperial Military Formations’, in Alan Jeffreys and Patrick Rose (eds.), The Indian Army, 
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studies provide a means to analyse the conditions of service and their racial underpinnings. 

Indigenous service in the Second World War did not exist in a military, social or cultural 

vacuum. New Zealand’s involvement in Fiji and Tonga was not inevitable but grew out of 

accumulated interests and relationships developed in the nineteenth century and furthered 

after the First World War. While the historiographical emphasis is on wartime Māori, Fijian 

and Tongan service, to generate research inquiries this study also considers the wider 

historical use of Indigenous soldiers throughout the British Empire. Many works are 

comparative and provide case studies and methods to explain differences. Several authors 

have illustrated the value in juxtaposing Indigenous and European military service to show 

the complexity of relationships.62 Following this pattern, government documents will be 

contrasted with Māori, Fijian and Tongan sources when possible. Biographies and oral 

histories will supplement archival material by providing lived experience. 

New Zealand and colonial forces were interoperable with the British Army and an 

analysis of the British military use of Indigenous peoples provides background and context 

for their employment by New Zealand.63 The bulk of Indigenous enlistments were into the 

army. There are few archival records of air force or naval service; these branches generally 

required a much higher degree of technical aptitude, and often served with other 

Commonwealth contingents. Both factors led New Zealand officials to limit Māori enlistments 

in these branches.64 Fiji maintained a small reserve naval force, and there were individual 

 
1939–47: Experience and Development, Farnham, Ashgate, 2012; David Omissi, The Sepoy and the Raj: 
The Indian Army, 1860–1940, Basingstoke, Macmillan, 1994. 
62 Timothy C. Winegard, Indigenous Peoples of the British Dominions and the First World War, Kindle edn, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2012; Riseman, Defending whose country? 
63 Douglas Delaney, The Imperial Army Project: Britain and the Land Forces of the Dominions and India, 1902–
1945, Kindle edn, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2017. 
64 Ross Webb, Wai 2500, #A247, Equality and Autonomy: An overview of Māori Military Service for the 
Crown, c.1899–1945, Wellington, Waitangi Tribunal, 2018, pp. 299–352. 
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Fijian and Tongan enlistments in naval and air forces and as coastwatchers, but the vast 

majority of enlistments were into the Defence Forces. Therefore, this dissertation will confine 

its focus to the army. 

Military service was also sharply delineated by gender. Women were recruited for New 

Zealand’s military forces in support and auxiliary roles and numbered approximately 5 per cent 

of total enlistments.65 Some Indigenous women served as nurses and in other support tasks, 

but their primary wartime duties were the maintenance of family groups and communities. A 

significant number of women were recruited for primary production and industry, but these 

roles are beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 
Conditions of service 

 
Armies are large and complex organisations that use and manipulate rituals, symbols, 

heritage and history to maintain esprit de corps and construct ‘imagined communities’ that 

form the basis for unit cohesion.66 The terms and conditions of service in British and Dominion 

armies were the basic framework that governed a soldier’s experience, and they set the 

recruitment standards, pay and entitlements, length of engagement, and other administrative 

processes. This study considers these factors within a wartime context. Conditions of service 

cover all aspects of a soldier’s term of service, but are functionally divided into three spheres: 

administrative, organisational, and operational. Recruitment, pay, allowances, and awards are 

administrative factors and correspond to the traditional definition of terms and conditions of 

service. Organisational controls dictate how military units are organised and led. The 

 
65 New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand Official Year-Book, 1946, 
Wellington, Census and Statistics Department, 1946, p. strengths of the Armed Forces. 
66 French, Military Identities, pp. 78–79. 
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operational sphere governs active service, combat fitness, and discipline. These spheres are 

interdependent: the war establishment, an administrative document, defined the numbers, 

ranks, and equipment of a military unit, which in turn dictated its operational roles and the 

organisational culture. 

After recruitment, soldiers were administratively and medically processed, and then 

started basic training. Upon completion they were posted to units or as reinforcements. The 

machinery that the colonial state erected to interact with Indigenous peoples was often 

repurposed for their control in wartime and hence shaped the expansion of colonial armies. 

Recruitment rates were a balance between the perceived threat versus the entrenched 

notions of the limited suitability of Indigenous peoples for the military. Times of severe threat, 

such as the outbreak of war in the Pacific, often led to the abandonment of restrictions on 

Indigenous service.67 Conditions of service often varied by race and illustrate the interactions 

among the soldier, the military and the state, uncovering contemporary perceptions of 

Indigenous peoples and their wartime utility. 

The administrative components of service are particularly amenable to considering race 

and often reveal underlying power relationships. Recruitment was a natural starting point: 

different policies between Indigenous and European populations led to disproportionate levels 

of service. Recruiting standards were often racially influenced and encouraged or restricted 

enlistments according to current policies.68 Base pay and allowances were also subject to 

discrimination. Cost-conscious governments found Indigenous soldiers a cheaper alternative 

to Europeans. This practice continued in wartime to preserve inequalities despite the 

 
67 Winegard, Indigenous Peoples, pp. 256–258. 
68 Robert A. Hall, The Black Diggers: Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders in the Second World War, Canberra, 
Aboriginal Studies Press, 1997, pp. 15, 39. 
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penalties to cohesion and discipline that it fostered.69 Indigenous pay rates generally 

preserved civilian inequalities with their European counterparts. Many military and 

government authorities considered Indigenous troops unable to manage money and 

mandated deferred pay and allotment systems, often in excess of those for European 

troops.70 Active service brought the possibility of tangible recognition such as awards and 

decorations, with attendant opportunities for discrimination. Not every difference was racially 

motivated, however, occurrences of inequalities without operational justification usually 

indicated racially based control. A valid analysis must consider equivalent situations, such as 

between soldiers of the same rank or across the same type of units, such as infantry 

battalions. 

Organisational factors are a potent way to analyse treatment of Indigenous peoples. 

The war establishment defined a unit’s structure and role and were sometimes explicitly 

based on racial hierarchies. Leadership was pivotal — officers, warrant officers and sergeants 

controlled nearly all aspects of a soldier’s existence. Leaders were almost exclusively drawn 

from the European population, which reinforced pre-war relationships. This segregation was 

facilitated by restrictions on rank for Indigenous soldiers, most commonly by limiting or 

prohibiting their promotion to the officer ranks or restricting commissions to chiefs or other 

individuals of high status. The educational pre-requisites needed to become an officer often 

reinforced these restrictions and ensured that Europeans remained in direct control of units. 

Indigenous leaders were sometimes subordinated to equivalent European personnel. This 

practice economised on European leaders but maintained their control.71  

 
69 Parsons, The African Rank-and-File, pp. 193–194; David Killingray, ‘Guardians of Empire’, in David 
Killingray and David Omissi (eds.), Guardians of Empire: The armed forces of the colonial powers c. 
1700–1964, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1999, p. 7. 
70 Killingray, Fighting for Britain, pp. 82-120. 
71 Parsons, The African Rank-and-File, pp. 107–110; Killingray, ‘Race and Rank’; Omissi, The Sepoy and the 
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European leadership codified Indigenous cultural practices in order to build cohesion 

and avoid flashpoints in caste, religion and class practices.72 Indigenous units raised in 

wartime lacked the long-term service with peer groups that was the traditional building block 

of cohesion.73 Instead, tribal or racial groupings were often substituted, sometimes at the 

request of Indigenous leaders, who hoped to co-opt the process. Conversely, shared austerity 

and combat conditions minimised differences and could ease resentment.74  

Administrative and organisational factors determined the unit’s operational role. While 

the British Empire was composed of many types of military units, Indigenous personnel were 

disproportionately assigned to infantry and labour units. This was prima facie evidence of pre-

war educational deficiencies that hindered their employment in more specialist units, as well as 

the persistence of the martial-race discourse. Any deployment based on race constituted an 

artificial limitation, especially if this stemmed from a racialised viewpoint of Indigenous 

peoples that tied them to specific environments, such as the jungle. Alternatively, Indigenous 

units were explicitly used to free British units for redeployment. Either use could indicate a 

lack of value associated with them. Indigenous units were prone to being racialised as badly 

disciplined which created additional barriers to active service and equal treatment. Overall, 

Indigenous soldiers were not measured purely in terms of combat proficiency, but from their 

historical employment and racial standing.75  
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Units designated for general service afforded much more flexibility than those 

restricted to local defence. The demands of modern war conflict meant that units had to be 

equipped properly to fight against the mechanised forces of Germany and Italy or in jungle 

environments against the Japanese. Commonality of arms, equipment, rations, language of 

command and availability of reinforcements were essential factors in deployability. The more 

reliable and loyal an Indigenous unit had been assessed to be, the more likely it would be 

considered for deployment away from its local area. Therefore, actual or proposed deployment 

indicates a growing level of trust in the peoples that composed the unit.76 This trust is 

particularly seen in the case of the Māori and Fijian forces who participated in active 

operations. Both groups argued that their service constituted a higher level of citizenship and 

therefore their standing in society should be renegotiated.77  

 
 

Constraints 
 

Any analysis of Indigenous military service encounters several methodological 

obstacles. The first is defining who was Indigenous. From 1926, New Zealand defined ‘half-

caste’ European-Māori as counting in the native population.78 However, recruits were not 

required to prove their status as Māori to join the Maori Battalion. In the 1936 census, Fijians 

were defined as ‘a Native whose name was recorded as a member of a landowning family by 

the Native Lands Commission’. Those of mixed Fijian and European descent were colloquially 

known as ‘half-castes’ or ‘Euronesians’ and were recorded as ‘Persons of mixed European 

 
76 Hall, The Black Diggers, p. 56; Karl Hack, ‘Imperialism and decolonisation in Southeast Asia: Colonial 
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edn, London, Taylor and Francis, 2005. 
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1939–1945, Auckland, David Bateman, 2008. 
78 New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand Official Year-Book, 1940, Wellington, 
Census and Statistics Department, 1940, section 4, ‘Population, increase in population’. 
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and Native Descent (PEND)’.79 The Tonga census termed these individuals as ‘half-castes’.80 

The demographics of Fiji and Tonga meant that ‘mixed race’ individuals were only a small 

proportion of those eligible for military service. In contrast, ‘mixed race’ Māori were a much 

larger percentage of New Zealand’s population. Māori were not recorded on electoral rolls, 

and by 1939, only a quarter of the population had registered for social security. Government 

records and the census of 1936 did not list Māori population by iwi, or tribe, but by province. 

However, some wartime figures are available for individual military recruiting areas.81  

Recruits of ‘mixed race’ were not consistently counted as either Māori or European. For 

example, Lieutenant Colonel Fred Baker was mostly of European ancestry, but many works 

identify him as a Māori commander of the Maori Battalion.82 Most attestation forms did not 

record race, and some Māori enlisted under anglicised versions of their names. Conversely, 

soldiers with any Māori ancestry were sometimes counted as Māori to justify forming separate 

units or sub-units in the home defence forces.83 A related difficulty was identifying Indigenous 

soldiers who served outside of segregated units as they often disappeared from the historical 

record unless they were awarded or disciplined.84  
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This uncertainty leads to further questions about participation. Estimates of total 

numbers who served, especially as a percentage of the population, are included in most 

works and some authors claimed exceptional levels of mobilisation by Māori, Fijians or 

Tongans.85 However, these figures are usually accepted without scrutiny. This thesis will try 

to validate these numbers where possible. Personnel files are of limited utility for this analysis 

as there are access issues and they provide individual rather than aggregate information. 

Māori personnel files are currently closed to access.86 The survival status of Fijian personnel 

files is unknown; they do not appear to be held at the National Archives of Fiji as a separate 

collection or within the Colonial Secretary’s office files.87 The National Library of New Zealand 

holds approximately 1950 Tongan personnel files but they were not accessed for this thesis 

as summaries of Tongan participation were available in other sources.88  

  There is enough data in other files to partially validate Māori enlistments, but this is not 

true for the FMF or TDF. Estimates are available, but they are not definitive, and most sources 

do not explain how they were derived. They are only as accurate as the reliability and 

consistency of the basic data. The New Zealand government published an analysis of First 

World War service and showed that there were multiple ways of presenting military service 

data.89 The same analysis can be applied to Second World War data. Separate, but incomplete, 
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statistics record the number who volunteered, those who were medically examined and attested, 

and numbers who embarked for overseas service or were posted to home defence units. Home 

Guard service was calculated separately, and transfers between services and organisations 

meant there was the possibility of double-counting personnel. Care must be taken to clearly 

delineate what is being measured; many published and archival sources are often vague on 

terms. 

 
Thesis structure 

 
The thesis is divided into four sections totalling nine chapters. Māori, Fijian and Tongan 

service is addressed chronologically to analyse the complexities of New Zealand’s wartime 

utilisation of their manpower. Section I consists of two chapters. Chapter 1 reviews the general 

literature on Indigenous service and wartime participation. The gaps present are twofold. 

Military studies generally fail to consider cultural aspects and relations between European 

and Indigenous soldiers. Conversely, the literature on these relations and of racism in general 

lacks understanding of the dynamics of military service. A new sub-discipline of military 

history has begun bridging these subjects to consider relations within a military context. 

These case studies inform and aid the research design and methodology of this thesis by 

providing a means to analyse how Māori, Fijian and Tongans soldiers were raised, 

administered and employed, and how the conditions of service for each organisation were 

structured. 

Chapter 2 explores the political and military and background of New Zealand, Fiji 

and Tonga. Indigenous peoples were all subject to varying degrees of control from Britain 

and New Zealand. While Māori remained relatively disadvantaged in terms of housing, 

health, education and financial security, there had been some success in narrowing these 
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gaps before the war. Similar inequalities were present in Fiji and to a lessor extent, Tonga, 

despite the latter’s sovereignty. These disparities limited both the demand and utility of 

Indigenous service in New Zealand and Fiji’s interwar defence forces. Although Fijians were 

recruited, they were regarded at best as a cheaper substitute for European troops. Small 

numbers of Indian troops were accepted in the 1930s, but the Indian and European 

communities were largely uninterested or hostile to their service. 

From the late 1930s, New Zealand invested in regional defence in the Pacific, 

centred on Fiji, as a partial counterweight to the Singapore strategy, which focused on the 

construction of a major naval base on the island which would support a fleet sent from Britain 

in the event of crisis or war with Japan. This policy extended to Tonga, which lacked an 

interwar defence force. New Zealand’s plans centred on the potential of Fiji and Tonga as 

bases for a proposed aerial reconnaissance network intended to spot Japanese raiding or 

invasion forces. The proposed scheme required the construction of aerodromes and local 

defence forces to provide for their security. Thus, Fijians and Tongans were initially 

envisioned as purely defensive forces to protect critical installations. This use of Fijian and 

Tongan soldiers was in broad accordance with the doctrine of Imperial defence, modified by 

New Zealand’s conception of the islands as outposts for its own security. 

Section II details the initial service of each case-study group from the declarations of 

war against Germany in September 1939 to entry of Japan into the war against the British 

Empire in December 1941. Chapter 3 analyses Māori service within the 2NZEF, with 

consideration to operational and thematic topics. Māori leaders were forthright in advocating 

service as a vehicle for further equality, although they opposed conscription of their iwi. Māori 

leaders and volunteer recruiting officers assisted in obtaining Māori enlistments, but in turn 

iwi leaders demanded that their candidates be appointed as sub-unit and unit commanders 
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over their kinsmen. The Maori Battalion earned a reputation for skill in combat and bayonet 

fighting in Greece and North Africa. However, their prowess was accompanied by cases of 

indiscipline, both in and out of combat. 

As will be shown in Chapter 4, the pre-war view of Fijians and Tongans as marginal 

soldiers continued during the initial expansion of both garrisons. The main forces of the British 

Empire concentrated on the war against Germany and Italy, leading to the gradual extension 

of Dominion control over the Fijian and Tongan garrisons. Even at this early stage of the war 

New Zealand manpower was at a premium, and Fijians and Tongans were recruited, 

tentatively at first, and then gradually trained in technical positions and as leaders. Both groups 

had conditions of service that mirrored pre-war inequalities. Fijians and Tongans accepted 

this discrimination, while Fiji’s Indian population found it intolerable and largely refused to 

serve. By December 1941, New Zealand was in firm control of both Fiji and Tonga and had 

invested heavily in their defence. Military necessity had begun to drive away doubts about the 

utility of Fijians and Tongans as soldiers. 

The expansion of war into the Pacific and the vast mobilisation of home defence forces 

are covered in the three chapters of Section III. Chapter 5 continues the analysis of Māori in 

the 2NZEF and opens a new investigation into their service in the home defence forces and 

Home Guard, where in 1942 they were recruited in large numbers. The conditions of service 

for Māori remained the same as for Europeans, except for the continued exemption from 

compulsory service. Māori leaders successfully advocated for an organisation to coordinate 

recruiting. The resulting MWEO had widespread Māori support and consistently met recruiting 

goals. Its mission expanded to the civilian war effort, and some Māori leaders hoped it would 

become a permanent vehicle for post-war Māori self-government. By 1943, as victory 

approached in North Africa, Māori leaders felt that the Maori Battalion had demonstrated its 
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valour but was now worn out and required relief. While requests for repatriation were 

unsuccessful, leaders were able to block deployment of another Māori unit to the Pacific and 

instead received guarantees that it would be used as individual reinforcements for the Maori 

Battalion. During the fighting in North Africa, the first Māori commanders of the Maori Battalion 

were appointed. They proved effective, but suffered heavy casualties, which depleted the 

available Māori senior officers. By September 1943, the Maori Battalion was again 

commanded by a European, which reignited conflict between New Zealand officials and Māori 

leaders. 

Chapter 6 follows the rapid expansion of the FMF, the relief of the New Zealand 

garrison, and the formation of an independent brigade group for overseas service. Indian 

manpower, operations in the Solomon Islands (Solomons), and conditions of service are 

analysed thematically. I argue that Governor Philip Mitchell and Fijian chiefs such as Ratu 

Sukuna were united, although for different reasons, in advocating for overseas service for 

the FMF. While Mitchell foresaw the importance of the British contributing to the war effort in 

the Pacific, Fijians leaders recognised an opportunity to retain their favoured status in the 

colony with respect to the Indian community. Therefore, Fijians wholeheartedly supplied 

Mitchell with recruits for overseas service. After deployment became feasible, colonial leaders 

narrowed the gap between the European conditions of service and those of Fijians and 

Indians, though they never approached equality. Of particular concern to Fijians was pensions 

to care for the families of those killed or wounded. Meanwhile, efforts to recruit Indians faltered 

and then collapsed, mostly from their unwillingness to accept discriminatory conditions of 

service. While Indians supported the civilian war effort, the perception was that they would 

wait and see who would be victorious in the Pacific. This was characterised by Europeans 

and Fijians as disloyalty, and Indians were castigated as politically unreliable. Indian 
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manpower was thus largely untapped for military purposes. 

Chapter 7 follows the same structure with respect to the TDF. Tonga, while important 

to New Zealand, was always less so than Fiji, and was therefore a secondary priority. The 

build-up of the TDF was slower, with a smaller demand for Tongan manpower. Part-time 

Village Guards were raised to offer some additional security while keeping its members 

available for military labour and the civilian economy. Those Tongans already enlisted were 

trained to a much higher standard than previously, particularly after the arrival of American 

ground forces in May 1942. The TDF was retained as part of the overall garrison. However, the 

presence of United States forces was short- lived, and New Zealand resumed control over the 

Tongan garrison. Two Tongan platoons were deployed overseas in 1943, serving with Fijian 

forces in the Solomons. They were the only Tongan forces to see combat during the war. 

Their efforts and skill were highly praised and reflected well on their leaders and men. 

While the threat from Japan was beginning to recede, the extensive commitment of 

New Zealand manpower in the Pacific meant that Tongans were extensively recruited in 1943 

to form a composite brigade group to garrison Tongatapu. Recruiting efforts were intensified 

to complete the brigade to establishment. Despite improved pay and other conditions of 

service, there were manpower shortages, which were exacerbated by the continuing shortage 

of general military labour. At the same time recruiting culminated in mid-1943, the Tongan 

garrison establishment was ordered to be reduced. From August 1943, the drawdown 

accelerated until the garrison demobilised and was reformed as a company-sized residual 

force, the TDF 44. 

Section IV covers the last two years of the war, when there was no longer a threat to 

New Zealand, Fiji or Tonga in the Pacific. Instead there was a continuing crisis as each nation 



24  

approached the exhaustion of its available manpower. Chapter 8 shows the efforts of the Maori 

Battalion in Italy, the MWEO’s new priorities, and a thematic analysis of topics such as 

discipline, post-war adjustments and overall wartime participation. Although the Maori 

Battalion continued to perform well, the arduous nature of the Italian campaign and personnel 

turnover meant that there was a large degree of indiscipline within the unit. While this was 

also true of the 2NZEF, several commanders believed that Māori misbehaviour was 

disproportionate to their numbers. Another major conflict centred on Māori commanders. 

Māori leaders strongly advocated that Māori be led by members of their own or affiliated iwi. 

New Zealand officials generally endorsed this policy but insisted that military qualifications 

preceded iwi considerations. This conflict caused friction at several junctures between Māori 

and European officials, though they were ultimately eased by the appointment in November 

1944 of Lieutenant Colonel Awatere as commander of the Maori Battalion. 

In New Zealand, the MWEO remained in force and transitioned to an organisation 

focused on the industrial war effort, Māori social advancement and rehabilitation. The 

disbandment of the home defence forces left a surplus available for overseas employment, and 

though there were transient shortages caused by the long lead time between recruitment and 

service at the front, the Maori Battalion was kept at strength to the end of the war. 

Chapter 9 is a combined analysis of the Fijian and Tongan war effort from 1944 to 1946. 

The expansion of the FMF is contrasted with the virtual demobilisation of the TDF. The FMF 

had extensive active service in the Solomons. Their performance reignited attempts for the Fiji 

Independent Brigade Group to serve overseas as a formation. The latter half of 1944 and 1945 

saw the FMF intensively train and expand and by June, there were active negotiations to see 

the brigade serve in Burma or with New Zealand forces, though Japan’s surrender ended plans 

for overseas deployment. Tonga’s garrison was reorganised as a small caretaker force and 
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struggled without an active mission. Disciplinary problems increased, and while there was 

interest in raising a garrison battalion for occupation duty in the Solomons, there was no further 

active service. The TDF 44 was demobilised from August 1945. In both areas, colonial officials 

expected ex- servicemen to return to their pre-war occupations and status. 

The broad patterns of Indigenous service are summarised in the conclusion. Māori, Fijians 

and Tongans all willingly enlisted by the thousands to defend their states despite facing social 

and political inequalities. The initial conditions of service reflected a low value placed on 

Indigenous service, but their performance and the continuing drain on European manpower 

meant that each group was recruited heavily. This situation gave Indigenous leaders some 

leverage in conditions of service, and New Zealand and colonial officials gradually eased 

discriminatory differences. However, European leaders retained overall control, and limited 

equality where it would have significant post-war effects, such as equal pay for Fijians. 

Despite continued differences, the improvement was enough that Indigenous leaders 

saw their people’s recruitment and entry into military leadership positions as a means to 

bridge civilian inequalities. No single study addresses every gap, and the conclusion identifies 

where further research is required. The Second World War and post- war periods in New 

Zealand, Fiji and Tonga are still not well integrated in the historical literature. The increasing 

digitisation of materials and renewed interest in family history means that Indigenous service 

can now be analysed both quantitatively and with reference to individual service. 

The first step in addressing the thesis research questions is a review of the available 

literature. This thesis seeks to understand the conditions of service of Indigenous soldiers, to 

assess the impact of racism, and to provide a comparative analysis between peoples. Both 

case-study literature and other colonial military studies provide a means to validate the 

conditions-of-service model and provide a basis of comparison for evaluating Indigenous 
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service in the Pacific. The result will be a comprehensive assessment of colonial military 

service that can be built upon in further studies. 
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Section I. Political and military background 
 

Chapter 1: Literature review 
 

The people were friendly after their initial fears were dispelled, and the Maori, when not a 
bloodthirsty fighting man, is also of a friendly and happy-go-lucky nature.90  
 

Joseph Cody, 28 Maori Battalion 
 

Publications about the Second World War include thousands of government histories, 

campaign overviews, commemorations, unit studies and biographies. Māori, Fijian and 

Tongan service occupies a small niche within this field. Immediate post-war studies were 

dominated by works that positioned Indigenous service within a martial-race framework. These 

works were operationally focused, although there are now hybrid histories that consider 

cultural values and government relations. However, the Fijian literature remains rooted in the 

martial-race tradition, while Tongan service is almost entirely neglected. Furthermore, New 

Zealand’s involvement in the Fijian and Tongan defence forces is nearly absent from the 

literature, except in government histories. Military participation by Māori, Fijians and Tongans 

is therefore still poorly understood in terms of the conditions of service used for their 

recruitment, training and employment. These gaps inhibit the understanding of military service 

in the region and how control was implemented and shared. 

The general literature of Indigenous military service provides a means to place Māori, 

Fijian and Tongan service within a wider historical context. While the martial-race discourse 

persists, two other themes have emerged. A ‘forgotten warrior’ genre attempts to write 

Indigenous service back into history and advocate for civil and political rights. This genre evolved 

into national and comparative studies that established an Indigenous military history sub-

 
90 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 430. 
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discipline. While these works have more rigorously examined race, New Zealand’s wartime role 

is obscured, as is the operational context. Coverage of wartime service is also sporadic in 

studies on historical relations between these groups and their governments. Many studies 

minimise the structure of military service, or discount Indigenous agency when it manifested in 

supporting the war effort. Therefore, the archival research for this thesis will be guided by 

Indigenous military histories, which combine the strengths of military knowledge and wider 

cultural and political context to provide an analytical framework. 

This study design is aided by the emerging sub-discipline focusing on thematic and 

comparative Indigenous military history. These approaches highlight commonalities and 

divergences that might otherwise be masked by national studies. A judicious incorporation of 

these frameworks enables a focus on the most salient elements of military service. This is a 

crucial factor given the bureaucratic nature of military organisations, which left voluminous 

records in the various national archives. These records cannot be examined uncritically and 

must be combined with Indigenous perspective where available. Control rested with colonial 

and Dominion officials, but it was neither exclusive, nor uncontested as Indigenous leaders 

were represented at most levels of government and exerted formal and informal pressure. 

 
‘Martial race’ to Indigenous military history 

 
The dominant works covering Indigenous military service are national studies. Their 

scope ranges from memoirs and unit histories to campaign and government publications. 

Richard Pelvin analysed Australian Second World War unit histories and found that they were 

usually authored by serving members or associates of the unit and constructed from war 

diaries, interviews, newspaper articles and official documents to produce a narrative that 

emphasised combat service. They are ‘corporate histories and must accommodate a diversity 



29  

of experience and opinion without washing the unit’s dirty linen’.91 While tactical themes 

predominated, soldier attitudes, service life and post-war rehabilitation were sometimes 

included. They are a valuable source but must be cross-referenced with archival and 

published sources to account for censorship and exaggerations. 

Operational studies focus on military campaigns, which are useful in evaluating a unit’s 

performance within its larger organisation.92 Campaign histories are subject to revision, and 

the work by Craig Stockings and Eleanor Hancock on the campaigns in Greece and North 

Africa demonstrates the need to critically examine participant accounts and return to archival 

material, from both sides if possible. Official government histories incorporate unit and 

campaign narratives into a national framework. By design, official histories emphasise 

national service instead of coalition warfare, but campaign volumes of the United States and 

Britain are readily available and can ameliorate these omissions.93 

The first published works for Māori, Fijian and Tongan service were part of New 

Zealand’s official history of the Second World War, which eventually totalled forty-eight 

volumes and twenty-four small booklets. The first component covered major campaigns and 

the political, economic and domestic aspects of the war. The second component consisted of 

unit histories and specialty studies. The campaign series was heavily weighted toward the 

Middle East and Europe, with a single volume dedicated to the Pacific and the 2NZEF’s 

 
91 Richard Pelvin, ‘Australian Pacific War unit histories’, Australia-Japan Research Project, n.d., 
http://ajrp.awm.gov.au/AJRP/AJRP2.nsf/437f72f8ac2c07238525661a00063aa6/eb86cc357ac7f22685256 
5b000499e75, (accessed 16 June 2016). 
92 Glyn Harper, The Battle for North Africa: El Alamein and the turning point for World War II, Bloomington, 
Indiana University Press, 2017; Glyn Harper and John Tonkin-Covell, The battles of Monte Cassino: The 
campaign and its controversies, Auckland, Allen & Unwin, 2013; Jill Edwards (ed.), El Alamein and the struggle 
for North Africa: International perspectives from the Twenty-First century, Kindle edn, Cairo, American University 
in Cairo Press, 2012. 
93 Craig Stockings and Eleanor Hancock, Swastika over the Acropolis: re-interpreting the Nazi invasion of 
Greece in World War II, Leiden, Brill, 2013; Craig Stockings, ‘There is an idea that the Australian is a born 
soldier ...’, in Craig Stockings (ed.), Zombie Myths of Australian Military History, Sydney, University of New South 
Wales Press, 2010. 

http://ajrp.awm.gov.au/AJRP/AJRP2.nsf/437f72f8ac2c07238525661a00063aa6/eb86cc357ac7f226852565b000499e75
http://ajrp.awm.gov.au/AJRP/AJRP2.nsf/437f72f8ac2c07238525661a00063aa6/eb86cc357ac7f226852565b000499e75
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activities in Fiji and Tonga. Major General Sir Howard Kippenberger, a senior 2NZEF 

commander, was appointed editor-in-chief for the series. Kippenberger insisted on a policy of 

non-censorship, though Ian McGibbon noted that discretion was exercised for sensitive 

topics.94  

There were several methodological problems in compiling the histories. Rachael Bell 

demonstrated that the authors considered evidence that was ambiguous, incomplete or 

contradictory, and thus open to interpretation. Her analysis also showed that many 

subsequent published works ‘smoothed out’ complexity and treated the official histories as a 

definitive source instead of examining archival records.95 The histories were intended as 

souvenirs and a commemoration of service but were also an authoritative narrative that 

provided lessons for military professionals. These roles conflicted but meant the histories had 

meaning as both literature and reference material. The cost of a comprehensive account was 

the artificial filling of gaps in the survivor’s memory. Individual experience became a mix of 

memory and narrative with the possibility of the latter influencing or altering the former.96  

The major archival source base for most histories is unit records and correspondence. 

War diaries are collective records and provide a daily unit chronology. The more organised 

diaries also include appendices with routine and operational orders, maps and other 

correspondence. These can be extrapolated to form trends, while oral histories and other 

 
94 Ian McGibbon, ‘''Something of them is here recorded'’: Official history in New Zealand’, in Jeffery Grey 
(ed.), The Last Word? Essays on Official History in the United States and the British Commonwealth, 
Westport, Connecticut, Praeger, 2003. Available from: New Zealand Electronic Text Collection at Victoria 
University, Wellington (NZETC), (accessed 15 March 2016). 
95 Rachael Bell, ‘Evidence and Interpretation in New Zealand’s Official History: The Battle for Crete, May 1941’, 
War in History, vol. 22, no. 3, 2015, pp. 368–374, 376–380. 
96 Rachael Bell, ‘Memory, History, Nation, War: The Official Histories of New Zealand in the Second World War 
1939–45’, PhD Thesis, Massey University, 2012, pp. 2–18, 215. Available from: Massey Research Online 
(MRO), (accessed 18 March 2018); Bell, ‘Evidence and Interpretation’; Rachael Bell, ‘Naming and Claiming: 
Official History as Contemporary History in the Recording of New Zealand 23rd Battalion, Galatas, Crete 1941’, 
War & Society, vol. 36, no. 2, 2017, p. 130; John Mcleod, ‘The New Zealand soldier in World War II: Myth and 
Reality’, MA Thesis, Massey University, 1980, pp. 12–13. Available from: MRO, (accessed 2 July 2016). 
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individual testimony reveal whether their experience was reflective of the unit or was 

exceptional.  

Indigenous military studies were previously dominated by the dual themes of martial 

races and forgotten warriors. The theory of martial races held that some races were naturally 

or biologically more suited for military service than others. Cynthia Enloe derived a general 

framework for state utilisation of ethnic soldiers in internal security and wartime. Enloe defined 

an ethnic group as ‘at root, a collectivity whose members share a belief in common descent 

which is in turn, legitimated and sustained through cultural expression’.97 The colonial state 

used a security map to balance utility and threat and predict the utilisation of ethnic soldiers. 

Government officials often conflated race with ethnicity in this calculation. 

Later scholars have applied and expanded this mapping process.98 Heather Streets 

showed that race and gender were fluid boundaries that groups traversed to become more 

‘martial’ and ‘manly’ and thus win a greater stake in recruitment and aid, provided they 

accepted the state’s authority.99 Other critiques showed the inherent malleability in martial-

race recruiting and its implementation, limitations, and contradictions.100 The military rationale 

for Indigenous units was often informed by a complex mix of cultural, political, racial, and 

economic factors.101 The artificiality of the martial-race divide, what Enloe termed ‘Gurkha 

 
97 Enloe, Ethnic Soldiers, p. 9. 
98 Enloe, Ethnic Soldiers, pp. 23–33; Nandor Dreisziger (ed.), Ethnic Armies: Polyethnic Armed Forces From 
the Time of the Habsburgs To the Age of the Superpowers, Kindle edn, Waterloo, Ontario, Wilfrid Laurier 
University Press, 1990; Yagil Levy, ‘Militarizing Inequality: A Conceptual Framework’, Theory and Society, vol. 
27, no. 6, 1998. 
99 Streets, Martial races, pp. 1–13. 
100 Anthony Kirk-Greene, ‘''Damnosa Hereditas'’: ethnic ranking and the martial races Imperative in Africa’, 
Ethnic & Racial Studies, vol. 3, no. 4, 1980, pp. 406–409; Tarak Barkawi, ‘Peoples, Homelands, and Wars? 
Ethnicity, the Military, and Battle among British Imperial Forces in the War against Japan’, Comparative 
Studies in Society and History, vol. 46, no. 1, 2004, pp. 141–148; Subhasish Ray, ‘The Nonmartial Origins of 
the “Martial Races”: Ethnicity and Military Service in Ex-British Colonies’, Armed Forces & Society, vol. 39, 
no. 3, 2013, pp. 564–566; Kaushik Roy, ‘Beyond the Martial Race Theory: A Historiographical Assessment of 
Recruitment in the British-Indian Army’, Calcutta Historical Journal, vol. 21, 1999, pp. 140–142. 
101 John Lynn, Battle: A History of Combat and Culture, Kindle edn, New York, Basic Books, 2008; Alexander 
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Syndrome’ did not preclude buy-in by favoured groups. In contrast, many groups sought to 

be identified as martial to secure employment for their military-age men and enhance their 

power at the expense of rivals.102 Therefore martial-race recruiting was not dominated 

exclusively by the colonial state but instead was negotiated with the complicity of the ‘martial 

race’ in question.103 Both Māori and Fijians used this negotiation dynamic. 

The expansion of the British Empire brought increased contact with Indigenous allies, 

subject peoples and enemies. The British integrated newly conquered peoples into the Empire 

by a system of enumeration, classification and evaluation that assimilated them into schemes 

of knowledge, a process that Bernard Cohn termed ‘investigative modalities’.104 This process 

was facilitated by late-nineteenth century theories of race, in which British Imperial officials 

enforced classification in biological terms of heritable physical differences with particular 

attention to skin pigmentation.105 The classification schema was coupled with pseudo-

scientific theories about the role of climate and geography in racial development, to produce 

a hierarchy with Europeans at the top of evolutionary scale and Indigenous peoples at the 

bottom.106 These theories supposed that urban life, open terrain, hot climate, and 

miscegenation degenerated races.107 Therefore the best soldiers were from northern, 

agrarian, or rugged climates such as Britain.108 Authorities converted the rhetoric of these 

pseudo-scientific theories into martial-race recruiting to aid in Imperial expansion. 

 
Watson, ‘Culture and combat in the western world, 1900–1945’, The Historical Journal, vol. 51, no. 2, 2008, pp. 
540–541. 
102 Enloe, Ethnic Soldiers, pp. 26–29. 
103 Timothy Parsons, ‘"Wakamba Warriors Are Soldiers of the Queen": The Evolution of the Kamba as a Martial 
Race, 1890–1970’, Ethnohistory, vol. 46, no. 4, 1999, pp. 695–696. 
104 Bernard Cohn, Colonialism and its forms of knowledge: the British in India, Princeton, Princeton University 
Press, 1996, p. 5. 
105 Killingray, ‘Guardians of Empire’, p. 2; Streets, Martial races, pp. 7–9. 
106 Winegard, Indigenous Peoples, pp. 37–38. 
107 Streets, Martial races, pp. 93–94. 
108 Roy, ‘Beyond the Martial Race Theory’, pp. 141–142. 
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The initial martial races were the Irish and Scots, but martial-race theory was used to 

maximum effect in India after the Mutiny of 1857. Many of the ad hoc measures used to defeat 

the Mutiny and associated uprising became permanent. British troops had been extensively 

aided by Sikhs and Gurkhas. These groups had resisted colonisation but had won respect for 

their fighting skills and were recruited into British armies after their defeats. Post-mutiny 

recruiting was initially widened to ensure no group had preponderance: a divide-and-rule 

approach.109 The geopolitically active theatres gradually shifted toward the Punjab region and 

Northwest Frontier resulting in a narrower recruitment base which favoured Gurkhas, Sikhs 

and Rajputs, among others, over southern ‘races’.110 This meant colonial rule continued with 

minimal investments of British manpower. Ashley Jackson noted that: 

Indigenous military formations recruited, trained, and led by British officers and 
NCOs were essential in creating the colonial state throughout the world and then 
protecting it, gathering to the British a monopoly of lethal force by emasculating 
Indigenous polities.111  

 
Practical reasons for recruitment, such as proximity, impoverishment and financial 

remuneration were subsumed under racial stereotypes to validate this arrangement. Martial 

races were applauded as good soldiers, but only under the command of British officers. This 

preserved existing colonial power structures and served as a check against mutiny.112 Colonial 

officials were liable for worldwide postings, which meant that ideas of martial races spread far 

beyond their origins. Martial-race recruiting was extensively practised in East and West 

Africa.113 The military forces in these areas were responsible for both internal and external 

 
109 Gavin Rand, ‘'‘Martial Races’’ and ‘‘Imperial Subjects’’: Violence and Governance in Colonial India, 1857–
1914’, European Review of History: Revue europeenne d’histoire, vol. 13, no. 1, 2006, p. 6. 
110 Omissi, The Sepoy and the Raj, pp. 9–16; Roy, ‘Beyond the Martial Race Theory’. 
111 Jackson, ‘British Imperial Military Formations’, p. 12. 
112 Rand, ‘Martial Races’, pp. 11, 15; Omissi, The Sepoy and the Raj, pp. 104–108. 
113 Kirk-Greene, ‘Damnosa Hereditas’, pp. 397–398; A. Haywood and F. A. S. Clarke, The History of the Royal 
West African Frontier Force, Aldershot, Gale & Polden, 1964; Hubert Moyse-Bartlett, The King’s African Rifles: A 
study in the Military History of East and Central Africa, 1890–1945, Aldershot, Gale & Polden, 1956. 
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security, transforming into expeditionary forces in the World Wars.114 Their pre-war roles 

favoured infantry battalions over specialised or technical units such as engineers, artillery and 

support services. These manpower requirements incentivised recruitment of unskilled labour 

and reinforced beliefs by Imperial officials that Indigenous soldiers were unable to handle 

complex or technological tasks. The emphasis on unskilled recruits was gradually abandoned 

in the Second World War as modern warfare required mechanised and motorised armies. 

However, British officials found that restrictions on pre-war education hampered their ability 

to train Indigenous soldiers on technical tasks. 

Martial-race recruiting was heavily modified during both World Wars and virtually 

abandoned, but the underlying philosophy and control were retained.115 Military service and 

political control were linked: Indigenous units provided internal security but were a potential 

threat to the state. This duality informed conditions of service, especially as the military was 

all-encompassing. From the initial recruiting examinations to training, organisation, discipline, 

leadership and active service, no part of a soldier’s life was deemed beyond the purview of 

the military and by extension, the state. Any analysis must distinguish universal practices from 

those grounded in racial stereotypes or colonial control. 

These Imperial frameworks can, with modifications, be used to investigate New 

Zealand’s utilisation of Indigenous soldiers. Most senior New Zealand and British military and 

civilian officials had served in the First World War, while some served in the interwar British or 

Indian armies. Others attended Imperial schools or served as exchange officers. Therefore, the 

New Zealand Military Forces possessed widespread corporate knowledge of Imperial 

 
114 Parsons, The African Rank-and-File; Killingray, Fighting for Britain; Marston, Daniel, Phoenix from the Ashes: 
The Indian Army in the Burma Campaign, Westport, Praeger, 2003. 
115 Jackson, ‘British Imperial Military Formations’, pp. 12–13; Roy, ‘Beyond the Martial Race Theory’; Ray, 
‘Nonmartial Origins’. 
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methods of control.116 However, some works fall into the trap of validating martial-race rhetoric 

in campaign analyses. Craig Stockings refuted the widely held belief that Australian martial 

ability was due to innate combat prowess and concluded that ‘ethnicity is no explanation of 

battlefield outcome’.117 This holds true for any groups credited as martial; other factors for 

battlefield success must be investigated.  

Literature on Indigenous military service was often used to advocate for civil rights. 

Authors inverted martial-race stereotypes to reclaim Indigenous agency and traditions and 

argued that service was the price of political, social and economic recognition. The premise 

that fighting prowess was inherently racial or biological was often presented positively as part 

of a past warrior tradition. Similarly, the ‘forgotten warrior’ genre, a term initially coined in 

Canadian historiography, included many unit histories, memoirs, and campaign overviews 

that addressed gaps in commemorating Indigenous service.118 While useful, their overt 

purpose in redressing grievances meant some claims were exaggerated, and their content 

should be evaluated with additional source material. Participation statistics and heroic 

actions that resulted in awards and decorations, behaviour that Scott Sheffield termed 

‘Indigenous exceptionalism’, masked the service of most soldiers and displaced detailed study 

of conditions and inequalities. This analysis also decoupled Indigenous soldiers from 

European veterans.119  

  

 
116 Delaney, Imperial Army Project. 
117 Stockings, Australian born soldier, p. 93. 
118 Whitney Lackenbauer and Scott Sheffield, ‘Moving beyond "Forgotten": The Historiography on 
Canadian Native Peoples and the World Wars’, in Whitney Lackenbauer and Craig Mantle (eds.), 
Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian Military: Historical Perspectives, Kingston, Canadian Defence 
Academy Press, 2007. 
119 Sheffield, ‘Indigenous Exceptionalism’. 
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Comparative and thematic histories 
 

Recent scholarship on Indigenous service is much more comparative and thematic than 

previous works, following a similar evolution in military and imperial history.120 Military history 

has expanded beyond organisational and operational enquires by drawing on social and 

cultural history methodologies.121 Deborah Montgomerie argued that while New Zealand war 

studies have informed studies in other historical branches, the field still has numerous 

omissions. Of particular relevance to this thesis, Montgomerie points out that the literature on 

the Maori Battalion and MWEO in the Second World War is ample but that works on other 

Māori service and Māori–European relations are scarce.122  

Much of the scholarship on the Māori war effort asserts that its effectiveness was a 

result of it being delegated to Māori control. However, many works are vague on how this was 

achieved, particularly by the MWEO.123 Similarly, there has been no major analysis of New 

Zealand’s wartime role in Fiji and Tonga, though Felicity Caird investigated their pre-war 

significance.124 Ian McGibbon and W. David McIntyre showed how the Pacific Islands were 

incorporated into New Zealand’s regional defence strategy, but their focus was in the interwar 

period.125 Montgomerie’s arguments foreshadowed the recognition of Indigenous military 

history as a distinct sub-discipline, and In 2014, Noah Riseman summarised the major works 

covering the British Dominions and the United States. Riseman traced the evolution from 

 
120 Antony Hopkins, ‘Back to the future: From National History to Imperial History’, Past & Present, no. 164, 
1999, pp. 240–243. 
121 Jeremy Black, Rethinking Military History, Kindle edn, London, Routledge, 2004. 
122 Deborah Montgomerie, ‘Twentieth-Century New Zealand war history at century’s turn’, New Zealand 
Journal of History, vol. 37, no. 1, 2003, pp. 67–69. 
123 Orange, The price of citizenship? The Maori war effort. 
124 Felicity Caird, ‘The strategic significance of the Pacific Islands in New Zealand’s defence policy, 1935– 1939’, 
MA Thesis, University of Canterbury, 1987. 
125 Ian McGibbon, Blue-water Rationale: The Naval Defence of New Zealand, 1914–1942, Wellington, 
Government Printer, 1981; W. David McIntyre, New Zealand Prepares for War: Defence Policy 1919–39, 
Christchurch, University of Canterbury Press, 1988. 



37  

neglect to positive stereotypes and the development of comparative and thematic studies 

across peoples and nations.126  

Longitudinal and wartime studies each offer distinct advantages. Long-term studies 

highlight the societal and structural factors that were key in maintaining colonial forces. 

Wartime studies illustrate how peacetime recruiting and employment practices were rapidly 

overturned; this led to the use of Indigenous manpower and leaders to economise on 

European troops. Several studies compared Indigenous military service across national 

boundaries. Riseman showed how war service continued an exploitative colonial relationship 

between Indigenous peoples and their governments.127 However, the incorporation of war 

diaries and other archival material in these works is more difficult due to their transnational 

focus, which can sacrifice depth for breadth. 

Winegard critiqued Indigenous military utilisation by the British Dominions in the First 

World War and assessed the relationships between Indigenous groups, the government and 

the war effort.128 Winegard made extensive use of unit war diaries, army correspondence and 

operational records to inform his analysis. Winegard’s study highlights the importance of the 

First World War in evaluating the Second. While Fijian and Tongan service was limited, 

approximately 2227 Māori and 461 Pacific Islanders served in separate contingents that were 

later formed into a pioneer battalion. Their service is covered by Pugsley, Winegard, Soutar, 

O’Connor and Cowan.129 Several conflicts between Māori leaders and the government, such 

 
126 Noah Riseman, ‘The Rise of Indigenous Military History’, History Compass, vol. 12, no. 12, 2014, pp. 902–
907. 
127 Riseman, Defending whose country?, pp. 4–5, 7. 
128 Winegard, Indigenous Peoples. 
129 Christopher Pugsley, Te Hokowhitu A Atu: The Maori Pioneer Battalion in the First World War, Auckland, 
Oratia Books, 2018; P. S. O’Connor, ‘The Recruitment of Maori Soldiers, 1914–1918’, Political Science, vol. 
19, no. 1, 1967, pp. 48–62; James Cowan, The Maoris in the Great War: A History of the New Zealand Native 
Contingent and Pioneer Battalion: Gallipoli, 1915, France and Flanders, 1916–1918, Auckland, Maori 
Regimental Committee, 1926. Available from: NZETC, (accessed 24 July 2017); Monty Soutar, ‘The Maori 
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as recruitment, military roles, conscription, officers, and rehabilitation, were also factors in 

Māori service in the Second World War. 

Sheffield and Riseman analysed case studies of Indigenous service from Australia, New 

Zealand, Canada and the United States. Their work’s strengths are its comparative nature 

and discussions of service that have been traditionally overlooked, such as by Māori outside 

of the Maori Battalion. Indigenous leaders in all four countries argued that segregated military 

units led by Indigenous officers was an exercise in autonomy and provided a visible 

demonstration of service. Given the work’s scope, the use of war diaries, reports and 

other operational records is sparse, which minimises the military context and hinders 

explanation of how Indigenous service was obtained and structured. Māori service in the 

Territorial Force, Home Guard, Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) and Royal New 

Zealand Navy (RNZN) is mentioned but minimally covered, though as with other works, this 

is due to a lack of available evidence rather than wilful omission.130  

Comparison with other regions can also be instructive. A longitudinal social history of 

the King’s African Rifles by Timothy Parsons demonstrated patterns of colonial military control 

and how these were altered during the World Wars. David Killingray’s wartime focus 

demonstrated the impact of manpower demands on African recruiting and service. Douglas 

Delaney showed that Dominion military forces were structured on British lines and retained 

interoperability through extensive exchange programs, schooling and common doctrine. New 

Zealand officials drew and modified existing Imperial practices in defining the structure and 
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conditions of service of Indigenous military units, often informed by their own prior war and 

interwar experiences.131  

National and thematic studies are another contribution to Indigenous military 

service.132 Ashley Jackson illustrated the interdependency of Commonwealth military 

contingents during the Second World War, though there is minimal detail on Fijian and 

Tongan service.133 Jackson and Killingray emphasised the importance of British colonies in 

Imperial warfare, which was achieved through bifurcated conditions of service, where troops 

were raised for both local defence and general service anywhere on the globe.134 This 

distinction is important because general service units were considered more reliable, better 

equipped and were expected to fight other colonial powers. Historically only British and some 

Indian units were general service. In both World Wars this was overturned, and Indigenous 

soldiers worldwide were mobilised to fight the ‘civilised’ European and Asian powers due to 
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shortages in European personnel.135  

Collectively these studies critique the racial assessments inherent in colonial service. 

Military controls were developed to provide coercive power while maintaining the relationship 

between coloniser and colonised. One method of analysis begins with military history and 

considers racial and cultural context. A complementary effort begins with postcolonial and 

Indigenous studies and applies their conceptual frameworks to military service. The latter 

method helps to combat bias as European sources on colonial peoples were not impartial. 

Bernard Cohn’s investigative modalities schema considered the generation of racialised 

knowledge by colonial officials in India and how that information was used to promulgate 

controlling processes.136 A similar process guided British and New Zealand officials in 

structuring the conditions of service under which they employed Indigenous peoples. 

Further use of postcolonial theory would investigate military service from Indigenous 

perspectives.137 The most useful examples are Tarak Barkawi’s analysis of armed forces and 

society, Teresia Teaiwa’s study of militarism in Oceania and Michaela Moura-Kocoglu’s 

deconstruction of Māori traditional warfare.138 These studies have partially reclaimed the 

Indigenous point of view. While this is commended, the scope of this thesis renders these 

methodologies impractical. There are also significant limitations. Parsons noted that ‘Military 

organizations [sic] are by nature hierarchical and authoritarian, but in colonial armies these 
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divisions were defined almost exclusively by race.’139 Killingray demonstrated that the officers 

ranks in the regular forces, as well as many local forces in the Dominions and colonies were 

usually barred to non-Europeans.140 As Indigenous peoples also generally lacked political 

representation, the dominant policy-makers were European administrators and military 

officials. Māori, Fijian and Tongan leaders did have agency in their service and their views 

are a critical part of this thesis. 

 
Māori in the Second World War 

 
The historiography of the Māori war effort is dominated by the Maori Battalion and 

MWEO. Recently, the Waitangi Tribunal commissioned several research reports on Māori 

veterans as part of major kaupapa (thematic) claims. Māori operational service is detailed in 

multiple volumes of the official histories and campaign studies, and the Maori Battalion has a 

dedicated unit history authored by Joseph Cody.141 Written from a European perspective, 

Cody’s work remained the most comprehensive organisational and operational account of the 

Maori Battalion until Soutar’s contributions. Narratives provided by battalion members 

provided some cultural background and the political efforts in raising the unit, including the 

tension over officer appointments. Māori assessments and portrayals were positive, but Cody 

often resorted to stereotypes about the supposed carefree nature of Polynesians and 

asserted that their cultural background made them particularly skilled warriors. While 

mentioned, award and discipline policies were not analysed, and detail of their reputation is 

limited to their battle and bayonet prowess.142  
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Figure 2. Maori Battalion performing a haka, Egypt, c. 24 June 1941 (ATL: DA-01229-F).143  
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https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23061877, (accessed 10 January 2018). 
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The next unit studies were written by Māori authors Monty Soutar and Wira Gardiner. 

Gardiner’s volume was a condensed unit history that successfully reached a general 

audience and considered discipline  on and off the battlefield in chapters on looting and actions 

under fire. The work is valuable in providing the Māori point of view and the role of Ngata.144 

Soutar’s C Company history provided a battalion narrative but was also a scholarly 

exploration of the Māori war effort that drew on a wide array of oral histories. Soutar’s analysis 

covered the political struggle for Māori participation in the war and included a short description 

of pre- and post-war inequalities. Cultural aspects of Māori were explored and there is some 

discussion, albeit brief, of the men who served in 2 Maori Battalion, other Territorial Force units 

and the Home Guard.145  

Soutar’s volume was followed by a B Company history in 2019 authored by Gardiner 

that was similar in structure but focused on the Te Arawa, Tūhoe and affiliated iwi in the Bay 

of Plenty region.146 Histories are in progress for A and D companies but were not released at 

the time of writing this thesis.147 Both Soutar and Gardiner are useful in analysing Indigenous 

service and both included some discussion of indiscipline. However, negative references to 

soldiers were omitted from Soutar’s book as ‘the [C Company] trustees agreed that families 

had suffered enough as a result of the war and we would adopt a policy of doing no further 

harm to whānau’.148 The company boundaries coincided with major iwi groupings, and both 

Gardiner and Soutar highlighted levels of participation. Soutar estimated that of 12,000 Māori 
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in the Tairāwhiti region, more than 1100 volunteered for military service and most joined the 

Maori Battalion.149  

Lauren Keenan and Bruce Shepherd analysed participation rates and found that three 

iwi — Ngāpuhi, Te Arawa and Ngāti Porou — and their affiliated iwi, which formed A, B and 

C companies respectively, made up approximately one-half the Māori population but 

contributed over three-quarters of the battalion’s total recruits.150 Keenan concluded that 

participation rates correlated positively with population density, historical loyalty to the Crown 

and iwi social cohesion.151 Conversely, there is little literature on Pacific Islanders who served 

with New Zealand forces. Louise Mataia estimated that about 125 Islanders served with the 

Maori Battalion but their service was minimised or absent in most histories. Mataia’s 

interviews with Pacific Islander veterans and families showed that they were accepted by 

Māori and kept their Islander identity while sharing a larger Polynesian identity.152  

A common theme in Māori wartime literature is the ‘price of citizenship.’ This concept 

was popularised by Ngata’s pamphlet commemorating 2nd Lieutenant Moana- Nui-a-Kiwa 

Ngarimu’s posthumous award of the Victoria Cross (VC). Ngata argued that Ngarimu’s 

actions affirmed his distinguished lineage and was symbolic of the Māori warrior tradition. 

Ngata contended that Māori could now embrace their Māoritanga (Māori culture and 

traditions, the Māori way of life) and reclaim their heritage.153  

Beyond dedicated studies, the Māori war effort is summarised in general histories. 
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McGibbon emphasised the Maori Battalion but provided statistics of its service in home 

defence units. Studies of the 2NZEF predominate compared to the home defence forces and 

McGibbon’s treatment represents the trend rather than an exception. Nancy Taylor’s official 

history of the Home Front was not operationally focused but offered some details on the Māori 

war effort. Cooke and Crawford’s works on the Territorial Force briefly mention Māori service. 

Cooke’s study of New Zealand’s defence has a section analysing Māori service in home defence 

units and the Home Guard; Māori service is contextualised within the overall war effort and 

shows the influence of the MWEO and the push for the regrouping of Māori into separate sub-

units.154  

Literature on Māori who enlisted as individuals and those in the RNZAF and RNZN is 

almost non-existent. Ross Webb’s Waitangi report found that no Māori were permitted into 

the New Zealand Division of the Royal Navy until 1939. Race was used as a criterion to bar 

service, though rarely provided as the reason for rejection. Enlistments were sparse during the 

war, with only seven Māori recorded as serving on ships in 1941; more may have served later 

and others would have been on shore establishments but aggregate statistics are not 

available.155 The bar on Māori service was also true for the RNZAF, where a few enlistments 

were successful and others rejected, likely on racial grounds. Although many Māori served in 

both the Royal Air Force (RAF) and RNZAF, there are no reliable estimates of total numbers. 

Māori aircrew were gradually withdrawn from overseas areas as part of a quasi-formal colour 

bar, and at least forty-five eventually transferred to the Maori Battalion.156  
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Ralph Love and Claudia Orange produced the first scholarly works on the MWEO. Both 

focused on its national structure and political background; Love with the Rātana movement, 

and Orange with the Labour Party. Love argued that the Rātana MPs drew on existing political 

networks to form the MWEO and that these were integral to its success. The Rātana MPs 

regarded the MWEO as a prelude to increased Māori autonomy and fought for its post-war 

retention. Both works minimised the role of Ngata, who belonged to the National Party. 

However, Ngata preferred to work directly with Labour Prime Minister Peter Fraser. Orange 

analysed the political and organisation aspects of the MWEO but provided little detail on its 

frontline components.157 Her scholarship highlighted differences in the war efforts and how 

the use of Māori cultural and iwi practices kept their war effort at a high level. Recent works 

by Hill and Webb drew heavily on Love and Orange, though Webb also examined the major 

archival sources.158 Sheffield argued that the war did not seriously challenge the European 

assumption of Māori assimilation; Māori responsibility was encouraged while it met war goals 

at minimal cost and did not lead toward biculturalism.159 

Several weaknesses exist in the MWEO literature. There is little analysis of the tribal 

committees and recruiting officers and how they performed their duties. This is structural 

rather than wilful omission as neither left many records of their activities. Some 

correspondence exists in operational files on the Home Guard and Territorial Force but they 

were minimally used by Love, Orange and Hill. The lack of operational context 
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overemphasises the MWEO’s expansion into industrial and manpower functions rather than 

its military recruiting. Many studies point out that demand for recruits dropped off after mid-

1943, but this is not explored in depth nor explicitly linked to the demobilisation of the home 

defence forces. Although there was opposition to Māori autonomy, many government 

departments believed that the MWEO’s mission was complete and that it should be 

disbanded. Area studies were not completed until the recent Waitangi district claims for the 

Te Raki and Te Rohe Potae regions.160 Studies are also prone to uncritically accepting MWEO 

recruiting figures. The MP for Northern Māori, P. W. Paikea, claimed that in March 1943 there 

were 17,495 Māori in military service as a result of the MWEO. The figures represented the 

general Māori war effort, but most of the men concerned had already been in uniform or in 

industry when the MWEO became functional in July 1942.161  

Māori thematic studies focus on a smaller aspect of military service, such as 

enlistment, leadership or rehabilitation. Rehabilitation will not be covered in detail in this 

literature review, but during the war promises were made to Indigenous soldiers that 

conditioned their service. Jane Thomson comprehensively reviewed veteran rehabilitation 

during and after the Second World War and addressed differences in how it was implemented 

between Māori and Europeans.162 Sheffield compared Indigenous veteran benefits across 

four countries and argued that that existing colonial views of veterans shaped the form and 
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substance of their benefits.163 

Perceptions and experiences of the war are another avenue of study. McLeod argued 

that there was a persistent view, originating in the First World War, of the outstanding quality 

of the New Zealand soldier. The traditional image held that volunteers could perform to the 

standard of professional soldiers and were therefore ‘natural warriors.’ The myth structure 

incorporated Māori, who had a fierce reputation from the wars of the nineteenth century. The 

Maori Battalion’s performance extended this reputation to modern warfare. While their service 

was voluntary, Māori were under intense social pressure to enlist and uphold martial 

traditions; the segregation of the unit by iwi along with whānau connections often yielded 

multiple enlistments within kin groups.164 Jack Papuni explored the consequences of wartime 

service using the Tairāwhiti region as a case study. Papuni is a New Zealand Army veteran 

with twenty-three years of service and had six relatives who served in the Maori Battalion.165  

The Waitangi Tribunal has recently commissioned several research projects on Māori 

military service as part of the Military Veterans Kaupapa Inquiry.166 Thus far, three research 

reports have analysed Māori military service in the Second World War with attention devoted 

to overall service, economic rehabilitation and health impacts. The volumes on rehabilitation 

and health impacts are longitudinal surveys from the nineteenth century to the present. The 

rehabilitation research paper discusses how the experience of the First World War shaped the 
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expectations and outcomes for the Second. The chapter on Māori in the RNZAF and RNZN is 

one of the few in published sources, though the authors noted there was little archival research 

to analyse and no reliable statistics on the numbers who served.167  

Several individual accounts have supplemented collective works on Māori service. 

Humphrey Dyer published an account that provided multiple vignettes of soldiers and linked 

their valour to Māori racial history. He outlined the organisation of the companies by iwi and 

the gradual assumption of senior leadership posts by Māori.168 Arapeta Awatere’s 

autobiography included some details of his service and command philosophy.169 The New 

Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage has established a website for the Maori Battalion 

and has partnered with several archives and museums to host primary source content. These 

partnerships give the website a high degree of reliability and the means to contextualise 

soldier experiences.170  

Not all studies possess enough military acumen to accurately assess wartime 

relations. Studies of the wider Māori-European relations have contributed much to an 

understanding of the processes of how New Zealand officials maintained control. However, 

their analysis often does not fully consider the structure or Imperial origins of military service. 

Tui Gilling’s work is a wartime study but focused exclusively on the MWEO while favouring its 

primary and industrial manpower efforts over military recruitment.171 
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Māori service in the Second World War has been a popular, yet uneven source of 

historical enquiry. Work on the Maori Battalion predominates, while details on the Pacific 

Islanders who served in the battalion, as well as Māori who served in other New Zealand 

battalions, the Home Guard and the Territorial Force are scattered at best. Most works are 

operational narratives, and beyond recruiting and organisation of the unit and the push for 

Māori leaders, few conditions of service have received any depth of analysis. Recent 

comparative studies have filled in some of this gap, but the comparative analysis comes at 

the expense of military context, which hinders their use for this thesis. 

 
Fiji and Tonga in the Second World War 

 
In contrast to Māori historiography, works on Tongan and Fijian service are sparse. 

While a broad overview is given in Oliver Gillespie’s volume of the New Zealand official 

histories, there are few works solely on Tongan service.172 Academic literature on Fijian 

service continues the martial-race framework, focuses on Fijian–Indian relations, or situates 

the period as a distant prologue to the military coups of 1987, 2000 and 2006. 

Several general war histories mention Fijian and Tongan forces. The earliest were 

wartime publications by the British Central Office of Information and journalist H. E. L. Priday, 

both intended primarily as propaganda. Both works portrayed Islander service in martial-race 

terms, while any military or disciplinary shortcomings were minimised.173 General histories of 

the Pacific Islands usually included a chapter on the war and placed Islander service in a 
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colonial framework.174 Some thematic studies of the Pacific War, particularly by Judith 

Bennett, showed the extensive utilisation of Indigenous manpower and natural resources. 

Bennett linked Islander service to the Pacific War effort, examined their conditions of service 

and offered some comparative analysis between peoples.175 Kolokesa Mahina-Tuai briefly 

addressed Fijian and Tongan employment in a wider work on Pacific Islanders in New 

Zealand service.176  

As with Māori service, early studies of Fiji’s military effort were unit and official histories. 

The first major work was Robert Howlett’s unit history. Howlett served in the FMF and used 

his experience along with the war diaries and official correspondence to compile the work.177 

The history focused on the FMF’s organisational structure and its combat history in the 

Solomons. Howlett detailed the push for overseas service to validate the utility and expense in 

raising an infantry brigade group and support units. The narrative analyses Fijians within the 

martial-race framework and their service is praised as supporting the British in liberating the 

Solomons. This is exemplified in the foreword, written by Brigadier John Wales, a former FMF 

commandant. Wales stated that Fijians had overcome equipment shortages and lack of 

experience with a modern army by several strengths: 

Their inherent discipline learnt in the Koro, their loyalty and obedience to chiefs, their 
innate cheerfulness and sense of humour and, lastly, their admirable physique and 
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indomitable powers of endurance.178  

Gillespie devoted several chapters to the training and control of the Fijian and Tongan 

garrisons. His strengths were in operational and organisational coverage, and illustrating the 

demand for Fijian and Tongan service, especially to release New Zealand troops from garrison 

duty. The volume’s scope restricted detail on soldier experiences or conditions of service.179 

Gillespie’s volume was joined by Colin Larsen’s history of the Fiji commandos. Larsen served 

in 1 Commando, Fiji Guerrillas and fought with them on New Georgia. His work combined 

paternalistic admiration and a racialised assessment of Fijian combat skills.  Larsen assumed 

that Fijians could only excel under European leaders. This was a common belief which must 

be critically examined where it is found in contemporary accounts.180  

Asesela Ravuvu also authored a wartime history that linked wartime service with Fijian 

attitudes toward war that existed before annexation. Ravuvu incorporated Fijian veteran 

accounts and explored the influence of chiefs, the reciprocal nature of service, and the 

complexity of the relationship between Fijians and the Indian community.181 Ravuvu 

emphasised combat service from the soldier’s perspective. Some details on conditions of 

service are given but not analysed.182  

The discrepancy between Indian and Fijian participation in the Second World War is a 

complex subject. Successive colonial administrations discouraged the national integration of 

Indians, leaving even those born in Fiji as outsiders with little reason to identify with the country. 

Kenneth Gillion characterised Indian wartime actions as ‘indifference rather than positive 
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disloyalty’.183 Robert Norton traced the rise in Fijian individualism in the large New Zealand and 

United States garrisons coupled with heavy enlistments, both of which increased contact 

between the races.184 The attribution of the Second World War as the background cause of 

contemporary conflict between the Fijian and Indian populations has skewed wartime accounts. 

The lack of Indian service is heavily scrutinised, and contrasted to Fijian service, which is 

minimally examined apart from recruitment rates. Brij Lal considered Fiji’s entire military effort 

and refuted the simple binary loyal-vs-disloyal assessment of Indian service. Despite 

acknowledging Fijian agency, Lal portrays them as unwitting dupes, either by the government 

or their chiefs, particularly Ratu Sukuna, acting as colonial proxies. Lal’s assessment verges on 

a suggestion that the only ‘approved’ agency was in resistance to government recruitment 

efforts.185 While Indigenous peoples were aware of inequalities, the suggestion that any 

engagement with the state was illegitimate or coerced ignores the negotiation evident between 

Māori, Fijian and Tongan leaders and colonial officials. 

Gillion, Lal, Kaplan and Kelly have all written about the disparities between the Fijian 

and Indian war efforts. Their analyses centre on the Indian platoon, a sub-unit which was part 

of the pre-war FDF but was disbanded in 1941. They reject the government explanation that 

the platoon was disbanded solely because the soldiers had refused to serve unless granted 

the same conditions of service as Europeans. Instead these authors situated the refusal within 

the long-term treatment of the Indian community and positioned it as a demand for equality 

with Europeans. Fijians saw these demands and the wartime sugar strikes as a threat to Fijian 
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primacy.186 Fijian service was contrasted with Indian reluctance and asserted as the 

prerequisite necessary for greater autonomy within revised communal structures. 

Government officials, including Sukuna, publicly presented Fijian service as payment for the 

benefits brought in membership of the British Empire while Kaplan, Kelly, and May argued 

the reverse — that Sukuna had in fact positioned Fijian service as creating a debt that the 

colonial administration had to fulfil by allowing increased autonomy.187  

While Fijian service has been relatively well documented, Tongan service is 

comparatively unknown and unstudied. There was no fighting in Tonga during the war, and 

while many Tongans served in uniform, only two platoons had active service in the Solomons. 

These facts have limited interest in Tonga’s war history, although there are a few studies that 

mention Tongan service with the commandos or the TDF’s interaction with the American 

garrison force on Tongatapu.188 Gillespie’s work included a chapter on the TDF but the major 

analysis lies in Judith Hornabrook’s unpublished master’s thesis. She investigated New 

Zealand’s role in the TDF’s formation and service, utilising a wide archival source base to 

analyse the expansion, training, role and gradual demobilisation of the force. Hornabrook 

showed the overlapping influence of New Zealand, United States, British and Tongan 

policies. While Tongan service was appreciated, there were racial divides that influenced 

training, discipline and a hierarchy that placed Tongans under New Zealanders. Overall, 

Hornabrook’s work provides a solid base on which to continue investigation into conditions of 

 
186 Martha Kaplan and John D. Kelly, ‘Rethinking Resistance: Dialogics of "Disaffection" in Colonial Fiji’, 
American Ethnologist, vol. 21, no. 1, 1994, pp. 140–144; Kelly and Kaplan, Represented communities: Fiji and 
world decolonization; Lal, Broken Waves; Gillion, Fiji Indians. 
187 May, ‘A Fighting People?’ 
188 Charles Weeks, ‘The United States Occupation of Tonga, 1942–1945: The Social and Economic Impact’, 
Pacific Historical Review, vol. 56, no. 3, 1987, pp. 403–412; Tom McLeod, The United States Invasion of 
Tonga in 1942, http://www.pacificwrecks.com/airfields/tonga/tongatabu/then-now.html, 2016, (accessed 2 
February 2016). 
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service, but it must be contextualised within its time period to derive maximum value.189  

Elizabeth Wood-Ellem’s brief accounts of wartime Tonga are the only major published 

studies. Her works reviewed the course of the war and Tongan military and labour recruitment 

and participation. Much of Wood-Ellem’s focus is on Queen Sālote and other Tongan 

interactions with American and New Zealand troops.190 Laurie Barber and Shaun Aumua 

briefly reviewed the Tongan war effort but focus on the TDF platoons who served with Fijian 

forces.191  

Summary 
 

There is no major study of New Zealand’s utilisation of Māori, Fijians and Tongans in 

the Second World War. While each group is mentioned in government histories, campaign 

overviews, unit histories and memoirs, these are generally operationally focused. Prominent 

units such as the Maori Battalion receive a disproportionate share of attention, while labour 

units, the Home Guard, and local defence forces are virtually unknown. Other than some unit 

studies on Fiji, most scholarship focuses on Indian service or positions the period as a 

background in studies of contemporary civil-military relations. Tongan service is largely 

absent from most studies other than very brief summaries. 

The dearth of studies represents a significant gap in the historical literature on 

Indigenous soldiers, hitherto focused on the employment of Indian and African troops. 

Additionally, little comparative work has been done to analyse colonial service in the Pacific 

as a region, or to compare Indigenous service in New Zealand to Fiji and Tonga even though 

 
189 Judith Hornabrook, ‘New Zealand and the Tonga Defence Force, 1939–1945’, MA Thesis, Victoria University 
of Wellington, 1951. 
190 Wood-Ellem, ‘Tonga in World War II’; Wood-Ellem, Queen Sālote of Tonga the story of an era, 1900– 1965. 
191 Barber, ‘Tonga and the Pacific War’; Shaun Aumua, ‘Tongan defence force WWII’, The Volunteers, 
vol. 36, no. 1, 2010, pp. 19–20. 
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New Zealanders exercised operational control over both. Therefore, a comparative study of 

Indigenous service will contribute to the knowledge of New Zealand, Fijian and Tongan history, 

and the Pacific as a region. 

While comparative literature helps recognise patterns of controls, the various orders 

and regulations used to implement them need to be identified within each case study. The 

mechanics of military service were also significant, as without parallels between British and 

New Zealand practices, the latter’s use of Fijians and Tongans could not be analysed 

meaningfully in a comparative context. Chapter 2 provides the necessary background to 

situate Second World War service in a proper military and colonial framework. 
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Chapter 2: Colonial and military background 
 

In the course of a little more than half a century, they [Fijians] have risen out of a state of 
cannibalism and savagery to their present position as an educated community, bent 
upon higher things.192  

 
Charles Freer Andrews, India and the Pacific 

 

 
Map 1. The Far East and the Pacific: the imperial powers, 1 September 1939193  

 
 
 

 
192 Charles Andrews, India and the Pacific, London, Allen & Unwin, 1937, p. 58. 
193 United States Military Academy (USMA), Department of History, 
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Asia/WWIIAsia02.pdf, (accessed 18 January 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-
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In 1939, with the notable exception of Tonga, few Indigenous peoples in the Pacific 

controlled their political, cultural or economic affairs. The British Empire’s expansion into the 

region was marked by cataclysmic contact with local populations. The introduction of 

infectious diseases, firearms, missionaries and settlers led to conflict and demographic 

collapse. Despite the controls placed upon them, Indigenous peoples retained most of their 

cultural values and viewed wartime participation as a vehicle for equality.194 In the First World 

War, Māori volunteered for military service with the expectation of greater access to social, 

political and economic institutions. Imperial officials reluctantly accepted the Indigenous 

contribution but the government actions were driven by manpower shortages rather than 

appreciation of their fighting utility.195 Māori aspirations for post-war equality were generally 

frustrated and they remained a marginalised group in New Zealand society. In contrast to the 

large number of Māori recruits, Fijian and Tongan involvement in the War was minimal. After 

the War, Europeans increased their measure of control on both islands until the 1930s. 

After the First World War, Japan’s naval power challenged British ascendency in the 

Pacific. The British response was a continuation of the traditional policy of Imperial defence, 

specifically the construction of a major naval base in Singapore coupled with plans to send a 

British fleet to the Pacific in a crisis or conflict with Japan. Both Australia and New Zealand 

supported this Singapore strategy.196 As McIntyre aptly recognised: ‘The basic strategic idea 

was that New Zealand stood and fell with Britain, [the] Empire and Commonwealth.’197 The 

New Zealand Military Forces were based on their British counterparts and shared in their 

 
194 Ngata, Price of Citizenship; Ravuvu, Fijians at War. 
195 Winegard, Indigenous Peoples. 
196 This chapter will not analyse British interwar strategic policy or the causes of the Second World War. For 
these topics see Norman Gibbs, Grand Strategy, vol. 1, Rearmament Policy: History of the Second World War, 
United Kingdom Military Series, 6 vols, London, HMSO, 1956. 
197 McIntyre, NZ Prepares for War, pp. 16–17. 
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marginal status and lack of funding in the 1920s and 1930s.198 These same pressures were 

also present in Fiji, where the FDF struggled to obtain recruits and modern equipment. 

Conversely, there was no threat to Tonga significant enough to justify a defence force. 

Overall, Māori, and Fijians had marginal participation in the interwar defence forces. The 

minimal or non-existent engagement with the military significantly shaped the early wartime 

roles for Māori, Fijians and Tongans. 

New Zealand supported the Singapore strategy as the basis for its defence but 

reconsidered this policy in the mid-1930s when relations with Japan deteriorated. 

Concurrently, advances in military and commercial aviation made transoceanic routes 

feasible. Island groups such as Fiji and Tonga could become bases for aerial reconnaissance 

forces that could detect raiding or invading Japanese forces. Conversely, they could be used 

by the Japanese as advanced staging points for attacks on Australia and New Zealand. This 

forced Dominion planners to think in terms of regional defence as well as supporting the 

Singapore strategy. The regional defence strategy culminated in the Pacific Defence 

Conference held in Wellington in April 1939. New Zealand committed to developing 

aerodromes and the local defence forces in Fiji and Tonga. Fijians and Tongans, previously 

regarded as marginal to defence, were now looked upon to supply manpower and military 

labour. Distracted by events in Europe, British leaders delegated to New Zealand the 

responsibility for the development of the Fijian and Tongan garrisons. 

 
  

 
198 The New Zealand Military Forces will be referred to as the army unless there is need to refer to a 
specific component such as the Territorial Force. 
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Geographical and political background 
 

New Zealand is located 2000 kilometres east of Australia and nearly 10,000 kilometres 

west of South America. Two large islands, North and South, comprise nearly all the total area 

of 267,843 square kilometres. New Zealand’s insular possessions include the Kermadec 

Islands, annexed in 1887. The Cook Islands and Niue were initially British Protectorates but 

were declared part of New Zealand in 1901 by an order-in-council. After the First World War, 

New Zealand exercised a League of Nations mandate over Western Samoa and shared the 

mandate of Nauru. In 1926, New Zealand assumed  administration of the Tokelau Islands.199 

 

Map 2. Islands of the southwest Pacific from Palau to Marquesas Islands200  

 
199 Known at the time as the Union Islands. New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand 
Official Year-Book, 1939, Wellington, Census and Statistics Department, 1938, pp. New Zealand.—Location, 
area, and boundaries. 
200 CartoGIS services, Australian National University (ANU), College of Asia and the Pacific, 
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The Fiji Islands lie at the centre of the South Pacific. They consist of eight subgroups, 

most formed from volcanic activity, totalling between 250 and 330 islands, about 91 of which 

are inhabited.201 Their combined area is 18,272 square kilometres, with the two largest 

islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu, occupying 10,497 and 5511 square kilometres 

respectively. Both Viti Levu and Vanua Levu have rugged mountain interiors, which restrict 

the population, crops and industries to the small coastal fringe.202 Fiji’s capital, Suva, lies 3200 

kilometres northeast of Sydney and 2100 kilometres north of Auckland. Tonga is located 788 

kilometres southeast of Fiji and is composed of 170 islands in three groups that extend nearly 

350 kilometres, with a total land area of approximately 650 square kilometres. From north to 

south lie the Vava‘u, Ha’apai and Tongatapu groups, though only thirty-six islands are 

inhabited. Tonga’s capital, Nuku’alofa, and 43 per cent of the population are on Tongatapu.203  

 
European discovery and colonisation of Oceania 

 
Spanish and Portuguese explorers were the first Europeans to discover islands in 

the central and South Pacific in the sixteenth century. Abel Tasman charted portions of New 

Zealand, Australia, Fiji and Tonga between 1642 and 1644; they were further mapped by 

James Cook and Jean Surville from 1766.204 These explorers encountered the descendants 

of peoples thought to have originated in southeast Asia and who over millennia spread 

throughout Oceania. Their pre-contact history of the Pacific Indigenous peoples is outside the 

scope of this thesis, but their responses to European colonisation shaped the contemporary 

 
https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/southwest-pacific, (accessed 9 February 2018). 
201 The number varied depending on the criteria distinguishing islands, islets and reefs. Rottman, Pacific Island 
Guide, p. 93. 
202 Rottman, pp. 93–95. 
203 A. H. Wood, History and Geography of Tonga, Wodonga, Victoria, Border Morning Mail, 1972, p. 70; 
Rottman, Pacific Island Guide, pp. 64–66. 
204 Rottman, Pacific Island Guide, p. 95. 

https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/southwest-pacific,


62  

history of the area. From 1788, Europeans progressively colonised Oceania and established 

dominance over the Indigenous peoples in the region. Settlement was largely driven by 

demand for land and labour. In Fiji, this led to the initial establishment of cotton plantations, 

followed by copra and sugar. In contrast, Tonga’s unfavourable conditions for cotton and 

restrictions on the foreign ownership of land resulted in limited European migration. Later 

copra became Tonga’s principal export.205  

While British colonialism in the Pacific was rooted in strategic considerations, there 

was also a widespread belief that British rule would uplift Pacific Islanders. Its implementation 

resulted in a racial hierarchy with European dominance. Existing tribes were small and self-

contained, with little outgroup interaction or trust. Europeans used divide-and-conquer tactics 

by allying with one group against its rivals in successive turns. Once this occurred, Europeans 

aggregated Indigenous peoples into the unitary category of ‘native.’ The British justified their 

control by extolling the benefits of colonial rule, which included ending tribal warfare and the 

introduction of Christianity, western jurisprudence and public health. However, colonial 

governments were underfunded, and many Islanders had limited contact with Europeans. 

Many peoples accepted Christianity, but in syncretism with older beliefs, while their societies 

maintained much of the previous tribal hierarchies. This meant that most Islander societies 

retained a mix of traditional beliefs and lifestyles while subject to a layer of European control 

that varied significantly among island groups.206  

 

 
 
 

 
205 Deryck Scarr, Fragments of Empire: A History of the Western Pacific High Commission, 1877–1914, 
Canberra, Australian National University Press, 1967, pp. 14–16. 
206 Firth, Colonial Administration, pp. 262, 274–280, 284–286. 



63  

New Zealand 
 

Current estimates place the establishment of permanent Māori dwellings in New 

Zealand in approximately 1300 AD, though there were possibly earlier transient visits. 

Estimates of the pre-contact Māori population varied between 100,000 and 400,000. Māori 

society centred around the communal use of land, with iwi leaders ruling by the assent of their 

people, though their areas were not always contiguous. Behaviour was regulated by the 

concept of ‘utu’, often translated as ‘revenge’ but also including the idea of reciprocal 

exchanges. A favour or transgression would be returned in kind. Māori had a martial tradition 

and warfare was frequent and often ritualistic but limited in duration by the available weaponry 

and provisions.207  

After Cook and Surville’s encounters, European contact with Māori increased 

substantially, first with traders, whalers and sealers and then permanent missionaries and 

settlers. Europeans classified Māori as savages, but of a higher type given their fixed 

settlements and level of agriculture and tool use.208 The first traders introduced European 

firearms, which resulted in large-scale inter-iwi conflict known as the Musket Wars. The peak 

fighting started in 1818 and continued to 1833, when most iwi were armed, and a new 

equilibrium was established. The wars caused widespread demographic upheaval; most 

estimates of Māori deaths from battle and disease ranged between 20,000 and 30,000, with 

one as high as 80,000 deaths.209 The population decline from warfare and infectious diseases 

 
207 Dominion of New Zealand, Population Census, 1936, Wellington, Census and Statistics Department, 
1940, vol. 3, Maori Census, p. i; Michael King, The Penguin History of New Zealand, Kindle edn, Rosedale, 
North Shore, Penguin Group (NZ), 2003, pp. 79-98. 
208 Alves, Maori and the Crown, pp. 6–8. 
209 James Belich, New Zealand Wars and the Victorian Interpretation of Racial Conflict, Auckland, Auckland 
University Press, 2015, pp. 17–22; R. D. Crosby, ‘Musket Wars’, in Ian McGibbon and Paul Goldstone (eds.), 
The Oxford Companion to New Zealand Military History, Auckland, Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 340–
344. 
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weakened subsequent Māori resistance to European encroachment.210  

The principal claim of British sovereignty over New Zealand was the Treaty of 

Waitangi, signed on 6 February 1840. New Zealand was initially a Crown colony with an 

appointed governor. In 1852, Britain assented to self-government and New Zealand 

established an executive council and a general assembly consisting of the Legislative Council 

and the House of Representatives.  The majority party selected ministers, and the party leader 

was titled the premier. From 1904 the premier was restyled the prime minister, and the office 

gradually became the head of government. In 1907, New Zealand became a dominion and 

from 1917, the governor was designated the governor-general. The governor-general’s powers 

were increasingly limited to representing the British monarch as the head of state. Substantive 

government decisions were taken only on the advice of New Zealand ministers.211  

The nominal sovereignty established in 1840 was soon backed by physical 

possession. Conflict with Māori started in 1843 and expanded into large-scale punitive 

expeditions and raiding, especially after 1860, interspersed with episodes of peace. These 

wars and increased immigration collectively established European dominance. The victors 

confiscated large tracts of Māori land, particularly in the Waikato and Taranaki regions.212 

Māori fought on both sides, with those within the losing iwi earning a grudging admiration from 

Europeans for the military skill of their resistance. At the start of the Second World War enmity 

 
210 Alves, Maori and the Crown, pp. 9–29. 
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was still present between supporters and opponents of the Crown.213  

Māori suffered heavily from infectious diseases and warfare: their population reached 

an estimated low of 42,000 in 1896, leading to concerns about their extinction.214 However, 

their resistance had staved off complete domination and Māori had some access to 

government offices. Four Māori parliamentary electorates were established in 1867 and 

retained despite some opposition. Increased access to education and the establishment of 

Māori councils in 1900 enabled some local governance. Māori elites such as Timi Kara (Sir 

James Carroll), Sir Āpirana Ngata and Te Rangi Hīroa (Sir Peter Buck) fought assimilation 

policies through political efforts, practical reforms and advocation of ‘Māoritanga’ or ‘Māori 

way of life’.215  

Despite this success and the European espousal of equality, large differences 

remained. The Māori population remained largely rural but closely knit, with social, medical, 

housing and cultural inequalities. Most Māori were labourers from large families and started 

work at age fourteen after finishing primary school. Few attended universities, though some 

had a secondary education. Christianity predominated, though it was often interpreted in 

Māori ways with beliefs syncretic with earlier culture, such as with the Rātana faith. Orange 

credits the New Zealand Labour Party with making some progress in equalising rights after 

1935, but Māori goals were local autonomy.216  
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The Western Pacific High Commission 
 

As early as 1848, New Zealand Governor Sir George Grey reported that the Fijian and 

Tongan people were interested in becoming British subjects. However, the British thought 

any benefit was outweighed by the costs of annexation and administration. New Zealand’s 

primary goal was strategic and aimed to exclude foreign powers from access to ports that 

could be used as coaling stations and bases for raiders. Several premiers saw themselves 

as regional agents of British Imperialism, and New Zealand offered to finance the annexation 

of Samoa and increase imperial interests in Tonga and Fiji. The Samoan effort failed, but New 

Zealand’s advocacy in Fiji and Tonga helped secure their possession.217  

While the British were reluctant colonisers in the South Pacific, they finally acted after 

failures in preventing their subjects from interfering in island politics or engaging in labour 

trafficking. The Royal Navy worked to suppress trafficking, and consuls were appointed on 

several islands to police the European population. However, the success of both the navy and 

consuls was limited by the large distances involved and a lack of clearly delineated authority 

between them. The annexation of Fiji and the heightened interest of foreign powers in the 

region were the final spurs to act, resulting in the issue of an order-in-council in 1877 that 

created the Western Pacific High Commission. The governor of Fiji would serve ex officio as 

high commissioner with jurisdiction over British nationals. The high commissioner was also 

appointed consul-general with authority over the Samoan and Tongan consuls. The 

commission was perpetually constrained by minimal funding, which limited its effective 

jurisdiction. Nevertheless, as shown in Table 1, by 1939 the high commissioner and consuls 

 
217 Angus Ross, New Zealand aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth Century, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 
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were responsible for several Crown colonies, protectorates, protected states and the 

Condominium of New Hebrides.218  

Table 1. Western Pacific High Commission territories, 1939219 

 

Territory Acquired Status 

Fiji 1874 Crown colony 

Rotuma 1881 Part of Fiji 

Gilbert and Ellice Islands Colony 
(GEIC) 1892 Protectorate: 1892 

Crown colony: 1916 

Fanning Island 1892 Protectorate: 1892 
Crown colony: 1916 (GEIC) 

Solomon Islands 1893 Protectorate 

Tonga 1900 Protected state 

Ocean Island 1901 Protectorate: 1901 
Crown colony: 1916 (GEIC) 

New Hebrides 1906 Condominium with France 

Christmas Island 1919 Part of GEIC 
 
 
 

Fiji 
 

The ancestors of modern Fijians first settled in the region approximately 3500 years 

ago.220 By 1800, at the time of first significant European contact, Fijian society was divided 

into kingdoms, each ruled by hereditary chiefs that were often at war. Early Europeans were 

traders and shipwrecked sailors who involved themselves in local chiefly rivalries and 

introduced firearms to the islands, which intensified inter-tribal conflicts. The first European 

 
218 Jeffries, The Colonial Office, pp. 28–30; Scarr, Fragments of empire, pp. xv–xvii, 34–35. 
219 W. David Mcintyre, ‘Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands’, in Judith Brown and William Roger 
Louis (eds.), The Oxford History of the British Empire, Kindle edn, 5 vols, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 
1999, vol. 4, The Twentieth Century, pp. 669-670. 
220 Norton, Race and Politics in Fiji, pp. 18–20. 



68  

settlements were established in the 1830s and the first Methodist missionaries arrived in 

1835.221 From 1843 a large-scale war was fought between the two largest chiefdoms, Bau 

and Rewa. The Bau were the eventual victors, aided by a Tongan contingent led by George 

Tupou I and his cousin Enele Ma’afu. Christianity spread throughout the islands at the same 

time, aided by its adoption by prominent chiefs such as Ratu Cakobau, the Vunivalu 

(paramount chief) of Bau, who converted to Christianity in 1854 and directed his subordinates 

to follow his example.222  

In 1858, W. T. Pritchard was appointed the British consul in Fiji to help police European 

lawlessness and labour trafficking. Pritchard supported Ratu Cakobau in his power struggle 

against Ma’afu, who had a base of power in the eastern islands,  particularly the Lau group. 

Cakobau eventually proclaimed himself Tui Viti, the King of  Fiji, but this was rejected by many 

of his fellow chiefs. In 1859, the British considered and rejected an offer of cession by 

Cakobau. The conflict between Cakobau and Ma’afu continued, and they established rival 

confederacies. Although Tonga renounced all sovereignty over Fijian territory in 1868, Ma’afu 

retained his influence when he was granted the title of Tui Lau. Fiji was united as a 

constitutional monarchy in 1871 with Ratu Cakobau as King. However, he was undermined by 

European settlers who controlled the cabinet and Legislative Council.223  

 

 
221 Ross, New Zealand aspirations, p. 27. 
222 Scarr, Fragments of empire, p. 6; May, ‘A Fighting People?’, pp. 35–36, 78; Leonard Usher, Fiji: Handbook of 
the Colony, Suva, Alport Barker, 1943, pp. 9–15. 
223 Scarr, Fragments of empire, pp. 6–10; John Spurway, Ma’afu, prince of Tonga, chief of Fiji: the life and times 
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Map 3. Fiji Islands and provinces before 1945224 

 
 

In 1874, after further Fijian overtures and rising instability on the islands, a British 

commission negotiated a Deed of Cession with the leading Fijian chiefs. Fiji became a Crown 

colony with the British Sovereign as head of state and administration exercised through an 

appointed governor. In return, Britain paid Cakobau’s debts and agreed to respect the rights 

of Fijian chiefs, within the limits of British sovereignty. Although cession was unconditional, 

Fijians regarded it as a partnership that spelled out reciprocal obligations. Rotuma, 641 

kilometres north of Fiji, was annexed in 1881 and governed as part of the colony.225  

The first governors established Executive and Legislative Councils. The Executive 

 
224 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, 
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225 Usher, Fiji: Handbook of the Colony, pp. 1–15; Norton, Race and Politics in Fiji, p. 21; Macnaught, The 
Fijian Colonial Experience, p. 1. 
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Council advised on legislation and performed many functions of a cabinet. Legislative Council 

members were initially appointed by the governor and were a mix of official members who 

held public office and unofficial members selected from the European community. 

Restrictions were placed on foreign ownership of land, and Fijians retained 83 per cent of 

their holdings. An indirect rule system was established to minimise dislocation of Fijian 

communal life. European officials amalgamated the tribes of Fiji into ‘mataqali’, or landowning 

groups or clans, a Bau concept that was applied wholesale to Fijians. Early colonial rule was 

disrupted by a measles epidemic in 1875 that killed between 20 and 25 per cent of the 

population.226 Fijians were ruled through a hierarchical layer of village (Turaga-ni-Koro or 

Koro), district (Buli) and provincial (Roko) officials, with Buli and Roko chosen by the 

government from those of chiefly rank. The Great Council of Chiefs met every two years to 

advise the governor on Fijian issues.227  

Colonial government gradually shifted to direct rule. In 1913, European magistrates 

were reclassified as provincial commissioners and given authority over Fijians. A native board 

was also established with regulatory authority.228 While Fijian society remained nominally 

intact, these changes altered it into a form acceptable to British rulers. This was coupled with 

an Indian indenture scheme from 1879 designed to preserve Fiji’s communal society but 

develop commercial enterprise. Nearly 60,000 Indians were brought to Fiji until indenture 

ceased in 1916. Many stayed after completing their service; most were small business owners 

 
226 Adrian Mayer, Indians in Fiji, London, Oxford University Press, 1963, p. 8; Norma McArthur, Island 
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or remained sugarcane farmers.229  

Although their numbers threatened to overtake the Fijian population by the mid- 1940s, 

Indians were still treated as second-class citizens, with limited political representation.230 

Fijians and Indians faced inferior wage rates, poorer educational opportunities and restrictions 

on alcohol. There was little social contact between Indians and Fijians, and intermarriage was 

extremely rare. People of mixed race were not accepted fully by either race and Indians were 

discouraged or barred from residing in Fijian villages. Fijian and European leaders in turn tried 

to maintain village life and discouraged Fijian wage labourers.231  

In 1937 the Legislative Council was enlarged to thirty-one members including sixteen 

ex-officio members of the colonial government. The other fifteen seats were divided between 

Fijians, Europeans and Indians. For Indians and Europeans, three seats were elected and two 

nominated. All five Fijian seats were appointed by the governor from a list submitted by the 

Council of Chiefs. While this expanded the representation of Fijians, over 80 per cent lived 

communally in villages and were insulated from political life. There were sporadic attempts 

by Fijians and Indians to unite against Europeans in the Legislative Council but these 

arrangements were neither stable nor long-lasting. Communal life was threatened by the 

increase in cane farming and other occupations that exerted pressure on Fijians to become 

wage labourers. Fijian chiefs opposed this individualism and worked to reintroduce 

communalism.232  
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Tonga 
 

The ancestors of modern Tongan peoples first settled the islands between 3000 and 

3300 years ago and over several centuries established a strong hereditary kingdom. Tongan 

society was formally stratified by lineage, with the Tu’i Tonga at the apex, and the senior 

descent groups governing.233 From 950 to 1500 AD, Tonga controlled or influenced several 

other Pacific island groups. Although several European explorers had surveyed the islands 

from 1616, there were no permanent visitors until 1796. Representatives from the London 

Missionary Society arrived the next year, though their efforts were unsuccessful. Their arrival 

coincided with a large-scale civil war among the islands, aided by the introduction of European 

weaponry.234  

In 1822, Wesleyan missions were established and were much more successful in 

proselyting and converting the population.235 The Ha’apai and Vavaʻu groups were 

Christianised over twenty years, while Tongatapu took another decade. The conversion of 

Taufa’ahau, baptised as George in 1831, represented a tipping point in acceptance of 

Christianity and in ending the struggle for the islands. In 1845, Taufa’ahau ascended to the 

throne as George Tupou I and united all of Tonga under his rule over the next decade, 

eventually establishing his capital at Nuku’alofa.236  

 
233 A title denoting the supreme Tongan ruler descended from the gods. Noel Rutherford and Ve’ehala and 
Tupou Posesi Fanua, ‘Oral Tradition and Prehistory’, in Noel Rutherford (ed.), Friendly Islands: A History of 
Tonga, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1977, p. 28. 
234 David V. Burley, ‘Tongan Archaeology and the Tongan Past, 2850–150 BP’, Journal of World 
Prehistory, vol. 12, no. 3, 1998, pp. 365–370; Ian C. Campbell, Island Kingdom: Tonga Ancient and 
Modern, 3rd edn, Christchurch, Canterbury University Press, 2015. 
235 Ross, New Zealand aspirations, p. 27. 
236 S. Latukefu, ‘The Wesleyan Mission’, in Noel Rutherford (ed.), Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga, 
Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1977, pp. 114, 127; Scarr, Fragments of empire, pp. 1–4; Wood, History 
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Map 4. Location of Tonga in the Western Pacific237  

 
 

King Tupou I gradually modernised Tongan society and government along western lines 

with new law codes and a constitution in 1875 that established a limited monarchy composed 

of a sovereign, premier, privy council, cabinet and parliament. The premier was the head of 

government and was assisted by the cabinet and the privy council. King Tupou I’s overriding 

motivation for this government structure was to keep his nation under Tongan rule. Prohibition 

of land ownership by foreigners helped, but he realised that external allies were also needed. 

 
237 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, 2018). 
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A Treaty of Friendship was signed with Germany in 1875 and Britain in 1879. After extended 

disputes between Britain and Germany over possessions in the Pacific, the 1899 Anglo-

German Agreement resolved territorial claims. Britain withdrew all claim to Samoa and in 

exchange Germany renounced Tonga.238  

In May 1900, Britain and Tonga signed the Treaty of Friendship whereby Britain 

provided for Tonga’s defence and assigned a consul, who advised the sovereign on foreign 

matters and had jurisdiction over Europeans. The treaty authorised the consul to advise on 

local affairs if requested by the sovereign. In turn, Tonga retained its sovereignty but 

renounced dealings with other nations. The consul’s substantial influence over government 

affairs was strengthened in 1905 when the office acquired veto power over expenditures and 

became the approval authority for all Europeans in the government. However, by 1912, in the 

aftermath of the Tonga Ma’a Tonga Kautaha court case and subsequent turmoil between the 

consul and Tupou II, Tonga reasserted its control over its domestic affairs and political 

structures. Advice from the consul, which had moved toward dictates, once again became 

voluntary.239  

Local government remained in Tongan hands and successive governments ensured 

that land could be leased but not sold to foreigners. Tongan society was based on subsistence 

agriculture and communal living with high social stratification between commoners in 

extended family grouping, and ruling nobles. On 5 April 1918, Sālote Mafile’o Pilolevu 

 
238 Noel Rutherford, ‘George Tupou I and Shirley Baker’, in Noel Rutherford (ed.), Friendly Islands: A History 
of Tonga, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1977, pp. 154–163; Wood, History and Geography of Tonga, 
pp. 92–94; Latukefu, ‘The Wesleyan Mission’, pp. 114, 127. 
239 Wood, History and Geography of Tonga, pp. 62–64, 92–94; A. H. Wood and Elizabeth Wood-Ellem, ‘Queen 
Sālote Tupou III’, in Noel Rutherford (ed.), Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga, Melbourne, Oxford University 
Press, 1977, pp. 194–195; ‘Eseta Fusitu’a and Noel Rutherford, ‘George Tupou II and the British Protectorate’, 
in Noel Rutherford (ed.), Friendly Islands: A History of Tonga, Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1977, pp. 
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Tonga Kautha: A Watershed in British-Tongan Relations', Pacific Studies, vol. IV, no. 2, 1981, pp. 142-163. 
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ascended to the throne as Queen Sālote Tupou III. Sālote married Viliami Tungī Mailefihi, a 

high-ranking Tongan noble in 1917. Tungī was appointed premier in 1923, a position he held 

until his death in 1941. The Queen and Tungī worked within the provisions of the Treaty and 

with the consuls and prominent Europeans to govern their people. Sālote furthered her 

father’s work  in scaling back European influence. After 1932, there were only two Europeans 

in the cabinet, the minister of finance and the chief justice, and their roles were kept in 

accordance with the Tongan constitution and laws.240  

 
Military forces in the Pacific up to the First World War 

 
New Zealand’s first military forces were a combination of British troops, local militia 

forces and volunteers. The last British troops were withdrawn in 1870 as part of the strategy 

to concentrate British military power and reduce expenditure by transferring responsibility for 

local defence to the colonies.241 The aftermath of the Boer War led to renewed New Zealand 

interest in Imperial defence, particularly as its isolation and small population meant that it 

could not protect itself against a first-class enemy. This was coupled with a growing unease 

over the decline in efficiency and numbers of the volunteer and militia forces.242 Both 

organisations were replaced under the Defence Act 1909, which divided the New Zealand 

land forces into the Permanent Force and the Territorial Force.243  

The Permanent Force, also known as the Regular Force filled key command and staff 

 
240 Weeks, ‘The US Occupation of Tonga, 1942–1945’, p. 402; Wood, History and Geography of Tonga, p. 94; 
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positions, and were the instructors and technical specialists for the Territorial Force. Regular 

Force officers were subject to the same promotion examinations as British officers and many 

attended Imperial schooling. Cadets were sent to the Royal Military College – Duntroon in 

Australia or commissioned through Sandhurst or Woolwich in England. The Staff Corps sent 

officers to staff colleges in Camberley, England or Quetta, India. Many Regular Force 

personnel were seconded to British or Indian units to gain regimental experience. All these 

factors ensured that New Zealand and British forces remained interoperable.244  

The Territorial Force was responsible for local defence and was regionally organised 

with an initial establishment of 20,000, later raised to 30,000. Manpower was provided by the 

compulsory training of male British subjects, though only half of those eligible were trained. 

Māori who registered for service were enrolled and posted to units as individuals or sections 

and troops, depending on their prevalence within the area. The first camps were held in the 

1911–1912 training season, and Soutar estimated that over 800 Māori were serving in 

1914.245  

The relatively peaceful acquisition of Fiji meant that its military organisations differed. 

Some expeditions into the central Viti Levu before and after British rule subdued the Colo and 

other tribes who resisted the central government. No Imperial troops were used. The 

resistance was put down by a Royal Army established in 1871 and renamed the Armed Native 

Constabulary after cession, retaining a military role. The Armed Native Constabulary was 

amalgamated with the civilian police force in 1904 and renamed the Fiji Constabulary. In 1914 

 
244 New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand Official Year-Book, 1938, 
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the FDF was established for local defence but was restricted to those of European descent.246 

Tonga had no military forces other than a small Royal Guard to protect the sovereign as 

Britain had pledged to provide for its defence in the Treaty of Friendship. 

 
The First World War 

 
In 1914 Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands collectively constituted 1.5 per 

cent of the British Empire’s population. However, the Dominions made an important 

contribution to Britain’s military power in the First World War.247 Territorial Force service was 

restricted by law to service in New Zealand and so 1NZEF was formed in two major 

contingents for overseas service. An infantry brigade fought at Gallipoli in 1915, was 

expanded into a division in 1916 and transferred to the Western Front.248 Another 

expeditionary force occupied German Samoa on 29 August 1914. Approximately 98,950 

personnel served in the 1NZEF contingents and their reinforcements, representing roughly 9 

per cent of New Zealand’s population and nearly 45 per cent of men aged twenty to forty-five. 

Service was initially voluntary but conscription was authorised under the Military Service Act, 

1916.249 Of the 138,034 men were called up under the Act, only 19,548 embarked 

overseas.250  

British officials were reluctant to involve Māori in a European war but this argument 

proved specious after Indian and African contingents reinforced the Allied armies on the 

Western Front. On 16 September the New Zealand government requested approval of a 

 
246 Ravuvu, Fijians at War, pp. 3–5. 
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retroactively retitled the 1NZEF when the Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force was formed in 1939. 
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Māori contingent of 200 men. Two days later Māori MPs formed the Native Contingent 

Committee and urged the raising of a separate Māori unit within 1NZEF. Strong recruiting led 

to the contingent’s expansion to 500 personnel, organised into two companies, and its 

acceptance for garrison duty in November.251  

Quotas were set for each Māori electorate, where recruitment was assisted by local 

iwi committees. The Waikato iwi unofficially discouraged enlistment, resulting in minimal 

participation. Opinions were split on whether to segregate or mix iwi; ultimately the 

contingents were ultimately organised into platoons by iwi to foster competition. The Māori 

committee had some control over junior officer selection, although the government reserved 

the power to appoint the commander and adjutant. This was the same power exercised for 

other 1NZEF units. The Māori MPs often bypassed army channels to promote their own 

candidates for officer positions.252  

Service on Samoa was initially considered but rejected by Māori leaders and Colonel 

Logan, the local military administrator, who believed that mixing Samoans and Māori would 

result in racial tensions. The Māori contingent embarked for Egypt in February 1915 with 518 

men under the command of Major A. H. Herbert. Shortly after their arrival, the contingent was 

transferred to Malta and was placed on active service in May. The men were trained as 

pioneers and ordered to reinforce New Zealand forces on the Gallipoli peninsula on 3 July. 

Heavy fighting in August resulted in casualties of 100 killed or wounded. By December, battle 

casualties and illness had reduced the Māori contingent to 134 effectives. Troubles soon 

arose between Herbert and some of his Māori officers. Eventually General Godley, the 1NZEF 

 
251 Also known as the Māori Recruitment Committee. See Cowan, The Maoris in the Great War, pp. 9–10. 
252 O’Connor, ‘Maori Recruitment 1914–1918’, pp. 48–60; Winegard, Indigenous Peoples, pp. 80–87, 102– 105; 
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Maintenance, Wellington, Government Printer, 1919, p. 41. 
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commander, investigated and relieved four Māori officers. The contingent was split, with two 

platoons sent to each infantry battalion in the New Zealand Infantry Brigade. This 

dismemberment angered the Māori Committee, who officially protested and threatened to 

suspend further reinforcements, particularly as no court of inquiry had been held to investigate 

Herbert’s claims. One officer was medically boarded and found unfit for overseas service, 

while the three relieved for performance issues eventually rejoined the 1NZEF.253  

 In December 1915, 1NZEF withdrew from Gallipoli and returned to Egypt where 

sufficient reinforcements had assembled to form an infantry division. A divisional 

establishment included pioneers, who were trained and organised similar to an infantry 

battalion but primarily performed light-engineering tasks such as road building, trench works 

and maintaining lines of communication. The Māori contingent and Otago Mounted Rifles were 

jointly selected for this role as they were each individually short of the required numbers. The 

New Zealand Pioneer Battalion was actively employed during the Somme campaign where it 

suffered 20 per cent casualties. An influx of reinforcements meant the unit was three-quarters 

Māori by 1917 and on 1 September the unit was retitled the New Zealand (Maori) Pioneer 

Battalion. Nearly all the remaining Europeans transferred to other units. The battalion 

supported operations at Messines and Passchendaele in 1917 and played a similar role in 

1918 during the German and Allied offensives in March and August.  

The 1NZEF was part of the Rhine garrison but British officials excluded native troops 

for this service and the Māori were withdrawn. The Pioneer Battalion instead returned to New 

Zealand as a complete unit, a precedent that would be followed again in the Second World 

War. During their service, the contingent’s casualties were 336 deaths and 734 wounded, a 
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small proportion of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) casualties, 16,302 of which 

were fatal.254  

The War Office asked for quarterly reinforcement drafts of 250 Māori to replace battle 

casualties and wastage. Army and Māori leaders were concerned about uneven recruitment 

patterns, especially the lack of recruits from Waikato and Taranaki.255 The initial Māori 

contingent was followed by two reinforcement drafts of over 300 who embarked in September 

1915 and February 1916. A third draft included over 200 Niue Islanders and Rarotongans.256 

Nearly 500 recruits from the Cook Islands and 149 from Niue along with individuals from 

Tahiti, Tonga, Samoa, and the Gilbert and Ellice Islands enlisted in the NZEF, and most 

served with the Māori contingents.257 A total of thirty Māori and three Rarotongan drafts 

embarked for service. They usually left monthly and contained between thirty and seventy- 

five men, though this declined from mid-1917. There were also 346 officers and men training 

in New Zealand when the Armistice was announced. Overall, approximately 2227 Māori and 

461 Pacific Islanders embarked overseas.258  

 A major divisive issue with Māori participation in the First World War was compulsory 

service. Māori and part-Māori were initially excluded from conscription, but the governor- 

general was authorised to call them up by proclamation if needed. This call up occurred in June 
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1917 at the behest of the Māori Committee, specifically Māui Pōmare, in whose district were 

most of the iwi who were withholding support. Many Māori iwi with high levels of volunteers also 

supported conscription, seeing it as a measure to equalise participation and relieve pressure on 

them. This underscores the danger in attributing a unitary response to Māori actions, since iwi 

made differing choices based on their historical experiences.259  

Conscription was only applied to the Waikato-Maniapoto districts, whose iwi had 

consistently refused to volunteer for military service. The first drafts were held in February 1918 

and by the Armistice, 552 Waikato Māori were registered. Half were found unfit and over 200 

were arrested or had warrants outstanding for failure to appear for training. Only seventy-four 

men were training in camp and none served overseas.260 Many of the issues and conflicts 

involving Māori service in the First World War were factors in the Second. Rates of 

participation, officers, unit roles and conscription all became matters of contention between 

Māori and government leaders. In many ways, this was an effect of the widespread 

mobilisation of Māori manpower during the war. 

In contrast, there was no corresponding recruitment on either Fiji or Tonga. Fiji 

mobilised the FDF, constabulary and rifle clubs at the outbreak of war. Over 400 Europeans 

and a few Fijians left the colony to enlist as individuals, while two European contingents 

served with British units. By 1917, some Fijians and Euronesians were enlisted into the FDF 

to replace departing Europeans. The only organised overseas service by Fijians was a labour 

detachment of 101 Fijians and 7 Europeans sent to France in 1917.261 Sixteen Fijians were 

high-ranking Fijian chiefs, including Ratu Sukuna, who had been studying at Oxford at the 
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outbreak of war. Sukuna volunteered for British service but was turned down and instead 

joined the French Foreign Legion, where he was decorated with the Médaille Militaire and later 

joined the labour detachment as a sergeant. Tonga did not raise any organised contingents 

but approximately ninety-four Europeans and part-Tongans served with New Zealand and 

Australian forces. Most enlisted in 1NZEF, with fifteen serving in the Maori Pioneer Battalion. 

Several Tongans served with the Rarotongan contingent in Palestine.262  

New Zealand and British officials were reluctant to recruit Māori and other Pacific 

Islanders for wartime service, however, the demand for manpower undermined this dynamic. 

Frederick Perry argued that the maximum sustainable size of twentieth century British armies 

was equal to the male cohort aged twenty to twenty-five.263 New Zealand exceeded this 

threshold early in the war, prompting a reassessment of the martial utility of the Māori 

population. The same occurred on a much smaller scale with the Fiji labour detachment and 

individual enlistments in the South Pacific. As European losses mounted greater percentages 

of Indigenous peoples were enlisted as an untapped, if politically unpalatable, resource. After 

the war, Indigenous soldiers were demobilised and resumed their marginal place in their 

respective military forces.264  

New Zealand defence policy to 1936 
 

After the demobilisation of the 1NZEF, New Zealand’s major strategic priority was 

determining the post-war structure of the armed services, particularly as they would have local 

and Imperial responsibilities. There were several constraints on New Zealand’s aspirations, 

 
262 Liava’a, Valiant Volunteers, pp. 9, 15–16; Ravuvu, Fijians at War, pp. 5–6. 
263 Perry, The Commonwealth Armies, pp. 228–229. 
264 Winegard, Indigenous Peoples, pp. 1–7, 71, 256–260; Jackson, ‘British Imperial Military Formations’, p. 13; 
Liava’a, Valiant Volunteers; Christine Liava’a, Qaravi Na’i Tavi, They Did Their Duty: Soldiers from Fiji in the 
Great War, Auckland, Polygraphia, 2009. 



83  

the most significant being the economy which centred around primary production. Butter, 

wool, lamb, cheese, mutton and pork accounted for 80 per cent of exports and the majority 

were sent to Britain via the Panama Canal. In contrast, the secondary sector was 

underdeveloped with only a few small factories and workshops. There was limited industrial 

conversion and refitting capacity, and no steel production, heavy industry or government 

arsenals. The munitions industry consisted of one small-arms manufacturing company. These 

factors meant that large forces could not be raised and equipped without extensive British 

assistance.265  

Britain provided advisors, most notably Admiral Jellicoe and his naval mission to the 

Dominions. While Jellicoe’s fleet proposal did not eventuate, his recommendation for a local 

naval force was approved and the New Zealand Division of the Royal Navy was formed in 

1921.266 During the interwar period the force consisted of two light cruisers and several 

auxiliary vessels obtained from the British navy. Their assigned operating area was the New 

Zealand Naval Station, a Royal Navy command that encompassed the Dominion and most of 

the British Western Pacific territories. In the 1920s and 1930s New Zealand vessels conducted 

many cruises and port calls in the South Pacific. They also landed naval parties and escorted 

army forces when called for by the local civil powers, and by doing so demonstrated New 

Zealand’s regional interests and willingness to support British policies. In October 1941, the 

New Zealand Division was renamed the Royal New Zealand Navy.267  
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Map 5. Limits of the New Zealand Naval Station268 

 
 
 

The New Zealand Permanent Air Force was formed in 1923 and renamed the Royal 

New Zealand Air Force in 1934 but did not become independent from the army until 1937. 

Both the navy and air force competed with the army for funding, though the RNZAF share 

was small until 1935. After 1927, naval expenditure outpaced army funding until the outbreak 

of war.269  

New Zealand’s fiscal constraints dramatically shaped its land forces in the interwar 

period. In 1920, the Territorial Force had a strength of 31,475 and the Permanent Force had 

1134 personnel. In 1921, the military forces were reorganised into a general headquarters 
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based in Wellington and three regional commands: Northern and Central on the North Island, 

and Southern Command on the South Island. The commands were subdivided into four 

regimental districts, each providing an infantry battalion and a proportion of other arms and 

services in peacetime and raising additional forces in war. Upon full mobilisation, the 

regimental districts would provide one infantry division and a mounted rifles brigade as an 

expeditionary force, and a second infantry division for home defence. To help reduce 

expenditure, the period of service was reduced from seven to four years.270  

In the 1920s the Territorial Force strength averaged 840 officers and 19,000 other 

ranks. In 1930 the Depression resulted in severe cutbacks including cancellation of annual 

training. Camps and compulsory service were abolished in 1931 and the Territorial Force 

establishment was cut from 16,000 to 10,000 personnel. Territorial Force service became 

voluntary in 1932 and units were reduced to cadres of regular and territorial officers and NCOs 

who could rebuild them upon mobilisation. Annual training was reinstated, but Territorial 

Force strength in 1932 dropped to its lowest interwar point with 3655 all ranks, while the 

Regular Forces strength fell to 282. Many servicemen were forced into early retirement, while 

exchange and staff college postings were discontinued.271  
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Map 6. New Zealand military commands and recruiting areas.272  

 

Māori were eligible for Territorial Force service, though detailed statistics are 
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unavailable. Few Māori were promoted to the NCO and officer ranks, and they were generally 

not subject to compulsory training. In units located in areas with a larger Māori population, 

they were formed into separate troops and sections. Scattered calls in the late 1930s for larger 

Māori units or sub-units from iwi such as the Te Arawa confederation and the Ngāti Awa were 

unsuccessful. The reasons given ranged from the remoteness of the proposed units and 

difficulty supplying equipment to potential European objections to serving with Māori.273  

From the 1930s, New Zealand periodically requested British guidance on the 

international situation and recommendations for its role within Imperial defence. Contributions 

toward the Singapore base were welcome but the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) was 

prohibited from advising on specific apportionment of finances. British planners viewed New 

Zealand’s defence as a naval problem, and they urged Dominion officials to maintain cruisers 

as the most effective contribution. However, CID officials also consistently recommended that 

New Zealand form regular units that could relieve British Pacific garrisons in peacetime or be 

sent overseas in war. They were also concerned at the reduction of the Territorial Force and 

advocated that New Zealand ensure that its expeditionary forces would be ready for service 

within twelve to eighteen months of the outbreak of war. Local coast and air defences should 

be upgraded to provide cover while these forces mobilised. Despite these recommendations, 

no regular units were formed.274  

A New Zealand section of the CID was established in 1933. It was loosely based on 

the British model and included a Chiefs of Staff Committee but was chaired by the General 

Officer Commanding (GOC) instead of the prime minister. The section was renamed the 
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Organisation for National Security (ONS) in 1936 and transferred to the prime minister’s 

department in 1937.275 The Chiefs of Staff Committee, as in Britain, coordinated defence 

policy between the three services. 

The first Chiefs of Staff paper, published in March 1935, was a fundamental review of 

New Zealand’s defence. Many of its conclusions were still valid during the Second World War 

and will be discussed at length. The report upheld the Singapore strategy as providing 

defensive cover, thereby reducing the scale of attack against New Zealand to minor raids. If 

the strategy failed, then the threat of attack rose to a maximum of invasion by two divisions. 

The best way to avert this attack was a contribution to Imperial defence in the Pacific. 

However, any defence policy required a trade-off between different services competing for 

limited funding and personnel. The wartime requirements included expeditionary forces. 

Shortages meant that they could not be equipped and there would be delays while personnel 

were recruited and trained. Ideally, local defence forces would be maintained at enough 

peacetime strength to cover expeditionary units while they mobilised.276  

New Zealand’s defence required that a proportion of Regular and Territorial force units 

be ready for active service at short notice. The chiefs therefore endorsed the British 

recommendation for overseas garrisons or regular forces, though they recognised that their 

formation was a political decision. The report closed by emphasising the necessity for 

coordination between government departments and urged the formation of a defence 

secretariat within the prime minister’s office, which spurred the transformation of the CID 

section into the ONS. There was also a need for close liaison with Australia and further 
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attention to the Pacific, including the Cook Islands, Niue and Western Samoa. This will be 

explored later in the chapter.277  

 
Fiji defence policy to 1936 

 
Like New Zealand, the Fiji garrison was understrength and financially neglected during 

the interwar years. Territorial camps were resumed after the First World War and the FDF 

was called out to provide internal security during the 1920 and 1921 strikes.278 In 1923, a new 

defence ordinance organised the FDF along Imperial lines and specified enlistment 

standards, standing orders, regulations and standards for efficiency. The force could be called 

out for active service by proclamation, but members were not liable to serve outside the colony 

without their consent. The provisions of the Army Act applied on active service, and members 

would be entitled to pay, rations and allowances. Male British subjects between the ages of 

eighteen and twenty-two who were European or who had one parent of European descent 

were liable for three years of service, followed by another three in the reserves. This provision 

was initially inactive but could be implemented by government proclamation by district. Until 

1939, compulsory service was only enforced in the Suva area.279 

Fiji’s remote location rendered it a low priority in Imperial defence planning. The 1922 

defence scheme identified several issues that remained relevant into the Second World War. 

Before the construction of aerodromes, Fiji’s primary value was in its wireless station and the 

trans-Pacific cable, which in 1926 had been upgraded to a loaded cable with vastly increased 
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transmission rates.280 Suva was a minor commercial port with fuel storage and small repair 

facilities. The Oversea Defence Committee281 recommended a scale of attack of raiding 

parties of up to 200 men landed by Armed Merchant Cruisers (AMC) or cruisers who would 

destroy the cable and wireless stations or obtain supplies from coastal towns. Aerial attack 

against the colony was unlikely, and Fiji was within the area covered by the fortification clause 

of the Five-Power Treaty, which prohibited coastal-defence guns or minefields.282  

Fiji was ill-equipped to defend against the projected scale of attack. This weakness 

continued throughout the interwar period. Despite the continuing manpower shortage, Indians 

were not targeted for recruitment. ln 1930 a proposal for an Indian platoon was considered 

and shelved. Two years later, the matter was reopened, to mixed support. The governor 

supported Indian recruitment as a political gesture despite some opposition within the 

European community. The FDF’s Commandant, Major Clive Joske, had served in the Indian 

scouts and supported the formation of a platoon.283 The ODC’s response was guarded but 

favourable. There was precedent for their inclusion as Indians were recruited for the local 

forces of Ceylon and other colonies. Given the small size of the force, an additional platoon 

would be welcome provided it was completely integrated. While the ODC could not offer more 

guidance regarding a political issue, Fiji proceeded with the recruitment of a platoon of 

approximately forty Indians.284  

Fiji’s defence scheme was comprehensively overhauled in 1936. Japan was identified 
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as the threat as it was the only first-class naval power that could realistically attack the colony. 

However, the South Pacific’s minimal infrastructure limited the potential threat. Fiji was an 

exception due to its comparatively greater commercial development. Because development 

was concentrated near Suva, along with the bulk of the European population, the threatened 

area would be limited to the city and surrounding peninsula since the most likely scenario was 

an attack by cruiser detachments. According to the ODC, the best counter to raids was an 

efficient and alerted defence force, as the estimated warning-time was two hours, which 

meant maintaining a force on active duty. Geographical isolation and the small European 

population were the principal difficulties in achieving this goal.285  

Recruiting efforts had raised the FDF’s strength to 14 officers and 577 other ranks 

by 1936, but there were no regular military forces, searchlights, fortifications or barracks. 

Instead, Fiji’s defence relied on compulsory training and calling out the force to active duty 

in the precautionary stage of a crisis. The ODC’s review acknowledged that technological 

progress in air travel meant Fiji had assumed new importance as a nodal point for civil and 

strategic air routes in the Pacific. This reduced its isolation but potentially increased the 

scale of attack.286  

 
Regional defence in the Pacific, 1936–1939 

 
New Zealand reconsidered its defence policy in light of the rapid deterioration of the 

international situation from 1936. Increased tensions in the Pacific were accompanied by 

technological innovation in commercial and military aviation that had resulted in greater 

performance and increased range. Britain and the United States began to establish trans- 
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Pacific air routes, but the need for stopover points led to sovereignty disputes on several 

islands and many others were surveyed for seaplane bases and aerodromes. New Zealand 

often acted as Britain’s agent and was aware of the military potential of facilities.287  

In 1935 the New Zealand Labour party won the general election and formed its first 

government. Many members had opposed conscription in the First World War and the party 

was generally, but not entirely, anti-militarist and anti-imperialist: the preference was for 

collective security. The new government requested an air force advisor and the British sent 

Wing Commander Ralph Cochrane in 1936. Cochrane defined four roles for the RNZAF: 

defence of New Zealand territory, protection of trade, defence of bases along the sea lines of 

communication, and assisting in Britain’s defence. These roles would be fulfilled by a modern 

force of twenty-four long-range aircraft capable of reaching Singapore or the Pacific islands. 

The administration approved Cochrane’s force and work started on facilities in early 1937.288  

In February 1937 Cochrane recommended a network of aerial reconnaissance 

routes in the Pacific. Strategic appreciations warned that Japan may capture one or more 

Pacific Islands as an advanced base to strike Australia or New Zealand. The routes would 

provide early warning for any potential attack but required landing grounds, supplies, aircraft 

and local defence forces. Fiji would become an advanced base and hub of an aerial network 

to the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, Nauru, the Cook Islands and Tonga.289 This air emphasis 

forced the navy and army into further competition for defence funds, with the army consistently 

receiving the smallest allocation. Labour hostility toward naval forces abated, but land forces 
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were comparatively neglected.290  

Faced with these budgetary constraints, in 1937 the army reorganised its forces to 

match fiscal realities. The current Territorial Force strength was 565 officers and 7717 other 

ranks, with establishments based on British standards. This was completely inadequate for 

their mission, and the reorganisation was intended to reduce this disparity. An army board was 

established, with the defence minister, three military representatives and an army secretary 

as members. The three commands were redesignated districts, and the regimental recruiting 

zones were renamed areas. District commanders were Regular Force officers who supervised 

the training and administration of Territorial Force and cadet units in their areas. General 

Headquarters was redesignated Army Headquarters (AHQ), and the position of GOC was 

abolished and replaced by the Chief of the General Staff (CGS). Fortress areas centred on 

the principal ports were created in each district: Auckland, Wellington and Lyttleton. An 

infantry battalion was allocated to each port as fortress troops and brought to full 

establishment. Mounted rifle and infantry units were consolidated into composite regiments 

and battalions. A Special Reserve was formed, with a three-year period of service. Recruits 

trained for three months and were posted to coastal-defence batteries or the fortress infantry 

battalions. Territorial Force now provided fortress troops, a mounted rifle brigade and an 

infantry brigade group instead of the previous divisional organisation.291  

Support for the reorganisation was not universal. Only 3000 Territorials attended the 

1937–1938 summer camp and there was discontent in the officer corps, the most well-known 

being the ‘Four Colonels Revolt’. The officers initially objected within the military chain of 
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command but eventually protested in a manifesto published in newspapers. This was in 

contravention of the King’s Regulations and those involved were placed on the retired list, 

though their actions did bring attention to the state of the Territorial Force. Major General 

John Duigan, the New Zealand CGS from 1937 to 1941 was the architect of the 

reorganisation. However, Duigan also sought an increase in the potential scale of attack 

against New Zealand. His rationale for the increase was based on Japan’s options in the 

period before the relief of Singapore. He believed that the Japanese could conduct large-

scale raids, which necessitated increased port defences. As Duigan was not supported by 

the air and naval chiefs or Labour political leaders, the scale of attack remained 

unchanged.292  

 
New Zealand and the Pacific Islands 

 
Shortly after Cochrane’s reconnaissance proposal, the 1937 Imperial Conference 

opened in London on 14 May. The New Zealand delegates asked that Britain assess the 

strategic importance of the Pacific Islands in terms of available facilities and their potential 

military use by the British Empire or its enemies. Japan was considered likely to engage in 

commerce and raiding warfare to disrupt trade and force the dispersion of the main fleet. The 

raids could include attacks on Australian or New Zealand ports. An attack on Pacific Islands 

for their use as refuelling bases was possible and would increase the scale of attack on the 

Dominions. Aerial attack was now feasible due to increased aircraft ranges.293  

The CID recommended that the British establish sovereignty over any islands with 

refuelling bases or landing grounds and encourage their infrastructure development. Detail 
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was provided on selected Pacific Islands, though some were later found to be inaccurate.294 

New Zealand was not entirely satisfied with this report and in May 1938 requested permission 

to begin surveying landing grounds along Cochrane’s proposed route. Local and regional 

defence began to intertwine. If enemy heavy bombers were stationed in the Tongan and Fijian 

groups they would be within range of Auckland and much of the North Island. Therefore, it 

was critical that the Japanese be prevented from establishing advanced bases. New Zealand 

requested a conference with Britain and Australia to discuss the routes and other defensive 

matters in the Pacific. The CID recommended approval but sought clarification of its scope 

before committing to sending representatives.295  

During the Czechoslovakian crisis, the British learned of German contingency plans 

for commerce raiding in the Pacific. This revelation accelerated defensive preparations. In 

October 1938 New Zealand issued a revised strategic appreciation of its interests. Despite the 

German plans, the Japanese were the greater threat in the Pacific. The period before relief of 

Singapore had recently been extended to seventy days during which time the Japanese would 

have naval supremacy. While Singapore remained the major target, the Japanese could use 

the time available to secure advanced bases in the South Pacific to shorten their lines of 

communication and increase the threat to Imperial trade and ports. Fiji, Tonga, New 

Caledonia and the New Hebrides were identified as potential targets for attack. A Japanese 

base on any of these islands would nearly double the effect of raids against New Zealand. 

Dominion forces would assist the British colonies in the Pacific but needed to complete 

surveys before detailed defence plans could be enacted. Suva was identified as the key port, 
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as it had refuelling and repair facilities. Cooperation with French Pacific interests and Australia 

was considered vital, particularly in protecting the Pacific and trans-Tasman trade.296  

The New Zealand Chiefs of Staff followed up on their appreciation and embarked on 

HMS Leander on 5 November 1938 to confer with Sir Harry Luke, the newly arrived Governor 

of Fiji. Luke and the chiefs considered the possibility of a Japanese attack on Tonga. The 

harbours at Nuku’alofa and Vavaʻu were identified as key considerations for any defence 

scheme, but as there were insufficient resources to protect both harbours the planners 

concentrated on Nuku’alofa. Fixed defences were considered but rejected on the cost basis. 

Instead, the idea of a defence force was mooted. The 100 adult male Europeans on Tonga 

were insufficient to form a garrison and there were political and legal concerns about enlisting 

Tongans, but discussions proceeded regarding a mixed force of Tongans and Europeans. 

The attendees considered that ‘Tongans, if properly handled and trained, would make 

excellent fighting material and compare favourably with the Fijians —– judging by past 

history’. The chiefs agreed to provide instructors and they arranged to visit Tongatapu with 

Luke to discuss matters with Queen Sālote.297  

This consultation occurred on 9 December 1938 and discussions were held with 

Queen Sālote, Premier Prince Tungī, and A. L. Armstrong, the British consul. They centred 

around the proposed aerodromes and their defensive requirements and included the Vavaʻu 

island group. An aerodrome engineer was sent to Tongatapu to conduct a preliminary survey 

and an area south of Nuku’alofa was tentatively designated. A second site was surveyed in 

the Vavaʻu group but was rejected due to marginal terrain and the difficulty of its defence. 
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Queen Sālote and Premier Prince Tungī offered 283 hectares of the royal estates near 

Fua'amotu, 21 kilometres southeast of Nuku’alofa, for aerodrome construction, which was 

accepted. The proposed defence force would be a mixed battalion of Europeans and Tongans 

but would be raised by companies due to equipment and facility constraints.298 

Queen Sālote and Prince Tungī were concerned about costs but were supportive and 

thought volunteers would be readily forthcoming. The Secretary of State for the Colonies 

offered no political or legal objections to arming Tongans but raised fiscal concerns, as Tonga 

would not be liable for the expenditure. Luke consulted with FDF officials who prepared an 

estimate for the cost of an infantry battalion organised on the same lines as the Fijian force. 

The estimated capital and annual expenditure were a substantial fraction of Tonga’s revenue, 

which was T£60,441 in 1938, but Tonga indicated a willingness to contribute part of the 

total.299  

Based on the consultations focused on the defence of Fiji and Tonga, the New Zealand 

Chiefs of Staff released another appreciation in December 1938. Japanese bases in Fiji and 

Tonga would halve the distance to New Zealand and could sever the trans-Tasman shipping 

routes and disrupt trade with Britain.300 If war was declared raiders would operate against 

shipping almost immediately. Both Fiji and Tonga consisted of several hundred islands with 

many sheltered anchorages, but the only commercial port and modern infrastructure was at 

Suva, which made it the focus of any attack in the area. These factors meant any garrison 

must be ready to instantly repel an attack. The current scales of attack on Fiji and Tonga 
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were now too low — an attack in brigade strength was proposed. If Japan established 

garrisons on either island it would require a major operation to dislodge them which would 

prove impossible given shipping constraints. The chiefs requested endorsement of the 

revised scales and that defences in the Fijian and Tongan groups be strengthened to meet 

them, starting with Suva.301  

Two landing grounds were required on Viti Levu at Nausori, sixteen kilometres 

northeast of Suva, and Nadi on the west coast.302 The chiefs also recommended two landing 

grounds on Tonga, one on Tongatapu and the other in the Ha’apai or Vavaʻu groups, and 

proposed to send an aerodrome engineer pending formal Tongan approval. At a current 

strength of 400 men, the FDF lacked essential support services and equipment. The minimum 

effective force for aerodrome defence would be a heavy coastal battery at Suva and two 

infantry battalions, each with signal, supply, transport and field ambulance sections, for a total 

of 50 officers and 1250 other ranks. Personnel would be a short-service force who would 

receive three months initial training and then join their units. Although the scale of attack 

against Tonga was less than that of Fiji, the Kingdom had no military organisation beyond the 

Royal Guards and the chiefs recommended a defence force of battalion strength in Tonga as 

well as a New Zealand expeditionary brigade group that could reinforce island forces at short 

notice. A small naval force for Suva was mooted for examination services, harbour defence, 

and minesweeping operations. By the end of 1939, the RNZAF would have aircraft capable 

of reaching Fiji and Tonga and planned to base them on the islands.303  

Luke reported New Zealand’s plans and his own intentions to the Secretary of State 
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for the Colonies on 17 January 1939. He proposed to raise two additional European companies 

to protect the aerodrome at Nadi. While Luke anticipated possible outcry over Indian’s 

exclusion, he discounted their assistance. The commandant had little confidence in the 

existing platoon and Luke disparaged the Indian population as ‘coolie labour’ not fit for the 

martial races.304 Fijians were loyal but ignorant of firearms and required more training than 

Europeans. These assessments mixed deliberate policy choices, such as not training Fijians 

youths in firearms, with contemporary stereotypes that reflected the widespread martial-race 

ideology and British assumptions of superiority. Luke proposed to build the second battalion 

around the two new European companies and to use Indians and Fijians as transport and 

labour troops.305  

 
The Pacific Defence Conference 

 
With several military initiatives in progress or underway, New Zealand’s Labour leaders 

endorsed the chiefs’ reports and pressed for the upcoming conference to consider all strategic 

matters in the Pacific. The approved meeting, the Pacific Defence Conference, was held in 

Wellington in April 1939. While Britain and Australia agreed to attend, they were less receptive 

to the proposed scope. Instead of sending ministerial delegates, the British borrowed Vice 

Admiral Ragnar Colvin, the Australian Chief of the Naval Staff, for their naval delegate and 

sent Major General P. J. Mackesy and Air Marshall Arthur Longmore as the army and air 

representatives.306 Political representatives were Sir Harry Batterbee, and Luke.307 Delegates 
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were not empowered to decide on Empire-wide issues but would convey them back to the 

CID. New Zealand had also requested an updated strategic appreciation, which would be 

sent with Batterbee.308  

The appreciation was grim, as the strategic situation had continued to deteriorate. 

Britain was allied with France but in the worst-case scenario they might have to fight 

Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously. Britain and Singapore were identified as the 

‘keystones’ of Imperial defence. Italy, while manageable alone, was a strategic threat due to 

its central position astride Imperial communications between Europe and the Pacific. As 

planners analysed the potential combinations of enemies, they concluded that ‘in the event 

of war with Japan, we should send a Fleet to Eastern waters irrespective of the situation 

elsewhere’.309 This assurance was moderated by a handwritten note by Prime Minister 

Chamberlain stating there could be no firm guarantees on when the fleet would be sent or its 

composition. 

With the increased threat from Japan and increased naval commitments, the CID 

recommended extending the relief period from seventy to ninety days, which was approved 

on 6 July 1939.310 Japan’s major threat to New Zealand was severing sea communications or 

the establishment of advanced bases in the south or southwest Pacific. Attacks by detached 

raiding squadrons were also possible, but less dangerous. British planners continued to press 

for New Zealand troops for Singapore and the Indian Ocean but welcomed the commitment 

to Fanning Island and the proposal to send a brigade group to Fiji. New Zealand’s other 

Imperial contributions were a proposal to train 1000 pilots annually for service with the RAF, 

 
308 TNA, CO 323/1684/14, CID 1542-B, New Zealand: Conference on Pacific Questions, 31 March 1939, 
https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/, (accessed 24 October 2017). 
309 TNA, CAB 53/44, COS 832, ‘New Zealand Co-operation in Imperial Defence, 1 February 1939’, p. 8. 
310 McGibbon, Blue-water rationale, p. 334. 

https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/


101  

and the dispatch of an expeditionary division.311  

Before proceeding to analyse the actual conference, an important caveat must be 

given regarding their deliberations. In March 1939, the newly formed Strategical Appreciation 

Subcommittee of the CID was tasked to prepare a European Appreciation as part of the 

preparation for the Anglo-French staff talks, which commenced at the end of the month. The 

appreciation and further papers concluded that there were too many variable factors to give 

a firm commitment on time or numbers of any fleet to be sent to the Far East. The eastern 

Mediterranean was identified as a vital area that could not be denuded of capital ships, 

reducing the number available for deployment to the Pacific. These factors rendered the 

guidance given to New Zealand obsolete and effectively reversed priorities by placing the 

Mediterranean over the Far East. These documents were too sensitive to transmit via 

telegraph, and so the conference delegates in Wellington were unaware of the revised 

guidance.312  

The Pacific Defence Conference covered three main topics, with New Zealand 

providing background briefs written without CID guidance as they were completed before 

Batterbee arrived. Strategic problems were covered first, then supply problems, while the third 

brief concerned trans-Pacific aviation. After the conference closed, a major report considered 

the strategic problems of the southwest Pacific and summarised the current intelligence on 

Japanese intentions. 

Japan’s initial major operations were projected to be against Hong Kong, Singapore, 

Borneo and the Dutch East Indies. A major attack against Australia or New Zealand was 
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considered highly improbable. An intermediate scale of attack envisioned raids or temporary 

occupation of British territory to destroy industry or establish temporary advanced bases. 

However, the most probable threat was the use of cruisers or AMCs to disrupt trade, a tactic 

which the Germans were thought to favour as well. This scale also envisioned submarine 

attacks against trade, and armed raids against high-value targets such as cable stations or 

refuelling bases. Cruiser raids against New Zealand or Australian ports were also considered 

possible. It was recommended that Australian and New Zealand defences be strengthened 

against the probable scale of attack as soon as possible. British planners accepted New 

Zealand’s recommendation of a brigade scale of attack against Fiji and Tonga.313  

Imperial planners considered that the most likely Japanese avenue of approach to 

Australia and New Zealand was through the chain of islands from New Guinea to the 

Solomons, New Hebrides, Fiji and Tonga. The nearest Japanese bases were currently in the 

Marshall and Caroline Islands, 4184 kilometres from Auckland and 2300 kilometres from 

Brisbane —too far for anything other than minor raids. Therefore, planners believed that the 

Japanese might establish bases further south at Port Moresby or Suva. While the Dominions 

lacked the resources to adequately defend this area, the best alternative was construction of 

a reconnaissance line between Tonga and New Guinea to detect any advancing Japanese 

forces. This line was a reduced version of Cochrane’s earlier proposal. Planners 

recommended that joint facilities be set up on Efate in the New Hebrides Group. Australia 

would cover from Efate west to New Guinea, while New Zealand covered east to Fiji and 

Tonga. Aerial reconnaissance would be paired with an intelligence network of wireless 
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(accessed 24 October 2017). 
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stations to provide early warning, but considerable survey and construction work for the 

required aerodromes and flying-boat bases would be required. Additionally, any landing 

grounds must be defended or they would be attractive targets. Fiji was considered especially 

valuable due to its existing infrastructure and central position. Western Samoa was outside 

of the reconnaissance line, but New Zealand pledged to form a European company for local 

defence of the Mandate.314  

The New Zealand Chiefs of Staff reiterated their earlier recommendations to upgrade 

Suva to a defended port and expand the FDF to two infantry battalions, divided equally 

between Suva and Lautoka, on the western side of Viti Levu. Although Europeans were 

preferred, there was no option but to accept enlisting Fijians. Companies of equal proportions 

of Europeans and Fijians would be considered efficient. Indians were restricted to enlistment 

in the ancillary services. New Zealand would assist by providing key leaders, weapons and 

equipment. However, the expanded force was still inadequate and the Chiefs of Staff 

recommended sending a brigade group to reinforce the islands as deemed necessary by the 

strategic situation.315  

New Zealand committed to expanding its military forces and also pledged significant 

aid to Fiji and Tonga as a result of the Pacific Defence Conference. Equipment and a nucleus 

of instructors would be sent to establish the coastal-defence battery at Suva. The Dominion 

also took responsibility for the proposed landing grounds but their construction would take 

approximately nine months. As they would be of mutual benefit, the cost was shared with the 

British. New Zealand would provide small arms, equipment and instructors to Tonga, while the 

British supplied machine guns and ammunition. These efforts would provide arms, equipment 

 
314 TNA, CO 323/1684/15, ‘Strategic Problems’, pp. 8–11. 
315 TNA, CO 323/1684/15, pp. 12–21. 



104  

and instructors capable of initially raising a company-sized force that would eventually expand 

to a battalion. The report recommended landing grounds on Tongatapu and Vavaʻu, though 

the latter had already been discarded as impractical.316  

By the end of May, the ODC had considered and endorsed the recommendations of 

the Pacific Defence Conference regarding Fiji and Tonga. While they had denied previous 

requests for coastal defences at Suva, the New Zealand arguments were persuasive even 

though the guns were no longer available and would have to be sourced. In the meantime, Suva 

was now classified a Category ‘A’ defended port with an approved scale of two 6-inch guns 

and two searchlights. The committee also supported the recommendations for landing 

grounds and the sharing of costs. Regarding Tonga, the ODC was cautious of pressuring the 

Tongan government since Britain was responsible for its defence. However, Queen Sālote 

assented to a defence force and the ODC endorsed New Zealand’s proposals and conveyed 

them back to Luke, New Zealand and the War Office for action.317  

 
Final peacetime preparations 

 
The New Zealand government requested that Mackesy remain after the conference 

and prepare an unofficial report on its military forces. Mackesy delivered his findings on 22 

May. He characterised the army as the ‘Cinderella of the fighting services’ and that that it was 

currently incapable of repelling the raids that were considered the most probable scale of 

 
316 TNA, CO 323/1684/15, pp. 13–16. 
317 TNA, CO 323/1684/15, Extract from the Minutes of the 384th Meeting of the ODC held 31 May 1939, ODC 
1743, New Zealand Defence Conference of 1939. Available from: https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/, (accessed 28 
October 2017); TNA, CO 323/1684/15, ODC Minute No. 343, New Zealand Defence Conference, 1939, 7 
June 1939. Available from: https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/, (accessed 27 October 2017; Secretary of State for 
Dominion Affairs (SOS Dominion Affairs) to Governor-General New Zealand (GG), 14 July 1939, WPHC 
25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 1, WPA. 
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attack.318  Mackesy recommended forming a small regular force of three infantry battalions, a 

field artillery brigade and a signal unit.319  

The next focus was on manpower and organisational  issues. Mackesy recommended 

overhauling the conditions of service and personnel systems to attract more and better 

educated officers and other ranks.320 Expansion would be hampered by serious command 

and control issues. Army and district headquarters operated on minimum establishments and 

should be expanded. The composite units should be unlinked after enough men had been 

recruited to make independent units viable. Fortress battalions and coastal defences were 

recommended to be maintained at full war establishment so they would be ready to man the 

defences during precautionary stages or the outbreak of war. Mounted units should reform 

into motorised or light armoured fighting vehicle squadrons. These revisions prompted an 

analysis of training and equipment.321  

Shortages of modern equipment had hampered unit and collective training. Any raiding 

or invasion force would have air superiority and would bring tanks and possibly employ gas. 

Therefore, the Territorial Force should have the anti-tank guns, mines, rifles, mortars and other 

equipment to match the latest war establishments. Mackesy concluded that the gravest 

weakness was the lack of a trained reserve for the army, and he warned that ‘no other country 

expects to defend its territory with the veterans of the last war’.322  

Some of Mackesy’s recommendations were approved before his report was finished. 

The Territorial Force establishment was expanded to 16,000 on 17 May 1939. Camps were 

 
318 ‘Report on the Military Forces of New Zealand by Major General P. J. Mackesy’ (Mackesy Report), 22 
May 1939, ACIE 8798 87/3/2 R18871665 ANZ, p. 4. 
319 Mackesy Report, pp. 1–9. 
320 Mackesy Report, pp. 10–16. 
321 Mackesy Report, pp. 17–28. 
322 Mackesy Report, pp. 29–64, quote on page 45. 
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doubled to twelve days and the composite units reverted to full infantry battalions and 

mounted rifles regiments, while the other arms and services were also restored. Three 

mounted rifles regiments were selected for motorisation. On 22 May, Prime Minister Michael 

Savage addressed the nation and asked for four groups of volunteers.323 The first two were 

for recruits for the Regular and Territorial forces. The third was for 250 men for the Special 

Reserve, and the fourth was men for the new National Military Reserve.324  

The army was still relatively starved for funds, but it saw some recruiting success. 

However, the force was still plagued by equipment shortages though some of the more serious 

deficiencies had been addressed with the arrival of universal carriers, Bren light machine guns 

and the technical equipment for the coastal defences at Auckland and Wellington.325 

The proposed Regular Force was debated in the Defence Council on 22 June but 

declined in preference to expanding the Territorial Force. The remainder of the government 

also prepared for war. A key milestone was the completion of the war book which detailed 

actions for the government to take during the alert stage, the precautionary stage, and the 

outbreak of war. On 24 August the alert stage was declared, followed by the precautionary 

stage on 1 September that entailed the implementation of measures to counter any surprise 

attack while initiating preparations for war. New Zealand had already implemented a major step 

in this scheme the day prior with the departure of a platoon to Fanning Island. At 9.30 pm on 

3 September the British ultimatum to Germany expired and the New Zealand cabinet added 

their declaration of war.326  

Preparations were also underway in Fiji. By July, the CID approved the FDF’s 

 
323 Savage died on 27 March 1940 and was succeeded as Prime Minister by Peter Fraser. 
324 Military Forces of New Zealand, Annual Report of the Chief of the General Staff, AJHR, Wellington, 
Government Printer, 1939, vol. H-19, pp. 1–6. 
325 Military Forces of New Zealand, 1939 Report, p. 12; McIntyre, NZ Prepares for War, p. 235. 
326 McIntyre, NZ Prepares for War, pp. 221–223; Gillespie, The Pacific, p. 288. 
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expansion into a composite battalion at Suva and two European companies at Lautoka. This 

increase in strength required changes in nomenclature and organisation. Luke requested and 

received approval to change the name of the FDF to the Fiji Regiment, which would conform 

with Imperial practice.327 The force based at Suva would become 1st Battalion, while a second 

battalion would be formed on the northwest coast of Viti Levu from the European companies. 

Compulsory training was ordered for the Lautoka, Ba and Nausori areas in August and the 

age limit for those liable was raised to twenty-five. Major C. W. Free, a New Zealand officer 

serving in the Indian Army, was seconded to serve as adjutant. He would assist the 

Commandant, Colonel J. E. Workman, who doubled as Commissioner of Police. However, 

the above plans were only in their beginning stages when war broke out in September.328  

 
Summary 

 
European contact with the Indigenous peoples of Oceania had been cataclysmic and 

led to demographic collapse and colonisation. However, by the beginning of the twentieth 

century most populations had begun to recover. New Zealand officials gradually adopted an 

assimilationist policy toward Māori. In contrast, British colonial control of Fijians and Tongans 

varied between direct and indirect rule. While fundamentally discriminatory, colonial controls 

still allowed for some degree of agency by Māori, Fijians and Tongans. It was within this 

context that Dominion and colonial officials limited Indigenous participation in the First World 

War, with the partial exception of the Māori. Likewise, in the interwar period, Māori, Fijians 

and Tongans played a minimal role in the defence of their homelands. 

 
327 The garrison was still referred to as the Fiji Defence Force in official documents. TNA, CO 820/45/13, Officer 
Administering the Government of Fiji to SOS Colonies 18 July 1940. 
328 TNA, CO 323/1684/15, Dominions Office (DO) to the Governments [sic] of New Zealand and the 
Commonwealth of Australia, 14 July 1939. Available from: https://sas-space.sas.ac.uk/, (accessed 26 October 
2017); TNA, CO 83/229/5, Governor to SOS Colonies, 18 August 1939, Australian Joint Copying Project 
(AJCP), Reel 4180, State Library of Western Australia (SLWA). 
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The British Empire’s strategic policy during the interwar period rested on the 

principles of Imperial defence. In the Pacific, this strategy was embodied by the construction 

of the Singapore Naval base and plans for the deployment of a British fleet in time of crisis. 

During the 1920s New Zealand was an active contributor to this strategy, while Fiji and Tonga 

were passive recipients. In the 1930s, the international situation worsened. New Zealand 

recognised that its ultimate security was tied to Britain but it sought to offset the risk of failure 

by pursuing a regional defence effort in the Pacific. Fiji and Tonga, previously isolated in 

British defence planning, were now seen as New Zealand’s advanced bases and hubs of an 

aerial reconnaissance line in the South Pacific. Distracted by events in Europe and the 

Mediterranean, Britain encouraged New Zealand in these efforts. By 1939 New Zealand had 

committed to expanding its defence forces and had mooted the creation of an expeditionary 

brigade to support them. Despite these trends and general misgivings, the Singapore strategy 

remained the basis of New Zealand defence policy during the interwar period. 

The rearmament and defence cooperation approved during the 1939 Pacific Defence 

Conference had just began when events in Europe reached the flash point. Instead of steady 

measures in a period of tension, the raising, training and deployment of New Zealand, Fiji and 

Tonga’s military forces would now be conducted on a wartime footing. Section II of this thesis 

analyses the period from September 1939 to December 1941, when Japan broadened the 

war in the Pacific by attacking the Allied powers. 
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Section II. War in Europe, tensions in the Pacific: 1939–1941 
 
 

Chapter 3: Māori 
 

We were opened fired [sic] on heavily by ENEMY INF., at close quarters. However, no 
time was lost in replying with fire and in a few minutes our forward Coys had fixed 
bayonets and were charging the ENEMY with full vocal accompaniment, many of the 
ENEMY after firing for a bit turned and fled those that stayed were bayoneted; OUR men 
shooting them in the back as they ran.329  

 
Maori Battalion War Diary, 27 May 1941, Crete. 

 

Upon the outbreak of war Māori leaders quickly asserted their right for wartime service. 

Government leaders agreed and an additional infantry battalion composed of Māori volunteers 

was created within the 2NZEF. Māori registered for service in large numbers and many iwi 

created informal recruiting organisations to assist army authorities. However, there was high 

attrition throughout the enlistment process and a shortage of trained Māori leaders. Thus, the 

initial senior officers of the Maori Battalion were European, although efforts were made to train 

junior Māori officers and NCOs, many of whom later advanced to higher command. 

Conscription was introduced following the German conquest of France. Māori leaders, who 

had seen the conflict engendered by selective conscription in the First World War, 

successfully ensured that compulsory service was not enforced against them. However, the 

exemption was contingent on the Maori Battalion being kept up to strength through voluntary 

recruiting. 

The Second Echelon, including the Maori Battalion, had been diverted to Britain in 

anticipation of Italy entering the war against the Allies. They rejoined the 2NZEF in Egypt in 

 
329 War Diary of 28 NZ (Maori) Battalion (WD Maori Battalion), 27 May 1941, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/15-18 
R23517727 ANZ. 
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March 1941 and shortly thereafter the 2NZEF embarked for Greece. The Allies were defeated 

in the subsequent campaigns on the Greek mainland and on Crete. The Maori Battalion 

gained a solid reputation during these battles, albeit at the cost of heavy casualties. Some 

writers point to their bayonet use on Crete as establishing Māori as fierce warriors, even 

though later scholars have shown that its use was both exaggerated and the skill required was 

shared among other Allied contingents. 

The Māori sustained their reputation in North Africa, although at times lapses in 

discipline cost them higher casualties than they might have otherwise incurred. Regardless, 

the Māori were an integrated and valued part of the 2NZEF. Māori now filled most of the 

company commander positions and were on the cusp of attaining command of the Maori 

Battalion. In New Zealand, a solid Māori support network had provided nearly 1900 volunteers 

who had embarked for overseas service by December 1941.330 The supply of manpower 

demonstrated the Māori commitment to the war effort and ensured that it was highly visible 

to New Zealand military and government officials. 

The Maori Battalion 
 

In the leadup to war, Māori leaders urged their inclusion in New Zealand’s military 

expansion. On 24 July 1939 Ngata addressed parliament and advocated a new pioneer 

battalion as a symbol of Māori commitment to the British Empire. Ngata argued that, if 

necessary, the Māori population could sustain five battalions, though wartime events proved 

that this assessment was optimistic.331 The army also investigated raising Māori units, but 

 
330 See Appendix 3. 
331 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), vol. 254, 25 July 1939, pp. 724–725. Available from: 
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/007119315, (accessed 17 December 2017). 
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none were formed by the time the war started. On 5 September, Māori MPs Ngata, Tirikatene 

and Paikea demanded that Māori be represented in any special force. Haami Ratana, the MP 

for Western Māori, favoured home defence service but cooperated with the other Māori MPs 

and Rangi Mawhete, a Member of the Legislative Council, to plan the Māori war effort.332  

Several iwi, including the Te Arawa, offered troops. Some Māori of the Rātana faith and 

segments of the North Auckland and Ngāti Kahungunu iwi supported home defence only, but 

this was a minority viewpoint. In contrast, the Ngāpuhi and many other iwi argued for overseas 

service. Most preferred an infantry unit, with smaller support for a pioneer battalion. Māori 

leaders strongly opposed any form of conscription.333 Many Māori saw wartime service as the 

condition for equality in society, which predicated arguments for a separate unit. In 1943 Ngata 

made this reasoning explicit in The Price of Citizenship.334  

On 6 September 1939 the New Zealand War Cabinet approved a Special Force of 6600 

men for overseas service, which would eventually become the first of three echelons of the 

2NZEF.335 The War Cabinet approved a Maori Battalion on 18 September and the decision 

was publicly announced on 4 October. Māori would be enlisted under the same conditions of 

service, including pay and allowances, as Europeans. A report prepared for the Director of 

Mobilization summarised Māori service in the First World War and gave recommendations for 

the battalion’s formation. There were no foreseen  difficulties with different iwi serving together, 

as they assessed that previous conflict and jealousies had abated. Preferred recruits would 

be English speakers educated to at least Standard VI, which was eight years of schooling. The 

 
332 Webb, Wai 2500, #A247, pp. 182–192; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 1. 
333 C. M. Bennett, Narrative of 28 NZ (Māori) Battalion, from formation to Crete Campaign 1939–May 1941 
(Bennett Narrative), pp. 5–9. ADQZ 18886 DA 86/15/9 R20109262 ANZ; Keenan, ‘Maori Battalion Recruitment’, 
p. 14; Webb, Wai 2500, #A247, pp. 193–199; 'Overseas Service’, Evening Post, 16 September 1939, Papers 
Past, https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/EP19390916.2.58, (accessed 16 September 2016). 
334 Ngata, Price of Citizenship; Orange, The price of citizenship? The Maori war effort, pp. 236–237. 
335 W. G. McClymont, To Greece, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1959, pp. 2–3. 
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key leaders should be European, other than serving Māori Territorial and Special Force 

officers transferred to the unit. Former Pioneer Battalion officers were discussed as potential 

leaders, but most were over-aged or had left service and it was not considered economical to 

retrain them. Statistics regarding the extent to which the educational recommendations were 

followed are unavailable. A soldier’s attestation form recorded their level of education, but as 

noted before, these records are currently closed to access. Dyer noted that many Māori had 

never achieved standard IV, let alone VI, but the majority were not lacking in intelligence and 

many officers were commissioned from the ranks.336  

The first Special Force volunteers entered camp on 3 October 1939. Meanwhile, New 

Zealand leaders entered negotiations with Britain to determine the contingent’s size and initial 

destination. In November, it was decided that an infantry division would be sent to Egypt for 

advanced training. The formation was designated the New Zealand Division and the Special 

Force was renamed the 2NZEF in December. The New Zealand Division and supporting units 

were scheduled to depart in three echelons due to shortages in camp facilities and training 

areas.337 The 2NZEF eventually formed many service units, which numbered nearly 40 per 

cent of the total strength.338 However, these units are beyond the scope of this thesis. 

The First Echelon embarked in January 1940, which cleared the camp facilities for the 

Second Echelon, including the Maori Battalion as an additional approved unit. All 2NZEF 

infantry battalions, including Māori, had an initial war establishment of 33 officers, 39 warrant 

officers and sergeants, and 596 other ranks. The officers were a lieutenant colonel, six 

 
336 ‘Report for the Director of Mobilization, Lieutenant Colonel Conway – Summary of the Māori Contingent’, 10 
October 1939, AAYS 8638 300/1/2 R22437778 ANZ; Dyer, The Way of the Maori Soldier, p. 67. 
337 The New Zealand Division was formally designated the 2 New Zealand Division on 29 June 1942. In this 
thesis, 2 New Zealand Division will be referred to as the 2nd NZ Division. Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, p. 55. 
338 Stevens, pp. 277–290. 



113  

majors, five captains and eighteen lieutenants or 2nd lieutenants. Each battalion would be 

accompanied by its 1st reinforcements of 132 personnel, for an overall contingent of 800.339  

The initial recruiting standards for the Maori Battalion were single men aged twenty-

one to thirty-five, though this was raised to forty on 11 April 1940. Māori recruiting officers were 

appointed to assist in registering applicants as there was no roll of those eligible. North Island 

recruits had to be at least half Māori; South Island at least one-quarter. Enlistees were not 

required to prove their lineage, and recruiters determined eligibility based on local knowledge. 

Those already in the 2NZEF were given the opportunity to transfer.340 Many Māori enlisted 

for personal reasons such as financial needs or the desire to travel, but later articulated an 

aspiration for Māori to prove themselves as a race. Hapū and whānau, subtribe and extended 

family, connections meant that siblings often enlisted together, sometimes enabled by 

falsifying ages or medical conditions. Some veterans emphasised that these blood ties were 

instrumental in how Māori fought.341  

The Māori enlistment process followed 2NZEF procedures with minor variations. 

Recruiting officers assisted applicants in completing a registration form, in English or Māori, 

that recorded their demographic details including iwi, marital status, children, employment, 

educational qualifications, prior military service and medical examination status.342 Initial 

registrations continued until 21 October, and then applicants would be sent to medical boards 

for examination. Only those medically examined and passed as fit were to be attested for 

service, but this rule was not always followed, especially early in the war. Quotas of fit men, 

excluding those in reserved occupations, were sent to camp as directed by their area officers. 

 
339 Maori Battalion, 27 October 1939, R22437769 ANZ; McClymont, To Greece, pp. 2–9. 
340 Maori Battalion, 4 October 1939, AAYS 8638 300/1/2 R22437771 ANZ; McClymont, To Greece, p. 3. 
341 Papuni, ‘War experience and its toll’, pp. 29–30. 
342 Maori Battalion Registration Form; New Zealand Military Forces (NZMF), Form NZ 339, Registration form for 
active service, R22437769 ANZ. 
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Men who were temporarily unfit would receive the medical treatment to qualify them for 

overseas service.343  

On 30 October Army Headquarters notified all districts to identify potential Māori 

leaders, particularly officer or ex-officer volunteers fit for overseas service. By this time there 

were 895 registrations and any Māori previously registered for the Special Force, but who had 

not been sent to camp, were now considered battalion recruits. Māori leaders were active in 

encouraging registration. Ngata requested support in providing military training for Māori at 

recruiting halls. The Minister of Defence, Frederick Jones, was unable to provide funds or 

official recognition but arranged for informal access to drill halls, arms and equipment. 

Registrations climbed to 1234 by 14 November, though only 230 had been medically 

examined. The next day, recruiting standards were widened to allow married men between 

twenty-one and thirty-five who had no more than two children. This made finding potential 

leaders easier, as they tended to be more socially established. Recruiting remained open to 

allow seasonal workers to enlist.344  

The pace of registrations caused some difficulties. In the Gisborne sub-area 

headquarters (7G), recruiting officers asked for more time to contact Māori ordered to camp. 

The surrounding area was primarily rural, and the short interval between the notification of 

recruits and the start of training meant that many Māori missed their reporting date. 

Conversely, some Māori registered multiple times under different names because of delays in 

being called for camp, which created administrative difficulties. Māori recruiting officers, who 

 
343 Maori Battalion, 4 October 1939, R22437771 ANZ; Army Headquarters, Wellington (AHQ) to All 
Districts, Maori Battalion, 4 October 1939, R22437769 ANZ. 
344 AHQ to All Districts, Maori Battalion, 30 October 1939; Jones to Ngata, 6 November 1939; Summary Maori 
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Jones], undated, R22437769 ANZ. 
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were from the local communities, helped considerably with untangling aliases. However, a 

request by the Gisborne sub-area to retain registration files locally to better track enlistees 

was denied. These conditions likely applied to other areas and show the need for caution 

regarding the reliability of registration figures.345  

Officer appointments became a politically sensitive topic. Māori leaders wanted 

recruits commanded by men of the same or affiliated iwi. Selection became a balance 

between iwi identity and military conventions. In the absence of enough trained leaders, Māori 

leaders judged potential officers in terms of their genealogy and chiefly rank, or rangatira. The 

army recognised the need for Māori recommendations but would make the final decisions for 

appointments. However, the pool of available Māori leaders was sparse; there were few, if 

any, in the Regular Force, and only four serving Territorial Force officers and fifty NCOs. Six 

Pioneer Battalion officers had continued service after the First World War, but by 1939 all had 

retired or left service.346 Much of the historical literature argued that Māori were initially 

excluded from senior leadership positions in the battalion and that this reproduced societal 

inequalities. Most of these studies discounted the small pool of candidates, or that 2NZEF 

senior appointments were made centrally, as described below. However, Soutar and Gardiner 

contended that there were enough candidates available to fill the company command 

positions. Given the above realities about the supply of experienced Māori officers, this 

assertion does not stand up to scrutiny. While enough officers could indeed have been found 

to assume company commanders, they would have been comparatively less experienced 

than in other battalions. This would likely have adversely impacted the battalion’s training and 

initial performance in battle. As will be shown later, once the newly Māori commissioned 

 
345 Sub Area 7G to Adjutant, Maori Battalion, 1 March 1940, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/9/MB2 R20109215 ANZ. 
346 Maori Battalion, Jones Statement, R22437769 ANZ. 
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officers gained combat experience, they rapidly assumed company command positions, and 

several were promoted to lead the battalion. The crucial criterion was experience, not 

ethnicity.347  

Government and army officials mandated that senior positions be filled by officers with 

relevant experience. The nature of military service meant that successful leadership of sub-

units was required before an officer was qualified to command a battalion. The senior leaders 

for other battalions were nearly all current or recent Territorial or Regular Force officers who 

had held previous commands. Therefore, the Maori Battalion’s leaders would be European 

until Māori officers had gained enough experience.348 The command positions were 

particularly critical. The commander led the battalion and was responsible for the training of 

his officers. The 2IC supervised administration and logistics and led the battalion if the 

commander became a casualty. Company commanders required prior experience in platoon 

operations for their role and to instruct their lieutenants.349  

Major George Dittmer was appointed commanding officer and promoted to Lieutenant 

Colonel in November 1939. Lieutenant Colonel George Frederick Bertrand, who was part-

Māori, was appointed 2IC with the rank of major. Dittmer was a regular officer, while Bertrand 

had been posted to the reserves. Both had seen active service in the First World War. In 

November Dittmer visited First Echelon units and selected Māori for training as officers and 

NCOs at Trentham Camp near Wellington. The training course would ensure a nucleus of 

trained leaders before the battalion assembled at Palmerston North in January. The course 

began on 26 November with 146 candidates, though additions increased this number to 
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156.350  

The attendees were a mixture of serving and ex-soldiers, though the bulk were new 

recruits who had been identified as potential leaders. Therefore, the course was a combined 

instruction and qualification program. Most of the former Pioneer Battalion officers who 

volunteered were over-aged, but six were retained to help train recruits and at least three 

proceeded overseas. They were appointed to the highest rank they had achieved during 

wartime or Territorial Force service. Other Māori were treated as students and would be 

assessed for commissions and NCO rank before they joined the main body. Most did well 

and were confirmed in their ranks, while ten candidates were commissioned as 2nd 

lieutenants on 26 January.351  

Māori leaders and organisations were active in recommending leaders. Jones 

received nominations from  the  Te  Arawa Returned  Soldier League.  Captains   Henry Vercoe 

and George Dansey, both Pioneer Battalion veterans, were recommended as  leader and 

adjutant of the Te Arawa contingent. Colonel Allan Standish Wilder, a European, was proposed 

as the commanding officer. The resolution closed by stating: 

It is the feeling that the moment has arrived for the Maori People to give its spirit full 
self-expression, and to free itself from the interiority-complex, by which the Mana and 
Soul of the People are being crucified.352  

 
Jones replied that Māori recommendations would be considered, but that the training, 

organisation and wellbeing of the battalion was a government responsibility. A major 

constraint was age limits, which were set at thirty-five for lieutenants and 2nd lieutenants and 

 
350 Bennett Narrative, pp. 10–13. R20109262 ANZ. 
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progressed in five-year increments up to age fifty for lieutenant colonels. The only exceptions 

were for officers with special qualifications for appointments that could not be filled otherwise. 

Jones emphasised that over-age officers were generally unsuited for the rigorous conditions 

and high physical standards required of regimental leaders. Vercoe and Dansey were far 

over-aged for active service and were not accepted. Wilder was offered and accepted 

command of 25 Battalion.353  

Charles Bennett was chosen for the Trentham training and was commissioned as a 

2nd lieutenant. He advanced in rank and was appointed to command the Maori Battalion in 

November 1942 and led it in North Africa until he was seriously wounded and invalided at 

Takrouna in April 1943. He observed that Māori leaders, particularly the Te Arawa and Ngāti 

Porou, objected to Pākehā officers. Bennett interpreted this as a desire for Māori to lead Māori 

rather than racial prejudice, because being led by Pākehā was a suggestion of inferiority. The 

men wanted company leaders from their own iwi. This was characterised as ‘pro-Māori’ rather 

than ‘anti-Pākehā.’ However, Bennett conceded that an initial Pākehā commander was 

needed, and he praised Dittmer as a trainer and disciplinarian.354  

Before the battalion entered camp, questions arose about concentrating Māori 

recruits in an urban environment. The Director-General of Medical Services wrote that Māori 

were only ‘partially civilised and would be the prey of prostitutes and degenerative whites’. 

Ultimately these concerns were brushed aside. There was a high incidence of venereal 

disease, but most were existing cases, and the men were well-disciplined during their 

training.355 Details were finalised on 10 January for camp to begin on the 26th. Army figures 

 
353 Jones to the Rev. K. T. Harawira, 16 November 1939, R22437770 ANZ; McClymont, To Greece, p. 43. 
354 Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, pp. 4–6, 28–30. 
355 Director-General of Medical Services to QMQ [Quartermaster General], 26 October 1939, ADZQ 18886 DA 
3/9/1 R20107817 ANZ. 
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showed that 2078 Māori had registered and 1321 had been medically examined. After 

discounting those found medically unfit, in reserved occupations, with three or more children 

or who had withdrawn their applications, there were 695 available for service.356 The battalion 

and 1st reinforcements required 800 men. There were 202 personnel previously selected as 

senior leaders or undergoing advanced training.357 This left a need for 598 recruits, which 

with allowance for wastage became the basis for a quota of 638 men, who were called up for 

training in January. The quotas fell heavily on areas 2, 3 and 7, which contained most of the 

Māori population.358  

  

 
356 The figures covered all but Area 11, which had a negligible Māori population. Maori Battalion, Medical 
Examinations – 13.1.1940; Maori Battalion, Return of registrations showing medical classification and disposal of 
recruits at 13.1.40, R20109215 ANZ. 
357 These numbers were separate from the 695 available for service. 
358 Maori Battalion, Based on Returns to 30/12/39, R22437771 ANZ; AHQ Memorandum, (28th) Maori Battalion, 
10 January 1940, R22437770 ANZ. 
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Table 2. Initial Māori quota by military area, January 1940359 

 

District Area Quota Geographical boundaries 

 
 
 

Northern 
Military 
District 
(NMD) 

 
1 

 
25 

 
Auckland and vicinity 

 
2 

 
166 

 
Bay of Plenty, Thames, Corromandel, Rotorua, Taupo 

 
3 

 
206 

 
North of Auckland 

 
4 

 
35 Waikato, King Country, Otorohanga , Waitomo, 

Kowhia, Raglan 

 
 
 

Central 
Military 
District 
(CMD) 

 
5 

 
10 

 
Wellington and Hutt 

 
6 

 
15 Whanganui, Waimarino, Rangitiki, Manawatu to south of 

Taupo 

 
7 

 
165 East Coast of North Island from Hicks Bay to south of 

Wairarapa 

 
8 

 
6 

 
Taranaki 

 
 
 
 
Southern 
Military 
District 

 
9 

 
2 

 
Nelson, Marlborough, Westland 

 
10 

 
6 Amrui Bluff below Knikours, Christchurch to Waitaki 

River 

 
11 

 
0 

 
Waitaki River to South of Dunedin 

 
12 

 
2 

 
Southern tip of South Island including Stewart Island 

Total 638  

 

 
359 Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, p. 13. 
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The recruiting areas roughly corresponded to iwi boundaries, as shown in Map 7. 

Recruits from Area 2 were formed into B Company, composed of the Te Arawa and other iwi 

in the Bay of Plenty and Lake Taupo regions. Area 3 contained Ngāpuhi and other North 

Auckland iwi and formed A Company, while in Area 7 the East Coast iwi, including Ngāti 

Porou, were placed into C Company. D Company comprised recruits from the remainder of 

the North Island and the South Island. The Headquarters Company was also a composite 

company because finding qualified tradesmen, mechanics, signallers and clerks remained 

difficult throughout the war. Most Māori had not completed their secondary education and 

were therefore trained on the job in technical positions and became competent through 

practical experience rather than existing civilian skills. Bennett regarded the iwi organisation 

as a key to the battalion’s cohesion and success. Men served with their extended family and 

were led by NCOs and officers of the same or related iwi. Bennett felt these blood ties led to 

a high degree of loyalty and there were several instances where Māori who were wounded or 

in base camps left to rejoin the unit in battle.360  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
360 Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, pp. 4, 14; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 6–7. 
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Map 7. Company iwi areas for the Maori Battalion361  

 
 

On 26 January 1940, the main body and Trentham contingent assembled at 

Palmerston North. Initial tasks were mainly administrative and organisational. The battalion 

provided the guard of honour at the Treaty of Waitangi centennial celebrations and most of 

 
361 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, graphics by Samantha Rankin, 
http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/new-zealand-base, (accessed 12 February 2018); 
Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 6. 

http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/new-zealand-base,
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the unit attended, though at the cost of reduced training time. Several recruits outside the age 

limits or with more than two children were identified and discharged. Many recruits underwent 

their initial medical examination, and others previously passed fit but found to have obvious 

physical issues were re- examined.362 The resulting high wastage rate prompted an additional 

quota of 140 recruits from the Northern and Central Military Districts, most from areas 2, 3, 

and 7. Districts were instructed to medically board those registered but not yet examined.363  

By 22 February Dittmer reported that the battalion was organised by iwi. Company and 

platoon leaders were allocated to lead men from their own or affiliated iwi, though this was 

not always possible. There was a shortage of eighteen platoon leaders, including seven for the 

1st reinforcements, though officers commissioned from Trentham and nominees from the 

Ngāpuhi and Ngāti Porou iwi would remedy the deficiency.364 The adjutant, quartermaster, 

regimental medical officer and regimental sergeant major (RSM) were all Europeans, as were 

four of the five company commanders. Captain Eruera Te Whiti o Rongomai (Tiwi) Love, a 

Territorial Force officer who had been previously identified as the only Māori considered 

sufficiently experienced, was appointed to command Headquarters Company. Pioneer 

veterans Lieutenant Harding Leaf and Temporary Captain Rangi Royal were appointed 

company 2ICs and identified as potential company commanders after they gained more 

experience. Several other Māori officers had previous military experience, including 

Lieutenant Fred Baker, but nearly all the platoon leaders were newly commissioned with no 

prior service. Before embarkation, Royal was appointed to command B Company after the 

European incumbent was found unsuitable. In March, Dittmer still assessed that most of his 

 
362 2NZEF, 28 NZ (Māori) Battalion, Office records – Discharges, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/9/MB2/1 R20109216 ANZ; 
Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, pp. 5, 20–21. 
363 Director of Mobilization, 28th (Maori) BN (Battalion), 17 February 1940, R22437771 ANZ. 
364 Dittmer to AHQ, 24 January 1940, R22438717 ANZ. 
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Māori officers lacked the experience to command companies. He also complained of Ngata’s 

interference in his command prerogatives and threatened to resign if the current European 

company commanders were not kept. Both Duigan and Jones supported him.365  

Pre-war health inequalities were dramatically shown in the wastage rate for Māori 

personnel. This attrition rate was mainly an effect of the pre-war poverty and rural living 

conditions of most Māori, which resulted in higher rates of infectious diseases and other 

health issues. Major W. B. Fisher, the Maori Battalion’s regimental medical officer, prepared 

a report on the unit’s health while in camp. Fisher reported high rates of foot problems, dental 

issues and venereal disease. All men were X-rayed to screen for tuberculosis and 120 men 

were graded medically unfit and discharged. Fifty more were discharged for other illnesses. 

There was similar attrition in the supplemental quota — of the 140 recruits, 60 were 

discharged for medical reasons. The high wastage indicated inadequate screening prior to 

camp and meant that the battalion embarked with 690 men instead of the required total of 800. 

This fact is glossed over in the government and unit histories.366 

  

 
365 Dittmer to AHQ, 22 February 1940; Duigan to Jones, 1 March 1940, AAYS 8638 300/1/2 R22437772 ANZ. 
366 Fisher to Assistant Director of Medical Services, CMD, 29 April 1940, R20107817 ANZ; T. V. Anson, The 
New Zealand Dental Services, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1960, pp. 60–62; Thomas Stout, 
War Surgery and Medicine, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1954, pp. 588–593, 734– 736. 
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Embarkation 
 
 

 

Figure 3. Officers of the 28th (Maori) Battalion, New Zealand Expeditionary Force, with their mascot, 
after disembarking at Gourock in Scotland, 17 June 1940 (© Imperial War Museum (IWM), H 1813).367  

 
 
 

The Maori Battalion embarked with the Second Echelon on 2 May 1940. However, 

the convoy was rerouted from Egypt to Britain on the 15th in anticipation of Italy entering 

the war, which would close the Mediterranean and Red Seas to Allied shipping. Italy 

declared war on the Allies on 10 June, proving the wisdom of the diversion. After six weeks 

at sea, the Māori arrived in Scotland on 16 June and continued their training, though they 

were soon declared operational and deployed to Doddington in the Dover area. When the 

Germans learned of the Māori’s arrival, they broadcasted propaganda denouncing them as 

cannibals, head-hunters and savages.368  

 
367 https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205197183, (accessed 18 December 2018). 
368 Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, pp. 40–85; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 18–32. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205197183
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Māori recruits had only completed basic training before embarkation. They had arrived 

in camp two weeks later than the rest of the Second Echelon and lost another week to the 

Waitangi centennial commitments. Training during the convoy was restricted to lectures and 

some weapon drills. Once in England, the battalion received its war- establishment equipment 

and trained intensively, which solidified cohesion and discipline. Some new NCOs were found 

inefficient and reverted to the ranks, many at their own request. Four Māori were selected as 

Officer Cadet Training Unit candidates, two of them at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, 

the first Māori to do so. Both passed and 2nd Lieutenant Rangi Logan’s performance was 

classified as ‘A Outstanding’.369 Some leave was available to London and local venues, and 

the battalion had the opportunity to record a radio broadcast that included messages home 

and songs. 

In November, the Second Echelon was alerted for overseas service. An advance party 

left on 16 December, while the remainder departed England on 7 January 1941 and 

disembarked at Port Tewfik, Egypt on 4 March. The battalion was united with the 4th 

Reinforcements, who had been in Egypt since December. British infantry battalion 

establishments were increased in April 1940 to 779 all ranks; the 2NZEF adopted a modified 

version in December 1940, with 32 officers and 744 other ranks.370 Upon arrival in Egypt, the 

Māori conformed to the new establishment by incorporating the 4th Reinforcements.371  

  
  

 
369 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 24-27. 
370 British Infantry Battalion (Higher Establishment), War Establishment (WE) Reference II/1931/12F/1, Notified 
10th April 1940. Available from: 
http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/2.%20WE%20Inf%20Bn%20Apr1940.pdf, (accessed 12 
January 2019). 
371 Norton, 26 Battalion, p. 12; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 31–38. 

http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/2.%20WE%20Inf%20Bn%20Apr1940.pdf
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Māori reinforcements 
 
There was attrition at every step of the enlistment process. Table 3 shows this winnowing as 

Māori were registered, examined, and sent to camp. By June 1940, of 3391 Māori 

registrations, 1582 recruits were initially eligible for camp, a yield of 46 per cent. Many of the 

remainder would eventually proceed to camp, while some already training would be 

discharged as medically unfit or unsuitable for service. Registrations were often conflated with 

enlistments, but they are not accurate estimates of actual service. For example, on 20 July 

1940, Ngata estimated that enlistments reached 4200. The attrition process during enlistment 

meant that not all those men were in uniform.372  

Table 3. Māori enlistments, January to June 1940373 

 

Date Registered Examined Fit Camp Available 

13 January 2078 1321 847 638 NA 

2 March 2395 1848 1327 841 310 

8 Jun 3391 2626 1874 1221 361 
 
 

By the end of May 1940, there were 41,635 total registrations for overseas service.374 

The fall of France, Italy’s entry into the war and recruiting difficulties led the War Cabinet to 

introduce compulsory service to expand the Territorial Force and continue 2NZEF 

reinforcement drafts. The National Service Emergency Regulations 1940 created a general 

 
372 Ngata to Henare Ngata, 26 September 1940, ATL, MS-Papers-6919-0786, cited in Soutar, Nga tama toa, p. 
115. 
373 Maori Battalion, Medical Examinations – 13 January 1940; Maori Battalion, Return of registrations showing 
medical classification and disposal of recruits at 13 January 1940, R20109215 ANZ; Maori Battalion, (as at 2 
March 1940); Maori Battalion, Return showing Registrations, Medical Classification and Disposal of Recruits at 8 
June 1940, R22437772 ANZ. 
374 Military Forces of New Zealand, Annual Report of the Chief of the General Staff, AJHR, Wellington, 
Government Printer, 1940, vol. H-19, p. 2. 
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reserve composed of all males over sixteen, including Māori. The first division of the reserve, 

and those initially balloted, were single natural-born British subjects between the ages of 

nineteen and forty-five. After discussions with iwi leaders, Māori were removed from the first 

division, and voluntary recruiting reopened in August. Māori balloting would have raised 

logistical difficulties, particularly as there was still no comprehensive Māori roll. On 11 

December 1940, voluntary Māori enlistments were authorised until further notice, and 

applicants specified whether their service was for home defence or overseas. Māori iwi 

leaders were directed to form a roll and each area kept registers of volunteers and posted 

them for training as vacancies arose.375  

The 2NZEF required regular reinforcements to replace wastage from casualties, illness 

and other factors. The first of these drafts was known as the 4th Reinforcements, as it followed 

the Third Echelon. In March 1940, Army Headquarters estimated the Maori Battalion’s 

wastage rate in the next 6 months as 182 personnel, including 9 officers. For each successive 

year, 47 officers and 535 other ranks would be required. To allow for training wastage, total 

Māori embarkations would be 1256 by 1941, followed by 162 reinforcements sent quarterly.376 

However, these rates were estimates and assumed regular embarkations. Shipping 

difficulties and the retention of reinforcements in New Zealand meant that drafts were sent at 

longer and irregular intervals. The variability is shown by the 4th Reinforcements. Army 

authorities estimated that 300 were needed in March, but the quota in August was 259. 

Eventually, 281 were sent overseas. The discrepancy was likely due to the low wastage rate in 

 
375 Shanahan [Secretary ONS] to Jones, 5 August 1940; Director of Mobilization to DAG [Deputy Adjutant 
General], 11 December 1940, R22437772 ANZ; New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New 
Zealand Official Year-Book, 1941, Wellington, Census and Statistics Department, 1941, chapter 9, section IX, 
‘Defence, New Zealand Military Forces, Liabilities and terms of service’; Soutar, Nga tama toa, pp. 114–117. 
376 AHQ to 28th (Maori) BN, 15 March 1940, R20109215 ANZ. 
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England, where the battalion was on active service on anti- invasion duty, but not in combat.377  

Eventually, reinforcement drafts were set at 267 all ranks, but this varied depending 

on availability. Details of reinforcement drafts are given in Appendix 3. Beyond shipping 

difficulties, variations were driven by combat losses. Thus the 6th Reinforcements had an 

initial complement of 286 but they were supplemented by an additional draft of 143 in 

response to the 2NZEF’s deployment to Greece.378 On 20 May 1941, there were 479 Māori 

in camp, which left a current surplus of 84 men, subject to wastage. Throughout 1941, Māori 

recruiting kept pace with requirements. Army officials tried to maintain iwi balances, and the 

6th Reinforcements had roughly equal numbers of Ngāpuhi, Ngāti Porou and Te Arawa.379  

Despite efforts to generate a Māori roll, army officials still experienced difficulties in 

determining numbers available for enlistment. In May 1941, the army stepped up efforts to 

enlist Māori into the Territorial Force, which would require accurate figures of those eligible. 

The current Māori population was estimated as 92,248, with 6000 single men and 11,000 

married men aged between 21 and 35 who had 1 to 3 children. A separate, undated, report 

used the 1936 Māori census figures with a 5 per cent annual increase to estimate that there 

were 10,239 total eligible Māori, of whom 4122 had registered and 2120 were called up for 

training by June.380 Approximately 1000 were already serving overseas, and between 300 

and 400 were in camp.381  

 
377 Maoris Embarked for overseas to 15 August 1941, undated, AAYS 8638 300/1/2 R22437773 ANZ; Maori 
Battalion, Estimated Wastage to 31 October 1940, undated, R22437772 ANZ. 
378 Director of Mobilization, 2nd NZEF, 6th Reinforcements, Maori Battalion Reinforcements, 20 March 1941; 
Director of Mobilization, 2nd NZEF, 6th Reinforcements, Maori Battalion Reinforcements (additional draft), 3 
April 1941, R22437772 ANZ. 
379 F. B. Dwyer [Army Secretary] to Jones, 20 May 1941, R22437772 ANZ; Northern Military District (NMD) to 
AHQ, 18 July 1941, R22437773 ANZ. 
380 The surrounding files are dated 18 April 1940. Estimated Maori male population between the ages of 20 and 
34 years as at 1936, undated, R20109215 ANZ. 
381 Memorandum for Army Secretary, Territorial Force – Enlistment of Maoris, 22 May 1941, ACIH 16036 
W2459 19/1/239 R21530693 ANZ; Maori Battalion, Summary of Registrations, Men available for camp and 
area quotas for camp, 16 June 1941, R22437772 ANZ. 
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On 24 June 1941, Army Headquarters published statistics showing 2NZEF 

enlistments, embarkations, and casualties. They illustrated that registration was only the first 

enlistment step. Nearly 61 per cent of Europeans who registered were sent overseas, against 

30 per cent of Māori. The 2NZEF’s casualties in Greece and Crete were 5458, many of which 

were non-recoverable.382 The 7th Reinforcements, who embarked in September, were 

increased to 287 as a result, including several additional officers. Area quotas were continued, 

and single men were still prioritised.383  

Table 4. 2NZEF enlistment and embarkation summary, 24 June 1941384 

 

Type European Māori  Total 

Registrations 61,917 4181 66,098 

Medically examined 58,880 3681 62,561 

Medically fit 45,137 2649 47,786 

Fit men sent to camp 40,644 1988 42,632 

Fit men awaiting camp 320 432 752 

Despatched overseas 37,611 1237 38,848 

Under training in New Zealand 6132 487 6619 
 
 

The departure of the 6th Reinforcements increased the totals embarked as of 15 

August 1941 to 62 officers and 1527 other ranks. The Māori establishment in 2NZEF included 

the battalion, its 1st reinforcements and a Maori Training Depot, for a total of 962 all ranks.385 

On 22 August, Colonel Albert Conway, the Adjutant General, provided Ngata with current 

Māori strengths. There were 33 officers and 758 other ranks with the Maori Battalion, 

 
382 Return of Strength – NZMF, 24 June 1941, ACIE 8798 87/6/1 R18871718 ANZ. 
383 Director of Mobilization, 2nd NZEF – 7th Reinforcements, Maori Battalion Reinforcements, 9 June 1941, 
R22437772 ANZ; Fernleaf Cairo to Defender Wellington, 24th June 1941, R18871718 ANZ. 
384 Return of Strength – NZMF, 24 June 1941, R18871718 ANZ. 
385 Maori Embarked for overseas to 15 August 1941, undated, R22437773 ANZ. 
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including the 1st reinforcements. Twelve officers and 357 other ranks were training at Maadi 

Camp in Egypt and would be available as further reinforcements. Total casualties were 536, 

of whom 286 were permanent. Most of the remainder were recoverable sick and wounded.386  

The next reinforcements to assemble, the 8th and 9th, each had quotas of 198 

personnel. There was constant turnover in camp as recruits were identified as unsuitable and 

discharged and others recommended for training as NCOs or technical specialists. Those 

selected for training were to the next draft while they completed their schooling. Ngata 

continued to offer recommendations to leaders for replacement drafts and requested the 

inclusion of married men in quotas. Conway acceded to these requests but vetoed the 

suggestion to increase the 9th Reinforcements to 220 men. Areas 2 and 7 continued to 

provide the most recruits, accounting for 432 of the 496 men awaiting dispatch to camp in 

November 1941.387  

 
Pacific Islander recruiting 

 
At the outbreak of war, New Zealand formed local defence forces in Western Samoa 

and Rarotonga. Samoan enlistments were complicated by the League of Nations mandate, 

which prohibited fortifications, bases and military training except for internal policing and local 

defence.388 Left unstated in official reports was also the legacy of the Mau movement of the 

1920s and 1930s and its resistance to the New Zealand administration. This provided an 

additional reason to limit the arming of Samoans. In consequence, men recruited for 

 
386 Conway to Ngata, 22 August 1941, R22437773 ANZ. 
387 Director of Mobilization to AHQ. 2nd NZEF – 8th Reinforcements, Maori Battalion Reinforcements, 18 
August 1941; Director of Mobilization to NMD, 11 December 1941; Conway to Ngata, 25 November 1941; 
Conway to Ngata, 29 November 1941, R22437773 ANZ. 
388 Memorandum for the Director, National Service Department, Western Samoa – Military Service, 23 May 
1941; Samoa and Rarotonga – Military Service, 4 December 1940, ACGA 8280 EX 89/1/24 R17963111 ANZ. 
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enlistment were initially restricted to those of more than one-half European descent, i.e. those 

of British citizenship or eligible for citizenship. Pacific Islanders already in New Zealand were 

generally able to circumvent restrictions and enlist, including some who passed as Māori and 

joined the Maori Battalion.389  

On 20 November 1940, military and political officials discussed the application of 

national service to Samoa and the Cook Islands. The number of recruits did not justify 

establishing the administrative machinery for enforcement, but eligible men would be made 

liable for service or given the opportunity to serve. A period of voluntary enlistment, lasting until 

31 March 1941, was recommended. For local service, applicants had to be between nineteen 

and forty-five years of age and of full European descent or have European status. For 

overseas service, the age limits were between twenty-one and forty and applicants had to be 

at least one-half European descent. Any volunteers for either service had to be single or 

married with no more than two children. Applicants would be medically examined and those 

eligible sent to New Zealand for training. Administrators were authorised to withhold 

applicants on account of hardship or reserved occupation.390  

These restrictions generated a backlash from several half-Samoan residents of Apia, 

who petitioned Fraser and stated that they lived as Europeans and objected to racial restrictions 

on enlistments. Many had enlisted in the local defence force and they argued that Māori and 

Tongans were eligible for overseas service. Enlistment statistics recorded seventy-two 

enlistments for overseas service from Western Samoa, fifty-two of whom were part Islanders, 

by 31 March.391 In response, the War Cabinet approved a limited period of overseas service 

 
389 Mahina-Tuai, Forgotten in Action, pp. 150–154. 
390 Samoa and Rarotonga – Military Service, 4 December 1940, R17963111 ANZ. 
391 Enlistments for overseas service – Western Samoa (to 31/3/41); Petition to the Prime Minister from Apia, 
Samoa, 11 February 1941, R17963111 ANZ. Unless otherwise specified Prime Minister means the Prime 
Minister of New Zealand. 
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enlistments for inhabitants of Western Samoa with half or less- than-half European blood, 

provided they met all standards and were deemed by the administrator and chief medical 

officer as likely to endure active service. Volunteers would be distributed among European 

units, and not serve with the Maori Battalion. Enlistments under this scheme opened on 23 

April and were accepted until 31 May.392 The limited enlistment window established that New 

Zealand officials did not see Islanders as a viable source for recruits. 

Islanders continued to serve in the local defence forces, but on 16 March 1943, with 

the Japanese threat contained, the War Cabinet decided that those with less than one-half 

European descent were not required to serve unless they volunteered. Enlistment would be 

for home defence unless they volunteered for overseas deployment, and Islanders already 

serving could apply for release from service.393 These restrictions limited Pacific Islander 

participation with Māori much more than in the First World War, where they were 17 per cent 

of the combined Māori-Islander contingent. In contrast, approximately 125 Islanders served 

with the Maori Battalion in the Second World War.394  

  

 
392 External, Wellington to Admor, Apia, 24/4/41; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 23 April 1941, R17963111 ANZ. 
393 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 16 March 1943, AAYS 8638 312/2/623 R22438232 ANZ. 
394 Mataia, ‘Odd men from the Pacific’, p. 125. 
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Greece and Crete 
 

 
Map 8. The Mediterranean basin395  

 
 
 

In February 1941, the 2nd NZ Division was alerted for movement in February 1941 to 

join W Force, the designation for the British contingent sent to Greece. The Maori Battalion 

embarked from Egypt on 26 March with 25 officers and 753 other ranks. This number included 

a reinforcement company of approximately 71 all ranks commanded by Captain Baker.396 

 
395 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope33.pdf, (accessed 20 
January 2018). 
396 Bennett Narrative, R20109262 ANZ, pp. 116–117; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 38. 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope33.pdf
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope33.pdf
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Remaining reinforcements, about 190, remained at Maadi Camp.397 Upon arrival in Greece, 

the battalion moved north to take up defensive positions and were in action on 15 and 16 April, 

until they were ordered to withdraw after suffering four killed and eighteen missing. The 2nd 

NZ Division fought delaying actions against the advanced elements of the Germans and 

gradually withdrew south. 

On 22 April, Greece surrendered and existing plans to evacuate W force were 

accelerated. The Maori Battalion embarked on 25 April and arrived on Crete the next day. 

During the withdrawal, the reinforcement company had been separated from the battalion and 

was captured at Kalamata before they could evacuate. Māori casualties in Greece were ten 

killed in action or died of wounds, six wounded and ninety-four taken prisoner. About forty 

Māori were evacuated directly to Egypt.398 Once the battalion arrived on Crete and was 

reorganised, they were sent to Platanias, 6.5 kilometres east of the Maleme aerodrome, and 

began anti-invasion preparations. On 20 May, the Maori Battalion reported a strength of 29 

officers and 619 other ranks.399  

The German invasion opened that morning with air attacks and an airborne assault on 

Maleme. Although the Māori succeeded in defending their area, the German main effort was 

further west: they gained a lodgment near Maleme and eventually captured the aerodrome. 

That evening B company, commanded by Captain Rangi Royal, was tasked as one of the 

counterattack units. Royal and his company fought its way to point 107, overlooking the 

aerodrome, but early in the morning of 21 May they were ordered to return to the battalion. That 

night both the Māori and 20 Battalion were tasked to counterattack toward Maleme. 

 
397 Soutar estimated 250, but this may not have accounted for the new war establishment, which increased the 
battalion’s strength by over 100 men. Soutar, Nga tama toa, p. 120. 
398 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 77. 
399 Daniel Davin, Crete, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1953, p. 482. 
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Unfortunately, the attack started late, and while both units made good progress they failed to 

reach the aerodrome before daylight, which made them vulnerable to air attack. This failure 

left the Germans in control over the aerodrome and able to reinforce their position, a critical 

factor in their success on Crete.400  

 

 

Map 9. German assault on Crete, May 1941401  

 
On 23 May, the Māori were the rear guard for 5 Brigade’s withdrawal to Platanias. Major 

 
400 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 149–150, 160–165. 
401 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope18.pdf, (accessed 22 
January 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope18.pdf
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Dyer led a composite platoon composed of an officer and a section of ten men from each 

company. During the fighting several men were killed or wounded, and Dyer’s post-war report 

recounted that he had ordered a wounded Māori to be shot, as the section assisting him was 

falling behind and was in danger of being overrun. After his men refused the action, Dyer shot 

and killed the wounded man. It does not appear that any disciplinary action was taken against 

him, either at the time, or after the report was filed.402 McLeod mentions the incident and gave 

another vignette of a similar action with another officer, also on Crete. He posits that there 

would have been more incidents during the war, though they were often ‘unrecorded or 

unsubstantiated’.403 Dyer’s actions later appeared in thinly disguised form as a central event 

in C. K. Stead’s novel Talking about O’Dwyer.404  

The withdrawals continued until 27 May, when the battalion reached 42nd Street, 

named after a British field company in the area. In what would become a legendary story for 

the battalion, the Māori, most of 5 Brigade and the Australian 2/7 Infantry Battalion fixed 

bayonets and charged the enemy across from them. The battalion war diary stated that the 

Germans retreated 600 yards and left many dead behind. The attack cost the Maori Battalion 

twenty-four killed and wounded but prevented further German attacks for the remainder of the 

day. Dyer’s account of the charge noted that Māori had previously been attacked by Germans 

feigning death, who had fired on his men from the rear. Several of his men reached a ditch 

containing several Germans and fired into it, revealing more men faking injury or death. Dyer 

recounted that: 

after that everything, dead or alive, was made certain of. This is a possible origin 
of the story that the Māori killed everyone when they charged.405  

 
402 H. G. Dyer, The Rearguard from Maleme, undated, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/10/21 R20109239 ANZ. 
403 McLeod, Myth and Reality (Book), pp. 89–90. 
404 C. K. Stead, Talking about O’Dwyer, Kindle edn, London, Harvill Press, 2000. 
405 H. G. Dyer, The Affair at Forty-Second Street, undated, R20109239 ANZ. 
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The Māori actions were a common feature of close combat noted by Ellis and writers on the 

war in the Pacific.406  

Despite its success, the charge did not alter the strategic situation and the Allied forces 

on Crete were ordered to the south coast of Crete for evacuation. The first Māori embarked 

on 30 May, leaving a rear detachment of 165 men who were evacuated the next night. Maori 

casualties on Crete were 243, including 74 killed in action or died of wounds and 67 prisoners. 

During the fighting in Greece and Crete, the 2NZEF suffered approximately 1000 dead, 4000 

prisoners, and lost most of its vehicles and heavy equipment.407  

The main body reached Egypt on 31 May with the rear detachment arriving the next 

day. Dittmer estimated that 70 men were evacuated straight to Egypt from Greece and 407 

had returned from Crete.408 Evacuees were given seven days survivor’s leave. After they 

returned, the battalion integrated the 4th and newly arrived 5th reinforcements, the latter 

numbering 253 officers and men.409  

The charge at 42nd Street earned the Māori a reputation for proficiency with the 

bayonet that lasted throughout the war. However, McLeod contended that the Māori utilised 

the bayonet far less than popular history and memory have remembered. Contemporary 

records and reports, including the battalion’s war diary, stated that only isolated use of it was 

made on mainland Greece and that accounts of a full battalion charge after a haka were untrue. 

The 42nd Street charge is well documented, including by the battalion 2IC, Major Bertrand, who 

 
406 Ellis, Sharp End of War, pp. 317–319; John Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War, 
New York, Pantheon Books, 1986. 
407 WD Maori Battalion, May 1941, R23517727 ANZ; McGibbon, New Zealand and the Second World War, 
p. 74; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 129–132, 501. 
408 Cody’s figures for evacuations directly to Greece were about 40, see above. Dittmer to Ngata, 20 July 1941, 
ATL, MS-Papers-0196-272. 
409 WD Maori Battalion, June 1941, R23517727 ANZ. 
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participated and later counted at least 100 bodies with bayonet wounds, though not all these 

would have been inflicted by the Māori. Cody estimated that the Māori killed about eighty 

Germans during the charge, not all bayoneted, at the cost of ten killed and fourteen wounded. 

Dyer credited Māori with an affinity for close-quarter fighting because of their agrarian lifestyle 

and compared them to Gurkhas, [Scottish] Highlanders and Poles.410  

 
Dittmer wrote of the Māori bayonet usage to Nagata and stated that the battalion had 

inflicted more casualties than they had suffered in Greece and Crete. McGibbon and Pugsley 

mentioned 42nd Street in their works but provided a balanced analysis. Pugsley noted that 

the Māori was one of many units who attacked, a fact sometimes lost in accounts focused on 

the Maori Battalion. The attack relieved pressure for several hours but did not alter the 

decision to withdraw, which had already been made. Daniel Davin, the author of the Crete 

volume of New Zealand’s official history, characterised Māori as formidable in and out of 

battle.411  

June was spent training and reorganising, followed by individual and collective training 

throughout July and August. In September the Māori were tasked for improving roads but 

returned to training and exercises in October.412 The Māori were able to take advantage of 

several recreational and welfare benefits that had gradually been established in the 2NZEF 

since the departure of the first echelon.  In New Zealand, the National Patriotic Fund was 

established, which acted as a coordinating and disbursing body for organisations wishing to 

donate funds for soldier welfare. In the 2NZEF, the funds were disbursed primarily by the 

 
410 McLeod, Myth and Reality (Book), pp. 98–103; Gardiner, Maori Battalion, pp. 73–74; Cody, 28 Maori 
Battalion, p. 121. 
411 Dittmer to Ngata, 20 July 1941, ATL, MS-Papers-0196-272; Daniel Marcus Davin, Imperial War Museum 
(IWM), Oral History, https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80010708, (accessed 26 May 2019); 
Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 171–172; McGibbon, New Zealand and the Second World War, p. 73. 
412 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 133–139. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80010708
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Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) with some additional assistance by the Church 

Army.413 The YMCA used the funds to establish recreational huts and provide welfare officers. 

Additionally, some 2NZEF personnel were seconded to supplement the YMCA and Church 

Army personnel. The Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes also paid into regimental funds, 

which were controlled by the commander and were used for unit welfare. A common purchase 

was sports equipment, but other welfare items were authorised.414 

The YMCA and Church Army efforts, which eventually expanded to about twenty-five 

YMCA secretaries and cinema operators and four Church Army secretaries, were overseen 

by a committee set up with oversight by Freyberg, who as GOC had authority to authorise 

expenditures on welfare. Freyberg could and often did cable New Zealand for money for 

larger purposes for soldier welfare, such as £1000 for a swimming bath for the troops. Besides 

coordination efforts, the 2NZEF set up its own organisations, including a band/revue group 

called the Kiwi Concert Party, and its own newspaper, the NZEF Times.415  

With the 2NZEF’s base located in Egypt, additional service were established at Maadi 

camp and Cairo. The Maadi Tent, donated by British residents in Egypt, offered a ‘homely 

atmosphere’ and provided entertainment. A similar venue was the Lowry Hut, provided by 

private finances. Troops on leave in Cairo could access the Cairo Club, which offered 

restaurants, tea rooms, games and served alcohol. The club was an official 2NZEF unit, and 

later when the 2NZEF served in Italy, similar clubs were established in Bari, Rome, Florence 

and Venice and offered service to soldiers of all ranks. Stevens, in his analysis of the 2NZEF, 

thought that overall, the quality of entertainment for the troops was good, but the quantity was 

 
413 A Church of England society. 
414 Waters, S. D., J. M. S. Ross, M. L. Underhill, and N. E. Winhall, Chaplains, Wellington, Historical Publications 
Branch, 1950, pp. 31-32, 45. 
415 Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, pp. 237-240, 243-244. 
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insufficient.416 

Within the battalion, the chaplains played a critical role in troop morale and welfare. 

The Maori Battalion had its own chaplains, and from 1942 a second chaplain served Māori at 

base camp. Harry and Ida Lambert wrote that they took morning prayers at base camp, and 

if the battalion were spread out or in defensive positions, the Chaplain would conduct 

company services on a rotational schedule throughout the week. The Chaplain was 

sometimes involved in the many informal concert groups established by the battalion and 

sometimes acted as referees for inter-company soccer and other matches. In battle, the Māori 

were involved in dealing with wounded soldiers and providing last rites and other support, and 

they were often called upon to help supervise burial parties.417 

Cody’s unit history provides some additional context to the Maori Battalion’s timeline  

between the evacuation from Crete and the beginning of Operation Crusader in November. 

Most of the men evacuated from Crete spent their survivor leave around Maddi or Cairo. 

Later, while engaged in road building, there were regular swimming parades at Alamein and 

a divisional aquatic carnival in July. In August, while rehearsing battalion landing exercises, 

there were boat races at Tahag, and the opportunity for 20% of the unit to take day passes 

to Cairo or Port Said.418 

 
 

  

 
416 Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, pp. 243-246. 
417 Waters, Ross, Underhill, and Winhall, Chaplains, p. 25; Lambert, Harry, and Ida Lambert, 'The Māori 
Chaplains', in Harry Lambert and Ida Lambert (eds), The Maori Battalion remembers: Fourteenth Reunion, 
Auckland, Rem Publications Ltd, 1984, accessed from https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/memory/the-
m%C4%81ori-chaplains, accessed 20 August 2020. 
418 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 133-136. 

https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/memory/the-m%C4%81ori-chaplains
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/memory/the-m%C4%81ori-chaplains
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Māori officers 
 

The heavy officer losses on Greece and Crete reopened the debate about Māori 

leaders. Iwi leaders continued to advance candidates for company command. The Ngāpuhi 

requested that Lieutenant William Porter be appointed commander of A Company.419 Both 

the commander, Captain Bell, and his 2IC, Captain Leaf, were killed in action on Crete, and 

Dittmer had appointed Captain Love to replace Bell.420 Love’s new 2IC was Lieutenant 

Christopher Sorenson, who was not Ngāpuhi but who had married into the iwi. Dittmer’s 

response demonstrated that iwi affiliation and leadership qualifications sometimes conflicted. 

Porter was the next senior, but he was a relatively junior officer. Dittmer thought that Porter 

was a capable leader but that he lacked the experience necessary for appointment as a 

company 2IC or commander. He accepted that Porter’s views would be sought on Ngāpuhi 

iwi matters and that with continued experience he would eventually command a company, as 

in fact happened during Operation Crusader. However, Dittmer believed it unfair to ask Porter 

to assume duties beyond his experience and that the Ngāpuhi deserved to have the most 

capable leader commanding them.421  

On 2 October 1941, Reverend Ngatete Kukutai wrote to Army Headquarters on behalf 

of the Waikato-Maniapoto iwi, requesting that their recruits have officers from their own iwi. 

Kukutai warned that future enlistments depended on the army’s response. As this was a 

personnel question it was referred to Conway, who had similar representations from other 

Māori leaders. Conway wrote to Headquarters, 2NZEF and recommended that all new officer 

appointments be made from NCOs overseas and that selected Māori officers return home to 

 
419 Porter was anglicised from Poata, https://28Māoribattalion.org.nz/soldier/william-poata, (accessed 14 June 
2016). 
420 Love was a member of the Te Atiawa iwi, located near Wellington. 
421 Dittmer to 2NZEF, 8 July 1941, R22437773 ANZ. 

https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/soldier/william-poata
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assist training reinforcements and then accompany them overseas. The commissioning of 

NCOs provided officer appointments from experienced and proven men, with full consideration 

to iwi claims. Drafts training in New Zealand would have the experience of officers who had 

seen active service. Four officers should train and accompany each draft.422  

As Māori officers gained seniority, the difficulties in maintaining balanced iwi 

representations became more acute. Dittmer received authorisation to promote Captain 

Rangi Royal to major surplus to establishment. This balanced Captain Love’s promotion, as 

his iwi had few men in the battalion. Captain Royal was the ‘best officer and produces best 

results’.423 The 2NZEF’s Military Secretary, who oversaw the administration of the officer 

corps, endorsed Conway’s reinforcement training scheme, though numbers were subject to 

shipping and operational requirements. Eventually the 2NZEF released approximately 300 

personnel for appointments as staff or instructors in New Zealand. Many were appointed to 

senior commands to pass on combat lessons learned. Several Māori officers and other ranks 

were selected for these duties, including Major Bertrand. With his departure, Major Dyer was 

appointed the new 2IC.424  

 
Operation Crusader 

 
Beginning on 18 November, 2nd NZ Division participated in Operation Crusader. The 

objective was the relief of the Tobruk garrison, which had been besieged since April. For this 

operation, the Maori Battalion was part of 5 Brigade, whose first task was to seize Sollum and 

 
422 Rev. N. K. Kukutai to The Director, Over-seas forces, 2 October 1941; Conway to Headquarters, 2NZEF, 20 
October 1941, R22437773 ANZ. 
423 MS [Military Secretary] 2NZEF to Officer i/c [in charge] Administration, 2NZEF, 5 December 41, R22437773 
ANZ. 
424 Military Forces of New Zealand, Annual Report of the General Officer Commanding, AJHR, Wellington, 
Government Printer, 1942, vol. H-19, p. 2. 
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cut communications between Halfaya pass and Bardia near the Libya-Egypt border. The 

Māori, reinforced with tanks, anti-tank guns, medium machine guns and artillery, were given 

the mission to attack Sollum barracks, north of Halfaya pass, on 23 November. The attack 

succeeded with minimal losses. However, the battalion was periodically shelled after the 

attack, and casualties increased to approximately fifty, including Dittmer. Captain Love 

temporarily took over until Dyer came up from the Left out of Battle detachment and assumed 

command. Author of the New Zealand official history for the operation, W. E. Murphy, 

attributed some casualties to a lack of caution by Māori who left cover to explore their 

surroundings and acquire Italian weapons, vehicles and equipment. Lieutenant Awatere, the 

Maori Battalion’s intelligence officer, discovered that his brother was killed by Germans who 

had surrendered, but then took up arms. He vowed to fulfil utu in his brother’s name until the 

end of the war.425  

The brigade remained in the frontier area while the remainder of the division operated 

with Eighth Army to open a corridor to the Tobruk garrison. However, the Allied armoured 

forces were defeated, leaving the New Zealanders exposed. Over the next days many 

formations were overrun, including 6 Brigade, 6 Field Regiment and elements of 4 Brigade. 

German forces attacked 5 Brigade several times in attempts to relieve the frontier garrisons. 

The B companies of the Māori and 23 battalions fought off attacks by elements of the 21st 

Panzer Division near Musaid on 26 November. The next day another attack temporarily 

captured part of the Māori B Echelon. However, the Germans withdrew and released the 

twenty-three Māori taken captive, who eventually rejoined the battalion. At the same time, the 

5 Brigade Headquarters was overrun near Sidi Azeiz, which disrupted command and control. 

 
425 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 211–212; W. E. Murphy, The Relief of Tobruk, Wellington, Historical 
Publications Branch, 1961, pp. 128–130. 
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A week later the New Zealanders successfully defended against German detachments 

attempting to break the siege at Bardia. The Māori fought against the Geissler Battle Group, 

and along with the rest of 5 Brigade, captured many prisoners and foiled the attack. After this 

action, the unit returned to the Sollum area, where they had a brief respite and received mail 

and parcels.426  

Aided by Axis supply problems, the Allies eventually regained the upper hand. German 

and Italian forces abandoned the Tobruk positions and retreated approximately sixteen 

kilometres west to the Gazala Line. As the only combat capable formation in 2nd NZ Division, 

5 Brigade was placed under the command of 4 Indian Division for the advance to Gazala. 

While at their assembly area southeast of Tobruk, the unit was first visited by a mobile canteen 

purchased with subscriptions donated by Māori schoolchildren. The truck was operated by 

Charles E. Bennett, soon known as ‘Charlie YM’ and continued to serve the battalion 

throughout the rest of their stay in the North Africa and Italy. On 11 December, the Māori 

conducted a successful attack at Sidi Mgherreb and captured over 1100 prisoners from the 

Italian Trento Division. Although Freyberg had asked to keep 5 Brigade out of fighting, the 22 

and 28 battalions unsuccessfully attacked the Gazala Line between the 13th and 16th of 

December. Maori battalion losses were heavily concentrated within A Company, which 

charged the Germans against orders, though its actions likely broke up a potential 

counterattack at the cost of fifty-eight killed or wounded. A Company left the battle with 

twenty-two effectives commanded by a sergeant.427 Total casualties during Crusader were 

242, including 78 killed in action or died of wounds and 151 wounded.428  

 
 

426 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 150–156; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 241–250. 
427 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 251–252; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 134–177. 
428 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 164–177, 501; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home. Cody’s summary of casualties lists 
241 for Libya, 1941. 
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Summary 

 
The Māori war effort kept up with the 2NZEF’s manpower demands. Besides those sent 

overseas, hundreds more had registered and were waiting for camp or training for future 

reinforcement drafts. Their conditions of service were identical to Europeans, though Māori 

were exempted from conscription. Māori recruitment remained voluntary, but their attrition 

rate throughout the enlistment process was higher than for Europeans. Recruitment was 

facilitated by assistance from volunteer Māori recruiting officers and the Māori MPs. These 

informal efforts would soon be organised into an official agency to coordinate the Māori war 

effort. 

From its inception, the Maori Battalion was fully integrated into the 2NZEF. By the end 

of Operation Crusader, Māori leaders had proven themselves as company commanders, 

which was a major milestone to higher command. Captain Love had also temporarily 

commanded the Maori Battalion when Dittmer was wounded. This progression ameliorated 

some of the conflict between Māori and army officials. However, the Māori MPs argued that 

the battalion must eventually have a Māori commander. The Maori Battalion was credited by 

many authors its ferocity in the attack, particularly in the use of the bayonet, for which it had 

become famous on Crete. The historical literature overemphasises its use and ignores a 

similar level of skill in other units. Māori had a reputation for aggressive charges and 

scavenging enemy weapons. These practices sometimes led to additional casualties during 

missions, but bold tactics often achieved success and the Maori Battalion’s overall 

performance ensured that it remained an essential part of 2nd NZ Division. This assessment 

must be regarded as tentative, as a comprehensive operational analysis of the 2NZEF and 

Maori Battalion is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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The 2NZEF’s operations in Greece and North Africa integrated Māori into New 

Zealand’s war effort. In contrast, the British Empire was in a period of deteriorating tensions 

with Japan but was still at peace in the Pacific. The absence of hostilities slowed the expansion 

of Fiji’s and Tonga’s garrison forces. Chapter 4 will show that the recruitment and employment 

of Fijian and Tongan soldiers therefore followed a substantially different trajectory than for 

Māori. 
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Chapter 4: Fiji and Tonga 
 

Fijian personnel for the Battery were originally recruited as ammunition numbers only, 
but they had proved themselves capable of undertaking more important tasks such as 
gunlaying, signalling, and operations of the searchlights.429  

 
Robert Howlett, The History of the Fiji Military Forces, 1939–1945 

 
 
 

 

Map 10. Cable and wireless communication in the Pacific Area in 1939430  

 
 
 

 
429 Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 24. 
430 Naval Intelligence Division, Pacific Islands, Geographical Handbook Series, London, HMSO, 1945, vol. 1, 
General Survey, p. 538. Perry-Castañeda Library map collection, 
https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/pacific_islands_1943_1945/communications_cable_wireless.jpg, 
(accessed 17 April 2018). 
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Fiji and Tonga were identified as bases for the aerial reconnaissance line approved in 

the Pacific Defence Conference of 1939. However, hostilities broke out before much progress 

had been made on aerodrome construction. The war against Germany and Italy initially had a 

limited effect in the Pacific. Neither Fiji nor Tonga were expected to contribute troops for 

overseas service. Recruiting was therefore restricted to local defence forces. The rates of pay 

for Fijian, Tongan and Indian soldiers were based on the existing wage rates, which meant 

that they received less pay than Europeans and were initially excluded from separation 

allowance. This discrimination worked to maintain the pre-war divide between Europeans and 

Indigenous peoples. 

There was little operational pressure on either force until mid-1940, when the strategic 

situation in the Pacific deteriorated after the surrender of France and the Netherlands. New 

Zealand dispatched reinforcements, known as B Force, to Fiji. The increased involvement 

first led to New Zealand’s operational, then full control over both garrisons. On Fiji the 

expansion of the garrison and coastal defences led to training Fijians in technical roles and as 

leaders to conserve European manpower, even though some senior leaders still maintained 

doubts about their ability as soldiers. NCOs were trained in larger numbers and some, mostly 

those of chiefly rank, were commissioned. 

The TDF was initially formed and led by Tongans, although assisted by New Zealand 

instructors. The resulting force was an unpaid, part-time garrison. In December 1940, Queen 

Sālote agreed to subordinate the TDF to the New Zealand commander in Fiji and accept 

2NZEF personnel to convert the garrison to full-time service. As in Fiji, many European 

leaders doubted the ability of Tongans as soldiers, but these concerns were overridden by 

manpower demands. The TDF expanded to a small battalion that defended the new 

aerodrome at Fua’amoto. Similarly, the FDF’s mission expanded to defend the west coast of 
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Viti Levu, where the Nadi aerodrome neared completion. In both areas the expansion was 

driven by the increase in tensions in the Pacific and facilitated by the increased rate of 

participation by Fijians and Tongans. 

Initial measures 
 

On 25 August 1939, Luke called the FDF’s 1st Battalion out for active service. On 7 

September all active and reserve personnel, approximately 1300 men, were mobilised for a 

three-day camp and used to complete establishments and form supporting services. The FDF 

stood down when no immediate threat materialised. Small reaction forces were retained, but 

the emphasis switched to training. The full-time staff increased from one to four, and five 

NCOs were enlisted for the duration of the war. New Zealand supplied these personnel along 

with rifles and web gear to remedy equipment deficiencies. In October a third European 

company was formed at Vatukoula and a month later a coastal-defence battery of two 4.7-inch 

guns was approved for Suva. The establishment was two officers and fifty- eight other ranks: 

twenty-eight European and thirty Fijian. By February 1940 the guns were installed and 

proofed. Fijians were initially recruited as ammunition numbers, which was labour intensive 

but not technically demanding. Air and naval defence measures were also implemented. A Fiji 

Volunteer Naval Force of six officers and twenty-eight other ranks was created for harbour 

protection. Construction of the Nadi and Nausori aerodromes was projected to be complete 

by November.431  

 
431 WD of 1 BN FIR [Fiji Infantry Regiment] from 25 Aug 1939 to 31 July 1942 (WD 1 BN FIR), August– 
December 1939, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 488/1/I – DAZ 488/1/XXXV R20113162 ANZ; Governor to GG, 26 
September 1939, ACIE 8798 86/15/1 R18871514 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/103, WD, Administrative Headquarters 
(WD Admin HQ), ‘Precis of events – 1939 and 1940’; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 13–15, 204. 
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Major Free was reassigned as the FDF’s general (G) staff officer. His December report 

on the FDF noted many deficiencies. The 1st Battalion was a collection of independent 

companies under one commander rather than an integrated unit and was weak and slow to 

develop. Free discounted the Fijian companies until they received good subordinate leaders 

and concluded that: 

The existing Fijian non-commissioned officers are not suited by nature, character or 
education to be leaders in action. Their replacement by good European non- 
commissioned officers is a vital necessity.432  

An imminent attack by Japan was unlikely and therefore Free recommended preparing the 

FDF for the 1936 scale of attack, rather than against a brigade group. Viti Levu would be 

divided into two operational sectors, an eastern and western area, each garrisoned by a 

battalion. A western area battalion would be formed from the European companies. A regular 

unit, designated Suva Company, would be formed from European personnel who volunteered 

for three years of service. The other Suva volunteers would constitute a three-company 

battalion. Suva Company had a dual role. It would serve as an immediate defence force, but 

primarily trained volunteers and compulsory enlistees. Free regarded active-service 

Europeans as the only reliable leaders and apportioned them between the naval reserve, 

signal sections, Suva Battery and 1st Battalion. The Indian platoon was recommended for 

disbandment as militarily unnecessary, though some personnel could be transferred to 1st 

Battalion.433  

The ODC reviewed these plans but recommended retention of the existing scale of 

attack. The new garrison could not defend against this scale, but still improved upon existing 

 
432 TNA, CO 323/1787/83, Enclosure, ‘The FDF in the Suva Area’, 12 December 1939, p. 4 in ODC (40)5, FDF, 
3 Feb 1940. 
433 TNA, CO 323/1787/83, ‘The FDF in the Suva Area’. 
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readiness and Free’s report was endorsed, subject to an evaluation after six months.434 Suva 

Company was formed, and the remaining European volunteers transferred to 1st Battalion.435 

However, 2nd Battalion remained part-time volunteers, rather than compulsory trainees, and 

the Indian platoon was retained. Twenty-five additional Indians would be recruited to serve 

as Reserve Mechanical Transport (RMT) drivers, but this did not occur until later in the 

year.436  

By April 1940 the FDF reorganised into the two operational commands. The western 

area comprised the Madroga, Nadi, Lautoka, Mba and Tholo North provinces, with the 

remainder in the eastern area. Area garrisons were a mixture of regular and volunteer forces. 

The machine gun and A companies of 1st Battalion, composed of Europeans, commenced 

ten days’ continuous training in May, which was highly regarded by all ranks. However, Fijian 

attendance at drills had fallen to less than 30 per cent, continuing a trend of declining interest 

since January. As a result, the Fijian companies were disbanded, with Force Headquarters 

reasoning that: 

No one had a greater desire to serve the Empire than the Fijians, but it was 
impossible to keep the hold necessary on them as voluntary territorials. The Fijian is 
a natural soldier and was later proved that as a full-time soldier he is second to 
none.437  

The FDF’s New Zealand advisors reported in June 1940 that its ability to defend 

against a brigade group was negligible. There were major equipment deficiencies and the lack 

of individual readiness had precluded collective unit training. The training of gunners for Suva 

Battery lagged. New Zealand personnel manned one gun and one searchlight while Fijians 

 
434 TNA, CO 323/1787/83 ODC (40)22, FDF, ‘Proposed Re-organisation, Scale of Attack’, 1 April 1940; SOS 
Colonies to Governor, 15 April 1940; Extract from minutes of the 3rd (40) Meeting of the ODC held 5 May 1940. 
435 TNA, CO 83/219/13, Governor to SOS Colonies, 14 December 1939, AJCP Reel 4180, SLWA. 
436 TNA, CO 323/1787/83, Annex II, Governor to SOS Colonies, 10 February 1940 in ODC (40)9, FDF, 
‘Proposed Re-organisation’, 21 February 1940. 
437 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of events – 1940’, 24 May. 
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were trained. Based on 1st Battalion’s success and existing deficiencies, continuous training 

was authorised.438  

On 13 June, Suva Battery personnel were called up for active service while the age 

limit for compulsory service was raised to thirty-six years of age. On 17 June a three- month 

training period was announced to recruit the FDF up to establishment. The compulsory 

service was limited to European and half-Europeans only, with the first quota chosen from 

serving volunteers. However, many Fijians and Indians also volunteered for full-time service. 

While training, the troops were on active service under the Army Act and the King’s 

Regulations, except where they conflicted with local ordinances. This legal framework 

regularised military discipline. On 12 July the first quota commenced with 113 recruits at 

Natabua camp near Lautoka.439  

 
The Tonga Garrison 

 
On 25 August 1939, Tonga’s parliament passed enabling legislation to declare war and 

form a defence force. A Defence Council was formed a week later and authorised 

recruiting.440 The first defence force ordinance copied Fiji’s Act of 1923. Eventually, new 

ordinances eliminated discrepancies between Tongan and Fijian law, including Fiji’s 

compulsory service sections, which were not retained.441 The defence force consisted of 

 
438 TNA, CO 323/1801/15, Governor to SOS Colonies, 14 June 1940; TNA, CO 83/232/7, Governor to SOS 
Colonies, 28 June 1940, AJCP Reel 4182, SLWA. 
439 Fiji Royal Gazette, no. 36, 17 June 1940, pp. 391–392; Enclosure, FDF in Governor to Prime Minister, 29 
September 1941; Defence Force Regulations and Standing Orders made by the Governor under the Provisions 
of Section 21 of Ordinance No. 3 of 1923, as amended by the Defence Force (Amendment) Ordinance 1933, 
ACIE 8798 86/15/3 R18871520 ANZ. 
440 The initial membership was Armstrong, W. H. Stuart, the Chief Justice, the Hon. Akau’ola, the Minister of 
Police and Vilai Tupou, the Queen’s half brother. Kingdom of Tonga, Tonga Government Gazette for the year 
1939, Nukualofa, Government Printer, 1940, p. 107 
441 TNA, CO 225/327, Tonga. No. 5 of 1939, TDF Act 1939, 29 August 1939; Tonga. No. 2 of 1939, 
Defence Force Ordinance 1939, 13 November 1939, AJCP Reel 6533, SWLA. 



154  

the Royal Guards and any units proclaimed by a gazette notice. Queen Sālote was granted 

several powers, including accepting service from any Tongan or British subjects and 

appointing the permanent staff, namely the commandant and other staff officers. Other 

officers were commissioned on recommendation of the commandant and Defence Council 

with ranks corresponding to British regular forces. The commandant appointed NCOs within 

the authorised establishment. Discipline and punishments were along British Army lines. 

Soldiers qualified as efficient received a credit equal to one quarter of the annual poll tax. 

Queen Sālote could convene courts of enquiry, appoint investigating officers and call the force 

out for active service. However, no soldier could serve external to Tonga without their consent. 

Tongans would be paid, rationed and clothed while on active duty at rates determined by 

Queen Sālote in council. Members wounded or injured in the line of duty were eligible for 

pensions.442  

The first 100 volunteers were attested and called up for training by 22 September. The 

Minister of Police, the Honourable Akau’ola, had served overseas with 1NZEF and was 

appointed commandant with the rank of lieutenant colonel, while Prince Tungī became the 

Colonel-in-Chief. The British consul, Arthur Leopold Armstrong, forwarded a request to Luke 

from the Defence Council for instructors. The first sets of web equipment and rifles were 

received on 30 September while Captain J. S. Rennie and Warrant Officer Class One (WO1) 

G. Stevens, both seconded from the FDF, arrived on 18 October and were appointed Staff 

Captain and RSM respectively.443  

 
442 Tonga, No. 3 of 1941, Defence Force Act 1941, 20 October 1941, British Agent and Consul, Tonga (BCT) 
5/II/7, WPA. 
443 Consul to HC, 6 September 1939, BCT 7/I/247/1940, WPA; WD of Tonga Defence Force from September 
1939 to January 1943 (WD TDF), p. 1, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/1/1–DAZ 505/1/41 R20113215 
ANZ; Wood-Ellem, ‘Tonga in World War II’, pp. 1–4; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 18–22. 
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By January 1940 the TDF’s strength reached 401 personnel. Five local Europeans were 

called to serve as officers but only two had prior experience in their ranks. Stevens 

recommended the recruitment of personnel and ordering of equipment to complete the TDF’s 

establishment, which was a force headquarters, two rifle companies, a medical company, a 

mechanical transport section, a European rifle platoon, the Royal Guards, and two 

reinforcement platoons. The European platoon would be formed into a machine-gun platoon 

when the weapons arrived. There would be two rifle platoons on Vavaʻu and one on Ha’apai. 

Stevens requested that New Zealand personnel serve as the adjutant and RSM. The 

additional recruitment would bring the garrison to approximately 450 personnel, enough to 

defend against raiding parties.444  

In March 1940, Rennie and Stevens returned to Fiji and Stevens was replaced by WO1 

Latimer, who was posted as the RSM and immediately recommended several personnel and 

organisational changes.445 He advocated that New Zealand warrant officers should replace 

Tongan and local European platoon leaders, who he regarded as unfit or unavailable. Warrant 

officers commanded most platoons in British, but not 2NZEF, infantry battalions.446 The 

proposed TDF was a modified mixed infantry battalion, with three rifle companies augmented 

by machine guns in a support company. There would be overseas volunteer and reserve 

companies of 100 men each, with any remainder formed into a home defence company. 

Latimer based available manpower on camp figures from February 1940, showing 338 

 
444 WD TDF, p. 1, R20113215 ANZ; Stevens to Commandant, TDF, ‘A Survey, and Recommendations for the 
efficiency, of the Defence Force’, 6 January 1940, pp. 1–8, BCT 7/I/243/1940, WPA. 
445 WD TDF, p. 1, R20113215 ANZ. 
446 The June 1941 establishment upgraded the rank of British platoon leader to 2nd Lieutenant or Lieutenant. 
British Infantry Battalion (Higher Establishment), WE II/1931/12F/2, Notified 4th June 1941. Available from: 
http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/3.%20WE%20Inf%20Bn%20Jun1941.pdf, (accessed 12 
January 2019). 

http://www.bayonetstrength.uk/BritishArmy/BritInfBn/3.%20WE%20Inf%20Bn%20Jun1941.pdf,
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personnel. These proposals were tabled for further consideration.447  

 

Map 11. Tongatapu settlements448  

 
 

In June 1940, Armstrong reported that both TDF rifle companies had volunteered for 

overseas service, though the Tongan government would be unable to meet their equipment 

and operational costs. Queen Sālote requested that any Tongan contingent serve with Fijian 

forces. The proposal was forwarded to the Secretary of State for the Colonies but was 

declined given the British equipment shortages after the Dunkirk evacuation.449  

 
447 Regimental Sergeant Major [Latimer] to the Commandant, TDF, Non Commissioned Officers (NCOs) course 
and proposed reorganisation of the whole force to be known as the Tonga Regiment, 3 April 1940, BCT 
7/I/243/1940. WPA. 
448 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-
maps/tongatapu-0, (accessed 25 March 2018). 
449 SOS Colonies to HC, 9 August 1940; Consul to HC, 7 June 1940, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, Defence Force, 
Tonga, 1939–40, WPA. 

http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/tongatapu-0,
http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/tongatapu-0,
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TDF and FDF pay rates 
 

The FDF’s existing legislation and defence scheme covered its initial mobilisation. 

Royal Gazette proclamations communicated additional measures, such as pay rates for 

active service. These were announced 22 September 1939 and revised in February 1940 and 

August 1941. The 1940 revisions authorised tradesmen’s pay for authorised positions, and 

separation allowances for European soldiers called out to active duty at the rate of three 

shillings per day for a member’s wife and one shilling, six pence, each for up to three children 

aged sixteen or under. In September 1940, regular privates and lance corporals who met 

conditions set by the commandant were authorised wartime efficiency and special-efficiency 

pay, each at six pence per day. All benefits were in addition to base pay. The pay was 

withdrawn if the soldier contracted venereal disease, became an alcoholic or was awarded 

field punishment, detention or imprisonment for discipline offences. Deferred pay was 

authorised in August 1942, and that October separation allowance was extended to non-

Europeans at the rates of one shilling, six pence for a member’s wife and six pence per child. 

These benefits would be needed if a Fijian or Indian member deployed overseas.450  

  

 
450 WD Admin HQ, October 1943, FMF Routine Orders Part 1, 16 and 21 October 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
487.2/1/I R20113166 ANZ; TNA, CO 820/50/5, Extract from Gazette No. 37 Dated 4th July 1941; TNA, CO 
820/50/18, Governor to SOS Colonies, 15 September 1941; TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, 18 August 1942; 
Colony of Fiji, Fiji Royal Gazette for the year 1942, Suva, Government Printer, 1943, p. 440; Colony of Fiji, Fiji 
Royal Gazette for the year 1940, Suva, Government Printer, 1941, p. 48. 
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Table 5. FDF: pay rate per day (F£)451 

 

Rank 22 Sep 1939 
[pounds/shilling/pence] 

8 Feb 1940 
[pounds/shilling/pence] 

1 Aug 1941 
[pounds/shilling/pence] 

Lieutenant Colonel 1/15 1/5/0 1/7/6 

Major 1/10 1/0/0 1/2/6 

Captain 1/5 17/6 1/0/0 

Lieutenant 18/- 15/- 17/6 

2nd Lieutenant 15/- 12/6 15/- 

RSM (WO1) 16/- 11/6 E 11/6 
*N 10/- 

RQMS (WO2) 14/- 10/6 E 8/6 
N 7/- 

CSM (WO1) E 10/6 
N 6/- 8/6 E 8/6 

N 7/- 
CQMS (Staff 
Sergeant) 

E 9/6 
N 5/- 7/- E 7/6 

N 6/- 

Sergeant E 8/- 
N 4/- 6/- E 6/6 

N 5/- 

Corporal E 6/- 
N 3/- 4/6 E 5/6 

N 4/- 

Lance Corporal E 5/- 
N 2/6 3/6 E 4/6 

N 3/6 

Private E 4/- 
N 2/- 3/- E 3/- 

N 2/- 
E = European; N = Non-European; * in July 1943. 

  

 
451 All figures are given in pounds, shilling and pence. Fiji Infantry Brigade Group (FIBG), Routine Orders Part 1, 
14 July 193, ADQZ 18999 15/1/7 R20591385 ANZ; Colony of Fiji, Fiji Royal Gazette for the year 1939, Suva, 
Government Printer, 1940, p. 442; Colony of Fiji, 1940 Gazette, p. 48; Colony of Fiji, Fiji Royal Gazette for the 
year 1941, Suva, Government Printer, 1942, p. 440. 



159  

    Table 6. FDF: tradesman’s pay (F£)452 

 

Trade 8 Feb 1940 
[pounds/shilling/pence] 

1 Aug 1941 
[pounds/shilling/pence] 

Sergeant Cook 3/- NA 

Cook 1/6 E 1/6 
N 1/- 

Assistant Armourer 1/6 E 1/6 
N 1/- 

Clerk 1/6 E 1/6 
N 1/- 

Driver 1/- E 1/6 
N 1/- 

Storeman 6d NA 

E = European; N = Non-European 
 
 
 

Initially the TDF personnel were unpaid and provided their own food and lodging while 

serving in one-week blocks. Their only remuneration was a partial exemption from the poll 

tax. After October 1940, the TDF transitioned to full-time service and members enlisted for 

the war’s duration. In response, the Defence Council authorised service pay. European 

instructors and officers were paid at New Zealand rates while Tongans seconded from the 

government remained on their existing salaries. The difference in pay rates between Fijians 

and Tongans was not excessive given the lower cost of living on Tonga and its limited 

resources, and there were much fewer local Europeans in the TDF versus the FDF, which 

masked differences.453  

 
 
 

 
452 The occupations eligible for Tradesmen pay increased to nine in March 1942. TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin 
HQ, 18 August 1942, 6 May 1942; Colony of Fiji, 1940 Gazette, p. 48; Colony of Fiji, 1942 Gazette, p. 440; 
Colony of Fiji, 1942 Gazette, p. 126. 
453 WD TDF, p. 2, R20113215 ANZ; ‘History of the War: Summaries from High Commission Territories, Tonga 
1939–1945’, pp. 6–7, WPHC 11/I/SF/66/1 vol. 3, WPA; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 21–22. 
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    Table 7. TDF: pay rate per day, October 1940 (T£)454 

 

Rank Rate 
[shilling/pence] 

Captain 4/8 

Lieutenant 3/8 

2nd Lieutenant 3/- 

Sergeant Major (WO1) 1/3 

Staff Sergeant and WO2 1/- 

Sergeant 9d 

Corporal 7d 

Lance Corporal 6.5d 

Private 5d 
 
 

 
The Pacific after the fall of France 

 
On 16 July 1940 the New Zealand Chiefs of Staff issued an appreciation of the defence 

of Fiji and Tonga. Italy’s entry into the war and the surrender of France had drastically 

changed the strategic equation: the French fleet was lost, and Germany had gained access 

to Atlantic ports. Italy had besieged Malta and challenged British control of the Mediterranean. 

These events combined to increase the threat against naval and merchant shipping, which 

left the Royal Navy unable to defend home and Mediterranean waters and simultaneously 

send a significant fleet to the Far East. The Dutch East Indies and French colonies in the 

Pacific were isolated and subject to increased Japanese pressure. 

 
454 WD TDF, p. 2, R20113215 ANZ; Adjutant, TDF to Consul, TDF, ‘List of Pay Suggested Increases’, 18 May 
1942, BCT 7/I/222/40, WPA. 



161  

Joint discussions were recommended with Luke to lay the groundwork for a 2NZEF 

garrison on Viti Levu, and the chiefs flew to Suva on 22 July with Colonel W. H. Cunningham, 

the nominated commander, to discuss the garrison’s role, scope and authority. There was a 

stopover in Tonga on the return trip to discuss defence measures. Subject to Britain’s approval, 

an advance party would depart to construct base facilities. The force would be an infantry 

brigade group to provide an independent and balanced garrison.455  

On 30 July the New Zealand Chiefs issued a new appreciation based on their 

inspections. Japan was expected to capitalise on French weakness to expand into Indochina 

and the South Pacific, which would considerably increase the chance of war. However, the 

Imperial Japanese Army was heavily committed in China and had clashed with the Soviet 

Union on the Manchuria-Mongolia border. There was also considerable pressure exerted by 

the United States to deter Japan, including a gradual build-up of its naval forces and bases 

within the Pacific region. While these factors mitigated against any immediate increase in the 

scale of attack, the Chiefs of Staff thought it vital to increase the defences of Fiji. Currently, 

the Fiji garrison had a strength of 42 officers and 1029 other ranks, including 84 civilian 

labourers.456 However, the battalions were still forming and had only just begun continuous 

training. The chiefs were blunt in their criticism: 

The above units cannot be considered efficient and could not be relied upon to hold 
off even a determined raid. They are not battalions in the true sense of the word, 
and they should be reorganised similarly to the battalions of the New Zealand 
forces and their numbers brought up to war establishment without delay.457  

Two additional regular companies were needed to provide a trained garrison while the 

remainder mobilised. Nadi was considered particularly vulnerable as it lacked coastal 

 
455 ONS, COS 46, Defence of Fiji and Tonga, 16 July 1940, AAYT 8491 W2842 955 R20409210 ANZ. 
456 ONS, COS 58, Defence of Fiji and Tonga, 30 July 1940, p. 1, R18871514 ANZ. 
457 ONS, COS 58, p. 2. 
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defences. If 6-inch guns became available, then they would upgrade Suva Battery, and its 

current armament would be moved to cover Navula passage, one of the main routes through 

the reef surrounding Viti Levu near Nadi and Momi. New Zealand would provide the key 

personnel for the new battery. 

The chiefs believed that the brigade group was required regardless of the FDF’s 

efforts. Upon his arrival, the New Zealand commander would exercise operational control over 

the Fijian, Tongan, and Fanning Island garrisons.458 Their inspection of Fiji convinced the 

chiefs that 2NZEF forces were required and in August the New Zealand government formally 

recommended sending 8 Brigade Group, along with support elements, and requested 

Britain’s concurrence. Designated B Force, the Fiji garrison would total approximately 3000 

all ranks and was composed of 2NZEF reinforcements retained in New Zealand after the fall 

of France.459  

  

 
458 ONS, COS 58, pp. 3–4. 
459 TNA, CAB 80/16, COS (40) 609, ‘Reinforcements for Fiji’, 6 August 1940. 
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Table 8. Recommended Viti Levu garrison, 30 July 1940460 

 

Arm/Service Suva Nadi-Lautoka-Ba 

Headquarters 2NZEF/FDF Headquarters None 

Infantry 2NZEF and FDF battalions 2NZEF and FDF battalions 

Artillery 18-pounder battery less one troop 

6-inch coast-defence battery 

One 18-pounder troop 

4.7-inch coast-defence battery 

Signal Signal detachment Signal detachment 

Engineers Field company less one section Field engineer section 

Medical Field ambulance less one section Two sections field ambulance 

Transport RMT company less two sections Two sections RMT company 

Services Provost, pay/records details Provost details 
 
 

Luke favoured these proposals but objected that he could not provide the signallers, 

provost details or pioneers. Signallers were scarce, while the pioneers were public-works 

labourers with no military training. Luke and FDF commanders found it undesirable to 

authorise Fijian provosts to apprehend New Zealand personnel. The RMT company was 

reduced to a section, which could carry a battalion, with the FDF providing drivers and relief 

personnel. The provosts and pioneers were dropped, but the requirement for signallers was 

kept.461  

Tonga was liable to attack by landing parties of up to 200 troops from one or two 

cruisers. Currently, the TDF had a strength of 14 officers and 343 men, who rotated through 

one-week training periods. The New Zealand Chiefs recommended the TDF’s expansion to 

 
460 ONS, COS 58, p. 2, R18871514 ANZ. 
461 Luke to Fraser, 12 October 1940; Memorandum from Prime Minister for His Excellency the Governor- 
General, undated, AAYS 8649 28/3 R3888100 ANZ. 
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a small infantry battalion of 30 officers and 450 men with every member receiving 3 months’ 

continuous training. Fiji would provide the commandant, adjutant, RSM and two instructors 

along with additional rifles and machine guns. Together, the additional men and equipment 

would enable the defence of likely invasion beaches and formation of a mobile reserve. This 

was critical as the first landing strip at Fua’amotu was nearing completion. Queen Sālote 

agreed to these proposals and accepted operational control by the commander in Fiji. New 

Zealand endorsed these actions in November and prepared to send the necessary personnel 

and equipment.462  

New Zealand approved the recommendations for Fiji and Tonga, and recruitment was 

reopened to meet the new requirements. In September, 1st Battalion was ordered to conform 

to New Zealand war establishments and form a support company and an additional Fijian rifle 

company. There was a territorial wing consisting of the headquarters and one rifle company, 

and a regular wing of two rifle and one support companies. Two rifle companies were Fijian, 

while one rifle and the support company were European. The headquarters company was 

mainly European, with the Indian platoon attached.463  

A small Home Guard was formed to assist in auxiliary duties, and on 9 September the 

RMT section was formed with an establishment of thirty-six drivers who would be attached to 

the Indian platoon for administration. Recruiting began on 15 November and proceeded 

slowly; many applicants were unlicensed, medically unfit or rejected the proposed 

conditions of service. By 14 January 1941 there were only twenty-seven drivers on strength.464  

 
462 TNA, CO 323/1787/86, Government of New Zealand to SOS Dominion Affairs, repeated to HC, 22 November 
1940; HC to SOS Colonies, 5 January 1941; Defence of Tonga, 30 July 1940, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 2, WPA; 
Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 23–24. 
463 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of events – 1940’, pp. 3–5; WD 1 BN FIR, September– October 
1940, R20113162 ANZ. 
464 TNA, WO 176/141, WD Reserve Mechanical Transport (RMT), Fiji (WD RMT), 9 September 1940–31, 
December 1941. 
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The TDF followed a similar pattern of expansion. An NCO training school was 

established in August and a nucleus of thirty men attended a month-long course. After the 

leaders were trained, 120 men would be enlisted. Fifty recruits would have a fortnight of 

training before establishing the aerodrome guard under RSM Latimer. The total active 

strength would be 184 men, with aerodrome, Nuku’alofa and mobile sub-units; the remainder 

would go into reserve and new recruits trained. This reorganisation was independent of New 

Zealand’s recommendations, as they were still being negotiated by Luke and the Tongan 

government. The aerodrome unit finished its training in October and started guard duties at 

Fua’amoto, while 153 men went into reserve. Tonga lacked the financial resources and 

equipment needed to meet the new establishment. Luke asked for Britain to cover these costs 

and appealed for 6-inch guns at Tongatapu and Vavaʻu for coastal defence.465  

 
The arrival of B Force 

 
On 12 October, the advance party of New Zealand engineers arrived to construct 

camps. B Force, commanded by Brigadier W. H. Cunningham, embarked to Fiji in three flights 

totalling 3050 personnel, with the final troops arriving on 19 November.466 The troops were 

concentrated on the Suva peninsula and Nadi-Momi areas. An RNZAF detachment 

accompanied B Force and occupied Nadi aerodrome, with a smaller detachment at Suva that 

included a staff officer who acted as air advisor. The RNZAF had four DH 90 Dragon Rapides 

and one DH 60 Moth that was used for communication. The DH89’s, although not designed 

for the role, were used for aerial reconnaissance in the Fiji, Tonga and New Hebrides 

 
465 TNA, CO 323/1787/86, HC to SOS for the Colonies, 12 October 1940; WD TDF, p. 2, R20113215 ANZ; 
‘Necessary work and Organisation required with the alteration of the Defence System in Tonga’, 29 August 
1940, BCT 7/I/222/40, WPA; HC to SOS Colonies, 27 November 1940, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, ‘Defence Force, 
Tonga’, 1939–40, WPA. 
466 Cunningham was promoted prior to his arrival in Fiji. 
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areas.467 Cunningham was appointed commander of troops in Fiji on arrival and replaced 

Colonel Workman as commandant. The FDF was placed under B Force for operations and 

training but would be administered through the commandant via a headquarters headed by 

Lieutenant Colonel J. P. Magrane. This administrative headquarters functioned as the liaison 

between Cunningham and the civil government. The separation was necessary to ensure 

civilian control of the FDF and retain the governor’s power to set the conditions of service and 

discipline standards. These arrangements meant that B Force and the FDF had integrated 

communications. The B Force signal detachment incorporated the civil communications 

network in Fiji, including the government aeradio wireless station, which was significantly 

upgraded. Eventually both wireless, telephone and cable communication connected all major 

units and significant locations. In 1941, when coastwatching detachments were established 

in the South Pacific, Fiji became their major reporting centre.468  

On 10 December the searchlights for Suva Battery were completed and manned. With 

progress proceeding rapidly on the aerodrome at Nadi, further consideration was given to its 

defence. Colonel Williams, the New Zealand Director of Artillery, inspected the Suva and Nadi 

defences. He recommended Suva’s coastal defences as at least two 5-inch guns and two 4.7-

inch guns. Navula passage should have two 6-inch guns, or 4.7-inch guns if the former were 

not available. The New Zealand Chiefs approved the report but could not send additional 

guns immediately. Eventually Suva Battery was upgraded with two 6-inch guns, and the 4.7-

inch guns were transferred to form Momi Battery. The War Cabinet approved the 

 
467 Ross, J. M. S., Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF), Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1955, pp. 
70-72. 
468 Defence of Fiji, 29 April 1946, ACIE 8798 86/15/1 R18871516 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, 
‘Precis of events – 1940’, pp. 3–5; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 17–18, 23; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 24–
26; Nicol, F., Headquarters: a brief outline of the activities of the Third Division and the 8th and 14th 
Brigades during their service in the Pacific, Wellington, Reed Publishing (NZ) Ltd, 1947, pp. 93-96. 
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recommendations on 17 January 1941.469  

New Zealand officials also worked to equip the infantry battalions to establishment. By the 

end of the year 500 Springfield rifles arrived from the United States. They armed the police, 

who transferred their Enfields to the FDF. Both battalions now had enough rifles, but there 

were shortages of Vickers and Bren guns. Twenty Vickers and fifty Bren guns, along with seven 

hundred sets of the 1937 pattern web equipment were ordered from Australia.470  

While the equipment situation was improving, the FDF’s expansion exacerbated officer 

shortages. Many European recruits were in vital civil occupations, and few were released for 

full-time duty, even those suitable for commissions. In response, Fijians were given additional 

opportunities to obtain commissions and NCO training. Momi Battery also required additional 

Fijians, who had demonstrated they could perform more roles than originally anticipated. This 

partially relieved the pressure to recruit Europeans but they were still needed for the senior 

technical and leadership positions, which required extensive education and experience. B 

Force asked for these deficiencies to be made up by New Zealand reinforcements. The trend 

of 2NZEF officers in the FDF and FMF continued throughout the war. While aggregate 

statistics are available to show the numbers of seconded officers, the question of their quality 

is difficult to assess. They shared the pre-war or 2NZEF background of B Force and the 2nd 

NZ Division, but it is difficult to determine the quality of officers seconded compared to those 

who remained in their parent units. 

  

 
469 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of events – 1940’, pp. 5–6; SOS Dominion Affairs to GG, 21 
December 1940; ONS, COS 72/Note, 17 January 1941 and ONS, COS 72, ‘Fixed Defences – Fiji’, 13 
January 1941, R18871514 ANZ. 
470 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of events – 1940’, p. 7. 
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The Tonga garrison under B Force 

 
In December 1940 the Tongan government agreed to expand the TDF, provide three months’ 

continuous training for all personnel and subordinate operational control of the garrison to Cunningham. 

New Zealand would provide key personnel to expand the force. The Tongan government pledged a 

contribution of T£20,000 for defence, with New Zealand covering any additional costs.471 Shortly after 

this approval, there was an incident that damaged New Zealand’s position on Tonga. Armstrong reported 

to Luke on 8 January 1941 and detailed allegations made by Latimer concerning potential security 

breaches by Japanese nationals. Armstrong had previously reported the incidents, but  refuted 

allegations of Japanese control and characterised Latimer as being wrongheaded and 

inflammatory. The RSM compounded tensions with unsolicited proposals for reorganising the 

TDF. Taken together, they sought to replace Tongans with New Zealand troops, as Latimer 

believed that Tongans were innately unstable. However, his views were not shared by other 

European instructors and leaders and the proposals were not approved. Latimer’s actions 

antagonised Tongan and European officials to the point that the Tongan government demanded 

his replacement. He embarked from Tonga in March.472  

New Zealand officials sent personnel to Tonga but could not justify coastal-defence 

guns. On 23 February, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Bagnall, who had served in 1NZEF in the 

First World War and in the Indian Army, arrived to take over as commandant. With him was 

Captain R. W. Norris, the new adjutant. Lieutenant Colonel Ahau’ola reverted to the rank of 

major and became the TDF’s 2IC. By March, the TDF had 100 men in Nuku’alofa and 50 

aerodrome guards on active service and started another training cycle. The standard of drill 

 
471 Consul to HC, 24 December 1940, BCT 7/I/217/1940, WPA. 
472 . F. Latimer, ‘General Report and estimate on the proposed re-organisation and expansion of the TDF’, 26 
January 1941, BCT 5/II/6, WPA; Consul to HC, 8 January 1941 [There are two reports with this date, one 
marked confidential and one marked secret.], ACIE 8798 66/14/1 R18871507, ANZ. 
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and weapons training was high, but arms and ammunition shortages precluded firing the full 

musketry course. Bagnall credited Latimer for his training efforts but recognised that his ill-

concealed contempt toward Tongans had compromised his position. There was a chronic 

shortage of officers, and Bagnall believed that the supply of qualified Tongan and European 

candidates was limited. Amid these personnel issues, Fua’amoto aerodrome became 

operational on 15 March.473  

 
The FDF and TDF: early 1941 

 
New Zealand’s investment in Fiji and Tonga grew in 1941. In early 1941, B force 

headquarters moved to Borron’s House, with room for all three services and a combined 

operations room to share intelligence. The personnel of B force would be relieved in stages 

and replaced by 2NZEF recruits training in New Zealand. The original B force men, after a 

period of leave, would go on to serve in 2 NZ Division in North Africa. A total of two reliefs 

were completed before the end of the year: the only personnel remaining were a cadre of 

senior officers and  NCOs. A large portion of New Zealand’s naval assets were committed to 

these reliefs and patrols in the South Pacific. The light cruisers Achilles and Leander 

alternated in this duty, escorting merchant convoys or operating with other British naval 

forces. Assisting them was HMNZS Monowai, a merchant vessel that had been converted 

into an armed merchant cruiser at Devonport dockyard in 1939-1940. Several merchant 

vessels that typically served the South Pacific trade such as the Rangatira, and the Matua, 

and later the Wahine, were equipped with guns and used in troop convoys.474 

 
473 Prime Minister to the HC, 7 February 1941, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25 vol. 2, WPA; HC to SOS Colonies, 5 
January 1941, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 121/9/B20/6(2) R20113707 ANZ; Bagnall to GSO1, AHQ, 4 March 1941, 
R18871507 ANZ; Tonga 1939–1945, pp. 5–6, WPHC 11/I/SF/66/1, vol. 3, WPA. 
474 Waters, S. D., The Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN), Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1956, pp. 
16, 150-154, 280; Gillespie, The Pacific, p. 36; Bennett, Scott, Marcus Castell, and Matthew Smith, Rangatira 
1930-1967, http://www.nzmaritime.co.nz/r301.htm, 2005, (accessed 1 September 2020); Castell, Marcus, and 
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While New Zealand’s investment was significant given its other commitments, the 

shortage of naval and air forces meant that the Tonga, Fiji, New Hebrides corridor could not 

be monitored continuously. Therefore to supplement this coverage, Australia and New 

Zealand implemented a coastwatching service. New Zealand’s share of this network operated 

in Fiji, Tonga, Western Samoa, the Gilbert and Ellice Islands, the Phoenix and Tokelau 

groups, Fanning Island and the Cook Islands. There were six main posts in the Tonga island 

groups and nine in Fiji with radio operators, most of these in turn fed by reports from lookouts. 

Later the Tongan coastwatching service expanded to eleven posts and Tongans also staffed 

the meteorological station. Both Fijians and Tongans were trained as lookouts and some 

served as operators. Suva became the hub of the coastwatching service in the South Pacific, 

with reports collated under the general direction a controller of Pacific Communications, with 

operational messages relayed through the New Zealand Naval Liaison officer at Borron’s 

House.475 

In February 1941 three areas were surveyed for seaplane bases, which could help 

supplement the meagre RNZAF strength. These were Suva Harbour, Lauthala Bay and 

Lautoka. Lauthala Harbour was the best candidate but required significant development work, 

including a breakwater. In the interim, facilities were established at Suva harbour, and the 

first seaplane landed in April 1941. Ultimately construction at Lauthala did not commence until 

September.476 

By March, four 6-inch coastal-defence guns had arrived and were used to upgrade Suva 

 
Steven McLachlan, The Twin Screw Motor Vessel MATUA     1935 - 1970, 
http://www.nzmaritime.co.nz/matua.htm, 2007, (accessed 1 September 2020); Bennett, Scott, Marcus Castell, 
and Steven McLachlan, T. S. S. Wahine 1913 - 1951, http://www.nzmaritime.co.nz/wahine1.htm, 2015, 
(accessed 1 September 2020). 
475 Hall, D. O. W., Coastwatchers, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1951, pp. 4-7; Hornabrook, ‘NZ 
and the TDF’, pp. 22, 37. 
476 Ross, RNZAF, pp. 73-74. 
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and Momi batteries. The second training quota finished at the end of March, and enough men 

volunteered for active service to bring Suva Battery and 1st Battalion’s support company up 

to establishment. These efforts virtually exhausted the available European manpower, but 

Luke rejected conscription. A recruiting mission to Vanua Levu only yielded thirty-five 

Europeans; most were in reserved occupations or had already enlisted.477  

With the increase of men in uniform, disciplinary issues appeared. On 27 February 

several Fijian soldiers from No. 1 Regular Company left their barracks in protest and marched 

along Suva’s main street. Investigations found that the men had complained about the quality 

of their evening meal and felt that nothing had been done about it. Their officers stopped the 

marchers, returned them to their barracks, and reprimanded their actions, though they also 

listened to grievances. Two suspected ringleaders were given summary punishments.478  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Presentation of the ‘tambua’ or whale's tooth to troops, Fiji, c. 1940– 1942 (ATL: DA-00892-F).479  

 
 

477 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, Precis of Events – 1941, p. 1. 
478 WD 1 BN FIR, February–March 1941, R20113162 ANZ. 
479 NZ Department of Internal Affairs. War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, World 
War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, DA-00892-F, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23183185, (accessed 14 January 2018). 
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The expanded garrison required a new assessment of its organisation and disposition. 

On 20 March, Lieutenant Colonel J. G. C. Wales, the new General Staff Officer, Grade 1 

(GSO1) of B Force, published an updated appreciation of the defence of Viti Levu.480 Fiji’s 

main garrison was 8 Brigade Group which had two full-strength infantry battalions and a 

training battalion. They were supported by the FDF’s two coastal-defence batteries and two 

infantry battalions. 1st Battalion had three regular and two territorial companies, while 2nd 

Battalion had three territorial companies. Wales recommended stationing the bulk of the 

troops in Suva with the remainder defending the Navula passage and Nadi aerodrome. Fiji’s 

defence rested on a combination of fixed defences, including likely invasion beaches, and 

mobile reserves. It was critical to defeat enemy attacks before they gained viable 

beachheads. On 31 May, the new defence plan, which incorporated the appreciation, was 

published.481  

By May, the coastal-defence artillery on Fiji expanded again and Luke proposed that 

it be organised into three batteries under Major Wicksteed.482 The acquisition of 6- inch guns 

for Momi Battery left the two 4.7-inch guns available for installation on the western shore of 

Suva harbour at Bilo to defend Levu passage. Luke asked for New Zealand personnel to help 

man the batteries. Fijians were originally recruited for Suva Battery to handle  ammunition, a 

physically arduous but not technically demanding task. The continuing shortage of European 

other ranks led to the training of Fijians as gun layers, signallers, searchlight operators and 

other technical positions.483  

 
480 The GSO1 was the principal operations and intelligence staff officer for B Force. 
481 Lieutenant Colonel Wales, ‘Appreciation of the Situation’, 20 March 1941, and ‘Plan’, 31 May 1941, 
R3888100 ANZ. 
482 The first commander of Suva Battery. 
483 Luke to Fraser, 29 May 1941, R3888100 ANZ; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 24. 
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Map 12. Suva Defences484 

 

These shortages were present throughout the garrison. Another complication was the 

mixing of regular and territorial companies within the infantry battalions, and in July 1941 they 

were reorganised. All regular companies were transferred to 1st Battalion while 2nd Battalion 

became a territorial unit with the headquarters and two infantry companies at Suva. The other 

two infantry companies and the support company were at Lautoka and Vatukoula, the latter 

the centre of gold production in the colony. This separation enabled 1st Battalion to begin 

collective training without being hampered by territorial availability. Training was facilitated by 

 
484 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-
maps/suva-area-viti-levu-0, (accessed 1 August 2020). 
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the arrival of equipment orders. Each battalion now had eight Vickers guns from Australia, 

and 1st Battalion received web gear from Canada.485  

 

 
 
Map 13. Viti Levu defences486 

 
 

In May, Captain Oliver Gillespie, the 8 Brigade Group’s intelligence officer, inspected 

Tonga and reported on the after-effects of Latimer’s actions.487 Bagnall had requested relief 

as he was unhappy in his command and was suffering from malaria. He recommended that 

Norris succeed him, but Armstrong thought Norris would be unsuitable as he ‘does not 

understand the natives and his manner has not been as tactful as is necessary if the scheme 

 
485 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events – 1941’, pp. 3–4. 
486 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific,  http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-
maps/viti-levu-fiji-0, (accessed 1 August 2020). 
487 Gillespie later authored New Zealand’s official history for the Pacific. 

http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/viti-levu-fiji-0
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[is] to be a success’. Gillespie reported that Latimer’s actions toward Tongan officers had 

produced an inferiority complex. In contrast, Gillespie thought that Tongans could make good 

soldiers, but only if treated tactfully. However, Gillespie believed that Tongans required 

periodic refresher courses as he believed that Tongans, as with all South Seas peoples, 

suffered from ‘malua’, which was Fijian for ‘by and by’ and colloquially meant to be in no 

hurry.488  

Despite these problems, the TDF successfully expanded to 480 personnel by July. By 

August 330 recruits were trained to 2NZEF standards. Between May and July, a volunteer 

Home Guard was formed consisting of twenty Europeans organised as a machine-gun unit. 

The TDF was still short of officers, and many were insufficiently trained in their duties. 

Armstrong suggested an instruction course for Tongan officers in New Zealand.489  

There was much personnel turbulence in the TDF during July. On the twentieth, Tungī, 

the Prince-Consort and Colonel-in-Chief, died. Tungī had been active in advocating the TDF 

in the Defence Council and to Queen Sālote, and he had maintained excellent relations with 

Armstrong and other European officials. Bagnall relinquished command four days later, 

replaced by Norris, who was promoted to major. Armstrong proceeded on leave to New 

Zealand in July and met with the Chiefs of Staff. Among his requests were cadre for an officer-

training course, machine guns and anti-aircraft guns, though neither of the latter were 

available. As an interim measure, there was a ground garrison at Fua’amoto, and the landing 

strips were blocked when not in use. One company was scheduled to go into reserve and 

140 additional recruits would begin training.490  

 
488 Gillespie to GSO1 [FDF], ‘Report on visit to Tonga’, 30 May 1941, R20113707 ANZ. I am grateful for 
Professor Judith Bennett for the definition of this term. 
489 ‘Minutes of meeting of COS Committee with Mr A. L. Armstrong, His Britannic Majesty’s Consul and Agent in 
Tonga, Held on 7th July 1941’, BCT 7/I/217/1940, WPA; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 36– 39. 
490 Norris to AHQ, ‘Report on the TDF’, 29 August 1941, R20113707 ANZ; WD TDF, pp. 2–3. R20113215 ANZ; 
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Armstrong complained that Latimer’s actions left a legacy of distrust for New Zealand 

instructors. Latimer’s legacy extended to Norris, as Armstrong charged that he regarded the 

TDF and coastwatchers as an exclusively New Zealand concern and restricted the flow of 

information to the Tongan government. Norris also interfered in Tongan business and 

government matters outside of military policy. Armstrong requested assurance from the chiefs 

that New Zealand officers would refrain from infringing on domestic policy.491  

 
The Williams Report 

 
In July 1941, British General Guy Williams, an anti-invasion specialist, was seconded 

to the New Zealand government as a military advisor. Williams, accompanied by Brigadier 

Cunningham, inspected Fiji and Tonga between the 16th and 22nd. While at Fiji he endorsed 

the proposed reorganisation of the FDF’s infantry battalions, which was carried out on 27 

July.492 After his inspections Williams issued a series of reports to the War Cabinet, including 

on the defence of Fiji and Tonga. 

Williams identified a significant problem in command and control. New Zealand troops 

were responsible to Army Headquarters in Wellington, while the TDF and FDF were 

responsible to the Colonial Office via the High Commissioner for all matters except operations 

and training. There was no single authority to approve or finance defence works. Williams 

proposed that New Zealand assume this responsibility and delegate increased authority to its 

commander in Fiji. New Zealand should also assume operational control for the defence of the 

British possessions within the New Zealand Naval Station.493  

 
COS Meeting, 7 July 1941, BCT 7/I/217/1940, WPA. 
491 Armstrong to Luke, 6 November 1941, BCT 7/I/164/1941, WPA. 
492 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, Precis of Events – 1941, pp. 3–4. 
493 TNA, WO 106/3404, Memorandum No. 6 for the War Cabinet, ‘Forwarding Reports on the Defences of Fiji 
and Tonga’, 4 August 1941; ONS, COS 98, ‘Defence of Fiji and Tonga’, 15 August 1941; The Acting Prime 
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The Fiji report confirmed the scale of attack against Viti Levu as a brigade group 

supported by at least forty light tanks and accompanied by seaborne aircraft. Coral reefs 

surrounding Viti Levu restricted any landing beaches to the Suva peninsula and the Navula 

passage. The King’s road circling the coast was the only major connection between the 

eastern and western Viti Levu, as the interior was rugged and lacked transportation 

infrastructure. These geographical factors required that each garrison be self-contained. 

Aircraft would form the first line of defence, with the second line being fixed defences, and 

the third mobile and static garrison forces.494 The RNZAF detachment on Fiji had lost two DH 

89’s in the hurricane that struck on 20 February 1941. Two DH 86’s arrived as reinforcements, 

but in consideration of the Williams report a flight of six Vincents495 was sent in August 1941 

and began operation next month. On 8 October the RNZAF detachment was constituted as 

No. 4 General Reconnaissance Squadron.496 

The proposed Suva garrison was two and a half battalions with medium machine-gun 

support. Two rifle and one machine-gun company would defend Momi. Each area would have 

an infantry battalion as a mobile reserve. Both FDF battalions would be brought up to war 

establishments for personnel and all equipment. The reserve battalion would be converted to 

a mixed battalion, and 1st Battalion would raise its fourth rifle company. There would now be 

two RMT sections, and Williams recommended utilising Indian drivers. Weapons training and 

NCO schools would be established to raise the standards of proficiency.497  

The Tonga report forthrightly characterised its value in terms of aerodromes, harbours 

 
Minister to SOS Dominion Affairs, 26 August 1941, R18871514 ANZ. 
494 TNA, WO 106/3404, General Williams, ‘Report on the Defence of Fiji’ (Williams, Fiji Defence), 4 August 1941, 
pp. 1–2. 
495 A single engine biplane used as a light or torpedo bomber. 
496 Ross, RNZAF, pp 72-74. 
497 TNA, WO 106/3404, Williams, Fiji Defence, pp. 3–8. 
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and seaplane bases. However, Williams believed that Japanese would deny these facilities 

to the British rather than using them. There were three harbours, one in each island group, 

but only Nuku’alofa on Tongatapu had a Class ‘A’ anchorage that could accommodate a fleet. 

Tongatapu was also the seat of government, had the only aerodrome, a wireless station, and 

a seaplane base under construction. These factors restricted attack, estimated as one infantry 

battalion supported by cruiser bombardment, to Tongatapu. The initial report posited that the 

lights and channel markers for the three passages into Nuku’alofa harbour could be removed 

to prevent access. However, a second inspection showed that this was untrue, and that 

coastal defences were needed. Two 4-inch guns were required for Atata Island, about eleven 

kilometres northwest of Nuku’alofa, to cover Egeria Channel north of the island. A third would 

cover the eastern channel.498  

The total garrison required three companies to hold the landing beaches, aerodrome 

and harbour, with a fourth as mobile reserve. This required forming an additional infantry 

company and equipping the force with twenty-four light and four medium machine guns. All 

TDF personnel had received basic training, and all officers were Tongan except for the 

commandant and adjutant. Williams recommended that ‘white’ officers and NCOs should fill 

the roles of company commander and company sergeant major.499  

The War Cabinet approved the recommendations for both Fiji and Tonga. New 

Zealand would provide the necessary personnel and funds, but not the equipment. Instead 

orders were placed with Britain, Canada and Australia. The FDF battalions were now on the 

same war establishment as New Zealand units, which meant they required fourteen Bren 

 
498 Notes by General Sir Guy Williams on the Defence of Tonga, 21 July 1941, p. 2, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25 vol. 2, 
WPA; Schedule 1 to 57th meeting of the COS Committee, held on Tuesday 23 September 1941; General 
Williams, Memorandum No 6A for the War Cabinet on the Defences of Tonga, 27 September 1941, R18871507 
ANZ; TNA, WO 106/3404, Williams, Tonga Defence, 4 August 1941. 
499 TNA, WO 106/3404, Williams, Tonga Defence. 
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carriers, fifty-four Bren guns, six 3-inch mortars and six medium machine guns each.500 For 

Tonga, the War Cabinet approved the recommended key leaders and cadre to establish the 

fourth rifle company and equip the garrison with machine guns. Tongans would also be sent 

to New Zealand for training. The Tongan government and Colonial Office approved these 

recommendations.501  

The War Cabinet approvals facilitated equipment deliveries to Fiji and on 6 August the 

4.7-inch guns were installed at Bilo. On 9 September fifty-four Bren guns arrived, which 

brought 1st Battalion up to establishment, with the remainder going to 2nd Battalion. On 13 

September the third rifle company was authorised for 1st Battalion. Basic training and specialty 

schools were approved to handle the increased personnel demand. By the end of September 

Fijian personnel, who had worn a Sulu and sandals as their uniform, were issued boots and 

battledress.502  

By October there were three existing batteries and plans for a fourth, consisting of three 

6-inch guns at Suva near Flagstaff Hill. The Fiji Artillery Regiment was formed to control for 

their administration and fire distribution. Work began on Flagstaff Battery, with the guns 

anticipated to arrive in early 1942. These expansions outpaced the supply of local European 

and Fijian leaders. Cunningham agreed to provide key personnel and NCOs for 1st Battalion 

as New Zealand officials ‘considered that the Fijians had not reached a standard to fill all 

posts in a battalion’. The last major deliveries were in November and consisted of an additional 

fifty Bren guns, six 3-inch mortars and additional web gear.503  

 
500 TNA, CO 820/50/18, Government of New Zealand to DO, 4 September 1941. 
501 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 3 September 1941; Shanahan to New Zealand COS, ‘Defence of Tonga’, 3 
September 1941; Acting Prime Minister, Wellington to High Commissioner, 3 September 1941, R18871507 ANZ. 
502 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, Precis of Events – 1941, pp. 5–6. 
503 TNA, WO 176/103, Precis, pp. 6–7, quote in October 1941 entry. 
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The TDF reached a strength of 495 personnel in four companies by September 1941 

and was equipped with twenty-five light and two Vickers machine guns. However, officer 

shortages and training became an acute issue. Norris believed that education standards and 

lack of English proficiency precluded Tongans from taking officer candidate courses in New 

Zealand. The local European officers were regarded as over-aged or unsuitable. Instead, 

Norris proposed that European warrant officer instructors act as company commanders in an 

emergency. Language barriers would limit instruction of Tongan troops by newly arrived 

Europeans and reduce their overall usefulness. Therefore, Norris requested that no more 

European instructors be sent. This proposal was superficially along the lines advocated by 

Latimer but was a radical departure from the conventional army organisation and chain of 

command. Both Luke and Henry Maude, the acting consul, disagreed with Norris’s 

assessments. Maude suggested that enough Tongans could be found and possibly trained 

with the Maori Battalion.504 Cunningham and the War Cabinet vetoed the proposals and sent 

the leaders as recommended by Williams. The four company commanders and four company 

sergeant majors arrived on 27 October.505  

 
New Zealand takes control 

 
Britain agreed to New Zealand’s proposals for control in the Pacific and both 

governments sought to define the arrangements. The basic premise was that New Zealand 

would replace Britain as the decision authority for defence measures. One major condition set 

by Britain was that the Western Pacific High Commissioner would retain civil authority and 

 
504 HC to SOS Colonies, 15 October 1941; Henry Maude [acting Consul] to Luke, 26 September 1941 and 
Enclosure to Tonga despatch Secret of the 26th September 1941, TDF, 20 September 1941; Luke to Prime 
Minister, New Zealand, 27 October 1941, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 3, WPA. 
505 Norris, ‘Report on TDF’, 21 October 1941, R20113707 ANZ; WD TDF, p. 3, R20113215 ANZ. 
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responsibility for raising and administering local military forces, the latter on advice from the 

local commander. New Zealand assented and recommended that Jones and the chiefs visit 

Fiji to finalise the details. The approved agreement was valid for the duration of the war and 

its authority extended to the British High Commission territories within the bounds of the New 

Zealand Naval Station. A local joint defence committee would be established to coordinate 

defensive measures. Luke would be informed of proposals and would in turn advise of any 

political ramifications. If any arose, he would determine if they could be handled locally or 

appealed to New Zealand. Luke retained the right to communicate any disputes to the 

Secretary of State for the Colonies.506  

Local forces were already under control of B Force for operations and would conform 

to New Zealand directives for war establishments, training, enlistments, and officer 

requirements. Luke would receive advice on officer selections, appointments and promotions 

from the New Zealand commander, but remained the approval authority. Equally, Luke 

retained authority in pay, rations and the remaining conditions of service, though New Zealand 

was given the right to make representations. Queen Sālote agreed to New Zealand control 

but insisted that the Treaty of Friendship between Britain and Tonga be preserved. Queen 

Sālote also received assurances that New Zealand officers were forbidden to engage in 

political or social activity that could have an undesirable impact on the kingdom. The 

agreement was signed at Suva on 18 November and became effective immediately, though it 

was not formally ratified until 23 February. The final agreement settled funding matters 

 
506 Armstrong to Luke, 6 November 1941, BCT 7/I/164/1941, WPA; ONS, COS 105, ‘Defence of British 
Possessions in the Southwest Pacific – Assumption of responsibility by New Zealand’, 9 November 1941; SOS 
Dominion Affairs to Prime Minister, 14 October 1941; Luke to SOS Colonies, 19 November 1941; ‘Defence of 
British possessions in the South-West Pacific. Assumption of responsibility by New Zealand’, 18 November 
1941, R18871514 ANZ. 
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through a financial pool, which is outside the scope of this study and will not be detailed.507  

 
Final pre-war measures 

 
In November the combined B Force and FDF garrison reached a strength of 4943 

personnel, of which 945 were Fijian and Indian troops. Jones and the New Zealand Chiefs held 

several conferences in Fiji while negotiating the assumption of command. These negotiations 

resulted in the decision to expedite the completion of the Nadi aerodrome, which was 

approved by the War Cabinet on 19 November. The expansion was requested by the United 

States, which planned to use the island as part of its air reinforcement route across the Pacific. 

New Zealand denuded its air defences to provide six searchlights and four 3-inch anti-aircraft 

guns for Nadi. In November, the seaplane base at Lauthala bay became operational and the 

RNAZ received its first two Short Singapore aircraft, followed by two more in December, which 

were formed into No. 5 General Reconnaissance Squadron in January and employed to 

escort shipping and conduct anti-submarine patrols.508  

Despite the FDF’s rapid expansion, Indian involvement remained marginal. The 

members of the Indian platoon were discharged at their own request during 1941 due to 

disagreement over the differing pay standards between Europeans and non-Europeans. The 

RMT section was now the sole Indian contribution, with two officers and seventy other ranks. 

However, there was constant personnel turnover. Many recruits had previous civil convictions 

or were found ‘unlikely to become an efficient soldier’ in the early months of training. Several 

 
507 ‘Defence of British possessions in the South-West Pacific. Assumption of responsibility by New Zealand’, 18 
November 1941; ‘Defence of British possessions in the South-West Pacific. Assumption of responsibility by New 
Zealand. Financial arrangements between HM’s Government in New Zealand and HM’s Government in the 
Colony of Fiji’, undated; SOS Dominion Affairs to Prime Minister, 23 February 1942, R18871514 ANZ. 
508 Participation by New Zealand in the Defence of Fiji, undated, AAYS 8638 300/1/82 R22437825 ANZ; Notes of 
a conference held at Brigade Headquarters, Suva, at Noon 18th November 1941, R18871514 ANZ; Gillespie, 
The Pacific, pp. 36–38, 42. 
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other soldiers were medically discharged. Overall, this personnel turbulence suggests 

difficulty in attracting high-quality Indian recruits, though whether this was due to lack of 

interest, lack of a competitive wage, or for other reasons is not entirely clear.509  

By the end of November the War Cabinet recommendations for Tonga were being 

implemented. Two 4-inch guns and two 18-pounders for beach defence would be sent, and 

Tongans were approved to travel to New Zealand for training. Formation of the fourth rifle 

company was suspended, which left the TDF organised into a headquarters company and 

three small rifle companies, with each rifle company drawn from a different district. All Tongan 

recruits had completed basic training and two of the rifle companies were training in light 

machine guns.510 A lack of equipment meant the TDF had rotated each company through a 

four-month leave period while the other two trained. Full mobilisation was held up awaiting the 

necessary arms and equipment. There were thirteen New Zealand personnel: the 

commandant, adjutant, four company commanders and seven warrant officers. Tongan 

leaders included eleven platoon leaders, the assistant adjutant and a medical officer. Twenty 

European and ‘half-castes’ formed the Home Guard and were training on the Vickers medium 

machine gun. Overall Tongan strength was 455 all ranks.511  

 

 
509 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events – 1941’, p. 7; TNA, WO 176/141, WD RMT, 
January–December 1941. 
510 ‘Minutes of the 61st Meeting of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, held on Wednesday 26th November 1941’; 
AHQ to Minister of Defence, ‘Artillery – Coast, Medium & Field’, 24 November 1941, R18871507 ANZ. 
511 ‘Report on Tonga Defence Force’, 15th November 1941, R20113707 ANZ. 
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Figure 5. Members of the Tonga Defence Force of 2NZEF, training with a 3-inch mortar in Tonga, 
c. 1943–1944 (ATL: PA1f-107-06-4).512  

 
 

On 2 December, B Force issued instructions for a trial occupation of their defensive 

positions under war conditions for three days commencing 7 December. On 8 December, the 

FDF learned that war had broken out between Japan and the Western Allies in the Pacific. 

Although hampered by equipment shortages the TDF was completely mobilised and 

occupying defensive positions by 17 December.513  

 
Summary 

 
When war broke out in 1939, Fiji had a small territorial defence force with limited 

equipment and training, while Tonga lacked any garrison. By December 1941, the FDF had 

 
512 NZ Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, World 
War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, PA1f-107-06-4, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23240787, (accessed 18 January 2018). 
513 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events – 1941’, p. 7; Norris to AHQ, ‘Report on TDF’, 17 
December 1941, R20113707 ANZ; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 38–39; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 25. 
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more than doubled in size, and the TDF had formed and reached the size of a small battalion 

capable of further expansion. Both forces faced shortages, but New Zealand authorities 

eventually agreed that they would have the same war establishments as equivalent New 

Zealand units. 

Initially, the New Zealand instructors for both forces had doubts about their suitability 

as soldiers, particularly as leaders or in technical tasks. The European population was too 

small to expand the garrisons alone, and therefore New Zealand and colonial officials, 

reluctantly at first, turned to Fijians and Tongans to begin filling the leadership and technical 

positions that made up a significant portion of modern armies. Doubts regarding Fijian and 

Tongan proficiency partially subsided, but there were few if any questions about the 

conditions of service that reproduced the economic division between Pacific Islanders and 

Europeans. Several British and New Zealand leaders believed that there were weaknesses 

in Tongan and Fijian leadership. Most officials attributed this to differences in education and 

the opportunities for training. Some leaders, including Latimer, Free, Norris and Gillespie, 

believed that there was a racial basis in their unsuitability. While Tongans and Fijians were 

trained as NCOs and officers, the senior officers and NCOs were European, either New 

Zealanders or from the local population. While both Fiji and Tonga were hierarchical societies 

and used to leadership by chiefs or nobles, this did not automatically translate to following 

European leaders, unless they earned their men’s respect. This racial demarcation had the 

potential to create a cultural divide between leaders and followers. 

Japan’s attacks on the British and American possessions in the Pacific completely 

disrupted New Zealand manpower planning. While the Dominion’s efforts in the Pacific had 

previously been a secondary priority to maintaining the 2NZEF in North Africa, this was 

reversed after December 1941. Fiji became New Zealand’s primary effort in the Pacific and 
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2NZEF reinforcements formerly destined for Africa reinforced its garrison. The home defence 

forces also rapidly expanded and drew heavily on Māori manpower. However, despite the 

suspension of reinforcements, 2nd NZ Division was fully committed to heavy fighting in North 

Africa from June 1942. 
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Section III. Total war: 1942–1944 
 
 

Chapter 5: Māori 
 

To the Maori Battalion fell the honour of victory gained, but not lightly won, for in the 
final tally, 22 of its troops were found to have paid the supreme penalty, and 76 others 
were wounded.514  

 
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Bennett on the battle for Tebaga Gap. 

 

Japan’s attacks had major repercussions for New Zealand’s war effort. New Zealand 

leaders debated returning the 2nd NZ Division to bolster home defence. Instead the United 

States agreed to reinforce the Pacific, enabling the 2NZEF to remain in North Africa where it 

was committed to heavy fighting for the next ten months. In May 1942, Tiwi Love became the 

first Māori commander of the Maori battalion. Unfortunately, Love was mortally wounded in 

July 1942 and his successors, Fred Baker and Charles Bennett, were both severely wounded 

and found unfit for further service. Monty Fairbrother, a European, was appointed commander 

in September 1943. There would not be another Māori commander until November 1944. 

While Māori were willing to commit heavily to the war effort, they wanted limits on 

the length of service. Heavy casualties in North Africa led to calls by Māori MPs for the Maori 

Battalion’s relief and replacement. These efforts were unsuccessful but larger reinforcement 

drafts were approved. As the Allied victory in North Africa approached, discussions about 

2NZEF’s role reopened. In May 1943 the New Zealand Parliament agreed that 2nd NZ 

Division would be committed to the upcoming Italian campaign.515 A compromise solution 

 
514 Charles Bennett, ‘An account of the Maori Battalion’s contribution to the capture of the Mareth Line’, MA 
Thesis, Victoria University, 1955, pp. 106–107, quoted in Soutar, Nga tama toa, p. 260. 
515 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 391–393. 
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furloughed long-service men in New Zealand, and Māori under this scheme were eventually 

exempted from further service. 

In New Zealand the Home Guard, created in 1940, was expanded to supplement the 

Territorial Force. Māori were heavily recruited for both organisations, and the MWEO was 

formed in June 1942 to direct the Māori war effort. An additional unit, 2 Maori Battalion, was 

formed for home defence and to provide overseas reinforcements. Māori in other Territorial 

Force units and the Home Guard were ordered to be regrouped into separate sub-units where 

possible. Implementation was difficult and resulted in tensions between Māori and European 

officials. The MWEO’s initial remit was only six months, but its success led to several 

extensions. 

Though the Japanese threat ebbed in late 1942, recruiting remained high into 1943. 

However, by July the home defence forces were stood down. This left 2nd and 3rd NZ 

divisions as New Zealand’s major combat formations, but there was limited manpower to 

supply them. New Zealand considered reinforcing 3rd NZ Division with Māori troops. Māori 

leaders effectively vetoed 2 Maori Battalion serving with 3rd NZ Division, but their attempts to 

use it to relieve the Maori Battalion in North Africa were frustrated. Instead, the flow of 

reinforcement drafts resumed with over 600 Māori arriving in North Africa between May and 

July 1943. A third Maori Battalion was approved for Pacific service but had not formed before 

3rd NZ Division’s establishment was reduced and the troops returned to their former 

assignments. The Māori war effort, like the rest of New Zealand, now concentrated on the 

2NZEF and primary production. 
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North Africa 
 
 

 

Map 14. North Africa — Allied and Axis operations 1941–1942516  

 
 
 

As shown on Map 14, Operation Crusader relieved the Tobruk garrison and drove Axis 

forces back to El Agheila, albeit at a heavy cost. In late January 1942, Panzer Army Africa 

regrouped and pushed Eighth Army to the Gazala Line where it remained until May.517 The 

 
516 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope35Combined.pdf, (accessed 21 
January 2018). 
517 Panzer Army Africa was the designation for Axis Forces in North Africa from January 1942 until October, 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope35Combined.pdf
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope35Combined.pdf
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2nd NZ Division’s casualties were 4620, including 2042 prisoners. Five infantry battalions and 

a field regiment had suffered severe losses and 5 Brigade headquarters had been overrun; 

the Maori Battalion’s 242 casualties were light in comparison. However, nearly 28,000 

personnel, consisting of the 6th and 7th reinforcements and the left out of battle cadres, were 

available to replace casualties. The 2nd NZ Division rebuilt throughout January and was 

eventually warned for duty in Syria, where they prepared defensive positions and continued 

training. When not training, there was local leave to Baalbak or Damascus, and the division 

was regularly entertained by the Kiwi Concert Party, the NZ YMCA mobile cinema and other 

allied entertainment acts. The Maori Battalion remained assigned to 4 Brigade. On 13 May, 

Dyer was relieved of command and Major Love was promoted to lieutenant colonel and 

appointed as the first Māori commander. In June, the battalion had a weeks rest at a ‘change-

of’air’ camp in Beirut, where the men had local and overnight leave and access to recreational 

facilities.518  

 
when it was renamed German-Italian Panzer Army. 
518 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 253–255, 259–262, 266; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 177, 180–186; 
Murphy, Tobruk, p. 524. 
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Figure 6. Lieutenant Colonel Edward Te Whiti Love, 1942 (ATL 1/2-127037-F).519 

 

Axis forces resumed the offensive on 26 May and after three weeks of fighting broke 

through the Gazala Line and advanced toward Tobruk. Eighth Army retreated to Mersa 

Matruh, a fortified port midway between Alexandria and the Egyptian border. A delaying force 

defended Tobruk but surrendered on 21 June. The 2nd NZ Division was recalled from Syria 

on 13 June and concentrated at Matruh by 24 June. The 6 Brigade, a proportion of arms and 

services, and one company from each infantry battalion were left at Amiriya, near Alexandria. 

On 27 June, 2nd NZ Division moved south to Minqar Qaim. Axis forces continued the offensive 

and surrounded the division the same day.520  

 
519 Lieutenant [Lieutenant Colonel] Edward Te Whiti Love, 1/2-127037-F, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22686489, (accessed 24 June 2018). 
520 J. L. Scoullar, Battle for Egypt: The Summer of 1942, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1955, pp. 
44–58. 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22686489,
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Freyberg planned a night breakout led by 4 Brigade, which would assault east along 

an escarpment approximately 2750 metres to reach its unit transport. While in the defensive 

perimeter awaiting nightfall, Love asked for prisoners to be taken if possible. This went awry 

when a Māori soldier charged a group of Germans without orders. Eventually the soldier’s 

section and company followed, also without orders, though they successfully obtained 

prisoners. Gardiner and Cody speculated that the Māori responsible held a personal grudge, 

as he had been captured on Crete but had escaped. The breakout was successful and 2nd 

NZ Division eventually reached the Alamein Line, 160 kilometres to the east. Māori casualties 

were one officer and forty other ranks.521  

The 2NZEF celebrated Minqar Qaim as a show of fighting prowess and moral 

superiority over the Germans. The New Zealanders were spotted 180 metres from the 

escarpment and charged the German positions. Some eyewitnesses stated the Māori 

engaged in a haka as they charged, but this was unlikely as this would have halted the 

advance. Māori veteran Tautini Moana Karawa (Glover) did not witness a haka but recalled 

the men shouting as they went into action.522 The fighting was at close quarters, confused 

and brutal, with many Germans caught in transport trucks and killed by grenades or machine-

gun fire. Several were bayoneted, and a medical unit was overrun.  

McLeod presented evidence that some Māori were restrained from continuing the fight 

but noted that the reports conflicted and were impossible to fully verify. Most accounts agree 

that prisoners were not taken; the nature of the fighting rendered it nearly impossible. This is 

possibly the source of later allegations by the Germans that Māori did not take prisoners. 

 
521 Gardiner, Maori Battalion, pp. 93–94; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 192–193. 
522 Tautini (Tini) Glover, Te Aitanga a Hauiti, born 1923, interviewed by Megan Hutching, 16 August 2003, for the 
Second World War oral history project – Italy, ATL OHInt-0748-02, https://28Māoribattalion.org.nz/audio/tini-
glover-describes-going-battle, (accessed 28 October 2018). 

https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/audio/tini-glover-describes-going-battle
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/audio/tini-glover-describes-going-battle
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Private Ernest Norris, a British soldier from 1/5th Battalion, Queens Royal Regiment, was 

captured in September 1942. His unit had relieved the Maori Battalion, and Norris recounted 

that his German interrogators complained that Māori had mistreated prisoners and looted the 

dead. Norris personally believed that Māori did not take many prisoners and had a bad 

reputation among the Axis forces. However, Norris did not witness any mistreatment and his 

oral history statements are based on his interrogations and from second and third hand 

knowledge.523  

While 2nd NZ Division was breaking out of Minqar Qaim, Panzer Army Africa captured 

Matruh and forced Eighth Army back to the Alamein Line. These defences stretched south from 

El Alamein, a small coastal railway station 100 kilometres west of Alexandria. The Allies had 

constructed several defensive positions, known as boxes, in the area though not all were 

battle ready. The Māori were not heavily involved in the First Battle of El Alamein, which 

stopped the first Axis breakthrough attempt. However, there were still casualties, including 

aerial attacks on 5 July that killed seventeen Māori and wounded twenty. On 11 July the 

battalion began an approach march for an attack on Ruweisat Ridge, which dominated 2nd 

NZ Division’s area. En route, Love and Captain Wood, the adjutant, were wounded by shell 

fire. Love died of his wounds and was succeeded by Baker.524  

The Māori were placed in reserve and missed the attacks on 14 and 15 July against 

Ruweisat Ridge, where 4 and 5 brigades attacked and seized their objectives but lacked 

armour support. Axis counterattacks overran several units and inflicted over 1400 casualties, 

mostly prisoners. Another attack by 6 Brigade on 21 July at the El Mreir depression suffered 

 
523 Ernest Norris, IWM Oral History, Reel 1, https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80004599, (accessed 
20 May 2019); WD Maori Battalion, June 1942, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/30-31 R23517736 ANZ; Mcleod, ‘Myth 
and Reality’ (Thesis), pp. 124–141. 
524 WD Maori Battalion, June 1942, R23517736 ANZ; Scoullar, Battle for Egypt, pp. 136–140. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80004599,
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a similar fate. The operation succeeded, but the Axis counterattack the next morning 

shattered the brigade and inflicted 900 casualties. The losses forced a divisional 

reorganisation — 4 Brigade was withdrawn to be rebuilt as an armoured brigade, while the 

Maori Battalion was permanently assigned to 5 Brigade.525 Freyberg estimated in August that 

the total non-recoverable losses since June were 3250 men. The reinforcement pool was 

drained, leaving no reserve against battle losses. Base units were combed for transfer to 

combatant units but manpower remained critically short. Freyberg eventually secured the 

approval of 5500 reinforcements, who began arriving in December.526  

There was a lull in early August as both sides reorganised. Eighth Army suspected 

another attack but required further information. On 25 August the Maori Battalion sent two 

companies, with heavy artillery support, to raid the El Mreir depression to identify Axis forces 

and disrupt their planned attack. In exchange for 20 casualties, the Māori raiders captured 41 

Italians and killed over 100. Their success garnered praise from Eighth Army leaders.527 

Kippenberger, at the time the 5 Brigade commander, mentioned the raid in his autobiography. 

The Maori Battalion was chosen as they had seen the least fighting during the campaign. 

Kippenberger recounted that planning ‘was not their strong point’ and that he assisted the 

Māori, stressing that he ‘wanted prisoners and not scalps’.528 Baker wrote to Kippenberger 

after the war rebutting several points, including the alleged planning weaknesses. Personnel 

from another battalion and artillery support were needed for the raid, which necessitated a 

higher headquarters to control. Baker planned the Māori attack, not Kippenberger or his staff. 

 
525 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 296–317. 
526 Acting Prime Minister to SOS Dominion Affairs, 9 September 1942; Acting Prime Minister to British Consul, 
Noumea [For Fraser], 12 August 1942, R18871718 ANZ; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 6 August 1942, AAFD 809 
8/16 R21921687 ANZ. 
527 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 208–211. 
528 Howard Kippenberger, Infantry Brigadier, London, Geoffrey Cumberlege, 1949, pp. 200–204. Available from: 
NZETC, (accessed 24 July 2017); Gardiner, Maori Battalion, p. 98. 
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Kippenberger acknowledged Baker’s points and offered to include them in future reprints of 

his autobiography.529  

Panzer Army Africa’s next attack began on 30 August but failed to make significant 

progress. By 2 September, they prepared to withdraw. Eighth Army ordered 2nd NZ Division, 

with 132 British Brigade attached to launch a counteroffensive toward the Munassib 

depression on the following night. The Maori Battalion was on 5 Brigade’s right and would seize 

the northern edge of the depression and then exploit with its carrier platoon. Baker had three 

companies available and tasked C Company to advance until they met resistance, and then 

pass A and D companies through to press the attack.530  

The attack miscarried badly with 132 Brigade repulsed with heavy losses, while the 

Māori overshot their objective and entered the depression where they attacked enemy 

transport vehicles. This left them exposed to counterattacks and Kippenberger was forced to 

use his reserve battalion to help hold the line while he recalled the Māori. Both units eventually 

reformed the line and repulsed a counterattack the next day. Kippenberger was critical of the 

Māori effort. Many of the men in C Company had joined A and D companies as they assaulted, 

depriving Baker of his reserve. Part of D Company strayed into 132 Brigade’s area, which 

could have led to friendly fire incidents. The Māori were recalled only with difficulty. This 

created further confusion, though Baker successfully withdrew his unit.531 The Maori Battalion 

reported 77 casualties but estimated that there were over 500 enemy killed or wounded along 

with 108 prisoners. Based on other sources and German records, Harper concluded that most 

of these were inflicted by Allied air forces and that the Māori numbers were exaggerated for 

 
529 Kippenberger to the Editor, RSA ‘Review’, 23 November 1949; Baker to Kippenberger, 31 October 1949, 
ADQZ 18886 DA 68/15/6 R20109259 ANZ. 
530 B company was now the left out of battle cadre. 
531 Kippenberger, Infantry Brigadier, pp. 208–217. 
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propaganda purposes to transform an aborted attack into a victory.532 Kippenberger later 

wrote that: 

The Maoris had made a brilliantly successful attack and had killed quite an 
exceptional number of Germans. They had, however, got badly out of control and 
were lucky to have got out without disaster. Splendid troops as they were and easy for 
a hard commander to handle, the Maoris needed an iron hand. It was the stern 
George Dittmer, their original commander, who made them a battalion, and 
throughout the war, the sterner and firmer their commander, the better they 
responded.533  

 
 

Baker also contested this assessment. He blamed the overshoot on additional 

enemy positions and the night-time lack of visual cues. D Company had lost contact, but 

Baker denied that this constituted a loss of unit control. Kippenberger softened his criticism 

and acknowledged he had recommended Baker for the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) 

for his actions. While the El Mrier rebuttal was plausible, the Māori actions compounded 132 

Brigade’s failure at Munassib, regardless of enemy casualties. Pugsley and Harper showed 

that Kippenberger was unhappy with Baker’s performance and considered relieving him with 

Captain Porter, the A Company commander. However, Porter declined, citing responsibilities 

to his company and concerns about the impact on the battalion and Māori community. Harper 

believed Kippenberger relegated the Māori to a supporting role in October to control them. 

Pugsley and Harper’s criticism of the Maori Battalion were tough, but they were not exclusive 

to the Māori and were completely valid within the context of Eighth Army’s recent operations, 

where faulty infantry and armour cooperation meant many formations were overrun.534  

 
532 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 223; Harper, Battle for North Africa, pp. 106-107 ; Kippenberger, Infantry 
Brigadier, pp. 208–220. 
533 Kippenberger, Infantry Brigadier, p. 218. 
534 Kippenberger to the Editor, RSA ‘Review’, 23 November 1949; Baker to Kippenberger, 31 October 1949, 
R20109259 ANZ; G. F. Marsden to J. F. Cody, 11 March 1954, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/15/17 
R20109273 ANZ; Harper, Battle for North Africa, pp. 36-115; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 315– 317, 323–
325, 330–331; Glyn Harper, ‘"No Model Campaign" The Second New Zealand Division and the Battle of El 
Alamein October–December 1942’, in Jill Edwards (ed.), El Alamein and the struggle for North Africa: 
International perspectives from the Twenty-First century, Kindle edn, Cairo, American University in Cairo Press, 
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Map 15. North Africa 1942–1943. Allied invasion, 9 November 1942 and pursuit to Tunisia, November 
1942 to February 1943535 

 
 
 

For the next weeks, Eighth Army built up its forces for a counteroffensive, scheduled 

for 23 October. Planners projected that it would take twelve days to wear down Axis forces 

sufficiently to break through. The 2nd NZ Division would assault Miteiriya Ridge with 5 and 6 

brigades, while the Māori were assigned to mop up behind both formations. Both brigades 

 
2012, pp. 70–71. 
535 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope38Combined.pdf, (accessed 25 
January 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope38Combined.pdf


198  

were successful, as were the Māori efforts, though at the cost of sixty-two casualties. 

Operation Supercharge, the next offensive, tasked 2nd NZ Division, reinforced by two infantry 

and one armoured brigade, to spearhead an attack toward Tell el Aqqaqir. For Supercharge, 

the Maori Battalion was tasked to secure the right flank of 151 British Brigade during its 

advance. The attack began on 2 November and the Māori encountered heavy opposition. They 

successfully took their objectives but suffered over 100 casualties including Baker and the 2IC, 

Major Hart, who died of wounds later that day. Command devolved to Major Charles 

Bennett.536  

Although Eighth Army had failed to break through, they depleted Axis forces sufficiently 

that they withdrew that night. A flanking manoeuvre by 2nd NZ Division to trap them was 

unsuccessful, but Eighth Army reached Matruh by 9 November and the Libyan frontier the 

next day. Tobruk fell on 13 November and within eleven days the Allies faced the El Agheila 

positions, as shown on map 15. The New Zealanders remained near Bardia, as the logistical 

situation limited pursuit forces. The division reorganised and called up reinforcements, with 

the Māori receiving one officer and eighty-five other ranks on 26 November.537  

While 2nd NZ Division was at Bardia the question of its return to New Zealand was 

reopened. Opinions were initially divided, as 2nd NZ Division was slated to play a key role in 

the battle for Tunisia and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill argued for its retention. 

However, Fraser and many other leaders within the 2NZEF and in New Zealand supported 

its return. There were strategic implications for the war effort given the chronic shipping 

 
536 WD Maori Battalion, 21–24 October entries and Appendix D – Coy Comds reports and misc, ADQZ 18886 
DA 68/1/34 R23517732 ANZ; Harper, Battle for North Africa, pp. 204-236; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 
356–359; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 228–234. 
537 WD Maori Battalion, November and December 1942; Appendix 4 – November 1942, Coy Comds reports on 
operations, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/3536 R23517731 ANZ; Ronald Walker, Alam Halfa and Alamein, Wellington, 
Historical Publications Branch, 1967, pp. 425–479. 
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shortages. The British Chiefs of Staff opposed the move on military grounds but recognised 

that it was a political question. On 3 December the New Zealand Parliament approved the 

2NZEF’s retention in North Africa but reserved the right to re-examine its return at the 

conclusion of the campaign.538  

On 4 December, the 2nd NZ Division left Bardia on 4 December for another encircling 

manoeuvre, even as Axis forces began preliminary moves to retreat. The flanking movement 

began on 13 December but was unsuccessful and Axis forces continued their retreat across 

Libya. By the end of January the Māori reached Libya’s capital, Tripoli, where they remained 

until late February. Total casualties in the fighting in Egypt and Libya in 1942 were 502, 

including 25 prisoners.539 Some Māori felt they were being used as assault troops to take 

positions where other units had failed. While in Tripoli, there was opportunity for mischief, and 

disciplinary problems arose, including a fight between an officer and a soldier. Three Māori 

died when an ammunition barge being unloaded exploded, possibly caused by the men 

smoking, though the evidence was inconclusive. In late February the Maori Battalion’s leave 

was revoked after ongoing misbehaviour. Steven’s narrative noted that the indiscipline was 

division-wide and often alcohol-fuelled.540  

The Maori Battalion returned to the line in March as the Allies prepared to assault the 

Mareth Line, the pre-war French fortifications in southern Tunisia that had been reconditioned 

by German engineers. On 6 March, Axis forces conducted a spoiling attack near Medenine to 

delay the imminent offensive, but were stopped by Allied forces, including the Māori, who 

 
538 TNA, CAB 80/66, COS (42)417(O), ‘Projected moves of 9th Australian Division and 2nd New Zealand 
Division from the Middle East’, 27 November 1942; Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 24–26. 
539 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 501; William Stevens, Bardia to Enfidaville, Wellington, Historical Publications 
Branch, 1962, pp. 29–118. 
540 WD Maori Battalion, January and February 1943, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/37-38 R23517741 ANZ; Soutar, Nga 
tama toa, pp. 242–243; Kippenberger, Infantry Brigadier, pp. 268–269; Stevens, Bardia to Enfidaville, pp. 123–
126. 
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were highly praised for their efforts. The Allies resumed the offensive, and as part of Operation 

Supercharge II, 2nd NZ Division was reinforced and ordered to attack through the Tebaga 

Gap in a ‘left hook’ to outflank the Mareth defences. On 26 March, the main attacks began with 

The Māori on the right of 5 Brigade and tasked to capture Point 209, south of Tebaga Gap. In 

fierce fighting, the battalion eventually overwhelmed enemy defenders in and around an 

under-feature west of Point 209, nicknamed the Hikurangi. Over 200 prisoners were captured 

at the cost of 22 Māori killed and over 70 wounded.541  

 

Figure 7. Te Moananui-a-Kiwa Ngarimu, 1943 (ATL: DA-03166-F).542  

 

 
541 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 256–281. 
542 NZ Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, World 
War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, DA-03166-F, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22801877, (accessed 14 April 2018). 
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For his actions during the battle for Point 209, 2nd Lieutenant Ngarimu was 

posthumously awarded the VC. The news was announced on 4 June, while the investiture 

took place on 6 October in Ruatoria where the Governor-General, Sir Cyril Newall, presented 

the award to Ngarimu’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Hamuera Ngarimu. Despite torrential rain, 

between five and seven thousand Māori attended. Ngata hosted the ceremonies, with Fraser 

and many senior government officials attending, which affirmed the Māori war effort. The 

investiture was recorded and broadcast as part of the Empire’s propaganda efforts. During 

the ceremonies Ngata announced the formation of a scholarship fund created in Ngarimu’s 

name to promote Māori education. Over 200 awards have been made to date.543  

The Māori had a short respite after Tebaga and received fifty-eight men from the 

2NZEF advanced base, most from the 8th Reinforcements. On 19 April, 2nd NZ Division 

attacked to secure the village of Takrouna. The terrain was difficult as the village and the 

remains of a Berber fortress, known as the Pinnacle, sat atop a 180 metre outcrop. The Māori 

took their objectives but with 116 casualties, including 28 killed, from an attacking strength of 

319 men. Twelve of the seventeen officers present were killed or wounded, including Bennett, 

most of the battalion staff and three company commanders. Lance Sergeant Haani Manahi 

and Sergeant J. Rogers of B Company played a pivotal role in storming the Pinnacle, which 

disrupted the Axis defence.544  

 
543 IWM Film Collection, War Pictorial News No. 149, 13 March 1944. 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060007122, (accessed 12 February 2018); Ministry for Culture 
and Heritage = Te Manatū Taonga, Ngarimu’s VC [Victoria Cross] hui at Ruatōria, 1943, 
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/node/3990#Ngarimu, 2009, (accessed 15 November 2018); New Zealand, 
Ministry of Education, Ngārimu VC and 28th (Māori) Battalion Memorial Scholarships, 
http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/information-for-students/scholarships/ngarimu- scholarships/, 
2019, (accessed 5 June 2019); ‘Maori Honours’, Evening Post, 7 October 1943, Papers 
Past, https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/EP19431007.2.98, (accessed 5 June 2019). 
544 WD Maori Battalion, ‘Report on Operations for period night 19/20 Apr 43–23 Apr 43’, 30 April 1943. ADZQ 
18886 DA 68/1/40–41 R23517743, ANZ. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060007122
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/node/3990%23Ngarimu
http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/information-for-students/scholarships/ngarimu-scholarships/
http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/information-for-students/scholarships/ngarimu-scholarships/
http://www.education.govt.nz/further-education/information-for-students/scholarships/ngarimu-scholarships/
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/EP19431007.2.98


202  

By the evening of 21 April, Takrouna was secured. The battle was one of the most 

difficult the Māori had ever experienced. Aided by the difficult terrain, the defenders inflicted 

heavy casualties. At the end of the battle, the Intelligence Officer, Lieutenant Wikiriwhi, was 

in command. He was relieved by Major Kinga Areta (Reta) Keiha from the left out of battle 

detachment, who was promoted and assumed command. From a strength of 1062, the three 

attacking battalions from 5 Brigade suffered 403 casualties. Small-unit leadership, shown by 

Manahi, Rogers and other officers and NCOs, had meant the difference between success 

and failure. Kippenberger wrote that Takrouna ‘was a real soldier’s battle in which the initiative 

and determination of the fighting troops won the decision’. He praised the Māori effort as the 

culmination of ten months of hard campaigning.545  Manahi was recommended for a VC, but 

the recommendation was downgraded to the award of a Distinguished Conduct Medal 

(DCM).546 After Manahi’s death there were several attempts made on his behalf to lobby for 

an award of the VC: these efforts are detailed in Appendix 1.  

 
  

The price of citizenship 

 
In September 1943, Ngata prepared a pamphlet for Ngarimu’s VC investiture that 

reviewed the Maori Battalion’s war effort. He argued that Māori culture and history of 

traditional warfare was an active part of many leaders’ success.547 Wartime service had 

enabled Māori to discover their Māoritanga, and that they had demonstrated the ‘highest 

citizenship’. Ngata went on to ask: 

 
545 Kippenberger, Infantry Brigadier, pp. 314–315; Mcleod, ‘Myth and Reality (Thesis)’, pp. 142–159; Cody, 
28 Maori Battalion, p. 308. 
546 28th Maori Battalion website, Letters and Statements supporting Haane Manahi VC, 
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/memory/letters-and-statements-supporting-haane-manahi-vc, 2009, 
(accessed 17 August 2017). 
547 Ngata, Price of Citizenship, pp. 12–18. 

https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/memory/letters-and-statements-supporting-haane-manahi-vc
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Has he proved a claim to be an asset to his country? If so, he asks to be dealt with as 
such. An asset discovered in the crucible of war should have a value in the coming 
peace.548  

Ngata’s rhetoric spread widely and many Māori veterans incorporated his argument as part 

of their own motivations. An example of the spread of Ngata’s reasoning is provided by 

Karawa, who felt that Māori were regarded as ‘second-class citizens’ until they showed they 

could fight. He also credited family connections and the desire to live up to his forefathers’ 

legacy.549  

Ngata’s pamphlet included a nominal roll and the current status of all personnel to 

September 1943. The battalion had incurred heavy casualties with over 300 killed or mortally 

wounded, while 706 had been wounded. Combat deaths accounted for nearly 28 per cent of 

all battle casualties. However, 72 per cent of those wounded eventually returned to duty. 

There were 358 personnel invalided to New Zealand, 189 from wounds and the remainder 

sick. The Māori proportion of wounded versus sick invalided was higher than the 2NZEF’s, 

where 75 per cent of invalidations was due to illness. However, the 2NZEF totals included base 

troops whose casualties were lower than frontline infantry battalions, which skewed the data. 

No statistics were found for other infantry battalions on their sickness-to-wounded evacuation 

ratios.550  

 
The Ruapehu furlough and movement to Italy 

 
While 2nd NZ Division fought in Tunisia, discussions were opened about the relief of 

 
548 Ngata, p. 18. 
549 Tautini (Tini) Glover [Tautini Moana Karawa], Te Aitanga a Hauiti, born 1923, interviewed by Megan 
Hutching, 16 August 2003, for the Second World War oral history project – Italy, ATL Oral History Centre, OHInt-
0748-02, https://28Māoribattalion.org.nz/audio/tini-glover-discusses-attitude-m%C4%81ori-soldiers, (accessed 
28 May 2019). 
550 Stout, War Surgery, pp. 750, 757; Ngata, Price of Citizenship, pp. 32–82. 
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men with three years’ service overseas. After extensive consultations a furlough was deemed 

an acceptable alternative to the division’s withdrawal.551 The approved scheme, codenamed 

Ruapehu, returned eligible personnel from the first three echelons to New Zealand for three 

months on full pay and allowances. At the end of the leave, soldiers were liable for further 

overseas service. Many eligible officers, NCOs, and technical specialists were held back to 

maintain unit continuity. Furloughed men would be replaced by newly arriving reinforcements. 

Meanwhile, the division also upgraded its equipment and reorganised into a new 

establishment of approximately 918 officers and 18,585 other ranks. Personnel turnover and 

the new organisation meant that the division required further individual and collective training 

before it was ready for operations. These changes were deferred until the completion of the 

North African campaign and precluded 2nd NZ Division’s employment in the invasion of Sicily, 

which occurred between 9 July and 17 August.552  

Axis forces in North Africa surrendered on 13 May 1943. The Maori Battalion returned 

to Egypt and had a rest and leave period before resuming training. The battalion selected men 

for the Ruapehu draft and integrated reinforcements. The Māori Ruapehu quota was 182, 

nearly all the remaining original members. These men embarked on 15 June and arrived in 

New Zealand the next month. A second draft, codenamed Wakatipu, contained the remaining 

Māori in the first three echelons, including some who had transferred from other 2NZEF units 

to the Maori Battalion. Further details on furloughs are available in Appendix 2. The Wakatipu 

draft left the unit on 2 September but shipping shortages delayed their departure to New 

Zealand until January. Both furlough drafts were accompanied by men invalided from 

 
551 AHQ to HQ 2NZEF, 5 February 1943, cited in New Zealand, Department of Internal Affairs (ed.), Documents 
relating to New Zealand’s participation in the Second World War 1939–1945, 3 vols, Wellington, Historical 
Publications Branch, 1951, vol. 2, p. 222. 
552 Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 26–30; Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, pp. 297–300. 
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overseas service.553 The 9th Reinforcements were integrated into the battalion in July, 

followed by the 10th in September. Wounded men also gradually returned as they completed 

their recovery. By this time most men remaining from the earlier reinforcements were 

transferred to Headquarters Company, which contained the specialist platoons, and where 

service was less dangerous than in the frontline rifle platoons. The veterans were replaced 

by the 8th, 9th and 10th reinforcements. The officers, NCOs and specialists provided unit 

continuity during this personnel turbulence. By the end of September, 2nd NZ Division had 

received orders for Italy and began preparations for movement.554  

 
New Zealand’s home defence forces 

 
New Zealand’s home defence organisations in 1941 consisted of the Territorial Force, 

the Home Guard and the National Military Reserve. The Home Guard was created in August 

1940 to supplement local defence and was initially overseen by the National Service 

Department. The guard was organised on a district and group basis, with each of the latter 

controlling several infantry battalions. In July 1941 the Home Guard transferred to army 

control. Its principal units at the time were 102 infantry battalions on the North Island and 55 

on the South Island. The National Military Reserve grew to a strength of over 8000 personnel 

by June 1941 and was formed into infantry, coastwatching, and mounted rifle units.555  

The fall of France led to the gradual embodiment of the Territorial Force, where units 

and cadres were placed on full-time duty. Three months’ collective training was ordered for 

 
553 WD Maori Battalion, June 1943, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/42 R20111590 ANZ. 
554 WD Maori Battalion, July 1943, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/43 R25459644 ANZ; Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 
31–37; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 319; Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, pp. 65–67. 
555 ‘Memorandum for the War Cabinet on the subject of the Home Guard’, 16 July 1941, ADQZ 18899 36/50 
R20591588 ANZ; Special NZ Army Order No. 261/1941, ‘The Home Guard’, undated, AAYS 8638 304/1/10 
R22437893 ANZ; Military Forces of New Zealand, Annual Report of the Chief of the General Staff, AJHR, 
Wellington, Government Printer, 1941, vol. H-19, pp. 1–2; Nancy Taylor, The Home Front: Volume I, Wellington, 
Historical Publications Branch, 1986, pp. 453–454. 
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all personnel. In May 1941 the CGS, Major General Duigan, retired and was succeeded by 

Major General Edward Puttick in August.556 By October, General Williams had completed his 

assessment of New Zealand’s war effort and published an appreciation on defence 

requirements. The Territorial Force was currently organised into four infantry brigade groups, 

three mounted rifle brigades and miscellaneous independent battalions, along with the fixed 

defences. However, not all were embodied. Williams recommended an increase in permanent 

cadres and expanding the field forces to seven infantry brigade groups with divisional 

headquarters activated to control them.557  

Williams recommended dividing the Home Guard into three divisions based on age and 

fitness. The 50,000 personnel of Division I, composed of men between nineteen and fifty years 

of age and of reasonable fitness, would be given uniforms, arms and equipment. Division II, 

which was the remainder of the nineteen to fifty age group, would be given uniforms but not 

arms. New Zealand leaders agreed to the recommendation but only formed Divisions I and II. 

Despite this, Home Guard enlistments and training stagnated as the Territorial Force took 

priority. In the last quarter of 1941, only 57 per cent of the 93,350 personnel on strength 

completed the 20 hours’ minimum training requirement.558  

New Zealand was unable to immediately mobilise its home defence forces when Japan 

entered the war against the Allies. Those called up for service and newly balloted men 

required time to settle their affairs, and leaders had to direct them to the units most in need 

of reinforcements. As a first priority, the 2NZEF reinforcements training in New Zealand were 

 
556 Puttick was promoted to lieutenant general in April 1942. 
557 TNA, CAB 80/61, COS (42)68(O), ‘Appreciation of the defence requirements of New Zealand in the event of 
war with Japan’, 18 March 1942; Cooke, Defending New Zealand, pp. 310–319. 
558 ‘Memorandum No. 1 for the War Cabinet on the Subject of the Home Guard’, 20 June 1941, ACHK 166604 
18/36 R19162357 ANZ; Adjutant General to Permanent Head, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Home Guard’, 15 
January 1942, R20591588 ANZ. 
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tasked to form an additional infantry brigade and a divisional headquarters that were sent to 

Fiji, where the combined New Zealand garrison was eventually designated as 3 New Zealand 

Division.559 On 30 December, the Territorial Force had approximately 30,000 personnel 

available out of a war establishment of 42,922; National Military Reserve numbers were 6747 

available personnel out of 19,906.560  

Full mobilisation was ordered for 10 January. The field forces were fully embodied and 

formed three infantry divisions, while the district headquarters assumed control of the lines of 

communication troops. The War Cabinet authorised the Home Guard to relieve Territorial 

Force units and to supplement the beach and coastal defences. Home Guardsmen on active 

duty were subject to military law, but guardsmen with more than three children would not be 

accepted for full-time service except in special circumstances. On 19 January the War Cabinet 

consolidated the home defence forces into the Territorial Force and the Home Guard. Fit 

National Military Reserve personnel were redesignated as Territorial Force, while those unfit 

or in reserved occupations transferred to the Home Guard. Married men without children were 

called up for service beginning on 29 January. Men with children, regardless of number of 

children, were next called up by age classes. All balloting was now for general service with 

liability for worldwide deployment, though the age limits for overseas service remained 

between twenty-one and forty. 561 

 

 
559 3 New Zealand Division will be referred to as 3rd NZ Division in this work. 
560 ‘Report on Mobilization of Territorial Force and National Reserve’, 30 December 1941, ACGR 8477 4/29 
R21124638 ANZ. 
561 War Cabinet Decisions, 19, 23, 27 and 29 January 1942, AAFD 809 R21921684 ANZ; AHQ to all Military 
Districts, ‘Home Guard – Calling up for military duty’, 28 January 1942, AAYS 8638 271/22/8; Cooke and 
Crawford, The Territorials, pp. 268–269. 
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Map 16. The Far East and Pacific, 1941: Major Japanese war objectives and planned opening attacks562  

 
 
 

New Zealand’s mobilisation occurred in the face of continued disaster in the Pacific, 

shown on Map 16 above. By the end of February, the Japanese had seized Malaya, Rabaul 

and the Gilbert Islands, and prepared further advances through the Dutch East Indies, the 

northern Solomons and New Guinea. On 7 March, Finance Minister Walter Nash, who had 

been named as New Zealand’s Minister in Washington, requested a defence appreciation that 

 
562 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Asia/WWIIAsia04.pdf, (accessed 14 April 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Asia/WWIIAsia04.pdf
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Asia/WWIIAsia04.pdf
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would be utilised by the Combined Chiefs of Staff for force allocations.563 The New Zealand 

Chiefs felt it was essential to secure both New Zealand and Fiji by providing bases for future 

offensive operations.564 For its defence, New Zealand required six complete infantry divisions, 

twenty-three infantry battalions, nine armoured fighting vehicle regiments and five tank 

battalions, all of which would be supported by an increased scale of service units and field, 

coastal and anti-aircraft artillery. However, the available forces remained understrength, 

undertrained and underequipped, particularly in several critical weapon systems.565  

The appreciation formed the basis of a British Chiefs of Staff Committee report on New 

Zealand’s defence, which was seen as a maritime problem that relied on adequate naval and 

air forces and the denial of Australian bases to the Japanese. While these conditions held, 

New Zealand was free from major attack but was still subject to raids. New Caledonia, Fiji 

and Samoa, which the Japanese could also use as advanced bases, were liable to attack by 

an infantry division accompanied by naval forces and carrier- based aircraft. New Zealand’s 

defence was contingent on denying the Japanese bases on these islands. If the Allies were 

unsuccessful, an invasion would use up to two divisions to establish a base, with follow-on 

occupation forces. New Zealand’s defence scheme was designed to defeat this initial attack. 

Although the land forces had expanded to meet Williams’s recommendations, they were still 

short of equipment. Many items were supplied by the British, but they could not meet all 

demands.566  

Because the British lacked the means to secure New Zealand, the United States would 

 
563 This role combined aspects of an ambassadorship and functioning as Fraser’s personal representative, with a 
focus on war effort. 
564 ONS, COS 125, ‘Appreciation of defence of New Zealand and estimate of requirements for New Zealand and 
Fiji’, 12 March 1942, AAYT 8491 W2842 1017 R20409272 ANZ. 
565 The Fiji requirements will be discussed in chapter 6. ONS, COS 125, Appendix B, pp. 3–7 R20409272 ANZ. 
566 TNA, CAB 80/61, COS (42) 67 (O), ‘New Zealand Defence Plan Report’, 18 March 1942, pp. 1–5; TNA, 
CAB 80/36, COS (42) 254 ‘Assignments to Australia’, 9 May 1942. 
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provide additional land, air and naval forces as agreed in January 1942 at the Arcadia 

Conference. In March, this agreement was formalised when the United States and Britain 

divided the world into areas of responsibility. The United States assumed strategic direction 

in the Pacific and allocated several divisions to reinforce Australia, New Zealand and the 

islands between them and Hawaii. Fraser consented to American strategic command and 

operational control over the Fiji and Tongan garrisons. Originally allocated to New Zealand, 

the United States 37th Infantry Division was instead diverted, with the consent of New 

Zealand leaders, to relieve 3rd NZ Division on Fiji.567  

On 27 March, Puttick identified fifty Home Guard infantry battalions as vital and ordered 

them brought up to war establishment, with twenty-eight more designated as second priority. 

The infantry battalions and expanded coastal defences required an additional 29,599 

personnel. Men aged between thirty-five and fifty were now required to enroll in the Home 

Guard, though this did not apply to Māori. Those called up were medically examined and 

those classified fit and available were posted to local units.568 The priority was posting to 

infantry battalions and then bomb disposal, searchlight and other units as needed. On 6 April, 

Home Guard eligibility was clarified. The main consideration was the applicant’s occupation 

and availability; those in essential war and defence work were not selected unless service 

would not interfere with their occupation.569  

 
567 TNA, CAB 80/61, COS (42) 67 (O), pp. 2–3; TNA, WO 106/3404, HC to SOS Colonies, 9 May 1942; 
TNA, WO 106/3404, New Zealand HC to DO, 8 May 1942; Louis Morton, Strategy and Command: The First Two 
Years, United States Army in World War II: The War in the Pacific, Washington DC, Center of Military History, 
United States Army, 2000, pp. 240–263. Available from: CMH Series and Collections, (accessed 20 February 
2016). 
568 AHQ Circular Memorandum No. 288/1942, ‘Home Guard – Compulsory Enrolment’, 30 April 1942; AHQ, ‘The 
National Service Emergency Regulations 1940 (Amendment No. 9). Compulsory Service in the Home Guard’, 7 
April 1942, R20591588 ANZ. 
569 Director General, Home Guard to Deputy Chief of the General Staff (DCGS), 27 April 1942; Chief of the 
General Staff (CGS), ‘Notes on Home Guard’, 27 March 1942; ‘Notes on Recent changes in Home Guard for 
information of all concerned at AHQ’, 6 May 1942, ADQZ 18899 35/49 R20591570 ANZ; National Service 
Department, ‘Notes for guidance of selection committees. Availability for service’, 6 April 1942, ACIP 8728 S/T/5 
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By June 1942, the effective strength reached 62,890 volunteers and 29,500 

compulsory enlistees. This number included seventy-eight high-priority infantry battalions kept 

at war establishment and fifty-eight who remained on voluntary recruitment. The Home 

Guard, with a Division I establishment of 115,505, had a strength of 98,134 in September. 

The increase in strength prompted a simplification of the chain of command for Home Guard 

and non-divisional Territorial Force units. Home Guard district and group command levels 

were abolished and the twelve area commands were subdivided into thirty-three zones. Their 

commanders controlled all Home Guard and Territorial Forces within their jurisdiction.570  

Between June and August 1942, the 3rd NZ Division was relieved by American forces 

and returned to New Zealand. After its return, the priorities were to complete its establishment 

and begin collective training. In August, the War Cabinet approved 3rd NZ Division for use in 

offensive operations. However, the expansion was slowed by unsatisfactory reinforcements 

and transfers. Soldiers who were half Māori or more were transferred out of the division; those 

with smaller amounts of Māori ancestry were given the same option. In October, two 

battalions were detached from 3rd NZ Division to garrison Tonga and Norfolk Island and were 

temporarily replaced by Territorial Force units. The next month, the 3rd NZ Division was 

ordered to New Caledonia to relieve the United States Americal Division, which had been 

ordered to Guadalcanal. In New Caledonia, 3rd NZ Division was reorganised into three 

brigades of two infantry battalions each. This was an interim measure as the brigades required 

their third battalion to be interoperable with American forces.571  

By the end of 1942 Allied forces had stopped the Japanese in Papua and on 

 
R18524075 ANZ; Taylor, Home Front Vol. I, p. 473. 
570 Memorandum for Military Attaché, Americal Legation, Wellington, ‘Home Guard’, 25 June 1942, AAYS 8638 
304/1/1 R22437886 ANZ; Puttick to the Prime Minister for Minister of Defence, ‘Control of area troops including 
Home Guard’, 5 September 1942, AAYS 8638 304/1/1 R22437892 ANZ. 
571 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 6 August 1942, R21921687 ANZ; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 71–98. 
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Guadalcanal, and had worked to eliminate Japanese footholds in both areas. Both areas were 

not secured until February 1943, but the Territorial Force began reductions. New Zealand’s 

peak mobilisation had been between May and November, and army strength reached its apex 

at 124,773 in July 1942. The reductions were facilitated by arrivals of modern arms and 

equipment, much of it American. Territorial Force reductions were partially compensated by 

a continued emphasis on the Home Guard, which benefited from the new equipment.572  

Despite the reductions, the manpower situation worsened in early 1943. The 2nd NZ 

Division remained in North Africa, and on 6 March the War Cabinet approved 3rd NZ Division 

to be brought to a full establishment strength of approximately 17,637 personnel. The 

battalions from Tonga and Norfolk Island would return by April, but an additional infantry 

battalion was needed. There were several proposals to use Māori units to complete 3rd NZ 

Division’s establishment. The MWEO opposed these efforts and they only had mixed support 

within the American chain of command. A Māori unit was eventually approved for service in 

3rd NZ Division, but only after lengthy delays. By the time it began assembling, the Ruapehu 

draft, which had not been accounted for in terms of manpower calculations, had been 

approved. This made it impossible to supply both 2nd and 3rd NZ Divisions at full strength, 

and the latter’s establishment was cut to two infantry brigades. The involvement of Māori with 

3rd NZ Division will be discussed further in the section on reinforcements.573  

By June 1943, Allied successes in New Guinea and the Solomons eliminated the 

danger of attack on New Zealand. Territorial Force field formations demobilised on 28 June 

but retained a small cadre to handle administrative functions. On 1 July, the Home Guard was 

 
572 War History Branch, Department of Internal Affairs, Statement of Strengths and Losses in the Armed 
Services and Mercantile Marine in the 1939–1945 War. Statement by the Hon. F. Jones, Minister of Defence, 
AJHR, Wellington, Government Printer, 1948, vol. H-19b, p. 3. 
573 HMC Noumea to New Zealand Naval Board (NZNB), 24 March 1943, ACIE 8798 86/15/2 R18871519 ANZ; 
Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 103–115. 
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stood down. The new emphasis was overseas forces and industry, and home defence forces 

were released to fulfil both needs. New Zealand also functioned as a major rear base and food 

supplier for United States forces. Although demobilised, the Home Guard would retain its 

identity and conduct quarterly muster parades for inventories and musketry. However, 

continued military success and the urgent need to expand food and other primary industries 

led to the discontinuation of parades on 8 December and the disbandment of the Home Guard 

from 1 January 1944.574  

 
Māori in home defence 

 
While the Maori Battalion was the major component of the Māori war effort, Māori were 

also eligible for enlistment in the Home Guard and Territorial Force under the same conditions 

of service as Europeans. In July 1941, Paikea reported 4708 registrations for overseas 

service and an increase in Māori from 247 to 862 in Territorial Force units. McGibbon 

estimated that in October there were 741 Māori in Territorial Force units, 487 in the Home 

Guard and 559 in the 2NZEF, though the latter figure does not correspond to overseas 

strength and likely referred to volunteers in or awaiting camp.575  

Māori were fully included in New Zealand’s emergency mobilisation. On 6 January 1942 

Conway directed that Māori awaiting camp be called up for training and have equal opportunity 

in advancing to NCO ranks. By early February there were 828 overseas and 928 home 

defence volunteers either awaiting camp or posted to units. These were North Island returns 

 
574 Extract from Prime Ministers press statement in Evening Post, 26 June 1943 on Home Guard, ACIE 8798 
87/7/1 R18871736 ANZ; ‘Home Guard – Placing on Reserve’, undated, R22437892 ANZ; Baker, War Economy, 
pp. 330–333; Cooke, Defending New Zealand; Military Forces of New Zealand, Annual Report of the General 
Officer Commanding, AJHR, Wellington, Government Printer, 1943, vol. H-19, p. 1. 
575 NZPD, vol. 259, 29 July 1941, p. 637, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929782, (accessed 19 
December 2017); McGibbon, New Zealand and the Second World War, pp. 153–154. 
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only but constituted most enlistments.576  

On 14 February Conway met with Māori leaders to discuss proposals for separate 

Māori units. The Northern Military District approved of a separate unit, while leaders in the 

Central Military District favoured leaving Māori in their current units. Conway recommended 

forming a Māori Territorial Force infantry battalion from overseas volunteers, which would 

replace an existing unit. Current home defence volunteers would remain in their units, but all 

new recruits would be posted to the unit nearest their residence. The new unit would supply 

the overseas reinforcements. As vacancies accumulated, they would be filled by transfers 

from other units. Māori remaining in other units would be grouped by platoons and companies 

where possible.577  

Ngata requested the unit for the Bay of Plenty area but operational requirements meant 

it would be part of the field force in the North Auckland district. Senior leaders would be 

European until Māori commanders were found. The War Cabinet approved these proposals 

on 24 February. Māori began transferring to the 3rd Battalion, North Auckland Regiment, but 

the change in nomenclature was delayed until 6 June when the unit was redesignated 2 Maori 

Battalion. This unit was also organised by iwi. Ngāti Pourou were placed in C Company, men 

from Te Wairoa in B Company, and those from Te Whānau-ā-Apanui, on the eastern edge of 

the Bay of Plenty into D Company.578  

 
576 ‘Summary of Maori volunteers’, 5 February 1942, [Areas 1–8 only]; Adjutant General to NMD and CMD, 
‘Maoris for Territorial Force’, 6 January 1942, R22437778 ANZ. 
577 ‘Record of Proceedings at a conference held in Hon. P. K. Paikea’s office at 9 am on 14th February 1942 
relative to the formation of a Maori Battalion for Home Defence’, R22437778 ANZ. 
578 Conway to Jones, ‘Formation of Maori Battalion for home defence with the Territorial Force’, 17 February 
1942, R22437778 ANZ; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 24 February 1942, R21921684 ANZ; NMD to Headquarters 1 
Div 3rd BN, North Auckland Regiment, 10 June 1942, ACIO 210008 A/2/15/1 R10112533 ANZ, Auckland; 
Wiremu Tuakana Ngata to Apirana Ngata, 2 June 1942, ATL, MS-Papers-6919-0787, 
https://28Māoribattalion.org.nz/node/15739#ftnref1, (accessed 16 September 2017). 
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Figure 8. Second Maori Battalion in training, c. 1942–1943 (ATL: PA1-q-292-09-462).579  

 
The North Auckland, Bay of Plenty and East Coast iwi constituted most of the Māori 

population and its recruits. However, home defence and primary production required 

participation from all iwi. Fraser and Jones met with Te Puea Herangi and other Waikato 

leaders in July. The legacy of Māori conscription in the First World War, which had only been 

enforced in the Waikato-Maniapoto area, played a significant part of the proceedings. Fraser 

asked for Waikato leaders to assist Māori recruiting officers and promised further social and 

economic advancements, though he cautioned this would not happen until victory was 

achieved. He also promised that recruiting would remain voluntary. Te Puea had strongly 

opposed Māori service in the First World War and her grandfather, King Tawhiao, had sworn 

to never require his people raise arms or participate in warfare. The current king, Koroki, eased 

 
579 NZ Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, World 
War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, PA1-q-292-09-462, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23167957, (accessed 14 April 2018). 
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this restriction. Both Koroki and Te Puea refused to encourage enlistments but would accept 

Māori recruiting officers.580  

 
The Maori War Effort Organisation 

 
In December 1940, Paikea joined the cabinet and was appointed to the Executive 

Council the next month. The next May, the War Cabinet tasked him to stimulate Māori 

recruiting and participation in the war effort. There were several structural problems to 

overcome, including the lack of a list of eligible Māori. A roll of male Māori aged between 

eighteen and forty-five, including marital status and number of dependents, was required. The 

Native Department was unable provide this data and referred the matter to Paikea who seized 

the opportunity to exercise Māori autonomy. Paikea and the other Māori MPs embarked on 

informal recruiting tours. Many areas formed iwi committees to assist recruiters but the Māori 

MPs now believed that central coordination was required.581  

Paikea submitted a proposal to Fraser in May 1942 for a MWEO which would 

coordinate the identification and recruitment of volunteers. Its structure would be two- tiered. 

The Māori Parliamentary Committee, composed of the four Māori MPs and Mawhete, would 

supervise the Māori war effort. Māori electorates would be divided into twenty, later twenty-

one, zones, each with a recruiting officer who worked with local tribal committees.582 

Lieutenant Colonel H. C. Hemphill was appointed as the Army Liaison with the Māori 

Parliamentary Committee and would answer to Paikea.583  

 
580 ‘Report of Conference between the Prime Minister (Right Hon. P. Fraser) and Te Puea Herangi, OBE, and 
other leaders of the Waikato People with reference to the Maori War Effort’, 1942, ACIH 16064 21/53 
R22041856 ANZ; Francis and Sarich, Wai 898, #A72, pp. 30–34. 
581 Orange, ‘Rise and Demise of the MWEO’, pp. 157–158; Francis and Cleaver, Wai 1040, #A50, pp. 263–309; 
Francis and Sarich, Wai 898, #A72, pp. 16–59; Webb, Wai 2500, #A247, pp. 249–298. 
582 At the time, the committees were tribal committees and will be referred to as such rather than ‘iwi’ 
committees. 
583 Paikea to the Prime Minister, ‘Suggested Scheme for Better Organisation of Maori war effort’, 11 May 1942, 
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The War Cabinet approved the scheme on 3 June for a period of six months. Paikea 

anticipated several hundred additional recruits once the MWEO began operations. The 

organisation drew heavily on Māori values in its decisions and emphasised that differing iwi 

districts could not be dealt with by uniform regulations. Māori recruiting officers were primarily 

considered in terms of iwi rank and customs, rather than military seniority. Eventually 21 

recruiting officers were appointed and liaised with 315 tribal committees. Each committee 

sent up to two members to form a local tribal executive committee, with forty-one formed 

throughout New Zealand.584  

The Māori recruiting officers and tribal committees were the MWEO’s main 

components, though there is little archival evidence exists of their actions and how they 

obtained recruits. Coverage in newspapers was also limited. One exception was an article in 

the New Zealand Herald that instructed the committees to assist in controlling manpower 

within their areas. The district manpower officers were instructed not to issue instructions 

without consulting local committees. By January 1943 the MWEO’s initial charter had lapsed; 

Paikea summarised its achievements and asked for a six-month extension.585  

  

 
ACIE 8798 81/1/11 R18870782 ANZ. 
584 Hemphill to Paikea, ‘Maori War Effort’, 11 July 1942; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 3 June 1942, R18870782 ANZ; 
Orange, 'Rise and Demise of the MWEO', pp. 159–160. 
585 ‘Maori War Effort’, Bay of Plenty Times, 2 September 1942, Papers Past, 
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/BOPT19420902.2.10, (accessed 14 April 2018); ‘Maori Soldiers’, 
Gisborne Herald, 14 October 1944, Papers Past, 
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/GISH19441014.2.77, (accessed 12 March 2019). 

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/BOPT19420902.2.10
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/GISH19441014.2.77
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Table 9. Māori war effort, January 1943586 

 

Service Before 24 October 
1942 

Since 24 October 
1942 Total 

Overseas service* 4104 740 4844 

Territorial Force 1587 453 2040 

Home Guard 7397 2478 9875 

Total defence forces 13,088 3671 16,759 

Essential industry 7508 3317 10,825 

Totals 20,596 6988 27,584 

*includes those currently in the Territorial Force 
 

The MWEO’s responsibilities had expanded to include direction of Māori into industries 

in cooperation with the National Service Department’s district manpower offices. There were 

also extensive efforts to increase agricultural production. The recruiting officers and 

committees policed absenteeism and provided rehabilitation and services for returned Māori 

servicemen. Paikea believed the tribal committees and recruiting officers were key to the 

MWEO’s achievements and had succeeded in advancing Māori social welfare. Its retention 

would allow the Māori to compete on equal terms with Pākehā, but the MWEO’s dissolution 

would condemn Māori to second-class status. A six-month extension was requested to 

transition MWEO functions to tribal committees. The recruiting officers would be 

amalgamated and eventually phased out. On 22 January 1943 the War Cabinet agreed to a 

three-month continuation of the MWEO, with a further review in May.587  

The MWEO’s figures were updated on 9 March and recorded 11,550 Māori in essential 

 
586 Minister-in-Charge of Maori War Effort to Minister of Defence, 19 January 1943, p. 3, R18870782 ANZ. 
587 Minister-in-Charge of Maori War Effort to Minister of Defence, 19 January 1943, p. 3; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 
22 January 1943, R18870782 ANZ. 
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industries. Military enlistments had reached 17,495, including 5178 for overseas service, 2088 

in the home defence forces and 10,229 in the Home Guard. The enlistment figures, while not 

stated as such, were for registrations and not effective strengths. The conflation of 

registrations with enlistments is confirmed by figures given to the War Cabinet on 21 April 

reporting 3193 effective overseas recruits, and a report by Conway on 25 May that recorded 

5389 volunteers for service, of whom 3752 had been passed medically fit and 2176 had 

embarked.588  

As mentioned in the literature review, many scholars subsequently credited the entirety 

of the war effort to the MWEO. This error was compounded by failing to recognise that the 

figures covered registrations and that enlistments would be a subset of registrations. This is 

a common problem in enlistment figures and their interpretation is exacerbated by a lack of 

precision in the contemporary reports. Registrations are a valuable indicator of participation 

in the war effort, but they must be recognised as indicative of potential enlistees rather than 

those who actually served.589 The MWEO’s Home Guard estimates are also difficult to verify 

as supporting statistics are not available. Personnel returns to AHQ give totals without 

reference to Māori numbers. However, there are scattered estimates in Home Guard 

correspondence, particularly those that deal with Māori regrouping.590  

  

 
588 Conway to the Assistant Secretary to War Cabinet, ‘Maori War Effort’, 25 May 1943, R18870782 ANZ; ‘Maori 
and Overseas Service. Notes for Meeting with the War Cabinet’, April 21, 1943, (Maori and Overseas Service, 
21 April 1943), ATL, MS-Papers-0188-105. 
589 ‘Maori War Effort as at 9 March 1943’, R18870782 ANZ; NZPD, vol. 262, 11 March 1943, p. 353, 
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929808, (accessed 18 December 2017). 
590 See Home Guard – Units strength returns and summaries of all districts (monthly), AAYS 8685 11 
R18527738 ANZ. 

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929808,
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Table 10. Māori Home Guard strengths by area, 1942–1943 

 

Unit/Area Area # Māori Date Type 

Wairoa Battalion591 7 605 15 Jan 1943 Strength return 

All units592 4 554 17 Dec 1942 Strength return 

Ngatiporou Regiment593 

Tairāwhiti Battalion 

 
7 

398 

531 

 
10 Jan 1943 

 
Muster parade* 

All units594 2 1932 1 Nov 1942 Strength return 

All units595 6, 8 565 2 May 1943 Muster parade 
*figures are for total strength and not parade strength 

 
The returns and muster parades shown in Table 10 totalled 4585 Māori and covered 

four complete areas and portions of Area 7. However, not all Māori attended the parades, and 

these numbers do not include the remainder of Area 7 and all of Area 3, which had several 

Home Guard units with significant numbers of Māori personnel. There were also Areas 1 and 

5 encompassing Auckland and Wellington, and Areas 9 to 12 in the South Island. These 

regions had minimal Māori enlistments, particularly on the South Island. If Paikea’s figures are 

mapped from the recruiting zones onto military areas, they correlate well with the partial 

estimates given in Table 10, especially given the additional recruiting time. 

  

 
591 Zone 7C to CMD, ‘Report on meeting with Executive members of Kahungunu Māori Tribal Committee at 
Wairoa – 15 Jan 43’, 18 January 1943, R18524064 ANZ. 
592 Memorandum for Area Commander, Area 4, ‘Maoris – Home Guard’, 17 December 42, ACIO 8723 A1629 
1/1/23 R10111566 ANZ, Auckland. 
593 ‘Report on Muster Parade Ngatiporou Regt & Tairawhiti BN, Home Guard – Zone 7C – at Tikitiki on 10 
January 1943’, R18524064 ANZ. 
594 ‘Allocation of Vacancies – Matata Home Guard School’, 1 November 1942, ACIO 21010 A1629 7 R10112564 
ANZ, Auckland. 
595 CMD to AHQ, ‘Home Guard/Maori Rally – Wanganui – 2nd May’, 4 May 1943, AAYS 8638 304/6/21 
R22437906 ANZ. 
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Table 11. Māori in Home Guard by area, March 1943596 

 
 

Area 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9–12 Total 

Number 135 3393 1723 1101 35 735 2596 265 245 10,229 

 
 

On 6 April, Paikea died, and at the request of the Māori MPs, Fraser succeeded him 

as Minister-in-Charge of the Māori war effort. Tirikatene took over MWEO operations. The 

MWEO was extended until April 1944. However, by mid-1943 the strategic situation had 

eased and the Territorial Force and Home Guard were stood down, eliminating pressure for 

home defence recruits and releasing overseas recruits for reinforcement drafts. The MWEO’s 

functions in 1944 and 1945 will be discussed in Chapter 8.597  

The MWEO’s regional impact was shown in a Waitangi Tribunal report on the Te Rohe 

Potae area, which forms parts of the Waikato and Manawatu-Wanganui regions. As 

discussed previously, these iwi were reluctant to provide recruits due to historical grievances. 

Francis and Sarich recorded 114 Māori from the Te Kuiti district who registered for service up 

to July 1940. While Māori recruiting officers found it difficult to operate, the Ngāti Maniapoto 

iwi in the Waikato-Waitomo region established their own organisation to assist the National 

Service Department in June 1941, a full year before the MWEO was established.598  

Following Fraser’s successful engagement with Waikato leaders in July 1942, the 

region was integrated into the general war effort. In August there were an estimated 200 Māori 

in Home Guard units in the district and Ngāti Maniapoto leaders pressed for a separate Māori 

 
596 ‘Maori War Effort as at 9 March 1943’, R18870782 ANZ. 
597 Orange, ‘Rise and Demise of the MWEO’, pp. 160–166; Gilling, Crown and Maori War Effort. 
598 Francis and Sarich, Wai 898, #A72, pp. 18–21. 
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unit, though this was never approved. By November there were 554 Māori in the nine Home 

Guard battalions in Area four, which covered most of the Te Rohe Potae region. Support 

continued for the MWEO even after its military recruitment task was largely completed by mid-

1943. By July 1945, according to the King Country Chronicle, the Maniapoto area had a total 

of 411 men who served overseas: 372 in the army, 24 in the air force and 15 in the navy.599  

 
Regrouping Māori 

 
After the War Cabinet approved the MWEO, Paikea considered the regrouping of 

Māori and prepared recommendations. On 22 July 1942, there were 4110 Māori in the army, 

including those awaiting posting to camps, and 1871 had been sent overseas. There were 

777 Māori in 2 Maori Battalion, leaving 1462 available for regrouping, though 317 of this 

number were recruits waiting for initial posting. Paikea sought to extend MWEO oversight to 

other components of the war effort such as the Home Guard, primary production and industry. 

The MWEO’s recommendations included the formation of two additional Maori Battalions in 

the Territorial Force and eliminating the differing standards between Māori and Pākehā 

recruits regarding numbers of allowable dependent children. Paikea also recommended that 

all Māori Home Guard officers and NCOs receive four weeks training. Iwi leaders in the 

Wairoa and Hasting districts had already promised training facilities.600  

The concentration of Māori into two additional battalions would have meant massive 

disruption to many Territorial Force battalions as they transferred Māori personnel. Conway 

presented a modified form of Paikea’s proposals to Jones and they were approved by the 

War Cabinet on 24 July 1942. The War Cabinet authorised only one battalion, to replace the 

 
599 Francis and Sarich, pp. 20–59. 
600 Paikea to War Cabinet, ‘Maori Enlistments’, undated, [discussed in War Cabinet on 24 July], ACIE 8798 
87/5/8 R18871706 ANZ. 
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5th Auckland Battalion in the Auckland fortress area, with Europeans being distributed to 

other units. Māori would form squadrons in 11 and 3 light armoured fighting vehicle regiments, 

each requiring 150 personnel, and the 135th Beach Defence Battery, with 114 personnel.601 

Twelve Territorial Force battalions would reorganise to include Māori companies of 124 

personnel each. These proposals required 2678 Māori, but Conway accepted Paikea’s 

assertions that Māori recruits would be forthcoming. The restrictions on dependent children 

were waived beginning 1 August, which meant all Māori within the age limits were eligible, 

subject to other qualifications.602  

On 30 July Northern Military District leaders briefed area commanders and issued 

instructions for regrouping. Territorial Force battalions had been ordered to regroup in 

February and to report their compliance. Home Guard units would now regroup as well. Area 

commanders were reminded to make the necessary appointments for Māori officers and 

NCOs.603 Regrouping would primarily occur in 1 Division, composed of 1 and 12 brigades and 

the Bay of Islands fortress. Some senior officers resisted regrouping. After being wounded in 

November 1941 Dittmer relinquished command of the Maori Battalion and returned to New 

Zealand in 1942, where he was promoted to brigadier and assumed command of 1 Brigade. 

Dittmer reported that some Māori in 3 Auckland Battalion preferred to remain in their current 

sections rather than being consolidated. He also doubted enough Māori with mechanical 

aptitude could be found for the proposed armoured vehicle squadron: 

A tank is a valuable piece of equipment and it is felt that the average Māori has not 
the requisite degree of responsibility to treat it as is necessary. It is NOT suggested 
that the right type could NOT be trained.604  

 
601 A squadron was the sub-unit of cavalry and armoured regiments and was composed of a headquarters and a 
number of troops. 
602 Adjutant General to Minister of Defence, ‘Formation of New Maori Units, etc.’, 24 July 1942, R18871706 ANZ; 
‘War Cabinet Decision’, 24 July 1942, R18870782 ANZ. 
603 NMD to Areas 1–4, ‘Maori War Effort’, 30 July 1942, R10111566 ANZ, Auckland. 
604 1 Inf Brigade to 1 Div, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 3 August 42, AAYS 8638 209/3/57 R22435526 ANZ. 
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Based on his personal experience in the Maori Battalion, Dittmer believed that most Māori could 

be trained to operate Bren carriers which were less maintenance intensive than tanks. The 

Bay of Islands fortress commander expressed similar doubts about the beach defence battery, 

as Māori would operate in small detachments without close supervision. These concerns were 

shared by the 12 Brigade commander, who suggested that the new Maori battalion be a 

training unit for overseas volunteers. Māori were not recommended for the armoured vehicle 

regiments, as he believed that it would take too long to train them to be driver-operators. 

There would be difficulty in finding officers and specialists.605  

Overall, Army Headquarters estimated that 1686 Māori were required in 1 Division, but 

only those who had volunteered for general service would be moved.606 The GOC of 1 

Division, Major General Harold Barrowclough, also had experience with Māori when he 

commanded the 2NZEF’s 6 Brigade. Barrowclough wrote that he had been impressed by the 

intelligence and reliability of the younger officers in the Maori Battalion and had commented 

favourably on their training, for which he credited Dittmer. He stated that: 

My own view is that Maori units can be made into very useful soldiers if they are 
properly led. They have, however, a certain indolence which requires very firm yet 
kindly treatment. There are very few Pakeha officers who can successfully command 
them and there are few Maori officers who can be entrusted with senior commands. 
There are, of course, exceptional men both Pakeha and Maori who can make a 
success of the training and leading of Maori troops.607  

Barrowclough believed that enough Māori for two troops could be found despite the higher 

standards needed for both Māori and European troops now that the regiments were being 

equipped with Stuart tanks. As long as the right leader was chosen for the beach defence 

 
605 BI [Bay of Islands] Fortress to 1 Div, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 2 August 1942, R22435526 ANZ; 12 BDE 
[brigade] to 1 Div, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 5 Aug 1942, ACIO 21008 A1629 2/15/2 R10112438 ANZ, 
Auckland. 
606 1 Div, ‘Maori Units and Sub-units’, 31 July 42, R10112438 ANZ, Auckland. 
607 1 Division Battle HQ to AHQ, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 6 August 1942, R22435526 ANZ. 
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battery, Barrowclough foresaw no major issues. Similarly, given sufficient personnel, there 

were no difficulties with forming Māori companies. In September, 1 Division reported 1426 

Māori personnel with 776 in 2 Maori Battalion and 441 who were for home defence only. By 

February 1943 the divisional numbers, excluding 2 Maori Battalion, were 690 including 242 

volunteers for overseas service. Most were concentrated in the four infantry battalions that had 

been designated for regrouping.608  

In the Central Military District, some volunteers for overseas service were reluctant to 

transfer to 2 Maori Battalion, as it was far from their home and reduced leave 

opportunities. However, district officials complied with the regrouping order and noted that a 

Māori gun-team had been formed in the 10th Heavy Regiment. However, the district 

commandant felt that Māori-European separation reinforced differences between the two 

races and he raised concerns about the potential ramifications.609  

  

 
608 ‘Roll of Maori in 1st Division’, ACIO 21008 A1629 2/15/3 R10112437 ANZ, Auckland; 1 Division Battle HQ to 
AHQ, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 6 August 1942, R22435526 ANZ; NZMF, ‘Maori Personnel’, undated, 
R10112438 ANZ, Auckland. 
609 CMD to AHQ, ‘Maori Units and Sub-Units’, 4 August 1942, R22435526 ANZ. 
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Māori in the Home Guard 
 
 

 

Figure 9. Māori from Tuahiwi lined up for the first parade of the local unit of the Home Guard, 21 
December 1940.610  

 
 

While compulsory enrolment in the Home Guard was not applied to Māori, their service 

was still encouraged, and they were trained on the same weapons and other military skills as 

Europeans. The February 1942 regrouping order was also informally carried out within the 

Home Guard. However, new units other than those specifically approved by Army 

Headquarters were not authorised. In May, Jones rejected a proposal to form a Māori Home 

Guard battalion at Otorohanga, 177 kilometres south of Auckland. He argued that the defining 

feature of the Home Guard was local service and that units should not be racially exclusive.611  

The regrouping order exposed differences in how Europeans and Māori viewed each 

other. On 28 May the Tairāwhiti Battalion wrote to their group director and advised caution in 

officer appointments. While many Māori officers had earned their appointments, the 

commander was concerned that: 

 
610 ‘Maori Home Guard’, Press, 21 December 1940, Papers Past, 
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/CHP19401221.2.104.5, (accessed 5 June 2019). 
611 Jones to Paikea, ‘Home Guard Otorohanga and adjacent Districts’, 16 May 1942, R22437886 ANZ. 

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/CHP19401221.2.104.5,
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Again, the European does not take kindly to Maori officers over him unless such 
officers are of exceptional character and have shown great ability. I have some. It 
must be remembered that compulsion does not apply to the Coast and many 
guardsmen would just not attend parades.612  

The Tairāwhiti commander was authorised to reorganise the battalion to the degree practical, 

while considering efficiency and the conditions of the area.613  

Army Headquarters gave directives to appoint Māori officers and NCOs to platoons and 

companies, and to consider iwi representation in selecting candidates.614 The regrouping, 

expansion of the force, and increased training brought European and Māori personnel into 

proximity, especially while most units remained mixed. On 30 July Paikea wrote to Jones and 

hinted that some Māori were not attending parades because of their dislike for European 

officers. Paikea strongly advocated the appointment of Māori officers and until this occurred he 

asked Jones to waive legal action for Māori who failed to attend parades. Jones refused a 

‘general dispensation’ for non-attendance and asked for forbearance while the regrouping 

occurred. He asked Paikea not to encourage objections against European officers.615  

Several battalions in areas with a substantial Māori population formed mounted sub-

units. Many in the Northern Military District near Rotorua were raised at the instigation of Major 

Henry Vercoe, the Māori recruiting officer for the area. Vercoe had served in both the Boer War 

and the First World War and was highly regarded in the Māori community. In this case, 

however, he subverted the chain of command and sought authorisation for separate units 

direct from Army Headquarters and political officials. The Central Military District proceeded 

 
612 HQ Tairawhiti Battalion to Group Director, ‘Group 7a. Roll of Officers – Reorganisation. Etc’, 28 May 1942, 
R18524075 ANZ. 
613 HQ Tairawhiti Battalion to Group Director, ‘Group 7a. Roll of Officers – Reorganisation. Etc’. [handwritten 
note on margin], 28 May 1942, R18524075 ANZ. 
614 Home Guard Group 7a to Tairwahiti BN, ‘Māori Volunteers’, 5 August 1942, R18524075 ANZ. 
615 Paikea to Minister of Defence, ‘Maori War Effort—Home Guard’, 30 July 1942; Jones to Paikea, ‘Home 
Guard’, 17 August 1942, R22437906 ANZ. 
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through proper channels and supported Area 7 in converting the Ngatiporou Battalion into a 

mounted rifle regiment, the Ngatiporou Regiment, with a war establishment of 499 all ranks, 

of whom 440 would be mounted. The Wairoa and Cook battalions, also in area 7, were 

authorised as mounted troops surplus to establishment.616  

On 26 September the Northern Military District Commandant summarised the Māori 

war effort. The district had complied with the regrouping order and awaited direction on the 

proposal to form an additional Māori unit. The commandant proposed that it replace one of the 

Auckland fortress battalions. However, there was a situation in Area 2, where the commander 

believed that Māori were advocating for separate units without proper authorisation. This 

again involved Vercoe, who had addressed iwi leaders in Taupo, south of Rotorua. Newspaper 

accounts reported he advocated purely Māori units in the Home Guard and that there were 

qualified Māori leaders available to command. Vercoe claimed that that 80 per cent of the 

local Home Guard was Māori but that there were no Māori company commanders, which 

created an inferiority complex among the local iwi. The meeting concluded with threats to 

boycott the Home Guard if the situation were not resolved.617  

The area commander subsequently met with Vercoe to discuss the situation. Vercoe 

alleged that three special Maori Battalions had been approved for the area, and he requested 

a conference of battalion commanders to redistribute Māori personnel. His purported 

authorisation was a letter from Paikea to Jones, dated 20 July 1942, which recommended 

that ‘in all cases where Māori personnel are distributed throughout units, that personnel be 

regrouped into exclusively Māori units for purpose of tribal unity’.618  

 
616 CMD to Commander Area 7C, ‘Mounted Detachments Hg’, 4 December 1942, R18524064 ANZ; Cooke, 
Defending New Zealand, pp. 600–601. 
617 Extract from NZ Herald, 22 September 1942, ‘Tribal Gathering. Maori War Effort’, ACIO 21010 A1629 1/6 
R10112570 ANZ, Auckland. 
618 NMD to AHQ, ‘Maori War Effort’, 26 September 1942, R22435526 ANZ. 
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Vercoe argued that this was sufficient authority for forming new Maori battalions. Both 

the area commander and district commandant rejected this reasoning. They also were wary 

of a recent conference that attended by Paikea and several Māori recruiting officers in 

Auckland that had excluded Northern Military District representatives. The commandant 

reported that Māori in some units resented a colour line being introduced by segregation. 

Clarification was requested as the Northern Military District staff and Māori recruiting officers 

were at cross purposes. The letter mentioned by Vercoe was not located in the archives but 

was likely a draft of the note submitted by Paikea for the War Cabinet. The specific request 

was for two additional Maori battalions, but Paikea’s note did contain references to regrouping 

Māori into units. The War Cabinet approved one new Maori battalion and the formation of 

Māori squadrons and companies within selected units.619  

The term ‘unit’ has a specific meaning in British military terminology, where it denoted 

a lieutenant colonel’s command, designated as a battalion or regiment depending on its 

composition. An infantry battalion’s sub-units were termed companies, while in cavalry or 

armoured vehicle regiments they were termed squadrons.620 This distinction is important 

because the War Cabinet only authorised one new unit. However, they approved of regrouping 

Māori into companies and squadrons, which were sub-units. The ambiguity over the two terms 

may have contributed to some of the confusion. Leaving terminology aside, Vercoe was a 

recruiting officer and was not in the chain of command for Home Guard battalions. The letter 

was not proper authority either, as it was not the approved proposal. Put plainly, Vercoe 

exceeded his authority. 

When Jones learned of the controversy, he prepared a draft statement and sought 

 
619 NMD to AHQ, ‘Maori War Effort’, 26 September 1942, R22435526 ANZ. 
620 French, Military Identities, pp. 8–9, 99–100. 
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Conway’s input. As Adjutant General, Conway was intimately familiar with the regrouping 

process. He noted that no additions to the order of battle were authorised; the new Maori 

battalion replaced an existing unit. The War Cabinet decision specified that Māori ‘should be 

grouped into sub-units in existing units’621 [bold by author]. Conway also condemned 

allegations of differing equipment standards between European and Māori units, as 

equipment issues were prioritised by operational necessity, not racial makeup. He suggested 

that Jones table the statement and for Paikea to issue clear guidance to his recruiting officers 

to avoid them exceeding their authority. This was a clear rebuke to the Māori recruiting officers 

but it appeared to be effective as further discussions were confined to authorised units.622  

Home Guard regrouping was erratic in some areas. On 10 January 1943 the 

Commander of Zone 7C held a muster parade for the Ngatiporou Regiment and Tairāwhiti 

Battalion. While the Ngatiporou Regiment paraded 60 per cent of its strength, the Tairāwhiti 

Battalion assembled 87 per cent of its manpower. These musters followed a conference on 

23 November with battalion commanders and adjutants about improving discipline and 

parade attendances. Ngata attended the conference and later addressed the units. 

Conversely, the regrouping proceeded smoothly in Area 4, where the commander proposed 

to group the 554 Māori present in nine battalions into 22 platoons totalling 500 men. The 

remaining Māori were scattered in small numbers among the other sub-units, where they 

would remain. Three battalions could form at least four Māori platoons, which was enough to 

establish a Māori company.623  

 
621 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 24 July 1942, R18870782 ANZ. 
622 Conway to Jones, 29 September 1942; ‘Maori War Effort’ [proposed statement by Jones, 28 September 
1942], R22435526 ANZ. 
623 Muster Parade Ngatiporou Regt & Tairawhiti BN, ‘Home Guard – Zone 7C’, 10 January 1943; ‘Conference at 
Ruatoria 26 Nov 42’, R18524064 ANZ; Memorandum for Area Commander, Area 4, ‘Maoris – Home Guard’, 17 
December 1942, R10111566 ANZ, Auckland. 



231  

Vercoe was involved in further controversy in December regarding the Kaingaroa 

Battalion, south of Rotorua. Vercoe allegedly told the men they did not have to complete their 

training hours and many Māori had skipped parades as a result. The battalion was 

approximately 45 per cent Māori, with many in separate platoons. However, there were mixed 

platoons as well, some with Māori commanders. The area commander confronted Vercoe, 

who denied giving any such instructions.624  

In early January 1943 Ngata requested a parade of the Rotorua Home Guard 

battalions, ostensibly to help finalise regrouping. The request created conflict among local Te 

Arawa tribal committees, Home Guard officials and Māori recruiting officers. Some tribal 

committees circumvented the chain of command and instructed Māori recruiting officers to 

parade the men without reference to their commanders. Army officials initially refused to 

provide transportation or fuel for Māori to attend, as they could not authorise partial parades, 

nor was any further regrouping approved. Eventually, Army Headquarters authorised the 

parades, which were held at Ruatoki, Te Puke and Rotorua.625  

The parade held at Ruatoki mustered 524 Māori from several battalions. The attendees 

included Ngata and other Māori leaders; the Minister of Native Affairs, Rex Mason; Major 

General P. H. Bell, the Northern Military District Commandant; and several Home Guard and 

Area staff officers. Before the parade, they discussed policy issues. The meeting was 

acrimonious with allegations and refutations made about the parades, training, equipment 

and Māori leaders. At one point, Ngata threatened to advise Māori to return to agriculture if 

 
624 Kaingaroa Battalion to Acting Zone Commander, Rotorua, ‘Maori War Effort’, 23 December 1942; Area 2 to 
Zone Headquarters, Rotorua, ‘Maori War Effort’, 28 December 1942, R10112570 ANZ, Auckland. 
625 HQ, Area No. 2, ‘Maori War Effort’, 18 January 1943; Luke Rangi, Hon. Secretary, ‘Ngati Awa Tribal 
Committee to Major C. Wilson, Officer Commanding (OC) Whakatane Battalion’, January 10 1943; HQ Area No. 
2 to Mr. Luke Rangi, Hon. Secretary, ‘Ngati Awa Tribal Committee’, 14 January 1943, R10112570 ANZ, 
Auckland. 
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the situations were not addressed. While Ngata went on to deny any Māori separatism within 

the Home Guard, he wanted Māori sub-units with their own leaders within the existing 

organisation. Bell challenged several of Ngata’s points but promised further training and that 

only the best leaders would be selected. Māori would be appointed up to battalion commander 

if they were suited. Bell thanked Ngata for airing the issues and expressed pleasure that Māori 

would remain and continue regrouping where warranted.626  

The leader and training comments were not idle placations. A Māori Home Guard 

training camp had been established at Hicks Bay, 180 kilometres north of Gisborne, in 1942. 

Another camp at Matata, on the Bay of Plenty, was established in January 1943. Eventually 

five Māori training camps were established with each training an average of fifty-five men 

monthly.627 They continued courses for three months after the Home Guard was stood down. 

While in operation their combined training output was 275 Māori per month. Some complaints, 

including by the Mayor of Wairoa, had been made about their efficiency and cost but Māori 

and army officials considered the camps a positive element and approved their continued 

operation. However, by October there was increased demand for Māori workers as the 

shearing and food production season started. The schools were initially closed until the end 

of the February, but their suspension was made permanent.628  

At times, the regrouping order was at times interpreted broadly. In January 1943 the 

Wairoa Battalion in Zone 7C reported that local Māori wished to form a separate unit and that 

the local Māori recruiting officer had presented statistics showing enough personnel were 

 
626 ‘Report on Parade of Maori Home Guardsmen. Representatives of Whakatane, Rangitaiki and Opotiki 
Battalions held at Ruatoki on Sunday 24th Jan 43’, R18871736 ANZ. 
627 ‘Notes for Liaison Letter’ (Home Guard), 2 March 1943, R20591570 ANZ; Cooke, Defending New Zealand, p. 
614. 
628 Hemphill to the Secretary, Prime Minister’s Department, ‘Māori Home Guard Schools – In Particular the 
School at Wairoa, HB’, 11 October 1943; Adjutant General to the Secretary of Treasury, ‘Home Guard’, 6th 
August 1943; CMD to AHQ, ‘Training – HG (Māori) Camps’, 12 October 1943, R22437906 ANZ. 
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available. Major Rolland, the Wairoa Battalion commander, met with the local tribal committee 

and brokered a meeting with the zone commander, Lieutenant Colonel R. F. Gambrill and the 

local Māori tribal executive committee on 15 February. The executive committee members 

were dissatisfied at the pace of regrouping and denial of a new unit. Gambrill could not 

recommend a separate battalion, but he promised to place Māori into their own platoons and 

companies where possible. There were no Māori at battalion headquarters, but there were 19 

officers and 120 NCOs in the infantry companies. There was confusion over the Māori totals: 

the Wairoa Battalion adjutant reported 605 Māori in the unit while the Māori recruiting officer 

counted 714, with 200 potential recruits. The recruiting officer counted soldiers as Māori if 

they had any Māori ancestry, while the adjutant counted only those who were at least half 

Māori, in accordance with army policy. Gambrill and his officers successfully argued their 

case, and the meeting concluded with the tribal executive committee supporting the 

regrouping proposals. Although a minor episode in terms of the war effort, the meeting 

demonstrated the importance of local events and how their impact was differently interpreted 

by local Māori and army officials. Variable standards regarding who was considered Māori 

were repeated elsewhere, which necessitates treating enlistment figures cautiously.629  

Ngata was also involved in the discussions regarding the Wairoa Battalion. He 

telegrammed Fraser and stated that most of the unit was Māori, but that there were 

inequalities in selection for officer commissions. He threatened repercussions for the whole 

Māori war effort if the imbalance continued.630 However, Home Guard officials had previously 

taken steps to add two rifle companies that would be officered by Māori. There were currently 

twenty-six European and nineteen Māori officers in the battalion. Six European officers 

 
629 Zone 7C to CMD, ‘Report on meeting with Executive members of Kahungunu Maori Tribal Committee at 
Wairoa – 15 Jan 43’, 18 January 1943, R18524064 ANZ. 
630 Ngata to Fraser, undated, R22437906 ANZ. 
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formed the battalion staff, which meant there was near parity in the infantry companies. The 

new Māori officers would tilt the balance the other way. Ngata withdrew his objections, but 

the incident showed the continuing conflict surrounding regrouping and Māori officers.631  

A man’s enlistment was no guarantee that he would regularly parade. Area 4 

Headquarters detailed the poor attendance of the Taumarunui Platoon, formed in January 1943 

by Lieutenant Jones, the local Māori recruiting officer. Only two of thirty men were present at 

its first parade, and eleven at the second, despite both being planned by platoon members. 

The lack of attendance compromised training. In comparison, the nearby Ngapuke platoon, 

also Māori, routinely had high attendance. The area commander documented attendance 

figures to justify denying uniform and equipment requests until attendance improved.632  

An incident in March in Mokai, southwest of Rotorua, revived tensions between the 

military and Māori authorities. The Mokai company was part of the Kaingaroa Battalion, who 

reported that the local tribal committee had told the Mokai Māori that they did not have to 

answer to European officers. This manifested in the men’s disagreement with planned training 

events and refusals to parade, which led to the European company commander seeking to 

be relieved, though this was not endorsed. A second parade was scheduled and was also a 

failure. Changing tack, the battalion commander requested that Vercoe speak with the men 

and the tribal committee. Despite his earlier clashes with army officials, Vercoe spoke plainly 

and told the Mokai men to be loyal to their commanding officer. He contrasted Mokai with the 

Māori at Taupo and Tokaanu, who had wholeheartedly supported the chain of command. 

 
631 ‘Report on Meeting and parade of Maori Home Guardsmen held at Rangiuru Pa near Te Puke, on Sunday 31 
Jan 43’; Adjutant General to CMD, ‘Officers – Maori Units’, 19 February 1943; Prime Minister to Ngata, ‘Officers 
– Wairoa Home Guard Battalion’, 31 March 1943, R22437906 ANZ. 
632 HQ Area 4 to Lieut. J. Jones, [Māori Recruiting Officer], ‘Māori Platoon – Taumarunui, 11 January 43’; 
‘Taumarunui BN to HQ Zone 4 – HG. Taumarunui Māori Platoon, 25 January 1943’, R10111566 ANZ, Auckland. 
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Later, the Kaingaroa commander credited Vercoe’s support as resolving the situation.633  

 
Māori reinforcements 

 
The 286 men of the 7th Reinforcements were the last sent to the 2NZEF before the 

war expanded to the Pacific. They disembarked in Egypt in October 1941 and helped replace 

the Crusader losses. The initial draft for the 8th Reinforcements was 198, against 307 Māori in 

camp on 28 November. After deductions for specialists and NCOs for the 9th Reinforcements 

and wastage, this represented a surplus of eleven men. There were also 496 Māori, including 

229 who were married, awaiting orders for camp. As mentioned previously, Māori in and 

awaiting camp were called up after the Japanese attacks and posted to Territorial Force units. 

Until the situation stabilised in the Pacific, there would be no further reinforcements sent to 

the Middle East.634  

  

 
633 Kaingaroa Battalion to Acting Zone Commander, No. 2A Zone, ‘Māori Units – Mokai’, 18 March 1943, 
R10112570 ANZ, Auckland. 
634 ‘Position of Maori Reinforcements as at 28 November 1941’, ATL, MS-Papers-0196-272. 
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Figure 10. Sydney, New South Wales. Some members of 28th Maori Battalion, 4th 
Reinforcements, NZEF (New Zealand Expeditionary Force) on board HMT Batory, 14 November 
1940 (AWM 004333).635  

 
 

The heavy fighting in Egypt raised concerns among Māori leaders. The Reverend 

Wharetini Rangi, the Maori Battalion’s assistant chaplain, wrote to his wife on 5 August 1942 

and spoke of the men’s desire to return home. Rangi asked that the letter be passed on to 

Ngata, and the letter also circulated widely throughout the Māori community. Ngata in turn 

wrote to Fraser on 23 October and his letter included an extract of Rangi’s comments. Death, 

wounds, captivity and illness had reduced the Maori Battalion’s original contingent to 

approximately 300 men. Ngata and Paikea proposed their relief and replacement by 2 Maori 

Battalion. On 4 November, Fraser promised Ngata that he would advocate 2nd NZ Division’s 

relief after the conclusion of the present fighting in Egypt. By mid-November, the fighting in 

Egypt was over. Many of the 361 Māori wounded since June 1942 would return to duty after 

 
635 Australian War Memorial, https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C26246, (accessed 17 July 2018). 

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C26246,
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recovering, though this would take several months.636  

On 18 February 1943 Major Reta Keiha and the other officers of C Company wrote to 

Ngata and asked that the battalion be returned home at the conclusion of the Tunisian 

campaign. Compassionate leave was requested for men with brothers killed or wounded. Only 

22 of the 100 original members of C Company were still with the unit, and many had been 

wounded up to 4 times. Tunisia would be the fourth campaign for the original contingent and 

many of the 4th Reinforcements. The 5th and 6th reinforcements had fought in two 

campaigns, while the 7th had fought in 1942 and suffered heavily at El Alamein. Permanent 

losses were over 100 men, with 40 more invalidated home. Although the 8th Reinforcements 

would join the unit shortly, this would exhaust reserves. Many men awaiting medical boarding 

or in hospitals grew frustrated at delays and passed themselves as fit and rejoined the unit, 

though they were in fact not fully recovered. Other companies were in the same situation but 

had no elders of Ngata’s stature to air grievances. Keiha and his fellow officers alleged that 

iwi identities had been suppressed in sub-units, including the Headquarters Company, where 

there were many Tairāwhiti men, including some wounded who were unfit as frontline 

infantry.637  

The C Company letter was a cogent and compelling tale of its experience but must be 

examined critically. It presented a stark picture of casualties and cumulative strain, which was 

shared with the rest of the battalion and the infantry of 2nd NZ Division. However, there were 

possible exaggerations. Ngata’s pamphlet, published in September 1943, included a nominal 

roll that showed each man’s current status and whether he had been wounded. The data 

 
636 Fraser to Ngata, 4 November 1942; Ngata to Fraser, 23 October 1942, R18871706 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori 
Battalion, p. 501. 
637 Copy of Letter from Major Reta Keiha and officers of C Company (Ngati-Porou) of the 28th Maori Battalion to 
Ngata. Translation by A. T. Ngata, 18 February 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
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showed that 111 Māori were wounded twice and 14 had been wounded 3 times. There was 

no record of anyone being wounded four times. Some minor wounds or injuries, especially 

where medical attention was not needed, may not have been recorded but Ngata’s figures 

showed that only a small percentage of men were wounded multiple times. The letter also 

highlighted an additional communications channel outside the chain of command since the C 

Company officers had bypassed Lieutenant Colonel Bennett, to whom they should have 

addressed any grievance. In another unit, this would have been cause for disciplinary action, 

particularly as the letter had been delivered to an MP and then shown to the Prime Minister. 

However, no mention of censure was found in the archives, which suggested that political and 

army leaders tacitly accepted the letter as a form of scrutiny regarding the Māori war effort.638  

 
2 and 3 Maori battalions 

 
The concerns for the Maori Battalion’s relief now collided with army efforts to bring 3rd 

NZ Division up to establishment. The Māori MPs wrote to Jones on 5 March 1943 and formally 

requested that 2 Maori Battalion be sent to North Africa, rather than join 3rd NZ Division on 

New Caledonia. They knew that 3rd NZ Division’s expansion was awaiting War Cabinet 

approval, which occurred the next day, and that 2 Maori Battalion had been tentatively 

identified for this task. However, the Māori MPs strongly opposed this action as the men would 

not be directly supporting their kinsmen in the Middle East. This had a cultural dimension as 

well, since men sent to the Pacific would not be able to fight the Germans and fulfil the 

obligation for utu for their fallen relatives. A third battalion formed for Pacific service would be 

seen as an acceptable alternative.639  

 
638 Stevens, Problems of 2 NZEF, pp. 302–305; Ngata, Price of Citizenship, pp. 32–82. 
639 Paikea to Acting Minister of Defence, 5 March 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
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Puttick opposed the relief plans, noting that they would create separate standards for 

Europeans and Māori and leave a large excess of personnel at the 2NZEF’s advanced base 

until 2 Māori gained enough experience. The relief for the Māori had not been forecast. If 

approved, the relief would reduce the manpower available in North Africa by replacing other 

outbound troops from New Zealand. A third battalion formed for reinforcements only would 

create a two-year surplus of men at current embarkation rates. If a battalion was to be used 

overseas, Puttick recommended that it go to the Pacific where it would ‘give 3rd NZ Division 

troops with a natural aptitude for bush warfare’.640 Reinforcements to 2NZEF would continue 

under the existing scheme. Puttick pointed out that the deadlock had ramifications for the 

entire war effort. Until 2 Maori Battalion’s disposition was decided, the final unit for 3rd NZ 

Division could not be identified and sent. He cautioned that the establishment needed to be 

completed as soon as possible so that it could be allocated shipping. Otherwise 3rd NZ 

Division would either be relegated to garrison duty or deployed before it was ready.641  

Māori leaders disagreed with Puttick’s reasoning and, discussing C Company’s letter 

in Rotorua on 24 and 25 March 1943, made further resolutions supporting the Maori Battalion’s 

relief. An aggravating factor was stagnant recruitment for overseas service. This was blamed 

on the long delay between recruitment and embarkation. This delay coupled with industry 

demand led to 2 Maori Battalion’s partial demobilisation to release men for shearing, 

slaughtering and other primary industries. A further 200 men had been released to the 

RNZAF.642  

Ngata sent Fraser a translated copy of the C Company letter on 30 March and added 

 
640 Puttick to Jones, ‘Employment of Māori Troops’, 8 March 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
641 Puttick to Jones. 
642 ‘Maori and Overseas Service’, 21 April 1943, ATL, MS-Papers-0188-105. 
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his own views. He felt that Māori had been overused due to a lack of reinforcements. New 

Zealand officials had assumed that the Māori wanted to stay fighting until the end of the war, 

but the C Company letter indicated that the men thought otherwise. Ngata still favoured 

sending 2 Maori Battalion to the Middle East, or if that was not possible, to increase the next 

reinforcement draft. Generally, Ngata agreed that Europeans and Māori should be treated 

alike but argued that since the Maori Battalion was an extra-divisional unit it was a special 

case.643  

Fraser asked for the latest Māori figures to inform his response. Figures provided on 9 

April were current as at the end of February 1943. They showed that many Māori in other 

2NZEF units had been transferred to the battalion. There were also more than 3 months of 

reinforcements available, as well as 110 sick and wounded, most of whom would recover and 

return to the unit. 

Table 12. Māori in the 2NZEF, February 1943644 

 

Category Officers Other Ranks Total 

With unit in field 34 704 738 

Base Training Depot 4 44 48 

Posted from other units 9 55 64 

Unposted reinforcements 3 208 211 

At courses of instruction 0 17 17 

Total effectives 50 1028 1078 

Sick and wounded 1 109 110 

War Establishment 35 754 789 
 

 
643 Ngata to Fraser, 30 March 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
644 AHQ to Prime Minister, 9 April 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
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These figures showed that there was capacity in the reinforcement pipeline, though the 

C Company officers were correct that the unit was currently understrength and that the 

unposted reinforcements would not be immediately available. Army Headquarters denied that 

unfit men were being sent since base units were being periodically combed for Grade I 

reinforcements (men fit for overseas service). Any men found to be ‘burnt out’ were to be 

medically boarded and invalided if appropriate. It is likely that some men lied about their 

condition and returned to their unit, and complaints about medical board delays are also 

plausible. Freyberg was aware of the manpower situation and asked for an additional two 

officers and sixty other ranks in the next reinforcement draft.645  

The MWEO’s proposal to the War Cabinet in April 1943 recommended that 2 Maori 

Battalion transfer to the Middle East, with 400 men embarking immediately and 250 in the next 

reinforcement draft. Men released to the RNZAF were requested to rejoin 2 Maori Battalion 

and medical standards lowered to obtain more recruits. A new unit, 3 Maori Battalion was 

proposed for service with 3rd NZ Division. Ultimately, the War Cabinet retained the Maori 

Battalion in the Middle East but approved an expanded reinforcement draft of 5 officers and 

240 other ranks, later expanded to 11 officers to help redress iwi shortages. On 21 April 1943, 

the War Cabinet authorised 3 Maori Battalion and designated Lieutenant Colonel Bertrand, 

currently in command of 2 Maori Battalion, to take charge of its recruitment and formation.646  

The MWEO’s note to the War Cabinet included an assessment of Māori recruitment, 

which had remained voluntary. In the First World War approximately 2550 Māori served from 

 
645 AHQ to Prime Minister. 
646 ‘Maori and Overseas Service’, 21 April 1943, ATL, MS-Papers-0188-105; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 21 April 
1943, R18871706 ANZ; ‘Security – 9th Reinforcements Strength Return as at 8 May 1943’, AAYS 8685 12 
R18517740 ANZ. 
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an estimated population of 63,000. By the Second World War the Māori population had 

increased to 93,000 and a comparable effort would produce 3700 men. There were currently 

3193 effective volunteers and the MWEO concluded that ‘on the actual manpower available 

of men between twenty and forty-one the number of effectives should have been greater’.647 

There were flaws in this reasoning, however, as the populations were not comparable. The 

high Māori population growth rate since the First World War had lowered the average age. For 

example, of the estimated 47,626 males in April 1942 there were 28,200 who were aged 

under twenty-one and not eligible for service.648 As mentioned previously, figures published 

on 25 May 1943 recorded 5389 Māori registrations, with 3752 passed fit and 2176 

embarked. Cumulative casualties were also given but the numbers vary widely from post-war 

estimates, mostly due to final determinations of men classified as missing. Cody’s figures 

show at this point that the Maori Battalion had suffered approximately 1378 casualties, 

including 354 killed in action or died of wounds, 199 taken prisoner and 899 wounded, 

including 74 wounded subsequently taken prisoner.649  

The War Cabinet decision mollified Māori Leaders. Ngata had been one of the 

strongest proponents for the Maori Battalion’s relief. He wrote to Reverend Rangi and noted 

that many Māori were unenthusiastic for Pacific service and that the overall recruiting burden 

had fallen too heavily on the Tairāwhiti and Te Arawa regions. Ngata planned to urge Ngāpuhi 

leaders to encourage overseas rather than home defence service. With at least a partial relief 

approved, Ngata acknowledged that Māori should be seen to serve in the Pacific, and he 

would support efforts to form 3 Maori Battalion.650 With the reinforcement scheme set, 2 Maori 

 
647 ‘Maori and Overseas Service’, 21 April 1943, ATL, MS-Papers-0188-105. 
648 ‘Maori and Overseas Service’. 
649 ‘Maori War Effort’, 25 May 1943, R18870782 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 501. 
650 Ngata to Reverend Wharetini Rangi, 14 March 1943, translation by Whairiri Ngata, ATL, MS-Papers- 6919-
0788, https://28Māoribattalion.org.nz/node/15347, (accessed 16 September 2017). 
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Battalion continued to send overseas drafts to mobilisation camps, including sixty-one men in 

April and fifty-two in July. The battalion continued to receive transfers from Territorial Force 

units. After supplying the 10th Reinforcements, the remainder of 2 Maori Battalion would be 

formed into a training cadre of approximately 140 all ranks and a reinforcement pool of 100 

all ranks.651  

Once 3 Maori Battalion was approved, recruiting arrangements began. On 30 April 

Conway and Ngata travelled to Kaikohe and met Bertrand to discuss the manpower available. 

The priority for 2 Maori Battalion was 2NZEF reinforcement drafts. They would also provide a 

nucleus of key leaders to 3 Maori Battalion. Bertrand was authorised to visit Territorial Force 

units in the Northern Military District to interview potential recruits. Major Rangi Royal was 

selected to command the 2 Maori Battalion cadre and reinforcement pool. Ngata’s party met 

with local iwi representatives, who asked for the Territorial Force and Home Guard to be 

demobilised. The Māori released would then be available to fulfil overseas drafts or primary 

production quotas. Conway informed them that demobilisation was not possible for either 

force.652  

By May 1943, 1 Division ordered the recall of all Māori overseas volunteers who had 

been released from the Territorial Force. The MWEO was authorised to recruit among Māori 

Home Guard members and iwi for 3 Maori Battalion, which would concentrate with 2 Maori 

Battalion at Ohaeawai, approximately 260 kilometres north of Auckland. Māori overseas 

recruits were ordered withdrawn from units and posted to camp preparatory to transfer. 

Members released for return to civil life were also to be reviewed for eligibility to serve in 3 

 
651 2 Maori Battalion, Weekly Intelligence Reports for 10–16 April, 17–23 April and 17–22 July 1943, ACIO 21008 
A1629 B3 R10112498 ANZ, Auckland; ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 21 April 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
652 Conway to Fraser, ‘Maori Battalion’, 4 May 1943, R18871706 ANZ. 
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Maori Battalion. This combing resulted in 32 officers and 168 other ranks in 1 Division who 

met eligibility requirements. Bertrand’s tour was extended to the Central Military District.653  

However, as quickly as the recruitment started it was halted. On 20 May, all districts 

were told to take no further steps in calling up Māori. The suspension was made official on 10 

June, and most men were warned for duty as 2NZEF reinforcements. The main reasons for 

the suspension were the Ruapehu furlough and the pending reduction of 3rd NZ Division to 

two brigades, which meant that 3 Maori Battalion was now not needed. Māori would now be 

required for overseas service in the Mediterranean only.654  

 
The Ruapehu draft and reinforcements 

 
The makeup of the Maori Battalion changed dramatically between June and August 

1943. The departure of the Ruapehu draft was compensated by the addition of nearly 600 

men from the 9th and 10th reinforcements, who had left New Zealand on 14 May and 21 July 

respectively. Responding to Māori concerns, Fraser had asked Freyberg to take ‘special care’ 

to return Māori who departed with the Second and Third echelons. However, Freyberg was 

unable to comply, as sending home all eligible Māori would cripple the battalion for months 

due to the loss of key leaders.655  

On 30 July 1943, Army Headquarters calculated that there were 330 overseas 

reinforcements still available and 196 more who were employed in essential work. It was 

unclear at the time how many of the Ruapehu draft would return to the Middle East as many 

 
653 HQ 1 Div, ‘Conference with CO 3 Māori & Sir A.T. Ngata’, 1 May 1943; Director of Mobilization, ‘2nd NZEF – 
3rd Maori Battalion’, 8 May 1943; CMD to Areas 5–8, ‘3rd Maori Battalion’, 15 May 1943; NMD to AHQ, 13 May 
1943, AAYS 8638 300/1/70 R22437819 ANZ. 
654 AHQ to all districts, 20 May 1943, R22437819 ANZ; Conway to Hemphill, 10 June 1943, R18870782 ANZ. 
655 Soutar, Nga tama toa, p. 290; New Zealand, Department of Internal Affairs (ed.), Documents relating to New 
Zealand’s participation in the Second World War 1939–1945, pp. 236–237. 



245  

were expected to be exempted from further service. A plan was eventually proposed to 

transfer all overseas personnel except those in essential work to 2 Maori Battalion. The new 

recruits would receive two months’ training, which was the required standard for 

reinforcement drafts. There is no follow-up on the proposal in the archives, but 2 Maori 

Battalion was stood down with the other Territorial Force units on 28 June and the remaining 

men were assembled at Rotorua with a small cadre of 2 Maori Battalion officers and used for 

the 11th Reinforcements. In August, the War Cabinet directed that all Māori who had been 

furloughed would be allowed to demobilise instead of returning overseas, unless they 

volunteered to re-embark. This meant that nearly all the 182 Māori furloughed were lost to the 

battalion. On 13 April 1944, Conway instructed that Māori returned from overseas for any 

reason would not be sent back unless they volunteered for a further period of duty. Army 

records show that sixteen Māori re-embarked for further overseas service.656  

The reinforcement process relied on accurate forecasting of those available for 

service, but these calculations were not an exact process. Army policy limited overseas 

service to men aged between twenty-one and forty, while the corresponding age limits were 

between nineteen and forty-five for the Territorial Force, and sixteen and fifty for the Home 

Guard. Gardiner and Soutar gave several anecdotes of men who falsified their ages, withheld 

medical conditions or enlisted under aliases. The extent of these practices is unknown, though 

there are scattered references in the archival files and in Soutar and Gardiner’s company 

histories to men being discharged for these reasons.657 Māori census figures were given five-

 
656 Conway to Fraser, ‘Recruit Training – Māori Reinforcements’, 30 July 1943, R18871706 ANZ; ‘Maori BN’, 1 
August 1945, R22437778 ANZ; Frederick Wood, Political and External Affairs, Wellington, Historical Publications 
Branch, 1958, pp. 267–268. 
657 See Director of Mobilization to NMD, ‘2NZEF – 8th Reinforcements. Maori Reinforcements’, 11 December 
1941; ‘28 (Maori) Battalion – Office Records – Discharges’, [Dec 1939–April 1940], R20109216 ANZ; Soutar, 
Nga tama toa; Gardiner, B Company 1939–1945. 
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year brackets, so a rough assessment can be made of numbers eligible. 

    Table 13. Estimated male Māori eligible for military service, 1942–1943658 

 

Date Category Eligible 
 2NZEF 11,650 

April 1942 Home defence 14,470 
 Home Guard 20,625 
 2NZEF 12,275 

December 1943 Home defence 15,360 
 Home Guard 21,650 

 
 

Home Guard numbers include those aged 15 years. The winnowing nature of the 

enlistment process is illustrated by a tabulation of Māori who registered for service. South 

Island Māori were not included in these figures but their numbers were marginal compared to 

the overall total. A number of those who registered later withdrew, and many who were 

examined were not found fit for service. Men in reserved occupations or who lodged appeals 

also represented attrition, though some of each category would eventually serve. 

  

 
658 New Zealand, Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand Official Year-Book, 1943, Wellington, 
Census and Statistics Department, 1943, chapter 3, section 3, ‘Population, Age Distribution’; New Zealand, 
Census and Statistics Department, The New Zealand Official Year-Book, 1945, Wellington, Census and 
Statistics Department, 1945, chapter 3, section 3,‘Population, Age Distribution’. The number of Māori aged 
nineteen years was not known. A rough estimate was made by dividing the population figures for the age 
bracket between fifteen and nineteen years of age by five and adding the figure to the total. 
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Table 14. North Island Māori enlistments, April 1942659 

 

Stage 2NZEF Territorial Force 

Registered 5024 2197 

Registrations withdrawn 377 132 

Awaiting medical exam 66 92 

Examined and permanently unfit 632 634 

Examined and temporarily unfit 498 NA 

Reserved occupations or held back 119 85 

Enlistments withdrawn or cancelled 161 NA 

Temporarily not available for camp 27 48 

Sent to camp or posted to unit 2511 1072 

Awaiting camp or posting 633 134 

% of registrations sent to or awaiting camp 62.5% 54.8% 
 
 

Māori discipline and leadership 

 
Captain Campbell D’arcy, the Maori Battalion’s regimental medical officer between 

August 1942 and April 1944, authored a report on Māori psychology. He viewed segregation 

by iwi as a key factor in their behaviour and regarded Dittmer’s strict discipline as critical in 

forming a cohesive unit. Although Māori leaders pushed for their own commanders, D’arcy 

recounted that many men preferred a European as the initial commander, as he would be 

above iwi influence. As previously discussed, senior 2NZEF leaders were aware of the 

 
659 ATL, MS-Papers-0196-272, Maori Battalion, 2nd NZEF, ‘Return showing Registrations, Medical Classification 
& Disposal of Recruits, at 21st April 1942’; North Island and Territorial Force – Maoris, ‘Return of Registrations, 
Medical Classifications and Disposal of Recruits – North Island as at 30 April 1942’. 
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potential complications and worked to minimise them. Māori iwi leaders had input on men 

selected for officer training, which was conducted on the same basis as the rest of the 2NZEF. 

As Māori rose in rank and assumed command of companies  they began to view a European 

commander as an insult.660  

D’arcy was surprised to find few psychological problems within the battalion. He 

attributed this to the army experience, which was ‘a simple sort of life’ that Māori were able to 

transition into easily. Despite this, many unsuitable reinforcements had arrived, and he 

recommended a more rigorous screening system specifically for Māori. D’arcy assessed 

many men still in the Maori Battalion after the departure of the Ruapehu draft were unfit due 

to battle weariness. They should be returned to New Zealand as he believed Māori to be 

temperamentally unsuited to base duties. An informal relief had already occurred as many 

were transferred out of the rifle companies to the B Echelon. Eventually, another twenty-two 

men were medically boarded and returned to New Zealand. Thomas Stout, author of three 

medical volumes of New Zealand’s official history of the Second World War, provided further 

details of this group. One Māori was found to be ‘mentally dull’, two were ‘nervous in action’ 

and nineteen had ‘broken down’. Eleven of the nineteen had fought at both Greece and Crete. 

D’arcy believed men could only take a finite amount of stress and eventually reached a 

‘saturation point’ and were unable to continue. However, once removed from combat he 

thought that the men could carry on with their post-war lives. This attitude was not exclusive 

to Māori, and became one of the major justifications for the Ruapehu furloughs.661  

Heavy casualties and reassignments led to high officer turnover. Some replacements 

were Europeans transferred from other units. However, Māori officers, now veterans, assumed 

 
660 C. D’Arcy, ‘The Psychology of the Maori Soldier’, undated, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/10/23 R20109241 ANZ. 
661 C. D’Arcy, ‘Psychology of the Maori Soldier’; Stout, War Surgery, p. 636. 
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most of the senior positions. The Maori Battalion had six commanders between November 

1941 and April 1943. Most of the turnover was occasioned by death or wounding in action. 

After Bennett was wounded at Takrouna, Major Keiha was promoted and let the unit. Keiha 

was an original member of the battalion who had embarked as a 2nd lieutenant. He remained 

in command until he was hospitalised in September 1943, after which Lieutenant Colonel 

Monty Fairbrother, a European officer, assumed command.662  

Keiha was considered to resume command of the Maori Battalion or a training unit at 

Maadi. Instead, he was assigned to the advance party for the Wakatipu furlough draft and 

embarked for New Zealand in November. Unbeknown to him, the 2NZEF base depot 

commander, Brigadier Glasgow, assessed Keiha’s administrative ability as poor and filed an 

official report to the Military Secretary without informing Keiha. This contravened policy where 

officers were shown adverse reports. Freyberg remedied this but concurred that Keiha was 

not suited for a permanent battalion command. Freyberg was willing to employ him as a 

company commander but Keiha chose to remain in New Zealand. Brigadier Inglis, who had 

commanded 4 Brigade, thought that Keiha was an effective leader, and Soutar noted the 

battalion had accepted him as their commander. However, Kippenberger’s views matched 

Freyberg’s, as shown in post-war correspondence cited by Gardiner and Stack.663  

Fairbrother commanded the battalion until December 1943 when he was ordered 

home on furlough. His replacement was Lieutenant Colonel Russell Young, a European who 

had transferred in as Fairbrother’s 2IC in September. The appointment of successive European 

commanders angered some within the battalion and the Māori iwi leadership. Ngata 

 
662 See Appendix 4. Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 85, 311, 317. 
663 Lieutenant-General Bernard Freyberg, Confidential Cable, 9 February 1944, ADQZ 18886 DA 1/9/5/3 
R20107438 ANZ, cited in Stack, ‘NZEF Leadership’, p. 213; Gardiner, Maori Battalion, p. 138. 



250  

intervened by writing to Fraser in February 1944 and urging a Māori commander. However, 

his recommended candidates were either over-age, such as Lieutenant Colonel Bertrand, or 

recovering from injuries, as with Major Rangi Logan. Two other officers, Awatere and Jim 

Matehaere, had not yet completed the senior leader’s course, a prerequisite for command. 

Awatere eventually succeeded Young in November 1944.664  

The question of Māori officers was not confined to wartime appointments. Puttick 

recommended against Māori appointments to the Royal Military College at Duntroon, 

Australia, for commissioning into the Regular Force. He reasoned that Māori cadets may not 

be accepted by Australians, and if they were, then any cadet struggling may be retained to 

avoid any appearance of racial discrimination. Puttick feared that this would also occur if 

Māori were in the Regular Force, where they would compete with European officers for 

promotions. He thought that Māori would not accept the frequent changes in appointments or 

find administrative work suitable. In the end, Australian leaders object, and Fraser and Jones 

overrode Puttick and decreed that Māori who met entry conditions were to be accepted.665  

 
Summary 

 
While the Maori Battalion performed unevenly in some of the battles of 1942, their 

performance in 1943 at Tebaga and Takrouna showed that they were able to accomplish their 

mission objectives. Māori leaders had risen to command the Maori Battalion but had suffered 

heavy casualties, which had depleted the reserve of experienced officers. In September 1943 

Māori were again placed under a European commander. The heavy losses incurred in the 

 
664 Ngata to Fraser, 7 February 1944, R18870782 ANZ; Soutar, Nga tama toa, pp. 294–296; Gardiner, 
Maori Battalion, p. 138. 
665 Conway to all districts and 1, 4, & 5 Divs, ‘Cadetships at Royal Military College, Duntroon. Entries for 1943’, 
21 November 1942; Prime Minister, Canberra to Prime Minister Wellington, 13 November 1942; Puttick to Jones, 
‘Maoris as officers in New Zealand Regular Forces’, 30 October 1942, AAYS 8638 243/2/24 R22436679 ANZ. 
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campaigns in North Africa led to calls to relieve the Maori Battalion and replace them with 

men from the home defence forces in New Zealand. By the end of 1943, the Maori Battalion 

had furloughed most of its remaining original members and had integrated large numbers of 

new reinforcements in preparation for the Italian campaign. 

The success of the Japanese attacks led to a large-scale build-up of the home defence 

forces and the Home Guard. Māori were extensively recruited for both organisations and 

gradually given a degree of local autonomy when an additional Territorial Force battalion 

composed of Māori was authorised and other units regrouped to form Māori sub-units. 

Regrouping was gradually achieved, though not without many points of friction between Māori 

and European officials. The MWEO was formed in 1942 and tapped into existing tribal 

committees and recruiting officers to better coordinate their war effort. Although an interim 

measure, its success at a low cost led to several extensions. The MWEO maintained the 

supply of overseas recruits and expanded to help meet the demand for Māori civilian labour in 

late 1942, when there was still considerable pressure for the home defence forces to expand. 

However, Allied successes in the South Pacific removed the direct threat to New 

Zealand and  Māori  manpower  was  channeled  into  primary  production  and 2NZEF 

reinforcements. Māori leaders sought to retain the progress and autonomy they had achieved. 

The magnitude of the war effort, and Fraser’s sympathetic stance meant they largely 

succeeded, though there was friction with army authorities when Māori cultural practices and 

priorities ran contrary to military norms. 

The Japanese attacks in the Pacific also spurred the expansion of the Fiji and Tongan 

garrisons. In Fiji, Philip Mitchell’s arrival as the new governor presaged an effort to deploy 

Fijian troops overseas. New Zealand eventually relinquished operational control of Fiji to the 

United States, but the FMF’s commander and many key staff were seconded from the 2NZEF, 
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and the Dominion retained responsibility for many administrative and logistical matters. This 

meant that its plans and war effort remained entwined with Fiji. Chapter 6 explores New 

Zealand’s involvement with the FMF from 1942 until 1944. 
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Chapter 6: Fiji 
 

With their understanding of the jungle and their acute skills in observation, there was no 
need to teach the Fijians stalking or bushcraft; indeed, they taught European officers and 
NCOs a great deal about such skills.666  

Asesela Ravuvu, Fijians at War 
 

The success of the Japanese attacks in the Pacific forced New Zealand to prioritise home 

defence. Government officials assessed that the Dominion was safe from major attack while Fiji 

was held in strength. Therefore, B Force was reinforced until the garrison formed an 

understrength infantry division, later known as 3rd NZ Division. The gravity of the strategic 

situation rendered prior concerns about the utility of Fijians as soldiers irrelevant, and their 

enlistment was accelerated. The FDF expanded and formed a third infantry battalion and 

several guerrilla units. For the first time, Fijians in the interior of Viti Levu and on the other island 

groups were recruited in large numbers. Many were trained in technical positions, and European 

manpower shortages led to an increase in Fijian NCOs.667 Colonial officials also considered the 

use of Indian manpower.668  

By March 1942 the United States assumed strategic command in the Pacific. American 

ground forces relieved 3rd NZ Division beginning in June, though 2NZEF personnel seconded 

to the FDF remained. While these new troops provided security, Fiji’s new governor, Philip 

Mitchell, was concerned that their stay would be temporary. Mitchell formed an infantry brigade 

group for offensive operations to demonstrate Britain’s contribution to the Pacific War and 

commitment to its peoples. He was supported by the Fijian chiefs, who hoped to use wartime 

 
666 Ravuvu, Fijians at War, p. 23. 
667 Ravuvu, pp. 17–27. 
668 Mead to AHQ, ‘Utilization of local resources in man power’, 24 March 1942, AAYS 8638 300/1/82 R22437822 
ANZ; TNA, CO 85/53, Legislative Council, Fiji, Council Paper No 17, ‘Report on Man Power’, 10 November 1942 
(Fiji Man Power); Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 29–35. 
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support to retain their favoured position within the colony. As part of the recruiting and 

employment planning, the conditions of service were altered to narrow the gap between 

European and Fijian pay and allowances.669 There were several major obstacles to the FMF’s 

overseas employment. The chiefs supplied recruits, but manpower was strained by the 

formation of labour units. Indian recruiting results were lackluster and were halted after the 1943 

sugar strikes. The intense recruiting spread the trained leadership thin, and there were a series 

of unit disturbances in 1943 that revealed weaknesses in European officers. 

Mitchell required authorisation from American, British and New Zealand authorities for any 

overseas service of the FMF. While willing to support limited deployments, American 

commanders opposed the departure of the entire brigade group. Negotiations to deploy to 

Burma or with New Zealand forces also faltered. Ultimately commando and infantry units 

deployed piecemeal to the Solomons. Mitchell asked for their involvement to be downplayed 

until they had proven themselves, but then heavily publicised their efforts to spur additional 

recruiting and to provide British officials with propaganda for the war effort. The commandos 

were successfully employed on New Georgia and Vella Lavella in the Solomons, and generally 

worked well alongside American formations.670  

  

 
669 Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 35–43; Maurice Matloff and Edwin Snell, Strategic Planning for Coalition Warfare, 
1941–1942, United States Army in World War II: The War Department, Washington DC, Center of Military History, 
1999, pp. 114–119, 148–154, 222–223. Available from: CMH Series and Collections, (accessed 19 February 
2016); Ravuvu, Fijians at War, pp. 13–16; Morton, Strategy and Command, pp. 201–219. 
670 TNA, WO 208/3098, SOS Colonies to Fiji, 13 July 1943; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 105–106, 264–271. 
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The Pacific War in Fiji 
 

Japan expanded the war in December 1941 by attacking the British, Dutch, Australian and 

American colonial possessions in the Pacific. The attacks quickly seized Guam and Wake, which 

severed the American aerial ferry route to the Philippines. The aerodrome at Nadi, which neared 

completion, was identified as a key base in a replacement line through the South Pacific and 

Australia.671  

 

Map 17. The Far East and Pacific Ocean, showing replacement air routes672  

 
671 TNA, CO 968/21/3, New Zealand (Govt) to DO, 20 December 1941; Department of the Army, Order of Battle of 
the United States Army Ground Forces in World War II: Pacific Theater of Operations, Washington DC, Office of 
the Chief of Military History, 1959, pp. 107–110. 
672 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, graphics by Samantha Rankin, 
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The fully mobilised FDF was a mixture of regular and territorial units. The Administrative 

Headquarters, 1st Battalion and 1st Heavy Regiment were regular troops, while 2nd Battalion 

and the Home Guard were territorials. Although much progress had been made to recruit units 

to establishment, major equipment shortages remained. Japan’s belligerency meant that 

munitions on order from the Commonwealth were curtailed.673  

An appreciation by the New Zealand Chiefs of Staff on 20 December concluded that 

while Fiji was held the Dominion would not face strong attack. However, Japanese successes 

and the completion of the Nadi aerodrome increased the scale of attack to at least a division. 

The present garrison was B Force, six coastal-defence guns and Fiji’s two infantry battalions, 

all concentrated on the Suva Peninsula and the Nadi area. Vanua Levu was undefended. Suva 

and Nadi each required a brigade with an additional battalion as a mobile reserve. Planners 

proposed a garrison for Vanua Levu of an infantry battalion supported by artillery, but only after 

Viti Levu was reinforced. Fiji was now New Zealand’s main effort in the Pacific, and the 

immediate reinforcements were an infantry brigade, additional field and anti-aircraft artillery 

units and a divisional headquarters. The new formation, designated 14 Brigade, was formed 

from the 2NZEF’s 8th Reinforcements. This raised the total number of infantry battalions to 

eight. Britain concurred in the proposals and pledged equipment.674  

New Zealand also allocated naval and air reinforcements. HMFS Viti, which had started 

its service in 1940 as the High Commissioner’s yacht and communication vessel, had been 

taken into military service in April 1941 and fitted as an auxiliary patrol vessel. The Viti had 

 
https://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-maps/southwest-pacific, (accessed 28 March 2018). 
673 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, Precis of Events – 1941, 18 December 1941; TNA, CO 820/50/18, Annex ‘A’ 
to letter WO 40/57/Domms/9014 (A.R.1), 22 October 1941, ‘New Zealand Equipment Requirements’. 
674 ONS, COS 109, ‘Defence of Fiji – Appreciation of the Situation’ (as at 20 December 1941), R3888100 ANZ; 
Cunningham to AHQ, ‘Expansion. “B” Force’, 23 December 1941, AAYS 8685 R18527864 ANZ; Puttick to Jones, 
‘Defence of Fiji’, 6 January 1942, R18871514 ANZ; ‘Notes on visit of DCGS to “B” force’, 8 January 1942, 
R3888100 ANZ. 
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recently transported twenty-two New Zealand soldiers and fifteen wireless operators to 

coastwatching posts in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. In December 1941 she reverted to control 

of the RNZN and was refitted for anti-submarine and minesweeping duties. Viti and the HMNZS 

Gale, later joined by the HMNZS Matai formed the core of a minesweeping group that operated 

in Fijian waters up to October 1942. Their actions included the laying of protective minefield off 

the Nadi to protect the anchorage. Six more Vincent aircraft joined No. 4 Squadron, and a Chain-

Home Low radar set was installed on Malolo Island near Nadi to provide early warning against 

aerial attack.675 

The scale of reinforcements required a significant upgrade to the communications 

network in Fiji. The deployment of 14 Brigade to the west coast led to the expansion of cable 

and wireless services there, including the provision of several signal exchanges. The existing 

system was hardened and redundant lines emplaced in anticipation of possible battle damage. 

The bulk of traffic remained via telephone, but alternate communication included wireless, lamp 

stations and a despatch rider letter services supplemented by a regular postal run for non-critical 

mail. The FDF was fully integrated into this network, as were the mine-laying, coastwatching 

and air operations. Although this system worked, it was an unwieldy mixture of civilian and army 

telephone, wireless and cable systems. An inspection senior signal officers in March 1942 

recommended splitting the functions between divisional signals and a base or lines of 

communication detachment. This would free the former for mobile operations. However these 

recommendations were not implemented by the time the division was ordered to be relieved.676 

While these were significant reinforcements, they were still inadequate. Fiji was now key 

 
675 Waters, RNZN, pp. 195-202, 266-267, 277; Ross, RNZAF, pp. 74-77; Castell, Marcus, Steven McLachlan, and 
Michael Field, Viti, http://www.nzmaritime.co.nz/viti.htm, 2005, (accessed 1 September 2020). 
676 Nicol, Headquarters, pp. 97-99; Report by Major D. M. Burns, Corps of Signals, N.Z.E.F. covering inspection for 
signal units, Fiji, March 1942, R3888100 ANZ. 
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to New Zealand’s defence, but unless properly defended the Nadi aerodrome would become a 

liability. Fraser communicated these concerns to Churchill, who was in Washington for the 

Arcadia Conference, accompanied by the British Chiefs of Staff. The United States was asked 

to provide an infantry brigade, tanks and anti-aircraft guns along with air and naval forces for Fiji. 

American commanders also committed to reinforcing several other islands between Hawaii and 

Australia to maintain lines of communication. The delay in the approval, assembly and transport 

of American forces led New Zealand to reinforce Fiji from its own resources.677  

By January, New Zealand had sent the infantry, divisional headquarters and several field 

and anti-aircraft guns, bringing the 2NZEF strength up to 7600 personnel. The proposed 

reinforcements for Vanua Levu were deferred and eventually dropped. B Force was 

redesignated the Pacific Section, 2NZEF but was informally known as 3rd NZ Division, though 

this was not made official until July. Brigadier Cunningham was promoted to major general and 

appointed to command the Pacific Section. On 9 March, Major General O. H. Mead replaced 

Cunningham after he was medically evacuated.678  

While American ground forces would not arrive for months, the first airmen and munitions 

were sent in January. The latter included rifles, machine guns, mortars and anti-tank guns. 

Additional anti-aircraft guns, searchlights and 155mm guns awaited shipment.679 The vast 

increase in shipping to Fiji overwhelmed civilian dockworkers. A Fijian labour battalion was 

proposed to help with defence works and port operations. In February, a fifth coastal-defence 

battery was approved for Vuda, near Lautoka. The next month Britain approved three 6-inch 45° 

 
677 TNA, CO 968/21/3, DO to New Zealand (Govt) and Australia (Govt), 24 December 1941; New Zealand (Govt) to 
DO, 25 December 1941; New Zealand (Govt) to DO, 30 December 1941; DO to New Zealand (Govt) and Australia 
(Govt), 31 December 1941; New Zealand (Govt) to DO, 31 December 1941. 
678 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, Precis of Events 1942, January; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 43–52. 
679 Joint Staff Mission (JSM) Washington to Artic 95 [for New Zealand Chief of the Naval Staff (CNS)], 5 January 
1942; NZNB to Britman Washington, 4 January 1942, R3888100 ANZ; Britman Washington to NZNB, 1 January 
1942, R18871514 ANZ. 
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guns for Flagstaff Battery at Suva, which would replace the existing equipment.680 Overall, 5200 

2NZEF reinforced Fiji between January and April.681  

The FDF was also slated for expansion. Previous recruits were mainly from the Suva 

and Lautoka areas, leaving the interior population of Viti Levu and those of other island groups 

relatively intact. These areas were now targeted for recruitment.682 New Zealand was tasked to 

provide unit leadership. On 1 January, 1st Battalion received nine 2NZEF officers, bringing them 

to within two of establishment. Five days later, 124 2NZEF personnel, mostly new recruits, 

arrived and brought the mortar, anti-aircraft, signal and transport platoons up to strength. 

Discontent emerged from the directive that 2NZEF personnel in 1st Battalion wear FDF 

headgear, and fifty-six men elected to transfer back to New Zealand units rather than comply. 

The battalion war diary characterised the headgear as a ‘stalking horse’, with the real issues 

identified as general discontent at the pace of training and being transferred to the FDF battalion 

involuntarily. The sentiment was led by isolated troublemakers who persuaded other men to 

follow them. Therefore, the return of the men back to 2NZEF units was considered the best 

solution. Overall, the battalion was full strength in personnel and weapons, but lacked transport. 

The 2nd (Territorial) Battalion was mobilised by proclamation on 9 January and started 

collective training. However, this disrupted the colonial administration as many Europeans 

members were in public service. Most were released to their civil occupations with only 150 

remaining under arms by mid-March.683  

The expansion accelerated after the arrival of additional equipment. The 1st Battalion 

 
680 The 45° referred to the level of elevation permitted by the mounting. Higher elevation (up to 45°) meant a 
longer range. 
681 CGS to CNS, ‘Proposed increased defences – Fiji’, 26 February 1942, R3888100 ANZ; TNA, 106/4926, Fiji 
Local Forces, Quarters Ended 31 March 31 May and 30 June 1942. 
682 William Geddes, ‘Acceleration of social change in a Fijian community’, Oceania, vol. 16, 1945, pp. 1–2. 
683 WD 1 BN FIR, 31 December 1941 and January 1942 entries, R20113162 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin 
HQ, ‘Precis of Events 1942, January–March’. 
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was authorised to recruit its 1st Reinforcements and at the end of April reorganised to the 

2NZEF’s mixed infantry battalion establishment. Fijians gradually filled the technical and 

specialist roles, with the last 2NZEF personnel departing in July. An additional regular battalion, 

the 3rd, was authorised and raised by companies in March and April. The battalion consisted 

entirely of Fijians except for officers and senior NCOs. They initially trained on American rifles 

but would switch to British equipment when it became available. Luke and Mead believed 

enough manpower existed to raise an additional three-to-four battalion equivalents. Use of 

Indian manpower was investigated and the initial response was positive, but Luke felt further 

study was needed.684  

Guerrilla units were authorised in April. On 7 May, the Eastern (Divisional) Commando 

was formed at Samabula after 200 Fijians were recruited with the help of the local Buli and Roko: 

Fijian chiefs who were the district and provincial administrators. The Fijians started part-time 

training on 18 May and were issued rifles in July. The Western Independent Commando was 

formed in March with an establishment of 118 all ranks. New Zealand personnel held all the 

NCO and officer positions.685  

In June, Luke reassessed the manpower situation. By 30 June, the FDF garrison had 

expanded to 3725 personnel, with 89 in the Fiji Naval Volunteer Force and 446 in the Home 

Guard.686 He reported that European recruitment had reached the maximum possible without 

impairing essential services. Fijian enlistments for 3rd Battalion, the coastal-defence batteries 

and for naval service had proceeded well. Fijian chiefs and military authorities had successfully 

cooperated to recruit men from the interior districts of Viti Levu for part-time training as guerrillas. 

 
684 Mead to AHQ, ‘Utilization of local resources in man power’, 24 March 1942, R22437822 ANZ; WD 1 BN FIR, 
February–April 1942, R20113162 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events 1942, February–July’. 
685 ‘Commando Narrative’, pp. 1–17, ADQZ 18886 DA 401.3/2(II) R20109930 ANZ. 
686 The naval force was accepted for general service in the Royal Navy in April 1943 and retitled the Fiji Royal 
Naval Volunteer Reserve. TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History – 1943’, p. 4. 
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Their proposed establishment was 1200, of which half had been recruited and trained. Overall, 

between 9000 and 10,000 Fijians were employed in defence, construction and ancillary war 

work.687  

Continuing shortages forced a reassessment of Fijian capabilities, particularly as 

specialists. By necessity, Fijians were increasingly trained as technicians and many were 

promoted to the junior NCO ranks. A few Fijians, usually those of high chiefly ranks, were 

commissioned as officers, but the senior leadership remained European. In keeping with 

common practice throughout the British Empire, particularly in the African colonial forces and 

the pre-war British Indian Army, Fijian leaders almost never supervised European other 

ranks.688  

In April the New Zealand Chiefs of Staff revised the defence requirements for New 

Zealand, Fiji and Tonga. The scale of attack against Fiji was raised to a division escorted by four 

carriers. The Americans also planned to expand the naval and aerodrome facilities. These 

factors necessitated a larger garrison. Total requirements equaled three infantry brigade groups 

and two battalions, additional coastal and air defences, air squadrons and naval vessels, none 

of which New Zealand could provide. Fraser directed Nash, newly appointed as the New Zealand 

Minister to the United States, to discuss New Zealand’s defence requirements with senior 

American commanders.689  

By the end of April additional artillery and other equipment from the United States had 

arrived. Some munitions were forwarded to New Zealand, but most was retained in Fiji for 3rd 

 
687 TNA, WO 106/4926, Luke to SOS Colonies, 13 June 1942. 
688 Nominal Roll of officers, 1BN FIR; Nominal Roll of officers, 3BN FIR, ADQZ 18899 1/1 R20591345 ANZ; 
Killingray, 'Race and Rank'. 
689 Prime Minister to the New Zealand Minister, Washington (NZMW), 22 April 1942; ONS, COS 128, ‘Defence of 
Fiji’, 20 April 1942, R3888100 ANZ. 
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NZ Division. New Zealand sent several dozen fighting and transport vehicles, along with infantry 

reinforcements and cadre for new units. These were primarily anti-tank, anti-aircraft and artillery 

units. Yet more reinforcements were required, but New Zealand could not provide them. Instead 

they appealed to the United States for troops.690 Fraser supported American strategic command 

in the Pacific, and both he and Luke agreed to their operational control of Fiji. They wanted 

Britain’s approval, but pressed for a garrison of at least two divisions and for the FDF’s 

retention.691  

  

 
690 Extract from No. 181 of 29 Apr 1942, NZMW to Prime Minister; Prime Minister to SOS Dominion Affairs and 
Governor, 2 April 1942; Pacific Section 2nd NZEF to AHQ, ‘American Equipment’, 3 April 1942, R3888100 ANZ; 
TNA, WO 106/4926, Prime Minister to the NZMW, 6 May 1942. 
691 TNA, WO 106/3404, Luke to SOS Colonies, 8 May 1942; New Zealand (HC) to DO, 8 May 1942. 
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Relief of the New Zealand garrison 
 

  
 
Map 18. Allied reorganisation in the Pacific.692  

 
 
 

On 30 March, the United States established the Pacific Ocean Areas, with Admiral 

Chester Nimitz in command. The Pacific Ocean Area was subdivided into North, Central and 

South Pacific areas as seen above in Map 18. The Pacific Ocean Area and the neighbouring 

South West Pacific Area were the two top-level headquarters established to fight the Pacific 

War. Nimitz, who also commanded the United States Pacific Fleet, retained direct control over 

the North and Central areas but designated a commander for the South Pacific Area. On 13 

 
692  https://history.army.mil/brochures/72-4/map1.JPG, (accessed 15 August 2020). 
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April, Vice Admiral Robert Ghormley was appointed as Commander, South Pacific Area 

(COMSOPAC). American commanders desired to retain unity of command within the South 

Pacific Area and redirected the 37th Infantry Division to Fiji to relieve 3rd NZ Division. The 37th 

Division was already en route when Fraser learned of the American plans. He offered to retain 

3rd NZ Division on Fiji but agreed to its relief and on 12 May the United States assumed strategic 

responsibility for the defence of Fiji.693  

New Zealand continued sending reinforcements while relief arrangements were 

negotiated, and the Fiji garrison reached 10,000 personnel in June. A series of convoys would 

disembark the 37th Division and return 3rd NZ Division to New Zealand. 2NZEF personnel with 

the FDF, the coastal defences and anti-aircraft batteries, approximately 2600 total, would 

remain. On 18 July, the relief concluded, and the Pacific Section, 2NZEF was retitled Fiji Section, 

2NZEF. Mead relinquished this appointment and the position of commandant of the FDF in 

favour of Lieutenant Colonel Wales, who was promoted to colonel.694 The colonial leadership 

also changed as Luke departed on 20 July and was replaced by Sir Philip Mitchell, who had 

recently served as General Archibald Wavell’s Chief Political Officer in Middle East 

Command.695  

On 2 July the United States created a sub-command within the South Pacific Area — 

the United States Army Forces in the South Pacific Area. Major General Millard Harmon was 

appointed commander and assumed control of administration and training for United States 

forces in the area.696 He also assisted Ghormley in preparing and executing combat operations. 

 
693 NZMW to Prime Minister, 13 May 1942. R3888100 ANZ; Morton, Strategy and Command, p. 256; Department 
of the Army, ‘Order of Battle: Pacific Theater’, pp. 107–110, 185–186. 
694 Wales was promoted to brigadier in November 1942. 
695 AHQ to Commander, 3 NZ Div, R3888100 ANZ; Mead to AHQ, FDF, 26 June 1942, R18527864 ANZ; 
TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events 1942, June–July’; Lowry, Fortress Fiji, p. 59; Gillespie, The 
Pacific, pp. 54–56. 
696 His title was Commanding General, South Pacific Area. 
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The various garrisons were organised into island and base commands to relieve commanders 

of combat formations from administrative tasks and provide continuity as forces were forward-

deployed. In October, Major General Charles Thompson assumed command of the Fiji garrison. 

Thompson’s headquarters were based in Suva and were eventually designated II Island 

Command.697  

Although there was intense pressure to replace 2NZEF personnel with Fijians, 3rd NZ 

Division reported on 8 July that it had stopped training them for anti-aircraft and coastal-defence 

units as the supply of qualified recruits was exhausted. Fijians were considered to require a 

minimum of four months’ training and leaders of a ‘suitable type’ who knew the language. Their 

alleged failure to succeed in technical roles was due to a ‘characteristic lack of sense of 

responsibility of Fijian’.698 Officials recommended that recruiting cease, but if it was continued, 

then an additional 223 Fijians could be obtained. This assessment lacked context. Four months 

of initial training was within the historical average for the British Army.699 Therefore the Fijian 

difficulties were not unusual, particularly as English would have been their second language, and 

as a group, they were less educated than their 2NZEF counterparts. By comparison, the 2NZEF’s 

First Echelon trained two months before embarkation and another year in Egypt before it was 

committed to combat in Greece.700  

With the relief of New Zealand forces in Fiji completed, the terms of the United States 

occupation were finalised with Britain in August. The final terms were modelled on the March 

1941 agreement for the use and operation of United States bases (Lend-Lease) and gave 

United States forces access to all necessary land and facilities for the duration of the war plus 

 
697 Department of the Army, ‘Order of Battle: Pacific Theater’, pp. 195–196; Morton, Strategy and Command, pp. 
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698 Mead to AHQ for Puttick, 8 July 1942, R22437822 ANZ. 
699 French, Military Identities, p. 63. 
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six months. The American commander retained control over the operations and training of local 

forces, but not their discipline or administration. Because local forces used British equipment, 

New Zealand was delegated responsibility for its maintenance. Mitchell and the American 

commander would jointly coordinate to ensure the effective defence of the islands. Mitchell 

could raise non-resolved issues to the New Zealand government or to COMSOPAC.701  

 
The strategic situation in the Pacific: April–July 1942 

 
The Japanese had achieved their strategic goals by April 1942. The United States 

designated Australia as their main staging base to retake the Philippines rather than conduct a 

direct offensive across the Central Pacific. Allied forces mounted airstrikes on outposts and on 

the Japanese mainland in the Doolittle Raid. This forced Japan to continue offensive operations 

to secure their perimeter. The Japanese planned to isolate Australia’s lines of communication 

with America and solidify their defence in the southwest Pacific. They needed to occupy Port 

Moresby and dominate the Coral Sea prior to launching ‘Operation FS’ to capture New 

Caledonia, Fiji and Samoa.702  

The Japanese sortied in May for the Moresby operation. Signals intelligence alerted 

American forces in time to intercept the invasion convoy. At the Battle of the Coral Sea losses 

were roughly equal, but the Japanese invasion force retreated and their gains were limited to 

Tulagi, Guadalcanal and Florida in the Solomons. The next Japanese operation planned to 

capture Midway and several of the Aleutian Islands in June. United States forces were again 

 
701 Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS) 93/2, ‘Form of Agreement between the United Kingdom and the United States 
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alerted of these plans by signals intelligence and in the ensuing battle sank four Japanese 

aircraft carriers for the loss of the USS Yorktown. Japan cancelled Operation FS and 

concentrated on securing New Guinea and the Solomons. Aircraft carriers had become the most 

important capital ship and the Japanese losses at Midway meant they no longer had the initiative 

and were now at a rough parity with the United States and Allied navies.703  

On 2 July 1942, American commanders planned a counteroffensive with the aim of 

capturing Rabaul, which the Japanese had transformed into their main base in the southwest 

Pacific. The operation would have two prongs, the first being the seizure of the Santa Cruz 

Islands, Tulagi and nearby islands, including Guadalcanal, in the Solomons. On New Guinea 

the second prong would move on Lae, Salamaua and the north-east coast of New Guinea. 

However, these plans had to be modified. The Japanese landed at Buna in Papua on 21 July and 

advanced overland toward Port Moresby. Allied intelligence indicated that the Japanese were 

building an airfield on Guadalcanal. The United States 1st Marine Division landed on 7 August, 

captured the airfield and put it into operation, which became critical in defending the island 

against Japanese attacks. Six months of heavy fighting followed in New Guinea and the 

Solomons before the Japanese evacuated the beachheads in Papua and on Guadalcanal.704  

 
Forming a brigade group (July 1942–January 1943) 

 
Several changes resulted from the relief of 3rd NZ Division. Commando units continued 

to train but were now under American operational command. They were part- time soldiers who 

 
703 Robert Love, ‘The Height of Folly: The Battles of the Coral Sea and Midway’, in Daniel Marston (ed.), The 
Pacific War Companion: From Pearl Harbor to Hiroshima, Kindle edn, Osprey Publishing, 2007; Willmott, Barrier 
and Javelin, pp. 345–510. 
704 Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 204–227; Samuel Milner, Victory in Papua, United States Army in World War II: The 
War in the Pacific, Washington DC, Center of Military History, 1989. Available from: CMH Series and Collections, 
(accessed 20 February 2016); John Miller, Guadalcanal: The first offensive, United States Army in World War II: 
The War in the Pacific, edited by Kent Greenfield, Washington DC, Center of Military History, 1995. Available from: 
CMH Series and Collections, (accessed 18 February 2016). 
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trained about a week each month, but the 2NZEF instructors reported their satisfaction with 

weapon training, discipline, and jungle fieldcraft skills. The latter replicated many aspects of 

village life, and the guerrillas would operate in areas well- known to them. Fijian jungle skill 

resulted from experience and training, not innate biological traits. In mid-August, American 

forces took over Suva, Bilo, Momi and Vuda batteries. Detachments of forty to fifty Fijians were 

left at each battery to supplement American forces. Flagstaff battery, which had become 

operational in July, remained under FDF control. The 3rd Battalion transferred from Vuda to 

Nasese, near Suva, in early September, which concentrated most of the FDF near the capital.705  

Mitchell viewed the American garrison as mobile offensive forces who would soon take 

part in the Solomons counteroffensive. The FDF had to be strong enough to defend the critical 

installations on Viti Levu. He also advocated an offensive role. Either mission required an 

expansion of the force. The FDF’s full-time service strength on 11 September 1942 was 108 

officers and 2391 other ranks, with nearly 70 per cent serving as infantry. There were also 52 

personnel in the Fiji Naval Volunteer Force and 292 seconded 2NZEF personnel. The 1st and 

3rd Infantry battalions were on New Zealand establishments and equipped with first-line motor 

transport, but still had weapon deficiencies. Mitchell recommended forming an infantry brigade 

group, which would consist of a headquarters, three infantry battalions, a field artillery battery, a 

field company, and light aid and workshop detachments, for overseas service. The 2nd 

Battalion, coastal defences and anti-aircraft artillery would provide the residual garrison. This 

required an additional 58 officers and 210 other ranks from New Zealand, and 953 Fijians. As 

this was a heavy manpower commitment, Mitchell sought the cooperation of Fijian tribal 

 
705 ‘Commando Narrative’, pp. 1–17, R20109930 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events 1942, 
August–September’; WD of HQ Fiji Inf BDE Group (GP) (WD FIBG), 14–23 August diary entries, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
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leaders.706  

The Great Council of Chiefs held their biennial meeting on 16 September 1942. Mitchell 

used the governor’s address to present his case. He declared the war effort a ‘grim business 

which calls for all our energy and all our zeal’. Recruits were urgently needed, and the men 

would be split between combatant troops and labour units: 

I think it probable that I may want another thousand young Fijian men for the Defence 
Force, to fight for their country and for all that you and we revere and are determined to 
preserve: and I hope too that when I say ‘fight’ I have used the right word. There must 
be training first, of course, for those who lack it: but the business of brave men in time 
of danger is to fight, to suffer, to die if need be: but above all to seek out the enemy 
and fight him.707  

The chiefs unanimously endorsed Mitchell’s call and issued a resolution that asked for the FDF 

to serve overseas and join the fighting in Africa. Sukuna, who had helped raise 3rd Battalion, 

was posted to headquarters to facilitate recruiting. He was highly influential in Fijian and 

European circles and in the colonial administration as Tui Lau, a high-ranking Fijian chiefly title, 

and his efforts were vital in forming the brigade group. Fijian chiefs as a group facilitated 

recruiting, and many units were informally segregated by tribe at the company and platoon 

levels. Military labour was prioritised immediately after active combat operations and American 

commanders approved a labour battalion with recruiting commencing 1 October. The 1st 

Battalion, Fiji Labour Corps (FLC) assembled at Suva on 12 October with an establishment of 

23 officers and 1346 other ranks and was tasked to port operations.708  

 
706 Governor to Prime Minister and SOS Colonies, 11 September 1942; Governor to SOS Colonies and Prime 
Minister, 12 September 1942, R3888100 ANZ; TNA, WO 106/3404, SOS Colonies to Governor 14 September 
1942; Governor to SOS Colonies, 12 September 1942. 
707 TNA, CO 83/236/10, Legislative Council Fiji, Council Paper 11, ‘Reports of Proceedings of the Council of Chiefs 
held at Nasigatoka, Nadroga, on 16th September 1942, and following days’ (Council of Chiefs 1942), p. 3, AJCP 
Reel 5020, SLWA. 
708 TNA, CO 83/236/10, ‘Council of Chiefs 1942’, p. 14; TNA, CO 85/53, ‘Fiji Man Power’, pp. 4–5; Geddes, 
‘Acceleration of social change in a Fijian community’, pp. 2–5; Lal, Broken Waves, pp. 118–120; Howlett, FMF 
1939–1945, pp. 34–37; Scarr, Ratu Sukuna: Soldier, Statesman, Man of Two Worlds, pp. 130–131; Ravuvu, Fijians 
at War, pp. 13–16. 
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With manpower available, Mitchell worked to secure approval and funding from Britain 

and New Zealand. The Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs informed Fraser that additional 

equipment would be released to make up for any sent to Fiji. Mitchell advocated that New 

Zealand assume responsibility for Fiji, replacing the War Office, and received a positive 

response, though the actual transfer did not occur until May 1943. The use of local forces was a 

key tenet of Imperial defence, holding even while the United Sates had responsibility for 

securing Fiji.709  

Britain authorised the FDF for overseas service, however, any deployment also 

depended on approval from American commanders and the necessary troops and equipment 

from New Zealand. Mitchell consulted with Ghormley in Noumea on 2 October 1942 and received 

his views on the proposed mission and strength of the garrison. Fiji functioned as an air and 

naval advanced base and staging point that supported operations in the Solomons. Any 

expansion of the local defence forces contributed to this mission. Therefore, American 

commanders had no issue with forming the brigade, though its overseas deployment would be 

decided separately.710  

While awaiting the necessary approvals, Mitchell turned to other necessary tasks. The 

FDF was retitled the FMF, reflecting its new expeditionary mission. New military regulations 

were promulgated that gave Mitchell the authority to order FMF units to serve outside the colony. 

All personnel would be attested for general service before overseas deployment. FMF records 

show that fifteen soldiers from 1st Battalion were reluctant to attest for overseas service in April 

1943, but fourteen changed their minds after meeting with Wales. One local European officer 
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refused to embark on the grounds that he had engaged for Fijian service only. Mitchell dismissed 

him from the unit and his conduct was pilloried within the colony. The officer subsequently 

applied for a release to serve in the New Zealand forces and Mitchell recorded he was glad to 

be rid of him.711  

On 18 October, New Zealand approved the personnel and equipment for the infantry 

brigade group. An additional infantry battalion and several other new units would be raised, while 

the remainder were brought to establishment in personnel and equipment. The 2nd (Territorial) 

Battalion sent 129 European other ranks to join 185 Fijians from 1st Battalion, FLC as a nucleus 

for the new 4th Infantry Battalion, which was formed with its headquarters at Nasese Camp in 

Suva. Europeans from 2nd Battalion formed the support company, while Fijians began raising 

the rifle companies. Sukuna was in charge of recruiting, but manpower was becoming strained. 

The 4th Battalion grew slowly during November as recruits arrived, including twenty-six from 

Rotuma. Its formation was hampered when personnel were detached to form 1 Field Company, 

1 Field Battery, and the Bearer Company. The battalion was initially equipped with American 

rifles, and by the end of November had a strength of 7 officers and 576 men, with 270 men from 

1 Field Battery and 1 Field Company attached for rations, accommodation and discipline. 

Another forty men had been discharged on their attestation as medically unfit.712  

The brigade group was scheduled for activation on 1 November. Once this occurred, 

all coastal and anti-aircraft artillery units would be under the command of the Headquarters, Fiji 

Section 2NZEF, and all base units under the Administrative Headquarters, FMF. The last major 

 
711 TNA, CO 820/50/18, Governor to SOS Colonies, 13 August 1942; TNA, CO 820/57/7, ‘Military Units 
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units of the brigade group, 1 Field Battery and 1 Field Company, were formed on 27 

November.713  

Recruiting efforts would affect Fiji’s overall war effort and on 10 November, the 

Legislative Council reviewed the manpower situation. The available supply was the male 

population between the ages of 18 and 50, minus an estimated 1500 who were infirm, sick or 

institutionalised. There were nearly 9800 men employed in industry and reserved occupations; 

a small number served part-time in territorial units. However, the economy was nearly fully 

mobilised. This meant that the manpower situation was critical and deficiencies in critical 

industries could only be met by transfer from those less essential. Fijians were needed in the 

military and in the dairying, copra, gold and food production industries, which required an 

additional 700 workers. Europeans were needed as officers and NCOs for the new units. This 

could only be achieved by selecting existing other ranks for training courses.714  

Table 15. Fiji: potential military manpower, November 1942715 

 

Race Numbers Industry* 

Europeans and Euronesians 2050 1232 

Fijians and Rotumans 23,450 3695 

Indians 22,100 4628 

Chinese 1200 ND 

Total 48,800 9,800 
*Employed by companies with six or more persons 

 
There were 25,035 male Fijian taxpayers aged between 18 and 60, though nearly 5000 

 
713 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of Events 1942, August–November 1942’; WD FIBG, September–
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714 TNA, CO 85/53, Fiji Man Power, pp. 1–4. 
715 TNA, CO 85/53, p. 1. 
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were unsuitable as they were unfit, were students, or had more than 5 children. Many provinces, 

such as Bua on Vanua Levu where only 302 of 1013 fit males remained, struggled to maintain 

the village and community infrastructure. Further assessment was recommended after the 

brigade group and base units were formed. The manpower board recommended recruiting up to 

1000 Indians for a labour unit. However, Indians were also working nearly to capacity. While 7336 

Fijians had enlisted in the military forces, only 637 Indians had done so. This disparity partially 

resulted from the Fijian’s position as a landowner and member of a communal village versus 

the Indian tenant ‘tied to the soil’ to provide for his family. Despite the apparent contradiction, 

the board categorized another 3000 Indians as physically unfit because they worked in 

sedentary trades. Regardless, Indian recruitment, even if taken from industry, was endorsed to 

relieve the strain on Fijian manpower. Compulsory service, however, was not recommended.716  

By 31 December the FMF reached a total strength of 6519, including approximately 1561 

2NZEF personnel. The 1st and 3rd battalions were still short seventeen officers between them. 

Seconded 2NZEF officers made up half the total available and local Europeans most of the 

remainder. Whereas all three infantry battalions initially had small numbers of Fijian officers 

these numbers slowly increased as men were commissioned from the ranks or were newly 

appointed. Equipment arrivals accelerated — twelve 25-pounder guns for 1 Field Battery and 

British rifles for 4th Battalion arrived in January. By March 4th Battalion’s weapon 

establishments were complete.717  

Fiji’s central position made it a trans-shipment hub for the South Pacific. Coupled with 

the increase in the garrison, the need for further military labour for port operations had become 
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dire. A single battalion was inadequate for this task and in January 1943 a second labour unit 

was formed. Approximately 160 Indians were recruited and formed C Company of the 2nd 

Battalion, FLC. Companies, platoons and sections were structured along provincial and district 

lines, with Fijian chiefs serving as officers and supervising their own men to the extent possible. 

Much of the shipping demand was on the west coast, and the 2nd Battalion, FLC was 

concentrated at Lautoka with men from the western Viti Levu and from Vanua Levu. The 1st 

Battalion, FLC transferred to Suva and was composed of men from eastern Viti Levu and the 

Kadavu, Lomaviti and Lau Islands. Battalions were organised into sections of twenty-five men; 

enough to work one hatch of a merchant vessel. There were four sections to a platoon and four 

platoons to a company for a total strength of 1369 men employed on three daily shifts.718  

By late 1942, the Allied strategic position had improved although the Japanese occupied 

the Gilbert Islands and conducted air and naval operations from New Britain, New Ireland and 

the northern Solomons against Allied forces in the Guadalcanal area. The mission of the 

American and Allied forces on Fiji was to provide anti-aircraft and harbour defence for Viti Levu. 

Forces available were the 37th Infantry Division and the FMF. The Fiji Infantry Brigade Group 

had the commando units, detachments of 2nd (Territorial) Infantry Battalion and the Home 

Guard under its command for this task, along with its organic units. The FMF defended the 

eastern side of Viti Levu from Suva to Korovou, thirty-five kilometres to the north, and had 

primary responsibility for Nausori aerodrome. Observation and commando posts were provided 

on the north and south coasts.719 In December, American commanders on Guadalcanal 

requested Fijian scouts, and a special party was assembled and arrived on 23 December. Their 

actions will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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Australian and American forces also fought a major campaign in New Guinea. The 

primitive infrastructure there meant most resupply was waterborne, requiring a massive 

expansion of men and small craft for logistical operations. On 21 January 1943, Australian Prime 

Minister John Curtin requested 500 Fijians to form a water transport unit. Curtin praised the 

‘high personal qualities’ of Fijians and credited their ‘particular adaptability to maritime work’.720 

Mitchell replied that American commanders considered Fijian manpower at their sole disposal 

and that serious shortages existed. Fiji could not spare the men but Mitchell invited Curtin to 

make the request to American commanders if he thought the Fijians were essential. Curtin 

declined to press further and the issue dropped.721  

New Zealand struggled to maintain two infantry divisions and several small garrisons 

overseas. Puttick sought manpower savings wherever possible and recommended in January 

1943 that 262 Fijians be enlisted to replace 2NZEF personnel in anti-aircraft units. This proved 

optimistic as the two labour battalions had exhausted Fijian manpower. However, the shortages 

were more acute in New Zealand, and Puttick wanted combatant units brought to establishment 

before the labour battalions.722 The issue was complicated by a proposal from Thompson to 

move all FMF forces to the Suva area while United States forces defended Nadi. This required 

moving the New Zealand anti-aircraft battery to Suva and establishing a regimental 

headquarters to control the coastal-defence batteries. Puttick agreed to move the battery but 

refused to provide more 2NZEF personnel as these units were due for relief. If shortages 

persisted, he recommended drafting replacements from the labour battalions. On 9 February 

Wales submitted a plan for taking over the coastal and anti-aircraft defence in the Suva and 
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Nausori areas and gained approval from Thompson and Puttick. Four days later the FMF 

resumed control over the Suva coastal defences and formed 1 Heavy Regiment to coordinate 

Suva, Bilo and Flagstaff batteries.723  

By February the brigade group had most of its equipment and commenced collective 

training. The infantry battalions conducted a five-day exercise culminating in a 160 kilometre 

march. The 4th Battalion began weapons training and route marches, which continued into 

March. In a twenty-seven kilometre route march on 19 February, forty-five men fell out, twenty-

four of whom were identified as ‘half-castes’ from D company. The war diary singled them out 

for criticism, stating that ‘these men seem to lack Esprit-de- corps and the will to carry on under 

strain’. The battalion blamed training difficulties on the ‘slowness of natives in absorbing 

specialist training’ and ‘dumb’ attitude of many ‘half- castes’. Other personnel were also deemed 

unsuitable, and 4th Battalion discharged twenty-five Fijians as unfit and one as underage in the 

first three months of 1943. The attitudes toward ‘half castes’ are not repeated elsewhere in 4th 

Battalion or other war diaries. This indicates that the animus was likely confined to these specific 

personnel, rather than overall prejudice. 724 

The FMF’s expansion drew upon New Zealand manpower for officers and technical 

specialists. In March there were 261 officers and 7229 other ranks in the FMF, with an additional 

63 officers and 1189 other ranks required to bring units up to establishment strength and provide 

1st and 2nd reinforcements for the infantry brigade group. There were also 47 officers and 903 

other ranks awaiting relief in 2NZEF anti-aircraft units. Fiji, however, was only part of New 

Zealand’s war effort. The 2nd NZ Division required constant reinforcement, and 3rd NZ Division 
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struggled to assemble its forces on New Caledonia and meet its establishment strength.725  

American commanders also economised on United States manpower by maximising 

local manpower. On 5 April Brigadier Ray Owens, the commander of Fiji Service Command, 

the logistics component of II Island Command, vetoed a reduction in the 1st Battalion, FLC’s 

strength. Later that month, the FMF assumed full responsibility for the Nausori and Suva 

sectors. There was also further demand for guerilla units in the Solomons. Each independent 

commando unit provided detachments for 1 Commando, Fiji Guerrillas, which formed on 14 

January. Following two months of further training and preparations, the 1st Battalion, 

accompanied by 1 Commando, departed Fiji for the Solomons in April. In May and June, the 

independent commandos were disbanded and the man transferred to form 2 Commando, Fiji 

Guerrillas.726  

The FMF’s deployment raised command questions. Wales had three roles: he 

commanded the infantry brigade group, the Fiji Section, 2NZEF and was the FMF’s 

commandant. If the brigade group deployed as a formation, Wales would accompany it. 

Therefore, the FMF’s administrative headquarters expanded in May to control base units. A staff 

officer was nominated to command the Fiji Section, 2NZEF if the brigade deployed. Supreme 

command was also reorganised. Thompson retained operational authority over the FMF, but 

authority for discipline and administration was exercised by the War Office. Mitchell, however, 

believed that due to Fiji’s remoteness and the 2NZEFs  involvement, New Zealand would handle 

the task more efficiently. Mitchell also hoped for the infantry brigade to serve with a British 

formation on active service, though this required joint agreement by New Zealand and 
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COMSOPAC. On 25 May, New Zealand assumed general authority over the FMF.727  

In June and July, Mitchell negotiated with Britain, New Zealand, and American officials 

about FMF’s role. The major proposals were service in Burma or with 3rd NZ Division. Britain 

favoured the FMF’s employment as commandos in Burma and sought Mitchell’s evaluation of 

its prospects, Fijian susceptibility to malaria, and whether the troops would be released. 

American commanders were not aware of this proposal, and the discussions were purely 

exploratory. In response, Mitchell vacillated. He championed active service but stated that he 

was unsure of Fijian fighting prowess and that American commanders were divided, partially 

because their ambivalence over black troops coloured their perceptions of Fijians. He brushed 

aside concerns about malaria but admitted to manpower concerns. The Fijian adult male 

population had provided 6627 enlistments, joined by 964 local Europeans and ‘half-castes’, 734 

New Zealanders and 225 Indians. However, the FMF was still not at establishment and the 

brigade lacked its 1st and 2nd reinforcements, which meant it could not be kept up to strength 

in major fighting. Mitchell closed by stating ‘the manpower position must be regarded now as 

strained to the limit’.728  

Sukuna primed Fijians for overseas service with speeches in July 1943 that were 

published in the government newspaper Na Mata. He argued that: 

Greatness and glory do not depend on weapons alone, but on valour and the blood of a 
nation’s young men. We in Fiji are now experiencing for the first time the true duty of 
every man to fight for his land, people and country.729  

This notion of duty was closed paired with reciprocity, which was another important cultural 
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concept. Contemporary figures, both European and Fijian, argued that service was their ‘price 

of citizenship’. Historians are divided on whether Fijians were settling a debt to their colonisers 

or creating one through their service, to be fulfilled by post-war concessions and autonomy. 

Reciprocity was just as likely a chain of transactions rather than an isolated exchange. 

Regardless, Sukuna and other chiefs kept enthusiasm high and Fijians continued to enlist, 

though this left essential services short. An inevitable result was lowered recruiting standards, 

as evidenced by an October report that many labour corps recruits were not medically 

examination upon attestation, which was in violation of regulations.730  

Mitchell reported that the garrison suffered from low morale when he arrived, as they 

had not had a chance to fight. The formation of the infantry brigade group and deployment of 

units to the Solomons had restored much enthusiasm. However, Mitchell was cautious of 

overstating Fijian abilities until they had proven themselves. He preference was for a brigade 

deployment to the Solomons, though he would accept Burma if pressed. As 1st Battalion was 

already in the area, he felt it would be a mistake to divide the brigade. African troops were 

becoming available for Burma in large numbers and Mitchell assessed that the Fijians were ‘not 

yet equal to them’.731 Mitchell had served in the King’s African Rifles in the First World War and 

had extensive colonial service in Africa, which meant British officials gave his views much 

credence. Wales, who had served in the British Indian Army, favoured Burma but accepted 

deployment to the Solomons.732 The War Office deferred to Mitchell’s views and began looking 
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September 1943, AAYS 8638 363/1/43 R22440633 ANZ. 
731 TNA, WO 106/3404 Fiji to SOS Colonies, 4 June 1943. 
732 TNA, WO 208/3098, Fiji to SOS Colonies, 2 July 1943; CIGS/BM/PM/430 for Prime Minister, 5th July 1943; 
‘Appreciation of Situation in Regard to employment of Fiji Inf. BDE Group’, 1st July 1943, R20591345 ANZ; TNA, 
WO 106/3404, Fiji to SOS Colonies, 28 June 1943, telegram nos. 325 and 326; SOS Colonies to Fiji, 26 June 
1943. 



280  

at Pacific options.733  

New Zealand also had their preferences. Army Headquarters wanted to use the Fijians 

as the third brigade of 3rd NZ Division, but American commanders rejected the proposal. The 

Americal Division had replaced the 37th Infantry Division on Viti Levu in March but was slated 

to return to the Solomons. Once they left, the FMF would be the only infantry remaining. Admiral 

Halsey, who replaced Ghormley as COMSOPAC in October 1942, preferred that 3rd NZ 

Division remain as a two-brigade force rather than deploying the Fijian brigade and having to 

retain a United States garrison. American commanders in the Solomons wanted to retain 1st 

Battalion and 1 Commando. While Mitchell deplored this decision, as it split the brigade, it was 

entirely appropriate given American operational control. Instead, Halsey proposed that another 

Fiji infantry battalion embark for the Solomons as scouts and raiders attached to 3rd NZ 

Division.734  

Mitchell refused this course of action. The infantry brigade group had been raised with 

difficulty and the Great Council of Chiefs expected that it would serve as a formation. The 

commandos and 1st Battalion were viewed as the brigade’s advanced force. Sending a battalion 

to join New Zealand forces divided control. Mitchell reasoned that unless native troops stayed 

together, they would be tasked for fatigue and labour details, leading to homesickness and 

conflicts with their European officers. Most Fijians had limited English skills, and many were 

recruited from the smaller islands or remote interiors of Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. They were 

‘simple minded folks’ who were ‘easily depressed in strange surroundings’.735 After Mitchell’s 

refusal to split the brigade, plans for deployment of the infantry brigade group as a formation 

 
733 TNA, WO 208/3098, SOS Colonies to Fiji, 13 July 1943. 
734 TNA, WO 106/3404, Fiji to SOS Colonies, 29 June 1943; Puttick to Brigadier Park, 30 June 1943. 
735 Mitchell to Prime Minister, 8th July 1943, R18871526 ANZ. 
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were shelved for the rest of 1943. Mitchell hoped the matter would be reopened once the 

Japanese were pushed back to Rabaul.736  

An undated summary, likely from June 1943, detailed the FMF’s brigade, base and 

Territorial war establishments and current strengths. There were 2581 Fijians in the brigade 

group and 2687 in base units. This compared to overall strengths of 3501 and 3180 respectively. 

Fijians supplied 79 per cent of the brigade and base unit’s manpower. The FMF required a 

further 76 officers and 1439 other ranks to bring all units up to establishment. Although the 

breakdown by units is not available, the FMF reached its highest strength in August 1943 at 

8513 all ranks, including 808 from the 2NZEF.737  

New Zealand manpower for the FMF was increasingly difficult to find, but given the 

prospects for active service, Army Headquarters pushed for Grade I men young enough to 

endure tropical conditions. The same principle applied to officers and commanders, including 

Wales. While both Mitchell and Puttick regarded Wales as a good commander, at 57 he was 

beyond the age limit for active service and had not seen recent combat. Mitchell agreed that 

Brigadier Dittmer, who had just turned 50, was an acceptable substitute and he succeeded 

Wales on 12 September. Dittmer had led the Maori Battalion and commanded a home defence 

brigade in 1942 and 1943.738  

In September 1943, the Americal Division was alerted for movement to the Solomons. 

After their departure the United States garrison would be reduced to the Service Command, 

 
736 Defender Wellington to NZNLO [NZ Naval Liaison Officer] Fiji, 6 July 1943, R20591345 ANZ; TNA, WO 
106/3404, Fiji to SOS Colonies, 1 July 1943. 
737 ‘Summary: Brigade Group’, undated; FMF WE for FIBG, ‘Base Units, excluding purely NZEF Units’, and 
‘Territorial units’, undated, ADQZ 18899 5/2 R20591360 ANZ; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 159. 
738 Puttick to Minister of Defence, Commandant FMF, 22 July 1943; Mitchell to Puttick, 20 July 1943; Director of 
Mobilization, ‘2NZEF – Fiji Military Forces’, 15 July 1943; 2NZEF – FMF, ‘Schedule of Officers & NCOs required’, 
12 July 1943, R22437825 ANZ. 
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base details and hospitals. However, the restriction on the brigade’s deployment remained, 

though COMSOPAC consented to 1st Battalion’s relief by another unit. The 3rd Battalion was 

selected for this task. Prior to their embarkation, the Americal Division trained with detachments 

from 3rd and 4th battalions, which usually acted as the opposing force during field exercises. 

Americal commanders were impressed with Fijians’ skill in night-time infiltration tactics.739  

Battalion operations required a different training emphasis than a brigade deployment. 

Dittmer outlined the new training guidance on 5 October. Infantry units would train on 

independent missions, while roles were devised for the field battery and field company. Several 

commanders raised concerns about Fijians as drivers, mechanics and in other specialist 

positions. The field battery commander asked for an exchange of Fijians to expunge 

‘unsuitables’ in the unit but Dittmer told commanders to train the Fijians they had up to the 

required standard. This policy was not completely successful; the next month the New Zealand 

War Cabinet approved the dispatch of eight motor vehicle fitters and four motor mechanics, as 

qualified Fijians could not be found. Dittmer believed that ‘Fijians are incapable of doing the 

skilled work of this nature’.740  

The FMF training conference also adjusted the leave policy, with Fijian units assigned 

block leave without regard to the men’s time in service. This kept units together for training. 

Weekend leave and passes were increased and Dittmer made efforts to ensure soldiers from 

Rotuma and other islands had transport home for annual leave. These measures, beyond their 

utility in increasing training time, were likely in response to disciplinary issues, which are 

 
739 Mitchell to the Hon. W. Perry, MLC, Office of the Minister of Armed Forces and War co-ordination, 21 
September 1943, R18871526 ANZ; WD 4th BN FIR, November 1943, R20113154 ANZ; HQ Americal Division to 
Brigadier Dittmer, ‘Mixed Fijian Infantry Brigade’, 16 October 1943; ADQZ 18899 20/4/5 R20591393 ANZ; Francis 
Cronin, Under the Southern Cross: The saga of the Americal Division, Washington DC, Combat Forces Press, 
1951, pp. 113–114. 
740 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 21 November 1943, R18871519 ANZ. 
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discussed later in the chapter.741  The increased leave supplemented long-standing measures 

already emplaced to look after the welfare of officers and men. New Zealand engineers and 

YMCA established recreation centres in the major camps and American forces generally 

allowed the FMF use of recreational facilities established for their own troops. In June 1943, the 

Fiji Servicemen’s Welfare Fund was established, with initial proceeds funding six YMCA 

secretaries who ran cinemas and dry canteens. A canteen was also established in Suva run by 

Lady Adi Maria, the wife of Ratu Sukuna, and assisted by Fijian women. The FMF’s brigade 

diary noted the opening of the YMCA bure (hut) in Suva in September 1942 that was celebrated 

with a concert for tenant units.742 

Other measures for the men also worked to maintain cohesion and esprit de corps. The 

1st Battalion war diary in 1940 noted that the men celebrated church services Christmas day 

and celebrated by cooking pigs; later the men were given four days leave in groups. The 

celebrations were repeated in later years.743 Church parades were regularly scheduled, and 

from November 1941, chaplains were a large part of unit welfare.744 Unit bands, including those 

of New Zealand units, such as the 8 NZ Brigade and one formed by the 1st Battalion, regularly 

played concerts.745 Sports competitions were a regular feature of unit training cycles and 

fostered cooperation and team building among and between units. They were often paired with 

unit inspection, as when Wales reviewed 3rd Battalion in June 1943. After the morning 

 
741 WD FIBG, ‘Conference held at BDE Hq at 1000 hrs. 5 Oct 43’, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 487/1/XI – DAZ 487/1/XXII 
R20113142 ANZ. 
742 WD FIBG, 17-20 September 1942 entry, R20113132 ANZ; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 267; Sale, E. V., Base 
Wallahs: Story of the Units of the base Organisation, NZEF IP, Dunedin, Reed Publishing (NZ) Ltd, pp. 154-155; 
Sage, Clive, Pacific pioneers: the story of the engineers of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force in the Pacific, 
Reed Publishing (NZ) Ltd, n.d., pp. 74-75. 
743 WD 1 BN FIR, 25 December 1940 entry, R20113162 ANZ; WD FIBG, 25 December 1942 entry, R20113132 
ANZ 
744 Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 25. 
745 Tuimaisala, Lusiana, 'Fiji Military Band to celebrate 100 years', Fiji Sun, 1917, http://fijisun.com.fj/2017/08/17/fiji-
military-band-to-celebrate-100-years/; Sale, Base Wallahs, pp. 49-50. 
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inspection, the remainder of the day was taken up with intramural sporting events in the 

afternoon and meke (dance) ceremonies that evening.746 These competitions continued even 

when units deployed, as will be discussed in the section on operations in the Solomons.  

FMF strength in Fiji had dropped to 6619 personnel on 5 October, with another 900 in 

the Solomons. The Home Guard was disbanded on 11 October and the European personnel of 

2nd (Territorial) Battalion formed 1 Fiji Light Anti-aircraft Battery. Bilo Battery was reduced to a 

maintenance cadre leaving 1 Heavy Regiment with Suva and Flagstaff Batteries. On 24 

December Dittmer announced that the Fiji Infantry Brigade Group would assume responsibly for 

Suva. The 3rd Battalion moved to the Nausori area, replacing American forces as they 

embarked for Bougainville.747  

 
Indian service 

 
There had been an Indian platoon in the FDF since 1934. When they mobilised, its 

members shared the non-European pay rates with Fijians, and they eventually accepted 

discharge in 1941 rather than accept the discriminatory remuneration. This left the RMT section 

of two officers and seventy other ranks as the sole Indian unit, though some served individually 

in other units. Many RMT recruits were found unsuitable and the section had constant disciplinary 

problems and high turnover.748 Both internal and external factors fed reservations about Indian 

soldiers. An Indian regiment in Singapore had mutinied in 1915, and in March 1942 a detachment 

of Indian gunners on Christmas Island in the Indian Ocean killed their British leaders before 

 
746 WD FIBG, 3 June 1943 entry, R20113142 ANZ 
747 TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History 1943’, undated pp. 2–4; Dental Detachment, 2NZEF, Fiji Section to 
Director of Dental Services, AHQ. ‘Report’, 4 July 1944, AAYS 8638 330/7/110 R22439173 ANZ; WD FIBG, 
December 1943, R20113142 ANZ. 
748 TNA, WO 176/103, WD Admin HQ, ‘Precis of events – 1941’, 18 December entry; TNA, WO 176/141 WD RMT; 
Gillion, Fiji Indians, p. 177. 
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surrendering the garrison to the Japanese. A similar attempt in May by a detachment of the 

Ceylon Garrison Artillery on Cocos Island was thwarted. By 1943, news of the Quit India 

campaign and the Indian National Army was prominent in Fiji and fuelled concerns of disloyalty, 

reinforced by the memory of the 1920 and 1921 strikes which had been put down by the military 

and police, including 250 Fijians mobilised as constables. British officials believed that the Indian 

population was more suitable for labour as they were not classified among the ‘martial races’ 

and were not amendable to military discipline.749  

On 1 May 1942 Luke met with Indian leaders. They expressed a willingness to enlist for 

combatant and labour units but only under equal conditions of service, which was refused. By 

December the Fiji information officer reported that, for the same reasons, there was resistance 

within the Central Indian War Committee to an Indian labour battalion. The committee made 

allegations of racial discrimination which were reprinted in the Fiji Samachar, where Vishnu Deo 

headed the editorial committee. Deo was a Member of the Legislative Council and prominent 

Indian leader, but the government subsequently removed him from several military boards after 

the newspaper incident. The Fiji information officer concluded that most Indians adopted a ‘wait 

and see’ attitude instead of active support.750  

While there was significant Indian resistance to uniformed service, they still contributed 

to the war effort. The military required a large civilian support base that manifested in such 

positions as hospital orderlies and cleaners, tailors, taxi-drivers and so on. These positions were 

recognised as essential industries, as was food production. Indian farmers supplied much of the 

produced consumed by the FDF, New Zealand and American forces. This meant that Indians 

 
749 See above, pages 131 and 281; Lal, Broken Waves, pp. 122–124. Lal provides an address to the Legislative 
Council in 1957 announcing why the government was not enlisting Indians to fight in Malaya in 1957, rather than 
World War II, though this is not made clear in the text. 
750 TNA, CO 875/6/5, Colony of Fiji, ‘Information Report for October–December quarter 1942’. 
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in these positions were by default unavailable for uniformed service, but freed up Europeans 

and Fijians for enlistment.751 

Compulsory national service was authorised in August 1942, but it was not used to 

conscript Indians. The government’s appeal for 1000 labour corps recruits failed. Only 196 

enlisted for the labour corps and 496 for the civilian labour force. Of the latter, thirty-six remained 

by the end of 1943, the remainder having been discharged as medically unfit or unsuitable. In 

May 1943 Mitchell threatened compulsory labour service for Indians if they did not meet recruiting 

goals, but the scheme was never implemented. Europeans and Fijians, characterised Indians 

as opportunists, or even disloyal, a view strengthened by the sugar strikes. News of the Indian 

war effort on Fiji was reported widely. The Pacific Islands Monthly was hostile, stating that liberty 

given to Indians in peacetime had turned into wartime license. Indian members of the Legislative 

Council presented several reasons for the shortfall: the inability of farmers to leave the land, 

unequal conditions, and government short-sightedness.752  

Mitchell rejected these explanations and began carrying out his promise for compulsory 

service. In June a notice in the Royal Gazette detailed the proposed service and the terms 

and conditions of service, which were broadly comparable to FMF rates. However, these 

provisions were not enforced. The colonial war history for Fiji stated that labour demand had 

decreased to the extent that the number of existing volunteers was sufficient. Another, but 

unofficial, reason was the Indian strikes at the sugar mills, which began the same month and 

spread to the cane farmers in July. Enforcing compulsory service would have inflamed the 

situation and possibly intensified the strikes.753  

 
751 TNA, CO 85/53, ‘Fiji Man Power’, pp. 4–7;  Bennett, Judith, 'War, Emergency and the Environment: Fiji, 1939-
1946', Environment and History, vol. 7, no. 3, 2001, pp. 255-287, p. 270.  
752 Gillion, Fiji Indians, pp. 177–179; ‘Fiji Indians Sternly Reproved’, Pacific Islands Monthly, 17 July 1943, 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-313046861, (accessed 14 September 2017). 
753 TNA, CO 83/238/11, Extract from Fiji Royal Gazette, p. 175; TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History – 1943’, p. 
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The topic of the Indian war effort was widespread within the military. Mitchell was notified 

of derogatory remarks about Indians by military officers and that rumours circulated among 

Fijians that civil labour had higher wage rates. He ordered the FMF to cease political 

discussions, and on 13 July Wales directed FMF unit leaders to refrain from criticism of Indians 

or any pay scale comparisons. Wales disseminated the updated conditions of service which 

showed no discrimination, and he ordered commanders to set the proper example: 

The Army is to give a lead by genially and [illegible] trying to make good soldiers out of 
the Indians in the Forces and by treating the Indian civilians with whom it comes in 
contact in a right and proper manner.754  

 
 

The Fiji strikes 
 

In June 1943 over 600 workers went on strike at the Ba and Lautoka sugar mills. In 

July, the strikes spread to cane growers after Colonial Sugar Refining refused an increase in the 

contract price for sugar cane. Industrial action was confined to Viti Levu and lasted until January 

1944, resulting in a reduction of sugar output from 140,340 tons in 1942 to 56,410 in 1943. The 

origins, progress and aftermath of the strikes are beyond the scope of this thesis, but some of 

their repercussions had significant implications for Indian service.755  

The strikes hampered Indian recruitment, which remained low compared to Fijians. From 

June to December troops were ordered to the cane fields to help maintain order. Archival reports 

indicate that the troops were not involved in any riots or bloodshed and found the situation 

 
1. 
754 WD FIBG, Wales to all Unit Commanders, FMF, 13 July 1943. 
755 For analysis of the strike see Gillion, Fiji Indians, pp. 179–191; Michael Moynagh, Brown or White? A History of 
the Fiji Sugar Industry, 1873–1973, Canberra, Australian National University, 1981, pp. 165– 
173. Available from: ANU Open Research Library, (accessed 13 August 2018); Judith A. Bennett, ‘Wartime 
Emergency and the Displacement of Indians in Fiji: Cost and Compensation’, The Journal of Pacific History, vol. 
37, no. 2, 2002, pp. 215–216; Lal, Broken Waves, pp. 125–134; C. Y. Shephard, Colonial Office No. 188. The 
Sugar Industry of Fiji, HMSO, London, 1945. 
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stabilised soon after their arrival.756 However, the commitment of troops and the overtly political 

nature of the strike damaged the Indian standing on Fiji. In contrast, Fijians were heavily 

recruited without presenting demands. This reinforced European preference for Fijians, 

especially as they were regarded as not politically conscious and therefore easier to manage.757  

In September, Fiji’s information officer summarised the extent of the labour disputes and 

reported that whereas historically the Gujarati storekeepers had been the only segment of the 

Indian population distrusted by Fijians, the strikes had generalised ill-feeling toward all Indians. 

After their failure to provide labour recruits, Fijians compared Indian participation unfavourably 

with their own service. Many Fijians also believed that Indians had appealed to the India Office 

to apply pressure on the colonial government to quash actions unfavourable to them.758 There 

was some factual basis for these allegations, though they overstated the external pressure 

applied to colonial officials.  

During the strikes, Mitchell answered queries from the Secretary of State for India about 

compulsory service. He confirmed that that ‘military service has never been made compulsory 

[bold by author] for the Fijian, Indian or Chinese population of the Colony’.759 Fijian leaders 

linked the strikes to lack of Indian enlistments and denounced both. Sukuna charged that fewer 

than 300 Indians of a population of 100,000 had enlisted, which he decried as the lowest in the 

Empire, and he blamed their refusal on an unwillingness to accept a shilling’s difference in pay. 

However, Sukuna’s figures conflated labour corps numbers with aggregate enlistments, which 

 
756 WD FIBG, ‘FIBG Ops Instr. No. 5’, 28 July 1943 and August, September and December 1943 WD Entries, 
R20113152 ANZ; WD of 3 BN, FIR (WD 3 BN FIR), June–October 1943; ‘Operation Order No 1’, 27 June 1943, 
ADQZ 18886 DAZ 488.2/1/14/ – DAZ 488.2/1/15 R20113148 ANZ. 
757 Gillion, Fiji Indians, pp. 187–188. 
758 Gujarat is a state in western and north-western India; TNA, CO 875/6/5, Colony of Fiji, ‘Information Report for 
March–September 1943’. 
759 TNA, CO 83/238/11, Mitchell to SOS Colonies, 8 November 1943; Government of India, Department of Indians 
Overseas to SOS for India, 8 July 1943. 
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were higher.760  

Fiji colonial officials considered Indians a marginal source of military recruits. There was a 

higher percentage of Indians in essential occupations, particularly the sugar industry, compared 

to Fijians. Indian insistence on equal conditions of service, if granted, would become a precedent 

for post-war demands. Equal conditions for Indians, but not Fijians, would spark immediate 

protests. If granted for both, then defence expenditure would significantly increase and there 

would be similar post-war issues. While Fijian military manpower was available and Indians 

supported the civilian war effort the issue was not critical. However, the recruiting pressures of 

the brigade group and labour units exhausted Fijian manpower. 

The failure to obtain military labourers, followed immediately by the sugar strike, depleted 

government goodwill toward the Indian community. Indian recruiting effectively ground to a halt 

and most already in uniform were gradually discharged. Later efforts to form Indian units also 

failed. In May 1944 Lieutenant K. B. Singh, an Indian officer in the FLC and Member of the 

Legislative Council, asked for government permission to raise a unit of fifty men to serve in the 

Indian Army or serve in a combat capacity overseas. However, Singh was unable to secure 

volunteers and the project was shelved. By July 1944 the only Indian with the FMF was a 

medical officer deployed in the Solomons.761 Although beyond the scope of this thesis, the long-

term effects of the strikes and the low Indian participation in the war contributed to their 

marginalisation in Fiji despite their impending demographic majority. 

 
 
  

 
760 Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna, Addresses to the Legislative Council, 17 May and 22 December 1943, cited in Sukuna, 
Three-legged stool, pp. 282, 290–292. 
761 TNA, CO 968/103C/8, Employment of Fijian Indian troops overseas; Ravuvu, Fijians at War, p. 53. 
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Operations in the Solomons 
 
 

 
 

Map 19. Vella Lavella and surrounding islands in the Solomons762  

 
 

As described previously, American commanders requested Fijian scouts for 

Guadalcanal. The independent commandos provided two officers, six European sergeants and 

twenty-two Fijian other ranks to create a Special Party, commanded by Captain D. E. Williams. 

Their first patrol was on 27 December 1942 and they were the first Fijians to see combat. In 

January, the Special Party moved to Malaita to train 157 Solomon Islander scouts who had 

been attached to the unit. While there, they also patrolled to confirm that no Japanese had 

 
762 CartoGIS services, ANU College of Asia and the Pacific, http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/base-
maps/new-georgia-islands, (accessed 20 August 2020). 
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landed. Following their time on Malaita, the Special Party returned to Guadalcanal and mopped 

up after the Japanese evacuation. The next deployment was the Russell Islands.763 Williams 

applauded the Fijian ‘boys’ as ‘splendid’ and skilled in close combat, while crediting overall 

success to New Zealand leaders. This bifurcation of praise is common in European accounts, 

particularly Larsen’s.764  

On 14 January 1943 Mitchell received a request for additional trained commando 

personnel, which led to the creation of 1 Commando, Fiji Guerrillas the same day, with Major 

Charles Tripp in command. The establishment was 39 2NZEF personnel and 135 Fijians. There 

was a headquarters section of twenty-three men and two companies each with seventy-five 

men. Companies were divided into platoons and sections, the latter with six Fijian other ranks 

led by a 2NZEF corporal. Larsen recalled that the commandos struggled to find recruits and all 

volunteers were accepted regardless of their ability, which belied later reports of their 

exceptionalism and natural prowess.765 After intensive training, 1st Battalion with 835 all ranks 

and 1 Commando with 203 personnel, embarked for the Solomons in April. A Tongan platoon 

of twenty-eight men was attached to the commandos. The force arrived on Guadalcanal on 19 

April and established a base camp at Aola. On 27 April the commandos absorbed the Special 

Party and the Solomon Islanders, though the latter were all discharged by mid-June as they 

were no longer needed. Some Special Party personnel would fight on New Georgia but most 

returned to Fiji by mid-August.766  

 
763 WD of ‘Special Party of Guerrilla Instructors attached to B.S.I.P.D.F.’ (WD Special Party), 30 November 1942–
31 March 1943; ‘A Report on the Activities of Dukwasi V, 12th Feb – 9th Mar 1943’. 
ADQZ 18886 DAZ 503.5/1/1 – DAZ 503.5/1/5 R20113214 ANZ; ‘Commando Narrative’, pp. 1–6, R20109930 ANZ; 
WD FIBG, 11 December 1942 entry, R20113132 ANZ. 
764 TNA, WO 106/5928, Mitchell to SOS Colonies, 25 January 1943; Larsen, Pacific Commandos, p. 20. 
765 Larsen, pp. 86–87. 
766 WD FIBG, August 1943, R20113142 ANZ; WD of 1 Commando Fiji Guerrillas (WD 1CFG), April 1943 ADQZ 
18886 DAZ 503/1/12 – DAZ 503/1/14 R20113202 ANZ; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 199–200, 221–222. 
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The commandos were attached to the United States 43rd Infantry Division for the 

invasion of New Georgia. They embarked on 2 July and cleared Roviana Island the next day. 

Patrols resumed on New Georgia to provide forward reconnaissance for American forces. The 

commandos were in constant engagements with the Japanese and took heavy casualties. 

Several commandos were evacuated for malaria and other illnesses, but they maintained a high 

operational tempo. On 17 July the rear party on Aola reinforced New Georgia and defended the 

43rd Division’s command post from a Japanese attack. Williams praised these men, particularly 

the Tongan contingent: ‘Tongans 200% they really are the goods.’767 A week later, the 

commandos were attached to the 37th Division. By the end of July, they had suffered twenty-

four battle casualties and had thirty-nine evacuated sick and were ordered back to Guadalcanal 

to rest and reorganise.768  

Tripp led many patrols and recommended several awards for his men, including a DCM 

for Tongan Sergeant Jione Inukiha’agana, and four Military Medals. Inukiha’agana’s 

recommendation was downgraded to a Military Medal, but he was also awarded the United 

States Silver Star. Overall, Tongans were awarded two Military Medals and three were 

Mentioned in Despatches, while the Fijian totals were Military Medal one and eleven mentions. 

Two posthumous Mentioned in Despatches awards were made for 2nd Lieutenant Henry Taliai 

and Lieutenant Ben Masefield, while three commandos were awarded the Silver Star.769  
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Figure 11. Fijian Commandos on New Georgia, 1944 (© IWM, K 5866).770 

 
 
 

On 8 August, fifty commandos broke camp and aired grievances to American 

commanders. The complaints were referred to Mitchell who was present on an inspection tour. 

His aide-de-camp investigated and spoke to the Fijians. The next day Lieutenant Colonel J. B. 

K. Taylor, the 1st Battalion commander, was put in command of all Fijian units and took over 

the investigation. This thesis cannot comment on his findings as the report was unable to be 

located in the archives. On 10 August the remaining commandos on New Georgia were ordered 

back to Guadalcanal. Two weeks later however, on 25 August, two platoons comprising fifty-

four men were detailed to reconnoitre Vella Lavella. They disembarked on 31 August and were 

attached to the 35th Infantry Regiment of the 25th Infantry Division. They conducted patrolling 

operations until 24 September and then returned to Guadalcanal.771  

 
770 https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205057167, (accessed 19 August 2018). 
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On 4 October the Fijian personnel were medically examined and eight soldiers boarded. 

The commandos moved to Florida Island but the primitive camp facilities and cumulative fatigue 

left them susceptible to malaria and there was a serious outbreak, with many men infected. 

Eighteen Tongan reinforcements arrived on 23 October and replaced the original detachment 

who returned to Tonga via Fiji. Vella Lavella was the last active service for 1 Commando. They 

were ordered home and arrived at Suva on 10 December. The prevalence of malaria cases and 

lack of a role in Fiji led to the disbandment of 1 Commando in May 1944. Unfit members were 

medically discharged, while the Grade I personnel were transferred to the base training depot 

for further assignment.772  

The 1st Battalion’s experience was markedly different from 1 Commando. After a short 

stay on Guadalcanal the unit moved to Florida Island for further training, which continued 

through September. While there, they did have time to relax, including a sports week in July.773 

There was a significant number of malaria cases: sixty- four in July and eighty-four in August, 

though some were recurrent infections. The war diaries for the Commandos and 1st Battalion 

lack detail on whether the men were issued Atabrin or Plasmoquine, which could suppress 

malaria. The only precautions noted were orders for troops to leave their uniform sleeves down 

after dark and for the general improvement of camp facilities. The battalion was ordered to 

Kolombangara and arrived on 11 October. Their patrols partnered with American forces and 

confirmed that the Japanese had evacuated. Construction of camps and defensive positions 

commenced immediately thereafter and continued through November. Japanese air forces 

periodically raided the island, though the battalion escaped casualties. In mid-October Dittmer 

toured the area and discussed future operations with American commanders. He praised 1st 

 
772 WD 1CFG, October 1943–25 May 1944, R20113202 ANZ. 
773 WD 1 BN FIR, 19-24 July 1943, R20113163 ANZ. 
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Battalion’s discipline but informed them there was no possibility of a brigade deployment, though 

another battalion might be sent. However, American commanders approved the relief and 

replacement of 1 Commando with 2 Commando. The Tongan detachment would also be 

replaced with new reinforcements.774  

When formed, 2 Commando had a similar war establishment to 1 Commando. Due to 

European leader shortages and more time in which to gain experience, Fijians held fifteen of 

the NCO positions. The initial strength was taken from the independent commandos but grew 

slowly beyond this cadre, reaching only 126 by the end of August. Many men were found unfit 

for overseas service and transferred to the labour battalions. On 5 November, twenty-two 

Tongans were attached to the unit for training, but they remained in Fiji when the commandos 

embarked on 18 November. After a training period on Florida Island and patrols on Santa Isabel, 

2 Commando landed on Bougainville on 8 February 1944, but was withdrawn in April as they 

duplicated 1st and 3rd battalions’ work. Most men transferred to the infantry battalions, while the 

remainder returned to Fiji where the unit was disbanded on 31 May. The Bougainville operations 

will be discussed in the next chapter.775  

Mitchell travelled to the Solomons several times to visit the forward area, inspect units 

and confer with American commanders. His reports to the War Office provided much of their 

knowledge on Pacific operations. Mitchell was also keen to provide propaganda on Fijian 

participation. Prior to their embarkation, 1st Battalion and 1 Commando were cheered in their 

parade through Suva. The battalion was racially mixed with Fijian, half- caste and European 

personnel. This made it a ‘piece of living propaganda, and it is to be hoped that a too scrupulous 

 
774 ‘War Diary of 1 BN Fiji Inf. Regt’ (WD 1 BN FIR), May–November 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 488/1/XLV 
– DAZ 488/1/LIII R20113163 ANZ; WD FIBG, October 1943, R20113142 ANZ. 
775 ‘Commando Narrative’, pp. 17–25, R20109930 ANZ; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 271–272; Howlett, 
FMF 1939–1945, pp. 223–224. 



296  

censorship will not indefinitely obscure its exploits’.776  

Favourable comments were received from the American troopship commander who had 

carried 1st Battalion to Guadalcanal. He reported that the Fijians were hard- working, hygienic 

and clean: ‘Even hard types of Southern officers had to admit that for native people they were 

“tops” which is a great tribute.’777 Mitchell’s initial combat reports were limited to the Special 

Party, but they expanded to include 1 Commando when they landed on New Georgia. By 11 

June 1st Battalion was ready for operations but had not yet seen action, and Mitchell cautioned 

officials in Fiji not to lavish praise on them until they were employed in combat.778  

In May, two reports from the information officer on Fiji were published as news material 

for the war effort. They were highly laudatory of the Special Party and included details of several 

combat actions. Credit for the idea of the commandos was given to district commissioners and 

a Fijian chief who had served in the French Foreign Legion. This was Sukuna, though he was 

not mentioned by name. Commando training in Fiji was sensationalised, including their alleged 

prowess in infiltration tactics. The report portrayed Fijians as wanting to prove their worthiness 

for inclusion in the British Empire and that they now belonged to one of the most ‘imperial’ units 

in history with British European, Euronesians, Fijians, Tongans, and Indians all serving together. 

While the press reports acknowledged that commandos were made and not born, 

biological and cultural factors received much attention. Fijians were complimented on their 

excellent physiques, and their great loyalty was attributed to being taught from birth to obey 

chiefs and seniors. Fijians were allegedly in awe of the bullet — because its flight was invincible 

— though this ignored the familiarity gained by the hundred-years of firearms history on Fiji. The 

 
776 TNA, WO 106/5928, Report dated 28 April 1943. 
777 TNA, CO 820/50/18, Fiji (Sir P. Mitchell) to SOS Colonies, 10 May 1943. 
778 TNA, WO 106/5928, Report dated 25 July 1943; Western Pacific (Sir P. Mitchell) to SOS Colonies, 11 June 
1943. 
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commandos were said to have an informal rule that every Japanese they met must be killed or 

wounded. Overall, press reports were mostly accurate regarding specific events but highly 

exaggerated Fijian accomplishments, especially given that at the time of publication, only the 

Special Party had been engaged. They also reduced Fijian accomplishments to biological 

determinism rather than effective training and leadership. The reports served as a recruiting tool 

by heaping praise on Fijians. They also portrayed the British contribution in reclaiming their 

territory in the Solomons.779  

The after-action reports issued by American forces offer an additional view of the 

commandos’ achievements. They supported the 43rd Division by patrolling, scouting 

beachheads, clearing secondary islands and reporting on Japanese barges. This effort ‘was of 

great aid in the campaign and played a definite part in the capture of Munda Airfield’.780  The 

25th Division took a more critical view. Fijian scouting on New Georgia, Arundel and Vella 

Lavella was of great value, but the men of 1 Commando were unfamiliar with the terrain and 

initially reported inaccurate information or details of little military significance. This was remedied 

by using mixed scouting parties of Fijians and Americans. Infantry units reported that their 

patrols were greatly enhanced when accompanied by small detachments of Fijians. Not all the 

shortcomings were due to the Fijians. Some commanders failed to publish a proper intelligence 

plan, which included significant reporting items and criteria. Also, the British and American 

military systems were similar but not identical, which left room for confusion in methods and 

terminology. Overall, the Americans reported that Fijians were a valuable addition to their forces 

and helped to achieve battlefield success. This was not due to any natural jungle superiority; 

 
779 TNA, WO 208/3098, Fiji (Sir P. Mitchell) to SOS Colonies, 8 May 1943; Fiji (Sir P. Mitchell) to SOS Colonies 11 
May 1943. 
780 Office of A. C. of S., G-3. Headquarters, 43rd Infantry Division to CG, 43rd Infantry Division, ‘Work of 1 
Commando Fiji Guerillas with 43rd Division during New Georgia Campaign’, 13 March 1944, ACGO 8333 181/7/6 
R12325686 ANZ. 
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Fijians had to learn the specific terrain just as Americans did. Instead, their value came in their 

aggressive patrols and in providing information on Japanese dispositions to American units.781  

Overall, the employment of Fijian troops, while not on the scale envisioned by Mitchell, 

contributed to success in the Solomons, though they were not a decisive factor. Their main 

value had been as detachments to American forces. While the commandos had suffered heavily 

from battle casualties and sickness, 1st Battalion had not yet been in combat. Both 1st and 3rd 

battalions would be deployed for operations on Bougainville and used in company and battalion 

operations. This will be discussed in the next chapter. 

 
Discipline 

 
Any military invariably has a percentage of men who misbehave. Units on garrison duty 

are especially prone as men have more free time and access to alcohol. Large-scale 

misbehaviour indicates a lack of respect for military norms or highlights potential inequalities. 

FMF units exhibited both kinds of indiscipline. The war diaries record that a percentage of men 

in every unit went absent without leave, were drunk, caused accidents, destroyed equipment or 

otherwise violated the Army Act. There were also several instances of collective 

disobedience.782 Although this section focuses on Fijian and Indian discipline, it should not be 

taken that there was no European misbehaviour. Rather the smaller numbers of Europeans 

were mostly in supervisory positions responsible for enforcing discipline. While this did not mean 

they were infallible, the selection process for leaders meant that they were less likely to engage 

in misconduct. 

 
781 25th Infantry Division, ‘Operations of the 25th Infantry Division in the Central Solomons. New Georgia 
– Arundel – Vella Lavella, 16 August 1943–12 October 1943’, pp. 4–5, 8, 
http://cgsc.cdmhost.com/cdm/ref/collection/p4013coll8/id/485, (accessed 22 January 2016). 
782 WD FIBG, September 1943, ‘Notes of Address by Brigadier Dittmer to officers of FMF and Fiji Sec 2NZEF at 
Nausori at 190930M’, (Dittmer Address – Officers), R20113142 ANZ. 

http://cgsc.cdmhost.com/cdm/ref/collection/p4013coll8/id/485,


299  

On 20 March 1942, fifteen drivers of the RMT section broke camp and marched to 

administrative headquarters where they presented complaints to Magrane. The men were 

punished for bypassing the chain of command. In December a driver was involved in an accident 

resulting in the deaths of three children. He later broke camp and was eventually discharged as 

‘his services no longer required as a soldier’. This was a punitive discharge usually given in cases 

of misconduct; it is likely army officials found him at fault for the December accident as well as 

for his unathorised absence.783 The RMT unit had an important role providing transport for the 

FMF, but experienced constant personnel turnover. Their diary was unusually detailed, but it is 

difficult to compare discipline across units. Offences and their disposition should have been 

recorded in the diary or routine orders. However, detail on offences was missing from many of 

the unit diaries. Regardless of the difficulties in providing a comparison, the discipline infractions 

were excessive for a unit of only ninety-two all ranks.784  

Poor rations or equipment often led to incidents. In April 1943 Lieutenant Colonel 

Voelcker, commanding 3rd Battalion, responded to an anonymous complaint forwarded to 

Mitchell alleging the men had worn-out clothing and boots, primitive washing facilities and that 

Americans had better rations. Voelcker confirmed the substandard uniforms but blamed rapid 

expansion and had actioned the procurement of new gear. The men had been on tinned food 

for some time, but were issued the required amount scale of bread, fruit and vegetables. No 

direct complaints or issues about unit morale had been reported to the battalion leadership. 

Wales accepted Voelcker’s explanations, but directed him to open an investigation, as records 

indicated that the unit had in fact received regular issues of fresh meat and butter. Ration issues 

were signed by the battalion quartermaster and Wales asked if it was possible that they had 

 
783 TNA, WO 176/141, WD RMT, 20–24 March 1942 entries; 16 December 1942 entry; 11–17 January 
1943 entries. 
784 TNA, WO 176/141, WD RMT, September 1940–June 1944. 
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been misappropriated. Unfortunately, there was no record of an investigation found in the 

archives.785  

In May 1943 Wales, Magrane and Sukuna addressed the officers and other ranks of 1 

Field Battery after several Fijians disobeyed an order given by the commander. The battery 

sergeant major was subsequently severely reprimanded for failing to maintain control. Three 

months later, on 6 August, trouble broke out at a movie screening when Fijian personnel 

disobeyed orders from the orderly officer, who was the commander’s representative after 

workday hours. The next day, 112 out of the 157 Fijians in the battery refused to parade. Fearing 

violence, the commander placed picquets786 to maintain order and reported the incident. Wales 

addressed the men, but they were still dissatisfied and refused to work. Sukuna spoke to the 

Fijians and convinced them to parade, though he returned three days later and gave them a ‘a 

severe talking to’. A court of enquiry convened and the men involved were charged and awarded 

twenty-eight days’ field punishment. Wales relieved the battery commander and 2IC as he 

regarded them unsuitable to command Fijian troops.787  

Sukuna was detailed to investigate further and found several instances of unequal 

treatment contrary to regulations. Fijians provided a disproportionate share of labour details but 

had fewer leave opportunities than Europeans. Fijian NCOs were placed under lower-ranking 

European personnel and were marginalised in their duties. They had an earlier curfew and a 

group watching a film were ordered to give up their seats to civilians. At least two Fijians refused 

and were arrested, sparking the mass disobedience leading to the court of enquiry mentioned 

above. Sukuna was appalled at the battery’s treatment of Fijians and concluded that 

 
785 Voelcker to Wales, 20 April 1943; Wales to Voelcker, ‘Confidential Report – Food etc.’, 26 April 1943, ADQZ 
18886 DAZ 481.1 [/18/3/3] R20114470 ANZ. 
786 Armed guards. 
787 WD FIBG, May 1943, R20113132 ANZ; WD FIBG, August 1943, R20113142 ANZ; TNA, WO 176/111 
‘War Diary of 1st Field Battery, Fiji Artillery Regiment’ (WD 1 FD BTY), May and August 1943. 
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longstanding racial prejudice existed in their camp but that discrimination ‘does not exist in any 

other unit’.788 The removal of the battery commander and 2IC was an endorsement of Sukuna’s 

claims. 

Disturbances spread to other units. On 15 September the men of D Company, 3rd 

Battalion refused to parade and it took two days and assistance from 4th Battalion leaders before 

they resumed work. At least two Fijian other ranks were court martialed. In the 2nd Battalion, 

FLC, on 18 October sixty-nine men left their barracks without authorisation to protest the relief 

of a popular Fijian lieutenant. Eventually fifty-five men were arrested, though their punishments 

were not recorded.789  

Dittmer, who succeeded Wales on 13 September, addressed FMF officers and NCOs a 

week later. He sympathised that the men were unsettled with garrison duty and wanted to get 

into action but reinforced that rigid discipline was essential, and that Fijians would respond to 

‘fairness and firmness’.790 European leaders were enjoined to set the example for Fijians and 

not waste training time. Officers who did not measure up would be removed. Unit troubles were 

not to be suppressed but reported straight away so they could be solved. Timely reporting was 

critical as Dittmer was responsible to Mitchell for the FMF’s conduct.791  

Dittmer addressed the FMF NCOs separately and reminded them that they were the 

backbone of their units and the link between officers and other ranks. Discipline should be ‘strict 

but fair’, but there was no room for martinets. The chain of command, reporting channels and 

training were emphasised, as was the men’s care. NCOs looked after the men’s welfare but 

 
788 Sukuna to Commandant FMF, ‘Fijian Personnel, Field Artillery Nausori’, 8 August 1943, cited in Sukuna, Three-
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789 WD 3 BN FIR, September 1943, R20113148 ANZ; WD Admin HQ, October 1943, R20113166 ANZ. 
790 ‘Dittmer Address – Officers’, R20113142 ANZ. 
791 ‘Dittmer Address – Officers’. 
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should not socialise with them. Dittmer’s points were not unique to his leadership style but were 

cornerstones of the military discipline and leadership system of the British and New Zealand 

armies.792  

In October Sir John Rankine, the acting governor of Fiji while Mitchell toured the 

Solomons, responded to allegations from the Fiji Times that local forces were getting out of hand 

and ill-disciplined. Rankine acknowledged discipline issues but characterised them as isolated 

and not cause for alarm. When Mitchell returned he endorsed Rankine’s assessment and added 

that many European leaders were new to native troops and did not understand how to control 

them. Dittmer was a highly regarded disciplinarian and was given free rein to relieve ineffective 

officers. Mitchell argued that the men were spoiling for a fight and renewed calls for overseas 

service.793  

Mitchell’s assessment of Dittmer proved correct. He had little tolerance for officers who 

failed to set a strong moral example toward Fijians, or engaged in misconduct whether actively 

or through negligence. Leaders deemed unfit included an officer who failed to search for 

unexploded ordnance after an anti-tank shoot resulting in a Fijian’s death. Another officer had 

allegedly ordered the beating of Indian civilians who had been detained. The suspect had been 

medically boarded and embarked for New Zealand before the incident was discovered. The 

evidence was tenuous but Dittmer told Army Headquarters that the officer would be charged if 

he returned to Fiji, though. In the end, this did not happen. Voelcker, the 3rd Battalion 

commander, found two of his officers deficient after their role in the September disturbances and 

requested that they be relieved of duty. 

 
792 WD FIBG, September 1943, ‘Notes of address by Brigadier Dittmer to FMF NCOs at BDE HQ Nausori at 
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My reasons for coming to this conclusion are that neither of these offrs [sic] have shown 
sufficient personality and forcefulness of character to obtain the respect and obedience 
of the men under their command.794  

Voelcker’s request was approved, though the correct procedures dictated by the King’s 

Regulations were not followed. Dittmer endorsed Voelcker’s request to relieve the two officers, 

as Voelcker’s reasoning was consistent with his own experience in command of the Maori 

Battalion. 

None of the FMF’s disciplinary incidents were long-lasting or compromised unit missions, 

but they showed that Fijians were not passive spectators with respect to army life. European 

leaders lacking tact or who were overtly prejudiced sparked some of the incidents. Like 

Europeans, Fijians and Indians committed disciplinary offences, particularly alcohol related. However, 

there were also cultural differences as Fijians often ignored the chain of command and resorted 

to mass disobedience when individuals or small groups committed offences. Many units were 

segregated, at least informally, by tribe and the communal nature of Fijian society meant that 

platoons and companies were linked by common blood and customs. Poor treatment of an 

individual often triggered a collective response. Dittmer’s solution was fair but tough treatment 

that used the formal chain of command. 

 
Summary 

 
Fiji’s importance to New Zealand increased after Japan’s attacks on the Allied powers. 

New Zealand heavily reinforced the islands and accelerated the recruitment of Fijians. While 

3rd NZ Division was eventually relieved by American forces, New Zealanders remained as key 

leaders and personnel for the FMF. Mitchell, who replaced Luke, was well versed in strategic 
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politics and interpreted his role as governor as complete commitment to the war effort. He 

believed that a British ground contribution in the Pacific was vital to maintain colonial authority 

and for post-war relations with the United States. These concerns were not necessarily shared 

by Fijian chiefs and their peoples but they supported Mitchell’s aims for their own reasons. A 

major Fijian goal was solidifying their place as the favoured people on the islands, despite the 

impending demographic eclipse by the Indian community. 

Active service also fulfilled many Fijian cultural and martial values that had been de-

emphasised by previous colonial administrators. Colonial officials encouraged Fijian 

enlistments by raising pay rates and allowances and promising a robust pension and 

rehabilitation system. Compared to other British Indigenous units, Fijians comprised a greater 

percentage of leaders, particularly officers. Despite Mitchell’s attempts to trumpet this fact, there 

were only a small number of Fijian officers in most units, and they did not generally lead 2NZEF 

or European personnel.795  

The implementation of active service proved difficult. Manpower shortages and obtaining 

American approval were one difficulty. The Indian community presented another with their 

reluctance to serve and eventual strike action. The Fiji Independent Brigade Group had some 

unit disturbances that revealed leaders who were unqualified to supervise Fijian troops. In the 

end, Mitchell was forced to compromise and instead of a brigade deployment, individual units 

proceeded to the Solomons. After favourable reports were received from the forward area, 

Mitchell and other colonial officials heaped lavish praise upon the Fijian war effort, both for 

domestic consumption and as part of the Imperial propaganda effort. Mitchell’s efforts were not 

confined to Fiji. New Zealand and colonial officials were in a similar situation in Tonga. While its 
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smaller population limited absolute numbers in uniform, Tongans were heavily mobilised to 

defend their islands and sent detachments that served with Fijian units in the Solomons. 
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Chapter 7: Tonga 
 

The Tongan soldier is a good type and with the right leadership would give a good 
account of himself.796  

 
Lieutenant Colonel J. M. McLeod, Officer Commanding, TDF 

 

Japanese successes in the Pacific also threatened Tonga. Its garrison was expanded, 

but New Zealand leaders regarded it as a lower priority than Fiji. Personnel and equipment 

slowly arrived, which enabled the TDF to form an infantry battalion, supported by small-scale 

coastal defences. New Zealand leaders gradually trained the TDF to their own standards, but 

they still assessed several local European and Tongan officers as deficient and sought to 

replace them with 2NZEF personnel. The United States identified Tonga as an important base, 

and in May 1942 an American garrison arrived and assumed operational control. New 

Zealanders serving in the TDF were retained, as their departure would have meant its 

disbandment. The American presence in Tonga proved temporary, and by November 

American infantry units on the island were ordered to Guadalcanal. Mitchell urged the TDF’s 

expansion to make up for this shortfall, but New Zealand was unable to provide the manpower 

and equipment required.797  

New Zealand resumed control over the Tongan garrison in March 1943 and Queen 

Sālote agreed to a renewed enlistment campaign, though not conscription, to form a 

composite New Zealand-Tongan brigade group. Despite intensive recruiting and a belated 

increase in pay and benefits, Tongan manpower was insufficient to bring the brigade to 

establishment. New Zealand officials also had doubts about the quality of existing 

 
796 TDF, ‘Report by Lieutenant-Colonel J. M. McLeod, OC’ (McLeod Report), 28 February 1942, BCT 
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personnel and placed limits on Tongans in leadership and technical positions. Despite this, 

two platoons of commandos joined their Fijian counterparts in the Solomons and were well 

regarded by FMF leaders. 

The culmination of the manpower shortage came in mid-1943, just as Allied forces 

consolidated control of the middle Solomons and secured Lae and Salamaua in New Guinea. 

The Allied successes eliminated the threat of significant attack, and the Tongan garrison was 

progressively reduced in the summer of 1943 and effectively demobilised by the end of the 

year. A small caretaker force was formed that took over the reduced defensive tasks and 

maintained equipment and facilities. 

 
 

Expansion of the Tongan garrison 
 

On 19 December 1941, thirty-eight 2NZEF personnel commanded by Major J. G. 

Gallagher arrived on Tongatapu as the nucleus of 1 Heavy Battery, which would consist of 

an 18-pounder section and two 4-inch guns. Within three weeks sixty Tongans, including two 

Tongan officers, were enlisted and training as gun crews. Two 18-pounders had arrived with 

Gallagher and the 4-inch guns followed on 10 January. The TDF formed a fourth company 

upon mobilisation, but defences were spread thin and Norris requested 200 additional recruits 

to increase each company to approximately 150 men. The TDF was assisted by the Home 

Guard, comprising unpaid volunteer male European residents. Guardsmen were neither 

required to live away from home nor remained on full-time service. Their enrolment would 

cease once the current emergency was past. While on active service the Home Guard and 

TDF were subject to military law under the Army Act.798  

 
798 Norris to AHQ, ‘Report on Tonga Defence Force’, 9th January 1942, BCT 7/I/217/1940, WPA; 



308  

On 29 and 30 January an inspection by the B Force GSO1 uncovered many 

deficiencies in the TDF’s organisation, layout, and equipment. A confidential report assessed 

Norris as deficient and recommended that Major J. M. McLeod, currently the 2IC of 37 

Battalion on Fiji, be promoted to lieutenant colonel and replace him. Cunningham endorsed 

the increase in personnel and equipment. Army Headquarters concurred and scheduled an 

urgent munitions shipment.799  

McLeod assumed command of the TDF on 18 February. His first report evaluated the 

threat to Tongatapu and reviewed the defence scheme. Current strength was 472 personnel, 

including six European officers. The 18-pounders and 4-inch guns covered beach and 

harbour defence. Three companies were allocated for static defence, while the fourth was the 

mobile reserve. McLeod thought Tongans had potential as soldiers, but most of their officers 

were promoted from the ranks and had received little training; their main differentiation was 

their English language skills. Equipment shortages precluded field training and weapons 

training had been limited to rifles.800  

The 2NZEF company commanders and warrant officers were a mixed group: officers 

were generally satisfactory but lacked experience, were over-aged or had medical conditions 

that prevented full efficiency. Conversely, the warrant officers were average at best and most 

were ‘a fair age’. McLeod asked for six young officers to act as company 2ICs and six young 

NCOs along with the transport, intelligence and signal personnel to bring the TDF up to a 
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mixed battalion establishment. The quality of officers indicate that Tonga was regarded as of 

secondary importance to Fiji, home defence and the 2nd NZ Division. Inspections extended 

to the gunners of 1 Heavy Battery. While the detachments were at full strength there had been 

little coordination between the infantry and artillery for defence. Four heavy and six light anti- 

aircraft guns and six searchlights were recommended for aerodrome defence.801  

Tonga was a lower priority than Fiji and New Zealand for equipment. By March, some 

weapons, ammunition, wire and barrier material had arrived. However, transport vehicles, 

signal wire and the cup dischargers were either in short supply or awaiting shipment from New 

Zealand. Initially the 2NZEF officers and specialists were withheld pending receipt of 

American intentions in providing Pacific garrisons. This was reversed and by 31 March six 

officers and fifteen NCOs had embarked for Tonga. McLeod’s March report reflected these 

improvements. The northern beaches were now wired, with supporting machine guns. On 9 

April, 1st Heavy Battery reported that the 4-inch guns had been proofed and the 18-pounders 

were emplaced.802  

 
801 ‘McLeod Report’, 28 February 1942; TDF, ‘Report on Officers by Lieutenant Colonel J. M. McLeod’, BCT 
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Figure 12. Teenage boys in the Tongan Home Guard, c. 1943–1944 (ATL: PA1-f-107-23-1).803  

 
 
 

Tongan troops responded well to training, and Gallagher believed that several 

specialists and both Tongan officers with 1 Heavy Battery could be trained to the required 

standards locally. Additionally, a Tongan Village Guard was formed to provide emergency 

services and reconnaissance in the outlying areas. This organisation soon supplanted the 

Home Guard. The combined garrison totalled 1056 on 21 March, including 665 infantry and 150 

in the Village Guard. Two weeks later, the available troops increased to 1311. Most of the 

increase was in Village Guard, but it was poorly armed.804  
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The American garrison 

 
In January 1942 the USS Sumner began a three-month survey of Nuku’alofa harbour. 

In March, based on the results, the United States planned to occupy and defend Tonga as an 

advanced naval anchorage and refuelling base. The Fua’amoto aerodrome would be 

expanded for regional defence and as an alternative stop in the South Pacific ferry route. 

There would be 7000 army personnel and a naval detachment of 700. The main garrison 

would be 94 officers and 2400 enlisted men in two battalions and the headquarters of the 

147th Infantry Regiment. Six 6-inch guns would be operated by the 77th Coast Artillery 

Regiment.805  

The garrison, codenamed Task Force 0051, with Brigadier General Benjamin 

Lockwood in command, embarked on 8 April and arrived at Nuku’alofa on 9 May. McLeod, as 

instructed by Army Headquarters, placed the TDF under American operational control. 

Lockwood instructed his men to maintain friendly relations with Tongans but expected the local 

government to conform to his directives in matters of defence. Queen Sālote worked through 

Armstrong and accommodated Lockwood while upholding the rights of her subjects. Many 

Tongans were evacuated from Nuku’alofa to maintain separation from the Americans. 

Lockwood assured Luke that he would cooperate with Armstrong and the Tongan government 

through the Defence Council, and he praised McLeod for the TDF’s assistance. The influx of 

soldiers increased the population of Tongatapu population by 50 per cent and drastically 

changed the economy as many Tongans took advantage of  high pay given by Americans for 

basic services. This drew many Tongans away from agriculture.806  

 
805 John Burke, ‘History of Tongatabu’, pp. 19–23, ATL, United States Naval History Division: South Pacific Area 
and Force Command histories, Micro-MS-0850-4; Weeks, ‘The US Occupation of Tonga, 1942– 1945’, pp. 406, 
409–412; McLeod, The United States Invasion of Tonga in 1942. 
806 TNA, CO 968/22/3, Luke to SOS Colonies, 6 June 1942; Enclosure No. I, Armstrong to Luke, 5 June 1942; 
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American forces secured an informal agreement on 22 June for their occupation of 

Tongatapu that specified required actions by American forces and the Tongan government. 

This interim measure held until a formal agreement was signed on 8 August between Britain 

and the United States. The commanding general in Tonga was responsible for the security of 

the islands and had unity of command and operational control over all forces. This included 

the TDF, though its administration and discipline were specifically excluded from American 

control. New Zealand remained responsible for the TDF’s equipment. Any land or 

infrastructure required by United States forces would be provided by the Tongan government, 

who also undertook any negotiations with leaseholders. In return, American officials agreed 

to pay prevailing wages and compensate for the use and damage of any property. Armstrong 

retained responsibility to Mitchell and the Colonial Office for protecting civilian rights and 

property.807  

Lockwood relieved the TDF of responsibility for the entire island and allocated it a 

sector within the defensive plan. Initially, the American commanders advocated the 

withdrawal of New Zealand equipment and personnel but reconsidered when they learned this 

would have meant disbanding the TDF. New Zealand, however, sought permission to reduce 

its commitment in Tonga. By June the Tongan garrison numbered approximately 940 

personnel, though only 65 machine guns and 830 rifles were available. Puttick requested to 

COMSOPAC that New Zealand personnel, other than those with the TDF, be withdrawn and 

 
Enclosure No. II, Lockwood to Luke, 10 May 1942. Both in Western Pacific Despatch Secret of 6th June 1942; 
Burke, ‘History of Tongatabu’, Chronology, pp. 50–54, ATL, Micro-MS-0850-4; Weeks, ‘The US Occupation of 
Tonga, 1942–1945’, pp. 405–406, 415; McLeod, The United States Invasion of Tonga in 1942. 
807 Armstrong to Luke, 24 June 1942 and enclosure ‘Agreement for the use, administration, and operation of a 
Naval base and Defence Force on the island of Tongatabu by the United States of America’, 22 June 1942, 
ADQA 17211 132/5/9 R21078676 ANZ; ONS to NZ COS, ‘Form of Agreement Between the United Kingdom and 
the United States of American regarding the defence of Fiji and Tonga’ [CCS 93/2], 23 September 1942, and 
Enclosure ‘B’, ‘Form of Agreement between the United Kingdom and the United States regarding the Defence of 
Tonga’, 8 August 1942, R18871507 ANZ. 



313  

the 18-pounders returned to New Zealand. United States forces would take over the two 4-

inch guns and equip the TDF with US weapons. The equipment changeover would reduce New 

Zealand’s commitment in Tonga to a nucleus of key leaders, and relieve supply and 

interoperability difficulties.808  

American commanders allocated the TDF an important role in the defence of 

Tongatapu and the responsibility for training the Village Guard. McLeod organised a training 

school designed to produce a dozen Tongan officers. By 30 June the TDF had 751 personnel 

organised into 5 rifle companies. Seven Tongan officers had been commissioned, with five 

more following shortly. Lockwood vetoed providing the TDF with American arms, and the TDF 

retained British rifles and equipment. The 18-pounders were returned to New Zealand but the 

4-inch coastal-defence guns remained.809  

The influx of American forces accelerated demand for Tongan labour. On 29 August 

Luke received an update from Armstrong which summarised the available manpower. Nearly 

1700 Tongans were in the army or supporting military forces — approximately 37 per cent of 

the 4600 male taxpayers aged between 16 and 60 on Tongatapu.810 Both Armstrong and 

Mitchell were concerned that the United States garrison would not be permanent. Allied forces 

were heavily committed in Papua and the Solomons. Mitchell was concerned that the 

American garrison would be deployed as reinforcements, and he wanted the TDF strong 

enough to protect Tongatapu if that occurred. Therefore, the labour shortage would only 

intensify. Any expansion meant greater recruitment of men from the Ha’apai and Vavaʻu 

groups, and a corresponding curtailment of copra and subsistence agriculture. McLeod 

 
808 Puttick to COMSOPAC, 3 June 1942; Puttick to COMSOPAC, 5 June 1942, R18871507 ANZ; Hornabrook, 
‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 53–55. 
809 McLeod to HQ, Pacific Section, ‘Report No. 4’, 24 May 1942; McLeod to HQ, Pacific Section, ‘Report No. 5’, 
30 June 1942, R20113706 ANZ. 
810 Labour Situation, undated, [Stamped Received 29 August 1942 by WPHC], WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25 vol. 5, WPA. 
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consulted with Lockwood and provided a proposal for an expanded garrison.811  

Table 16. Proposed TDF expansion, September 1942812 

 

Arm or service Existing Proposed 
  One battalion (mixed) 

Infantry One battalion One company (Vavaʻu) 
  Two platoons (Ha’apai) 
  Two reinforcement companies 
  Two 4-inch guns 

Artillery Two 4-inch guns One battery each of field, anti-aircraft and 
  anti-tank guns 
  One coastal-defence gun (Vavaʻu) 
 
Home Guard Home Guard 

(composite) 

One Home Guard battalion (combat) 
Four Home Guard companies (civil 
defence) 

Signal/Engineers Detachments only One section each 

Services One field ambulance One company field ambulance 
One section each of ASC and workshops 

RNZAF One detachment One detachment 

 
 

McLeod advocated compulsory service for Tongan males aged twenty to forty-five. The 

estimated male population of Tonga was 17,617, though the eligible pool was much smaller 

due to age, fitness and other limits. He requested 215 2NZEF specialists and officers to bring 

the TDF up to the New Zealand mixed battalion war establishment with 1st reinforcements. 

The formation of the new field, anti-tank and anti-aircraft batteries and expansion of the coastal 

defences would increase reliance on Tongan gunners. Overall, the proposals required an 

 
811 Lockwood to Mitchell, 20 August 1942, and enclosure McLeod ‘Tonga Force’, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25 vol. 5, 
WPA. 
812 Lockwood to Mitchell, 20 August 1942 and enclosure McLeod. ‘Tonga Force’, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25 vol. 5, 
WPA; TNA, WO 106/3404, HC to SOS Colonies, repeated to Prime Minister and HM Ambassador Washington 
(for Sir John Dill), 1 September 1942. The send date is a typo and should be 11 September, as this is the receipt 
date. This is confirmed by New Zealand’s copy of the telegram in R18871507 ANZ. 
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additional 521 NZEF personnel and 750 Tongans along with significant capital and annual 

costs.813  

The Village Guard formed a new Home Guard force composed of fit Tongan males aged 

between eighteen and thirty-five who displayed leadership abilities. Selected villages had a 

group of fifteen guardsmen. Groups of villages formed a company of seventy-five men. Home 

Guard companies provided additional combat power but their focus was on civil defence and 

support functions. Company commanders were Europeans recommended by Armstrong and 

approved by Lockwood. Military commanders exercised operational control of Home Guard 

units within their sectors. Training proceeded in two phases; the first trained European 

officers, while the second focused on sections and companies. The instruction period was on 

Wednesday afternoons, with additional training authorised subject to approval. Armbands 

were issued to identify guardsmen until uniforms were made available.814  

Tonga agreed to contribute T£20,000 for defence and New Zealand would meet 

additional charges. The forces proposed were the minimum needed to garrison Tonga if the 

Americans departed, and if the situation stabilised they could be used for offensive  

operations, which Mitchell strongly advocated.815 The proposal put Puttick in a difficult 

position. As shown in Chapter 5, New Zealand’s home defence forces had mobilised but were 

not fully equipped. Puttick prioritised them over Tongan and Fijian forces. However, the military 

situation was rapidly evolving, which could quickly change requirements. Offensive 

 
813 HQ TDF, ‘Present and Suggested Organisation’, 1 September 1942; Tonga Force, ‘Proposed Re- 
organization’, 1 September 1942; Adjutant TDF to OC TDF, ‘Increased NZEF personnel’, 28 August 1942; OC 
1st Heavy Battery to OC TDF, ‘Artillery Requirement – Tonga’, 28 August 1942, BCT 7/I/222/40, WPA. 
814 [HQ Force 0051], Operations Memorandum, ‘Organization and employment of Tongan Home Guard’, 29 
September 1942, BCT 7/I/222/40, WPA. 
815 HC to Prime Minister, 11 September; ONS to New Zealand COS, ‘Garrison Forces Fiji and Tonga’, 2 October 
1942, and Enclosure, P. E. Mitch, HC, ‘Fiji and Tonga local forces’, 29 September 1942; Governor to Prime 
Minister, 12 September 1942, R18871507 ANZ. 
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operations in the Solomons would reduce the threat against New Zealand, Fiji and Tonga. 

Puttick agreed British territories needed to provide as powerful a local force as possible. The 

small number of personnel required for Fiji meant their plans were feasible. Tongan 

commitments, however, were excessive when judged against the expected gain and Puttick 

asked that they be deferred until the garrison status was settled.816  

Mitchell’s predictions were soon proven true. By October, United States Army and 

Marine forces throughout the South Pacific were being sent to reinforce Guadalcanal. This 

included the 147th Infantry Regiment, and its headquarters and two battalions embarked in 

two echelons on 20 October and 14 November. New Zealand was tasked to provide 

replacements and on 27 October, 34 Battalion disembarked and joined the garrison. Still, 

manpower remained a critical issue. The TDF’s attrition averaged 1 per cent per month, and 

additional recruits were requested to form a holding and reinforcement company. Despite 

the effort to organise the Home Guard, there was little training as most eligible men were 

diverted to military labour. Instead, 660 Tongans were chosen for training and formed into five 

companies under 2NZEF area commanders, although equipment shortages meant that only 

250 were armed.817  

American forces gradually gained air and naval superiority in the lower Solomons and 

successfully relieved Marine forces from December. This further reduced the threat to Tonga, 

but additional American forces were required in the Solomons. Halsey asked New Zealand 

to take over Tonga’s defence as part of the general relief and forward movement of United 

 
816 Puttick to Minister of Defence, Garrison Troops for Fiji and Tonga, 15 September 1942, R18871507 
ANZ; TNA, WO 106/3404, HC to SOS Colonies, 31 October 1942; TNA, WO 106/3404, HC to SOS 
Colonies, 5 November 1942. 
817 TNA, WO 106/3404, HC to SOS Colonies, 5 November 1942; HQ TDF to AHQ, ‘Report No. 8’, 30 November 
1942, AAYS 8638 314/1/2 R22438352 ANZ; McLeod, The United States Invasion of Tonga in 1942; Hornabrook, 
‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 58–63. 
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States forces. He mandated a garrison of at least brigade strength and requested that New 

Zealand provide another infantry battalion and the brigade headquarters. At the same time, 

3rd NZ Division was ordered to New Caledonia to replace the United States Americal Division, 

which had begun reinforcing Guadalcanal in October. The 3rd NZ Division had already 

detached two battalions to garrison Tonga and Norfolk Island. In addition, 15 Squadron, 

RNZAF took over the P40 aircraft from the United States 68th Pursuit squadron and installed 

two radar sets and an air warning centre. The squadron served for nearly four months in 

Tonga on general reconnaissance and fighter patrols.818  

Puttick recommended replacing 34 Battalion with a Territorial Force unit from New 

Zealand and raising a second Tongan infantry battalion. New Zealand would provide 

personnel for coastal, air and field artillery units and support services. The total garrison would 

be 1697 New Zealand ground troops, 2118 Tongans and 350 RNZAF personnel, commanded 

by a New Zealand brigadier. The primary component of the garrison would be 16 Brigade 

Group, with 1947 2NZEF personnel. New Zealanders would supply most of the officers and 

NCOs while the other ranks would be primarily Tongan, except for specialists. The large-scale 

recruitment of Tongans and their employment in new roles would be required to complete 16 

Brigade Group’s establishment.819  

Puttick’s recommendations were approved. The advance detachments would arrive in 

January 1943, artillery and service units in February, and 6 Battalion, Canterbury Regiment (6 

Canterbury) in March. Queen Sālote sanctioned the new force but refused conscription, as 

she believed that the Tongan commitment could be met by voluntary enlistment. She retained 

 
818 Puttick to Minister of Defence, Tonga, 14 December 1942, ACIE 8798 86/14/2 R18871508 ANZ; Gillespie, 
The Pacific, pp. 83–87, 295–300; Ross, RNZAF, pp. 140-141.  
819 16 Brigade Group, ‘NZ Establishment’, undated, ADQZ 18899 17A R20591388 ANZ; Defender to Lieut/Col 
McLeod, 22 December 1942, BCT 7/I/164/1941, WPA. 
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the right to be consulted regarding any officer actions. Tongans would not serve overseas 

without government approval, but Queen Sālote consented to a platoon serving overseas as 

guerrillas. The transfer or responsibility was approved on 22 January, though the Americans 

retained basing rights.820  

 
New Zealand reassumes control 

 
 

 

Figure 13. Members of the TDF learning how to operate an anti-aircraft gun in Tonga, c. 1943–
1944 (ATL: PA1-f-107-09-15-8).821  

 
 
 

The new mission for the Tongan garrison was the protection of naval and air facilities 

 
820 Colonel C. W. Salmon to AHQ, ‘Defence of Tonga’, 15 January 1943, R18871507 ANZ; TNA, CO 968/22/2, 
CCS, ‘55th Meeting: Extracts from minutes of meeting: Held in Room 240, CCS Building on Friday, January 22, 
1943 at 1430’; DO to New Zealand (Govt), 28 January 1943; Puttick to Minister of Defence, ‘Tonga’, 14 
December 1942, R18871508 ANZ; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 63–66. 
821 NZ Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, World 
War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, PA1-f-107-09-15-8, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22347595, (accessed 17 March 2018). 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22347595,
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against sea or airborne raids and the denial of Tongatapu to the Japanese. COMSOPAC 

retained operational control but the garrison was responsible to Army Headquarters in all 

other areas. On 13 February, the advance party arrived on 13 February and Brigadier F. L. 

Hunt assumed command from Lockwood on 2 March. During the month, 34 Battalion was 

relieved by 6 Canterbury, who along with two Tongan battalions would constitute the infantry 

units of 16 Brigade Group. To form the new units, the existing TDF infantry was redesignated 

as 1 Battalion, TDF, and recruiting for 2 Battalion, TDF commenced.822 Tongatapu was 

divided into three areas, with 1 Tonga, 2 Tonga and 6 Canterbury in the western, centre and 

eastern sectors respectively. As part of the American drawdown, the 77th Coast Artillery 

Regiment departed Tongatapu on 18 April and New Zealand and Tongan personnel took over 

their guns. A residual American presence remained, mostly naval personnel.823  

New Zealand responsibility for the Fiji and Tonga garrisons had lapsed after their relief 

by United States forces. Negotiations reopened to formalise New Zealand’s role, culminating 

in an exchange of letters between Mitchell and Fraser. Although the 18 November 1941 accord 

was deemed insufficient, it was modified and used as the basis for the new agreement, which 

granted New Zealand the same basing rights as the United States. The New Zealand 

commander in Tonga would exercise control over the discipline, equipment, training and 

employment of local forces, but the Tongan government would retain the power to limit their 

overseas employment. Hunt could issue orders and instructions to the government in an 

emergency, such as invasion or air attack.824  

 
822 Often shortened in official records to 1 Tonga Battalion or 1 Tonga. 
823 DCGS to Comd TDF, ‘Army Op Instrn No 34’, 3 February 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/9/S/G/50/I 
R20114263 ANZ; 1/A HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘“A” Branch’, 5 May 1943; HQ TDF, ‘Monthly Report General Staff 
BR’, 9 March 1943; ‘TDF Op Instr No. 1’, 3 March 1943, AAYS 8638 314/10/32 R22438507 ANZ; 
Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 66, 74. 
824 ‘Administrative Instructions issued by Adjutant-General’s Branch to accompany Army Op Instruction No. 34’, 
4 February 1943; HC to SOS Colonies, 14 May 1943, BCT 7/I/9/43, WPA; TNA, CO 968/22/2, Mitchell to SOS 
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The consul would be the conduit between the Tongan government and military 

authorities, with Mitchell involved if matters were not resolved locally. Conditions of service 

would be decided by the consul and Hunt on behalf of their governments. New Zealand troops 

could be held liable in Tongan courts for offences against Tongan civilians, but offences 

against military law were reserved to New Zealand military courts. Brigadier Hunt was 

authorised disciplinary powers over Tongan personnel, including courts martial. This change 

required amending legislation and issuing a proclamation appointing Hunt as the TDF 

commander and including all New Zealanders as part of the TDF. By May, the details were 

finalised. Although New Zealand assumed most costs, the Tongan government contributed 

T£25,000 for defence the next fiscal year.825  

Expansion of the garrison spurred a recruiting drive and selected Tongans were 

identified for leadership training in New Zealand. By March, 1 Tonga had 106 European and 

674 Tongan personnel. The officers were mostly European, with one Tongan lieutenant per 

company. By the end of the month, there were 450 enlistments for 2 Tonga, most of whom were 

sent for three weeks’ training at the brigade school. Both units were organised as mixed 

infantry battalions with a headquarters, three rifle and one support companies.826  

Establishment strength was 30 European officers and 92 European other ranks along 

with 630 Tongans. The highest Tongan non-commissioned rank was sergeant, which 

excluded Tongans from senior leadership and logistical positions at company and battalion 

 
Colonies, 14 May 1943. 
825 Secretary WPHC to F. Shanahan, War Cabinet Secretariat, Prime Minister’s Office, 25 June 1943, BCT 
7/I/9/43, WPA; Armstrong to Hunt, 5 June 1943 and enclosure ‘Conditions, right and privileges attached to the 
occupation of Tonga by the New Zealand Forces’, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/9/2/2A R20114245 ANZ. 
826 ‘War Diary of 2nd Battalion, Tonga Defence Force’ (WD 2 BN TDF), March and April 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
513/1/1 – DAZ 513/1/12 R20113231 ANZ; ‘War Diary 1 BN TDF’ (WD 1 BN TDF), 28 February entry; March 
1943; ‘Officers of the 1 BN TDF (NZEF)’, 28 March 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 512/1/1 – DAZ 512/1/6 R20113229 
ANZ. 
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level. However, Tongans served as platoon sergeants. The establishments for other arms 

and service units followed the same pattern. Officer, warrant officer, NCO and technical 

positions were mostly filled by New Zealanders while Tongans supplied the bulk of the other 

ranks.827 Although there were twenty-two Tongan officers at headquarters none served in the 

principal staff positions. Instead, there were nineteen training cadre, two chaplains, and one 

advisor in Tongan affairs. Officers serving as training cadre was unusual, as this was typically 

done by warrant officers or NCOs. The reasons were not given but were possibly a means to 

facilitate control of Tongan other ranks as Tongan officers were recruited from the higher 

social classes.828  

Many Tongan troops were aged under twenty and eventually military officials ruled that 

no Tongans aged under sixteen could be accepted for service. Hornabrook’s thesis included 

a section on New Zealand assessment of Tongans. Many 2NZEF personnel viewed Tongans 

as quick learners but easily distracted and lacking attention to maintenance. Tongans were 

capable instructors but found wanting as sentries and in other areas where high standards of 

individual responsibility and discipline were necessary. These behaviours, which conventional 

military discipline characterise as failures, were attributed to differences in culture and 

standards of morality, as the communal nature of Tongan life meant that possessions were 

shared as needed. Tongan values contrasted to the culture of individual responsibility and 

accountability inherent in western militaries. While many differences resulted from cultural 

values, some New Zealanders attributed them to Polynesian racial qualities, which they 

contrasted unfavourably with their own European heritage. Wood-Ellem characterised the 

 
827 NZ 1943/25L/1, NZMF, ‘An Infantry (Mixed) Battalion (Tongan): WE’, January 1943, AAYS 6638 325/1/17 
R22438997 ANZ; NZ 1943/25D/2 Prov, NZMF, ‘A Composite AA Battery: “T” Force WE’, August 1943; NZMF, 
‘An Independent Field Battery: “T” Force WE – August 1943’, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/9/S/G/50/1/1 R20114267 
ANZ. 
828 NZ 1943/25/1, NZMF, ‘Headquarters of a Brigade Group: “T” Force, WE’, January 1943, R22438997 ANZ. 
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New Zealand assessments as a colonial attitude which manifested in social restrictions and 

pay inequalities.829  

By June, 1 Tonga and 6 Canterbury battalions were awaiting the final equipment issue 

before being considered fully operational. However, 2 Tonga was still short of personnel 

although approximately 700 Tongans had completed initial training.830 Some recruits were 

found medically unfit or unsuitable as soldiers, and eighty-three Tongans were discharged in 

May. Despite the recruiting drive, 16 Brigade Group remained 14 officers and 200 other ranks 

short of establishment. The shortages persisted into July. The recruiting campaign had yielded 

fewer numbers than expected before it was curtailed in May pending revisions to the American 

base plan, and there were official doubts if the war establishment would be reached.831  

There were concerns for both the quality and quantity of Tongan recruits. Army 

Headquarters pushed for Tongans to replace New Zealanders wherever possible, but Hunt 

assessed that many were not qualified: 

The unreliability, and the proneness of the Tongan soldiers to sleep at all odd times 
are the chief handicaps to giving responsibility to them. It is found that there are 
Tongans who can be trained to accept full responsibility and give satisfaction, but the 
great difficulty is to find the suitable person for the particular appointment and then 
train him — it is frequently necessary to run through at least six likely men before 
finding one suitable.832  

 
 

The reduced threat to Tonga, especially from the air, offered a partial solution. Hunt 

suggested a reduction in the heavy anti-aircraft battery and dismantling the Atata Island 

coastal-defence gun.833  

 
829 Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 101–103. 
830 HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘Monthly Report General Staff Branch’, 1 June 43, R22438507 ANZ. 
831 HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘“A” Branch – May Report’, 2 June 1943, R22438507 ANZ; AHQ to COMSOPAC, 
‘Garrison of Tonga’, 8 July 1943, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 6, WPA. 
832 HQ 16 BDE GP to AHQ, ‘Reduction in TDF’, 7 July 1943, R20114245 ANZ. 
833 HQ 16 BDE GP to AHQ, ‘Reduction in TDF’. 
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Table 17. Proposed TDF garrison, 8 July 1943834 

 

Unit Current Proposed 

6 Canterbury HQ and four infantry 
companies HQ and two infantry companies 

Coastal artillery Whitehouse point 
Atata Island Atata Island 

Heavy anti-aircraft 
artillery Six 3.7-inch guns Four 3.7-inch guns 

Light anti-aircraft 
artillery Twelve Bofors guns Eight Bofors guns 

Coastal artillery Six 6-inch guns Four 6-inch guns or Tongan crews 

2 Tonga HQ and four infantry 
companies HQ and one infantry company 

ASC and other services Full establishment Reduced establishment 

 
 

In July, The Tongatapu garrison reached a strength of 3485, with 1793 2NZEF 

personnel, 1557 Tongans and 135 Tongan civilians. This was against a Tongan 

establishment of 2183, which left a shortage of 626 personnel, including 15 officers and 9  

sergeants.835  The proposed reductions were approved in August with minor revisions. While 

1 Tonga remained at full strength, 6 Canterbury and 2 Tonga were reduced to a headquarters 

and one infantry company. Because 2 Tonga had never reached full strength the 

reduction merely acknowledged existing numbers. Cuts were lighter in the combat support 

forces. The field artillery battery, one troop of light and two troops of heavy anti-aircraft guns 

were retained, along with the 6-inch coastal-defence guns.836 The 4-inch guns at Atata and 

 
834 AHQ to COMSOPAC, ‘Garrison of Tonga’, 8 July 1943, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 6, WPA. 
835 ‘TDF’, 23 July 1943, AAYS 8684 11 R18934623 ANZ; 16 BDE GP Tongatabu, August 1943, ‘Order of 
Battle’, 16 BDE GP TDF; General Information, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/15/1 R20114286 ANZ. 
836 COMSOPAC to General Officer Commanding (GOC), NZMF, ‘Reduction of Tonga Garrison’, undated [August 
1943], R20114267 ANZ. 
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Whitehouse Point were declared surplus and dismantled. New Zealand commanders retained 

the Home Guard at a strength of 1200, of whom 1000 consistently paraded. Since the 

reduction to 1498 Tongans was only 22 over their existing strength, this was met by natural 

attrition through illness, injury or misconduct rather than demobilisation.837  

By October 1943, the Japanese on New Georgia and Vella Lavella were eliminated. 

In November, the Allies landed on Bougainville in the Solomons and on Tarawa in the 

Gilberts. Japanese attacks on Tonga were unlikely, and Puttick requested a further drawdown 

that would release another 488 New Zealanders and 339 Tongans, leaving a combined force 

of 2275 personnel.838 However, COMSOPAC now believed that a garrison was unnecessary 

except to maintain service facilities and help to ‘roll up’ rear areas.839 As an interim measure, 

the establishment was reduced to 530 New Zealand and 1125 Tongan troops on 22 

November. On 1 December, Hunt’s staff submitted a proposal for a residual garrison which 

met the new defence requirements. The specifics for this new force, designated TDF 44, will 

be discussed in Chapter 9. Hunt’s proposal was approved with minor revisions by Army 

Headquarters and endorsed by the Tongan government and Mitchell. Once approved, the 

garrison’s drawdown proceeded rapidly. The 6-inch guns were dismantled and returned to 

American forces, and New Zealand troops departed in three stages. Approximately 1200 New 

Zealand personnel embarked on 27 December, leaving 300 personnel to continue 

demobilisation. From a peak of 3289 in June, the garrison fell to 2988 on 20 December and 

 
837 War Diary ‘G’ Branch HQ 16 BDE GP, September 1943, ‘Operation Instruction No. 8’, 6 September 
1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505.1/1/4 – DAZ 505.1/1/12 R20113207 ANZ; 16 BDE GP Tongatabu, August 
1943, ‘General Information’, R20114286 ANZ; HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘Reorganisation of 16 BDE GP’, 27 August 1943, 
BCT 7/I/9/43, WPA. 
838 Puttick to COMSOPAC, ‘Tonga – Strength of Garrison’, 23 October 1943, BCT 7/I/120/1941, WPA.  
839 COMSOPAC to GOC, NZMF, ‘Tonga – Strength of Garrison’, 22 November 1943; NZ COS Representative, 
SOPAC to NZ COS, ‘Reorganization Tongan Garrison’, 17 December 1943, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 6, WPA. 
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803 by the end of January.840  

Queen Sālote addressed the TDF’s final parade on 22 December. She thanked her 

subjects and exempted them from further military duty but asked for their active participation 

in civil employment.841 Discharged men were given twenty-eight days’ leave on full pay and 

provided transport if they were from outlying islands. Any disability was evaluated at the time 

of discharge and recorded on file and the Defence Council approved disability and pension 

payments for Tongan soldiers, though details were not recorded.842  

 
 

Tongan commandos 

When Mitchell received the request for commandos he sought to include Tongan 

personnel in the contingent and asked Armstrong to gain approval for a platoon of two officers 

and twenty-eight other ranks to join the Fijians. Armstrong favoured the proposal as a spur to 

recruiting and gained Queen Sālote’s approval. The platoon departed Tonga for Fiji in February 

1943 and embarked with the commandos to the Solomons in April. The Tongans saw heavy 

fighting on New Georgia. Both officers were killed in action, six other ranks were wounded and 

fourteen evacuated sick. Lieutenant Ben Masefield, seconded from the 2NZEF, and 2nd 

Lieutenant Henry Taliai were the only TDF personnel killed in action during the war.843  

 
840 HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘Reduction to Garrison – Tongatabu’, 1 December 1943; Agent and Consul, Tonga (Consul) 
to HC, 27 December 1943, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 6, WPA; 16 BDE GP, ‘Strength for Period ending 31 Jan 
44’; 16 BDE GP, ‘Strength for Fortnight ending 20 Dec 43’; 16 BDE GP, ‘Effective Strength as at 20 Jun 43’, 
BCT 7/I/120/1941 WPA. 
841 TNA, CO 968/103C/6, translation of speech delivered by her Majesty Queen Sālote Tupou, DBE to the 
officers and men of the TDF at the Mala’e, Nuku’alofa on Wednesday, 22nd December 1943. 
842 HQ 16 BDE GP, ‘Posting to Reserve: Tongan Personnel’, 23 December 1943, R20114267 ANZ; ‘Record of 
Meeting of Defence Council appointed by H.M. Queen Sālote’, 16 November 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
505/9/S/G/52/3/1 R20114271 ANZ. 
843 HC to Consul, 14 January 1943; Consul to HC, 31 January 1943, WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 5, WPA; Consul 
to HC, 20 May 1948, BCT 7/I/50/1943, WPA; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, p. 79; Aumua, ‘Tongan defence 
force WWII’, pp. 27–34. 
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Figure 14. Tongan heroes receive British and American decorations, 1944 (© IWM, K 7344).844  

 
 

In August 1943 the Fiji War Council approved a recommendation to ask the Tongan 

government for 200 reinforcements to bring its infantry brigade group to establishment. Fiji 

would provide the pay and allowances of the men while they were on active service.845 In 

October the new consul, C. W. T. Johnson, replied after consultation with Hunt that the men 

could not be spared, though twenty reinforcements would be sent to the Tongan platoon 

already serving. Later that month, Johnson reported that Tonga was willing to provide the 

reinforcements but only if Fiji paid for their expenses and the men were drawn from serving 

personnel rather than new recruits. The matter was deferred given the TDF’s reductions and 

shelved once the garrison demobilised. The only forces sent were another platoon, which 

embarked on 1 November.846  

 
844 https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205057763, (accessed 19 August 2018). 
845 Fiji War Council, ‘Extract from minutes of meeting of 31st August 1943’, WPHC 11/I/SF/9/25/3, WPA; ‘Tongan 
Reinforcements for Fiji Military Forces’, BCT 7/I/116/1943, WPA. 
846 Consul to HC, 21 October 1943; Johnson to HC, 7 October 1943, BCT 7/I/104/1943, WPA; ‘War Diary “A” 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205057763,
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Pay and allowances 

 
Pay rates gradually improved during the war, though Tongan remuneration never equaled 

2NZEF or local European rates. In June 1942 privates proficient in their duties were eligible 

for efficiency pay at a rate of six pence per day, an increase of five pence. Tradesmen’s pay 

of six pence per day was authorised for selected specialties.847 In September 1943 officers 

were also granted a six pence per day mess allowance. Family allowance was authorised for 

married soldiers at a rate of T£1 per month, with an additional six shillings per month for those 

with children aged under sixteen, payable for up to three children. Tongan troops serving with 

the FMF were placed on the same pay rates as Fijians.848  

Table 18. TDF: pay rate per day, 1940–1943 (T£)849 

 

Rank Oct 1940 
(shillings/pence) 

Jun 1942 
(shillings/pence) 

Sep 1943 
(shillings/pence) 

Captain NA 6/8 7/- 
Lieutenant 3/8 4/8 6/- 
2nd Lieutenant 3/- 4/4 5/6 
WO1 NA 3/6 ND 
WO2 1/3 3/- ND 
Staff Sergeant 1/- 3/- 4/- 
Sergeant 9d 2/6 3/6 
Corporal 7d 2/- 2/6 
Lance Corporal 6.5 1/9 2/3 
Private 5d 1/- 1/6 

NA = Not applicable. ND = No data available. 

 
Branch, HQ 16 BDE GP’ (WD A Branch 16 BDE GP), November 1943, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505.2/1/III– DAZ 
505.2/1/X R20113212 ANZ. 
847 McLeod to HQ, Pacific Section, ‘Report No. 5’, 30 June 1942, R20113706 ANZ; TDF, ‘List of Pay Suggested 
Increases’, undated; Adjutant, TDF to Consul, ‘Proposed increase in pay of Tongan Personnel’, 18 May 1942, 
BCT 7/I/222/40, WPA. 
848 WD A Branch 16 BDE GP, September 1943, ‘TDF – 2NZEF: Routine Orders, Part 1: A/Q Branch’, 3 
September 1943, R20113212 ANZ; Consul to Commander, ‘TDF’, 11 March 1943, BCT 7/I/6/43,WPA. 
849 McLeod to HQ, Pacific Section, ‘Report No. 5’, 30 June 1942, R20113706 ANZ; WD A Branch 16 BDE GP, 
September 1943, ‘TDF – 2NZEF: Routine Orders, Part 1: A/Q Branch’, 3 September 1943, R20113212 ANZ. 
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 Besides pay and allowances, New Zealand and local officials provided other welfare for 

soldiers under their command. Even in the hectic defensive preparations of 1942, some local 

leave was allowed, and there are mentions in the war diary of sports meetings, competitions 

and choir contests and a revue company. Inter-unit sports tournaments combined recreation 

with building unit cohesion and morale and were particularly favoured. While American forces 

were on Tonga, they constructed open air cinemas that were offered and used by TDF forces. 

When New Zealand assumed control, a recreation centre was in operation by May 1943 that 

catered to men on three day leave passes. The short leave was in addition to the annual leave 

authorised in the conditions of service, though inter-island leave was often held up awaiting 

transport. The YMCA established a club on Nuku’alofa that standard services of its type.850 

 
Summary 

 
Tonga shared in the hurried expansion of Allied garrisons in 1942 although New 

Zealand regarded the Tonga garrison as of secondary importance. Still, New Zealand and 

local officials endeavoured to build up a viable garrison and recruit Tongan leaders. This 

process was given renewed impetus when United States forces assumed control in May 

1942. Their stay was temporary however, and Mitchell proposed a major expansion to ensure 

Tonga’s security. These plans faltered due to New Zealand manpower shortages but were 

revived when the Dominion resumed control over Tonga in early 1943. While a small 

expeditionary force joined Fijian units in the Solomons, the priority was recruitment for the new 

garrison, which was built around a composite infantry brigade of Tongans and New 

Zealanders. Tonga’s small, predominately rural population was unable to fully meet 

 
850 WD TDF, pp. 6-7, R20113215 ANZ; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 73-75; Sale, Base Wallahs, p. 155. 
 



329  

requirements in either skills or numbers. The brigade failed to reach its establishment 

strength, but by mid-1943 Allied successes had reduced the threat in the South Pacific. 

Establishments were cut several times and the TDF demobilised in December. All New 

Zealand personnel departed except for a cadre for the residual garrison. Tongan manpower 

had been used to its maximum extent, beyond a sustainable pace, and the demobilisation 

allowed for a return to the civilian war effort and economy. The Allied occupation of Tonga, 

other than a small number in the new TDF 44 or supporting defence installations, was over by 

February 1944. 

While Tonga’s part in the war was nearly over, there were still significant pressures on 

Māori to sustain their contribution to the war effort. Overseas reinforcements were still needed 

as the Maori Battalion and 2nd NZ Division fought in Italy. Within New Zealand, the pressure 

switched from home defence to primary and industrial production, and the MWEO adjusted 

its focus. With victory in sight, New Zealand officials also began rehabilitation plans and 

discussions opened on the Māori role in post-war society. 
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Section IV. Winning the war, winning the peace: 1944–1946 
 
 

Chapter 8: Māori 
 

Has he proved a claim to be an asset to his country? If so, he asks to be dealt with as 
such. An asset discovered in the crucible of war should have a value in the coming 
peace.851  

Āpirana Ngata 
 

In the twenty months 2nd NZ Division was engaged in Italy, the Maori Battalion fought 

in several campaigns. The major fighting included Orsogna in December 1943, Cassino in 

February and March 1944, and the pursuit to Florence after the fall of Rome. By the end of 

1944, 2nd NZ Division and the Maori Battalion had reached the Senio river near the village 

of Faenza, southeast of Bologna. The Senio defences were breached in April 1945, after 

which the Allies advanced rapidly, reaching Trieste by May, when the German armies in Italy 

surrendered. 

Sustained fighting led to heavy casualties in Italy, which made sustaining numbers and 

morale critical. The 2nd NZ Division’s discipline suffered during the campaign as a result of 

alcohol use, harsh combat conditions and leadership failures. Māori shared in this 

misbehaviour and were seen as disproportionately committing offences. Despite these 

problems, they were employed heavily. After November 1944, Māori officers commanded the 

battalion: first Arapeta Awatere and then James Henare. The command appointments came 

after months of tension about Māori officers between Māori leaders and New Zealand officials. 

In New Zealand, the demobilisation of the home defence forces refocused the Māori 

war effort. There were enough overseas recruits, and the MWEO focused on the demand for 

 
851 Ngata, Price of Citizenship, p. 18. 
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primary production to supply the British Empire and American forces in the Pacific. The 

MWEO embraced the chance to place Māori into primary production and manufacturing jobs, 

which would give them the skills to retain those positions post-war. Māori leaders also fought 

for rehabilitation for returning servicemen. The New Zealand government promised equal 

access, but Māori wanted the assistance needed to reach economic parity with Europeans. 

Rehabilitation only partially fulfilled Māori hopes, demonstrating the limitations of leveraging 

wartime service. 

The Maori Battalion in Italy 
 
The 2nd NZ Division moved to Italy in October 1943 and joined Eighth Army on the Adriatic 

coast. Their first operation was the capture of Orsogna, eighteen kilometres southwest of 

Ortona. In December 1943 there were three unsuccessful attacks, with the Māori used 

several times. They suffered total casualties of 50 killed, 174 wounded, 1 missing and 8 

captured, which were partially offset by 62 reinforcements marched in at the end of the 

month.852 In January, 2nd NZ Division transferred to the United States Fifth Army and 

assembled at Piedimonte d’alife, eighty-two kilometres north of Naples. They would be 

involved in  the fight to force the Gustav Line at the Liri valley, which offered the best avenue 

of approach to Rome.853  

 
852 WD Maori Battalion, December 1943, Appendix I, ‘Casualty Return, Night 7/8 Dec 43: Orsogna Assault’, 
ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/48 R23517744 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 348. 
853 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 421–423. 
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Map 20. Southern Italy, 1944. Allied advance to the Volturno river, reorganisation and attack on Gustav 
Line, 17 January to 11 May 1944854  

 
 

Fifth Army’s main effort in the Liri valley centred on Route 6, one of Italy’s main north-

south highways. The local Gustav Line defences were anchored on the town of Cassino and 

an overlooking hill, Monte Cassino, where there was an abbey of the Benedictine order. This 

area had been heavily fortified, and as the Germans had retreated into their defences, they 

destroyed all the local infrastructure and heavily mined all roads and river crossings. 

 
854 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope48.pdf, (accessed 3 
February 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope48.pdf
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope48.pdf
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Obstacles abounded, including the Rapido river, which flowed through Cassino. Constricted 

terrain and German flooding of low-lying areas hindered any troop deployments.855 Fifth 

Army’s attacks on the Gustav Line attacks were designed to draw off reserves against the 

landings on 22 January at Anzio, fifty-one kilometres south of Rome, which aimed to outflank 

the German defences and enable an attack on the Italian capital.856  

The first attacks on Cassino were repulsed with heavy losses. To the north, the Anzio 

landing proceeded smoothly at first, but Allied forces failed to break out and were heavily 

pressed. General Mark Clark, Fifth Army’s commander, planned to use 2nd NZ Division as 

part of an exploitation force to open Route 6. To achieve this, the New Zealand Corps was 

formed with Freyberg in command of 2nd NZ Division, 4 Indian Division and two American 

armoured task forces. New Zealand forces entered the line beginning on 4 February with the 

Māori taking up positions on 5 Brigade’s right two days later.857  

Freyberg planned to turn the Gustav Line by gaining the high ground to the rear of the 

monastery with 4 Indian Division while 5 Brigade secured the railway station south of Cassino. 

Engineers would repair the bridges and railway embankment to enable Allied armour to 

advance up Route 6. German observation over Allied lines and the wet terrain prevented 5 

Brigade from employing more than one battalion. As they were already in place, the Māori 

were selected to attack. They would use two companies for the operation, which was planned 

to start on 13 February. The attack was delayed until the 17th so that Monte Cassino and the 

monastery could be bombed, an action which was and remains controversial, but is not within 

the scope of this thesis. The Indian and Māori attacks were not coordinated with the bombing, 

 
855 The river was actually the Gari, but Rapido will be used to prevent confusion with contemporary military 
sources. 
856 Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 176–178, 180–181. 
857 Phillips, pp. 180–186; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 422–424. 
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nor was there adequate close air support.858  

The Māori attacked with A and B companies and reached the railway station with heavy 

casualties, but the engineers were unable to complete bridging operations and were 

eventually forced back by heavy fire. This meant that the supporting armour remained 

blocked. Despite reinforcement by a platoon of C Company and a heavy smoke screen laid 

down by artillery, the Māori were thrown back the next afternoon by counterattacks that 

included enemy tanks. Several sections were overrun and 132 of the 200 who attacked were 

initially reported as casualties, included 39 missing. Final casualty figures vary but Pugsley, 

using Cody’s figures, lists twenty-five killed or died of wounds, eighty-four wounded and 

twenty-one taken prisoner. After the attack, the Māori were withdrawn into brigade reserve.859  

 
Figure 15. The ruined monastery of Cassino, Italy, 19 May 1944 (© IWM, NA 15141).860  

 

 
858 Harper and Tonkin-Covell, Monte Cassino, pp. 35-56, 77-79; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 427–432. 
859 WD Maori Battalion, February 1944, Appendix L – February 1944, ‘Casualties – Cassino Battle’, ADQZ 18886 
DA 68/1/50 R23517746 ANZ; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 432–436; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 374, 
486–501. 
860 https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205194499, (accessed 22 August 2018). 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205194499,


335  

 
 

The 2nd NZ Division’s next attempt would use 6 Brigade to capture Cassino from the 

north, with 5 Brigade prepared to advance after the town had fallen.861 Freyberg hoped to 

attack immediately, but wet weather postponed the operation for over two weeks. Heavy 

bombers were again employed, this time against the town. After the railway station had fallen, 

the Maori Battalion would move forward to occupy it. At first the attack, which started late in 

the evening on the 15th, started well and 6 Brigade secured all but the southwest portion of 

Cassino. However, German strongpoints still blocked Allied armour and the Māori were 

ordered to assist in clearing this corridor on 18 March with D Company, supported by C 

Company mopping up behind them. Darkness and rubble made for slow movement and 

hindered unit cohesion. D Company gained most of its objectives but failed to secure the 

Continental Hotel, which dominated the area. This was the Māori’s last attack in the area, 

though they remained in line until 26 March. After a week in the rear, the battalion returned to 

the front having suffered another 108 casualties in the attacks on Cassino.862  

The battalion’s next weeks were a mixture of time spent as reserves and integrating 

new reinforcements. This included a fortnight tour in a rest area near Isernia, which offered 

easy access to daily leave to Naples, Pompei and Caserta along with brigade sports 

meetings, concerts and donkey racing.863 Soutar calculated the battalion’s casualties during 

the Cassino fighting as 58 killed and 227 wounded, which were 17 per cent and 19 per cent 

respectively, of 2nd NZ Division’s totals.864 Despite these numbers and suggestions that the 

 
861 Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 263–266. 
862 WD Maori Battalion, March 1944, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/51 R23517747 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 
363–374; Phillips, Sangro to Cassino, pp. 267–337. 
863 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 375. 
864 Monty Soutar, ‘The price of citizenship. Maori involvement in the Italian Campaign’, in Stefano Fusi (ed.), To 
the gateways of Florence: New Zealand forces in Tuscany, 1944, Auckland, Libro International, 2011, p. 112. 
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battalion was overemployed as ‘assault troops’, neither Gardiner, Pugsley nor Soutar took this 

view about Cassino. Many men, such as Sergeant Walker of C Company thought their 

selection had acknowledged Māori fighting prowess.865 The 2nd NZ Division’s fight for 

Cassino ended on 27 March as the Allied Armies in Italy reorganised. The New Zealand Corps 

was disbanded and 2nd NZ Division returned to Eighth Army where it was assigned to the 

Apennines sector. Striking power was concentrated around Cassino where, after a seven 

week pause, the next offensive opened on 11 May with Cassino captured by British and Polish 

forces on 18 May.866  

On 8 May, the Maori Battalion held a ceremonial parade with nineteen officers and other 

ranks receiving awards. Lieutenant Colonel Young was awarded the DSO, while Major 

Awatere and four other officers were awarded Military Crosses. Young said that he regarded 

his DSO as a battalion award, and as he could not split it 700 ways, he would turn on ‘700 

pints of Vino’. Three soldiers were awarded DCMs and eight the Military Medal. The next day, 

the battalion was reorganised. In Headquarters Company, the administrative platoon was 

disbanded and the carrier and anti-tank platoons reduced establishments. Surplus personnel, 

seventy-six in total, were transferred to the rifle companies and the signal platoon.867  

 

 
865 Soutar, Nga tama toa, pp. 312–332; Gardiner, Maori Battalion, pp. 149–155; Gardiner, B Company 1939–
1945, pp. 271–286; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 432–436, 462–467; Robin Kay, Italy Volume II: From 
Cassino to Trieste, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 1967, pp. 11–16. 
866 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 7–10, 41–47. 
867 28 New Zealand (Māori) Battalion – War Diary, 1 May–30 June 1944 [contains War Diary and Appendices], 
WD Maori Battalion, May 1944; ‘Routine Orders No. 27’, 9 May 1944, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/53–54 R23517749 
ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 377–379. 
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The advance to Florence 
 

 
Map 21. Northern Italy, 1944. Allied advance to Gothic Line868  

 
 
 

The Māori returned to line at Colle Belvedere on 15 May. By 22 May the Germans 

began withdrawing and 2nd NZ Division was readied to protect the right flank of the advance 

up the Liri valley. The offensive began on 27 May, with the Māori moving out two days later. 

They were generally not heavily engaged, though they incurred about seventy casualties in 

 
868 USMA, Department of History, https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline- 
images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope51.pdf, (accessed 3 
February 2018). 

https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-
https://westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_departments/history/WWII%20Europe/WWIIEurope51.pdf
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the week’s advance. Rome fell on 6 June and the Germans continued to retreat. Allied 

commanders believed that the next major stand would be on the Arno River and the Gothic 

Line, which ran north and east of Florence in the northern Apennines. Allied forces were 

weakened by several divisions departing for the Normandy landings and the invasion of 

southern France. Despite this, the Allied objective remained to pin down German forces in 

Italy and break into the Po Valley to reach a line running from Venice to Verona.869  

The 2nd NZ Division was placed in reserve on 11 June and spent the next month at a 

rest area near Arce. On 9 July, 2nd NZ Division began movement to reinforce 13 Corps for 

the advance on Florence, which had bogged down at Arezzo, sixty kilometres to the 

southeast. Freyberg tasked 6 Brigade to guard the right flank of the 6th Armoured Division as it 

worked to capture the town and secure crossings over the Arno river. Meanwhile, 5 Brigade 

concentrated at Cortona, about thirty kilometres to the south.870  

On 20 July, thirty men of the 4th Reinforcements, including Major Rangi Logan, 

marched out to the advance base as part of the Taupo furlough draft to New Zealand. The 

units of 5 Brigade moved up on 21 July and shifted west to Castellina, thirty-three kilometres 

south of Florence. The general axis of advance was north to San Casciano and the Arno river 

crossings at Singa, ten kilometres west of Florence. Starting on 22 July, the battalion 

advanced against German rearguards toward Tavarnelle. Tanks were encountered northwest 

of the village, which slowed the advance, though it reached the vicinity of Lucignano on 24 

July, an advance of about ten kilometres. The Māori were ordered to hold their positions until 

flanking units arrived.871  

 
 

 
869 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 58–71, 88–92; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 379–387. 
870 Kay, pp. 85–86, 100–102; Cody, p. 388. 
871 WD Maori Battalion, July 1944, DA 68/1/55–56 R23517758 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 388– 405. 
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Young was medically evacuated on 25 July and Major Awatere assumed command 

until Young returned to duty on 29 August. After a short break, the Māori moved back into the 

line on 29 July and a detachment of Māori was tasked to seize Casa Del Carpione while the 

rest of the unit, along with 23 Battalion would capture the high ground near Faltignano and 

exploit northeast. The seizure of Casa Del Carpione alerted the Germans, and the Māori lost 

the barrage and halted after securing Faltignano. A night attack on 31 July was more 

successful and the battalion was to exploit toward La Poggiona.872  

The next morning, D and B companies resumed the advance but were halted shortly 

thereafter and fought back a counterattack. That night, 2nd NZ Division launched the main 

assault on Florence and cleared the Pian Dei Cerri hills southwest of the city. By 4 August 

the portion of Florence south of the Arno river was in Allied hands, with Māori among the first 

New Zealanders in the city. The Germans evacuated their last positions in Florence on 16 

August. The 2nd NZ Division had suffered 953 casualties from the start of the offensive on 22 

July. Māori loses were 32 killed or died of wounds, 111 wounded and 4 taken prisoner.873  

On 15 August, American and French forces of the Seventh Army launched Operation 

Dragoon, the invasion of southern France. The Allied Armies in Italy had not replaced the 

troops lost and were unable to exploit their success and break through to the Po Valley. 

Instead, the main effort shifted to the Adriatic sector. After its relief on 16 August, 2nd NZ 

Division eventually moved to Iesi, 160 kilometres north of Orsogna. Eighth Army attacked 

north from the Mataruo river on 25 August and broke through the Gothic Line. The advance 

eventually faltered at the Conca river as the Germans reinforced the area and heavy rain 

 
872 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 137–146, 155–164. 
873 Kay, pp. 180–190, 196–199; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 389–400. 



340  

paralysed movement.874  

After regrouping, Eighth Army attacked toward Bologna on 12 September and 

eventually gained a bridgehead over the Marecchia river.875 Although the 2nd NZ Division was 

not heavily involved in the first actions, 5 Brigade moved up to Pesaro and then San Lorenzo 

between 16 and 20 September. This positioned the Māori to take part in the attack toward Rio 

Fontanaccia, about eight kilometres beyond the Marecchia bridgehead, which began on 22 

September. Initially, the battalion made good progress, but they encountered German armour 

including Tiger tanks which slowed movement. The next day the battalion advanced again 

and reached Scolo Brancona but suffered the loss of two company commanders, Majors 

Mitchell and Te Punga, both original members of the battalion who had returned from New 

Zealand. After reaching Scolo Brancona, the Māori were then relieved until 27 September and 

were in reserve when 5 Brigade re-entered the line, having suffered thirteen killed and fifty-

one wounded throughout September. From 10 to 15 October, the battalion made several 

small-scale attacks in the advance to the Savio River.876  

The 2nd NZ Division went into army reserve on 22 October and were not called up 

again until 22 November, when a preliminary move brought the division to Forli, thirty 

kilometres behind the front. During this time leave was again offered to men to go to Rome or 

Florence, there were several rugby and football tournaments and the last event before 

returning to the line was a 15-mile battalion relay-race.877 Starting on 10 December, the Maori 

Battalion faced the town of Faenza and was ordered to assault northwest and secure 5 

 
874 Kay, pp. 191, 213–218. 
875 Kay, pp. 219–222; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 499–501. 
876 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 411–429. 
877 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 430–432. 
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Brigade’s flank. While initially achieving their objectives, the Māori were forced back by the 

next morning after taking 102 casualties. However, the brigade attack eventually succeeded 

in gaining Faenza, the village of Celle to the west, and the near stop-bank of the Senio river. 

Bad weather then prevented any further operations and the Māori were withdrawn. Over the 

winter, 2nd NZ Division reorganised and prepared for the spring offensive to cross the 

Senio.878  

 

Figure 16. Members of the Maori Battalion at Faenza, Italy, 1945 (ATL: DA-08057).879  

 
 
 

Divisional reorganisation 

 
By June 1944, Freyberg was aware that many of the men of the Ruapehu and Wakatipu 

 
878 WD Maori Battalion, December 1944; HQ 28 NZ (Maori) BN to HQ 5 NZ Inf BDE, ‘Brief Summary of 28 NZ 
(Maori) BN’s activities during month December 1944’, 2 February 45, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/160 R23517756 ANZ; 
Gardiner, Maori Battalion, pp. 156–157; Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 514–519. 
879 NZ, Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, 
World War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, DA-08057, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22706818, (accessed 24 March 2018). 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22706818,
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furlough drafts had refused to re-embark. Hundreds more were exempted from further service, 

which completely upset manpower calculations.880 He recommended a replacement scheme 

for the division rather than furlough. This was approved and the Taupo draft, numbering 

approximately 4000 men of the 4th Reinforcements, embarked for New Zealand in September. 

By October, Freyberg proposed to replace nearly 11,000 long-service men, over half the 

division’s establishment. In February 1945 approximately 5900 men of the 13th and 14th 

reinforcements began joining 2nd NZ Division, including 2115 former 3rd NZ Division personnel. 

The Tongariro draft, composed of men up to the 5th Reinforcements, embarked in February, 

which brought the total returned under the replacement scheme to 9700. The division was 

understrength by 1500 but would reach establishment in March after the available 

reinforcements were integrated.881  

The 2nd NZ Division reorganised in February 1945 by establishing 9 Brigade, formed 

by converting the 22 (Motor) Battalion, 27 (Machine Gun) Battalion and the Divisional Cavalry 

Regiment into infantry battalions.882 This meant 2nd NZ Division had three infantry brigades, 

each supported by an armoured regiment. New specialist vehicles were added to help bridge 

water crossings and other obstacles. The increase in infantry units enabled more frequent 

rotations out of the line, which gave the men time to rest and reconsolidate. Infantry battalion 

establishments increased slightly to 32 officers and 744 other ranks, and the pioneers were 

replaced by a medium machine-gun platoon. Freyberg set an intense training regimen to get 

the new units and replacements up to standard.883  

 
880 These mutinies are beyond the scope of this thesis and will not be discussed. 
881 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 384–386. 
882 The Divisional Cavalry and 22 Battalion in November and 27 (Machine Gun) Battalion in February. 
883 Pugsley, ‘The Second New Zealand Division of 1945: A comparison with its 1918 predecessor’, pp. 97– 99; 
Appleton, ‘Battle weariness’, pp. 140–151; Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 386–390. 
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Operation Buckland 

 
At the end of March the Māori moved to Granarole, eight kilometres northwest of 

Faenza. A few days later Awatere held a conference with his commanders and urged them 

to tighten up discipline, as there were increased reports of drunkenness and men out of their 

areas. He ordered A and B companies to move up to the rear trenches of the forward 

companies so that they would be kept under control. Major Northcroft, the commander of B 

Company, protested this action as he felt the move endangered the whole company for the 

actions of a few, but Awatere held firm. The battalion continued preparations for Operation 

Buckland, which was Eighth Army’s spring offensive to assault across the Senio and advance 

successively across the Santerno, Sillaro, Po and Adige rivers and ultimately on to Padua 

and Venice.884  

Buckland opened on 9 April 1945. The Māori crossed the Senio with no casualties, 

though several had been wounded earlier from mortar fire. The advance continued and the 

men assaulted across the Santerno River on 11 April. In these operations the battalion had 

twenty-one killed or died of wounds and ninety-five wounded.885 The Maori Battalion passed 

into reserve until 16 April when 5 and 6 brigades moved up to support 9 Brigade. On 20 April, 

5 Brigade became the main effort, though the Māori were initially in reserve. The next day, 

the Maori Battalion assaulted across the Idice river and gained a bridgehead. By this time 

German forces were disintegrating and the advance gained momentum. The battalion 

received 120 men from the advanced base at a short halt on 25 April, mostly from the 14th 

Reinforcements but also some returning wounded. During the advance from the Senio to 

 
884 ‘Narrative 28 NZ (Maori) BN Mar 6 45 to Jan 22 46 (Italy to Wetn [sic]) E Nepia’ (Nepia, Italy to Wellington), 
pp. 401–410, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/15/10 R20109269 ANZ; Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 395– 403. 
885 ‘Nepia, Italy to Wellington’, pp. 416–441, 569, R20109269 ANZ. 
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Trieste total casualties were 25 killed and 117 wounded.886  

German forces in Italy surrendered on 2 May. The 2nd NZ Division reached Trieste, in 

the border province of Istria, the same day. Italy acquired the province acquired after the First 

World War, and the New Zealanders encountered Yugoslavian partisans eager to reclaim the 

area. After a short period of tension with partisan forces, which was eventually defused, the  

2nd NZ Division was withdrawn from Istria and moved to Lake Trasimene, 180 kilometres 

north of Rome. The 2NZEF’s total casualties in Italy were 8668, including 1825 killed or died 

of wounds.887  

The replacement scheme accelerated, as did the integration of the last reinforcements 

in the pipeline. On 9 May, seventy-eight reinforcements marched into the unit. The remainder 

of the 6th Reinforcements, fifty in total, departed on 21 May and joined the Hawea draft. The 

Maori Battalion and advanced base were consolidated and numbered 1295 personnel on 23 

June. In the next months, the Māori participated in numerous memorial services held on 

previous battlegrounds. By August, men up to the 8th Reinforcements had marched out to 

return to New Zealand. More detail can be found in Appendix 4. At the request of Māori 

leaders, arrangements were made for the Maori Battalion to return to New Zealand as a 

formed unit.888  

On 6 December 1945, the battalion entrained for Bari to begin its journey back to New 

Zealand. The battalion embarked from Taranto on 26 December 1945 and reached Port 

Tewfik on New Year’s Eve. In Egypt, eighty-six Māori at Maadi Camp rejoined the battalion. 

 
886 ‘Nepia, Italy to Wellington’, April 25–30 1945 [page numbers ceased midway through the file], R20109269 
ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 478. 
887 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, p. 587. 
888 ‘Nepia, Italy to Wellington, 9 May–27 July 1945’, R20109269 ANZ; ‘Maori Battalion, Returning as Unit from 
overseas: Participation in Occupation Force’, undated, R22437778 ANZ. 



345  

On 23 January 1946 the battalion arrived at Wellington and marched to Aotea Quay, where 

the unit was ceremonially greeted by Māori leaders. The men’s reception was heavily 

publicised throughout New Zealand and emphasised Māori cultural practices including funeral 

rites, the removal of tapu, or ritual restrictions, and welcoming the men back as ordinary 

citizens.889  

Māori were initially excluded from Jayforce, the designation of the New Zealand 

contingent of the Japan occupation force, but after protests within the Maori Battalion and in 

New Zealand, officials agreed to form a Māori sub-unit. This consisted of a cavalry squadron 

of single volunteers from the 13th, 14th and 15th reinforcements, totalling approximately 270 

all ranks. These men assembled in Florence in October and arrived in Japan in March 1946. 

Reliefs had already been assembled in Japan and the first drafts were relieved by the end of 

August. Māori continued to form one squadron, though their strength had dropped to 

approximately 150 with the first relief.890  

 
Maori War Effort Organisation 

 
The MWEO’s original charter was set to expire in January 1943. Initially Paikea 

obtained a three-month extension but convinced Fraser and the War Cabinet to maintain the 

organisation until April 1944.891 The Home Guard and Territorial Force were stood down at 

the end of June 1943. This eliminated the need for Māori recruits for home defence forces. 

 
889 ‘Nepia, Italy to Wellington, December 1945–January 1946’, R20109269 ANZ; NZ On Screen, Weekly Review 
No. 232, ‘Maori Battalion Returns’, directed by Russell Reid, 1946, https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/Māori-
battalion-returns-1946, (accessed 17 May 2016); 28 Maori Battalion Association, Ake! Ake! Kia Kaha E! Kia 
maumahara tonu tatou ki a ratou 28th Maori Battalion (NZ) Association final official luncheon, Wellington, 28th 
Maori BN Association, 2012, pp. 1–17. 
890 Director of Mobilisation to AHQ, ‘2 NZEF – NZJForce [sic] – Maoris’, 21 February 46, R22437778 ANZ; 
‘Nepia, Italy to Wellington, September–November 1945’, R20109269 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 483–
484; Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 310–316. 
891 Francis and Sarich, Wai 898, #A72, p. 50. 

https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/M%C4%81ori-battalion-returns-1946,
https://www.nzonscreen.com/title/M%C4%81ori-battalion-returns-1946,
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There was also a surplus of overseas recruits on hand. By January 1944, there was opposition 

to the MWEO’s continuation from the Army, Treasury and Native Departments. The Native 

Department was concerned at the MWEO’s assumption of duties which it had previously 

administered and in August 1943 began appointing Māori welfare officers. In the political 

infighting, the Māori MPs were supported by Fraser, whose influence earned the MWEO an 

extension until the end of the war.892  

In June 1944, the recruiting officers were reduced to fifteen and Captain J. P. Ferris 

replaced Hemphill as Army Liaison.893 The shift to industry and primary production is 

illustrated by estimates that 10,000 Māori were employed in the Auckland manpower district. 

A special utilisation committee of the National Service Department was formed for their 

oversight. The seven members were selected by MWEO’s Auckland tribal executive 

committee.894  

The archival record concerning the Māori recruiting officers and tribal committees 

during this period is sparse. One major recruiting officer task was to screen for underage 

volunteers. Soutar praised Ferris for his ability in this area when he was the recruiting 

officer in the Tairāwhiti area prior to his elevation as the new Army Liaison. However, the 

problem still persisted. Soutar noted that the 14th Reinforcements, who arrived at Maadi on 

29 January 1945, contained many underage recruits. Eventually 21 soldiers out of 150 in the 

draft were removed pending their parents’ consent to serve. Soutar characterised the 

recruiting process as ‘crude’ and Māori recruiters judged volunteers based on their perceived 

physical maturity if family connections or records were unavailable.895  

 
892 Francis and Sarich, pp. 50–53. 
893 Tirikatene to War Cabinet, ‘Maori War Effort Organisation’, 22 March 1945, R18870782 ANZ. 
894 ‘Maori Workers’, New Zealand Herald, 29 August 1944, 
https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NZH19440829.2.26, (accessed 18 October 2018). 
895 Soutar, Nga tama toa, pp. 352–353. 

https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/NZH19440829.2.26,
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The Māori MPs viewed the MWEO as a suitable vehicle for post-war Māori autonomy. 

While its military role had diminished, this was offset by industrial and agricultural efforts. At 

first informally, and then quasi-officially, the tribal committees took on manpower direction, 

employer-employee relations and social functions previously under the preserve of the Native 

Department. By April 1945 the National Service Department estimated that 15,000 Māori 

were employed in essential industry. The tribal committees were incorporated into the Native 

Department structure under the Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act.896  

 
Discipline 

 
There were two cases of serious misconduct within the Maori Battalion in 1943. On 28 

July two men were sentenced to five years’ penal servitude for murdering a civilian. In 

November, two Māori were found guilty of assaulting and robbing an Italian civilian and were 

each sentenced to one year’s imprisonment with hard labour.897 There were further incidents 

of misconduct throughout 1944. On 9 February, Major Henare opened a court of inquiry on 

allegations of rape and murder against Italian civilians. Two soldiers were eventually charged, 

and the investigation continued into March. There was no further documentary evidence 

found in the war diaries and the disposition of the inquiry is unknown.898  

Less serious offences were more common and several battalion routine orders 

detailed punishments for infractions. These ranged from being absent without leave and 

 
896 The Native Department was retitled Department of Māori Affairs in 1947. Orange, The price of citizenship? 
The Maori war effort, pp. 238–245; National Service Department, 1946 Report, p. 63; National Service 
Department, Report of the National Service Department, AJHR, Wellington, Government Printer, 1944, vol. H-
11a, p. 18; Orange, ‘Rise and Demise of the MWEO’, pp. 160–166. 
897 WD Maori Battalion, October 1943, ‘Routine Order No 104’, 6 October 1943, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/46 
R25459647 ANZ; WD Maori Battalion’ November 1943, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/47 R25459648 ANZ; Australia, 
Military Board, Australian edition of Manual of Military Law, Melbourne, Commonwealth Government Printer, 
1941, pp. 396–401, 427–429. 
898 WD Maori Battalion, February 1944, R23517746 ANZ; WD Maori Battalion, March 1944, R23517747 ANZ. 
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drunkenness to robbery, unauthorised use of military transport, and being in out-of- bounds 

areas such as brothels. The July routine orders named twenty-four offenders. Worryingly, six 

of these were NCOs, who enforced first-line discipline. Young worked to maintain discipline 

and ordered equipment inspections and increased attention to malaria precautions.899  

In July 1944, the Maori Battalion occupied Tavarnelle. Soutar wrote of the dichotomy 

of the Māori time in the village. Many shops, including one with musical instruments, were 

looted, but the men often shared personal and army possessions with Italian civilians. Alfred 

‘Bunty’ Preece recalled that the Māori had a reputation for living off the land, or stealing, but 

he witnessed many soldiers freely giving army-issue blankets and clothing to Italian civilians. 

While good relations with Italians was preferred, New Zealand leaders were more 

concerned with 2nd NZ Division’s discipline and battle readiness.900  

The high rate of alcohol and looting offences throughout the division continued in 

August. Freyberg attributed some of July’s heavy casualties to a decline in battle discipline 

and proficiency. Leaders were not controlling their men, in or out of the lines, and many 

casualties from artillery and mortar fire were sustained by the men failing to take cover or 

using proper movement techniques. Post-war correspondence between Kippenberger and 

Freyberg revealed concerns about the Maori Battalion’s discipline. Some senior leaders 

considered returning the battalion to New Zealand, but it remained in Italy.901  

Pugsley’s history discussed an incident during the Battle of Faenza. D Company had 

 
899 WD Maori Battalion, March 1944, ‘Routine Orders No. 14’, 11 March 1944, R23517747 ANZ; WD Maori 
Battalion, May–June 1944; ‘Routine Orders No. 27’, 9 May 1944; ‘Routine Orders No. 36’, 10 June 1944, ADQZ 
18886 DA 68/1/53/54 R23517749 ANZ; WD Maori Battalion, July 1944, ‘Routine Orders No. 49’, 16 July 1944, 
R23517758 ANZ; WD Maori Battalion, September 1944, ADQZ 18886 DA 68/1/57–58 R23517757 ANZ. 
900 Tom O’Connor and Kingi Ihaka, Bunty Preece: soldier of the 28 (Māori) Battalion = Hoia toa Alfred Preece: 
tetahi o ngā morehu o te Hoko Whitu a Tumatauenga, Christchurch, John Douglas Publishing, 2012, pp. 52–53, 
74; Soutar, ‘Maori involvement in the Italian Campaign’, pp. 113, 117–118. 
901 Appleton, ‘Battle weariness’, pp. 136–139; Kay, Cassino to Trieste, pp. 207–209; Gardiner, Maori Battalion, 
pp. 177, 202. 
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attacked and seized Casa Bianca, where they captured eighteen Germans and held them in 

a house. Allegedly, when a German counterattack was imminent, the prisoners were taken 

outside and shot instead of being released or sent to the rear. Before the attack, one company 

commander recalled Awatere as telling his sub-unit commanders and staff not to take 

prisoners, but to shoot them, though this did not appear in any written records.902 At the time 

the incident was not reported, but Freyberg became aware of it through propaganda leaflets 

dropped by the Germans, accusing the New Zealanders of atrocities.903 According to Pugsley, 

Freyberg had his intelligence staff investigate the German claims and he relieved Awatere of 

command in June 1945. Pugsley’s sources included a Maori Battalion officer’s oral testimony 

taken for the television series New Zealand at war, and from Henare, the Maori Battalion 2IC, 

who said that he was present when Freyberg confronted Awatere. Preece also mentioned the 

shootings, as he took over command of the platoon involved, though he did not witness the 

event.904  

Gardiner does not mention the killings but discussed an incident shortly before the 

Faenza attack where a Māori patrol was attacked and an officer wounded. Other members 

tried to assist, and their efforts included waving white handkerchiefs in the hopes of arranging 

a ceasefire to evacuate the wounded officer. However, the Germans did not respond and the 

officer bled to death. According to an interview by Captain Aubrey Balzer, this was the 

proximate cause of Awatere’s no prisoner order. The circumstances of Awatere’s removal 

were not made public, and contemporary documents recorded his departure as a furlough.905  

The problems of theft and looting were not unique to Italy. New Zealanders and other 

 
902 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 511–512. 
903 A German propaganda leaflet making the accusation that 12 German POWs were killed is included in 
McLeod’s work. McLeod, Myth and Reality (Book), p. 88. 
904 O’Connor and Ihaka, Bunty Preece, pp. 83–84. 
905 Pugsley, Bloody Road Home, pp. 511–514; Gardiner, B Company 1939–1945, p. 314. 
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Allied soldiers had behaved similarly in Greece, Crete and North Africa when the opportunity 

arose even though North Africa’s relative emptiness and military provosts in Egyptian cities 

limited opportunities. Similarly, access to alcohol was restricted. In Italy, these situations were 

reversed. New Zealand soldiers were often quartered in Italian villages and had ready access 

to alcohol, whether through local vineyards, theft, or home-brew distillation. There were many 

more opportunities for larceny, which expanded from supplementing rations to outright looting 

of vehicles and property and large-scale sweeps for livestock and produce. Appleton argued 

that resulting indiscipline nearly became endemic within the division. Many soldiers wrote of 

how sports competitions were well oiled by alcohol, showing that its use was tacitly accepted 

by officers and other ranks.906 George Pinkerton was a British Army medical officer stationed 

with several British units adjacent to 2nd NZ Division near Orsogna. Pinkerton recalled that 

several Māori broke into a warehouse that contained vats of applejack and got drunk. He later 

characterised the Maori Battalion as ‘frightening’, although he did not offer details.907  

Gardiner addressed Māori discipline in a chapter entitled ‘To the victors the spoils of 

war’.908 Historically the prospect of battlefield gains, or ‘booty’, was a strong motivation for 

soldiers to endure combat. In Gardiner’s interviews veterans termed the practice as ‘loot’ and 

were forthright about engaging in it. Retention of enemy weapons offered increased firepower, 

while looted items could be sold for financial gain. There was also a symbolic component 

where a victor claimed items of the fallen as a token of conquest. All these motivations were in 

operation at times.909 Papuni’s research and interviewees echoed Gardiner’s conclusions.910 

 
906 Appleton, ‘Battle weariness’, pp. 116–139. 
907 George Eustace Pinkerton, IWM Oral History, Reel 5, 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80022179, (accessed 22 January 2019). 
908 Gardiner, Maori Battalion, p. 126. 
909 Gardiner, pp. 126–133. 
910 Papuni, ‘War experience and its toll’, pp. 32–34; Gardiner, Maori Battalion, pp. 126–133, 158–163. 
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As a frontline infantry battalion, Māori had many opportunities to scavenge the battlefield and 

secure items from prisoners. Māori cultural traditions included the hākari, or ceremonial feast. 

Pork was a major component but was not regularly available via army channels. In one 

incident, Māori soldiers stole a pig and smuggled it out of an Italian village under some 

blankets on a stretcher. 

Battalion routine orders gave periodic warnings against possession of enemy weapons, 

alcohol consumption and other practices, along with results of disciplinary action. Many orders 

were hard to enforce, which degraded respect for military authority. A more effective technique 

was to keep soldiers busy and provide controlled entertainment and guidance. Māori padres 

were critical in maintaining morale and providing comfort within a spiritual framework, which 

also helped uphold discipline. 

Discussions of discipline are incomplete without considering the stresses that New 

Zealanders experienced. Appleton examined battle weariness in 2nd NZ Division during the 

Italian campaign. A battle-ready division’s manpower was up to establishment, had experienced 

leaders and was equipped and maintained for its war-fighting task. Battle weariness was the 

degree of absence of these factors. At Orsogna many men were North African veterans, with a 

smaller fraction having fought in Greece and Crete. However, the 2nd NZ Division incurred 

nearly 3000 battle casualties in the fighting at Orsogna and Cassino.911 These battle losses 

were exacerbated by the departure of experienced men and leaders on the furlough drafts. 

Taken together, the manpower drain, tactical difficulties of Italy, and the hardships of modern 

combat led to battle weariness and a psychological casualty rate that exceeded 20 per cent of 

those wounded. This in turn led to declining morale and indiscipline, especially looting, alcohol 

 
911 Kay, Cassino to Trieste, p. 587. 
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use and combat refusals. The 2nd NZ Division reached a crisis point in mid-1944, at which 

point senior leaders contemplated asking for relief.912  

Appleton showed that drinking and looting was partially an attempt to cope with the 

environment. Infantry were exposed to the elements and were often cold, wet, muddy and 

exhausted from rigorous exertion. Men drank as self-medication to calm nerves and to sleep 

on a battlefield that was still active at night. However, excessive alcohol had a negative impact 

on military discipline and unit function. Failures to enforce limits weakened discipline, while 

alcohol use behind the lines often spread to consumption on duty, resulting in vehicular 

accidents and compromising the men’s performance. Rations, despite all efforts, were often 

inadequate and men ‘foraged’ produce and livestock. The constant fighting and sick 

evacuations meant that units were understrength, which eroded cohesion and left the 

remaining personnel overworked. All these factors drew upon each man’s willpower reserves. 

While New Zealand leaders attempted to offset hardships with entertainment and rotations, 

they were not always successful.913  

The Maori Battalion’s high casualty rates led some historians and veterans to question 

whether the unit was singled out for tough tasks. Papuni’s interviewees were divided in their 

opinions, with some veterans supporting the view and others denying they were overused. 

Soutar suggested that Māori often volunteered for hazardous tasks, which could account for 

some of the increased casualties.914 Stout queried the low incidence of anxiety neurosis in 

Māori, who had submitted few claims for disabilities other than for organic injuries, such as 

gunshot wounds. He characterised Māori as actively seeking every pension and grant 

 
912 Appleton, ‘Battle weariness’, pp. i, 1–2, 9–20. 
913 Appleton, pp. 76–82, 132–133. 
914 Papuni, ‘War experience and its toll’, pp. 11, 30–31; Monty Soutar, ‘Ngāti Porou Leadership: Rāpata 
Wahawaha and the politics of conflict: "Kei te ora nei hoki tātou, me tō tātou whenua"‘, PhD Thesis, Massey 
University, 2000, pp. 43–46. Available from: MRO, (accessed 9 July 2016). 
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possible and concluded that the lack of applications for neurasthenia, or mental and physical 

exhaustion, meant that the disorder did not exist among Māori returned servicemen.915  

This racialised view is challenged by literature on post-war Māori experiences. Papuni 

noted that many Māori were not encouraged to discuss feelings of fear or the effects of combat 

as they thought that admitting mental or psychological problems would cause a loss of trust by 

others or themselves. Despite this, many veterans returned home wounded and suffered mental 

distress, or were ‘poisoned’. There was difficulty transitioning to civilian life. Veterans were 

usually briefed on their employment options before they were returned to their communities. 

Many took up apprenticeships, which took them out of the community and loosened social 

bonds. Some used alcohol as a self-medication technique for their emotional or physical trauma, 

continuing a trend from their army service. Papuni’s interviewees state that there was a degree 

of anger and potential for violence in some communities. Some veterans who returned with 

high mana, or prestige, lost this status through their actions such as drunkenness, fighting in 

public and domestic abuse, and there was some uncertainty among veterans and the 

community in how to reintegrate. Māori mental trauma was real but was often masked as 

undiagnosed distress that was filtered through cultural practices and beliefs.916  

The Wai 2500 Kaupapa Veteran’s inquiry yielded research reports about the economic 

rehabilitation and health impacts of Māori service in war. Although Māori had higher rejection 

rates for tuberculosis, the health report concluded that they were not treated differently in pre-

selection medical screenings. There was also no evidence found of inferior access to medical 

care on active service. Despite these findings, post-war outcomes were different, most likely 

 
915 Stout, War Surgery, p. 736. 
916 Papuni, ‘War experience and its toll’, pp. 36–58. 
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stemming from pre-war differences in health.917  

 
Māori officers 

 
On 2 February 1944, Ngata wrote to Fraser about the command situation in the Maori 

Battalion. During his recovery from his wounds Bennett had spoken to the 2NZEF’s Military 

Secretary and stated that there were no Māori officers competent to take over the battalion. 

Bennett also conveyed this news to Ngata. After Keiha was furloughed the next two 

commanding officers, Fairbrother and Young, were European. Ngata argued that the battalion 

should be commanded by a Māori and that there were suitable young and well- educated 

officers available. He asked that Major Rangi Logan, one of the first two Māori to attend 

Sandhurst, be considered for command, even though he was junior to some of his 

contemporary officers. Fraser’s reply assured Ngata that he would give the request 

consideration. However, the next commander was not Logan, but Awatere.918  

It is unclear if Logan knew of Ngata’s efforts, but he shared the dissatisfaction. In a 

letter to his parents Logan said that he had been appointed as the battalion 2IC after a period 

of being unassigned. Young had tried to assign him as a company 2IC, even though he had 

previously commanded a company. The battalion’s discipline had slipped, and he blamed 

Young for failing to enforce discipline and control drinking. Young was a ‘typical Pākehā’ who 

did not understand Māori, consult them on matters of iwi interest or know how to employ 

them. Logan considered transferring but decided to stay, though in July 1944 he returned to 

New Zealand in the Taupo furlough draft.919  

 
917 Walker, Wai 2500, #A251, pp. 157–177. 
918 Fraser to Ngata, 7 February 1944; Ngata to Fraser, 2 February 1944, R18871706 ANZ. 
919 Major Rangi Logan to parents, 18 March 1944, ATL, MS-0196-275, 
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Awatere was promoted to lieutenant colonel and assumed command in November 

1944. In his autobiography he stated that his appointment had concerned some Māori elders 

because of C Company’s high casualties at the Tebaga Gap. His genealogy was also 

questioned, as he had an ancestor who favoured frontal attack rather than subtlety. Ngata 

was allegedly worried that he would ‘burn up the sons of the Māori people’.920 Awatere 

disputed this charge, as he had studied military theory before the war and when he was an 

instructor at the military training school at Maadi. Awatere’s record demonstrated skill as a 

tactician combined with the employment of unconventional methods of discipline, but his 

legacy was marred by Faenza.921  

Soutar and Stack both considered whether there was anything unique about the way 

Māori led the battalion. Soutar credited Dittmer for shaping the leadership styles of later 

commanders, as most had received their initial training under him. The exceptions were Tiwi 

Love, who had fifteen years of experience in the Territorial Force; Fred Baker, who had seven; 

and Awatere, who had joined in 1928 and served for an unspecified period. Even then, these 

officers had served longer under Dittmer, as Territorial Force service was part-time. Later 

commanders proved themselves successively at the platoon and company levels, and then 

as the battalion 2IC before assuming command.922  

The 2NZEF was organised and operated along British Army lines. Most of the actions 

by Māori officers were indistinguishable from Europeans. However, Soutar argued that the 

dynamics of Māori commanding Māori should not be ignored. Many commanders came from 

families who were iwi leaders in their districts, and the companies and platoons were organised 

 
920 Awatere, Awatere: A Soldier’s Story, p. 94. 
921 Awatere, pp. 93–94, 127. 
922 Monty Soutar, ‘Maori Commanders of the 28 Maori Battalion’, in Glyn Harper and Joel Hayward (eds.), 
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along iwi lines. Men were led as much as possible by officers from the same or allied iwi. The 

battalion was a rare opportunity for Māori to lead themselves. Concepts of lineage and mana 

were considered as important as military rank. Many commanders led from the front line and 

the senior leadership suffered many casualties. Awatere was known to offer alternative 

discipline, where he would fight offenders rather than use his judicial powers under the Army 

Act. To Soutar, the vital criterion was competence and Māori leaders had proven this through 

their actions.923  

Stack’s analysis mirrors Soutar’s. He argued that there was a unique relationship 

between officers and other ranks due to the iwi segregation. Stack identified the importance 

of cultural concepts and used the example of a Māori officer framing discipline in Māori. 

Discipline expressed in Māori terms worked more effectively in this case than when the 

European company commander spoke in British terms. Concepts like utu also drove actions 

and some men took severe risks to retrieve fallen soldiers. Many of these concepts also had 

analogues in New Zealand and British culture, even if in slightly different ways.924 Māori 

concepts were balanced against military procedure, though this was ameliorated by the 

common educational background of most Māori and European officers since Māori of high 

rank within their iwi had access to secondary and tertiary education because of their status 

and used it to facilitate their advancement. As the war progressed, pre-war backgrounds 

mattered less as men were commissioned directly into service or from the ranks. The primary 

prerequisite for selection to battalion command was the leader’s performance as a company 

commander and battalion 2IC.925  
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The Māori war effort and casualties 

 
The total number of Māori who contributed to the war effort is impossible to calculate 

with precision. Many published sources conflate Māori registrations with enlistments. 

However, registration was only the first step in enlistment, and there was attrition throughout 

the process. Some recruits withdrew their registrations, and many failed the medical 

examination. Others were in reserved occupations, and a percentage of recruits in initial 

training were discharged as unsuitable. Treating registrations as numbers who volunteered 

for service is logical and proper, but those posted to units will always be a fraction of the initial 

cohort. There is also a useful distinction between overseas and home defence service. Many 

who initially served in Territorial Force units volunteered and embarked for overseas 

service.926  

Estimates of Māori who served outside of the Maori Battalion are sparse. The MWEO 

calculated in March 1945 that 3000 Māori served in other 2NZEF units, the RNZAF and 

RNZN, though the report did not give a source or indicate how the numbers were derived. 

The number who embarked with the Maori Battalion is known with more accuracy. Archival 

estimates in January 1946 reported 3543 embarkations, which Hancock cited in his work. 

Soutar identified 3578 in the battalion through the embarkation rolls. Soutar’s numbers 

included the original European officers who left with the main body and possibly Pacific 

Islanders and those who re-embarked. Many Māori in other 2NZEF units eventually 

transferred to the battalion, including twenty-five in the 13th Reinforcements. This means that 

embarkation rolls cannot be used as the sole source for determining service in the 

battalion.927  

 
926 Ministry for Culture and Heritage, First World War by the numbers. 
927 Tirikatene to War Cabinet, Maori War Effort Organisation, 22 March 1945, R18870782 ANZ; ‘Maori Battalion 
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The number of Māori demobilised up to 1944 was relatively small and included a high 

proportion of men invalided. The number jumped in 1946 with the Maori Battalion’s return and 

neared 5000 in 1948, including those whose service was exclusively with Jayforce.928  

Table 19. Demobilisation of Māori personnel, 1943–1948 (year ending 31 March)929  

 
 

Year Overseas Home 
Service Total 

1943 291 310 601 

1944 765 509 1274 

1945 1333 674 2007 

1946 2942 1048 3990 

1947 3421 1177 4598 

1948 3706 1289 4995 
 
 

  

Soutar calculated the Maori Battalion’s casualties as 649 killed or died on active 

service, with 29 more who died after discharge from injuries, which differ slightly from Cody’s 

totals, as presented in Appendix 5. These totals were widely reported as being 50 per cent 

higher than the average for 2NZEF infantry. Walker calculated the Māori total against the five 

2NZEF battalions which fought as infantry throughout the war. The average was 2224, which 

meant the Māori suffered 16 per cent more casualties. This is a more valid comparison as not 

all the infantry battalions had the same role during the war.930 Freyberg’s foreword to Cody’s 

 
Statistics for 1939–45 War’ (as at 30 Jan 46), ADQZ 18886 DA 68/15/13 R20109267 ANZ; ‘Maori BN’, 1 August 
1945, ANZ R22437778; Hancock, NZ at War, pp. 274–277; Soutar, Nga tama toa, p. 340. 
928 Director of Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation Board: Report for the year ended 31st March 1948, AJHR, 
Wellington, Government Printer, 1948, vol. H-18, p. 16. 
929 Director of Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation Board: Report for the year ended 31st March 1945, AJHR, 
Wellington, Government Printer, 1945, vol. H-18, p. 13; Director of Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation Board: Report 
for the year ended 31st March 1947, AJHR, Wellington, Government Printer, 1947, vol. H-18, p. 14; Director of 
Rehabilitation, 1948 Report, pp. 6, 16. 
930 Walker, Wai 2500, #A251, pp. 146–148; Soutar, ‘Maori War Effort’, pp. 309–311. 
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history has been repeated by many historians: 

Speaking of their military record overseas — I believe that when this history is 
published, it will be recognised more widely that no infantry battalion had a more 
distinguished record, or saw more fighting, or, alas, had such heavy casualties as 
the Maori Battalion.931  

Another 2NZEF infantry unit, 25 Battalion, suffered 402 casualties at Sidi Rezegh in 

1941 — the highest number in any battalion in a single day. Ellis recorded several British 

battalions with similar or higher loss rates.932 Freyberg also wrote the foreword to 25 

Battalion’s unit history and acknowledged the loss rate while stating the unit ‘fought 

magnificently’.933 Freyberg eventually wrote forewords for all the infantry battalions, the 

divisional cavalry, and 27 (Machine Gun) Battalion, with unique achievements specified for 

each.934 The ubiquity of Freyberg’s praise for the 2NZEF’s combat arms indicates that his 

sentiment toward the Māori cannot be accepted purely at face value, but must be evaluated 

with reference to the available archival and published sources. 

Based on gratuities paid to family members, Sheffield and Riseman estimated that there 

were 174 Māori deaths in other 2NZEF units. Adding the total deaths to the demobilisation 

figures for 1948 shown in Table 19 gives a total of 5818 Māori who served during the Second 

World War and in Jayforce. As mentioned previously, Paikea’s MWEO figures in March 1943 

were 10,229 Māori in the Home Guard and 7226 in the 2NZEF and Territorial Force. These 

figures are incomplete and conflated registrations with enlistments for overseas and home 

defence service.935  

 
931 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. V. 
932 Ellis, Sharp End of War, p. 165; Edward Puttick, 25 Battalion, Wellington, Historical Publications Branch, 
1960, pp. 158–159. 
933 Puttick, 25 Battalion, p. v. 
934 See for example Puttick, 25 Battalion, p. v. 
935 Maori War Effort as at 9 March 1943, R18870782 ANZ; Sheffield and Riseman, Indigenous Peoples and the 
Second World War, p. 67. 



360  

Hancock recorded that there were 15,744 Māori registrations for both overseas service 

and home defence and that 5300 were accepted for overseas service, though not all 

embarked. It is unknown how the numbers were derived or if they included the Home Guard, 

RNZAF and RNZN personnel. Adding confirmed deaths to those demobilised by 1946 yields 

3765 Māori who served overseas, though this excludes the approximately 270 Māori in the 

first Jayforce contingent. RNZAF and RNZN deaths would not be included in this total, and 

their numbers were not found in available sources. All these estimates measured different 

forms of service, and no definitive totals were found in the archives. Webb has noted that 

further quantitative research is needed to fully resolve Māori service figures.936  

 
Reinforcements 

There is little archival detail on Māori reinforcements after the 10th contingent. After 2 

Maori Battalion stood down in June 1943, the men remaining after the 9th and 10th 

reinforcements had embarked were assembled at Rotorua and used for the 11th 

Reinforcements. Bertrand and a small cadre remained in charge of the men until they 

embarked. Bertrand was later ordered to Papakura camp in April 1944 to command the 12th 

Māori Reinforcements. Army records indicated that the draft would total 324 recruits by 15 

May, including 121 already in camp, 153 made available by the manpower board and 50 who 

had been on leave without pay.937  

Ultimately, between 391 and 415 Māori embarked on 29 June.938 Bertrand was posted 

to the reserve of officers in October 1944 and the 14th and 15th reinforcements were 

 
936 Webb, Wai 2500, #A247, pp. 238–240; Soutar, ‘Maori War Effort’, p. 311; Hancock, NZ at War, pp. 10– 11, 
274–277. 
937 ‘12th Reinforcements – Maoris’, undated, R22437778 ANZ. 
938 The latter figure is Soutar’s. Soutar, ‘Ngāti Porou Leadership’, p. 37; The former is found in ‘Maori BN’, 1 
August 1945, R22437778 ANZ. The source of the discrepancy is unclear, but these may have been the twenty-
five Māori who were persuaded to transfer to the Maori Battalion after embarkation. 
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instructed by the training battalions at Trentham camp. By the time the 14th Reinforcements, 

150 men total, were mobilised, the available reserves were nearly exhausted, especially as 

most of the remaining eligible men were in reserved occupations. At this time the 2NZEF Māori 

establishments were 32 officers and 737 other ranks for the Maori Battalion, and 7 officers 

and between 33 and 66 other ranks for the Māori Training Company at the base depot. This 

company trained reinforcement draft and then dispatched them to the advanced base, where 

they would move up to the unit as needed.939  

 

 
Figure 17. World War II Māori reinforcements about to leave Rotorua railway station, 11 January 
1944 (ATL: 1/4-000828-F).940  

 
 

939 George Frederick Bertrand, NZMF, Form NZ 307, ‘History Sheet’, AABK 18805 W5922 0014312 R20544383 
ANZ; 2 NZEF, ‘Summary of War Establishments (Excluding First Reinforcements) as at 31 December and 31 
October 1944’, ADQZ 18886 DA 1/9/SD83/18 R20107655 ANZ; ‘Maori Soldiers’; ‘Maori Battalion’, Gisborne 
Herald, 1 February 1945, Papers Past, https://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/newspapers/GISH19450201.2.108, 
(accessed 12 March 2019). 
940 1/4-000828-F, ATL, https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22799914, (accessed 25 March 2018). 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22799914
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In January 1945 Conway interviewed Major Rangi Royal, now the chief Māori Welfare 

officer in Wellington. Royal had received complaints from Māori reinforcements that they were 

not happy with European training cadre. Royal thought the men should have Māori leaders 

and instructors, reasoning that ‘the Māori responds better to those of their own race and this 

should be remembered in any consideration of discipline, training and leadership or 

control’.941 He suggested reorganising the training cadre so Māori officers and NCOs would 

be responsible for Māori reinforcements. They would also serve as instructors and accompany 

the men throughout the training day. It is unclear whether these recommendations were 

followed.942  

In February 1945 Daniel Sullivan, the Minister for Supply and Munitions, visited the 

Maori Battalion while on an inspection tour in Italy. He wrote to Jones the next month with 

observations from discussions with Awatere and Major Henare, the battalion 2IC. Awatere 

asked for 600 additional reinforcements, as he said there was a long delay in wounded 

returning, and that more men would shortly be lost in replacement schemes. Both Awatere 

and Henare asked that reinforcements be proportionate from each district to maintain iwi 

balance.943 Jones investigated and found that the battalion was understrength. However, on 

3 February, there were nearly 400 reinforcements available at the advance base and depot. 

On 10 March, there were less than 300 reinforcements available, but the Maori Battalion’s 

deficiency was now only 29 other ranks.944 Given these numbers, no alterations were made, 

and the 15th Reinforcements, totalling 152, embarked on 20 April.945  

 
941 Major Rangi Royal, Chief Maori Welfare Officer: Wellington, ‘Notes for interview with Brigadier Conway, 22 
January 1945’, (Royal interview), R22438717 ANZ. 
942 ‘Royal interview’, R22438717 ANZ. 
943 Sullivan [Army Secretary] to Jones, 23 March 1945, R22437778 ANZ. 
944 ‘Maori BN – Strengths’, undated, R22437778 ANZ. 
945 New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage, Maori Reinforcements, 
https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/node/4967#maorireinforcements, 2009, (accessed 12 March 2016). 

https://28maoribattalion.org.nz/node/4967#maorireinforcements,%20
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Both Jones and the Māori officers had valid points. A surplus in draft numbers did not 

imply their immediate availability, and there were delays in movement from depot to advance 

base and the unit. The reinforcement process required a long lead time. Recruits had to be 

found, attested, medically examined and then assembled at mobilisation camps. After 

training, shipping had to be made available and the journey to the Middle East took nearly 

a month. In Egypt, the men were trained further at the base depot and moved to the advanced 

base at Bari, where they were sent forward as needed. The time from attestation to arrival at 

the unit usually exceeded six months. This was not unique to Māori, and 2nd NZ Division’s 

strength fluctuated depending on the availability of reinforcements and frequency of active 

operations. The initial draft for the 16th Reinforcements was 120 personnel, but with 

Germany’s surrender, the men were demobilised, though some possibly served in the first 

relief draft for Jayforce.946  

Post-war and Rehabilitation 

 

In New Zealand, the Māori Social and Economic Advancement Act incorporated the 

MWEO into the Department of Native Affairs.947 While some local autonomy was achieved at 

the local and regional levels, the MWEO’s tribal committees were subordinated to the Native 

Department. The Labour government thus largely negated Māori aspirations. However, this 

did not translate into an abandonment of the Māori alliance with Labour, nor did it fully halt the 

efforts to normalise Māori-European relations on a basis of equality. 

Since the Second World War, Māori have enlisted in the army in numbers 

disproportionately larger than their percentage of the population.948 The New Zealand Army 

 
946 HQ 2 NZEF CMF to AHQ, 1 May 1945, R22437778 ANZ. 
947 Retitled the Department of Māori Affairs in 1947. Orange, ‘Rise and Demise of the MWEO’. 
948 Philip Cleaver, Wai 2500, #A250 Māori and Military Service for the Crown 1946–2017, Wellington, Waitangi 
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has recognised this by transitioning into a bi-cultural institution melding European and Māori 

values. This includes the adoption of a Māori name, Ngāti Tumatauenga (Tribe of the God of 

War), the construction of marae on military installations, and other social and cultural 

initiatives.949  
A comprehensive analysis of Māori rehabilitation is not within the scope of this thesis. 

However, a brief overview is important in how New Zealand worked to use Māori manpower. 

As early as November 1940, Ngata raised the question of rehabilitation in an address to 

Parliament. Without special consideration for Māori ex-servicemen: 

The Pakeha will always be a Pakeha. He will always look after himself first. I am 
stating what is a fact from the Maori point of view. The Pakeha will always look after 
himself first.950  

By 1948, there were 139,328 New Zealand personnel demobilised from overseas 

service and 62,937 from the home defence forces.951 Rehabilitation’s explicit goal was to aid 

those who served to resume their civil lives on terms at least equal to their pre-war status. 

Priorities for aid were not legislatively set, but the eventual policy recognised those with 

overseas service in combat areas as eligible for immediate loans and housing assistance. 

Home defence and non-combatant service would have access to medical care, trade training, 

education and other non-loan benefits. Home Guardsmen who did not serve continuously 

were generally not eligible for rehabilitation unless they were injured in the line of duty.952  

Māori MPs argued that the government had not provided Māori serving in the First 

 
Tribunal, 2018, p. 7. 
949 Pete McKenzie, How the NZ Army became an iwi, 
https://www.newsroom.co.nz/2018/11/25/331569/peter-mckenzie-on-army-as-an-iwi-for-monday, 2019, 
(accessed 8 May 2019). 
 
950 NZPD, vol. 258, 28 November 1940, p. 374, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929774, 
(accessed 18 December 2017). 
951 Director of Rehabilitation, ‘1948 Report’, p. 6. 
952 Director of Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation Board: Report for the year ended 31st March 1944, AJHR, 
Wellington, Government Printer, 1944, vol. H–18, p. 27. 

https://www.newsroom.co.nz/2018/11/25/331569/peter-mckenzie-on-army-as-an-iwi-for-monday,
https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929774
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World War with equal access to rehabilitation services. They were resolved to prevent a 

recurrence and argued that given the structural inequalities Māori faced, equal access to 

rehabilitation services would not result in outcomes similar to those achieved by Europeans. 

Jane Thomson showed that many Māori believed that rehabilitation should result in equal 

status with Europeans, not just the Māori pre-war standard.953 Māori were eventually offered 

the choice of the general scheme or a special Māori service designed to meet their needs. 

Six Māori rehabilitation officers were appointed, all of whom had served in the Maori 

Battalion, including a former commander, Keiha. The number increased to nine by March 

1945. Another former commander, Fred Baker, was appointed Director of Rehabilitation in 

November 1943, when the program was established as a separate department.954 The Māori 

rehabilitation officers were assisted by local tribal executive committees and the Māori 

Rehabilitation Finance Committee. They aided ex-servicemen who selected Māori channels 

in applying for benefits through the Native Department’s district registrars. The goals were to 

provide the same facilities as Europeans but to ‘provide special measures for their particular 

needs’. This included access to farm training or land settlement on lands controlled by the 

Native Department, though as Sheffield pointed out, this was a cumbersome process.955  

Rehabilitation officials effectively endorsed the Māori MP’s assertions that to provide 

Māori and Europeans with the same outcomes required efforts to bridge inequalities. The 

problem was partially offset by favourable employment conditions from labour shortages, 

 
953 NZPD, vol. 259, 29 July 1941, pp. 638–639, https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929782, 
(accessed 19 December 2017); Thomson, ‘Rehabilitation of servicemen’, pp. 307–311; Hearn, Wai 2500, 
#A248, pp. 84–88. 
954 Rehabilitation had previously been overseen by the National Service Department. 
955 2NZEF Education Rehabilitation Service, Serviceman to Civilian, Italy, HQ 2 NZ Division, 1945, pp. 1– 2, 45–
47; Sheffield, ‘Veterans’ Benefits and Indigenous Veterans of the Second World War in Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, and the United States’; Director of Rehabilitation, ‘1944 Report’; Director of Rehabilitation, ‘1945 
Report’; Maata Rewange Keiha, ‘Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of New Zealand’, ‘Keiha, Kingi Areta, Dictionary of 
New Zealand Biography, https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5k6/keiha- kingi-areta, 2000, (accessed 8 March 
2018). 

https://hdl.handle.net/2027/uc1.32106019929782,
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5k6/keiha-
https://teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/5k6/keiha-kingi-areta
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which facilitated re-entry into the workforce. Although many Māori had doubts about the 

Native Department, it would administer loan applications under the Māori rehabilitation 

scheme. Trade training, education and other employment assistance programs were 

administered under the general schemes, though special trade schools were run in Māori 

districts.956  

Māori land was generally excluded from rehabilitation schemes. Many Māori distrusted 

government involvement in land issues. These two facts, along with the relatively small 

amount of acreage set aside by iwi for returned servicemen, meant that land settlement 

proceeded very slowly and with onerous administrative requirements. By 1948, only 3624 

hectares was available for Māori ex-servicemen. Another major goal was to redress the land 

and housing situation. Māori farms and housing were mostly inferior to their European 

equivalents in size and security, and occupancy per room was much higher. Although Baker 

pushed for Māori housing, he had only limited success, especially with state rental houses, 

which were not built in rural areas where Māori predominated.957  

In 1952 rehabilitation officials estimated that 1169 Māori had received business or tool 

loans, educational assistance or trade training. Trade training dominated, with 771 having 

received this assistance.958 Thomson characterised this effort as ‘the one conspicuous 

success story in Māori rehabilitation’, with Māori nearly four times as likely to seek 

apprenticeship under the ‘A’ scheme in trade schools than Europeans.959  

 
  

 
956 Thomson, ‘Rehabilitation of servicemen’, p. 166; Sheffield, ‘Veterans’ Benefits and Indigenous Veterans of 
the Second World War in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and the United States’, pp. 68– 70; Director of 
Rehabilitation, ‘1948 Report’, pp. 16–18. 
957 Thomson, ‘Rehabilitation of servicemen’, pp. 137–142, 320–325. 
958 Butterworth, ‘A Rural Maori Renaissance?’, p. 187. 
959 Thomson, ‘Rehabilitation of servicemen’, p. 312. 
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Summary 

 
The campaign in Italy presented several challenges and had a large impact on the 

Māori war effort. There were several battles where casualties were in excess of 100.960 

These losses required comprehensive controls to maintain discipline, provide necessary 

reinforcements and maintain morale. The 2nd NZ Division faltered in these tasks in mid-1944 

as they struggled with a long reinforcement chain, harsh climate conditions and easy access 

to alcohol and women. Senior leaders noted that Māori were ill-disciplined out of proportion to 

their numbers, and that this extended, as in the division, to the battlefield and to leaders. 

The new focus of the MWEO was the civilian war economy, though it also successfully 

maintained the flow of overseas reinforcements. Māori leaders saw this as an opportunity to 

secure opportunities for their iwi post-war. The MWEO survived attempts by several 

government departments to shut it down, and the tribal committee structures were 

incorporated into the Native Department after the war. Another important priority for Māori was 

rehabilitation. While the New Zealand government promised equal access, Māori wanted the 

assistance necessary to place them on an equal social and economic footing with Europeans. 

This larger goal did not eventuate, although many Māori benefited in varying degrees from 

rehabilitation. 

Many of the Māori manpower issues had analogues in the Fijian and Tongan war effort 

in 1944. Recruitment in the FMF remained high, particularly as active operations in the 

Solomons continued. In contrast, the TDF was reduced to a residual force. Instead of 

manpower shortages, the major issues for the TDF 44 became maintaining discipline while 

performing its mission. 

 
960 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 348, 374, 405, 445, 470. 
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Chapter 9: Fiji and Tonga 
 

Yet there was a limit to the extension of this responsibility — there were certain duties 
with which it did not seem advisable to entrust the native soldiers. The New Zealand 
leaders set out to replace as many of their countrymen as possible; the difficulty was to 
be sure of selecting the right men for positions, without some period of trial and 
training, and this would naturally defeat the aim to give prompt relief for New Zealand 
personnel.961  

 
Judith Hornabrook, ‘New Zealand and the Tonga Defence Force, 1939–1945’ 

 

The improved strategic situation in the Pacific in 1944 changed the emphasis of the 

war effort. The need for home defence forces was dramatically curtailed, but now troops were 

required for offensive operations. These plans encountered several difficulties. Despite the 

home defence demobilisation, Fiji officials struggled to keep the Fiji Infantry Brigade Group 

up to establishment. Plans to employ additional Tongans to bring the brigade to establishment 

were initiated, but eventually shelved. In 1945 discussions reopened for the employment of 

FMF forces. Despite the varied options, which included service under Australian or New 

Zealand command, negotiations again failed. Ultimately, the brigade group had been well 

trained and individual units had seen action, but it was never used as a formation. After Japan’s 

surrender, the FMF was rapidly demobilised. Fiji’s colonial leaders worked to return Fijians to 

their pre-war occupations and villages and viewed rehabilitation as only for those who 

required assistance, which was contrary to the expectations of many Fijian veterans. 

In Tonga, there were no further planned overseas deployments after the second 

platoon of commandos embarked in November 1943. A new residual garrison was  formed, 

the TDF 44. This force had responsibility for the aerodrome, defence facilities and equipment. 

These tasks were more akin to peacetime duty, and the 2NZEF commander found discipline 

 
961 Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, p. 85. 
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difficult to maintain. The Tongan people grew weary of defence expenditure, and the garrison, 

without an active mission on which to focus their efforts, staged several protests. Queen 

Sālote and the Premier, Ata, stayed the course and promised recruits for a proposed garrison 

battalion. Plans fell through and TDF was completely demobilised after Japan’s surrender. 

Relatively few Tongans had access to rehabilitation due to the lack of major overseas 

deployments, and there were fewer expectations of a reordered social order. Instead the goal 

was to restore the economy and prior way of life. 

The FMF in 1944 
 

By October 1943 Allied forces had secured the New Georgia group in the Solomons. 

The next major operation was against Bougainville, where airfields would be established to 

isolate and neutralise the Japanese bases on Rabaul. These Allied offensives enabled the 

demobilisation of Fiji and Tonga’s home defence forces, though the FMF’s deployments to 

the Solomons continued. By the end of 1943, the 1st Battalion was in action on Bougainville. 

They were joined by 3rd Battalion and a docks company in March 1944. A Tongan platoon, 

the second expeditionary force the TDF sent overseas, was integrated into 3rd Battalion. 

Through their actions on Bougainville, the Fijian infantry built upon the commandos’ reputation 

and by the time both battalions were relieved, Mitchell hoped they would be the precursor for 

a larger deployment.962  

In January 1944 all territorial training was suspended. The next month 1 Heavy Artillery 

Regiment was disbanded and the battery positions were turned over to maintenance sections. 

This reduced the FMF’s strength on February 14 to 6846 men, including 978 deployed to the 

Solomons. Most were Fijian, with 5306, compared to 235 Indians, 371 local Europeans and 

 
962 Gillespie, The Pacific, pp. 273–287. 
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786 2NZEF personnel.963 The commandos’ performance resolved doubts held by American 

commanders about their abilities and reopened discussions about the brigade’s employment. 

Dittmer outlined possible scenarios that ranged from two battalions to the entire brigade group 

and discussed them with Harmon. However, all plans required the brigade at establishment 

with its training complete. Dittmer requested twenty additional 2NZEF officers and directed 

increased promotions from the NCO ranks to obtain lieutenants. 

Dittmer and senior leaders had successfully restored discipline after the wave of unit 

disturbances but worked to remove potential flashpoints. In February 1944, the standing 

orders for 2NZEF troops were updated. Other than in officially sanctioned visits, they were 

restricted from entering local villages or socialising with residents other than Europeans.964 

This minimised conflicts between European troops and the local population and refocused 

the brigade on collective training. The 3rd Battalion’s departure for Bougainville left 4th 

Battalion as the sole infantry unit. Based on action reports from the Solomons, 4th Battalion 

focused on company level patrols and procedures for working with American forces.965  

On 2 May, Mitchell reported on the FMF’s war effort and projected future commitments. 

The Fiji Infantry Brigade Group’s strength was 153 officers and 3817 other ranks.  The 1st and 

3rd battalions, along with 1 Docks Company, were employed on Bougainville. The Fiji Royal 

Naval Volunteer Reserve, with 424 men, supported operations in the Solomons and Gilberts. 

Of the remaining brigade units, 1 Field Battery was not needed and was recommended to be 

broken up for infantry reinforcements. The engineers were earmarked to re-establish the 

 
963 Dental Detachment, Fiji Section 2NZEF to Director of Dental Services, AHQ, ‘Dental Arrangements’, 15 
February 1944, R22439173 ANZ; TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History — 1944’, p. 5; TNA, WO 
176/103, WD Admin HQ, January 1944, ‘FMF Routine Orders Part 1’, 8 January 1944. 
964 FMF: Standing Orders, Dittmer to Offr i/c Adm [administration] and Arty [artillery] Staff Offr NZ Camp, 
‘Conduct of New Zealand Troops in Fiji’, 2 February 1944. 
965 HQ 4 BN FIR, ‘Field Craft Training — 4 BN —Votua area’, 24 April 1944. R20591393 ANZ; WD FIBG, 
January 1944, ‘Notes of conference held at BDE HQ 1000 Hours, 28 January 1944’, R20113142 ANZ. 
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phosphate trade when Nauru and Ocean Island were reoccupied.966  

Mitchell recommended that the brigade be employed in the Solomons on 

Bougainville, or against the bypassed Japanese on the Shortland Islands or Choiseul. Barring 

further calls for military labour or heavy casualties, he believed that the brigade could be kept 

in the field indefinitely. Tonga would be asked for recruits and the labour battalions combed 

for Grade I men. Mitchell disparaged the brigade being used to guard aerodromes and stores 

in the Solomons or Gilberts. Recruits from the other Western Pacific High Commission 

territories, including Tonga, would form units for these rear garrison tasks. If the brigade were 

not approved for the Solomons, Mitchell would offer it to the British for Burma.967  

These proposals coincided with major strategic movements in the Pacific theatre. By 

June 1944, Rabaul was isolated, the Gilbert and Marshall Islands secured and the airfield on 

Nauru neutralised. The Allies advanced on two fronts against the Marianas and across the 

northern coast of New Guinea. Both prongs would unite to recapture the Philippines. General 

Douglas MacArthur, the Southwest Pacific Area commander, proposed to relieve six 

American divisions in New Guinea and the Solomons for use in the Philippines. He requested 

Australian troops take over in New Guinea, the Green Islands, Emirau and Bougainville to 

contain bypassed Japanese forces. Additional garrisons were required for the remainder of 

the Solomons. The British would be unable to supply troops for Pacific service until the end 

of the war in Europe. MacArthur’s stipulated troop level for the Australian forces was three 

divisions. General Thomas Blamey, who commanded Australia’s military forces, decided on 

offensive operations on Bougainville to eliminate the Japanese garrison.968  

 
966 TNA, WO 208/3098, Memorandum by P. C. Mitchell, ‘Reduction of importance of Fiji as a naval and 
military base: Future employment of naval and military forces’, (Mitchell, FMF Employment), 2 May 1944. 
967 TNA, WO 208/3098, ‘Mitchell, FMF Employment’. 
968 TNA, WO 106/3404, Brilist Melbourne to War Office, 6 May 1944; TNA, WO 208/3098, Fiji to SOS Colonies, 
4 May 1944; War Office to Brilist, Melbourne, 17 May 1944; Gavin Long, The Final Campaigns, Australia in the 
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Mitchell argued that garrison forces were no longer needed on Fiji or Tonga, while his 

offensive proposals dovetailed well with Australia’s plans. However, a major command 

reorganisation in the Pacific exacerbated shipping shortages and curtailed any deployment. 

On 15 June 1944, the South Pacific Area was divided; all areas east of Longitude 159° East 

become a rear base command with no combat mission, while the remainder, which included 

Bougainville, now formed part of the South West Pacific Area. The South Pacific Area was 

redesignated the South Pacific Base Command on 1 August and all American forces and 

installations still present were removed as shipping became available.969 As part of the 

reorganisation, the 1st and 3rd battalions would be relieved from Bougainville and returned to 

Fiji. These movements drew heavily on scarce shipping, and Australian and New Zealand 

troops were prioritised after the forward movement of American formations. Mitchell informed 

the Secretary of State for the Colonies on 30 May 1944 that given these upcoming constraints, 

he was tabling the deployment issue for the moment.970  

While Mitchell’s hands were tied concerning overseas employment, further reductions 

to the FMF were authorised and the RMT section demobilised on 13 June. In July, the garrison 

in Fiji dropped to 3928 personnel, plus 248 naval personnel. All remaining Indians had been 

discharged, leaving 580 2NZEF personnel, 348 Europeans and 3000 Fijians.971 The final 
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American combat units left in July, followed by the two general hospitals in September, which 

left the residual administrative and air force detachments needed to finalise close-out. On 15 

July, the FMF assumed operational control over Fiji. Shipping levels dropped in concert with 

the American withdrawals, particularly at Lautoka. This allowed for reductions in the FLC. 

Grade I men transferred to combat units and a guard company was formed to defend Nadi 

aerodrome. A second guard company formed on 22 December secured American military 

equipment at Nadi, Lautoka and the surrounding areas. Eventually the labour units were 

consolidated into 1/2 Battalion, FLC at Suva in January 1945.972  

British leaders explored several alternatives for rear garrisons for the Solomons and 

Gilberts, including the use of West Indian troops. However, John Nicoll, the acting high 

commissioner, preferred meeting garrison requirements from his own resources.973 Nicoll, 

through his resident commissioners and consuls, queried whether the Solomons, New 

Hebrides or Tonga could provide troops who would join New Zealand officers and NCOs to 

form a unit similar to a battalion of the King’s African Rifles or Indian States Forces. In the 

end, none of the proposals eventuated but they showed the global nature of the Pacific War 

and the persistence of Imperial ideas regarding Indigenous forces.974  

By the end of August, Mitchell learned from Admiral Nimitz that American commanders 

had no further employment for the FMF in the South Pacific but would request its use in the 

 
972 TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History – 1944’, pp. 4–6; WD FIBG, December 1944, ‘Routine Orders: FIBG, 
Part 1’, 23 December 1944; January 1944, ‘Routine Orders: FIBG, Part 1’, 16 and 29 January 
1945, R20113143 ANZ. 
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inspection tours. Mitchell was then was appointed to the governorship of Kenya. Sir John Rankine was 
appointed acting governor and High Commissioner until 1 January 1945, when Sir Alexander Grantham arrived 
to take over the governorship and High Commissioner positions. 
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11/I/SF/9/39, WPA. 
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Solomons.975 Any employment was predicated on maintaining establishments. The 

government had drawn heavily upon Fijians, and they were able to leverage their participation 

to gain access to favourable legislation and services. Sukuna addressed the Council of Chiefs 

on 6 November 1944 and linked the mobilisation with government efforts in public health and 

other services, stating that ‘all these things have come to pass because you provided 

manpower for the war effort and in memory of those who lost their lives in action’.976  

Mitchell also advocated for further Fijian self-government. However, Sukuna favoured 

the expansion of indirect rule and he pushed for the creation of a Fijian Affairs Board, 

composed mainly of the Fijian Members of the Legislative Council. The board regulated Fiji 

communal life and was advised by the Council of Chiefs. Districts officers were subordinated 

to the board and had to defer to them in most matters concerning Fijian affairs. The board 

was headed by the Secretary of Native Affairs, who sat on the Executive Council and had 

direct access to the governor. Sukuna was the first advisor and held the position until 1954.977  

The return of 1st and 3rd battalions from the Solomons enabled them to share their 

combat lessons learned. However, both units had to replace losses from battle casualties and 

sickness. Weapons training was a major priority. A November 1944 report showed that the 

1st and 3rd battalions had only started weapons qualification, while 4th Battalion was mostly 

complete. Many soldiers qualified on multiple weapons to ensure their units stayed in 

operation in the event of casualties.978  

The need for officers and specialists remained. Structural deficiencies in Fijian 
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education led to chronic shortages of clerks, mechanics, fitters and other skilled roles. 

Requirements totalled 157 by December 1944, and Dittmer looked to 2NZEF personnel. At 

least nineteen officers were required, fourteen for the infantry battalions. These numbers 

would increase if sick or temporarily unavailable personnel became permanent losses. At the 

end of 1944, the FMF numbered 5744 personnel, including 589 from the 2NZEF. There had 

been 194 battle casualties and 466 soldiers evacuated through illness or injury from all areas. 

Fijian recruitment remained high due to deployments and the needs of the brigade group.979  

 
The FMF in 1945 

 
On 15 January 1945 the FMF reviewed its deployment readiness in response to a 

request by the War Office to the new governor, Sir Alexander Grantham, to supply an infantry 

brigade to operate in a jungle environment. The brigade headquarters, and 3rd and 4th 

battalions could deploy almost immediately, while 1st Battalion required additional refitting time 

after its stay in the Solomons. However, it would be ready within ninety days. Based on the 

FMF’s prior combat experience, the battalions were reorganised to form a fourth rifle company 

and disbanded their carrier and medium machine-gun platoons as both were of marginal use 

in restricted terrain. With prospects for deployment, the brigade required its 1st and 2nd 

reinforcements. Medical officers were directed to forecast new availability figures given the 

relaxation of medical standards and removal of malaria as a bar for overseas service. The 

engineers of 1 Field Company were still earmarked for Nauru and Ocean Island and were 

unavailable, but 1 Field Battery was disbanded with the men allocated as infantry 

reinforcements.980  
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On 22 January, the New Zealand War Cabinet agreed to place the Fiji Infantry Brigade 

Group under Australian command for active service and to offer key personnel to form 

garrison battalions from recruits in Tonga, the Cook Islands and Western Samoa. The latter 

proposal is discussed in the Tonga section of this chapter. The Australians planned to use 

the FMF on Bougainville, where they had relieved American forces from October 1944. 

Difficulties arose when the Dominions Office (which favoured the proposal as it avoided the 

introduction of West Indian or other outside colonial forces) wanted Australia to assume 

responsibility for all of the Solomons and to provide the FMF’s shipping to the area. Australia 

refused as they lacked the resources. 

By May 1945, the brigade group was ready for deployment. Two new plans were 

developed in June. New Zealand proposed that 2nd NZ Division, at a strength of two brigades, 

be available for operations in the Pacific, either with the British against Malaya or with the 

Americans for the invasion of the Japanese home islands. The Fijians would reinforce 2nd 

NZ Division. The alternative plan was Australian service, as they were in talks to take over 

parts of the South West Pacific Area from the United States. Grantham preferred New 

Zealand service, but he wanted the Fijians to operate as a formation and not in detachments. 

Senior British planners, however, favoured Australian service as more troops were needed 

due to the expanded operating area of Australian troops. The British Chiefs of Staff approved 
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the Australian option, but Japan’s surrender shelved any deployment.981  

 
Figure 18. Troops of the Fiji Infantry Regiment preparing for embarkation for overseas service 
against the Japanese, 1944 (© IWM, K 6932).982  

 
 

 
Bougainville 

 
On 1 November 1943, the United States 3rd Marine Division and supporting units 

landed on Bougainville at Cape Torokina. They quickly secured a perimeter while engineers 

constructed aerodromes. The United States XIV Corps, led by Major General Oscar Griswold, 

assumed command on 15 December. The next day, 1st Battalion FMF, with a strength of 

31 officers and 801 other ranks, was alerted for movement, and was placed under the 

operational control of XIV Corps. An advance detachment arrived on 19 December, and the 
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rest of the battalion followed two days later. The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel 

Taylor, was severely injured in an air raid and the 2IC, Major Upton, assumed control.983  

On 29 December the battalion sent a company along the Numa Numa trail to establish 

a patrol base near Ibu, fifty kilometres beyond the perimeter, to reconnoitre the east coast. 

Companies were periodically rotated and reported numerous successes against the 

Japanese in exchange for minor losses. This provoked a strong Japanese reaction and they 

moved to eliminate the outpost on 14 February, but the Fijians evaded encirclement and 

reached safety.984  

The men of 2 Commando joined 1st Battalion in early February and began patrols two 

weeks later. On 9 March 1944, the 3rd Battalion was ordered to the Solomons. They were 

accompanied by headquarters, signal, maintenance and medical detachments, for a total of 

868 personnel. The 3rd Battalion included a Tongan platoon of twenty-three personnel but 

left behind its anti-tank guns and carriers. At American request, 1 Docks Company, with a 

strength of 439 men, was formed and embarked with 3rd Battalion. The combined force 

reached Bougainville on 21 March. Both battalions soon found that jungle fighting placed a 

premium on offensive patrols by rifle companies. The 3rd Battalion formed an additional rifle 

company from the carrier, anti-tank, anti-aircraft and Tongan platoons to maximise bayonet 

strength. Flow of reinforcements was constrained by shipping difficulties and the long distance 

between Fiji and Bougainville.985  
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Figure 19. Fijian Bren gunner with the NZEF in the Pacific, during World War II, Bougainville, 
Papua New Guinea, c. 1943–1944 (ATL: WH-0663-1/2-F).986 

 

Following intelligence reports about a possible Japanese counteroffensive, 2 

Commando was tasked to guard the 21st Evacuation Hospital and 1st Battalion was placed 

in XIV Corps reserve. Both units helped stop the Japanese attacks that began on 8 March. 

The 1st Battalion began extensive patrols of the perimeter on 18 March and helped disrupt 

the last major Japanese attack five days later. The 1st Battalion continued reconnaissance 

among and forward of American lines until 1 April. The commandos were released from 

security duties on 14 March and continued operations but were ordered disbanded on 6 April. 

Most of the men transferred to 1st and 3rd battalions, while the remainder returned to Fiji, 
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where the unit was disbanded on 31 May.987  

Both 1st and 3rd battalions were attached to American infantry regiments and operated 

to gain contact with Japanese forces as they retreated toward Kieta. Griswold commended 

both battalions for their performance.988 Major J. R. Griffin accompanied 3rd Battalion and 

established a liaison section between the forward area and the FMF.989  In March, Griffin 

reported that the 1 Docks Company was heavily employed and work was proceeding well, but 

that the Fijian officers struggled with administrative work. A second report documented the 

heavy patrolling activities. Captain George Cakobau, one of the highest-ranking Fijian 

officers, commanded a company in 3rd Battalion and had shown talent in organising and 

leading patrols. Both battalions had performed well, but Griffin viewed Fijians as poor soldiers 

in open country, and that they were ‘lost’ without good leadership. By this time 1st Battalion’s 

losses were eighteen killed, forty-seven wounded and several evacuated sick. This was a 

factor in disbanding 2 Commando, as there were no other reinforcements available.990  

Mitchell toured the Solomons several times and periodically updated the War Office. 

He praised 1st Battalion for its actions at Ibu and was keenly aware of the propaganda 

value of Fijian soldiers. The 1st Battalion was credited with accomplishing the work of several 

divisions and helped ensure that the British were seen as participating in the Pacific fighting. 

However, this praise vastly overstated Fijian contributions because an American infantry 

division had ten times the infantry and many other combat arms and supporting services. 
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Mitchell later commended 3rd Battalion for a coastal patrol that penetrated nine kilometres 

inland and destroyed several equipment caches.991 The Fijian units performed well in pursuing 

Japanese forces, but American commanders did not plan to completely occupy Bougainville. 

Instead, XIV Corps was withdrawn, and the remaining forces were organised into an island 

command to guard the aerodromes until they were relieved by Australian forces. Griffin 

recommended replacing 1st Battalion, which had been in the Solomons for over a year, with 

4th Battalion.992  

Meanwhile, 1st Battalion was back in action on 21 April after two weeks of refitting. 

Griffin reported friction between Fijian and European officers in the docks company and 

conducted investigations, but neither the cause of the disturbances nor their resolution was 

found in the archives. Battle discipline deteriorated in the infantry, and there were several 

negligent discharges, where a soldier fired their weapon without intending to, which resulted 

in several deaths and injuries. Upton shared Griffin’s concerns, as there were three fatalities 

in 1st Battalion, mostly at night during perimeter duty. Fatigue and nervousness contributed, 

but poor weapons discipline was the primary factor.993  

The 1st Battalion continued operations until 13 June, when they were withdrawn to the 

perimeter and embarked for Fiji. The 3rd Battalion’s final operation began on 21 June near 

Mawaraka, south of Torokina, where they would conduct raiding operations. The battalion 

was heavily engaged on 23 June and E Company was pinned down by heavy machine-gun 

and mortar fire. Several men were hit and Corporal Sefanaia Sukanaivalu and his section 

moved forward to rescue them. Sukanaivalu had rescued two men but was hit returning with 
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382  

a third. After several men were wounded trying to aid him, Sukanaivalu deliberately exposed 

himself to fire to stop further rescue attempts and allow his section to withdraw to avoid being 

cut off. He was killed by machine-gun fire, but his section broke contact without further 

casualties. He was recommended for, and awarded, a posthumous VC for his actions.994  

The 1st Battalion arrived on Fiji on 4 August, followed a month later by 3rd Battalion, 

whereas the docks company remained on Bougainville until March 1945. Men were given 

twenty-eight days of leave and medically examined upon their return, when the battalions 

joined the Fiji Infantry Brigade Group in the Suva area. Both battalions had operated with the 

Americal Division, who praised their service, calling the Fijians natural fighters skilled in 

reconnaissance and combat patrols.995  

The performance of the 1st and 3rd battalions was amply recognised, with several 

personnel awarded British and American decorations. On 4 November, Dittmer announced 

Sukanaivalu’s VC along with several other awards for the 1st and 3rd battalions. On 6 

February 1945 the Fiji Infantry Brigade Group conducted a parade and assembly at Albert 

Park in Suva, where Grantham presented the VC to Sukanaivalu’s parents. Attendance was 

estimated at several thousand, with many Fijian chiefs and colonial officials present.996  

Japan’s surrender halted deployment plans and Grantham received permission to 

demobilise the FMF and Fiji Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. The 1/2 Battalion, FLC, which 
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had been reduced to 533 men in May, was the first to disband on 21 August. The FMF would 

retain one infantry battalion with its 1st reinforcements — designated 5th Battalion — and 

ancillary services. Scheduled for activation on 18 October, the 5th Battalion was a mixture of 

new infantry recruits, men with active service, and transfers from other units. On 5 September, 

senior leaders published the demobilisation process and schedule. In April and May there  were 

disturbances among men awaiting final discharge, with complaints about long waiting times. 

Several Fijians had been discharged with the forfeiture of their leave and gratuities after 

breaking camp. Dittmer wanted no repetition of this unrest and directed a phased 

demobilisation to avoid camp congestion, transport delays and processing backlogs. Men from 

the docks company, the Rewa and Tailevu provinces and Vanua Levu were first to be 

demobilised. Personnel from the smaller island groups were next, and the remainder Viti Levu 

residents last.997  

 

As units demobilised, the remaining cadre finalised close-out procedures. The 5th 

Battalion volunteers were consolidated into separate companies and transferred as a group. 

By the end of October, most units had been disbanded, and brigade headquarters closed down 

on 27 October. The Administrative Headquarters was retitled Headquarters, FMF, and Colonel 

Magrane relieved Dittmer on 21 November. As late as 2 July, the FMF had a strength of 6177, 

including 4807 Fijians and 520 2NZEF personnel. This declined to 5560 on 12 August, but 

demobilisation proceeded rapidly thereafter. By 28 October, the FMF strength was 2475 with 

147 personnel from the 2NZEF.998  
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New Zealand involvement in the FMF was reduced in December to six officers and 

warrant officers. In November, American commanders requested a docks company of 270 

men for Guadalcanal and agreed to provide their pay and allowances. Grantham approved, 

and 2 Docks Company arrived at Guadalcanal on 1 January 1946 and remained there until 

23 May.999 The 5th Battalion never deployed overseas but guarded military stores. By March 

1946, the disposal process was completed, and the battalion was disbanded, leaving a small 

guard force at Vuda.1000  

 
Fiji Rehabilitation 

 
Any analysis of Fijian rehabilitation must include its purpose, structure and 

implementation. Both Lal and Ravuvu argued that rehabilitation was a ‘token gesture’ that fell 

short of the rewards Fijians expected in favour of assimilation back into village life. For 

example, a scholarship fund was offered for ex-servicemen, but only eight were issued by 

1951.1001 Space and scope considerations preclude a comprehensive analysis in this thesis, 

but a brief overview of rehabilitation’s goals is necessary as these represented promises to 

recruits and were a factor in manpower issues. 

The first discussions occurred in 1943 when 1 Commando and 1st Battalion prepared 

for overseas service. Mitchell, Sukuna and Wales assured the men that pensions would be 

on a more liberal scale than in the First World War. In June, Wales consulted with government 

officials about the proposed pensions ordinance. The agreed rates would fall into two 

categories: one for officers and Europeans, and a second for non-European other ranks. 
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Wales believed it crucial to resolve the pensions issue before any more of the FMF departed 

for active service, and as a result the War Pensions 1943 Act1002 was approved in August.1003  

While there were relatively few demobilisations up to 1944, this changed once base 

units were stood down and the infantry battalions began operations on Bougainville. A 

demobilisation camp was established in March and 1137 men were discharged throughout 

the year, including sick and wounded men returned from the Solomons.1004 In 1945, 

negotiations for the FMF’s employment reopened, driving further discussion on rehabilitation. 

In March, the Rehabilitation Office issued a report on the program’s goals, which were to 

foster self-reliance and avoid ‘the encouragement of any tendency in ex-servicemen to 

expect Government or some other institution to provide for all their wants, in other words to 

“spoon-feed” them’.1005  

Ex-servicemen were viewed as a potential source of dissatisfaction, and reintegration 

would prevent disturbances or government dependency. Rehabilitation started in the 

demobilisation camps, where soldiers would be briefed on the available schemes while having 

recreational facilities and other support in their transition to civilian life. The goal was to assist 

ex-servicemen in obtaining employment equivalent to what they would have achieved but for 

the interruption caused by military service. Providing support, but not dependency, accorded 

with Sukuna’s conception of Fijian pensions — they were only to be awarded to those not able 

to support themselves. He felt that fighting for one’s people and colony was an obligation and 
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not a special effort.1006  

The report outlined the various benefits and rates were outlined, including gratuities, 

final leave, medical treatment, vocational opportunities and potential land settlement. Fijians 

were deemed to have different (and lower) standards of culture, and therefore their 

rehabilitation priorities were seen differently than for Europeans. Colonial officials prioritised 

the resettlement of Fijians on their land instead of taking up business occupations. Trades 

compatible with village life such as fishing, firewood cutting, and similar jobs would be 

encouraged, and Fijians would receive assistance on the same scale as other ex-servicemen. 

The mechanics of land settlement for were still under revision and were not discussed in 

detail. Assistance was looked on as remedying a hardship, not a universal right. Ex-

servicemen were briefed on their entitlements while in demobilisation camp but applied to their 

Koro’s after returning to their home village. These mechanisms underscore the emphasis 

colonial officials placed on discouraging Fijian urbanisation.1007  

 
Tonga 

 
In December 1943, the TDF was demobilised. Nearly all the New Zealand troops had 

left by February 1944, while Tongans were progressively discharged after their final parade 

on 22 December 1943. American commanders felt that a garrison was unnecessary, except 

to provide minimal services and the repatriation of lend-lease material. The approved force, 

the TDF 44, consisted of 38 New Zealand and 150 Tongan personnel organised into a 

headquarters section and five platoons. 2NZEF personnel were the senior officers and 

 
1006 TNA, CO 83/244/6, ‘Fiji Rehabilitation Policy’, pp. 1–5; Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna, translation of a letter to Lasaro 
Dau, Namosi, 18 August 1944, cited in Sukuna, Three-legged stool, pp. 330–331. 
1007 TNA, CO 83/244/6, ‘Fiji Rehabilitation Policy’; Untitled Pamphlet on Demobilization [Fiji Information Office], 
IWM, LBY 14/356. 
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technical specialists while Tongans manned and led most of the platoons.1008  

On 9 January 1944, COMSOPAC approved Tonga’s garrison, which consisted of the 

TDF 44, a residual United States Navy detachment and 150 RNZAF personnel. Their mission 

was to provide air, ground and anti-submarine cover for shipping, port and aerodrome 

facilities. II Island Command, headquartered in Fiji, assumed operational command of the 

Tonga garrison on 12 February. Two days later Hunt embarked for New Zealand and Major 

R. B. Hardy was appointed to command the TDF 44. Hardy exercised overall command over 

the Tongatapu garrison and reported to II Island Command through Dittmer. With Japanese 

threat in the South Pacific virtually extinguished, the TDF 44 settled into routine operations. 

Archival detail on their activities is mainly confined to monthly summaries of operations.1009  

In March 1944, Mitchell opened negotiations to supply up to 400 Tongan recruits for 

the FMF. Johnson consulted with the Queen Sālote and Ata and reported that they would 

approve the men but feared there was little enthusiasm now that the TDF had demobilised. 

The Tongan government expected the Fiji or British governments to pay and maintain any 

troops sent. The plans were dropped once the deployment was limited to 3rd Battalion FMF, 

though the Tongan platoon was attached to the unit and fought on Bougainville. The 

combined garrison, including United States forces and Tongan civilian labour totalled 658 in 

June 1944, but dropped to 504 two months later. By March 1945, the TDF’s strength was 142 

personnel out of a total garrison of 290.1010  

 
1008 NZ 1944/25FF/1, NZMF, ‘Tonga Defence Force 1944: War Establishment’, undated, R22438997 ANZ. 
1009 WD, TDF, February 1944 and TDF ‘Operation Instruction No 12’, 9 February 1944, R20113215 ANZ; HQ II 
Island Command, ‘Assumption of command in Tonga Islands’, 12 February 1944, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
505/9/1/71/43 R20114243 ANZ; Commander South Pacific to Commanding General, Tongatabu, ‘Reduction of 
Garrison, Tongatabu’, 9 January 1944; R18871507 ANZ; Hornabrook, 'NZ and the TDF', pp. 90–95. 
1010 Excerpt from his Excellency the High Commissioner to Secretary, WPHC, 9 March 1944, WPHC 
11/I/SF/9/25/3, WPA; Tongatabu, ‘Strength Report Summaries, June 1944–March 1945’, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 
505/9/15/1A R20114248 ANZ. 
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Figure 20. Members of the TDF of 2NZEF, during a bayonet drill in Tonga, c. 1943–1944 (ATL: 
PA1- f-107-07-2).1011  

 
Discipline 

 
The TDF personnel reductions did not eliminate discipline problems. On 9 January 1944 

provosts dispersed a riot at Folaha, four kilometres southeast of Nuku’alofa. Thirty-four 

Tongan soldiers were involved, and two Tongan civilians were killed. The Tongans were tried 

by district court martial and several were sentenced to sixty days’ imprisonment with hard 

labour. Four 2NZEF soldiers were also tried but were acquitted. The riot’s cause is unknown, 

and the court martial proceedings were not found in the archives; the summary of the 

punishments and acquittals were listed in the ’A’ Branch war diary for 16 Brigade Group.1012  

There were also disciplinary issues with American forces, most seriously a series of 

 
1011 NZ Department of Internal Affairs, War History Branch: Photographs relating to World War 1914–1918, 
World War 1939–1945, occupation of Japan, Korean War, and Malayan Emergency, PA1-f-107-07-2, ATL, 
https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23132164, (accessed 21 October 2018). 
1012 War Diary ’A’ Branch, HQ 16 BDE GP, January and February 1944, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505.2/1/II 
R20113209 ANZ. 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/23132164,
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assaults and detentions of Tongan civilians during the so-called ‘cigarette raid’ of August 

1944. As the raids did not involve the TDF, they are beyond the scope of this work. Wood-

Ellem showed other negative results of the occupation which included several murders, 

deaths from accidents and home-brew alcohol, and fighting between the TDF, American 

forces and civilians. There was also an increase in prostitution and drunkenness.1013  

Indiscipline was exacerbated by the lack of active service. By September 1944, the 

TDF was notified that the Tongan platoon was not required for further service. The 3rd 

Battalion and FMF commanders praised them, but the detachment was too small to be viable; 

a company was the minimum effective size. The twelve remaining members of the second 

commando platoon arrived in Tonga on 2 October and were given twenty- eight days’ 

furlough. Queen Sālote desired their demobilisation, and the men from Ha’apai and Vavaʻu 

were discharged on leave instead of returning to Tongatapu.1014  

In mid-October, the TDF’s Tongan other ranks and NCOs marched to the Royal Palace 

to present grievances. According to Major Hardy, the Tongan officers knew of their men’s 

plans, but did not stop them. The men’s demands were to have the Tongan flag fly at camp, 

more influence in camp policy, greater canteen rights, and transport provided for returning 

soldiers to attend feasts. Queen Sālote listened to the men but then ordered them to return to 

their barracks. Some suspected ringleaders were dismissed from service, and the Queen 

reprimanded a Tongan officer. Army Headquarters ordered Hardy to make minor 

concessions, including the display of the Tongan flag, and senior officials considered the 

incident closed. Hardy later downplayed the demands but accused a Tongan officer of trying 

 
1013 Burke, ‘History of Tongatabu’, pp. 166–180, ATL, Micro-MS-0850-4; Weeks, ‘The US Occupation of Tonga, 
1942–1945’, pp. 417–422; Wood-Ellem, ‘Tonga in World War II’, pp. 16–20. 
1014 WD TDF, October 1944, R20113215 ANZ; Dittmer to OC, TDF, ‘Tongan Troops’, 15 September 1944, ADQZ 
18886 DAZ 505/9/S/G/54/3 R20114280 ANZ. 
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to ‘make himself real commander of [the] camp’.1015  

Hardy used the incident to advocate the TDF’s reduction to sixty men since this was 

the fourth or fifth time Tongans had staged ‘demonstrations’ since the New Zealanders’ 

arrival. Queen Sālote and Ata felt some grievances were overblown but saw the walkout as a 

symbol of Tongan desire to govern their own affairs. New Zealand control had injured their 

pride and the protests redressed ‘the inferiority complex of the Tongan, who feels he is not 

receiving the same privileges as the white’.1016  

Tongan discipline was a complex issue. The walkout and other forms of protest 

behaviour were military offences under the Army Act, but political and cultural factors often 

dictated alternative solutions. Hornabrook noted that certain punishments backfired. Pack-drill, 

where soldiers reported for duty with full fighting gear and pack for inspections and punishment 

drills, was reported as being effective. According to Hornabrook, numerous war diaries 

reported that offering Tongans tactful and sympathetic treatment often worked better than 

punitive measures. 2NZEF personnel were instructed to respect native customs and beliefs 

and consider them where possible when judging Tongan actions. As with Europeans, there 

was a percentage of soldiers who were repeat troublemakers, or ‘wags’, and their indiscipline 

was destructive to morale and property.1017  

Hardy’s reduction requests were considered by New Zealand officials as part of the 

wider proposals for the Pacific. On 17 October 1944, Puttick recommended the disbandment 

of the Tonga garrison, and by November the TDF had declined to 25 New Zealand and 130 

Tongan personnel. The aerodrome ceased operations and the coastwatchers were 

 
1015 HQ TDF to OC FMF, ‘Tongan Troops’, 22 October 44, ADQZ 18886 DAZ 505/9/S/G/54/2 R20114281 

ANZ; Dittmer to Hardy, ‘Use of flags – Camp – Tonga’, 21 November 1944, R20114280 ANZ. 
1016 HQ TDF to OC FMF, ‘Tongan Troops’, 22 October 44; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 103–104, 107. 
1017 Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, p. 103. 
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withdrawn. American officials denied Puttick’s request and listed four current missions for the 

garrison. However, these had either lapsed or could be better performed by the RNZAF or 

the Tongan government. Hardy was queried if there was any additional basis for the garrison, 

but he reiterated the earlier suggestion to disband the TDF or reduce it to a fifty-man care-

and-maintenance force to supervise the removal of lend-lease equipment. Any other rationale 

for a garrison in 1945 was ‘farcical’.1018 Despite these efforts, the TDF remained in existence 

until Japan’s surrender, when it was ordered disbanded.1019  

 
Tonga garrison forces 

 
As mentioned in Chapter 8, in July 1944, the Secretary of State for the Colonies asked 

Mitchell to raise garrisons for British territories recaptured from the Japanese. Because Fijian 

manpower was exhausted, the Secretary asked if Tonga could raise a battalion provided New 

Zealand supplied the officers. However, this line of inquiry merged with questions of the FMF’s 

employment and was tabled at the same time.1020  

Discussions were revived in January 1945 when Australian troops relieved United 

States forces in New Guinea and the Solomons. Australian manpower was also at a crisis point, 

and this generated further interest in Fijian and Tongan forces. New Zealand agreed on 22 

January to offer officers and approximately fifty technical personnel for a Tongan battalion. 

Garrisons and military labour were also needed in the Gilbert and Ellice Islands. New Zealand 

officials had earlier considered recruiting from the Cook Islands, Tokelau and Western 

 
1018 HQ TDF 1944 to Brigadier Dittmer, AHQ, undated, R20114281 ANZ. 
1019 Puttick to the Commander, South Pacific Area & Base, ‘Local Garrisons Tonga, Western Samoa, 
Rarotonga’, 17 October 1944, R18871507 ANZ; DCGS to Comd, FMF, ‘Garrisons of Pacific Islands’, 20 
November 1944, ADQA 17211 132/5/10 R20178677 ANZ; Dittmer to Hardy, 5 December 1944, R20114280 
ANZ. 
1020 Grantham to Johnson, 28 July 1944; HC to Consul, 28 July 1944, BCT 7/I/33/45, WPA. 
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Samoa, but these efforts failed when the low wages failed to attract enough recruits.1021  

The discussions moved slowly until May. Although the European war was over, it would 

be months before Britain could redeploy garrisons to the Pacific. These troops were needed to 

deny the United States any pretext to claim bases post-war. The Secretary of State for the 

Colonies directed Grantham to raise a battalion for garrison and mopping-up duties and 

questioned if Tonga could raise troops. Johnson consulted with Queen Sālote and Ata, who 

were willing to provide troops but were leery of sending nearly 1000 Tongans overseas. The 

recruitment of 1600 Tongans in 1942 and 1943 had caused export and food shortages. Queen 

Sālote asked that the Tongan quota be reduced if possible. With the drawdown, Tonga had 

returned to pre-conflict patterns and war awareness had receded, which would hinder 

recruiting. However, if requested, the Queen would ask for enlistments.1022  

With tentative approval, the battalion’s mission was considered. Grantham proposed 

to employ a composite unit of Tongans and Samoans to eliminate bypassed Japanese 

garrisons in the Solomons.1023 Johnson reported that Queen Sālote was skeptical as she felt 

that the races were unfamiliar with each other and that Samoans were ‘notoriously quick-

tempered and quarrelsome and are not good mixers’.1024 However, she supported the 

battalion provided that New Zealand supplied equipment and she was consulted on the 

Tongan officers. Previous 2NZEF leaders had made officer selections without Tongan input 

and then presented them to her for confirmation. Sālote preferred active operations to 

garrison duties as the government faced criticism for maintaining a defence force when there 

was no apparent threat. If the garrison battalion was not required, then the Tongan 

 
1021 ‘War Cabinet Decision’, 22 January 1945, R18871526 ANZ; ‘Manpower position: Western Samoa and Cook 
Islands’, undated, AAYS 8649 28/5 R3888114 ANZ. 
1022 SOS Colonies to HC, 16 May 1945; Johnson to HC, 25 May 1945, BCT 7/I/33/45, WPA. 
1023 HC to Consul, 31 May 1945, BCT 7/I/33/45, WPA. 
1024 Johnson to HC, 6 June 1945, BCT 7/I/33/45, WPA. 
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government wanted the TDF disbanded.1025  

Japan’s surrender on 15 August rendered the discussions moot. Although troops were 

still needed in the Solomons, they would not come from Tonga, and the TDF was ordered to 

disband. The main tasks were the return of equipment and facilities and the settling of 

accounts. Financial matters were negotiated between Tonga, Fiji and New Zealand, including 

equipment, and remuneration for Tongan soldiers who had served with the FMF. Close-out 

tasks continued through November, when the garrison had been reduced to 131 personnel, 

including 28 civilian labourers. By December, only Hardy and four 2NZEF NCOs remained. 

They left on 20 January 1946, which formally disbanded the TDF.1026  

 
The Fijian and Tongan war effort 

 
The total numbers of Fijians and Tongans who served during the war has not been 

calculated with any degree of precision. Howlett estimated that 11,000 personnel served in 

the FMF throughout the war, including those seconded from the 2NZEF. The FMF reached 

its maximum size of 8513 in August 1943, comprising 6371 Fijians, 1074 local Europeans 

and 264 Indians.1027 A reasonable estimate is that between eight and nine thousand Fijians 

served in the FMF, and at least 500 in the Fiji Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. Ravuvu 

estimated that 2202 FMF personnel served in the Solomons, 2029 of them Fijian. Their total 

fatal casualties were forty-two killed in action or died of wounds. One man was missing and 

presumed killed and fourteen died from accidents or illness. The FMF was amply rewarded 

 
1025 HC to SOS Colonies, 8 June 1945, WPHC 11/I/SF/9/39, WPA. 
1026 ‘Tongatabu Monthly Strength Report Summary as at 30 November 1945’, R20114248 ANZ; Dwyer to the 
Secretary of the Treasury, ‘TDF – supply of dentures to Tongan personnel’, AAYS 8638 330/7/101 R22439171 
ANZ; Johnson to HC, 24 January 1946; HQ, FMF to The Secretary, WPHC, ‘War Gratuities – Tongan 
Personnel’, 20 September 1946; WPHC 25/II/SF/9/25, vol. 6, WPA; Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 93–98. 
1027 Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, p. 159. 
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for its efforts; Howlett and Ravuvu showed that the FMF earned twenty-nine decorations, 

ranging from the VC to Military Medals, and twenty-five Mentions in Despatches.1028  

At the height of the TDF’s expansion in 1943, over 1500 Tongans were in uniform. 

There were also between four and five hundred Tongan labourers employed on military 

works. This was a heavy commitment for the country and was unsustainable in the long-term. 

Like the FMF, the total number of Tongans who served in the TDF is unknown. Hornabrook 

estimated 2000, with another 1200 employed as part-time Village Guards. Her numbers 

would account for men discharged during the war. However, some personnel may have 

served as village guardsmen or labourers as well as in the TDF. In the absence of a definitive 

total, Hornabrook’s estimates must be considered the most accurate available, especially as 

her figures are a close match to the 1950 TDF personnel files held at the Alexander Turnbull 

Library.1029  

 
Postwar developments 

 

New Zealand’s military cooperation with Fiji and Tonga continued after the Second 

World War. The post- war FDF was maintained with New Zealand assistance from 1949, 

including its commanding officer.1030 The same occurred with Tonga, where New Zealand 

helped establish the new TDF in 1954.1031 The military partnerships between New Zealand, 

Fiji and Tonga have continued and include formal cooperation agreements, military liaisons, 

 
1028 TNA, CO 323/1874/16, ‘Fiji War History – 1944, pp. 1–4; Howlett, FMF 1939–1945, pp. 151–156; 
Ravuvu, Fijians at War, p. 53. 
1029 There may have been more TDF personnel files that were not transferred, so this number cannot in itself be 
regarded as definitive. Hornabrook, ‘NZ and the TDF’, pp. 53, 116. Hornabrook’s thesis states 20,000, but this is 
a confirmed typographical error when checked against her cited source. See R. W. Robson, The Pacific Islands 
Year Book, 6th edn, Sydney, Pacific Publications, 1950, p. 123. 
1030 McGibbon and Goldstone, Oxford Companion, p. 346. 
1031 Wood-Ellem, Queen Sālote of Tonga the story of an era, 1900–1965, p. 219. 
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technical assistance, exchanges and training exercises. 

After the creation of the Fijian Affairs Board, initially chaired by Ratu Sukuna, the 

control of Fijian welfare, conduct and criminal procedure was devolved to its members. The 

board reviewed legislation that affected Fijians and appointed Buli and Roko. At the level of 

colonial politics, Fijian wartime participation checked any Indian attempts to supplant their 

privileged position vis-à-vis the European bureaucracy.1032 In contrast to these examples, 

Tonga’s political situation remained unchanged after the war, though the sustained contact 

with New Zealand and American troops acted as a long-term catalyst for social, cultural and 

economic change.1033 These examples show that while the individual and community wartime 

experiences could be and often were transformative, at the political level change was often 

gradual and limited by the desire of colonial officials to return Fijians and Tongans to their 

pre-war roles as quickly as possible with minimal disruption to the existing order. 

 
Summary 

 
The demobilisation of home defence forces and transition to offensive operations 

manifested differently in Fiji and Tonga. While both islands disbanded unneeded forces, Fiji 

allocated the Fiji Infantry Brigade Group for overseas employment. Mitchell and Grantham 

sought to employ it as a formation, but only succeeded in piecemeal deployments of 1 Docks 

Company and 1st and 3rd battalions to Bougainville, the latter including a Tongan platoon. 

Plans for further service under British, Australian, or New Zealand command were frustrated, 

and the FMF was demobilised without further employment. Military and colonial leaders 

returned Fijian ex-servicemen to their villages and emphasised a return to communal life. 

 
1032 Norton, ‘Averting “Irresponsible Nationalism”’, pp. 420–422. 
1033 This is explored in Deryck Scarr, Niel Gunson, and Jennifer Terrell (eds.), Echoes of Pacific War, Canberra, 
Target Oceania, 1998. 
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Rehabilitation was minimal and was seen by the government as only for those unable to 

provide for themselves. 

In Tonga, the major drawdown and forward movement of shipping meant that the 

islands largely returned to their pre-war patterns. The TDF 44 carried out its duties, but there 

was resistance at continued defence expenditure. A proposed garrison battalion was 

discussed but was viewed as such low priority that negotiations continued for several months 

and the war ended before action was taken. The defensive mission and continued New 

Zealand presence wore on Tongan pride, and protests became more common, though they 

eventually settled. The TDF was demobilised after Japan’s surrender. 

The end of the Second World War left Māori, Fijians and Tongans in an uncertain 

position. Demobilisation varied from the rapid drawdown in 1943 in Tonga to the drawn-out 

processes in Fiji and Italy. As soldiers prepared to re-enter civilian life, most also had post-

war dealings with various rehabilitation agencies and faced pressures to return to their pre-

war occupations and stations. But the now ex-servicemen had also experienced, through their 

service, a wartime narrowing of the social gap with Europeans in their societies. There was no 

major upheaval in Tonga, but Māori and Fijians worked to consolidate wartime gains, with 

mixed results. Distinct differences in political status, wartime service and pre-war social 

structures all combined to leave each group with different relationships to their government. 
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Conclusion 
 

Go back to our people, go back to our mountains, go back to our Marae. But   cling to this 
command — stand as Māori, stand as Māori, stand as Māori.1034  

 
Lieutenant Colonel James Henare 

 
 
 

 

Figure 21. Return of the Maori Battalion, 1946 (ATL: 1/4-001645-F).1035  

 
 

Thousands of Māori, Fijian and Tongan soldiers served under New Zealand command 

in the Second World War. Each group was recruited heavily, and significant percentages of 

eligible men were enlisted and joined European-led military forces with centuries of 

 
1034 28 Maori Battalion Association, ‘Maori Battalion Final Luncheon’, p. 13. 
1035 1/4-001645-F, ATL, https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22740121, (accessed 14 June 2018). The National Library 
give a date of [c. 1945], but this cannot be correct given the Maori Battalion’s return date. 

https://natlib.govt.nz/records/22740121,
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experience incorporating Indigenous soldiers. While some aspects of Indigenous service are 

well-known and well represented in the historical literature, they are often confined to national 

studies. The value of this thesis is that it is the first comprehensive examination of the system 

by which New Zealand recruited, trained and employed Māori, Fijian and Tongan soldiers, 

especially within the context of the total mobilisation of the Second World War. 

The wartime stresses placed on New Zealand’s manpower were intense. This strain 

extended to Fiji and Tonga, particularly from 1942. With a pre-war population of just under 1.6 

million, New Zealand’s net male enlistments in the armed services were approximately 

197,000; another 124,000 joined the Home Guard.1036 Coalition warfare meant that New 

Zealand operated with Britain, the United States, and Australia, among others. When they 

assumed control over the Fijian and Tongan defence forces, New Zealand officials 

coordinated their efforts with the colonial officials in Fiji and Tonga. 

While these local officials ultimately answered to London, distance and British 

distractions meant that they had some autonomy to pursue their own priorities. This is 

particularly true of Fiji’s governor from 1942 to 1944, Philip Mitchell, who strongly advocated 

for overseas service for Fijians and Tongans. Indigenous leaders of each group could not be 

ignored, and they proved essential in negotiating the availability of their people’s manpower. 

However, Māori, Fijians and Tongans did not passively accept service, but demanded 

increased autonomy and to narrow or eliminate gaps between themselves and Europeans. 

This thesis  has shown that the methods by New Zealand officials used were far  more 

complex than a simple exploitation of Māori, Fijian and Tongan labour. The mixture of 

European control and concessions to the demands of Indigenous leaders is oversimplified in 

 
1036 National Service Department, 1946 Report, pp. 15, 18–20; Cooke and Crawford, The Territorials, p. 282. 
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most military works. The early post-war literature tended to gloss over the structure of colonial 

control and portray Māori, Fijian and Tongans as boisterous and happy-go-lucky, yet superb 

and fierce warriors whose dormant martial legacy was reawakened by the war. Conversely, 

some contemporary scholars are unwilling to credit either colonial societies or their militaries 

with any improvement in Indigenous conditions; portray any inequality as oppression or 

suggest that Indigenous peoples should not have been expected to fight on behalf of their 

colonial rulers. As I have argued, the truth is much more muddled. Increased contact generally 

brought better understanding and concessions, but the coercive hierarchy of military control 

meant that it was possible to institutionalise discriminatory behaviour. 

 Section I of this thesis explored the political and military relationships of Māori, Fijians 

and Tongans with colonial governments prior to the Second World War. Analysis of these 

relationships prevented the isolation of wartime military service from its social and cultural 

contexts. The structure of military organisations is critical in understanding the process of 

enlistment and employment, as they had their own goals, norms and values. Chapter 1 

examined the existing literature on New Zealand’s military utilisation of Māori, Fijians and 

Tongans. There is much published literature on the Second World War in general, but many 

works are limited by a national focus that understates the coalitional aspects of the war effort. 

The early official and unit histories often presented stereotyped depictions of Indigenous 

prowess and minimised racial differences and inequalities. 

 However, the proliferation of studies that critically analysed ‘martial-race’ recruiting and 

the rise of an Indigenous military history sub-discipline provides a methodological framework 

for a comparative study of service that examines both military factors and the relationship 

between European and Indigenous peoples. The review of the available literature 

demonstrate that the research questions asked by this thesis have not been considered 
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before in relation to New Zealand’s employment of Māori, Fijians and Tongans during the 

Second World War. 

Chapter 2 provided the colonial and military background context for New Zealand’s war 

effort. By the beginning of the Second World War, Māori and  Fijians were subject to varying 

degrees of control by the New Zealand and British governments. Tonga was independent, 

but relied on Britain for security. Doubts by military and government officials in New Zealand 

and Britain about Māori, Fiji and Tongan capacity contributed to their limited participation in 

the interwar defence forces. During this time, New Zealand remained dependent on Britain in 

matters of defence and supported the doctrine of Imperial defence. However, by the late 1930s 

New Zealand gradually championed regional defence in the Pacific as a backup to the 

Singapore strategy. In this new focus New Zealand considered Fiji and Tonga as advanced 

bases for its defence. The above factors meant that New Zealand’s employment of each 

group had to be newly established once the war was declared, and that pre-war relationships 

between each group and Europeans were continued in different conditions of service. 

Section II analysed New Zealand’s military deployments from the outbreak of war in 

Europe until the Japanese attacks against the Allies in the Pacific. Once the war began, the 

need for military and civilian labour overcame European doubts and led to the large-scale 

recruitment of Māori, Fijians and Tongans. Chapter 3 traced the evolution of Māori service up 

to 1942. When 2NZEF’s formation was announced, Māori leaders seized on the opportunity 

to serve, both as part of their cultural values and to pay the ‘price of citizenship’ to earn an 

equal place alongside Europeans. A special Māori unit was formed, and the men were 

recruited and enlisted under the same conditions of service as Europeans. However, Māori 

were exempted from conscription, a concession made by New Zealand leaders to avoid a 
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repeat of the First World War conflict surrounding its imposition.1037 Māori leaders also 

wielded considerable influence in recruitment and the overall organisation of their war effort. 

The Maori Battalion departed with the 2NZEF’s Second Echelon and was in action in Greece, 

Crete and North Africa, where it acquired the reputation as a unit skilled in combat, but prone 

to ill-discipline.  

Chapter 4 considered the expansion of the FDF and the TDF. The British Empire was 

not yet at war with Japan, though the strategic situation steadily deteriorated. The British 

focus was on the active theatres in Europe, North Africa and the Atlantic, and the Far East 

suffered in comparison. Therefore, Britain readily acquiesced to New Zealand’s efforts in the 

area. The FDF expanded after 1939, and its growth accelerated after mid-1940, when the fall 

of France and the Netherlands dramatically increased the potential threat in the Pacific. Fijians 

were recruited in larger numbers, although New Zealand and British colonial leaders 

harboured doubts about their leadership abilities and capability to perform technical tasks. 

The preferred arrangement was Fijian other ranks led by New Zealand and local European 

officers and NCOs. The conditions of service for Fijians, particularly remuneration, mirrored 

their pre-war position vis-à-vis Europeans. 

In Tonga, Queen Sālote added her own declaration of war against Germany and 

authorised a defence force, though it was slow to form given the lack of equipment and trained 

personnel. Until December 1940, the TDF was an unpaid part-time garrison led by Tongans 

and assisted by New Zealand instructors. After the arrival of New Zealand’s B Force to Fiji, 

Tonga agreed to accept 2NZEF leaders and undergo continuous training. The TDF’s 

conditions of service were updated by the defence council and approved by Queen Sālote to 

 
1037 This applies to the army only. As previously mentioned, informal discrimination limited the numbers of 

Māori in the Royal New Zealand Air Force and Royal New Zealand Navy. See Webb, Wai 2500, #A247. 
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reflect their active status. While they still replicated the existing social and financial divide 

between Tongans and Europeans, they also reflected Sālote’s awareness that financial 

outlays had to be within the government’s means. While Māori had already proven 

themselves in battle, Fijians and Tongans were still in a peacetime environment, though as 

the situation deteriorated, they both transitioned to wartime footings. 

Section III analysed the period between 1942 and 1944, which saw the maximum 

expansion and utilisation of each case study group. I argued that the outbreak of war in the 

Pacific removed nearly all constraints on the utilisation of Indigenous soldiers. The dire need 

for manpower gave their leaders, particularly Māori and Fijians, leverage to normalise 

conditions of service and obtain promises for post-war reforms. 

Chapter 5 considered the ramifications of total war for Māori service. The Maori 

Battalion remained with 2NZEF in North Africa and fought from Egypt to Tunisia, where the 

Allies succeeded in ejecting Axis forces from the continent in 1943. From the beginning of the 

war, Māori recruitment officers assisted with enlistment; this was formalised and expanded in 

1942 with the establishment of the MWEO, which rapidly became a pan-Māori effort with 

substantial iwi investment. The experience of autonomy was one that Māori leaders hoped to 

continue after the war. A second Maori Battalion was raised, and Māori sub-units were formed 

in the Territorial Force and Home Guard. Māori were heavily recruited into both organisations, 

though there were several clashes between Māori leaders and army officials regarding unit 

regroupings. The MWEO sustained recruiting efforts until the home defence forces were 

stood down in mid-1943. 

By late 1942, Māori leaders were concerned about the weariness and heavy use of 

the Maori Battalion and pushed for its relief. They successfully blocked Māori deployment to 
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the Pacific in favour of individual reinforcements for the Maori Battalion. After the Tunisian 

campaign, the Maori Battalion was able to furlough most of its remaining original members to 

New Zealand, where were exempted from re-embarking for further service. This was an 

additional exercise in agency by Māori leaders in negotiating the overall terms of service. 

Section III analysed the growth and employment of the FDF and TDF to defend against 

and then help push back the Japanese expansion into the South Pacific. The role of the Fiji 

garrison is the subject of Chapter 6. Despite heavy recruitment, European manpower was 

unable to provide enough leaders to keep pace with the garrison’s expansion and keep 

essential colonial services functioning. Fijians began to be trained as NCOs and some were 

offered commissions. Attempts to recruit Indians to partially make up the personnel shortfall 

failed in the face of their opposition to unequal conditions of service and the turmoil occasioned 

by the sugar strikes in 1943. Governor Philip Mitchell, who arrived in Fiji in mid-1942, argued 

forcefully for the expansion of Fiji’s military forces and an offensive role in the Pacific. Fijian 

chiefs, most notably Ratu Sukuna, responded with recruits to form an independent brigade 

group and labour battalions. Mitchell was unsuccessful in deploying the Fiji Independent 

Brigade Group as a formation. However, guerrilla units were sent to the Solomons, and their 

success paved the way for the 1st and 3rd battalions to embark for the Solomons in 1943. 

Chapter 7 analysed the TDF’s war effort after it was mobilised for full-time duty from 

1942. With a small population, the initial expansion was limited, but this was partially 

compensated for by the formation of part-time Village Guards. The TDF served under 

American command from May 1942 until February 1943, when New Zealand resumed 

control. While under American and New Zealand command, the TDF was fully integrated into 

Tonga’s defence plans and its members received the same training. However, New Zealand 

manpower was under tremendous stress, and Tongans were recruited on a massive scale to 
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make up the garrison numbers. Despite better conditions of service, the recruitment was 

unable to reach the full establishment troop levels; the mobilisation of Tongans neared 10 per 

cent of the total population, while nearly every fit male of fighting age was in uniform. Tongan 

overseas deployments were limited to two commando platoons. Much of this owed to Tonga’s 

smaller population, which made it more difficult to embark large forces overseas and still 

maintain a functioning economy. With the threat to Tonga all but eliminated, British and New 

Zealand officials were content with a small residual garrison that maintained the aerodrome 

and other essential facilities. 

In Section IV, I argued that the last two years of the war highlighted the increasing 

struggle for manpower in New Zealand, Fiji and Tonga. Chapter 8 considered this strain for 

New Zealand and the Māori. The Maori Battalion, along with the rest of the 2NZEF, were 

involved in several major battles during their twenty months in Italy. Battle weariness, 

casualties, personnel turnover and alcohol abuse led to widespread indiscipline within 2nd 

NZ Division and the Maori Battalion. After more than a year of European leadership, Māori 

again commanded the Maori Battalion from November 1944 until its disbandment. 

In New Zealand, the MWEO survived the stand-down of the home defence forces and 

switched focus to maintaining the supply of overseas recruits and supplying manpower for 

the civilian war effort. The Māori MPs and other iwi leaders hoped to leverage wartime control 

into peacetime autonomy. Rehabilitation was another avenue of advancement. While 

promised equal access, Māori leaders asked for assistance to bring them to European levels 

of economic and social standing. While Māori could choose to deal with special Māori 

rehabilitation officers or go through European channels, the results were mixed and did not 

bridge the gap, though it was reasonable to believe that generational disparities would not be 

resolved in a few years. Māori wartime service had opened many doors, and many credited 
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it with a revival of self-confidence and worth. However, it would take years before the gains 

were fully realised. 

Chapter 9 showed that the war effort in 1944 and 1945 in Fiji and Tonga followed 

drastically different directions. The Fijian effort in 1944 was bifurcated. The home defence 

forces were reduced, but there were nearly 2000 troops deployed to the Solomons. While 

Mitchell and other leaders had earlier doubts about Fijian combat utility, their performance 

resolved these concerns and lavish, even excessive, praise was heaped upon their efforts. 

Wartime service narrowed the racial divide between Europeans and Fijians, though there 

were isolated incidents of non-sanctioned discrimination. Fijian leaders were able to garner 

post-war political concessions as a result of the heavy mobilisation of their peoples. 

In Tonga, the diminished garrison handled residual defence functions. As with Fiji, the 

defence force was largely officered by New Zealand and local European troops, with some 

Tongan leaders. By this time, the islands had once again become a military backwater. These 

issues caused resentment and discipline issues that were resolved with some concessions 

and with intervention from Queen Sālote. Two Tongan platoons embarked overseas and 

served with Fijian forces in the Solomons. Overall, while the war had a major impact on 

Tongan life, its effects were minimised from 1944. The FMF had trained intensively for 

possible overseas deployment, but the Japanese surrender halted these plans. 

Demobilisation was ordered immediately and by November only the 5th Battalion, some 

residual cadre, and the docks company intended for Guadalcanal remained. These units were 

disbanded in 1946. In contrast, Tonga’s major demobilisation occurred at the end of 1943, 

and the residual TDF 44 was rapidly disbanded from August 1945. 

This thesis has investigated three research questions about New Zealand’s 
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employment of Māori, Fijian and Tongan soldiers. The first question asked how New Zealand 

recruited, trained, administered and employed these soldiers. The second question sought to 

answer whether there were different conditions of service between Europeans and the case 

study groups, while the third tried to determine if race was a factor in differing conditions of 

service. New Zealand’s recruitment, training, administration and employment differed for each 

case study group. Māori leaders demanded and were granted significant control over 

recruitment, particularly in 1942 with the MWEO. The other significant demand was the 

creation of a separate battalion, in which the majority of Māori in the 2NZEF serviced. This 

had major repercussions on Māori service. The relative scarcity of Māori in the pre-war forces 

meant that the initial leadership of the Maori Battalion was European, but as the unit gained 

combat experience Māori gradually assumed the command positions. While Māori officers 

were held to the same qualification standards as other 2NZEF officers, consideration of their 

iwi also mattered. As far as possible, Māori officers were appointed to command those of their 

own or related iwi, and the relative balance of numbers between iwi was also maintained 

where possible.  

The same balancing was seen in the Home Guard, though more in relation to the 

formation of Māori sub-units with their own officers. The MWEO was actively involved in these 

efforts and the placement of Māori into essential industry and primary production. Army and 

political leaders at times disapproved or constrained  Māori requests and actively worked to 

undermine the MWEO after it had serviced its purpose. Generally however Fraser and army 

officials were willing to delegate much autonomy for the war effort. 

Māori conditions of service were identical to those of Europeans. However there 

were two major areas were their service differed from Europeans. The first was that Māori 

service was voluntary, while New Zealanders of European descent were subject to 
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conscription after it was introduced. This arrangement was made between the government 

and Māori leaders to avoid the controversy of the conscription of Māori  in the First World War 

and was conditional on an adequate supply of voluntary recruits. The second difference was 

the exemption of furloughed Māori from further service, which was made in concession to 

concerns by iwi leaders about war weariness and heavy casualties. Both concessions were 

made formally through government channels and though racially based, were seen by Fraser 

and other leaders as acceptable in exchange for continued Māori support for the war effort. 

While racial differences in conditions of standards was not apparent, except for the 

scenarios above, there were some suggestions of  differences in Māori levels of discipline 

and outcomes in rehabilitation. However, analysing the disparities is difficult. Comparative 

statistics for discipline are not yet available  and so while there is some evidence that Māori 

were considered by senior 2NZEF leaders to commit disciplinary offences disproportionate to 

their numbers, this assertion was not able to fully investigated in this thesis due to lack of 

available source material. Similarly, rehabilitation was not a major focus, but the existing 

evidence suggests that the programmes had some success but were hampered by the pre-

war social and educational divide between Māori and Europeans. 

New Zealand’s use of Fijian soldiers differed markedly than with Māori, and was much 

more in line with British practice. The limited European population meant that Fijians were 

enlisted as a matter of necessity rather than preference. A continuing emphasis was on 

finding quality European officers and NCO’s to lead Fijians. This continued even after Fijians 

began to be trained as leaders and in technically complex positions. The number of Fijian 

officers and NCO’s was considerable by the end of war, though the senior positions continued 

to be filled by seconded 2NZEF personnel or local Europeans. The FDF remained relatively 

small until 1942, when it was drastically enlarged due to threat of Japanese attack. Fijian 
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leaders supported the expansion and pushed for an active role, which eventuated in the 

piecemeal deployment to the Solomons. Fijians made a useful contribution in the fighting on 

New Georgia and Bougainville, though their prowess was exaggerated by Mitchell and other 

colonial officials for propaganda purposes. By supporting the government, Fijians contrasted 

favourably with the Indian community, who were reluctant to engage in uniformed service, 

and thus secured political advantage that was leveraged post-war. 

The conditions of service between Fijians and Europeans were unequal. Europeans 

had higher pay and allowances and were not subject to restrictions on alcohol. The only 

exceptions to this policy were for officers, where those of similar rank, regardless of ethnicity, 

received the same remuneration. There also evidence that some units enforced further, 

unsanctioned differences such as additional restrictions on recreational facilities and leave. 

Fijians protested these differences, often in the form of mass disobedience, a non-violent form 

of mutiny. After a wave of such incidents in 1943, Dittmer relieved several unit and sub-unit 

commanders and instituted reforms that stamped out these practices. Indians conditions of 

service were grouped with Fijians, which was a major factor in their protests against service. 

As the war progressed, and the FMF deployed on active operations, the gap in the conditions 

between Fijians and Europeans narrowed but did not close. The progress, combined with the 

increased rate of commissioning or promotion of Fijian officers and NCOs staved off protests 

against official disparities. 

The disparities in conditions of service in Fiji were entirely based on racial differences. 

Local colonial officials rationalized that pre-war differences in culture, levels of education and 

standard should be maintained during the war, especially as any concessions granted to 

Fijians or Indians would be difficult to rescind post hostilities. In this context, the similarity of 

pay rates for officers followed logically, as the educational requirements meant that any 
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Fijians who met them were likely chiefs with access to European education and social 

structure. The gradual concession granted reflected an increased appreciation of the value of 

Fijian service and an understanding that reducing the gap would aid in maintaining unit 

cohesion and morale. 

New Zealand’s involvement with Tonga was different again from the Māori and Fijian 

cases. Tonga was independent, but its defence was guaranteed by Britain. Queen Sālote and 

other Tongan leaders showed a good grasp of strategic realities, and they endorsed New 

Zealand and British defence policies. New Zealand’s involvement came by request and not 

imposition, though Queen Sālote allowed the New Zealand military leaders, and the consuls 

and high commissioner wide latitude. With these differences aside, the structure of the TDF 

resembled the FDF, but on a smaller scale due to Tonga’s smaller population and lessor 

strategic importance. From the start of its formation the TDF had New Zealand instructors 

and later New Zealand commanders. Thus, the TDF was integrated into New Zealand’s 

strategic picture in the Pacific, including platoon deployments to the Solomons. After Japan’s 

entry into the war, recruiting was stepped up on a massive scale until it had completed 

exhausted the available manpower, though this was dramatically reversed in the last months 

of 1943.  

Tongan manpower was seen as vital for local defence but was coupled with hard limits 

on overseas deployments to preserve the economic structure of the islands. Tongans, acting 

through the defence council, had control over setting most conditions of service, including 

rates of pay and allowances. There were no substantial differences in other conditions of 

service. While Tongan pay was less than Europeans, their numbers were negligible in the 

TDF. As in Fiji, government officials found it necessary to raise pay rates to find additional 

recruits for the 1943 expansion, though this still failed to attract sufficient numbers. As 
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Tongans controlled their own conditions of service, the question of race recedes in 

importance. Some New Zealand officers and NCOs had racially based doubts about Tongan 

capability and worth as soldiers, but their ability to act on their beliefs was checked by the 

power reserved to the Tongan government and by the consuls desire to maintain good 

relations. When conflict arose, as with Latimer and with the Tongan protests in 1944, 

cooperative action soon resolved them. New Zealand sought to prevent Tonga from becoming 

a potential base to attack the dominion, while Tonga, in addition to defending its shores, also 

sought to preserve its way of life and character, even when heavily garrisoned. In the end 

both parties achieved their goals. 

This thesis is a wartime study of Māori, Fijian and Tongan service and avoids the 

temptation to position these experiences as a mere prologue for their post-war experiences. 

The military and colonial contexts should stand alone as an examination of the recruitment 

and utilisation of Indigenous manpower and how that was imposed or negotiated with the 

groups concerned.  However, this does not mean that these subjects lack importance. There 

is little literature on New Zealand’s post-war partnerships with Fiji and Tonga, nor is there 

much analysis of how the events of the Second World War contributed to and shaped these 

partnerships. In the historiography of Indigenous military history, New Zealand’s use of Māori, 

Fijian and Tongans soldiers is isolated from the wider employment of Indigenous soldiers by 

the British Empire, particularly Indian and African Colonial troops. Further comparative and 

longitudinal research on the use of Indigenous soldiers by Britain and other colonial powers 

would broaden our understanding of how these empires were formed and sustained, how 

ideas and methods of control were promulgated and spread throughout their boundaries, and 

how this legacy has translated into postcolonial defence forces. 

In New Zealand, the near ubiquity of social media and the increased digitisation of 
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wartime records has sparked a renewed interest in the Maori Battalion, particularly now that 

nearly all its members are deceased. The Maori Battalion website, unit history initiatives, oral 

history collections and Waitangi Tribunal research reports have provided a wealth of detail 

from the Māori perspective for this study. As the author of this thesis and a veteran, I hope 

that the people contributing to the treasure trove of individual histories and stories may in turn 

use some degree of the analytical frameworks presented here and elsewhere to continue the 

investigation of Māori service. 

Further room exists to expand these themes and digital integration to Fijian and 

Tongan wartime service. Enough data now exists to begin quantitatively analysing many 

aspects of service where only qualitative and subjective judgements were previously possible. 

In this way, the sum of the diverse stories can also be leveraged to show the most common 

experiences and continue to educate the people of today about the lives of their ancestors. 



412  

Appendices 
 
1: Manahi and the VC 
 

There were 182 awards of the VC in the Second World War, with 9 awarded to 8 New 

Zealanders.1038 This was significantly fewer than in the First World War. The award criteria 

had been changed in 1920, and there were additional medals for bravery. Officers were 

eligible for the DSO while other ranks had the DCM. The DSO and DCM were the second 

highest awards for valour and effectively raised the standard required for a VC.1039  

An enduring claim is that Manahi should have been awarded a VC for his actions. In 

1987, a year after his death, the Manahi VC committee was formed to gather evidence and to 

lobby for the award. Several petitions to Queen Elizabeth II and the New Zealand government 

failed. In 2000 the Te Arawa Māori Trust Board lodged a Waitangi Tribunal claim on behalf of 

the Te Arawa peoples. They argued that the New Zealand government had not supported 

efforts to award Manahi a VC. This was regarded as a miscarriage of justice and breach of 

the treaty. The committee provided the evidence, witnesses and presentation of the claim, 

which was heard in May 2005 with a preliminary report issued in December of that year.1040  

The tribunal report reviewed Manahi’s award process and concluded that ‘from the 

evidence available to us, there is no indication of official discrimination against Māori receiving 

military awards for gallantry’, as demonstrated by Ngarimu’s award.1041 Questions were raised 

about whether there was any unfair treatment specific to Manahi, as there was some 

speculation that the short interval between Ngarimu’s and Manahi’s recommendations may 

 
1038 Charles Upham was awarded the VC twice for separate actions. 
1039 Glyn Harper and Colin Richardson, In the face of the enemy: The complete history of the Victoria Cross and 
New Zealand, Kindle edn, Auckland, Harper Collins, 2010, chapter 10, paragraphs 1–8. 
1040 The Waitangi Tribunal, WAI 893, The preliminary report on the Haane Manahi Victoria Cross Claim, 
Wellington, Legislation Direct, 2005, p. 1. 
1041 The Waitangi Tribunal, Wai 893, p. 13. 
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have negatively influenced the latter. However, the tribunal found that Manahi’s bravery was 

not in doubt and that the downgrade did not constitute a miscarriage of justice in treaty 

terms. Despite this conclusion, they endorsed the Te Arawa claims to seek further 

recognition to remove any doubt of Manahi’s and the iwi’s record of service. A further petition 

to the Crown was endorsed but the tribunal acknowledged the difficulties in proceeding.1042  

Following the report, the New Zealand government petitioned Queen Elizabeth II 

again, but she upheld the decision of her father, King George VI, who in 1949 had decreed that 

no further awards were to be made for actions during the Second World War. Instead, the 

Queen recognised Manahi’s actions by presenting an altar frontal, a letter of tribute and a 

sword to his sons. These items symbolised the principles of God, King and Country which had 

motivated the Maori Battalion and were included in the refrain of its marching song. The 

presentation occurred on 18 March 2007 with Prince Andrew deputising for the Queen, and 

the Prime Minister, Helen Clark, and other dignitaries in attendance.1043  

In 2010, Paul Moon argued that the proximity of Ngarimu’s and Manahi’s achievements 

had likely prejudiced Manahi’s claim and that the ‘downgrading’ from the VC award was 

improper. McGibbon’s review of Moon’s work found critical methodological errors. Moon 

asserted that a VC was awarded but subsequently withdrawn. In fact, a VC was never 

awarded; the recommendation was downgraded, and Manahi was awarded a DCM. Moon 

investigated why this decision occurred but there was no documentary evidence that provided 

a conclusive result. McGibbon agreed that Ngarimu’s award likely affected Manahi’s 

recommendation, though he conceded that there was no definitive evidence. Any officer in a 

 
1042 The Waitangi Tribunal, Wai 893, pp. 13–18. 
1043 New Zealand Government, Ceremony to honour the gallantry of Lance Sergeant Haane Manahi, 
https://www.beehive.govt.nz/speech/ceremony-honour-gallantry-lance-sergeant-haane-manahi, 2007, 
(accessed 10 January 2019). 

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/speech/ceremony-honour-gallantry-lance-sergeant-haane-manahi,
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soldier’s chain of command could downgrade or disapprove an award recommendation. 

McGibbon also refuted Moon’s claim that Manahi was the only New Zealander whose 

recommendation had been downgraded. In fact, this occurred several times, possibly as 

many as twenty, and included another member of the Maori Battalion, Charlie Shelford. 

Harper and Richardson echoed McGibbon’s conclusion and pointed out that a DCM was the 

second highest award and that its conferral and the Queen’s actions were proof that Manahi 

had not been forgotten.1044  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1044 Harper and Richardson, The VC and New Zealand, chapter 12, ‘North Africa 1941–1943, Sergeant Haane 
Te Rauawa Manahi’; Introduction, Paragraphs 4–5; Paul Moon, Victoria Cross at Takrouna: The Haane Manahi 
Story Wellington, Huia, 2010, pp. 123–125; Ian McGibbon, ‘Victoria Cross at Takrouna: The Haane Manahi Story 
[Book Review]’, New Zealand International Review, vol. 36, no. 4, 2011. 
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2: Maori Battalion commanders1045 
 

Name Time Commanding Departure 

George Dittmer Jan 1940–Nov 1941 Wounded, returned to NZ 

Humphrey Dyer Nov 1941–May 1942 Relieved of command 

Eruera Love May 1942–July 1942 Killed in action 

Fred Baker Jul 1942–Nov 1942 Wounded and invalided  

Charles Bennett Nov 1942–April 1943 Wounded and invalided 

Kingi Keiha Apr 1943–Sep 1943 Furloughed 

Monty Fairbrother Sep 1943–Dec 1943 Furloughed 

Russel Young Dec 1943–Nov 1944 Furloughed 

Arapeta Awatere Nov 1944–May 1945 Relieved of command 

James Henare May 1945–Jan 1946 Unit disbanded 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1045 Maori Battalion (28 NZ), ‘Brief Notes’, pp. 3–4, R22437778 ANZ; Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 504. 
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3: Maori Battalion: Embarkations 1940–19451046 
 

Echelon Embarked Disembarked Number Joined 
Battalion* 

Main Body 2 May 40 16 Jun 40 681** NA 

4th 8 Nov 40 12 Dec 40 281 Mar 41 

5th 7 Apr 41 15 May 41 293 Jun 41 

6th 27 Jun 41 29 July 41 346 Jan 42 

7th 15 Sep 41 19 Oct 41 286 Feb 42 

8th 12 Dec 42 5 Jan 43 55 Apr 43 

9th 14 May 43 11 Jun 43 253 Jul 43 

10th 21 Jul 43 14 Aug 43 364 Sep 43 

11th 12 Jan 44 20 Feb 44 150 Jun 44 

12th 29 Jun 44 2 Aug 44 415 Oct 44 

13th 28 Sep 44 5 Nov 44 2 ND 

14th 5 Jan 45 29 Jan 45 151 Apr 45 

15th 21 Apr 45 12 May 45 152 Jun 45 
*Reinforcements joined the battalion as needed. Dates shown are the first known dates. 
** Soutar gives this figure in his thesis as 690. 
ND = No Data available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1046 ‘Maoris Embarked for overseas to 15 August 1941’, undated, R22437773 ANZ; ‘Māori BN’, 1 August 1945, 
ANZ R22437778; Soutar, ‘Ngāti Porou Leadership’, p. 37; New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage, Maori 
Reinforcements; Cooke, Defending New Zealand, p. 311. 
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4. Maori Battalion: Furlough drafts and return to New Zealand 1940–19451047 
 

Draft Departure date Composition Number 

Ruapehu 15 Jun 1943 First 3 Echelons 182 

Wakatipu 9 Jan 1944 Remainder first 3 Echelons 48* 

Taupo 28 Sep 1944 4th Reinforcements 30 

Tongariro 18 Mar 1945 Up to 5th Reinforcements 55 

Hawea 23 May 1945 6th Reinforcements 51 

 16 Jun 1945 7th Reinforcements 60 

ND 6 Aug 1945 8th Reinforcements 19 

Return 26 Dec 1945 Remainder of Unit 780 

* Estimate based on field returns for September 1943. 
ND = No Data available. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1047 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, pp. 316, 388–389, 448, 481–482; Soutar, Nga tama toa, pp. 294–295, 304; 
Appleton, ‘Battle weariness’, p. 171. 
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5: Maori Battalion: Casualties 1939–19451048 
 

Campaign KIA and DOW WIA Wounded and POW POW Total 

Greece 10 6 11 83 110 

Crete 74 102 46 21 243 

Libya 1941 77 151 10 3 241 

Egypt 1942 116 361 7 18 502 

Tunisia 77 205 0 0 282 

Italy 230 52/835 5 33 1155 

 
Died on Active Service 

  
43 

 
Died as Prisoner of War 

  
13 

Total 640 1712 79 158 2589 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1048 Cody, 28 Maori Battalion, p. 501. 
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