
six
A Pacific People Says No

The Mau is like a ship with the cargo in it. When the ship reaches the land 
then the cargo will be discharged. Now you said to end the Mau, but what 
about the objects of the Mau? You have beaten the Mau and disturbed the 
Mau and treated the Mau improperly, and now you ask to end it. How 
about the Mau belongings? . . . You only urged the Mau to give up, and you 
have nothing to give to satisfy us. The Mau will not say ‘Yes’, until you have 
put a Crown on the Mau.

High Chief Tuimaleali’ifano speaking to Colonel Allen, 5 March 19301

Next to Nauru, Western Samoa was the tiniest mandated territory.  With 
some 2,950 square kilometres of land spread across two islands, it was 

slightly larger than Luxembourg and had a population of just over 30,000. 
Unlike Nauru, however, the Samoan islands had no great economic impor-
tance and were of strategic interest only to the United States Navy, which 
administered American Samoa next door. Yet tiny Samoa mounted what 
was probably the most protracted, well-organized, and impressive campaign 
for self-determination of any mandated territory.  The Samoan ‘Mau’ move-
ment did not have the kind of profound repercussions on the mandates 
system that the Bondelswarts rebellion and the Syrian revolt had, but no 
conflict better illuminates the ideals and practices underlying League 
oversight.

The Mandates Section first learned that all was not well in Western 
Samoa in May of 1927, when Vito Catastini was passed a letter from one 
Newton Rowe, a disgruntled former official in that administration now 
resident in London, charging his former superiors with corruption and 
incompetence.2 Catastini must have found the letter rather startling. Up to 
that point, the Mandates Commission had judged Western Samoa a model 
mandated territory. Every year Sir James Allen or Sir James Parr, successive 
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170 the guardians 

New Zealand High Commissioners in London, had travelled to Geneva to 
assure them that it was peaceful and prosperous; every year an admirable 
report had appeared detailing the administrator’s efforts to improve public 
services and to cement structures of indirect rule. Given their preoccupa-
tion with South Africa’s brutal practices in South West Africa and the smold-
ering ruin of the French mandate in Syria, the PMC had viewed Western 
Samoa with a benevolent, if not very searching, eye.

Now evidence of trouble was mounting. Hot on the heels of Rowe’s 
communication—now resubmitted as a petition, and with its substance 
printed in the British press3—came a missive from one of the European 
elected members of the Samoan Legislative Council, claiming that 90 per 
cent of Samoa’s inhabitants opposed the New Zealand administration.4 A 
civil disobedience movement known as the ‘Mau’ (or ‘Our Opinion’) had 
arisen, and one month later Travers Buxton of the Anti-Slavery Society 
wrote to say that the Society had heard that New Zealand had been deport-
ing Samoan chiefs who had taken part in it.5 The Commission also learned 
that the Samoans had petitioned King George in 1921 asking him to remove 
the mandate from New Zealand—a communication unmentioned in five 
years of New Zealand’s official reports.6 The PMC had been broadly posi-
tive about Western Samoa. Now, faced with evidence of long-standing 
grievances, widespread civil disobedience, and an administration that had 
resorted to banishment and repression, they felt they had been made fools 
of. When Parr showed up in Geneva for his annual grilling in the autumn 
of 1927, he was in for a rough ride.

But Parr gave as good as he got, categorically denying that Samoans had 
any legitimate complaints and articulating the framework that would gov-
ern New Zealand’s handling of the crisis until 1935. The Mau was simply 
the creature of one merchant, ‘a half-caste called Nelson, who had no British 
blood in his veins’, who had felt his prosperity threatened by the 
Administrator’s plan to bypass merchants and buy high-quality copra—
Western Samoa’s major export crop—directly. Nelson had first mobilized a 
European population aggrieved by New Zealand’s prohibition of liquor, 
and then ‘manipulate[d] with consummate skill’ the native Samoan popula-
tion—in Parr’s words, ‘a simple and loveable race’, but ‘ready to listen to any 
tale, and hence . . . most susceptible to the wiles of the agitator’. Nelson’s 
platform of manhood suffrage and the admission of natives to the Legislative 
Council was really just a bid for power, Parr explained, for since the natives 
were immature and easily led, such ‘democracy’ would make Nelson ‘a sort 
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 a pacif ic people says no 171

of uncrowned king of Samoa’. New Zealand could not allow this, but it 
took the unrest seriously and had appointed a Royal Commission to inves-
tigate.7 Outmanoeuvred, the PMC agreed to await its report.8

Parr went back to London, and the PMC members returned to their 
homes as well—where, early in 1928, a Royal Commission report entirely 
exonerating the Administrator reached them. By the time they reconvened 
in Geneva that June, yet more material had accumulated—an ordinance 
allowing the Administrator to deport agitators and forbid meetings, press 
reports about the continued activities of the Mau, and pamphlets denounc-
ing New Zealand’s policy from a new ‘Samoan New Zealand Defence 
League’ based in Auckland, where the deported Nelson was now living.  The 
PMC also learned that New Zealand had dispatched General Richardson, 
the territory’s ill-fated (and now retired) Administrator, to join Parr at the 
session, and that Nelson and his London solicitor were on their way to 
Geneva as well. There were also three more petitions: one from the Anti-
Slavery Society enclosing evidence of government attempts to deter 
Samoans from petitioning the League, one from Nelson himself, and an 
ornately lettered formal appeal against New Zealand’s rule bearing the sig-
natures of 7,982 male Samoan taxpayers of an adult male population esti-
mated at 8,500.9 We can learn much about the mandates system—and 
especially how central racial hierarchy was to its logic and legitimation—
from the incomprehension and hostility with which the two latter appeals 
were met. First, however, let us turn to Samoa to discover just what it was 
about Samoan society—or, perhaps, about Richardson’s administration—
that had led to such an impasse.

The emergence of the Mau

Throughout their decade-long conflict with the Mau, the New Zealand 
administration and the Mandates Commission professed themselves unable 
to understand quite what the ‘natives’ were so stirred up about. But the naval 
officers who governed neighbouring American Samoa in the late 1920s, and 
who had had to deal with their own local ‘Mau’, thought the disaffection 
easy to understand.10 New Zealand’s administration of  Western Samoa ‘will 
never be successful,’ Governor Stephen V. Graham wrote confidentially to 
his superiors in Washington at the height of the conflict, for the simple rea-
son that ‘after centuries of self-government the Samoan race has acquired a 
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very great degree of pride in its ability to administer its own affairs’. The 
League had ‘seriously injured’ that pride by including Western Samoa in the 
list of ‘backward nations’ requiring alien administration and international 
oversight.11 Concerned to keep American Samoa uninfected by the trou-
bles, Graham sought to maintain cordial relations with both Richardson’s 
successor and the high-ranking Western Samoans supporting the Mau, 
many of whom had kin on the American islands.

Graham’s perceptive comments capture something crucial about Samoa: 
that it was one of the few mandated territories whose population had man-
aged to live through an encounter with the European powers with its gov-
ernance structures and ornate cultural systems still in its own hands. Through 
the nineteenth century and indeed during the German period, Samoans 
retained a complex rank-based social structure and effective representative 
institutions. Although ordered and hierarchical, Samoan society was also 
deliberative and inclusive, with land held collectively and the matai (heads 
of families) meeting in village fonos (assemblies) to decide business and 
organize tasks. There was a great deal of travel and ceremonial exchange 
between villages, however, and men holding higher titles met in fonos as 
well, to deal with larger, we might say national, questions. Consensual, 
negotiated, decentralized, and quite formal, Samoan society possessed, in 
Malama Meleisea’s apt phrase, a ‘unitary system of dispersed power’.12

Europeans, as they washed ashore in Samoa in increasing numbers over 
the course of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, disturbed these 
social structures but did not destroy them. Instead, competing Europeans 
allied with competing Samoan dynasties, leading to a period in mid- century 
of considerable civic strife and land-grabbing. That ended with a classic 
great-power horse-trade, the Tripartite Agreement of 1899, through which 
Germany was recognized (by the powers) as controlling the western Samoan 
islands, the United States the much smaller eastern Samoan islands, and the 
British withdrawing their claims in exchange for German concessions else-
where. The powers also established a Land Commission, which confirmed 
European ownership of about 8 per cent of Samoan land (and 35 per cent 
of cultivable land) but forbade further transfers of land to Europeans.13 Thus, 
while a copra-plantation sector developed in Western Samoa, the territory 
never became a classic settler colony, for Samoans retained most of the land 
and avoided plantation labour, such work being done mostly by indentured 
Chinese. Moreover, in sharp contrast to their compatriots’ rapacious behav-
iour in South West Africa, Western Samoa’s German administrators, many of 
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them enthusiastic ethnographers, never tried to force the Samoans to work, 
considering it their mission rather to preserve the unique culture and way 
of life of the natives.14 The Samoans, dealing with that administration 
through their vibrant representative structures (and especially through the 
Fono of Faipules, a kind of national assembly) considered themselves to be 
under German protection but not under German rule.

The fly in this paternalistic ointment was the so-called ‘European’ popu-
lation, and it isn’t surprising that it became a flashpoint for discontent. 
Paternalistic colonial administrations often view white settlers with ambiv-
alence, worrying that they will exploit vulnerable native populations. Yet, as 
the Germans discovered and as the New Zealanders would learn as well, 
Western Samoa’s ‘European’ population constituted a threat precisely 
because it did not conform to that mould. European traders and settlers had 
long intermarried with Samoan women, and the children of those unions, 
while usually classed as ‘Europeans’, were accepted in Samoan society; there, 
they acted as the agents of a commercialization and cultural transformation 
that paternalistic German officials abhorred. By the end of the German 
period, that disapproval had reached such a pitch that ‘mixed marriages’ 
were outlawed. The so-called ‘European’ population had, however, already 
acquired its distinctive shape. This population—bi-cultural, often mixed-
race, worldly, economically important—would play a critical role in the 
Samoan rebellion.15

New Zealand’s bloodless occupation of the islands in the Great War ini-
tially brought little change. German officials were replaced and plantations 
confiscated, but the caretaker military administration made few further 
incursions into local life.16 What traumatized and then mobilized the local 
population was something quite different: the devastating consequences of 
the global flu epidemic of 1918. In November 1918 a ship carrying infected 
passengers was allowed to dock at Apia, Western Samoa’s principal town, 
although the government of American Samoa had wisely turned it away. 
Immediately, and terrifyingly, the disease swept the islands, killing some 
7,500 people, or about a fifth of the population. Samoan elites and the 
mixed-race population clustered around Apia were particularly hard hit. To 
give just two examples, twenty-four of thirty members of the Fono of 
Faipules died, and the trader Nelson, later the subject of such controversy, 
lost his mother, his only son, and several other members of his family.17 The 
epidemic destroyed any confidence the local population might have had in 
New Zealand’s administrative capacity. When Colonel R. W. Tate arrived 
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some two months later to take over the administration, a group of Samoan 
leaders immediately asked him to transfer the islands to American—or, fail-
ing that, direct British—rule.18

Tate succeeded in getting that petition withdrawn, but Samoan unhappi-
ness with the new dispensation remained. All sections were discontented, 
Quincy Roberts, the American Consul in Apia, reported to the State 
Department some two years later, with white and ‘half-caste’ traders deplor-
ing the government’s high tax rates, the Samoans its failure to consult them, 
and both the cost and incompetence of the New Zealand officials flooding 
the territory.19 Since Britain had fought the last war to defend the rights of 
small nations, the Fono of Faipules wrote to George V that July, ‘may it 
please Your Majesty to consider favourably a petition of the smallest of 
countries now under Your protection’. They had been a protectorate of 
Germany but New Zealand was treating them as a colony, governing 
through highly paid white officials who had little respect for the Samoans. 
This was wasteful and unnecessary. ‘We and our children who have been 
educated are quite sufficient to perform the various duties of our 
Administration.’20 At the Samoans’ insistence, Tate transmitted this petition 
to London but added that the protest had been fomented by whites, that ‘no 
real Native dissatisfaction exists’, and that the idea that the Samoans could 
govern themselves ‘need not be considered seriously’. The best thing to do, 
the New Zealand government advised, was for the King to inform the 
Samoans clearly and finally that New Zealand had been granted the man-
date for Samoa. Winston Churchill, now Colonial Secretary, complied.21

Having, they imagined, overcome these early challenges to their author-
ity, the New Zealanders got down to governing. Much of the German 
system was preserved. The sharp distinction between ‘Europeans’ and 
‘natives’ was retained, with Europeans granted a property franchise and rep-
resentation on a new Legislative Council and Samoans holding land com-
munally and represented through native advisors and the Fono. Yet New 
Zealand was determined to take its responsibility for ‘trusteeship’ seriously, 
banning the sale of alcohol and developing programmes to ‘uplift’ Samoans, 
a process accelerated in 1923 with the appointment of Brigadier General Sir 
George Richardson to replace Tate as Administrator. This former gunnery 
instructor might have seemed a peculiar choice, but Richardson was noth-
ing if not dogged, and—having read his Lugard and learned some Samoan—
began drawing up plans to improve the islanders’ health, education, and 
productivity. A carefully composed photograph of Richardson with two 
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 a pacif ic people says no 175

Samoan children, reproduced here, perfectly captures how the new 
Administrator wished to be seen (Figure 6.1). Note the children’s upturned 
gaze and the hand trustingly placed in the hand of the benevolent and 
far-seeing father.

But things did not go quite as intended. At first Richardson was wel-
comed, but as his officials penetrated further into village life, they aroused a 
feeling of unease. Richardson meddled in too many matters that were not 
his concern and, when his directives were ignored, could turn ugly. In one 
particularly silly but revealing confrontation, Richardson banished Tupua 
Tamasese Lealofi III, a Samoan high chief, to another part of the islands for 
failing to comply with a ‘village beautification’ directive to remove a hibis-
cus hedge on Tamasese’s own land. Richardson’s pompous processions 
around the islands began to be resented; his pidgin Samoan was laughed at; 
his insistence on appointing the hitherto elected members of the Fono of 
Faipules discredited those appointees and left him further out of touch.22

The disaffection of the ‘European’ community grew as well. Already irri-
tated by prohibition, tax-paying traders resented the cost of Richardson’s 
administration, his challenge to their pivotal place in the islands’ economic 
life, and the fact that, given the government’s automatic majority on the 
Legislative Council, they were powerless to block his plans. What particu-
larly annoyed them, though, was Richardson’s insistence that they could not 
speak for, and should not have anything to do with, the native population. 
‘Europeans’ who were themselves married to Samoan or part-Samoan 
women must have found such paternalistic directives absurd, but to a man 
like Olaf Nelson they were deeply offensive. The son of a Swedish trader 
and a high-ranking Samoan woman, Nelson had inherited a thriving busi-
ness from his father and then built it up further. Educated, trilingual, 
well-travelled, and elected in 1924 to serve as one of three ‘European’ mem-
bers on the Legislative Council, he was the islands’ most important copra 
trader and richest man. Yet he remained close to his Samoan family and held 
a Samoan title. In brief, he confounded the categories of ‘trusteeship’ in 
every way (Figure 6.2).

By 1926 Nelson not only shared the grievances of his European col-
leagues but had become a conduit for Samoan grievances as well. That 
spring he travelled to Wellington to present their united case to William 
Nosworthy, New Zealand’s Minister of External Affairs, and thought he secured 
the minister’s promise to investigate. But that visit was postponed, and in 
October the Samoans began to hold mass meetings in Apia—ironically, the 
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Figure 6.1 Brigadier General George Richardson as he saw himself, with Samoan 
children.
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 a pacif ic people says no 177

very month when Gordon Coates, New Zealand’s Prime Minister, would 
tell the Imperial Conference in London that his government was doing a 
splendid job of governing the Samoans and that any disaffection had entirely 
disappeared.23 In fact, disaffection was crossing over into defiance. When 
Richardson made clear his disapproval of any cross-race political discussion, 
‘as its tendency must be to disturb the peace, order, and good government 
of the Natives’, those ‘Natives’ and ‘Europeans’ voted overwhelmingly to 
continue their collaboration.24 The racial categories on which the New 
Zealand administration relied were unravelling.

In March 1927 they eroded further, when the parallel organizations of 
the European ‘Citizens Committee’ and the Samoan mobilization came 
together in a new ‘Samoan League’—the ‘Mau’. The Mau soon had its own 
newspaper—the Samoa Guardian, bankrolled by Nelson; in Nelson’s trading 
stations, it had a ready-made propaganda network. But the real strength of 
the movement lay in the thousands of ordinary Samoans who descended on 
Apia to show their support when Nosworthy finally arrived that June. That 
visit proved disastrous, for when the Minister declared his government’s 

Figure 6.2 Olaf Nelson (in tan suit), with his daughters and Mau leaders, in 1933.
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firm support for Richardson and ordered the natives back home, Samoans 
simply stopped recognizing New Zealand’s authority. When Richardson 
arrested several hundred Mau leaders, some additional hundreds asked 
to be arrested as well; when he insisted that they pay their taxes, they paid 
them to the Mau. Over the next few months, the Mau distributed uniforms, 
organized its own police force, began a boycott of government services 
and certain white businesses, and refused all requests to meet with the 
Administrator. ‘The Administration of Western Samoa,’ the American Consul in 
Apia reported that August, ‘is ignored by 95 percent of the population.’ He 
thought there was no danger of violence, for the Administrator had not 
resorted to further banishment; instead, the population was simply waiting 
patiently for New Zealand’s Royal Commission—which had just spent five 
weeks in Samoa hearing witnesses—to report.25

That report, issued at the end of 1927, upheld the legality of the 
Administrator’s repressive actions (including banishment), but the Mau 
refused to accept it.26 Angry, humiliated, and aware that his small native 
police force could no longer be relied upon, Richardson asked for rein-
forcements and in February 1928 was sent military police and two naval 
destroyers. He then forced a bill allowing deportation through the Legislative 
Council and used the military police to clear Apia; it is at this point that the 
Mau leadership wrote their petition to the League and gathered those near-
8,000 signatures. By this point, however, the Wellington government, con-
cerned to avoid bloodshed, no longer trusted Richardson to keep his head. 
His term was about to run out, and he was not asked to stay on. When he 
left the islands Nelson was gone as well, having been sentenced to five years 
deportation under Richardson’s new law. Nelson, however, left promising to 
take the Mau’s case to the League and return in victory. Two months later, 
Richardson, Nelson, and the petitions were all on their way to Geneva.27

Geneva and the work of legitimation

The conflict in Western Samoa would dominate the Mandates Commission’s 
thirteenth session, held in June 1928. This was itself unusual, for the Pacific 
mandated territories had occupied a relatively small share of the Commission’s 
time. Few of its members knew much about them. Only Kunio Yanagita, 
the unusual first Japanese member, had ever been to the South Sea Islands, 
and he had left the Commission in 1924. The Dominions had no members 
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on the Commission and tended to resent—and, when they could, ignore—
its distant scrutiny; the great powers rarely paid these territories much mind. 
Only the United States kept a careful eye on Samoa, but it did not share its 
excellent intelligence with Geneva. Nor could the Secretariat tap the kind 
of diasporic networks or humanitarian lobbies well informed about Middle 
Eastern or African affairs. In time, liberal New Zealanders would convey 
their distress about their government’s Samoan policies to the League, but 
when the Commission first assembled it found itself largely on its own.

That isolation and relative ignorance led the Commission to make 
embarrassing misjudgements, but those errors also reveal much about its 
members’ world view. Absent good information, and free from the kind of 
official back-chat and lobbying that often influenced their work, the 
Commission fell back on what advice the Secretariat could offer and its 
evolving views about administrative ‘best practice’. In the Secretariat, the 
American Huntington Gilchrist again took the lead; within the Commission, 
Lugard was again influential. Through these deliberations, we can see how 
protective ideals and civilizational distinctions were again mobilized to ren-
der claims to self-determination inadmissible.

As the situation in Samoa deteriorated and the June session approached, 
Gilchrist wrote a memo for Sir Eric Drummond trying to make sense of 
the whole mess. There seemed to be a struggle between the Administrator 
and the European population for authority over the Samoans, he wrote, but 
why couldn’t the Administrator keep the upper hand? Perhaps, Gilchrist 
suggested, New Zealand had paid too little attention to ‘native psychology’? 
It was ‘well known that peoples of the primitive and sentimental type’ were 
greatly impressed by distant kingly authority, yet New Zealand had consist-
ently shut out London and Geneva and acted on its own. Now, however, the 
League could help, for support from the Mandates Commission could 
restore the Administrator’s prestige and power. ‘It seems to me very unfor-
tunate that . . . the mandatory Powers and their representatives in the man-
dated territories appear to regard their responsibility to the League of 
Nations as a handicap whose existence ought to be ignored as much as 
possible rather than as an asset which could be used to advantage in han-
dling local problems,’ Gilchrist wrote. Drummond agreed, and promised to 
try to make some suggestions along these lines.28

Did Drummond have a quiet word with the members of the PMC? 
Certainly the Commission made its support for the mandatory power per-
fectly clear. Nelson—his ten-thousand-mile journey notwithstanding—was 
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not received, although one or two Commissioners saw him privately.29 The 
Commission spent four days, by contrast, with Richardson and Parr, and 
while those conversations were sometimes acrimonious, by the end all 
eleven PMC members save Palacios had lined up behind Richardson’s point 
of view. That view had not shifted. The Mau movement, the general insisted, 
had no real support, being just the creation of a few ambitious men who 
had intimidated the white population and misled the gullible natives. When 
an irritated Rappard pointed out that ambitious men existed in many coun-
tries but did not succeed in bringing civil order to a standstill,30 Parr and 
Richardson cited three factors peculiar to Samoa. Much was made, first, of 
Nelson’s wealth and cunning—of his persuasiveness, his monopoly of infor-
mation channels, his business ties, and the fact that European merchants 
were loath to cross him. Stress was placed too on the practical limits to the 
authorities’ power. When the troubles began, Richardson pointed out, 
Samoa had no prison and no reliable police. Although he issued banishment 
orders, he could not enforce them; arrested men could only be kept for a 
short time in a rudimentary jail. Now that the new Administrator had some 
military police at his command, however, the whole problem was likely to 
go away. This was because of the third and most important factor—the 
‘extraordinary nature’ of this ‘most fickle of people’. Richardson didn’t hold 
the Samoans responsible for the Mau, for he thought of them simply ‘as 
children’, who hadn’t much to do and had been attracted by the move-
ment’s festive character. But with the Mau now boycotting the schools 
and Richardson’s improving social programmes, matters had gone too far. 
However charming and picturesque, the natives had to be brought to heel.31

The Mandates Commission agreed. Indeed, Lugard made clear that he 
thought such firmness long overdue. Richardson, after all, had taken his 
ideas ‘from a study of Lord Lugard’s works’;32 the principles he espoused—
those of separating ‘native’ and ‘European’ political institutions, and of 
shielding those natives from ‘European’ subversion—were Lugardian to the 
core. Indeed, in 1924, when Parr first explained the Administrator’s decision 
to exclude natives from the Legislative Council but to preserve (on an advi-
sory basis) the Fono of Faipules, Lugard warmly agreed that ‘the develop-
ment of the executive power of the local chiefs and of the village council 
was of greater benefit to the native than the other course’.33 Nosworthy, the 
Minister for External Affairs, thus gratefully cited ‘one of the greatest living 
authorities on British colonial administration, Sir Frederick Lugard’, when 
telling the Samoans on his fateful visit to Apia that there was ‘no justifica-

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:11:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 a pacif ic people says no 181

tion whatever for the appointment of Native members to a Legislative 
Council having a majority of European members’.34 Concerned as he was 
to bolster ‘traditional’ authority, and with his almost instinctive dislike of the 
‘half-caste’ and detribalized, Lugard also concurred in Richardson and Parr’s 
judgement that Nelson’s interracial mobilization breached colonial admin-
istration’s ‘unwritten law’.35 Setting down his views in a draft report at the 
end of the session, Lugard judged that none of the charges against 
Richardson’s administration could be upheld; to the contrary, the 
Administrator had ‘made praiseworthy efforts to improve the conditions of 
life of the native population’. The Samoans had been misled, but since nei-
ther they nor the ‘Europeans, as distinct from the half-caste population’ 
were truly disaffected, with Nelson deported and the Administrator finally 
allowed to take a strong hand, the unrest would surely die away.36

But Lugard was not Richardson’s only ally. In sharp contrast to their 
stance during the Bondelswarts affair, Theodoli and Rappard also (in 
Theodoli’s words) ‘wished the New Zealand Government to know that it 
was strongly supported by the Commission in its efforts to maintain order 
and respect for the authorities’. Here, concern for the reputation of the 
League itself played a part. In a colony, Rappard told Richardson and Parr, 
‘the mother-country could do what it liked; it could encourage anarchy if 
it desired to do so’. In a mandated territory, however, the mandatory power’s 
‘first duty’ was to keep order, supplying the ‘police, gaols and other things 
that were necessary’.37 Their dismay at New Zealand’s laxity is most illumi-
nating, for Theodoli and Rappard were devoted to ideals of protection; both 
deplored South Africa’s many violations of the principles of the ‘sacred 
trust’. Yet, precisely because of, and not in spite of that dedication, they 
insisted that the mandatory power’s authority must be upheld.  The Samoans 
were to be governed in their best interest; if it was necessary for them to be 
locked up or held down to take their medicine, New Zealand should hold 
them down. Questions of self-determination were irrelevant, since inhabit-
ants of the mandates had been defined by the Covenant as per se politically 
immature. Inevitably, the analogy of the schoolroom followed. ‘The manda-
tory power was in the position of a tutor,’ Rappard lectured. ‘A tutor who 
did not punish his ward when the ward was obviously insubordinate . . . was 
a bad tutor; he was not doing his duty.’38 Only Palacios questioned this 
paternalistic framework, drily pointing out that movements thought to be 
weak and artificial had an uncanny habit of suddenly triumphing, with 
individuals banished today coming to power tomorrow. The Mau move-
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ment might well be just such a genuine national movement, and it was 
surely contrary to everything for which the League stood for such a move-
ment to be more harshly repressed by a mandatory power than it was by the 
United States in American Samoa next door.39 His reservations were 
brushed aside, and in its report to the Council, drafted largely by Lugard and 
Rappard, the Commission blamed the unrest exclusively on the personal 
ambition and manipulative skill of Nelson and his associates, and deplored 
the fact that New Zealand had left Richardson with a ‘lamentable absence 
of sufficient means to enforce the law’. Since New Zealand had now dis-
patched such means, the Commission felt certain that the Samoans would 
again place their trust in the mandatory power, which would re-establish 
peace and prosperity ‘by a policy both firm and liberal’.40

This exhortation to ‘firm government’ would have, as we shall see, most 
unfortunate consequences, but the PMC did not stop there.  The Commission 
also used their reports on the Samoan petitions to make clear their support 
for New Zealand’s authority. Note, to begin with, the striking variation in 
their treatment of the different petitions. If one were to think of the man-
dates system as a mechanism for training peoples in self-government, one 
would certainly find the lengthy, detailed, and formal petition from the 
8,000 Samoans claiming membership in the Mau much the most impor-
tant. Carefully moderate in its language but adamant about Samoans’ rights, 
the petition is a physical incarnation of that collective identity and political 
capacity on which successful nation-building depends. Not even Nelson’s 
petition, thorough and persuasive as it was, is so impressive, and the Rowe 
and Anti-Slavery Society petitions—the former being a catalogue of per-
sonal accusations about specific administrators and the latter being queries 
into particular administrative acts—were much less important.

The Mandates Commission, however, exactly reversed that valuation. 
The protest of the Anti-Slavery Society was treated most seriously. In one 
of his more ham-fisted acts, Richardson had induced a schoolmaster to 
compose a ‘catechism’ for schools that explained that the League of Nations 
had been set up to promote international cooperation, that it had no 
authority in the mandate territories, and that any complaints would simply 
be sent back to the country from whence they came. Such claims, the Anti-
Slavery Society wrote to the Commission, were ‘inaccurate and misleading’ 
and if upheld would ‘deprive the natives of mandated territories of a recog-
nized right’.41 The Commission, always vigilant about formal rules, agreed, 
but the New Zealand government adroitly backpedalled, disclaiming all 
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knowledge of the circular and assuring the League they felt ‘bound to for-
ward . . . any petition that may be received’.42 Quite content with this formal 
acknowledgement of its authority, the Commission reported that the cat-
echism was ‘not an official circular but a document used by a European 
schoolmaster for the information of his pupils’—a description that entirely 
suppressed Richardson’s instigating role—and stated that New Zealand had 
promised ‘to give full and proper knowledge to the inhabitants of Western 
Samoa of their recognised rights’.43 Just how that ‘full knowledge’ was to be 
transmitted to the misled schoolchildren, given that Samoan schools were 
under boycott, was left unclear.

The PMC’s consideration of the Anti-Slavery Society petition thus 
served above all to assert the League’s own authority and to repair relations 
between the Commission and the mandatory power. Also notable was the 
courtesy with which the petitioners—the well-connected humanitarians of 
the Anti-Slavery Society—were treated. Very different was the response 
accorded both the former official Newton Rowe and the Mau leader Olaf 
Nelson. Even in the League Secretariat, the Rowe petition—which named 
names of allegedly incompetent or corrupt officials, and fingered one (who 
had subsequently committed suicide) as a paedophile who preyed on 
Samoan boys—was considered so inflammatory that Sir Eric Drummond 
considered suppressing parts of it.44 When the petition went forward, the 
New Zealand government extracted a voluminous report from Richardson 
answering every single charge and besmirching Rowe’s own name.45 Those 
efforts paid off, for the puritanical Lugard felt ‘it was beneath the dignity of 
the Commission to examine in detail a petition of this nature’ and per-
suaded the PMC to issue only a brief and dismissive report. A year later the 
Commission would be embarrassed to learn that an inquiry by three senior 
New Zealand civil servants had found the Samoan administration a nest of 
incompetence, corruption, and extravagance, but for Rowe the damage had 
been done.46 Libelled in the Commission’s published minutes as a man of 
doubtful morality, ‘dismissed from his office on account of incapacity’, he 
must have been sorry he had ever contacted the PMC. League files show 
him, in 1928, collecting affidavits about his work and character in a fruitless 
effort to clear his name.47

Rowe’s petition was at least taken seriously. Nelson was denied even that 
backhanded compliment. Lugard was not the only member to reveal a vis-
ceral dislike for the disturbingly cosmopolitan and modern persona this 
educated ‘half-caste’ projected, or to find his lawyerly submissions (not to 
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mention his ability to put up at Geneva’s most expensive hotel) an offence 
against the natural order. Certainly the Commission did all it could to put 
Nelson in his place. Not only was his petition—which combined a metic-
ulous catalogue of Richardson’s repressive acts with an appeal to ‘great ideals 
of freedom and justice’ for which the British flag stood48—dismissed virtu-
ally without discussion, but the Commission also impugned his motives and 
smeared his name. Nelson, Rappard insisted, ‘had deliberately and almost 
treacherously stirred up native discontent’; the Commission should thus 
approve his deportation and ‘do what it could to deprive him of the prestige 
which he had apparently enjoyed’.49 Lugard entirely agreed. Nelson and his 
associates were ‘inspired less by a desire for the public welfare than by per-
sonal ambition and interests’; they had ‘[b]y unworthy means . . . worked 
upon the minds of an impressionable and fickle people who prior to their 
propaganda were contented and prosperous’.50 This vindictive and personal 
language survived into the Commission’s published report. Only Palacios 
abstained.51

But if Rowe and Nelson were both subjected to character assassination, 
no response could have been as dismissive as that accorded the Samoan 
petition. That petition directly challenged the racial presumptions and 
undemocratic nature of New Zealand’s rule, protesting the treatment of 
Samoans ‘as a subjugated race’ and the concentration of power in the 
Administrator’s hands. Richardson’s autocratic acts were carefully enumer-
ated. He had suppressed cherished customs, appropriated the right to 
appoint the hitherto-elected Faipules, abolished some chiefly titles, individ-
ualized collectively owned land, perverted the rarely used custom of banish-
ment into a tool with which to punish political dissenters, and, most 
offensively, attributed their protests entirely to European instigation. That 
latter claim, the petition insisted, was ‘an insult to your Petitioners’ and to 
their ‘justifiable and creditable national aspirations’.52 Yet, on the question-
able authority of Richardson, the New Zealand government repeated that 
insult, insisting that the petition had been ‘instigated and carried to comple-
tion by persons other than natives’ and especially by the Mau’s solicitor 
Thomas Slipper, who paid for his part in the matter by a sedition trial 
shortly afterwards. The 8,000 signatures were dismissed with the claim that 
it was ‘a recognized fact that numerous signatures of Samoans may readily 
be obtained to petitions on almost any subject’, and the Mandates 
Commission most shamefully colluded in that devaluation by referring to 
the signatories merely as ‘certain natives’—a formulation that suggested a 

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:11:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 a pacif ic people says no 185

minor communication from a few disgruntled persons (three perhaps, or 
five), not a plea from virtually the entire male population of the territory.53 
In a brief report on the petitions from Nelson and ‘certain natives’ together, 
the Commission stated that none of the charges had been substantiated and 
that the petitions contained ‘no evidence of policy or action contrary to the 
mandate’.54 In a sense, of course, that was right. The Samoans’ principal 
complaint was that they were being governed autocratically and wished to 
govern themselves, but since they were defined by the Covenant as not yet 
capable of self-government their complaint fell outside the Commission’s 
jurisdiction. Alien administration was the essence, and not a violation, of the 
mandates system. It was the claim to capacity that was inadmissible.

Punishing the disobedient ward

The Mandates Commission’s dismissal of Samoan grievances was based on 
three assumptions, all firmly defended by Richardson: first, that Samoans’ 
involvement in the Mau was based on their suggestible and wilful character 
and if deprived of Nelson’s leadership would vanish overnight; second, that 
Nelson was seeking power and personal gain and had no deep convictions; 
and third, that the Administration could, by a policy of ‘firmness’, defeat the 
protest movement. Over the course of the next few years, to the bewilder-
ment of the Mandates Commission and the New Zealand government, 
every single one of those assumptions was proven wrong.

First, the removal of Nelson did nothing to weaken the Mau. To the con-
trary, it simply shifted leadership of a movement hitherto heavily dependent 
on his support into chiefly Samoan hands. The boycott of official services 
and of personal contact with the Administrator continued, and the Mau 
took over much of the running of the local economy. Perhaps 80 per cent 
of taxes went unpaid (or were, sometimes, paid to the Mau); the Mau also 
kept the copra trade going and set up its own police force to maintain good 
order at demonstrations and in the towns. Although the Mau committee 
kept in close touch with the exiled Nelson, leadership passed to important 
titled Samoans, especially Tupua Tamasese Lealofi III (he of the hibiscus 
hedge fame) and Tuimaleali’ifano Si’u, who as an appointed government 
advisor had initially held aloof from the movement but who later became a 
prominent supporter. At the end of 1929 the Mau chiefs again petitioned 
the League; once again, their petition was dismissed as groundless. The 
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administration in Samoa, at a loss about how to deal with a movement that 
behaved as if it simply didn’t exist, had no choice but to abolish the Fono of 
Faipules, which had lost its representative character and hence its credibility. 
It also replaced the uncollectible poll tax with an export duty on copra—a 
move that further alienated the European community, on whose businesses 
that duty would fall.55

Nor were the Commission’s assumptions about Nelson borne out. 
Castigated as a power-hungry schemer eager only to build up his financial 
holdings, Nelson endured two consecutive periods of exile, compromised 
and nearly bankrupted his business, and spent much of his personal fortune 
supporting the Mau. In exile with his daughters in Auckland from 1928, he 
founded the ‘New Zealand Samoa Defence League’, which drew support 
from local clergymen and university professors, wrote yet more pamphlets 
(including one accurately entitled Samoa at Geneva: Misleading the League of 
Nations), appealed to the Privy Council against his second deportation, and 
continued to petition the League.56 Those later petitions were written with 
few illusions about their likely reception (and they were, indeed, dismissed)57 
but with a sharp awareness of their propaganda value. Intelligently, but prob-
ably also out of his profound sense of disappointment with his treatment 
under European law, Nelson also began sometimes writing under his 
Samoan title of ‘Taisi’ rather than his paternal name.58 In this sense as in so 
many, he was a harbinger of a world to come. To this point, most Samoans 
of mixed parentage had identified as ‘Europeans’, a status that allowed them 
to hold land, contract individually, and vote for Legislative Council repre-
sentatives. But as the Mau grew in strength, a trickle—and in the 1950s it 
became more than a trickle—renounced that ‘European’ status to be classed 
officially as ‘natives’. A good number of independent Samoa’s political lead-
ers have had some family tie to that once-‘European’ population and not a 
few to Nelson.59

Of all the Commission’s assumptions, however, none proved as ground-
less, or had such damaging consequences, as its claim that New Zealand 
could, with ‘firm government’, defeat the Mau. This claim, of course, rested 
on the perception that the Samoans were children, certain to respond to the 
wise but firm hand. Whenever Rappard or the Norwegian school director 
Valentine Dannevig (the Commission’s sole woman member) spoke, the 
analogy of the schoolroom surfaced.60 Indeed, the incomprehension and at 
times anger expressed by virtually all members of the Commission (save 
Palacios) when the Mau failed to learn their lesson is striking testimony to 
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how profoundly ‘civilizational’ and racial assumptions structured their 
thought. Revealing, too, is the fact that the mandates system’s most stalwart 
British supporters—John Harris at the Anti-Slavery Society, A. J. Toynbee at 
Chatham House, Lugard’s friend and protégée Margery Perham at Oxford—
entirely shared that bafflement.61 Perham, indeed, found the conflict so 
incomprehensible that she decided to investigate it for herself, spending 
three weeks in Samoa as part of a Pacific tour in the summer of 1929. She 
did not like what she found. The ‘natives’—all clad in the blue and white 
Mau colours—were ‘near insolent’, Richardson’s successor Colonel Allen 
was ‘detached’, ‘prim’, and ‘without a genuine, human liking for his people’, 
his officials were ‘men without culture . . . with no inkling of their own igno-
rance about native administration’, and Nelson (whom she met in Auckland) 
was a pitiable anomaly whose ‘half-blood’ had given him aspirations ‘beyond 
his skill and character’.62 Hierarchies of race and status, in other words, had 
become disordered. The upstart New Zealanders were clearly ‘unfitted . . . to 
undertake the supremely delicate task of educating a primitive people’, but 
that the ‘difficult’ Samoans needed such tutelage was (to her) obvious as 
well.63 Predictably, she could only wish vainly that ‘the expert, England’ 
could add this little venture to her ‘great work’ of imperial government.64 
Perham’s mentor Lugard agreed, and he deeply offended New Zealand rep-
resentatives over the next few years by urging them to hire Englishmen.65

New Zealand, however, had always insisted its experience with the 
Maoris and the Cook Islands made it especially suited to govern Western 
Samoa. It was left to the new Administrator, Colonel Allen, to demonstrate 
that capacity. Determined, like Richardson, to assert his authority and pos-
sessed (unlike Richardson) of the means to do so, in December of 1929 
Allen decided to use the opportunity of a Mau demonstration to seize a 
number of supporters who had been charged with non-payment of taxes or 
other offences. An armed group of military police was sent to make the 
arrests on 28 December; they were met by a large demonstration of Mau; a 
scuffle ensued; and in the resulting fracas the police opened fire. One police-
man and eleven Samoans died, including Tamasese, at that point the Mau’s 
most prominent leader. A coroner’s report predictably cleared the police of 
deliberate murder and explained the chief ’s death as an unfortunate acci-
dent, but since he had been wearing distinctive dress and was shot while 
trying to quell the crowd, no Samoan believed it. ‘Black Saturday’ is Samoa’s 
equivalent of the 1919 Amritsar Massacre (Figure 6.3). The grave of Tamasese 
became a site of pilgrimage and commemoration.66

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:11:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



188 the guardians 

The Cabinet in Wellington, rattled by the deaths, agreed that Allen must 
be backed up. Any reinforcements he needed would be sent, and law and 
order maintained ‘by whatever means might be found necessary’.67 As 
Gilchrist and Drummond would have hoped, however, the government also 
looked to the League for legitimation. Immediately after the incident, New 
Zealand’s Prime Minister Joseph Ward telegraphed the Secretary General 
with a (highly selective) official account; at his request, that telegram was 
circulated to the full League Council. Subsequent telegrams assured the 
Council of New Zealand’s intention ‘to stamp out the whole subversive 
movement’ and passed along the coroner’s verdict that the police actions on 
28 December had been ‘reasonable and proper’.68 At this critical moment, 
Wellington was happy to enlist the League in its effort to stabilize its rule.

Over the next few years, with Wellington’s anxious backing and the tol-
erance of the League, Allen and his successor pursued his policy of firmness. 
The Mau was outlawed as a seditious organization, and its members were 
harassed and arrested (Figure 6.4). Male supporters went into hiding and a 
‘women’s Mau’ emerged—by no means the only instance in which the 

Figure 6.3 The lying in state of Tamasese, 29 December 1929.
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League inadvertently fostered a specifically female militancy (Figure 6.5). 
That women’s mobilization became transnational too, for Allen’s dismissal 
of its members as ‘many old women and all known prostitutes’ aroused the 
sympathetic outrage of the Auckland chapter of the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom and generated a petition of its own.69 
University professors and clergymen in Auckland sent petitions as well, and 
the New Zealand Labour Party publicly dissociated itself from Allen’s harsh 
stance.70 The Mau, disappointed in the League but not inclined to abandon 
petitioning (which had such a nice affinity with Samoan deliberative prac-
tices), appealed to the British Foreign Secretary, the German Chancellor, 
and the American Secretary of State for reversion to the autonomy enjoyed 
under the settlements of 1889 and 1899.71 All of these communications were 
duly noted in Geneva (as well as in London, Berlin and Washington)72, but 
none elicited any action. As Mary Sheepshanks of the Women’s International 
League wrote to Rappard in some frustration, there appeared to be no way 
to get the Samoans’ case heard.73 And apart from a flurry of activity follow-
ing Nelson’s first return from exile in 1933 (he was swiftly rearrested, tried, 
and again deported), the islands were quiet. Allen and his successor, sending 
their dispatches to Wellington, insisted that the Mau was beaten.

They were deluded. When the Labour Party won the 1935 election in 
New Zealand and dispatched a ‘goodwill mission’ to Samoa, it became clear 
that the Mau had permeated—indeed to a considerable extent was—the 

Figure 6.4 Sailors removing Mau insignia from lava-lavas.
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local government. On the advice of that mission, the Mau’s immediate 
demands were met. Legislation allowing the Administrator to banish offend-
ers and cancel Samoan titles was repealed; restrictions on free movement 
were lifted; arrears in tax payments were cancelled; Nelson’s second sen-
tence was revoked and he returned to an official welcome. The Mau was 
recognized, and the government promised—as the Mau had requested in 
that petition of 1928—to restore the representative character of the Fono of 
Faipules, to submit all spending plans to review by the legislative council, 
and to publish all financial accounts in Samoan. Henceforth, Samoa would 
be governed in partnership with the Mau.74

In Geneva the majority of the Mandates Commission viewed with con-
sternation this last twist in New Zealand’s policy. Once again, they had been 
caught wrong-footed. After all, just the previous year, Parr had assured them 
that the Mau was ‘moribund’ and that there was no ‘real Samoan desire for 

Figure 6.5 Leaders and the committee of the Women’s Mau, 1930. Seated on 
chairs, left to right, Mrs Tuimaliifano, Mrs Tamasese, Mrs Nelson, and Mrs 
Fauimuina.
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self-government’.75 Now C. A. Berendsen, the new accredited representative, 
informed them that the government considered Nelson a wronged man and 
the Mau a legitimate and fully representative movement. Except for Palacios, 
who did not scruple to tell his fellows that this was what he had been saying 
all along, the members flatly refused to believe it. Themselves utterly impli-
cated in efforts to attribute the movement to the Samoans’ ‘childlike’ charac-
ter and Nelson’s unscrupulous manipulation, not to mention Allen’s 
application of ‘firm government’, most thought the new policy driven only 
by the short-sighted political calculations of the new left-wing government 
in Wellington.76 In their report to the Council in November 1936, they 
‘reserved judgement’ about Labour’s actions—although anyone reading 
through the minutes could sense their deep disapproval. By this point, how-
ever, the Council had much larger matters on its mind, and neither the New 
Zealand government nor the Mau felt much inclined to listen to them.

* * *

The mandates system was founded under the sign of self-determination. 
Although the populations to which it was applied were, so Article 22 went, 
‘not yet ready to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the 
modern world’, Wilsonian rhetoric, wartime promises, and the Covenant 
implied they would someday do so. Syria and Western Samoa witnessed the 
two best-organized movements for self-determination in any mandated ter-
ritory in the 1920s, but other communities also took this language seriously. 
Petitions languishing in the League archives show how, at particular moments 
of distress or crisis, Duala in Cameroon, Ewe in Togo, Kurds in Iraq, the 
Rehoboth Basters in South West Africa, and all manner of communities in 
Palestine declared their faith in Wilsonian ideals, their collective purpose and 
capacity, and their readiness to start down the road to self-rule.

The mandatory powers were supposed to help them embark on that 
journey. As the cases discussed here make clear, however, they more often 
acted as border guards or brakesmen, and their ostensible charges often 
felt they were going the wrong way. Arabs, Africans, and Pacific Islanders 
alike complained that they had if anything less scope for political expres-
sion than under the Germans or Ottomans, for—as Jacobus Christian, ‘Abd 
al-Rahman Shahbandar, or Olaf Nelson could all attest—mandate officials 
were quick to replace or exile local leaders who took an independent line. 
In every mandated territory save Iraq during these years, nationalist move-
ments were forced on the defensive.
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192 the guardians 

The Mandates Commission played a crucial part in that work of contain-
ment. Although South Africa, France, and New Zealand all complained 
bitterly about the Commission’s meddling, in all three cases League scrutiny 
offered those powers a means of rehabilitation. South Africa mostly failed to 
capitalize on those opportunities, but both France and New Zealand were 
able to justify repressive acts through the language of tutelage, with author-
ities explaining that they were protecting their ‘primitive’ or still-childish 
charges from the evil influences of agitators or the consequences of their 
own immaturity.

The first half-dozen years of the mandates system were thus a period of 
considerable ideological creativity and shift, as the ‘civilizational’ and often 
overtly racial framework of trusteeship elbowed ‘self-determination’ off the 
liberal-international stage. They were also years of intense political learning, 
not only for local petitioners but also for the mandatory powers themselves. 
For many reasons, including that the system had been crafted with British 
colonial practices in mind and that Britain’s most respected colonial author-
ity was the Commission’s dominant member, Britain was the system’s star 
pupil. Yet Britain also had the good fortune to have faced its most serious 
rebellion in a mandated territory (that is, in Iraq) before oversight began; in 
the mid-1920s the British territories were fairly quiet. A dozen years later, 
having chafed under Lugard’s obvious disapproval, French officials would 
enjoy watching British ministers squirm under the Commission’s sharp 
criticism of their handling of the Arab Revolt in Palestine.

Long before then, however, Britain’s easy hegemony over this interna-
tional regime had come to an end. The reason for that was simple. In 1926 
Germany entered the League. Henceforth, the Commission would have to 
do more than urge mandatory powers to adhere to humanitarian norms; it 
would have to see whether the regime could be made at least minimally 
acceptable to its main (and still unreconciled) loser. In 1919 the allied pow-
ers had turned to internationalism to give their empires a new lease on life; 
Germany, however, wanted to use that internationalism to reclaim a global 
role. Germany would challenge the mandatory powers to make interna-
tional control real.
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