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Christmas dinner at the Maori Battalion Headquarters, Nofilia, Libya, 1942. Commanding Officer,
Lieut"-Col. Charles Bennett (right). Photographer Dr D'Arcy.

Photo; Alexander Turnbull Library. Wellington, NZ F-11476-1lZ-DA.

Under the headline "Maketu Boys Praised" the Te Puke Times, 2 October 1942, publisned an
undated letier from captain cM Bennett of the Maori Battalion in Egypt, with the following
introduction:

An interesting sidelight on the men in the Maori Battalion of the NZEF in the Middle East is
given in letters received from Captain CM Bennett, in command of an Arawa comoanv of the
battalion. Another son of Bishop FA Bennett, Captain Tl Bennett, is also with the NZEF in
Egypt. lt is thought that locally many of the names he mentioned will be very familiar with
many readers, especially those who have followed Rugby football:

The battalion on the whole is well-no complaints and fairly happy with its lot," writes
Capt. CM Bennett (date unknown), "My second-in-command is Capt. Ruhi pene and my
three other officers are 2"". Lieuts. Hupa Hamiora, Eddie Morgan and Meta Francis.
Attached to the company, though as yet in no offtcial capacity, is 2nd Lieut. Duncan
McRae. I am lucky in that the officers are all keen capable chaps and fellows who have
already proved themselves under fire.

I don't think that the Arawas need have any fear about the future of their sons and
grandsons with the officers I have listed above in charge of them. I don't think there are
better platoon commanders in the whole battalion. The Arawas have something in them
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which places them very high in behaviour, obedience, and brotherhood. And, just by the
way, the boys from Maketu, such as Gourlay, the Rollestons, the O'Briens and the
Tapsells, are among the best. A company-commander's job is usually one full of heavy
responsibilities, but, quite frankly, it's a pleasure "running" these boys of ours. Rest
assured that we are one happy family with tribal pride at a premium. Tiwha (Captain T
Bennett) as you know, is no longer with the battalion. He is now in charge of our base
depot near Cairo. He has a very big job, being in charge of about 500 men.

Your gifts were greatly appreciated. Again the different branches of the New Zealand
Patriotic Council did excellent work for the troops-yes, for all the troops, including the
Maori boys. The Patriotic Council is to be highly commended for its thorough and far-
reaching efforts in bringing cheer to the overseas boys of the New Zealand Forces. lt is
most unfortunate that in the past disparaging remarks have been directed at its work,
with particular reference to the Maori Battalion--{emarks which, I can assure you, were
entirely without foundation.

The writer of the above letter, Charles (later Sir Charles) Bennett, was soon afterwards
promoted to Major in command of B Company. From November 1942 he took command of the
Maori Battalion as Lieutenant Colonel.

Charles Bennett (1913-1998) of Ngati Whakaue of Te Arawa descent was born at Rotorua, one
of the 19 children of Frederick Augustus Bennett, an Anglican minister and superintendent of the
Maori Mission at Rotorua. Frederick Bennett later became the first Anglican Maori Bishop of
Aotearoa.r

Lt-Col C. M- Bennett, Historical
Publications Branch, 1956. Photo: New

Zealand Electronic Texl Centre.

At the age of six months Charles was given to his
grandparents to bring up at Maketu. After receiving his
primary education there he rejoined his parents at
Kohupatiki. Charles won a scholarship to Te Aute College in
Hawke's Bay, where he went in 1927. During his childhood
and youth at Maketu, said Sir Charles, "The old Maori
society was still at work and there were very few pakehas
living there". As recorded elsewhere (Historical Review ,
Nov. 1991), Sir Charles confirmed the statements of the late
Mrs EV Spraggon about the patriotic efforts of the Maketu
people during World War ll. Mrs Spraggon, a school teacher
at Maketu during the war, recalled that pipis were dried
there and sent to the Maori Battalion in the Middle East.
"They were very popular with the Maori soldiers, who liked
to chew them when marching in the desert", she said. The
drying operation was carried out by the women, who first
shelled the pipis and then threaded them on wire, which
was stretched out so they could dry in the sun.

"Preserved mutton-birds were also sent to the boys overseas, to the mystification of the enemy,"
said Sir Charles. Field Marshal Rommel is on record as saying, "The Maoris were starving as
they were reduced to eating seagulls." Sir Charles believed the Germans reached this
conclusion when thev overran a Maori position and found casks of mutton-birds.

. DNZB
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While discussing these matters, Sir Charles brought up the question of the VC one of the Maori
Battalion men, Sergeant Manahi, was recommended for but instead received only a DCM. He
quoted General Horrock's views on the subject.

In April 1943 the Maori Battalion was given the task of capturing the Takrouna feature, a rocky
outcrop some 600 feet high, in Tunisia. (ln this action the Battalion suffered heavy casualities,
including the commanding officer, Lieut.-Col. Charles Bennett, who was seriously wounded and
invalided home.) lt was occupied by ltalian and German troops, who were holding up the Allied
advance. As the leader of a section of his platoon, Lance-Sergeant Manahi carried out such
extraordinary feats of sustained gallantry and leadership in the taking and holding of the
pinnacle of Takrouna, under heavy shell, mortar and machine gun fire he was recommended for
the VC. This was supported by his Battalion, Brigade, Division, Corps, Army and Army Group
commanders and the Commander-in-Chief Middle Easi. In London, however, the
recommendation was changed and Manahi was awarded the DCM instead.

Lance-Sergeant Haane Manahi, DCM, 1913-1986- Photos: Rau Manahi, Private Collection.

One who ardently supported the recommendation for the VC was Manahi's Corps Commander,
Lieut.-General Sir Brian Horrocks2, who had the New Zealand Division and other units of the 8th
Army under his command, all under the army commander General Montgomery. Brian Horrocks
recalled the taking of Takrouna in his memoirs, A Full Life, in 1960:

It was the New Zealanders who caotured Takrouna. This 2nd New Zealand Division
commanded by General Freyberg was unquestionably the most experienced and
formidable fighting machine in the 8'n Army ...Yet even for them Takrouna was a truly
formidable obiective.

2 The Maori Battalion Remembers, 18k Reunion, p51 .
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It consisted of steep slopes, half-covered by boulders surmounted by a high rock
pinnacle with a flat top on which were stone buildings and an Arab tomb, occupied in
strength by the enemy. The sides of the pinnacle were almost sheer.

A platoon of Maoris was given the final task of capturing Takrouna, but by the time it
reached the foot of the pinnacle only two sergeants and seven other ranks were left.
Somehow or other these few men scrambled up one at a time led by a most gallant
sergeant called Manahi, and captured the whole feature. The enemy casualties were 150
prisoners and forty to fifty killed, all by this handful of men.

A few days later I visited Takrouna myself and it was all I could do physically to get to the
top. How the Maoris did it wearing full equipment and in face of tough enemy opposition,
I simply do not know ...1 have mentioned this fight in some detail because in my opinion it
was the most gallant feat of arms I witnessed in the course of the war, and I was bitterly
disappointed when Sergeant Manahi, whom we had recommended for a VC, only
received a DCM.

Horrocks was not alone in his disappointment. The late Sir Dennis Blundell, a former Governor-
General of New Zealand, was Brigade Major in 5 New Zealand Brigade, which had command of
the Maori Battlion at Takrouna. He wrote the citation for an immediate VC for Manahi and
recalfed that like the rest of the New Zealand Division he was disgusted when Manahi was
awarded instead an immediate D.C.M.r

As already related, Manahi's battalion commander, the late Sir Charles Bennett, was seriously
wounded in the action at Takrouna. He has said that he had always felt a continuing sense of
moral obligation to attempt to correct what was generally regarded as a grave injustice.4 In the
hope of achieving this, Sir Charles headed the committee formed to work for the DCM awarded
to Manahi to be upgraded to the V.C. he was recommended for. Sir Charles argued passionately
for this to be done, without success

An approach by the New Zealand Government to the Queen at the request of the Waitangi
Tribunal in 2006 was not successful either. lt appears the Queen placed great importance on the
decision of her father King George Vl in 1949 that no further awards for World War ll should be
considered.s According to the Bay of Plenty Times, T October 2006, however, Buckingham
Palace suggested Haane Manahi's gallantry should be recognised in another way, by the
presentation of an altar cloth for St Faith's Church, Ohinemutu, Rotorua. In addition a letter from
the Queen acknowledging Manahi's gallantry would be hung in the Tamatekapua meeting house
alongside photographs of Manahi and the Queen. Further, a sword would be gifted on
permanent loan to Manahi's Te Arawa tribe by the Queen. In turn Te Arawa would present the
sword to the Chief of Defence Force.

The above presentations were made by Prince Andrew, Duke of York, representing the Queen,
at Ohinemutu, Rotorua on 17 March 20O7 .6

Haane Manahijoined the Maori Battalion soon after the outbreak of the war in 1939. He married
before going overseas in January 1940. Having fought earlier in Greece and Crete as well as
later in North Africa, Manahi returned to New Zealand in July 1943. 7 Of Te Arawa and Ngati

" Gardinet 2004:124.
4 The Maoi Baftalion Remembers. 1|th Reunion, P51.
t NZ Defence Force, Ministry of Defence Media Release, 7 october 2006.
o NZ Defence Force. Royal Salute to Our Great Warrior, 27 March 2QO7 .
, DNZB.
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Raukawa descent, he was born at Ohinemutu, Rotorua, in 1913. In later years, after the death of
his wife in 1976, Haane Manahi retired to Maketu where he and his family owned land and were
related to the old families living there.S He died in a car accident near Paengaroa in 1986.'
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