
1981 Springbok Tour 
 
Introduction 
 
New Zealand in the 1980s 
The 1980s was a time of many international developments. This era was significant to New 
Zealand gaining its own independence and freedom of speech rather than conforming to the 
motherland that is Britain. An example of a protest in 1980s New Zealand that shook the 
nation was the Anti-springbok tour protests, which began in 1981. The Springbok Protests 
were the first protests in New Zealand where New Zealand was totally divided into two 
groups. In fact, New Zealand was dangerously close to civil war, a terrifying prospect for any 
country. The springbok protest was about issues with the South African Rugby Team playing 
rugby with the New Zealand Rugby team the All Blacks due to apartheid in South Africa at 
the time. Apartheid is the segregation of races, in this case the separation of the blacks and 
whites in South America due to the belief that blacks were inferior to the whites. One group 
in New Zealand believed that if the New Zealand rugby team became involved with the 
South African rugby team, it would show to South Africa and indeed the rest of the world that 
New Zealand had no issue with Apartheid. However, another group in New Zealand believed 
that supporting sport between countries had no political meaning and did not show that New 
Zealand accepted the Apartheid in South Africa.  
 
South African Apartheid 
The South African Apartheid that had been in policy in South Africa was a cause of the 
protests against the Springbok tour in New Zealand in the 1980s. This Apartheid segregated 
races into whites and blacks. An example of when this South African racism was translated 
into sport was in 1921 when the Springboks defeated the New Zealand Maori XV in Napier. 
A South African journalist reported on back to South Africa that it was "Bad enough having to 
play officially designated New Zealand natives, but watching thousands of Europeans 
frantically cheering on bands of coloured men to defeat members of our own race was too 
much for the Springboks who were frankly disgusted."  1928 New Zealand toured South 
Africa. Segregation meant that key players like George Nepia, a Maori man, were left 
behind. Later in 1960 before the All blacks went on tour to South Africa, a petition was 
established called 'no Maori no tour.'  150,000 people signed however the tour went ahead 
regardless. This apartheid created issues with the South African rugby team playing in New 
Zealand and therefore was one of the causes of the Anti-Springbok tour protests. 
 
Rivalry 
New Zealand has always been divided over whether or not the AII Blacks should play 
against the South African rugby team due to the racial segregation in South Africa clashing 
with the amount of Maori players in the New Zealand team. However, the Springboks are 
very strong rugby players and have always been great competition for the All Blacks allowing 
New Zealand to mostly overlook the South African Apartheid as an issue in sport. The two 
teams were just as good as each other and supporters on both sides were on the edge of 
their seats whenever these skilled teams played. This rivalry is what motivated the New 
Zealand government into allowing the Springboks to play the All Blacks and therefore was 
another cause to the anti-tour springbok protests.  
 
Course of the Anti-Springbok tour protests 
1981 when Springbok's were invited to play rugby in New Zealand, a great civil dispute 
erupted in New Zealand due to two split views of New Zealanders who saw no issue with 
New Zealand interfering with South Africa and others who believed New Zealand involving 
themselves with South Africa showed New Zealand 'support' towards the Apartheid and the 
political dramas in South Africa. Thus, due to these disagreements, a protest movement was 
born. The anti- springbok tour lasted for 56 days in July, August and September and was 
one of the largest civil disputes New Zealand has seen. The first protests occurred in 
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Gisborne where people broke down fences and other protests took place all around New 
Zealand in places like Christchurch and Wellington. There were large street protests and 
street fights between New Zealand rugby protestors and supporters. Methods of protests 
that the anti-springbok tour movement used included petitions, marches, non-violent and 
violent invasions, assemblies and vandalism. 
 
At least 200 anti-springbok tour protests erupted in New Zealand that were serious enough 
for police confrontation. Protestors showed up to every match during the Springbok tour 
however it was the three test matches in particular where antis and pros of the springbok 
tour really clashed head to head. Police controlled all outbreaks by using batons and about 
1500 people were arrested. Police batons injured many people and in many protests people 
wore helmets to protect themselves against the violence. An example of when the 'peaceful' 
protests turned ugly was during the Hamilton match on the 25th July 1981. As the several 
hundred protesters advanced around the stadium, angry rugby supporters hurled beer cans 
and stones into the crowd, angry that the protestors wanted to ruin the rugby game that they 
had paid to see. 
 
The anti-springbok tour was lead by HART (Halt All Racist Tours) and organized by John 
Minto the national organizer of HART who became the public face for the protests. The 
general public and supporters of the tour saw these people as 'stirrers' and 'trouble makers.' 
Other organizations supported the protests like CARE (Citizens Association for Racial 
Equality) and NAAC (National Anti-Apartheid Council.) This was the course of the anti-
springbok tour. 
 
Significance of the Anti-Springbok tour protests 
 
Protests at the games saw some of the worst violence New Zealand has ever seen.  Anti-
Springbok tour protesters broke down fences during the Gisborne matches, rugby 
supporters hurled rocks and beer cans at protesting crowds, police used batons to control 
sprawls during the first test in Christchurch, a policeman after seeing the violence said that it 
was just “sheer luck that no one was killed that day.”  New Zealand had never seen such 
violence nor had it ever come as close to civil war.  This was significant to New Zealand as 
such violence taught the country the power of peaceful protests as the prospect of how close 
New Zealand had been to civil war was terrifying and a future that no one wanted for New 
Zealand.  
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