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In a land of mud pools and geysers, Maori golf gains ground

BY  CRAIG  R . CAREY

Generally speaking, the up-and-coming athletically gifted of New
Zealand are destined for careers in rugby, but there comes a time in
every land’s history when things change. Enter Michael Campbell—
the most famous professional athlete in this nation of four million
and its number one golfer.

In the wake of Campbell’s victory at the U.S. Open this past June,
golf interest in his native New Zealand–and worldwide interest in
his Maori heritage—has increased a great deal. “I think I’m a great
vehicle to expose the culture of New Zealand to the world,”
Campbell said at a recent function honoring New Zealand’s other
golf great, Sir Bob Charles (winner of the 1963 British Open and the
only other Kiwi to win a major).

Known simply as Cambo by fans and friends, Campbell was born
in Hawera, on New Zealand’s North Island. He is predominantly of
Maori heritage (descended from the tribes, or iwi: Ngati Ruanui on

his father’s side and Nga Rauru on his mother’s), though his surname
makes plain his Scottish roots. Cambo’s great-great-great-grandfa-
ther, Sir Logan Campbell, emigrated from the birthplace of golf to
New Zealand in 1840. Campbell’s heritage has been something of
both interest and confusion to American golf audiences since his
first appearances in the States. Shortly after the 1996 Honda Classic
Michael commented, “It’s quite funny. On the first tee when they say,
‘Michael Campbell from New Zealand,’ everyone expects a
European, and then I turn up. They think I must be the wrong guy.
It’s because I’m so different. People look at me and think, ‘What is
he?’ They’re intrigued. At Doral I went to the spa, and people just
stared at me. They asked, ‘What are you? Are you Mexican?’ I said,
‘I’m a Maori.’” Often the response was “What’s a Maori?” Campbell’s
reply that “a Maori is a member of New Zealand’s native population
from a centuries-old Polynesian migration” was met with fascination.




