
Poetry From Around the World
James K Baxter: Context

Born in New Zealand in 1926.

Began writing in his teens and became part of 
the Wellington group of writers. 

Struggled with alcoholism in the late 1940s and had to 
leave his university course uncompleted at first. He took on a 
range of part-time and low-paying employment (including a 
job as a cleaner at the Chelsea Sugar Refinery).

Frequently attacked bureaucracy and, despite 
having worked as a teacher and assistant master, 
refused to return to teaching later in his life.Attended Alcoholics Anonymous and later opened his own 

centre for drug addicts in Grafton, New Zealand. Struggled 
with alcoholism throughout his life. 

In 1968, he said he’d had a dream telling him to 
‘Go to Jerusalem.’ Jerusalem was a Māori settlement 
on the Whanganui River. By 1969 he had given up a 

university post and gone to live at Jerusalem.

He became too ill to continue living at Jerusalem 
and moved to a commune in Auckland.

Married Jacqueline Sturm in 1948 and had 
one son. The couple divorced in 1957 due 
to Baxter’s change to Catholicism.

At Jerusalem he adopted a Māori name, 
Heni, and worked with the poor and spoke 
out about poverty and social order. 

He died in 1972 at the age of 46. His death 
was due to coronary thrombosis brought 
about by the harsh deprivations of the life 
he had lived over the past few years.

Of Scottish ancestry but saw connections 
between the treatment of the Scottish clans 

and the treatment of the Māori tribes.

Having an interest in Christianity, he 
joined the Anglican Church and later the 

Roman Catholic Church.

In the late 1950s he received a UNESCO stipend and went 
to Asia and studied in India. After seeing poverty there, he 

was even more critical of the government at home.

Māori
The Polynesian peoples of New Zealand. The Māori probably arrived in New Zealand from the Polynesian islands between 1250 and 
1300 A.D. With the arrival of Europeans in New Zealand, starting in the 18th century, the Māori’s way of life altered drastically 
and the population was decimated by disease and lack of cultural understanding. A protest movement, begun in the 1960s, 
sought to redress the inequalities the Māori felt in New Zealand. This included an effort to promote understanding of Māori culture 
among the young and regain their lost lands.

The Wellington Group  
A group of writers and poets who lived and worked around Wellington, New Zealand’s capital, in the 1950s and 60s. The group 
included Louis Johnson, Alistair Campbell and WH Oliver.
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