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From reactionary to radical: 
The Great Depression and 
the origins of the citizens’ 

movements

On 31 March 1931, the Sydney Morning Herald published a letter from 
a concerned citizen titled ‘Save us from our politicians’. By that time, 
the Great Depression was well and truly being felt in the Antipodes, 
particularly in Australia. Plummeting export receipts were having a run-
on effect across the rest of the economy, causing mass unemployment and 
social dislocation, reduced business confidence, and increased exposure of 
government indebtedness. The letter’s author wrote:

Here we have one of the grandest countries in the world, and if 
only given a fair chance, it would be more prosperous thany [sic] 
any of them. However, politicians—and we have armies of them—
are so busily engaged in snapping and snarling at one another, like 
so many demented dingoes, that they will not allow prosperity to 
come. A commission of a dozen good business men—such as were 
appointed to ‘clean up’ Sydney City Council affairs some time 
back—would accomplish more towards re-establishing confidence 
in Australia, and putting business matters on a fair footing than all 
these place-seeking politicians.

What we want in Australia is unity. We want friendship and co-
operation between employer and employee. We want the fact 
recognised that labour cannot get along without capital—any 
more than capital can get along without labour. All parties—in 
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both State and Federal—have borrowed till they have pretty well 
caused the country to ‘burst’. The only pity is that they did not 
‘burst’ themselves—instead of the country.1

The author deployed many of the standard tropes of the conservative 
tradition. He abhorred excessive public spending. He lauded the business 
confidence that supposedly came with limited government. He conjoined 
the interests of employers and employees, arguing that they could not 
get along without each other. In presenting these values as apolitical, he 
also demonstrated the ‘non-party’ conservative language discussed in 
the previous chapter. At the same time, the author specifically attacked 
politicians from ‘all parties’ for their alleged petty squabbling.

Like many conservatives in Australia and New Zealand at the time, the 
author was experiencing a crisis of confidence. An economic calamity 
unprecedented in most people’s lifetimes was wreaking havoc on the 
global economy, and representative democracy seemed incapable of 
addressing it. This led many conservatives to dramatically reappraise the 
kind of political and economic systems in which they were prepared to 
place their faith. A small number looked for inspiration to the rise of 
fascist and authoritarian movements overseas. Others, particularly in New 
Zealand, turned to fringe economic theories like Douglas social credit, or 
conspiracies about international financiers. But most conservatives did 
not so easily part with their traditions. A strong patriotic and economic 
orientation towards Britain, a general commitment to free-market 
capitalism, and staunch opposition to communism and socialism—these 
were a priceless inheritance, tried and tested to such an extent that they 
were akin to natural laws. The fault, they deduced, must therefore lie in 
the political machinery of government: political parties and self-serving 
politicians who were incapable of putting the nation’s interests above 
their own.

This mistrust of party politics was not new. As the previous chapter 
demonstrated, low-level dissatisfaction with ‘machine politics’ had existed 
virtually since the first political parties were formed, particularly labour 
parties. But the Depression drove this mistrust to new, often radical, 
heights. The conservative tradition in Australasia, which had evolved 
since the late nineteenth century, became the basis for a populist revolt 
against the party system of government. ‘Non-party’ metastasised into 

1  Sydney Morning Herald, 31 March 1931, 5.
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‘anti-party’; a distrust of machine politics became an outright desire to 
smash all political machines, or at least render them irrelevant. In some 
cases, this condemnation of political parties extended to the questioning 
of democracy itself. As the author of the letter to the Sydney Morning 
Herald suggested, a temporary hiatus in representative government might 
be required where politics had veered too far away from conservative 
traditions. In this instance, the author referred positively to the three 
unelected commissioners who had been appointed to run the Sydney City 
Council from 1928 to 1930 after alleged corruption in the management 
of public contracts.2 For some conservatives, a similar commission at a 
national level seemed the best way to steer the ship of state to safer waters.

The onset of the Great Depression 
in Australia

Labor triumphant

The Labor Party won a landslide victory in the October 1929 election 
for the Federal House of Representatives, ending 13 years in opposition. 
In a remarkable case of bad timing, the stock market crash occurred two 
weeks after the new Prime Minister, James Scullin, took office. Australia’s 
economic situation had already been far from ideal before the crash, 
having entered a steep recession in 1928–29. Export prices had dropped 
by 30 per cent by the middle of 1929, and the combined overseas debt 
of the federal and state governments totalled £631 million. Servicing 
the interest on this debt alone required 40 per cent of export receipts.3 
Unemployment was at its highest point in a decade at 11.1 per cent, 
and the nation’s trade deficit in 1929–30 was two-thirds greater than the 
average deficit of the previous four years.4 The Depression accelerated 
this downward spiral. Export prices continued to plummet, and creditors 
in Britain and the United States—so essential to the expansion of public 

2  Susan Wright, A Short Electoral History of the Sydney City Council, 1842–1992 (Sydney: City of 
Sydney, n.d.), 18, accessed from www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/65549/
hs_chos_electoral_history.pdf [page discontinued].
3  Alex Millmow, The Power of Economic Ideas: The Origins of Keynesian Macroeconomic Management 
in Interwar Australia 1929–39 (Canberra: ANU E Press, 2010), Ch. 3.
4  Year Book Australia (Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001), 243; Meredith and Dyster, 
Australia in the Global Economy, 120.

http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/65549/hs_chos_electoral_history.pdf
http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/65549/hs_chos_electoral_history.pdf
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infrastructure in the 1920s—were unwilling to extend new loans.5 
Registered male unemployment skyrocketed to more than 30 per cent 
in 1932.6

The Federal Labor Government’s response to the Depression was 
handicapped by the Senate, which remained controlled by the Nationalist 
Party, and the private banking sector. At the onset of the crisis, the 
government’s ability to regulate the supply and distribution of money was 
limited by the lack of a modern central bank. The Commonwealth Bank 
possessed some of the features of a central bank, including the authority 
to issue bank notes, but its independence from government made it 
difficult for the government to enact monetary policy in times of crisis. 
Labor Treasurer E.G. ‘Ted’ Theodore attempted to resolve this problem in 
April 1930 by introducing the Central Reserve Bank Bill, which proposed 
splitting the Commonwealth Bank into a fully fledged central bank and a 
private commercial trading bank.7 The Commonwealth Bank and several 
other private banks opposed the Bill as an unnecessary interference in the 
banking sector. In a highly unprecedented move, Commonwealth Bank 
Chairman Robert Gibson spoke against the Bill before the Nationalist-
controlled Senate, which ultimately rejected it.8 The Senate also blocked the 
government’s Wheat Bill, which was introduced to establish a compulsory 
wheat pool that would offer farmers a guaranteed price per bushel of 
wheat. Many farmers were encouraged by the Bill and the government’s 
broader ‘Grow More Wheat’ campaign, and wheat acreage increased by 
21 per cent over the sowing season. After the Wheat Bill failed, farmers 
received less than half what the guaranteed price had envisioned, which 
drove many farmers and country businesses into bankruptcy.9 The only 
economic measure the government successfully managed to pass during 
this period was a substantial increase in the tariff in April 1930.10

5  Stuart Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 
177–81; National Archives of Australia, ‘James Scullin’, Australia’s Prime Ministers (Canberra: National 
Archives of Australia), available from: www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/australias-prime-ministers/
james-scullin; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy, 123.
6  Year Book Australia, 243; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy, 131.
7  Ross Fitzgerald, ‘Red Ted’: The Life of E.G. Theodore (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 
1994), 238.
8  Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression, 172–76.
9  Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia, 124; Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression, 
146–53; Edgars Dunsdorfs, The Australian Wheat-Growing Industry, 1788–1948 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1956), 267–75.
10  Meredith, Australia in the Global Economy, 122; Leigh, ‘Trade Liberalisation and the Australian 
Labor Party’, 490; Ann Capling and Brian Galligan, Beyond the Protective State: The Political Economy 
of Australia’s Manufacturing Industry Policy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
95–101; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy, 122–23.

http://www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/australias-prime-ministers/james-scullin
http://www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/australias-prime-ministers/james-scullin
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As a result of this opposition, the government’s policy vacillated between 
economic orthodoxy—cutting spending and balancing budgets—
and attempts to stimulate the economy through additional spending. 
In 1930, the Commonwealth Bank, in agreement with Prime Minister 
Scullin, invited Sir Otto Niemeyer from the Bank of England to visit 
Australia and advise the government on its finances. Niemeyer’s visit was 
controversial, as was the long list of austerity measures he recommended 
to ensure Australia’s loan commitments were met, including drastic cuts 
in expenditure and public sector wages. Nevertheless, his proposals were 
adopted at a conference of state premiers in Melbourne in August 1930, 
and Scullin spent the next several months in Britain negotiating reduced 
interest payments on Australian debts. The New Zealand Government 
also invited Niemeyer to provide advice on banking and currency, and 
his key recommendation that New Zealand establish a central bank was 
subsequently realised in 1934.

One of the chief supporters of the ‘Melbourne Agreement’ within 
Cabinet was Joseph Lyons, who was appointed Acting Treasurer in July 
1930 when Theodore stepped down to deal with a corruption charge. 
He  was joined by Acting Prime Minister James Fenton in his support 
for the agreement.11 Lyons was a relative newcomer to federal politics. 
He had served as Premier of Tasmania from 1923, before winning a seat 
in the House of Representatives in 1929. Nicknamed ‘Honest Joe’, 
Lyons was one of the more economically centrist members of Scullin’s 
Cabinet.12 As Acting Treasurer, he proposed to balance the budget, cut 
public sector wages, and lower interest rates. This approach was described 
by conservatives as ‘deflation’. It was premised on the notion that, as 
private businesses and individual incomes contracted, the public sector 
likewise needed to ‘deflate’ to live within its means, and interest rates on 
both public and private loans needed to be lowered. This would ensure 
an ‘equality of sacrifice’ among all sections of the community. 

In the closing months of 1930, Lyons demonstrated his commitment to 
lowering interest rates by running a highly publicised ‘loan conversion’ 
campaign with the assistance of several prominent conservative 
businesspeople. When it became apparent that the government might be 

11  Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy, 128–31; National Archives of Australia, 
‘James Scullin’.
12  The most thorough account of Lyons’ life and political achievements is contained in Henderson, 
Joseph Lyons.
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unable to meet a combined federal and state loan of £27 million that 
expired on 15 December 1930, Lyons launched a campaign to renew the 
loan without resorting to legislative intervention. Existing bondholders 
were encouraged to voluntarily renew their holdings at a lower interest 
rate or, if they preferred to cash out their holdings, they were asked to 
encourage other citizens to subscribe at the lower interest rate so the 
government could buy out the existing bondholders. The new loan was 
oversubscribed in a significant wave of publicity and patriotic fanfare, and 
Lyons became a nationally recognised figure.13

Inflation and repudiation

Theodore was one of the main opponents of the deflationary approach 
epitomised in the Melbourne Agreement. He believed the government 
needed to adopt a ‘reflationary’ policy: an expansion of public credit to 
finance an extensive public works program. Theodore was influenced by 
economists such as R.F. Irvine, and was familiar with some of the early 
works of John Maynard Keynes, the architect of the postwar Keynesian 
consensus when a stronger government role in the economy became 
the norm.14 Scullin was persuaded by Theodore’s ideas on returning to 
Australia at the beginning of 1931, and he reinstated him as Treasurer on 
26 January.15 Lyons and Fenton immediately resigned from Cabinet in 
protest, although they remained part of the Labor caucus. In March 1931, 
Lyons and a small group of supporters resigned from the Labor Party 
and crossed the floor to the opposition benches after Cabinet approved 
Theodore’s fiduciary notes proposal, which would involve the issuing of 
£18 million in fiduciary notes for an extensive public works program.16 

13  P.R. Hart, ‘Lyons: Labor Minister—Leader of the U.A.P.’, Labour History 17 (1969): 37–51, at 
pp. 41–42.
14  Bruce McFarlane, Professor Irvine’s Economics in Australian Labour History: 1913–1933 (Canberra: 
Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1966), 19.
15  Neville Cain, ‘Theodore, Edward Granville (1884–1950)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy 
1990), available from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/theodore-edward-granville-8776.
16  P.R. Hart and C.J. Lloyd, ‘Lyons, Joseph Aloysius (Joe) (1879–1939)’, Australian Dictionary of 
Biography (National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy 
1986), available from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lyons-joseph-aloysius-joe-7278; National Archives of 
Australia, ‘Joseph Lyons’, Australia’s Prime Ministers (Canberra: National Archives of Australia), available 
from: www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/australias-prime-ministers/joseph-lyons.

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/theodore-edward-granville-8776
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lyons-joseph-aloysius-joe-7278
http://www.naa.gov.au/explore-collection/australias-prime-ministers/joseph-lyons
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Conservatives responded to Theodore’s proposals with alarm. They feared 
that any expansion of the money supply would cause runaway inflation, 
destroying the value of the currency and wiping out savings. In January 
1931, the Anti-Inflation League was founded in Sydney ‘to combat the 
iniquitous and suicidal doctrine of inflation’.17 Economists and bankers 
were especially critical of Theodore’s proposals. ‘Australia is financially 
sick’, wrote Sir Ernest Wreford of the National Bank, ‘and will not get 
well by drinking the financial champagne of further borrowing or note 
inflation.’18 A publication titled The Menace of Inflation, written by South 
Australian educator and historian Archibald Grenfell Price and sponsored 
by several economists, sold 30,000 copies in its first print run in March 
1931.19 Price laid the blame for the Depression on the ‘orgy of borrowing 
and extravagance’ in the 1920s, and claimed that ‘immediate action and 
grave sacrifices’ were required ‘to avoid the ruin which inflation nearly 
always brings in its train’.20 Embedded in his criticism of inflation were 
the moral imperatives of thrift and self-reliance. Australians had been 
‘spoon-fed by arbitration, by pensions, and by a dozen socialistic policies, 
which had temporarily sapped the foundations of individualism’.21 
Labor’s Fiduciary Notes Bill was subsequently blocked by the Senate in 
April 1931.22

Conservative fears of inflation were equalled by their fear of ‘repudiation’. 
From the middle of 1930, it became a very real possibility that the Australian 
federal and state governments might be unable—or unwilling—to meet 
their public debt repayments. Repudiation of debt struck at the very 
core of what it meant to be a conservative. When individuals or groups 
entered willingly into financial agreements with each other, they were 
honour bound to meet the terms of those agreements. Governments were 
no exception: if individuals’ ability to meet their debts was a matter of 
personal honour, the government’s ability to meet its debts was a matter of 
national honour. More pragmatically, it was also a signal to international 

17  Sydney Morning Herald, 14 January 1931, 12.
18  Quoted in Millmow, The Power of Economic Ideas, Ch. 5.
19  Archibald G. Price, ‘The Emergency Committee of South Australia and the Origin of the Premiers’ 
Plan, 1931–2’, South Australiana 17(1) (1978): 5–55, at pp. 11–12. This piece was originally written 
by Price in 1932 but was not published until the year after his death. See also Millmow, The Power of 
Economic Ideas, Ch. 5.
20  A.G. Price, The Menace of Inflation (Adelaide: F.W. Preece & Sons, 1931), 6–10.
21  Price, ‘The Emergency Committee of South Australia and the Origin of the Premiers’ Plan’, 40.
22  Millmow, The Power of Economic Ideas, Ch. 5; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global 
Economy, 131–33; National Archives of Australia, ‘James Scullin’.
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creditors of the nation’s economic stability. This was what drove Lyons to 
launch the successful loan conversion campaign in the closing months 
of 1930.

The biggest threat of repudiation came from Jack Lang, the leader of the 
Labor Party in New South Wales. Lang had a long history of stirring up 
conservative ire. In his first term as NSW Premier between 1925 and 1927, 
he enacted several reforms deemed radical by conservatives, including 
mandatory workers’ compensation insurance and a 44-hour working 
week. In October 1930, Lang was returned to office on a campaign of 
restoring public servant salaries, increasing child welfare payments, and an 
extensive public works program. To pay for this, he suggested at a second 
conference of state premiers in February 1931 that Australia should halt 
interest payments to British bondholders until the crisis passed.23 At the 
same conference, Scullin and Theodore presented their proposal to inflate 
the public supply of money to fund an extensive public works program. 
The conference generated an explosive reaction from conservatives. Two 
ideas that were anathema to the conservative tradition had been espoused 
in a single forum: inflation and repudiation. More than any other event, 
the premiers’ conference in February 1931 was the trigger for the rise 
of populist conservatism in Australia.

The onset of the Great Depression in 
New Zealand

United and Reform

New Zealand’s economy was affected by the Depression in the same 
general fashion as Australia, albeit not as severely in some measures. 
Farming formed the backbone of both economies; almost one-third of 
New Zealanders were employed in primary production in the 1920s, and 
agricultural goods made up the majority of the country’s exports.24 Like 
Australia, New Zealand’s economy had already been weakened in 1929 

23  Bede Nairn, The ‘Big Fella’: Jack Lang and the Australian Labor Party, 1891–1949 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1986), 223.
24  Brian Easton, ‘Economy: Agricultural Production’, Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand 
(updated 16 September 2016), available from: www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/diagram/4236/percentage-of-
employment-in-different-sectors-1841-2001. This figure includes those employed in the mining sector.

http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/diagram/4236/percentage-of-employment-in-different-sectors-1841-2001
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/diagram/4236/percentage-of-employment-in-different-sectors-1841-2001
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by an international fall in export prices, especially in the wool market.25 
The Depression exacerbated the drop and, by 1933, export prices had 
declined by 45 per cent from their 1929 level. From 1930, businesspeople 
and professionals began to feel the flow-on effects: the volume of imports 
had decreased by 40 per cent by 1933, and prices for domestic goods 
fell by as much as 12 per cent. Public sector wages were cut by between 
10 and 20 per cent, and the average private sector wage fell by 10 per cent. 
The economy reached its nadir in mid-1933 when the unemployment 
rate reached 12 per cent of the registered workforce.26

Unlike Australia, New Zealand was governed almost solely by conservative 
and liberal political parties throughout the Depression. In 1929, it was 
governed by the United Party with the support of Labour. As conditions 
worsened, Prime Minister Joseph Ward found himself unable to fully 
meet his election promise of a £70 million spending program—which 
had attracted the Labour Party—or to cut public spending, as United 
supporters demanded. Ward’s deteriorating health further immobilised 
his government, and he resigned in May 1930 in favour of Finance 
Minister George Forbes.27 The United government spent the following 
year juggling deflationary policy and its agreement with Labour, which it 
honoured through the Unemployment Act, which provided relief payments 
for the unemployed. When Forbes announced his plan to reduce public 
servant salaries in February 1931, Labour withdrew its support for the 
government. United turned to Reform for support, and the two parties 
agreed to form a coalition government in September 1931, which was 
returned to power in the December general election.28

The Coalition responded to the Depression in two ways: traditional 
deflationary methods designed to lower wages and expenditure, and state 
intervention to address unemployment and insolvency. The key supporter 
of deflation was Finance Minister William Downie Stewart, the only 
urban business representative in Cabinet. These methods were epitomised 
by the 1932 National Expenditure Adjustment Act, which introduced 

25  Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making, 45.
26  These figures were drawn from Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 124, 127, 134, 148, 155.
27  Michael Bassett, ‘Ward, Joseph George’ (Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, first published 
in 1993), Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, available from: www.teara.govt.nz/en/
biographies/2w9/1.
28  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 32–37; W.J. 
Gardner, ‘Forbes, George William’ (Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, first published in 1996), 
Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, available from: www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3f9/1; 
McKinnon, The Broken Decade.

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2w9/1
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/2w9/1
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3f9/1
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rigorous public spending cuts, decreased pension payments, increased 
reductions in public service salaries, and removed compulsory arbitration 
from the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act.29 However, despite 
the Coalition’s desire to effect greater government economies, public debt 
grew as the national income continued to decline. In April 1932, Downie 
Stewart alarmed conservatives when he announced a projected budget 
deficit of £8.3 million for the next financial year. The specially appointed 
Economists’ Committee called the budget situation ‘critical’ and 
recommended further budget cuts and the introduction of new taxation.30 
Some of these measures made their way into the National Expenditure 
Adjustment Act and, by October, the Coalition claimed the deficit would 
be reduced to £1 million by the end of the year.31 Despite this reassurance, 
projected deficit figures continued to float over the following months and 
were not fully settled until a small surplus was announced with the release 
of the following year’s budget in May 1933.32

Deflationary methods contributed to a series of riots in the first half 
of 1932. The most serious riots occurred in Auckland in April during 
a march of the Unemployed Workers Movement and public servants 
protesting the second round of salary cuts. When the leader of the march 
was struck with a baton by a policeman, the crowd reacted by attacking 
the police cordon and looting several shopfronts along Queen Street.33 
Some conservatives reacted with alarm to the events in Auckland and 
other centres. The Wellington Chamber of Commerce, for example, urged 
the immediate imprisonment of the leaders of the Communist Party, 
and the Auckland Star called for the formation of a ‘widespread official 
organisation of citizens … free from any suggestion of party politics’.34 
But no New Guard or citizens’ movement arose in response. This was 
partially because a conservative government was in power at the time, 
which responded quickly. Special constables were rapidly sworn in to help 
quell the riots, and the Coalition passed the Public Safety Conservation 
Bill within days of the Auckland riots, which granted it comprehensive 

29  Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 150, 152–53, 155; Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and 
conservative protest in the Great Depression, 46–48.
30  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 8 April 1932, 7; Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 150.
31  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 5 October 1932, 4.
32  ibid., 25 January 1933, 8; 17 February 1933, 6; 1 May 1933, 10.
33  ‘The Depression Riots, 1932’ (An Encyclopedia of New Zealand, ed. A.H. McLintock, originally 
published in 1966), Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, available from: www.teara.govt.nz/
en/1966/riots/6.
34  Quoted in Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 
51–53.

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/1966/riots/6
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/1966/riots/6


83

2. FROM REACTIONARY TO RADICAL

powers to deal with future emergencies.35 Responses to the riots were also 
mixed—for example, some thought retrenchment had gone too far and 
contributed to the riots.36

The second, more interventionist government response tested the 
boundaries of conservative tradition. The Unemployment Act of 1930 
had introduced tax-financed (rather than loan-financed) unemployment 
assistance. The Coalition significantly increased this taxation for 
unemployment relief, under the rubric of sharing the burden equally across 
all classes. Other policies, such as the 20 per cent reduction in interest 
rates and rents provided by the National Expenditure Adjustment Act, were 
similarly able to appeal to a perceived equality of sacrifice, although the 
challenge to the sanctity of the contract led Downie Stewart to threaten 
resignation. Rural relief in the form of the Mortgages and Tenants Relief 
Act aroused greater concern among conservatives, but it was grudgingly 
accepted as necessary to alleviate the growing insolvency of the farming 
community.37 State intervention in the economy to alleviate the distress 
of farmers and the unemployed was acceptable, provided it fell within the 
bounds of the Australasian developmentalist ethos.

Devaluing the currency

Without a labour bogeyman, it took an unorthodox economic act of the 
Coalition—devaluing the currency in January 1933—to stir disconcerted 
conservatives into action. The chief supporter of the move, Reform 
leader Gordon Coates, hoped that by devaluing the currency from 
NZ£110:UK£100 to NZ£125:UK£100, the resulting boost in farmers’ 
incomes would flow through to the rest of the economy.38 However, the 
benefits accrued to farmers by a devalued currency had the opposite effect 
on import-dependent businesspeople, who would have to pay more for 
the products on which their enterprises were based. This cleavage between 
rural and urban interests fractured the relative unity that conservatives 
had enjoyed until that point. A strong urban backlash arose against the 

35  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 19 April 1932, 8.
36  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 50–53.
37  Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 145–49, 152, 154; Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and 
conservative protest in the Great Depression, 48–49.
38  Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 153–55; Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative 
protest in the Great Depression, 59–61; Michael Bassett, ‘Coates, Joseph Gordon’ (Dictionary of New 
Zealand Biography, first published in 1996), Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, available from: 
www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3c24/1.

http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3c24/1
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raised exchange rate, which was seen as benefiting the interests of primary 
producers above all others. The Wellington Chamber of Commerce 
condemned the measure as a violation of basic economic principles:

[T]he Council of the Wellington Chamber of Commerce 
emphatically condemns the action of the Government in violating 
established banking practice and universally recognised economic 
principles by causing the rate of exchange to be artificially pegged; 
this action must inevitably create greater evils than the present 
action is calculated to overcome and in the meantime the majority 
must suffer for the benefit of a minority.39 

The move also compounded fears of a budget crisis, with rumours 
circulating that a devalued currency would swell the deficit by an additional 
£3 million.40 But it was the shock that a conservative government would 
unilaterally intervene in favour of one section of the population that 
caused the most outrage. Downie Stewart resigned as Finance Minister 
in  protest—mere days away from the anniversary of Lyons’ similar 
action in Australia two years earlier.

Conservative responses to the Great 
Depression in Australia

Mobilising against Labor

Australian conservatives responded to the growing perception of crisis in 
several ways. Many focused their frustrations on the triumvirate of Labor 
bogeymen in Scullin, Theodore, and Lang. The release of Labor’s first 
budget in July 1930, which included a tax increase to fund an additional 
£1 million in public spending, prompted urban business organisations to 
hold protest meetings in several state capitals.41 The Sydney Chamber of 
Commerce sent a delegation to Canberra claiming to represent ‘all classes 
of taxpayers’ to convince Scullin to reduce taxes and balance the budget.42 

39  Meeting of Council, 24 January 1933, Minute book August 1932 – December 1935, Wellington 
Chamber of Commerce Papers, MS-Group-0018, ATL.
40  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 25 January 1933, 8.
41  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 12 July 1930, 15; Sydney Morning Herald, 12 July 1930, 15.
42  The Argus, [Melbourne], 12 July 1930, 21; The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 15 July 1930, 16.
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Similar distaste was reserved for compulsory wheat pooling, which groups 
like the Town and Country Union condemned as ‘socialistic’ interference 
with individual liberty and private enterprise.43 

Plate 2.1 A ‘starvation debenture’ lampooning Jack Lang’s 
‘repudiationist’ policies during the Depression
Source: Item 50, Mutch Papers, SLNSW.

Many conservatives drew on the memory of the Kyabram Reform 
Movement, the turn-of-the-century Victorian conservative organisation 
discussed in Chapter One, for inspiration. In July, the Wheat Producers’ 
Freedom Association decided to launch a ‘new Kyabram’ at a meeting 
in the South Australian country town of Moonta.44 Their enthusiasm 
quickly waned, due in part to the deflationary nature of the Melbourne 
Agreement in August, and the promise of a new Kyabram was not met.45 
A meeting of businesspeople in the Adelaide Town Hall on 16 July 1930 
was similarly inspired to send a deputation to Canberra to convince Prime 
Minister Scullin to create an advisory body of financial and commercial 

43  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 30 April 1930, 16; Burra Record, 4 June 1930, 3.
44  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 12 July 1930, 15; 15 July 1930, 15; 19 July 1930, 15.
45  Michael J. Thompson, Government and depression in South Australia, 1927 to 1934 (MEc diss., 
Flinders University, Adelaide, 1972), 167–68; John Lonie, Conservatism and class in South Australia 
during the Depression years, 1929–34’ (MA diss., University of Adelaide, 1973), 207–8.
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experts. Scullin refused, and no further deputations were sent.46 However, 
the memory of Kyabram would remain an important influence on the 
citizens’ movements in both Australia and New Zealand.

Plate 2.2 Cartoon implying that Lang’s policies presaged communism 
‘by stages’
Source: A Recipe for Revolution (Sydney: Constitutional Association of New South 
Wales, 1932), 12.

Existing conservative non-party organisations such as the Constitutional 
Association and the Sane Democracy League also mobilised against Labor. 
Indeed, one of the chief consequences of the Depression was that it tore 
away the thin nonpartisan shield these organisations used to disguise their 
world view. Lang’s victory in the October 1930 NSW elections led the 
Constitutional Association of New South Wales to abandon its nominally 

46  Thompson, Government and depression in South Australia, 165–66.
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nonpartisan stance in favour of an ‘immediate policy’ to combat Lang.47 
This policy called for balanced budgets, reduced costs of production 
and distribution, greater industrial cooperation, and firm opposition to 
inflation and repudiation. Its purpose was to bring attention to ‘the urgent 
necessity for immediate public action’ to combat ‘party strife and vacillating 
government’.48 Several months later, the association released Lang, Lunacy, 
Loot, a pamphlet condemning Lang’s policies as an attempt to ‘[k]ill private 
enterprise’ and foist socialism on the state.49 A follow-up pamphlet in 1932 
claimed that Lang Labor had been infiltrated by communists who were 
plotting ‘a revolutionary conspiracy against constitutional government’.50

The Sane Democracy League was also boosted by its opposition to Lang. 
The league had castigated Lang as a demagogue and a communist puppet 
since the mid-1920s, and had produced anti-Lang posters during his 
failed re-election bid in 1927.51 At the time, they argued that 

the whole community has been split into groups continually kept 
in a state of hostility by the yapping of the politicians and the 
operation of the machinery that the politicians have created.52 

However, the league’s criticism of Lang reached unprecedented vitriolic 
heights in 1930, with two entire issues of their journal, Sane Democracy, 
devoted against his campaign.53 When Lang won the election in 
a  landslide, the league foretold dire results. The Nationalists’ platform 
‘was not a party policy nor even a state policy, but an Australian policy’, 
wrote Sane Democracy of Lang’s opponent.54 This language reinforced 
the naturalisation of conservative values as being in the ‘national interest’ 
in contrast to the values of Labor. It also demonstrated that, while the 
league was willing to channel popular discontent with the status quo, 
it did not wish to challenge the position of mainstream conservative 
parties. As Chapter Five will show, this fear of splitting the centre-right 
vote by criticising or campaigning against the Nationalists was a powerful 
undercurrent within the Australian citizens’ movements.

47  Minutes of Committee Meeting, 28 October 1930, box 2, item 1, CANSW Papers, SLNSW.
48  Minutes of Special Committee Meeting, 2 February 1931, box 2, item 1, CANSW Papers, 
SLNSW.
49  Lang, Lunacy, Loot (Sydney: Constitutional Association of New South Wales, 1931), 50.
50  A Recipe for Revolution (Sydney: Constitutional Association of New South Wales, 1932), 1.
51  Sane Democracy, [Sydney], No. 8, 9 April 1925, 1; No. 16, 5 June 1925, 1; No. 134, 7 October 
1927, 1.
52  ibid., No. 106, 25 March 1927, 1.
53  See Sane Democracy, [Sydney], [NS], No. 29, 3 October 1930, and [NS], No. 30, 17 October 1930.
54  ibid., [NS], No. 31, 31 October 1930, 1.
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Anti-political political thought

While many conservatives retained their faith in the existing political 
system, others began to look for alternatives. The economic prosperity 
of the previous decade appeared to be crumbling around them. People 
were losing their jobs, their businesses, their homes. The government 
seemed incapable of adopting the measures required to address the crisis, 
or—even worse—had proposed measures that conservatives feared would 
cause rampant inflation or damage Australia’s financial honour. They felt 
a pressing need to do something about it, both as good citizens and out of 
fear for their own economic interests. The internal dilemma that many 
of these frustrated conservatives faced was that, while they wanted to do 
something dramatic to address the crisis, they remained fundamentally 
committed to the core values of conservatism. They shared these values 
with the centre-right Nationalist Party, which had been in power from 
1917 until 1929 (in coalition with the Country Party from 1922). 
Conservatism had been in the ascendant throughout the roaring Twenties, 
despite the occasional rifts between urban and rural conservatives over 
matters such as the tariff. Yet something had clearly gone horribly wrong. 
Where did the blame lie, and what could frustrated conservatives do 
about it?

Figure 2.1 Occurrence of the phrase ‘machine politics’ in Australian 
newspapers, 1926–1935
Source: Compiled by the author from Trove, searched 15 October 2020 (www.trove.
nla.gov.au).

http://www.trove.nla.gov.au
http://www.trove.nla.gov.au
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One solution to this dilemma was to criticise the political system itself. 
If the values of conservatism were not to blame, it must be the politicians 
and political parties the public had trusted to implement them. Political 
machines, with their rigid party platforms and their sycophantic lists of 
preselected candidates, must have stacked parliament with self-serving 
politicians who were devoted to protecting the special interests that backed 
them. This had, in turn, resulted in governments that were in thrall to 
their political parties, bound to legislate in favour of minorities rather than 
the interests of the nation. The extravagant public borrowing of the 1920s 
proved that. According to this line of thought, the entire party system 
of government made it impossible for politicians to exercise their own 
political judgement. If they had, Australia would be able to deal with the 
crisis at hand and emerge from the doldrums of the Depression. Loveday 
aptly defined this phenomenon as ‘anti-political political thought’.55 
It provided a scapegoat for conservative anxieties while allowing them to 
hold on to their traditional conservative values.

Print culture was one means by which anti-partyism was spread. The use 
of the phrase ‘machine politics’ (the background to which is discussed in 
Chapter One) increased significantly during the Depression. Figure 2.1 
demonstrates the occurrence of the phrase ‘machine politics’ in Australian 
newspapers between 1926 and 1935. The year in which the phrase occurred 
the most, 1931, was also the year in which the citizens’ movements were 
at their height. Anti-party sentiment was also spread in the editorials of 
popular journals and weeklies and was given a semi-academic gloss by 
publications such as the Australian Quarterly. Founded in 1929 by the 
Constitutional Association, the Australian Quarterly regularly published 
articles on arbitration, tariff and parliamentary reform, and the need for 
greater financial stringency and decreased production costs.56 An article 
in September 1929 by Mildred Muscio on the growing popularity of 
non-party movements argued that party politics meant ‘government 

55  Loveday, ‘Anti-Political Political Thought’.
56  F.A.A. Russell, ‘Should Industrial Arbitration Go? The Evolution of Industrial Arbitration’, 
Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 1(2) (June 1929): 38–49; L.G. Melville, ‘The Australian Tariff: 
A Review on the Report of the Committee Appointed by the Prime Minister’, Australian Quarterly 
[Sydney] 1(3) (September 1929): 54–63; Norman Cowper, ‘Reform of the Upper House of New 
South Wales’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 1(4) (December 1929): 107–18; B.S.B. Stevens, 
‘Financial and Economical Outlook’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 2(1) (March 1930): 16–27; Hal 
Colebatch, ‘Inflation, Deflation, or Common Sense’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 2(4) (December 
1930): 31–43. Regular contributors included Nationalist politician and future state premier B.S.B. 
Stevens, senator and former Agent-General for Western Australia Sir Hal Colebatch, and general 
manager of the Graziers’ Cooperative Shearing Company R.C. Wilson.
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by warfare’ under which ‘[s]incerity and constructive thought vanish’.57 
The reason for this, wrote William Harrison Moore in December 1930, 
was the increasing extension of government to areas about which its 
members were ignorant. Both Muscio and Moore advocated for a greater 
reliance on experts in economics, business, and history in government 
affairs.58 Luminaries of previous conservative non-party organisations 
also contributed to the anti-party fervour. Reverend T.E. Ruth, a leading 
member and speaker for the Loyalty League of Victoria (discussed in 
Chapter One), released a booklet titled Australia at the Crossroads that was 
heavily critical of Lang’s proposed repudiation. It also railed against several 
other perceived enemies, including party politicians and communists. 
Ruth addressed the volume ‘to the newly-awakened members of the 
All for Australia League’.59

Anti-partyism was also spread by the birth of several new conservative 
organisations. One of these, the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League, was 
something of a prototype for the Australian citizens’ movements. The 
origins of this unusual organisation lay in the Australian branch of the 
International Theosophical Society, a spiritual and esoteric organisation 
founded in the United States in the late nineteenth century. Theosophists 
believe they are the inheritors of an ancient religion that will one day 
come to eclipse all other world religions. One of the goals of theosophy is 
to forge a ‘universal brotherhood of humanity’ in which all distinctions—
including class, creed, and nationality—are set aside.60 At first glance, this 
goal would appear to be at odds with early twentieth-century conservative 
values. However, a leading figure in the global theosophist movement 
named George Arundale thought otherwise. During the 1920s, Arundale 
concluded that the seed of a universal brotherhood lay in the spirit of 
patriotism, which he believed could drive individuals to sacrifice their 
self-interests for a higher cause. The imperial patriotism of Britain and its 
colonies—in particular, Australia and New Zealand—spanned multiple 

57  Mildred Muscio, ‘Reflections on Party Politics’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 1(3) (September 
1929): 91. 
58  ibid., 100; William Harrison Moore, ‘Experts in Government’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 
2(4) (December 1930): 29–30.
59  T.E. Ruth, Australia at the Crossroads (Sydney: Robert Dey & Co., 1931).
60  The principles of theosophy are drawn from H.P. Blavatsky, The Key to Theosophy (Pasadena, CA: 
Theosophical University Press Online Edition), available from: www.theosociety.org/pasadena/key/
key-3.htm.

http://www.theosociety.org/pasadena/key/key-3.htm
http://www.theosociety.org/pasadena/key/key-3.htm
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countries. If this patriotism could be sharpened in one colony first, 
Arundale imagined that it might then be extended in stages across the 
British Empire, and eventually across the world.61

Arundale chose Australia as the laboratory for what he later called his 
‘Australian experiment’.62 He relocated to Australia in 1926 and became 
the general secretary of the Australian section of the Theosophical 
Society. Using new and existing technologies, he broadcast his message 
of unwavering patriotism to a wide audience. Arundale founded 2GB, 
one of the most widely listened-to radio stations in Sydney today, in 
1926 as a ‘Theosophical Broadcasting Station’.63 He also founded a new 
Australian theosophical journal, Advance! Australia, which was aimed at a 
wider audience than the more traditional Australian Theosophist. The new 
journal drew heavily on conservative tropes regarding good citizenship 
and applied them to the goal of a universal brotherhood:

‘Advance! Australia’ will stand for the promotion of a noble type 
of Australian citizenship, vitally Australian, eagerly conscious of 
Australia’s specific place and part in the building of the future, no 
less eagerly conscious of the wider and equally vital citizenship 
involved in Australia’s membership of the British Commonwealth, 
and recognising, too, that beyond even this Commonwealth-
citizenship there is a World-citizenship, the obligations of which 
may no longer be ignored.64

Advance! Australia invoked several important ideas in its defence of good 
citizenship. Drawing on the Anzac ethos, it argued that ‘the supreme 
sacrifice of more than a million of our comrades in that Great Adventure’ 
would have been for nothing ‘if we have not learned that Peace must 
continue and perfect the virtues war called forth’.65 This same sense of 
‘brotherhood’ and ‘sacrifice’ was needed to overcome the problems 
contemporary society faced, including class conflict, religious tensions, 

61  Josephine Ransom, A Short History of the Theosophical Society (Madras: Vasanta Press, 1938), 
476; G.S. Arundale, ‘The Australian Experiment’, World Theosophy (February 1931): 103–6; 
Australian Theosophist [Sydney] 1(1) (1926): 9–13; Advance! Australia [Sydney] 1(1) (July 1926): 9.
62  Arundale, ‘The Australian Experiment’. For a general history of theosophy in Australia, see Jill 
Roe, Beyond Belief: Theosophy in Australia 1879–1939 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 1986).
63  Australian Theosophist [Sydney] 1(2) (15 August 1926): 43–44; Sydney Morning Herald, 24 August 
1926, 10.
64  Advance! Australia [Sydney] 1(1) (July 1926): 9.
65  ibid.
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international strife, and party politics.66 Advance! Australia urged these 
warring groups to set aside their parochial concerns in favour of ‘the welfare 
of the community as a whole’.67 

The ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League was founded in November 1929 to 
transform Arundale’s experiment into a mass movement.68 Its use of 
populist rhetoric and its focus on building a mass organisation were 
reminiscent of the Loyalist League and the King and Empire Alliance, 
which had arisen 10 years earlier and presaged the formation of the 
citizens’ movements. Its co-founder and general secretary, A.E. Bennett, 
was a fellow theosophist, the manager of 2GB, and an ardent admirer of 
Benito Mussolini.69 The league boomed under his leadership, and several 
dozen business and metropolitan branches were established by June 
1930.70 This included several branches in Queensland, South Australia, 
Victoria, and Western Australia, the last of which included Harold Boas, 
leader of the defunct Argonauts Civic and Constitutional Club.71 It also 
produced a journal and several pamphlets.72 

The ideology of the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League was an inchoate mixture 
of fervent patriotism, populism, and economic nationalism. The league 
also sought a strong leader who would put Australia before all other 
interests. On the first page of the inaugural volume of its journal, the 
league’s ambitions were explained thus:

We do not need a Mussolini; but we do need an Australian-hearted 
Australian, man or woman, an Australian who puts Australia first, 
who loves Australia with passion, who knows no interests above 
Australian interests, who knows no fear nor favour. Such a man or 
woman Australia needs to arouse her citizens to the active service 
of their great Motherland—prostituted today to selfishness and 
class interest.

66  ibid., 2–3, 9.
67  ibid., 2.
68  The name seems to have come from an old theosophist question, ‘Who is for Us?’, which was 
often raised during times of crisis; see Ransom, A Short History of the Theosophical Society, 508.
69  Australian Theosophist [Sydney] 1(2) (15 August 1926): 35–36; Philip Geeves, ‘Bennett, Alfred 
Edward (1889–1963)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (National Centre of Biography, The Australian 
National University, published first in hardcopy 1979), available from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ 
bennett-alfred-edward-5207.
70  Who’s for Australia? [Sydney] 2(2) (25 June 1930): 11.
71  Who’s for Australia? [Sydney] 1(8) (23 April 1930): 3; 2(1) (11 June 1930): 5; 2(2) (25 June 
1930): 11; 2(4) (23 July 1930): 3; 2(5) (6 August 1930): 12.
72  See, for example, Who’s for Australia? League (Sydney: ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League, 1929); Who’s 
for Australia? Four Songs in Her Praise (Sydney: ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League, 1930).
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… Australia needs a leader. Australia needs a statesman. Australia 
needs a patriot. She has had enough of politicians, and of all 
who serve party or class or sect before Australia, who are content 
to subordinate the welfare of Australia to the interests of a 
movement, who make Australia a stepping-stone to personal 
prestige and power.73

By the end of 1930, when the Depression had truly taken hold in Australia, 
the journal was calling on everyday citizens to tear down political parties 
and replace them with ‘a government composed of free men who will be 
slaves to no juntas’.74 

At its height in November 1930, the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League boasted 
9,000 members.75 However, it petered out rapidly in early 1931. Its failure 
may have been due to its inability—or unwillingness—to tap into the 
discontent with the proposed economic policies of Scullin, Theodore, and 
Lang. Instead, its primary contribution to economics was to encourage 
Australians to ‘be patriotic’ and buy Australian-made and manufactured 
goods. It shared this objective with several other groups with which it 
was in contact, including the Advance Australia League in Adelaide.76 
It organised two well-publicised exhibitions of Australian-manufactured 
goods in early 1930.77 While economic nationalism was not necessarily 
incompatible with conservative dictum—especially given its internal 
divisions regarding the use of the tariff—the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League 
missed the opportunity to capitalise on conservative discontent with 
Labor’s ‘inflationary’ and ‘repudiationist’ proposals. As a result, it was 
quickly superseded by the citizens’ movements. Nevertheless, its populism 
and its focus on building a mass organisation would become important 
tools in the arsenal of the citizens’ movements.

The South Australian Political Reform League was another conservative 
organisation that espoused the populist language of anti-partyism. It was 
formed in January 1929 by a young solicitor named Keith Wilson to 
provide a voice for young conservatives in the South Australian Liberal 

73  Who’s for Australia? [Sydney] 1(1) (15 January 1930): 1.
74  ibid., 2(12) (12 November 1930): 2.
75  The peak of 9,000 members was reached in November 1930; see Who’s for Australia? [Sydney] 
2(13) (26 November 1930): 4.
76  ibid., 1(5) (12 March 1930): 3.
77  ibid., 1(4) (26 February 1930): 4, and 2(2) (25 June 1930): 12; Exhibition of all Australian 
Manufactures at Drummoyne (Sydney: ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League, 1930).
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Federation.78 It was partially intended to be a successor to the Essential 
Service Maintenance Volunteers, a strikebreaking force formed in 
September 1928 by a group of prominent Adelaide businesspeople and 
professionals in response to a labour dispute on the waterfront.79 After 
the strike dissipated, the volunteers’ chairman, Captain A.S. Blackburn, 
recommended the group’s leaders ‘consider what further action might 
be taken’ to ‘weld into one social mass the whole of the anti-social[ist] 
element in South Australia’.80 He subsequently served on the Political 
Reform League’s first executive.81

While dedicated to supporting the Liberal Federation, the Political 
Reform League expressed deep dissatisfaction with the existing form of 
government. It sought a parliament in which members could ‘legislate for 
the good of the State as a whole’ rather than being ‘restricted by Caucus or 
party platform’. To accomplish this, it proposed simplifying the platform 
of the Liberal Federation to allow candidates to vote according to their 
conscience.82 While this was in part a response to the Liberal Federation’s 
method of caucus control, the relative youth of the movement and its 
inexperienced president also suggest an idealistic impatience with the 
status quo. Indeed, Wilson’s first public statement as president was full 
of phrases such as ‘new blood’, ‘latent zeal’, and ‘broad vision’, which he 
contrasted with the ‘fetter[s]’ and ‘restrictions’ of the Liberal Federation.83 
After the Depression hit, the league proposed to alleviate the crisis by 
reducing the size of parliament, curbing government interference in private 
enterprise, rationalising government administration ‘by seeking the advice 
of experts’, and encouraging those ‘skilled in commerce, science, [and] 

78  Register News-Pictorial, [Adelaide], 9 January 1929, 13. In many ways, the Political Reform 
League might be considered the interwar equivalent of the ‘youth wings’ of today’s political parties. 
In fact, it renamed itself the Young Liberal League in March 1932. See Interview with Sir Keith 
Wilson [sound recording], Interviewer: Susan Marsden, 1983, SRG 660/1/147 [hereinafter Wilson 
Interview], State Library of South Australia, Adelaide [hereinafter SLSA].
79  Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, 64; C.J. Lloyd, The formation and development of the 
U.A.P., 1929–1937 (PhD diss., The Australian National University, Canberra, 1984), 57; Stephen 
A. James, ‘The big hand of service’: The Citizens’ League of South Australia, 1930–1934—Origins, 
ideology and policy (BA Hons diss., University of Melbourne, 1986), 21; Ray Broomhill, ‘Political 
Consciousness and Dissent: The Unemployed in Adelaide during the Depression’, Labour History 34 
(1978): 58–67.
80  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 8 March 1929, 19.
81  For the 1929 executive, see The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 16 January 1929, 12. For the 1930 executive, 
see Policy and Aims of [Political Reform] League (Adelaide: Commercial Printing House, 1930).
82  Policy and Aims of [Political Reform] League.
83  Register News-Pictorial, [Adelaide], 14 January 1929, 8.
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industry’ to run for parliament.84 Much like the various conservative non-
party organisations that preceded it, the league attempted to naturalise 
these values as apolitical by claiming they were ‘for the good of the State 
as a whole’.85

Conservative responses to the Great 
Depression in New Zealand

Protests against the Coalition government

Before the devaluation of the currency in January 1933, there was no 
widespread conservative revolt in New Zealand. However, the Coalition’s 
willingness to experiment with interventionist policies before 1933 
caused some frustration among a small section of the Reform Party. These 
typically younger members of the party were disappointed that its leaders 
had opted to align with the United Party rather than develop a bolder 
deflationary policy. They were also frustrated with the Coalition’s decision 
to support sitting members in the 1931 general election, which curtailed 
their ability to stand for parliament with the party’s backing. They were 
led by J.D. Ormond, a 27-year-old sheep farmer who had stood as an 
independent for the Waipawa seat in 1931 in defiance of the Coalition’s 
decision to support sitting members. After their delegation to the Reform 
executive in April 1932 failed to convince the party to adopt a firmer policy, 
Ormond and his colleagues resolved to ‘reform the Reform Party or form 
a new party’ and that ‘an organisation should be started to support such a 
move’. A tour of the South Island found widespread support for such 
an organisation, so the New Zealand National Movement was formed at 
an inaugural meeting of 30 businesspeople and farmers on 23 July 1932.86 

The New Zealand National Movement expressed a mixture of laissez-faire 
economics and opposition to party politics. It condemned the ‘extravagant 
and socialistic policy’ of past governments and called for ‘strict economy 
in Gov[ernmen]t expenditure’, ‘curtailment of external borrowing’, and 

84  Policy and Aims of [Political Reform] League.
85  ibid.
86  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 53–55; P.S. 
Tait, In the Chair: The Public Life of Sir John Ormond (Waipukurau, NZ: CHB Print, 1989), 12–17.
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the ‘encouragement of Private enterprise, personal initiative and thrift’.87 
It also sought the ‘eradication of the petty Party spirit’ and the introduction 
of fresh talent into national politics. Ormond told Coates that the Reform 
Party executive was ‘as much out of touch with the public as the moon is 
from the earth’. While the new movement was not opposed to the Reform 
Party, Ormond claimed that its motives were purer than party politics:

I set this new political movement going, my idea being to get 
the moderate minded people in the Dominion backed up by the 
youth of the Country to take a more active interest in politics and 
support men who would go into Parliament with an intelligent 
and unselfish outlook and with the interest of the Country at 
heart—Party politics do not concern me nor do individuals.88

The riots that had taken place a few months earlier do not appear to have 
been a significant factor in the movement’s formation. While one of the 
speakers at the inaugural meeting gave an update on the ‘[c]ommunistic 
activities over the past period’, this did not have a significant influence on 
the movement’s objectives.89 One of its founding members later recalled 
that ‘fear of rioting did not arise’.90 Without an event that would galvanise 
widespread conservative support, the New Zealand National Movement 
had made little headway by the end of 1932.

New Zealand conservatives and monetary reform

A distinctive feature of the Depression in New Zealand was the growing 
popularity of ‘unorthodox’ economic theories. With conservative and 
liberal governments in power throughout the Depression, individuals of 
all political persuasions—not just conservatives—became more willing 
to look for alternatives to, or modifications of, the general commitment 
to free-market capitalism. Indeed, in a sense, the dramatic rise of the 
New Zealand Labour Party, cemented by its landslide election victory 
in 1935, could be seen as an example of this. Supporters of unorthodox 
economics subscribed to a multitude of ideas, ranging from revolutionary 
socialists to those who simply sought to ‘finetune’ the capitalist economic 

87  New Zealand National Movement Circular, No. 2, October 1932, reproduced in Pugh, The New 
Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 200–2.
88  Letter from Ormond to Coates, 20 September 1932, Ormond Family Papers, privately held.
89  Notes of a meeting of the movement held in the Grand Hotel Palmerston North, 23 July 1932, 
Ormond Family Papers, privately held.
90  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 54.
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system. The latter included an astounding number of organisations 
that were founded with the aim of reforming the monetary system. 
These ‘monetary reformists’ believed that capitalism, as it was currently 
conceived, had failed due to structural deficiencies in the way resources 
were allocated rather than a fundamental flaw in capitalism itself. Put 
simply, they believed the amount of wealth employees received in the 
form of wages was insufficient to purchase the goods and services they 
produced as workers. This imbalance resulted in an overproduction of 
goods and services, which the majority of the population did not have the 
resources to consume. Some monetary reformers believed this imbalance 
was the result of deliberate action by a small coterie of conspirators who 
controlled international finance, and who had engineered the Depression 
to gain more control over the world economy. This conspiratorial world 
view was heavily imbued with anti-Semitism. 

The earliest monetary reform organisation in New Zealand was Douglas 
social credit. Founded by Major C.H. Douglas in Britain after World War 
One, it quickly spread to Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. However, 
while Douglas social credit study circles were first established in New 
Zealand in the 1920s, it was not until the publication of Arthur Nelson 
Field’s The Truth about the Slump in 1931 that monetary reform achieved 
wider attention. Field’s work, which laid the blame for the Depression 
on a small clique of prominent Jewish financiers and their families, was 
well received by the New Zealand public and was discussed in parliament 
by Harry Atmore and Bob Semple.91 The number of monetary reform 
groups in New Zealand—termed ‘funny money’ by their opponents—
multiplied exponentially. In October 1932, an attempt was made by one 
such group, the Stable Money League, to unite these various monetary 
reformers. The resulting Federation of Monetary Reform Associations 
included representatives from 33 different organisations as well as the 
Auckland and Hawke’s Bay provincial districts of the Farmers’ Union.92

91  Marinus La Rooij, ‘From Colonial Conservative to International Antisemite: The Life and 
Work of Arthur Nelson Field’, Journal of Contemporary History 37(2) (2002): 223–39, at pp. 229–33; 
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The federation was overshadowed by the formation of a united Douglas 
social credit movement in New Zealand the following January. By 
1935, there were social credit branches throughout rural New Zealand 
and in several major cities with a total membership of around 4,000 
people.93 These various monetary reform movements were able to bring 
a considerable force of public opinion to bear: in 1932–33, 48 separate 
petitions calling for ‘an enquiry into the present monetary system 
and alternatives thereto’ made their way to parliament, one of which 
had 2,700 signatories.94 Bowing to popular pressure, the government 
established the Monetary Commission in 1934, although its mandate did 
not extend to an evaluation of the existing capitalist economic system. 
The commission’s most distinguished witness was Major C.H. Douglas 
himself, who was then touring New Zealand as a guest of the Douglas 
social credit movement.95

Monetary reformists—in particular, social creditors—were keen to 
forge transnational connections. The Melbourne social credit journal, 
New Economics, included regular reports and correspondence from the 
burgeoning social credit movement in New Zealand.96 Field’s The Truth 
had also attracted significant attention overseas and, by the end of 
1932, he had received orders from hundreds of foreign publishers and 
individuals.97 It was particularly popular among Australian monetary 
reformists, as was his release of a local edition of The Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion with added commentary from himself. One of his most fervent 
disciples was a young Eric Butler, who would play a leading role in the 
Australian far-right in the post–World War Two period.98

The popularity of monetary reformism in New Zealand during the 
Depression can be understood as a form of protest against orthodox 
economics. In Australia, conservatives could direct their frustrations 
against either the federal or the state Labor governments since 
deflationary economic policy had not been consistently applied by either. 
Unlike Australia, however, New Zealand was governed almost entirely 

93  Clifton, Douglas credit and the Labour Party, 71–76, 128–29, 150–52.
94  Malcolm McKinnon, Funny about money?, Paper presented at the Reserve Bank of New Zealand 
Museum, Wellington, 24 July 2012.
95  ibid.; Clifton, Douglas credit and the Labour Party, 90–91, 210–16.
96  See, for example, New Economics, [Melbourne], 1 June 1931, 12; 1 October 1931, 11; 2 November 
1931, 8; 1 August 1932, 12–13.
97  Marinus La Rooij, ‘Arthur Nelson Field: Kiwi Theoretician of the Australian Radical Right?’, 
Labour History 89 (2005): 37–54.
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by conservatives throughout the Depression, and power was held by 
a coalition of the two conservative parties during its nadir. Conservative 
frustration had few other targets except orthodox economics, at least until 
the currency devaluation in January 1933. As New Zealand psychologist 
T.A. Hunter argued in 1934, economics had usurped the role of the 
church as the people’s new religion, with ‘[b]uying price, selling price 
and profit constitut[ing] the new trinity’. The simple solutions offered 
by monetary reform, which suggested a minor tweak or alteration in the 
capitalist system would restore prosperity, acted as an emotional salve for 
these disenchanted conservatives.99 It allowed them to remain loyal to 
the tenets of private property and individualism while seeking to alter 
elements of the economic system such as the control and distribution 
of currency.

Monetary reform was also popular among New Zealand theosophists—so 
much so that it curtailed an attempt to replicate Arundale’s ‘Australian 
experiment’ in New Zealand. Tom Naylor, the president of the New 
Zealand section of the World Federation of Young Theosophists, was 
so inspired by Arundale’s example, he aspired to ‘awaken the patriotic 
spirit’ of New Zealanders through patriotic folklore. He produced an 
intermittent journal in the late 1920s titled Advance! Zealandia, although 
it proved far less successful than its Australian counterpart.100 Even less 
successful was his plan to form a ‘Who’s for Zealandia?’ League modelled 
on the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League after Arundale gave a speaking tour 
of New Zealand in 1930. Naylor noted that his ideas had been given the 
‘cold shoulder’ from the New Zealand section of the Theosophical Society 
and their journal, Theosophy in New Zealand.101

99  T.A. Hunter, ‘Some Aspects of Depression Psychology in New Zealand’, Economic Record 10(1) 
(1934): 31–45, at pp. 38–39.
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The birth of the Australian citizens’ 
movements

The Citizens’ League of South Australia

The process of conservative radicalisation is epitomised by Edward 
Daniel Alexander Bagot, founder of the first citizens’ movement, known 
as the Citizens’ League of South Australia. Born on 25 December 1893 
at Henley Beach in South Australia to a middle-class Protestant family, 
Bagot was educated in England at Framlingham and Lowestoft. He served 
as a  lieutenant in the 1st Australian Wireless Signal Squadron during 
the Great War and ran a series of semi-successful transport services in 
Mesopotamia and Australia during the 1920s.102 His travels made him 
a popular figure and, in 1929, while working as an insurance agent in 
Adelaide, he was invited to give a speech to the Constitutional Club on 
emerging markets in the Middle East. At the time, his knowledge of politics 
was limited to an appreciation of sound business practice; his speech 
criticised the high labour costs that made Australian exports prohibitively 
expensive in emerging markets.103 His words evidently inspired the club, 
for they coopted him on to the executive committee in June 1929.104

Like many other conservative non-party organisations of its kind, the 
Constitutional Club served as an incubator for a younger and more radical 
generation of conservatives during the Depression. It began to host public 
speakers who called for the ‘rationalisation of industry’ and an end to the 
government’s ‘orgy of expenditure’.105 One guest speaker, leader of the 
state Country Party and MP A.G. Cameron, claimed that party politics 
had caused the Depression and warned that the country was headed 
for a military dictatorship ‘unless there was a cleaning up of the present 
Parliamentary system’.106 It was within this environment that Bagot, like 
many of his fellow small businesspeople and professionals of a conservative 

102  Stephen A. James, ‘God, Mammon and Mussolini: The Ideology and Policy of the Citizens’ 
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104  Register News-Pictorial, [Adelaide], 21 June 1929, 5.
105  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 31 July 1930, 12; 2 October 1930, 10.
106  ibid., 24 July 1930, 8.
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mindset, anxiously sought a solution to the Great Depression. In April 
1930, he wrote to an associate in Melbourne criticising Scullin’s proposed 
wheat pool as an ‘attempt at sovietism’. He suggested that if simultaneous 
protest meetings were organised by the forces of capital in every city, 
Scullin would be compelled to establish a ‘supreme economic council’ to 
deal with the Depression.107 Shortly after Cameron’s foreboding speech 
to the Constitutional Club, Bagot wrote to The Advertiser openly calling 
for a dictatorship:

Surely through the length and breadth of this country, which 
produced such outstanding personalities in time of war, the 
individual exists who is able and willing to take command in time 
of peace, one strong enough to cut the shackles of party politics, 
to displace those useless politicians both Liberal and Labour who 
have allowed the country to drift into insolvency by their sheer 
ineptitude[.]

Such a dictator, Bagot continued, would need to be ‘a big man in 
business leadership’, who would remove the government from all forms 
of enterprise, abolish arbitration, revise tariffs and bounties, and replace 
state parliaments with ‘small Councils of efficient operatives well paid for 
their services’.108

As the Depression worsened, Bagot was driven by a sense of urgency. 
In a September 1930 address to the Political Reform League, he stressed 
the need to ‘act and to act immediately if we are to avert one of the biggest 
crashes that Australia has ever seen’. The crisis, he stated, was twofold: 
political, in that democracy had become subservient to ‘party politics’ 
and ‘partisan platforms’; and financial, due to the ‘insidious onslaught of 
political power on commercial fields’:

It is not an uncommon occurrence for a country to be faced with 
a serious political crisis or a financial panic independently of each 
other, but when both happen together the blow is so staggering 
that for a while we are numbed by its strength and thus dazed, are 
inclined to let others find a remedy while we do nothing. In other 
words we are inclined to say ‘Isn’t it appalling? Something will 
have to be done soon’ instead of saying ‘Isn’t it appalling; something 
must be done now’. [Emphasis in original]

107  Letter from Bagot to Harold Darling, 14 May 1930, box 7, item 36, CLSA Papers, NLA.
108  Bagot, ‘A Dictator Needed’, submitted to the Editor of The Advertiser, 5 September 1930, box 3, 
item 25D, CLSA Papers, NLA.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

102

The urgent need to do something to avoid a pending crisis was reinforced 
by the failure of earlier responses. The meeting of businesspeople in July 
1930, Bagot noted, had ‘passed resolutions and sent a few gentlemen 
to Canberra who achieved little’, and the revived Kyabram Reform 
Movement founded at Moonta earlier that year ‘no longer moves’. The 
time had come, he concluded, to ‘show our politicians … that there is 
a section of the public—a long suffering section indeed—that has nearly 
reached the limit of its endurance—that now cries halt!’.109

Bagot decided to follow through on his pledge to do something by forming 
a new protest movement. He drew on the knowledge and expertise of 
existing conservative non-party organisations. During September 1930, 
he utilised the connections of the South Australian Constitutional Club to 
approach several such organisations with a view to organising a combined 
demonstration against ‘the criminal procrastination of the Federal 
Government’.110 His proposal was well received, and a meeting was held at 
Balfour’s Café on 3 October 1930 to organise the demonstration. Present 
at the meeting were 35 ‘members and friends’ of the Constitutional Club, 
including Keith Wilson and C.L. Abbott from the Political Reform League 
and A.L. Langsford from the Wheat Producers’ Freedom Association. 
Those present resolved to hold the demonstration in the Adelaide Town 
Hall on 14 October 1930.111 

Crucially, the attendees also agreed that the demonstration would be 
complemented by ‘a permanent body of citizens to follow up this protest 
with further concerted action’. This resolution gave birth to the Citizens’ 
League of South Australia, the first of the citizens’ movements, which 
would eventually amass a membership of around 22,000 individuals 
across the state. An executive committee of 10 was appointed for the new 
movement, including Bagot as leader and general organiser, Langsford 
as country organiser, Abbott as town hall meeting planner, and several 
members of the Constitutional Club.112 The newly formed Citizens’ 
League also absorbed an existing right-wing organisation known as the 
Empire Loyalty League, and agreed to cooperate with the South Australian 

109  Bagot, Speech given to the Political Reform League, September 1930, box 3, item 25A, CLSA 
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Proportional Representation Group, the Advance Australia League, and 
the South Australian branch of the Women’s Non-Party Association.113 
These organisations solidified the connections between the Citizens’ 
League and the conservative non-party tradition that preceded it.

The Australian Citizens’ League

From its inception, Bagot envisioned the Citizens’ League of South 
Australia as the nucleus of a nationwide movement. His attempts to 
influence the formation of branches in other states are discussed more 
generally in Chapter Four. However, Bagot played a more direct role in 
the formation of the Australian Citizens’ League in Victoria. As he was 
scheduled to visit Melbourne in January 1931 on other business, the 
Citizens’ League executive resolved that he should attempt to establish 
a branch of the league while he was there. His first stop in Melbourne 
was the local branch of the Constitutional Club, given the role that 
organisation had played in forming the league in Adelaide. He was well 
received by the Constitutional Club, which resolved to form a branch of 
the Citizens’ League in Victoria. 

Bagot then attended the ‘winding up meeting’ of the Citizens’ Committee, 
a group of influential Melbourne businessmen that had formed in 
December 1930 to assist Acting Treasurer Lyons with the loan conversion 
campaign. The Citizens’ Committee included prominent members of 
Victoria’s conservative elite such as H.D. Luxton (Mayor of Melbourne), 
R.W. Knox (Chairman of the National Union), and Kingsley Henderson 
(partner at the architectural firm A.&K. Henderson).114 The committee 
was also associated with ‘the Group of Six’, a small clique of conservative 
politicians and professionals including Robert Menzies (President of the 
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Victorian Young Nationalists Organisation) and Staniforth Ricketson 
(stockbroker at J.B. Were & Sons), who encouraged Lyons and his 
followers to split from the Labor Party in March 1931.115

Bagot viewed the Citizens’ Committee as a potential ally in forming a 
Victorian Citizens’ League. He gave a brief presentation on the work that 
had been done so far in South Australia, which led the Citizens’ Committee 
to agree in principle to work with the Melbourne Constitutional Club 
to form a citizens’ movement in Victoria. There were, however, two 
potentially divisive matters that remained to be resolved. First, the Citizens’ 
Committee was too associated with conservative party politics for Bagot’s 
liking. He recommended that the committee support Constitutional 
Club secretary P.W. Powell for leadership of the new movement rather 
than nominate one of their own members.116 The committee agreed with 
Bagot about the need for political ‘neutrality’ but was disinclined to serve 
under Powell. In his place, they recommended E. Lee Neil, managing 
director of Myer Emporium and a lay canon of St Paul’s Cathedral. Before 
he left Melbourne, Bagot had ‘a long interview’ with Lee Neil in which he 
stressed ‘the absolute necessity for bringing in from the outset all classes 
of the community and making it a real Citizens’ movement’. Lee Neil 
heartily agreed. The two also debated the idea of leaving the matter of 
leadership to the central committee of the proposed movement, which 
could appoint a chair each time they met.117

A second and ultimately more divisive issue was whether the Victorian or 
South Australian citizens’ movements would take the lead on the national 
stage. Bagot envisioned the new Victorian movement as a mirror of his own, 
and requested that it adopt the name and badge of the Citizens’ League of 
South Australia.118 While the Melbourne Constitutional Club was happy 
with this plan, the Citizens’ Committee wanted to form an entirely new 
movement named the Australian Citizens’ League, which would then 
spread to Sydney and Brisbane, rather than accepting ‘the extension of a 
League already formed’.119 The committee won the argument, and Bagot 
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left Melbourne with little beyond a vague promise of cooperation.120 
Even this was not forthcoming, as the Citizens’ Committee was keen to 
demonstrate its independence from the South Australian movement. In a 
public statement released to the media on 31 January 1931, Henderson 
said the new Victorian citizens’ movement would be a continuation of 
the work of the Citizens’ Committee rather than a partnership with the 
Citizens’ League of South Australia.121 The announcement took Bagot by 
surprise; he had been trying unsuccessfully to contact Knox for an update 
on the movement’s progress.122 When Knox finally replied to Bagot in 
early February, his tone was patronising:

Apparently you do not get copies of the Melbourne ‘Argus’; 
otherwise, you would have seen, almost daily, accounts of the 
Citizens’ Movement which was brought before the notice of the 
public last week very forcibly by a strong ‘leader’ … The movement 
is making in every way satisfactory progress.123

The league was subsequently launched at a meeting at Melbourne Town 
Hall on 19 February 1931.

Why was the Citizens’ Committee so reluctant to cooperate with Bagot, 
or to follow his lead? The answer may lie in the cleavage between middle 
and upper-class conservatives. Members of the Citizens’ Committee 
came from the upper echelons of Melbourne society and had close ties 
to the National Federation of Victoria. Bagot, in contrast, was a political 
newcomer from the professional middle class. While the Citizens’ 
Committee shared Bagot’s desire to uphold orthodox economic values, 
his fiery rhetoric and populist anti-partyism made him a wild card 
with the potential to split the conservative vote. The reluctance of the 
Citizens’ Committee to follow Bagot or the Melbourne Constitutional 
Club may have also stemmed from the role they had played in securing 
the conversion loan. Citizens’ Committee members had, in their eyes, 
defended the nation’s honour from the stain of repudiation through their 
‘patriotic and painstaking efforts’.124 It is possible their vision of themselves 
made it difficult for them to imagine falling in behind the bombastic 
novice from South Australia.
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The All for Australia League

Unlike the Australian Citizens’ League, the All for Australia League arose 
independently of the Citizens’ League of South Australia.125 One of its 
early influences was a rural protest movement, the Producers’ Advisory 
Council, which emerged from the ‘financial panic’ that followed Lang’s 
electoral victory in October 1930. The council’s key instigators were 
Graziers’ Association President F.H. Tout and former Member for Gwydir 
C.L.A. Abbott, who met several times to discuss ‘what could be done to 
prevent a smash’. Abbott suggested the Country Party Central Council set 
up a meeting of various primary producer, business, and manufacturing 
organisations. This widely attended meeting on 4 December 1930 agreed 
to form a pressure group that would organise protest meetings throughout 
the NSW countryside calling for lowered costs of production through 
drastic government economies, tariff reductions, and the abolition of 
arbitration.126 Its early activities gathered significant public attention: in 
January 1931 alone, it addressed a total of 40,000 people at 40 meetings.127 

Abbott’s efforts impressed several Sydney businessmen, who wondered 
whether a similar organisation could be formed in the city. These included 
R.A. Malloch of farming equipment manufacturer Dangar, Gedye & 
Malloch, and deputy chairman of Associated Newspapers, Sydney Snow. 
Abbott explained to the two men what the Producers’ Advisory Council 
had done in the country and ‘suggested they should try to do the same in 
Sydney’.128 At the same time, a group of Sydney Rotarians including Alex 
J. Gibson (consulting engineer with Julius Gibson & Poole) and Norman 
Keysor (managing director of General Industries) held separate discussions 
on the deteriorating economic situation. After meeting with the leaders 
of several business and manufacturers’ organisations, they convened a 
conference in the Sydney Chamber of Commerce on 28 January 1931. 
As was the case with the Citizens’ League of South Australia, the attendees 
at this inaugural conference were associated with several current and 
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former conservative non-party organisations. These included A.E. Heath 
from the Constitutional Association and the Producers’ Advisory Council; 
Sir Henry Braddon, whose long list of organisational affiliations included 
the Sane Democracy League and the King and Empire Alliance; Malloch 
and Snow, who had recently spoken with Abbott about the Producers’ 
Advisory Council; and Major-General H.G. Bennett, brother of ‘Who’s 
for Australia?’ League president A.E. Bennett.129 These individuals later 
formed the nucleus of the first State Council of the All for Australia 
League. They also coopted Bennett from the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League 
and O.D.A. Oberg from the Sane Democracy League and Constitutional 
Association.130 The new movement was launched at a public meeting in 
the Killara Memorial Hall on 12 February 1931. 

Paramilitary and new-state movements in 
New South Wales

The three Australian citizens’ movements were not the only populist 
conservative responses to the Depression. The actions of the Lang 
Government—in particular, Lang’s proposal at the February 1931 
state premiers’ conference to repudiate interest payments to British 
bondholders until the crisis passed—stirred up a wide variety of responses. 
In New South Wales, tens of thousands of individuals joined the New 
Guard, a paramilitary organisation whose objectives were to uphold 
loyalty to the British Crown and individual liberty, to suppress disloyal 
elements in government, industry, and society, and to abolish ‘machine 
politics’. The New Guard originated from the secretive ‘Old Guard’, 
a clandestine paramilitary organisation formed by several prominent 
Sydney businessmen in the weeks after Lang’s election victory. The Old 
Guard’s aim was to form a statewide organisation that would assist the 
police to maintain essential services and act as a special constabulary force 
in the event of a communist uprising or the disintegration of the Lang 
Government.131 It shared these objectives with similar secret organisations 

129  Trevor Matthews, ‘The All for Australia League’, in The Great Depression in Australia, ed. Robert 
Cooksey (Canberra: Australian Society for the Study of Labour History, 1970), 138–39; Sydney 
Morning Herald, 20 May 1931, 11; Family Background: The Upper Hunter Abbotts, 339, Abbott 
Papers, NLA; Reports of Inaugural Meetings, 4–6; Singleton Argus, 21 January 1931, 4.
130  Sydney Morning Herald, 20 May 1931, 11; Minutes of Committee Meeting, 26 May 1931, box 
2, item 1, CANSW Papers, SLNSW.
131  Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, 86–88.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

108

in other states, including the Victorian League of National Security.132 
Eric Campbell, a Sydney solicitor appointed as one of the Old Guard’s 
recruiters, became dissatisfied with the movement’s secrecy and its 
unwillingness to openly challenge the Lang Government. He acceded to a 
polite request to resign in February 1931—but not without taking a small 
nucleus of young officers with him. This group officially formed the New 
Guard on 18 February 1931, nine days after the premiers’ conference.133 
After months of organising and recruiting, the New Guard was publicly 
launched at a packed rally in the Sydney Town Hall on 22 July 1931.

The Depression also gave added impetus to rural protest organisations—
in particular, ‘new state’ movements. The Riverina and New England 
regions of New South Wales had a long tradition of agitating for 
separation as discrete states under the Commonwealth of Australia. Lang’s 
proposal at the premiers’ conference galvanised support for separation. 
The New England Movement, which had existed since the 1920s, was 
joined by new or revitalised movements in the Riverina, the Monaro–
South Coast, and the western region of New South Wales. The Riverina 
Movement, however, was by far the largest and most populist of the new-
state movements. Led by Charles Hardy, a fiery orator described as the 
‘Cromwell of the Riverina’, the Riverina Movement soon amassed tens 
of thousands of members. Hardy called for separation from New South 
Wales—unilaterally, if necessary—along with a reduction in government 
expenditure, immediate assistance to primary producers, and an end to the 
machine politics of the city.134 While the new-state movements agitated 
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for separation from New South Wales, the Dominion League of Western 
Australia—established in July 1930—sought complete secession from 
Australia as an independent dominion within the British Empire.135 I will 
return to the New Guard, the Riverina Movement, and the Dominion 
League in later chapters.

The birth of the New Zealand Legion

Trans-Tasman influences and connections

New Zealanders were well informed of the political and economic turmoil 
unfolding in Australia in the early years of the Depression. Correspondents 
in Sydney provided a steady flow of news coverage. Businesspeople anxiously 
swapped stories about the deteriorating economic situation. Individuals 
and organisations in both countries corresponded with each other, keen to 
swap ideas and experiences or to forge alliances. Many prominent figures 
in the Australian citizens’ movements had business and professional 
interests on both sides of the Tasman. The Melbourne architectural firm 
of Australian Citizens’ League Secretary Kingsley Henderson, for example, 
designed several New Zealand buildings throughout the interwar years, 
including the Bank of Australasia in Whangarei and the T&G Building 
in Wellington.136 It was also a consultant to the Commercial Bank 
of Australia in New Zealand, where it worked with local architectural 
firms such as Clere & Clere.137 All for Australia League State Council 
member F.J. Walker ran an international meat exporting firm with offices 
in Auckland, Wellington, and Christchurch, and he negotiated several 
shipments of beef during the Depression on behalf of the Australian and 
New Zealand Land Company.138

135  Musgrave, ‘The Western Australian Secessionist Movement’; Harry H. Hiller, ‘Secession in 
Western Australia: A Continuing Phenomenon?’, Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 59(2) (1987): 222–
33; F.R. Beasley, ‘The Secession Movement in Western Australia’, The Australian Quarterly [Sydney] 8 
(1936): 31–36; Edward Watt, ‘Secession in Western Australia’, University Studies in Western Australian 
History (3) (1958): 43–86; Watt, Western separation; Geoffrey Bolton, A Fine Country to Starve In 
(Perth: University of Western Australia Press, 1994).
136  Now called the Harcourts Building. For some of A.&K. Henderson’s New Zealand projects, see 
box 70A, folder 186; box 99, folders 187, 131, 242; box 129, folders 3c, 204c, 64, 103; box 161, 
folders 60, 60b, 111, A.&K. Henderson Records, 1878–1960, MS9317, State Library of Victoria, 
Melbourne.
137  Box 176, folders 133D, 151, A.&K. Henderson Records, 1878–1960, MS9317, State Library 
of Victoria, Melbourne.
138  Sydney Morning Herald, 4 January 1934, 9.
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New Zealand employers’ and farmers’ organisations were certainly 
aware of the deteriorating financial situation in Australia in 1931, and 
they stressed the need for drastic government action to prevent the 
same thing happening in New Zealand. In his speech to the annual 
dominion conference of the Farmers’ Union in July 1931, President 
W.J. Polson stated that New Zealand would ‘be faced with the precise 
financial problems which confront New South Wales’ unless rural and 
urban interests cooperated in cutting production costs. One attendee 
at the conference suggested New Zealand should follow the example of 
Lyons’ loan conversion campaign and reduce interest rates on government 
bonds.139 When New Zealand was at its lowest economic point in 1933, 
members of the Associated Chambers of Commerce claimed the Australian 
economy had begun to improve since the new conservative government 
had started implementing policies that incentivised private industry.140

Print culture kept New Zealanders abreast of events transpiring in 
Australia during the Depression. The entire June 1931 issue of the 
New Zealand Financial Times was devoted to the economic situation 
in Australia, paying particular attention to the Commonwealth Bank’s 
attempt to scuttle the Scullin Government’s proposal to establish a central 
bank. It also noted with approval the formation of ‘citizen groups’ such 
as the All for Australia League, whose badge was reproduced on the front 
cover with the slogan ‘Loyal Australians Prepare to Uphold Australia’s 
Honour’.141 Newspapers were a particularly vital channel of information: 
the trans-Tasman cables from Auckland and Wellington both originated 
in Sydney, which allowed news items from Australia and the wider British 
Empire to be rapidly reprinted in New Zealand. The growth of the citizens’ 
movements in Australia was covered throughout 1931, with newspapers 
noting favourably their call for national unity in the face of party strife. 
One reporter expressed incredulity that party politicians might prevent 
a similar unity from being achieved in New Zealand:

139  Report of Thirtieth Dominion Conference, 7 July 1931, 19, Dominion meetings and conferences—
Minutes 1931, MSY-0248, New Zealand Farmers’ Union Papers, MS-Papers-1159, ATL.
140  Report of Proceedings at the Annual Conference of the Associated Chambers of Commerce of 
New Zealand, 26–27 October 1933, 49, Wellington Chamber of Commerce Papers, ATL.
141  New Zealand Financial Times, [Wellington], June 1931, 1.
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Can it be that just as the friends of good government in Australia 
are uniting, regardless of party, to save the country, our own 
leaders will resist the call to national unity and aggravate the 
common danger by maintaining the artificial division of the party 
system[?]142

The All for Australia League attracted most of this press attention, due 
perhaps to the geographical proximity of New South Wales and the 
historical ties it shared with New Zealand. New South Wales was also 
the site of the most heated divisions during the Depression: Jack Lang’s 
Labor faction held power there until May 1932, which provided the 
press with a convenient rhetorical opposite to the values the citizens’ 
movements espoused.143 At the very least, this suggests that many New 
Zealanders were aware of the Australian citizens’ movements.

It is somewhat surprising, therefore, that there do not appear to have 
been any direct connections between the Australian citizens’ movements 
and the founders of the New Zealand Legion. The formation of the 
New Zealand Legion received passing mention in the Australian press, 
but it otherwise attracted little attention in Australia.144 There was one 
Australian subscriber to the legion’s journal, A.N. Ekman of Kew, Victoria, 
but it is unclear whether he had been a member of the Australian Citizens’ 
League.145 This may have been a matter of timing; by the time the New 
Zealand Legion was established in 1933, the Australian movements were 
either moribund or had ceased to exist.

The paramilitary New Guard, however, did have a direct influence on 
the emergence of the New Zealand Legion. This was even though the 
leaders of the legion went to great lengths to disavow any connections 
to the New Guard, as is discussed in Chapter Three. The combative 
rhetoric of its leader, Eric Campbell, combined with its violent clashes 
with unemployed and communist gatherings across Sydney in the 
summer of 1931–32, was regularly covered by the New Zealand press. 
However, the antics of a mounted New Guardsman at the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge opening ceremony in March 1932 were what attracted 
the most attention.146 Francis de Groot, a zealous member of the New 

142  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 17 April 1931, 6.
143  ibid., 23 February 1931, 9.
144  The Argus, [Melbourne], 24 February 1933, 9.
145  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(23) (5 July 1934): 14–15.
146  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 19 March 1932, 12.
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Guard, was tasked by Campbell with upstaging Lang at the opening 
ceremony. Riding up to the ceremonial ribbon on horseback in his World 
War One uniform, de Groot sliced the ribbon in half in an act of public 
defiance against Lang’s government. He became a trans-Tasman celebrity 
virtually overnight; several New Zealanders sent him fan mail, including 
a schoolboy in Canterbury who attended a fancy dress ball in a de Groot 
costume.147 A promotional film containing statements from de Groot 
and Eric Campbell was screened before feature films at the St James 
Theatre in Wellington and was met with applause.148 The opening of the 
Haupiri Bridge in Kopara was disrupted by an ‘amateur “De Groot”’, 
who ‘galloped up on a horse and, with a dramatic sweep of a stick, severed 
the ribbon across the bridge’.149 This positive reception soured after May 
1932 when a police investigation revealed the New Guard’s secret plans 
to launch a coup against the state government.150 By the end of 1932, the 
movement had begun adopting the trappings of fascism, which further 
tarnished its reputation in New Zealand.151

The declining popularity of the New Guard coincided with the birth of 
the New Zealand Legion. As with the Australian citizens’ movements, the 
legion emerged from the tradition of conservative non-party organisation 
that preceded it. By November 1932, the New Zealand National 
Movement was all but defunct and its organiser, J.R.V. Sherston, began 
canvassing leading conservative figures across the country about forming 
a new movement. The first individual he approached was Arthur Nelson 
Field, the prominent monetary reformer from Nelson. Apart from being 
knowledgeable about monetary reform, Field was also well placed to 
inform Sherston of developments overseas. He had received orders from 
hundreds of foreign publishers and individuals for his work, and his 
Australian correspondents kept him well informed of events across the 
Tasman, including those involving the New Guard.152 However, Field and 
Sherston held different views on what a new movement would look like, 

147  See Letters from Cecil Sweet Allen, D.A. Blackman, Oswald Cotterell, and Henry G. Ford, 
volume 4, CY3091; and from A.H. MacKay, H.T. Morton, and Unknown, volume 5, CY3092, 
Francis Edward de Groot Papers [hereinafter de Groot Papers], SLNSW. Cotterell was the schoolboy.
148  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 9 April 1932, 8; Letter from Mr M.V. Nelson [undated], volume 
5, CY3092, de Groot Papers, SLNSW.
149  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 21 November 1932, 8.
150  ibid., 11 May 1932, 7; 17 June 1932, 7.
151  Cunningham, ‘Australian Fascism?’, 388–89.
152  La Rooij, ‘Arthur Nelson Field’; Letter from Arthur James Vogan, 28 March 1932, Scrapbook of 
correspondence enclosing some clippings, 1930–38, MS-Papers-8615-083, Field Papers, ATL.
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so the two men agreed to part ways.153 Sherston then met with Sir Andrew 
Russell, a long-time acquaintance who had served as a general during the 
Great War. Russell was associated with several conservative organisations, 
including the National Defence League and the Returned Services 
Association, and he had a particular interest in monetary reform.154 The 
two men met in January 1933, and Russell agreed wholeheartedly with 
Sherston’s ideas. ‘[W]e need a fresh start’, Russell recorded in his diary, 
‘doing away with party government, not quite socialism nor yet fascism, 
rather a combination.’155 Russell later became chairman of the Hawke’s 
Bay Division of the New Zealand Legion.

Sherston also met with several Wellington businessmen and professionals 
in January 1933. One of these was a urologist, Robert Campbell Begg, 
who had recently become renowned for his election to the Wellington 
Hospital Board as a candidate for the Wellington Civic League, the body 
formed by the anti-communist Welfare League in 1921. Begg’s campaign 
was based on his belief that hospital administration was heavily politicised, 
haphazard, and inefficient, and required self-sacrificing and nonpartisan 
leadership if it were to become more economic and sustainable.156 
Begg’s views on public service were influenced by his involvement with 
the Wellington Rotary Club, where he had served in a leadership or 
committee member role since 1929.157 He was also the younger brother 
of Dunedin sheep farmer James Begg, who was a longstanding member 
of the Victoria and Navy leagues and a founding member of the Welfare 
League. When Begg met with Sherston, he had already been considering 
how his successful rationalisation of the Wellington Hospital Board might 
be extended to local and central government across New Zealand.158

It was around this time that tenuous links appear to have been established 
between the New Guard and the founders of the New Zealand Legion. 
During a stopover in Fremantle, Western Australia, on 19 January 1933 
on his way to Europe for business, Campbell told the press that the New 

153  Letter from Field to Sherston, 16 January 1933; Letter from Sherston to Field, 20 January 1933, 
Alphabetical correspondence, 73-148-108, Field Papers, ATL.
154  Jock Vennell, The Forgotten General: New Zealand’s World War I Commander Major-General Sir 
Andrew Russell (Auckland: Allen & Unwin, 2011), 219–20, 224–25, 252–56.
155  Quoted in ibid., 253.
156  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 3 March 1931, 4.
157  Minutes of Annual General Meeting, 25 June 1929, Wellington Rotary Club Papers, MSY-3661, 
ATL.
158  Robert Campbell Begg, The Secret of the Knife (Norwich, UK: Jarrold & Sons, 1966), 84.
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Guard had established ties with a ‘strong body in New Zealand’.159 This 
may have been hyperbole considering Campbell boasted in the same 
breath that the New Guard had 250,000 members and active branches 
in every Australian state, when in fact its support had dwindled to 
a few thousand members. Nevertheless, it is interesting that his claim 
coincided with the formative discussions of the New Zealand Legion 
in January 1933. His announcement led a New Zealand Labour MP to 
ask the Minister for Justice in February whether he had any information 
regarding a local branch of the New Guard, and ‘what steps he proposed 
to take to suppress it’. The minister replied that he no information that 
such an organisation existed.160 

In 1968, Campbell recalled that someone in New Zealand had contacted 
him during the Depression seeking advice on setting up a large conservative 
organisation. While he could not remember who made the inquiry, 
he recalled that ‘[t]here was no discussion of policy … [as] there was 
a similarity between our objectives that made comment unnecessary’.161 
Since the New Guard was well and truly dead by the 1960s and Campbell 
was no longer in the public spotlight, there was far less reason for him to 
exaggerate his international connections than there had been in 1933. 
One historian has suggested it was Hugh McLean Campbell, the Reform 
Party MP for Hawke’s Bay, who contacted the New Guard leader. This 
assumption appears to have been based on the author’s mistaken belief 
that Hugh was Eric Campbell’s uncle, which he seems to have gathered 
from an article in the New Zealand Observer.162 However, Eric Campbell’s 
first cousin (once removed) was Sir Andrew Russell, and it was possible 
the Hawke’s Bay sheep farmer contacted Campbell after being canvassed 
by Sherston in January 1933.163 It may also have been Sherston himself: if 
he had discussed his proposed organisation with prominent New Zealand 
personalities such as Russell, Field, and Begg, he may also have sought the 
advice of conservative luminaries in Australia.

159  West Australian, [Perth], 19 January 1933, 4.
160  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 7 February 1933, 9.
161  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 54.
162  New Zealand Observer, [Auckland], 21 April 1932, 4. Eric Campbell’s daughter informed me 
that she ‘doubt[ed] that Hugh McLean Campbell was a relative (definitely not an uncle) of EC’.
163  The information on Campbell’s relationship to Russell is drawn from the Eric Campbell Memoirs, 
privately held.
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Information about the New Guard was also carried to the New Zealand 
Legion by an author and journalist named Will Lawson. Born in Durham, 
England, in 1876, Lawson and his family migrated to New Zealand in 
1880 and settled in Brisbane four years later. After working for several 
years as a clerk, he embarked on a lifelong career as a writer, which saw 
him travel back and forth across the Tasman almost 30 times throughout 
his life.164 He was working for the Evening News in Sydney when the 
Depression hit, and his fellow reporters wrote several approving articles 
about the formation of the All for Australia League in February 1931.165 
After the News merged with the Sun in March, Lawson commenced full-
time work in the Sydney office of the New Zealand–based Mount Cook 
Tourist Company, until it closed in April and requested that he relocate 
to the head office in Wellington. When the company folded at the end of 
1931, Lawson moved to Auckland, where he worked as a publicity man 
for a flax company and wrote occasional pieces for local newspapers.166 
Lawson was working as a freelance writer for the New Zealand Observer in 
Auckland during the riots of April 1932. His experiences led him to write 
fondly about the way the New Guard had dealt with the unemployed 
in Sydney:

From a mere handful of carefully picked men, whose loyalty to 
high Australian ideals was undoubted, it has grown into a body 
composed of many thousands of patriots of the highest calibre. 
By its silent work, as well as its spectacular posing, it undoubtedly 
saved Australian cities from disturbances such as those which have 
occurred in Auckland.

While Lawson incorrectly claimed that the New Guard had been formed 
by the All for Australia League, he argued that a similar body should 
be formed in New Zealand ‘while the Soviet propaganda is stirring the 
people in one direction or another’.167 When the legion was formed in 
1933, Lawson was working in Wellington on a booklet for the centenary 

164  Biographical information drawn from the three drafts of his autobiography; see Will Lawson, 
The Golden horseman, Will Lawson Papers, MS-Papers-1679-5 [hereinafter Lawson Papers], ATL; 
Will Lawson, Baa’ baa’ Black Sheep: An autobiography, MLMSS 356, and Baa’ baa’ Black Sheep: 
An autobiography of an Australian author, MLMSS 3129, in Will Lawson Papers, SLNSW. See 
also Elizabeth Webby, ‘Lawson, William (Will) (1876–1957)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography 
(National Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, published first in hardcopy 
1986), available from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/lawson-william-will-7122.
165  The Evening News, [Wellington], 13 February 1931, 4.
166  Baa’ baa’ Black Sheep: An autobiography of an Australian author, 259–66, MLMSS 3129, Will 
Lawson Papers, SLNSW.
167  New Zealand Observer, [Auckland], 21 April 1932, 4.
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celebrations.168 He was hired as the editor for the movement’s new journal, 
National Opinion, where he worked alongside Begg in the legion’s head 
office in Kelvin Chambers, Wellington. It is possible that, in the close 
confines of the legion’s office, Lawson and Begg held many conversations 
about policy.169 Lawson’s editorials were among some of the fieriest articles 
published in National Opinion.170

The trigger for the legion’s birth

There was plenty of ideological material and conservative discontent 
available to draw on by the beginning of 1933. While conservatives had 
begrudgingly accepted the government’s measures to help the unemployed, 
reduce interest rates and wages, and alleviate farmers’ indebtedness, they 
did so with some concern. An increasing number were being drawn to 
unorthodox monetary theories such as Douglas social credit. However, in 
the absence of a galvanising event like the Australian premiers’ conference 
in February 1931, there had been no large populist conservative response 
in New Zealand. New Zealanders were certainly familiar with the 
movements that had arisen in Australia, particularly the New Guard, and 
there had been some calls to form a similar organisation in the wake of 
the riots in April and May 1932. But the Coalition government’s swift 
and decisive response to the riots forestalled any sense of lingering crisis.

Devaluing the New Zealand currency was the trigger for a more extreme 
form of conservative response. New conservative parties and protest 
groups sprung up like mushrooms, including the short-lived All New 
Zealand Party and the Seddon Liberal Party. Begg and Sherston, who had 
already been discussing the formation of a new movement that would 
place national interests above those of party or class, doubled their efforts. 
The New Zealand Legion was established at a conference of businessmen 
and farmers organised by the Wellington Civic League on 8 February 
1933. Begg was chosen to lead the new movement and a committee was 

168  Baa’ baa’ Black Sheep: An autobiography, 206, MLMSS 356, Will Lawson Papers, SLNSW.
169  As an example of the proximity of Begg and the journal’s editor, W.R. Kingston-Smith (Lawson’s 
successor) noted that he often left material on Begg’s desk in Kelvin Chambers for his perusal; see 
Letter from W.R. Kingston Smith to J.F. Nelson, 11 May 1934, file 4, folder 1, Hawke’s Bay Division 
of the New Zealand Legion Papers, A38 [hereinafter NZL Papers], Auckland University Library 
[hereinafter AUL].
170  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(33) (7 September 1933): 3.
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empowered to establish branches across the country.171 The committee 
included two of Begg’s associates from the Civic League, a fellow member 
of the Wellington Rotary Club, and Sherston from the New Zealand 
National Movement.172 Many of the founders of the National Movement 
also became prominent members of the legion.173

The citizens’ movements arose at the crest of a wave of conservative 
discontent on both sides of the Tasman. The ingredients for a widespread 
populist response were all there: an economic crisis, a large body of 
concerned conservatives, and an unpopular ‘other’ in the form of 
politicians and party politics. The question was, how would the leaders 
of the four citizens’ movements capitalise on this situation to build an 
enthusiastic and committed mass following that would be able to achieve 
the transformative changes they so desired? One of the ways they did 
this was by deploying a populist form of conservatism that combined 
both reactionary and radical ideas. This contradictory ideological blend is 
explored in the next chapter.

171  Letter from Sherston to Field, 22 May 1933, Alphabetical correspondence—Sherston, J.R.V., 
1932–36, 73-148-108, Field Papers, ATL; No. N.Z.L. 2, 11 March 1933—To Every Member of the 
Legion, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL; The Dominion, [Wellington], 11 March 1933, 11; The 
Evening Post, [Wellington], 20 March 1933, 8. The role of the Civic League is mentioned in an earlier 
draft of Begg’s autobiography; see Early draft of ‘The Secret of the Knife’ [undated], Begg Papers, 
privately held.
172  The Civic League associates were W. Appleton and W.J. McEldowney (both of whom stood 
alongside Begg in the 1931 Wellington municipal elections). F. Vosseler was the fellow Rotarian. 
See Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, NZL 
Papers, AUL; The Evening Post, [Wellington], 18 March 1931, 10; Meeting of Directors, 3 March 
1932, Minute book July 1930 – December 1937, Wellington Rotary Club Papers, MSY-3662, MS-
Group-0286, ATL.
173  These were J.D. Ormond, M. Smith, J.W. Harding, and J.F. Nelson from Hawke’s Bay; W.G. 
Black from Palmerston North; and A. St Clare Brown from Auckland; see Notes of a meeting of the 
movement held in the Grand Hotel Palmerston North, 23 July 1932, Ormond Family Papers, privately 
held; Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, NZL 
Papers, AUL.
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