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6
‘New deals’ and 

‘funny money’: The New 
Zealand Legion and 

monetary reform

In December 1933, the editor of the New Zealand Legion’s official 
journal, National Opinion, reflected on the year of ‘rapid change’ that had 
passed. All over the world, it seemed, people were setting aside their faith 
in the free market in favour of government-directed economic recovery. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt had upturned the status quo in the United 
States of America with his widescale public spending program dubbed 
the ‘New Deal’. In Germany, the Nazis were driving the nation towards 
economic self-sufficiency while investing heavily in public infrastructure 
and the military. The British, too, were also being increasingly drawn to 
‘economic nationalism’ through tariffs to protect their native industries. 
And Douglas social credit—once merely ‘the plaything of a few cranks’—
now counted its supporters in the hundreds of thousands. The editor 
believed the legion was the vehicle for bringing similarly rapid change to 
New Zealand and stressed that these changes ‘must come quickly’.1

The editor of National Opinion had neatly summed up the unique 
political landscape with which the legion had to grapple in 1933. 
In addition to the dramatic changes occurring overseas, New Zealand’s 
domestic environment differed in many ways from that of Australia 

1  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(10) (14 December 1933): 1, 3.
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in 1931. Most importantly, New Zealand was governed almost entirely by 
centre-right political parties throughout the Depression. When the legion 
was founded in February 1933, power was held by a coalition of the two 
leading conservative parties, United and Reform. There was no socialist 
bogeyman for conservatives to direct their frustration at, save the fear that 
the Labour Party might trump the Coalition at the next election. However, 
as Chapter Two discussed, the Coalition’s attempts to balance traditional 
deflationary methods with a more interventionist stance on issues such as 
unemployment and insolvency had proven increasingly unpopular among 
conservatives. Its decision to devalue the currency in January 1933 was the 
final straw and caused a populist revolt against the political establishment. 
But without a socialist counterpoint in a position of power, there was 
no unified drive among legionnaires to restore a government committed 
to free-market principles. One was already in power, even if its record 
was not completely satisfactory. Instead, many legionnaires had to look 
elsewhere for political inspiration. They found it in the broad church of 
‘unorthodox’ economics.

The appeal of ‘unorthodox’ economics
The changes on the global stage observed by the editor of National 
Opinion were paralleled by changes in the domestic political environment. 
As Chapter Two showed, the Depression had given rise to a variety of 
unorthodox economic ideas and theories in New Zealand. These ranged 
from revolutionary socialism to a desire to simply ‘finetune’ the capitalist 
economic system to address its perceived failings. The common theme 
uniting these myriad—and often contradictory—theories was the belief 
that the Depression had caused, or exposed, a crisis of consumption. While 
goods were still being produced in vast quantities, consumers lacked the 
money to purchase them. The proponents of unorthodox economics 
agreed that the solution to ‘overproduction’ and ‘underconsumption’ 
required some form of wealth redistribution, but they differed widely on 
how that might be achieved. Some favoured borrowing or printing money 
to stimulate demand, whereas others sought to nationalise the banking 
system so the state could exert greater control over monetary policy.



233

6. ‘NEW DEALS’ AND ‘FUNNY MONEY’

Plate 6.1 New Zealand Legion cartoon criticising the control of British 
financiers over the New Zealand economy
Source: National Opinion [Wellington], 1(1) (10 August 1933): 4.
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Plate 6.2 Cartoon calling for farmers to employ more men so that they 
can buy farming produce
Source: National Opinion [Wellington], 1(2) (24 August 1933): 3.

The New Zealand Legion was influenced by two broad schools of 
unorthodox economic thought. The first was the growing global trend 
of greater economic intervention and planning, which in 1933 had yet 
to fully mature into the Keynesian consensus that would eventually 
become the new orthodoxy across the Western world after World War 
Two. The chief proponent of this school of thought in New Zealand was 
the Labour Party, which promoted the nationalisation of key industries, 
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large public works programs, increased wages, and guaranteed prices 
for certain primary exports. The second was monetary reformism—in 
particular, Douglas social credit—whose adherents sought to finetune 
the capitalist economic system. According to Douglas’s theory, there was 
an inherent flaw in capitalism that meant consumers could never receive 
enough money in wages to buy the amount of goods being produced. 
This was given just enough pseudo-scientific gloss in the form of the 
‘A + B’ theorem as to seem plausible. Social creditors’ principal strategy for 
rectifying this imbalance involved nationalising the banking system and 
issuing some form of credit scrip or ‘dividend’ to embattled consumers 
to bring consumption power in line with production. Yet beneath this 
degree of plausibility, many social creditors—and monetary reformists 
more generally—believed the Depression crisis had been engineered 
by a secret cabal of international financiers and bankers who sought to 
control the world economy. 

The tensions between these two schools of thought and orthodox 
economics originally played out among the legion’s leadership in 
Wellington. While legion policy was supposed to be proposed by 
frontline members, in practice, the ‘centres’ typically looked for guidance 
to the National Executive—a small body appointed by Robert Campbell 
Begg to manage the everyday business of the movement. To assist in 
the production and dissemination of discussion material, the executive 
appointed research committees in Wellington to study topics such as 
central government, local government, economics, unemployment, and 
land. The Economic Research Committee was by far the most prolific; its 
members published several pamphlets, wrote extensive articles in National 
Opinion, and circulated dozens of articles and reading lists on economics 
to frontline members. Wellington-based, they were also able to directly 
influence the executive and the quarterly meetings of the National 
Council that were attended by delegates from across the country. This 
influence over individuals and printed material allowed the Economic 
Research Committee to frame the debate between the competing schools 
of thought.

Economic planning

The leading proponent of the economic planning school was the 
Chairman of the Economic Research Committee, Evan Sydney Parry. 
Parry was the son of the renowned electoral engineer of the same name 
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and a partner in the law firm Buddle, Anderson, Kirdcaldie and Parry.2 
He  was very much a  man of his time. Aged just 32 in 1933, he was 
more than 10 years younger  than the average legionnaire. He was also 
thoroughly disappointed with the economic orthodoxy of his elders and 
had become enamoured with Roosevelt’s New Deal as an alternative. This 
led him to believe that the only answer to the Depression was for New 
Zealand to reject free markets in favour of an ‘adapted Roosevelt plan’:

There are still quite a number of well-meaning people who go 
about their daily business, if any, in the comfortable belief that 
in some miraculous manner the world depression will right itself 
… the public should face the truth and recognise the fact that 
the trade depression cannot and will not right itself upon the old 
basis, and that the only hope of a return to prosperity lies in a 
consciously-planned economic system.3

Drawing on this proto-Keynesian discourse, Parry claimed the crisis 
was caused by ‘over-production and under-consumption’, and that 
governments should focus on increasing the purchasing power of 
consumers at home before expanding their export markets or investing 
funds overseas.4 To accomplish this, the state needed to enact a deliberate 
plan for economic rehabilitation that involved increased wages, shorter 
working hours, and job creation for the unemployed.5 It was only through 
such planning that the existing economic system could survive:

The existing economic system, if it is to survive at all, can do 
so only as the result of strict and intelligent control, involving 
the carrying into effect of an organised plan of rehabilitation … 
We must reconstruct the existing system and embark upon a plan 
of increasing consuming power, limiting the accumulation of 
money for investment and organising industry, or we must scrap 
the existing system in favour of something else.6

These measures were essential not only to recovery, but also to long-term 
peace and stability; the alternative, Parry believed, was revolution or war.7

2  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 29 July 1944, 8. Little could be found on Parry’s background and 
upbringing; however, his first task on joining the firm in 1926 appears to have been compiling a law 
guide to workers’ compensation in New Zealand with C.A.L. Treadwell; see Workers’ Compensation in 
New Zealand (Wellington: Whitcombe & Tombs, 1927). This suggests he was somewhat left-leaning.
3  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(2) (24 August 1933): 5.
4  ibid.; 1(4) (21 September 1933): 5; 1(6) (19 October 1933): 5.
5  ibid., 1(5) (5 October 1933): 5.
6  ibid.
7  ibid., 1(3) (7 September 1933): 5.
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Parry’s position within the legion’s leadership allowed him to disseminate 
material on economic planning across the movement. The reading list 
he compiled for the Economic Research Committee included works by 
Keynes, Fabian socialists Sir William Beveridge and G.D.H. Cole, and the 
Australian social creditor Arthur E. Powell.8 This list was also circulated 
to centres as recommended economic study material, along with a reprint 
from the British Fortnightly Review that praised the ‘sane planning or State 
collectivism’ of Fascist Italy and called for ‘the overthrow of laisser-faire’.9 
Parry also had a hand in developing the legion’s constitution and was 
part of the committee that established its journal, which subsequently 
published several of his articles on economic planning.10

Parry’s ideas proved persuasive among the legion’s leadership, due perhaps 
in part to his legal background, and he was able to wield considerable 
influence over the movement’s policy. When the legion released 
a ‘Statement of Principles’ in June 1933, it included an entire section on 
‘political economy’ that called for a ‘bold reorganisation of our economic 
life’ along the lines advocated by Parry:

[T]he basic idea directing such reorganisation must be that 
all industry should be the servant of the consumer, and that 
production, distribution and finance are simply means to an end 
… economic recovery will not be automatic and cannot be looked 
for solely as the result of occurrences overseas.11

Planned economics soon spread to almost every aspect of the legion’s policy. 
Begg himself even supported it on occasion, calling on the nation to ‘throw 
off … the laissez faire of the past and deal boldly with the reconstruction of 
New Zealand’.12 To facilitate domestic consumption, the legion proposed 
putting the unemployed to work on extensive public works programs at 
full wages. For those who still could not find work, new employment 
bureaus would be established to connect them with employers ‘willing to 
give employment at adequate wages’.13 Begg also developed an ambitious 
proposal to absorb one million of Britain’s unemployed in exchange for 

8  Ref. 6/2/32, 5 June 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
9  ibid.; Ref. 6/2/63, 8 August 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
10  Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, 
Ref. 6/2/41, 26 June 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL; National Opinion [Wellington] 1(2) 
(24 August 1933): 5, 1(3) (7 September 1933): 5, 1(4) (21 September 1933): 5, 1(5) (5 October 
1933): 5, 1(6) (19 October 1933): 5, 1(8) (16 November 1933): 5, 11.
11  Ref. 6/2/34, 6 June 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
12  Ref. 6/2/75, 16 October 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
13  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(14) (1 March 1934): 5.
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the British Government taking over New Zealand’s foreign debt. The new 
arrivals would be put to work on the land, thus creating ‘an economic 
internal market for the products of land and industry’.14 The legion even 
toyed with proto-corporatist reforms, including one suggestion that 
local body government should be reconstituted on a vocational rather 
than geographical franchise.15 The culmination of this new direction 
was the legion’s proposal for an economic advisory council comprising 
representatives from various business organisations and trade unions that 
would be responsible for issuing policy recommendations on all economic 
and industrial matters.16 This was very similar to the boards proposed by 
the All for Australia League and the Citizens’ League of South Australia.

The legion also drew some inspiration from a London-based group called 
the New Britain Movement, which sought to reinvent the British Empire 
along corporatist lines. The legion published several reprints from the 
movement’s journal, New Britain, including its platform calling for the 
replacement of the existing British political machinery with political, 
cultural, and economic parliaments.17 This was the extent of the connection 
between the two movements; neither sought to establish formal ties 
with the other, and the legion provided no analysis or commentary on 
the material it reproduced. The legion appeared even less in the British 
movement’s rhetoric and was not acknowledged at all in New Britain 
despite the journal’s repeated references to continental European allies 
such as the French L’Ordre Nouveau. Indeed, the legion appears to have 
been a mere passing curiosity to the provincial wing of the New Britain 
Movement, and its claim that the legion’s principles were ‘exactly in line 
with our own’ was clearly an exaggeration.18

Monetary reformism
The second school of thought that influenced legion policy was monetary 
reform. As Chapter Two discussed, monetary reformism—in particular, 
Douglas social credit—had attracted significant public attention in New 

14  This was (rather unoriginally) termed the ‘Begg Plan’. See National Opinion [Wellington] 1(5) 
(5 October 1933): 1–3; 1(6) (19 October 1933): 2–3; 2(14) (1 March 1934): 1.
15  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(7) (2 November 1933): 8. The proposal envisioned a ‘Regional 
Council composed of one representative of each of the following interests:—Agriculture, Manufacturing, 
Commerce, Transport, Medical, Finance (Banking, Insurance or Accountancy), Engineering, Women’.
16  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(14) (1 March 1934): 1, 5, 7.
17  ibid., 2(11) (18 January 1934): 7; 2(12) (1 February 1934): 7; 2(15) (15 March 1934): 3–4; 
2(18) (26 April 1934): 8.
18  New England 1(1) (29 December 1933): 4. New England was the journal of the provincial wing 
of the New Britain Movement.
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Zealand by mid-1933. Many committed monetary reformers joined the 
New Zealand Legion in the hope it could be used to achieve their goals. 
For instance, while the Douglas social credit movement was generally 
hostile to the legion, several members of the Wellington branch joined so 
they might ‘influence it towards Douglasism’. They also claimed that one 
of their members served on ‘the Central Executive of the Legion’, but it is 
not clear whether this was the case.19 One such monetary reformer within 
the legion was C.R.C. Robieson, who had previously been involved with 
minor conspiratorial and millenarian groups such as the New Economic 
Research Association and the British–Israel League.20 Robieson wrote 
several articles for National Opinion, including one in response to 
a proposed Reserve Bank Bill, which he claimed was the work of a small 
clique of international financiers seeking to control the nation’s economy:

Currency and credit are the vehicles of production, distribution 
and exchange, and whoever controls those controls the very basis 
of a nation’s existence. There was a time when an attempt made to 
deprive a people of their sovereign rights would have been regarded 
as high treason; but to-day the sovereign rights of a people are 
sought to be made the playthings of the international financiers.21

This conspiratorial talk became popular among some of the legion’s leaders, 
some of whom drew on it to try to resolve the uncomfortable contradiction 
between imperial patriotism and dissatisfaction with the colonial financial 
system. New Zealand, like Australia, had been largely dependent on British 
loans to finance economic growth in the 1920s. Conservatives who were 
disgruntled at having to service this public debt needed a way to channel 
that resentment without it clashing with their patriotic loyalty to Britain. 
Their target was ‘Tooley Street’ in London, the funnel through which 
Antipodean dairy produce and British capital flowed. Tooley Street had 
attracted similar criticism from elements of the rural community in the 
1920s in response to its perceived role in the torpedoing of the Dairy 
Board’s attempts to establish guaranteed prices for its exports. It represented 
the anxieties of New Zealand’s primary producers over the financial power 
that Tooley Street wielded over empire suppliers. However, rather than 
being imbued with anti-Semitism, the financier the legion caricatured was 
more reminiscent of John Bull than Shylock (see Plate 6.1). This allowed 

19  Farming First, [Auckland], 10 April 1933, 18–19; Wellington Douglas Social Credit Association, 
8th Newsletter, 15 April 1933, Inward correspondence, 1930–1958, Hansen Papers, ATL.
20  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 16 July 1931, 8, 20 October 1932, 20; Auckland Star, 6 September 
1932, 3.
21  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(3) (7 September 1933): 2.
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some legionnaires to lay the blame for the crisis on a small band of British 
financiers rather than the broader imperial system or the dependence of the 
colonies on Britain for capital investment. The legion could thus aspire to 
forge a closer relationship with the ‘mother country’ while arguing that this 
would require New Zealand to shed its reliance on British financiers.22 By 
separating the negative elements of the metropole–colony relationship from 
the broader community of empire, the legion was thus able to preserve its 
sense of imperial patriotism.

The economic aspects of monetary reformism had less impact on legion 
policy. A ‘stamped scrip’ scheme produced by the Economic Research 
Committee in 1933 was vaguely reminiscent of social credit ideals; 
however, its main inspiration was a similar policy employed in several 
American cities rather than Major Douglas’s ‘National Dividend’.23 
Furthermore, its author, A.W. Free, was more inclined to favour economic 
orthodoxy, and one of the circulars he distributed explicitly rejected the 
social credit explanation of the causes of the Depression.24 It was not until 
Major Douglas’s visit to New Zealand in early 1934 that the legion began 
to cautiously consider the economic aspects of monetary reformism. Begg 
met with Douglas twice during his time in New Zealand and attended 
a speech he gave in Wellington.25 He was supportive of but noncommittal 
on the major’s message:

With the knowledge that Lister, Simpson and Pasteur in my own 
profession were opposed as cranks by the orthodox school, I am 
willing to believe that the same error may be made in the sacred 
realms of economics … That Douglas is opposed by the so-called 
orthodox school makes the pleasure of listening to him more 
attractive.26

The legion subsequently adopted a commitment to state control of 
currency, although this was influenced more by proto-Keynesianism 
than by social credit. Begg, for instance, claimed that his inspiration 
came from ‘Roosevelt’s dictum of the inherent right of the government 
to issue currency’.27 The legion maintained that it held ‘deep suspicions 

22  ibid., 1(5) (5 October 1933): 2.
23  Ref. 6/2/70, 12 September 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL; The Evening Post, [Wellington], 
5 May 1933, 7.
24  Circular No. 1, 2 August 1933, file 1, folder 4, NZL Papers, AUL.
25  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 128–29; 
Clifton, Douglas credit and the Labour Party, 91.
26  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(13) (15 February 1934): 15.
27  ibid., 14.
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of the A+B theorem’ and when one member expressed concern that the 
movement was adopting Major Douglas’s proposals, its response was 
blunt: ‘Of course the Legion does not advocate Douglas Credit.’28 It was 
also critical of Douglas’s submission to the Coalition Government’s 1934 
Monetary Commission, claiming that he had ‘sidestepped and twisted 
and bluffed’ and ultimately ‘crashed’.29

Single-tax theory

The legion was influenced to a much smaller extent by single-tax theory, 
which was developed by an American political economist named Henry 
George in the nineteenth century. Proponents of single-taxism considered 
land to be the fundamental resource on which all economic activity was 
based and argued that the entire tax system should be scrapped in favour of 
a single tax on the unimproved value of land to ensure its maximum utility. 
The leading single-tax supporter within the legion was E.W. Nicolaus. 
In 1931, Nicolaus had founded a group named the Citizens’ National 
Movement with several other Henry George supporters and single-tax 
veterans to contest the Wellington Central electorate. When this proved 
unsuccessful, the group briefly reformed itself as a local branch of the 
Commonwealth Land Party—a single-tax party in Britain.30

Nicolaus joined the legion in the first half of 1933 and became a member 
of the Economic Research Committee, where he was able to disseminate 
ideas on single-tax theory to frontline members. However, his ideas did 
not gather the same level of support as those on economic planning or 
monetary reformism. About the closest single tax came to influencing the 
legion’s policy was their commitment in early 1934 to effect ‘the maximum 
development and settlement of land’.31 This was hardly a radical position, 
however; closer settlement of land had attracted bipartisan support since 
the heyday of the Liberal Party in the 1890s. Nevertheless, Nicolaus’s 
position on the Economic Research Council allowed him to export his 
ideas to a wider milieu, adding further to the confused mix of different 
economic ideas being espoused within legion publications and circulars.

28  ibid., 2(12) (1 February 1934): 3; 2(20) (24 May 1934): 12.
29  ibid., 2(24) (19 July 1934): 7, 15.
30  Manifesto of the Citizens’ National Movement to the Coalition Government (Wellington: Citizens’ 
National Movement, 1932); The Evening Post, [Wellington], 16 December 1932, 13; Letter from 
R.A. Gosse, 20 December 1932, series 2, item 157, Sir George Fowlds Papers, A-17, AUL.
31  1934 Circular No. 2, 8 February 1934, file 1, folder 4, NZL Papers, AUL.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

242

Exposing the inherent contradictions

Committing the legion to economic planning

The fractures between these various schools of thought manifested clearly 
when the Economic Research Council presented a plan for economic 
recovery to the legion’s National Council in July 1933. The difficulty in 
reconciling the radical economic ideas of Parry and Nicolaus with the 
more orthodox ideas of other committee members was hinted at by Parry 
when he presented the plan to the council:

[Parry] made it clear that the scheme endeavoured to reach a 
compromise which would meet the conflicting views of those 
comprising the Committee. The main difficulty they had 
encountered was that of overcoming the various lines of conflicting 
thought and opinion and moulding them into a common plan.32

As a result, the plan was a hodgepodge of different economic principles 
and policies. It began in a rather orthodox fashion by referring to the 
intolerable burden of debt and interest that previous governments 
had amassed by excessive borrowing. However, it then argued that the 
Depression had been worsened by banks whose interests in preserving 
their stakeholders’ profit margins were incompatible with the national 
interest. The solution to this problem, according to the plan, was for the 
state to assume control over currency by establishing a state credit board 
that would stimulate the economy through interest-free loans to public 
and private enterprise. The board would also be granted sole control 
over importing and exporting to maintain a stable internal price level 
independent of fluctuations in the global market. The plan also referred to 
land as the ‘foundation of the nation’s economic life’ and it recommended 
the Crown ‘reassert sovereignty over land’ by taxing its unimproved 
value to prevent speculation.33 This demonstrated a mix of economic 
planning and single-tax theory with language that was reminiscent of the 
anti-banking conspiracy favoured by monetary reformers.

32  Minutes of Meeting of National Council of the New Zealand Legion, 19–21 July 1933, file 1, 
folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL.
33  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 24 July 1933, 8.
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Plate 6.3 ‘Caesar’s Dilemma’: The divisive effect of the New Zealand 
Legion’s policies
Source: Auckland Star, 22 September 1934, 10. Courtesy of Stuff Limited.

Parry was doubtful the National Council would approve the ambitious 
economic plan; he simply asked that it be circulated to the various centres 
for discussion. What he got was much more. While the council did not 
agree with the specifics of the report, it nevertheless resolved that ‘the 
Legion is convinced that a planned economic system is necessary for 
the purpose of co-ordinating consumption and production, with a view 
to increasing consumption’.34 For a conservative movement based on 
a general commitment to the free market, this was a radical stance—
especially given the fact that policy was supposed to be vetted by all centres 
before being adopted. The minutes of the National Council meeting do 
not reveal why the legion’s leadership took such a dramatic step, but it is 
possible the apparent failure of New Zealand’s mainstream conservative 
parties to deal with the Depression made the legionnaires more willing 
to consider drastic alternatives. The Depression had entered its fourth 
year in 1933, and discontented conservatives in New Zealand did not 
have a Labour bogeyman in power against whom they could direct their 
frustrations. Conversely, Australia in 1931 was dominated by the Labor 
Party, which meant there was less need for discontented conservatives to 

34  Minutes of Meeting of National Council of the New Zealand Legion, 19–21 July 1933, file 1, 
folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL; The Evening Post, [Wellington], 24 July 1933, 6.
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experiment with alternative economic remedies. In addition, the vaguely 
worded resolution could easily be interpreted by moderate conservatives 
as compatible with their world view. Increased state control may have 
been anathema to free markets, but the relatively pragmatic boundaries 
of Australasian conservatism readily encouraged such interventions 
when they were seen as serving the national interest. So, while it was 
a radical new direction, it was still nominally within the boundaries of the 
nineteenth-century developmentalist tradition.

Plate 6.4 Robert Campbell Begg arrives in Auckland for a New Zealand 
Legion meeting
Source: New Zealand Herald, [Auckland], 24 August 1933, 6.
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This confused mix of different economic ideas was repeated in the legion’s 
12-point policy in March 1934. On the one hand, it recommended 
a  reduction in the size and cost of parliament and the decentralisation 
of power to semi-autonomous ‘shire councils’; on the other, it called for 
the establishment of new government departments such as the economic 
advisory council and the creation of a ‘unity government’ to carry out 
aspects of economic planning such as public works, vocational training, 
and employment bureaus for the unemployed. A separate plank for the 
state control of currency was reminiscent of monetary reformism, while 
a commitment to closer land settlement and the prevention of speculation 
may have partially appeased the single-taxers.35 In effect, the 12-point 
policy represented an attempt to corral a series of contradictory ideas into 
a single platform.

Conflict with the reactionary backbone
The expression of such divergent schools of thought within legion policy 
exposed the inherent contradictions within the movement. The chief 
division lay between the proponents of the new radical alternatives and 
the supporters of the economic status quo, who formed the backbone 
of the movement. One of the places where this contradiction was most 
evident were the letters’ pages of National Opinion, where members 
expressed their frustrations with the different ideas being floated by the 
legion’s leadership. In the very first volume, one member wrote a letter 
protesting Nicolaus’s proposal regarding Crown ownership of all land; in a 
following volume, two replies were published defending Nicolaus.36 This 
set off a debate that spanned several issues in 1933 between Nicolaus 
himself and A.W. Free, a more orthodox member of the Economic 
Research Committee.37 As Free put it:

Mr. Nicolaus’s views on Credit and Currency prove again that 
shoemakers should stick to their lasts … Practical observation 
by a layman would lead to the conclusion that the sun moves 
around the earth. I rely upon the authorities who assure me that 
the reverse is true. So with money—the analyses of the experts are 
more important than the conclusions of the amateur observer.38

35  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(14) (1 March 1934): 1, 5.
36  ibid., 1(1) (10 August 1933): 4; 1(3) (7 September 1933): 4.
37  ibid., 1(4) (21 September 1933): 4; 1(5) (5 October 1933): 4; 1(6) (19 October 1933): 4; 1(7) 
(2 November 1933): 4; 1(8) (16 November 1933): 9; 1(9) (30 November 1933): 7; 1(10) (14 December 
1933): 8.
38  ibid., 1(5) (5 October 1933): 4; 1(7) (2 November 1933): 4.
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Similarly, Parry’s articles on planned economics attracted letters in support 
and opposition. One member praised his attempt to ‘evolve a system of 
finance whereby consumption can be made to equate with production’, 
while another believed that all other options needed to be exhausted 
before resorting to ‘the desperation of “planning”’.39

The legion’s flirtation with monetary reformism provoked the most 
significant debates in National Opinion. One orthodox member criticised 
Robieson’s conspiratorial approach to the Reserve Bank Bill as ‘heavy-
handed’, while another outright condemned the Economic Research 
Council’s stamped scrip plan.40 As the doctrine of social credit became 
more prominent in 1934, so, too, did the letters for and against it. 
A lengthy debate between the poet and dedicated social creditor A.R.D. 
Fairburn and a supporter of orthodox economics named E. Keating 
spanned several months, with many other legion members contributing 
to each side. The closest the debate came to a conclusion was Fairburn’s 
insinuation that Keating was secretly an economist or a banker in 
disguise.41 Other members disagreed over whether the legion had adopted 
too much, or not enough, social credit doctrine. E. Manoy argued that 
social credit had been ‘proved a fallacy by leading economic authorities 
throughout the world’ and hoped the legion was not ‘advocating such 
a disastrous proposal’.42 In contrast, a ‘Disgusted Subscriber’ lamented 
that the legion was spending too much time talking about reducing 
government expenditure and not enough on monetary reform.43 Another 
member, E.F. Rothwell, argued that state control of currency should be 
given central importance rather than being ‘relegated to a position among 
the “odds and bits”’ of the 12-point platform.44

Once the inherent contradictions between reactionary and radical 
economic ideas had been exposed, widespread resignations soon followed. 
The majority of those who resigned were supporters of traditional 
conservative values who believed the legion had betrayed its founding 
principles by veering towards unorthodox economics. One subscriber to 

39  ibid., 1(5) (5 October 1933): 4; 2(12) (1 February 1934): 12.
40  ibid., 1(5) (5 October 1933): 4; 1(6) (19 October 1933): 4.
41  ibid., 2(11) (18 January 1934): 11–12; 2(12) (1 February 1934): 12; 2(14) (1 March 1934): 12; 
2(16) (29 March 1934): 12; 2(21) (7 June 1934): 12; 2(22) (21 June 1934): 13; 2(23) (5 July 1934): 
13; 2(25) (2 August 1934): 12–13; 2(26) (1 September 1934): 15–16.
42  ibid., 2(20) (24 May 1934): 12.
43  ibid., 2(25) (2 August 1934): 12–13.
44  Legion [Wellington] 1(3) (29 November 1934): 4.
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National Opinion wrote that the legion’s refusal to believe that Britain’s 
orthodox economic policies were causing a recovery was ‘criminal’ 
because it was ‘kill[ing] the spirit of confidence’.45 The secretary of the 
Christchurch centre resigned ‘when it became apparent control had passed 
in Wellington to an extreme Left Wing group whose aims were directly 
contrary to our own’, and even took the extreme measure of destroying 
the centre’s membership lists out of fear they would be misused.46 The 
chairman of the Hastings centre provided a long list of grievances that had 
led him to quit the movement:

[T]he movement has not come up to my expectations, that I do 
not agree with the system of local organisation that has been 
adopted, that I cannot see any hope of success on present lines 
and that I believe I can make better use of myself in the ordinary 
political sphere as we know it.47

That the chairman had been driven back into the fold of mainstream 
conservatism further demonstrates that it was the reactionary wing of 
the legion that was most alienated by its policies. They had joined out 
of a growing perception of crisis and a desire to do something about it, 
but their sense of civic duty did not extend to abandoning their faith in 
limited government, free markets, and individual self-reliance. While the 
legion’s leadership appeared to be obsessively looking forward to new and 
modern ideas about how to combat the Depression, they preferred to 
look backwards to the tried and tested methods of their forefathers in the 
nineteenth century.

Those supporters of orthodox economics who remained in the movement 
advised the leadership to distance itself from its radical policies. 
The  secretary of the Otane centre suggested they avoid expressing any 
‘ambitious & rather vague (to the rank and file) views’ that might ‘frighten 
some members away’.48 The Wilder centre proposed the legion focus 
on the reform of parliament rather than the more contentious question 
of economics:

45  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(10) (14 December 1933): 8–9.
46  Letter from J.D. Hall, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
47  Letter from Ald. Harrison to Tonkin, 5 September 1933, file 5, folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL.
48  Letter from J.A.S. Logan to the General Secretary, 6 January 1934, file 2, folder 3, NZL Papers, 
AUL.
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[T]here exists an urgent need, in order to attract to the Legion 
a greater and wider measure of public support, to delete, for the 
time being at least, from the Legion’s published programme all 
controversial matters such as managed currency, the question of 
community created values etc., and to place before the public 
with more prospect of endorsement, a short and simply worded 
programme with reform of the Parliamentary system as the Prime 
objective.49

To these members, parliamentary reform met the definition of 
nonpartisanship whereas ‘managed currency’ did not. This demonstrated 
their perception of conservative values as being natural and therefore 
nonpartisan. Parliamentary reform, in their world view, meant the 
rationalisation and standardisation of the government to rid the public 
sector of services deemed frivolous or unnecessary. Economics of this sort 
was a natural, and therefore uncontroversial, policy, whereas ideas such 
as a ‘managed currency’ were seen as partisan and controversial.

The legion decides to field its own candidates
The fractures were further exposed during the July 1934 National 
Council when the legion resolved to field its own candidates for the next 
election. The move was partially a response to the criticisms of the legion’s 
confusing and contradictory economic policies. To overcome this criticism, 
the council resolved that candidates would only be required to support 
the reform of local and central government and the establishment of an 
economic advisory council, rather than the more controversial elements of 
its 12-point policy.50 However, this decision alienated legion members who 
wanted the movement to maintain its non-party purity. Several division and 
centre executives resigned in protest, including the one in Dunedin:

[T]he sole aim of the Legion was the securing of more efficient 
government, central and local, and government based on national 
and not sectional interests … it had become evident that the aims 
of the Legion had departed from this interpretation, and that the 
Legion was prepared to enter the field as a political party. In view 
of this, the executive felt that it would not, in fairness to the 
members who had been induced to join the Legion on the old 
understanding, remain in office.51

49  Remit from Wilder Branch N.Z. Legion, undated, file 1, folder 5, NZL Papers, AUL.
50  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(25) (2 August 1934): 5.
51  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 20 September 1934, 12.
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This reiterated the central importance that moderate members placed 
on parliamentary reform as the core business of the legion. The decision 
to support its own candidates, which effectively meant rebranding itself 
as a political party, contradicted the nonpartisan ideals on which these 
members believed the movement had been founded. Even worse, it raised 
the spectre of vote-splitting at a time when the New Zealand Labour 
Party was in the ascendant and the conservatives needed to retain every 
vote. The legion countered that it was more likely to split the Labour or 
‘progressive’ vote, but this was a hollow defence given the overwhelmingly 
conservative nature of its membership.52

By the time the legion had decided to launch itself as a new political party, 
it was already largely irrelevant. The inherent contradictions exposed by 
the adoption of controversial economic policies had begun to weaken 
the legion from the second half of 1933 and, by October, the leadership 
reported that only seven of the 18 divisions were fully operational. The 
other 11 were still nominally operating under their original provisional 
committees, although none of their centres was active.53 In the Hawke’s Bay 
division, only two of six centres were functioning satisfactorily, and of the 
outlying centres it was reported that ‘complete silence reigns’.54 By the end 
of 1933, the legion was haemorrhaging money and members. The lofty 
aspiration to run its own candidates never materialised due to a lack of 
funds and manpower, although a particularly active branch in the Hutt 
Valley managed to get several of its members elected to local government 
bodies in 1935. J.W. Andrews and E.W. Wise were elected unopposed as 
mayors of Lower Hutt and Eastbourne, respectively.55 In May 1935, Begg 
resigned as the legion’s president in favour of Clarence Meachen, a fellow 
medical professional and a pioneer in blood transfusion.56 The movement 
disappeared after putting out a list of endorsed candidates for the general 
election in November 1935, although a few centres in the Hastings 
division survived into 1936.57 In what might be claimed as one of its 
few lasting successes, eight former members of the legion were selected 
as National Party candidates in 1938—one of whom, Sidney Holland, 
would later become prime minister.58

52  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(20) (24 May 1934): 1–2.
53  Ref. 6/2/75, 16 October 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
54  Letter from R.B.G. Chadwick to J. Stewart, 21 October 1933, file 2, folder 3, NZL Papers, AUL.
55  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 27 April 1935, 13.
56  ibid., 15 May 1935, 12.
57  Section labelled ‘New Zealand Legion’, 1–3, The Russell Saga Vol. 4, qMS-0823, ATL.
58  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 195–99.
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