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I N T E R P R E T A T I O N S of Sir Harry Atkinson's role in New Zealand 
political history have undergone considerable revision since they 
were first attempted by the nineteenth century historians, W. Gis-
borne, A. Saunders and W. P. Reeves. Yet Atkinson remains to us 
what he was to them, a decidedly enigmatic figure. Gisborne recon-
ciled the contradictions of Atkinson's behaviour by explaining that 
Atkinson's primary political principle was the desire for power.1 

Saunders was moved by his hatred of Atkinson to add that Atkinson 
was a failed farmer who clung to power for the sake of profit.2 But 
neither Gisborne nor Saunders had an effect on subsequent writers 
equal to that of Reeves. Reeves was writing the first radical history 
of New Zealand and to him Atkinson's role was plain: he was the 
Conservative Premier who had delayed the Liberals' occupation of 
the Treasury benches. In order to make the revolutionary significance 
of the change of power in 1890 quite clear, Reeves described Atkin-
son, along with Sir Frederick Whitaker and Sir John Hall, as leaders 
of a New Zealand Conservative party which had held power, with 
minor interruptions, since 1879. 

Reeves qualified his picture by pointing out that Atkinson held 
'quasi-socialistic views' and was one of 'the more broadminded of 
the oligarchs'.3 Some twentieth century historians have enlarged upon 
this, pointing out that Atkinson took radical stands on the issues of 
female suffrage and social security, and that except on financial ques-
tions, he cannot properly be labelled a conservative.4 A small minority 

1 W. Gisborne, New Zealand Rulers and Statesmen, 1840-1885, London, 
1886, pp. 224-6, 281. 

2 A. Saunders, History of Nexo Zealand, Wellington, 1899, II, 342-3. 364-5. 
3 W.P. Reeves, The Long White Cloud, 3rd. ed., London, 1924, p. 280. See 

also p. 253. 
4 W.P. Morrell, New Zealand, London, 1935; G.H. Scholefield, Notable New 

Zealand Statesmen, New Zealand, n.d.; W.H. Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, 
London, 1960. 
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of historians has gone so far as to assert that there were scarcely any 
conservatives in nineteenth century New Zealand politics and has 
cited Hall and Whitaker's 'fads' as well as Atkinson s enthusiasm for 
national insurance as evidence of liberal views, and points out that 
by the criteria of nineteenth century British politics all New Zealand 
politicians were radicals.5 Nevertheless, the present writer believes 
that in the nineteenth century New Zealand parliament there existed 
both right and left wings, and that, while on a particular issue, such 
as female suffrage, a conservative might be aberrantly liberal, in the 
eighteen-eighties there existed in the House a faction whose under-
lying bases of political action were conservative, whose members felt 
that the security of society was threatened by the spasmodic radical-
ism of other factions in the House, and who fought hard to preserve 
the status quo. The leader of this faction was Sir John Hall of Can-
terbury. 

Keith Sinclair, in a recent interpretation of the politics of 1887-
1890, says that in 1888 and 1889 the two parties which later became 
the Liberal government and the conservative opposition coalesced, 
first in the House and then in the country. He says that Atkinson 
belonged to neither, that he was, by 1888, an anachronism, presiding 
over a period of transition which he did not understand.6 The pur-
pose of this article is to show that the nucleus of the 1888 conserva-
tive faction existed as early as 1882, when its members had already 
begun to be estranged from Atkinson, although he had been one of 
their leaders in the simpler politics of the eighteen-seventies when 
the rural members fought the towns for their share of the pork barrel. 
The isolation of Atkinson was sufficiently marked to make his position 
precarious in the late eighties, but it was never absolutely complete. 
Enough communication between Hall and Atkinson existed even as 
late as 1890 for the conservatives to be able to use Atkinson for their 
own purposes. The rapprochement at the end of 1890, however, 
obscured the profound differences which had separated Atkinson from 
the conservative faction during the preceding eight years and has 
facilitated the acceptance of Reeves's interpretation of Atkinson's 
behaviour in the eighties. 

The depression which began in 1879 spread gradually and unevenly 
over New Zealand, but wherever its impact was felt it immediately 
intensified the rivalry between rural and urban sectors of the economy. 
In the seventies these had competed for expenditure for the sake of 
profit, but in the eighties they became involved in a struggle to con-
trol government policy for the sake of survival. The men on the land, 
beset by falling prices and precariously upheld by mortgages in a 
morass of land speculation, were adamant in their demand that the 
government retrench sufficiently to reduce taxation. Landowners' 

5 H. Miller, New Zealand, London, 1950; W.R. Armstrong, 'The Politics of 
Development, 1870-1890', M.A. thesis, Wellington, 1960; W.J.G.' in J. J. 
Saunders, ed., Common Mistakes in History, Canterbury, 1963. 

6 'The Significance of "The Scarecrow Ministry", 1887-1891', in R.M. Chap-
man and K. Sinclair, eds., Studies of a Small Democracy, Auckland, 1963. 
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expenses had to be reduced if they were to survive the depression 
with their acres intact. Some city businessmen also adhered to this 
view, but others hoped to recoup past losses by future expansion and 
were reluctant to see all avenues of investment closed. Moreover, in 
times of severe recession the unemployed tended to congregate in 
dangerous numbers in the towns. Therefore the urban middle classes 
were always more ready than their country counterparts to tolerate 
government spending on schemes for closer settlement, which would 
move some of the poor into the bush, or public works schemes which 
would entice men into labour camps outside the towns.7 

By the middle of the eighteen-eighties, also, city businessmen were 
demanding a protective tariff which was, of course, a form of in-
creased taxation, and would assist the towns at the expense of the 
countryside. As these conflicts arose in the electorates they increas-
ingly became reflected in the House in a phalanx of country conser-
vatives who felt that the colony as a whole must do what the rural 
sector was forced to do — cut costs and wait for prices of primary 
produce to rise. 

The Hall government, which took office in 1879, consisted of two 
Canterbury squatters, Hall and Rolleston, two North Island farmers, 
Atkinson and Bryce, and two land speculators, one from each island, 
Whitaker and Oliver. Atkinson repealed Grey's land tax and replaced 
it with a property tax to take toll of urban as well as rural property.8 

He twice reorganised the colonial finances, first to prevent waste and 
spread the money at his disposal as far as possible; the second time 
in an attempt to reduce pressure upon the central government for 
public works expenditure. All these things were accepted by the Hall 
government's rural supporters. Some of the more conservative of 
them were disquieted when Atkinson increased death duties and 
imposed a somewhat higher tariff, but they shared the general alarm 
at the size of the 1879 deficit left behind by Ballance and Grey. Some 
members may have accepted Atkinson's message that in future heavy 
taxation must complement large-scale borrowing, but in general the 
urge to borrow was simply quiescent in the House at large. Atkinson 
was a competent but unadventurous Treasurer, tolerated by the House 
because in the early eighties fear of increased taxation temporarily 
suppressed greed for expenditure. 

But a small group of large landholders, men with a good deal at 
stake, was dissatisfied with the extent of Atkinson's retrenchment even 
in 1879-81, and after Hall left the ministry in 1882 leaving Atkinson 
virtually in charge of the government,9 its distrust of him grew. 

7 See D.A. Hamer, 'Sir Robert Stout and the Labour Question', in Studies 
of a Small Democracy. 

8 See J. Bassett, 'Sir Harry Atkinson: A Political Biography, 1872-1892', 
M.A. thesis, Auckland, 1966, pp. 93-98, 101-6. 

9 The Premier, Sir Frederick Whitaker, was in the Legislative Council. His 
dislike of living in Wellington was well known and he spent as little time there 
as possible, relying heavily upon Atkinson to uphold the ministry in the House 
and to carry out day-to-day administrative chores. 
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On the surface there was little reason for this. Atkinson was a farmer 
and a fervent believer in the rural virtues. When he first came to 
New Zealand in 1853 he had earned the money to buy bush acres by 
labouring in New Plymouth. While he cleared his land he had lived 
in a nikau whare.10 He had fought in the Anglo-Maori wars and seen 
the family settlement of Hurworth destroyed (his own farmhouse was 
the only one left standing). After the wars he had steadily rebuilt 
his fortunes until he owned two farms in Taranaki, on one of which 
he had settled his eldest son.11 In 1882 he owned 791 acres valued 
at £5,870. To men like James Allen, speaking in 1890, Atkinson was 
'the perfect type of an old settler'.12 So he had appeared to Greyites 
from the city of Auckland, and later to the young, radical, sophisti-
cated townsmen like W. P. Reeves. City members could feel no sense 
of political comradeship with such a man (though Reeves, the most 
radical and urbane of them all, seems to have felt a genuine affection 
for 'King Harry'). 

While set apart from urban members by his rural context, and 
later in the eighteen-eighties by a considerable age gap, Atkinson 
was potentially alienable from the country cohorts because of his 
extraordinary tendency to harbour 'fads'.13 As the depression inten-
sified, and the rural/urban split widened, so did Atkinson's growing 
interest in radical political solutions to social questions separate him 
from his country colleagues. His disconcerting mixture of rural pre-
judices and urban 'fads' disqualified him for full membership of either 
of the factions which were solidifying in the late eighties. 

Atkinson's upbringing, his personality and his family connections 
all militated against easy conformity with his settler environment in 
Taranaki. His father, John Atkinson, an English stonemason, had 
given his sons (and daughters) an unorthodox, eclectic education 
based largely on their own reading and the practical skills needed 
to fit them for emigration. Harry Atkinson attended neither a great 
public school, nor a university, and when four of the young Atkin-
sons came out to Taranaki they were anything but youthful sprigs 
of the Establishment.14 Harry Atkinson did not curse his bullocks in 
Greek as Rolleston is supposed to have done. Although widely read, 
he was not 'cultured', and he was used to looking for answers to 
problems in many places, not only in the works of recognised authori-

1 0 J. M. Richmond to M. Taylor, 27 May 1853, E. Richmond, ed., 'Family 
Letters of the Richmonds and Atkinsons 1824 to 1862', unpub. typescript, General 
Assembly Library, Wellington, 1942, p. 25; J.M. Atkinson to M. Taylor, 12-14 
June 1855, ibid., p. 275; H.A. Atkinson to Mrs Coster, 19 November 1854, ibid., 
pp. 273-4. 

11 The Freeholders of New Zealand, 1882, Wellington, 1884. 
12 NZPD, LXXV (1892), 64-66. 
13 Atkinson's collection included: female suffrage, imperial federation and 

federation with Australia, labour reforms, the leasehold, national insurance, pro-
portional representation, temperance, and universal suffrage, all of which were 
labelled 'fads' by his opponents. 

1 4 See G. H. Scholefleld, ed., The Richmond-Atkinson Papers, Wellington, 
1960, I, 24-26. 
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ties. The national insurance scheme of 1882, for example, came from 
an article in a magazine, not from a learned treatise by a political 
philosopher — though Atkinson did value philosophers also. He was 
the first in the line of self-educated reformers in New Zealand history. 

Atkinson's background tended to set him apart from those of his 
colleagues who had had lengthier and more orthodox educations — 
from gentlemen like Sir John Ormond, Sir Frederick Whitaker, Sir 
John Hall and Sir Francis Dillon Bell. His personality widened the 
gap. Atkinson was a brusque, reserved man, often lacking in the social 
graces. During his long political career he inspired respect for his 
honesty and industry, and some sympathy for his ill health, but 
because of his uncommunicative nature and his unpredictable ways 
he was not completely trusted by his associates and made no close 
friends. Moreover Atkinson was impatient of the art which kept nine-
teenth century friendships alive; he wrote few letters and was sus-
pected by some of his correspondents of not even reading the ones 
he received.1 5 His only intimate ties were within his family; with his 
wife, his children, and his brother Arthur, a lawyer with liberal sym-
pathies, who seems to have been his only political confidant. 

Differences between Atkinson and the other country members had 
remained latent while the colony was prosperous. The expanding 
economy concealed the jerry-built foundations of the great estates, 
and the public works schemes provided employment for the flow of 
unskilled immigrants which came to the colony under Vogel's immi-
gration projects. Atkinson gave no sign of holding opinions on any-
thing but financial policy. His moderate brand of Vogelism satisfied 
the country members who wanted public works but were uneasy at 
the apparently frenetic pace of Vogel's policies. In times of expansion 
Atkinson and the country members were at one. 

The onset of the depression, however, altered Atkinson almost 
beyond recognition. As poverty and unemployment appeared in some 
provinces in the early eighteen-eighties, making some New Zealand 
towns distressingly similar to the English towns he had left, he began 
to cast about for remedies which would solve the problems of 
poverty in the antipodes. He favoured solutions which involved gov-
ernment action both to alleviate distress in the short run and to fore-
stall the development of intransigent hard-core poverty in the long 
run. He rejected Herbert Spencer's doctrine that the state has no right 
to interfere in the lives of its citizens and turned instead to the school 
of Henry George and John Stuart Mill. On 10 July 1882, three months 
after Hall resigned from the Premiership, Atkinson expounded his 

1 5 Sir John Hall told W. Rolleston in 1886, 'I have asked him [Atkinson] to 
show you my letter, but as the gallant Major's aversion to writing letters may 
extend to reading them when they are long winded, my yarn may never get 
beyond the Major's pockets'. J. Hall to W. Rolleston, 22 April 1886, Rolleston 
mss., box 7, General Assembly Library, Wellington. 
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best-known "fad', a national insurance system.16 It was coolly received 
in the House, where it was generally held to be irrelevant to 'practical 
polities'. Hall considered it an interesting idea and could afford to 
be tolerant because as a Utopian scheme which could never be a 
serious political issue, it presented no threat to people like himself.17 

The Land Bill introduced by Rolleston on 7 July 1882 was a wholly 
different matter. Atkinson had helped Rolleston get it past the cabinet 
because he approved of the perpetual leasehold provisions of the Bill. 
He supported the Bill both for the pragmatic reason that leasehold 
tenure helped men with small amounts of capital to take up land, and 
for the doctrinaire reason that perpetual leasehold would keep some 
land in the hands of the Crown as a national endowment. In the 
national insurance scheme he had envisaged using the income from 
perpetual leases to maintain widows and orphans. Hall, however, saw 
the introduction of perpetual leasehold tenure for these purposes as 
a direct threat to the principle of latifundia. He denounced the Bill 
in the House and was relieved when it was emasculated by the 
Legislative Council. The measure is usually referred to as 'Rolleston's 
Land Bill' but Hall blamed Atkinson and Rolleston jointly for its 
introduction. Indeed he felt that of the two Atkinson was the more 
committed to the principle of perpetual leasehold and therefore the 
more subversive.18 While Hall had been Premier he had prevented 
Atkinson and Rolleston from bringing in such a Bill. After Hall 
resigned Whitaker was more compliant and Atkinson, as leader of 
the House, was in a stronger position to get his own way. 1 9 

The national insurance scheme and the 1882 Land Bill provided 
sufficient evidence to warn suspicious conservatives of Atkinson's 
ideological unreliability. When, later in the same session, he followed 
them up with generous public works estimates he forfeited the con-
fidence of the small right wing altogether. Its members were already 
linking expenditure with taxation and were less concerned with trying 
to maintain a minimum level of public works projects than in re-

16 The long speech outlining the national insurance proposals contains an 
important summary of Atkinson's radical view of the proper role of the state. 
He said: 'I entirely disagree with writers of the Herbert Spencer class who would 
confine the functions of Government simply to police duties. I would ask, what 
is the meaning of civilisation but combination; and what is the meaning of a 
State but that we all band together to do certain things and promote certain 
ends that we desire? In this country the Government has already done many 
things which fifty years ago the greatest Radical would probably have declared 
quite beyond the functions of Government. We have State railways, State tele-
graph, State post office savings-bank, and . . . State education, all of which 
in their turn have been declared entirely beyond the proper functions of Govern-
ment, and ruinous to the independence of the people who adopt them. But I 
will point out this fact: that nothing can be done nowadays without combina-
tion . . . . if we can promote the well-being of the people, — if we can really 
strike a fatal blow at pauperism, — then this matter is clearly within the proper 
functions of Government.' NZPD, XLII (1882), 183-4. 

17 J. Hall to F. D. Bell, 15 July 1882, Hall mss., Vol. X, p. 197, General 
Assembly Library, Wellington. 

18 J. Hall to F.D. Bell, 6 October 1882, ibid., p. 259. 
19 NZPD, XLI (1882), 21, 23. 
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trenchment of administrative costs. But at this stage none of them 
left the government ranks for fear that it might somehow provide 
the demagogue, Grey, with a chance of regaining power. Oliver told 
Hall that discontent with the estimates and with Atkinson's 'fads' was 
rife, even within the cabinet, but members would not leave Whitaker 
to join Grey or Montgomery.20 'I used to tell . . . [Atkinson] he was 
got by Grey out of Vogel', Hall confided to F. D. Bell, looking to this 
year's expenditure there must be a cross of Macandrew2 1 in him.'22 

Early in 1883 Atkinson increased his reputation as something of a 
doctrinaire radical by stumping the colony on behalf of national in-
surance. The only reason that this did not precipitate his immediate 
political ruin was that no one took the scheme seriously. The 'mob' 
did not see it as a ray of hope, and those with estates to lose did 
not see themselves being dispossessed by such a far-fetched proposal. 
The tolerance cf 1882 was gone, however, and was replaced by im-
patience. The House greeted another national insurance speech on 
10 July 1883 with noisy scenes and refused to hear Atkinson out. 
Furiously he told them that the future lay with him, not with them.2 3 

In 1884 Atkinson was out of office, dourly critical of Vogel's 
attempts to restore prosperity with confidence. In two or three years 
he had moved a long way from the laissez faire notions which he had 
accepted at the start of his political career. He no longer believed 
that the restoration of prosperity would be enough to restore the 
colony to health. Atkinson shared the urban middle class fear of a 
large alienated proletariat crowded into the towns. He now believed 
that the state should intervene purposefully in economic and social 
affairs, especially in the distribution of wealth, to prevent the forma-
tion of a large propertyless class with no stake in society. On 8 
November 1884 he said: 'This House should recognise that our social 
laws are not satisfactory, and that our social state is not satisfactory; 
and that this great question has not only to be faced, but to be dealt 
with. To say that a vigorous public works policy is going to get us 
over these difficulties is to tell us what we shall find out, to our great 
grief and sorrow . . . is not at all in accordance with fact.'2 4 

By 1886 Vogel's financial policy was a manifest failure and it was 
clear that the Stout-Vogel government would be turned out at the 
next election. Accordingly the opposition began to look for a man in 
whom they could have confidence as next Premier. Atkinson was 
nominally leader of the opposition, but he was ill. He suffered from 
asthma and arterio-sclerosis and also seemed to be subject to fits of 
nervous debility. These attacks varied in length and in intensity, but 
when they occurred Atkinson could not bring himself to perform the 
political chores of lobbying, letter writing and organising which were 

20 R. Oliver to J. Hall, 14 February 1883, Hall mss., box 19. 
2 1 Macandrew had been Grey's Minister of Public Works, in which post he 

was notable for extravagance. 
2 2 J. Hall to F. D. Bell, 6 October 1882, Hall mss., Vol. II, p. 259. 
23 NZPD, XLIV (1883), 434. 
24 ibid., L (1884), 502. 
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essential to the building of a ministry. He was further depressed in 
1886 by his wife's illness, and left organisation during the 1886-87 
recess to others. One who eagerly took up the task of organising 
against the Stout-Vogel Ministry was A. K. Newman. Newman tried 
hard to persuade Hall to return to active politics and resume the 
leadership of the opposition.25 

The depression had largely destroyed the old political patterns. 
When loan money had been available even members who professed 
to be Independents had tended to be drawn into the government 
orbit by the hope of money for their districts. Now that loan money 
was scarce, the uncommitted members tended to be alienated from 
the government by resentment at its parsimony.26 Under these con-
ditions a bi-cephalous government seemed a sensible construction as 
it provided a means of widening the bases of political support. Mem-
bers who would follow neither Hall nor Atkinson alone might support 
the two together. This was especially true of those opposition mem-
bers who were only nominally followers of Atkinson in 1886. They 
were exasperated by his inertia in the House and distrustful of his 
radical outbursts, and while they reluctantly tolerated him as leader 
of the opposition, they would not support him for Premier. Hall was 
their choice. His caution would neutralise Atkinson's radical tenden-
cies; his parsimony would check Atkinson's 'extravagance'; his south-
ern following would complement Atkinson's northerners.27 For his 
part, Atkinson said that he would be 'willing and glad' to serve under 
Hall.2 8 With Hall in the Premiership he would be relieved of the 
political chores which he had never enjoyed and would be able to 
concentrate upon cleaning up the Treasury after Vogel's tenure. 

Hall, however, was concerned about his own health as well as the 
colony's and declined to exhaust himself in ministerial politics. He 
agreed to give any incoming administration the benefit of his advice. 
Hall's decision, and Atkinson's ambiguous position as leader by 
default, sent the opposition into the 1887 election in a thoroughly 
disorganised state. A. K. Newman, letter-writing again, urged his 
party to fight a negative campaign, emphasizing the faults of the 
Stout-Vogel administration. He was anxious to prevent Atkinson from 
putting forward 'a flaming programme which might excite hostility'.29 

In the election the voters decimated the ministerialists, and Stout lost 
his seat. The government duly resigned on 30 September 1887. 

But the problem of what should succeed it was extremely complex. 
The long erosion of Atkinson's support was common knowledge. Even 

® A. K. Newman to J. Hall, 8 November 1886, Hall mss., box 24; H. A. 
Atkinson to H. D. Atkinson, 5 September 1886, Richmond Atkinson mss., 1886/ 
11, box 6, General Assembly Library, Wellington. 

2 6 Col. Trimble to W. Rolleston, 18 February 1887, Rolleston mss., box 7; 
J. Hall to F. D. Bell, 18 June 1881, Hall mss., Vol. L, p. 80. 

27 M. Holmes to J. Hall, 21 December 1886, Hall mss., box 24; G. M. Water-
house to J. Hall, 21 January 1887, ibid., box 25. 

2 8 H.A. Atkinson to W. Rolleston, 25 November 1886, ibid. 
2 9 A.K. Newman to J. Hall, 17 July 1887, ibid., box 24. 
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Egmont had turned against him, sending him back to the House with 
the smallest majority he had had since 1872. 3 0 When the Governor 
sent for him, Atkinson said that 'the very peculiar circumstances of 
the colony' prevented him from promising to form a government.31 

Nevertheless the Premiership had been offered, and he decided to try 
to win it. Country members disliked his tendency towards 'fads' and 
considered him an extravagant financier.32 In Egmont retrenchment 
had been a major campaign issue and the results showed that Atkin-
son had been found wanting, by at least some voters. He had openly, 
in his speeches, favoured a combination of taxation and retrenchment 
over retrenchment alone, and all members with 'something to lose', 
in Hall's favourite phrase, felt uneasy about Atkinson on that score. 
Rural interests were enraged at his public endorsement of tariffs as 
useful defences for new countries with weak economies.33 The tariff 
policy won him some reluctant support in the towns. While no group 
supported all Atkinson's policies, a wide cross-section of members 
would support him if he promised to retrench, and urban members 
would rally to a tariff Bill. Most members, however, would have pre-
ferred to have someone else to carry out these policies. 

Dislike of Atkinson was strongest among the conservative, rural 
wing of the opposition whose frantic search for a new leader after 
its first choice, Bryce, had lost his seat,3 4 had failed to produce a 
credible candidate. The idea that Atkinson might form a ministry 
on his own was nevertheless scarcely entertained. Some thought he 
would try to unite with Stout who would be given the Attorney 
Generalship and installed in the Legislative Council. Rolleston and 
some others feared a move towards Vogel. Atkinson rejected the latter 
notion at once, thus winning the allegiance of the small Greyite 'tail', 
but it was a slow business.35 Atkinson went back to the Governor on 
30 September or 1 October and told him that the greatest problem 
was finding an acceptable Premier.3 6 In early October he seems to 
have finally decided to take the Premiership himself and to use re-
trenchment as the lowest common denominator to which he could 
reduce supporters. Using promises of economy he laboriously patched 
up the rifts between himself and former followers, and attached new 
supporters to his cause. It was a disheartening task for one who had 
been Premier twice before, and Vogel murmured glycerine sympathy 

30 Taranaki Herald, 25 April 1887, p. 2; 23 July 1887, p. 2; 27 September 
1887, p. 2. 

3 1 NZPD, LVIII (1887), 4. 
3 2 Col. Trimble to W. Rolleston, 7 October 1887, Rolleston mss., box 7; G. M. 

Waterhouse to T. Hall, 21 January 1887, Hall mss., box 25; Taranaki Herald, 
10 October 1887. p. 2. 

3 3 Atkinson did, however, pay lip service to the principle of free trade as 
an ideal to be attained bv rich countries. The laissez faire faith died hard. 

3 4 Sinclair, 'The Significance of the Scarecrow Ministry', pp. 115-7. 
35 NZPD, LVIII (1887). 139; W. Rolleston to J. Hall, 30 September 1887, 

Hall mss., box 25. H. A. Atkinson to E. Mitchelson, 10 October 1887, Atkinson 
mss., 37, Turnbull Library, Wellington. 

3" H. A. Atkinson to J. Hall, 1 October 1887, Hall mss., box 26. 
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for Atkinson's 'most undignified position'.37 On 11 October Atkinson 
announced a ministry of so makeshift a nature, and with such dubi-
ous loyalty to its chief,38 that it became known as the 'Scarecrow 
Ministry'. Nevertheless, attempts to overthrow it at once failed for 
lack of an alternative, and the House settled down to await the Finan-
cial Statement in a mood of cautious hostility. 

The Financial Statement met with a mixed reception. Expenditure 
was cut by £300,000, but not sufficiently to escape a deficit; and so 
Atkinson proposed to borrow one million pounds to carry out essen-
tial public works projects in addition to a loan already approved and 
earmarked for the North Island main trunk railway. Atkinson had 
had to force the new loan past a reluctant cabinet, and the House 
resisted it grimly. The strong free trade, retrenchment-to-reduce-
taxation lobby was enraged at Atkinson's borrowing, yet at the same 
time it was relieved that he had not proposed taxation increases. 
Urban members joined the rural members in welcoming retrenchment 
but were angry at the postponement of tariff revision. The timorous, 
who had feared they knew not what from Atkinson, found the Budget 
not as bad as it could have been, and he got it through the House 
without arousing an opposition cohesive enough to bring down the 
government. 

During the 1887 session Atkinson's personal unpopularity increased. 
His hectoring manner was becoming notorious and his ability to con-
trol himself when angry was noticeably deteriorating.39 His health 
was so poor that many doubted if he could continue in the Premier-
ship in 1888.4 0 Right wing discontent with government policies 
rumbled ominously. Atkinson's former Taranaki colleague, Colonel 
Trimble, thought that borrowing for public works was 'simply attroci-
ous [sic]' and the Taranaki Herald nagged for more severe cuts in 
the education vote and further retrenchment in the civil service.41 

George McLean took Atkinson on a tour of the main centres in April 
1888, hoping that when he saw the misery of the indebted classes 
he would realise the impossibility of raising more revenue by taxa-
tion.4 2 

When the 1888 Budget was presented on 29 May, however, it 
showed only dogged perseverance in earlier paths. There would be 
further retrenchment, and to balance this, since there could be no 
further borrowing, an extra £207,000 in revenue would be raised by 
increased customs duties. When the necessary tariff Bill was intro-
duced on 1 June the House debated it until well into July. Atkinson 

37 NZPD, LVIII (1887), 5, 26. 
3 8 See Bassett, 'Sir Harry Atkinson', p. 194. 
3» NZPD, LVIII (187), 311-2; Taranaki Herald, 29 November 1887, p. 2; 

NZPD, LIX (1887), 394-5. 
4 0 In January 1888 Atkinson was given the K.C.M.G. and Bryce, for one, 

interpreted this as ceremonial preparation for the Agent Generalship. 
4 1 Col. Trimble to W. Rolleston, 21 March 1888, Rolleston mss., box 7; 
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tried to protect himself from the right wing by insisting that the new 
tariffs were designed solely to raise revenue and not as an experiment 
in 'scientific finance'. Their attempt to disassociate the new measure 
from protectionist doctrine did not save Atkinson from the anger of 
the free trade-retrenchment faction. Its objection to the new tariff was 
no more doctrinaire than Atkinson's reason for levying it. They 
opposed it as a measure which would help the towns at the expense 
of the propertied and indebted classes.43 Those members of Atkinsons 
former following who had begun to dislike his radicalism in 1882, and 
had abandoned him in 1886 and 1887 because they considered him 
equivocal on the tariff issue, but had tepidly accepted him as a pro-
tector against Vogel or Ballance after the 1887 election, now left his 
camp in high dudgeon over the 1888 tariff. When it was passed on 
5 July the rump of the Atkinsonites was helped by some Vogelites, 
the Greyite remnant, and most of the younger, radical members from 
city constituencies.44 

The outraged conservatives, squatters for the most part, did not 
move very far when they left Atkinson. There was nowhere for them 
to go, except into the arms of Ballance or Grey or some such city 
liberal. They lurched into a political no-man's-land where they stayed, 
casting their eyes not forward to the young 'liberals', but back to 
Atkinson. Ormond hinted that rather than see any of the 'Stout-Vogel-
Ballance' group in office some of them might even be induced to 
support the government if their votes were needed to save it from 
outright defeat.4 5 

By 1889 the political outlook was very gloomy. Two ministers had 
resigned in clouds of opprobrium, and while the cabinet distinteg-
rated around him, Atkinson conserved his failing energies for finance. 
He was visibly ill and seldom attended the House. Under these 
circumstances his old belief in the need for radical reform became 
subordinated to a new craving for legislative rest. He scolded the 
House for its 'mania for passing measures' and said that members 
should realise that their primary duty was 'to see to the proper 
government of the colony instead of making so many laws'.46 The 
1889 session satisfied nobody. The Political Reform Associations were 
still angry over the 1888 tariff, and alarmed by talk that Atkinson 
was thinking about graduating the property tax, or imposing an 
income tax. Retrenchers were not wholly satisfied either: although 
they were somewhat mollified by the small surplus achieved in 1889, 
they were uneasy about the plans to go ahead with the Otago Central 
Railway. This project confirmed distrust of Atkinson among opponents 
of further borrowing.47 

4 3 Sinclair, 'The Significance of the Scarecrow Ministry', p. 113. 
4 4 NZPD, LXI(1888) , 558, 94-96. See Sinclair, 'The Significance of the 
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4 8 NZPD, LXI (1888), 50. 
4« ibid., LXVI (1890), 559. 
4 7 W. Rolleston to J. Hall, 28 June 1889, Hall mss., box 29. 



SIR HARRY ATKINSON & NEW ZEALAND POLITICS 1 4 1 

The 'liberals' were frustrated by the fate of labour reforms, which 
the Premier had boldly introduced and then perversely dropped. The 
ministerialist 'tail' was discouraged by the government's fissiparity 
and by the manifest unfitness of the Premier for the task which he 
could not bring himself to relinquish. Nor did they dare to contem-
plate the thought of replacing him. The prospect of a dissolution — 
the traditional panacea — met with scarcely any enthusiasm. The 
rank and file of both sides were demoralised, and the country, seeing 
little difference at this stage between a divided government and a 
faction-ridden opposition, was sunk in depressed apathy. On 14 
September 1889 Atkinson had said that there were no parties in the 
House or in the country and that an election could not break the 
political deadlock. No one had disagreed with him.4 8 

On 16 September George Fisher, who had been temporarily con-
verted to liberalism after being dismissed from the cabinet for mal-
practice, charged that Atkinson was Tcept in office merely to give 
effect to the wishes and desires of the Tory Conservative Party'. He 
alleged that the government was at the beck and call of J. D. Ormond, 
Sir John Hall, W. R. Russell, D. H. Macarthur, and 'two members of 
another place' — probably Sir Frederick Whitaker and Richard 
Oliver.49 Relations between these men and Atkinson were not cordial 
in 1889, and their votes certainly did not keep him in office — the 
chaotic state of the opposition did that. Nevertheless there was some 
truth in Fisher's statement. Atkinson was stubborn, unpredictable, 
distrusted, and mortally ill: but he was preferred by the conservative 
members to Ballance who had just been elected leader of the 
opposition. Ballance was a self-confessed radical whose term at the 
Treasury in 1878 had been notable for lavish spending. While Atkin-
son occupied the Treasury benches he kept Ballance off them, and 
there was always the hope that unremitting right-wing pressure upon 
Atkinson might induce him to act in the conservative interest. 

During 1889 the squatting faction in the House organised itself into 
a group of political vigilantes. They had indifferent success at first, 
but were more effective in 1890. Hall, their adviser, said, 'in these 
times a man who has anything to lose cannot afford to let politics 
alone — They won't let him alone — Days are near at hand when 
not merely improvements in our social system are in question, but the 
whole structure and its principles . . . . It behoves all those who value 
what they have got or are likely to get, as well as the welfare of 
society, to qualify themselves for taking a useful part with voice and 
pen in the struggle which is coming — \ 5 0 

While they waited for the class war, the conservatives did their 
best to keep cheerful. They hailed W. R. Russell's appointment to 
the cabinet as a sign 'that conservative feeling is really in the ascend-
ant' and hoped that after the election, with Atkinson out of the way 

4« Taranaki Herald, 13 March 1890, p. 2; NZPD, LXVI (1890), 561-2. 
4 9 ibid., p. 598. 
50 J. Hall to W. Hall, 2 August 1889, Hall mss., Vol. XI, pp. 2-3. 
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and Bryce back in the House, Bryce and Hall would form a more 
honest and economical' government. But they also feared that the 
efforts of the Lyttelton Times would result in 'a lot of hot radicals' 
being elected from Canterbury and that, thanks to the 1889 Repre-
sentation Act which abolished plural voting, 'intelligence' would be 
swamped by the 'amalgamated votes of the unwashed'.51 

Atkinson's health was known to be deteriorating fast and observers 
expected him to call an early election in 1890. At the end of February 
1890 he bought 'a serviceable £6 horse' for exercise, but was not well 
enough to use it.5 2 He had decided to leave politics and was consider-
ing taking up the Agent Generalship. On 9 June he told Rolleston 
that he had obtained three medical opinions, all advised him to 
resign, and he was going to do so.5 3 Nevertheless within two weeks 
he was back in the House. His colleagues felt that the government 
could not survive without Atkinson at least as its nominal head. They 
had prevailed upon him to remain in office until the next election 
even though he would be seldom able to attend the House, and his 
doctors had absolutely forbidden him to join in debate. 

It is hard to explain his decision. Possibly Atkinson felt that no one 
but himself could be trusted at the Treasury. If he left his post the 
free-trading right wing might take control and embark upon oppres-
sive retrenchment — or the opposition might successfully invade the 
Treasury benches and undo his careful economies in public works and 
the civil service. He was a man who enjoyed authority and was im-
patient of subordinate roles — and was therefore reluctant to give 
up the Premiership even though he knew that he could wield only 
a remnant of the Premier's power. And he was certainly worried about 
his personal financial position and the straitened financial circum-
stances in which his death might leave his widow and youngest 
children. The Premier's salary was important to him (the more so 
since, unlike many of his contemporaries, he seems never to have 
used public office for private gain). Certainly he was too ill to con-
sider the question dispassionately. Any strain brought on prolonged 
fits of nervous debility.54 

The right wing grew incredulous and then furious after 1889 when 
it realised that Atkinson was not going to retire. Bryce spoke at 
Hamilton on 15 February 1890 in favour of retrenchment severe 
enough to permit the abolition of the property tax, and R. J. S. 
Harman was writing to Hall that 'a good many persons' wanted 
'someone whose ideas are of the Bryce type' to replace Atkinson at 

8 1 A. G. Horton, to J. Hall, 14 October 1889, ibid., box 30; A. Saunders to J. 
Hall, 21 April 1890, ibid., box 31; W. Rolleston to J. Hall, 22 May 1890, ibid. 
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the Treasury. Ideally, Hall would be Premier.5 5 The 'Scarecrow 
Ministry's' last session was thoroughly unsatisfactory from every 
angle. The country seemed depressed politically as well as financially. 
The 1890 Budget drew the smallest audience for fifteen years. The 
Press Gallery was almost empty and only four Legislative Councillors 
bothered to attend.5 6 Atkinson was too weak to read it himself and it 
was read for him by Mitchelson, the Colonial Secretary. There was 
a small surplus, but there was no easing of taxation to comfort the 
indebted, and no increase in public works spending to cheer the 
unemployed. Nevertheless the Budget was the most elevating event 
of the session. A batch of Labour Bills introduced in response to the 
report of the Sweating Commission was lost in its entirety. A Bill to 
reform the Legislative Council was indignantly suppressed by its 
intended victim. Atkinson tried again to retire at the end of June but 
a caucus of ministerialist supporters prevailed upon him to stay. 
Mitchelson argued that if Atkinson left office Ballance would have 
to be the next Premier: no one from the government side of the House 
could win a majority. The vote on a resolution asking Atkinson to 
stay was carried by fifty-four votes to one. Again, therefore, Atkinson 
acquiesced.57 He probably wanted to be persuaded to stay, otherwise 
it is hard to see why he did not simply tell his party that his doctors 
forbade him to carry on; even the back-benchers could see that he 
was dying and no fair protest could have been made. This would 
have forced them to select another leader from the talent available 
and make the best of the resulting political situation. 

It was the worst possible time to have a Premier who was incapable 
of governing. Before the end of the session economic and social prob-
lems were compounded by the colony's first general strike. In Sep-
tember the administration made timid gestures at mediating between 
strikers and employers, but otherwise passively watched the defeat 
of the workers and the destruction of the new unions. The majority 
of the cabinet strongly supported this industrial infanticide and would 
probably have been willing to join in the slaughter on the side of 
the employers, as their successors did in somewhat different circum-
stances in 1913 and 1951. Certainly there would have been plenty 
of support for such action. The New Zealand Herald urged it strongly, 
and so did private spokesmen.58 It was probably Atkinson who 
baulked at overt aid to the employers,59 who were managing very 
well on their own, with plenty of depression-provided strikebreakers 

8 8 R.J.S. Harman to J. Hall, 8 July 1890, Hall mss., box 32. Harman, a pros-
perous land agent and a partner of E.C.J. Stevens, M.L.C., had come to Canter-
bury on one of the first four ships. 
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at their disposal. Between August and November 1890, as the strike 
ran its course, W. P. Reeves said 'the Oligarchs lost their last 
chance'.6 0 Atkinson was not himself an 'oligarch' but by the end of 
1890 he was too debilitated to act on behalf of his own beliefs. He 
fell helplessly into the hands of the conservative wing of the minis-
terialists who were ready to wield whatever authority remained in 
Atkinson's hands to checkmate Ballance. 

Despite the manifest shortcomings of the 'Scarecrow Ministry' 
Atkinson did not expect that it would be defeated in the 1890 elec-
tion. He seemed unaware of the havoc wrought by his retention of 
the Premiership which left a vacuum at the centre of power. He 
meant to stand for Egmont and to continue in office in 1891. These 
expectations, alone, show how remote he was from political reality 
by the end of 1890. His political world was dominated by Budgets, 
and in the dim haze through which he saw everything else he could 
discern no one capable of nursing New Zealand through the depres-
sion. Atkinson did not see how the colony could do without him, 
nor he without the colony. 

Both left and right, however, expected great changes after the 
election. The hopes of the Lyttleton Times before December, and the 
immediate, fearful reaction of the conservatives as soon as the results 
became known, show that both sides were aware of the election's 
importance. It came after eleven years of depression, after the first 
major class conflict in New Zealand history, and was the first to be 
fought under the one man, one vote, electoral laws. It brought to 
power the first party government in our history, and returned the 
first members who called themselves representatives of 'Labour'. 
Reeves saw it as a watershed, and Hall thought it the beginning of 
the end. Many historians have agreed with Reeves; others have sought 
to denigrate its importance completely. W. R. Armstrong attempts 
the latter at some length,61 and his views are reiterated more briefly 
by 'W.J.G.' in Common Mistakes in History. He says, 'How did the 
general election of 1890 gain the reputation of a "political revolution" 
in New Zealand history? There is nothing in contemporary facts or 
comment to justify the label.'62 'W.J.G.'s' view is supported by 
evidence such as the optimism of Atkinson, who saw no issues at stake 
in the election, and by the statements of many conservatives who 
expected the 1891 House to be even more cautious than its predeces-
sor.6 3 Had there been a marked political-revolutionary feeling 
throughout the colony, as Reeves suggests there was, these illusions 
would have been shattered well before polling day. In fact, they 
persisted in some quarters even after the results were known. The 
New Zealand Herald, admittedly not a very perceptive observer of 

8 0 Reeves, The Long White Cloud, p. 280. 
8 1 Armstrong, 'The Politics of Development', pp. 299-310. 
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83 New Zealand Herald, 6 October 1890, p. 4; 6 November 1890, p. 4; 17 
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climacterics, saw nothing but apathy in the colony in general after 
the election. And apathy had possessed the House more often than 
any other mood throughout the 1890 session.64 

Nevertheless, there is a good deal to justify Reeves's label, too. 
Some of it can be deduced from newspapers,65 and a good deal of 
it comes from Canterbury where there was a fierce battle between 
the camps of Reeves and Hall, and where political feeling seems to 
have been fiercer than in any other province. As soon as the election 
results were out, a conservative eôterie surrounding Hall recognised 
that Atkinson had lost, and that the Liberals would be the next 
government. The prospect of Ballance as the next Premier, with 
Reeves and Seddon in his cabinet, drove them into a frenzy. At once 
they turned to the only resource left to them — Atkinson, who, 
despite his party's defeat at the polls, was entitled to exercise the 
Premier's authority until he formally resigned. Atkinson still vaguely 
hoped that when the House assembled early in 1891 he would be 
able to repeat the manoeuvre of 1887 and 'get a Govt together'. But 
he was bewildered and uncertain and asked Hall, Whitaker, Russell 
and Rolleston what he should do. He told Hall he was 'not at all fit 
to do any real fighting in Parliament'.66 

Parliamentary warfare was not, however, what Hall and his friends 
had in mind. Dr M. S. Grace of Wellington, M.D., M.L.C., C.M.G., 
Count of the Holy Roman Empire, suggested to Rolleston that if 
Ballance could not be kept out of office, he could nevertheless "be 
prevented easily from doing mischief if Atkinson could be persuaded 
'to make appointments freely and boldly to the Council, alleging the 
Country alarmed would support him'. Grace had already urged this 
course upon Atkinson but had found him hesitant and noncommittal. 
'Do you thoroughly understand Atkinson? Do I? Do anyone? [sic]' 
he fretted to Rolleston.67 J. D. Ormond thought that Atkinson must 
resign, but wrote to Hall urging that when Atkinson did so he should 
advise the Governor to send for Bryce and Russell, not Ballance, and 
give them the chance to form a ministry if they could. Hall was to 
impress this upon Atkinson.68 

On 20 December Atkinson went to Christchurch to see Hall, 
Rolleston and George McLean. Hall had been growing more and more 
alarmed at the 'smatterings of communistic theories' which he de-
tected amongst the Liberals. He felt that the political condition of 
New Zealand had 'become such that only some sense of duty to the 
land which has given one wealth, and a desire to protect what one 
has to lose reconcile one to remaining in N.Z.'6 9 

8 4 ibid., 6 December 1890, p. 4; 8 December 1890, pp. 4, 5. 
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Hall played a decisive role in the events of late 1890 and early 
1891, leading up to the appointment of seven new Legislative Coun-
cillors, but his influence cannot be traced in precise detail. There is 
almost nothing of value in the Rolleston and Atkinson papers on this 
period, and Hall's own papers are not comprehensive. What evidence 
there is, however, suggests that Atkinson had not made up his mind 
to appoint more Legislative Councillors until he saw Hall just before 
Christmas, 1890, and that after conversations with Hall, Rolleston and 
McLean the decision was made. At the meeting Hall dominated pro-
ceedings — Atkinson was ill and indecisive, Rolleston recollected 
that he himself had said very little, and McLean was a minor figure 
compared with the other three.7 0 Further, rather circumstantial, 
evidence of Hall's importance as the conservative leader is indicated 
in the number of letters written to him urging him to direct Atkinson 
during his last weeks of power.7 1 

Hall believed that the Legislative Council should be reinforced as 
a bulwark against any liberal measures Ballance might get through 
the lower House if he were able to form a viable administration. 
The idea was not new. It had been canvassed as early as May 1890 
when the Governor, Lord Onslow, had invited Atkinson to submit a 
list of appointees to be announced at once 'if things go wrong with 
you in the House or Country'. By 30 June he had the 'little list'.72 

On 16 December, as soon as the election results were known, Onslow 
reminded Atkinson of this weapon, but efforts to persuade Atkinson 
to make immediate use of it failed. Grace and Bryce 7 3 both tried to 
move Atkinson, and Whitaker and Russell came to Wellington before 
Atkinson went to Christchurch on 20 December. But Atkinson still 
hesitated until after he had seen Hall.7 4 

There had been open talk of appointments to the Council since 
at least August 1890, and the New Zealand Herald reported agitation 
in Wellington in October against appointments, but it was not until 
early January, after Atkinson had been persuaded, that the 'great 
noise' made by the opposition began to alarm some of Atkinson's 
henchmen.75 Even Onslow, who had had a good deal to do with the 
framing of the scheme in the first place, had sudden doubts. On 17 

7 0 W. Rolleston to J. Hall, 9 January 1891, ibid., box 4. 
7 1 ibid., boxes 33 and 34. 
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January he showed Atkinson a petition against the appointments and 
formally asked for advice. Atkinson was sometimes slow to come to 
a decision, but held stubbornly to any course he had decided upon, 
and having determined to make appointments, would not now be 
deterred. He replied that Grey and Stout had between them nomin-
ated twenty-one Legislative Councillors in five years of power; Hall, 
Whitaker and Atkinson had elevated eight in eight years. Now 
Atkinson was asking for only seven more. On 19 January he formally 
advised Onslow to make the appointments. On 20 January Onslow, 
still anxious to escape with his hands as clean as possible, asked 
Atkinson if, in view of the 'uncertainty of the strength of parties . . . 
since the general election', the seven nominees were those 'best calcu-
lated to strengthen the efficiency of the Upper House'. Atkinson 
replied that they were, and Onslow called Sir H. A. Atkinson, C. C. 
Bowen, J. Fulton, C. J. Johnston, J. D. Ormond, W. D. Stewart and 
J. B. Whyte to the Legislative Council.76 The appointments were 
gazetted on 23 January 1891. 

This was Atkinson's last political battle. On the day that he was 
called to the Council he resigned the Premiership and passed into 
political limbo. He was pursued by vitriolic abuse from the liberal 
press and censure from conservative papers, who had begun to fear 
that the appointments would goad the in-coming government into 
unimaginable excesses.77 The appointments were a partisan political 
act of doubtful constitutional propriety, and they seem to have done 
more to colour later views of Atkinson than anything else in his long 
career. Like a deathbed conversion, they wiped out his long aliena-
tion from the right wing and his many sins against conservatism, and 
enabled him to be classed as a reactionary at the moment of his 
political demise although for ten years he had been notoriously 
heretical on social issues, and even on financial policy. 
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