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ONE 
BY-PRODUCT of the great depression in New Zealand was the 

mushroom growth of a political reform movement, the New Zealand 
Legion. This self-styled 'emergency Movement to meet a national 
crisis', which flourished during 1933, has remained something of an 
enigma in the political and social history of the depression. To treat 
the Legion as a phenomenon in isolation, however, is to under-rate 
its significance as a movement representing widely-held views about 
the role of the state in society. These attitudes were accentuated by 
the slump, but were in any case undercurrents in New Zealand 
political life. Many people believed that laissez-faire policies were 
not merely relevant to conditions in the twenties and thirties, but 
were essential to economic recovery. Government activity of almost 
every kind was regarded as dangerous; it undermined moral self-
reliance and, by raising taxation, weakened business confidence. 
Conservative editors assured their readers that 'prosperity, when 
properly viewed, will increase in inverse ratio to the amount of 
legislative control'.1 The Legion's call for the abolition of party 
politics was complementary to this fear of bureaucracy and annoy-
ance at unbusinesslike government. The continuity of attitudes in the 
United Party of 1927-35, the Legion, and the Democrat Party of 
1934-35, further indicates that the Legion was a part of conservative 
protest rather than a lunatic element or a fascist group.2 

The Legion arose as a result of frustration among conservatives 
at the Reform Party's ineffectiveness; it was not, as some have 
thought, a right-wing reaction to the riots of 1932. Conservatives 
were far from unanimous in their reactions to the riots.3 Further-

1 Hawke's Bay Herald, 20 August 1932, p. 6 (5). 
2 M. C. Pugh, 'The New Zealand Legion and Conservative Protest in the 

Great Depression', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1969, p. 184. The aim 
of abolishing party politics, explicitly stated at Legion meetings, has led at least 
one writer to suspect sinister objectives in the minds of the Legion founders. 
See K. G. Fraser, Ungrateful People, reissue, Wellington, 1961, p. 47; R. M. 
Burdon, The New Dominion: A Social and Political History of New Zealand 
1918-39, Wellington, 1962, p. 175. 

3 The Wellington Chamber of Commerce demanded that the Government 
'make the utmost effort to put the leaders of the Communist party in New 
Zealand into custody forthwith'. Wellington Chamber of Commerce Minutes, 12 
May 1932, p. 63, Offices of the Wellington Chamber of Commerce. Other busi-
nessmen thought that economic retrenchment had gone too far, blamed Coates 
for the riots, and agitated for the alleviation of distress among the unemployed. 
See Rodney Coates to Coates, 19 April 1932; and C. A. Arthur to Lord Bledisloe, 
21 April 1932, Coates Papers, Packet 1, General Assembly Library, Wellington. 

49 



50 MICHAEL C. PUGH 

more, the passage of the Public Safety Conservation Bill (April 1932), 
the slight improvement in relief work conditions, and the relapse 
into despair by the unemployed precluded any lasting civil strife.4 

Equally significant was that in New Zealand, unlike New South 
Wales, a coalition of conservatives was in power; there was no 
radical Lang in New Zealand to provoke the formation of a New 
Guard. Nevertheless the disturbances in Dunedin, Wellington and 
Auckland in 1932 high-lighted dramatically the distressing economic 
situation. Between 1929 and 1932 export prices had declined by 
almost 50%, and over 50,000 men had become unemployed. And 
then, in April 1932, the Minister of Finance (Downie Stewart) pre-
dicted a budget deficit of £8.3 million for the coming financial year. 
With the prospect of economic disaster looming ahead conservatives 
demanded tighter control over government activity and expenditure. 

Some Hawke's Bay Reformers headed the protest at the apparent 
drift of government policy. In April 1932 a Waipukurau sheep farmer, 
J. D. Ormond jnr., together with C. R. Watson (the secretary of the 
Waipawa Reform Party) and J. F . Nelson (another sheep farmer), 
discussed policy and organisation with the Reform Party Leader, 
J. G. Coates, and the party executive.5 The dissidents made little 
headway, however, and they called a meeting in Hastings on 2 July 
1932 with the aim of forming a new party. A subsequent tour of the 
country by Ormond during July revealed similar discontent among 
other Reformers. F. J. Rolleston (Attorney-General and Minister of 
Justice and Defence, 1926-28) 'was disgusted with the present state 
of things'. In Timaru a committee of businessmen was 'working on 
much the same lines' as the Hawke's Bay group, and in Dunedin 
A. E. Davy 'was at work'. Thirty of these men met in Palmerston 
North on 23 July 1932 and agreed to set up the New Zealand National 
Movement, forerunner of the Legion. A prominent British ex-army 
officer and sheep farmer, Major J. R. V. Sherston, was appointed 
organiser and meetings were held with farmers and businessmen in 
Hawke's Bay.6 

This protest came partly from young Reformers, like Ormond and 
Marcus Smith (Mayor of Dannevirke), who were casualties of the 
1931 Coalition election arrangement to support sitting members. In 
part the sheep farmers among the dissidents were feeling the effects 
of the slump in wool prices and believed that the market situation 
for wool and meat had been worsened by 'State extravagance, reck-

4 See R. J. Noonan, 'The Riots of 1932: A study of social unrest in Auck-
land, Wellington and Dunedin', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland. 1969, pp. 
181-2. 

5 Ormond had defied the Coalition election pax of 1931 and, with assistance 
from the political organiser, A. E. Davy, and local Reformers, he had stood for 
the Waipawa seat against a Coalition-United M.P. Much of the information 
about the National Movement was obtained from a document written by one 
of its founders. 

6 National Opinion, 5 July 1934, p. 14. 
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less borrowing and Socialistic legislation'.7 State activity was regarded 
as intolerable even by farmers in distress. The pettiness and paro-
chialism of party politics and the advanced age of M.P.s were other 
reasons given for the Movement's formation. The founders decided 
not to create a new party. They favoured a non-party organisation 
'to ensure the return to Parliament of men (or women) best qualified 
to govern the Country in the interests of all'. In spite of its origins 
and its anti-socialism it was, therefore, to be open to supporters of 
all existing political parties. Preservation of individualism was a major 
goal, and was enshrined in policy advocating encouragement to 
private enterprise, an end to government interference, and the 
eradication of party spirit (though the Movement did not advocate 
the outright abolition of parties). Overall, the aim was to put the 
Government of the Dominion 'on a sound and efficient basis'.8 The 
National Movement had a knack of producing platitudes, a skill at 
which its successor, the Legion, became even more proficient. 

By the end of 1932 the New Zealand National Movement had 
made little progress. Its protest was confined to small groups of 
businessmen, farmers and local Reform officials. In fact throughout 
1932 little conservative protest had disturbed the Coalition's deflation-
ary operations, which included the National Expenditure Adjustment 
Act and the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Amendment Act. 
Major Sherston had difficulty in persuading people to take an in-
terest in the National Movement.9 The Movement would probably 
have faded out of existence if Coates had not forced the banks to 
raise the exchange rate on sterling from £NZ100 — EStllO to 
£NZ100 = £Stl25 on 19 January 1933. This inflationary measure, the 
subject of bitter controversy, threatened conservative stability and 
contributed to the growth of the New Zealand Legion. 

On few occasions in New Zealand's history have conservatives been 
so vitriolic against a government which they themselves had helped 
into power. Farmers, and businessmen who had close financial ties 
with farmers, had long agitated for a rise in the rate of exchange 
on sterling to inflate their incomes. But businessmen whose enterprises 
were affected by the increased price of imports, or who feared that 
the adverse effect of the new rate on the budget would result in 
higher taxation, were extremely hostile. After a smouldering feud 
with Coates, their spokesman, Downie Stewart (the only Cabinet 
member from a city constituency), resigned his ministry in protest. 
A group of mainly business M.P.s who referred to Forbes and Coates 
as 'the most dangerous revolutionaries in the land' were excluded 
from caucus, and at one stage the collapse of the Coalition seemed 

7 N.Z. National Movement Circular No. 2, October 1932, Legion Papers, 
Packet 3, University of Auckland Library; see also New Zealand Worker, 7 June 
1933, p. 2 (2-3). 

8 N.Z. National Movement Circular, No. 2. 
» R. C. Begg, The Secret of the Knife, Norwich, 1965, p. 84. 
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a possibility. 10 Prime Minister Forbes was astonished at the strength 
of the opposition, both in and outside Parliament.11 Urban conser-
vatives were so incensed at the Coalition's new policy that several 
right-wing protest movements appeared. The editor of the Press 
(Christchurch) noted: 'There is hardly a town in New Zealand that 
has not lately seen the launching of a new party or at least a branch 
of one.'12 However, these groups, often eccentric and violently anti-
socialist, never resolved the dilemma that by dividing conservatism 
they were making the Labour Party's task easier. 

It was uncomfortable for conservatives to realise that by denounc-
ing their Government they were giving hope to Labour supporters. 
Troubled minds found solace in blaming a more abstract adversary 
— party politics and the political system. The unsatisfactory political 
and economic situation was said to have been caused by exaggerated 
party spirit. It was argued that 'no one would welcome any movement 
in New Zealand wishing to apply the strong-arm methods . . . used 
by the Fascisti, the Nazis or the Bolsheviki; but that does not mean 
that the people of New Zealand are so firmly shackled to old political 
labels that they cannot evolve for themselves a movement which will 
give . . . this country a new national sense.'13 G. S. Thomson, the 
Reform candidate for Dunedin North in 1928, suggested that 'democ-
racy . . . is a myth, and that the unholy mob led by unscrupulous, 
place-seeking labour secretaries, presidents and other officials simply 
must be kept . . . in restraint. To accomplish this we must, if neces-
sary, establish even in "God's own country", a dictatorship that will 
wipe out Parliament as at present constituted . . . . the time has 
arrived for the surgeon's knife to be used to cut the cancerous growths 
out of the body politic.'14 Whatever the nature of the cure, a sub-
stantial number of people agreed that what was required was 'an act 
of exorcism' — 'a cleansed and invigorated national political con-

10 Truth, 5 April 1933, p. 10 (4). There was a caucus to discipline the M.P.s, 
Harris, McDougall, McSkimming, Wright, Stallworthy and Veitch, on 16 
February 1933. See Southland Times, 17 February 1933, p. 7 (3). The Labour 
Party's Executive thought that its long-awaited opportunity for power had 
arrived. See Executive Report 17th Annual Conference, 17 April 1933, New 
Zealand Labour Party Papers, Head Office, Wellington. 

11 E. Salmond to Stewart, 10 April 1933, Stewart Papers, Drawer 3, Dictator-
ship Folder, Hocken Library, Dunedin. Protest meetings were held in all the 
main urban centres. See Dominion, 27 January 1933, p. 10 (6); Christchurch 
Press, 2 February 1933, p. 13 (1-2); Auckland Star, 20 January 1933, p. 8 (4). 

12 Christchurch Press, 23 February 1933, p. 8 (3); see also Otago Daily 
Times, 22 August 1933, p. 6 (4-5). Downie Stewart was under considerable 
pressure to lead a new party. He refused, partly because he realised he would 
be dividing conservatism. See e.g. the entries for 19 and 20 January in Stewart's 
1933 Diary, and letters to Stewart dated 20 January 1933 from J. B. Donald. 
H. Reimers, and R. C. O'Connor, Stewart Papers, Drawer 4, Exchange Folder. 

13 Southland Times, 24 May 1933, p. 6 (5). 
14 Otago Dailu Times, 26 August 1933, p. 14 (4-5). Thomson was not 

referring specifically to the surgeon who became leader of the Legion — Dr 
Begg. The Dominion's correspondence columns were particularly full of these 
challenges. See issues of 7 February 1933, p. 9 (7); 13 February 1933, p. 11 
(7); 17 February 1933, p. 13 (7); 25 March 1933, p. 12 (5). 
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science'.15 With party politics in disrepute, the National Movement's 
efforts to purify political morality gained a new relevance and 
attracted greater interest among conservatives. During the early 
months of 1933 J. D. Ormond and Major Sherston had sought a 
figure-head, untarnished by party politics, to direct the Movement — 
renamed the New Zealand Legion. They persuaded a Wellington 
surgeon, Dr Robert Campbell Begg, to take command and extend the 
Legion's influence throughout the country. 

Dr Begg's background inspired confidence. He had emerged from 
a purposeful Presbyterian upbringing in Dunedin with an M.A. and 
M.Sc. at the age of twenty-one. He studied medicine and gained 
degrees at Edinburgh. After experience as a medical officer in the 
Transvaal and the Near East he took up residence in Wellington 
as a specialist consultant in urology. He topped the poll in the 
Wellington Hospital Board election of 1931, and was a prominent 
witness before the National Expenditure Commission of February 
1932.16 By 1933 Begg had become well-known in Wellington for his 
forthright views on efficiency in health administration. The surgeon 
had a genuine desire to improve political life, though his enthusiasm 
was not matched by political acumen. As a speaker he was earnest 
and sincere, but his oratory was unimpressive — described by a 
Legionnaire as placid, undemonstrative . . . which would not appeal 
to the average elector or the auctioneer'.17 His weakness on the public 
platform was exemplified by his insistence on answering only written 
questions, and when heckled he was 'slow and generally feeble in 
the come-back, and plainly exhibited] his annoyance'.18 He lacked 
charisma; it was his diligence, idealism and freedom from party taint 
that made Begg the kind of man who could rally dissident and 
bewildered conservatives. 

Believing that the country was on the brink of a serious crisis, 
Begg agreed to tap 'responsible opinion' and convene a conference. 
It met on 8 February 1933, and comprised fifty Wellington citizens 
and fifteen farmers ('chosen' from the Hawke's Bay, Poverty Bay, 
Wairarapa and Manawatu districts). Begg explained that the move-
ment would 'teach the people their responsibility as units in a demo-
cratic Government'; maintain law and order; support the establish-
ment of a truly national party; 'encourage and stimulate what is best 
in our public life'.19 Guaranteed £100 by the founders, Begg em-
barked on organisation. Between 17 February and 26 March he 
travelled 5,276 miles and addressed forty-two meetings throughout 

15 Dominion, 11 March 1933. p. 10 (2); see also Otago Daily Times, 20 May 
1933, p. 10 (6); Hawke's Bay Herald, 22 February 1933, p. 4 (5). 

16 National Opinion, 16 November 1933, p. 14; National Expenditure Com-
mission 1932, T 66/4, Health Dept., pp. 1-83, National Archives, Wellington. 

« Southland Times, 8 May 1933, p. 4 (6). 
18 New Zealand Worker, 26 April 1933, p. 6 (5); see also Nelson Evening 

Mail, 21 June 1933, p. 2 (4). 
19 New Zealand Herald, 13 March 1933, p. 11 (7); see also Christchurch 

Press, 22 February 1933, p. 8 (7). 
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the country — all of them closed to the press.20 Secrecy heightened 
public curiosity. The response in this first month was indeed encour-
aging. For one shilling some 2,000 members, 'of integrity, intelli-
gence, reputation and strength of character', had pledged 'to make 
any necessary personal sacrifice for the sake of the Country'.21 The 
Legion was hailed as a new spirit in political life which could pull 
New Zealand out of the mire. The editor of the New Zealand Herald 
decided that 'the general body of citizens, confessedly unable them-
selves to grapple with perplexities . . . look on with a craven help-
lessness. A vague sense of menace prevails. This movement should 
inspire courage by its certainty of touch no less than by its whole-
some ideals. It deserves success.'22 With the blessing of most of the 
Press, and a diligent leader, the Legion had good prospects for 
success. It appeared that the Legion could not have been formed at 
a more propitious time. Parliament and party politics had reached 
a nadir in public esteem, the Coalition had failed to fulfil its early 
promise and the inflationary policies of J. G. Coates, such as the 
raising of the exchange rate, had prevailed in the Government. 
Cleansing the body politic in a non-socialist spirit deluded many into 
believing that the Legion would unite, if not the nation, at least con-
servatives. The Legion claimed that various political and self-
interested 'quacks' had 'not made a proper diagnosis' of the depres-
sion disease.23 The surgeon and his team of Legionnaires set out to 
cure this unhealthy situation. 

Dr Begg's diagnosis of the slump was ingenious in its neglect of 
logical economic explanations. He declared that New Zealand's 
problem was primarily moral and political; the depression had merely 
worsened a situation already undermined by lack of moral courage 
and national spirit. A dominance of sectional selfishness over national 
interest had brought politics into disrepute and caused the parlia-
mentary machine to break down. As the exchange rate crisis had 
shown, pressure group influences and 'party dictatorship' had cur-
tailed the freedom of M.P.s. S. G. Holland expressed the sentiment 
prevalent among his fellow Legionnaires when, notwithstanding his 
father's abject 'party' vote on exchange, he stated that 'New Zealand 
had bred a team of "political smoogers", who had to keep on side 
with their leaders in order to make their future secure'.24 In 1933 
Sid. Holland's political ambitions appear to have been focussed on 
a non-party system. Generally, however, Legionnaires were careful 
not to blame any particular party for the crisis. Begg believed that 
politicians were honest in their endeavours and that since the system 

2 0 Itinerary in Forming the New Zealand Legion, Legion Papers, Packet 1; 
Otago Daily Times, 4 March 1933, p. 8 (6). 

21 Constitution and Rules of the New Zealand Legion, Legion Papers, Packet 
1; New Zealand Herald, 20 March 1933, p. 10 (6). 

22 New Zealand Herald, 17 March 1933, p. 8 (3); see also Hawke's Bay 
Herald, 8 April 1933, p. 4 (5). 

23 Light on the Legion, 1933, p. 1, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 
24 Auckland Star, 24 March 1933, p. 7 (7). 
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was wrong a mere change in personnel would make little difference. 
Blame rested squarely with the electors who had shunned self-
reliance and were now dependent on government assistance: 'Pam-
pered in our standard of living, surrounded by luxuries which we 
have not earned, servile and dependent on that mysterious entity, 
the Government, we now act like a broken army whose morale has 
vanished.'25 Moral uplift and sound principles of government were 
the sine qua non of economic restoration. The Legion would not wait 
for a price recovery; its 'inner significance is the reconstruction of 
political thought . . . and its earliest results must be moral before 
they are material.'26 

Lack of a policy was initially the Legion's greatest strength be-
cause in theory it enabled members of all parties to join and still 
retain their party affiliations. A political platform would cause con-
troversy and dissension. The Legion had to be 'a spiritual movement, 
drawing to itself men of goodwill, whom it will lead on a new 
crusade. That is the problem — to call up a crusading spirit, to sound 
a rallying cry, not to elaborate details of policy. Details divide, we 
need to unite . . . . give us a creed, a confession of faith, high in its 
ideals, daring in its demands.'27 In this fashion the Legion evaded 
the bogey of dividing the forces of conservatism. It was not denied 
that eventually decisions would have to be made regarding political 
reforms, but much faith was placed in the notion that reconstruction 
of the country could be secured through unbiased reason and dis-
interested effort. The great variety of opinions would be channelled 
to a common cause and, in a spirit of open-mindedness, a harmony 
of thought could be achieved. It was seriously suggested, for example, 
that the army of unemployed could only be eliminated by the con-
centrated thought and goodwill of everybody. 

Emphasis on the moral rather than the economic crisis enabled 
Legionnaires to crusade with platitudes, such as 'We stand for what 
is right. We are the enemies of what is wrong.'28 In the absence of 
policy details such rhetoric, often evangelical, nationalistic and 
martial, was an important factor in the Legion's early success. It was 
indicative of conservative confusion in the depression that thousands 
should flock to hear what one editor described as 'airy flapdoodle'.29 

In a mood of passionate nationalism, for example, Begg questioned 
New Zealand's dependence on Britain: 'We must boldly look far into 
the future to discover our destiny, must develop the national con-
sciousness which will permit us to take our rightful place, not as a 
colony or dependency, but as a partner . . . a nation in a comraon-

25 Legion Circular 12, p. 2, and Light on the Legion, pp. 6-7, Legion Papers, 
Packet 1. 

26 Dominion, 27 April 1933, p. 10 (2); see also New Zealand Herald, 24 
August 1933, p. 11 (4); Otago Daily Times, 22 March 1933, p. 8 (2). 

27 National Opinion, 7 September 1933, p. 3; see also Southland Times, 8 
May 1933, p. 4 (4); Legion Circular 3, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 

28 Light on the Legion, p. 15. 
2» Truth, 19 July 1933, p. 13 (4). 
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wealth of nations . . . . we should stand on our own feet, plan the 
future and proudly develop the spirit of nationhood.'30 The Legion's 
nationalism corresponded to its ideal of self-reliance. 

To undertake the task of regenerating the nation's morale could so 
easily have implied arrogance. But the responsibility was assumed 
modestly, with 'humility and solemn dedication'. An attitude of 
reverence ensured that difficulties would be alleviated by divine 
intervention. It was a mark of weakness for individuals to rely on 
the state and for New Zealand to lean on Britain, but Major Sherston 
admitted that unless the Legion 'relied upon a Higher Power, and 
acknowledged our allegiance thereto, our work was likely to be in 
vain'.31 The movement would be a brotherhood of individuals in-
stilling a sense of public duty and Christian service into political 
life. In the Legion bible and flag were not just extras, they were 
standard equipment. 

Much of the Legion's rhetoric was as relevant to the battlefield 
as to the pulpit. Analogy between war and depression was particu-
larly suited to the Legion's needs; both crises could be solved by 
comradeship and morale boosting. Memories of the Gallipoli dis-
aster were summoned to arouse the same spirit of service for the 
nation: 'In time of peace', asked one Legionnaire, 'is there still no 
war?'3 2 The powerful sentiments which the Legion cultivated among 
bewildered conservatives can be judged from the emotion of the 
Legionnaire who wrote: 'On this Anzac Day, when memories of those 
young men who made the supreme sacrifice are still green, there 
comes a call for service in a cause . . . worthy of one's best effort. At 
to-day's beautiful service, when looking at the mounted soldier on 
the top of the War Memorial, with his arm stretched upward, it 
seemed to me he was pointing the way for us out of greed, selfish-
ness, class strife, and party antagonisms, to . . . the spirit of love and 
sacrifice.'33 The Legion looked back to military 'glories' of the past 
for a solution to the economic crisis of the present. 

The Legion, though proud of its unorthodoxy, recited the anti-
statist views which had intensified since Coates began extending 
state regulation in the mid-twenties. The Legion proposed to guard 
against bureaucracy and, ignoring the trends to a regulated economy, 
to insist on rigid demarcation between state and private enterprise. 
There was nothing novel in the Legion's repetition of the laissez-
faire cliche — 'The time has come for a real observance of the line: 
"More business in government, and less government in business.'"34 

Nor was anything more hackneyed in right-wing attitudes than the 

30 National Opinion, 10 August 1933, p. 1. 
31 Wanganui Herald, 27 April 1933, p. 11 (4); see also Nelson Evening 

Mail, 27 June 1933, p. 3 (5); Light on the Legion, p. 16. 
32 Nelson Evening Mail, 5 December 1933, p. 2 (4). 
33 Dominion. 26 April 1933, p. 11 (8). 
34 Light on the Legion, p. 12. 
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notion that success in making money out of others qualified business-
men to run the country. It was yet another feature of conservative 
protest to add that: 'The old, wasteful era of "State paternalism", 
with its costly expansion of social services, and other lavish expendi-
ture of revenue and loan moneys . . . must be ended.'35 The move-
ment's 'radicalism' generally meant stemming the demoralising drift 
to state aid, in lieu of individual effort and private enterprise. 

In its organisation as well as its aims the Legion reflected an 
emphasis on individualism. Machinery was created which gave each 
Legionnaire an opportunity to influence the Legion's operations and 
to formulate specific reform proposals. The individual was free to 
advocate his solutions to the depression at meetings, but suggestions 
had to gain the approval of all branches before being incorporated 
into the Legion's programme. As there were some 700 branches (co-
ordinated by eighteen divisions) throughout New Zealand, there was 
little cause for fear that the Legion would be stampeded into forming 
a policy. The activity of divisions and centres depended greatly on 
the ability and enthusiasm of their chairmen. For example, the 
Oamaru Division under the leadership of Frank Milner (the Rector 
of Waitaki Boys' High School) held forty-one town and thirty-nine 
country meetings in six months. Wellington centres were keen 
enough to hold public debates and speakers' training classes. In 
many towns, however, the initial meeting was also probably the final 
one. An excessively democratic framework alone was insufficient to 
generate ideas and decisions on political reform. Organisers faced 
the problem of permitting democratic participation but preventing 
the chaos which such individualism promoted. In practice the 
Legionnaire's freedom of action was limited (he was prohibited, for 
example, from exerting any influence on M.P.s in the performance 
of their duty 3 6) , and officials issued instructions for discussion at 
meetings. The major task of the National Executive was to direct 
the minds of Legionnaires, and a great mass of material was issued, 
including model constitutions, articles on proportional representation 
and reprints of Dr Begg's speeches. Most of it reflected the Legion's 
fear of unbridled government. Without the provision of agendas a 
dearth of resourceful ideas would have contributed to an earlier 
collapse of some centres than was the case. The individual was 
apathetic without stimulation; the leadership was powerless without 
mass approval of decisions. Consequently between February and July 
1933 few decisions were made at all, and the movement began to 
lose its initial momentum. Many Legionnaires were content merely 
to register a protest against the Government. 

The functioning of this comprehensive organisation required sub-
stantial finance. An estimate of £12,400 was prepared for the first 
year of operation, but this faith in the Legion's future growth was 

35 Legion Circular ] 1, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 
36 Constitution and Rules of the New Zealand Legion. 
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optimistic — the expenditure between 20 February and 15 July 1933 
was only £1,225.3 7 Raising even this sum was an embarrassment, and 
without funds idealism proved impotent. However, confidence was 
slow to subside and the National Council of delegates decided to 
embark on what proved to be the unprofitable venture of publishing 
a fortnightly journal — National Opinion. The sponsors of Legion 
Press Ltd. asserted that circulation would reach 12,000 and profits 
would be realised by the end of six months.38 Actual circulation 
reached only 2,400 and the paper was soon plagued by marketing 
and financial problems. It limped through twenty-seven issues, pro-
viding news of Legion activities and acting as a medium for the 
dissemination of depression panaceas. The journal was certainly a 
more efficient forum for ideas than centre meetings, but the £60 
needed to produce each number became an insupportable burden. 
Legion literature was not a highly marketable product. 

The nature of the Legion's impact on the country emphasises its 
role as a conservative protest group. Initially Dr Begg envisaged 
that, with the aid of public enrolling booths, the Legion would 
secure mass acceptance. His original target was 400,000 members, 
but by the end of 1933 when membership was at its maximum the 
enrolment was only 20,000. This was nevertheless an astonishing 
figure after barely a year's existence since, in comparison, the Labour 
Party's membership was about 30,000 and that of the Social Credit 
League an estimated 4,000.3 9 Attendance at the Legion's introductory 
public meetings was particularly high. In Dunedin, Nelson, Welling-
ton and Auckland the average audience was over 2,000 and gather-
ings of 500 were not uncommon in small towns such as Gore and 
Hastings. However, the movement made its greatest impact in areas 
traditionally represented by conservative M.P.s — such as Otago, 
Southland, Hawke's Bay, Taranaki and Nelson (each with over 2,000 
members). The formation of strong Legion centres was probably 
facilitated where either Reform or United Party organisation had 
broken down. The Reform committees of J. D. Ormond (Waipuku-
rau) and J. C. Kirkness (Oamaru), which were at variance with the 
central executive over the selection of Coalition candidates for the 
1931 election, are cases in point. 

Dr Begg was concerned as much with the quality of his Legion-
naires as with the quantity. All except the 'devotees of Lenin's doc-
trines of violence' were welcome, but preferably members were to 
be 'right-thinking men and women'. This in effect meant that the 

37 Minutes of the Provisional National Council — April 1933, and Sherston 
to Divisions, 10 May 1933, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 

38 Littlejohn to Divisions, 26 June 1933, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 
3 9 A. H. McLintock, ed., An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, Wellington, 

1966, II, 800; R. Clifton, 'Douglas Credit and the Labour Party 1930-35', M.A. 
thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1961, p. 97. Many people, attracted 
to a meeting out of curiosity, may have joined the Legion in a moment of zeal, 
only to neglect their 'patriotic duties' afterwards. At the height of the Legion's 
influence active committee members probably numbered less than 5,000. 
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active elements in the Legion were overwhelmingly conservative in 
political attitude. One critic revealed that the Eltham (Taranaki) 
Committee had been elected by a small group of men, most of whom 
owed allegiance to the Reform Party and the Protestant Political 
Association. Similar disclosures were made about committees in 
Christchurch, Nelson and New Plymouth.40 The impressions of 
hostile contemporaries are reinforced by the replies which I received 
to a questionnaire sent to committee members of the Legion. Fifty-
five Legionnaires who had voted in the 1931 election were traced; 
all but two had supported official or unofficial Coalition candidates. 
Fifty-eight Legionnaires who were traced had voted in 1935; forty-
three voted National and eight voted for the right-wing Democrat 
Party. The sample was small but it suggests that the Legion's leader-
ship was, privately at least, anti-Labour. 

The occupations represented in a larger sample (171) of the 
Legion's leadership show a majority (67%) of professional men, 
businessmen and sheep farmers — men of substance in high-earning, 
high-status occupational groups. The delegates who attended the 
Provisional National Council of April 1933 included lawyers (12), 
businessmen (12), doctors (4) , accountants (4) , farmers (4) , a rector, 
an engineer and a minister of religion. At a time when the collection 
of consultation fees was jeopardized by the reduced purchasing 
power of clients, lawyers and doctors were particularly receptive to 
the Legion's crusade.41 Unattached to strong pressure groups, they 
considered themselves objective spokesmen for the social and moral 
standards of their communities. In fact, a number of Legionnaires 
were community leaders in other spheres. The sample of 171 Legion-
naires included the Mayors and County Chairmen of fourteen towns 
and counties; thirty others served on local bodies and relief com-
mittees; another thirty were executive officers of Rotary and business 
organisations such as Chambers of Commerce. An analysis of ages 
also indicates that the Legion's leadership comprised well-established 
men. Nothing reveals the non-activist nature of the Legion more than 
the fact that nearly a quarter of the 134 members, whose age was 
determined, were over fifty-four. Among the venerated members Sir 
Truby King, founder of the Plunket Society and aged seventy-five, 
was enthusiastic about the new movement. He sent a telegram to 
Dr Begg: 'Enrol me forthwith for active service under your leader-
ship in promoting your own practical ideals for national organisa-

40 See Dominion, 30 May 1933, p. 11 (7); Taranaki Herald, 20 May 1933, 
p. 2 (7); Nelson Evening Mail, 17 July 1933, p. 6 (2); Christchurch Press, 18 
May 1933, p. 7 (3). It is difficult to imagine that some of the prominent 
Legionnaires were non-partisan. James Begg was a staunch Dunedin Reformer; 
D. M. Robertson had been Reform Party organiser in 1931; W. Hayward and 
E. E. Hammond were both past Chairmen of the United Party. Sid. Holland 
was President, in early 1933, of the Christchurch Citizen's Association — a body 
which was notoriously critical of the relief-work policy of the Labour Council. 

4 1 The difficulty of securing payment for professional services was illustrated 
by the experience of the Auckland Hospital Board, which in 1934 had to write 
off £23,347 in unpaid fees. New Zealand Herald, 22 May 1935, p. 10 (7). 
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tion.'42 Despite Sir Truby's eagerness, however, the Legion did not 
have the makings of an activist group. 

The Legion was not merely a movement of the small town bour-
geoisie expressing a fear of the bureaucratisation of society. Many 
Legionnaires were restating positive and creditable values. They saw 
the destiny of mankind as 'something higher than the accumulation 
of wealth, pleasure, or social position', and aimed 'to more fully 
develop and use their community instinct for the welfare of their 
fellow men'.43 Even when in some cases it may seem hypocritical 
or patronising, the image of self-denial was a powerful motive for 
joining the Legion. A great many others undoubtedly signed member-
ship cards as a protest at the 'socialistic' way in which the Govern-
ment was coping with the depression. The less spiritually motivated 
complained that the resultant taxation was too burdensome and that 
'many supporters of the Reform Party have been much harder hit 
by the slump than many relief workers'.44 A tiny minority feared a 
crime wave or riots unless economic conditions improved, whilst 
others openly advocated a dictatorship for New Zealand.45 The 
majority, however, was not impressed by the more authoritarian 
aspects of efficient government, and was in fact anxious to curb the 
activities of the state. For some, including Dr Marion Whyte of 
Dunedin, the Legion was 'the spirit of 1914 all over again'.46 But 
despite its parade-ground rhetoric, the Legion was not a refuge for 
the ordinary returned soldier. Information relative to service in the 
Great War (obtained for 109 Legionnaires) reveals that half had not 
served — mainly because they were over age. Returned servicemen 
in the Legion included, however, a large number of ex-army officers. 
Twenty-six boasted the rank of Lieutenant or above. Among them 
was Major-General Sir Andrew Russell who had commanded the 
ANZAC flight from Gallipoli and the Second N Z E F in France. Like 
other Legion functionaries, Sir Andrew enjoyed high social status and 
was anti-socialist in temperament. The Legion reflected a conservative 
style in social attitude — a belief that individual effort was being 
undermined by the state. 

It would appear that the Legion's leadership was intelligent and 
capable in many fields, political judgement excepted. I traced only 
twelve Legionnaires who had not progressed beyond primary school, 
and the Legion attracted at least two Rhodes scholars (N. R. Jacob-
sen and C. M. Gilray) and two university professors (H. H. Corbin 
of Auckland, and C. E. Hercus of Otago). A prevailing sentiment 
was that Legionnaires were above politics and party strife. They were 

*2 Dominion. 22 April 1933, p. 12 (5). 
43 National Opinion, 15 February 1934, p. 15. 
44 Nelson Evening Mail, 20 July 1933, p. 2 (7); see also Osborne Times, 6 

May 1933, p. 7 (1). 
4 5 See Nelson Evening Mail, 9 December 1933, p. 4 (4); Taranaki Herald, 

12 May 1933, p. 4 (2-3); letter of W. S. Gilkison, National Opinion, 14 Decem-
ber 1933, p. 7. 

4® Otago Daily Times, 12 May 1933, p. 10 (2). 
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men jolted into political awareness by the depression but who, up 
till then, 'were not frightfully interested in politics'.47 As John A. 
Lee (Labour M.P. for Grey Lynn) remarked, the movement was 'a 
sort of a political bran tub for political infants'.48 Nevertheless, the 
Legion mustered a few political rejects. Fourteen Legionnaires had 
failed as candidates at general elections, including W. J. Girling 
(Reform, Wairau) who lost his seat in 1928. These unsuccessful 
politicians may have hoped that the Legion would present political 
opportunities outside the rigid party control of Forbes and Coates. 
If so, their hopes were misguided. It cannot even be said that joining 
the Legion provided the political experience which the majority of 
Legionnaires lacked. Only seven Legionnaires who had not contested 
an election previously were to offer themselves as candidates for the 
1935 election. 

The reactions of other politicians to the Legion indicate that, 
although they disagreed about its value, they commonly regarded 
the Legion as an anti-socialist force. There is little evidence to sug-
gest that Coalition M.P.s were unduly concerned about the new 
movement. Coates was informed privately of the Legion's progress 
and on one occasion was warned that a hostile article was about to 
appear in National Opinion.49 But the Reform Party leader took no 
action. The Legion generally refrained from publicly criticising the 
Government; in turn it was no doubt tolerated as an anti-Labour 
ginger group. At first the conservative press not only tolerated the 
Legion, but expressed the hope that in it lay the chance of conser-
vative unity. Editors noted that the Legion's proposals were 'not of 
any alarming kind'.50 The Dominion typified this early press enthu-
siasm and, in commending the Legion, remarked: 'The public ought 
to be thankful that there is a body of men animated by the spirit of 
service to . . . devote their energies to the propagation of a new and 
worthy gospel in national citizenship.'51 

In contrast, left-wing opinion was emphatically hostile to the 
Legion. Splenetic attacks came from the Communist Party, which 
warned that 'the Legion is to prepare the road to fascism and war'.52 

The attitude of the Labour Party, however, was of greater conse-
quence since the Legion hoped to convert the moderate workers and 
unemployed to its conservative cause. Labour's constant denunciation 
of the Legion's aims undoubtedly deterred Party sympathisers from 
joining the Legion. For example, a pamphlet produced by Dr D. G. 
McMillan (of the Kurow Labour Representation Committee) drew 
psychological parallels between the Legion, the Ku Klux Klan and 

47 Nelson Evening Mail, 21 June 1933. p. 3 (4); see also Sir Douglas Robb, 
Medical Odyssey, Auckland, 1967, p. 50. 

48 New Zealand Worker, 24 May 1933, p. 7 (5). 
49 D. M. Robertson to Coates, 29 September 1934, Coates Papers, Packet 4. 
so Otago Daily Times, 13 May 1933, p. 12 (6); see also Dominion, 11 March 

1933, p. 10 (2); Hawke's Bay Herald, 16 September 1933, p. 4 (5). 
61 Dominion. 8 April 1933, p. 10 (2). 
52 Workers' Weekly, 28 November 1933, p. 1 (2). 
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Hitlerism, and concluded that such movements 'gave a neurotic 
people a delightful sense of martyrdom without doing any martyr-
ing'.ss Labour M.P.s contributed to the barrage of invective and, in 
October 1933, after six months of deliberation, the Labour Party 
Executive finally barred Party members from joining the Legion.54 

Nor did the Legion attract the unemployed and relief workers, most 
of whom needed more state aid — not less. The relief workers' 
associations were hostile, and predicted that the Legion would pro-
mote a Mussolini-style dictatorship. One of the reasons given for the 
National Conference of Unemployed in Wellington, 29-31 April 1933, 
was 'to devise ways and means to frustrate any actions or operations 
of the New Zealand Legion.'55 Generally, workers were more 
attracted by the Labour Party's agitation for higher wages and full 
employment; hot air was no substitute for definite promises of state 
assistance. It is reasonable to conclude that rank and file members 
of the Legion were not from the lowest income groups. Certainly 
evidence to the contrary is lacking, and ex-Legionnaires in corres-
pondence to me gave the opinion that most ordinary members were 
farmers and men in business. At a time when class antagonism was 
rife it is doubtful whether the Legion committee members would 
have been supported by people from greatly different social groups. 

The Legion's non-party solution to the depression was an extreme 
reaction to a critical situation and, as the crisis passed, the movement 
experienced difficulty in sustaining its appeal. The Legion's role as 
an emergency movement was being undermined by the improvement 
in export prices (the prices of wool and meat rose from October 
1933), and the diminishing prospect of social and political chaos. This 
added to the problems of insufficient finance, cumbersome organisa-
tion, and a narrow basis of support which the Legion had failed to 
solve after six months of rapid growth in membership. 

Further, the Legion's fund of platitudes was becoming exhausted 
and members were demanding progress and action. Younger mem-
bers were disgruntled with the movement's cautious leadership and 
in June 1933 established a National Youth Movement; it drew atten-
tion to the Legion's increasing debility without injecting any effec-
tive stimulant into the organisation. 

But the formulation of a definite Legion policy was fraught with 
difficulties, and a manifesto was not issued until 20 November 1933 
— nine months after the Legion was born. The manifesto aimed at: 

(1) The decentralisation of government and administration; (2) the 
formation of regions with large powers . . . independent of Ministers or 

53 D. G. McMillan, The New Zealand Legion, Oamaru, 1933, p. 6; see also 
New Zealand Worker, 24 May 1933, p. 7 (5) and 21 June 1933, p. 4 (1-2). 

54 Executive Minutes, 4 October 1933 and 25 May 1934, New Zealand Labour 
Party Papers. 

55 Cited by P. G. Morris, 'Unemployed Organisations in New Zealand 1926-
39', M.A. thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1949, p. 58; see also Gisborne 
Times, 9 June 1933, p. 3 (3); New Zealand Worker, 12 July 1933, p. 7 (2). 
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the central government; (3) the co-ordination of local body government 
within these regions; (4) the reduction of the central bureaucracy by 
giving many of its powers to regional administration; (5) securing a larger 
share in real government by giving back to Parliament powers usurped 
by the Government; (6) abolition of the Prime Minister's powers . . . of 
declaring measures to be voted on as questions of confidence; (7) replac-
ing party Cabinet by elected executive. 56 

This platform was scarcely more precise than the Legion's original 
aims. Even the elaboration of specific points failed to make the 
manifesto any more realistic. The notion of an executive elected by 
the two Houses of Parliament was devised to produce both strong 
and responsible government. Cabinet Ministers would be freed from 
local electorate pressures by relinquishing their seats in Parliament, 
and the House would wield over the Cabinet the same control as 
exercised by a board of directors over the managerial staff in a com-
pany. In practice such a vague arrangement was likely to yield neither 
a responsible Cabinet (Ministers would have a free hand as long as 
they balanced the budget) nor a strong government (the Prime 
Minister would not have a say in choosing his own colleagues). The 
Legion's proposals for local body reform were equally idealistic. New 
Zealand was to be divided into twenty-five regions or shires, the 
boundaries of which would enclose viable administrative areas. 
Existing local bodies would be eliminated, and each shire would have 
its own regional parliament with adequate rating powers and a fixed 
annual grant from the central government. 

The addition of these policy details overcame some of the Legion's 
vagueness but it also exposed the movement to critical scrutiny. 
Critics quickly pointed out the impractical and undesirable features 
of the programme. Conservative editors disregarded their previous 
enthusiasm for non-party government and viewed the idea as poten-
tially dangerous. The Legion was advocating something which 
seemed akin to Hitlerism, and reports of Hitler's brutal elimination 
of opposition groups in Germany had been received with widespread 
aversion in New Zealand. Editors were not convinced that party 
politics could be suppressed without introducing a jackboot tyranny.57 

Legionnaires aroused even greater hostility with their suggestions 
for economic reform. The increasing appeal of economic nostrums 
and the growth of the Douglas Social Credit movement heightened 
the awareness of some Legion members that economic recovery un-

56 Otago Daily Times, 21 November 1933, p. 10 (4). To reduce the cost of 
Parliament the Legion advocated a reduction in the number of M.P.s by a 
third, curtailment of the Address-in-Reply Debate and elimination of Hansard. 
Parties would be replaced by 'associations of electors'. Legion Circular 16, 
Legion Papers, Packet 1; Hawke's Bay Herald 8 August 1933, p. 5 (8); 
National Opinion, 21 September 1933, p. 10 and 5 July 1934, pp. 6-7. For a 
discussion of plans for regional government see National Opinion, 15 February 
1934, p. 5. 

See Otago Daily Times, 19 February 1934, p. 8 (7); Christchurch Press, 
16 October 1933, p. 8 (2-3); Auckland Star, 25 July 1933, p. 6 (3). 



64 MICHAEL C. PUGH 

avoidably required the formulation of economic policies. The leader-
ship was sensitive to public opinion and, to widen its support, re-
solved to treat economic problems with some urgency. However, the 
economic inclinations of the majority of Legionnaires were decidedly 
orthodox. Members were continually critical of lavish expenditure by 
the State — 'We must preach and practise economy' was the Legion's 
maxim.58 Consequently, an inflationary scheme suggested by the 
Economic Research Committee of the Wellington Division caused a 
furore in the Legion. The scheme, which reflected the 'single tax' 
views of one of the Committee's members, E. W. Nicolaus, was based 
on the principle that the state should ultimately control money, 
credit, and land. No socialist could have faulted it. Other 'political 
infants' in the Legion devised the Stamped Scrip scheme for increas-
ing the flow of business. It was based on the principle that recipients 
of scrip notes (worth 1 0 / - ) would have to spend the notes by certain 
dates or affix postage stamps to re-establish their status as legal 
tender. The project was of obvious benefit to retailers, but its im-
practicability and the prospect of inflation caused widespread dis-
content. Legion officials hurriedly assured members that these 
economic proposals had been published without authority and had 
not been definitely endorsed by the Legion.59 This retraction could 
not prevent a spate of criticism, disclaimers, and resignations, for 
the plans were popularly associated with official policy. The press 
pointed out that the advocacy of state-controlled credit closely re-
sembled the Labour Party's financial policy. Even worse, land 
nationalisation was a proposal 'so like Communism that everybody 
owning even a backyard . . . shivered with horror'.60 Begg's court-
ship of the unemployed, the Labour Party and the monetary reform-
ers was, moreover, ineffective. Dr Begg had two interviews with 
Major Douglas during the latter's visit to New Zealand in February 
1934, but Social Crediters were too firm in their own ideology to be 
deceived by the Legion's proposals. Farmers in the Social Credit 
movement were particularly hostile. They condemned the Legion as 
an organisation backed by 'vested interests', and they nicknamed 
Legionnaires 'the Goldshirts'.61 Representatives of labour were also 
unimpressed, and saw the Legion's economic programme for what it 
W as — an attempt to make the Legion 'all things to all men'.62 The 

58 Christchurch Press, 24 June 1933, p. 4 (4). 
69 Dominion, 18 August 1933, p. 12 (2). See Legion Circular 16, and 

Stamped Scrip Plan Report, 12 September 1933, Legion Papers, Packet 1 for 
the economic proposals. 

60 Truth, 18 October 1933, p. 8 (4); see also Timaru Herald. 24 July 1933, 
p. 6 (3-4); Dominion, 26 July 1933, p. 8 (2); Otago Daily Times, 28 July 
1933, p. 8 (6). 

61 Farming First, 10 April 1933, pp. 18 (3) and 19 (1); see also Graham 
to Whiteman, 19 May 1934, Social Credit Papers, unsorted letter file 1933-34, 
New Zealand Douglas Credit Association Office, Wellington. 

62 Otago Daily Times, 16 August 1933, p. 4 (6); see also New Zealand 
Worker, 9 August 1933, p. 3 (3). 
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Legion was clearly incapable of attracting more vigorous groups to 
its own ailing cause. 

It was also incapable of holding its original supporters. Branches 
collapsed. Financial and organisational difficulties intensified. For 
example, in Hawke's Bay — a Legion stronghold — the post of 
Divisional Secretary changed hands three times in as many months 
and no practice for collecting funds had been established. By the end 
of 1933, the Napier and Hastings centres were leaderless, and of 
rural centres (with the exception of Havelock North), it was reported 
that 'complete silence reigns'.63 Reviewing the Legion's progress, Dr 
Begg admitted that, although the public's response to the movement 
had been 'universally successful', only seven of the eighteen divisions 
were functioning properly and centres were 'looking for a lead' in-
stead of producing ideas of their own.64 Conservative protest was 
not generous with practical alternatives to the status quo; those that 
did emerge had merely earned rebuke and repudiation. 

The Legion countered unrest with assurances that the Executive 
was quietly maturing its plans for saving New Zealand from disaster. 
Meanwhile members were asked to believe that New Zealand was 
still approaching a crisis. Begg rightly indicated that unemployment 
was still acute, but dismissed news of improved conditions in Eng-
land as a 'False, Cheap, Publicity Stunt . . . . deplorable for the 
future of New Zealand'.65 The Legion was becoming increasingly 
dependent on the economic crisis for its own survival. A combination 
of challenges and veiled threats was employed to retain the loyalty 
of members. Begg reminded his followers of their obligation to under-
take personal sacrifice for the Legion: 'Attack must be met with 
attack. Deserters must rejoin the colours . . . . Remember the obli-
gation that has been signed. W e shall be called on to fight for it.'66 

He eventually concluded that flagging interest among Legionnaires 
could only be prevented by bold, appealing strokes of policy. 'We 
want', he said, 'something big and daring, something that will set 
the imagination of the people on fire and rouse them like the blast 
of a trumpet.'67 Three ambitious proposals attempted to fulfil this 
need —a scheme to cancel New Zealand's debt with Britain, a con-
ference to unite all sectional groups, and the decision to enter the 
Legion as a party in the forthcoming general election. None of these 
was sufficiently realistic to prevent the Legion's demise. 

The first of these schemes — Dr Begg's personal depression remedy 
— was announced late in 1933. Dr Begg proposed that over a period 
of fifteen years Britain should send one million emigrants to New 

63 Tonkin to SherstOu, 6 June 1933, and Chadwick to Stewart, 21 October 
1933, and Russell to General Secretary, 6 November 1933, Legion Papers, Packet 
2. 

64 Regg to Divisions, 16 October 1933, Legion Papers, Packet 1. 
65 National Opinion, 30 November 1933, p. 1. 
66 ibid., 18 January 1934, p. 14 and 1 October 1934, p. 25. 
67 Christchurch Press, 5 October 1933, p. 3 (3). 
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Zealand in return for the cancellation of New Zealand's debt. For 
New Zealand, the additional population would allow greater use of 
public services, lessen the country's dependence on an external market, 
and save £8 million per annum on interest payments. Britain would 
be relieved of the need to maintain one million unemployed, and the 
scheme would avoid the embarrassment of inevitable default by New 
Zealand. The Begg Plan, described by John Stewart (Director of 
Legion Press), as 'the most statesmanlike proposal since the days of 
Vogel',68 was so divorced from depression conditions and increasing 
unemployment that it merely caused further resignations. Many Legion 
centres were outspoken in their objections, including the Hororata 
Centre (Canterbury) which suggested that Begg 'ought to be 
gagged'.69 It seemed premature to advocate a plan which involved 
the prospect of more mouths to feed and consequently higher taxation. 
The Begg Plan was a trumpet blast that roused more ire than acclaim. 

The second bid for prominence was equally futile. Between Decem-
ber 1933 and July 1934 the Legion canvassed interest groups and 
political parties to persuade them to work together for the rehabilita-
tion of the country and towards the establishment of a 'Unity Govern-
ment'. Workers' representatives refused to swallow Dr Begg's medicine, 
and no conference took place. The whole notion of a unity conference 
was ingenuous, for it would have required nothing less than a change 
in human nature to reconcile the differences between all sectional 
groups at the height of the depression. It was farcical for the Legion 
to demand such agreement when its own ranks were divided. All three 
party leaders affirmed their faith in the party system, and Coates 
attacked the Legion for 'seeking the destruction of representative 
government'.70 Dr Begg's hopes for a unity of interest groups and 
political parties were so naive that it is possible he was preparing 
another ambitious stimulant for his decaying movement — the forma-
tion of a political party. Secure in the knowledge that he had tried to 
eliminate party feeling in others by persuasion, he now argued that 
the Legion was justified in forming what might be described as 'a 
party to end all party'. 

The confidence of the Legion's promoters was irrepressible. They 
announced that the Legion would endorse some of the Tiest men' of 
the existing parties, and contest sixty electorates on its own account 
in the coming election. All that was required of candidates was 'a 
progressive outlook' and a belief in the Legion's government reform 
policies; candidates would not be tested on detailed economic ques-
tions.71 The new move had disastrous results. Several divisions objected 

68 Nelson Evening Mail, 6 November 1933, p. 2 (7). For a detailed dis-
cussion of the Begg Plan see National Opinion, 5 October 1933, p. 2. 

6» New Zealand Herald, 23 October 1933, p. 10 (6); see also Christchurch 
Press, 5 October 1933, p. 3 (3); Dominion, 7 October 1933, p. 9 (8). 

70 National Opinion, 1 October 1934, pp. 36-37. 
7 1 See Otago Daily Times, 24 July 1934, p. 10 (5); National Opinion, 2 

August 1934, p. 5. 
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to the undemocratic manner in which the decision to form a party 
had been presented to the National Council of July 1934. The Dunedin, 
Balclutha, and Invercargill Divisions refused to attend the Council 
meeting and the Oamaru Division withdrew in protest. In September, 
the Auckland and Dunedin Executives resigned on the grounds that 
the views held in Wellington had become increasingly untenable.72 

The general impression which members had originally gained was that 
the Legion was to be a non-party body. It seemed inconsistent for the 
Legion to rail against party politics and then to become a political 
party itself. Direct political action offended the basic conservatism of 
many Legionnaires, particularly as the prospects for success were not 
very great. By setting itself up as a party the Legion hoped to split 
some of the Labour vote at the general election; Begg stated that the 
Labour Party would have more grounds for complaining about vote-
splitting than the Coalition.73 But many Legionnaires regarded the 
move as a foolhardy venture which would divide conservatism and 
believed with the historian, W. P. Morrell, that 'Labour may well be 
the chief beneficiary'.74 

It was soon apparent that the Legion was disintegrating, and that 
it would affect no one with its handful of votes at the next election. 
By August 1934 the Legion had indeed become a pathetic movement, 
and the leaders abandoned their work. In May 1935 Dr Begg relin-
quished his position as President in favour of a younger man (Clarence 
Meachen) and, disliking the prospect of socialised medicine under a 
Labour Government,75 he eventually left for South Africa. Major 
Sherston was never recalled from the farm to which he had retired 
in January 1934. The travelling organiser, D. M. Bobertson, emerged 
from spreading the Legion's gospel of spiritual uplift singularly 
depressed. He urged Coates to give him a job, claiming that he was 
'destitute and bordering on mental breakdown'.76 The financial pre-
dicament of National Opinion was a drain on funds — a problem 
aggravated when Legion Press was sued for alleged libel. Under a 
nineteen-year-old editor a new journal, Legion, was launched. It ran 
for only four issues. After two years of colourful crusading the Legion 
had collapsed. 

The Legion's crusade to create a new order had seemed radical and 
to some people even savoured of fascism. Yet the ultimate aim had 
been to establish a laissez-faire society of untrammelled individualism. 
New Zealand would return to a 'free age' assumed to have existed 
before Seddon's state paternalism. The Legion was not forward-

Otago Daily Times, 20 September 1934, p. 10 (3); New Zealand Herald, 
24 September 1933, p. 10 (7). 

7S Otago Daily Times, 4 May 1934, p. 7 (1). 
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Times, 4 May 1934, p. 8 (6). 
7® Begg, p. 95. 
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looking. Nor can it be termed a fascist movement. Its concern for 
moral regeneration, the achievement of an organic non-party nation, 
and its anti-communism were common attributes of overseas fascist 
groups. But the Legion hardly comes into the category of 'revolts of 
youth' in which the 'elan of the battlefield was transformed into 
activism at home'.77 Furthermore, Legionnaires were anxious to pre-
serve the mythical ideal of laissez-faire liberalism — a doctrine which 
fascists opposed. Legionnaires continually repudiated the label 'fascist' 
as un-British and a threat to individualism.78 The Legion was 
nationalistic but it did not glorify the power of the state over the 
individual. Dr Begg's followers did not develop any coherent philoso-
phy and certainly paid no allegiance to activist sources such as Sorel, 
Bergson or Nietzsche; they sought a hero in Sir George Grey who had 
wanted to establish a liberalism of yeomen and small businessmen.79 

Legion members were assured that there would be no great social 
upheaval, and were themselves organised into a miniature society of 
individualists. A definition of fascism which includes the activist 
authoritarian style as an essential feature must exclude the Legion; 
Robert Campbell Begg was no Mussolini. 

Among New Zealanders generally there is, perhaps, an underlying 
distrust of party politics — a distrust accentuated by depression. In 
the slump of 1879-96 responsible men had argued that party politics 
were inefficient, bred corruption and caused class antagonism. The 
Political Reform Associations of 1887 had advocated a policy (similar 
to that later proposed by the Legion) of severe retrenchment to avoid 
increased taxation.8® In 1891, a Committee of the House of Represen-
tatives anticipated the Legion's policies by advocating an elective 
cabinet, and by asserting quite confidently that party government 'is 
unsuited to such a colony as New Zealand'.81 The Legion's respectable 
and wealthy leadership and its widespread support suggests that the 
movement cannot be dismissed as the product of a "lunatic fringe'. The 
editor of the Press noted that 'in retrospect 1933 seems the most 
puzzling year since the war. When it began the outlook, both political 

77 C. L. Mosse, 'Introduction: The Genesis of Fascism', Journal of Contem-
porary History, I, No. 1, (1966), 17-18. The New Guard, formed in Sydney 
in 1931, presents only limited similarities to the Legion. New Guard recruits 
were generally more aggressive than Legionnaires, and the New Guard had far 
more of the theatrical trappings and para-military organisation characteristic 
of fascist groups. Its leader, E. Campbell, recalls that if the Sydney police had 
obstructed the New Guard's activities 'we might have been reluctantly obliged 
to politely detain them in their own lockups'. E. Campbell, The Rallying Point. 
Melbourne, 1965, p. 73. 

78 Light on the Legion, p. 13; see also Gisborne Times, 5 June 1933, p. 4 
(8). 

70 See New Zealand Herald, 26 August 1933, p. 13 (8); Southland Times, 
4 May 1933, p. 5 (1). 

80 Tt is interesting to note that Ormond's father, J. D. Ormond snr., (M.P. 
for Napier) had been regarded as a possible leader of the late nineteenth 
century 'Skinflints'. See K. Sinclair, William Pember Reeves: New Zealand 
Fabian. Oxford. 1965, p. 79. 

81 AJHR, 1891, 1-10, p. 1: see also E. Melland, The Case Against Party 
Government in New Zealand, Dunedin. 1891, passim. 
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and economic, was so black that intelligent and cool-minded men 
talked seriously of the possibility of a breakdown of industrial civili-
sation.'82 Legionnaires reacted emotionally against the party system, 
'state paternalism', and overseas indebtedness. In more normal times, 
disapproval of these things remained an undercurrent in New Zealand 
politics. With the improvement in economic conditions by 1935 
emotionalism gave way to calm and purposeful reconstruction. There 
was no recurrence of rioting, no sustained political crisis to produce 
a militant right-wing movement. 

Following the Legion's demise T. C. A. Hislop, leader of the Demo-
crat Party, courted the ex-Legionnaires in his 1935 election campaign, 
and at least six became Democrat candidates.83 Others made their 
peace with the National Coalition either before or soon after the 1935 
election. Several ex-Legionnaires were in a position to influence the 
development of the National Party. Of approximately twenty-five per-
sons who attended the initial meetings of the Dominion Council of the 
National Party in 1936 and 1937, eight had been members of the 
Legion.84 At least eight former Legionnaires were selected as National 
Party candidates for the 1938 election85 and, in 1940, Sid. Holland's 
faction in the Party triumphed over the followers of Coates and 
installed the former Canterbury Legionnaire as leader. Legionnaires 
had eventually learned the art of practical politics. 

MICHAEL C. PUGH 
University of Auckland 

82 Christchurch Press, 30 December 1933, p. 10 (2). 
83 See Otago Daily Times, 15 October 1933, p. 14 (1); New Zealand Herald, 

14 November 1933, p. 16 (5). The six Legionnaire-Democrats were: H. D. Caro 
(Hamilton), J. Caughley (Kaipara), H. H. Corbin (Rotorna). H. L. Harker 
(Bay of Plenty), N. R. Jacobsen (Napier), D. S. McGhie (Pahiatua). 

84 The eight were: W. Appleton, H. C. Jenkins, Marcus D. Smith, E. E. 
Hammond, C. G. Harker, J. H. Rhodes, J. G. Jeffery, and W. Hayward, M. L. 
C. National Party Minute Book, 19 August 1936, 31 October 1936, and 11 
February 1937, General Assembly Library, Wellington. E. E. Hammond had 
also contributed to drawing up the National Party's Constitution. A. D. Robin-
son, 'The Rise of the New Zealand National Party, 1936-49', M.A. thesis, 
Victoria University of Wellington, 1957, p. 17. 

85 In addition to Sid. Holland, former Legionnaires who stood as National 
candidates in 1938 were: J. W. Andrews (Hutt), W. Appleton (Wellington 
Central), F. G. Hall-Jones (Invercargill), A. G. Maddison (Hawke's Bay), 
J. D. Ormond (Napier), H. C. Veitch (Wanganui). They were unsuccessful. In 
1940 the former Legionnaire, C. G. Harker, was elected for Waipawa. 


