
The Impact of John A. Lee's Expulsion 
upon the Labour Party 

IN MARCH 1940 the Labour Party expelled John A. Lee. Lee's dynamism 
and flair, the length and drama of the battle, not to mention Lee's skill as a 
publicist, have focussed considerable attention upon his expulsion. Almost all 
historians of New Zealand have mentioned it, and most have portrayed it as a 
defeat for extremism, radicalism, dissent or a policy of industrialization.1 

According to one political scientist, although Labour did not quite blow out 
its metaphorical brains in expelling Lee, his expulsion heralded the victory of 
the administrators and consolidators. 2 While few of those who have 
attributed a significance to Lee's expulsion have hazarded a guess at its effect 
.upon the Labour Party's membership or the party itself, Bruce Brown, who 
gave the better part of two chapters to the disputes associated with Lee's 
name, pointed out that 'hundreds of the most enthusiastic branch members' 
followed Lee 'out of the main stream of political life. ' 3 Brown recognized 
that such an exodus undoubtedly weakened the Labour Party although, 
largely because he ended his history in 1940, he made no attempt to estimate 
the exact numbers involved or the significance of their departure. This essay 
is designed to suggested tentative answers to both questions. 

Immediately after his expulsion Lee believed that radicals, socialists and 
even five or six members of parliament would join him. The first 

1 For instance, W.H. Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960, pp.198-99; 
W.B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand, 1840-1966, Wellington, 1966, 
pp.288-90; and F.L.W. Wood, The New Zealand People at War, Wellington, 1958, 
pp.113-17. Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, rev. ed., Harmondsworth, 1969, 
p.290 mentioned the expulsion in the context of the 1943 elections but made no 
statement as to its significance. In 'The Lee-Sutch Syndrome: New Zealand Labour Party 
Policies and Politics, 1930-1940', New Zealand Journal of History, VIII, 2 (October 
1974), 95-117 and Walter Nash, Auckland, 1977, Professor Sinclair has suggested that 
Lee represented the 'funny-money men', those who favoured a policy of massive and 
uncontrolled inflation. This important argument is assessed at the end of the article. 

2R.M. Chapman, 'New Zealand Since the War', Landfall, LX1I (September 1962), 
2 5 1 i The Rise of New Zealand Labour: A History of the New Zealand Labour Party, 
Wellington, 1962, ch.10 (entitled 'Labour in Power' but renamed, halfway through, The 
Lee Affair'). 
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JOHN A. LEE 35 
post-expulsion meeting of the parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) gave a fillip 
to his hopes. A successor to the late Prime Minister, M.J. Savage, had to be 
chosen and Peter Fraser, the deputy leader of the party, refused to allow a 
preferential ballot or a secret vote. In order to underline their desire for 
democracy the 'left ' wing — or the insurgents — nominated D.G. McMillan 
and Clyde Carr, their strongest candidate, W.E. Barnard, having withdrawn at 
the last moment. It may well be that nobody wanted Fraser to lose, but 
fifteen members voted against him and seven abstained. 4 Almost immediately 
Barnard resigned. He had, he said, no faith in Fraser or Walter Nash; he 
objected to the power of certain trade union leaders within the party; he held 
that the government had failed to implement its financial policy or define its 
war aims; he criticized the absence of a returned serviceman from Cabinet and 
Cabinet's failure to consult the PLP, parliament or the Defence Council 
before sending the first troops abroad; and he declared himself angry that the 
PLP had rejected his motion to re-introduce democratic methods. Barnard 
also damned the government's servility to Neville Chamberlain's British 
government; 'New Zealand', he protested, 'is a self-governing Dominion and 
not a Crown Colony.' 5 

In his letter of resignation Barnard also said that he would join the 
Democratic Labour Party and, for a few days, it seemed that some other 
dissidents would follow his example. The Minister of Lands, Frank 
Langstone, an old and close friend of Lee, apparently wrote a letter of 
resignation but for private reasons and because of the war crisis changed his 
mind. 6 McMillan and Arnold Nordmeyer also appear to have considered 
resignation. They urged Lee's chief lieutenant, Norman Douglas, to contest 
the Auckland West by-election (Auckland West having been Savage's seat), 
and offered to prepare all the new party's publicity. It seems likely that these 
two close friends and allies wanted to see which way the wind would blow 
before making a final decision, but Douglas refused to accept the bait. Instead 
he told them that 'if they pull out at the next caucus then I believe West 
ought to be fought. . . . ' 7 But, while McMillan continued to bombard the 
National Executive with complaints about the way in which the 1940 
conference had been run, he and Nordmeyer did not jump ship. Other 
members of the 'left' wing voiced their complaints in public but most kept 
quiet while several, most notably James O'Brien, the member for Westland 
and one of Lee's closest friends within the PLP, vigorously moved to contain 
the storm within his own electorate. 8 O'Brien's example proved to be more 

4Morgan Williams, 'Peter Fraser', p.4, William mss, Alexander Turnbull Library; W.E. 
Barnard, Speech of a New Zealander, Wellington, 1940; and interview with Arnold 
Nordmeyer, August 1972. 

5Otago Daily Times, 8 April 1940, p.6. 
6 Lee to author, n.d. [November 1964], Hocken Library. 
7Douglas to Lee, n.d. [April 1940], Lee mss, file 441/35, Auckland Public Library 

(hereafter APL). 
8 For the comments of O'Brien and Clyde Carr see Otago Daily Times, 10 April 1940, 

p.6 and for an example of McMillan's campaign, Labour Party National Executive 
Minutes, 11 May 1940, Labour Party Archives. 



3 6 ERIK OLSSEN 
contagious than Barnard's, and within a week of Fraser's election as leader of 
the party the storm had been contained. 

Not only had the threat of further resignations evaporated but the 'left ' 
wing or rebel group had been severely weakened by the departure of Lee and 
Barnard. Both had been important leaders and Lee's role in combat within 
the PLP had often been crucial even if his prominence, his ill-disguised thirst 
for revenge and his abrasiveness had made Savage obdurate in opposing the 
demands of the 'left ' . For all that it would be a mistake to assume that Lee's 
expulsion and Barnard's resignation destroyed the 'left ' . To some extent, 
indeed, Lee's own ambition and vanity had weakened the group, but other 
influences were at work. In 1938 two members, Horace Herring and Ormond 
Wilson, had been defeated. In 1939 Ted Howard died and Jack Lyon, Gordon 
Hultquist and Jerry Skinner enlisted for service overseas. More than one-third 
of the 'left ' wing nucleus of around seventeen members had departed the 
scene during 1939-40. 9 On becoming Prime Minister, Fraser also moved to 
create peace, promising to abide by majority decisions of the PLP and to 
review the need for more Cabinet ministers. In May 1940, in fact, Fraser 
allowed the PLP to elect another member of Cabinet, McMillan being chosen. 
At the same time, of course, the war tended to reduce the significance of the 
issues that had divided the PLP between 1936 and 1940. 1 0 The justice of 
Lee's expulsion alone remained contentious but most of the rebels acquiesced 
in the new status quo partly in the belief, more convenient than accurate, 
that Lee would soon be re-admitted. 1 1 

Lee enjoyed more success in Grey Lynn than in the PLP. The Grey Lynn 
branch met on 10 April to hear their conference delegates' report. Party 
leaders hoped that the branch would endorse the expulsion but seem to have 
ignored any other possibility until the day of the meeting when they froze 
the branch funds. But when the branch met Lee's supporters had a large 
majority. Usually some fifty of the 500 members attended a monthly meeting 
but on this occasion over 130 turned up to hear about the conference. The 
mood of the meeting became quickly apparent when the government's 
decision to suspend Colin Scrimgeour's 'Man in the Street' radio programme 
was condemned by an overwhelming majority and an amendment asking the 
government for more information was lost. Then the delegates and Mrs Lee 
denounced the expulsion and the branch disaffiliated. In a press statement 
Norman Douglas, branch chairman, claimed that the vote had been 150-75 
but the 'loyalists' insisted that the motion had been carried by 65-45. 1 2 

9 For the members see Erik Olssen, John A. Lee, Dunedin, 1977, p.l 15, n.4. 
1 0Interview with Nordmeyer, August 1972. According to Peter Neilson, M.P. for 

Dunedin Central, McMillan's election 'made an awful difference to feeling in caucus.' 
Neilson to Walter Nash, 8 August 1940, Nash mss, File 2537, National Archives. 

1 1 Morgan Williams (M.P. for Kaiapoi) to Lee, 27 April 1940, Lee mss, home file, and 
Jack Lyon (M.P. for Waitemata) to Joe Head, 25 November 1940, Head mss, University 
of Auckland Library. 

1 2Press, 11 April 1940, p.8; L. Jackson (V.P. Grey Lynn branch) and F. Hackett 
(Exec. Grey Lynn branch) to National Secretary of Labour Party, 11 April 1940; and 
the Minutes of a meeting between L. Jackson and the National Secretary, 11 April 1940, 
Democratic Labour Party File, Labour Party Archives. 
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Whatever happened, between February 1940 and the same month in 1941 the 
branch lost 201 members. 1 3 

Lee had a weaker grip on the two smaller branches in his electorate. Point 
Chevalier refused to endorse the expulsion, although the vote was 24-18, and 
refused to disaffiliate although 33 members resigned. To obtain even this 
meagre result the 'Lee-ites', who controlled the branch executive, used 
'steam-roller' tactics. The Westmere branch proved equally immune to the 
contagion of Lee's charm and these branches set the pattern for Auckland 
and New Zealand. 1 4 Even in Barnard's main branch in Napier the 'loyalists', 
led for the occasion by Walter Nash's eldest son, triumphed, although a large 
minority resigned. 1 5 Many branches, such as the Eden branch in Auckland 
and the Governor's Bay branch in Christchurch, condemned the expulsion 
but most heard their delegates report and let the matter alone. Even the 
Auckland Fabian Society, while critical of the government's use of the Public 
Safety Conservation Act and its attacks on freedom of speech, completely 
ignored Savage's death, the expulsion and Fraser's accession to the leadership. 
Silence,, one suspects, was the price of un i ty . 1 6 

The Labour Representation committees (LRC), on which the trade unions 
enjoyed representation, initially supported the expulsion. The Otago LRC, 
for instance, endorsed Lee's expulsion 'by a very large majority' but the 
'Lee-ite' minority proved to be large. According to Peter Neilson about half 
the delegates voted for the motion but roughly one-quarter voted against and 
another quarter abstained. 1 7 The next meeting of the LRC, however, rebuked 
the executive for having published the earlier decision, indicating either that 
many 'loyalists' were uncertain in their loyalities or that they had exhausted 
themselves at the previous meeting. Indeed, within a few months the Otago 
LRC almost passed a motion urging Lee's re-admission despite the vigorous 
opposition from Otago's major socialist theorist, Mark Silverstone, who 
argued that such a call would be premature. 1 8 The Canterbury LRC also 
approved of the expulsion, although the minutes of the Canterbury branch of 
the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners (ASC&J) suggest that 
many delegates shared Silverstone's views, accepting the expulsion because it 
was too soon to counter-attack. 1 9 Although there is no evidence of the 

1 3 Bruce Taylor, 'The Expulsion of J.A. Lee and the Effects on the Development of 
the New Zealand Labour Party', (unpublished MA thesis, University of Canterbury, 
1970), p.63. 

W.H. Rout to National Secretary of Labour Party, 16 April 1940, DLP File, 
Labour Party Archives; and New Zealand Herald, 17 May 1940, p.8. 

Transport Worker, 3 May 1940, p.27 and Barnard to Lee, 9 April 1940, Lee mss, 
file 441/34, APL. 

The Minutes of the Eden branch are held by the Auckland University Library and 
those of the Auckland Fabian Society by H.O. Roth. I read both for 1939 and 1940. 

7Neilson to Nash, 8 August 1940, Nash mss, file 2537 and Minutes of Dunedin LRC, 
24 April 1940, in the author's possession. 

Minutes of Dunedin LRC, 30 May 1940; Neilson to Nash, 8 August 1940; Minutes 
of Dunedin LRC. 

1 9Morgan Williams to Lee, 27 April 1940, Lee mss. The Canterbury ASC&J's 
delegates to Conference voted against expulsion, the branch supported them and decided 
that 'a lot of padding' had gone into Prime Minister Savage's report, but instructed their 
delegates to the LRC to vote against Lee's re-admission. 
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Wellington LRC's decision — it almost certainly endorsed the expulsion — the 
behaviour of the Auckland LRC is most interesting for, while somebody 
moved that an earlier motion of confidence in Lee be rescinded, it was never 
voted on and the LRC ignored the expulsion entirely. In Auckland, Lee's 
stronghold, it appears that the 'loyalists' were anxious not to deepen the 
wounds. 2 0 

If only one branch disaffiliated, however, many members left or were 
expelled. 'All disruptive elements must now be expelled', the national 
secretary, David Wilson, told the par ty . 2 1 According to the press 'something 
suggestive of a Nazi purge is now going on in Labour circles in Wellington' 
and Lee's truculent and unrepentant attitude was 'having a very disturbing 
effect on the harmony — or disharmony — of the official Labour Party ' . 2 2 On 
17 April Lee told a large crowd in the Grey Lynn public library that he would 
found and lead a new party, the Democratic Labour Party. Between 65 and 
100 of those present enlisted immediately for the new crusade. 2 3 Lee and 
Barnard promptly prepared to take the battle to Labour. In Auckland Lee 
spoke to a tumultuous crowd in the town hall, cleverly exhausted his 
vociferous opponents and gave his speech. He had been banned from radio, a 
decision which hurt and angered him, but had affirmed his ability to speak in 
public. It was, for him, an important victory, and after that he confidently 
invaded Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin. 2 4 Wherever he spoke crowds 
flocked to hear him. 

The birth of the DLP quickened the defection of branch members but 
brought the unions into line behind Labour. Immediately after the expulsion 
the Union Record and six large unions publicly condemned the expulsion and 
in some instances decided to stay in the party by only small majorities. 2 5 

Others, such as the Otago branch of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters 
and Joiners, took no public stand, did not consider disaffiliation, but voiced 
discontent within the LRC and the Trades Council and withdrew their 
support from the campaign for a Labour daily. 2 6 The passage of time and a 

^Minutes of Auckland LRC for 1940, University of Auckland Library. A motion 
brought forward by the Auckland ASC&J protesting undemocratic control of the 1940 
Conference was never acted on either. 

2 1 '[National Executive] Report on 1940 Conference', Labour Party Archives. 
22Otago Daily Times, 15 April 1940, p.6. 
23Press, 18 April 1940, p.6; Standard, 25 April 1940, p.I, John A. Lee's Weekly, 6 

November 1940, p.4. 
24Dominion, 9 May 1940, p. 10; Lee, Simple on a Soapbox, Auckland and London, 

1963, pp.210-13; and 'John Alexander's Ragtime Band', New Zealand Observer, 24 April 
1940, p.5. 

Union Record, 4 April 1940, p.4. The unions most upset were the Wellington 
ASC&J, the Auckland ASC&J, the Wellington Watersiders, the Canterbury Freezing 
Workers and the Canterbury Clothing Workers. See New Zealand Herald, 12 April 1940, 
p. 10 and Dominion, 29 April 1940, p.8. 

^Minutes of Otago ASC&J, 13 May 1940. The Minutes for 12 August indicate the 
branch's discontent: 'This union views with disgust the reversion to Toryism of the 
Government . . . [and] demands that the original financial policy of the Party be 
implemented . . . ' . The Minutes for 14 October record that the branch greatly reduced its 
standing order for the Standard. 
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widespread belief among militants that 'tomorrow a dozen Jack Lees will 
appear' intensified caution. In time even 'left ' wing unions, such as the 
Auckland and Otago branches of the Carpenters or the Canterbury branch of 
the Clothing Workers' Union, decided to let bygones be bygones and await a 
more appropriate occasion to press for Lee's re admission. 2 7 And throughout 
the weeks immediately following Lee's expulsion the largest unions in the 
country, whether national unions such as the New Zealand Workers' Union or 
federations such as the Hotel and Restaurant Workers' Union, vigorously 
supported the expulsion and fought to have the various LRCs pass motions of 
endorsement. So, too, did a number of small craft unions, many of which had 
only affiliated with the Labour Party after 1936 and, like the large 'loyalist' 
unions, owed the Labour government much . 2 8 Like the branches the unions 
had been split by the expulsion although, unlike the branches, the split had 
been evident as early as 1938-39. With the partial exception of 'worker 
control' of the housing industry, however, the issues which split the union 
movement prior to Lee's expulsion had nothing in common with the issues 
that had split the PLP. 

Because so little is known about the internal histories of various unions it 
is impossible to speak with certainty about the divisions within the union 
movement. Yet, without some attempt to understand these divisions it is 
impossible to realize the nature of Lee's support within the union movement 
or, for that matter, of his opposition. The divisive issues dated back to 
1937-38 and included the issue of 'worker control', the desirability of 
'socialism' (as a rhetorical device at least), and foreign policy questions' 
relating to the rise of fascism in Europe and Japan in Asia. The more militant 
unions, however, were in a minority within the Federation of Labour and, as 
the party leaders allied more and more closely with the most powerful union 
leaders (an alliance abundantly obvious from the composition of the national 
and central executives, not to mention Labour's appointments to the 
Legislative Council), the dissident unions viewed the left-wingers within the 
PLP with increasing warmth. At the national level this alliance lacked the 
cohesion and power of the government-federation alliance, although at the 
regional level the opposite was often true. But because of growing discontent 
about the war, the economy and the prospect of conscription of men the 
union dissidents grew in strength during 1939-40. Lee, like other prominent 
members of the 'left', capitalized upon these grievances skilfully and 
articulated a strong current of discontent with the government's increasingly 
heavy-handed response to criticism. At the national level the 'loyalist' unions 
enjoyed the most power, however, and the crisis enabled the 

2 7 The quotation is from the editorial in Union Record, 4 April 1940, p.4. 
^The Clerical Workers' Union and the Waterside Workers' Union were the other two 

large anti-Lee unions to poll all their votes in favour of expulsion, although not all 
branches were happy with the outcome; see Transport Worker, 3 May 1940, p.6. 
Remarks about small craft unions are based on the Minutes of the Otago Painters, 
Dunedin Firemen, Dunedin Watchmakers, Dunedin Felt Hat Trimmers, Southland 
Operative Tailors, Invercargill Tailoresses, Canterbury Bricklayers, Canterbury Brewers, 
the Christchurch Caretakers and Cleaners and the Christchurch Plumbers and Gasfitters. 
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government-federation alliance to establish its control over the entire Labour 
movement. 2 9 

To the militant unions, however, Lee's expulsion immediately reduced his 
usefulness. Worse, as most of the leading militants soon realized, his persistent 
opposition threatened the Labour government. Whatever the grievances, few 
union leaders considered them sufficient to risk splitting the Labour 
movement and allowing the 'Tories' — as Labour's opponents were commonly 
called — back into office. This trend was quite obvious at the meeting of the 
Otago Trades and Labour Council which considered the expulsion. The 
militants enjoyed dominance on the Otago council but the leading militant, 
W.B. Richards, a strong defender of Lee's and a born stirrer, pounced on the 
suggestion that unions ought to disaffiliate from the party. He insisted that 
no split threatened, asked that the council issue a circular denying the 
existence of a split, and pointed out that no sensible union leader could wish 
to see repeated in New Zealand the calamitous divisions that had brought 
down an Australian Labor government. The gains made since 1935, the hope 
of further gains, and the realization that the dissidents would enjoy more 
influence within the party than outside it helped persuade even the most 
ardent 'Lee-ites' that, for the time being, the expulsion had to be accepted. 3 0 

Thus Lee's supporters in the union movement agreed with his enemies that 'as 
far as possible our organisations should do everything possible to see that 
disagreement among the political section shall not . . . interfere with the 
standard of living obtained in the industrial section. ' 3 1 

If all but a handful of union leaders accepted the expulsion many members 
disapproved. The depth of rank-and-file concern can most simply be 
illustrated by looking briefly at the response of the Amalgamated Society of 
Railway Servants. The Grand Council of the society voted six to three in 
favour of the expulsion but all the branches also discussed the issue. Although 
the society had no grievances with the government, unlike the carpenters for 
instance, only seven of the sixteen branches endorsed the expulsion while 
three opposed it quite strongly. The other six branches, because they could 
do nothing effective, voted to forget the matter. But the interesting and 
significant point is the intensity of the response. Many branches held special 
meetings, several reported the largest attendance in years, and in all branches 

29 Our relations with the . . . Labour Party are more cordial than ever . . . and our 
representatives have been a tower of strength to the Government in these troubled 
times'; New Zealand Federation of Hotel and Restaurant and Related Trades Employees' 
Industrial Association of Workers, National Conference Minutes, Executive Report, 
1940, p.6, with the archives of the Canterbury branch. The general comments about 
divisions within the union movement are based on the minutes of the Otago, Auckland 
and Canterbury Trades' Councils, the Minutes of the Otago and Canterbury branches and 
the National Executive of the ASC&J and the Borer, Flashlight, Transport Worker, 
People's Voice, Union Record and Railway Review. 

Minutes of the Otago Labour Council, 22 January, 4 and 7 March and 4 April 
1940. In 1944-45 the 'pro-Lee' unions, led by the Otago Council, tried to have Lee 
re-admitted. This is discussed more fully in John A. Lee, pp.195-98. 

3 1 Canterbury Hotel and Restaurant Workers' Executive Minutes, 8 January 1940, 
Branch Archives. 
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Lee had his supporters. 3 2 Although the Grand Council advised members to 
have no truck with the DLP some branches remained committed more to Lee 
than Labour. Even among the Watersiders and the Hotel and Restaurant 
Workers Unions many in the rank and file voiced their disapproval. Many 
unionists and several leaders left Labour to join the DLP, but there is no way 
of determining their numbers. 3 3 

Tomorrow, the voice of many socialists within and outside the Labour 
Party, needed Labour less than the unions did. The coming of the war, the 
lack of war aims, the government's refusal to endorse conscription of wealth 
or reaffirm its opposition to the conscription of men, and the party's vigorous 
efforts to prevent party members from joining the Anti-War and Conscription 
League deeply upset the editor of Tomorrow. At first the editor regretted the 
expulsion but advised his readers to stay in the party and work for 
democratic control . 3 4 The formation of the DLP changed the situation and 
the editor altered his advice. While recognizing that breakaway movements 
had invariably failed he caustically pointed out that any socialist not yet 
expelled from Labour's ranks might as well resign because the government 
had promised to forget socialism for the duration of the war. And if the DLP 
came out for socialism and offered an attractive programme, he concluded, 
socialists ought to join the new par ty . 3 5 Lee and Barnard promptly obliged 
and Lee published some of his most incisive policy statements in Tomorrow. 
An anxious government, by devious means, forced the journal to cease 
publication because, or so the editor believed, it had become an outlet 'for 
matter from your new par ty ' . 3 6 

The influence of Tomorrow is difficult to assess but many of Labour's 
more radical members were expelled, resigned, or lapsed into apathy. In 
Auckland such men as Adam Nixon, Harry Vaughan, and Oliver Mason had 
been activists in Labour's cause since the Great War while younger men, such 
as Norman Douglas, had been activists since the early thirties. The same could 
be said of the DLP's recruits in Wellington where men such as Les Frame, 
Frank Earle, Pat Connors of the Watersiders Union and Horace Herring, the 
ex-member for Mid-Canterbury, joined. To take a more striking example, E.A. 
Dahl had belonged to the Independent Political Labour League in 1905 and 
almost every subsequent Labour par ty . 3 7 In Christchurch, too, most of the 
DLP's recruits had been members of the Labour party, many had been 
delegates to the LRC and office-holders either at branch or LRC level. 3 8 The 
rapid growth of DLP branches underlines the seriousness of the defection 

xNew Zealand Railway Review, 24 May 1940, pp.104-9 and 21 June 1940, 
pp.116-26. 

33 In 1941, however, the Press reported that the DLP had nine branches and one 
affiliation in Christchurch; 27 March 1941, p.10. 

34Tomorrow, VI (3 April 1940), 356. 
3 5 ibid., (1 May 1940), 389. 
^Kennaway Henderson to Lee, 7 June 1940, Lee mss, file 441/29, APL. 
3 7 S e e John A. Lee's Weekly, 21 August 1940, p.4 and 25 September 1940, p.4. 
^'Report on Lee Party Members in Christchurch: Confidential', Labour Party 

Archives. 
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from Labour. Within two months of the DLP's formation there were six large 
branches in Auckland and a district council, and by the end of the year 
another four branches had been formed. 3 9 In Wellington there were eight 
branches by the end of the year and in Christchurch, by March 1941, nine. 4 0 

Although little is known of the DLP in Dunedin by August there was at least 
one branch with more than sixty members which had been organized by an 
ex-secretary of a Labour Party branch. 4 1 Outside the four cities the DLP was 
never as strong but by October the new party boasted branches in Te 
Awamutu, Roxburgh, Frankton, Palmerston North, Wanganui, Napier, 
Hastings and Port Chalmers. 4 2 

Because the DLP never achieved much strength in Dunedin it is instructive 
to analyze briefly the party's impact there on Labour. Although the Dunedin 
LRC endorsed the expulsion and the Trades Council bent its energies to 
maintaining unity, by August the Labour Party had been gravely hurt. In the 
large Caversham branch, which played a vigorous role in the community apart 
from its role within the party, some thirty-five per cent of all members 
resigned or allowed their memberships to lapse. 4 3 Unfortunately, only the 
Caversham branch's membership books have survived for this period but the 
member for Dunedin Central, Peter Neilson, complained to Nash that in the 
Dunedin branches, apathy and poor attendance, 'together with some 
resignations', had sapped the organization's strength. Indeed, in his own main 
branch three successive meetings had to be postponed because a quorum 
failed to attend. It was unprecedented and a worried Neilson sent out a 
circular, convened a special meeting and organized a committee to interview 
the new apathetic. The committee found that members were angry and 
disillusioned by the government's failure to fulfil a wide range of promises 
but most said that they still supported Labour 'as there was no alternative at 
the moment . ' 4 4 In Dunedin at large resignations had been heavy and the LRC 
had narrowly rejected a motion urging the re-admission of Lee and Barnard. 'I 
do think', Neilson told Nash, 'we should try and patch up our spli t . ' 4 5 

Nor did all those sympathetic to Lee allow apathy and disillusionment to 
sway them. In September the Anderson's Bay-Tainui branch forced the 
Labour Representation committee to act on the Lee issue again. In a lengthy 
resolution the branch — a small one consisting of middle-class and skilled 
working-class members — saluted Labour's great achievements, outlined the 
'problems of banking and currency control, and of mounting public debt and 
interest', then got down to the real business. 'This branch believes that it 
would be a disaster to allow Mr Lee, without opposition, to "steal the 

"^Minutes of the Auckland District Council DLP for 1940, Lee mss and F.M. Earle to 
N.V. Douglas, 11 May 1941, filed with the Minutes, Lee mss, still held by him. 

40John A. Lee's Weekly, 17 and 31 July 1940, p.4. 
4 1 Neilson to Nash, 8 August 1940. 
42John A. Lee's Weekly, 14 and 21 August 1940, p.4; and 2 October 1940, p.4. 
4 3Membership Book of Caversham branch, 1939-45, in the author's possession. 

Those enlisting or conscripted were not included. 
4 4 Neilson to Nash, 16 August 1940, Nash mss, file 2537. 
4 5 ibid. , 8 August 1940. 
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thunder" of the Labour Party, and that the only effective answer to Mr Lee is 
to show that the N.Z. Labour Party is not defunct or played out, but that it 
can and will forthwith carry out the remaining vital parts of its programme'. 
If the government failed, the branch warned, the DLP 'will in fact split the 
organisation . . . and may only too likely result in the conservatives and 
reactionaries gaining control.' For this reason it 'urges that the Party should 
re-absorb or co-operate with the Democratic Labour Party and go forward 
together to greater achievements'. 4 6 The LRC tried to sidestep by referring 
the issue to all affiliates in the hope that their replies 'will serve as an 
indication to the Labour Representation Committee to determine whether it 
receives endorsement or n o t . ' 4 7 But the skill of the 'loyalists' in beating off 
these attacks only intensified the gloom and disillusionment of branch 
members and activists. 4 8 

North of Dunedin the situation was, if anything, worse. In Auckland, 
where Lee's influence was greatest and where his Weekly could easily be 
bought, the branches had been seriously weakened by September. Mary 
Dreaver, one of several second-rank Labour activists for whom the exodus 
constituted an opportunity, told Nash that while the 'Lee-ites' lacked broad 
public support they 'number not a few in the Federation [of L a b o u r ] . . . . Mr 
John Lee is out to get converts and to break the party and inside our Ranks 
up here he has succeeded only too well. From hundreds the members have 
dwindled down but so long as we who are looked on as the leaders remain 
staunch and true he will never take the People's vote away from the 
Government. ' 4 9 The last comment was shrewd and accurate for whatever the 
role of party organization it does not, in the short-run, command the loyalty 
of supporters outside the party. Although the National Executive had to cross 
eight names off the party's list of approved parliamentary candidates because 
they had enlisted with the DLP, Fraser's skill in preventing any other member 
besides Barnard from resigning undoubtedly prevented a major crisis from 
becoming worse. 5 0 

Lee, of course, actively tried to quicken the migration. In five articles for 
the New Zealand Observer he recounted in his customary vivid style the 
history of his clash with Savage and Nash over policy and democratic control 
of the PLP. 5 1 In June these articles were published in pamphlet form as / 
Fight for New Zealand. He also published his account of the events leading up 
to the expulsion, Expelled From Labour Party for Telling Truth, and put 
down a barrage of articles in his Weekly which attacked Savage, Nash and 

4 6 This letter, undated, was found in the mss of the Otago branch of the ASC&J, filed 
under LRC. 

47 This letter, also undated, ibid. "'interview with W.B. Richards, August 1972. 
^Mary Dreaver to Nash, 30 August 1940, Nash mss, file 2139. 
^NZLP National Executive Minutes, 13 July 1940, Labour Tarty Archives. 
5 1 'My Rift with the Labour Party', 15 May 1940, pp.8-9; 'A Nasty Verbal Brawl', 22 

May 1940, p.9; 'Mr Nash and Exchange Control', 29 May 1940, p.9; 'I Tell Mr Lee to go 
to Hell', 5 June 1940, p.8; and 'Why the "Lee Letter" Was Written', 12 June 1940, 
pp.8-9. 
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'Union Gangsters' and justified his own behaviour. Not only did he keep up a 
ferocious assault but, with Barnard, shaped a policy designed to woo socialists 
and radicals out of Labour's column and into his own. He published two 
short biographies, one entitled Hitler and the other Mussolini, portraying the 
dictators as the puppets of a financial class trying to shore up capitalism; he 
demanded clarification of war aims; opposed the despatch of a division to the 
Middle East; called for conscription of wealth and damned conscription of 
men unless the nation received the chance to vote on the matter in a 
referendum. More important, he urged that the gains of the previous five 
years ought not to be sacrificied to the war and that the government should 
extend and consolidate the welfare state by moving further along the road to 
socialism. And, lest anybody miss the message, in the last half of 1940 he 
spoke throughout New Zealand to large and friendly audiences. 5 2 

Lee's skill at publicizing his case and addressing himself to the anxieties of 
Labour's rank and file clearly intensified Labour's problems. Unfortunately, 
however, there is no way of assessing precisely the drawing power of the DLP 
or the extent to which the events of 1940 persuaded earlier Labour activists 
to drop out. Clearly, the total emigration from Labour was large at the 
branch level. For instance, four members of the executive of the Tawa Flat 
branch in Wellington resigned, but only one joined the DLP. Other branches, 
besides Grey Lynn and Napier, found many of their executive officers 
resigning or dropping out and the situation in Dunedin suggests that at the 
branch membership level the exodus was even greater than one might 
imagine. Nor, given the experience in Dunedin and Auckland, can it be 
assumed that these were 'sleeping' members who rarely attended meetings or 
volunteered for work. Indeed, the opposite was often true. Lee's appeal to 
the discontent prevalent among many activists appears to have cost Labour 
many of its most fervent and energetic members. Even if their numbers were 
not great no party can easily adjust to the departure of a sizeable proportion 
of its active members. Even more damaging in the long run, as the Anderson's 
Bay branch warned, was the fact that the 'conservatives and reactionaries', 
with their emphasis on loyalty above all else, in many areas became 
dominant. The triumph in Auckland, for instance, of people such as Mary 
Dreaver and Fred Hackett hardly helped Labour recapture the elan and 
vitality needed to attract and hold new members. 

Not all areas were as affected as Auckland. Lee's impact was 
understandably much greater in his home city than elsewhere and waned, as it 
were, the further away from Auckland one moved. But the evidence to hand, 
and it is slight, suggests that distance from Auckland affected the DLP's 
power to recruit but did not lessen disaffection with Labour. The form taken 
by disaffection in the various regions was in part, however, a function of the 
relative balance of power between militants and their opponents within the 

5 1 Lee's Weekly, 14 August 1940, p.2; 25 September 1940, p.2; 27 November 1940, 
p.2; NZPD, CCLVII (30 May 1940), 33-34; (13 June 1940), 174-78; (3 July 1940), 336; 
and CCLVIII (4 December 1940), 513. See also 'The Need for Economic Heresy', 
Tomorrow, VI (15 May 1940), 428-32. 
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movement. In Dunedin, for instance, the 'left ' unions such as the ASC&J, the 
Tramwaymen, the Engineers and the Clothing Workers were dominant on the 
Trades Council. The same group, in alliance with 'left ' members of the party, 
such as Mark Silverstone, Peter Neilson, J.W. Munro and D.G. McMillan, also 
controlled the LRC. Hence, while the party clearly suffered because of the 
expulsion the DLP failed to gain in the same proportion. On the other hand 
in Christchurch and Wellington, where the coalition of industrial militants 
and party socialists never enjoyed the strength of their Otago brethren, the 
DLP managed to capitalize on the disaffection by forming branches, thus 
further weakening the power of the ' left ' on the LRC. In Auckland this 
process was most marked. The dominance of the 'industrial bouncers' or 
'union gangsters' — as Lee described the alliance of the largest unions 5 3 — in 
any region appears, thus, to have quickened the process of transforming 
generalized disaffection with Labour into a decision to leave the party, and in 
a proportion of cases which grew smaller the greater the distance from 
Auckland, join the DLP. The distribution of DLP membership and support in 
the 1943 elections confirms the accuracy of this analysis. This pattern also 
shows that discontent with the government existed quite independently of 
the expulsion. Lee, of course, tried to exploit it to his own advantage. 

Aggregate figures on the strength of the Labour Party (shown in the 
appendix) provide suggestive but not conclusive evidence of the schism's 
overall severity. Certainly, the government's unpopularity and the impact of 
conscription contributed to the sharp decline in membership revealed. The 
exact contribution of the expulsion and the formation of the DLP to this fall 
cannot be assessed with any confidence but if, in September 1940, each of 
the DLP's sixty branches had no more than an average membership of 
fifteen then the DLP took no more than 1,000 members from Labour. If, 
however, only one in four of those leaving Labour joined the DLP then the 
migration assumes more serious proportions. This estimate, it should be 
added, is almost certainly too low because most of the branches had more 
than fifteen members. An average membership of thirty and an exodus of 
2,000 would almost certainly constitute a maximum impact, however, and 
according to our rather speculative formula would suggest a total loss to 
Labour of some 8,000 members. This figure can be considered an unlikely 
maximum. Equally significant is the fact that many of those who remained 
active in the Labour Party became confused, apathetic, and demoralized. In 
any case Labour suffered a serious haemorrhage, as the figures reveal, 
although there is no way of separating out the effect of the expulsion and the 
DLP from the other causes of disaffection. 

There has been a tendency, accepted by Brown among others, to conclude 
that the unions engineered Lee's expulsion and that the branches supported 
him. It is worth pointing out, though, that many large unions opposed his 
expulsion (although not the three largest), protested against it vigorously, and 
in 1945-46 made a concerted effort to secure his re-admission. While no 

5 3Clerical Workers; New Zealand Workers' Union; Watersiders; and Hotel and 
Restaurant Workers. 
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union appears to have disaffiliated or lost members because of the expulsion 
this does not mean that unions supported the expulsion. Not surprisingly as 
unions they had more important objectives but rank-and-file union members 
were deeply angry in many areas. The decline in branch membership in Grey 
Lynn and Caversham, for instance, largely reflected working-class discontent. 
This conclusion is supported by the fate of the DLP at the polls in 1943 for, 
while the party did not do very well, in urban-industrial areas it did best. If 
one also takes into account non-voting at the 1943 election it can easily be 
seen that discontent with Labour was widespread and intense among the 
urban working class. 5 4 

It would be a mistake to conclude that an unmeasurable decline in 
membership constituted the gravest consequence of the expulsion. Indeed, 
after the war Labour's membership recovered briefly, only to decline again in 
the late fort ies. 5 5 How many of those who lapsed into apathy or joined the 
DLP returned to Labour's fold cannot be said. But, having left once, one 
suspects that they dropped out with less heartburn during the crises of 
1948-51 and many, of course, never returned to the fold. Those who never 
returned to the Labour fold were usually of the generation which had been 
associated with Labour since 1919, such as Frank Vaughan or E.A. Dahl. 
Those who first joined Labour during the thirties were more likely to rejoin 
as it became obvious that there was no alternative to the Labour Party, 
although a small proportion of these may have joined the Communist Party. 
But Lee's expulsion had less tangible and more significant effects. 'Ancestor 
Worship', to use Lee's phrase, became conspicuous in the Labour Party during 
the forties. Branches lost vital members and vitality; they concerned 
themselves less with policy and ideas and more with apologies, minutes, and 
formal business. The branch rank-and-file, according to several witnesses, lost 
enthusiasm and lost any sense of controlling decision-making. And the new 
cult of loyalty and leadership, backed by the Central Executive and the 
Federation of Labour, established its dominion within the par ty . 5 6 Other 
crises, and that of 1949 was more important than the expulsion, compounded 
the party's problems, consolidated the power of 'loyalists' and 
'administrators' at regional and local levels, and bled the party of vitality and 

^See R.M. Chapman, 'The Response to Labour and the Question of Parallelism of 
Opinion, 1928-1960', Studies of a Small Democracy, Auckland, 1963, Table VII, p.240 
and AJHR, 1944, H-33, pp.13-14. 

5 5Membership grew again in the early 1950s, and then slumped again after the Black 
Budget; see Barry Gustafson, Social Change and Party Reorganization: The New Zealand 
Labour Party Since 1945, London and Beverly Hills, 1976. The increases of the 
mid-forties and early fifties grew progressively smaller, however, and the party never 
again in this period regained the absolute strength of 1939-40 (despite a growing 
population). 

^Dudley Sears, The Challenge to New Zealand Labour, Christchurch, 1946; T.M. 
Lees, 'The Crisis in Social Democracy', Landfall, XII (September 1950), 196-205; Willis 
Airey, 'Andre Siegfried's Democracy in New Zealand : Fifty Years After', Political 
Science, VI (September 1954), 33-51; and Louise Overacker, 'The New Zealand Labour 
Partv'. American Political Science Review, XLIX (September 1955), 708-32. 
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ideas and imagination. Respectability and loyality had succeeded audacity 
and vitality, and Labour had to pay a high cost. 

It might be urged, as Professor Sinclair has pointed out, that Lee and his 
supporters were 'funny-money men' and that Labour was well quit of 
them. 5 7 If true it would suggest that the expulsion and the formation of the 
DLP deprived Labour not of any strength but of a lunatic fringe committed 
to wildly impractical and potentially ruinous proposals. Admittedly, Lee tried 
and undoubtedly succeeded in appealing to a diverse group of money radicals 
and Social Creditors throughout the years 1939-43. We would need, however, 
a more precise measure of the DLP's impact in branches known to have been 
influenced by Douglas Credit to assess the extent to which Labour lost only 
'funny-money' addicts. But the geographical distribution of DLP strength, 
while showing some support for the party in suburban areas, indicates that it 
had little impact in areas where support for Social Credit had been endemic 
(such as Wanganui, Oamaru or North Auckland). The DLP hurt Labour most, 
whether measured in terms of branch strength or electoral support in the 
1943 election, in the working-class areas of the cities. 5 8 Nor, of course, was 
Lee ever a proponent of what Sinclair loosely calls 'funny money ' . 5 9 The 
only ex-member of the Social Credit League in parliament, Charles Barrell of 
Hamilton, warmly supported Nash! 6 0 

Not only is there no evidence that Lee had any strong appeal to the 
disciples of Major Douglas but he was widely seen as more of a socialist than 
his opponents, especially Nash. He appealed to the party rank-and-file, as 
distinct from the PLP, not because of his skill in articulating the need for the 
maximum degree of insulation and industrialization — and his remarks on 
finance and banking were always related to these issues — but because of his 
skill at wooing the ideologically committed. For instance, he favoured the 
nationalization of all the trading banks, and said so on several occasions in 
public during 1939 and 1940, and the nationalization of insurance. 6 ' He also 
exploited traditional left-wing suspicions of the war and conscription, and the 
fear that reform at home would be postponed for the duration of the war or 
even sacrificed to wage war. This particular cluster of issues, indeed, helped 
him to achieve much of his strength at the 1940 Labour Conference. 6 2 In his 

5 7 'The Lee-Sutch Syndrome: New Zealand Labour Party Policies and Politics, 
1930-1940', New Zealand Journal of History, VIII (October 1974), 95-117 and Walter 
NasK Auckland, 1977. 

See John A. Lee, p.165 and n.20 and p.189 and n.55. Of the known branches in 
smaller towns - Levin, Palmerston North, Te Awamutu, Frankton, Napier, Wanganui, 
Port Chalmers and Roxburgh - only the last was probably dominated by the proponents 
of cheap credit. 

5 9 He believed 'new issues' the best way, if properly administered, for bringing idle 
labour and idle resources together and that in periods of full employment the 
government should raise what it needed by taxation. He also criticized Labour's policy 
of spending freely on social services that increased purchasing power without increasing 
the availability of consumer goods; see John A. Lee, pp.47-50, 93-95, 120, 163, 184. 

This is not to imply that Nash favoured Douglas Credit. 
6 1 Socialism in New Zealand, London, 1938, pp.73, 215 and Lee, The Crime of 

Espousing Democracy!', Tomorrow, VI (20 December 1939), 108. 
This is discussed more fully in John A. Lee, pp. 150-51. 
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onslaughts against dictatorial tendencies within the party and the increasing 
power of certain unions not renowned for their democratic procedures, he 
also touched chords which proved resonant throughout much of the Labour 
Party. Lee was not therefore exclusively concerned with money, banks and 
debt, and even when he did address himself to these issues he took care to 
appeal not only to the money radicals who, in his view, had made possible 
Labour's victory in 1935, but to socialists as well. 

Professor Sinclair's attempt to compress Lee within the procrustean bed of 
Social Credit (and his own view of that ideology is limited), distorts the 
significance of Lee's expulsion. Lee had vitality and imagination, he could 
and did continue to address himself to a wide variety of issues, and he had a 
tremendous appeal within the Labour movement (especially in Auckland). He 
also enjoyed a reputation for honesty and sincerity. At a time when many 
Labour activists and radicals (including socialists) were becoming increasingly 
upset at the government's opportunism and authoritarianism, its retreat from 
the brave vision of earlier years, Lee addressed himself to these questions 
frankly and forcefully. Not that Lee was more saintly or humane than his 
opponents, but in part through luck and his own skill as a publicist he became 
a figure of considerable symbolic resonance. And as a symbolic figure he 
appealed to the socialists and militants, to those who believed politics ought 
to be about moral issues, to those who yearned for the days when Labour had 
been a crusade rather than an organization and resented the government's 
opportunism. 

The argument of this paper should not be taken to imply that had Lee 
remained in the party he would have single-handed reversed the tendencies 
that he inveighed against. Far from it. Indeed, before becoming involved in 
his show-down with Cabinet Lee was often scornful of ideological 
fundamentalists, political moralists and those who believed that the party 
should be controlled by its rank and file. But his expulsion marked a key 
battle in the triumph of authority over democracy, the central executive over 
the branches, and of an alliance of Cabinet and certain union leaders over the 
Labour movement. Other issues clearly converged and became entangled with 
Lee's expulsion, and he exploited them with skill. Conscription, the retreat 
from socialism, the failure to nationalize any let alone all the trading banks, 
the lack of a vigorous policy of industrialization and the government's 
procrastination about instituting exchange controls and economic planning all 
generated discontent and were grist to Lee's mill. But to many in the party, 
and even to many without, the central question was, to what extent did a 
Labour government have to listen to rank-and-file opinion and to what extent 
was it entitled to manipulate, control and even suppress critical voices? On 
this ground Lee took his stand, and led his army to defeat. But the war, 
conscription, the tendency to oligarchy and authoritarianism, and the usual 
disillusionment in some circles because the millennium had not been achieved, 
would inevitably have cost Labour support and members. It is impossible, 
however, to measure the exact contribution of any one factor or issue to the 
sharp fall in Labour's membership. But the evidence, while in the nature of 
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things inconclusive, suggests that the expulsion, taken in itself and as a 
symbol, was the central event in the Labour Party's first major crisis of 
identity. The nature of that crisis and the manner in which it was resolved 
affected the subsequent development of the party. Indeed, thanks in large 
measure to Lee and the continuing relevance of many of his criticisms of 
Labour, that first great crisis has cast a very long shadow; the length of the 
shadow may not accurately define the importance of the expulsion, but that 
it was of great importance is incontestable. 

ERIK OLSSEN 

University of Otago 

APPENDIX 
LABOUR PARTY MEMBERSHIP, 1935-45 1 

No. of No. of Affiliated 
Year Branches Members Unions Members 
1935-36 182 3 3 , 1 1 4 2 2 2 9 
1937-38 4 4 2 2 2 , 8 1 0 6 3 6 1 3 9 , 3 4 7 
1939-40 6 3 0 5 1 , 1 7 4 799 185 ,431 
1940-41 555 35 ,481 8 5 9 190 ,405 
1941-42 4 7 3 2 3 , 2 9 8 8 5 2 1 7 3 , 0 8 2 
1943-44 3 9 0 13 ,995 795 1 3 0 , 8 9 5 

1 The figures for 1935-36 are taken from an article by Louise Overacker, 'The New 
Zealand Labor Party', American Political Science Review, XLIX (September 1955), 
708-32. The other figures are from Bruce Taylor, 'The Expulsion of J.A. Lee and the 
Effects on the Development of the Labour Party', p.68. The figures for 1938 are from an 
'Annex to Annual Report of National Executive for Presentation to Twenty-second 
Annual Conference, April 1938' in the F.P. Walsh mss., Alexander Turnbull Library. 
2 This figure is the total membership figure (Le. including members of affiliated 
unions). 


