
The Round Table Movement 
LIONEL CURTIS AND THE FORMATION OF THE NEW ZEALAND GROUPS IN 1910 

I 
ONE of the major organisations founded prior to 1914 for the purpose 
of creating a more general interest in the problems of empire was the 
extremely powerful Round Table movement. Although in recent 
years attempts have been made to define the degree of influence of 
the Round Table, particularly of its Canadian branch, little effort 
has been made to examine in detail either the purposes for which 
Dominion groups were formed, the methods used in their formation 
or the types of people accepted as members.1 Such a study can best 
be made in New Zealand where the first oversea groups were estab-
lished and where the Round Table, or rather its emissary Lionel 
Curtis, encountered many of the problems of theory and technique 
which were to plague them in other parts of the Empire in following 
months. The study reveals how very much the methods adopted by 
the Round Table were influenced by those previously used in South 
Africa and emphasises the importance of the role played by Lionel 
Curtis in the early days of the movement.2 

Many of the members of the Round Table movement had served 
in South Africa under Lord Milner, becoming known rather deroga-
tively as 'Milner's Kindergarten'. Those of the 'Kindergarten' who 
chose to remain in South Africa when Milner was replaced as High 
Commissioner by Lord Selborne in 1905 became increasingly con-
cerned about what they called 'the South African problem'.3 They 
determined to study the question, and after careful enquiry in all 
the colonies a report was drafted and considered, and 'redrafted and 
reconsidered many times', until at length the statement of facts and 
the conclusions drawn from them had been reduced to a form to 
which everyone concerned was prepared to subscribe. In this way a 
diagnosis of 'the South African problem' was arrived at and eventually 

1 See James Eayrs, 'The Round Table Movement in Canada, 1909-1920', The 
Canadian Historical Review, (March 1957), 1-20; also Carroll Quigley, 'The Round Table Groups in Canada, 1908-38', The Canadian Historical Review, (September 1962), 204-24. 

2 Much of this article is based on a very complete diary kept by Lionel Curtis while in New Zealand and on material in the Lothian Papers. I am grateful to the present Lord Lothian and to Mr Dermot Morrah, editor of The Round Table, for permission to use the Lothian and Curtis Papers. 
3 The following account of the methods used in South Africa is taken from an undated 'Memorandum' on the subject written by Curtis. It is now in the Curtis Papers. 
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published as the Selborne Memorandum.4 The same methods were 
then applied to the preparation of materials designed 'to enable a 
convention to prepare a scheme of national union, and resulted in 
the publication of The Government of South Africa in late 1908.5 

In the course of their work the 'Kindergarten found it necessary to 
form closer union societies, composed of men qualified to criticise the 
reports in all the South African colonies. Lionel Curtis, a leading 
member of the 'Kindergarten, resigned as Assistant Colonial Secre-
tary to the Transvaal in order to devote his full attention to the 
formation of the societies. By dint of extensive travel and the fulsome 
use of his own unique gifts Curtis soon succeeded in establishing 
a wide-flung network of groups. The organisation was completed in 
1908 with the founding of The State—a periodical designed to 
publicise the closer union movement and to act as a link between 
the societies—under the editorship of Philip Kerr, another prominent 
member of the 'Kindergarten. 

Curtis later stated that all the work of propaganda and organisa-
tion was 
studiously dissociated from party politics and men of very different 
political opinions shared in it . . . . Having all arrived at a common 
creed, we spontaneously said the same tiling and worked in the same 
direction, in widely different parts of the country. There was no secret 
or mystery about our work but during the period of research and 
until we had arrived at results by which we were prepared to stand 
and which could, therefore, be published, we kept our numbers 
strictly limited and eschewed publicity . . . . When we did publish, we 
kept personalities in the background, and asked that our results might 
be judged on their merits. No one person was responsible for the 
work, and the question of authorship was irrelevant to the value of 
the conclusions arrived at. The one object was to get people to con-
centrate their attention on an endeavour to reach the truth. 6 

This philosophy of approach plus the techniques of the written 
report, criticised and redrafted many times, the network of groups 
whose function was to help prepare the report and to spread the 
pertinent gospel, and the periodical to serve both as a link and as a 
medium of propaganda were to be used again by the 'Kindergarten' 
when it transferred its interest and abilities from the South African 
to the imperial problem. 

By October 1908, when matters were well in hand in South Africa, 
Lionel Curtis was turning his attention to the wider stage. It was 
becoming increasingly apparent to Curtis that Great Britain and the 
Dominions 'must come to some definite business arrangement for the 
support and control of Imperial defence and foreign policy or the 

4 See Basil Williams (ed.), The Selbourne Memorandum, Oxford, 1925, pp. vii-xxvii. 
5 See The Government of South Africa, 2 vols., Cape Town, 1908. 
6 Curtis, undated 'Memorandum', cited in note 3. 
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Empire must break up . . . . ' 7 It had to be brought home to the 
Dominions that the mother country could not long continue to bear 
the brunt of defence expenditures. Also, Great Britain had to be 
persuaded that any financial support worth having from the 
Dominions would have to be accompanied by a corresponding 
measure of control over defence and foreign policy. Although wearied 
by his exertions of the past two years Curtis informed Milner that 
he was prepared to throw what strength and experience he had into 
'the Imperial problem'. A few weeks later Curtis suggested to 
Richard Jebb, a prominent student of imperial organisation, that The 
State might be developed 'into a system of Imperial magazines pub-
lished simultaneously in all the colonies but centering in England, 
through which people like H. E. [Milner] and Jameson might utter 
their thoughts to the empire as a whole.'8 

Six months later an independent observer, E. B. Sargent, who had 
served in South Africa as Milner's adviser on education, reached 
similar conclusions. Writing to Milner on 30 May 1909, Sargent 
claimed that 'nothing has done so much to forward the cause of 
closer union of the South African Colonies in the last two years as 
the formation of the closer union societies (for which I suppose that 
Lionel Curtis was largely responsible).' Sargent believed that during 
the next five years it would be essential for similar societies to be 
established in all the Dominions for the discussion of 'responsible 
union' and the means to secure it. To his mind 'every town, and 
every village centre of country population, should have such a 
society.' Although these societies would have little organic connection 
with one another certain books and pamphlets could be mutually 
obtainable from the capital cities and bands of speakers could circu-
late. The progress of the movement could be described in a series of 
monthly or quarterly journals, each directed from the capital city of 
a Dominion, and the contents of these journals could be sifted and 
redistributed from a central journal in London. Moreover, Sargent 
argued, someone like Curtis would have to be prepared to give his 
whole time to the movement while others would have to be willing 
to pass from Dominion to Dominion, not necessarily to speak but to 
provide encouragement.9 Although Sargent, whose ideas originated in 
a memorandum prepared earlier in the year for the Victoria League, 
had no connection with the closer union societies or with the 'Milner 
Kindergarten' his ideas foreshadowed with startling accuracy many 
of the methods eventually adopted by the Round Table movement. 
No mention was ever made of Sargent at Round Table 'Moots' but 
there can be little doubt that Milner, who had been plagued by the 
problem of communicating with overseas groups since attempting to 
establish Compatriot groups in the Dominions in late 1907 and early 

7 Curtis to Milner, 31 October 1908, Milner Papers, Bodleian Library, Oxford. 
8 Curtis to R. Jebb, 6 December 1908, Jebb Papers, Institute of Common-wealth Studies, London. 
9 E. B. Sargent to Milner, 30 May 1909, Milner Papers. 
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1908, was impressed by the proposals and repeated them to his 
colleagues.1 0 

With the return of many of the 'Kindergarten' to England during 
1909, particularly the two leading lights Curtis and Kerr, a number 
of informal meetings took place in London at which various methods 
of attacking the imperial problem were discussed. By this time Kerr 
shared Curtis's enthusiasm and was convinced that any organisation 
intending to devote itself to the solution of the wider problem should 
establish throughout the Empire loosely correlated centres of con-
structive Imperialism' with full-time secretaries. In Kerr's opinion, 
'the most important function of each group will be to speak for the 
"other side"—that is at present, England . . . . Lies must be nailed, 
questions answered, doubts resolved at once . . . it is a local body 
which must "nobble" the press, "place" articles, write speeches for 
particular occasions . . . . In any case there is no lack of workers. It 
is a gospel they want not a spur. ' 1 1 

In early September 1909 after numerous intensive discussions the 
Round Table movement was finally organised, and by January 1910 
its major objectives had been defined. The members agreed to aim 
at an organic union of the Empire 'to be brought about by the estab-
lishment of an imperial government constitutionally responsible to 
all the electors of the Empire, and with power to act directly on the 
individual citizens.' It was recognised that action towards the attain-
ment of this end ought to be twofold: first, a scheme of union should 
be prepared and eventually published 'as an answer to the objection 
that Imperial Union was impossible'; and secondly, intermediate steps 
such as 'the education of public opinion in the truth about Imperial 
affairs' should be encouraged. These activities were to preoccupy the 
attention of the Round Table movement during the next four years. 1 2 

1 0 The Compatriots was an organisation founded in London in January 1904 by Leopold Amery for discussion of domestic and imperial problems. Members included Leo Maxse, editor of the National Review; H. J. Mackinder, geographer and future Principal of the London School of Economics; J. L. Garvin, one of the outstanding journalists of his generation; John Buchan; F. S. Oliver; Joseph Chamberlain; Alfred Lyttelton and Milner who became president on his return from South Africa in 1905. By the autumn of 1907 the Compatriots had proven such a success in Great Britain that Milner was convinced similar discussion groups should be established in the self-governing colonies, and he paid Leopold Amery to go to South Africa for that purpose. Amery met with great success and by early 1908 a number of groups had been formed, the most important in Johannesburg. Amery also opened a correspondence with Alfred Deakin and 'Billy' Hughes about an Australian branch of the Compatriots and with Robert Borden and Mackenzie King in Canada. For further information see L. S. Amery, My Political Life, London, 1953, I, 264-9; and G. Robinson to Milner, 10 November 1907; Amery to Milner, 11 November 1907; Brand to Milner, 17 November 1907; Amery to Milner, 30 March and 4 April 1908, Milner Papers. 
1 1 Undated 'Memorandum' by Philip Kerr at present in Box File: Round Table 1909-14, Lothian Papers. This 'Memorandum' was probably written prior to the Imperial Defence Conference of 1909. 
1 2 Those who took part in the initial discussions in the summer of 1909 were Milner, Geoffrey Robinson (later Dawson), Robert Brand, Lionel Curtis, F. S. Oliver, Dr L. S. Jameson, R. Martin Holland, Philip Kerr, Arthur Steel-Maitland, G. S. Craik, Leopold Amery, Lord Selborne, William Marris, Lord Lovat, Lord Anglesey, Lord Howick (son-in-law of Lord Selborne) and Lord Wolmer (heir of Lord Selborne). Their numbers were bolstered at the January 1910 meet-
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In order to achieve their goal the members adopted those tech-

niques developed in South Africa, so vigorously endorsed by Curtis, 
Sargent and Kerr. The primary method was to be the preparation 
by the London group in communication with overseas groups of a 
full and reasoned statement of the imperial problem, setting out the 
alternatives involved, the real import of disruption, the sacrifices 
necessary to avoid it and the successive stages through which the 
ultimate goal was to be sought. In addition the 'Egg', as the Round 
Table members called the statement, was to contain a scheme of 
union—if possible a constitution—to which workers throughout the 
Empire could direct their efforts. 1 3 The first step in the preparation 
of this comprehensive memorandum was made in September 1909 
when Lionel Curtis, who because of his obvious ability and unrivalled 
South African experience had been chosen to draft the 'Egg', left for 
Canada accompanied by Philip Kerr and William Marris, an associate 
of the 'Kindergarten'. Upon his return to England in January Curtis 
began drafting a provisional statement based on his Canadian experi-
ences. Once this initial 'Egg' was completed the Round Table mem-
bers in London planned to circulate it for comment and criticism to 
'groups of believers in Imperial Union, willing to study the problem.' 1 4 

The formation of study groups in the Dominions was the second 
method devised by the movement to advance its ends. The essential 
function of the Round Table groups would be to discuss and re-
discuss, criticise and re-criticise, various drafts of the 'Egg'. It was 
thought that only in this way could Curtis provide a document which 
each of the groups would be prepared to adopt as its own manifesto. 
Since the overseas groups were to play such an important role in the 
work of the movement it was decided that their members should be 
selected personally by one of the London group who would make a 
special journey to the Dominions for the purpose. In order to facili-
tate discussion the size of the groups was to be kept as small as 
possible; and to ensure that they would be severally effective 'a whole-
time executive agent of character and capacity' was to be chosen 
by each. Concerted action between the groups was to be partially 
secured by the periodic visits of an itinerant delegate, chosen from 
among the original members of the movement, and by correspond-
ence with the central group in London which would undertake to 
collect, to digest and to disseminate information. 1 5 

Finally, relying again on the experiences of the 'Kindergarten' in 
South Africa, the members of the London group decided to establish 
ings by three other members of the 'Kindergarten': Patrick Duncan, Lionel Hichens and Richard Feetham. See Milner Diary July-September 1909. Also 'Minutes of a meeting held at Ledbury 15/18 January, 1910' and 'Minutes of a meeting held in London on 23 January, 1910, 4-5 p.m.', Lothian Papers. 

1 3 loc. cit. Also undated 'Memorandum of conversations which took place between a few English and South African friends at intervals during the summer of 1909', ibid. 
1 4 Minutes of a meeting held at Plas Newydd, 4-6 September 1909, ibid. 
1 6 Undated 'Memorandum of conversations . . . during the summer of 1909', ibid. 
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a quarterly journal devoted entirely to imperial affairs, which would 
be sent to all editors for review and 'to which all workers and all 
important statesmen in the Dominions could be induced to subscribe 
. . . This was thought to be the simplest, most effective, and least 
suspicious vehicle by which information about foreign and imperial 
affairs and arguments and ideas about imperial union could be dis-
tributed. Although the hope was expressed that the magazine would 
eventually become the recognised organ of the Round Table groups, 
this particular function of the quarterly was not thoroughly explored 
at the movement's organisational meetings with the result that mis-
understandings arose later in the year between Curtis and the London 
group. Not unexpectedly Philip Kerr was chosen to edit The Round 
Table, as the new magazine was to be known, and Lionel Curtis 
was selected as the movement's itinerant missionary, a role for which 
his energies and messianic zeal aptly suited him. 1 6 

Shortly after these decisions had been made Curtis left England 
for South Africa where much of his time was devoted to completing 
the provisional 'Egg' on the imperial problem. When this was finished 
it was printed in interleaved form and circulated among Curtis's 
South African friends. It contained a lengthy survey of the issues 
confronting the British Empire, an analysis of how they affected the 
Dominions, particularly Canada, and a detailed plan of imperial 
federation. 1 7 Finally on 1 June 1910, armed with numerous copies 
of this document, Curtis left South Africa for Australasia on the 
opening leg of his imperial journey. According to the original arrange-
ments made in late 1909 and early 1910 Curtis's first visit to Aus-
tralasia was to be devoted to collecting the necessary information for 
an 'Egg' on the two southern Dominions and to making a reconnais-
sance for the kind of men who could be asked to join in the move-
ment. The formation of groups was to be left to a future visit. After 

1 6 Minutes of a meeting held 15-18 January 1910, ibid. Initially the suggestion that Curtis should assume> the role of missionary aroused some concern among those of the 'Kindergarten' who had remained in South Africa after Curtis and Kerr had returned to England. In August 1909 Patrick Duncan, Richard Feet-ham, Fred Perry and Geoffrey Robinson — later better known as Geoffrey Dawson — believed that Curtis's talents could best be used to establish a vigorous central organisation in London. However, by mid-January 1910 all four seemed to have changed their minds. Certainly Duncan and Feetham who attended the 'Moot' held at that time raised no objections. See P. Duncan to Curtis, 23 August 1909, ibid. The manner in which the Round Table movement financed their activities during these and later years is still very much a mystery although it is known that the Rhodes Trust, through Milner, a Rhodes Trustee, agreed to match all other 'private' contributions on a pound to pound basis. Not all the private donors are known but the most important was probably Abe Bailey, a former associate of Rhodes and the principal contributor to the funds of the Closer Union societies. His initial contribution to the movement was £2500 and since his death in 1940 the Round Table has received an endowed bequest of £1000 a year. Two other major contributors were Lord Angelsey and Lady Wantage. For a more detailed hypothesis of Round Table finances see Quigley, pp. 210-11. 
1 7 T h e printed form of this 'Egg' was known initially as the 'Green Memoran-dum' and then as the 'Annotated Memorandum'. It was officially entitled for publication, Round Table Studies, I. It will be referred to hereafter as the 'Green Memorandum'. 
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Curtis's departure from England, however, the London group had 
decided that the work had to be accelerated and that Curtis should 
not only gather information but in addition organise the Round Table 
groups in New Zealand and Australia during his initial visit. 1 8 

Curtis was characteristically unperturbed by this change of plan 
and upon reaching Wellington on 29 June he plunged eagerly into 
his new duties. Three weeks after his arrival he received from the 
London office a number of copies of a pamphlet designed to adver-
tise The Round Table. No sooner had he read it than Curtis realised 
that he and the London group held widely divergent views about 
certain aspects of the movement's activities; a situation aggravated 
by Curtis's prolonged absence from England and by the totally 
different conditions under which he and the London members were 
working. Curtis had long believed that if the imperial cause was to 
have any hope of success it had to be pushed from the Dominions 
rather than from Great Britain. Therefore during his first three weeks 
in New Zealand he had been emphasising the South African origins 
of the movement and passing himself off as a South African colonist. 
The arrival of the circular which tended to emphasise the importance 
of the London group now threatened to undermine this approach. 1 9 

On 21 July Curtis sat down and wrote a long letter to Philip Kerr 
outlining the principles which were guiding him in his missionary 
work in New Zealand. He started by revealing what function he 
thought the new quarterly should serve. From the beginning, Curtis 
stated, his primary reason for advocating a journal had been to 
establish a medium of information for small groups of workers 
scattered throughout the Empire which 'in time could be made a 
vehicle for the wider circulation of a common policy, whenever the 
groups found that they had been able to agree upon one.' He believed 
that at present The Round Table should not propagate any particular 
policy: 
this idea is all important to my work, because the spectre which I am 
always having to exorcise, is the notion so easily provoked in the 
Dominions, that people are to be lured into some propaganda, the 
final upshot of which they do not see. The only way I can meet this 
is to show them the books we produced in South Africa, and to show 
them how again and again, as the results of study, we had to discard 
ideas which we had long held . . . . My line in dealing with people is, 
and must be, that we have as yet evolved no solution of the problem 
of our external affairs . . . . I say that I am not prepared myself to put 
forward any views except as hypotheses for discussion. When I put 
in front of them our Canadian Reports, I do so with this warning and 
coupled with a request that they may be read with the object of pick-
ing holes in them. When I speak of the proposed journal I emphasize 

1 8 Curtis to F. S. Oliver, 15 August 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. 
1 9 For Curtis's early conviction see Curtis to Milner, 31 October 1908, Milner Papers; and for his method of approach while in New Zealand see Curtis to Kerr, 21 July 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. 
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that it cannot as yet propagate any policy, but is to supply a con-tinuous fund of fact . . . . 

Curtis also contended that in the later editions of the circulars no 
mention was made of the Dominion articles, a facet of The Round 
Table upon which he had been 'laying the greatest stress'. Moreover, 
there was an indication that efforts were being made by the London 
group to obtain a circulation among 'a great majority of men of real 
influence . . . in order that from the outset it may reach a large 
number of readers' This was completely opposite to Curtis's belief 
that the first and most important object of the magazine would be 
fulfilled if it were read only by the few dozen men who 'as an inner 
circle' were to take part in the work of study. Furthermore Curtis 
had been attempting to remove New Zealanders' suspicion of the 
London group by stressing the fact that any policy worked out by 
the Dominions also had to be subjected to criticism in the United 
Kingdom. In fact, as he explained to Kerr: 
The central idea which I have been advocating throughout with reference to the London group, is that it is to be a common agent and clearing house of the four Dominion groups. It is for this reason that I am bound to represent the movement as originating from South Africa; whence in fact it does originate, at least to the same extent as from England . . . . I represent the establishment of a similar group in England, rather as the outcome of suggestion from South Africa, subsequently endorsed by the approval of friends we have made in Canada, and I feel that I can do so with perfect sincerity. 

Curtis thought that after reading the circulars New Zealanders 
would 'assume that the whole thing was engineered from England 
and was just a repetition of the pattern, so often attempted before 
. . . a kind of mission to the Colonies propagated and fostered from 
London.' To Curtis the alternatives were to represent the movement 
as emanating either from England or from South Africa. Personally 
he believed the second method the best and his experiences in 
Canada and thus far in New Zealand strengthened this belief. Never-
theless he thought either approach could be adopted with equal 
justification. But, Curtis argued, if the London group was taking one 
line and himself another an impression of insincerity was bound to 
be produced which, more than anything else, would damage their 
work. 

Curtis received no reply to his letter until late November, almost 
ten weeks after leaving New Zealand. Even then he was given little 
guidance, although Kerr did admit that 'nobody had thought out 
sufficiently clearly what the Magazine was to be like before you left 
England . . . , ' 2 0 As it happened some of Curtis's arguments proved 
acceptable to the London group. In a memorandum prepared at the 
end of the year summarising the activities of the movement during 

20 Kerr to Curtis, 14 October 1910, ibid. 



T H E R O U N D T A B L E M O V E M E N T 4 1 
the previous twelve months it was stated that The Round Table was 
designed to fulfil a double function: first, to serve as a means of 
correcting false impressions and misunderstandings about the attitude 
of the different parts of the Empire in imperial matters; and second, 
and here is where Curtis's contentions had obviously had effect, to 
serve 'as a link between the students of the Imperial problem within 
. . . the different groups throughout the Empire. ' 2 1 

Curtis's sincerity cannot be questioned but his close adherence to 
the principles outlined above often led to the charge that his methods 
were disingenuous. Even his close friend Lionel Hichens admonished 
Curtis for 'masquerading as a S. African'. 2 2 Nevertheless, in the weeks 
following his letter to Kerr, Curtis had little reason to change his 
methods. He continued to work with the same optimism and religious 
fervour which characterised everything he did. Writing to Frederick 
Scott Oliver in mid-August Curtis assured him that although many 
New Zealanders seemed content with the present imperial relation-
ship whereby Great Britain assumed the burden of imperial defence 
there was no need for despair, because 'at all times and in all places 
. . . the whole dead weight has been lifted up by the strength and 
foresight of a very few. Seven thousand who had not bowed the knee 
to Baal were enough to save Israel and Sodom could have been saved 
if only ten just men could have been found. ' 2 3 It was for such men 
that Curtis was searching in New Zealand. 

II 
Curtis stayed in New Zealand almost eleven weeks during which 

time he managed to organise major groups at Wellington, Christ-
church, Auckland and Wanganui, to form a smaller one at Dunedin 
and to establish contacts at Napier, Peel Forest, Mount Peel, 
Palmerston North, Bulls and Fielding. Curtis made a point of choos-
ing group members from the academic, business, legal and farming 
world. In this way 'men of earnest and studious mind accustomed 
to search for truth for its own sake' were balanced by the 'practical 
man of the world' who was familiar with 'the idiosyncracies of un-
reasonable human nature'. 2 4 Curtis's technique was more or less the 
same everywhere he went, no matter if he were in a major city or 
a small hamlet. First, with the aid of introductions supplied by his 
English friends, he approached certain members of the community, 
usually finding that 'not more than half of every dozen' introductions 
he carried were of the right sort. When he had chosen the suitable 
"half-dozen' he decided who was 'the best man for the cause', told 
him everything and enlisted his support. He then discussed with this 

2 1 Undated 'Memorandum' surveying the work of the movement in 1910 pro-bably written by Philip Kerr in December 1910. Box File: Round Table 1909-14, ibid. 
2 2 Lionel Hichens to Curtis, 19 December 1910, Curtis Papers. 
2 3 Curtis to F. S. Oliver, 15 August 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. 
2 4 Curtis to Lady Wantage, 9 September 1910, Curtis Papers. 
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'leading spirit' the others with whom the latter wished to work. Some 
of those named were often included in 'the six just men' Curtis had 
already met, but nearly always there were others who were considered 
as good or better to whom Curtis was introduced. Finally, when all 
these people had been sounded Curtis invited them to dinner so that 
his proposals could be generally threshed out . 2 5 

Although this appeared a humdrum way of setting to work Curtis 
believed it to be far more effective than addressing a number of mass 
meetings. Such an approach would probably cause a great sensation 
but the effect would soon subside if there was no one left behind to 
keep it going. As Curtis explained to Lady Wantage, one of the 
financial backers of the Round Table movement: 
Surely the sounder method is to establish a small nucleus of men all imbued with the same truths and uttering them as a matter of their own personal conviction to their own people. Then there is no need for outsiders like myself to come forward at all. The movement springs up from inside each Dominion among the people themselves, and becomes their own spontaneous movement. Our function, as I understand it, is not to feed these countries with flour as it were, which is gone as soon as it is consumed, but to bring them seed so that they may grow the food for themselves and have no limit to the supply. 2 6 

Within two days of arriving in Wellington on 29 June Curtis had 
made a number of preliminary contacts. 2 7 On 30 June he spent a few 
minutes with Sir Joseph Ward, the New Zealand Prime Minister, and 
had a short talk with Hector Rolleston, the British Imperial Trade 
Commissioner. The following morning he was introduced to S. A. 
Atkinson, the youngest son of the former New Zealand Premier, and 
to George James Dennistoun, the elderly owner of Peel Forest station 
in Canterbury. He then lunched with an old friend of Marris, Harold 
F. Johnston, a lawyer, who suggested a number of Oxford- and Cam-
bridge-trained men, mostly lawyers, whom Curtis should meet. That 
night Curtis dashed off a short ecstatic note to his mother, 'I have 
already made a great many friends and am going ahead like a house 
on fire collecting information and getting to know people. One finds 
that one improves with practice in the delicate art of feeling one's 
way. ' 2 8 

During the next two weeks Curtis laid the groundwork for the 
formation of a group in Wellington. On Tuesday 5 July following a 
brief meeting with J. R. Dennistoun, his father George, a Dr Bell 
and Harold Beauchamp (later Sir Harold Beauchamp), a prominent 
figure in the New Zealand business world, Curtis dined with Dr John 

2 5 This account of Curtis's technique is taken from Curtis to Oliver, 15 August 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. 
2 8 Curtis to Lady Wantage, 9 September 1910, Curtis Papers. 
2 7 Unless otherwise indicated the following account of Curtis's activites is taken from the Curtis Diary 1910: Australia and New Zealand, Curtis Papers. 

2 8 Curtis to his mother, 1 July 1910, Curtis Papers. 
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Findlay, the Attorney General. 2 9 Afterwards he discussed 'the Imperial 
position with Harold Johnston, Professor T. H. Laby, a brilliant 
young scientist from Victoria University College, and his host's 
younger brother, David Findlay, a Wellington barrister. Curtis dis-
covered that Johnston inclined 'to little New Zealand views' but that 
Laby and Findlay believed the Dominions had to take a far greater 
share of the imperial defence burden. 

The next day Curtis detailed the purpose of his mission to Hector 
Rolleston, the two Dennistouns, Dr Bell and Colonel Edward Chaytor 
(later Sir Edward Chaytor), a man with a distinguished record in the 
Boer war. Curtis informed them that he represented a few men in 
South Africa who were anxious 'to take the right line in Imperial 
relations' and who wished to get into touch with a few people in 
New Zealand who were 'similarly disposed'. All four were keen and 
willing to do all they could to ensure the success of The Round Table. 
They suggested that Curtis get in touch with Guy Russell, Michael 
Myers and James Allen in Wellington; Harry J. Beswick, Robert H. 
Rhodes, John D. Hall and John Deans in Christchurch; Downie 
Stewart and George Ritchie in Dunedin; and Arthur Myers in Auck-
land. At the end of the meeting Rolleston, whom Curtis had singled 
out as a possible 'leading spirit' in Wellington, agreed to act as the 
centre of communications. 

On 8 July Curtis lunched with James Allen, the future Minister of 
Defence in the Massey government, whom he found had almost 
exactly the same outlook as John Dafoe, the editor of the Winnipeg 
Free Press, namely 'New Zealand must of course take her share of 
the Imperial burden, but she could not possibly contribute more than 
she was doing and must in time develop her own navy and help to 
relieve Great Britain in the control of the seas.' According to Allen 
any system of organic control for imperial defence would be im-
possible to devise, because under no system would New Zealand have 
any voice which would count. Curtis met with better success that 
evening, when after learning more of Curtis's mission S. A. Atkinson 
'threw himself enthusiastically into the project and promised to throw 
his whole strength into circulating the magazine.' 

The following day Henry Francis Wigram (later Sir Henry 
Wigram), a powerful New Zealand businessman, a Liberal member 
of the Legislative Council (Canterbury) and chairman of the Lyttelton 
Times, introduced himself to Curtis. He 'expressed an intelligent 
concern in the Imperial question', and when the Round Table move-
ment's purpose was explained to him he was 'very anxious to share 
in the studies'. After leaving a copy of the 'Green Memorandum' 
with Wigram, Curtis spent the evening with S. A. Atkinson and his 
cousin Arthur Richmond Atkinson, a Wellington lawyer. Both men 
were thoroughly in sympathy and willing to read the 'Green Memo-
randum'. However, 'the idea that there was no half-way house 
between organic union and separation came as a shock to A. R. 
Atkinson.' 
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On 11 July Curtis had a long conversation with Arthur Myers (later 

Sir Arthur Myers), a wealthy brewer and M.H.R. for Auckland East, 
and the following day revealed the movement's plans to his cousin 
Michael Myers (later Sir Michael Myers), another friend of Marris. 
Michael Myers 'eagerly offered to take part in the work' and later in 
the week introduced Curtis to Heinrich Ferdinand Von Haast, a 
prominent Wellington lawyer of Dutch stock, was also 'entered 
eagerly into the project'. On 13 July Curtis had a further meeting 
with Rolleston and arranged for the distribution of the 'Green 
Memorandum'. 

Wishing to have the contents of the 'Memorandum' digested before 
attempting to form the Wellington group Curtis left on Saturday 16 
July for Wanganui where he spent 'a very happy' Sunday with the 
Reverend John Dove, an old Haileybury master now Headmaster of 
Marris's old school, Wanganui Collegiate. 3 0 During the next two 
days Curtis interviewed Dr R. C. Earle, a leading member of the 
Wanganui medical profession, his son M. M. Earle, H. E. Sturge, a 
master at the Collegiate, and C. J. Wray, an old school friend of 
Marris, now a Wanganui solicitor. All four agreed to read the 'Green 
Memorandum' and presumably they were convinced by its arguments, 
for though Curtis never held a formal dinner in Wanganui he later 
informed his London friends that the Wanganui group was composed 
of the Reverend Dove, who acted as convenor, the two Earles, 
Sturge and Wray plus E. N. Liffiton, J. A. Neame and C. A. Brown. 3 1 

From Wanganui Curtis turned south to Christchurch, finally 
arriving on 21 July. Before he left on 8 August he had formally founded 
the first New Zealand Round Table group. One of the first people 
Curtis met after his arrival was Professor (later Sir) James Hight, 
Head of the Department of History and Economics at Canterbury 
University College, who at Curtis's request drew up a list of possible 
group members. The two men then took the precaution of having the 
list approved by Sir George Clifford, a wealthy landowner and com-
pany director. Clifford apparently took little part in New Zealand 
public life and when first approached by Curtis and Hight 'seemed 
timid and non-committal'. However, he soon warmed to the project 
and willingly endorsed Hight's list. Meanwhile, Curtis had inter-
viewed Professor Francis Haslam of Canterbury University College, 
the president of the local Navy League, who was 'full of interest and 
enthusiasm', and had been introduced by Henry Wigram to Thomas 
Blunt, Professor of Modern Languages at the College. Two days later 
Curtis broached the scheme to William H. Mortgomery, a former 
M.H.R. and owner of the Wairewa station on Bank's Peninsula. At the 

2 9 Curtis later listed George Dennistoun as the Round Table contact at Peel Forest. See undated 'Memorandum of Organisation' written by Curtis shortly before leaving New Zealand in mid-September, Curtis Papers. 
3 0 Curtis received his early education at Haileybury ancf Marris had attended Wanganui Collegiate when the great Walter Empson, Dove's predecessor, had been Headmaster. See Curtis to his mother, 20 July 1910, Curtis Papers. 
3 1 Undated 'Memorandum of Organisation'. 
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height of his enthusiasm Montgomery suggested that Curtis 'should 
enlist the support of Sir Robert Stout.' After Hight's list had been 
finalised Curtis successfully approached George Thomas Booth, the 
prominent businessman, William Reece, a leading ironmonger and 
former mayor of Christchurch, and Major Edward Lascelles whose 
intelligence greatly impressed him. 

By 2 August all the arrangements were complete and that night 
Curtis held a dinner at Warner's Hotel and successfully formed the 
Christchurch group. Those present were Sir George Clifford, Pro-
fessors Hight and Blunt, Major Lascelles, William Montgomery, 
William Reece, George Booth, Dr James Mcllraith, Henry Acland, 
Alfred Donnelly and Jack Hall . 3 2 Clifford was elected president of 
the group. Although not generally popular he was 'full of spirit' and 
'threw his whole soul' into the scheme. He had opened the meeting 
by arguing that the movement could do no harm and might con-
ceivably do incalculable good. No one present, he had declared, 
would be worth their salt if they turned their backs on the project. 
According to Curtis, 'After that things went like wildfire.' Professor 
Hight was named secretary, a choice which pleased Curtis who 
believed he would 'keep things moving'. Hight was also delegated to 
write the initial New Zealand article for The Round Table whose 
first number was due out in October. 3 3 Curtis had a further confer-
ence with Hight about this matter on 5 August when because of the 
need for haste it was decided to ask Downie Stewart, then a young 
Dunedin lawyer, to collaborate with Hight on producing the article. 

During the course of the discussion Curtis discovered that Blunt, 
'a man with a great sense of duty', tended to be doubtful about the 
scheme, while Montgomery was inclined to talk 'Dafoeism'. Curtis 
thought Booth was both morally and physically a reproduction of the 
Canadian, Sanford Evans, although not under Evans's illusions,3 4 

and he found Henry Acland, a lawyer, 'rather a wind-bag' and was 
convinced he would drop out. Curtis had no qualms about Lascelles 
and Reece who were both convinced that the imperial defence burden 
had to be shared, and he passed no comment on Hall, a lawyer, 
Mcllraith, an economist, or Donnelly, one of Hight's pupils. The 
membership of the Christchurch group was completed on 6 August 
when Leo Acland, a prominent sheepfarmer and landowner in the 
Mount Peel area, agreed to join. It was a well-balanced group— 
average age forty-four—containing five academics, two businessmen, 
two lawyers and a farmer, while Clifford, as a landowner and com-
pany director, combined farming and business interests, and Mont-

8 2 Although Professor Haslam was not present he became a member of the group, ibid. 
3 3 Curtis explained to the group that although the responsibility for the article had to be left with Hight it should be circulated in oraer that the group could meet and criticise it. Hight would then be able to revise it in the light of this criticism. This was to be the established pattern of preparing all future Round Table articles, particularly in London. 
3 4 Evans was a prominent publicist and author on the imperial theme. He was mayor of Winnipeg 1905-11. 
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gomery who had gained a first in jurisprudence at Balliol bridged 
the farming and legal worlds. Curtis had good reason for writing 
exultantly to his mother: 'The cause prospers greatly . . . . I have got 
a dozen of the best men of all sorts in Christchurch to throw them-
selves into the movement and to work with us. This is everything. 
If only there are a dozen just men Sodom and Gomorrah can be 
saved.' 3 5 

Having settled matters in Christchurch, Curtis resumed his whirl-
wind pace and Monday 8 August found him staying in Dunedin with 
Downie Stewart. When Curtis unfolded the movement's plans for 
solving the imperial question Stewart approved but refused to 
collaborate in writing the article for The Round Table since time did 
not admit of conscientious work. According to Curtis, the idea of 
applying study methods to the imperial question was so new to 
Stewart that 'he feared it was entirely beyond the scope of his 
powers'. The next day Curtis met another old friend of Marris, 
Patrick Marshall, Professor of Geology at Otago University, who 
joined in the work immediately. He also spoke to John MacGregor, 
a constitutional lawyer and former member of the Legislative Coun-
cil, who agreed to read the 'Green Memorandum'. At this point 
Curtis revealed that everyone with whom he had seriously discussed 
the imperial problem had agreed that nothing would make the 
Dominion electorates treat defence as the first charge on their 
revenues except the feeling of direct responsibility for their own 
defence. Apparently his informants, especially in Dunedin, had agreed 
in thinking that the electorates had to be told that if they did not 
accept responsibility for imperial defence in conjunction with the 
United Kingdom they must be prepared to accept it separately. 
Despite this seeming endorsement of Round Table views only 
Stewart, who acted as convenor, and Marshall were listed as members 
of the Dunedin group when Curtis left New Zealand in September. 3 6 

On 11 August Curtis made a quick side trip to Mount Peel to see 
Walter Empson the former Headmaster of Wanganui Collegiate 
School. After hearing about the project Empson agreed to read the 
'Green Memorandum' and to act as an agent for the movement in 
the Mount Peel area. Back in Christchurch on the thirteenth 
Curtis consulted again with Professor Hight and Major Lascelles 
about the first New Zealand article for The Round Table. They finally 
decided to leave it over until the January number. Immediately after 
this meeting Curtis rushed down to Lyttelton, arriving in time to 
catch the boat to Wellington. Although it was Sunday when Curtis 
arrived back on the North Island he spent a number of hours explain-
ing his mission to Robert Heaton Rhodes (later Sir Robert Rhodes), 
the whip of the opposition party and another Christchurch man. 
Rhodes was intrigued by Curtis's scheme but, according to Curtis, 

3 5 Curtis to his Mother, 4 August 1910, Curtis Papers. 
3 0 Undated 'Memorandum of Organisation'. 
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not as much as the private secretary at Government House, Robin 
Kerr Clarke, who was 'extraordinarily keen on our work'. 

Curtis now transferred his attention to the formation of the 
Wellington group. After making a few initial arrangements he held 
a dinner at the Royal Oak Hotel on 16 August. Present were Hector 
Rolleston, Michael Myers, Arthur Myers, S. A. Atkinson, Arthur 
Atkinson, Colonel Chaytor, Heinrich Von Haast and Edward Tregear. 
Owing to a misunderstanding Professor Laby was absent. Rolleston, 
a 'charming, kindly, helpful person' although 'no intellectual force', 
was appointed convenor of the group and treasurer of the Dominion 
organisation. S. A. Atkinson, described by Curtis as 'not brainy, but 
high-souled and tremendously keen', was named Dominion secretary 
and charged with the responsibility of transmitting all official papers 
of any interest to the London office. Curtis was confident that 
between Rolleston and Atkinson all the routine of the New Zealand 
organisation would be efficiently transacted. 

Curtis believed that the Wellington group was a far more vigorous 
body than those previously established in Christchurch, Wanganui 
and Dunedin. Although its average age of forty-five was slightly 
higher than that of the Christchurch group it had only one member 
in his sixties and none in their twenties or thirties. It contained four 
lawyers, one military specialist, one academic, one politician and in 
Arthur Myers and Hector Rolleston two men who combined business 
and political interests. To Curtis's mind the most impressive member 
was Arthur Atkinson. A solicitor with a flourishing practice, Atkinson 
was 'a considerable intellectual power' who did a great deal of leader-
writing for the Wellington Evening Post and the Dominion. He was 
also the New Zealand correspondent for the London Morning Post 
and was well acquainted with Richard Jebb and Fabian Ware. 
According to Curtis he was 'one of the men who made opinion in 
New Zealand behind the scenes'. During the meeting Curtis assured 
Atkinson that in his journalistic writings he was to feel free to ven-
tilate any view which he really held as his own. And if the 'Green 
Memorandum' had changed his views he was to consider himself at 
liberty to say what he thought. Curtis believed Atkinson would prove 
to be the best man to write the New Zealand articles for The Round 
Table, for he was 'the nearest counterpart that I can find in New 
Zealand to Willison . . . the final settlement of the contributors must 
. . . remain with the local people; but my suggestion will go some way 
towards settling their judgment.' 3 7 

As for the other members, Michael Myers, a successful solicitor, 
was reputed to be 'one of the cleverest men and hardest workers in 
New Zealand'. Professor Laby was a brilliant young Australian 
scientist who though somewhat of a dreamer had a 'mind trained to 

3 7 Curtis to Kerr, 21 July 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. John Stephen Willison was a Canadian journalist and author. A Conservative in politics and a strong Imperialist he was later a founding member of the Toronto Round Table group. He was editor of the Toronto News 1902-1910 and became Canadian correspondent of The Times in 1910. 
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see facts clearly and draw conclusions from them'. Von Haast, a close 
friend of Myers, was 'rather heavy in the hand but capable and very 
Imperialistic'. Arthur Myers, a wealthy Liberal M.P., was keen and 
helpful and agreed to form the link with Auckland. Edward Tregear, 
the Secretary of the Labour Department, was sixty-four and near 
retirement, but still a practical official and 'the recognised leader of 
the labour movement'. During the discussion Tregear insisted that 
the opinion of the workers had to be represented in the movement's 
writings. Curtis later informed Lady Wantage that Tregear realised 
'that the labouring class here are more in need of a gospel of duty 
than a gospel of privilege'. 3 8 Curtis passed no comment on Colonel 
Chaytor, a middle-aged officer prominent in New Zealand military 
life. 

The Wellington meeting differed from the earlier ones in that 
practically everyone had read the 'Green Memorandum'; so 'all knew 
clearly beforehand what kind of business they were in for.' When 
Curtis opened the meeting by giving a history of the movement and 
its plans all agreed that the problem needed study. In fact, Arthur 
Myers suggested that the 'Green Memorandum' 'should be published 
and copies sent to all the prominent Ministers before the Imperial 
Conference next year, in order that the issues it raised might be 
discussed there.' Curtis, knowing that the London group did not wish 
to force the pace toward imperial union, pointed out that if the 
'Green Memorandum' were published it would merely go forth as 
representing the views of a few New Zealanders and South Africans. 
Since Canada and Australia were the keys to the whole situation 
perhaps it would be wise to obtain support for the 'Memorandum' 
from a few Australians and Canadians before acting. 3 9 Then, in 
seeming contradiction to his earlier stand, Curtis begged the Welling-
ton members to obtain the widest possible circulation for The Round 
Table, and suggested, no doubt with Arthur Atkinson in mind, that 
they appoint someone to do the second New Zealand article. After 
the meeting Curtis drew Michael Myers aside and 'Left to him the 
responsibility to see that the show was kept running.' Later that 
night Curtis informed F. S. Oliver of the success of the dinner. 'At 
present,' he scribbled, 'the thing is going so much better than I 
expected.' 4 0 

Two days later, on 18 August, Curtis was in Palmerston North 
where he stayed with A. E. Russell, a man who 'clearly recognised 
that the Empire with its present political system could not hope to 
hold its own against Germany, and that either it must federate for 
purposes of defence or go to pieces.' Russell readily agreed to read 
and comment on the 'Green Memorandum' and eventually he became 

3 8 Curtis to Lady Wantage, 9 September 1910, Curtis Papers. 
3 9 For an expansion of this point see J. E. Kendle, 'The Round Table Move-ment, New Zealand and the Conference of 1911', Journal of Commonwealth Political Studies, (July 1965), 104-117. 
4 0 Curtis to Oliver, 16 August 1910, Box File: Private 1910-14, Lothian Papers. 



T H E R O U N D T A B L E M O V E M E N T 4 9 
the Round Table contact in Palmerston North. 4 1 Curtis had a similar 
success on 26 August when shortly after reaching Auckland he spent 
half-an-hour talking with Andrew H. Russell (later Major-General 
Sir Andrew H. Russell), a sheepfarmer from Hawke's Bay, and 
'practically told him everything'. Russell 'was tremendously keen and 
said he must form a Group at Napier.' Curtis urged him to keep it 
small; told him to arrange matters with Rolleston and promised to 
send him a copy of the 'Green Memorandum'. 

Curtis was now in the last stages of his mission and apart from a 
four-day trip south he devoted the remainder of his time in New 
Zealand to the formation of a Round Table group in Auckland. On 
arriving he approached Dr Harry Dean Bamford, a young lawyer 
and sometime lecturer at Auckland University College, who after 
reading the 'Green Memorandum' promised to do all he could for 
the movement. Together the two men drew up a list of possible 
members, and after consultation with Leo Myers, Arthur's younger 
brother, Curtis gave a dinner on 6 September at the 'Star' Hotel. 
Present were Harry Bamford, who was appointed convenor and 
secretary of the group, Leo Myers, A. B. Robertson, Professor Hugh 
Segar, Dr W. C. W. McDowell and Harold J. Mahon. Although unable 
to attend, James W. Tibbs, Principal of Auckland Grammar School, 
and H. A. Milnes, the head of the local Training College, also agreed 
to be members. Curtis thought Leo Myers, young, keen and politically 
ambitious, would prove a valuable asset to the group; but Robertson, 
the Chairman of the Auckland Chamber of Commerce, struck Curtis 
as 'a little colourless in political matters'. Hugh Segar, Professor of 
Mathematics at Auckland University College, was a sound choice, 
an implacable 'foe to loose thinking'; while Dr McDowell, a leading 
physician, on hearing that the journal was to be called The Round 
Table 'suggested that we should call ourselves "The Dark Knights 
of the Round Table".' Under the circumstances it was not altogether 
an inappropriate title. Curtis had nothing to say about Mahon, senior 
English master at Auckland Grammar School. 

Not much was accomplished at this meeting because only Bamford, 
who told the others that Tie could without hesitation recommend 
them to join in the enquiry', had read the 'Green Memorandum'. 
Consequently a further session was held on 10 September. By then 
everyone had studied the 'Memorandum' and in general agreed with 
its main arguments; hence 'a very hopeful tone prevailed'. Other 
possible members were suggested but no decision was taken, and on 
Curtis's advice the group agreed that no one should be included 
until his reaction to the 'Green Memorandum' had been determined. 
The following day Curtis was introduced by Segar to two other men 
and was much impressed by a man named Miller, the manager of a 
sugar factory. Nothing seems to have come of this meeting, however, 

4 1 Apparently after leaving Palmerston North Curtis spent some time in Bulls and Fielding for in his undated 'Memorandum of Organisation' he lists James Glennv Wilson (later Sir James Wilson), a farmer in Rangitikei, as the contact at Bulls and A. H. Atkinson as the one at Fielding. 
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for neither man was later listed as a member. 4 2 Overall the Auckland 
group was not as formidable as the one in Wellington but compared 
favourably with those in Christchurch and Wanganui. About the same 
average age as the other groups it was composed of two lawyers, 
including Arthur Myers who had agreed to act as a link between 
the Wellington and Auckland groups, four academics, one business-
man, one physician and, in Harry Bamford, a man who bridged the 
legal and academic professions. 

On 12 September Curtis finally sailed for Australia, leaving behind 
him the seeds of a strong organisation already turning its attention 
to the criticism of the 'Green Memorandum' and to the preparation 
of articles for The Round Table. Curtis had been in New Zealand 
only eleven short weeks but in that time had been forced to refine 
and harden both his arguments and his technique in the face of much 
doubt and criticism. The experience was invaluable and was put to 
the best use almost immediately in Australia and Canada. It is 
doubtful if any other Round Table missionary could have achieved 
as much as Curtis in so short a period, for no other member of the 
London group could match his boundless energy, his dynamic per-
sonality or his fervent belief in the Tightness of the cause, attributes 
upon which the success of the personal interviews and the dinner 
parties was so dependent. Although the London members were 
pleased with the results of the mission Curtis thought lightly of his 
achievement. Writing to Lady Wantage shortly before leaving Auck-
land he remarked: 'Of course my task has been exceptionally easy 
here. New Zealand is like a fragment snipped off the southern 
counties of England . . . . It is the weakness of New Zealand that she 
has developed no separate National sense . . . .' Curtis did not antici-
pate such rapid results in Australia. 4 3 

JOHN KENDLE 
University of Manitoba 

4 2 Undated 'Memorandum of Organisation'. 
4 3 Curtis to Lady Wantage, 9 September 1910, Curtis Papers. 


