
Paper Money • July/August 2011 • Whole No. 274262

OF THE VARIOUS
dominions of the
British Empire
New Zealand was

the last to adopt a central bank
and a national currency.  Paper

money in New Zealand, however,
does go back to the early days of

British colonization in the 1840s.
Several centuries prior to that New

Zealand was the last major group of islands to
be inhabited by people, and this took place only

about 1,000 years ago.  The Maoris are East Polynesians who
came to New Zealand from what are today the Cook Islands and
French Polynesia.  The Maori language is also very closely related
to languages such as Tahitian and Hawaiian and somewhat more dis-
tantly to West Polynesian languages such as Samoan or Tongan.
Although united by a common language and culture, the Maori peo-
ple were divided into numerous tribes, and intertribal warfare was a
characteristic feature of Maori history until well into the 19th centu-
ry.

The first European to visit New Zealand was the Dutch explorer Abel
Tasman, who briefly visited the country in 1642 and gave it the European name
which is still used.  It is not a particularly appropriate name, however, since the
Dutch province of Zeeland is quite flat.  The Maori name of Aotearoa (Long
White Cloud) is indeed much more appropriate for this highly mountainous
nation.  In 1769-70 James Cook of the Royal Navy made a thorough survey of
New Zealand and produced a map that was remarkable for its overall accuracy.  

On February 6, 1840, the British authorities resident in New Zealand
signed a treaty with a large number of Maori chiefs under which suzerainty over
New Zealand was ceded to the British Crown.  This was the famous Waitangi
Treaty which resulted in New Zealand becoming a British colony.  Exactly what
was ceded, however, is still a matter of controversy, as are the precise meanings of
the words suzerainty and kawanatanga, the Maori equivalent that appears in the
Maori language version of the treaty. 
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The first trading banks appeared in New
Zealand very soon after the signing of the
Waitangi Treaty.  These were the New Zealand
Banking Co., which proved to have only an
ephemeral existence, and the Union Bank
of Australia, which endured to become
one of the six long-lived trading banks
in New Zealand.  The next few
decades were to see sharply
increased European settlement, a
gold rush on both islands, serious
land disputes and open warfare
with some of the Maoris mostly
in the central part of the North
Island. Several more trading
banks were also established.
Some of these were short-
lived, but six of these includ-
ing the Union Bank men-
tioned above were to contin-
ue in business for many
decades.  There was even an
ephemeral Maori bank, Te
Peeke o Aotearoa (The Bank
of New Zealand), that pro-
duced a few one pound notes in
the 1880s.  This was organized
by the so-called Kingite faction of
the Maoris who did not recognize
British colonial authority at that
time.

Up until the 1930s New
Zealand was content to use as currency
British and Australian coins and notes of its
six well-established trading banks.  Actually
only two of these were New Zealand institutions,
the other four being branches of Australian banks.
Up until 1914 the notes of these banks were convertible
into gold, but unlike Australia New Zealand went off the gold
standard at the beginning of World War I.  Ten shilling notes had not been pre-
viously issued, but these were now required to replace the half sovereigns that
were removed from circulation.  In 1924 the so-called “uniform” notes were
issued by the six trading banks in New Zealand.  Although the designs were dif-
ferent for each bank these notes, all had the same size (180 x 90 mm), and they
had a uniform color scheme – orange for £10 notes, violet for £1, blue for £5, and
brown for £10 notes.  There were also notes for £20, £50, and £100, but not all of
the six banks issued these higher denominations.

Both New Zealand and Australia were severely affected by the Great
Depression.  Among other things this caused Australia to abandon the gold stan-
dard in 1931.  In 1933 both countries devalued their currencies relative to the
British pound.  In both cases one pound (Australian or New Zealand) was made
equivalent to 16/- in British money.  The U. S. equivalent of the New Zealand
pound was then very nearly $3.20.  Although Australia had had its own coins for
several decades, New Zealand issued its first coinage in 1933.  The Reserve Bank
of New Zealand was organized in this year, but it was not until the following year
that its first notes were issued.
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The organization of the Reserve Bank and its issue of currency took con-
siderable planning.  The governor of the bank was Leslie Lefeaux, a Briton who
had previously been an officer of the Bank of England and came to New Zealand
in the 1930s to help with the establishment of the Reserve Bank.  It was decided
to retain the size of the “uniform” notes adopted in 1924 (180 x 90 mm), but only
four denominations of these notes were issued.  The choice of 10/-, £1, and £5
notes was obvious, but the lack of a £10 note was perhaps a bit peculiar.
Apparently it was felt that this denomination was higher than was needed for
retail transactions in depression-ridden New Zealand, but it was not large enough
for interbank transfers.  So a £50 note was issued instead.  The basic colors of
these notes were those of the “uniform” notes of the 1920s.  The 10/- note was
orange red, the £1 note violet, the £5 note dark blue, and the £50 note was rose
red.  With only four colors to choose from, it is most odd that the 10/- and £50
notes had rather similar shades.  Some confusion did arise, although only a small
percentage of the population ever saw or handled the £50 notes.  This note had a
face value equal to about $160 in U. S. money, and that was far too much for the
average collector to put aside.

All four notes of this series have basically the same face and back designs.
A portrait of Tawhaio Te Wherowhero (1825-94) is featured on the right side,
while the left side depicts a vignette of a kiwi bird, the national symbol of New
Zealand.  Tawhaio Te Wherowhero was the individual who organized the short-
lived Maori bank in the 1880s.  The New Zealand coat of arms appears at the
center of these notes, and there is also a colored guilloche that differs in shade for

Although quite similar in appear-
ance, note the differences in the
borders of the 10/- and £1 notes.
Wood carvings appear at either side
and kowhaiwhai (rafter painting)
designs are featureed at the tops and
bottoms of these notes.
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each denomination.  The notes are all dated August 1, 1934, and are domiciled to
Wellington, the national capital.  The signature is that of L. Lefeaux, the gover-
nor of the Reserve Bank.  The borders of each denomination differ somewhat,
but all feature Maori wood carvings together with kowhaiwhai (panel painting) or
tukutuku (reed work) designs.   The back sides of these notes all depict Mitre
Peak and Milford Sound, the latter a deep fjord on the South Island.  

Although these notes are basically monocolored, the backs have subtle
shading in light blue, light green, orange yellow, and light green on the 10/-, £1,
£5, and £50 notes, respectively.  The serial numbers appear twice on the face of
each note, and their colors are black, red, green, and dark blue on the respective
four denominations. These notes were printed by the venerable British firm of
Thomas de la Rue, Limited.  All notes feature a watermark RESERVE BANK
OF NEW ZEALAND in block letters.  No silk fibers or metallic threads were
used on these notes.

The three lower denominations were actually issued on August 1, 1934,
the date inscribed on these notes, although the issue of the £50 notes was delayed
until December 3rd of that year.  The notes of the six trading banks retained
their legal tender status only until January 10, 1935, although they could still be
redeemed at the Reserve Bank as late as 1976.  Although some £345,000 in face
value of the trading bank notes remain unredeemed, most of these have been lost
or destroyed.  Only a small fraction of these are presently in collections.  When
New Zealand established its Reserve Bank, it followed quite a different policy
from Canada, where Bank of Canada notes were first issued in 1935 but where
the chartered banks retained the right to issue their own notes up to 1945.  In

The £5 and very rare £50 notes used
border patterns that differed from the
other values.  The £5 note utilizes
tukutuku (reed work) rather than
kowhaiwhai (panel painting) at its top
and bottom.  The fact that the 10/-
and £50 notes had rather similar col-
ors led to occasional confusion
between these two values.
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Canada it was not until 1950 before the chartered banks were required to turn in
their notes for redemption.   In New Zealand the entire changeover process took
only a few months. 

Almost all New Zealand notes have been issued in serial number blocks
of one million, and that was the case with the issue of 1934.  The totals issued for
these notes were as follows:

10/- 11,395,000
£1      31,560,000
£5 4,825,000
£50 52,000
Not unsurprisingly the total number of blocks are 12, 32, 5, and 1,

respectively, for these notes.  For the three lower denominations the notes exist
either without or with an initial numeral before the serial letter.  In the first case
for the 10/- notes the letters Z and Y were used (in that order), for the £1 notes it
was the letters A, B, and D, and for the £5 notes it was the letter K.  In combina-
tion with numerals 1Z through 9Z plus 1Y were used on the 10/- notes, and 1K
through 4K on the £5 notes.  For the £1 notes there are blocks of 1A through 9A,
1B through 9B plus 10B through 12B, 3C through 9C, and 1D.   The £50 notes
exist only with serials having an initial letter T.   Although very few collectors
attempt to obtain all of these serial number blocks, some do try to obtain the
three lower denominations both with and without initial numerals.  

The Reserve Bank notes of 1934 were replaced by a series of notes that
were first issued on February 6, 1940, the 100th anniversary of the Treaty of
Waitangi.  This series included a portrait of James Cook, and also included a £10
note printed in green.  This time the sizes of the notes were different, and the
10/- note was now brown in color.  The 1934 types, however, continued to be

The backs of these notes all depict
Mitre Peak and Milford Sound,
which are located in the southwest
part of the South Island.  It is also
the rainiest region in New Zealand,
as well as being one of the rainiest
places in the world.  The 1934 issues
of the Reserve Bank carry an imprint
of Thomas de la Rue directly below
this vignette.  The notes printed in
Australia in 1942 for use in Fiji lack
this imprint.
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issued as late as March, 1941 for the 10/- and £5 notes and up to January, 1942
for the £1 notes.  The £50 notes, however, were not issued after May, 1940.  The
1934 notes were never systematically removed from circulation, but by the 1950s
they were not normally seen in trade.

The New Zealand Reserve Bank notes of 1934 were first issued when
this nation was in the grips of the Great Depression, and they ceased being issued
when it was engaged in World War II.  It is hardly surprising that not many of
these notes were saved by collectors.  The three lower denominations are all very
rare in Uncirculated condition, and the £50 note may not even exist in this grade
at all.  In circulated grades the £1 note is by far the most abundant.  In a grade of
Fine the 10/- is about as difficult to acquire as a £5 note, but
in XF or AU the 10/- note is probably more difficult to
acquire than is the £5 note.  The £50 note is very
rare in all grades.  For a denomination that was
largely used only for interbank transfers, it is
surprising that the majority of these notes
are typically in low grades of VG or fine. 

Although these notes ceased to
be issued at the beginning of 1942,
they retained their legal tender status
along with the notes of the 1940
types.  Both of these issues are still
redeemable by the Reserve Bank,
although they are no longer legal ten-
der.  According to Alistair Robb the
numbers of the 1934 notes unredeemed
by 1998 were 23,000 for the 10/- notes,
53,000 for the £1, 12,000 for the £5, and
400 for the £50 notes.  The numbers actually
believed to be in collections or accumulations,
however, are much lower than this, and Mr. Robb
estimates these at something like 900 for the 10/-, 3,000
for the £1, 600 for the £5, and only about 80 for the £50 notes.  A
very small number of  specimen sets of the 1934 notes are also in existence. 

During 1942 a special emergency use was made of this issue of notes.
Although Fiji was never directly threatened by the Japanese, it did serve as a stag-
ing area for Allied troops.  The large influx of British Commonwealth and
American military personnel into these islands resulted in a hugely increased
demand for currency.  By this time the plates for the 1934 issue of New Zealand
notes were at the Commonwealth Bank of Australia.  Consequently large num-
bers of 10/-, £1, and £5 notes were printed there and overprinted Government of
Fiji on both sides.  The 10/- notes were never issued and are excessively rare
today.  About 31,000 of the £5 notes were issued, but these are also very rare.
About 500,000 of the £1 notes were issued, and this note is still collectible.  In all
cases the serial number blocks of these notes differ from those used for the notes
issued in New Zealand.  The overprinted Fiji notes stated that they were legal
tender in Fiji only, and they have never been treated as issues of the Reserve Bank
of New Zealand.   

Reference:  
Robb, Alistair.   The Bank Notes of New Zealand.  Wellington,  2004.                                   v
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