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Merv Brown, Chris Palmer and Will Foote c.1999

New Zealand World War II conscientious objectors were treated more harshly by the authorities than those in other countries.

Imprisoned for their pacifist beliefs, first in Mt Eden and Wanganui, Chris Palmer and Merv Browne were then moved to military defaulters’ camps in the central North Island.

It appeared to them that the camps were designed to hold dissidents permanently and put them beyond the law. To bring conditions in the camps to public notice, in 1944 Chris and Merv escaped to Wellington. There they printed and distributed a pamphlet and tried to lobby politicians.

This book tells of their audacious adventure and consequent punishment.

It explores how the men’s Christian faith, developed through membership of the Methodist church, led to their anti-war stance and how it sustained them during their ordeal in solitary confinement. The book also touches on their involvement with the Riverside Community after the war.

Author Will Foote has written several books on peace topics. He was also imprisoned in a detention camp during World War II.


Foreword

[image: ]

The heroes of war are publicly honoured, and their brave deeds are taught to children of the following generations. The heroes of peace most often go unrecognised, and their courage is little known outside their family circles; indeed, that courage is made to appear as cowardice. Those few stories which get recorded in print are therefore precious. In both world wars in which New Zealand was involved, those who rejected the call to take up arms were harshly treated, and not only by the state.

This is a hero story. It is also an escape story which reveals — as escape stories often do — the readiness of outsiders to help, whether or not they understood the motivation of those they were helping. Many of our freedoms are put into cold storage in wartime and there are no opportunities for public discussion of dissident viewpoints. But it is those who are prepared to stick their necks out who keep our civil liberties alive, and ensure that they are recovered when there is no longer an enemy to profit from indiscretions.

This story tells us why Christian pacifists mustered the courage to face prison and detention camps rather than take up arms against their fellow men. There were other detainees with different viewpoints. All had the courage and endurance to stand apart from the current popular enthusiasm for the war effort, and to take the consequences. The bibliography at the end of this book suggests sources to explore further; and where we may learn of other heroes.

Elsie Locke, May 2000


Preface
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About six months ago I was present at a meeting when Chris Palmer was persuaded to talk about his part in the story told in this book. Listening to his dry anybody-could-have-done-it tone, it suddenly struck me that here was a story worthy of a wider audience. Some of the story I knew soon after it happened in 1944, through a fairly efficient underground news service. Some had already been told in various publications. I felt it needed to be put in a wider context. What family background and other external influences led to Chris and his companion Merv Browne acting as they did? What sort of lives did they lead after their traumatic experiences?

Chris and Merv were two of an outstanding group of young men led by their Christian faith to oppose the government of the day. As I do not entirely share that faith, I hope I have made their motivation clear. Although they were at the time despised and rejected, even by many in their own Church, they were men of whom we should be proud. Although much of the story happened in war time, these were men of peace. This story is a reminder that even in the greatest conflagration of modern times there were those who felt that there was a better way.

In the annals of New Zealand escapology, the escape described in the first chapter was not spectacular. But what happened just before their return to captivity is, as far as I know, unique. The sheer effrontery, the courage of what Chris and Merv did, still amazes me.

How we treat our outcasts is a measure of our civilisation. Judging by the treatment given to Chris, Merv, and others of like mind in our penal institutions, we don’t rate very highly. Another New Zealand writer, Michael King, has said, “We need our own epics.” This story is one of them.

W J Foote, May 2000
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1 — Escape
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Our story opens in a punishment facility. The first things a visitor would notice are the two parallel rows of barbed wire fence, about four metres apart, some four metres high, topped by a barbed wire verandah sloping inwards – presumably to make life difficult for anyone silly enough to try to climb over. The more obvious escape route is through rather than over, even though the wires are only about 20cm apart. Inside the fences are some three hundred huts, arranged with military precision, and a few larger centrally situated buildings for ablutions, cooking, assembly, administration, and possibly recreation. At one end of the wire quadrangle is a large wood framed gateway also festooned with wire, a guardhouse, and several larger huts to house those who guard the unfortunate inmates.

It is a cool autumn evening, 8.30pm 10 May 1944. The camp is quiet save for the regular thump of an old diesel engine which provides the power for the lights set at regular intervals through the camp and at each corner of the track between the rows of wire. Two uniformed guards on patrol meet out of sight of the guardhouse and pause for a smoke and a chat. Two figures clad in khaki denims and singlets come into view jogging round the track. They pass the guards and move on. Once out of sight they stop, whistle, and three others move stealthily from behind a nearby building. The joggers hold up the bottom wire, the escapers wriggle under, the packs are passed through, the operation is repeated. Two of the trio, young slim men barely out of their teens, have no problem. The third, older and portlier, makes the mistake of crawling under on his front rather than his back, and there is a moment’s panic as he is freed.

The joggers move on, offer a cheery good night to the guards as they pass them on the next round. By this time the escape is complete, the trio are beyond the lighted area and have moved quickly eastward into some light scrub. They cross a deep creek at a shallow point, move up a gully, and along a track through head-high scrub and bracken. Eventually, without incident, they reach the fire break surrounding the pine forest which covers the eastern hills as far as the eye can see. Here they part company. The older man moves off southward along the fire break. The other two look back and see the distant camp all lit up indicating that the evening roll call has disclosed their absence. They plunge into the forest knowing that the hunt is on.

No, this is not a Stalag near the Black Forest. It is the military defaulters’ detention camp, known as Strathmore, in the Whenuaroa area on the Kaingaroa Plains in the Central North Island of New Zealand. The nearest settlement is the village of Reporoa, the Waikato River is a few kilometres to the west, as is the main Rotorua–Taupo road.

The
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