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On the evening of 2 June 1941, Christian Pacifist Society activist, Presbyterian Minister and well-known poet Basil Dowling mounted the drinking fountain in Wellington’s Pigeon Park to commence a public denunciation of war. Like those before him he faced certain arrest and imprisonment. When he later wrote on why he tried to attempt the improbable he began his explanation by stating that  it was, “simply a question of faith.”
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Introduction

Before 1981, I had never heard of the Christian Pacifist Society. That year I returned to university to undertake a masters degree in history before returning to my teaching position at South Auckland’s Tangaroa College. One of the papers in the Auckland University history faculty’s M.A. course was an oral history project on a topic of the student’s choice. Through community social work I had learnt that Neil Smith, then community advisor for Ponsonby on the Auckland City Council, had been a conscientious objector on religious and humanitarian grounds during the Second World War. I chose to undertake conscientious objection during this war as my topic and on 4 June 1981 interviewed Neil Smith.

Such was my fascination with Neil’s memories of his experiences and thoughts about reasons for his incarceration (which included the first slivers of information on the Christian Pacifist Society) I determined that I would take a second year’s leave from my teaching position and undertake a thesis examining a related topic — a history of anti-militarist movements before and during the Second World War in New Zealand, including, of course, the Christian Pacifist Society. I was keen not so much on a higher degree but knew that there was an interesting book publication lurking among all the intriguing information now at my disposal, which had not been written about publicly before. As it transpired, material from both my oral history project, (‘Conscientious Objection During World War Two: An Oral Perspective’) and the thesis, (‘To Turn The Other Cheek: A History of Anti-Militarism in New Zealand Before and During World War Two’), as well as some new data, evolved into Out In The Cold: Pacifists and Conscientious Objectors in New Zealand During World Two published by Reed Methuen in June 1986. 

Of the 16 men I interviewed for the oral history project four of them — Mervyn Browne, Jack Hamerton, Ron Howell and Neil Smith — were, or had been members of the Christian Pacifist Society. I spread my net much wider during the research for my thesis and I conducted interviews with A C Barrington, Arthur Carman, Ron Howell (again), Merle Hyland, Read Mason, Muriel and John Morrison, Chris Palmer, Alun Richards and Thurlow Thompson, with correspondence to and from Barrington, Millicent Baxter, Morva Efford and Bert Worboys. I also perused Barrington and Ormond Burton’s papers in the Alexander Turnbull Library and waded through some of Burton’s massive unpublished autobiography ‘A Rich Old Man.’ I also read his Shall We Fight (1923), Into The Way Of Peace (1950) and Percy Paris (1963); Howell’s Christian Pacifism and Social Change (1945) and Barrington’s ‘Trials of a Pacifist’ (1970). Allan Handyside and Jim Doherty were kind enough to loan me drafts of memoirs of their time as wartime conscientious objectors to use without condition.

For Out In The Cold, I extended the net still further, having conversation or correspondence with Bruce Barnitt, Charlie and Stan Bickers, Edith and John Boal, Les Clements, Lindsay Crozier, Bill Kelly, Jean and Jack Rogers, Ron Scarlett and Connie Summers while renewing acquaintances with A C Barrington,  Merv and Marjorie Browne, Jack Hamerton, Allan Handyside, Jim Doherty, Chris Palmer and Neil Smith. I enjoyed being able to attend some of the Society’s 50th birthday celebrations in Wellington in 1986, taking particular pleasure in reliving with Connie Summers, Jim Doherty, Jack Hamerton and Dave Silvester their experiences as Christian pacifist street speakers in Pigeon Park in 1941. 

In a conversation with Jack Rogers at his Halswell home early in 2003, I learned of the demise of the Christian Pacifist Society and with the help of the generous bequest that Bruce Barnitt had made to the Society in his will in 1990, a contract was signed with Jack (as treasurer), Reverend Barry Harkness (as secretary) and Richard Thompson (Peacemaker editor), the last three ‘activists’ within the organisation, for me to research and write its history. This is the result. It has been my pleasure to have known many men and women who are, or who have been members of this organisation through the course of all four of the projects that I have been associated with, many of whom having since passed away. I want to acknowledge in particular, enduring friendships with Marjorie and Merv Browne and Jean and Jack Rogers. 

I wish to thank Jean and Chris Palmer, Joy Cole and Merle Hyland for comments on chapters seven and eight; and Barry Harkness, Jack Rogers and Richard Thompson for comments on chapters eight, nine and ten. I wrote this book while a Fellow of the Stout Research Centre of Victoria University in Wellington and I would like to acknowledge the hospitality of the Centre’s director, Dr Lydia Wevers, and the collegiality of the other fellows resident during my tenure there. I am also grateful to Philip Garside for publishing the book and for the high standard of his production. 

David Grant
January 2004


1 — Antecedents

Christian peace activists established the New Zealand Christian Pacifist Society in 1936 but such a movement had origins many years before that. The first flowerings of anti-militarist dissent in this country came in response to the 1909 Defence Bill which led to the first-ever introduction of compulsory military training in New Zealand two years later. This legislation, which required the compulsory registering of all males between the ages of 12 and 30 (called ‘boy conscription’ by critics), and immediate territorial training for all those between 18 and 21, led to the formation of three protest groups, one of which had a distinctly Christian ethos. 

Christchurch Baptist lay preacher, Charles Mackie was horrified with the apparent complicity of clergy within his church assisting Joseph Ward’s Liberal government to collect, from within their congregations, the names of boys and youths who were eligible for military training. He established a National Peace Council, an umbrella organisation comprising Christians from many denominations as well as representatives from sympathetic community groups all seeking a repeal of the Act. When in December 1911, the Peace Council merged with the Anti-Militarist League, a kin group, the collective movement comprised 30 branches nationwide and laid claim to an impressive 30,000 members. Louis Christie, a newspaper editor, had founded this league but its real driving force was visiting American Quaker John Fletcher who led an unrelenting street corner campaign in Christchurch against the Act during which he was arrested, fined and imprisoned.1 

In Auckland, a lone protest centred around Egerton Gill, a slightly built and very lame Quaker. Opposed to the 1911 Act, he formed, with an accountant colleague Ernest Wright, a Freedom League, an umbrella group similar in constitution to Mackie’s Peace Council. League membership represented different sympathetic community groups and included many Christians but no mainstream clergy. Gill was the driving force and spent many hours then, and from 1916, advising eligible conscripts why and how to resist peacefully. Gill and his League did not advocate civil disobedience. The movement remained temperate and small. 

The Defence Act remained and New Zealand eagerly joined the fray when war broke out in Europe in August 1914. The First World War devastated the flower of New Zealand youth. Forty-five percent of the country’s male population served in the armed forces and more than half, 58,004, were casualties. 16,888 were killed. Fought to save King and Empire, the war became a futile conflict of attrition and the magnitude of the holocaust stimulated an international wave of pacifist sentiment in the years following the armistice. It found expression for Christ-centred pacifists in the Fellowship of Reconciliation, begun as a quietist Christian pacifist discussion group in 1914 at Cambridge University but expanding rapidly post-war and going international at Bilthoven in Holland in October 1919.2

Membership of the Fellowship of Reconciliation was absolutist. People who joined pledged that they would oppose all war, at all times. There was no such flourishing of like movements in New Zealand, either organically or as branches of international organisations, although there had been attempts. The first conference of Christian Unions (the forerunner of the Student Christian Movement) at Woodville in 1914 heard a powerful anti-war message from the charismatic Fletcher that sufficiently moved a number of young Christian to adopt a pacifist standpoint, although only one, Harry Urquhart braved the pervading xenophobia when war arrived and publicly wrote and spoke against it as a travesty of God’s teachings.
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Harry Urquhart, father of Christian pacifism in New Zealand

It was a costly decision. In protest at New Zealand’s participation he lost his teaching post at Seddon Memorial Technical College and was watched closely by police. In January 1917 he wrote an anti-conscription pamphlet ‘Men and Marbles’ which was widely disseminated and earned him an 11-month jail sentence for sedition. On release this term was promptly doubled as he then refused to be conscripted. Disenfranchised for ten years and banned from returning to teaching, Harry Urquhart ‘retired’ to grow strawberries on the North Shore. He continued to speak and write in the cause of Christian pacifism until his death in 1963 and many regard him as the ‘father’ of Christian pacifism in New Zealand. Nearly all anti-war and anti-conscriptionist agitators during this war were socialists. The vast bulk of clergy and lay people supported the war effort, some jingoistically. When in 1917 Methodist minister Percy Paris established a pacifist fellowship study circle in Auckland, it soon disbanded for lack of support. 

The Labour Party, built partly on anti-conscriptionist roots which saw many of its leaders jailed for sedition, flirted with pacifism after the war. At its 1919 conference, Christchurch delegate Norman Bell, later leader of the inter-war No More War movement, urged the party to adopt a report recommending unequivocal opposition to militarism in all its forms. Fred Cook, Tim Armstrong and Walter Nash agreed, Nash declaring that an unarmed state would be impregnable. While this debate was lost, narrowly, at its conference the following year, the party passed resolutions demanding immediate international disarmament and the impelling of workers to respond to declaration of war by a general strike. The concept of a volunteer army was also discarded. 

But these apparently pacifist arguments had succeeded on socialist, non-pacifist arguments. In countering Nash at the 1919 Conference Peter Fraser distinguished between socialism and ‘mere pacifism’ advocating armed rather than passive resistance to the enemies of a ‘working class state.’ After 1920, the party shelved a milder anti-war resolution and in 1925 settled upon a defence policy which was to carry it through relatively unchanged until 1935. It supported disarmament by international agreement ‘but would be guided on assuming power by circumstances prevailing at the time as to the extent to which disarmament can be achieved, or defence is necessary.’ This coincided with a greater acceptance by the party, and many New Zealanders, that the newly formed League of Nations was the ultimate instrument of arbitration in international disputes.

The immediate post-war years were desolate for Christian pacifism. For some of the token number of outspoken religious war resisters during and immediately after the First World War, empathy with the Labour movement had been important because it had provided them with a platform to espouse their cause. But by 1920 there was a parting of the ways. Vigorous anti-conscriptionist Reg Williams resisted overtures to become a Labour mouthpiece post-war and instead became a rather idiosyncratic figure touring the country preaching peace from a small gypsy caravan. Norman Bell had been asked to stand as a Labour candidate at the 1919 election but was barred because he was a defaulting conscientious objector. He then worked for pacifism independently, re-merging as a leader of the No More War Movement in 1928. Baptist Charles Mackie and his Peace Council sent delegates to the 1919 and 1920 Conferences but feeling alienated by Labour’s evolving ‘more activist’ defence policy, it slowly withdrew, severing all links in 1925. 
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Charles Mackie, president of the National Peace Council 1911–43

Ormond Burton, who would become New Zealand’s most prominent Christian pacifist, also had links with Labour in the early 1920s — which will be discussed in the following chapter. A New Zealand section of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom established in 1916 was not a Christian movement per se but did have strong Christian influences. They remained small and quietist, campaigning against military conscription primarily, affiliating in 1921 with the National Council of Women and Labour Representation Councils. 

The Very Reverend James Gibb, leader of the Presbyterian Church, political conservative and unabashed patriot before and during the early days of the war, influenced a powerful protestant pro-war lobby in politics which had the ear of Prime Minister William Massey. But Gibb was forced more and more to confront the horror and immorality of the war, listening more intently to the arguments of close friend and colleague, Reverend Charles Murray, a single-minded opponent of the conflict. His dilemma was resolved during a visit to Britain in 1919 just as a number of prominent British theologians publicly denounced the Treaty of Versailles as vengeful, cynical and un-Christian. The timing of Gibbs’ visit placed him in immediate awareness of the reaction. He became a pacifist. His metamorphosis from warmonger to anti-war activist took two short years.

Soon after returning home, Gibb gave expression to his Christian pacifism by helping to found and becoming a leader in a New Zealand branch of the League of Nations Union. For Gibb the purpose of the New Zealand Union was clearly pacifist, a unilateral renunciation of war to be followed by complete international disarmament, embodied rather optimistically in the League of Nations’ charter. But like the Peace Council which preceded it, the Union comprised an amorphous assembly of middle-class opinion that was as much ‘pro-peace’ as it was overtly ‘anti-war’ — comprising mainly academics, clergy and women. Along with Gibb, leaders included Baptist ex-serviceman and economist J B Condliffe, politically oriented economist William Ball Sutch, and left-wing historian Willis Airey. Included among its early membership were well-known Labour figures, Peter Fraser, Walter Nash, Michael Joseph Savage and Harry Holland. But the League also sought and gained the patronage of political conservatives who idealistically supported ‘peace’ as a recognition that war, on the same scale as or even more catastrophic than the First World War, had the potential to threaten or even destroy western civilisation. Conservative politicians James Allen, Francis Bell, Joseph Ward and Gordon Coates all held honorary positions within the Union during the 1920s. Membership was more homogeneous, the solid core representing solid middle-class liberalism. 
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The Very Reverend Dr James Gibb

The Christian pacifist element that Gibb embodied was lost in the breadth of this Union’s wider message. It was disjointed from the beginning. Support from conservatives proved a two-edged sword. On the one hand it gave the organisation respectability, (in the early 1920s the vast bulk of New Zealanders saw themselves as imperial patriots of a proud British Empire), a widespread following — its membership peaking at 2500 in 1924 — and ensured some sympathetic hearings from a metropolitan press traditionally hostile to pacifistic sentiment. On the other hand their presence stimulated continual disagreement between those who believed maintaining world peace depended on a strong, pragmatic League of Nations, able to bite with strong words and force if necessary, and those who viewed its functions idealistically, being doctrinaire anti-war. As the League struggled to maintain peace — failing to stop the fascist Japanese and German military takeovers from the early 1930s — so too did its support base. By then the New Zealand League of Nations Union had become little more than a bystander, impotent and marginalised from world events. Concurrently, James Gibb’s Christian pacifist beliefs had long been subjugated.3 

Internationally by the late 1920s, there evolved a slow, mostly covert difference in attitudes towards war and peace, as with the benefit of time, the First World War stimulated a more balanced perspective. The glory of victory (or the bitterness of defeat) gave way to a growing recognition that the carnage on the battlefront must never happen again. From 1926, a spate of anti-war plays, novels, poetry and memoirs were written, principally by former combatants who chose to elucidate the horror and dark side of war with stark dialogue. 

In royalist New Zealand separated from European influences by distance and disinterest, such reassessment took longer. Many libraries refused to hold a copy of R C Sherriff’s anti-war play Journey’s End and the film version of Erich Remarque’s extraordinary novel All Quiet on the Western Front was banned from local cinemas for a period. Pacifist groups too were in a precarious state. The National Peace Council was barely alive, the local section of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom had gone into abeyance and the League of Nations Union was rent asunder by internal disagreement and weakened by the non-performance of the League itself. 

It was within this unlikely milieu that New Zealand’s first doctrinaire pacifist group, the No More War Movement, was born, as an offshoot of a similarly-named British organisation which had 3000 members in 1927. While not strictly Christian it did have significant clergy and layperson input. The founder was Alfred Page a young Christchurch chemist, with significant support from his mother Sarah Page who had turned her back on the genteel, well heeled social set in which she was raised, campaigning vigorously against the Defence Act and military conscription during the war. Other early office-holders of a Christian bent were Charles Mackie, Presbyterian minister and socialist, Clyde Carr — who was soon to become Labour MP for Timaru — and a Christchurch Anglican minister, Reverend Charles Cole. 

Alfred Page’s brother Robin had been imprisoned as a defaulting conscientious objector in April 1918 and Alfred, by then a Quaker, was a teacher at Christchurch Boys High School until 1922 when he, along with Ormond Burton (the only two in the country), refused to retake an oath of allegiance to the Empire because he feared it would compromise his pacifist beliefs. He was dismissed from his job forthwith and barred from the profession. Page’s removal from teaching caused consternation in Christchurch. A Council of Christian Ministers meeting at the time deplored the decision as ‘an insensitive act of retribution’ and called publicly for his reinstatement — as did a group of senior masters from the school — both to no avail.

Attending a meeting of the War Resisters’ International (to which the No More War Movement had affiliated) in Paris, Fred Page died tragically, aged just 31, at the home of his Quaker host poisoned by carbon dioxide from a leaking gas califont. Leadership was assumed by Norman Bell, a socialist and war resister, and Cole who put aside his vestments to become the No More War Movement’s organising secretary, the first full-time office-holder in the movement. 

Cole and many others had received their formative Christian anti-militarist education in another transplanted body, the Socialist Sunday School, first established at Battersea, London in 1892. Its establishment in New Zealand in 1915 was the brainchild of an unorthodox churchman, the Reverend James Chapple. He had left the Presbyterian Church following a heresy charge and joined the Unitarians, a small non-conformist sect which proselytised a philosophical approach to Christianity. Being a leader in this church allowed Chapple to be politically outspoken and, in 1918, after publicly criticising the war and praising Russia’s Bolshevik revolution, he was sent to jail for 12 months for sedition. 

Chapple was the leader and guiding spirit of the Socialist Sunday School but he had round him able lieutenants, Norman Bell, Christian socialists Ada Wells and Andrew Kydd, and Sarah Page and her two sons Robin and Alfred. Muriel Morrison, a Christchurch Quaker and active Christian pacifist was one of 50 to 60 child attendees at the school in the 1920s. Her most poignant memories were of Chapple, a tall, dignified figure dressed in a long black overcoat with a red rose in his buttonhole, leading the children in the School’s own set of hymns of justice and peace which merged socialism and pacifism; the debates, sometimes forceful, on the perils of capitalism and militarism; and, above all, the close feeling of family as the faithful harmonised to create a new society.4 

The No More War Movement struggled in New Zealand with a core membership of less than 200 in 1929, mostly inactive. The movement appeared to lose even more energy after Page’s death. Its specifically pacifist pledge (similar in substance to the Christian Pacifist Society’s which succeeded it, but without the requisite church membership) — ‘to oppose all war at all times, work for total disarmament, remove all causes of war and establish a new order based on pacifist principles for the common good’ — seemed too doctrinaire to appeal to more than a handful of believers. 

By this time, a wider cross-section of middle class liberal and anti-militarist opinion was working hard to try to persuade the government to abolish compulsory military training. It was already newsworthy. In 1927, Alun Richards, a young Presbyterian theological student and later Christian Pacifist Society activist, raised eyebrows by refusing to submit to compulsory military service, the first person to do so since the anti-conscriptionists of the Great War. His unexpected stand and resulting harsh sentence (a steep fine and loss of civil rights for ten years) not only attracted wide publicity but also served to prick the conscience of churchmen and others to become more publicly concerned with both anti-militarism and abrogation of civil liberties. The Presbyterian General Assembly led by Moderator the Very Reverend James Gibb gave unanimous support to Richards’ decision and drew up an inter-denominational peace manifesto for dissemination to other churches. Concurrently, in parliament, Labour MP John A Lee called for the scrapping of the compulsory clauses of the Defence Act with minority support. 

The following year, Alun Richards repeated his act of defiance, this time with fellow theological student Alexander Miller, leading to more publicity and more calls in the House for compulsory military training to be abandoned. In August 1929, the No More War Movement took up the cudgel, organising a nationwide petition urging repeal of the Defence Act. This gave the Movement an immediate cause on which to focus energy in the wider cause of trying to persuade and educate politicians and the general public on the worthiness of peace and conciliation. By December, 3000 had signed the petition. 

Rev Charles Cole set a target of 15,000 signatures before the end of 1930. Many activists canvassed door-to-door for signatures. In Dunedin, well-known pacifists Millicent and Archibald Baxter traversed the streets. For Millicent it was not an easy activity as she later recalled.

I took one side of the street. Archie took the other. I got five signatures, he got 25. I must say that I hoped at times that no-one would answer the door when I rang… the working class districts were more hopeful. I remember my husband approached the Presbyterian minister in Caversham, “I’m entirely with you,” he said, “but I can’t sign. It would split the congregation.”5 

Once begun, interest in supporting the signature campaign spread rapidly. Activists from within sympathetic church groups, Labour Party branches and the Women’s Christian Movement all became involved with the result that the 15,000 signatures were gathered within a few short months. In July 1930 Cole led a deputation to Prime Minister George Forbes that was so unwieldy it had to be split in two. Cole led the first group with James Thorn (Labour Party), W Bromley (Wellington Trades and Labour Council), K M Evans (Women’s Christian Temperance) and James Rigg (Society of Friends). 

The ubiquitous James Gibb, led the other group in his role as president of the League of Nations Union. Others in his party included Walter Nash (MP) and Reverend R S Watson, representing the Presbyterian Church itself. This year the number of young men conscientiously objecting to compulsory military training had reached 80, including Richards, whose third appearance before a magistrate saw him again fined and his civil rights being taken away for a further 10 years. (The sentences were not cumulative). 

This time both the Methodist Conference and Presbyterian General Assembly deplored the punishments handed out to the defaulters. Gibb was the most vocal critic. It was largely due to his status that he was able to persuade Forbes personally to exempt theological students from compulsory military training hitherto. In the meantime, the No More War petition got nowhere. Ironically, just weeks later, on 30 December 1930, Forbes’ Minister of Defence, J G Cobbe, suspended compulsory military training in New Zealand firstly as an economy measure but also as he told parliament:

I cannot ignore the strong feeling in favour of world peace and opposition to militarism, especially compulsory military training, which has grown up not only in New Zealand but in most civilised countries…6 

By this time the Labour Party, growing in strength and influence, had long since ditched its traditional anti-militarist and anti-conscriptionist heritage by adopting a defence policy that was internationalist and pragmatic in tone and which included, according to its 1928 election manifesto, a standing army and a ‘reorganisation of the country’s defence.’ 

In this hiatus, Christians kept to the forefront of pacifist agitation in movements outside of the body politic. The first of these was a re-emergence of the New Zealand section of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom from out of the bowels of the Auckland Women’s Branch of the New Zealand Labour Party, (into which the original League had been absorbed), because New Zealand Labour, ‘no longer stood for world peace.’ Emily Gibson and Mrs Darcy Hamilton restarted the movement in 1930, Gibson immediately launching it into organising a nation-wide petition urging multilateral and unconditional disarmament to put pressure on delegates to a forthcoming international conference on disarmament in Geneva in February 1932. 

The League was active only in Auckland in the early stages, so a number of church ministers and lay people, principally Presbyterians and Methodists but also more than a sprinkling of Anglicans and Roman Catholics, assumed leadership roles in promoting and disseminating the petition in other centres. Activists from the No More War Movement and League of Nations Union were also to the fore. The Very Reverend James Gibb began the crusade in Wellington by leading a raft of speakers (including political leaders George Forbes and Harry Holland) before a Town Hall audience of more than 2,000 people. 

By December 1931, some 42,000 New Zealanders had signed the petition; Christchurch (which already had a long tradition of anti-military activism) led the way with 17,650 signatures largely because of the work of a local World Disarmament Petition Committee, which included Charles Cole and other church people, and headed by young humanist war resister Lincoln Efford. Internationally, an impressive six million votes were gathered, two million from Great Britain alone. 

Tragically it was all for nothing. The Japanese had already begun to invade Manchuria before the conference opened and the League of Nations itself was unable to stem the aggression which increased exponentially. By 1934 it had spread to Europe as the new Nazi Germany reclaimed the Rhineland. Moreover, at the Conference there were ideological splits over the crucial question over arms reduction. France, invaded twice already by Germany (in 1871 and 1915) wanted security; Germany — still smarting over Versailles — wanted equality. The two sides proved irreconcilable. 

This period also signalled the beginning of the end of the New Zealand section of the League of Nations Union hitherto the most vigorous of the anti-militarist movements. Key members such as Labour politician Walter Nash, began more and more to espouse ‘collective security’ as a first priority — which called for retaliatory action against the aggressors. Against the collectivists ranged Gibb and the church people involved who remained ‘pacifist’ in their thinking. This, along with the non-performance of the League itself over the next few years, sent the local Union into a downward spiral. After Gibb died in 1935 the Union became more collectivist in outlook but by 1939 was virtually moribund, kept alive, just, by a handful of survivors running ‘study groups’ during the war. 

Through the 1930s depression, anti-militarist activity was primarily political in nature, although church ministers were to the fore in helping the No More War Movement and 11 other union, women’s and quasi-political movements, organise the biggest peace procession the country had seen — in Christchurch on Armistice Day, 11 November 1932. The Salvation Army Band led the 4,000-strong procession and Anglican the Reverend F N Taylor was a keynote speaker at the subsequent rally at the Edmonds Band Rotunda.

From the early 1930s, anti-militarist leagues sprang up in various centres. In Wellington, Eric Cook founded a Federation Against War and later, in June 1934, a Council Against War. These were primarily run and dominated by socialists and communists appealing most to the disaffected in the population — working people who had lost jobs and were angry at the capitalist system which, among other things, produced ‘warmongers.’ It was a difficult time for Christian pacifists. These groups were nominally umbrella movements with church representatives to give them breadth and some middle-class credibility, but many of them resigned when their overt political nature became more apparent.

The largest and most noteworthy of these groups was the Movement Against War and Fascism, which had its genesis in an international ‘Movement Against War,’ a peace front created by Comintern propagandist Willi Manzenburg at a conference in Amsterdam in August 1932. It spread slowly. In March 1933, Communist-dominated Councils Against War in Australia became branches of the movement and a similar anti-war council in Auckland became New Zealand’s first branch early in 1934. It spread to Wellington and Christchurch but its first national conference in August attracted only partisan support — 28 delegates from Communist or quasi-Communist groups. 

But the message and backing spread, stimulated by socialist and Communist publications and by the decision of the coalition government to embark on an armaments expansion programme, while the bulk of the population were still struggling in straitened economic circumstances. Military leaders touring the country on propaganda lecture tours provided convenient targets for attack. 

The second New Zealand Congress Against War and Fascism in February 1935, was, in consequence, a more impressive affair. Sixty delegates from 46 organisations representing more than 11,000 people attended. They included Labour Party members, trade unionists, the Women’s League for International Peace and Freedom, a handful from the rump of the League of Nations Union and a variety of representatives from mainstream churches and Bible Classes, both clergy and lay people. Later in the year the Auckland Branch organised a 4,000-strong rally for peace down city streets to the Domain. Similar rallies were held in other centres. 

But this needs to be put into perspective. The Dunedin branch attempted to organise a similar march on ANZAC Day 1935 but was forced to cancel it in the wake of widespread public opposition. The following year in Christchurch 250 unionists, communists and supporters participated in a peace march on 26 April, but on the previous day more than 3,000 ex-servicemen, their families, local body politicians — and a significant number of other clergy — remembered ANZAC in their own street parade. 

The February conference was also illusory. A majority of delegates stuck to the Communist Party line calling for the overthrow of capitalism, worker mobilisation, and voted to praise the ‘peace’ policy of the Soviet Union. The most vocal dissenter was A C Barrington representing the Methodist Young Men’s Bible Class, who, claiming to speak for 4,000 young Christian pacifists who had renounced war preparations completely, told the assembly that it was inconsistent to say that the Soviet Union stood for world peace because it had “the best army in the world.”7  

Barrington’s comment encapsulated the huge chasm that differentiated left-wing anti-militarism from Christian pacifism. The former campaigned against what it believed was the causes of war, which it blamed on international capitalists, specifically war financiers and armament manufacturers who were responsible for death and destruction at the front line. These ‘evil men,’ it argued, were fascist. This perspective may have held some traction before and during the First World War, but was becoming increasing difficult to justify during the mid and latter 1930s, as the fascist countries themselves — Japan, Italy and Germany — were engaging in unprovoked and often bloody expansionist campaigns of their own in China, Abyssinia and the Rhineland (later Austria, Czechoslovakia and Poland) respectively. By 1936, when a Movement Against War and Fascism leaflet called for a complete cessation of the Spanish Civil War on one side, and the supply of both money and arms to the royalists on the other, the campaign had become nonsensical. After the new Labour Government refused to allow its members to belong to this group (or its kindred Friends of the Soviet Union), the Movement Against War and Fascism barely survived 1937.

Christian pacifists opposed all war, at all times irrespective of political developments. They shared a fundamental and absolutist belief, based on the teachings of Jesus Christ, that war was a moral and ethical sin in God’s eyes. Until the mid-1930s, as has been seen, it had an uncertain and sporadic heritage. Harry Urquhart and Egerton Gill were almost lone voices during the First World War. John Fletcher left New Zealand in 1915, never to return. Charles Mackie had a church-based belief in peace but chose to express it through an umbrella movement, the Peace Council, which itself faded into a backwater through the 1920s and 1930s. Moreover, his own Baptist church had supported the war and conscription and Mackie absconded from it to find a more welcoming home within the Society of Friends. Quakers John Brailsford and Edward Dowsett were among a very small number of young Christians imprisoned as conscientious objectors in 1917. Percy Paris’ unsuccessful attempt to establish a New Zealand branch of the 
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