
Pacifists and Anti-militarists 
in New Zealand, 1909-1914 

N E W ZEALAND'S first anti-militarist movement was born out of oppo-
sition to compulsory military training under the Defence Act of 
1909. The movement grew, after the world war had begun, to em-
brace anti-conscription, free speech, and the cause of the conscientious 
objector. Its strength lay in the somewhat improbable alliance be-
tween middle-class liberalism and militant labour; its weakness in 
the fact that it was a minority voice in a community where, as the 
crisis of the war grew more intense, majority opinion displayed a 
marked degree of intolerance. 

The Defence Act of 1909 represented New Zealand's attempt to 
re-organize its defence forces along the lines agreed to at the Im-
perial Naval and Military Conference held in London in July and 
August of that year. Introduced on 2 December, and passed into law 
on 22 December, the new Act abolished the Volunteer Force and 
incorporated its members into the new Territorial Force. The obliga-
tion to be registered and trained was universal. From the age of 12 
to 14 males were to be enrolled in the Junior Cadets, from 14 to 18 
in the Senior Cadets, from 18 to 21 in the General Training Section, 
and from 21 to 30 in the Reserve. The Territorial Force, the principal 
defence force, was to be composed of men transferred from the 
General Training Section. The Act also contained provisions whereby 
magistrates could impose penalties ranging from fines to disfranchise-
ment upon non-compliants and upon ordinary citizens who prevented 
trainees from carrying out their duties in compliance with the law. 

The Defence Act did not go into operation immediately, but was 
delayed for almost another year. In view of the fact that Field-
Marshal Viscount Kitchener, who had been invited to Australia and 
New Zealand to inspect the forces and give advice on matters per-
taining to the defence of the Dominion, was due to arrive in February 
1910, the Government decided to defer the operation of the Act until 
he had made his report. 

During his two-week stay Kitchener had the opportunity to review 
many of the volunteer units throughout the country and confer with 
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the Minister of Defence and the Territorial Commanding Officer, 
Colonel A. W. Robin. The Field-Marshal suggested little that the 
War Office had not already suggested at the Imperial Conference. He 
referred New Zealand to his 'Memorandum on the Defence of Aus-
tralia',1 and stated that the same recommendations applied to New 
Zealand — namely, that the greatest deficiencies were in the lack of 
adequate training, numbers, organization, and munitions. He ex-
pressed approval of the scheme for compulsory training and sug-
gested only that the maximum age for the General Training Section 
be raised to 25. As a result of Kitchener's visit and recommendations, 
the Government decided to make the year 1910-11 one of transition, 
while introducing such organizational and other reforms as the Field-
Marshal suggested, and passing necessary amending legislation.2 

The Defence Amendment Act of 1910 was passed into law in 
November of that year, and the general plan outlined in the 'Memo-
randum on the Act of 1909 Applied to New Zealand on the Lines 
Set Out by the Field-Marshal . . . ,'3 was implemented. The first step 
in putting the new scheme into operation was the compulsory regis-
tration of all boys between the ages of 14 and 20. Registration com-
menced on 3 April 1911, and before and during the first stages of 
registration the District Commanding Officers widely publicized the 
pertinent information regarding the obligations of the registrant, the 
locations of registration centers, and official addresses of officers in 
charge. Registration continued until 17 July, at which time the final 
rolls of Territorials and Senior Cadets were compiled, the total regis-
trations being: Territorials, 21,838; Senior Cadets, 29,991; Territorials 
(Volunteers) still serving, 9,171. The total available for the new Ter-
ritorial Force was 31,009, or slightly in excess of the 30,000 man force 
authorized for the Army establishment. Because the Army establish-
ment could be met by only enrolling males of the ages of 18-20 in-
clusive, the 21-25-year-olds were not enrolled, despite the new amend-
ing legislation which called for it, with the result that a truly universal 
scheme of training did not prevail. 

Not all sections of the community accepted fully and without 
complaint the change from a volunteer defence force to compulsory 
military training. The centre of hostility to the Defence Act was 
Christchurch. There, as early as June 1910, Louis P. Christie, editor 
of the Christian Herald, founded the Anti-Militarist League. Christie 
had opposed the Act from the beginning and had formed the League 
after listening to Henry Corder, an English Quaker touring New 
Zealand. Christie believed the Defence Act would break down 'as 
soon as the public became educated in regard to its evils'.4 In Sep-
tember 1911, under the banner of 'A Journal of Protest and True 

1 Appendices to the Journals of the House of Representatives, 1910, H-19a, 
pp. 2-3, 20. Hereinafter cited as AJHR. 

2AJHR, 1910, H-19a, p. 1. 
3 AJHR. 1910. H-19a, pp. 3-10. 
4 Maoriland Worker, 24 November 1911. Hereinafter cited as MW. 
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Patriotism', Christie brought out the first issue of The Anti-Militarist. 
Although short-lived, The Anti-Militarist provided a forum for the 
expression of 'educative' propaganda on behalf of the League. By 
the end of 1911 the number of Anti-Militarist Leagues throughout 
the country numbered some sixteen.5 

In May 1911 Charles R. N. Mackie, a Baptist lay preacher, and H. 
A. Atkinson, the nephew of a former Premier, founded the National 
Peace Council along the lines of the English National Peace Council 
which had been established by resolution of the Second Peace Con-
gress held in Bristol during June 1905. The formation of the National 
Peace Council arose out of the immediate controversy surrounding a 
letter from the Defence Department which had been received by 
every Ministers' Association in New Zealand asking churches to supply 
names of boys eligible for military training. Upon this letter being 
read out in the Oxford Terrace Baptist Church a member protested, 
and subsequently Charles Mackie called together a meeting of the 
Ministers' Association of Christchurch and the Baptist Lay Preachers' 
Association who, together, passed a resolution calling upon the people 
to 'passively resist' the Government.6 

This gathering prompted a still larger meeting, perhaps the first 
public anti-Defence Act meeting held in New Zealand, at the Salva-
tion Army barracks on 26 May. Attended by anti-militarist sympathi-
zers as well as members of the Christchurch Socialist Party and the 
Anti-Militarist League, it was intended that a motion be put con-
demning the compulsory provisions of the Defence Act. But before 
the meeting was under way it was invaded by a large contingent of 
students from Canterbury College whose clear intention was to take 
control of the meeting and defeat the motion. Fortunately for the 
conveners, a number of the Socialist Party members arrived and the 
original motion was carried. The unsuccessful students carried their 
meeting to the steps of the Supreme Court where, against the ex-
hortations of E. J. Howard, organizer of the Christchurch branch of 
the Socialist Party, and Fred R. Cooke, secretary of the New Zealand 
Socialist Party, they carried pro-compulsory military training motions. 
Following the meeting at the Salvation Army barracks, Mackie and 
Louis Christie convened a meeting of sympathizers in the YMCA 
Buildings on 10 June and formed the National Peace Council and 
Anti-Militarist League, an amalgamation of the two Christchurch 
groups. In the following month Mackie and W. Ensom undertook an 
organizing tour of the South Island but were surprised to find that 
few persons, excepting some labour secretaries, knew anything about 
the Act. They found the clergy to be generally sympathetic, but 
'unwilling to act'. The general feeling of the two was that what was 

5 ibid. 
0 Report to 1915, File 41, Charles R. N. Mackie Papers, Canterbury Museum, 

Christchurch. Hereinafter cited as MP. 
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really needed was to make more information on the subject avail-
able.7 

In February 1912 a group of young men from the Government 
workshops at Addington who called themselves the 'We wonts' 
banded together under the name of the Passive Resisters Union, with 
James K. Worral and Reg Williams as joint secretaries. Only boys 
liable for actual military service were permitted to join. The PRU 
resolved to oppose the Defence Act, and the boys pledged them-
selves 'to resist coercion, conscription, and compulsory military train-
ing under all circumstances, and in defiance of all pains and penalties 
which may be imposed'.8 Other branches quickly formed in Welling-
ton, Auckland, Millerton, and Runanga, and by the end of the month 
the PRU claimed 217 members, all of them pledged to refuse drill. 
The Union held its weekly meetings in the National Peace Council 
rooms where it planned tactics which, by all accounts, were success-
ful, as only about 25% of the boys liable for drill in Christchurch 
were turning up. The boys appeared at the drill hall nightly where 
they attempted to persuade the boys to stay out 'and join the anti-
militarist brigade'. At one point they plastered the King Edward 
Barracks with signs bearing the legends 'Don't be a conscript! Be a 
man!' and 'The military strike is now on!'. But that type of activity 
was unusual.9 

Militant labour also joined the opposition to compulsory military 
training. The Maoriland Worker, official organ of the Federation of 
Labour since February 1911, under the editorship of R. S. Ross and 
later H. E. Holland adopted a position strongly against compulsion 
which it was to hold virtually throughout the war. The Worker, unlike 
the established press, did not differentiate between compulsory mili-
tary training and conscription. Military training, the Worker said, 'is 
conscription . . . and it means militarism'.10 The Worker also opposed 
compulsion not simply because it believed that a conscript army was 
a potential weapon of the capitalist class which could be used against 
the interests of the working class, but also because military training 
was a form of state oppression. No people, the paper editorialized, 
could afford to condone governmental tyranny and outrage 'without 
itself strengthening tyranny and outrage'.11 

7 MW, 9 June 1911; E. C. H. Ridder to H. A. Atkinson, 14 August 1955, 
H. A. Atkinson Papers, in the possession of Mr H. O. Roth, Auckland, herein-
after cited at AtP; Report to 1915, 'Report of Trip', ms., n.d., File 41, MP. 
E. J. Howard later went on to become a Christchurch City Councillor, defender 
of the rights of free speech in the city, Member of Parliament, and as well wrote 
for the Labour weekly Maoriland Worker under the pseudonym of The Vag. 
Cooke was a native of Yorkshire and member of the ILP in Great Britain. He 
was one of the founders of the Christchurch Socialist Party, and under the 
banner of the SP contested the Parliamentary elections in Christchurch East in 
1905 and 1908. MW, 28 July 1911. 

s Christchurch Press, 9 February 1912. 
9 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, CLV (1911) , 341, hereinafter cited 

as NZPD; Christchurch Press, 9 February 1912; MW, 8 March 1912. 
w MW, 12 May 1911. 
« MW, 12 July 1911. 
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In May 1911 Labour activists Robert Semple, Bill Parry, and Charles 
Smith conducted a lightning tour of the North and South Islands 
which resulted in the formation of Anti-Militarist Leagues in Runanga, 
Blackball, Huntly, and Waihi, all mining centres. Speaking in Waihi 
at an anti-militarist demonstration organized by the Socialist Party, 
Smith told the assembled miners that if militarism was beneficial to 
the employing class, 'it must be detrimental to the masses'. Semple, 
in the fiery rhetoric for which the future Labour Party Minister was 
to become known, urged the young men to 'boldly refuse' and 'defy 
such an immoral law', saying that it was better to suffer than to assist 
in perpetuating a system which had caused the working class to 
suffer.12 

The National Registration having been completed on 17 July 1911, 
the Army announced that it was satisfied that enrolment was suffi-
cient for its present needs, and that even though some men would be 
eliminated by the medical examination, nevertheless the Army could 
well afford to be below its full establishment at first. However 
despite the announcement, the New Zealand Times reported that 
fully 13,000, or roughly 25% of those eligible Senior Cadets and 
Territorials, had failed to register.13 

In July 1911 the Government instituted proceedings in what was 
later to be recognized as a series of test cases against persons alleged 
to have failed to register. The Government chose selectively, striking 
largely at young leaders of the anti-militarist movement. The first 
name inscribed on the Maoriland Worker Roll of Honour (a list of 
boys fined or imprisoned for failing to abide by the Act) was that 
of a Wellington boy, William Cornish, Jr. Cornish was fined, refused 
to pay the fine, and sentenced to twenty-one days in jail. Upon his 
release the Federation of Labour feted him at a large reception in the 
Socialist Hall in what became a regular occurrence when anti-mili-
tarists were released from jail.14 The second prosecution was that of 
a Christchurch lad, Harry Cooke, son of the Socialist Party secretary, 
and upon his release from Timaru prison after twenty-one days, the 
reception was even larger. The Socialist Party hired the King's Theatre 
and went so far as to engage 300 peacekeepers to prevent rowdyism. 
During the months of July and August the Government initiated 
twelve prosecutions and secured three convictions.15 

The prosecutions of Cornish and Cooke brought a quick response 
from anti-militarist quarters. The Maoriland Worker wrote that the 

12 MW, 26 May, 2 June, 9 June 1911. 
13 AJHR, 1911, H-19, p. 4; quoted in Round Table, II (December 1911-

September 1912) , 388. 
X4 MW, 11 August 1911. By law all non-registrants could be prosecuted and 

fined by civil magistrates for non-registration or other breaches of the Defence 
Act in proceedings which had to be initiated by the Attorney-General or the 
Solicitor-General. In the event of the failure of the convicted person to pay the 
prescribed fine, magistrates could impose summary imprisonment under the 
Justices of the Peace Act of 1908. 

15 MW, 15 September 1911; NZPD, CLVI (1911) , 453. 
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Defence Act offered boys the alternatives of becoming either 'con-
scripts or jailbirds', of being put in 'the darkened cell, and all its 
evil associations'.16 In Christchurch the Peace Council and Anti-
Militarist League called for a public meeting on August 21 in the 
Choral Hall, the meeting which, according to Mackie, 'launched our 
work and advertized the Movement'.17 By 7.30 the Hall was packed 
with 900 persons inside and twice that number outside, not all of 
them sympathetic, for rumour had it there was to be an organized 
disruption by college and military men. Reg Williams, Louis Christie, 
Fred Cooke, and C. R. N. Mackie led the speaking and Christie re-
ported an anti-conscription resolution which passed 800-21. At that 
moment there was an attempt to break in from the outside by means 
of assaults on the doors and stones and bricks being hurled through 
the windows, not one of which remained unbroken afterwards. After 
repeated attempts to gain entrance, the invaders were repulsed by a 
water hose skilfully trained through the windows. From Choral Hall 
the college boys paraded to Socialist Hall where they sang patriotic 
songs and shouted anti-Cooke and anti-Socialist slogans. Charles 
Mackie later recalled an Irishman by the name of Murray who after-
wards said, 'Mr. Chreestie, I could not get inside but I have one 
fellow's collar and tie in my pocket'.18 

The jailing of 'political' prisoners was unprecedented in New Zea-
land, and when it was revealed that the incarcerated youths shared 
the same quarters as convicted criminals, it was not unnatural that 
much of the public was outraged and the Government embarrassed. 
Consequently the Government decided to halt all further prosecutions 
on the grounds that it was not the intention of the Defence Act to 
provide prison sentences for breaches of the Act. Ward intimated 
that perhaps a modification of the Act would be necessary. He added 
that the Defence Department was attempting to carry out its work 
'with as little friction as possible', and that both he and Major-General 
A. J. Godley, the Commanding Officer who had come from England 
to take charge of the Territorial Force, realized the necessity of doing 
nothing 'that would cause trouble'. Furthermore, with a general elec-
tion approaching, it was in the interests of both parties 'if the Defence 
Act did not become a Party issue'.19 

In fact the Government was in something of a quandary. John 
Millar, speaking for the Minister of Defence, said that sufficient men 
had already been enrolled in the Defence Force, but he maintained 
that the cessation of prosecutions indicated neither a change of policy 
nor a suspension of the Act. However, Russell, the member for Avon, 
cited the case of two Christchurch boys who had been charged with 

MW, 14 July 1911. 
17 Report to 1915, File 41, MP. 
is MW, 1 September 1911; The Anti-Militarist, I (September 1911), 4-5; 
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1 9 NZPD, CLV (1911) , 353; NZPD, CLXI (1912) , 111. 



134 B. L. W E I T Z E L 

non-registration. The charges against the first lad, Frank Smith, were 
withdrawn when he was able to show that he had registered subse-
quent to the laying of the charges; the charges against the second 
lad, Thomas Nuttall, one of the 'We Won't' brigade, were also with-
drawn at the request of the Government even though Nuttall had 
openly defied the Act and had said he would never register. The 
action in Nuttall's case indicated either a change in policy on the 
part of the Government or a lamentable weakness in carrying out 
the provisions of the Act, said Russell. Millar replied that compulsion 
would be retained, but for the moment universal training 'would be 
a matter of evolution'. The Government, he said, was not ready for 
universal training in toto throughout the Dominion, 'either financially 
or on account of its necessity, so long as the establishment of 30,000 
could be maintained . . . .' Nevertheless, boys who did not register 
would be breaking the law, but except in 'special cases', the Govern-
ment would not prosecute.20 

The Anti-Militarist League was outraged at the 'scandalous ad-
mission' that the Government intended to prosecute only in 'special 
cases,' calling it 'a deliberate prostitution of the people's ideals of 
equity and justice'.21 The more radical of the labour leaders were 
calling the ranks of labour to unity on the compulsory training ques-
tion, although not necessarily for limited anti-conscriptionist ends. 
The American Socialist, W. T. Mills, then organizing throughout New 
Zealand, urged that individual revolt could not prevail. When it 
came, the revolt would have to be organized 'to cover the whole field 
of modern industrial oppression'.22 The Worker felt that the issue 
was a 'dodge' to divert the worker from his troubles at home by 
insinuating that the enemy was Japan or China. The true enemy of 
the working class, said the Worker, was 'the exploiter and the oppres-
sor in ones own country', and the time had arrived 'for a vigorous 
anti-militarist agitation . . . . What has been done legislatively may 
be undone by the march of events plus agitation, agitation, agitation.'23 

On 9 November the National Peace and Anti-Militarist Council 
convened a Dominion-wide anti-militarist conference in Wellington 
attended by twenty-five delegates representing the various anti-
militarist leagues, the Wellington branch of the New Zealand Federa-
tion of Labour, the Auckland Peace Society, Society of Friends, the 
Women's Christian Temperance Union, and individual delegates from 
Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch, Huntly, Runanga, Waihi, and 
Hastings. The Conference decided to initiate an organized propa-
ganda campaign advocating repeal of the compulsory clauses of the 
Defence Act, the campaign to be conducted by the National Peace 
Council with which the various Leagues were to affiliate, contributing 

2 0 NZPD, CLV (1911) , 341-2; NZPD, CLVI (1911) , 451-3. 
2 1 MW, 20 October 1911. 
2 2 MW, 4 August 1911. 
-'3 MW, 4 August 1911. 
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25% of their funds to the central body. Conference also decided to 
publish a weekly newsletter commenting on the New Zealand scene 
to be sent to England. Christie was elected secretary of the Council 
and Mackie Dominion organizer. The organizers commented on the 
Conference as 'an illustration of the working together for a common 
purpose of bodies of men and women who usually find themselves 
out of harmony with one another . . . ,'24 

The campaign began almost immediately with the widely distri-
buted Peace Council circular entitled 'Compulsory Military Training 
— The Thin Edge of the Wedge', in which the Peace Council argued 
that compulsory military training was the prelude to 'a fully fledged 
Continental Conscription system'. In this and subsequent circulars 
(by 1916 the National Peace Council had printed or distributed more 
than 650,000 leaflets, pamphlets, and monthly circulars25) the Peace 
Council stated the issue of compulsion in relation to freedom of con-
science, the traditional 'rights of Englishmen', morality (the Council 
stressed that parental authority would be replaced by military autho-
rity and that the moral character of young men would be seriously 
undermined in the atmosphere of camp and barrack life), increased 
burdens of taxation, the interference in the education of youth, and 
the undue emphasis placed upon military power as a means to peace. 
Elsewhere, C. Reginald Ford, also of the Peace Council, contributed 
a series of articles to the Maoriland Worker in which he dwelt upon 
the origins of the Defence Act and the threat to civil liberties posed 
by compulsory military training.26 

Meanwhile in Christchurch the Peace Council had decided to set 
up a booth at the annual Agricultural and Pastoral Show at Addington 
for the purpose of distributing anti-military literature. The presence 
of the Council was quite legal, the stand having been hired from the 
A&P Society and tables and chairs from the Socialist Party local. 
However, the Show Committee was of the opinion that the literature 
was on an 'inflammatory and illegal character' and asked the Council 
to disband its stand, saying that General Godley, who was in the 
stands, had objected and stopped the military competition. H. A. 
Atkinson refused to leave and was escorted from the grounds by a 
sergeant and a constable. Fred Cooke telegraphed information of the 
incident to the Anti-Militarist Council branches, and Atkinson sent 
a similar telegram to C. R. Ford, then in attendance at the Wellington 
Conference, asking the Conference to protest. The Peace Council 
later brought suit against the A&P Society for breach of contract, but 
although it was subsequently shown that General Godley, while he 
objected, had neither been consulted nor made a request for the 

2 4 MW, 17 November 1911, 24 November 1911; The Anti-Militarist, I (Novem-
ber 25, 1911), 10. 

25 Report to 1915, File 41, MP. 
20 MW, 9, 16 February, 1, 8 March 1912. 



136 B. L. W E I T Z E L 

closing of the stand, the magistrate nevertheless ruled that the plain-
tiffs were 'guilty of misbehaviour and were legally removed'.27 

In February 1912, after the Ward government had been returned, 
the prosecutions began with a new intensity, over sixty being initiated 
in Christchurch, eight in Wellington, and more than thirty in Auck-
land, where several of the boys sported the red and gold PRU 
badges.28 On 22 February Harry Cooke appeared for the second time 
and was subsequently imprisoned, an act which led the Maoriland 
Worker to remark that Cooke and Edward Hannan, another resister, 
had been singled out for arrest because they were known ringleaders 
of the passive resisters.29 However, scarcely a week after the Govern-
ment had been saved by the casting vote of the Speaker on a non-
confidence motion, Ward ordered the release of Cooke who, he ex-
plained, 'had already been imprisoned for a previous default'.30 

In Christchurch a number of PRU boys, including James K. Worral, 
the PRU secretary, and Harry Cooke's brother Alex, began serving 
sentences in Lyttleton jail. The jailings were preceded by a huge 
gathering of over 2000 persons in the Christchurch Square who over-
whelmingly voted for the repeal of the Defence Act. The following 
day approximately 1000 of the demonstrators gathered at the jail 
around which they marched several times before holdings a repeal 
meeting in front of the jail gates. Many of the demonstrators had 
travelled down by train, thus necessitating extra carriages, lustily 
singing their adopted battle song, 'We'll Set Our Children Free', to 
the tune of 'John Brown's Body', some 500 copies of the 'hymn' having 
been anonymously distributed on the train.31 

The Defence Act was not without provisions for objections to 
military service, but they were poorly elaborated. An Army Depart-
ment Memorandum of April 1911 stated that religious objectors, but 
not conscientious objectors, would be trained in the non-combatant 
branches as far as possible.32 The burden of proof of religious con-
victions lay on the objector who could argue his claim through the 
non-commissioned officer of the Army Permanent Staff in charge of 
the area in which he resided. However, the law suggested that the 
potential objector must first register, be enrolled, take the oath of 
allegiance, be ordered to parade, and only then be in a position to 
state his religious objections to bearing arms. In any case there was 
little or no machinery for dealing with the religious objector. James 
Nuttall, a Baptist Sunday School teacher, was prosecuted for refusing 
to register but was unable to plead his religious objections because 
the Magistrates Court was not empowered to hear those arguments. 

27 Lyttleton Times, 10 November 1911; MW, 24 November 1911; The Anti-
Militarist, I (25 November 1911), 1; Transcript of Judgement, AtP. 

28 MW, 22 March 1912; Auckland Star 8 March 1912. 
29 MW, 1 March 1912. 
3° Quoted in Round Table, II (December 1911-September 1912), 766. 
31 MW, 29 March 1912; E. C. H. Ridder to H. A. Atkinson, 30 July 1955, AtP. 
32 Cited in NZPD, CLVI (1911) , 451. 
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For the individual who objected to military service, it was necessary 
to belong to the military before he could object. E. C. H. Ridder of 
the Peace Council noted that Nuttall's case proved that the exemp-
tion clauses were not working. As for the conscientious objector as 
opposed to the religious objector, Government policy was that they 
would be 'registered, enrolled, and called up for training'.33 

Despite the firm stand taken by the Government, Ward was aware 
of the need for amending legislation, and in a parting gesture — he 
was obliged to resign his position as Prime Minister — he persuaded 
Cabinet on 2 April to release all prisoners who had been jailed for 
breaches of the Defence Act.34 

With Ward's resignation T. Mackenzie formed a government, short-
lived as it turned out, with Arthur M. Meyers as Minister of Defence. 
As it was not readily known how the new government was going to 
handle the question of prosecutions, Mackie and James Worral 
arranged for a deputation to consult with the Minister. The delega-
tion was composed of a wide representation of labour, anti-militarist 
and peace delegates: in addition to the Peace Council and the PRU 
representatives, Pat Hickey and P. J. O'Regan appeared for the 
Federation of Labour, Peter Fraser, a future Prime Minister, for the 
General Labourers Union, and there were delegates from the Society 
of Friends, International Arbitration and Peace Association, the Anti-
Militarist Association of Auckland, and the Socialist Party which, at 
its recent annual Conference, had adopted a plank against compulsory 
military training.35 However, if the anti-militarists had hoped for 
more from the Mackenzie Government, it became increasingly clear 
that they were going to get considerably less. 

Meyers was adamant that the Government had no option but to 
see the law vindicated. He stated that the persons opposed to the 
Act, 'an infinitesimal number', were located chiefly at Christchurch, 
and that while it was not the intention of the Defence Act to provide 
imprisonment for non-compliance, imprisonment must follow if the 
prescribed fine was not paid. Meyers agreed that an amendment to 
the Act was 'desirable', but he did not elaborate on what that might 
be. He did, however, repeat that the law had not been suspended 
and would not be suspended. However, in anticipation of new amend-
ing legislation, Meyers announced that the Government was prepared 
to reopen registration until 31 May.36 

The projected amending legislation was based on a report sub-
mitted in early March by the Minister of Justice to the then Prime 
Minister Ward in which the Justice Minister noted that the civil jails 
did not provide 'suitable accommodation' for the type of youths who 
had offended, and he recommended that the Government consider 

33 MW, 22 March 1912; NZPD, CLVI (1911) , 361. 
3 4 MW, 12 April 1912. 
35 MW, 19 April 1912. 
36 New Zealand Herald, 9, 11 April 1912; MW, 31 May 1912. 
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designating places of military detention for defaulters. Such a policy 
would put New Zealand in line with Australia, which had already 
instituted detention for non-payment of fines, and allow the New 
Zealand defence system, Ward maintained, to keep its integrity 'by 
removing at present what is creating very strong antagonisms'.37 

Consequently the Defence Department secured from the Justice De-
partment the use of the prison barracks at Point Hals well (Welling-
ton), Otago Heads (Dunedin), and North Head (Auckland).38 The 
Mackenzie Government proceeded along the lines initially explored 
by Ward, and presented the Defence Amendment Act of 1912 for its 
first reading on 4 July. However, two days later the Mackenzie Gov-
ernment was defeated on a vote of confidence and the Hon. William 
Massey formed a new Government with James Allen as Minister of 
Defence. 

It was James Allen upon whom the burden fell of passing and 
administering the Defence Amendment Act and, later, the Military 
Service Act. Born in South Australia in 1857, he arrived in New Zea-
land with his parents less than a year later. He was educated at St. 
John's College, Cambridge, and the Royal School of Mines, and 
entered Parliament in 1887 as the member for Bruce. Always keen on 
military and defence matters, Allen commanded the Otago Division 
of the New Zealand Garrison Artillery in the Volunteer Force and 
was gazetted a Lieutenant-Colonel in 1902. As a member of the Oppo-
sition Allen had from its inception warmly supported the Defence 
Act, and the press felt he had been an excellent choice for Defence 
Minister. Allen was very much the archetypal Imperialist, and he 
firmly believed in the need for the Territorial Forces and in universal 
military training. He also believed in, and later pressed strongly for, 
the formation of an ever ready Expeditionary Force of 8000 men 
which could be dispatched immediately to any corner of the Empire 
when necessary. 

As Minister of Defence in the new Reform Government Allen re-
tained the essential provisions of the Defence Amendment Act as they 
had evolved through the previous two governments. The Act, which 
became law in December 1912, provided for two major changes in 
the Defence Act: it instituted military detention for non-payment of 
fines, and it defined and broadened the rights of the religious objector. 
With respect to detention, Allen argued that it would provide a more 
suitable alternative to prison and would be used primarily as a means 
of persuading a man to do his duty. The nature of military detention 
was not essentially penal, he said. The Act also provided for the 
garnishee of wages as a means of recovering unpaid fines and avoid-
ing committal to detention barracks and prison. Thus the garnishee 

37 Minister of Justice to Minister of Defence, 11 March 1912, AD1, D47/29/1, 
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clause, as it became known to labour, was closely tied to the deten-
tion provisions and served further to unite labour and the anti-
militarists on the issue of compulsory training. With respect to the 
military detention provisions in the new Act, Allen felt that the Gov-
ernment had gone as far as it possibly could in meeting the objections 
of the anti-militarists.39 

Allen was not so single-minded that he did not see the need for 
reasonably broad exemption clauses for bona fide religious objectors; 
indeed he was always more liberal in this respect than either his 
fellow ministers or members of the house. Consequently the Act pro-
vided for exemption for objectors for whom 'the doctrines of his 
religion' forbade the bearing of arms, a provision which applied almost 
solely to the Society of Friends. The Act also provided that objectors 
could apply to a magistrate for exemption and, if exempted, be free 
from any obligations to military service, although technically obliged 
to render equivalent service of a non-military nature. 

Allen's liberalism did not extend to the conscientious objector. The 
subject of the conscientious objector, he said, 'is so surrounded with 
difficulties that I cannot conceive of any legislation that could cover 
the matter'.40 It was possible to give some definition to the religious 
objector, but such was not the case with the conscientious objector 
whose objections were purely personal and unsupportable by evidence 
other than that submitted by the objector himself. With a perceptive 
understanding of the problem, he admitted that 'once we admit that 
the conscientious objector has a right to be considered we shall open 
the door to we do not know what'.41 The one amendment to the Act 
designed to enlarge the exemption clause to include conscientious 
objectors was introduced by Mr. Issit, the member for Christchurch 
North, whose amendment, to the effect that any person who alleged 
bona fide conscientious objections to military service ought to be 
exempted, was defeated 44-10.42 

Allen, aware of the narrowness of the religious exemption clause, 
hoped the law could be interpreted loosely, and to that end he asked 
the Solicitor-General if it would be possible 'to so widen the clause 
as to make the religious objection of the individual as apart from 
the denomination . . . ground for exemption from military training'.43 

However the Solicitor-General was unable to help; the Act, he said, 
must be interpreted as it read. It is important to emphasize that Allen 
never failed to state to his anti-militarist detractors, not by way of 
explanation but simply of fact, that he had always opposed the 
religious objector provisions of the original Act, but was nevertheless 
obliged to enforce the Act unless Parliament changed it. 
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There was some delay in implementing the detention provisions 
of the Defence Amendment Act due to a small disagreement between 
the Defence and Justice Departments over who was going to bear 
the expenses of detention. Also, the Defence Department originally 
tried to get round the problem of extra staff by posting defaulters 
to permanent barracks and having the permanent staff enforce the 
extra drill and duties on the detainees, but in the end that arrange-
ment proved unsatisfactory. By March 1913 however the problems 
had been resolved and the Defence Department was ready to put 
the detention provisions into operation.44 

The Defence Department was well aware that there existed a 
fundamental contradiction in the administration of the defence 
scheme, namely, that the size limit of the Territorial Force had been 
set at 30,000 whereas in fact there were more men in the 18-21 age 
bracket than were needed. This created the anomaly of boys who 
desired entering the Territorials being refused postings because of 
lack of positions, while objectors were being prosecuted for refusing 
to render service. Some who wanted to get in could not get in; 
others who did not want to be in were being compelled to drill.45 

Despite this apparent anomaly the Government continued its prose-
cutions throughout 1912 while the Defence Amendment Act was 
being considered, and toyed with the idea that the extra Territorials 
might possibly be posted to Rifle Corps. And to ensure that prosecu-
tions were actively pursued, the Government offered a reward of 
2/6d to be paid to every constable who traced a missing trainee who 
was subsequently convicted, a sum later raised to 10/-.46 

The provisions of the Defence Amendment Act, especially those 
dealing with military detention, did not satisfy the anti-militarists at 
all. C. R. N. Mackie had earlier described military detention 'as 
pernicious as imprisonment itself'.47 The PRU and the Socialist Party 
also objected, while labour particularly denounced the garnishee 
clause. The January 1913 Unity Conference, a preliminary attempt 
to find a political basis for unity among the various sections of labour, 
recommended that the unions consider the PRU proposal to levy 6d 
a week for a strike fund should the Government attempt to imple-
ment the clause. The Conference carried a vigorous resolution pro-
testing against any kind of punishment being meted out to miners 
who, for conscientious reasons, refused to render military service. The 
Conference also maintained that all punitive penalties — the 
threatened garnishee or detention — were equally abhorrent. Con-
ference stated it was prepared to recommend adoption of the Hardie-

4 4 Commanding Officer District Otago to Headquarters, 4 March 1913; Adju-
tant-General to District Headquarters, 12 April 1913, AD1, D47/29/1. 
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Vaillant resolution which called for a general strike in the event of 
war.48 

From the beginning of its operation in 1911, through 1912, and 
intensifying in 1913, opposition to the Defence Act continued to grow, 
and in some quarters it did appear as if the Act was not going to 
succeed in its intentions. The Christchurch Press reported that the 
training of the Senior Cadets was not all that might be wished, with 
at least 30% absenting themselves from drill at all times.49 Under 
pressure from the PRU and a well organized anti-militarist agitation, 
Territorial drilling was also in a shambles. Many of the boys actually 
attended drills with the intention of being disruptive, drilling in such 
a way 'that is heart-breaking to the instructor but amusing to the 
lookers on'.50 An Auckland correspondent reported that at the most 
only ten to fifteen percent of the boys were appearing for compulsory 
drill, and that those who did were ridiculed unmercifully by the 
others.5* General Godley reported that at the first annual compulsory 
camp fully one-third of the more than 27,000 men available were 
absent.52 On the West Coast the Westport Territorials were reported 
refusing to parade altogether, giving as their reason the non-enforce-
ment of the clauses compelling absentees to attend, while nearby the 
Millerton men had refused to attend parade, and it was understood 
that the Denniston Territorials would follow suit.53 In Christchurch, 
just a month after the PRU had asked the City Council to remove from 
the town square a British-made machine gun captured in the Boer 
War, unidentified persons unbolted a Pom Pom from a concrete base, 
wheeled it around the statue of Queen Victoria, proceeded across the 
lawn to the river bank, and unceremoniously allowed the gun to roll 
down into the Avon. Fred Cooke of the PRU denied that his boys 
had done the deed.54 

In 1912 some 3185 summons or arrests were made in connection 
with the Defence Act, of which number the police obtained 1923 
summary convictions. Fines were issued in 1437 of the cases, and some 
120 lads chose a prison sentence in lieu of the fine.55 It is impossible 
to say with certainty how many convictions were for the more serious 
offences of non-registration, refusal to take the oath, or refusal to 
drill; however, it is reasonable to assume that of the lads fined, a 
substantial number were objectors to military service, the same un-
doubtedly applying to all of those who were imprisoned. 

From late in 1911 open-air meetings had been held by the then 
embryonic PRU on an irregular basis in front of the Christchurch 
Clock Tower and in the Town Square. In March 1912 the National 
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Peace Council joined the PRU and held regular weekly meetings 
until August 1914.56 j n early 1913 the Christchurch City Councillors 
began invoking city by-laws, usually obstruction of traffic, in an 
attempt to prevent the open-air meeting from taking place, and in 
so doing provoked something of a free speech crusade in the city. 
Reg Williams was jailed on 3 March for 'wilful blockage of traffic', 
and Mackie was summoned and convicted for obstructing traffic in 
front of the Clock Tower, despite the fact that the PRU had hired 
a taxi and driven around the Tower to prove that there had been no 
obstruction. To no avail Mackie pointed out that in the week preceding 
the incident no less than a mayor, evangelist, and fourteen city coun-
cillors had spoken on street corners without obstructing traffic.57 

Throughout the free speech movement the PRU kept up its work. 
Reg Williams was again arrested for street speaking and sent down 
to Lyttleton jail with several PRU members where he was met by 
Paddy Webb, a labour organizer, future member of Parliament and 
Minister in the first Labour Government, who himself was to refuse 
to serve in the armed forces in the 1914 war. Williams later wrote an 
article for the Repeal in which he described Lyttleton jail as 'a school 
of brutality, debauchery, and immorality'.58 Repeal the official organ 
of the PRU, continually played on such themes in its appeals to 
middle class parents. In reporting on the most recent military camp, 
Repeal wrote, 

From Cambridge comes a tale of fraud, from Oringi news of a revel of 
debauchery, from Yaldhurst we hear of drunkenness and rebellion . . . . 
How long will the people close their eyes to the facts? How long will the 
parents of the land allow their children to be this degraded? How soon 
will the nation awaken and realize that, blinded by a spurious patriotism, 
it is being gulled into accepting as beneficial a most iniquitous and diabolical 
system, one which must inevitably degrade and enslave mankind. 5 9 

A growing disenchantment with the Defence Act continued on other 
fronts. The New Zealand Housewives Union, which had been formed 
in Christchurch in 1912, joined with the Peace Council in issuing a 
pamphlet addressed to 'the Women of New Zealand'. Written by Mrs 
Ada Wells, Christchurch secretary of the Housewives Union, and 
Sarah Saunders Page, the two most outstanding leaders of the women's 
movement in Canterbury, if not the whole of New Zealand, the 
pamphlet called upon the women not to be traitors to the women 
in the old lands or to their children.60 Also in Christchurch Miss Ida 
Bradley, who had been a regular participant in the weekly peace 
rallies in Cathedral Square, founded the Children's Peace Society as a 

5« Report to 1915, File 41, MP. 
57 MW, 2 May 1913; E. Kear, Treasurer, NPC, to Mackie, 31 March 1913, 

File 291, MP. 
58 Repeal, No. 2 (May 1913), 16. 
59 ibid., p. 4. 
6 0 'To the Women of New Zealand; A Plea for the Repeal of the Defence Act', 

n.d., in AtP. 



PACIFISTS AND ANTI-MILITARISTS 1909-1914 143 

means of working with children to deliver them from education of a 
'military character'.61 In Auckland, a young Quaker by the name of 
Egerton Gill founded the New Zealand Freedom League as a suc-
cessor to the International Arbitration and Peace Association. Initially 
called the Liberty League, the Freedom League held its first meeting 
on 4 April in the Auckland Friends House and took as its immediate 
object the repeal of the compulsory clauses of the Defence Act. The 
League acted as an anti-compulsory military training propaganda 
body until the outbreak of the war when it decided to suspend all 
usual propaganda work.62 

In England T. C. Gregory, secretary of the Bristol Peace Federation 
and regular communicant with the National Peace Council, led a 
virtual one man crusade against the Defence Act during which time 
he published numerous handbills and circulars under the title 'Warn-
ing to Emigrants', in which he informed potential emigrants to New 
Zealand of their obligations under the Defence Act. The success of 
Gregory in getting his literature circulated, either by the mails or 
through distribution on the emigrant ships themselves, prompted the 
New Zealand High Commissioner in London to issue a protest against 
the 'flood' of literature distributed by the Bristol Peace Federation.63 

And at the National Peace Congress in Leeds, Herbert Corder, honor-
ary secretary of the Defence Acts Committee of the Society of Friends, 
spoke and explained the New Zealand situation, prompting the Con-
gress to pass a resolution expressing 'grave regret' at the continued 
prosecutions.64 

Among New Zealand coalminers, undoubtedly the most militant of 
the anti-militarist labour groups, a conference of West Coast delegates 
met in Greymouth on 3 May and decided to form a federation which 
entailed a levy of 6d a week for the purpose of supporting the strike 
of the Runanga boys — young miners who had been fined for refus-
ing to render personal service in March. The boys had refused to pay 
their fines and had had the garnishee applied. The garnishee was con-
sidered a failure, for as soon as the boys were summoned, they refused 
to work. The same meeting formed a West Coast branch of the PBU 
and named James E. Nuttall as president and R. J. Wearn as secre-
tary.65 

On the literary front the Peace Council and Society of Friends co-
operated in publishing W. H. F. Alexander's The Peril to Civil and 
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Religious Liberty from Modern Imperialism,66 i n which Alexander 
argued that because military power was the basis of Empire, the 
Defence Act was but a manifestation of military autocracy. The Peace 
Council also published 'Compulsory Military Training — For Defence 
of New Zealand or Imperial Aggression? in which it argued that the 
purely 'home' or 'defensive' aspects of compulsory military training 
were fanciful, and that compulsory training ultimately meant an army 
prepared to fight abroad if the Government saw the necessity for it. 
The appearance of these pamphlets was timely and had considerable 
impact because Allen, in England for the launching of the Dread-
nought New Zealand, had just broached his idea of an 8000 man 
Expeditionary Force available for Imperial defence.67 The British 
Government, moreover, had recently asked New Zealand and Aus-
tralia to abandon the naval agreement of 1909 and had asked New 
Zealand to allow the Dreadnought to be used exclusively in home 
waters. With this change in naval policy the old system of naval con-
tributions died and the need for a new home and foreign defence 
policy became manifest. Hence the proposed Expeditionary Force, 
which was to be composed of volunteers drawn from the regular 
Territorial Force.68 However, the Expeditionary Force remained a 
still-born idea, for it was repugnant not only to the anti-militarists but 
also to other sections of the community. Even the conservative New 
Zealand Times referred to the scheme as 'an example of militarism 
run mad'.60 

In June 1913 eight PRU registers were moved to the military bar-
racks on Ripa Island in Lyttleton Harbour. The eight were not the 
first to experience military detention, for in early March two boys 
had been committed to Otago Heads, from whence they had escaped, 
been subsequently recaptured, and committed to an additional twenty-
eight days.70 However Ripa Island smacked strongly of a maximum 
security facility and, symbolically at least, reflected the determination 
of the Government that military detention should be a real punish-
ment. At the Lyttleton police station the boys were handed over to 
officers of the Permanent Artillery and marched to the wharf with 
fixed bayonets, 'while the waterside workers and others on the wharf 
cheered the offenders'.71 On 25 June the boys were joined by five 
West Coast objectors, young miners who had been striking against 
the implementation of the garnishee clause and who had been 
arrested when they left the bush to help Paddy Webb in the Grey 
bye-election.72 A massive demonstration at the King's Theatre and a 
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Peace Council delegation to Allen secured no relief. The Government 
intended to stand firm.73 

On 30 June Lieutenant D. MacDonald, the Commanding Officer of 
Ripa Island, asked the boys to clean guns and practise semaphore. 
They refused, were put in close confinement, and began a hunger 
strike, for which they were sentenced to an additional seven days. 
There being no regulation against the sending out of letters, Reg 
Williams and James Worral despatched a letter to Fred Cooke at the 
Labour Unity Congress then sitting in Wellington describing the 
nature of their treatment and demanding a public inquiry.74 

The Congress was 'panic stricken by the news.75 Adopting a reso-
lution condemning the 'wicked and barbarous method of imposing 
solitary confinement', Congress immediately wired the Prime Minister 
and arranged for a deputation that afternoon. Massey, scarcely aware 
that anything untoward was happening on Ripa Island, promised 'a 
most searching injuiry into the standard of food, clothing, and con-
ditions'. He of course refused the demand for the immediate release 
of the boys, and announced that he would 'take the responsibility 
of saying that the Government will stand or fall by the principle of 
the Defence Act'. Nevertheless, that evening he announced that those 
undergoing detention would be offered non-military work if they ob-
jected to military work76 

However the boys would not work at all, and since breaches of the 
regulations while under military detention were punishable by more 
military detention, the boys in effect were serving indeterminate sen-
tences.77 One of the objectors, Thomas Nuttall, was disturbed by the 
fact that the sentences were indefinite, but was nevertheless pleased 
that it was costing the Government so much: 'They have got the most 
determined renegades here', he wrote to Mackie, 'we are all old 
fighters for the cause, and if we break down the cause of anti-mili-
tarism will have suffered a great set back'.78 Mackie himself was in-
clined to agree: 'The Ripa Island affair is going to alter the whole 
trend of opinion in the Country if we can keep the matter simmering 
. . . .' Short of deportation, he wrote, 'they have beaten the country 
absolutely. So long as there are such recalcitrants in the country, and 
there are numbers, the so-called Defence Act is a failure'.79 

To say the least, Allen was disturbed, not, however, as Mackie 
thought, because the Defence Act was in danger, but because the 
law was being so blatantly violated. He complained that some of the 
resisters were out to 'break down the Act altogether', 'and were pre-
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pared 'to adopt any means to attain their end'.80 The majority of the 
boys he considered to be 'regular young anarchists' whose 'Fathers 
and Mothers are encouraging . . . to break the law'. He even went so 
far as to give instructions for an amendment to the Act to be drafted 
so that non-compliants could be 'brought before the Magistrate and 
committed to gaol', a move which, ironically, would have reversed 
the intent of the military detention provisions.81 

One possible way out of the dilemma, so Allen hoped, was to in-
stitutionalize a programme of alternate service for religious objectors. 
In fact, alternate service had been provided for in the Defence Amend-
ment Act, but the precise nature of the service and the terms under 
which it was to be put into operation had not been dealt with by the 
Defence Department by the time of the Ripa Island difficulties. To-
ward the end of 1913 Allen made two attempts to deal with the 
question of alternate service: he asked the Quaker community to ad-
vise him in setting up a programme which would be acceptable to 
religious objectors, and he sent a questionnaire to all the mayors, 
borough, and county councillors throughout the country asking if they 
were willing to provide public works projects for religious objectors. 
The civic bodies indicated that they were unwilling to help in any 
way, and the Quakers, adhering to their statement of 1912 on alternate 
service, refused to define any service that 'whilst meeting the con-
sciences of some may violate those of others.82 

As Mackie wrote, the question of alternate service involved a 'dis-
tinct duty of the promoters of this scheme to extract us from the 
dilemma and not for us . . . to palliate their action nor to endeavour 
to make workable that which we believe to be absolutely and funda-
mentally wrong'. John Fletcher noted that the main point, after all, 
was the abolition of conscription, 'and we cannot do anything that 
will help to make conscription popular by removing any anti-militarist 
difficulties'. The anti-militarist attitude to alternate service was to be 
one of 'frank, open hostility . . . .' Why, asked W. H. F. Alexander, 
should we suggest ways to make the functioning of the Act more 
effective when 'the Christchurch lads are winning this in advance by 
their refusal to undertake any duties on Ripa Island'.83 
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Throughout 1913-14 the Government continued the prosecutions. 
In Christchurch, Friday became known as 'Crucifixion Day', that being 
the day on which the court dealt with cases involving breaches of the 
Defence Act. In February 1914 alone over 400 prosecutions were 
initiated in Canterbury.84 As the prosecutions mounted, it was be-
coming more and more possible that the Defence Act might after all 
have failed. In the year ending 30 April 1914 there were 2779 convic-
tions of Territorials and 1367 convictions of Senior Cadets, with 234 
objectors sentenced to military detention.85 Russell, the member for 
Avon, noted that he had attended parades in Christchurch and in 
some cases where the company should have numbered eighty, only 
twelve had attended. He told Allen that should he take a census for 
any week, 'his eyes would be opened as to what the real position 
is'.86 

In many respects it was becoming clear that public opinion was 
dividing, dangerously perhaps, on the issue. Although anti-militarist 
street meetings continued, by the middle of 1914 the meetings in the 
Christchurch Square had been systematically and in some cases 
forcibly prevented by groups of patriotic citizens calling themselves 
the Reform Club. Furthermore, it was becoming openly recognized 
that only anti-militarists were prosecuted.87 

The movement got something of a boost when the first newspaper, 
and a provincial paper at that, wrote critically of the Defence Act. 
The Manawatu Evening Standard, editorialized that 'amongst tax-
payers, employers, and Territorials themselves, very serious doubts 
are entertained as to the wisdom of the expensive and disorganizing 
system . . . . There are signs of a revulsion of public opinion in favour 
of the old volunteer system.'88 The Government, belatedly it seems, 
came to the conclusion that the Peace Council was behind a number 
of the boys in Christchurch who were evading training, 'encouraging 
them to resist, paying fines and solicitors fees'.89 However, whether 
or not the system would have broken down, and the Government 
been forced to change, or even abolish the compulsory provisions 
or the Act, became a moot point with the outbreak of the European 
war. 
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