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From Samoa to Somes and Back: The Internment of Father Albert Merten and Brother Joseph (Julius) Krieger During World War II



Alois Greiler (text)1 and Elizabeth Charlton (research)2


 


The Society of Mary (Marist Fathers), a male Catholic religious congregation, received papal approval in 1836. This included a mandate to send out missionaries with Bishop Pompallier, first vicar apostolic (missionary title that here equals a bishop) of the newly created vicariate of Western Oceania, to the South Pacific. The first Marists landed on Wallis and Futuna in November 1837 and reached New Zealand in January 1838. In 1841 The Society of Mary (Marist Fathers), a male Catholic religious congregation, received papal approval in 1836. This included a mandate to send out missionaries with Bishop Pompallier, first vicar apostolic (missionary title that here equals a bishop) of the newly created vicariate of Western Oceania, to the South Pacific. The first Marists landed on Wallis and Futuna in November 1837 and reached New Zealand in January 1838. In 1841, Peter Chanel died as martyr on Futuna. In 1845, the first Marists reached Samoa. During the leadership of the founder, Jean-Claude Colin (1790–1875), the vast ecclesial unit of Oceania was eventually divided into smaller units, which became dioceses in the 1960s. In 1948, the Society had a total of 1637 members, among those seventy-seven in Germany. Samoa had one bishop, a Marist, 21 priests, mainly Marists, and two lay brothers.3


The internment of Father Albert Merten (1905–1991) and Brother Joseph Krieger (1900–1972) during World War II (1939–1945)4 serves as a case study of the complex web of war stories of the German Marists in the Pacific, of missionaries in the times of war. After first safety measures in Samoa they were transferred to Somes Island,5 New Zealand. This article tries to reconstruct the events based on new archival material, in part used with special permission.6 New Zealand authorities had to protect their country and its mandate territory of Samoa in a time of war. How to deal with ‘enemy aliens’, of which clergy was a special case?


Peter Chanel died as martyr on Futuna. In 1845, the first Marists reached Samoa. During the generalate of the founder, Jean-Claude Colin (1790–1875), the vast unit of Oceania was eventually divided into smaller units, which became dioceses in the 1960s. In 1948, the Society had a total of 1637 members, among those seventy-seven in Germany. Samoa had one bishop, a Marist, twenty-one priests, mainly Marists, and two lay brothers.7


The internment of Father Albert Merten (1905–1991) and Brother Joseph Krieger (1900–1972) during World War II (1939–1945)8 serves as a case study of the complex web of war stories of the German Marists in the Pacific, of missionaries in the times of war. After first safety measures in Samoa they were transferred to Somes Island,9 New Zealand. This article tries to reconstruct the events based on new archival material, in part used with special permission.10 New Zealand authorities had to protect their country and its mandate territory of Samoa in a time of war. How to deal with ‘enemy aliens’, of which clergy was a special case?


The Many Different State and Church InstitutionsIOnvolved


The story of Merten and Krieger leads through different countries, continents, and various political and ecclesiastical institutions creating a complexity of documents the authorities had to deal with regarding internment of so-called enemy aliens.11


Merten and Krieger were Catholic missionaries on Western Samoa. The New Zealand Acting Administrator, Alfred Clarke Turnbull, ordered internment. He had consulted his colleagues on American Samoa. Bishop Joseph Darnand (1879–1962), a French Marist, Apostolic Vicar (status of a bishop in a missionary territory), intervened on behalf of his men with the Marist leader in New Zealand and Thomas O’Shea (1870–1954), archbishop of Wellington, also a Marist. The Samoan chiefs are not mentioned in the files. To refer to the Marist mission we use ‘Samoa’ only.


Many New Zealand departments had to collect information, prepare and make decisions during those war years. The prime minister was approached by the Marists twice. Michael Joseph Savage (1872–1940) had been prime minister when the New Zealand government declared war on the axis powers together with Great Britain. His successor was Peter Fraser (1884–1950), in office from 27 March 1940 until 13 December 1949.12 Staff of his office, AG Osborne, under-secretary, and Foss Shanahan, secretary to the war cabinet answered letters.13 The Department for Island Territories, especially C McKay, secretary,14 who had knowledge of Samoa, communicated with the Administrator in Samoa and respective offices in New Zealand like the Department of External Affairs15 and the Department of Justice. Interned and released in the country Merten and Krieger became subjects to the New Zealand justice system. Henry Greathead Rex Mason (1885–1975), Minister of Justice for the Dominion of New Zealand, had to decide about internment, release or other measures. His under-secretary, BL Dallard looked after the correspondence. Involved was the Minister in Charge of Aliens, W Perry (since September 1943) with his under-secretary Frank Findlay (1883–1945). Other ministers were involved like the minister of transport who was approached to speak in favor of Merten. The Customs Department dealt with people entering and leaving and with temporary permits. Various police departments (Wellington, Napier, Taradale) had to supervise internees on parole. The censor, Doctor RA Lochore,16 a linguist employed in postal censorship had interviews with the internees and his reports were important for or against a release. Intelligence intervened on behalf of internal security. The secretaries handled the correspondence and drafted recommendations or decisions by their respective minister.


The Aliens Appeal Tribunal was appointed on 8 July 1940 and began work in August.17 Mr Justice JB Callan, was the chairman,18 and Claude H Weston19 and James Henry Collins,20 were members. They complained about the amount of work—about 2,300 cases. They had to examine and classify the enemy aliens. The regulations were amended on 8 August 1940. Reasons for internment or release were in many ways left to the tribunal. Enemy aliens were classified according to five categories, A to E with later subdivisions and changes. Class A were to be interned immediately as supporters of Nazism or Fascism. Classes B and C were persons to be interned if an invasion threatened. Class D were to be surveyed but not interned as not dangerous because of age or illness. Class E were those regarded as loyal and there were no restrictions for them. In practice, classification was not so clear cut.


Besides the camp on Somes Island, we have the commander of Camp Pahiatua, near Masterton, RH Perrett, Major NZSC Gerd von Zeddelmann was the speaker for the German internees on Somes Island. The number of internees varied. By June 1940, there were sixteen plus fifteen from Samoa. Italy entered the war that month and so thirty Italians arrived. In December 1943, it had 133 internees, in 1944 about sixty-one, and in September 1945 still forty-seven. After Italy became an ally, the Italians were released. Others left as the war in the Pacific moved away from the south. Five Germans returned to Samoa in June 1944.21


Merten and Krieger were asked about their adherence to the German Reich ‘as it is today’. Merten denied adherence and refused financial aid from Germany. Krieger accepted this money. Their correspondence was read by the censor. Father Valentin Antczak (1904–1978), Germany, received letters from the Marists dispersed through the war and published excerpts as circulars to keep the confreres informed. This circular letter was called Unifra, Latin for unio fraterna, fraternal unity. The censor was not sure if Antczak is a relative or friend and whether the correspondence contains secret code words or not.


An institution both Marists accepted to work with was the International Red Cross. Merten mentioned that he received parcels from the German Red Cross.


Church authorities got involved in various countries. In New Zealand, the archbishop of Wellington, the leader of the Marists in the country, local Marist superiors, the mission procurator, and other confreres helped as did their lawyer. Friends and supporters of the Marists intervened. The papal delegate for New Zealand and Australia22 was approached. The general house in Rome was informed by the provincial of Oceania. Father Dr Victor Humphrey Geaney SM (1885–1959) was the provincial leader, residing in Boulcott Street, Wellington.23 His successor was Father Thomas Matthew Heffernan (1887–1969). Father Michael Andrew Murphy (1884–1955)24 was procurator, responsible for finances. Bernard Chapman was rector at the Marist Seminary in Greenmeadows, Hawkes Bay, from 1942–1946. Both Germans will eventually stay there after they left the Marist community in Highden near Palmerston North. The police stations next to those communities were kept busy writing reports about the aliens!


Not only Catholic authorities but also the Anglicans tried to find church help for their internees. The Anglican Bishop of Polynesia, LS Kempthorne, was asked to help.25


All the officials involved faced a complex bureaucratic process.26 They carefully followed the legislation, drew on consultations and experts, asked for more information, organized meetings, and tried to come to responsible decisions in a time of war. Merten and Krieger finally could leave the internment, stay with confreres in New Zealand, and eventually returned to their beloved mission field.


The Marist Mission on Western Samoa and World War II


In 1845, the Marists established the first permanent Roman Catholic mission in Samoa. By 1939, Marist Darnand was the bishop, assisted by Fathers, lay Brothers, and Marist Teaching Brother and Marist Sisters. Albert Merten was born in Gelsenkirchen, Germany, on 6 January 1905. He was professed a Marist in 1926 and ordained a priest on 28 April 1929. Merten died in Samoa on 25 October 1991. He had left Germany in June 1933.27 For about eight weeks he stayed in England and Ireland to learn English. Next he spent six weeks in Rome. In Naples he got on a boat for Sydney where he stayed three weeks. On board the S.S. Monterrey he came to Apia on 24 January 1934. His passport with the respective stamps is still held by Archives New Zealand.28 Merten was then stationed in Falealupo, Savai’i Island.


Julius Krieger was born in Deggendorf, on 27 July 1900.29 On 10 May 1923 he was professed as a lay brother and received the name Joseph. He was a cook in different houses (Niederachdorf, Teterow). In at least three letters Br Joseph had applied for the foreign missions. Finally, he was accepted by the superior general, Ernest Rieu (1868–1953), in May 1937 and left the same autumn. He left before he had to join the German army. In 1937, he arrived and was stationed in Apia as cook. Joseph had learned enough English to communicate with the authorities. His problem will be the months he served as stoker in the German navy during World War I. Brother Joseph died in Sydney on 5 April 1972.


They were not the only German Marists but the only ones to be interned. Father Johannes Dieter (1903–1955) arrived in Samoa in 1935.30 In 1939 he was stationed in Aleipata. He did not strike the Administrator as suspicious. Brother Werner Ossevorth (1907–1975), carpenter at Moamoa, was close to the bishop and so it was too sensitive to intern him. Also of the other Germans some could stay and others were interned. Brother Krieger will later complain ‘why was I interned and the others not’?


Turnbull and Samoan Security


Alfred Clarke Turnbull (1881–1962; 1942: Sir Turnbull), was a member of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force from 1916 to 1919.31 From 25 July 1935 until 1943, Turnbull was Acting Administrator, and until February 1946 Administrator on Western Samoa.32 Western Samoa had been a German colony since 1899. In 1920, the League of Nations gave New Zealand a mandate to administer Samoa. The Wellington Conference of 1938 had asked the islands to establish their own militia for defense. Turnbull and the Samoan chiefs realized Samoa could not defend itself. They would depend on the US military on American Samoa and so the US military got influence on their security measures. In the midst of all this Samoa saw a strong indigenous movement for self-government.33


At the outbreak of World War II, Turnbull had about 42 Germans interned. In May 1942, more men, especially Germans, were sent to Somes Island.34 It seems Turnbull preferred white people of influence through their religious ministry or pacifist attitude to be away from the island as he included Merten, Krieger, and Pastor Reye as well as anthropologist Derek Freeman. Freeman, a New Zealander, left voluntarily.35 The others were interned.


The Orders for Internment for Merten and Krieger


New Zealand issued legislation about members of the Axis-Powers living in New Zealand or territories like Western Samoa. Merten and Krieger were mainly affected by the Dependency Emergency Regulations of 1939, in particular Amendment No 4, and by the Aliens Emergency Regulations of 1940.


Brother Joseph, Father Merten, and others were interned in Apia, from 3rd September to 3rd October, 1939. The later police report gives the argument of the administrator:36


‘By his serviced experience in German Navy he is capable of becoming a potential danger. His actions—so far as they are known—have given no cause for suspicion.


Acting Administrator’s comments: It is said that Krieger is harmless, but I do not share this view. His sympathies are decidedly for Axis and I am not prepared to take responsibility of having him at large.’


This becomes the key-line for future decisions, especially the delay to release Brother Joseph from internment, as the different authorities received copies of this statement.


The attack on Pearl Harbour of 7 December 1941 brought war to the Pacific. The rapid advance of the Japanese forces spread the fear they will target New Zealand. By May 1942, the Japanese army had attacked Darwin in Australia and had reached the South Solomons with the fights on Guadalcanal. The prospect was dim. Allied Forces made base on Fiji, Wallis,37 Samoa, and so on, and began to counteract the Japanese advance.


Turnbull wanted Merten brought onto the main island, Upolu, for better surveillance. Bishop Darnand thus informed Merten with a letter from 18 March 1942. Darnand asked Merten not to be upset too much.38


The internment of members of missionary societies Turnbull described as a problem—and this was prophetic. In a secret telegram, he added another source for his suspicions:39


‘SECRET. In consultation with General commanding U.S. Forces recommend internment New Zealand part of fifteen to twenty German nationals, unable to prove specific acts of disaffection but we are both of opinion potential danger fifth column activities necessitates this action. If Government approves could arrangements be made for transport “Maui Pomare” on next “Matua”? Listed for consideration are Meyer, Pastor Reye, Father Merten, Brother Joseph, and several part Samoans.’


A more serious measure followed a month later. In a letter from 28 April 1942, Turnbull informed Darnand about ‘instruments in time of war’: Two of your workers are temporarily deprived of their freedom. This has nothing to do with Turnbull’s personal feelings, he acts out of duty.40 Turnbull ordered eighteen Germans, among those Merten and Krieger, for internment under military authority in New Zealand on 29 April 1942.41 Two stayed behind because of illness.


On the first of May, Turnbull sent a Memorandum to the Minister of External Affairs, Wellington, concerning the internees.42 He underlined the consultation done. The decision was especially delicate in view of mission societies, here for Pastor Reye of the Seventh Day Adventist Mission and Father Morton [sic] and Brother Joseph of the Marist Mission:




. . . I would add that, in accordance with your radio above, quoted, the decision to intern these Germans was made only after very careful enquiry and consideration. I was guided by the reports of responsible officers and by my own knowledge of the situation. I have also been in close consultation with the American Military authorities who are in agreement with the action taken. I would, however, like to comment on my recommendations to intern three members of Mission Societies. I refer to Pastor Roye [sic] of the seventh Day Adventist Mission and Father Merten and Brother Joseph of the Marist Mission. The task is distasteful enough in itself and I have had to put aside my personal feelings in carrying out a responsible duty where the interests of public security are the sole consideration. It has always been a matter of regret that certain Missions have seen fit within recent years to appoint in a British community Axis nationals who, in the course of their work, are given much freedom of movement amongst a mixed and susceptible population. It is not surprising that there should arise—as in this instance—in time of war a situation which gives embarrassment both to the Missions and the Government . . .





The same day their internment was issued, their bishop became active. First, he replied to Turnbull saying he understood in circumstances of war the measure taken, referred to the good relationship both men had, and that both Germans were rather harmless.43 And, Darnand called for help of fellow Marists in New Zealand. He wrote to Archbishop O’Shea of Wellington. He said among the many Germans from Samoa are two missionaries. Darnand is sure there is nothing serious against them and hopes that O’Shea can help that they do not go into a concentration camp but rather into a Marist house.44 Darnand also wrote to the Marist leader in New Zealand, Father Dr.V Geaney sm in Wellington:45


‘. . . Father Merten, SM, and Br Joseph, a lay-Brother . . . I am sure there is nothing very serious against them. Both are good men and certainly harmless. But we are in war time.’


Merten knew English pretty well and could help in parochial work. Joseph could be of service in Greenmeadows. There was a long road to travel until it would get to this.


On the 2nd of May, the Germans were on the way. A first registration took place on board the Matua in Auckland harbor on 10 May 1942.46 Merten gave his father’s address in Germany as contact person. A report in English lists his family background, his membership in the Society of Mary, his internment in Samoa, the money and private things he brought with him and so on. Merten informed the authorities about his story and his stay in Samoa. On 29 April 1942 he was arrested in Apia and left for New Zealand on 2 May 1942.


Krieger came with him. His passport was also collected and his dates registered.47 A printer by trade, he had joined the Marists and had worked in three houses in Germany as a cook. Then he came to Samoa. He48 got his ‘Certificate of Registration of Alien Joseph Krieger’ on 11 May. A note on the sheet said: ‘Important’: Every alien had to inform the closest police station about any change of abode.49 This will be crucial for Krieger later. Merten received his certificate the same day.50 The Police Department established a report of the Enemy Alien No. 586/44/ Albert Merten.51 Important is the note: ‘This man has been stationed at Northern point of Savaii for some time. A district isolated from normal control. His conduct has caused suspicion, Visiting Officials, British and American, doubt his sincerity and loyalty.’


The additional note on the document by the Acting Administrator was decisive:




I have given considerable thought to the case of Father Merten. He arrived in Samoa in 1934 and during the visit of the ‘Karlsruhe’ he showed decided Nazi leanings joining in the ship’s festivities and giving the Hitler salute. It is said he has changed since then owing to the more ruthless Nazi policies that have since developed and the view that he cannot be a priest and a Nazi at the same time. I have always had doubts about this man and have been very uneasy on that account. Recently at the instigation of the American authorities I requested the Bishop to transfer him from Falealupo, where American troops were stationed, to Falefa. He is very temperamental. He is intelligent and as he has great freedom of movement in his calling I consider that it is better he should be interned. On account of this man’s profession, I have been most careful in coming to this decision and have discussed his case with the American military authorities who agreed with my conclusions. It is probable that representations will be made to have him released when he reaches N.Z. That is a matter on which I am not in a position to advise. There is another German Priest—Father Deiter,52 stationed at Aleipata who arrived in Samoa in 1935. I am satisfied he is not a danger and unlike Father Merten shows decided opposition to Nazi principles. There is another lay brother by the name of Werner employed as a carpenter at Moamoa. His case has been given careful consideration but in view of his close association with the Bishop, I am not prepared at present to recommend any action in his case. My remarks are at length to show that most careful consideration has been given to the cases of all German nationals engaged in Mission work.





On overnight train brought the new group of internees to Wellington for Somes Island.53


On 12 May 1942, on Somes Island, the internees filled out a sheet about ‘Wishes of Internees in Regard to Transmission of Information Concerning Him to an enemy Government, and with Respect to Interviews’. Merten and Krieger signed not to have information passed on to an enemy government but to have contact with the International Red Cross.54 Army Headquarters and the Department for External Affairs were then informed about the new internees on the island.


Geaney shared information on the interned Marists and news about other Marist missionaries in the Pacific in his correspondence. In a 1942 letter to Father Jean Orève (1882–1955), New Caledonia, he mentioned Merten able to celebrate mass in the camp.55


On the 20th of May, the Department of External Affairs sent a memorandum to the Adjutant-General, Army Department, with files from Turnbull on the eighteen Germans recently arrived from Samoa.56 On 27 May 1942, Krieger filled out the ‘Interned Alien Somes Island Internment Personal History Sheet’.57

OEBPS/html/images/9781925679625.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/cpy.jpg
uuuuuuuu





