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‘Its done in my lifetime, its done with
my permission’

This is a copy of the speech made by Jean Thompson at the 20"
anniversary of Christchurch becoming auclear free, March 15, 2002.
Twenty years ago Sumner Peace Group played a
significant part in the occasion we are celebrating here
this evening. Dulcie Stocker presented a petition 10 the
Christchurch City Council signed by 80 members of this
area. We all helped gather these signatures. We

supported our Dulcie with love and enthusiasm.

We were a small group mostly in a supportive role. We

raised money by running stalls under the ‘Rainbow’ and .

by direct giving. We lobbied M Ps, attended marches and

rallies as a group, shared information and remained

focussed on ‘iSsués. Lastly we held regular monthly
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We initiated and maintained d correspondence and
shared news with an American Peace Group — The Peace
Coalition of Southern lllinofs. In closing I would like to
read part of the letter we received from them earlier this

year.

Letter from Peace Coalition of Southern 1llinois —

I was sorry to learn that the Sumner Peace
Group has discontinued meeting. We had a long

history of exchanges with your group ..
_Our work for peaceful solution and more co-
operative actions from our leaders is more

needed than ever unfortunately.

f[hank you for wrztmg Please express our best

|
1
i\
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Prologue

Jean’s peace background

Jean Thompson has been involved in the peace movement for most of her life.
Jean’s first memories of why she became involved in peace issues came with
her recognition of the injustices of war. It is the violence of such acts, such as
war, which Jean personalises and transfers the repercussions as if they
happened to her or her family. Jean’s first memory of her reaction to the

‘negative side of war was at a young age when:

I often looked and wondered why 1 became interested in all
these things and the only connection I can think back was,we
were a poor family and we always had a holiday on ANZAC
day. We had no money to g0 anywhere or do anything so my
mother use to dress us up and we use to go and watch the .
“ANZAC parade. Now lots of people were interested in the
bands and the military glamour d the medals and all that,by
all T could see as a little kid we ldiers, these
S g
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own comprehension. Hence, when Jean had seen an exhibition of the nuclear
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (1945), at the Christchurch Museum in
April 2002, she said that “the terrible thought that the bomb could drop and
your own family could be decimated or worse than that they die slowly for the
next five years”. The reason this affects Jean so deeply 1s because she feels
responsible for these actions. “For me its done in my life time, its done with my
permission”, and as a consequence of these early realisations of injustices led

Jean to a lifetime of peace activism.

Life for Jean was not easy in her early years. She was born into a poor family
and she felt oppressed and suppressed by the social environment in which she
lived. Jean’s mother was a frightened person, “who wanted a family of boys —

and I was the big disappointment because I was a girl”. Their mother did not

allow Jean or her siblings to socialise with others, which was isolating for the
chﬂdren and led Jean to believe she lacked basic social skills. The consequence

of this for 'ean_was that she was not a confident person. She had feehngs of low

n grew mtoradultho d, and it has onl ’been,
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population and being a peace person during the war was not an accepted norm

of society.

The behaviour, thoughts and actions of peace people who hold/held strong
social and moral convictions, and who challenge society, are not the norm. Jean
was fighting society at a time when the majority of New Zealanders preferred a
homogenous outlook and understanding of the world that was similar to Great
Britain’s views. Ordinary people want to fit into society and do not voice their
opinions on to the majority in society. Jean was then labelled and seen as a
person ‘outside’ of society and was ostracised because of her beliefs. The flip
side to this is that Jean rejected society’s norms and chose ostracism away from

those people who did not share similar morals and beliefs.

Jean Thompson is now 85 years old and has been an active participant in peace
activities that led to the changes in New Zealand politics and public policies. It
is now acceptable to do and be what Jean spent ¢ |

peace person. This is the sto s herself and her life as

ordinary but s in fac n’s story about Her

~activities in the Sumn:
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Chapter 1
Historical background of SPG

For twenty years, Jean was the chairperson and treasurer for the Sumner
Peace Group (SPG). What was interesting was when Jean described the
activities of the SPG she spoke in the ‘we’ narrative which made it harder
to discern Jean’s individual input from others, but this is the way that she
expressed herself. The SPG was a tight group of individuals, neighbours

and friends, who all worked towards the same goal.

Jean is a lifelong peace person and when she and Noel moved to Sumner they
soon became involved in the local peace politics, becommg founding members

of the Sumner Peace Group (SPG) in 1981.

We had Just moved into the area and I think it was Kate Brett
who organised a meeting in a house somewher ust because 1t .
_ was the threat Wlth; th1s nuclear 1 ”
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The SPG operated for twenty years and because of Jean’s active senior
roles in the organisation, she actually has all of the documentation at her
home. The SPG history consists of books, letters, correspondence,
minutes, accounting details. The financial records contain all the SPG’s
intentions for action during its operational time. There is also a large file
of correspondence, which the SPG sent and received in its twenty-year
history. It was the group’s secretary and typist, June Stroud, who had the
job of typing the group’s letters. The overall success of the SPG was
important to Jean and she was prepared to take on a position as an elected
officer. The skills that Jean possessed are essential in making the

outcomes of a group or an organisation being successful:

I’m very good at organising, you know seeing what has to be done
and having a bit of a conscience I said that the one thing that I
could contribute was I could look after the finances. I could, I had
been a wages clerk, a teacher first and then a wages clerk. I offered
to look after the finances and keep their books in order and that is
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activists. It was not until September 1981 that SPG held its first meeting.
At this meeting, they elected officers, and then agreed to “committee
meeting[s] one fortnight and the general meeting the next fortnight,
because we would endeavour to have a speaker at each meeting”. The

bringing in of outside speakers was a focal point of the SPG’s meetings.

The SPG was only a small group of people who were keen to keep the
motivation towards their goals going. Jean had a high regard for the
speakers who came to orate at the SPG meetings. One of the speakers she
referred to as “high powered” and another speaker as “splendid [with] the
resonance of - knowledge”. When Jean recalled and described these
orators, she did so with more passion and energy, than when describing
her other areas of the SPG activities. This was one of the ways Jean
perceived the under importance of her and her groups role in the peace
movement, compared to the ‘important’ input of other peoples efforts. An
_example of this is when Jean spoke of Larry Ross ~sa§ing that “he has got




‘Its done in my lifetime, its done with
my permission’

given money to help him to produce a peace film (all of these examples

are from the financial records that Jean has kept as the treasurer).

There seemed to be a unique generosity given by the SPG members of

how the money collected helped their chosen exercises:

We believed first of all in direct giving, that is how [we
operated]. If we had a special need for instance, I remember
the Rongelap people needed assistance so we ran a stall or
something like that - but otherwise it was all direct giving. We
had direct giving for all sorts of things, there you are,
Arbuckles visit, when people pledged you see, Wendy Coburn
gave $5, Marjory gave 10, the Blackers gave $10, so $84
[was raised], so we paid to help for Arbuckles visit [Jean
reading from her financial records]. }
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Chapter 2
Membership and Friendship

The SPG started of the nucleus of six members but the numbers did grow
in a short period of time. Several factors have a correlation to the increase
of people joining. The national political climate had changed with a shift
towards a popular anti-nuclear stance, and the SPG informed the local

people of the existence of the peace group in their area.

Jean was a very active member in making sure that the residents of
Sumner were aware of their local peace group, where the SPG met, and at

what time, by way of word of mouth and through large signs.

We made a big notice that we met every first Monday of the .
month but our notice said the Sumner Peace Group meets here
on Monday 7. 30 I use to hook my 11ttle thmg underneath the
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This small number of signatories in this petition did make a difference in
local politics. The Rangiora Peace Group and the Lyttleton Peace Group
also presented their petitions to the Christchurch City Council (CCC).
The CCC’s response to the challenges was a huge success for the local
peace activists. In 1982, Christchurch became the first city in New
Zealand to be Nuclear-Free. With the success of Christchurch becoming
nuclear-free, a trend followed with many of New Zealand’s towns and
cities following suit. The next step in anti-nuclear fight was monumental,
with national success. In 1984, the fourth Labour Government won the
general election on a poli‘cy mandate of New Zealand becoming nuclear-
free. The government was able to pass the anti-nuclear legislation into

law in 1987, because of the public support.

The SPG efforts were part of a hlstory-changmg machine in New

Zealand The power of non-
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dynamics within their group. The SPG had become a tight group of
friends. Jean said that friendship became the overriding influence and

“that is why we were able to continue because we became good friends”.

The main friendships in Jean’s life were with peace people and some of
these people were members of the SPG. The word friend has a very

special meaning for Jean:

You only meet five people in life that you can say that’s a
wonderful person and my good friend. Then you have loads of
acquaintances, Dulcie is one of my fingers, June’s one of my
fingers, I’'m not too sure that my husband would be one of my
fingers but never mind, (laugh) that is another story. [Jean
mentioned later that the other people were her daughter Janet,
Joan Smith and June Stroud].

|

Jean’s list of only women as her best ﬁ*iends led onto the questioning of

| gender and the roles of the members of the SPG With the 1mt1a1 elected
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Chapter 3
Changes and the end of the SPG

The SPG did not look the same in 2001 as it looked in 1981. The twenty years
difference had seen remarkable societal changes, and these changes affected the
SPG. The SPG had changed its working format of time, venue and goals, but
the original members themselves were not too different. It was the combination
of these events that led to the decline and the discontinuation of the SPG in
2001.

In 1981, the peace and anti-tour activists in Sumner met in someone’s home and
the members agreed to meet in the church hall. It was easy for small groups to

alter its form and function when there were not too many people to consult

with. The members of the SPG also shared monetary concerns of paymg rent

for a venue, whxch resulted in anoth |

_rather keep th

&
!
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nucleus of the SPG was a small, tight network of friends, who were no longer
working in paid employment. Jean said that they tried to interest people but that
“no young people joined”. Jean reflected that this was probably to do with
issues of the time and that young people were taki'ng up optrons such as travel,
and having families, which she surmised as being more appealing than joining a
peace group. Jean spoke quite acceptingly of the realistic state but also found it
hard to reconcile with the possibility that people “weren’t interested in what
sort of a world their children were inheriting”. In addition, there was the
absence of church groups and religious people in the community, from the SPG.
Jean said that she believed that “they found we were not part of their church and
therefore they didn’t come” to the SPG meetings.

Another major factor is that the original members of the SPG were now

becoming elderly and members started dying. Jean reviewed a section of her

records, of the ofﬁc1al SPG books where she started listing members who had
an see that no 3 ung people Jomed the SPG, the
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necessary ends. In doing this, the SPG became a tight network of friends. Their
friendship served a purpose of its own and became a feature of the SPG, as well
as the peace agenda all the members shared from the beginning. The aging

membership of the SPG was the main reason why the group disbanded, after

twenty years.
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Epilogue

From ordinary to extraordinary

Jean Thompson was a leader within the SPG. She held the positions of
chairperson and treasurer during its entirety. Jean has lived her life as a peace
person because if “you are a pacifist you have to bring that into your own life”.
However, Jean did not come from a pacifist familial background, which meant

that a huge learning curve was necessary to live a life that was not familiar.

Jean’s familial base was also not conducive towards informing and educating

children on world events and alternative available. Her mother wanted a family
of boys, “and I was a big disappointment — a girl”, while her father was

alcoholic and not overly available.

Without a history conducive towards the life that Jean wanted to have for

herself and her family, a new life was created. Marrying a conscientious

objector removed J can further from her famﬂy because “the day I was
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Institutional violence was the norm when Jean’s children were at school and “it
was a bit of a shock when our children went to school and were subjected to
getting the strap because it meant so much to more to me than perhaps other
people”. Jean and other like-minded parents actively. fought to have corporal
punishment, as a form of discipline, removed from the school that their children
attended. However, not all parents felt the same way about the physical abuse of
children. Jean did not share the same opinion as the majority of society at the

time.

Jean also believed that everybody, including children, should be informed
on the facts of life and important political, social and economic issues.
Jean’s main influence in providing information was that she did not want
her daughter to grow up afraid and not knowing what was happening to
herself, as happened to her. Jean gave her daughter and the neighbours

children, information when they asked or it, or when it Was important’
_ that they know something: V



