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Introduction: The Beginning

Hans Gerhart1 Stern was on the last train that could get him out of Europe 
before a deadline after which the Nazis closed the exits and detained remaining 
Jews. Getting the required paperwork had taken time, persistence and luck. 
Now he had it. Late one night he crept out of the Prague home where the 
parents of a school friend had allowed him to stay, quietly so as not to alert 
neighbours to the Jewish couple, or himself, and lugged his suitcase to the 
train station in Prague, a city occupied by German troops. There he waited 
on the platform with other passengers also huddled quietly amid mayhem, 
leaving everything behind.

This was how Hans Stern’s journey to safety and freedom began in March 
1939. He made it to London and six weeks later New Zealand. The latter 
had granted him a Permit to Enter. While he was a Jewish refugee, which 
he acknowledged, he had applied for the permit and arrived under his own 
steam, totally independently with very little in his pocket.

Many Jews were denied entry to New Zealand, and Hans never knew why 
his application succeeded. Nothing came as easily afterwards; his academic 
qualifications from the Hochschule für Welthandel – the current-day Vienna 

1	 Gerhard upon Naturalisation in New Zealand 1947. This is also the form used in some 
original documents pertaining to Hans. In our 1992 discussion he appears to have approved 
the use of Gerhart. My research for this book has made clear, however, that early in life he 
chose not to use his middle name.
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University of Economics and Business (Wirtschaftsuniversität Wien) – went 
unrecognised and he was forced to take night classes at the then University 
of New Zealand, the forerunner of Victoria University of Wellington, to 
retain his educational qualifications and, therefore, his earning potential. 
Meantime he took whatever low-level accountancy-related work he could 
find. The days were long, because at most of these jobs he was if not ostracised 
then definitely an outsider. Any comment by him was analysed and viewed 
negatively. He was an object of suspicion and ridicule. Approached by police, 
his workmates reported that Stern was “not to be trusted”, that “his outlook 
is not British”, and that he had compared New Zealand unfavourably with 
continental countries. 

His German accent – a result of his upbringing in a part of Czechoslovakia2 
where German was the main language – was unhelpful. He was classified 
a refugee, but was he, really? Or a German spy. Amid the doubt and 
scepticism, he came across as German in a country that didn’t like people 
of German descent, a relic of World War One.3 Government officials were 
just as confused, a view that was compounded by the fact that Stern came 
from a border area known as Silesia, a region of Central Europe lying mostly 
within Poland, with parts in the Czech Republic. The region has had a long 
association with Poles, Czechs and Germans, dating from the first half of 
the 10th Century.

 But that was not the limit of the challenges facing Hans Stern in New 
Zealand. Even though he was allowed into the country, he was not permitted 
to prosper. He could not join the Society of Accountants until after World War 
Two, meaning he couldn’t work at the level he was trained for and therefore 
was excluded from good accountancy jobs. Protectionism, in other words, 
which the Government recognised but declined to assist him with. He was 

2	 When the Czecho-Slovak Republic was established in 1918 the country’s name was spelled 
with a hyphen. However, in 1921 the Government renamed the country Czechoslovakia. 
Following the collapse of Communist rule in 1989, the Slovaks demanded that the hyphen 
be reinstated. On 1 January 1993, the country separated into two new states: The Czech 
Republic and Slovakia. Source: The Guardian, 30 March 1990. 

3	 See The Penguin History of New Zealand, by Michael King. Penguin Books 2003. P302.
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also unable to become a naturalised New Zealander until after WWII. His 
pleas over these injustices feel on deaf ears, with the only excuse being the 
fact that it was wartime.

How do I know all this? Hans/John did not tell me. By the time I got 
around to interviewing him, he had well and truly moved on. I arrived at 
the truth courtesy of the New Zealand National Archives – a treasure trove 
of information that John himself probably never used or was even aware of. 
But, befittingly for an accountant, he was punctilious about documents. Being 
Jewish, he soon realised during the 1930s that he needed documents, if only 
to enable him to get out of Austria and Czechoslovakia as the Nazi noose 
tightened. Once he was accepted by New Zealand, the original documents 
were no longer useful to him, but he hung onto all important paperwork, 
and this has been invaluable to me, not to mention the next generation. And, 
as a journalist I love documents, especially ones that have once been secret, 
put away in files, but which are now available. The words of officials, for the 
Minister’s ear only, or of a local landlord, policeman or fruiterer, for police 
vetting and surveillance of so-called “aliens”, have been more than fascinating. 
It’s best that John never lived to read some of the remarks, which are relayed 
publicly here for the first time.

John Stern lost most of his family to Nazi persecution. He spent much 
of his first six years in New Zealand struggling to make enough money to 
transfer some funds to Europe to help his father and step-mother in hiding, 
and to pay for food and safety. He kept the rest for his own board and food 
while putting aside whatever was left for expenses including the purchase of 
the war bonds expected of a loyal citizen. Throughout this period, until 1945, 
he worried about his father in German-controlled Slovakia, his mother in 
London during the Blitz, and his grandmother in German-occupied Prague. 
In time, Stern became a New Zealand patriot. When he could have returned 
to Europe, he rejected the notion. This is his story. That of an anonymous 
man who got on with the hand dealt to him, and made it work.

This story has only emerged because I met Tim, John’s son. I was a daily 
reporter at The Evening Post (now The Post). After having two daughters, I 
asked Tim if he would see if John would talk about his background. I thought 
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it would be interesting to the next generation, when they were old enough, 
to know. I was reluctant to ask myself as it had been grilled into me by my 
parents – from London – that such questions could be upsetting to those who 
lived through WWII. (My stepfather was one who had nightmares following 
the war). To my surprise, John agreed, and a series of interviews followed. For 
the aforementioned reasons, I let him talk without interrupting. I recall being 
astonished at how willing and well prepared he was to talk. But I remained 
cautious. There were many things that I should have pressed him on but did 
not. In retrospect, his recall of people and events was remarkably accurate. 
So much so that I learnt during the writing process to consult my verbatim 
record our original interview whenever a question arose about a fact. In all 
but one instance, involving a placename, his comments were spot on.4 He 
never sought publicity and I have thought hard about providing it now, but 
he trusted me, and here it is.

4	 The instance involved John’s mention on one instance of Katowice, when I think he meant 
Krakow.
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Chapter 1

Birth In Turbulent Times

Birth Certificate (Rodný list Geburtsschein)

As documents go, this one’s had a hard life. It’s the birth certificate of Hans Gerhard 
Stern, large at 25cm by 33cm. It was white but is now yellow. The top’s in tatters, 
the result of the pins used to attach it to other papers. It’s been handled often 
and travelled long distances. The paper’s also separated into four along fold lines. 
The cellotape as reinforcement has obliterated some text, the stickiness having 
seeped through in the form of a brown cross. Large writing in Czech, in black ink, 
attests to the fact that Arthur Nathan Stern and his wife Stefanie had a son, Hans 
Gerhard Stern, on 13 August 1912. The birth was registered in Orlau [Orlová], 
near Ostrava. A red stamp with the words Kolek Korun and the Czech Republic 
(Ceskoslovenska Republika), 1919, was added later, when Ostrava was no longer 
part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Three purple water stamps also arrived later, 
one from a rather far off place: New Zealand 

P
In much of the world, although not in New Zealand, Stern is a common 
name. In German it means star. The Sterns in this story came from Europe, 
although exactly where they originated is unclear. What is known is that our 
Stern family eventually settled in Ostrava, a rough, frontier-type town in the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and that they raised a family there in the late 19th 
Century. They were Orthodox Jews and may have been lured to this relatively 
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