
It was 1944 and the lives of sailors rested in the hands of two 18-year-old women. 

Meg Pilcher was one of two Wrens (Women's Royal New Zealand Navy Service) 
manning Somes Island's degaussing station, where ships leaving the harbour had 
their magnetic fields measured and adjusted to protect them from magnetic mines. 

On Saturday, the Department of Conservation took Mrs Pilcher, who now lives in 
Paraparaumu, back to the island to launch a new visitor service, a hand-cranked 
audio device. 

Visitors who invest a little energy winding a hand-crank are rewarded with a short 
anecdote of her on the island, recounted in Mrs Pilcher's own voice. 

The department has installed the "Black Box AV U-Turn" at the shoreline site of the 
degaussing station. 

DOC historic ranger Paulette Wallace said it is a trial to see how it works on really 
exposed sites. 

"It may be a device that can be used in national parks around the place," she said. 

"We have used it to put on little sound bites of Meg's oral history." 

Ms Wallace and other DOC staff spent many hours with Meg recording her 
recollections of life in the nine months she spent on the island. 

Meg's story Mrs Pilcher spent nine months working at the Somes Island degaussing 
station, from the summer of 1944, and went on to other stations around the New 
Zealand coast. 

When she volunteered for the navy, she was interviewed by Ruth Herrick, who asked 
what she had to offer. 

"I can do morse and semaphore," Mrs Pilcher replied. 

She was taken to the Wellington headquarters where an old salt tested the signalling 
skills she had acquired in the Girl Guides. 

Her speed and accuracy passed with flying colours and she went on duty that night. 

She later learned Miss Herrick was the Girl Guides Commissioner. 

"For a kid from the country, that was a big thing," she said. 

German raiders had laid minefields at the approaches to Wellington Harbour and the 
mines were magnetic, so ships no longer needed to actually contact them to be 
sunk. 

To counter the magnetic mines, underwater sensors placed off Somes Island 
measured the magnetic profile of ships. 

The two WRENs interpreted the images at the island's degaussing station, then 
boarded each ship from a naval launch and helped the captain alter its magnetic 
signature. 

They got women to do it because there were not many men left; she said the men 
were overseas. 



Mrs Pilcher's own fiancé and future husband was among those men. One day she 
stood on a rock near the station and semaphored "I love you" for her friend to 
photograph to send to her fiancé. 

 
She later learned that, although he was a signaller, he did not know semaphore, 
because he was a code specialist. He had no idea what the message meant. 

On Saturday her grand-daughter, Hannah Pilcher of Ngaio, waded out to the same 
setting, now known as Meg's Rock, and recreated the pose. 

As well as the two Wrens, there were soldiers stationed on the island to man its four 
anti-aircraft guns, and internees from the axis countries. 

"I loved the army dances and the music when the army invited us up for that and, 
though we weren't supposed to talk to the internees, I enjoyed meeting them, too." 

Occasionally the Wrens would share afternoon tea with the island farmer and his 
family, which was a treat for the young women living apart from their own families. 

Mrs Pilcher still keeps in touch with the youngest daughter of the family, who is living 
in the Hutt Valley. 
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