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Everything that has voice 
sing for peace, 
speak for peace, 
given chance, given choice, 
work for peace, 
write for peace, 
resonating everywhere, 
echoing our common care: 
everything that has voice, 
sing for peace!1




1 Verse 1 from ‘Everything That Has Voice’ (‘Sing for Peace’), written in 2003, first published in Shirley’s American collection Touch the Earth Lightly to a tune by Marty Haugen and in Hope is our Song, to a tune by Colin Gibson.
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Praise for Peace is Her Song


Introduction

Two major motivations drove Shirley Erena Murray to begin writing her songs of peace, justice and hope in the 1970s. Firstly, she wanted to undergird the progressive theology of her husband John Murray, a Presbyterian minister, who struggled Sunday by Sunday to find hymns of contemporary relevance. Secondly, she sought to support the work of Amnesty International.

Over four decades she produced close to 400 hymns, around half of them published in the five collections of the New Zealand Hymnbook Trust. More than 300 appeared in the six collections of her hymns published by Hope Publishing Company in the United States. Shirley’s hymns now appear in more than 30 major denominational hymnals across North America. Many more are included in Scottish, English and Asian collections, and are regularly found in Australian, Canadian and South American hymnals. They have been translated into many languages, including Braille and sign language. As her American publishers say: “She has truly become one of the most influential international hymn text writers of our time.”1

Shirley says the reason she began to write hymns grew out of the ethos of being a New Zealander. “We have an attitude of ‘do it yourself’ – a kind of pioneer spirit which is not intimidated by too much tradition and actually welcomes inventiveness. It seemed to me that the [traditional] hymns we sang had no resonance with the world I lived in.”2

Shirley wanted to reflect her own southern hemisphere environment and its concerns. She also wanted to make connections with Māori culture and to express the visions and hopes of her own society.

Her hymn writing aimed to reflect everyday experience, locally, nationally and globally. And she sought language that was simple, direct and pithy, giving a “jolt of reality”.3

Shirley’s hymns were also a kind of spiritual autobiography – a phrase used in the introduction to her fourth Hope publication A Place at the Table. In an earlier Hope publication, she wrote: “I began writing for my own clarification. For me it is writing myself into faith.”4

Shirley understood who she was. “She spent her life reflecting on her own experience deeply and then finding exactly the right words to reflect that – the mark of a true poet.”55

So many of her hymns were prompted or inspired by personal experience. Shirley makes it clear to readers and singers where she stands theologically. As retired Methodist minister Terry Wall writes, “each of her hymn texts nails her theological colours to the mast”.6 And the theology we sing, we remember.

In 2021, New Zealand’s most well-known theologian, Sir Lloyd Geering, then aged 103, compared the legacies of Shirley and her husband John, both recognised for their leadership and prophetic gifts: “John made a huge contribution to the life of St Andrew’s on The Terrace in central Wellington. He ensured the church made its presence felt in the city, but in the end Shirley’s contribution as a hymn writer was greater and perhaps longer lasting. John was always very proud of her.

“Through her imagery and the themes she explored – peace, ecology, social justice – she pushed the church to become relevant to the secular world, with an emphasis on humanism, particularly in the figure of Jesus. Her impact on the church, both nationally and internationally, was significant. She is without doubt our greatest hymn writer.”7

Emeritus professor Colin Gibson, Shirley’s principal musical collaborator, has described Shirley’s work as bringing fresh life to a jaded church. “She challenged old traditions and brought into existence a new body of work that will always hold an honoured place in our cultural heritage.”8

Others have noted her contribution to inclusive language in the church. Through her texts and skilful use of language, she created new imagery for God.

Shirley wanted to write truly inclusive hymns that encompassed not just gender, but people of all sorts and conditions – solo parents or the differently-abled, for instance. She looked for hymns that could be sung at interfaith gatherings. It was clear to her that new hymns that addressed our understanding of life now, that could sing out our deepest emotions, from hope to despair, were desperately needed. So too were hymns on peace for people living in a post-nuclear age. What about hymns that “connected the Passion story with the worldwide, daily torture of prisoners of conscience or carols that linked the Christmas story with the tide of refugees”?9

She was also a trailblazer with so many of her themes, becoming one of the leading writers covering the care of creation in hymnody. “She could do the expansive and the tiny – could be very intimate too, without sentimentality.”10

For Anglican priest Ian Render, her legacy is the establishment of the sense of the church in the southern hemisphere. “She unapologetically wrote so it reflected our lived experience, including the bicultural, seasonal and social justice issues we face. She enabled us to look at ourselves compassionately but critically and she gave us language for God that liberated us from patriarchy. These were her great gifts.”

Colin Gibson, a Methodist layman and former professor of English at the University of Otago in Dunedin, has further highlighted Shirley’s themes: “The search for peace, justice and human rights, inclusiveness, the honouring of women and the feminine element in spirituality, celebration of the natural world and the New Zealand environment, a call to social responsibility and a life of faith lived out with compassion and hopefulness.”11

Seeking peace is at the heart of Shirley’s understanding of Christian faith. “Almost everything I have written revolves ultimately round the concept of peace in all its many manifestations.”12

And peace for Shirley meant something much more creative and powerful than opposition to war. “Everything radiates from it. Peace is environmental care, it’s the atmosphere and ambience in which good and great things happen. Lack of peace equals hunger, domestic violence and abuse of children, and fragile human relationships.”13

New Zealand composer Jenny McLeod, another of Shirley’s musical collaborators, has said that who you are matters as much as what you create.14 Such a statement could certainly apply to Shirley.

From her earliest years, Shirley impressed all who knew her – it was almost as if people came under her spell. Aged nine, she made a deep impression on her teacher Alex Bremer. He could see that, even at that young age, Shirley was committed to making the world a better place. He admired her youthful poetry and urged her to continue writing.

At Southland Girls’ High School, principal Muriel May and Shirley formed a close bond, as Shirley did with the friends she made during these years. They were lifelong.

Shirley was 16 when she met and vanquished John Murray in a French-speaking competition in Dunedin. John had expected to win but Shirley herself turned out to be the prize. Everybody, it seemed, envied John.

Almost without exception, those interviewed for this book – collaborators, friends, former parishioners and family members – remarked on Shirley’s warmth and compassion; her supportive approach to people; her lack of ego; her intelligence; her enthusiasm and simplicity; her ability to draw people to her. “She understood a God big enough for everyone and everything.”15

Almost the only time people remember her being really riled was when someone dared to change the words of one of her hymns without seeking permission, or when John or someone else she loved was treated unfairly. And of course, nothing stirred her emotions more deeply than social injustice.

I, too, have come under Shirley’s spell, particularly the spell created by her beautiful words – though I am also lucky enough to have known her personally. Like so many others I have spoken to, it has been her hymns and the theology they espouse that have kept me in the church when disappointment with the institution and some of its decisions might so easily have driven me away. Canadian hymn writing collaborator Ron Klusmeier talks of Shirley weighting the love side of the church for him as he wrestled with feelings of both love and hate for the institution. I can certainly relate to that.

About this book

It was after attending Shirley’s funeral in the Kāpiti Uniting Church north of Wellington, on 31 January 2020, that I first envisaged becoming Shirley’s biographer. It was there that I overheard Colin Gibson, who had delivered such an eloquent and memorable eulogy, discussing the need for someone to write such a book. Someone a bit younger than himself, he said. I fitted the first criterion, but other more important factors appeared to make me a suitable candidate – my background as a journalist (particularly on the former Presbyterian/ Methodist publication Crosslink) and editor, a writer of three books (two for children and a memoir), the fact I had known Shirley personally and had always loved and admired her hymns. Having run the idea past several key people and receiving Colin’s blessing, I then set out on a five-year journey of research and writing to finally reach publication in 2024.

Along the way I have interviewed around 40 of Shirley’s close friends and family, including hymn writing collaborators in New Zealand and overseas. Music in the Air: Song and Spirituality, a journal published between 1996 and 2015, has been a rich resource, as have Sheila Irwin’s audio interviews recorded between 2001 and 2002 on behalf of the Association of Presbyterian Women.

In 1996, Hope Publishing Company in the United States videoed an interview with Shirley about her hymn writing influences – I was given complete access to this. And in 2006, both she and John were interviewed as part of the St Andrew’s on The Terrace oral history project. The last video recording she made was in 2014, when Ron Klusmeier interviewed both Shirley and John at their home in Raumati Beach.

In addition to all these interviews, written and recorded, Shirley wrote for her family, during her final years, the story of her early life. I have also been privy to a number of emails and letters. Such treasures are a boon for the biographer. For this reason, the first three chapters of the book are taken largely from Shirley’s account, with only very light editing and some additions from other sources. As much as possible, then, I have let Shirley tell her own story.

In the first four chapters, all the indented paragraphs are additional information supplied by the author. This style is reversed in Part II, chapters five to seven, where indented paragraphs become Shirley’s words.

John’s voice is also very strong, particularly in chapters describing the history of the New Zealand Hymnbook Trust (NZHBT). Then there are the voices of people who worked with Shirley, in particular her first great collaborator and mentor Colin Gibson. Without Colin’s remarkable companion to the Trust’s publications, Knowing the Song, I would have floundered. This book became my bible in researching Shirley’s hymnody.16

Blessed by such riches, I have become a curator as much as a writer, weaving together many contributions – particularly from Shirley herself – then presenting the material in such a way that her life and work become seamless and accessible.

Each chapter begins with a verse from one of her hymns, highlighting the theme of that chapter and tracking her spiritual and theological journey. The majority of the texts of hymns quoted or referred to can be found on the Hope Publishing website (www. hopepublishing.com). These can be downloaded, for personal use only, free of copyright restrictions.

One aspect of Shirley’s personality not yet mentioned is her playfulness and delight in nonsense rhymes and poems. For that reason, I leave the last word to her on the techniques of writing a good hymn.

A hymnwriter’s task takes temerity, 
dexterity shot with sincerity,  
but do lots of pruning 
and endless retuning 
before you are sung by posterity.17




1 Murray, S.E. (2019) Foreword. Life into Life. Hope Publishing Company.

2 Wootton, J. (2010) This Is Our Song: Women’s Hymn-Writing. Eugene, Oregon: Wipf and Stock, p296.

3 Wootton, 2010, p297.

4 Murray, S.E. (2003) Foreword. Faith Makes the Song. Hope Publishing Company.

5 Roger Wiig. Interview with the author, 27 May 2022.

6 Wall, T. (2022) Hymnwriters Downunder: Methodists sing the praise of God in Aotearoa New Zealand. Tuakau Union Parish, p33.

7 Lloyd Geering. Interview with the author, 20 February 2021.

8 Gibson, C. (2004) Thank you, Shirley and John. Music in the Air, Summer.

9 Murray, S. (1996) Company of Clowns and Cripples: Personal Confession about Writing Hymn Texts. Music in the Air, Summer.

10 Ian Render. Interview with the author, 27 February 2023.

11 Gibson, C. (2021) Knowing The Song: A Companion to the Publications of the New Zealand Hymnbook Trust from 1993 to 2009 together with the New Zealand Supplement to With One Voice (1982). The New Zealand Hymnbook Trust in association with Philip Garside Publishing Ltd, p341.

12 Wootton, 2010, p301.

13 Bell, G. (2014) In Conversation with … John and Shirley Erena Murray. Sine Nomine. Newsletter for the Southern Ontario Chapter of the Hymn Society of the United States and Canada.

14 Meehan, N. (2013) Jenny McLeod: A Life in Music. Wellington: Te Herenga Waka University Press, p11.

15 Ian Render. Interview with the author, 27 February 2023.

16 Gibson, 2021.

17 Video interview with Shirley, 12 July 1996, by Sam Young and George Shorney. Shirley says her little bit of doggerel was inspired by “a merry conversation” with American musician and composer Austin Lovelace in 1992.





Part I – Early Life 




1 – In the beginning

Life into life, the threads are woven, 
parent and child,
partner and friend;

tokens of love received and given:
joy at each birth,
grief at each end.

God of all time, all loves, all living,
 hear as we bring our hearts’ thanksgiving.1

This chapter is drawn largely from Shirley’s account of her early life, which she wrote in her later years for her family. Here, she explains her family background and what it was like growing up in the 1930s in a three-generation household in Invercargill. Interwoven are excerpts from an interview for the Association of Presbyterian Women, conducted by Sheila Irwin on 7 November 2002.

When my maternal grandmother, Emma Stuart Ferguson, died in 1952, I realised there were lots of questions I had never asked. She died in her 84th year, just before my 21st birthday. Her unmarried name was Emma Stuart Thomson.

What was it like to have been born in Invercargill, the southernmost city of the South Island of New Zealand, in 1868? What was her family of brothers like (she was the only girl, apart from two stepsisters) and who was her mother, really?

Her mother’s name was Emma too. Great-grandmother Emma married a young Scotsman called John Bowie Lindsay whom she met on the immigrant ship Persian. They married in Hobart, Tasmania, at St George’s Anglican Church in 1858, when the ship stopped off on its way to New Zealand.

They had two sons, and after a separation for unknown reasons, Emma became known as Mrs Thomson, ‘wife’ of John Logan Thomson, a printer, with whom she had four sons and a daughter, my grandmother. Possibly this informal marriage was because divorce was costly and difficult then, and the nearest courthouse was in Dunedin.

My Nana, Emma’s daughter, was a sharp-tongued, contentious old lady. She had lived in our house all my life, along with my bachelor uncle, Jack, aka John Stanley Ferguson, an old Gallipoli soldier.

Nana (pronounced as in ‘banana’), or Emma Ferguson, was relatively tall, with a sort of bony elegance and longish face. Her eyes were hazel, her hair was usually swept up on top and assisted to seem thicker by a little pad (which looked like a dead mouse when placed on her dressing table). Her hands were knotted and veined with arthritic joints, as mine are now. She almost always wore black dresses and sensible lace-up black shoes with solid heels. There were also the wrinkly lisle stockings.

Her best outfit was always her black sealskin fur coat, which had brown tonings on its large collar. And there was always a hat, spiked with formidable hat pins, without which she did not leave the house. She would dole out chocolates, which tasted of mothballs, to her visiting grandchildren, as my cousin remembers.

She was musical, as was all the family, and she often sang – mostly snatches of old parlour songs or dismal-sounding hymns such as ‘Shall We Gather at the River?’ and old American Sankey and Moody choruses. She had been brought up in the Wesleyan tradition, sang in the choirs, and warned us all against ever joining the Primitive Methodists.

I have her signature on the Women’s Suffrage Petition to Parliament, at which stage she was living in Leet Street, and all her women neighbours seemed to have signed as well.

Nana had certain ideas which made life difficult for the household. She did not trust electricity and wandered around in the night with a candle (“Here comes Lady Macbeth,” my father would groan), becoming a fire risk as she aged.

She cooked very badly; everything being overcooked by sitting on the coal range for hours. Think mince and cabbage. She helped my mother in doing vegetables and such things, and sat by the kitchen fire for a great deal of the day, so there was no escaping her comments on you and everything else.

One of the few times I remember, and it was very fraught, was when my mother’s youngest brother Robert was killed in a diving accident in Burnham Camp during the war, and a cortège of the family drove off to Christchurch.

Looking at the photos of Nana as a younger woman, I always wondered why she married a widower with several children, two quite young daughters as well as three older sons? What was it about Alexander Ferguson that might have charmed her?

Alexander had emigrated from Inverness, Scotland, as a young man of about 22 (b. 1853) and was a watchmaker/jeweller by trade. His first wife was Helena Geary, whose Christian name turned into Erena in Māori (more about that to come).

His passion was music and especially the brass band repertoire, although he also played the double bass in the civic orchestra, and later conducted his own orchestra, giving each of his offspring an instrument to master. Jack had the clarinet, Bill, Alex and Archie the violins, Neil and Don the cornet or some other brass, and my mother the piano, as practice accompanist.

Alexander became a noted soloist on the euphonium and toured the world with a specially chosen New Zealand brass band. In all this, he seemed to leave home with a certain insouciance and let the family fend for themselves. He died in 1925, the year my parents married.

Three generations together

My father, John Walter Cockroft, was alternately maddened and philosophic about the presence of his mother-in-law. It was the economy of the time that forced our three-generation household to live together. I think it must have been the Great Depression of the 1930s that meant selling off the first home my parents had owned in Pomona Street, south Invercargill. When my father’s employment in the mail room of the Post Office was cut to half-time, my grandmother and uncle were part of the reorganisation. I was born in the middle of this, in 1931.

My mother, called ‘Rena’ or ‘Rene’, had been the only daughter in the second Ferguson family. Born in 1897, she always disliked her Māori name Erena, and changed it to suit. It was also not fashionable to use Māori names at that time. The story goes that after she was born (‘on the wash house floor’), grandfather was celebrating over a few whiskies with his friend and drinking partner Tōpi Pātuki, of local Stewart Island notability. [Tōpi Pātuki, of Ngāi Tahu, had interests in both Rakiura and Ruapuke Islands.] Asking what the new baby was to be called, Tōpi suggested she be named after Alexander’s wife Helena, which in Māori transliterated into Erena. My grandfather had forgotten Helena was the name of his first wife. What my grandmother, Emma, thought, I never knew. She was certainly not consulted.

But I have always been proud of having Erena as my middle name, and pleased that two of my granddaughters, Rachel (Alastair and Lynda’s daughter) and Isabella (Rob and Christine’s daughter) have it too.

My mother was of a generation of bright girls who had to leave school after the age of 14 to get a job. She became a typist secretary, eventually personal assistant to J.C. Thomson, of the soft drink empire in Otago and Southland.

How she met Dad, I don’t know, but they married in Knox Church, Dunedin, on 13 April 1925. Why Dunedin, I wonder? Running away from a big family wedding? Mum used to refer to the sad fact that many of her close girlfriends, who might have been her bridesmaids, had died in the 1918 ’flu epidemic.

There are photos of my parents on holiday on Stewart Island, a favourite place. Mum was a sociable, cheerful sort of person, used to dealing with brothers and good at ‘making do’, a practice which guided most of her life. She had thick dark wiry hair when young, and interesting blue eyes with a yellow mix. She was very slim in her younger years and had been referred to as ‘a yard of pump water’, though I think of her as short and slightly plump.

She was an avid reader of novels. She loved movies, cards and going to the races with friends. She became a keen lawn bowls player, which somewhat astonished my father, already a good player. She became the president of the ladies’ bowling club and a life member. She loved hats and after her death, we found dozens and dozens tumbling out of her wardrobe. She was kind and loving, and a good mother in quite difficult circumstances.

Dad, always called ‘Johnny’ by my mother, was a gregarious, humorous sort of fellow, loved singing and loved alcohol (mostly sherry and beer) a bit too much. He had brown eyes and brown hair tinged with red. From him, I learned the parlour songs and popular ballads which he sang, accompanied by my mother. He was a good whistler and had a pleasing baritone voice.

My mother was caught between dealing with her mother, bringing up her children and ‘managing’ my father’s forays into over-drinking or being unwell, as he sometimes was because of a severe kind of arthritis and the medication he took for this. Nevertheless, my father took a keen interest in sport, two of the wider family of Cockrofts having made it to All Blacks. Dad played lawn bowls for many years. He loved the radio and took small bets on horses most Saturdays.

As time went on, his neck became quite crooked (torticollis) and his hands so arthritic that he could not write except with a special ink pen. He taught himself to type and did quite well at it. I still have some of the letters he wrote to me as a student.

His sense of humour and generally positive attitude to life allowed him to overcome the fact that, had my mother been willing to move to other places, he would have advanced to better positions in the Post Office. As it was, he was stuck in Invercargill and became more and more of a risk, wobbling along on his bicycle and not always well enough to turn up at work.

At one point, my parents acquired a second-hand Vauxhall, which my mother learned to drive, but after one scary episode, trying to reverse into a main street, she gave up. Since Dad did not learn, that was that.

Home life

When my brother John Bruce and I were children, we lived in a rented house at 216 Spey Street, opposite Kingsland’s biscuit factory and near Middle School. Then the family managed to buy an eighth-acre section opposite the Water Tower in Elles Road (later called Queen’s Drive) and built a brick house there. This was an enormous enterprise for them, and when the last of the family died, my mother was still paying off that mortgage.

My parents kept a wonderful and productive garden – Mum in the flower department and Dad in the vegetable, as was the way then. We lived on the garden produce, especially potatoes, parsnips, carrots and peas. There were blackcurrant and gooseberry bushes at the end of the garden, and plenty of lettuces and silverbeet. My father’s attempts at growing asparagus never prospered in that climate. He kept a few hens at one stage, and a ‘log’ of their egg production, which was never impressive.

Mum had ‘green fingers’ and was never averse to nipping bits from the Rose Gardens or swapping cuttings with friends. Roses were her speciality. She loved her garden, which was also an escape from the house and my grandmother’s constant bickering. There was an ongoing feud between my grandmother and the older lady next door, Mrs Hallimore, who was a devoted Roman Catholic and of Irish extraction.

Some of the steamiest arguments over the fence were about dreadful Catholics and awful Protestants. One day a friend and I looked inside the door of St Mary’s Basilica, but we were too scared to go in. We didn’t know what to do with the water in the little stoup at the door.

My music teacher had been taught by Catholics and she told me about the Catholics before I went to Dunedin. It was an Irish/Scots as much as a religious divide. Catholic girls went to St Catherine’s in Invercargill.

My mother was a good baker but loved buying cakes from the local bakeries and teashops that existed then. She also loved going to auctions and had a fine eye for a bargain. Because there was no spare money, she seemed to be incredibly good at being resourceful and turning her hand to various things.

Nana usually cooked for Uncle Jack, who was the full-time earner and upon whom she doted. Since my father was employed by the Post Office in the mail room, he worked shifts, and so he often ate at different times from the rest of us. He might be seen having ‘tea’ when we arrived home from school. Dinner, as with most families then, happened at midday. It was thought odd to be otherwise. Uncle Jack would come home from his office for dinner every day between 12 and 1pm.

Barbara Clark, a volunteer archivist at Southland Girls’ High School and a former teacher at the school, recounted an amusing story about Jack Ferguson – Shirley’s charming, but ratbag uncle, who was so very proud of his niece:

“I have first-hand knowledge of Shirley’s genetic disposition for hymn writing, as I once told her. Jack, who loved whisky and tended to overdo it, was a family friend and my ‘adopted’ uncle. He tried to lead me astray by teaching me a rather unorthodox Sunday school hymn. ‘Jesus wants me for a sunbeam. Jesus wants me for a sunbeam. Jesus wants me for a sunbeam and a bloody good sunbeam I’ll be.’

“My mother was horrified and needed to ‘unteach’ me! I told Shirley about this in a note to her in 2009. In her reply, she suggested she might teach the ‘work’ to her grandchildren!”

My brother Bruce was two years younger than I was, a good sportsman at rugby and cricket from early on, and then a keen golfer. He married Patricia Grisbrook-Hills, who came to Invercargill with her family from South Africa, a place virtually unknown to us in those days.

Bruce joined the office of the Southland Frozen Meat Company and became a marketer for New Zealand lamb and beef. Later, he and Pat moved to Hastings and joined Richmond’s, who sent him round the world promoting New Zealand meat, particularly in the Middle East and the United States. He would joke about the ‘rag heads’ (sic) he had to deal with, and the halal conditions to be observed.

The biggest thrill for Bruce and me as kids was a trip in Uncle Jack’s Chevrolet on a Sunday afternoon. [See photo p95.] We would take off in a cloud of dust round the country roads near Invercargill. Such cars had a generously wide running board which you could jump onto and ride at lower speeds. I can always summon up the interesting smell of that car, with its leather seats and aroma of ever-present whisky, kept in a bottle under the rug in the back seat.

I don’t remember great gatherings at Christmas. It was a low-key affair, with Bruce and me given only humble presents, e.g. an orange in a pillowcase. I had very few birthday parties.

When I was ten, I signed a pledge against drinking liquor. The wine served in church communion was almost non-alcoholic. Mother was not a drinker but liked a small sherry on occasions. You knew drinking was a bad thing, but every time there was a party or a funeral, there was always alcohol around. A cousin and I would drain the glasses when the adults weren’t around – we thought the taste was ghastly.

Most important to us as kids was the capacity to ride and own a bike. That was freedom, possibility and the only means of escape! I was given my first bike when I was nine. It was a re-painted, dark red number called Peanut and one of my memorable thrills. Invercargill may have been flat, but it was seared by a biting east wind which could chill to the bone. The distance to Southland Girls’ High School in south Invercargill could seem very long in bad weather.

I took a bike with me to Dunedin when I became a student, even though the topography was more challenging, but its main help was to get me to music lessons at St Dominic’s Convent, a fair ride from the university area.

Because both my parents came from large families, there were always plenty of visits from relatives, especially on the Ferguson side. Sunday family visits were almost duty visits. 

My father’s family, the Cockrofts, originally came from Yorkshire but emigrated from Scotland. Adin Cockroft, my grandfather, married into a farming family from Waikaka Valley near Gore. He was a railway man and drove trains from Lumsden, where the family lived. My father, Johnny, born in 1895, became a messenger boy to do with telegraphs on the railway and eventually joined the Post Office. 

All the brothers joined some form of public service.

Our paternal grandmother was Annie McKenzie, née Mackay. My father spoke of her with great fondness. As a little girl, she had emigrated from rural Scotland with her brother, Donald. She and Adin had eight children. The first of the five sons, also named Adin, died of tuberculosis in his late teens. Annie died of the same disease, aged about 47, leaving this large family to be brought up mainly by the eldest daughter, Elizabeth (Auntie Bessie).

While Grandfather Cockroft was alive, we would be taken to see him – old and bedridden. He had been looked after by an unmarried niece called Dora. We also visited Auntie Bessie, now and then, on a Sunday afternoon. Her house was so scrupulously clean, we feared to move in it. Bessie became a Baptist and it was she who gave me my first Bible.




1 Verse 1, ‘Life into Life, the Threads are Woven’, written in 2007, as an expression of thanksgiving for life. It was published in 2009 in Hope is our Song, with music by Colin Gibson, and in her 2008 American collection Touch the Earth Lightly, with music by Jane Marshall. 



2 – Growing up

Come, celebrate the women 
who brought the Church to birth! 
the gentle revolution
that shall transform the earth:

whose faith was salt and leaven,
whose hearts and minds were free,
and this was their direction – 
to peace and unity.1

Some of this chapter is drawn from Shirley’s account of her early life. It covers church and schooling experiences from the late 1930s to late 1940s, and some of her forays into poetry writing. Interspersed is material from the Association of Presbyterian Women (APW) interviews, 26 November 2001 and 7 November 2002, along with a variety of other sources.

None of my family were churchgoers during the time Bruce and I grew up. Dad had had a changing allegiance as a young man, going to whatever church had the best choir, but that was all. He had a good baritone voice. My grandmother and mother had also sung in church choirs of the Wesleyan kind. It was felt to be a good thing to send us off to the nearest Sunday school, which just happened to be Methodist.

So it was that we went every Sunday afternoon and then later, on to Bible class. I enjoyed the friends I made at Central Methodist Church, especially Faith Skene, who was one of a large family and also in my class at Southland Girls’ High School (SGHS). Faith is a lifelong friend to this day and was the bridesmaid at our wedding. She married Bill Williamson. [Faith, whom Shirley nicknamed Fayo, died in 2022, aged 92.]

During my primary school years, I sometimes went to First Presbyterian Church for the evening service. My clearest memory is of the evening sun streaming through the stained-glass windows to the singing of ‘Hail, gladdening light, of His pure glory poured…’ We shared a lot of intergenerational singing at this time, but I usually had little idea what I was singing about.

Bible class camp at Easter (sometimes at Greenhills on the way to Bluff and later student camps at Pounawea) was a highlight. There was lots of social and spiritual energy. Our commitment centred around the crucifixion and our sins being forgiven. 

The climax of the Sunday school year was the anniversary service. We learnt plays, sang, got a new dress and had ribbons in our hair. There were jellies and coloured cordials and food. Prizegiving included certificates for memory work and seals for learning the golden rule – ‘Do unto others, as you would have them do unto you’. I am forever grateful I was made to memorise things – scripture, poetry, statements, quotations. It’s a teaching tool par excellence.

Shirley also wanted to get points, prizes and her name in the paper by contributing to the Little Pakehas Page, published in the Southland Daily News on Saturday night. 

I sent in horrifically awful poems when I was quite young. Most kids’ efforts were published. I would have been seven or eight. Uncle Jack was the manager of the Southland Daily News, and his friend, the lady editor of the Little Pakehas Page. Uncle Jack encouraged me to contribute and maybe gave me a penny or two. I also liked rhythm and rhyme, tying language together. My poetry might have been doggerel, but it had to have rhymes. It was sheer imitation of other forms. I stopped contributing by the age of ten or 11.

One of Shirley’s last contributions to the Little Pakehas Page was a poem about Christmas, perhaps the start of her later commitment to explore this most sung festival of the year. She kept a yellowing clipping of this poem her whole life.

Christmas time’s the height of fun
Joy and cheer for everyone,
‘Tis the children’s great delight, 
Gazing at shop windows bright. 
Fascinated they will stand 
In a Christmas Fairyland, 
Hoping Father Christmas brings 
Some of those enticing things.

Gifts are smuggled safe away, 
Until comes that glorious day, 
When these parcels are revealed, 
Showing what they’ve long concealed. 
Laughter dances everywhere, 
Carols chime upon the air. 
We exchange glad greetings gay, 
For the coming Christmas Day.

I had been ‘adopted’ by an elderly Scottish couple, Mary and William Thomson, who lived in McMaster Street, and had no children of their own. They allowed me to do their ‘messages’ for them on my bike, and gave me many treats, including sweeties and pocket money. It was they who played and sang Scottish songs (Will played a fiddle) and introduced me to the Presbyterian culture of Scotland. I went with them to the St Andrew’s Scottish Society gatherings where Burns suppers and the ritual of the haggis became familiar. What I most enjoyed was the singing of Scots songs and the poetry readings. Highland dancing was not a feature here but was always part of the Southland agricultural shows and dancing competitions.

I became a junior Sunday school teacher at Central Methodist Church, along with my friend Faith, probably recycling Bible stories. We were both about 14. Goodness knows what I knew to teach! Faith was good at arts and crafts, and I provided the prattle. We really had no idea what we were teaching. I can still see the faded pictures we used.

The arrival of new minister Robert Thornley became important to me as a teenager. He had had the experience of world travel, was a thoughtful and intelligent preacher and inspired me to much activity, including Easter camps and Bible class debates (anything to beat the dominant Presbyterians!).

The most important outcome of this was that he nominated me to go to the churches’ first National Ecumenical Youth Conference, held at Blenheim in 1948. Because of our ages – I was not quite 17 – Robert had to bend the rules a little to help us attend. It changed our lives.

There I got a glimpse of what was outside Invercargill and what was happening around the world in terms of ecumenical enthusiasm. This ideal has never left me, despite the subsequent crumbling away of all the churches and the lack of any real unity.

Bible class was the focus of much social life, also Girl Guides. Bible class included dances in the church hall, though the Presbyterians did not dance. I also went to ballroom dancing classes once a week during my secondary school years.

Robert and his wife Dorothy were formative people for me – they were absolute phenomena, after so many dull ministers. They were young and energetic, and had come back from biking through Europe just before the Hitler regime. Faith and I became the permanent babysitters for their young children. The oldest, John, became the editor of [the biannual journal] Music in the Air. They widened our horizons, opening up an exciting world beyond Invercargill. In contrast, my mother was anchored to the south and never wanted to go anywhere else, though my father had travelled before marrying.

Dorothy had a huge influence on me. As a young mother she wore slacks at home, wedgie shoes, and was informal in her dress. She didn’t worry about hats and gloves and continued to teach maths while having the last of her five children. She simply went on with her intellectual life and wasn’t too bothered about what didn’t get done. This impressed me tremendously. She was a keen teacher and was always trying to help people get on. The ladies of the parish may not have appreciated her in the beginning, but wartime changed women.

Robert Thornley died on 1 November 2002. Shirley was not able to attend his funeral in Northland, but wrote a heartfelt letter to his son, John, soon after his death. Robert, Dorothy and their children had epitomised for her, at that time, ‘the ideal family’.

“I feel an ongoing sense of gratitude which has never left me since I was a young person, being shown a wider world by both your parents. It is a rare and wonderful thing to have mentors like them, and to be given a sense of direction for the rest of one’s days …

“It was through Robert that I was introduced to the ecumenical movement, was given a pride in my Methodist tradition but the sense that there was more to discover … I now know I was being tutored by a very fine teacher, as well as someone for whom the arts and music were essential soul food.”

Shirley’s involvement in Central Methodist Church life was clearly a busy one:

We had debating competitions with the Presbyterians. Both Faith and I enjoyed this. We felt we were the poor, small denomination in Southland. We had to hold our heads up for the sake of John and Charles Wesley – Methodism needed us! One topic, rather trivial as I remember, was: Was it essential to wear your best clothes to church on Sunday? We took the negative and won.

My friends were all from different denominations, and at ages 16 and 17, we all went to each other’s First Communions [confirmations]. I remember feeling nervous going into an Anglican church. Our headmistress, Muriel May, became an Anglican and wore a little veil at her First Communion. She invited her 7th form along to witness the ceremony at St John’s.

Schooling

Invercargill Middle School, in Spey Street, had a remarkable headmaster, George Griffiths. He loved music and insisted on teaching the tonic sol-fa system as a way to learn tunes by ear. I have much to thank him for in this. He ran a good ship in hard times during the war. My standards two and three teacher was a young man, Alex Bremer, who encouraged me to write poems. When he went off to do war service, I was desolated. Then he was killed. He wrote me a letter from the front, which I still treasure, encouraging me to keep writing.

Greenhills 

2 / 10 / 40

Dear Shirley,

I just want to thank you for the especially good efforts you made whilst in my room.

You see, it’s so cheering to know that people like you are in the room, working quietly, being bright and generally making the world a better place to live in. Just promise me that you will continue being the same splendid little girl, and that will be all I shall need to be sure that our fight is a just one.

Here is an excellent definition I found the other day. “Poetry is the blossom and the fragrancy of all human knowledge, human thoughts, human passions, emotions, language.” Try to remember that part, and when you publish your book of poems, remember me, then send me a copy.

Yours sincerely, 

Alex Bremer

The rationing we were exposed to was pretty generous. We were encouraged to be patriotic and to send things to pen friends in Britain, e.g. soap and chocolate. I was keen on pen pals. In my teenage years, a great appeal went out from young Polish airmen in Britain for young women pen pals in New Zealand. I would write in a very romantic vein. These young guys hoped that one day they might be sent to New Zealand and be rescued from where they were. I had one who I was sure would be the great love of my life.

Rationing for clothes was stressful. Mother, who was not a great sewer, had to make things out of old overcoats. Everything else went into army uniforms. Father, who was too old and not fit enough for service, was a local warden. Towards the end of the war, he dug a trench in the back garden because of the imminent invasion of the Japanese, which we believed would happen. Gas masks and trenches were more like symbols of protection and never put into practical use.

School life revolved around war efforts and raising money for soldiers, particularly during lunch hours and playtimes. We knitted khaki mittens and scarves, sold soup at school – tomato soup cans, with lots of milk – and raised pennies by holding concerts during lunchtimes. I had two older cousins on my father’s side whose fiancés were pilots and were killed during the Battle of Britain. And my mother’s youngest brother died of an accident at Burnham Camp.

I was dux of the school in 1943 and went on to SGHS, along with my best buddy, Lindsey Harrington. I had met Lindsey through Girl Guides, though she went to a different primary school. We became the senior guides in the Rangers Company and for a while, ran proceedings. [The guiding movement was also active at SGHS, with 39 members and six patrols in 1945.] We clicked, stayed close friends and ended up rooming together at St Margaret’s College in Dunedin. Our lives were intertwined thereafter.

Principal Muriel May had the capacity to terrify and her imprint on the school was impressive. She loved English literature and Shakespeare, taught both very well, was an idiosyncratic professional and steered the school through the war years with aplomb and style. I was eager to please, started off well and quickly discovered I was at home with words but not much good with maths, science or geography.

Shirley was a regular contributor to the school magazine. “This had quite a high standard and you had to be quite sophisticated to get into it,” she said. As a third-former, she had this droll contribution published:

The Spider and the Fly

“Will you come into my schoolroom?” the teacher said to me, 
“’Tis the sweetest little classroom you could ever wish to see; 
The way to fame and knowledge is up this cold stone stair, 
And whoever climbs this pathway will be very happy there.”

“Pray don’t persuade me, teacher,” I firmly did reply, 
“Your gloomy, bare, old classroom I happened to espy, 
And what I saw did shock me. The pupils sitting there 
Looked quite distraught and worried, with ink blots everywhere.

“I will not enter, thank you, for I am much too wise, 
I won’t become a scholar in your Realm of Paradise. 
Oh no, you can’t enrol me in your golden book of fame, 
For whoever climbs that pathway will ne’er return the same.”

Three years later, Sonnet to My School Hat, encapsulates Shirley’s love of the absurd.

Sonnet to My School Hat

(as done by William S.)

When I have seen by Time’s fell hand defaced 
The rich proud cost of outworn hats I know, 
I see that thou could’st never be replaced 
While I survive to wear them, mon chapeau.

To me, fair Friend, you never can be old 
But as you were when first your form I eyed 
You are not still. Four winters cold 
Have taken shape away and hue beside.

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art less lovely, I confess, but still  
Though rough winds shake thy beauty as they may 
Th’elastic holds thee on, let come what will.

This though is as a death, which cannot choose 
But weep to have that which it fears to lose.

Other school activities included joining the choir, later becoming part of the special sextet, and drama, mainly Shakespeare.

In September 2009, Shirley sent several memorabilia to the school archives, enclosing a letter to then principal Yvonne Browning. The package included a short autobiography of her life and a copy of her ‘Hymn for Anzac Day’, published in 2008. “SGHS was an incredibly significant part of my life,” she wrote. “All my lifelong friends were made at SGHS … One of these friends is former Principal, Elizabeth Clarkson [née Deaker].”

She writes of her debt to the principal of her time, Miss Muriel May, “who insisted I go further and try for a secondary school teachers’ bursary (then newly created) which set me up for life and made university possible”.

Miss May also made a huge impression on Shirley’s lifelong friend Pamela Norris (later Laytham). She often spoke of being part of an inner circle of senior pupils. Shirley called it ‘a Miss Jean Brodie type of thing’, where Miss May cultivated girls whom she believed could be scholarship winners. Pamela remembered being invited into Miss May’s study where this special group of girls could discuss their futures and learn the art of cigarette smoking. 

“Muriel smoked Sobranies, a sophisticated European brand of slim, brown cigarettes,” said Pamela’s daughter Jacqué Mandeno. “She taught them that, as young ladies, they could do whatever they liked. They could smoke, go to university, make their own choices. This Invercargill friendship group lasted their whole lives.”

Shirley continues:

Books were very important – we were great library users. Father and mother were always reading books of some sort or another. I always had access to story books and poetry books. I particularly liked the poetry books. I got books as prizes all the way through high school. One was a book by a New Zealand poet, Gloria Rawlinson – she impressed me at the time. But I couldn’t latch onto Alice in Wonderland. I liked fairy stories and had a collection I read for years. I loved the comic Felix the Cat. As soon as I could read, I was left to read by myself.

By her third year at high school, Shirley was given time off to do extra music and Latin instead of maths. She won the speech prize as a third-former and later, the Shakespeare Reading Prize.

Shirley became head prefect in 1948, her upper sixth year. During her time at the school, assemblies were semi-religious occasions, with the head prefect given the role of placing the large Bible on the lectern and often reading from it. Girls would process in carrying their copies of Hymns of the Kingdom. Assemblies would include at least one hymn and would end with the singing of the Lord’s Prayer. Shirley was often the piano accompanist.

In 1948, the Great Trek and Long March occurred. This was when the school relocated from the corner of Forth and Ness Streets to its new site in Tweed Street, where it continues. The event was even captured on film. During the Great Trek, girls carried a chair each to the new school, while others transported the 3000 library books on their bicycles. Senior chemistry pupils were given the solemn responsibility of carrying the dangerous chemicals over to the new school. And at the head of the procession was Shirley, along with Miss May and her staff.

Moving to a large, light, wooden building was wonderful – it was so different from the old concrete building and prefabs that were dumped on our old site during the war.

When the school was officially opened by the Minister of Education [Terry McCombs], I represented the voice of the students on the local radio station, 4YZ. That was quite formidable and a hugely new experience.

Learning music

When I was seven, I began piano lessons with Mrs Boyd, along Elles Road. Mrs Boyd was convent-trained and a firm teacher who insisted on my doing exams (always Royal Schools of Music, not Trinity College until later). Her fees were two guineas a term, a sum my parents had to find on their limited income. I hated taking home the bill.

So, I progressed up the grades until I was about 11, when I went on strike. My mother wisely let me be for a year and then Mrs Boyd persuaded me to keep on going. This was fortuitous because music became a subject in the new School Certificate curriculum and was an advantage to me. I changed to Trinity College and did the Teachers’ ATCL when I was 16, in the same year as doing University Entrance (which was then accredited).

I never enjoyed performing but loved accompanying songs (as I did with John in our early days) and have always loved finding songs and hymns to play. This stood me in good stead in our first parish in Taihape, where I was often the only organist. Good tunes in any style are a marvellous thing to me.

My last year at SGHS was very busy, with scholarship exams at the end of it and the hope of a secondary school teachers’ bursary, which I did get, and which paid more than a scholarship. This was a huge relief, since I had no other way of going to university. This paid my fees and gave me an allowance of £112 a year. This covered my board at St Margaret’s [residential college] and train travel home in the holidays. When it came time to leave, Uncle Jack and Nana gave me £100, which made the difference between total penury and being as poor as the other students.

Although Shirley had enjoyed her school days in Invercargill, she was clearly keen to leave the city as soon as possible. In an APW interview, she credits Muriel May with encouraging her to go to the University of Otago. “She was ambitious for her girls and wanted them to get scholarships and bursaries.” Her father, Shirley said, had jacked up a job for her as
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