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Foreword

Norman Lesser was a man for his time. A time when Anglicans held the high ground and the cultural mainstream. He understood the privilege of that position and led the church with dignity and care. It felt good to belong under his leadership, even though you held your breath when he reached for goals like a new cathedral in an era when most people had given up on them. 

Those outside the church respected him as much as the insiders, probably because he was much more than a conventional bishop. Comedian, story teller, preacher who revelled in life’s delights and absurdities, and above all a man with eye for the detail of pastoral ministry; the same sense of detail that he brought to his work as a craftsman.

This book is an overdue honouring of a man who led the church through two decades with great flair and enormous devotion. Judy Mills has done Waiapu and the whole church in Aotearoa a great service through her meticulous research and even handed distilling of a huge story. And only just in time. Many of the memories and anecdotes she assembles would have soon been lost for ever.

As someone who would not ever have made it to ordination without the support and encouragement of this man, and as his eventual successor, I’m personally grateful for this book. It will help all who followed him to learn just how rich a legacy he left us.

John Bluck


Preface

Norman Lesser was Bishop of Waiapu, ‘a small Diocese in an out-lying Province,’ for nearly 24 years and Archbishop of New Zealand, that out-lying Province, for ten of those years. During that time he filled 15 scrapbooks with items he regularly cut and pasted from a variety of sources: newspapers from home and abroad, parish newsletters, his own pastoral letters to clergy, Synod papers and Orders of Service, and general memorabilia ranging from an advertisement for the family’s lost fox terrier to the menu for a State lunch with President Lyndon Johnson. A fascinating social history in themselves, the selection of material reveals something of the personality of the man behind it, and it was these scrapbooks which initially sparked my interest in Norman Lesser.

However, the scrapbooks are not just a social history. They also preserve significant original material not found elsewhere: his pastoral letters, some sermons, various articles for different readerships, and personal information about his early life. Official church records give us the bare bones of his work and achievements, but it is these scrapbooks that put the meat on those bones. While the accuracy of the many newspaper clippings included could be questioned, Lesser himself clearly read them, sometimes commenting or correcting with his red pencil, so we can assume that if he has not done this, he himself was satisfied with them.

Other Diocesan and Provincial archival material, along with personal memories, have contributed to form a picture of a man of many parts: preacher, pastor, and liturgist; wordsmith and story-teller; sportsman, miniaturist and humorist. Above all he was a man of faith who was passionate about communicating that faith.

It is impossible to read through this volume of material without recognising his huge contribution to the life of the Waiapu diocese over his long episcopate. What he certainly gave the Diocese was stability, huge amounts of energy and dedication, and high-quality pastoral care. He was a greatly loved Bishop, remembered still by many, and there are undoubtedly hundreds more stories to be told.

In every biography it is the sense of the person, rather than what he or she did, that is both the most interesting but also the most elusive to capture. Hopefully this book is not just a testimony to the impressive work of Norman Lesser but also offers an occasional glimpse into the character of the ‘likely lad’ from Liverpool who became the Archbishop of New Zealand.
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Chapter 1: England
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Albert Lesser Senior, son Albert aged c. 20, Norman c. 8 – c.1910

“The house in which I was born was one of a long row, standing straight on to the street and backed by a small red-tiled yard which looked on to a shippon. A shippon was a cow house, and right in the midst of the city was this shippon in which cows were kept in strictly supervised conditions and provided milk for the local inhabitants.”1

So begins Norman Lesser’s own account of his early years in Liverpool. The shippon and the cows close by were not responsible, he hastens to add, for the diphtheria which nearly killed him at the age of three. “I was one of the few in the locality to survive,” he writes, although the life-saving treatment of the time – a huge needle delivering copious amounts of anti-toxin three times a day – left him with a lasting horror of injections.

The third child of Albert and Eleanor Elisabeth Lesser (née Jones) he was six years younger than sister Ruby and twelve years younger than brother Albert. They were a devout Anglican family: Albert Lesser senior would have liked to enter the Church, but in his day there had been “no opportunities for assistance such as prevail now,” so he served instead as a highly-committed layman, being secretary of the vestry and superintendent of a Sunday School of over 1,500, all the while maintaining his ordinary working week at the head Post Office in Liverpool. Norman’s mother was also “deeply religious, had a lovely voice (she was from Wales) and an infectious laugh.”2 Perhaps it was from her that Norman inherited his remarkable speaking voice, which was to prove so useful in his preaching. It was a faith-filled household, and no doubt there was much prayer during the diphtheria attack. There was also much laughter as the family shared enjoyment of a good joke and the sharp-witted exchange, a family trait which Norman kept very much alive in his own family.

When Norman was three, they moved to Anfield, a new suburb on the edge of town, “where we took the bold step of renting one of the houses for 10 shillings a week, which stretched our limited resources considerably, in spite of the fact that my father held a responsible position in the head Post Office.”3 15 Sunbury Road, their new home, was a terrace house directly opposite their family church of St Simon and St Jude,4 and Ruby lived there until her death.
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Norman Lesser’s father Albert outside their home at 15 Sunbury Road, Anfield c. 1900

 

The Lessers’ move to this new suburb was expressive of the new spirit of the time. Liverpool would have had its fair share of the social problems of the 19th Century brought about in part by rapid industrialisation and consequent urban growth. Lack of education, poor health services, overcrowding leading to illness (cholera hit Britain for the first time in the 1840s), exploitation of workers and a harsh penal code made life miserable for many. Norman’s own father remembered as a young boy walking twelve miles six days a week to deliver newspapers for a pittance.5 

But by the end of the century, legislative reforms in education and working conditions, arising, at least in part, from the Christian convictions of people such as Shaftesbury and Wilberforce, had done much to improve the ordinary person’s life, and there was a sense of triumphant Britain, both at home and abroad. In 1902, the year of Norman’s birth, Liverpool was aware of its contribution to that sense of triumph. It had grown in a hundred years from 78,000 to a city of 685,000 with a population more diverse than was generally found in Britain, and it boasted the largest port in the world.

Church as well as State had undergone reforms during the same period. Changes were made in the training and appointing of clergy, though it was still generally assumed that they would have a middle-class background and a private income of some kind, putting ordination out of reach of people like Norman Lesser’s father. But Church leaders were aware of the need to relate more effectively to the alienated Alfred Dolittles of the working class and made efforts to reach out to them with the establishment of organisations such as Wilson Carlisle’s Church Army in 1882.

It was also a period of the highly popular ‘revival’ meetings, when visiting preachers like Moody and Sankey would call for individual conversions in a powerful and effective way, leading many well-qualified men and women to exchange the comforts of Britain for the rigours of the mission field overseas. As a lad growing up in Liverpool, young Norman Lesser would undoubtedly have had such individuals held up to him as an example of a worthwhile Christian life, and while the late 19th century brought new challenges to faith from scientists like Darwin, religion, especially in the form of the very visible Church of England, remained an accepted part of everyday life.

“By the end of the century, no-one could possibly accuse the church of irrelevance, indifference or ineffectuality. It had not solved all the problems that beset it at the beginning of the era, but it had adapted, been re-vitalized, and had managed to give a lead in many crucial areas.”6

This then was the kind of church and social milieu into which Norman Lesser was born.

The Lesser children attended the local Council schools which they found ‘very good.’ Norman’s school, a new one, even boasted an indoor heated swimming pool. Parents had to pay one penny a week for the Infant school, two pence for the middle school, and three pence for the ‘big boys.’ He then went on to Liverpool Collegiate School, “which, until I joined it, had an enviable reputation for scholarship,”7 a typically self-deprecatory witticism. It was indeed a very good school and still maintains a proud tradition. Here he captained the cricket team and gained a ‘colour’ for football.8 Lesser himself writes dryly about his time at this school:

“I was extremely fond of soccer and cricket, and they let me play quite often: we also did lessons.”

[image: ]
Norman Lesser as wicket keeper c. 1920

Many years later when he returned to Liverpool during the 1968 Lambeth Conference a local newspaper columnist9 recalled his football playing in the 1920s, describing him as “a very keen sportsman who also played tennis for the Liverpool Collegiate team in addition to his footballing activities,” so he was obviously good at any sport he took up. The same couldn’t be said for all his school subjects, however, and in later life he enjoyed the irony of not having done well in Divinity and Woodwork, “as one became my life’s work and the other my chief hobby!”10

But it was his membership of the church choir of St Simon and St Jude at the age of eight that was to prove a vital turning-point in his life. The vicar at the time, John Rosbotham, clearly saw the potential of young Norman, writing fondly of him years later, “We knew him so well as a St Simon’s and St Jude’s boy, a keen member of the choir and the Sunday School with such a happy outlook on life.” Rosbotham organised a scholarship for Norman to his own old Cambridge college, Fitzwilliam Hall,11 where Norman completed a BA in Geography and History in 1923 – while also playing his favourite sports – followed by the award of an MA in 1927.12

Naturally, and perhaps inevitably, his “glorious Lancashire accent… was badly mutilated at Cambridge” but traces must have remained as someone many years later remarked that they loved to hear ‘the twang!’13

After graduation he studied theology at Ridley Hall, established in 1881 to offer “supplementary theological instruction in conformity with the doctrines of the Protestant Reformed Church to graduate candidates for ordination and to afford them economical residence.” It maintains today the traditions and values of the Evangelical branch of the Church of England, and according to its website, stands for “the authority of Scripture, the need for personal faith, the uniqueness of Christ and the free gift of eternal life to humankind only through Christ’s death on the Cross.”

The education Lesser received at these institutions was critical to his future, as his vicar John Rosbotham had foreseen, and Lesser never ceased to be grateful to him for his influence and support.
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Norman Lesser the student

Although the loved and respected Bishop Chavasse of Liverpool had accepted Norman Lesser for ordination,14 he retired before the appointed time so Norman was made a deacon in Liverpool Cathedral in 1925 by the then Bishop of Liverpool, 
Dr A.A. David and a year later on 4 July 1926, was ordained priest. The family saved hard to buy him a Home Communion set15 as a gift to mark the occasion, and their pride, especially that of his father, can be imagined, but sadly his mother had not lived to see this significant day in the life of her son.

Following ordination Lesser was sent to his home parish of St Simon and St Jude, which might have seemed a rather daunting prospect, but the vicar was his old mentor John Rosbotham, who had been instrumental in getting Norman the scholarship to Cambridge. Later Lesser was to write regarding this man, “The first curacy a man serves is most important and I have been constantly grateful that I had the privilege of serving mine under the Reverend John Rosbotham, who was instrumental in my being ordained at all.”16 It was also in this parish that the young curate, who in earlier days had been a rather haphazard Scout, had his first encounter with the Boys’ Brigade, becoming an officer and then Chaplain to the group. The Liverpool 10th Brigade seems to have been a strong and lively organisation17 and Lesser continued to support the movement in New Zealand, becoming Vice-Patron.

His curacy in this parish lasted just a year, and when the vicar left to become chaplain to the largest mental hospital in England, Norman was moved to a curacy at Holy Trinity, Formby. Typically, he observes that “some friends suggested that the vicar would have had good experience from my being his curate.”

Holy Trinity Formby was a relatively new parish, established in 1889 to cater for the growing Liverpool population. Under its first curate-in-charge, John Brooke Richardson, it grew rapidly and by the time Norman Lesser was appointed, it was well equipped with a good organ, a strong choir, adequate buildings and a school attached. He was there for three years, boarding privately with a family, with the Rev Canon Colin Dawson as his Vicar. Whether there is any connection between this priest and Norman Lesser’s friend Ralph Dawson, also a priest, is not certain, but it does seem likely.
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Norman Lesser c. 1928

One story from this period tells of how the lights failed during a service of Evensong. The curate was equal to the occasion and promptly began the prayer beginning, “Lighten our darkness we beseech Thee O Lord,” which brought the service to a premature end.18 There is no record of how the prayer was answered!

Almost forty years later Lesser re-visited this parish during the 1968 Lambeth Conference, spending a day there to watch a children’s pageant depicting the Anglican church in New Zealand.19

His next move as ‘Bishop’s Pioneer’ was to Norris Green in February 1929. A new suburb of Liverpool, not very far from his home in Anfield, it was a huge housing estate with a population of 30,000, designated as a Mission District within the parish of Emmanuel, Fazerkerley. The worship centre was an old army hut, affectionately called the ‘Mission Hut,’ dedicated in 1927. It seated only about 100 and Lesser describes how the men of the parish would carry chairs for the women to sit on inside the Hut, while standing outside themselves. About 15 homes were used for Sunday Schools and weekday Communions and it “was a moving experience to see how rooms had been prepared so that an altar, complete with flowers, could be set up.”

The new development had previously been cared for by a popular lay-reader who had obviously worked hard among the people, visiting 2,000 homes and getting together a large band of volunteers for various tasks. However, Lesser was the first ordained person appointed. He left there barely a year later but by then they had a ‘fine new memorial Hall’ the Chavasse Memorial Hall, opened in October 1929, followed by a smaller hall, naturally called the Lesser Hall!20

Later a ‘proper’ church was built, and in a 1948 history of this Mission District, parishioner J.H. Harrison writes glowingly of Norman Lesser, describing his rise to the episcopacy as “a startlingly rapid advance in the oversight of the church” which is attributed to “his superlative qualities of leadership.” In this mission district he had “boundless enthusiasm for his new task”, and

“tireless energy which enabled him to get through an extraordinary amount of routine visiting of houses, hospitals, schools, youth clubs, and still left him time to carry through all the necessary work in the Mission Church, and occasionally to visit the Cathedral where he was a frequent preacher and helper.”

He took a hymn practice for 30 minutes before the evening service to teach new hymns, wrote services for special occasions and compiled whole books of services for Girl Guides and the Sunday School, and according to this parishioner “was equally at home at social gatherings and picnics as in the pulpit; children idolized him, and young people accepted him on the strength of his being something of an athlete and a good footballer… Everything he touched he enriched, everyone he met became his friend, even though not a few were also his critics.” The praise continues: “Apart from all these things, however, Mr Lesser possessed extraordinary charm felt by everyone who came into contact with him. This was not just the charm of a smile. It was the personality of the man, which seemed to say, ‘You are just the person I want to speak to; will you do this for me; I shall be eternally grateful.’” He was also “a brilliant scholar and an eloquent preacher” with “views on the whole, very modern, sometimes disconcertingly so. He was unconventional to a degree. He was always happy in trying out new ideas,” one of which was a monthly parish leaflet, the size of an ordinary newspaper, delivered free to 2,000 households, carrying such memorable headlines as, “Norris Green or Norris Glum?”21

One of the ‘unconventional’ actions referred to above may well have been to invite a woman, Mrs Dwelly, wife of the Dean of the Cathedral, to be the guest preacher on more than one occasion. Other more conventional invitations to preach went to John Rosbotham, Lesser’s old vicar and the ‘donor of our piano’, and Charles E. Raven, a noted Cambridge Professor of Divinity who had links with Liverpool Cathedral.22 Lesser’s friend Ralph Dawson, another visiting preacher, appears in Harrison’s recollections, gratefully remembered for his generosity in slipping several large coins into the collection plate at the Easter service, thereby relieving the anxiety of the parishioners who felt the offering, traditionally made to the vicar, was rather meagre.

At the end of October 1929, the Hut was closed, as by then the Chavasse Memorial Hall had been built. At the last service in the Hut, Lesser urged his hearers “to always keep the idea of pioneering fresh in our minds… never to be afraid to try new ideas and new approaches to old problems and difficulties.” He also gave them a motto remembered by Harrison and used more than once by Lesser himself in later years; “Hats off to the Past! Coats off to the Future!”23

It was during this busy Norris Green year that Lesser had his first contact with Baden-Powell, whose funeral he was to take in Kenya years later. A Jamboree attended by 30,000 scouts was being held in Arrowe Park in August 1929 to celebrate 21 years of scouting, and Dean Dwelly sent Lesser to discuss the associated celebratory Cathedral service with the great man. Torrential rain had turned the park into a quagmire and Lesser recalls ploughing his way through the mud to meet him. More than a decade later, when planning for Baden-Powell’s funeral, Lesser was able to include the same Bible reading and blessing as those used at this Jamboree service.24

Norman Lesser was at Norris Green for only one year, but perhaps one of the consistent marks of his ministry – the care of the individual parishioner – can be found in the following account:

“Every house was visited weekly by a large team of church members, and greetings were extended by our people to all who celebrated anniversaries. One man said to me, ‘Your people came round this week to wish my wife and me well on our wedding anniversary. My wife said, “It is coming to something when the church remembers, and you forget!” Do you think you could remind me next year in good time?’”25

In January 1930 Lesser was appointed to Liverpool Cathedral as Chaplain and Precentor, a very convenient move for him as he had become engaged on Christmas Day 1929 to Beatrice (Dorothy Beatrice Anne in full) Barnes, who worked as a secretary for Dean Dwelly at the Cathedral. Beatrice was the eldest daughter of a Yorkshire couple. Her father owned and worked in a shirt factory in Manchester before moving to Southport. Norman met her through his friend, Ralph Dawson, the curate at Southport, who knew Beatrice and her family and asked if he could bring a friend to join in a tennis game at their home.26
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Wedding Party of Norman and Beatrice Lesser 12 July 1930

In July 1930 they were married in the Cathedral by the Archbishop of Melbourne who had been Sub-dean and Canon at Liverpool Cathedral, and for whom Beatrice had worked before his election to Melbourne.27 The Archbishop would have come to Liverpool for the Jubilee of the Diocese of Liverpool, attended by bishops from all around the world, and the wedding ceremony on 12 July seems to have been fitted in between preparations for the very grand and elaborate service of Jubilee the next day.28

Their marriage was a true partnership: Beatrice’s loving support and care enabled her husband to fulfil his demanding vocation; she willingly and competently accepted responsibilities that came her way, such as leadership in the women’s organisations of the church, and her hospitality was legendary.

During his year at Liverpool Cathedral Lesser had some contact with the Poet Laureate John Masefield, who had close connections with both Liverpool and its Cathedral. In his account29 of the building of his own Cathedral Lesser writes, “It had been my privilege to meet the Poet Laureate Mr John Masefield at Liverpool Cathedral when he wrote a Ballad of the Sea 30 and Martin Shaw, who was the pianist for the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra supplemented the great Liverpool Cathedral Organ…” It was this encounter in 1930 which prompted Lesser many years later when building his Cathedral in Napier to ask Masefield “if he could find time and was willing to write a hymn for the Laying of the Foundation Stone of the Cathedral.”

Lesser’s stay at Liverpool Cathedral was brief and remarkably little record of it exists, but the place embedded itself in his heart, and he often referred to it in later years, especially when his own Cathedral in Napier was being planned. The building of the Cathedral would have been the talk of Liverpool as he was growing up: it was a monumental undertaking – one of the biggest in the world – and everyone respected and loved the saintly Bishop Chavasse who had committed himself to the lengthy project. In addition, the Dean of the time had won a national reputation as a liturgist and the Cathedral was well-known for its innovative and relevant services under his leadership.31 Dean Dwelly would have been a great mentor for Norman Lesser, who as Chaplain and Precentor was involved with formulating special services, an activity he continued to enjoy throughout his working life. The impressive three-volume collection of services, almost all from this Cathedral, which Lesser carried around the world with him, is testimony both to his interest in liturgy and the deep affection he had for this magnificent place of worship.32

After a year at the Cathedral, Norman was appointed to the parish of St John the Evangelist in Barrow-in-Furness, where in 1933 their daughter Elisabeth was born. The vicar of the parish served also as honorary chaplain to the shipyard of Vickers Armstrong Ltd, so Norman became acquainted with the local philanthropist Sir Charles Craven, Managing Director of the firm, “and a very good friend and Benefactor (sic) of St John’s.”33

This parish of about 10,000 people in 90 acres of housing was hit hard by the Depression with 90% of the workforce unemployed, so the vicar quickly set up a Men’s Club to cater for these men and established a Poor Fund.34 The poverty was such that the Christmas tree – which had somehow been obtained – was decorated with scrubbing brushes and other household items instead of tinsel, and women who had nothing to give but their labour would offer to clean up the church hall.35 It is perhaps not surprising that the curate of this impoverished parish later stood for the Sheffield City Council elections on a Communist platform,“the first time a clergyman has been endorsed as a Communist candidate for the City Council,” notes the report. “My curate at Barrow-in-Furness!” in Lesser’s hand is scribbled alongside the cutting.36

The lack of money for any teaching resources for the Sunday School meant that the vicar had to make his own. His main material in those days was matchsticks, and as he was a chain smoker, there were always plenty around! So, from necessity Norman Lesser began his lifelong hobby of creating amazing miniatures, an activity which demanded so much concentration that he could forget any problems, ecclesiastical or otherwise, as he worked.37

The people of this parish had the toughness of spirit which proverbially helped Britain survive the war, and although the Lessers left Barrow-in-Furness before the war started, they were told a story which illustrates that spirit. Enemy bombs were falling fast, and the man of the house was anxious to get out and into the safety of the bomb shelter, but his wife was moving very slowly. When told to hurry up, she wailed, “I can’t find me teeth!” to which the husband replied, “It’s bombs they’re droppin’, not bloomin’ ham sandwiches!” Lesser concludes, “It is impossible to speak too highly of these people.”38

They certainly showed courage and strength of purpose in building a new church in those hard years. The parish had been working towards a new building to replace a ‘temporary’ wooden church from about 1910, and in 1934 under Norman Lesser’s leadership, “they had by their own efforts accumulated the sum of £3,800.” The Diocese contributed the remainder; benefactor Sir Charles Craven laid the foundation stone in December 1934, and the church, seating 500 and filled every Sunday evening according to Lesser, was consecrated in September 1935.39 In an interesting parallel to the building of Waiapu Cathedral years later, it replaced a temporary wooden building and was one of the early concrete churches.40 Today, the building still seems surprisingly modern, being light and having a sense of space, with wide Byzantine-style arches separating the main body from the side areas.

Thirty years after leaving this parish he returned to preach at two Sunday services while in England for the 1968 Lambeth Conference.41

Today, Barrow Island is still closely settled with thousands living in huge blocks of flats. The shipbuilding industry, now history, is recorded in an interesting museum at the former docks, but the church is still there and active. Instead of ships, they now build nuclear-powered submarines and receive Japanese nuclear waste to be sent on for burial at Sellafield, according to the local vicar.
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St John the Evangelist Church, Barrow-in-Furness 2011

The experiences gathered from working in these different English parishes, together with the foundation of his own early home life in Liverpool, were crucial to Lesser’s understanding of himself. He was proud of what might be called his ‘humble origins,’42 often describing himself as an ‘ordinary’ person, who could therefore easily mix with ‘ordinary’ people.43 Liverpool remained his turangawaewae and links with this part of the ‘Old Country’ were especially valued.

His home parish of St Simon and St Jude naturally remained dear to him through his family connections, his professional ties, and the mutual respect the vicar, John Rosbotham, and he continued to have for each other. Writing in a 1956 parish magazine celebrating the parish’s 60th birthday “J.R.” after recalling the “choirboy with such a happy outlook on life,” writes of the adult curate:

“A more loyal and hardworking colleague one could not have wished for. It was a joy and privilege to be his vicar. He developed a striking gift for preaching and his leadership of young people was early evidenced… and he exerted such a wonderful influence for good on the young life of the parish.”44

He goes on to outline Lesser’s later career, noting the ‘building of the new and beautiful Church of St John’ in Barrow-in-Furness and his experiences in Kenya, “when happily conditions out there were more settled then than they have been in recent years, in religious Broadcasting, in administration, in Missionary activity and work among his Majesty’s forces, all of which proved an invaluable training for the future.”

Lesser returned the respect, making Rosbotham his Commissary in one of his first acts as Bishop, and later describing the vicar who had been so influential on him as

“a young and virile man who never spared himself. He had great vision and was never content until that vision of God’s purpose for the parish had been translated into action. Young people were automatically inclined to him and the Sunday school of hundreds of children told its own story of the persuasive charm of the vicar’s manner.”45
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Beatrice, Elisabeth and Norman Lesser c. 1934

Obviously, this parish having nourished his early years was proud of his ‘success’ and followed his career with interest. During his 1963 visit to England, gossipy snippets about him featured in the parish magazine, the first of which begins: ‘When a choirboy of this church needs to be remonstrated (with) for carving his initials on the pew… it is not the background that gives promising material for such a youngster to rise to heights in the profession of the Ministry. Yet Norman Lesser, for such he was, in the hands of the Almighty Potter, was made to become the Archbishop of New Zealand.’ A second little story tells how the Archbishop, unrecognized by the shop assistant, dozed in a chair, while his wife was choosing a coat. The assistant could not be blamed ‘as the Archbishop of New Zealand was in mufti.’46

The Mission District of Norris Green was also significant for him as his first experience of being in sole charge, although he does not seem to have returned to the area during later visits to England. However, links were maintained through food parcels sent from a Waiapu parish for some years after the war47 and a letter of thanks from their vicar to the donor parish says inter alia, “We rejoice in our links with the church in New Zealand through Bishop Lesser who did such excellent work in the pioneer days of this parish.”48 When it celebrated its 25th anniversary in May 1952 the programme for the week’s events was sent to Lesser49 along with historical articles from the parish magazines. Lesser’s motto is again quoted: “When the Bishop of Waiapu (The Rt Rev N A Lesser) was appointed curate-in-charge of the District in 1929 he gave the people of Christ Church a motto which we may well make our own at this time as we set out upon the next 25 years: ‘Hats off to the Past: Coats off to the Future!’”50

Liverpool Cathedral was a third touchstone for him, although he had worked there for only a year. It remained for him the standard for all other cathedrals and invitations to preach there in both 1963 and 1968 were welcomed and treasured.51 He makes frequent references to it: the leaflet appealing for funds for the re-building of the Waiapu Cathedral opens with a lengthy reference to Liverpool Cathedral, and his contributions to discussions on furnishings for his new cathedral also reveal the influence of this mighty building. He wanted the windows to come from Whitefriars as they had for Liverpool;52 when the design of the font was under discussion the Bishop showed the subcommittee photos of fonts in English cathedrals, “and it was finally agreed that something on the lines of the font in Liverpool Cathedral would be suitable;”53 and when problems were being experienced in communication between the organist at the console and the priest in another part of the building the Bishop described “a satisfactory system installed in Liverpool Cathedral.”54

A final and very tangible link with Liverpool Cathedral exists with the block of gold and red sandstone on which was carved the cross of consecration for his New Zealand Cathedral. Under the headline “Link with Liverpool in Consecration Act” an article in the Daily Telegraph explains the connection: “The archbishop will acknowledge a link with his home city of Liverpool as he performs the act of Consecration at the Waiapu cathedral tomorrow. He will trace a cross of consecration which has been carved in a block of gold and red sandstone from Liverpool cathedral.”55 In his own account of the building of the Cathedral, Lesser writes that the “stone had special significance to me as I had had the privilege of serving from the Cathedral designed by Sir Giles Scott.”56

It could be argued that to the end of his life, Lesser remained ‘a lad from Liverpool’ and an Englishman. The threads that bound him to the past and the ‘Old Country’ were strong. One of his last acts as Bishop was to dedicate another stone cross in the Cathedral during the 1970 Synod, this time from Canterbury Cathedral, which Lesser had requested from the Archbishop of Canterbury “as a reminder of the stump from which we grew.”57 He listed for Synod members the other reminders: “along with the cross of nails from my old friend Dick Howard of Coventry, and the cross of consecration in the north wall of the sanctuary carved in stone from Sir Giles Gilbert Scott, the architect of Liverpool cathedral, and the Holy Bible presented and inscribed by Her Majesty the Queen we have many associations which we value highly.”58 According to his own account of the building of the Cathedral, the Bible came as a result of a conversation with the Queen when he had reminded her of her parents’ gift of a Bible to the Cathedral in Nairobi during his time there. A little later he “was thrilled beyond words” to learn through the Governor-General that the Queen would like to present a Bible to Waiapu Cathedral.59

More adaptable than many, and more anxious than most to fit in to his new life in the “glorious country of New Zealand,”60 he was yet unmistakeably English, as many people recall. The frequent allusions to the ‘Old Country,’ the stories and jokes often referencing stereotypes of English literature and life, though admittedly still familiar enough at the time to resonate with his audience; a sense of ‘class’ even as he rejected its implications; ingrained respect for people of significance, even while valuing ‘ordinary’ people; the love of tradition and Royalty; the acceptance of the strange Bishop’s gaiters and cutaway-coat, all marked him as someone not ‘from here.’ Although most of the other New Zealand Bishops at the time were not ‘from here,’ Waiapu had a different history. All its previous bishops had either been born here, like the two from the Williams family, or had held a position in New Zealand before their election.

Altogether it is difficult to overestimate the importance of Norman Lesser’s beginnings. The strong influence of his first vicar; the example of Dean Dwelly who shared to a surprising degree a background similar to Lesser’s; the model of the saintly Bishop Chavasse, who though an Evangelical was largely responsible for building Liverpool cathedral – ‘a visible witness to God in the midst of a great city’ – all demonstrated to him what Christian ministry was about. All were imbued with the special brand of the Evangelical tradition of the Church of England with its emphasis on the need for a personal knowledge of Christ and its belief in the power of the Gospel to change the world for the better. Their theological values and ways of being underpinned all that followed, even as he adapted to life and work in a faraway country.
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Chapter 2: Kenya

After fourteen formative years of ministry in his home country, Lesser was appointed Rector and Sub-Dean, later Provost, of Nairobi’s Cathedral Church in faraway Kenya. The confusing proliferation of titles seems to have arisen because the Bishop himself chose to act as Dean or Provost of the Cathedral for the first few years following Lesser’s appointment. 

The Lessers sold everything except personal belongings and set sail in the Dunluce Castle for a six-week voyage to a very different place from anything they had known. The voyage in first class was pleasant enough, though Norman, who had been requested to act as chaplain, “spent a good deal of my time outside the first-class limits and enjoyed them immensely, making some very good friends.”1

Choosing to work in Kenya was an adventurous step, but not necessarily a ‘missionary’ activity in the 19th century sense, although Lesser’s name, along with that of Bishop Caulton, was annually listed under the Liverpool Diocesan Missionary Council as “members of the Diocese serving overseas,” at least until 1965.2 However, his job was primarily to act as chaplain to the white settlers not just in Nairobi, but throughout the entire colony, and the Cathedral congregation was predominantly European, however much he would have liked a broader representation of the population.

The family expected to have a furlough back home within three years, but the outbreak of war prevented that and the Lessers did not leave Kenya for seven and a half years. Communication with home was limited to aerogrammes, with telegrams, always dreaded, in emergencies.

Their arrival set the pace for what was to be a very busy life. After landing at the port of Mombasa on a Saturday afternoon, they travelled overnight by train to Nairobi arriving at 9 a.m. on Sunday morning, to be told that the new arrival was to be instituted as Sub-Dean and Canon of the Cathedral at 10 a.m.!3 A further surprise came during that service when he learned from the notices being read that he was to broadcast that evening at Evensong. “The afternoon was spent in preparation,” he comments dryly.

The Cathedral to which he had been called was the second cathedral in the Diocese of Mombasa, a situation later described by Bishop Lesser as “unique in the Anglican Communion.”4 It arose because although there was already the Memorial Cathedral in Mombasa, built at the end of the 19th century, Mombasa was nearly 500 kilometres – and many hours travel – from Nairobi, so the European settlers there raised money for a permanent church, All Saints, which in 1924 became known as the Cathedral of the Highlands.5
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Norman Lesser and daughter Elisabeth, on ship to Kenya 1939

In 1939, the time of Lesser’s arrival, Nairobi’s population of about 61,300, (which was to double during the war from the influx of troops), was a mix of Africans, Indians and Seychelles Islanders, with Europeans very much in the minority. This would have been a new experience for the Lessers but despite not knowing a single person in Kenya when they arrived, they “soon had many friends, African, Asian and European.” 

Unlike South Africa, there was no legal separation of the races, but considerable disadvantage existed among the African people. The Provost was keenly aware of their situation and as an Alderman tried to influence the policy-makers of the City. Every week he would tour the poorer suburbs of Nairobi and every Sunday evening he preached about the conditions in which people were living, describing eight people sleeping in one room, four in a bed, taking it in turns. As these sermons were broadcast, awareness of African hardship increased and some improvement occurred.6 It may have been this sort of social commentary that earned him some angry anonymous letters and caused him to remark later, “I spent considerable time over my broadcast sermons and they did not please everybody by any means.”7

There was certainly no racial segregation at the Cathedral where everyone was welcome, so at the 8 a.m. service you could see the Governor kneeling at the altar rail alongside his African driver, and his wife alongside Seychelles and African women.8 The congregation, however, was largely European, although the Provost made efforts to increase the participation of Africans in the Cathedral Chapter.9

It was still colonial times in 1939 with the accompanying expectations of an expatriate life-style. The Provost joined the Club, was made an honorary member of Rotary, and an Alderman on the Municipal Council, but the family had the minimal number of servants – a cook, a ‘house-boy’ and a gardener, “who were exceedingly well-treated,”10 and Mrs Lesser did not have an ayah for Elisabeth, preferring to do the child-care herself. There were pockets of high class suburbs and private schools, and Elisabeth attended one of these at first, before moving to the government primary school and later Kenya Girls’ High School, where most of the pupils were from expatriate families. Staffed with Cambridge and Oxford dons, it had an excellent standard of teaching, and reputedly nobody had ever failed the Oxford and Cambridge Entrance exams.11

Educational standards for Africans, however, were low. Lesser writes, “There were many Africans of exceptional potential but regrettably there were insufficient opportunities for their gifts to be developed. A man with whom I had been at Cambridge had the oversight of over one hundred African schools, and he was deeply disturbed by the microscopic proportion of future potential leaders who could be assimilated in the educational system at that time.”12
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Norman Lesser in Provost’s dress in Kenya 1940s

Life for the Provost was very busy. The Cathedral, with a fine organ and choir, mainly European, provided an average of 650 services a year; it also offered an active Sunday School, and had a Children’s Corner, with books and models, (made by the Provost, of course!) to illustrate the life and times of Christ. Moreover, the Cathedral served not only Nairobi but was also a centre of worship for the entire expatriate English community scattered throughout the country. The Provost’s broadcasts – up to five services every week including Evensong, an Epilogue at 9 p.m. on Sunday evenings, and a mid-week service from a studio – were no doubt welcomed by these isolated members of his parish, as indeed they were by many others in nearby countries. Reflecting a few years later on his experience in Kenya, Lesser praises the work of the European chaplains, “who have, like the missionaries done a magnificent job, often with huge districts to cover. My present Diocese is 15,000 square miles; in Kenya my parish was technically 20,000 square miles.”

Besides this extremely full parish life, he visited three hospitals, acted as Chaplain to a prison with about 1000 inmates, taught at three schools five miles apart, visited three nursing homes and did the usual home visiting expected of clergy. But a major commitment for both the Lessers was to provide some care of the troops. With the help of the Presbyterian minister, the Rev. Robert Howison, a ‘Forces’ Forum’ discussion group was held every Monday night and efforts were also made to provide some social life for the men. “We tried to make our home a home for any of the troops who cared to use it,”13 he writes, and the extent of their hospitality is further suggested in a farewell article in the Mombasa Times, reporting that “Mrs Lesser has had an average of 1400 callers a year through her house.”14

War brought some privations of course, including petrol-rationing. Sometimes the only outing for the Provost’s family was a trip to the cemetery with him if the funeral happened to be at a suitable time! He himself tells the story of being refused extra petrol by a clerk, after he had taken an ‘undue’ number of funerals and had more to come. “The clerk refused my request and so I asked the clerk to present my compliments to the Controller and to advise him that there were three funerals awaiting attention, and as I could not drive to the cemetery, perhaps he would be kind enough to discharge the responsibility.”15 He got the petrol.

Such restrictions made life difficult, but there was little real threat to their safety. The proximity of Kenya to Abyssinia and the Italians was the main cause of concern, but there was a general consensus that the mountains would keep the enemy at bay, as although enemy planes might manage to get to Kenya, they would not be able to carry the fuel needed to return to their base! Ironically, the only damage sustained in Nairobi came from a victory salvo of anti-aircraft guns which shook the Cathedral tower, and broke its windows, giving the troops the unexpected job of erecting shelter to protect worshippers from possible falling glass at the impending thanksgiving service.16

A particularly memorable event, recorded fully in Lesser’s incomplete memoir, occurred in January 1941, when he “was asked by the Chief Secretary, Mr G.M. Rennie, a highly efficient executive, to confidentially prepare arrangements for the funeral of Baden-Powell, who was critically ill.”17 ‘B.P.’ lived at Nyeri, some distance from Nairobi, and no-one knew whether the funeral service would be at his home there, or in the Cathedral at Nairobi, or near his birthplace in England or indeed in Westminster Abbey, so with typical thoroughness, the Sub-Dean prepared “a complete set of arrangements for every possibility and submitted them to Mr Rennie.” 

In the end ‘B.P.’ was buried at his home in Nyeri, a long journey from Nairobi which Lesser remembers for the great heat and dust, adding to the difficulty of keeping the wreaths alive. 

As the Chief World Scout, full military honours were awarded ‘B.P.’ and every available cleric and VIP seems to have been present, along with 50 Boy Scouts. Lesser made a point of using the reading and blessing from the 1929 Scouting service held in Liverpool Cathedral, which was fortunately included in the collection of services he had made from the Cathedral while working there.

Life in Kenya was colourful and at times adventurous, providing a great fund of stories, some second-hand, others relating to close personal encounters with dangerous wild life or memorable characters, from the gamekeeper mauled by a lion to the Governor of Kenya who confided that he attended worship at the Cathedral not merely because he represented the crown, but because, “I know full well that I could not discharge my office and do my work unless I did.” There is the story of a tiny baby baptised in an incubator with the name Faith whose survival seemed a miracle, and another whose mother admitted she had made “a little mistake” and would the Rector please christen it! 

These enriching real-life experiences were well-mined for later sermons and addresses, but other stories in the memoir about cannibalism and missionaries, mothers-in-law and lions, and jumping pygmies, are no longer considered quite so apt, even if they raise an involuntary laugh. However, they are certainly further testimony to Lesser’s enjoyment of humour and a good story.

Work as a chaplain in the prison also provided more rich material for the story-teller, like the time a triple-murderer surprised him by asking for a Prayer Book with rice paper leaves. Why rice paper, he wondered, and found out later from the Superintendent that the leaves of the Prayer Book were intended for use as cigarette papers! However, the humorous stories he tells of his experiences do not negate his genuine desire to help the inmates. He writes: “It was my privilege to be in constant touch with the men and to endeavour to keep their wives and dependants in full knowledge of the welfare of the ‘residents’.” When he was leaving Nairobi, the men “generously decided that they would like to make me a gift” but regulations forbade that. However, “they still wanted to do something as their ‘tribute,’ so they decided they would show me where they kept their hidden store of cigarettes. I would never have dreamed of such a skilful hiding place and their secret will die with me!”
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Norman in tropical dress, Kenya

Apart from Lesser’s personal records, some information has been gleaned about this period from Church archives in Nairobi. It is rather scanty for various reasons, one being that the war limited travel, so meetings were held infrequently. The Provost was a member of the Cathedral Chapter, but it seems to have met only four times in the period 1939-45.18 Apart from Chapter and the Board of Finance, the Provost was on a committee planning celebrations to mark the Centenary in 1944 of the first Church Missionary Society activity in Kenya, and acted as Secretary to the Council of Churches in Nairobi, and was also on a Diocesan committee considering Church Union proposals for Kenya. Sparse though the records are, they do offer some objective insights into the principles and modus operandi of Norman Lesser, and it is interesting to follow these strands in his later work in the Waiapu Diocese.

One such strand is a pragmatic approach to church management: the need for a sound financial basis to enable the Diocese to carry out its mission. As a member of the Board of Finance (which did seem to meet quite often – three times in November 1944 for example) and a Trustee of the Diocese, he was aware of the need to build up funds. As the war seemed to be coming to an end there was talk of a major Diocesan Appeal for funds, and a celebration of the Centenary of the Church Missionary Society’s arrival in 1844 – postponed because of war – seemed a good opportunity to launch such an appeal. A meeting on 23 February 1945 consequently set up the “Endowment and Mission Centenary Fund” which was to be used to support the Bishop, possibly an assistant Bishop and “the extension of the life and work of the Church of the Diocese.” But Lesser also strongly believed that Christian commitment should precede monetary giving: a Minute records that,

“Canon Lesser realised the need for an endowment of the Bishopric,… and funds for Chaplaincy work in the Diocese. He would like to see a spiritual approach made before asking for money and thought that a pastoral letter from the Bishop to be read to Congregations of the Diocese, would help considerably.”19 (Italics mine.)

All his later efforts to raise money in the Waiapu Diocese consistently reflected his belief that if people had personal faith then the financial commitment would follow.

Church building or extension is a second theme in his working life. He had already built two halls in Norris Green, and a church in Barrow-in Furness: in Nairobi he was involved in extending and completing a Cathedral. A definite – and familiar – sense of urgency pervades the discussion on this at a Chapter meeting on 22 November 1945 when he “indicated the plans he had in mind for launching an appeal for funds to complete the building of the Cathedral.” The plans, he said, had the support of His Excellency the Governor. “A service was suggested for a Sunday in January 1946 at which the appeal for a further £2500 would be launched.” Although there was a mere £1700 in hand “the Cathedral Chaplaincy Council was willing to act on behalf of Chapter co-opting such persons as may be necessary for the purpose” and “it was suggested that architects be co-opted at once.”20

As things turned out, this was not a dream that Lesser was destined to fulfil.

Another recurring theme is his support for fairer representation of the indigenous population in church governance. At the Synod of 1944 Lesser proposed five names as representatives of Synod on the Cathedral Chapter; he then went on to refer to “the desire widely expressed to make the Cathedral the centre of worship for all races, and, as a token of this, he trusted that Synod would appoint an African layman as one of its representatives on the Chapter,”21 a proposal that was carried unanimously. This support for indigenous people, particularly for more equitable representation in church governance and fairer treatment of their clergy, continued to be an important feature of his work in his new home of Aotearoa-New Zealand, and the consecration of the first Melanesian Bishops in the Anglican Communion in 1963, and later the first Tongan bishop, would have given him great satisfaction.

The Lessers were enjoying a well-earned furlough in England in 1946 when he was summoned to London to discuss with the Archbishop of Canterbury22 the offer of the Bishopric of Waiapu, New Zealand. The formal offer came in telegrams from the Archbishop of New Zealand, West-Watson, via the Missionary Council – presumably that of Liverpool Diocese, as the Lessers were staying in Southport. It is dated 16 December and is pasted into the very first page of Scrapbook One. It reads:

Dean Lesser 21 Brocklebank Rd Southport, Lancs. Cable forwarded from Missionary Council from Archbishop of New Zealand to you Cable begins Necessary Provincial consent now obtained enable me notify you of your nomination by Waiapu electoral Synod to fill vacant see Stop Diocese office house with annual stipend of 1000 and travelling expenses 200 stop Diocese will also pay reasonable removal expenses to New Zealand. Stop Please cable decision of (sic) possible Archbishop of New Zealand ++ Campbell

The Archbishop of Canterbury offered his support for the move in a telegram dated 21 December, saying “God speed you. Nothing could be better,” and followed up with a letter of good wishes. 

So the Lessers made a return trip to Kenya to pack and leave things in order. This sea voyage was memorable for being crowded – it was the troopship Georgic with 150 men all together below decks, and minimal privacy for the women crowded twenty to a cabin,23 though Lesser later described it as “a lot of fun.”

Back in Kenya, one of the first tasks was to have the Bishop’s ‘gear’ made: the Episcopal Cross, the crook and the ring. The Cross, of pure Kenyan gold, and ring set with a large amethyst, were made by a Kenyan jeweller. The Crook was also made in Kenya but was sent later to him with a friendly message attached: “From one crook to another!”

Farewells were made and many tributes paid. A newspaper report24 covering his farewell says he “took a keen interest in the affairs of the town and it was this that led to his appointment as one of the first Aldermen on the Nairobi Municipal Council.” The same report includes a farewell speech by Deputy-Mayor Woodley broadcast on the eve of the Provost’s departure for New Zealand. He placed Mr Lesser as among the greatest speakers he had ever heard and said that Kenya could ill spare him. He was a “frank and outspoken speaker” with whom not everyone would agree, and tribute was paid to “his many acts of Christian kindness and his complete lack of pretence.” After referring to the broadcasts which were listened to by many who never came to church, Woodley continues:

“It is because Provost Lesser has always seemed to me to typify the broad definition of religion that I, and I believe, many others, have found in him a man to listen to, a man to trust, one to try to follow, and a friend… while a few people had not cared for his more outspoken sermons… the majority had liked and appreciated his frankness and honesty…”

Archdeacon Brocklehurst, back in Napier, received further praise for the Bishop-elect from an unnamed person who wrote, “His
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