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By Cath Heenan 
 

I first met Murray Priest through my work at SkillWise (SPAN Charitable Trust) 
and he quickly became a friend.  A thoroughly likeable gentleman with a quick 
wit and fast and unusual walk, he soon became hard to forget. Murray’s story 
is a remarkable journey of survival: - a young boy who was made a ward of 
the state with the added complication of living with disabilities. This is Murray’s 
story, in his words at 64 years old, as he remembered his life. 
 

I was born in Palmerston North in 1942 and I remember living with my 
Mum, Honorah Ellen Priest, and my sisters Frances and Mary. Years later I 
learnt that I also had a twin brother, Maurice Crawford Priest, who died when 
he was 5 months old. We didn’t know my father but my birth certificate says 
he was Murray Gavin Priest. 
 

It didn’t dawn on me that I had disabilities because I wasn’t told. Mum 
didn’t say anything. The only other time my family talked about disability, was 
when my sister came out from England in 2005, and she filled me in. When I 
went to the doctor, he said ‘you’ve got cerebral palsy’. I don’t know if my 
family were scared to tell me earlier, or if in those days they didn’t talk about 
those things. My mum got sick when I was about 5 or 6 years old and the 
family were split up. I was sent to the boys’ home in Wellington. 

 
When you’re young you don’t notice these things, it’s only later. I was 

too young. You don’t think about where you’re going, you think about planes 
and toy soldiers. My younger friends used to go playing in the pine trees and 
play games and I would go and stay the night with my uncle. I could always 
keep up with my friends because (I was just told the other day), I walk too fast. 
And I remember when I had my fiancé I used to pull her along and it’s very 
hard to break that habit. Pictured below: cute, curly, baby Murray 
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Boys’ home begins 

 
I remember working in the laundry in the Wellington Boys’ home and 

years later at the cigarette factory in Petone. That’s where I started smoking. 
In the boys’ home on Saturdays or Sundays we used to have a rest for 2 
hours. We used to have matrons and parents were allowed to come and visit. 
I remember my uncle came and saw me once – he wanted to see how I was 
doing. 

 
We went for a weekend camp at the Rimatukas and we pitched a tent. 

We pitched ours beside the river and it rained that night.  About 18 boys and 
8 staff’ had to go to higher ground. I counted 300 miles in 3 weeks and I 
always walked like a ‘bull out of a gate’. There was a Girls’ Home and we 
used to say we’re going to play tennis to try to see them. I was scared, but I’d 
go to the door and they’d all say ‘you go away’. But there used to be tunnels 
in those days and we used to go in these tunnels with the girls and we’d get 
caught and get the strap. 

 
Later, I ran away when I found out my mother was sick and she was 

working in Blenheim. I was homesick and I got on a flight from Wellington to 
Blenheim. I got off the flight and there were 2 policemen waiting for me. I was 
locked up for a couple of days. I soon ran away again from the Nae Nae boys’ 
home. That time I walked from the Wellington train station to the airport but I 
missed the flight. The cops took me back to the Boys’ home and let me have 
the siren going. They said ‘don’t do it again!’ Pictured below: Murray with his 
mum 
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Oamaru Boys’ home 
 

Back at the Wellington Boys’ Home, they were going to send me to 
Oamaru. I was under welfare in those days and confused. I was 10 years old 
when I went to the Oamaru Boys home in 1952, two more boys were sent with 
me. I was given a week to settle in. I looked around and was very upset. I was 
crying, I had left Wellington on a boat to Picton and was put on the steam train 
to Oamaru, then two buses. We went to the main building with the junior 
rooms to start learning. Miss Forbes was the Matron. I was crying. 
 

Oamaru was all right. I went to class 2 but I didn’t realise how sick my 
mother was. I did see her in Blenheim when I had run away from the 
Wellington Boys Home and she said; “What are you doing here?” I didn’t want 
to leave her but I had to. At the new home I met two brothers who had 
beautiful voices and used to rock themselves to sleep. We had gardens and 
an orchard below us. My friend would say; “Go down to the orchard and pick 
us some apples” and then we’d say, “We’re not feeling so well”. We’d eaten all 
these apples and had this white medicine and it was awful! 
 

I remember every Monday at 1pm we used to have singing lessons and 
I used to pretend to sing, because my friend would say just open your mouth 
and sing along. There was a plantation and a paddock where we used to go 
to get potatoes. I saw wild flowers and came up with the idea of having a 
garden. 

 
The senior part of the home was where we would start to learn job 

discipline and training. It was very strict and was called Campbell Park. The 
home was made of Oamaru stone and it was very beautiful. We had all these 
nice young housemaids there. Mr McLeod was our headmaster, a very nice, 
Maori gentleman. We had sports day and I tried hockey, ‘rounders’, rugby, 
soccer and cross-country running. I used to cheat. Me and my friend would go 
the day before and sort out the blind spots. In those days I could run but we’d 
pretend to be tired and sit down. 
 

One day I received some bad news. It didn’t hit me that day, so I 
carried on, Pop had died and I was close to him. I remember there were these 
girls and we all had jobs on our hands and knees. We’d scrub floors, learn to 
set the tables and we had to put plates in right place. If we didn’t do it right, we 
had to do it again. One day we had a food fight. I don’t know who started it, 
but Pauline came along and gave me a whack across the face. I had to own 
up.  I’d never seen such a mess. 
 

I was put in isolation for a week and I cried in lock up. Lots of times I 
tried to run away and they’d put me in lock up. One day they put me in the 
kitchen peeling spuds and Pauline used to look after me. She put me on milk 
duty, and I’d say to her. “I’ll meet you under the bridge”. 
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Every Sunday we did gym and I remember landing on my hip badly one 

day and they called the ambulance. I was 6 weeks in hospital but no one 
visited. We had to write letters home. We were all boys, all welfare but they 
didn’t all have disabilities. There were 100-200 boys from all around the 
country. 
 

They gave me a job on a hen farm looking after chickens and getting 
eggs. I liked it, and then I had to pick up stones in the field by hand. I 
remember a baby got lost and we found out it had drowned in a creek. The 
whole community was sad and had searched. Since I was a Catholic I wanted 
to be confirmed and I went to Kurow to Church. I did my schooling there and I 
remember a fire in the class. They never found out who did it but the school 
was like an army. You went there to learn and there was no nonsense. At the 
home you were only allowed to stay until you were 19 years then you had to 
go. I didn’t want to go, I enjoyed the lifestyle but I had no choice. 
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Back to Wellington 

 
I was sent back to Wellington to the same boys’ home for couple of 

days. Then they sent me down to the Marlborough Sounds, to a woman with a 
big family. Her daughters boarded at a girls’ school in Nelson and when they 
did come home they were rat bags. 
 

My job was to take out lunch, round up sheep and cut foxgloves. One 
day I had lunch and I tried to break my toe so could go to hospital. It didn’t 
work. Every day I’d get the mail and I loved that job because I’d walk through 
the native bush. 
 

My brother-in-law came to visit and then my mother came down for a 
while. She stayed in another house. My brother in law had a contract down 
there to cut down trees.  He married my sister Frances, and he was Kalvin. 
The best thing about the Sounds was we’d get mail on Tuesdays and Fridays. 
All the neighbours would hear it coming. I remember one day they brought a 
beautiful tractor and it sunk on the barge. I was devastated. 
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 Settling in to Nghawatu 
 

Welfare then sent me to Nelson and asked me where I wanted to go? 
The hospital and the doctor asked all these questions. At Nelson’s Ngawhatu 
Hospital, they gave me some medication for the first time in my life. I asked 
‘why?’, and they said it was to help me sleep.  I asked “Why am I here?” and 
they said, “You’re not too well”. My sister says now, I should never have gone 
to Ngawhatu.  I tried to walk away but they picked me up and found me a job 
in the garden. 
 

I used to be a gardener at Ngawhatu. Then my brother in law, Kalvin, 
got a contract doing the playing fields in Nelson. After that I only saw him 
when he told me my mum had died in the late 70s. I didn’t go to the funeral 
because I was too upset. I stayed at the home. 
 

I didn’t enjoy Ngawhatu and I tried to run away a few times but they 
always caught me, so after a while I accepted it. I have 2 nieces, Susan, who 
now lives in Blenheim and Coralee, who now lives in Johnsonville. Kalvin is 
her father. My niece Susan rented a house in Stoke and I used to go and see 
her and her son Hayden. She stayed the night some weekends. Pictured 
below: Murray with his nieces and Hayden. 
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Life after Ngawhatu 
 

I was working at the stables and I remember one guy gave me a wine. 
We were having a break-up at the stables. I went to see my niece and she 
said, “You’re drunk!”  I started to baby-sit for people and my niece. She used 
to like reading books. I was living in Richmond and trying to look after my 
niece. When I was in Nelson I rang the IHC shop, got another job. I went to 
Motueka for my first job picking tomatoes in a glass house. I was made 
redundant but they gave me a good reference. 
 

I got a cleaning job and met a girl at the pub. She was always half cut 
and one night we started having spirits. I’d spent all the money in my bank 
and got behind with my rent. My room was in a mess but she was my first 
fiancée. I told her I had to go to hospital for a scan. The next day I got a call 
from my caregiver and she was cross. My relationship went on for weeks with 
her, I was working and Carol was her name. Her family lived in the Motueka 
camping ground.  Pictured below Murray’s niece on her wedding day. 
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Coasting through Life 
 

One day my other niece phoned to say she was living in Westport. She 
asked me to come and stay. I told my caregiver who was also my social 
worker. The IHC manager took me down to Westport. I stayed about 
10 months but there was nothing there. I managed to get a job planting 
seedlings and once a week I used to get groceries.  I rang the IHC in Westport 
and at the interview I was depressed. I had nothing to do. My niece and her 
friend were arguing all the time, so I phoned my other niece. She asked if I 
wanted to work for IHC. I told her I did.  
 

When my niece had a flat for me in Westport, I met Judy. Judy told me 
I could stay with her. I moved into her two bedrooms plus sleep out flat and 
she had a poodle dog that was barking his head off. I started going down to 
the IHC shop and having a game of pool. The nurses come to see me each 
week and I said I wouldn’t mind getting a job washing cars. The nurse took me 
and I got a job the same day doing car wash. We used to have morning tea 
with the garage guys and I’d clean the place up, watch young girls go by and I 
got to know some of the IHC clients. 
 

Then I came across Cheryl. She was living in Westport and invited me 
to see her. The last time I saw her was when I was looking after horses. At the 
time she was drinking heavily and used to spend all her welfare money on 
drink. She wanted $10. I asked Cheryl to come to my place for tea, as she 
was in a bit of bother. One day the manager came over and said Cheryl better 
go home. I also went down to Hokitika and got a job with the Department of 
Conservation (DOC) and a flat by the sea. From 7.30am to 5pm I used to do 
their vehicles and make sure they had enough wood for the huts. DOC had a 
helicopter and one day there was a job at Reefton. They asked if I wanted to 
go with them, they had to pour concrete down there, so I did. 
 

Another day I remember they were going to close Seaview Hospital in 
Hokitika, so we were demonstrating in town. I also remember working one 
time and the next minute I saw stars. I was out like a light; a container had 
fallen down and hit me on the head. I had a couple of days at Seaview and 
they were going to take me off my tablets. Then I was made redundant again, 
so I went back to Westport. I got to know everybody when I was living at 
Judy’s and met her daughter, Christine, and her boyfriend, Steve, who came 
over from Ireland. He worked on a fishing boat. 
 

Judy and I used to watch races. One day we made pikelets and 
sandwiches and I picked 3 horses. Then Judy picked different horses but my 
ones came in. I can’t remember how much they would have paid but I think it 
was $10,000. She was swearing and cursing and I said you could have been 
rich. I met her other daughter Jodie and son Brian. I got meals on wheels and 
had my job doing cars at the car wash. I stayed with Judy for over 6 years. 
Judy had her 50th and we had a party that went off with a bang. I met lots of 
people and I remember doing the Highland fling on the table. The party was 
still going at 7am! 
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Her daughter Christine had a house in Nelson looking over the sea so I 
went there for a week. I came back and started working again. At this stage I 
had a mobile scooter and on my day off I used to go down and watch the 
boats. I was given the old scooter but it was like a slow boat to China. One 
day the men at work ‘hotted’ it up and added more power to it. It was easier to 
drive and I used to go to the ‘Do Duck Inn’ for coffee. 
 

The Coast has a Christmas parade each year and asked me to take 
part. I did but the scooter stopped all together in the main street in Westport. I 
held everybody up! Then I met a girl in Westport and took her for a smoke and 
coffee. I invited her to Judy’s place when Judy was at work. I showed her my 
bedroom and she asked if I’d like her to come back? I ended up seeing her for 
2 months but I was under stress and my heart was racing. One night I was 
asleep and I heard a knock on the window. She was there wanting money for 
her bills. I gave her $100 and some whiskey. The last time I saw her, she 
brought this dope and I told her not to because I’d have trouble sleeping. 
 
Then I went to see the nurse and told her what had happened and that I had 
smoked dope. I said I wanted to kill myself and a Good Samaritan came 
round. I went to see the nurse again the next morning and she arranged for 
me to go to Christchurch. That night the girl was there and I said I’ve got some 
bad news for you, I’m going to Christchurch. She said she likes me, and 
asked if I’d like to marry her. I said I don’t think I can and started crying. She 
said she loves me and I said I love you too, but I’m very scared. I wanted to 
commit suicide and needed help, plus I was a bit naive and lonely at the time. 
Murray’s good friend and flatmate Judy pictured below. 
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Christchurch Years 
 

I arrived in Christchurch after the nurse drove me down. John and Jill at 
Rose Wood knew I was coming and I lived with them for couple of years. They 
were going to put me with IHC and I said: “No way”. I went to see a counsellor 
every day for a week and was very upset. I’d done so much that I was not 
very proud of. But I was an easy target and my biggest mistake was not being 
able to cope with it. I had ups and downs but I’d come a long way and I had to 
get it all off my chest. Then the counsellor asked me about my family so I told 
her everything.  
 

At Rose Wood I used to watch Coronation Street with Jill’s nana, who 
was not supposed to smoke. I remember we had a small street party and we 
used to have barbecues, music and gin. One night it was someone’s birthday 
and by mistake I mixed two wines together and was feeling a bit dizzy. I woke 
with a splitting headache and that’s the reason I stopped drinking.  
 

I met this guy, Mr James, and we used to go dancing at the New 
Brighton Working Men’s’ club. I always love dancing and the ladies. A mini 
bus would pick us up and we’d come back at 1.00 in the morning. I loved that 
dancing then I went away on holiday and Mr James passed away. I went to 
his funeral and the whole factory closed down for the day of his funeral.  
 

John took me down to the SPAN Charitable Trust (now SkillWise) and I 
met Pat in the woodwork department. Once I got into it, I was telling everyone 
what to do. It was frustrating for me at times. I met Darren and when I was 
working for Pat we had lots of fun. I used to put my lunch in the shrink wrap 
machine and one day they put my walking stick in. Pat gave me the job of 
checking all the work that came out. 
 

One day the manager came to me and said, “Since you’ve been here, 
we’ve never had so much fun and laughs.” 
“We’ve learnt more from you, than I had ever known before”. And it was the 
nicest thing that’s ever happened to me before, especially from a manager. 
We used to have morning tea in an old room. I used to bring the tea down on 
a trolley. One side all the smokers would be and the other side, we used to 
call the sunny side of the street. In those days I used to smoke. I had started 
way back at the cigarette factory in Wellington. 
 

I was asked to work overtime on Saturdays at SPAN because it was 
very busy. I also used to go down to the packing department because they 
had lovely girls who used to send me Christmas cards. Then I went to stay 
with Chris and Phil because Jill knew I didn’t like too much noise. I spent 
about two and a half years with Chris and Phil and had a wonderful time. They 
had a wonderful garden and I met Chris’s sister and would get a ride with Phil 
to work. We had a good time and we used to have people over for the 
weekend and to party outside. 
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One of their friends, Big Al, would do filming and we also had my 60th 
birthday there. They introduced me to a friend who worked at the airport and 
asked me to go to the War Birds over Wanaka show. We had champagne and 
they bought me some tickets to see Cliff Richards. There were so many 
people at my party and they bought this beautiful cake out with 60 candles. I 
tried to blow it out and the smoke alarm went off! I was overwhelmed and Jill 
and John were there too. 
 

On weekends I used to go for walks and help in the garden. They were 
very kind took to me and took me down to get a watch. My niece came to see 
me one day and said she had some family information. They were doing a 
family tree that showed we were half Irish. My birth certificate says my mother 
was born in Scotland and my father in Inglewood. My niece was planning to 
get married, I met her friend. A couple of months later she met a new guy and 
she was still going with him the last time I saw her. Lots of people are lonely 
and don’t have people coming to see them. I like visiting people and sharing a 
joke. I had this portrait done of me in 2006. 
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Older and Wiser 
 

I’m still on my own. I went to Hillmorton Hospital after I had a nervous 
breakdown in the 90s. I think I was hallucinating and I was getting a bit lonely 
and taking lots of medication. I wanted to go down to Westport and see 
Rosemary and John. I was staying at Rosewood at the time with Jill and John. 
I got on a bus to town. John was still working and he was concerned about my 
welfare and he rang the police. I went to the square and the police found me. I 
talked to them and they said we’ve been looking for you. I told them what’s 
been going on. The next day I didn’t seem very well, I was bit upset so I went 
to the police and I stayed there until the health department came along and I 
said I’m not feeling very well. 
 

I went to Hillmorton Hospital for three months and they changed my 
medication. I went to swimming, art classes, and walks and used to walk to 
the dairy to get bags of lollies. I love lollies but I can’t have them now. I used 
to have cravings for them but then I started watching what I eat. One day the 
nurses asked if I minded going to another ward. I moved out of Hospital after 
Christmas and my caregiver, Sandra, took me to two houses. The first one I 
thought might be a bit quiet for me and then we looked at Henderson House. 
There was a stable across the road with horses and I used to go and pat 
them. 
 

I’m doing quite well now but it took me a while to settle down. I’m still 
working at SkillWise and I bought a DVD player. Sandra was a bit wild 
because my money was going downhill. She knew I was a big spender but 
I’ve come a long way. I’m on the SkillWise Client Representative Committee. 
We do rep training every Thursday and have a meeting with all the clients and 
they bring up any concerns. We take them to the Board of Trustees, I call 
them the bigwigs. 
 

One of my strong strings is speaking for the ones who can’t speak for 
themselves. I’ll try anything once. I also get involved with the newsletter; I’ve 
met Members of Parliament like David Carter and also the one who died, Rod 
Donald. He worked with us at the old place called Cashel Chambers, I can still 
picture him now, and he came through SPAN and sat beside me. We were 
cutting screws and I wanted to go to his funeral. 
 

I’ve also been asked to put my CV forward to be on the Ministry of 
Social Development ‘Step Ahead group’. You have to go to Wellington twice a 
year and I’d be there on behalf of South Island clients. They have seven 
meetings each year. I was also chosen as the Chairman of the Board one 
year and each year we start another committee. The last meeting was 
interrupted by the fire alarm. 
 

The next day we had a short meeting with John Grant, the SkillWise 
General Manager to see what needed to be done. I was a fool for volunteering 
but as I say, I like being part of things and if you don’t give it a go, you never 
know what you can do. I go to board meetings with the big wigs, and all goes 
very well. We got new curtains, set up the new netball and cricket teams, 
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planned a Christmas function and we’re going to do something about a logo 
for the teams. I’m also on the selection committee. 
 

I’m also in the Social Club at SkillWise and I love meeting new people, 
like the man I used to visit at the rest home and the barber who likes hearing 
jokes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In my spare time I go to town and have a cappuccino at my favourite 
café in the square and the girls know me there. I go to library and I also like 
going to the movies. I used to like dancing but I can’t do that now. My back 
plays up but the staff all look after me. One day I’m going to get down on my 
hands and knees and ask one of the staff to marry me. 
 

I went to a wedding that I’ll never forget. I cried it was so lovely. It was 
a Hindu wedding outside at a backpackers’ house. The ceremony was in 
English and then we had an Indian dance, it was beautiful. I’m also going to 
Christmas in the Park and being taken out for my birthday. The staff here is 
just wonderful. I’m going to ring my niece in Wellington, she’s so lovely and 
she’d do anything for me. I have another niece in Blenheim. My uncle’s in a 
nursing home and I have a sister in England who writes to me and visited one 
time. 
 

I’m a very emotional guy when it comes to people who don’t have a 
home or family and I used to go to visit my friend in a rest home.  
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I’m a very soft touch, I used to see Allan on the weekends and I rang 
him once a week as well. He died last year and that was sad. I went to his 
funeral and now I’m going to visit another lonely person in the home.  

 
I get around by bus and I still walk as far as I can. I’ve been told to rest 

up but I don’t listen. I like getting around and being busy because if you keep 
your mind employed, you don’t have to worry. Life’s too short to worry. I used 
to plan well ahead but now I take one day at a time. I don’t worry about 
tomorrow; if you wake up that’s a bonus and if you don’t, well forget it. People 
say I’ve got a good sense of humour, a bit Irish and I always try to make 
people laugh. 
 

******************************* 
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