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An Oratorio

for Baritone Solo

and Male Chorus
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OUR MURRAY

Performance Notes

Wellington Murray Dennis was born and grew up in Maplewood, Ontario, near the town of Stratford. After moving
to the Saskatoon area he enlisted in the 5th Battalion of the Canadian Infantry. Murray trained in England and fought
in France, dying during the battle of Amiens. During his time in both England and France, Murray wrote letters
about his experiences to his fiancée, Margaret Munro, who lived in Stratford. This new work, Our Murray, is a short

oratorio created from extracts of Murray's letters to his fiancée and the letters of condolence from Margaret's family.

The first movement, England (Dreams), features a baritone solo and male chorus, and depicts Murray's experience in
England. His letters from the training camps are full of observations of daily life that present his fiancée, Margaret,
with an optimistic picture. His observations are mixed together with his hopes and dreams for their future together
after the war and his longing to return to Margaret’s side. The music switches back and forth between bucolic
optimism, introspection and a passionate longing for distant love. It ends with a foreboding motif in the basses,

anticipating what is yet to it come.

The second movement, France (Battle), portrays Murray’s experience at the front lines of the war. In his letters,
Murray gives very few details of the conflict and prefers to dwell on his past experiences with Margaret. The baritone
and chorus present an anxious picture of Murray’s experiences interspersed with mental retreats to the dream world
that sustains him. After some tense anticipation, Murray’s final battle begins. The battle of Amien, in August of 1917,
marked a turning point in the war where the Canadian forces burst out of the static positions of trench warfare and
advance rapidly. According to an eyewitness account, it was in such a burst, that Murray was struck in the head by
shrapnel and died instantly. He had advanced only a few hundred yards. The chorus recounts these events as Murray’s

battle dramatically ends.

The final movement, Stratford (Memorial), has the chorus, alone, intone the words of the telegram that reached the
home of Margaret Munro on August ninth, 1918. One can imagine Margaret reading the words again and again as
their full meaning sinks in. Letters of condolence arrive from family members, praising Margaret’s sacrifice, Murray’s
valour, and wishing strength and courage through faith. Overwhelming emotion fades away and the orchestra grows

quiet, leaving the chorus with a remembrance of Murray’s words from France: Here’s a goodnight kiss.
October 3, 2014

Chris Meyer



Orchestration

2 Flutes
2 Clarinets in Bb
3 Trumpets in Bb
2 Trombones
Percussion I, II, III
(Bass Drum, Snare Drum, Crash Cymbals, Tubular Bells)
Timpani
Piano
Baritone Solo
Male Chorus
Violins I, II
Violas
Cellos

Basses

First Performance
Saturday, November 15, 2014 at Knox Presbyterian Church

Judith Yan conducts the Stratford Symphony Orchestra
Gregory Rainville directs the Canadian Mens Chorus

Timing

Approximately 18 minutes



Text

I: England (Dreams)

Dear Margaret, Just got back from a four mile march. The houses are very much different from Ontario. There are no
able bodied civilians around here. In fact no one but old people. The country is surely pretty, still there is no country
like my own country and no gitl like my own. I'm loving you tonight as I did that night. I want to slip my arms

around you as we did that night.

We were wise that we did not marry. No matter what our hearts prompted. I'm hungry to feel you in my arms and
press your cheek to mine. You are near though so far away. Memories are very strong tonight. I am short of writing
paper. So I'm writing small on both sides. So I can write a lot in little space. I enjoyed the Stratford papers. It put me
back there with you, and I want to hug up my honey girl and press your cheek to mine. What might have been had

this war not intervened.
II: France (Battle)

There are so many close calls. And unpleasant things. Why should you fear for me? You have your faith and I have
mine. We had thought to be living our lives together. Had a bombing raid on us. This is the second one. Two

casualties. We all live the future in our dreams now. We must lead the life Fate weaves. Here's a good night kiss.

I was close behind Private Murray when he was hit. He was killed immediately.

III: Stratford (Memorial)
Dear Miss Margaret Munro, Thirteen Argyle Street, Stratford. Our Murray fell in action. August ninth. Be brave.

My dear Margaret, how proud I am of you for giving up Murray to fight so nobly. We must be worthy of those who

sacrifice so much for us.
My dear Margaret, you too have been called to called to kiss the cross. How bravely you facing it.

My dear Margaret, Here's a goodnight kiss.



Historical Sources

The text for this work was extracted from the letters received by Margaret Munro, sent by her fiancée, Private Murray
Dennis, and various family members. The digital archive of the materials is held by the Canadian Letters and Images
Project (www.canadianletters.ca). Many thanks go to Dr. Stephen Davies, Project Director of the Canadian Letters

and Images Project for his assistance. Dr. Davies recounts the story of the letters:

“The letters came to us in 2001 ... from her son. She finally married about 1930 and when she died (perhaps in the
1980s?) the family was cleaning out her place, and in her dresser, tied up with ribbon, were the letters from Murray.
Her family knew nothing about him - she had never spoken about him - but they were the letters of likely her first

love. Her family was so moved by that, that they have preserved them, even though they have no connection to him.

In subsequent years I have tried to track down family on his side, but with no success.”
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