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On 10 January 1838, the first three Catholic Missionaries sailed up the Hokianga 
River and landed at Thomas Poynton's house at Totara Point. Their leader, Bishop Jean 
Baptiste Francois Pompallier, was a handsome man of 36, tall, dark-haired, of brown 
complexion with hazel eyes, He came of a well-to-do commercial family in Lyons and, 
although he possessed no personal wealth, he had the manner, education and courtesy of a 
gentleman. He believed himself to be of aristocratic lineage (probably quite rightly) and 
expressed this belief in the dignity of his bearing and many of his attitudes and sympathies. 
His expression is described as mild and benevolent and he seems to have had more than his 
fair share of personal charm. 

Father Catherin Servant was seven years younger. He was to show himself a very 
good missionary, a dedicated Marist and an intelligent observer of native ideas and customs. 
Brother Michel, born Antoine Colombon, did not adapt well to the New Zealand conditions 
and left the mission and the Order within a couple of years. He would seem to have been in 
his early twenties. 

The first Mass was celebrated in Thomas Poynton's house, lent to the missionaries 
until a house of their own could be built on the south bank of the Hokianga at Papakawau. 
The Catholics rallied round their bishop, the first bishop of any denomination in New 
Zealand, and took some delight in the fact that they, who had been regarded as pagans by the 
Protestant missionaries, now had such an impressive leader. According to Poynton, `They 
came every Sunday to Mass with their families. Those Catholics who lived with native 
women all got married and had their wives and children baptized; the natives were quite 
surprised to see so many white men going to Mass when none go to Turner's preaching - men 
to whom the missionaries gave the name of devils." 

Nathaniel Turner, the Wesleyan missionary on the Hokianga, was no more pleased 
than his colleagues of the Church Missionary Society to see Catholic missionaries conic to 
New Zealand. The C M S or Anglican missionaries belonged to the new, active wing of the 
Anglican Church and were mostly of a Wesleyan, and occasionally even Calvinist theological 
turn of mind. For them Rome was still the scarlet whore of Babylon and Catholicism little 
fetter than the paganism of the Maoris. The Catholic missionaries were no more charitable in 
their attitudes - Protestantism was simply a heresy to be refuted. 

In these early clays, Pompallier was thought to have a great deal of money at his 
disposal. He really had only £113 and no certainty about the arrival of the nest remittance 
from the Propagation of the Faith, the funding agency in France. Also the fact that by the time 
he arrived in New Zealand after a year on the way, he had spent the very large amount of 
£12,300 on equipment and the expenses oil the voyage should have been a warning to him to 
be careful of what he had left. But prudence of this sort was not in his nature and he felt 
compelled to live up to his reputation for liberality. He was always one who felt that whatever 
was needed for the mission would be provided. Time was to show that the bishop had all the 
attributes oil a great missionary leader except two-prudent financial administration and the 
ability to win the complete trust of his men. Beth flaws sprang from the same source as his 
good points: He was essentially a romantic, whose vision of himself and his mission 
outstripped the mundane realities of the present, 



The good points of his character were much more in evidence at the very beginning 
of his mission. Poynton spoke of hint as 'so meek, so humble, and devout, he is a saintly man, 
and commented, His Lordship has trot on well in learning the English language since his 
arrival in the country; so much so that he can hear confessions. he labours hard in learning the 
English and the New Zealand languages.' In something like three months Pompallier and 
Servant learned enough Maori to begin preaching in the language, but was nine months before 
they became proficient enough to undertake the extension of the mission beyond the 
Hokianga. In October Pompallier visited Mangakahia (near modern Tangiteroria) at the 
invitation of the chiefs and an Irish sawyer living there with his Maori wife and children. He 
was much impressed by their desire to be instructed in the Catholic faith. 'Several of theta 
could write a little,' he commented. 'They sent me little letters on slate or leaves of phormium 
tenax'. He had already realised by this time that a printing press would be needed in his work. 

From the Kaipara the bishop made his way back to Hokianga and then crossed the 
island to the Bay of Islands to visit the captain of the French frigate Venus. Together they 
went to see James Busby, the British Resident, and relations between Pompallier and Busby 
were cordial from then on. From further north came news that the Maoris of Mangonui, who 
had another Irishman living with them, desired to become Catholics. So with some Hokianga 
people, the Mangakahia people and the tribe at Mangonui all interested in the faith, the 
situation looked hopeful. 'The Kingdom of God is drawing near for the New Zealanders,' 
Father Servant wrote to a friend. The very presence of a Catholic priest was sufficient to 
inspire them with a disgust for their former errors and an earnest desire to know the truth.' 
Pompallier told Propaganda in Rome on 10 November 1838, that he had baptized 44 Maoris 
in ten months, most of them tribal chiefs with their wives and children, and spoke of five to 
six thousand who desired baptism. 

Pompallier's figures are always somewhat suspect, but there is no doubt that he and 
Servant both thought things were going well for the Catholic Church. The C M S missionary 
William Williams thought so too: 'The Roman Catholics still keep their hold in the island,' he 
wrote, 'and I fear will do so .... The Bishop is a very active man and sets a good example in 
that respect to the Protestant missionaries.' 

In another letter he spoke of a 'diabolical Jesuit Bishop and two priests who are 
expecting reinforcements, they say, very shortly. This bishop is a shrewd, clever, active man 
who is hindered by no difficulties and who hesitates not in the use of any means, whether 
lying or the employment of profligate Europeans in order to accomplish his purpose. We have 
just heard of his appointing a worthless Irishman as a Catechist at Mangakahia.' 

These comments are interesting, not only because they show the marked bias of the 
Protestant missionaries but also because they confirm the optimism of Pompallier at this 
period and the impression he made in northern New Zealand on friend and foe alike. 
William's 'shrewd, clever, active man who is hindered by no difficulties' should be kept in 
mind, when, a year or so later, Pompallier's priests began to make comments about him of a 
very different kind. 

  

The expected reinforcements arrived on the Reine de Paix on 18 June 1839 - Fathers 
Baty, Epalle and Petit and Brothers Elie Regis, Augustin and Florentin. And they brought 
with them £1,040, all that remained of the Propagation of the Faith allocation of £2,558 after 
the expenses of the voyage and purchasing a half-share with Bishop Rouchouse of Eastern 
Oceania in the Reine de Paix. Pompallier came across from the Hokianga to the Bay of 
Islands to welcome his new workers and purchased a beach section with a house on it to serve 
as headquarters of the New Zealand mission. Other land and buildings were added in the next 
two years, bringing the cost of the station there to over £2,000 by July 1841. A printing house 



and a new church were added in the next two or three years. It was not a very grand 
establishment by our standards, but it was always more than the bishop had money in his 
pocket to pay for-and therein lay the seeds of much future trouble. 

In September, 1839, Pompallier paid a visit to Whangaroa and Mangonui on the 
Reine de Paix. At Whangaroa he arranged for the purchase of land near the present settlement 
of Totara North and a station was begun there on 5 January 1840. On this trip the bishop 
distributed the first of the printed books of the mission, an eight-page work containing a brief 
statement of the Catholic faith, prayers, a simple hymn and a method of teaching reading- all, 
of course, in the Maori language. Towards the end of 1839 the Hokianga mission station was 
transferred from Papakawau to Purakau on the north side of the harbour, which remained the 
centre of the Hokianga Maori mission for 75 years. 

On 8 December, four more priests and a brother arrived. They,vere Fathers Viard, 
Petit-Jean, Comte and Chevron and Brother Attale. They brought with them further funds. 
Chevron and Brother Attale were sent on to the islands and take no further part in the story of 
the New Zealand mission. 

On 29 January 1840, Captain Hobson arrived in New Zealand, and on 6 February, the 
Treaty of Waitangi was signed. Whatever this document may have meant to the Maoris it 
marked the end of the ambiguous state in which New Zealand had hitherto existed and the 
definitive annexation of it as a British colony. Apart front natural loyalties this created no 
special difficulties for Pompallier. He made sure that all denominations would be given equal 
treatment but otherwise took no hart in the discussion. His instruction to his priests was to 
avoid all political questions and to remain neutral. Some years later, as a logical outcome of 
his attitude, he became a British citizen, as also diet Bishop Viard of Wellington. 

It was not quite so easy for his priests. Whereas the bishop could move easily among 
the Englishmen of the settlement and 'was held in high esteem by every individual in the 
settlement, not only on account of his polished and courteous demeanour but from his more 
important merits of learning, professional zeal and practical benevolence, his clergy 
increasingly found themselves isolated from the European society in which they lived, their 
Frenchness adding to the pressure: created by poverty and bigotry. They would not have been 
human if they had not resented the way in which Pompallier seemed able to move in a 
different world and play the role of Sa Grandeur even in that tiny frontier community. The 
seeds of their later discontent are surely to be found in this difference of style and 
background. By this time Pompallier was no longer seeing himself as a Marist, one of a 
humble band of brothers, but as the bishop, the spiritual lord, Christ's vicar for New Zealand 
and Oceania. It was an attitude justified by canon law and the theology of the time, but it was 
driving a wedge between the bishop and his assistants. 

With seven priests and four brothers at his disposal in New Zealand, the bishop now 
had a sizeable missionary force. Epalle and Brother Elie were at Whangaroa; Petit-Jean, after 
a short period at Whangaroa, was recalled to take charge of Kororareka; Servant, Baty and 
Comte were at Purakau. Pompallier, who had disposed of the Reine de Paix as unseaworthy, 
took Viard, Brother Michel and the catechist Roniano with him on a voyage southward on a 
hired vessel. Petit was given the Kaipara as his district but he does not seem to have 
established any permanent station at this stage but merely to have visited Ake Ake and other 
parts of the Kaipara district. 

The southern trip was to the Bay of Plenty. Pompallier and Viard said Mass at 
Otumoetai, Tauranga, where a number of Frenchmen had settled with the Maori people. 
While Viard remained at the Tauranga Harbour, Pompallier walked inland to Matainata. 
Returning to Tauranga again he sailed on to Opotiki and Whakatane. On the return trip Viard 
and Brother Michel were left at Tauranga to set up a permanent station there. The bishop was 



very pleased with the reception he received from the Maoris on this trip, and the 
establishment of the Tauranga station was a decided step forward in the history of the New 
Zealand missions. 

On his return to the Bay of Islands Pompallier bought, for £1,500, the schooner Atlas 
which he renamed Sancta Maria and sailed under his own flag, a monogram of Mary 
surmounted by a cross and 12 stars (the same device as on the Miraculous Medal, 
representing the Immaculate Conception to which the Vicariate of Western Oceania was 
dedicated), Like many of the bishop's purchases it seemed like a good idea in itself, and was 
designed to save the expense of hiring vessels to cover the immense distances necessary to 
visit all the island missions; and like many of them it turned out to be more expensive than it 
was worth. The French ship L 'Aube, bringing French settlers for Akaroa, also brought two 
priests and two brothers-Fathers Tripe and Pezant and Brothers Bertrand and Duperron. The 
bishop sent Comte, Pezant and Brother Florentin down to Akaroa in L 'Aube and two months 
later he followed them down to Akaroa in the Sancta Maria which was to have her bottom 
sheathed in copper there. Once this job was done he continued on to Otago for his first 
missionary visit to the deep south. His visit to Port Chalmers lasted for three weeks. On the 
return journey he stayed for ten days at Port Nicholson and three days at the Mahia peninsula. 

With this third voyage around the coast, Pompallier had opened up a large part of his 
New Zealand mission and now had some idea of the magnitude of the task he faced. It was 
obvious to him that the full and effective development of the New Zealand and Oceanic 
mission would require many more men and very large amounts of money, In this, of course, 
he was quite correct: where he was wrong was in assuming that he had a right to the men and 
the money, for the Propagation of the Faith had many missions to find money for, and the 
Society of Mary could be reasonably expected to supply only a fairly limited number of men - 
it was, after all, a very small order, Pompallier the romantic could only see all those tens of 
thousands of Maoris hungry for the bread of life; Colin and the Propagation of the Faith back 
in France could see the new mission swallowing up men and money at an ever-increasing 
rate. 

On his arrival back in Kororareka in March, 1841, Pompallier found that lie, had 
missed the visit of Bishop Polding and Dr Ullathorne from New South Wales, in December, 
Ullathorne's recollection of the visit in his autobiography, written in 1868, gives us a vivid 
picture of the station at the end of 1840. 

The town consisted of a native pah, a British settlement and a French mission . . . . 
Their residence was built of wood and a neat little church stood adjoining, bright all over 
with green paint. Small as it was, it had its own confessional font and every appointment 
complete. Soon after our arrival the evening service began for the native tribe . . . . One 
Father read prayers and another intoned the hymn O Filli et Filiae, adapted in the New 
Zealand language to the native comprehension. 

The two visitors paid a courtesy call on Governor Hobson, with whom, according to 
Ullathorne, Pompallier was on very good terms. Their visit to the bay must have done much 
to dispel the impression that Catholicism was a foreign religion. 

In June, 1841, Pompallier appointed three pro-vicars for the mission. Viard, who had 
been replaced by Pezant in Tauranga, was to be Pompallier's right-hand man, accompanying 
him on his visitation and sometimes carrying it out for him; Epalle was to take charge of the 
mission headquarters at the Bay of Islands and the administration of supplies; Baty, who 
spoke English and Maori well, was to be stationed at Auckland, the new capital, and act as 
contact man with the Governor. Bate, however, did not in the end take up his post in 
Auckland. On 15 June, a large band of new missionaries arrived at the Bay of Islands. There 
were four priests, Garin, Seon, Borjon and Rozet, two candidates for the priesthood, 



Roulleaux and Pcrenon, five brothers, Emery, Colomb, Basile, Euloge and Justin, and a 
layman, Jean Yvert, a printer who brought with him a large printing press to be put to work 
for the New Zealand mission, Pierre Perenon did not pursue his vocation, but Francois 
Roulleaux was ordained in July, the first priest to be ordained in New Zealand. He spent only 
a few months in New Zealand before being sent up to the Islands. 

Towards the end of July, 1841, Pompallier set out in the Sancta Maria on a further 
missionary voyage to the south. He took with him Father Viard and a party of priests and 
brothers to set up new stations. On 6 August 1841, he was present at a meeting in Auckland, 
where several days were spent and Mass was celebrated for the predominantly Irish Catholics 
numbering perhaps 200. The party travelled on to Coromandel and then to Tauranga. The 
Matamata Maoris, whom the bishop wrongly regarded as ripe for conversion to the Catholic 
Faith, were given a priest in the person of Father Seon; Father Borjon was stationed at Maketu 
with Brother Justin; Rozet was placed at Opotiki. Pornpallier also visited Whakatane. 
Travelling on, the Sancta Maria dropped Baty off at the Mahia peninsula to evangelize the 
Maoris there and make his way hack to Auckland by land. Then, with Pompallier and Viard 
on board, she headed for Akaroa where Pompallier intended to take ship for a visit to Europe, 
mainly, one suspects, with the idea of raising money to support his large team of workers. In 
the event, his visit to Europe was postponed when news reached him that Peter Chanel had 
been murdered on the island of Futuna on 28 April. Instead the Sancta Maria, escorted by the 
frigate Allier, sailed at the end of November for the islands. 

Pompallier was to be away from New Zealand until 26 August 1842. He left his pro-
vicar, Epalle, very poorly provided with funds and it was obvious even to the bishop himself 
that there were going to be grave difficulties. He had tried to overcome the immediate 
problems by negotiating an overdraft of £1,400 at the bank of Kororareka but the problems 
were compounded by a rumour that he did not intend to return to New Zealand, which made it 
impossible for Father Epalle to get more credit in the Bay of Islands. By April, when Father 
Forest arrived as Marist Visitor, accompanied by three more men for the mission, Fathers 
Grange and Reignier and Jean Lampila, who was not yet ordained, things were looking very 
grim indeed. Under the stress of their very real difficulties the Marist Fathers sent off very 
alarming letters to France which permanently affected Father Colin's view of Pompallier. One 
of these, from Petit-Jean, reflects the view of Pompallier which became the standard Marist 
view. It is not with-out Justification but it is only part of the truth. 

Our bishop has many talents for attracting the natives. He has, it seems to me, the 
qualities of the accomplished missionary. He had from afar a brilliant reputation for ability 
confidence, a fortune and even noble blood. But he does not appear to be reliable in his 
words, promising too much, quite rash in business, banking on the future and consuming 
loans, laying little of solid foundation, easy to charm, flatter and catch unawares, or at least 
yielding to everyone because he wishes to make use of everything and win all. He conceived 
gigantic enterprises, such as wishing to build a church in brick, to buy a boat and keep it in 
the repair in which it was . . . .We are like an army that has used up part of its ammunition in 
fireworks. 

The upshot of a despondent conference between Epalle, Forest and Petit-Jean was 
that Epalle borrowed a further £350 and set off for Europe to put the mission's desperate 
plight before the Propagation of the Faith and Father Colin. Petit-Jean, left in charge, decided 
to go to Australia to try to raise money there. And Garin, who was the religious superior of 
the Marists, was left in charge of the New Zealand mission. When Pompallier arrived back in 
August, he found the whole mission in a chaos of disorder and despondency. Being 
Pompallier, he found no great difficulty in restoring order and confidence. He paid off his 
local debts by consolidating them into a bank overdraft  secured by notes on future payments 
from the Propagation of the Faith, covering debts of £1,400 and giving him £200 in cash for 
immediate needs. Forest, after the first negative reaction to his being appointed Visitor, was 



allowed and even encouraged to carry out his proper functions. Petit-Jean was sent to 
Auckland to become the first official resident priest there. Garin opened a permanent station 
at Mangakahia, where the dire poverty of the mission did not preclude the employment of 
two, and for a time, three servants. Within a few months everything seemed to be back to 
normal within New Zealand. 

There was, however, another element to the controversy between the Marists and 
Pompallier, and especially to the growing misunderstanding between Colin and Pompallier. In 
May and October 1841 Pompallier had written to Colin criticising what he regarded as Colin's 
interference in the work of the mission. A letter to the Propagation of the Faith was also 
critical of Colin. Deeply offended, Colin interpreted these as a wish to subvert the Marists 
from their allegiance to the society and in March 1842, he wrote to Propaganda accusing 
Pompallier of this. Propaganda sent a sharp letter of rebuke to Pompallier and issued a decree 
which, among other things, insisted that the Bishop send his annual reports to Rome through 
the Marist general, unsealed. Colin, emboldened by his success in Rome, sent two letters to 
Pompallier taking hire sharply to task and declaring that Pompallier was no longer the 
superior of the Marists in Oceania and that all connections between Pompallier and the 
Society were now broken, including that by which Colin handled his finances in France. 
Indeed, Colin went even further and tried to return the 1843 allocation to the Propagation of 
the Faith (he did succeed in getting it spread over two years). 

This correspondence, briefly reported in this way gives a wrong impression of what 
was really happening. Since letters took several months, and even on some occasions a year 
or more, to reach their destination, a great deal of confusion and misunderstanding was 
created by letters crossing one another. For example, Pompallier received Cardinal Fransoni's 
letter of 12 April 1842, late in 1843: he gave a detailed answer to it on 20 April 1844, so that 
two years intervened between the date of the original and the date of the answer, and several 
more months passed before Propaganda actually received the answer. That sort of 
correspondence greatly enhanced the possibilities of misunderstanding. 

The break between Colin and Pompallier was now complete, even though it took 
several years for its consequences to become apparent. It might be worthwhile at this stage to 
consider the facts of the argument. 

The first point is that there was no clear agreement in the Church at large about the 
relative spheres of' authority of bishop and religious superior. Propaganda decided the 
question in one way in September 1842, withdrew its decree in 1846 and then almost reversed 
it, causing equal trouble in every case. It is not surprising that Colin and Pornpallier could not 
agree. 

The second point concerns manpower. Colin sent no less than 40 men out to 
Pornpallier in five years, including Forest, (Grange, Reignier and Larmpila, and Brothers 
Luke and Dcodat, who arrived in 1842, and Fathers Bernard. Chouvet and Moreau, who came 
in 1843. Whatever Pompallier may have thought, this was certainly a generous allocation of 
the manpower of the young society and more, as it turned out, than Pornpallier could find 
means to support. 

The third point concerns finance. In all, from 1836 until 1845, Pompallier was 
allocated £37,156 by the Propagation of the Faith. More than £10,000 of this was spent in 
equipping the missionaries and paying their fares, so that the Bishop actually received in New 
Zealand a total of £21,247, not counting the 1845 allocation which he drew in Europe and 
used for bringing to New Zealand his 1850 team. This was a very large sum of money, even 
spread over eight years, but its value was greatly reduced by Pompallier's habit of borrowing 
ahead of time, so that interest reduced what he received by up to 15 per cent. Nor was he 



always wise in his purchases, and too often the re-sale of -what he had bought, e.g. the two 
schooners, resulted in a considerable loss. 

Pompallier himself expected Colin to meet from Marist funds the expenses incurred 
in France. There does not seem to have been any agreement to this effect and in fact they 
were paid out of the Propagation of the Faith allocations before these were sent on. This 
difference gave rise to mutual recriminations between the two. 

Poinpallier and Colin were both men who tended to see the facts from only one point 
of view; neither of them was too scrupulous about altering the facts to suit their own 
convenience - always, of course, for the good of the diocese or the society. Both were quick to 
accuse the other of this, and it seems to me that they were both right. It is very probable, 
however, that behind their differences lay a deeper cause of misunderstanding: they were of 
almost opposite temperaments and very different backgrounds. Between the cautious, shrewd, 
hard headed Colin and the idealistic. unpractical Pompallier there was little in common except 
their faith and their devotion to the salvation of souls. 

The tragedy from the New Zealand point of view was that this disagreement 
continued to mar relations between Pompallier and the Marists from 1842 to 1850 and indeed 
far beyond that. It became a point of loyalty for the seculars to be unfair to the Marists. It is 
only in our own time that some sort of objective view is gradually being arrived at. 

It is important to realize that life on the New Zealand mission went on fairly normally 
in the interval between 1843 and 18.50. The break between Colin and Pompallier certainly 
affected the way the Marists looked upon their bishop and the readiness with which they 
recognized Pompallier's shortcomings. On the other hand there was a great deal of work to be 
done and the priests had no doubt about Pompallier's great gifts as a missionary to the Maoris. 
There was continuing progress, with the establishment of new stations, and priests and bishop 
carried on in apparent harmony and with great dedication. Some of the best work both on the 
Maori and European mission was done during the next seven years. 

By the beginning of 1843, it was obvious that there were two main areas of work - the 
European settlements, where the Church was self-supporting and the priest reasonably well 
supplied with the necessities of life, and the Maori stations, dependent on Pompallier's 
fluctuating finances for their support, - where the missionaries were constantly on the move 
from village to village and - where they were often short of clothing, food and the means to 
pay servants, catechists and other helpers. Since Maori stations greatly outnumbered the 
European stations, most of the priests and brothers spent a good deal of their time in real 
poverty. 
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