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The basic approach to the Maori mission was given by Pompallier in his 
Instructions pour les Travzux de la Mission, completed in January 1841. This 89-page 
document is a very enlightened work for its time and must compel our admiration. 
Pompallier carefully avoided the trap into which most missionaries of his day fell: that 
of seeing Maori customs and ideas as anti-Christian because they were not European. 
Thus for example, he did not condemn Maori dances, dress or even inter-tribal war, 
since all these things were based on a way of life which had come down from the past 
and formed part of the total pattern of Maori society. He stressed the need to 
understand the Maori viewpoint and put the emphasis on winning the Maoris by 
kindness and good example. One very interesting point is that he advocated a gradual 
approach to the introduction of Christian morality and suggested that Maori actions 
arid customs should be judged on a relative scale-quite immoral, somewhat unmoral, 
neutral, somewhat good, very good and that only those ideas and customs which were 
quite immoral, i.e. in complete contradiction to Christian principles, need be 
condemned. The aim of the missionary would be to move Maori actions up the scale 
of values little by little. In short, Pompallier, even this early, realized that the Maoris 
would find Christian ideas difficult to assimilate and that the missionary task was to 
build on the good things already found in the Maori way of life. 

The bishop advised his men to avoid confrontation with non-Catholic 
missionaries and always to show good manners towards both ministers and converts 
of other denominations-advice which far too many of his priests neglected. The 
‘Instructions’ shows why, Pompallier himself was such a good and successful 
missionary to the Maoris, although his facility in learning the language played an 
important part in this too. 

The missionary to the Maoris was a travelling man. Mass was celebrated on 
Sundays at the central station of his district but a good deal of his time was spent 
travelling from village to village, instructing the Maoris on their home ground and 
leading there into habits of prayer. Where a village came under Catholic influence the 
first step was to establish a routine of morning and evening prayer, led by the priest if 
he was there or by a Maori catechist in his absence. Where possible, a party from the 
village would attend Sunday Mass at the central station for more instruction and a 
gradual introduction to the Mass. Those who expressed a desire for baptism would 
receive further instruction and would finally be received into the Church. At this stage 
they would be taught about the sacrament of Penance, which does not appear to have 
caused any difficulty to the Maori mind. First Communion waited until after the 
bishop had conferred the sacrament of Confirmation. The whole process was a matter 
of months and even years. 

On his journeys, which were made on foot or by canoe, the missionary carried 
his pack, consisting of breviary, ritual, Maori prayer book, medical kit, sewing and 
writing materials, matches, pocket-knife, blanket and rain cloak. He wore his black 
cassock and clerical hat. A vivid picture of one priest, probably Father Pezant, is 
given by Ensign Best, who met him a few miles from Tauranga in December 1842. 



Met a Catholic priest I never remember seeing a more miserable figure - 
Travel worn unshaven and unwashed he wore the tri-cornered hat of his order, his 
long coat & a kind of black petticoat were tucked up with the skirts under the 
waistband and a pair of old Wellington boots were draw n over his trousers. From his 
neck hung a large crucifix and on his back a kind of sack containing in all probability 
all he possessed in the world. He was returning to Tauranga which place he had left 3 
weeks before and had left Rotorua for Makatu on Saturday. 

The northern Maori missions of Hokianga, Bay of Islands and Whangaroa, 
followed in 1844 by Mangakahia, promised well at first. Once the mission had its own 
printing press, in 1843, the indications seemed good for a rapid advance in the number 
of Maori converts. And indeed a reasonable number were baptised-550 at Hokianga, 
225 at Whangaroa, 109 at Mangakahia and 100 at the Bay of Islands. But Hone 
Heke's war of 1845 created a climate that was hostile to the Europeans and the Maori 
missions in the north languished. The priests kept on with their visiting but the odds 
were against them. John Webster, the Hokianga trader, met Father Petit on the Waima 
in 1847 and commented: 

Pere Petit, the French priest, arrived in his boat. He is the only Roman 
Catholic priest in Hokianga, he is a most persevering man. He will be 
seer) at all times during rain and storms pulling up and down the river. 
He is charitable and self-denying. He will give the last shirt off his back to 
anyone he sees more in want of it. 

In spite of his unremitting labour and self-denial there was little progress in 
these northern stations from 1845 onwards, but rather a decline in the number of 
active adherents of the Catholic Church. Two significant events did take place in the 
north during this periodthe printing of the Maori prayer book Ko te ako, which 
remained in use for 30 years, and the training of lay teachers, pakeha and Maori, at 
Whangaroa, from 1847 to 1849. Baty edited Ko te ako, printed in 1847, and may have 
had a hand in writing it. 

The Maori mission in the Auckland area, taking in the North Shore, Waiheke 
and the Auckland isthmus, was looked after by Father Seon from 1844 to 1855, not 
without some success but without any spectacular gains in numbers. The only 
substantial building for Maori purposes was St Mary's College, North Shore, built 
with very substantial government assistance and endowed with 400 acres of land. This 
was opened in 1848 as a boarding school for Maori boys. It was to have a rather 
patchy history and within a few years the main part of the school was transferred to 
the Ponsonby shore of Freeman's Bay, where it served both as a Maori boys' school 
and a seminary. 

If the northern missions were rather disappointing, it was a very different story 
south of Auckland, especially in the Waikato and Rotorua areas. 

The Waikato station got off to a rather uncertain start, partly because of 
Pompallier's conviction that Matamata, formerly the pa of the great warrior chief Te 
Waharoa and now of his Anglican son Tarapipipi or Wiremu Tamihana, was the best 
location for the central station. Father Viard visited Matamata from Tauranga and on 
one occasion his visit coincided with a gathering of all the chiefs from all the pagan 
villages in the Waikato, to whom Viard gave copies of the first little prayer book. The 



main body of the Waikato people had never taken kindly to the teachings of the 
Anglicans, according to Pezant in 1850, but they now declared for the Catholic prayer 
and carried back into their districts all they heard said of the bishop and the priest. 
They spoke of it in passing to the inhabitants of Raroera, who come to establish 
themselves at Rangiaowhaia where the present station is, at Rangitoto and Mokau, 
where their people began to say - the prayer of the little brochure.' 

Through this little brochure the Catholic Faith vas carried into the interior and 
the west of the Waikato territory and even as far as Onewhero, where a Catholic 
chapel was built as early as 1842, long before a priest had reached there. Pezant, when 
he replaced Viard at Tauranga, journeyed into the interior to evangelize the 
Ngatihinetu of Raroera and the Ngatiapakuru of Ngau Huruhuru. He was very well 
received. 

In August 1841, Father Seon was stationed at Matarnata and he too visited the 
interior, especially the Waipa Valley. But the central station at Matamata was poorly 
placed, for the Ngatihaua followed their Anglican chief. Seon was sent away from 
Matamata by the Maoris and spent the remainder of his year or so with his base near 
Okauia Springs. In 1844, Pezant took over the Waikato and immediately shifted his 
central station to Rangiaowhia. From then on until the Maori Wars the Waikato 
mission never looked back. It became the most successful of all the Maori missions, 
both under Pezant, from 1844 to 1850, and under Garavel from 1850 onward. Some 
idea of its success can be gained from the following figures: 

  Baptisms  Marriages 
1841 to 1843 68 13 
1844 153  12  Pompallier 
1845 151 22 145 Confirmations 
1846 150  11 
1847 80  11 
1848 411  121  Viard 
1849 85 19 577 Confirmations 
1850 (up to April) 12 2 

Thus from the beginning of the station until the departure of the Marists 1,100 
Maoris were baptised. 

The Rotorua station of St Michael, the other very successful station in the 
south, had inherited the unpromising mantle of the Maketu station of St Joachim, 
where Father Borjon was established on 22 August 1841. In 1842, Father Reignier 
replaced Father Borjon (who had been sent to Port Nicholson but was drowned, along 
with Brother Deodat, on the way there). Reignier established his centre at Ohinemutu, 
where Borjon had had the sort of success he certainly did not have at Maketu. The 
district took in Maketu, Rotorua and Taupo. 

 Reignier proved to be one of the most successful of all the Marists. By 1849, 
there were 1,300 baptised Maoris in his district. In 1848, no less than 459 Maoris 
were confirmed by Viard and Reignier in this district. 

The other southern stations, at Tauranga, Opotiki and Whakatane were less 
spectacular in their results but they were nevertheless quite successful. The Tauranga 



station of St Thomas Aquinas began its history as a permanent station on 25 May 
1840, when Phillippe Viard began work there with the Maori catechist Romano as his 
companion. His residence, a Maori whare, was at Otumoetai. There were already 
some Catholics in the district, including some Frenchmen married to Maori women - 
Michel Ottanon, Charles Potier, Emile Borel and Louis Bidois, whose descendants are 
stil! well known and numerous throughout the district. And Peter Dillon had resided 
at Maungatapu in the rnid-1830s, although he had returned to Europe before the 
Catholic mission there was opened. Pezant replaced Viard in 1841 and he in turn was 
replaced by Bernard who served at Tauranga until 1850. In 1847 Bishop Viard 
confirmed 179, a number which suggests a total Catholic population of at least 400. 
The fact that Tauranga was a supply port for ships and also a communication point for 
the inland area was the reason why in 1847 Pompallier suggested it as the see of a 
bishop, along with Auckland and Wellington. 

Whakatane's Catholic history began with the conversion of the chief Tautari 
during Pompallier's 1840 visit. On his 1844 visit he was able to give them a priest in 
the person of Jean Lampila, who ranged over the whole area from Matata to Hawkes 
Bay. The most important Catholic village seems to have been Pupuaruhe, a few miles 
from Whakatane, where Pompallier conferred 63 confirmations in June 1844. In all, 
224 Maoris were confirmed in this district in 1844 and a further 163 in 1847, so it was 
a fairly successful station. 

The Opotiki mission of the Annunciation, begun by Louis Rozet in 1841 and 
carried on by Jean Comte, Joseph Chouvet and Delphine Moreau, also enjoyed 
considerable success. By the end of 1844 there had been 423 baptisms and 90 
confirmations there. There was a school at Opotiki on the occasion of Bishop Viard's 
visit in 1847; it had 60 pupils. 

The relative strengths of the different Maori missions north and south of 
Auckland were shown in figures collected by Viard in 1846. These give the figures of 
baptised Maoris and although they have the sound of round figures rather than an 
accurate count, they certainly reflect fairly closely the real strength of the different 
stations. 

Northern mission  Hokianga 550  
 Kaipara  109  
 Bay of Islands 100  
 Whangaroa  225  
 Auckland  60 
 Total 1,044 
 
Southern mission Waikato 1,000  
 Rotorua  1,200  
 Tauranga  600  
 Opotiki  600  
 Whakatane  600 
 Total 3,000 

Thus the southern missions, even in 1846, had almost three times the number 
of Maori Catholics in the missions north of Auckland. By 1850, with a continuing 
decline in the north and a continuing growth in the south, the difference was even 



more marked. The disappointment in the north had been more than compensated for 
by the immense development of the southern Maori missions. 

There were three stations south of the Auckland province by 1850. Port 
Nicholson, where Father O'Reily was established in 1843, had few Maoris. Akaroa 
had done little for the Maori people in the South Island. But Otaki where Father 
Comte established a station in 1844 brought the Catholic Church into contact with Te 
Rauparaha and a large body of Maoris. According to some Catholic sources Comte 
established a flour mill and schools and did a great deal for the Maori people of Otaki. 
One wonders however, whether Comte is not being given the credit for the work of 
Hadfield, the C.M.S. missionary at Otaki. There were some 200 Catholic Maoris at 
Otaki by 1850, so it was not a particularly successful Catholic station. 
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