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The New Zealand to which Pompallier and his Marists came in 1838 was already 
much altered from the land Cook found on his first voyage. For more than half a century the 
Maoris had been in fairly regular contact with European ships and seamen and for over 
twenty years there had been Europeans living and working amongst them. The Bay of Islands, 
in particular, had become a major South Seas port by the early 1830, with as many as twenty-
seven ships at anchor there at one time. The other east coast ports were visited by large 
numbers of whaling vessels for supplies of pork, potatoes and other fresh provisions. There 
was a thriving trade in flax, sawn timber and spars. The Bay of Islands, Whangarei, 
Mahurangi, the Hauraki Gulf, Tauranga, Cloudy Bay and the Hokianga were all well-known 
ports for watering provisioning and trading. To provide for the needs of the ships, mercantile 
establishments had been so up in many places, several of them being in the Bay of Islands. At 
the Hokianga there was a shipyard which built ships up to 300 tons, and many settlers, most 
of them engaged in the timber or flax trade. From the Bay of Islands and the Hokianga several 
ships would depart each week for Sydney, so that there was no lack of contact with the 
outside world.  

The maritime settlements of the Bay of Islands and the Hokianga were as rough, 
tough and wide open as any similar places in the world. While they brought to the Maoris the 
benefit of trade in the form of blankets, clothing, firearms, iron tools, new crops like the 
valuable potato and other vegetables, fruit and a host of things that made life easier and more 
pleasant, they can hardly be said to have shown the Christian way of life. Furthermore, 
contact with Europeans rapidly broke down the Maori religion and destroyed the Maoris' 
sense of identity and personal value. There was little in the lawless ways that they saw about 
them to replace their ancient way of life. From 1814 onwards, however, there had been 
another and more Christian influence in the shape of the Protestant missionary settlements, 
established first in the Bay of Islands and then spreading gradually further afield - to 
Waimate, Kaitaia, Hokianga, Kaipara, Thames and the Waikato. These taught Christian 
industry and sobriety as well as the Gospel of Jesus Christ. If the Victorian Protestant 
evangelization was rather too closely tied to Victorian Protestant civilization it was eminently 
preferable to the drunkenness and immorality of the seamen and traders. Although the 
numbers of Maoris who became baptized Christians at each station were rather small, there 
were many more Maoris who were sympathetic to the new religion and found it worthy of 
consideration, and its teachers worthy of respect. 

One skill which the Protestant missionaries taught to the Maoris was to be very 
important to the Catholic missionaries when they arrived belatedly on the scene. By teaching 
the Maoris to read and write, the missionaries started a brushfire of learning which spread 
quickly and went far beyond the area of immediate contact. By 1835, William Yates could 
say: 'Many native villages have two schools established, under the direction of a lad who had 
previously received his instruction from the Missionaries themselves . . . very many, some 
hundreds, have learned to read and write in them . . . they are an enquiring people in this 
country; and the knowledge thus obtained is easily communicated from one to another; 
sometimes it is carried to a great distance, to tribes we thought to be in perfect ignorance.' 
There are instances on record of Maoris who could read and write even though they had never 
even laid eyes on a European. 

In this New Zealand, then, where was the Catholic Church? Not, obviously, in the 
Protestant mission stations. But among the shifting population of hundreds of seamen, logging 
camps, timber workers, traders and merchants there were many Catholics. In 1838, Thomas 



Poynton, who had settled on the Hokianga with his Australian wife in 1828, claimed that 
there were fifty Catholics in that area. Since the best estimate of the European population at 
any given time are only guesses, based on the number of more permanent residents, we really 
have little idea of the total number of Catholics. Most of them, we can assume, were no better 
than the other people around them and showed little evidence of their Catholic faith. But we 
do know that some of them were not only loyal to their heritage but showed a lively desire to 
share it with the Maoris. An Irish sea captain brought two young Maoris of chiefly rank to 
Sydney where they were instructed and baptized. An Irishman named Cassidy took his Maori 
wife to Sydney for instruction and marriage in the Church. The Poyntons took their children 
to Sydney for baptism. These were not heroic voyages, of course, since there would have been 
two or three vessels going to Australia every week. But they show that in these people and 
many others like them, the Catholic Church was alive and active. 

One of them, the colourful Irish sea captain, Peter Dillon, who had an unrivalled 
knowledge of the Pacific and visited New Zealand several times, was at least partly 
responsible for the appointment of the first 'bishop' who had charge of New Zealand. This was 
Father Henri de Solages, who was appointed Prefect Apostolic of the South Seas in 1829. In 
the event De Solages struck difficulties both with the French Government and in his other 
responsibility, the Apostolic Prefecture of Bourbon in the Indian Ocean, and never arrived in 
the South Seas. He died in Madagascar in 1832. Bishop Pompallier was technically his 
successor in the Vicariate of Western Oceania. 

The Irish Catholics were in the majority in the New Zealand Church of those days, 
although not all of the Irish were Catholics (Frederick Maning and Governor Hobson were 
both Irish Protestants.) There were many other races represented, however, for New Zealand 
was not a British possession and was open to ships and settlers of all nations. It is rather ironic 
that the one Frenchman whose name everybody knows, Baron Charles de Thierry, was much 
more of an Englishman than a Frenchman, since he was educated in England and claimed to 
have been born there. He served in a British regiment, studied law and theology at English 
universities and married the daughter of an Anglican archdeacon. It is possible that he was 
baptized a Catholic; he was not a Catholic in New Zealand, although many of his descendants 
have been Catholics. There were, however, many other Frenchmen in New Zealand who were 
Catholics, as well as the occasional Italian, Spaniard, German and Portuguese. 

These New Zealand Catholics, most of them English speaking, looked to Sydney for 
their spiritual needs in the 1830s and Bishop Polding and Dr Ullathorne took a lively interest 
in them. It is quite probable that the desire of Thomas Poynton and others to have a priest 
appointed to New Zealand, communicated to Rome and the fundraising organization in 
France, the Propagation of the Faith, hastened the appointment of a successor to De Solages 
in Western Oceania. The fact too, that the Picpus Fathers had opened a mission in Eastern 
Oceania must have played a part in getting something done for the south-western Pacific. 
These were very troubled times in Europe and little was known in Rome of the Pacific and 
New Zealand, so that four years passed before a man was appointed Vicar Apostolic of 
Western Oceania. It might perhaps have been more logical to make New Zealand a part of the 
Australian mission, but in fact it was lumped in with the south-western Pacific and its first 
missionaries were French. 

The priests chosen for the new mission were the Marist Fathers, a new order which 
had been formed by Father Jean Claude Colin in Lyons. In 1836, the Marists received papal 
approval and were given the mission of Western Oceania. A thirty-four-year-old priest, who 
had been closely associated with them, Jean Baptiste Francois Pompallier, was appointed 
Vicar Apostolic, and consecrated Bishop of Maronea. Up to this time the Society of Mary had 
not been officially established and Pompallier as a bishop did not make his profession with 
the first priests of the new society, but in every other respect he was a Marist, and was so 
considered by Rome prior to his appointment. 



It took nearly two more years for Pompallier to reach New Zealand. With his arrival 
the pre-missionary period of the Church in New Zealand came to an end. As we have already 
seen, however, the period before Pompallier was not by any means barren of Catholic 
activity. Indeed there was evangelization before there were any priests in the country. It 
would be wrong to emphasize too much this aspect of the lives of the pioneer Catholics, 
however. They were ordinary men of the New Zealand of their day, regarded by the 
Protestant missionaries as pagans, given to drink and fornication, men who enjoyed living in 
one of the toughest places in the world. As time went on most of them settled down to 
married life and became settlers in their new country. But even then their lives seldom 
followed the pattern of civilized respectability. The point is, though, that they were Catholics, 
that they remained Catholics and that they made some efforts to make their Catholic faith 
known to the Maoris. 
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