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Preface 

It is now over thirty years since Father Walter Symes's excellent English 
life of St. Peter Chanel appeared. In compiling it he made full use of 
Claude Rozier's collection of documents, "Ecrits de S. Pierre Chanel" 
many of which have recently been made available in English translation 
by Anthony Ward and the late William Stuart in the volume "Ever your 
poor Brother". Walter Symes did not have, however, the advantage of 
consulting Claude Rozier's scholarly second volume, "S. Pierre Chanel 
d'apres ceux qui I'ont connu", published in ] 991, and it is principally the 
availability of this which is responsible for the appearance of this second 
short biography, in English, of St. Peter Chane!. 

No claim is made to original research in the preparation of this work; it 
relies almost entirely on Claude Rozier's scholarship, and I wish to 
record the fullest acknowledgement of my indebtedness to him. The 
footnotes serve the dual purpose firstly of acknowledging this debt, 
secondly of assisting those who wish to explore further and who have 
access to Rozier's books. Most of the notes refer to the second of his 
two volumes; references to the first volume generally concern Chanel's 
letters, as distinct from his diaries. The diaries are indeed extensively 
used, but the context will normally guide the reader to the passage in 
question. Perhaps rather presumptuously, I have not usually referred to 
the excellent translations in "Ever your poor Brother" but have gone 
directly to Rozier's text. 

In some instances I have employed what might be called traditional 
names for people and places rather than those in more recent use. One 
example is my retention of the religious name of Brother Marie-Nizier 
rather than the family name, Jean-Marie Delorme, which Claude Rozier 
prefers. Another is my use of the geographical name, Wallis, for the 
island which in Polynesian is call.~d Uvea, the name preferred by the 
authors of "Ever your poor brother". 

My sincere thanks are due to Father Fran~ois Grossin, who took the 
photographs of people and scenes in Futuna which illustrate the text 
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(mostly in 1987, with some few in 1991), and to Gaston Lessard, General 
Archivist of the Society of Mary, for his care and skill in selecting and 
making available these pictures. Thanks also to Tony Ward for 
permission to reproduce the maps from "Ever your poor Brother". 
Finally, yet once more, my thanks to Claude Rozier for his thorough 
revision of my text and for the many valuable corrections and suggestions 
which he has made. 

Abbreviations 

Rozier 1 = Ecrits de S. Pierre Chanel 
(Claude Rozier S.M., Rome, 1960) 

Rozier 2 = S. Pierre Chanel d'apres ceux 
qui l'ont connu. 
(Claude Rozier S.M., Rome 1991) 

viii 



Chapter One 

Peter ChaneJ was born on July 12th 1803 in the hamlet of La Potiere in 
eastern France, some fifty miles north-east of Lyons and about thirty 
miles from the Swiss border. The region around has long been called La 
Bresse, fertile farming countryside with its capital at Bourg. Chanel was 
a name well known in the area of Peter's birth; his ancestors had lived 
in the distric:;t for over two hundred years; they had mostly been small 
farmers or farm workers - though one branch was to achieve fame as the 
originators of the well-known perfume firm which still bears the family 
name. 

Peter's parents, Claude-Fran~ois and Marie-Ann, owned a fa rm of about 
65 acres, raising livestock and growing cereals. Peter would then, as a 
child, have been surrounded by the sights, sounds and smells of farming 
life and would have learned, from an early age, to lend a hand with the 
many and various jobs which always needed doing on a family farm. 
Being the fifth of eight children, there would also, one imagines, be 
plenty of household tasks to occupy him. 

Although in later life Peter must have had many happy memories of the 
farm at La Potiere, there was a darker side also to his recollections. The 
farm was situated on land confiscated by the state during the 
revolutionary period and subsequently bought by Peter's father. The 
family, and Peter especially, believed that before being confiscated it had 
been Church property. Though never allowing his anxiety to affect his 
respect and affection for his parents, Peter felt he must make amends 
for the family's acquisition of land which, he thought, rightfully belonged 
to the Church, and this was at least partly responsible for the 
undercurrent of self-immolation in his life1

• 

Peter's father, according to Louis Bernard - a close friend of Peter from 
childhood - was a naturally good person, but "more inclined to the bottle 
than to religion". He was content to leave the upbringing of his family 
to his wife; a devout but uneducated Christian. She was unable to read 
or write, but knew the essentials of religion and prayer and passed them 
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on to her children2
• 

These were the years when Napoleon was extending the French empire 
far and wide, and even in the rural surroundings of the family farm some 
of the echoes of conflict must surely have been heard. One of Peter's 
uncles, Jean-Marie, is recorded as having died in the war about 1806. 
However Peter's mind seems to have been on quite other things. 

A local priest, Jean-Marie Trompier, parish priest of the neighbouring 
village of Cras, was always on the look-out for boys who might have a 
vocation to the priesthood. He persuaded Peter's parents to let him 
come to Cras and attend the village school; later on Peter moved into 
the presbytery where Trompier ran a kind of peripatetic class - a few 
boys at a time - to teach them the rudiments of latin and other necessary 
subjects. They would accompany him on his daily ministries, in visiting 
the sick etc.; sometimes he would even teach them while having his 
meals3. Small wonder that Peter was wont to say in later life that Jean
Marie Trompier had much to do with his vocation. The priesthood 
seemed an obvious destiny, and in fact, as he later said, Peter had begun 
quite early in life to think of the foreign missions. 

In those days teen-age boys in France who were hoping to enter the 
diocesan priesthood went first to the minor seminary (as it was called) 
of the diocese - a kind of boarding school where they received a general 
education as well as grounding in ecclesiastical studies. In Peter's case 
the diocese was BeJley, recently restored after having been suppressed 
after the revolution, but the minor seminary was at Meximieux, in the 
diocese of Lyons, since Belley did not as yet possess its own. Peter was 
there from 1819 to 1823; he showed himself an able and industrious 
student and won various prizes. Perhaps the most significant comment 
about the adolescent Peter of these years was made twenty years later 
by one of his teachers. "Had I been able to see the future", he said, "I 
would have noted every move he made; but as it is nothing about him 
stands out as extraordinary." In other words a very normal, diligent 
student. 

Peter's path to the priesthood pursued an even and uneventful course. 
He transferred from Meximieux to another ecclesiastical COllege in 
BelJey - the diocesan town - in 1823, and in the following year he 
commenced his final studies at tlie major seminary at Brou, a suburb of 
Bourg. While at Brou he served as sacristan to the splendid Church 
which adjoined the seminary and which receives special mention in to-
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day's Michelin Guide for its magnificent Gothic architecture, its tombs 
and its chapels. In this church, on July 15th, 1827, he was ordained 
priest by Bishop Devie, his Diocesan Bishop. Twenty-four other young 
men were ordained along with Peter - a sign of the Church's recovery 
after the troubles of the revolution. 

Peter said his first Mass at Cras, where Jean-Marie Trompier was still 
parish priest, and thereafter spent a few weeks on holiday with his 
family. In due course he was appointed as curate to the parish of 
Amberieu, so the missionary ardour which now possessed him had to be 
curbed for the time being. 

1. Rozier 2 p. 102. 
2. Rozier 2 pp. 9 J & 92. 
3. Rozier 2 p. 95. 
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The Monastery and Church of Brou, which formed the Major Seminary of the 
diocese of Belley. Here Peter Chanel was ordained on July 15, 1827. 



Chapter Two 

Amberieu is a small town lying north east of Lyons and perhaps thirty 
miles away from it. Peter Chane I was there almost exactly one year. It 
was a brief stay, and although, as his first appointment, it must have held 
its own importance for him, (he noted the anniversary of his induction 
in his diary in far-away Futuna, eleven years later) we know little enough 
of his life there. Three sermons survive which probably date from this 
period\ they show careful preparation and a good deal of youthful 
earnestness and enthusiasm. They are full of dramatic exclamations and 
rhetorical questions - fairly typical, one might think, of a pious, zealous 
but perhaps rather immature young priest. 

In Amberieu at this time was a young cleric, Claude Bret, who acted as 
the local schoolmaster in the interval between receiving the tonsure (the 
first step towards the priesthood in those days) and proceeding later to 
ordination. He and Peter had been friends at the seminary; like Peter 
he would become a Marist, a missionary, and, in a sense, a martyr. 
Peter Chanel and Claude Bret often talked of their common ambition 
to follow the group of priests from the diocese of Belley who had 
recently volunteered for the foreign missions, and finally Peter decided 
to approach the Bishop and ask permission officially. 

The Bishop, however, had other plans for Peter. In the autumn of 1828, 
after Peter had ministered just over a year in Amberieu, he was 
appointed parish priest of Crozet, a village at the other end of the 
diocese, very near the Swiss border, in fact not much more than ten 
miles from Geneva. His parents were quite disconcerted to see him 
moved so far from home, and his father, sturdy peasant that he was, 
confronted one of the senior clerics in the diocese with the words, "Do 
you think I've brought my son up so that you could banish him to the 
mountains with the bears?"2. 

To be given his own parish so soon after ordination certainly seems early 
promotion for a young priest. However, a letter from Bishop Devie of 
Belley sheds some light on the situation3. It appears that the church at 
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Crozet needed rebuilding - it was considered by the diocesan 
administration to be "badly situated (outside the village), inconvenient, 
dominated by its surroundings and unsound". The previous parish priest, 
with the Bis hop's support, had suggested that the rebuilding might be an 
opportunity for moving the church nearer to the village. However this 
had been opposed by the municipality, and as a result of the ensuing 
dispute the parish priest had left. The Bishop then appointed Peter in 
the hope that he might take up this project again with rather more tact 
a nd bring it to a successful outcome. 

It appears, however, that the Bishop's hopes were not realised; no 
progress was made in the matter while Peter was parish priest. In other 
ways, however, it is clear from the few sources available to us that he 
was a devoted parish priest; indeed looked on as "a little fanatical" by 
one of his more anti-clerical parishioners - a sure sign of his zeal and 
effectiveness4

• A former parishioner stresses his pastoral visiting, his 
care for the sick and poor, and the general transformation effected in 
the parish by his ministry. When his letter of farewell, on the eve of his 
departure for Oceania, was read out at Mass by his successor, there was 
hardly a dry eye in the church5

. His concern for the needy, whether 
church-goers or not, seems to have been especially memorable. One 
poor lady - a protestant, elderly and ill - he visited a lmost every day, with 
gifts of bread, meat, wine etc6

• 

A description of the Corpus Christi procession which survives in one of 
his letters gives a picture of a devout young priest eager to inspire his 
parishioners to fervour7

. In the procession there were no fewer than 
twenty-four altar boys; perhaps they included the Mayor's little nephew, 
Jean Marie Bramerel, who was to be a pupil of Peter's at BelJey a nd was 
to "shed many tears" at his departure for Oceand'. The Mayor himself, 
Fran~ois Martin, was the recipient of two letters from Peter, both extant 
and both written after he had left Crozet. In them his affection for his 
former parishioners and interest in their welfare is very evident9

. 

Indeed; five years after leaving the parish he is still describing himself as 
"your poor devoted parish priest". Nevertheless, devoted as he 
undoubtedly was, Peter's heart was not really in parish ministry, and in 
the late summer of 183] he took the next definite step on the road which 
was to lead him to Futuna and to martyrdom. This was to apply for 
admission to the Society of Mary, a religious congregation which at that 
time was in process of formation in the diocese of Belley and the 
neighbouring Archdiocese of Lyons. 

6 



1. Rozier 1 pp 77 10 102. 6. Rozier 2 p 65 . 
2. Rozier 2 p 72. 7. Rozier 1 p 37. 
3. Rozier 2 p 27. 8. Rozier 1 p 140. 
4. Rozier 1 p 42. 9. Rozier 1 pp 41 & 60. 
5. Rozier 2 p 68. 

BiShop Devie of Belley 
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Chapter Three 

Here we pause in our narrative, to look at the background of events in 
France during the early nineteenth century. Tn the aftermath of the 
revolution and the Napoleonic empire, the French, tired of turmoil and 
warfare, turned once again to their deep traditional Catholicism; Peter 
was one of many young people responding to a vocation of prayer and 
apostolic service. New religious congregations sprang up to cater for 
them - the Society of Mary, whose members soon became known as 
Marists - was one of these. 

The Marists were (and are) a congregation (ultimately of priests, sisters, 
brothers and laypeople) whose full title was (and is) the Society of Mary. 
Their mission was to work in virtually any sort of apostolate in Mary's 
spirit - humbly, unobtrusively, without self-importance or self-regard -
and thus to be instruments of God 's mercy towards mankind. 

It was this Society, still at the very beginning of its history, which Peter 
Chanel joined in September 1831. Not a great deal is on record about 
this very important step in his life; evident ly his great devotion to Mary 
was a compelling motive, but his missionary vocation may well have been 
the decisive factor. The Marist ideal of willingness to work in any part 
of the world whatsoever for God 's glory and the salvation of souls must 
have greatly attracted him, and undoubtedly his friendship with Claude 
Bret, whom we last met at Amberieu, played its part, for Bret joined the 
Society at the same time. Moreover, there seems to have been a family 
attraction towards the Marists, since Peter's sister, Franc;oise, entered the 
Marist Sisters - also newly founded - a few months later. 

Years later, Peter was to reveal that his intention to enter the Society 
encountered great opposition from one at least of his friends, who urged 
the uncertainty of the whole enterprise and the shame and regret that 
he would share if the venture failed!. But Peter's mind was made up; 
one who knew him well said that he looked to the reli¥ious life as a 
means of dedicating himself to the missionary apostolate , and if this is 
perhaps an over-simplification, at least it is safe to say that his ardent 
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desire for the missions was a key reason for his decision. 

Unfortunately for Peter, the time was not yet ripe for Marists to follow 
out their ideal of apostolic work in whatever part of the world they were 
most needed. Their Founder, Jean Claude Colin, felt strongly that he 
had been called to found a world-wide Society, but the Bishop of the 
newly · restored diocese of Belley, Alexandre-Raymond Devie, was 
naturally reluctant to lose the services of some of his most zealous 
priests, and so wished to keep them within his diocese. He had given 
them charge of the diocesan College in Belley; Colin himself was 
Superior there, and it was to the College staff that he appointed his 
latest young recruit. 

So Peter found himself in charge of a class of twelve-year-old boys, and 
like many a young teacher before and since, soon discovered what a 
difficult task this was. It must certainly have been an early test for his 
vocation to have been confronted so soon with an assignment for which 
he had no training or previous experience. However, after one year, in 
1832, Peter was transferred from classroom to administration, becoming 
spiritual director, and bursar, of the College. In 1834 he was appointed 
Vice-Superior - which meant in fact that he was effectively in charge, 
since Jean-Claude Colin, the titular Superior, was much occupied with 
Marist affairs and no longer resided at the College. Evidently Peter 
greatly impressed Colin as a consultant and helper, and in the autumn 
of 1833 he accompanied Colin to Rome in an effort to gain approval for 
the rule of the Society. The varied responsibilities entrusted to such a 
young priest - Peter was thirty one when he took charge of the College -
showed how much he was valued by his superiors and also must have 

helped him to grow to an early and impressive maturity. 

Though the College at Belley was in reality a minor seminary - its pupils 
were in their first stage of preparation for ecclesiastical studies - it was 
not always the haven of Christian peace that one might have expected. 
During Peter's last year there was a very serious scandal involving one 
of the priest professors which must have caused Peter many a headache3. 

Moreover two years after his departure, under a Superior who lacked 
Peter's wise and kindly control, the College went through a very 
problematic period, with ill-feeling. amongst the teachers and outright 
rebellion among the pupils4. Being in charge of such an establishment 
in those hectic post-revolutionary years cannot have been easy. 
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Among the tributes paid to Peter by those who knew him well at that 
time the testimony of Marie, the girl who looked after his room, is 
worthy of mention . She had much to say about his kindness, 
consideration and habits of prayer; she added: "He was always laughing; 
during the holidays he went about the corridors and staircases singing; 
he had a . beautiful voice and it was a pleasure to listen to him". 
Throughout his life his voice excited admiration; it was to stand him in 
good stead in Oceania. 

Meanwhile, on May 1st, 1835, Peter's father, Claude-Fran<,;ois Chane!, 
had died suddenly as the result of an accident. Always strongly attached 
to his family, Peter described his subsequent visit home as the "saddest 
I have ever experienced"; for a time he feared that the shock would 
prove fatal to his mothers. Another death which must have greatly 
affected Peter was that of his old mentor, Monsieur Trompier, parish 
priest of Cras: he died on Holy Saturday of the same year. 

However, events were taking place in the wider world which were finally 
to sever the links between Peter, his family and indeed the whole 
familiar world in which he had grown up, and it is to these events that 
we must now turn our attention. 

L Rozier 2 p j 68. 
2. Rozier 2 p J 08. 
3. Rozier 2 p 105. 
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The College at Belley 
(now the College Lamartine, a secondary day school) 
The statue in the playground is of Saint Peter Chanel 



Chapter Four 

Like many other religious orders - both old and new - the Marists were 
looking beyond the boundaries of France for their fields of work. 
Countless opportunities existed in such vast areas as North America, 
Africa and India. In fact a great missionary thrust was developing 
throughout Catholic Europe, with France very much in the vanguard. In 
England a matching enthusiasm had seized the Protestant Churches, and 
missionary societies were being formed whose members followed the 
British flag to the ends of the earth. 

This, of course, was all happening long before the ecumenical movement 
was even thought of, and relations between the Christian churches - or 
at least between the Catholic and non-Catholic - were at best cool and 
at worst hostile. Rome looked on the presence of non-Catholic 
missionaries in unconverted territory as a challenge to be met. One such 
area comprised the islands dotted over the vast Pacific Ocean, from 
South America to (and including) New Zealand - known as Oceania to 
the Roman Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. Here the 
Methodists had been active for some years, especially in the western part 
of the region where British intluence was most marked. 

In 1832 Rome divided the enormous area of Oceania into two 
Vicariates, as mission territories are called; entrusted the eastern 
Vicariate to the Picpus Fathers, a missionary order founded at the end 
of the eighteenth century, and looked around for another such society to 
take care of the west. Various circumstances caused their attention to 
turn towards the Marists, who, as already mentioned, were in process of 
formation in Lyons and Belley, and in December 1835 Rome decided to 
invite the Society of Mary to take responsibility for the Vicariate of 
Western Oceania. The Founder, and (later) first Superior General, Jean 
Claude Colin, accepted on February 10th, 1836, and a month later Rome 
approved the Marist Fathers as a Religious Congregation of the 
universal Church. 
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The task undertaken by the new society was enormous indeed; there 
were only twenty Marists in the whole congregation; the western Pacific 
was a vast area, practically unexplored, with numerous groups of islands 
whose inhabitants were known only to the traders and adventurers who 
had penetrated these remote regions. Nothing daunted, a band of 
priests and Brothers was assembled almost as soon as the project had 
been set in motion, with the intention of starting out for the Pacific 
before the ' end of 1836. Its leader was Jean-Baptiste Fran<sois 
Pompallier, a priest of the Lyons diocese who had been one of the group 
of Marist aspirants. 

As Vicar Apostolic of Western Oceania, Pompallier was ordained bishop 
on June 30 1836; four priests were assigned to the new mission along 
with three Brothers. To their great delight, both Peter Chanel and his 
close friend Claude Bret were included in the group. Nevertheless, in 
the midst of their joy at the realisation of their cherished ambition, the 
two friends must have been aware, if only vaguely, of the difficulties and 
dangers confronting them. 

To recount only the most obvious of their problems, they were venturing 
into a region known very incompletely to Europeans at that time. 
Certainly some exploration had been done, and Peter had been given (by 
the Vicar General of the Belley diocese) a two volume account of the 
voyage of Jules Dumont D'Urville, the great French explorer whose 
circumnavigation of the globe in 1826/9 had added greatly to the 
information available about the South Sea Islands. Peter took these 
books with him when he sailed, and from time to time his diary mentions 
that he consulted them. 

Nevertheless the customs of the people who lived in those distant islands, 
the language they spoke, the food they ate, their politics - all was almost 
a closed book to this band of missionaries. How could they even begin 
their work of evangelisation against a background of such lack of 
knowledge? Moreover the tremendous distances involved, in those days 
of sailing ships, meant that communication with their home country 
would take many months, and supplies and amenities taken for granted 
in Europe would be unobtainable. And what about the dangers? The 
dreaded voyage around Cape Horn; the tropical diseases; the warlike 
disposition and indeed cannibalism of some of the islanders. Prudence 
might at least have indicated a period of preparation; but how can one 
prepare without some understanding of the problems to be faced? At 
any rate, even if the wisdom of such an immediate response is open to 
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question, the courage and sacrifice can hardly be challenged. The one 
certain fact about the venture was that few taking part in it would return 
alive to France. 

The signatures of the first twenty Marists, certitying the election of Father J-C Colin 
as firs t Superior General. Peter Chane!'s signature is at the centre of the group; he 
seems always to have used the single word "Chanel" on such occasions. On the right 
is the signature of his friend Claude Bret, and below this that of Pierre Bataillon, who 
would be his nearest neighbour in Oceania. 
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Chapter Five 

It was in the Spring of 1836 that Peter Chanel learned that he would be 
a member of the first group of Marist missionaries who would leave for 
Oceania before the end of the year, but meanwhile his present 
responsibilities kept him occupied. As head of a boarding school he had 
always been very busy at Belley; now the pace of life intensified as he 
wound up the academic year and got everything ready for his successor. 
The students did not depart until August 18th; there followed the 
inaugural retreat of the Marist Fathers after which the new members 
took their religious vows and elected Jean-Claude Colin as first Superior 
General. It was not until the end of September that Peter left Belley to 

spend a week saying good-bye to his mother and family at La Potiere 
and to his friends in other nearby places. To spare his mother's feelings, 
he merely told her that he was going to a very distant place; though, as 
his friend Bernard Joseph remarked, anywhere beyond Paris was far 
away to herl. By October the 5th he was in Lyons, ready for departure 
on the 7th. 

Travelling by Paris and Rauen, Fathers Chanel and Bataillon and 
Brother Marie- izier Delorme arrived in Le Havre, the port of 
embarkation, on October 27th. There they were joined on the following 
day by three priests and one Brother of the Picpus Congregation, who 
were to travel with them to the Pacific, and on November 12th by 
Bishop Pompallier with Fathers Bret and Servant and Brother Joseph 
Luzy. All the missionaries stayed at the house of one Madame Dodard, 
a good lady whose vocation seems to have been to provide hospitality for 
missionaries sailing from Le Havre. She was very old at this time and 
in fact died a few days after the final embarkation. This was subject to 
various delays, and in the end Peter and his companions were waiting in 
Le Havre for over two months. 

During this time Peter wrote several letters which have survived - they 
bear witness to his deep love and concern for his mother; his regard for 
his former parish ioners at Crozet and students at Belley, and his 
eagerness to be amongst the Polynesians to whom his future apostolate 
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would be dedicated. Practical affairs were not neglected; some of the 
time was spent in learning English and Spanish, and a letter to Jean 
Claude Colin contains a list of names and addresses of people in Le 
Havre who would be helpful when future groups of missionaries were 
embarking2

• 

The ship ' that was to carry the missionaries across the Atlantic, round 
Cape Horn and up the west coast of South America to Valparaiso was 
the Delphille - 329 tons; she finally set sail on Christmas Eve 1836. But 
the succession of delays was by no means ended; the Delphille developed 
rudder trouble and had to wait for a month and a half at Tenerife, in the 
Canary Islands, for repairs. It appears from a subsequent letter of 
Peter's that all the missionaries suffered from the climate of this place -
possible there was an epidemic of some sort at the time - and also from 

the privations they endured during their stay, for which they were quite 
unprepared and unprovided. However they all recovered with the 
exception of Claude Bret, who developed a fever which grew worse when 
the voyage was resumed on February 28th. It was a terrible shock for 
everyone when he died three weeks later, but especially for his close 
friend Peter Chanel, who had shared his tiny cabin and nursed him. in 
a subsequent letter Peter described his death as a "thunderbolt,,3, and 
bearing in mind the long and close friendship of the two young priests 
and the eagerness with which they had set out together on this great 
adventure, the effect of this unlooked-for tragedy can hardly be 
overestimated. 

One can only imagine the other rigours of the voyage, including the 
rounding of Cape Horn in a small sailing ship, a manoeuvre which took 
nearly two months. Peter, with his great gift of meeting people and 
working with them, spent much time with the crew, who in the beginning 
had regarded the missionaries with deep distrust. Along with Pierre 
Bataillon he gave reading lessons to those who needed and wanted them; 
from this it was but a short step to what we would call reconversion and 
in the end many of them made their Easter duties4

• 

The Delphille finally arrived at Valparaiso on June 28th; the voyage had 
lasted almost exactly six months. In Valparaiso the missionaries stayed 
with the Picpus Fathers until arrangements could be made to continue 
their journey. 

On August the 10th they embarked on an American brig, the Europa, 
and after calling at Gambier, reached Tahiti on September 22nd. Here 
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Bishop Pompallier was able to hire a small schooner of 60 tons called 
the Raiatea, conditions on board which moved even Marie-Nizier, writing 
thirty years later, to eloquent complaints5

• She nevertheless carried them 
to Tonga and thus brought them for the first time within the bounds of 
the Western Vicariate. However permission to set up a mission there 
was refused. An Englishman, Thomas Boag, was taken aboard at this 
point - he had married a girl from Futuna (who had since died) and 
wanted a passage there; he will figure quite prominently in our future 
narrative. Partly, perhaps, because of Boag, Pompallier's attention was 
directed to a group of islands three hundred miles to the north-west, 
known as the Wallis Islands. The attraction here was that this was virgin 
territory from the point of view of the missionaries - completely pagan. 

The Raiatea called first at Uvea, the principal island of the Wallis group, 
where, after some hesitation, the king of the island agreed to allow 
Father Bataillon and Brother Luzy to remain. Peter Chanel was at this 
time destined for Rotuma, about 200 miles north of Fiji\ but during the 
visit to Wallis some people asked for a passage to their native island of 
Futuna, about 140 miles to the south-west. Thomas Boag added his 
voice to theirs, and consequently the ship set sail for Futuna and arrived 
there on November 12th 1837, almost a year after the missionaries had 
left France. Impressed by the friendliness of the inhabitants, Pompallier 
decided to leave a priest and a Brother at Futuna also, and so it was that 
Peter Chanel and Marie-Nizier Delorme stepped ashore to begin their 
apostolate. Thomas Boag landed with them to help and to act as 
interpreter. 

At both Wallis and Futuna Bishop Pompallier dissimulated somewhat 
with the ruling chieftains. Fearing that his men would not be accepted 
if they were proclaimed as missionaries, he presented them as travellers 
who wished to study the language and customs of the islands 7. This 
would certainly strike one as less than honest, and likely perhaps to 
arouse the suspicion of the islanders when the truth became evident. In 
fact some of them realised from the outset the purpose of the 
newcomers, which accounts for the strong opposition of a number of 
Futunians. Pompallier has moreover been criticised because of his 
action in placing the major part of his missionary force on these two 
remote islands - he was left with only one priest and one Brother for the 
remainder of his huge Vicariate - ~.nd for his promise, not fulfilled, to 
return to Wallis and Futuna in six months. But on both these counts he 
was handicapped by the non-arrival of reinforcements from France - the 
second group of Marist missionaries did not set sail until September 1838 
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- almost two years after the departure of the first band. 

1. Rozier 2 p 103. 
2. Rozier 1 p 142. 
3. Rozier 1 p 167. 
4. Rozier 2 p 224. 
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Chapter Six 

Before proceeding with this narrative, it would obviously be useful to 
look more closely at Futuna and its inhabitants. As background to this, 
the reader is referred to the map on page 20. 

The Futuna group, also called at that time the Horne Islands, consists of 
two islands, Futuna and Alofi. The total area is approximately 45 square 
miles, Futuna being about twice the area of Alofi. Futuna has around 
25 miles of coastline, Alofi half as much. The islands are situated nearly 
two thousand miles west of Tahiti, 250 miles north-east of Fiji and about 
140 miles south-west of Wallis. The distance from Wallis should be 
noted; one is inclined to think of the two groups as close neighbours. 
Even in our day Futuna is regarded as remote and difficult of access. 

The two islands of the group are volcanic in origin and present a 
landscape of rocky coasts, steep slopes and deep valleys. A central ridge 
runs the length of the main island, rising to about 2500 feet at its north 
end. The islands are separated by a deep channel, about a thousand 
yards wide, and the whole complex is surrounded by a series of reefs, 
through which there is one safe passage, on the south-west, opposite the 
bay of Singave. The climate is tropical - warm and moist throughout the 
year, with plenty of rainfall and an occasional cyclone. 

At the time of Peter Chanel's arrival there were perhaps one thousand 
inhabitants, almost all Polynesians descended from immigrants from 
Samoa and almost all living on the main island. Their houses were oval
shaped, grouped in villages in the valleys along the coast. A single road 
or trackway ran right round the island, except for a short distance on the 
south coast between Malai and Alo where the cliffs were impassable; this 
stretch could be negotiated only along the reef at low tide. Two paths 
crossed the central heights, one from Nuku to Singave, the other from 
Laloua to Kolia. 

Something of the manner of life on Wallis and Futuna at the time of the 
advent of the missionaries is known from a short account wh ich they put 
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together in 1838 and which subsequently appeared in Les AnnaLes de La 
Propagation de La Foi. Food was locally produced - taros (like large 
turnips), breadfruit, bananas, sugar cane, coconuts; much fish, and for 
meat mainly pork or sometimes dog flesh. For drink there was of course 
ka'Va, made from a root, intoxicating, and much drunk on ceremonial 
occasions. 

A typical day would begin at sunrise, i.e. about 6.00 am, with a drink of 
kava; after which the men would set off for the hills to work in their 
vegetable fields or make for the shore to launch their fishing boats, the 
women meanwhile weaving mats or making a sort of cloth called tapa or 
perhaps gathering shellfish. In the afternoon there was a universal siesta 
until about three pm, when the main meal, cooked by the men, was 
eaten. At nightfall, around 6 pm, everyone went to bathe, after which 
fires were lit around which people gathered to engage in long 
discussions. 

The population of Futuna was organised in various different tribes, each 
with its common ancestor, its traditions, its feasts and its chief. At the 
time of arrival of the missionaries, the tribes had come together to form 
two rival districts, which periodically waged war on each other. The 
winners were thereafter known as the "Victors", the losers as the 
"Vanquished", whose ambition thenceforth was to start another war in 
which they might turn the tables (no doubt a rather simplistic description 
of a more complicated situation). Each of these two districts had a sort 
of paramount chief, known to Europeans as "king"; there was also a 
priesthood, for the spirit world was very real and active in the lives of 
these people - especially the great spirits whom we would call gods, and 
who were believed to speak through the chiefs. 

Finally it should be mentioned that there were a few white people on the 
island, mostly English adventurers; one of these, Jones by name, had a 
schooner in which he frequently sailed between Futuna and Wallis, thus 
providing a means of communication between Peter Chanel and Pierre 
Bataillon. Occasionally a whaler would call for supplies; now and then 
a ship would arrive from, or depart to, New Zealand, and the 
missionaries would use these to write to Bishop Pompallier who had 
established his headquarters there; communication with France, 
desperately slow and infrequent, wa~ also via New Zealand. 

So the missionaries of Wallis and Futuna were left in virtual isolation. 
If they had shown striking courage in leaving France for a voyage literally 
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into the unknown, they displayed nothing less than heroism in taking this 
further leap into the dark. Over and above the formidable language 
difficulty and the problems of food and shelter, was the total insecurity 
of their situation. No friendly flag tlew over these islands; the help so 
often provided to missionaries by colonia l powers was thousands of miles 
away. The islanders were warlike people, accustomed to bloodshed. 
What would their attitude be when they realised that the newcomers 
were precisely the European missionaries of whom they were strongly 
suspicious? 

A FUlunian Couple 

22 



Chapter Seven 

Peter Chanel kept a daily journal throughout his time on Futuna, but not 
all of it has survived. The first month is missing; Peter's mission 
commenced on November 12th 1837, but the first entry in his surviving 
journal is dated December 26th 1837. However Brother Marie-Nizier 
was able, later, to supply many details l

. On the 11th of November 
Bishop Pompallier had introduced the two missionaries to Niuliki, king 
of the victorious party and hence the most powerful person on the island 
(on whom, according to the islanders, the greatest of their gods 
"descended"). Niuliki received them hospitably, though, as Marie-Nizier 
observes in parentheses, in the face of great opposition, which the 
missionaries only learned of much la ter. Ostensibly a ll was friendliness 
and welcome. The king accepted the Marists as his own special guests 
and undertook to look after them and provide for them. A ceremonial 
meal was served and a celebration held. On the following day the 
mission was definitively estab lished. 

Here it would be opportune to pause and look briefly at Peter's 
companions in the great adventure which was just beginning. One, of 
course, was Jean-Marie Delorme, better known to us as Brother Marie
Nizier, Peter's confrere in the Society of Mary. He will figure so often 
in the narrative that little need be added here . He came from Saint
Laurent-d 'Agny, about twelve miles from Lyo ns . He was only twenty 
years old when the missionaries left France; he was, in fact, still a minor 
in the eyes of the law and had to obtain his father 's consent. But he was 
a young man as Bishop Bataillon obse rved2 "plein de bon sens et de 
droiture", besides being a fa ithful Marist, and his later witness to Peter 
Chanel was to prove almost as valuable as his present devotion. Brother 
Marie-Nizier died at St. Anne's, London, in 1874 and is buried in 
Ley tons tone cemetery. 

Rather less familiar - though a lso omn ipresent - is Thomas Boag, the 
you ng man who lived with Peter and Marie-N izier throughout their 
sojourn on the is land. H e is usually described as English, but his 
surname, and the fact that Pete r, according to the diary, conversed with 
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him in "indifferent Portuguese" render this a little doubtful. As 
previously recorded, he had married a Futunian girl and had gone to live 
in Tonga, where his wife had died. At Yavau, in Tonga, he had 
undertaken to act as interpreter to the missionary party in return for a 
passage to Futuna, and had already been of valuable service. On arrival 
in Futuna he offered to stay with Peter and Marie-Nizier; at first there 
was question of payment, but when Pompallier had ruled this out he 
nevertheless stayed behind without condition. Marie-Nizier shrewdly 
observed that Thomas's real motive was to find another wife3

, but his 
attempts to obtain one (parting, in exchange, with a rifle and some 
clothing) proved unsuccessful. In the documentation he is always 
described as "Protestant"; whether this means anything more than non
Catholic is unclear; at any rate, under Peter's influence, he was received 
into the Church on October 31st, 1840, and became, according to 
Bataillon "a fervent Catholic"4. In the meantime, one wonders what he 
made of these two French religious with whom he lived, and who 
observed their rule with great exactitude in such unpromising 
circumstances. 

For a while the missionaries seem to have lodged with the king; they 
must have had a very abrupt introduction to that sharing in the common 
life of the islanders which in future would be, to a great extent, their 
daily lot. Niuliki was as good as his word and made sure they were 
supplied with food and drink, though the unaccustomed diet of the 
islanders, and the unfamiliar timing of their meals must have added still 
more to the feeling of the newcomers that they had entered a completely 
new world. Nowadays we talk about culture shock, but probab ly there 
are few places remaining on the face of the ea rth where one could 
experience such a violent change of life as those Marists did in those 
weeks. 

After a while the islanders helped them to construct a little hut of sticks, 
clay and coconut leaves, in the valley or village of AJo. This was in Tua, 
the territory of the victorious party, whose king, Niuliki, normally resided 
at Poi, just across the island. He was a frequent visitor. Though 
officially a guest of Niuliki, Peter was on good terms with Vanai, king of 
Singave, the district of the vanquished party, and often visited him. On 
December 8th Peter had the happiness of celebrating his firs t Mass on 
the island, and this indicates that by that time they must have made their 
modest abode habitable. 
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Since it was impossible, as Marie-Nizier observes, for the missionaries to 
celebrate their first Christmas on the island unnoticed by the people, 
Peter resolved to carry out the liturgy as splendidly as possible5; in the 
event, at least ten people were present at the Mass. Perhaps this was 
the occasion wh ich Peter chose to proclaim publicly his missionary 
identity; it will be recalled that the Bishop had concealed this when 
introducing him to Niuliki. Certainly his diary, which commences on the 
following day, December 26th, gives no indication that he ever tried to 
hide it. Apart from morning Mass, which he was now able to celebrate 
more regularly, he spent many of these early days visiting the families of 
the neighbourhood Gust as he had in his first days at Crozet). Many sick 
people were anxious to show him their infirmities, which they attributed 
to the anger of the gods; Peter was able neither to disillusion them, for 
he did not know the language, nor to help them materially. All he could 
do in these early days was to show concern and to try to understand and 
communicate. 

The location of Peter's first dwelling on 
Futuna, now marked by a monument. 
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Chapter Eight 

Two months after the arrival of the missionaries, in January 1838, war, 
never very far from the surface, erupted once again between the two 
island groups, the victorious and the vanquished. It was precipitated by 
the assassination of a member of the victorious party, news of which 
spread like wildfire, causing the population of the warring districts to 
assemble, each around its king, and leaving the missionaries isolated for 
a time. 

Peter, fearing that bloodshed was imminent, visited the two kings in turn 
- though knowing at this time practically nothing of the la nguage - to 
persuade them to make peace!. Since outright refusal was considered 
impolite by the Futunians, they replied with fair promises but without 
changing their attitude. Nevertheless, for the next two months no great 
battles were fought; women and children, as was the custom, passed 
freely around the island, since they were immune from violence; the two 
sides, in the words of Marie-Nizier "spied on each other", and Peter's 
diary describes warlike ceremonies a t which he was present on both sides 
of the island, both in Tua, where the victors lived, and in Singave, the 
territory of the vanquished, but no actual fighting seems to have 
occurred. 

From Peter's diary it is difficult to disentangle the confused politics of 
the island, and indeed it is doubtful if Peter himself, so early in his 
missionary venture and with such a minimal knowledge of the language, 
had a very clear understanding of the situation. Besides the traditional 
opposition between victors and vanquished, erupting into conflict at 
intervals when the defeated party saw a chance of turning the tables, 
there were minor factions which had an important intluence on events. 
One of these was the group of white adventurers, led seemi ngly by John 
Jones; they lived a t Leava in Singave, the territory of the vanquished. 
Jones owned a schooner and traded between Futuna and Wallis. Other 
members of the white group are mentioned by Peter and Marie-Nizier 
from time to time, generally being labelled "English". 
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These adventurers seem to have been involved in the island conflicts; it 
was two men employed by Jones, a New Zealander and a Fijian, who 
fired the shots that started the war in January 1838. The man who was 
k:illed had apparently been an enemy of Sam Keletaona, one of the 
vllnquished - a friend of the whites and a claimant to the title of king of 
the island2• Sam had seen service on whaling ships and formed a link 
between the Europeans and Futunians - he was indeed well thought of 
by the missionaries, at least for the present (Marie-Nizier's opinion of 
him was to change radically) and Peter had great hopes of him. But he 
was also very warlike and was a protege of Jones - we read that the two 
met to plan the campaign after the January war had been declared. 

It was probably during this period of twilight war that an incident took 
place which Marie-Nizier recounts in detail. The followers of Niuliki -
the victorious party - gathered one day near the Marists' hut in A10 to 
hear one of their gods speaking through the mouth (as they put it) of 
one of his devotees. It was, as the good Brother observes, especially in 
time of war that they felt the need of such encouragement. The speech, 
loud and animated, was clearly audible inside Peter's dwelling. To 
counteract this pagan exhibition the missionaries started to sing "a deux 
voix" the Salve Regina, followed by the Inviolafa. Their voices must have 
been remarkably strong, for after a while a few of the islanders, despite 
their fear of the god who they thought was addressing them, came over 
to ask the Marists to continue their singing, and at the end of the 
harangue a great number joined them3

. 

Another incident in mid-February 1838, about a month after the 
declaration of war, is recounted by Peter in rather a wry way which 
somehow gives one the impression that he saw its humorous side. One 
of Niuliki 's followers came to the missionaries ' house looking for 
weapons - guns were mercifully scarce on the island, and the few around 
were old and unreliable. This man promised Thomas Boag (who had 
been going around the island looking for a wife) two wives for the loan 
of his rifle during the war; he then proceeded to offer one wife each to 
Peter and Brother Marie-Nizier. "Not put out by our refusal" observes 
Peter drily, "He went off accompanied by Thomas"4. 

At this juncture an opportunity occurred for Peter to visit his confreres 
on the neighbouring island of Wallis. "Neighbouring" is, actually, a little 
misleading; the two islands are about ]40 miles apart. In the vast 
reaches of the Pacific this perhaps seems quite a small distance, but in 
those days it meant several days' sail. The voyage was possible because 
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Jones's schooner had recently been made ready for sea (apparently it 
was not always seaworthy) and Jones announced his intention of sailing 
to Wallis. Peter's decision to leave the island in the middle of a war may 
seem strange, but it must be recalled that this was a rather peculiar war -
no actual fighting to date, just a lot of suspicion and noise with life 

otherwise proceeding as normal. Moreover as religious Superior and 
pro-Vicar (Bishop's representative) Peter had a special responsibility for 
Bataillon arid Joseph-Xavier on Wallis. Add to this the need for the two 
priests to make their Confession and Easter Duties, and a formidable 
array of reasons emerges for Peter to take this opportunity, which might 
not occur again for a very long time. 

So Peter arranged his passage with John Jones (who charged him forty 
piastres for the return journeys), and after various delays - one is inclined 
to forget that at that time a favourable wind was a sine qua IlOIl for 
starting a voyage - Peter finally set off on March 24th. 

1. Rozier 2 p 239. 
2. Rozier 1 p 323. 
3. Rozier 2 p 241. 
4. Rozier 'I p 329. 
S. Rozier I p 333. 
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Chapter Nine 

The departure of Peter Chanel for Wallis on March 24th 1838 may be 
said to bring to an end the first part of his mission to Futuna. He had 
been on the island for over four months. Daily he and Brother Marie
Nizier had faithfully practised the routine of prayer prescribed by their 
rule; on most days he had celebrated Mass; in February with his 
companion he had carried out the liturgy of Candlemas Day and Ash 
Wednesday. Quite often the islanders had been present at these acts of 
worship, though without understanding them, since Peter had no means 
of explaining anything. His efforts at peacemaking had largely gone 
unheeded. Very little - except what we might nowadays term wishful 
thinking - occurs in his diary about direct efforts at evangelisation. Quite 
simply, he was completely handicapped by lack of communication, and 
it must have been extremely discouraging. Small wonder that he felt the 
need of consulting one at least of his Marist fellow-priests. 

On arrival at Wallis Peter found Pierre Bataillon and Brother Joseph
Xavier in good spirits and confident mood. With the help of the king of 
the island, with whom Bataillon at this time enjoyed excellent relations, 
they were completing a small two-storey house in which a number of 
invalids were being cared for; one had been baptised and another was 
awaiting baptism. Bataillon was somewhat Illore advanced in knowledge 
of the language; he was fortunate in having the help of a French sailor, 
Paul David, who had been living on Wallis for three years. Consequently 
he was able to give some assistance to Peter in this respect; the 
languages of the two islands belong to the same family, though they are 
quite distinct. 

Peter stayed on Wallis until April 26th, celebrating Holy Week and 
Easter with his confreres, and in their company spending a great deal of 
time with the king of the island. Bataillon baptised other sick people; he 
and Peter worked hard at the language. Tn lighter mood Peter describes 
an incident which took place a few days before the end of his visit on a 
little island off the coast of Wallis, where the chief, Tuugahala, was 
friendly and well disposed to Catholicism. Some young Tongans -
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apparently Wesleyans - were present. They entertained the company by 
singing hymns taught them by the Wesleyan missionaries. Peter and 
Bataillon followed up with a few verses of (presumably) Catholic hymns. 
"Preference was shown to these latter," writes Peter. He adds that the 
young Tongans were critical of their missionaries. The age of 
ecumenism was still far off!. 

On his return to Futuna at the end of April, Peter found that the war 
was still more a matter of talking than fighting, although one man of the 
vanquished party had been killed. During his absence all the possessions 
of the missionaries had been moved from Ala by Niuliki (possibly 
because Ala was too near the territory of the vanquished), and 
transported to the king's house at Poi, so Peter had perforce to move 
there also, together with Marie-Nizier and Thomas, who were both safe 
and sound. After a while they persuaded the king to let them wall off 
a part of the house, to give them a measure of privacy, but they were not 
able to set to work on a separate house until the beginning of August. 
They slept in their new house for the first time on September 4th 1838. 
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Throughout this time, except when illness prevented him, Peter was 
offering his daily Mass, often very early in the morning, so as to be 
undisturbed. At other times the local people were often present -
indeed it was impossible to prevent them when the missionaries had no 
house of their own - and some ideas about the new religion must have 
started to take form in their minds. This was especially so on great 
Feasts like Pentecost, when Peter and Brother Marie-Nizier contrived a 
Sung Mass, in their improvised chapel (they were still in the king's 
house) which they had decorated as well as possible for the occasion. 
The islanders, along with the king, came in great numbers and were very 
impressed. The crucifix and (later) the pictures which Peter hung on the 
walls caused great amazement. 

On June 18th Peter administered his first Baptism, recorded with great 
happiness in his diary. The recipient was a little baby boy in Laloua, a 
neighbouring village. Peter gave him the name of Marie-Marcellien. In 
the following months he conferred the Sacrament on other dying children 
and on one old lady to whom, with great difficulty, he explained some of 
the essential truths of Christianity. One of the children baptised was 
Niuliki's nephew, and it is significant that Peter judged it better not to 
attend the little boy's funeral lest it be thought that his ministrations had 
been the cause of death. 

Peter continued to spend a great deal of time on studying the language -
his diary records this very frequently, but communication remained very 

difficult, as indeed it was bound to. Several times he refers to his efforts 
to put together a dictionary, presumably French/Futunian . Considering 
that no written form of the language had hitherto existed, this was a 
pioneering work indeed. 

Of course Peter's diary has much to say about the Futunians themselves; 
their community and family life, evident in their feasts, celebrations and 
dances, in their joy at weddings and sorrow at deaths and funerals. 
Paradoxically we learn also of their tradition with war with its tragic 
consequences in the past and present. And we see their deep and 
justified distrust of Europeans and the colonial powers which they were 
thought to represent. 

The arrival of English or American ships - mostly whaling ships, the sort 
that ventured most into these remote waters - always finds mention in 
Peter's jourmil. They were the only means of communicating with - or 
finding out about - the world outside. They might perhaps bring mail 
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from Europe or New Zealand, or at least from Bataillon on Wallis; 
perhaps they might take his letters on the first stage of their long journey 
home. Besides, these ships were the only means of obtaining or 
replacing such items as clothing, pen, ink and paper and other 
necessities. 

The names of the other white people on the island occur not 
infrequently in Peter's journal - Thomas Boag of course and John Jones -
but others also, generally described as "English" who came over from 

Leava in Singave (where Jones had established a little colony) to lend a 
hand in house building or to borrow things. Peter's relationship with 
them was ambivalent ; he was dependent on them for transport and 
communication with Wallis, and naturally welcomed the occasional 
company of fellow-Europeans, but he was acutely conscious of the bad 
example they often gave; of the way they abused the Futunian women; 
of their part in making weapons of war available. 

And of course there are the kings - Niuliki of Tua, king of the victors, 
Vanai of Singave, king of the vanquished, and Sam Keletaona, whom 
Peter, probably, shrewdly suspected would one day rule the whole island. 
Peter was constantly in their company; they of course (especially Niuliki) 
were his protection and support in this first year. But more important, 
as far as he was concerned, their sympathy was essential if the island was 
to be converted. Peter's motives in cultivating these primitive but 
powerful rulers were of the highest - it was not a matter of his own 
security or comfort, for which he never showed the slightest regard; it 
was simply a question of winning Futuna to Christianity. 

But above all, Peter's diary is the story of himself among the ordinary 
people. It resembles the crowded pages of the Gospel; people surround 
Peter as they surround Jesus. He has no rest from them; he shares their 
simple food, their ceremonies, their kava. In their turn they share his 
house, eating there, talking there, sleeping there. And in the midst of all 
this there is the insurmountable barrier of the language. To vary slightly 
what he wrote one day in the summer of 1838, "How sorrowful is the lot 
of a poor missionary who cannot yet preach the truths of salvation". 

1. ROlier I pp 344 & 345. 
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Children in front of the monument commemorating 
Peter's first dwelling on Futuna. 
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Chapter Ten 

The last few months of 1838 on Futuna proceeded without further 
hostilities; the war seemed to have receded into the background. Peter 
continued his quiet apostolate, baptising the dying - mostly children but 
occasionally adults, to whom he laboriously tried to teach the truths of 
religion. His theology of salvation reflected the somewhat gloomy and 
restrictive outlook of the time. He seems to have had the general view 
that the unbaptised Futunians had no hope of salvation and that their 
religion was altogether evil. So, earlier in the year, on hearing of the 
death of a sick person, he laments in his diary, "To have in my hands 
what could save these poor souls, and hell robs me of them!", and again 
a few days later, "The chewing of kava began as I reached Holy 
Communion (in celebrating Mass) - two widely different cults practised 
at the same time, heaven on one side, hell on the other". 

His tenth baptism took place on the day before Christmas Eve. His 
second Christmas in Futuna, in contrast with the first, seems to have 
been celebrated quietly, even privately; the diary notes that he 
celebrated his three Masses, but makes no mention of any of the people 
being present. Evidently, however, he was growing in confidence, for not 
long before he had arranged with Vanai, king of the vanquished, to have 
a second house built near his royal residence in Singave (actually, from 
later evidence, in the village of Nuku) a work which was well advanced 
by the beginning of 18391. This was no doubt partly a diplomatic 
gesture, emphasising Peter's neutrality towards the two parties despite 
his dependence on Niuliki, but it would also be of real practical value to 
the mission, for Singave and Poi were on opposite sides of the island, 
separated by the mountainous interior, and communication was quite 
slow and laborious. Hence a pied a terre would be useful. 

However early in February 1839 the attention of the Marists was forcibly 
brought back to their existing residence in Poi when the missionaries 
experienced their first typhoon. Devastation was universal; the peoples' 
houses were blown down and they sought shelter in Peter's house until 
that too was destroyed and the Marists had once again to move in with 
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the king. The people made offerings to appease their gods, and for a 
moment a flare-up of the war seemed imminent, due to the storm and 
to a dispute about two men who were thought to be the proteges of 
powerful gods - both sides wished to have their protection. However the 
danger was averted, for the moment, by the good sense of Niuliki. 

The missionaries, helped by Thomas Boag, immediately began work on 
yet another house in Poi, smaller than the first, and by the middle of 
February they were ready to move in. By this time they must have 
become quite skilled in the craft of building with the materials that lay 
to hand; Marie-Nizier in particular must have proved himself invaluable. 
Besides his many and varied tasks in providing the mission with shelter, 
clothing (which he washed and mended) and food, he was in great 
demand by the islanders as a barber; they were forever asking him to 
shave them. All this of course was additional to his principal task as 
Peter's apostolic helper; he is frequently referred to as a catechist, in 
which capacity he took his part in instructing the children and (later) the 
catechumens; not infrequently he baptised people in danger of death. 

The end of February saw Peter visiting Singave, where, with the help of 
Thomas, he had a long talk with Sam Keletaona about religion and the 
wonders of the universe; he also reassured king Vanai, who feared that 
starvation would follow if Futuna embraced the new religion. Thomas, 
who was to repair the little house at Nuku, severely damaged by the 
typhoon, was ill and so the work had not made much progress. He had, 
however, improved by the time of Peter's next visit to Singave, and acted 
as his interpreter. Sam Keletaona's brother, Mataku, was ill, and with 
Thomas's help Peter explained to Sam and to the father, Fulivao, his 
wish to baptize Mataku and what this would entail. The whole family, 
along with the sick man himself, agreed that Mataku should become a 
Christian, and Peter baptised him, giving him his own Christian name. 
He lived on to the end of the month. 

Evidently this incident greatly encouraged Peter, especially as on his 
return to Poi he found that Maligi, foremost among the elders who 
formed Niuliki's entourage, had publicly praised Christianity. A few days 
later, Peter instructed and baptised, on his death-bed, Tui Kalepa, 
brother-in-law of Sam Keletaona, and, judging by the consternation 
caused by his death, a man of great importance on the island. 
Meanwhile Thomas Boag, who had been unwell for most of the year, 
became very ill during March and April. At the beginning of May Peter 
notes in his diary for the first time that they discussed religion, with the 
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comment that Thomas often prayed. He was probably a Methodist, 
since his late (Futunian) wife had been baptised by a Methodist minister. 

On the morning of May 8th 1839, Peter and Marie-Nizier rose at the 
usual time of 5.30 am for morning prayer, Mass and meditation. The 
islanders had been holding a celebratory dance for most of the night, 
which Peter expected would tire them so much that they would not be 
able to get up at their usual hour of dawn. However, great shouting was 
heard, and the people started getting very excited, crying out that a ship 
was coming. The weather was bad; the rain made it impossible to detect 
anything at sea, so the missionaries stayed at home, thinking it might be 
a false alarm. But by ten o'clock messengers were at Peter's house to 
give him the news that his relatives had arrived! The "relatives" were the 
second group of Marist missionaries to be sent from France to the 
islands; Peter of course had received no prior word of their arrival and 
their appearance was a total surprise, as well as a tremendous joy to 
him. 

1. Rozier 1 p 404. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The group which had just landed comprised six in all; three priests : 
Claude Baty, who at the age of 28 was their leader; Jean-Baptiste Epalle, 
and Maxime Petit; and three Brothers, Augustin Drevet, Elias Morin and 
Florentin Francon. Like Peter and Marie-Nizier they were young; only 
Petit was over 30. They had left France on September 6th 1838, and 
had called at Wallis, where Pierre Bataillon had joined their party in 
order to visit Peter. So the little group now assembled on Futuna 
included two future Bishops - Bataillon, the future Vicar Apostolic of 
Central Oceania, and Epalle, later to be Vicar Apostolic of Melanesia; 
and two future Martyrs - Chanel himself and (again) Epalle, slain in the 
Solomon islands seven years later. 

Besides the boundless personal joy which Peter and Marie-Nizier felt at 
the arriva l of their confreres, it made a great difference to their own 
standing among the islanders. Bishop Pompallier, when he left Futuna, 
had promised to return in six months, expecting no doubt that the next 
group of missionaries from Europe would keep this promise on his 
behalf if he was unable to do so personally. This second group had now 
arrived, but only after an interval of a year and a half, and in the 
meantime, as Peter relates in a letter to Jean-Claude Colin, "Brother 
Marie-Nizier and I were made to look like liars or like men who had 
been abandoned; the arrival of our confreres, therefore, made the best 
possible impression on the minds of everybody"l . 

The whole island was in state of high excitement to greet the newcomers, 
and it is worthy of note that at the festive meal to celebrate their arrival 
Pierre Bataillon made a short speech; evidently his command of the 
language was by now fairly strong. Next day was the Feast of the 
Ascension; and after four Masses had been celebrated in the mission 
house, Pierre Bataillon sang High Mass in the house of the king, at 
which large numbers of the islanders were present. 

For the next few days the visitors toured the island; Peter, always eager 
to assert his neutrality betwee n the two factions, took five of them to 
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stay a few days in Singave, where, for the first time, he had the 
happiness of celebrating Mass, along with his confreres. While there 
they made the acquaintance of King Vanai, with whom they had 
breakfast. The newcomers had apparently brought some musical 
instruments with them; an organ (presumably a very small one) and an 
accordion are mentioned. These created a great impression. Music was 
played at the Mass on Whit Sunday, but the joy of the feast was marred 
somewhat by the departure of Peter's confreres later that day. 

Not all of them went, however; it had been decided that the ship on 
which they were travelling should make straight for New Zealand instead 
of calling at Wallis; this meant that Bataillon had perforce to remain on 
Futuna with Peter until such time as he could find a boat to take him 
back to Wallis. This did not happen until the beginning of July, so that 
Peter had the help and support of his confrere for almost two more 
months. They were busy months. With the help of the people a (third) 
new house was built at Poi, but this did not prevent the two priests from 
travelling about the island, visiting, and sometimes baptising, the sick; 
and using Bataillon's greater expertise in the language to give more 
general instruction. The two also worked together to compile a short 
summary of Christian doctrine in Futunian. 

Bataillon, who was a more forceful character than Peter Chanel, was 
ready to use more direct and dramatic methods to overcome resistance 
to Christianity in Futuna. One of these was to urge the people to bring 
along the objects traditionally associated with the worship of their gods 
so that he could burn them2

. He had probably already done this on 
Wallis; indeed it has been a classical element in missionary activity since 
early times; we read of similar actions at the time of the conversion of 
the barbarians in Europe after the collapse of the Roman empire. 
Whether it was prudent to take such drastic action in Futuna at this 
stage is open to question. Chanel's approach to the islanders, their 
traditions and their religion seems to have been marked by greater 
sensitivity; though he looked on their cults as inspired by evil spirits he 
was careful about proclaiming this publicly; and still more careful about 
making any attempt to destroy their sacred objects. 

Bataillon, however, was a man who believed in moving quickly. By now 
he must have been well on the way to the conversion of the island of 
Wallis. Four years hence, at the age of 32, he would be named Bishop. 
His departure on July 3rd left Peter once more alone with his faithful 
Brother Marie-Nizier. 
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2. Rozier 1 p 437. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Shortly after Bataillon left, the spectre of war raised its head once more, 
this time in grim earnest. The immediate causes were complex. Two 
elders, Semuu and Ului, often mentioned in Peter's diary as the 
mouthpieces of powerful divinities, seem to have been agents of unrest; 
apparently their decision to throw in their lot with the vanquished party 
precipitated the crisis. Several skirmishes preceded the main onslaught. 
Peter, as always, did what he could to promote peace, and was at 
Singave when the ceremonies were held (vividly described in a letter to 
Pierre Bataillon) to celebrate the passing over of the god of victory from 
Tua to Singave1

• Vanai, king of the vanquished, was hailed as premier 
king of the island, and on August 10th 1839 the men of the vanquished 
party invaded Tua. They were met by a strong contingent of the 
victorious party, and a fierce conflict followed. 

At first the men from Singave seemed to be carrying the day, but 
eventually superior numbers prevailed and the vanquished, despite the 
protection of their powerful gods, gave way and fled. The battle 
commenced with rifles, but soon more primitive weapons were used, 
resulting in terrible injuries. Twenty three of the vanquished were slain 
together with twelve of the victors. Vanai was amongst the dead, with 
Semuu and Sam Keletaona's father and his uncle. Slain also was 
William Peel, an Englishman who had somehow become involved in the 
fighting. Ului was seriously wounded; Niu liki received a spear-thrust. 
Peter Chanel, describing the battle in a letter to Bataillon, mentioned the 
valiant conduct of Sam Keletaona himself2; but Marie-Nizier - who, as 
we shall see, took a very different view of Keletaona - wrote later that 
this was Sam's own story, contradicted by other versions3. 

The whole incident happened so suddenly that Peter, Marie-Nizier and 
Thomas, away at Poi on the other side of the island, knew nothing of it 
until a messenger arrived post-haste. They ran to the battlefield and 
started attending as best they could to the wounded. The scene must 
have been a ,nightmare with bodies strewn around and upwards of thirty 
men terribly injured. Marie-Nizier could not face the carnage and stood 
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guard over the medicines, while Peter a nd Thomas did what they could. 
Peter baptized several men on the battlefield. 

Meanwhile the victors had gone off to pillage Singave; when they 
returned they had another Englishman as prisoner - Peter calls him 
Moara - one of Jones's followers. This man, to his credit, worked with 
Peter and Thomas in tending the wounded; extracting bullets and spear
shafts. Finally Peter and Marie-Nizier collapsed from sheer exhaustion 
and snatched a few hours sleep in the open. When they awoke the 
families were weeping beside the ir dead; some of the bodies were 
carried back to Singave, others buried on the spot. The missionaries dug 
a grave for William Peel, and buried him where he fe1l 4

• 

Typically, two days after the battle, Peter went over to Singave, the 
plundered and devastated territory of the vanquished party, and spent 
the night amongst them, only returning to Poi to celebra te the Feast of 
the Assumption of Our Lady on August 15th. The surviving chiefs of the 
vanquished had retreated to a stronghold near Nuku, fro m which they 
gradually emerged ove r the next fortnight to sue for peace. Sam 
Keletao na had boarded a boat wh ich happened to be leaving and which 
took him to Wall is; in this he was helped and encouraged by Peter, who 
cannot, by his action have endeared himself to Niuliki and his followers. 
KeJetaona was ha ted by the Victors as a fome nter of discord on the 
islands. 

The battle, dreadful though it had been, seemed to have brought a 
period of peace to the island, if only because of the complete defeat of 
the vanquished party. Pe ter continued his quiet ministry, baptising those 
in danger of death (amongst whom, on September 18th, was the sick son 
of Musumusu), and now and again having encouraging conversations 
with groups of islanders. About th is time the word "catechumen" begins 
to find occasional mention in his journal; he was certainly gaining in 
hope and confidence, perhaps because of news of conversions which was 
reaching him from Wallis. November 9th must have been a red-letter 
day; Niuliki 's infant son was very ill and Peter, having obtained the 
consent of both parents, donned surplice and stole and baptised him in 
the presence of his parents and re la tives . 

Peter's diary testifies that he spent much time in these closing months of 
1839 in writing letters home to France, replying to those which had been 
brought by Claude Baty and the others in May. This was not without its 
difficulties - for exa mple an e ntry in November notes that Marie-Nizier 
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"made some ink" so evidently much improvisation was necessary. Some 
of the letters written at this time have survived - to Bishop Devie in 
Belley and to various confreres and fellow priests. No doubt others have 
not survived - perhaps never even reaching their destination. It would 
be surprising if, for example, Peter had sent no message to his mother; 
it is true she could neither read nor write, but he had hitherto always 
sent his greetings by others close to her. Of those letters which 
eventually arrived in France, some did not even start their journey for 
the next six months, and some were not delivered until after his death in 
1841. It is a measure of Peter's isolation that communication with 
relatives and confreres in France was so terribly difficult. 

It was, of course, somewhat easier to make contact with his brethren on 
Wallis, though even here he was dependent on the unscheduled voyages 
of Jones's schooner. A long letter written to Pierre Bataillon in 
September 1839, besides giving a vivid description of the August battle, 
is interesting as evidence for Peter's constant efforts to make the mission 
self-supporting food-wise. He lists a whole catalogue of vegetables for 
which he is trying to obtain seed, and goes on to speak at some length 
about poultry and goats. This is one of several places where Peter's 
farming background is much in evidence6

. 

As Christmas approached once more , there were continuing signs in his 
diary of Peter's increasing influence and of the growing sympathy of the 
islanders towards Christianity. Ma ligi, foremost among Niuliki's elders, 
remarked on one occasion, that if the king allowed it the whole island 
would be Christian. At the same time there were indications that Peter, 
possibly following Bataillon's lead, though not his rather aggressive style 
of action, was adopting a more critical stance towards the pagan 
practices of the island. Thus he notes on one occasion that several 
people, presumably with his encouragement, seem to have made up their 
minds to eat fishes and birds that are taboo for them; and not 
infrequently he makes no secret, in public, that he considers the local 
gods to be demons. Such sentiments, very appropriate to a zealous 
young priest of the time, were not calculated to enlist the support of the 
more influential islanders. As early as October 17th he notes (with 
relief) the king's friendliness "in spite of our fear that he might have 
been angry with us, because of the war we were waging on the deities of 
the island". 

1. Rozier 1 pp 239 & 240. 4. Rozie r 1 p 244. 
2. Rozier 1 p 242. 5. Rozier 2 p 21 7. 
3. Rozier 2 p 219. 6. Rozie r 1 pp 248 & 249. 
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Futunians in traditiona l war dress. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Peter Chanel's diary, as we possess it to-day, comes to an abrupt end at 
the close of the year 1839. This is because the second volume, which 
covers events from January 1840 until just before his death in 1841, was 
lost, during the canonisation process, in the offices of the Sacred 
Congregation of Rites in Rome, and never recovered. Fortunately 
Father Fran~ois Roulleaux-Dubignon, who with Father Catherin Servant 
and Brother Marie-Nizier, continued the Futuna mission from 1842, 
made a summary/abstract of this volume. This, together with the few 
letters which have survived from this period, and, of course, the 
testimonies of others involved - notably Marie-Nizier and Bataillon -
form the basis of any narrative of events in 1840 and 1841. 

From all this it seems that for the first five or six months of 1840 the 
modest progress of Peter's mission continued. From the letter which he 
wrote to Father Colin in May (one of the last of his surviving letters), it 
appears that Niuliki remained, ostensibly at any rate, friendly, and his 
small group of catechumens, despite opposition from their families, 
stayed loyal and faithful l

. But as the year progressed, so did the attitude 
of Niuliki change, first to dislike and then to open hostility. Marie-Nizier 
afterwards saw this change as dating from the return to Futuna of a chief 
who had tled to Wallis to escape the war and who had been strongly 
influenced by Lavelau, King of Wallis2

• (This must have been Falemaa -
often mentioned in Peter's journal. However, according to an earlier 

letter of Peters's, this man returned to Futuna in September 18393
, so his 

influence must have taken time to make itself felt). Certainly events in 
Wallis had much to do with the subsequent persecution of the 
missionaries in Futuna. Wallisian catechumens were now numbered in 
hundreds, much to the alarm of King Lavelau of Wallis, who saw his own 
power threatened. 

Niuliki was resolved that Futuna would not follow the example of Wallis. 
He started by taking the obvious step of ceasing to supply food and 
drink to the missionaries, arguing that since they were white men it was 
for their fellow whites to provide for them. Further, he tried to prevent, 
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not entirely successfully, others from helping them. They responded by 
working with their own hands to support themselves - no easy task for 
men who were chronically unwell - neither was in good condition; both 
were ill-nourished and unaccustomed to the tropical heat4

. Marie-Nizier 
notes that Peter was the better gardener of the two; he had been 
brought up on a farm and while parish priest of faraway Crozet people 
had remarked that gardening was his hobby. 

It was at this juncture - May 16th 1840 - that Peter was once again 
heartened by the arrival from France of two confreres; Father Joseph 
Chevron and Brother Attale Grimaud, members of the third band of 
intrepid missionaries, five strong, despatched to the Pacific via London 
by Father Colin in June 1839. Both the new arrivals were aged about 
thirty; Bishop Pompallier intended them to spend time on both Wallis 
and Futuna to help the missionaries on both is lands. They certainly had 
a baptism of fire on Futuna; they arrived in the middle of the food 
shortage, and indeed, being two more mouths to feed , added to it. On 
the credit side Brother Attale was a very hard worker and helped greatly 
in the daily struggle for subsistence. 

Thus far Marie-Nizier, writing to Father Colin in 1845, five years after 
the events he was recounting took places. He may have erred slightly in 
his chronology, since Father Roulleaux's abstract of the diary shows that 
Niuliki's attitude was still ambivalent at this point, and indeed he had 
intervals of friendliness during which he helped the missionaries as 
hitherto. However by the end of June, 1840, he had started to declare 
himself openly their enemy. Not that this in any way deflected Peter 
from his apostolic endeavours. Each Sunday he assembled his small 
group of catechumens; his increasing command of the language enabled 
him to instruct them effectively, and with the help of his confreres he 
celebrated the liturgy with greater solemnity. With Father Chevron he 
travelled the island, preaching wherever he could. It was about this time 
that the Marist community began to reserve the Blessed Sacrament in 
their house6

• 

The anger of the king and his subjects was increasingly directed against 
the catechumens, who became the object of ridicule and persecution. 
Peter lost no opportunity of protesting to the king, who seems to have 
answered non-committally. At any rate the general campaign of 
harassment continued; it began to take the form of thieving - the 
missionaries had to keep constant watch on their garden and house to 
prevent food and belongings from being stolen. Once again Peter 
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mooted the idea of building a house at Singave and possibly moving 
there; the vanquished party had showed themselves markedly more 
sympathetic. 

On the eve of Al l Saints day there occurred an event which must have 
given great pleasure to Peter. This was the conversion to Catholicism of 
Thomas Boag, the young man who had lived with Peter and Marie
Nizier, ostensibly as interpreter, throughout their stay on the island. He 
is always referred to by Peter as English, but there seems some doubt 
about this; on one occasion, as already mentioned, Peter describes 
himself as conversing with Thomas in poor Portuguese, and on another 
Thomas refers to Peter as "Mr. Pedro"7. At any rate he certainly seems 
to have been a Protestant; this he renounced on October 31st 1840, and 
on the Feast of All Saints he received his First Communion at Peter's 
Mass. His health was not good and he did not long survive Peter; he 
later died an edifying death on Wallis. 

Soon afterwards Jones arrived from Wallis with some of the people from 
that island. They reported that virtually the whole island, with the 
exception of King Lavelau, was preparing for baptism. This news, and 
the impression made by the Wallisian catechumens with their hymns and 
prayers, confirmed Niuliki in his opposition. At a great feast in Fikavi, 
early in November, the king virtually ignored the missionaries; and from 
then on the signs became more and more ominous. And at this juncture 
Joseph Chevron and Brother Attale (who had stayed six months on 
Futuna - a very helpful and encouraging gesture) left the island to help 
Pierre Bata illon on Wallis, so the two missionaries, with Thomas Boag, 
were again thrown on their own resources. 

I. Rozier 1 p 285. 
2. Rozier 2 pp 145 & 146. 
3. Rozier I p 272. 
4. Rozier 2 p 146. 
5. Rozier 2 1 146. 
6. Rozier 2 p 147. 
7. Rozier I p 251. 

A dance at Singave. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

After the departure of their confreres, Peter and Marie-Nizier resumed 
their hand-to-mouth existence. The care and cultivation of their garden 
- now virtually their only bulwark against starvation - could have 
occupied all their time, especially since with the withdrawal of the king's 
support their crops had to be constantly guarded against thieving and 
especially also because large numbers of people would turn up at 
mealtimes expecting to share what little they had. 

Nevertheless Peter found time to instruct his small number of 
catechumens, encouraging and supporting them in the face of the 
persecution to which they were now subjected. They were all young -
some of them people of influence on the island; included in their 
number was a small group of Wallisians recently arrived on Futuna. 
Every Sunday the catechumens met in the mission house and spen t the 
day there with Peter and Marie-Nizier, receiving instruction in the Faith 
and learning prayers and hymns. And with his better command of the 
language Peter spent time with the children whenever he met them, 
teaching them the sign of the Cross and simple prayers and encouraging 
Marie-Nizier to do likewise). He had not yet lost hope in the king and 
frequently visited him; Niu liki was still not ready to show himself openly 
hostile, but made a show of friendliness or at least of normality. 

However the signs were increasingly ominous. Marie-Nizier recounts in 
detail an incident which occurred a t this time - late in 1840 or early in 
1841. A group of chiefs had met in the mission house - open to all 
comers as always. Peter was outside in the garden, and , conversing in 
lowered tones, the elders thought that Marie-Nizier could not understand 
what they were saying. In point of fact he could understand very well, 
and overheard remarks like: "These two missionaries have come from a 
foreign land to take over the island; they must be eliminated - the king 
wishes it". As their discussion grew more animated, and seeing that the 
very lives of the missionaries seemed to be at risk, the good Brother 
though it prudent to go out and look for Peter and tell him what was 
happening. He found him weeding a plantation of bananas, and asked 
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him why he was putting himself to so much trouble when they were both 
going to die shortly. He then proceeded to tell Peter what he had 
overheard. Peter was quite unconcerned. "Don't you know", he said, 
"St. Aloysius's reply when they asked him what he would do if told he 
was to die immediately?"; and then, by way of illustration, he went on 
working as though nothing had happened2

. 

The quotes from the missing volume of Peter's journal preserved for us 
by Fran~ois Roul1eaux show that in the spring of 1841 hostility towards 
the catechumens - evidently inspired by Niuliki's displeasure at the 
progress of Christianity - was on the increase; sometimes expressing itself 
in threats and rumours of impending conflict, sometimes in open 
harassment. On Easter Sunday (April 11th 1841) this almost erupted 
into real violence. The catechumens gathered as usual for Mass and 
instruction at the mission house. An armed band of the most 
antagonistic locals assembled for the purpose of attacking them, and 
were only dissuaded by an influential chief whose son was being married 
that day; bloodshed, according to local custom, would have prevented the 
wedding ceremonies being held2

. 

Undeterred, Peter assembled the catechumens once again for long 
catechism sessions on the morning and evening of Low Sunday, and 
learned from one of them (the journal records) that Meitala, the king's 
eldest son, was strongly inclined towards becoming a Christian. Peter 
visited him the next day, and found him, and his companions, excellently 
disposed. The decision of Meitala to join the catechumens, was the final 
spark needed to enkindle Niuliki 's anger, and led directly to Peter's 
martyrdom. 

A few days before the fateful April 28th, Peter was talking to another 
young man on the subject of religion. The man replied that he dare not 
embrace Christianity because of the friendship he felt for Peter - he was 
afraid that Peter would be killed and he himself be in disgrace in 
consequence. Peter responded, "It does not matter whether or not I am 
killed; the religion has taken root on the island; it will not be destroyed 
by my death, since it comes not from men but from God,,3. 

1. Rozier 2 p 148. 
2. Rozier 2 p 149. 
3. Rozier 2 p 150. 
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A Futunian Chief i n traditional dress. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

Claude Rozier has assembled a number of accounts of the martyrdom 
of Peter Chanel and the events immediately preceding and following it. 
In the first place there are the various narratives by Marie-Nizier, who, 
though not present at the fatal scene, was nearest in location and 
knowledge to the events he described. Included in his testimony is his 
letter to Bishop PompalJier dated May 1st 1841 i.e. three days after the 
martyrdom l

, and his summary of the inquiry instituted in 1844 by Bishop 
Bataillon to establish the circumstances of Peter's death; Marie-Nizier 
took part in this after his return to Futuna2

. A report on this inquiry by 
Louis Servant also survives3, but this is used sparingly since Rozier 
considers it to have been modified somewhat by Antoine Bourdin. Jean
Baptiste Epalle4 gives a description of events immediately preceding the 
martyrdom which is very useful, and a most interesting account is given 
by John Power Twyning5 - this is reproduced in full, with an introduction, 
in appendix 2. 

For the opening events our source is Epalle writing in January 1842. In 
New Zealand he had met an American who was on Futuna at the time 
of the martyrdom. This man had been visited by Meita la, iuliki's son, 
on the morning of Monday, April 26th; the young man was accompanied 
by six catechumens, three Futunians and three from Wallis. They were 
determined to defy a taboo laid on them by their gods, that they should 
refrain from eating yams - a sort of sweet potato. (This incident is 
confirmed by J. P. Twyning, for whose account see the appendix. He 
implies, however, that the taboo referred only to Meitala; he adds that 
Meitala had consulted Peter, who told him the ban was mere 
superstition ). The catechumens asked the American to cook the yams 
they had with them. During the meal that followed Meitala's mother 
arrived; she asked her son not to eat the forbidden fruit and, furious at 
his refusal, went to tell the king what had happened. 

The same day, Monday April 26th, Marie-Nizie r had been sent by Peter 
to Singave to see a sick man. This appears to be Falemaa, whose leg 
was giving trouble ; he had been treated by Peter a short time before. 
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The Brother was also to baptise any children who were ill a nd in need 
of the sacrament6

. Because Thomas also was away in Singave (Twyning 
says both Marie-Nizier and Thomas were at his house on the south of 
the island - see appendix) this left Peter alone in the mission house for 
two days, Marie-Nizier not being expected back until the 28th. 

On the following morning (Tuesday April 27th) Niuliki talked to his son 
for about an hour, seemingly without effect. He then sought out 
Musumusu, his son-in-law, and told him that Meitala should die for 
embracing Christianity and Pete r and Marie-N izier must also die for 
teaching it to him 2 (accounts vary here regarding Meitala; some say he 
was only to be punished, not killed , which in the event was what 
happened). Musumusu therefore gathered his followers and determined 
with them that on the fo llowing day they would first a ttack the 
catechumens, whom, they knew, they would find at the village of Avaui, 
at the south-east tip of the island. They would then proceed to the 
mission house at Poi7. 

For the events of the fateful Wednesday, April 28th, 1841, we keep 
closely to the account given by Marie-Nizier following the official inquiry 
conducted by Bishop Bataillon on Futuna in June 1844, a t which the 
principal participants were questioned2

. Marie-Nizier, as a lready 
mentioned, was at this inqu iry; while not himself, of course, a witness of 
the martyrdom, he knew the people who were at the scene, and spoke 
their language. 

Very early in the morning, as arranged, Musumusu and his band arrived 
at Avaui and attached the catechumens. After a fight in which injuries 
were sustained on both sides (Meita la was wounded, accord ing to some 
accounts and Musumusu also) they went off to Poi, where Pete r was on 
his own at the mission house. Not finding him inside, Musumusu went 
on a lone to look for him, while two of his followers entered the house 
in search of plunder. Having found Peter, Musumusu asked him to bind 
up his injury (which, he said, he had sustained accidentally). As Peter 
was en tering the house to get the bandages, he encountered the robbers, 
one of whom was coming out with an armful of clothing, and asked them 
why they were acting as if the house belonged to them. The one with 
the clothing threw the bundle out to his companions, then seized the 
priest and pushed him o utside , where another man struck him one or 
two blows on the head with his club, so that the blood streamed clown. 
After this he was set on by two or three assa ilants ancl fell dazecl into a 
sitting position across the threshold. 
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---------------------------------------------------------.~----

Meanwhile the attackers roamed through the house, stealing whatever 
they could find. Musumusu, who had worked himself into a fury, 
shouted "Have we come here to plunder and not to kill the white man?", 
and seizing a hatchet that belongeu to the missionaries, he drove it into 
Peter's head. This was the fatal blow, but afterwards the pillage 
continued till everything had been taken or destroyed. 

The above is Marie-Nizier's account, based on the evidence he heard at 
the official inquiry of Bishop Bataillon. The details he gives of the 
martyrdom itself are not in dispute, but perhaps a different light is shed 
on the background by an account given by Filitika, one of the actual 
assassins, some years later in 18608

. In this the part played by Niuliki is 
much less apparent; the villain of the piece, in fact the immediate 
instigator, is Musumusu himself. Was Bataillon, in his inquiry, inclined 
to play down Musumusu's role, implying that he was only carrying out 
orders? It was, after all, the Bishop himself who had baptised 
Musumusu before the inquiry took place. And the fact that Niuliki died 
very shortly after Peter's death made it easy to imply that the principal 
blame was his. Yet, as will be seen, Marie-Nizier certainly appeared to 
believe that Niuliki was the person who carried the ult imate 
responsibility; he regarded the king's later show of remorse as so much 
hypocrisy. 

To the account given above of Peter's death one important detail should 
perhaps be added. Bishop Bataillon, in 1847, conducted personally a 
second inquiry in Futuna into Peter's life and martyrdom, the results of 
which were used in the Beatification and Canonisation processes. In 
recording the events of the fatal morning, he adds, that when Peter was 
on the ground, awaiting the final blow, he was heard to say, MaZie fuai 
loku mate - "I am happy to die"9. 

Peter's body was certainly buried on the day of his martyrdom, though 
how this took place is described differently by different people. Fran~ois 
Roulleaux, who recommenced the Futuna mission soon after Peter's 
death, tells us that one of the women of the village, mother of a 
catechumen, came afterwards to wash the body, wrap it in tapa cloth, 
and aided by her husband, to bury it alongside the scene of the 
martyrdom. He speaks in glowing terms of her family in later yearslO. 
According to another version it was Musumusu himself, helped by 
Niuliki, who buried Peter Chanel, about noon on April 28th, close to the 
place of his deathll

. This cou ld, of course, simply mean that they were 
members of the burial party. 
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In the meantime, the chiefs, congratulating themselves a t having wiped 
out the new religion, deliberated as to what should be done to the 
catechumens; in the end it was decided to spare their lives. 

1. Rozier 2 p 117. 
2. Rozier 2 p 136. 
3. Rozier 2 p 152. 
4. Rozier 2 p 126. 
5. Rozier 2 p 77. 
6. Rozier 2 p 119. 

7. Rozier 2 p J 64 . 
8. Rozier 2 pp 172 seq. 
9. Rozier 2 p 85 . 
10. Rozier 2 p 1:13. 
I J. Rozie r 2 p 165. 

The Shrine at Pui, the place () f Peter's martyrdom ( taken in 1'187). 
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Chapter Sixteen 

As recorded above, Marie-Nizier wrote the first account of these 
dramatic events in a letter addressed to Bishop Pompallier on May 1st 
1841, three days after the death of Peter. He composed it while hiding 
in the territory of the vanquished with Thomas Boag; he actually 
entrusted it to Thomas to deliver in case the latter survived him (they 
were both in great danger at the time) but recovered it later; it was 
found among his effects following his death in London in 1874. 

Towards the end of his letter, Marie-Nizier explains how he himself 
escaped sharing Peter's fat e. He was actually on his way back to Poi on 
the morning of April 28th, and was within an hour of home when in his 
own words, Providence used a very insignificant circumstance to preserve 
his life. It so happened that the missionaries were keeping a pig near 
their house; this was seized on by one of the assassins as booty. But 
Niuliki commandeered it for the traditional burial meal for Peter (there 
is evidence that the king grieved personally for his erstwhile protege, 
despite his aversion to the new religion). The man who had seized the 
pig was very resentful at this, and by way of taking revenge determined 
to help Marie-Nizier to escape. So he waylayed the Brother on his way 
home, gave him an outline of what had happened, and persuaded him 
to retrace his steps to the territory of the vanquished, offering to 
accompany himl . 

In the village to which he was taken, Marie-Nizier explains in another 
letter a few months later, he found universal mourning for Peter, and the 
people of the vanquished territory gave the good Brother shelter and 
protection until he was able to leave Futuna. During this time he was 
persuaded to meet Niuliki, who had come to the village to see Falemaa; 
the king embraced Marie-Nizier and wept over Peter's death, and asked 
the Brother to re turn to Poi2• Marie-Nizier rega rded all this as 
hypocrisy; perhaps in this he was a little harsh - Niuliki had been 
attached to Peter and perhaps even now was regretting what had 
happened. At any rate Marie-Nizier and Thomas Boag, together with 
one other Englishman and two Americans, and the wife and child of one 
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of these three, embarked on an American ship, the William Hamilton, 
and arrived in Wallis on May] 8th 1841. 

Naturally news of what had happened was communicated as soon as 
possible to Bishop Pompallier in New Zealand, and on receiving it he 
prepared to set sail in his schooner for this most distant part of his vast 
vicariate. He took the precaution, however, of asking for a naval escort, 
and a French frigate, the Allier, was sent to accompany him. He arrived 
at Wallis about the beginning of 1842 and waited there, requesting the 
frigate to go on ahead to Futuna along with the schooner, taking with 
them Sam Keletaona and several catechumens3

. 

So in mid-January 1842 the Futunians were confronted by the sight of a 
French naval ship on the horizon, and the effect on them was 
predictable. Already on two occasions Peter Chanel had noted in his 
journal the terror in which the islanders stood of foreign warships. On 
December 11th 1838, he remarked on their consternation when they 
heard of a punitive raid on Fiji by two French naval vessels; they 
believed that the frigates were next heading for Wallis and Futuna to lay 
them waste also. This was repeated on November 13th ]839 when an 
unidentified convoy appeared off Singave and the people feared that 
they were warships coming to avenge Willi am Peel , the Englishman who 
had been killed in the recent battle between Victors and Vanquished. 
On this occasion some of the women and children actually took refuge 
in their stronghold. 

Small wonder then that on January 18th 1842, when the French gunboat 
not only approached but actually put into Singave Bay, the people, on 
the strict instructions of the captain, hastened to bring the body of Peter 
Chanel, together with his chalice, crucifix, soutane and other relics, and 
to promise in future to live peaceably and to treat well the white people 
who came a mongst them~. Wo uld it be irreverent to add that perhaps 
this display of French force had something to do with the sudden urge 
to embrace Christianity that swept through the island? At any rate, 
when Pompallier himself arrived in Futuna, four months later, he found 
the people ripe for conversion and ready to receive the new band of 
missionaries he brought5. 

Niuliki, as already mentioned, had died shortly after the martyrdom of 
Peter Chane!. M usumusll had succeeded him, but despite this, with 
Pompallier's approval, Sam K-: letaona was installed as king of the whole 
island. He is indeed an t'nigmatica l figure; Pe te r Chane I had cherished 
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great hopes of him; Louis Servant, Peter's successor, was high in his 
praise6

, and even the commander of the Allier paid him tribute7
. But 

Marie-Nizier held a very different opinion, regarding him as ambitious 
and despotic and withal deceitful and hypocritical8. Eventually the 
people rebelled against Keletaona, and he left for Fiji, coming to a 
violent end. So the island reverted to its former twofold division, but 
without the previous enmity and bloodshed. Musumusu, maintaining his 
opposition, had left for Wallis in 1843, where he was baptised by 
Bataillon. 

But if the immediate change of political and religious climate in Futuna 
owed much to the overshadowing threat of European naval power, the 
subsequent history of the island with lasting peace in place of war and 
universal and steadfast Christianity instead of paganism surely bear 
witness to the power of Peter's intercession. This was given public 
recognition when the Church in 1889 beatified him as a modern martyr 
and in 1954 declared him a Saint, with a feast-day in the universal 
calendar. In 1977 his remains were brought back to Futuna, where his 
shrine stands, appropriately, at the place of his martyrdom. 

1. Rozier 2 p 119. 
2. Rozier 2 p 124. 
3. Rozier 2 p 165, 
4. Rozier 2 p 128. 

5. Rozier 2 p U.S . 
(" Rozier 2 pp 130 &. 131. 
7. Rozier 2 p 128. 
R Rozier '2 pp 217 & 21S, 

FU lunian Children at Fikavi. 
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Epilogue 

Now that the feast of St. Peter Chanel is celebrated in the general 
calendar of the Church, the prayer of the Mass focuses on the effect of 
his martyrdom in spreading Christianity not only, we may think, in 
Futuna, but throughout the vast Pacific area. But if one thing is clear 
from even the most cursory acquaintance with his life story, it is that his 
martyr's death was simply the crown of all that had gone before. 
Different virtues have been singled out for special mention at various 
times; if I remember right, when the liturgical celebration was confined 
to the Society of Mary, we used to speak of his wonderful meekness, 
burning charity and (I think) unconquered constancy. 

But with the considerable array of witnesses that Claude Rozier has 
assembled in his second book - people who knew Peter well at various 
stages of his life - any interested reader is able to select from their 
accounts those characteristics which seem to him or her most typical. Or 
should we perhaps say most appealing, for inevitably different people will 
be attracted by different qualities. 

For myself, I see in him above all a man who loved to be amongst 
people; liked meeting them, enjoyed their company, was interested in 
them, wanted to help them. All sorts of people - his confreres and 
fellow priests, his parishioners and pupils, the crew of the Delphine and 
Thomas Boag and the white adventurers, and above all the people of 
Futuna to whom he was sent. He was at home with all ages and 
conditions; always available to the sick and the old even when, at the 
beginning of his mission, he could o nly communicate by his simple 
presence; always open to the children; in Crozet where the parishioners 
were astonished at his gift for drawing children to himself; and in 
Futuna, ten years later and twelve thousand miles away, where the little 
ones would run out to surround him whenever he approached a village. 

To repeat a comparison already made earlier, the crowded pages of his 
diary on Futuna bring to mind the crowded pages of the Gospel - Jesus 
and people; Peter and people. "Si sociable, si aimant la compagnie et 
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si bien a sa place dans ses rapports avec Ie monde" writes Louis Bernard, 
his friend since childhood. But let Marie-Nizier have the last word, 
"Envers les naturels sa charite ne lui permettait pas de rien refuser a 
ceux qui lui demandaient quelques services, meme a ceux contre qui on 
avait des griefs marquants" and again "Une douceur sans exemples 
envers tout Ie monde, dans toutes ses manieres, n'exceptant ni vieillard 
ni enfant". 

Perhaps the time has come to re-evaluate a lso the role of those other 
principal actors in this great drama, Niuliki, Musumusu and the chiefs 
who supported them. Claude Rozier has pointed the way in the 
introduction to his second volume, commenting that, in describing the 
attitude of the Futunian chiefs towards Peter, writers have all too often 
based their description on models derived from past persecutions in 
different circumstances. There is no doubt that Niuliki's immediate 
motivation in bringing about Peter's death was hostility towards 
Christianity, and hence no doubt about the genuineness of Peter's claim 
to martyrdom. Furthermore, it is quite true, as has often been alleged, 
that the king and the elders feared the loss of the power that their 
religion gave them (Christian leaders have had similar fears at times). 

Yet there were other elements in their attitude that we might well view 
more sympathetically. Niuliki and his chiefs could hardly help seeing the 
missionaries as representatives of the white civilisation, so formidable, so 
overpowering, which was creeping across the Pacific. "On n'est done 
venus que pour piJJer et non pour tuer Ie blanc?" is Musumusu's cry, as 
translated by Marie-Nizier. Without perhaps being able to articulate it, 
Niuliki and his entourage must have felt their whole way of life 
threatened by the colonial powers. The behaviour of the white group 
already present on the island could hardly inspire confidence - their ill
usage of the Futunian women, their interference in the politics of the 
island, their dishonesty in trade and barter. Moreover the islanders had 
heard of the savage justice meted out by the French and British gunboats 
that even now were patrolling the Pacific. 

The irony of the situation is that, in their fear and suspicion, the chiefs 
turned on the one European who was completely disinterested as far as 
material advantages were concerned; the one who would certainly have 
been eager to safeguard their interests rather than to threaten them. 
Instead of welcoming him they pu t him to death . Is there not something 
of the Gospel here also? 
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Introduction. 

Appendix One 

Extract from a Letter of Bishop EpaJJe 
to Antoine Bourdin 30.1.1845 

Before being made Bishop, Epalle had visited Peter in Futuna in May 
1839 as a member of the second group of Marist missionaries (as 
recounted in chapter eleven above). The letter from which this extract 
is taken was written six years later to Antoine Bourdin, who used it in his 
biography of Peter Chane!. It forms a most interesting description of the 
conditions in which Peter lived on Futuna. It is reproduced at greater 
length in Claude Rozier's second volume, but he does not accept the 
whole text as coming from EpaJJe (Rozier 2 p 72). Because of the doubt 
as to its complete authenticity, it is set out here as an appendix ra ther 
than in the main text of the book. The version reproduced here, 
somewhat modified and shortened, is from Walter Symes, "Life of St. 
Peter Chanel". 

Extract. 

"As we approached his dwelling, Father Chanel came out to meet us. 
We entered his hut. It was not quite the house of Nazareth for, though 
very poor, that holy abode was modestly furnished and had household 
utensils. i[ was not quite a prophet's cell; Elias had a bed, a chair, a 
table and a candlestick; in Father Chanel's room there was nothing but 
a little altar of rough wood; the tloor was strewn with pebbles from the 
seashore; the trunk of a tree thrown cross-wise served as a pillow at 
night, with some matting made from the bark of trees serving as a 
coverlet to keep off the myriads of mosquitoes. His tattered clothes, the 
vestments needed for Mass, a few gardening tools and an axe which late r 
was to be put to terrible use; such were the contents of this poor hut. 
The garden was planted with several trees, some a lready bearing fruit. 
There was no kitchen, so meal times did not count. My appetite was so 
keen that I made my needs known to him . He replied that considering 

64 



the number and quality of the guests the king would certainly serve a 
royal meal but the hour of it depended on the king's own appetite. We 
were summoned eventually to a smoky hut and there were laid out for 
us taros and yams. The insipidity of this nourishment only quieted my 
hunger without satisfying it and yet such was the daily fare of Father 
Chand" 
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Introduction. 

Appendix Two 

Extract from "Adventures in the South Seas" 
by John Power Twyning 

(2nd Edition, London, 1850) 

Given the very remote situation of Futuna, it is surprising to find quite 
a colony of white men living there at the time of Peter Chanel's arrival 
on the island. According to him they were mostly English. From a later 
reference by Marie-Nizier (Rozier 2 p 218) some at least were probably 
deserters from ships; certainly they seem to have been what we normally 
caJl adventurers. Their dweJling place (Rozier 1 p 246) was Leava in 
Singave, the district of the Vanquished. (Leava was the only suitable 
point of anchorage around the coast). Their great confidant among the 
Futunians was Sam Keletaona, himself an ex-seaman on whaling boats . 
They were often found at his house. 

The leader of the whites was undoubtedly John Jones, who owned the 
schooner which plied between Futuna and Wallis, carrying letters 
between Chanel and Bataillon and sometimes carrying the missionaries 
themselves. Other Englishmen mentioned from time to time include 
William Peel - a seeming ne'er do well, thrown out of Sam's house for 
theft (Rozier 1 p 400) and later meeting a violent end in the battle of 
August 1839; Moara (probably a mis-spelling) - knowledgeable about 
Fijian poultry and a great kava-drinker (Rozier 1 pp 249 & 250), 
redeeming himself by his care for the wounded after the great battle. 
Some are little more than names: Stanley, Jackson, John Porter. Others 
are clearly not English: James the American, John the Siavonian. There 
is also the American at whose house Niuliki's son ate the fateful meal of 
yams which precipitated the crisis, and who met Jean-Baptiste Epalle 
later and recounted the incident to him (Rozier 2 p 126). 

From the extract which follows (familiar to Marists as an item in 
Intercom, 1981, and quoted also in Rozier's second volume) it appears 
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that J.P. Twyning was, at least for a time, an associate of Jones and a 
member of this little colony. He implies this in the opening sentence, 
and later refers to his house on the island, where apparently Marie
Nizier and Thomas Boag were staying at the time of Peter's martyrdom. 
His account is of the utmost interest as the witness of one who was 
completely uninvolved in a religious sense. 

Elucidations of certain terms occurring might be useful. 

Thus: 
Horn's Island 

Newleague 
Samuel Nelson 

The Priest's "servant" 
Bishop of Pomperare 

Extract. 

= 
= 
= 

= 

Futuna. 
Niuliki. 
Sam Keletaona; (he had 
taken refuge in Wallis after 
the August battle.) 
Marie-Nizier. 
Bishop Pompallier. 

"Tn May 1841, we had another break out, tha t nearly proved fatal to all 
the white men, and was the cause of all of us leaving Horn's Island. It 
commenced in a slight quarrel between Newleague (Niu liki ) and his son, 
Maitalla, when the latter threatened to turn Christian. The taboo of the 
family of Newleague was, that the eldest son should refrain from eating 
yams, until he was married and had a son, when he was released from 
the taboo, but it was laid on the child, who, under the penalty of death, 
to be inflicted by their gods, (and they firmly believed it would be 
inflicted in a manner the most fearful) would be compelled to abstain 
from the forbidden root, until released by his becoming the father of a 
male child. These taboos are very common to the inhabitants of the 
Feejee and Friendly Islands ... 

Maitalla on leaving his father, went to the Catholic priest, who had 
resided on the island for the last two years, and as ked him, if the breach 
of his taboo would really be punished with his death. The good priest 
told him it would not, and endeavoured to convince the young chief of 
the folly of these idle superstitions. Thus reassured, Maitalla took with 
him the young men, about a dozen in number, who constantly attended 
him, cooked a large oven full of yams, and ate their fi ll , thus setting aside 
a long hallowed custom, or rather sett ing at nought the authority and 
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vengeance of their gods. The news of this act soon reached the ears of 
the king; and maddened by the disobedience of his son, and the insult 
which he conceived his gods had received, he determined to take into his 
own hands the infliction of the punishment that he deemed the act called 
for. He first sent some of his chiefs to inflict chastisement on his son 
and his companions, and commanded that they should be beaten; then, 
considering that the Catholic priest was the real cause of his son's 
breaking his taboo, he ordered him to be put to death, and his house to 
be plundered. Both these orders were carried into execution; the son 
was flogged, and the priest suffered death with the calmness and 
resignation of a martyr. When the natives got to the priest's house, they 
found the door shut, and on their knocking for admission the priest 
himself opened the door, as both his servant and interpreter were then 
at my house on the south side of the island, and so their lives were 
providentially saved. The natives told the priest that one of the chiefs 
had hurt himself in the face, and begged him to open the door. No 
sooner had he opened it, than they rushed tumultuously into the house, 
and one of them struck the priest a violent blow above the right temple 
with his club. The poor man, without saying a word in remonstrance, 
went and seated himself in his chair, and with the blood streaming down 
his face, took his prayer-book from his pocket, and began to read . He 
was not allowed to sit long ere another of the men threw a bayonet at 
him, which passed through his left shoulder. He then lifted his eyes from 
his book, calmly looked on his murderers, with his right hand pulled the 
bayonet from the wound, and without speaking, resumed his devotions. 
The natives now began plundering the house, when two of the party who 
entertained a friendly feeling towards the priest, took this opportunity to 
urge him to make his escape, and went to him and lifted him to lead him 
off; but they found he was too weak from the loss of blood to stand. At 
this moment Mooso Mooso, the chief of the party, came up, and ordered 
the natives to kill the white man; but being busily engaged in plundering 
the house they disregarded this order; on which he advanced towards his 
victim, and struck him a blow on the head with his adze, that killed him 
immediately." 

The author then describes how the four or five white men on the island, 
feeling threatened, armed themselves and went into the bush, ready to 
repel any attacks. The king however pleaded repentance and the group 
eventually succeeded in getting to Wallis. 
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For the sake of completeness we give below the remainder of Twyning's 
narrative, bearing in mind however that this second part contains a 
number of inaccuracies. It opens with the arrival of the party on Wallis. 

"When we got ashore, we met with Samuel Nelson, the southern warrior 
chief of Horn's Island. He came to me for information, concerning the 
state of affairs there. I told him of the murder of the Catholic priest, of 
our own troubles arising therefrom, of our leaving the island, and of 
every other thing that I thought it would concern him to know. He was 
glad to see me, though he pitied my debility (the author had lost the use 
of his legs). He, however, went on board a French frigate, and informed 
the authorities of what I had communicated concerning the priest, and 
steps were immediately taken to punish the authors of his death. A few 
months afterwards, Samuel Nelson, set sail in the French frigate, the 
captain of which had ample authority and power to inflict a full 
vengeance on the islanders. The Bishop of Pomperare accompanied the 
expedition, and through his intluence the natives had the liberty of 
averting this vengeance by receiving the Christian faith; thus enlisting the 
sword in the service of the church, for proselytizing the heathen. On 
their arrival at Horn's Island, a series of events had taken place, which 
had in part prepared the mind of the people to receive the Catholic 
religion. Newleague was dead; and his death was sudden, accompanied 
by a disease which made the people suppose it to be a judgement of 
heaven, for having ordered the death of the priest. The manner in which 
this martyr had spent his last moments, contributed in no small degree 
to establish in the minds of the natives a veneration for his memory, that 
did more to bring the people to consider his faith favourably than his 
two years residence and labours had been able to effect. Mooso Mooso, 
the actual murderer, lived and reigned instead of Newleague; but when 
the Frigate arrived before the island, this chief perceiving he could offer 
no effectual resistance to so formidable a force, had no a lternat ive, but 
either to give up himself to the vengeance of the French, or turn 
christian. He chose the latter; but he had received the ordinance of 
baptism only a short time before he was attacked with a violent 
diarrhoea which ended his days after a very short reign, in which he was 
succeeded by Maitalla, the young chief, who had broken his taboo at the 
recommendation of the unfortunate priest. 

Christianity was now established in Horn's Island .. . " 
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Appendix Three 

The islands of Wallis and Futuna now constitute a diocese, with its own 
Bishop, a rather small and isolated diocese, hut a very fervent one. 
Three years ago, in 1991, the 150th anniversary of the martyrdom of St. 
Peter Chanel was celebrated there with great joy and festivity, especially 
on the island of Futuna itself. The celebrations included a procession in 
which the relics of St. Peter Chanel were carried along the fifteen mile 
way from Singave to the shrine at Poi; people of villages along the route 
taking turns in bearing the reliquary. This procession, from the ancient 
stronghold of the Vanquished to that of the Victors, was a fitting tribute 
to Chanel the peacemaker, whose death had brought about the ir final 
reconciliation. 

At Poi itself, on the following day, a concelebra ted Mass was led by the 
Pope's delegate, Archbishop Thomas White, the Pro-Nuncio. During the 
Mass the fo llowing message from the Pope himself was read out :-

To Monsignor Lolesio Fuahea, Bishop of Wallis and Futuna. 

On the occasion of the celebrations marking the 150th an niversary of the 
martyrdom of Saint Peter Cha nel, I take great joy in sending you this 
message , conveying to you thereby my fraternal greetings and expressing 
to you the warm sol icitude which I fee l for all the peo ple of your diocese 
and indeed for all the Christian people of Oceania. 

St. Peter Chanel sheds his radiance over the whole Church; in every 
Christian community his influence is felt, since it is that of a missionary, 
of a martyr and of a priest animated with a Marian spirit. 

St. Peter Chanel is first of all a missionary, faithful to the Church's 
tradition. In the foots teps of the Apostles, who carried the Gospel to 
the Mediterranean countries, a nd of the many others who pioneered the 
Faith in distant lands, he came to announce the good news on your 
shores. Making himself a ll things to a ll people, he visited the sick, took 
part in gatherings a nd feasts of the cou ntry, made the acquaintance of 
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the local chiefs, acted as interpreter to vlsltmg seamen, and thus 
rendered service to one and all. However, in the course of the three and 
a half years of his mission, he gained little satisfaction as far as his 
ministry was concerned. To use the language of St. Paul to the 
Corinthians, like a good architect, with the grace of God, he laid the 
foundations (1 Cor., 3, 10) but he did not see the building rise. It was 
when new missionaries arrived that the fruits of St. Peter Chanel's 
labours came to light. 

St. Peter Chanel is the first martyr of Oceania to be canonised. 
Accepting the loss of all things to gain Christ, he proclaimed with St. 
Paul, the same wish, "To know him and the power of hi s resurrection 
and to share his sufferings by reproducing the pattern of his death" 
(Phil., 3,10). He imitated Christ in death after a period of miss ion not 
much longer than that of Jesus. His blood, to repeat the well-known 
phrase, has become the seed of Christianity. A solid and active faith has 
sprung up, to which the abunda nce of vocations bears present-day 
testimony; the blood of St. Peter Chanel con tinues to bear fruit in your 
land. 

Missionary and ma rtyr, Saint Peter Chanel was moreover a priest 
possessed by a Marian spirit. As a Religious professed in the 
Congregation of Marist Fathers, he had chosen to exercise his ministry 
after the pattern of Mary. He spread his message by his life, his 
welcoming attit ude, his read iness to respond to the needs of the people. 
Humble and devou t, he was ready to see a ll that was good in every 
human being and sought to be a bu ilder of peace. Respecting the 
people who had received him, he put before them the example of a new 
life, actively present amongst them after the fashion of Mary. When 
studied now in the light of the teachings of Popes John XXIII and Paul 
VI, and of the decrees of the Second Vatican Council on mission a nd on 
dialogue wi th other religions, the missionary style of St. Peter Chane I has 
a prophetic stamp. 

The releva nce and value for our own time of the sanctity of St. Peter 
Chanel is easily appreciated, for the Church continues her mission of 
evangelisation and seeks, with the help of the Spirit, new paths which will 
open the way forward in her accomplishment of this mission. May S1. 
Peter Chanel he lp us in th is search. 

Let us pray together in Futuna a nd in Rome with hearts united; 
beseeching God for the pilgrims at Poi, for Oceania and for the fa ithful 
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of the whole world: "Lord God you made the martyrdom of St. Peter 
Chanel serve the growth of your Church. Give us grace, in these days 
of Easter joy, so to celebrate the mysteries of Christ's death and 
resurrection, that we may give witness of newness of life". (Roman 
Missal) . 

Be then witnesses to a new life: that is the fervent wish that I have for 
you, People of God gathered in Futuna. The risen Jesus is your 
strength. His Spirit renews history. He distributes his gifts to enable the 
human family to progress towards that communion of which the Church 
is the sacrament. By your belonging to the Church, you both manifest 
and build the unity which the mystery of the Holy Trinity inspires. 

Dear Brother in the episcopate, as a sign of encouragement for yourself 
and for your people, I willingly send you, your priests, religious and 
faithful people of the diocese of Wallis and Futuna, my apostolic 
Blessing, which I extend to all the Catholics of Oceania. 

From the Vatican, the 30th January 1991. 

John Paul II. 
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Peter Chanel was bom in 1803 not far from Lyons in eastem France. 
In his youth he dreamed of spreading the Gospel in far-off lands, and 
after being ordained priest and spending some time in parish work, 
he joined the newly-founded congregation of the Marist Fathers. 
When the vast mission territory of the south Pacific Ocean was 
entrusted to the Marists, Peter, to his great delight, was included in 
the first group of missionaries and embarked for Oceania in 1836. 

After a voyage of almost a year (this was before the advent of 
steamships) he was set ashore with one Brother as companion, on a 
very remote island called Futuna, amongst a warlike people of whose 
language and customs he knew nothing. He laboured zealously for 
four years in conditions of extreme difficulty, and in the end his 
modest success began to arouse the opposition of the rulers of the 
island, alarmed at the threat to their power posed, as they thought, by 
the growing influence of the new religion. He was surprised, alone 
in his hut, by an armed band and clubbed to death in April 1841. But 
by this time Christianity had taken firm root on Futuna, where it has 
flourished ever since. 

Peter Chanel was canonised in 1954, and as protomartyr of Oceania 
he has a feast in the universal calendar of the Catholic Church on 
April 28th, the anniversary of his martyrdom. This is his story, based 
on his diary, his letters and the writings of those who knew him. 


