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INTRODUCTION 

When Fr Breheret, the great Marist missionary hero, 

arrived in Fiji in 1844, he came full to overflowing with 
zeal for his task and like all missionaries of his time, 
quite unquestioning of the Church whose ambassador he was. 

Unwittingly he brought with him, as did so many after him, 

the structures of a western Church, for whom the theology of 

salvation was the theory on which all mission activity was 

based. I • It was a Church in a Western straitjacket, marked 

by rigidity in forms of worship, hesitant to give 
responsibility to local people, fearful of errors from 
private interpretation in the field of biblical work and 

defensive in attitude to members of other Christian 

communities. 

Such a situation was to remain long after Fr Breheret's 

missionary career in Fiji ended with his death on 12 August, 

1898. Noticeable change was not to come until after World 

War 11 when the political scene altered in many parts of the 
world with the demise of colonialism in Asia in the 1940s, 

Africa in the 1950s and the Pacific in the 1960s. 2 • 

Churches too, had to cease being colonial. 

Pope John XXIII was the catalyst for change in the 

Church. His brilliant insight of "aggiornamento" or 

complete renewal within the Church, of "opening a window and 

letting in some fresh air", led to the Second Vatican 

Council, held from 1962 to 1965. A consequence of the 
Council was that in 1966 Fiji ceased to be a Vicariaate 

directly responsible to the Pope and became a Diocese, that 

is, a truly local Church. The Province of Suva was 

established for the central area of the Pacific and 

1. V.J. Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered, London, 
1982,p.v. 

2. Brij V. Lal,Ed, Politics in Fiji, Sydney, 1986, p. ix. 
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Episcopal Conferences based on the principle of subsidiarity 

were held. There was now the possibility of real change in 

local leadership, worship, scriptural study and ecumenism. 3 . 

The Marist sisters' arrival in Fiji in 1892 was just as 

symptomatic of the times as was Fr Breheret's. They, too, 
were full of good will and zeal. The gift of the Gospel 

they brought, however, was in the same Western wrapping. 

The history of the Marist Sisters in Fiji is of that gift 

being gradually unwrapped yet handed intact to the local 

people to nurture and share with others in the ways they 

knew best. As vatican 11 says, "gladly and reverently 

laying bare the seeds of the Word which lie hidden in their 
own national and cultural traditions.,,4. Thus there was a 

gentle move away from the theology of salvation of the early 
missionaries towards what Donovan refers to as the theology 

of creation, which transforms evangelization into a process 

of bringing the Gospel to where people are, rather than 

where you would like them to be. 5 • In that same spirit 

local Marist sisters have in recent years taken this ever 

constant gospel, which underlies all theologies, to cultures 

other than their own in Mexico and The Gambia, thus bringing 

to full circle the words of Christ found in Matthew 28:19, 
"Go, therefore, make disciples of all nations,,6. 

3. Archbishop George Pearce, Address to the Suva Theological 
Club, 18th May, 1971. pp. 3-7, PMB 437, Mitchell Library, 
Sydney. 
4. Abbot, W.M. Ed., The Documents of Vatican 11, Missions 
Document, London, 1966, para 11. 
5. Donovan, op.cit., pp vi-viii. 
6 .A. Jones, General Ed. ,The Jerusalem Bible, New Testament, 
London, 1966, p. 64. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

BACKGROUND TO FIJI OF THE 1890s. 

until the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the 

Pacific was virtually unknown to all outsiders save the 

most intrepid explorers. Indigenous cultures remained 

untouched until Western adventurers and fortune seekers of 
the nineteenth century began their plunder of the Pacific 
Islands. Fiji,situated in Melanesia, was no exception to 

this experience. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century there were 

men eager to visit the islands and seek their fortunes, 

particularly American traders, or in the case of Australian 

convicts and other refugees from society, those anxious to 

find a place of shelter. with little knowledge of the reef 

systems surrounding the islands, as often as not these 

adventurers found themselves wrecked and at the mercy of 

their hosts. Peter France tell us:"The first white men to 
live amongst Fijians were those who survived wrecks at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century".l. These were the men 

who became known as the 'beachcombers', one of whom, Oliver 

Slater, discovered the existence of sandalwood, a lucrative 

source of trade with China, on the coast of Vanua Levu, and 

who promptly returned to Sydney with the news. In no time, 
there were white men acting as agents and living among the 

native people. Within the first decade of the nineteenth 
century they had introduced firearms to Fiji. 2 • Already 

rivalry among the Fijian themselves was long-standing. 

France points out that "a state of constant inter-tribal 

skirmishing was general throughout the group as far back as 

reliable tradition extends and this was the condition of 

1. Peter France, The Charter of the Land, Melb., 1969, p.20. 
2. Ibid., p.21. 
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Fijians when the first European contacts were made. 3 • Not 

surprisingly, the introduction of firearms aggravated such a 

situation. 
Once the original trading agents who lived among the 

Fijians were accepted in the villages, others followed close 

on their heels. The two commodities they sought were 

sandalwood on the coast of Vanua Levu and beche-de-mer, 

found in abundance on the reefs. To obtain sandalwood it 
was customary to buy the wood through the chief, who sent 

out his own working party to cut it. The collection of 

beche-de-mer, on the other hand, required the employment of 

large numbers of Fijians as well as the consent of their 

chiefs for the fishing and later drying process. 4. Beche

de-mer lay scattered over wide areas of the seabed and had 

to be dried as soon as possible after being brought to the 

surface. Because of the need to employ many more Fijians 

for the task it led to extended contact between the traders 
and Fijians. 

By the middle of the century trade was beginning to 

diversify. Though sandalwood supplies had run out, the sale 
of beche-de-mer continued. At the same time agricultural 

interest was developing in Fiji and some forty to fifty 

traders had established themselves in Levuka on the island 
of OValau. Bypassing the chiefs, they now dealt directly 

with the trading ships that called. They lived peaceably 

with Fijian women in native houses and were under the 
protection of the leading chief, Tui Levuka, whose position 
at that time was not threatened. 5 • 

Another group of Europeans came to settle in Fiji as 

early as 1835, with very different motives from the traders. 

These were the Wesleyan missionaries6 . who had spent some 

3. Peter France, op.cit., p.21. 
4. Ibid., p.25. 
5. Ibid., p.28. 
6. W.P. Morrell, Britain in the Pacific Islands, Oxford, 
1960,p.1l7. 
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time in Tonga prior to coming to Lakeba, an island in the 

Fijian Lau group. Rev. David cargill and Rev. William Cross 

were the first arrivals. 

What was important about the coming of the missionaries 

was that "they were the first white men who brought to Fiji 

an influence directly and deliberately aimed at changing the 

customs of the land".7. Their efforts were directed towards 

discrediting the Fijian priests and discouraging what they 

saw as immoral practices, as France says, "enforcing the 
Decalogue and the social standards of the lower middle 

classes in Victorian England".8. To which might be added 

the political system as well. To civilise and to 'convert' 

went hand in hand and often one was confused with the other. 

Seven years after the arrival of the Wesleyan 

missionaries Bishop Pompallier left a Fijian Catechist 

called Mosese, also on the island of Lakeba. Mosese had 
lived on the island of Wallis and been converted to 

Catholicism there. He was joined in 1844 by two priests, 
Father Breheret and Father Roulleaux and a Brother Annet. 9 . 

They had few conversions and were rejected by the local 

people for some years until they finally set themselves up 

at Levuka. Their endurance during the period spent on 

Lakeba was proof positive of their zeal and single-minded 

intention to bring about the salvation of Fijian souls no 
matter what the cost. 

An important consequence to the Fijians of the arrival 

of the missionaries was the use they made of the land given 

them by the chief. The missionaries 

were the first European settlers to introduce 
the concept of exclusive right to land, for the 
development of which the previous historr of 
Fijian society had provided no occasion. O. 

7. France, op.cit., p.29. 
8. ibid., p.30. 
9. Chronology of Fiji,p.46, MFA(Rome). 
10. France, op.cit., p.35. 
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Important as this action of the missionaries was, it 

paled into insignificance when compared with the actions and 

arrogance of the planters. It was they, above all others, 
who rode roughshod over Fijian rights and customs, became a 
law unto themselves and one of the greatest influences in 
shaping the final terms of cession in 1874. 

The planters criticised the beachcombers 
who had preceded them for letting their 
cultural standards slip. They blamed 
traders for providing the islanders with 
firearms and missionaries for placing the 
interests £1 native peoples above that of 
Europeans. • 

Agricultural interests in Fiji became serious in the 

late 1850s and early 1860s with experimentation in sheep 

raising and cotton growing. Sheep raising was short-lived. 

cotton became commercially viable and planters were able to 
take advantage of markets left open by the American Civil 

War, which had brought about a shortage of the commodity and 

an increase in its price. 12 . 

such visible success lured others to Fiji, especially 

those whose luck on the Australian goldfields had run out or 
were Europeans fleeing the Maori Wars in New Zealand. 

Cotton growing, however, required both land and labour and 

it was not long before the planters' attitude to the Fijians 

changed on both scores. At first the Fijians regarded the 

alienation of land to the European planters as a much easier 
way of obtaining an axe than by filling a 160 gallon barrel 
with beche-de-mer. 13 • They were soon to rue this. 

complications arose as planters found themselves 

dependent on Fijian labour, control of which was virtually 

in the hands of the local chief. 14 . By 1864 a system was 

11. J.W. Davidson & Deryck Scarr, Pacific Island Portraits, 
Canberra, 1970, p.147. 
12. France, op.cit.,p.37. 
13. ibid., p.46. 
14. ibid., p.39. 
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in operation to release themselves from this dependence and 

from being beholden to the Fijian chiefs. It was one of 
imported labour, mainly from the Solomon Islands and New 

Hebrides and included some who had already served time in 
Queensland. 15. 

Freed from the necessity to be tolerant, the planting 

community became gradually more estranged from the Fijians. 

When local labour was no longer necessary Fijians were not 
allowed to remain on plantation land, in .fact, money for 

land was not to be paid until the Fijians had left. To add 

further to this estrangement, European wives arrived and the 

previous easy social relations with the Fijians no longer 

existed. "The exclusive nature of European rights to land 

was emphasised by the refusal to allow Fijians to tread on 
the soil which they had . alienated. ,,16. 

Consequent upon this was wrangling among the Fijians 

themselves, especially when dispossessed of land at the whim 
of a chief. There were examples of Fijian aggression 

towards the planters but the planters had superior arms and 

held their own. The influence of the planters on the whole 

Fijian social and cultural structure was powerful and its 

political fruits far reaching. 

The whole question of alienation of land was a vexed 
one with no precedent and no real authority to control it. 

In this way, many planters took to themselves vast areas of 

land in return for ludicrous payments to the Fijians. 
Important as this growth of European influence was, 

there were simultaneous movements among the Fijian chiefs 

themselves, quite apart from those precipitated by the 

Europeans. These movements were the everlasting struggles 

for power and hegemony over surrounding chiefdoms. 

15. Davidson & Scarr, op.cit., Ch.lO, passim. Also Peter 
Cross, 'White Australia in Action: The Repatriation. of 
Pacific Islanders from Queensland', Historical Studies, 
Vol.15,April 1972.pp237-250. 
16. France, op.cit., pp40-4l. 
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certainly from the early part of the nineteenth century the 

chiefs of Bau, off the east coast of viti Levu, had held a 

position of power seemingly out of all proportion to the 

size of their tiny island and this was due in large part to 
their mastery of the sea. By 1829 Bau was a major power in 

northern and eastern Viti Levu as well as in the islands of 

Lomaiviti with influence extending to Ovalau, Cakaudrove and 
the Lau Group.17. 

As early as 1832 internal dissension in Bau had led to 

the exile of Ratu Tanoa, rightful heir to the chiefdom, but 

in 1837 he was returned to Bau by his son, Ratu Seru, later 

called Cakobau, with whom real power now lay. Tanoa died in 

1852 and there was no doubt that Cakobau was now in 
charge. 18. Restless, ambitious and warlike he was eager to 

assert his authority throughout Fiji. In 1844 he drove the 
Europeans from Levuka but allowed their return in 1849. 19 • 

Actions such as this forced the European settlers to 

seek some protection, but there was no one with any 

authority in Fiji to give it to them. In 1848 a series of 

naval visits was approved by the British Foreign and 

Colonial Office. 20 • At this stage the British government 
had the greatest reluctance to establish a British 
protectorate over Fiji, the cost involved playing no small 

part in their decision. 

Seeing the value of such naval power Cakobau's ambition 

led him to order a ship from an American, Captain Wallis. 
Because there was delay in its arrival, Cakobau ordered 

another from Adelaide which arrived in August 1851, shortly 

before that from America. Saddled with two ships and 

inability to pay for either, Cakobau found himself in a 

17. Davidson & Scarr, op.cit., pp 96-98. 
18. W.P. Morrell, Britain in the Pacific Islands, Oxford, 
1960, p.120. 
19. ibid., p.125. 
20. ibid., p.124. 
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dilemma, especially as he had quarrelled with the Levuka 

traders. Several overtures had been made previously to him 

by missionaries to accept Christianity, which he had 

rejected. Now he found himself in need of allies and 

perhaps for this reason - perhaps from conviction - he 
embraced Christianity on 30 April 1854. 21 

At this time Rewa, situated on the island of viti Levu, 
rebelled once more against Bauan dominance and Cakobau, 
whose power had weakened, sought help from King George of 

Tonga, whose assistance successfully quelled the uprising. 

Further Tongan influence was brought about by the need of 
the Wesleyan missionaries for more support. Their mission 

in Tonga was well established so they too sought help there. 

Ma'afu, a Tongan chief, was sent. He established his 

position in northern Lau and before long became a dominant 

figure in the Lau area and for Cakobau a force to be 

reckoned with. From the outset his rule was strong and he 

was adamant in not allowing the alienation of Fijian land to 
any Europeans. 22 . 

Meanwhile, the English speaking Europeans throughout 
Fiji were beginning to see their position as less than 

tenable, especially with the visit of French warships and 
possible French designs on political control. In 

september, 1858, following a request by Fitzroy, Governor of 

New South Wales, a British consul, W.T. Pritchard was 

appointed to Fiji. He was the son of George Pritchard who 

had been a London Missionary Society Member in Tahiti and 

also a British Consul there. Shortly after his appointment 

the American vessel ordered by Cakobau arrived and Commodore 

Sinclair demanded the money owed for it. Finding himself 
in a tight corner Cakobau signed a document drawn up by 

Pritchard on 12 October 1858, in which he ceded Fiji to 

21. W.P. Morrell, op.cit., p.126. 
22. ibid., p.129. 
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Queen victoria, one of the conditions being that the debt be 

paid on his behalf. 23 . It was a crafty move and put him in 

a position of strength against both the Americans and 

Ma'afu. There was the hope, too, that if the British 
government accepted the Cession his ambition to be paramount 

chief of Fiji would be fulfilled. His only other 

alternative to achieving such an end was by war but his 

chances of winning supremacy this way were becoming more and 

more remote. 
The new liberal government in England gave scant 

support to Pritchard's scheme and sent Commodore Smythe to 
investigate. He reported Cakobau had not understood what he 

had signed, that Pritchard's claims were incorrect and 

further, that Pritchard himself deserved investigation. 

This brought to light Pritchard's money troubles and led to 

his dismissal in January, 1863. As France holds, "there are 

two views of Pritchard - one that he was the great protector 

of native interests and the other that he was the leading 
speculator of his time".24. 

The new consul, Captain Jones, then looked to the chiefs 

to bring political quiet. He tried to form a Confederation 

of Chiefs at Levuka in May, 1865, with the chiefs of Bau, 

Rewa, Lakeba, Bua (on the island of Vanua Levu), Cakaudrove, 
Macuata and Naduri. The group assembled at Levuka and 
elected Cakobau as first president. By February 1867 the 

confederation had split in two, with Ma'afu and his 

followers forming a breakaway Lau Confederation. 
Cakobau compensated by organising a constitutional 

kingdom with himself as king. He had done this on the 

advice of his American secretary who had suggested a 

constitution on the Hawaiian model, with an Assembly of 

23. W.P. Morrell, op.cit., p.133. 
24. France, op.cit., pp 60-62. 
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two houses, one with European representatives from the 

various districts and the other a house of chiefs. Lands 

were to be thrown open to Europeans for selection, with 

payment of a royalty on all purchases. In May, 1867, 

Cakobau was crowned king, but the whole scheme was 

ineffectual as the Assembly never met. 

Cakobau's weakness was further highlighted when he was 

unable to bring to justice in the interior of viti Levu the 

murderers of the missionary Baker, whose death had been 

precipitated .by the belief of the tribes that Baker's "lotu" 

(church) was associated with submission to Bau. Tui Levuka 

also rebelled. He was captured and banished, but later 

returned and not long after became a catholic. 25 • 

Foreign affairs were going badly also. The American 

debt was still hanging over Cakobau's head, since the deed 

of cession of 1858 had never been accepted. Had it not been 

for Thurston, vice-consul, Cakobau could well have sold out 

then to a group of speculators, the Polynesian Company. 

They agreed to pay the American debt for large land 

concessions. with Thurston's intervention, the debt was 

paid but the land grant very much reduced. 

March, a new British consul, arrived in December, 1869, 

with instructions not to treat the Fijian Islands as a 

colonial possession of the British Crown, but to look after 

British commercial interests and promote order and the well 

being of the British community. 

European opinion in Fiji was unsatisfied. The 

imported labour for the cotton plantations was being abused 

and there was no authority to clamp down on the abuse. As 

Morrell says, the Americans looked to America, the Germans 

(the Henning Brothers were well established in Lau) to 

Germany and the French to France. 26 • If Britain would not 

act then perhaps another power WOUld. Australian interests 

25. Morrell, op.cit., p.145. 
26. Ibid, p.151. 
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demanded British control of Fiji. 
still Britain would not capitulate. The settlers 

became more and more concerned that there was no one with 
power to enforce law. In 1870 they attempted an alliance 
with Cakobau and his group of chiefs but the scheme 
collapsed as did the cotton market, with the advent of the 
Franco-Prussian War. 

Cakobau tried to revitalise the 1867 Constitution which 
would provide for a House of Assembly elected by taxpayers 
with six months residence and a Privy Council with a 
Governor, one high chief from each province and the Cabinet, 
"ex officio" to serve as an Upper House. The big turning 
point was that Ma'afu supported this constitution. He took 
an oath of allegiance to Cakobau and became Viceroy of Lau, 
accepting Cakobau as King. 

Consul March would not accept Cakobau's European 
appointments, especially that of Burt as Premier and 
Minister of Finance. Cakobau then persuaded Thurston who 
was in retirement, to accept the post of Chief secretary. 
The Assembly met again in May, 1872, but with little success 
and in the crisis of a worsening financial state. By the 
end of 1872 the planters were urging reform and moved for 
annexation with Britain. 27 • 

Britain had suggested that New South Wales establish a 
government in Fiji, but this offer was declined. 28 • 
Gladstone was unwilling for annexation and at the same time 
concerned for the position of the British subjects. 
Thurston was in favour of annexation and as Minister for 
Foreign Relations in Cakobau's government asked Britain to 
consider a proposition from Fiji to cede control to Britain. 

Britain sought an investigation before acting and sent 

27. Morrell, op.cit. p.157. 
28. ibid. p.159. 
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Layard as Consul and Commodore Goodenough for the task. In 

June, 1873, Cakobau dissolved his Assembly due mainly to a 
lack of confidence and the financial crisis. A new 

constitution was proclaimed on 4 October which greatly 

reduced the European preponderance. Its coming into 

operation was postponed. 

On 14 October Robinson, Governor of New South Wales, 

cabled Britain that Fiji was almost in a state of anarchy. 
Commodore Goodenough arrived in November and was soon at 

cross purposes with Cakobau. After first withdrawing his 

offer of cession on 6 March, which Ma'afu had supported, 

Cakobau on 19 March offered Britain the "government but not 
the soil or the Fijian people lt •

29 • 

Chaos prevailed. To most annexation seemed the best 

solution and the settlers were unanimous in their support. 
Goodenough and Layard recommended Fiji be made a Crown 

Colony. By the time the recommendation reached England 

Gladstone was out of office and replaced by Disraeli who 

requested Sir Hercules Robinson go to Fiji and put the case 

for unconditional cession to the chiefs and the European 
settlers. At a meeting on 30 September 1874, Cakobau 

signed the Deed of Cession with four other ruling chiefs, 

Ma'afu and TUi Cakau signed on 2 October and the other 

chiefs on 10 October. On that day Robinson declared Fiji a 

possession of the British crown. 30 • 

By the Deed of Cession full sovereignty and dominion 

over the islands of Fiji were transferred to the Queen. 31 . 

However, 
it provided that Fijians would continue to 
own, under customary tenure, the lands they 
were then occupying or would re~~ire for their 
future maintenance and support. • 

29. Morrell, op.cit., p.165. 
30. ibid., pp 164-167. 
31. France, op.cit., p.114. 
32. R.R.Nayacakalau, Leadership in Fiji, Suva. 1895, p.lO. 
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Indeed, as Ward points out "the present land tenure system 
is one of the far-reaching economic and social consequences 
of the Deed of Cession".33. 

The Europeans who had been pressing for change got what 
they wanted, that is an instrument for enforcing law and 
order and a ratification of entitlement to their land. 
Their superiority had been affirmed and had it not been for 
the policy of protection for Fijians introduced by Sir 
Arthur Gordon, the first Governor, they could well have 
ridden roughshod over the Fijian people. McNaught holds 
that "Fiji did not become a white man's country, although 
enormous concessions were made to maintain the viability of 
the better established planters".34. What the planters did 
to complicate the whole racial issue, was to turn to growing 
sugar instead of cotton and in accord with an already 
existing British practice in India, they indentured 
labourers from India to work the fields, as they had found 
the Fijians unsuited to this work. "Between 1879 and 1916 
some 60,537 Indians arrived in Fiji as indentured 
labourers". 35. The terms of indenture or Girmit were for 
five years with the option to remain in Fiji as free men or 
indentured labour for ten years with a free passage back to 
India. 

For the first five years, before any Indians' terms had 
expired, racially there was no real problem save the 
appalling conditions of the indentured Indians, for which 
the Europeans were responsible. But as Ahmed Ali reflects, 

33. M.Ward, The Role of Investment in the Development of 
Fiji,Cambridge, 1971, p.209. 
34. T.J.McNaught, The Fijian Colonial Experience. A study of 
the Neotraditional order under British colonial rule prior 
to World War II, Canberra, 1982, p.2. 
35. Ahmed Ali, The Indenture Experience in Fiji, Bulletin of 
the Fiji Museum,No.5, 1979, p.vii. 
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the asserti ve individualism of Indi.ans 
resulting in success in a capitalist 
system conflicted with the colonial 
regime's paternalism, which was reserved 
for Fijians and cr~~ted another ~et of 
problems for them. . 

The crucial factor was · that the Deed of Cession was 

drawn up in 1874 and the indentured Indians brought into 

Fiji in 1879, so there was absolutely no political provision 
for them. The whole concept of indenture was for a 

transitory group of people who would not remain. It just so 

happened that conditions in Fiji appeared better to many 

Indians than returning to their native country, or,as was 

pointed out, they were not able to save their return fare in 

the first five years so had little choice but to remain. 37 • 
The big problem for them was centred on land ownership. 

By the terms of the Deed of Cession all land not alienated 

at the time to Europeans and for which the Fijians could not 

provide evidence of ownership became Crown land. 

Nayacakalau points out that Queen Victoria is reputed to 

have commanded Sir Arthur Gordon to "tell the Fijians that 
their land would not be taken from them".38. The best an 

Indian could do, once his term of indenture had expired, was 

to lease land. It was the Indians who soon had the 

expertise to grow the sugar cane, but · they · were neve·r able 

to own their own land to do so. Land ownership, therefore, 

has been a big issue in Fiji most particularly for the 

Indians but also for other races such as the Chinese and 
European latecomers. 

For many years after Cession the Fijian economy 

depended on the sale of sugar and copra. Sugar was grown in 

the alluvial plains of Fiji of which a high proportion had 

been alienated by Europeans in the cotton period and had 

36. Ahmed Ali, op.cit., p. xxxi. 
37. Ibid. Case histories. passim. 
38. Nayacakalau, op.cit., p.3. 
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become the "domain of the sugar companies and particularly 
of the Colonial Sugar Refining Company of Australia".39. 

Copra production remained in the hands of the Fijians. The 

kind of capital required for cane growing and milling was 

out of reach of the Fijians, hence their most lucrative crop 
was controlled by Europeans. As the years passed, this 

delineation of economic activity became more pronounced, so 

that Fisk, writing in 1970 and summarized by spate in the 

foreword to his book, holds that "if sugar is virtually 

' Indian-only, bush crops Fijian-only, big commerce virtually 

European-only, the temptation to think one's own section is 
the only really serious one will be strong ••. and 

disastrous. 40. Yet this was the kind of economy consequent 

upon the Deed of Cession. Economic changes were to come, 
but'for the most part not until after Independepce from 

Britain was gained in 1970. 
Thus Cession was a watershed in Fiji's history. 

European influences prior to 1874 had differed markedly from 

each other. What the missionaries sought and what the 

planters and trading settlers sought were poles apart but 

all of them had brought with them an alien culture and its 
trappings. Coping with this was understandably difficult 

for the Fijians. Their chiefs tried to take advantage of 

the Europeans for their own individual aggrandisement and 
control of neighbouring chiefdoms, but realised eventually 

that they had no alternative but to accept the compromise 

offered by Britain in the manly and dignified manner which 

befitted their position and culture. Cakobau, after all his 

fluctuations in power, reached as nearly as was possible his 

ambition to be the great paramount chief of all Fiji. Sir 

Arthur Gordon made every effort to retain such a customary 

title for him with its attendant honour. 

39. M. Taylor, Future Imperfect, Sydney, 1987,p.47. 
40. E.K. Fisk, The Political Economy of Independent 
Fiji ,Canberra , 1970, p.ix. 
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Racially and economically Fiji's growth was determined 

largely by the patterns of land ownership laid down by the 

Deed of Cession. Nayacakalau demonstrates just how 

complicated the whole land question and ownership was. 41 

TWo factors remain. The Indians could not own their own 

land and the Europeans held on to as much as they required 

to virtually control the economy. Yet Fiji was to become an 
independent nation just ninety-six years after Cession and 

Cakobau's club, handed to Queen Victoria as a sign of 

submission in 1874, was returned by Britain to Fiji in 1970, 
to be used as the mace in the Parliament of their new 

nation. Cakobau's descendant, Ratu Sir George Cakobau, was 

appointed Governor-General, the Queen's representative in 

the newly formed nation. 

The Marist Sisters arrived in 1892, just eighteen years 
after Cession and thirteen years after the arrival of the 

first indentured Indians. Politically and socially it was a 

very different Fiji from the one Fr Breheret and his 

companions had found and sought to evangelise. 

41. Nayacakalau, op.cit., passim. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

EARLY MISSIONARIES AND THE MARIST SISTERS' ARRIVAL 
"In evaluating the activities of the missionaries of 

that time we cannot apply behavioural criteria of modern 
ministry. ,,1. Though speaking of Latin America Pope John 

Paul II's words are equally true for Fiji. To make 

judgments in hindsight is easy but to make them justly 

obliges us to place ourselves in the position of the early 

missionaries with all the constraints under which they 

worked. Geographically they knew little of the area to 

which they had come and anthropologically even less. Their 
approach was to give to, rather than to receive from the 

evangelised. Had they the luxury of present day knowledge 

no doubt their methods would have been different. 

Not surprisingly it was some years before they began to 

understand the Fijians' own religious beliefs. The Wesleyan 

missioner, Rev. Thomas Williams in his extensive study of 

the Fijian people in the l850s gives us the best insights. 

He claimed "The idea of Deity was familiar to the Fijian; 

and the existence of an invisible superhuman power 

controlling or influencing all earthly things was fully 

recognised by him".2. He describes how the powers of the 

chiefs and the priests were interwoven and that culturally 

it was the chief who gave the lead to the rest of his 
peop'le. 3 • 

The thrust of the early missionaries was above all 

directed towards denigrating the Fijian priests and their 

practices. This led to the priests' loss of power and the 

1. Apostolic Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul 11 to the 
Religious of Latin America on the occasion of the V 
centenary of the Evangelisation of the New World, 29June 
1990. Osservatore Romano, N.3l (1,151) 30 July 1990,p.1. 
2. T.Williams, Fiji and the Fijians, Vol.l,Lond.1858.Reprint 
Suva, 1982, pp2l5-2l6. 
3. Ibid. Ch.Vll, passim 
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chiefs enjoying a much greater freedom without priestly 
restraints. 4 . It was not only freedom they gained but 

power and it was they with whom the missionaries had to 

deal. If a chief adopted Christianity then most likely all 

his village would follow, though Garrett holds that even so 

"the people seemed to understand that a fundamental personal 

decision was also involved in renouncing local and ancestral 
spirits in favour of Christ".5. 

Another immediate effect on the Fijians was 

Christianity's intolerance of their socially acceptable 

practice of polygamy. To become a Christian meant having 

only one wife and the dismissal of all the other wives. In 

the short term at least this had a destabilising effect on 

both the place of women in Fijian society and the care of 
their children, as they were accustomed to someone always 

being available to care for the children without having to 
take total responsibility for their own. 6 • There were some 

other elements too of Fijian life style which became 

modified under the influence of Christianity, especially the 

practice of cannibalism, which ceased altogether. The 
impact of Christianity was deeply cultural as well as 

spiritual. 

The very first Christian mission in Fiji had its 

origins in the London Missionary Society, whose members 

built a Christian chapel at oneata in the Lau Group of 

islands in January, 1830. The three missionaries involved 

were not Europeans but Tahitians led by a catechist named 

Taheraa. Their arrival served as a forerunner to the 

4. P. France, The Charter of the Land,Melb.,1969, p.30. 
5. J. Garrett, To Live Among the Stars, WCC Publication, 
1982, p.114. 
6. Report on Decrease of Native Population, Suva, 1896, 
XIV.579. 
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wesleyan mission established on the island of Lakeba in the 

Lau Group by William Cross and David cargill on 12 October 

1835. In February Cross' visited the Tahitian London 

Missionary Society teachers at Oneata and preached in their 

chapel. Before long he had appointed a Fijian Wesleyan 

missioner there and the three Tahitian teachers co-operated 

with the wesleyans who took charge of the mission from that 
time onwards. 7 • A.H. Wood writes of these early Wesleyan 

evangelists: 
They followed John Wesley's threefold method 
of preaching, teaching and pastoral care. 
They did not think it right to make materia~ 
benefits and the teaching of trades a preliminary 
or an inducemgnt to the acceptance of 
Christianity .• 

To achieve these ends they had a clear plan of 

evangelisation involving Methodist "class meetings" for 

church members which could be used to check a convert's 

moral and spiritual growth, visitation of villages both near 

and far, the training of pastor-teachers and the translation 

and publication ·of catechisms, scripture, hymns and reading 

lessons. They took a forward step in making the Bauan 

dialect the basis for education in Christianity. Even 

medical work was to be mainly an instrument of conversion, 

giving healing evidence of Jehovah's power. 9 • 

In 1837 Cross left Lakeba in a ship commanded by 

captain Peter Dillon and sailed to the island of Bau, the 

stronghold of Cakobau, who would not allow Cross to remain 

there. Not daunted by this Cross took up a mission site at 

Rewa on the larger island of viti Levu. In 1839 he moved to 

Viwa, a small island to the north of Bau and David Cargill 

moved with his wife and four children to the Rewa mission, 

7. A.H. Wood, Overseas Missions of the Australian Methodist 
Church, Vol.ll, Fiji, Melbourne, 1978, pp22-23. 
8. Ibid, p.27. 
9. Ibid, pp28-3l. 
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leaving Calvert in Lakeba. In the same year Hunt and Lyth 

arrived at Somosomo, on the island of Taveuni for what 
proved to be "three years' heart-breaking efforts".lO. 

Even so, within four years the Wesleyans had established 

missions in four far-flung areas of Fiji which also happened 

to be the kingdoms of powerful chiefs. They understood the 
importance of support from the chiefs if their 

evangelisation was to make any headway. From these posts, 

and after 1849 from Nadi in Vanua Levu, Wesleyan 
missionaries moved out fearlessly to remote villages. 

The Lau group of islands, of -which Lakeba was the most 

important, was the area of Fiji closest to Tonga and held a 

number of Tongan residents who had come to settle there for 

a variety of reasons. As Wesleyanism was already well 

established in Tonga before Cross and Cargill left there for 

Fiji, they were able to communicate in their own language 

with the Tongans living there and to use them as preachers 

to the Fijians as we have seen in the case of oneata. This 

made the beginnings of their work of evangelisation much 
easier, but in the course of time they experienced 

considerable personal sacrifice and hardship and this was 

shared by their wives. 

cargill gives an account of his own wife Margaret 

giving birth to a child less than two months after their 
arrival in Lakeba and of their house being blown down in a 

hurricane ten days later. In June 1840 Margaret died in 
childbirth - a young, courageous and devout woman, totally 

committed to sharing her husband's work. ll • As Claudia 

Knapman writes, this was true of so many of the wives of the 

missionaries: 

10. Wood, op.cit., pp49-69. 
11. A.J. Schutz, ed.,The Diaries and Correspondence of David 
Cargill, 1832-1843, Canberra, 1977, p.7l, p.189. 
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The majority of missioners' wives were 
committed to their husbands' vocations 
and consequently to establishing model 
Christian homes, supporting their husb~~s' 
endeavours and converting Fijian Women. • 

The pioneer group of Wesleyan missioners were gifted in 

many ways. Cargill himself was a brilliant linguist, with 

mastery of Tongan and Fijian as well as of Biblical 

languages. Dr R.B . Lyth was the first medical missionary 

and Wood describes John Hunt's saintly character and 

scholarship as well as James Calvert's fearlessness. 

adds that some of their teaching is open to criticism 

They were men of their time. They had the 
same literal acceptance of the whole Bible 
as their contemporaries in England. They 
held strongly to a belief in the existence 
and power of Satan, and what they saw of 
diabolical savagery in Fiji confirmed this 
belief. The doctrine of hell-fire was 
universally aI~epted by Christian Churches 
at that time. . 

Wood 

today: 

In 1844 the first European Catholic missionaries 
arrived in Fiji, a good nine years after the Wesleyans. 

Catholic missionary activity came under the jurisdiction of 

Rome and more specifically, the Sacred congregation for the 

Evangelisation of Nations. 14 . Due to the effects of the 

French Revolution and imprisonment of Pope Pius VII by 

Napoleon from 1809 to 1814, such administration had ground 

almost to a halt. The first moves towards evange1isation 

of the Pacific were made in 1828 when the sea captain, Peter 

Dillon, who knew the South Pacific well, approached Father 

Patrick Sweeney at the Irish Seminary in France and 

explained to him the great need for priests in the South Sea 
Islands. 15 • 

12. Claudia Knapman, White Women in Fiji, 1835-1930, Sydney, 
1986, p.63. 
13. A.H. Wood, op.cit., pp.28-45. 
14. R.W. Wiltgen, The Founding of the Roman Catholic Church 
in oceania 1815 to 1850, Canberra, 1981, p.xxii. 
15. Ibid, p.24. 
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Dillon was introduced to a priest in France, Gabriel de 
Solages who already had unfulfilled missionary dreams. 

After discussion with Dillon he formulated a grandiose plan 

to evangelise the whole Pacific and submitted it to the 
Sacred congregation for the Evangelisation of Nations. 

Following lengthy investigation de Solages was appointed 

Prefect Apostolic for the islands of the Pacific Ocean on 10 
June 1830. 16 . After a series of setbacks he left Rome 

for the island of Bourbon, off the coast of Madagascar, 

where he planned to have his headquarters. Within two 

years he died there without ever getting any further. 17 • 

The impractical scheme he had proposed was set for disaster 

with his own temperament, to a large extent, contributing to 

its failure. 

Fresh approaches had to be made by Rome to possible 

evangelisers of the Pacific. The Picpus Fathers, a young 

missionary order founded in 1800, given approbation by Rome 

in 1817 and already established in the Sandwich (Hawaiian) 
Islands, undertook to send missionaries to Eastern 
oceania,18. which left the whole area of Western Oceania 

untended. In trying to solve this problem the Sacred 

Congregation for the Evangelisation of Nations sought the 
advice of a French priest, Fr Pestre, who had spent some 

years in Bourbon as an associate of de Solages and was 
considered to be the best authority in these matters. He 

was recognised as a man of both wisdom and experience. An 

offer was made to him to head a mission to western Oceania 

which he declined, due largely to ill health, but he 

suggested it be given to a new society of priests called 

Marists. Pestre had previously spoken to Fr Cholleton, 

Vicar General to the Archbishop of Lyons, who knew 

16. R •. W. Wiltgen, op.cit., p.48. 
17. Ibid, Ch.4,passim. 
18. Ibid, p.88 
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Fr Pompallier and of his desire to go to the missions. 

Cholleton spoke to pompallier who contacted Fr Jean-Claude 

Colin, the now recognised superior of the new Society of 

Mary. Negotiations with Rome followed ~nd Fr Colin accepted 
willingly to undertake the evangelisation of Western 

Oceania, provided his newly formed society be given formal 

approbation by Rome. After much hesitancy and further 

negotiation Pope Gregory XVI created the Vicariate Apostolic 
of Western Oceania on 10 January 1836 and on 29 April of the 

same year, by the brief Omnium Gentium, formally and 
publicly announced he was giving approbation to the Society 

of Mary or Marists. 

Just eight months later on 23 December 1836, the 

recently consecrated Bishop Pompallier left Le Havre for 
Western oceania, accompanied by four Marist priests, chanel, 

Bataillon, Bret and Servant, and three Marist Brothers, 

Joseph-Xavier Luzy, Marie-Nizier Delorme and Michel 

Colombon. Their Journey from Le Havre to the first 

missions founded at Wallis and Futuna took until 1 November 

1837. 19 . After calling at Sydney, Pompallier set up his 

headquarters in New Zealand, where Bishop Polding of Sydney 

had given him a piece of land at Hokianga. 20 . 

Due in large part to the difficulties the priests 

experienced under pompallier through his lack of support and 

their consequent recourse to Colin for help, the Vicariate 

of Western Oceania was split in two by Pope Gregory XVI on 8 
August 1842. 21 • The newly established Vicariate was that 

of Central Oceania under Bataillon who had been made Bishop 

of the area, with Fiji in the newly established Vicariate. 

By 1842 the Marists had already lost two men, Claude Bret, 

who died during the voyage from France and Peter Chanel, 

clubbed to death on Futuna on 28 April 1841. 

19. Wiltgen, op.cit . , pp 116-153. 
20. Ibid, p.203. 
21. Ibid, p.241. 
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There were other casualities too, if not deaths. Illness 

and isolation were taking their toll. Fr Colin, Superior 
General of their Society, begged both Pompallier and 

Bataillon to make no more, foundations in order to conserve 

the strength of his men. Bataillon, so far from France and 

as a Bishop overriding the wishes of the religious superior, 

colin, proceeded to found a mission in Fiji, leaving Fathers 

Breheret and Roulleaux with Brother Annet at Lakeba on 2 

August 1844, in direct opposition to the wishes of Colin. 22 . 

Prior to his consecration as a Bishop, Bataillon had had 
much success as a missioner on the island of Wallis23 • and 

no doubt considered his own judgement superior to Colin's. 

Breheret and Roulleaux were in an extremely difficult 

situation. Bataillon's choice of Lakeba, already well under 
the influence of the Wesleyans, was probably determined by 
the fact that Pompallier had left a Fijian catechist, 

Mosese, there in 1841 on his way back from Futuna where he 

had gone to recover the body of Peter Chanel. The result of 

this misjudgment by Bataillon was a period of near 

starvation and loneliness for these two men. By 1847 their 

position was extremely difficult. Wood tells us that the 

Wesleyans took strong exception to the priests' presence on 

Lakeba but the priests refused to leave. 

The pioneer priests on Lakeba doggedly 
endured the unfriendly attitude .of the 
wesleyans and their converts ••• and after 
six years labour had won 25 to 30 .converts. 24 • 

"Popery" was strongly opposed by Wesleyan missionaries as 

being an entirely false and unscriptural system. 
In 1851 Bataillon returned to Fiji, bringing some more 

priests and brothers with him. Lakeba was abandoned and a 
new station founded at Taveuni by Breheret and two of the 
new arrivals, Fr Michel and Br Sorlin. Land at Levuka had 
been given to the mission by the chief and Fr Mathieu, 

22. J.Hosie,Challenge,Sydney, 1987,p.93. 
23. J. coste, Lectures on Society of Mary History (Marist 
Fathers), Rome, 1965,p.242. 
24. A.H. Wood, op.,cit., p.125. 
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established a mission station there. After one year at 

Taveuni life for the missionaries there became impossible 

due to resistance to Christianity and the changed life style 

it demanded. Fr Mathieu sent Breheret and Michel back to 

Lakeba. In 1852, having little success at Levuka, he went 

himself to found a mission station at Rewa. This was to 

become for him for three years a place of intense suffering 

and indeed, a replica of the life Breheret and Roulleaux had 

had on Lakeba. Levuka then became the sole Roman Catholic 
mission with Breheret, Favier, Michel and Br Sorlin 

stationed there. The remaining priests moved out of Fiji to 

other missions in Oceania. This move proved to be an 

advantage as Levuka was growing rapidly with the main focus 

of trade and white settlement there and in time it was to 

become the capital of Fiji. 

In Levuka Breheret determined to build a sailing boat 

to enable him and his fellow missioners to travel from 

island to island preaching the message of the Gospel. The 

boat was duly finished, Breheret himself making the sails. 

Though he had grown up on a farm in France he proved himself 

an able sailor. In fact he was so skilful with the tiller 

he became known as captain Breheret. He sailed in all 

directions from Levuka often in very dangerous seas. 

Gradually this method of evangelisation bore fruit and by 

1861 they were able to count 500 baptisms and 1000 

catechumens. 

In 1859 more priests arrived and in 1860 the first 

Catholic school in Fiji was founded in Levuka. In 1863 the 
Fiji Islands were made an Apostolic Prefecture by the Sacred 

Congregation for the Evangelisation of Nations with Breheret 

appointed Prefect Apostolic. In 1887 Fiji was to become an 

Apostolic Vicariate with another Frenchman, Fr Julian Vidal, 

who was then working in Samoa, appointed the first Bishop. 

He arrived to take up his appointment on 27 August 1888. 25 • 

25 • . H.R.M. Gobillot, Histoire des Religieuses Maristes, 
Unpublished MSS, 1930, pp633-635. 
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The establishment of a Catholic mission in Fiji had not 

been easy. All the first Marist Fathers who came to Fiji 

were French and mostly from peasant stock. They were used 
to a difficult way of life and tended to be individualistic 

but in essence were men of strong and deep conviction, 

devoted and hard-working. Their sole purpose in coming to 

Fiji was to pass on that faith to which they were so 

committed themselves. They knew their departure from France 

would almost certainly be lifelong. For them the excesses 

of the French Revolution were not far behind and most must 

have remembered stories of members of their own families 

suffering for their faith during that time. They belonged 

to a formally constituted religious society and led a 

disciplined and prayerful life. Perhaps the greatest 

difficulty they experienced in their mission was not 

sectarian rivalry or rejection by the local people or 

guarded approval by the English speaking Europeans, but the 

frightful dilemma of a superior General and Bishop at 

continual loggerheads. Jean-Claude Colin, their Superior 
General, was the one to whom they had taken a vow of 

obedience on being professed as Marist Religious. As 

priests they were bound in obedience to their Bishop also. 

Colin was 12,000 miles away in France with no firsthand 
experience of mission life, while Bataillon was in the first 

band of missionaries to leave France in 1836 and had had 
great success in 'conversions on the island of Wallis before 

being consecrated Bishop of Central Oceania. Colin was 

distraught at the demands being made on his men by the 

Bishop, who was stretching them to their utmost and failing 

often to provide for their very survival,. while at the same 

time wasting the financial resources he had. In l84926Colin 

refused to send any more men to the Pacific and it was only 
after his resignation as Superior General in 1854 that more 

missioners were sent out by the new Superior 

26. J. Coste, op.cit., p.243. 

27 



General, Fr Julian Favre. 

priests,26 Little Brothers 
Brothers. 27. 

Prior to this Colin had sent 74 

of Mary and 17 Coadjutor 

Among these pioneers there were some outstanding 

priests. In Fiji the shining example was Fr Breheret to 

whom justice cannot be done here except to acknowledge the 

great influence he had on the Fiji mission in his forty-four 

years there. He was strong but gentle, indulgent to others 

yet ascetical himself, a man of great prayer, insight and 

political acumen and one who could turn his hand to any 

task. If need be he was prepared to take on the most 

powerful minds of the colony and most times come out the 

victor! Yet he was a man of great simplicity and in spite 

of all his hardships had always been faithful to his Marist 

way of life. He died on 12 August 1898, aged 84. 28 • 

Ever since their arrival in Fiji the Marist Fathers had 
carried on the works of the missions either alone or with 

the assistance of a religious Brother, devoid of all 

feminine support. The Wesleyans had no such problem as in 

most cases they were married men and their wives contributed 

greatly to the effectiveness of their mission by giving it 
their total support. 

A school had been founded by the Marist Fathers in 

Levuka in 1860. 29 • From 1872 onwards Fr Breheret became 

more and more aware of the need for religious 
sisters,30'especially for ' work in the school. The main 

reason for this was adolescent girls among the student 

population and the Fathers' inability to cope with them. 

After much vacillation Breheret wrote in 1879 to Fr Germain 

in France: 

27. J. Coste, op.cit., p.249. 
28. Gobillot, op.cit., p.659. 
29. Chronology, MFA(Rome)p.45. 
30. M.C. di Mijolla, Origins in oceania, Missionary sisters 
of the Society of Mary 1845-1931, Rome, 1984, p.196. 
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We have need of missionaries, but even a 
greater need of sisters to take charge of 
this work (a central school) and if either 
one or the other has to be postponed, I 
would say with~~t hesitation: send the 
sisters first. • 

On 31 January he asked for: 

two sisters, who not only speak English 
fluently, but are capable of teaching an 
upper class, and also know music and art. 32 • 

The sisters he was asking for were the Third Order 

Regular of Mary, or TORM sisters, who had begun as a group 

of courageous and devout lay women and had come to many of 

the Pacific missions run by the Marist Fathers though at 
this time not to Fiji. They were canonically erected as a 

diocesan congregation for Central Oceania by Bishop Lamaze 

in 1881 and were recognised by the other Bishops as such. 33 • 

They were given approbation by the Holy See as a 

Congregation of pontifical right in 1931. 34 • By the end of 

1881 the priests in Fiji learnt that a group of sisters 

(TORM) were on their way. 

The sisters had a difficult voyage from France so the 
group remained in Sydney for a time to recover. In the 

meantime, in February 1882, another Third Order sister, Sr 

M. st Francoise d'Assise, arrived unexpectedly in Levuka 

from Futuna. As she was Irish Bishop Lamaze had arranged 

for her to be placed in Levuka to help in the English school 

to which the other sisters who had been resting in Sydney 

had been assigned. They arrived in Levuka on 29 March but 

as they had little English Fr Breheret's hopes of placing 

them in the school had to be abandoned. Two went to Wairiki 

31. de Mijolla, op.cit., p.197. 
32. Ibid, P .198. 
33. Ibid, p. 243. 
34. Ibid, p. 243. 
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on the island of Vanua Levu and one remained at Levuka, 

while Sr M. Francoise went to New Zealand to look for more 

teachers for the English school. In September 1882, 

Sr Francoise,now Miss Heffernan, came back with her sister 

to take charge of the school for Europeans at Levuka. It 

was not a happy arrangement. Fr Breheret wrote: "I am 
obliged to put up with it".35. Sr M. de la Presentation, 

who had been waiting in ,Levuka, left for Solevu on the 

island of Vanua Levu. 

In an effort to overcome this problem of a need for 

English speaking sisters, two young Australian women had 

been accepted and were sent to Fiji as Third Order novices 

on 1 November 1888 and assigned to Levuka. Mary Keegan (Sr 
Mary st John Baptist) was put in charge of a small hospital 

and Nellie Day (Sr Mary Frances de Sales) was entrusted with 
the school. A young sister from France was their Superior. 

In 1889 a third Australian, Sr Marcellus, joined the 

community to help in school and teach music. In January 

1891 the first two Australians made profession as Third 

Order of Mary sisters. 

However, all 'was not going as well as 
it might seem. There was a growing 
unrest in the community as gossip sowed 
discord between ~e Australian and 
French sisters. 3 • 

Further light is shed on the subject in a letter from 

Bishop Vidal to the Superior of the Marist Fathers, Father 

Martin,written on 15 June 1889. 37 . Bishop Vidal had 

arrived in Fiji only the previous August but wrote to Father 

Martin of the sad state of the mission and the urgent need 

for apostolic workers who could lift it up again. He spoke 
of problems with the TORM sisters and attributed their 

35. de Mijolla, op.cit. p.199. 
36. Ibid, p. 233. 
37. Bishop Vidal to Fr Martin, Sup_ General, 15 June 
1889,Loreto, Fiji.MFA(Rome). 
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difficulties to a lack of adequate training, as they had no 

formal novitiate, and also of competent superiors. Because 

of this they were constantly requiring advice and direction 
from the Marist Fathers to such a point that Bishop Vidal 

said it had become something of a scandal, especially the 

need for the Fathers to be referees and conciliators in 

their numerous disagreements. He said in Levuka the 

difficulties had become more and more painful and agreed 

with Fr Hurlin's (Procurator) previous idea of trying to get 
the sisters of the Holy Name of Mary (Marists) from Belley, 

France. When Vidal had visited the Marists in Belley in 

1887 the sisters themselves had expressed the desire to go 

to the missions, as they had been doing for many years. He 

suggested the TORM sisters work with the indigenous people 

and the Marist sisters work with the English speaking 

people, supporting this by saying that the Marist sisters 

had plenty of English speaking subjects, they were well 

established, had a rule and their superiors would see that 

they were well occupied. There would be no difficulty in 

placing the Third Order sisters among the indigenous people 

as there was much need for them. 
In another letter from Suez on board ship, Vidal who 

was travelling with the first contingent of Marist Sisters, 

expressed his conc~rn about the welcome the sisters might 
receive when they reached Fiji. The Bishop said he had not 
yet told the sisters of the difficulties they would 

experience in Fiji! He feared they would not be accepted 
by the Third Order sisters and some of the missionary 

Fathers and asked for a formal statement from the Superior 

General, addressed to the Third Order sisters and the 

missionary Fathers, giving them the certitude that the three 

Marist Sisters had been sent on thi~ mission by the Society 

of Mary and it was the desire of the Society of Mary that 
they be entrusted with the European classes. 38 • 

38. Vidal to Martin, 9 February 1892, Suez,MFA(Rome) •• 
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Fr Martin replied promptly on 19 February 1892, but his 

letter would not have reached the Bishop until after he and 

the sisters had arrived in Fiji. He stated clearly that 

the Marist sisters were "of our family" and that the 

decision regarding their departure had been taken by the 
highest authorities of the society.39 . 

He also stated that before they left a demarcation of 

works should have been made for the Tertiaries and the 

Marist sisters in Fiji. A decision had now been made by the 

General Council of the Fathers and with the consent of all 

interested authorities as follows:"to our dear sister 

Tertiaries, the indigenous people; to the religious of the 

Holy Name of Mary, work with the whites". Further, he 

earnestly hoped the Australian Tertiaries who had done such 
good work with the whites in Levuka would join the Marist 

Sisters, first as novices and later professed sisters, but 

they were to be left free in their choice to remain 

Tertiaries if they wished. All this Bishop Vidal was to 

communicate to the Fathers and the Tertiaries in Fiji. 

Sr Frances de Sales did agree to join the Marist sisters as 

a novice but Sr st John Baptist and Sr Marcellus, the other 
two Australians refused and returned to sydney.40. 

The arrival of the Marist sisters was thus fraught with 

difficulties, especially the resentment felt by some members 

of the Third Order sisters at their coming and some of the 

Fathers determined to support the TORMs. The basis of the 

problem was the Marist Sisters were seen as "real" 

religious, having had a formal period of training and living 

in a clearly defined structure of obedience to duly 

appointed superiors. Up to this point the formation .and 

leadership of the Third Order sisters was not so clearly 

defined. 

39. Martin to Vidal, 19 February 1892. MFA(Rome). 
40. de Mijolla, op.cit., p.234. 
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The whole issue was a most unfortunate one as the Third 

Order sisters had done heroic work in the Pacific over a 

long period of years. It was not surprising that the 
newcomers, the Marist Sisters, were seen as intruders. 

The fragility of human nature is evidenced in all these 

early missionaries. It is easy to record such fragility but 

not so easy to measure, in spite of it, the spiritual impact 

they made on those they had come to evangelise. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

BEGINNINGS ON OVALAU 

The sisters arrived in Fiji on 28 March 1892,1·and from 

then until 1904 their work of evangelisation was confined to 

the island of Ovalau. As they travelled to Fiji with 

Bishop Vidal there was a great welcome awaiting them in 

Suva. Nearly 300 Europeans, Fijians and Polynesians met 

them at the wharf then the whole group went straight to the 

Church where ceremonies were carried out by the Bishop. 

From Suva, the capital of Fiji since 1882 and situated on 
the island of viti Levu, they sailed to their final 

destination, Levuka, on the island of Ovalau. 

Levuka was the headquarters of the Catholic Mission so 

there was another big reception for the Bishop and the 

sisters at the wharf, headed by Fr Breheret and Fr Marion 

who was procurator of the mission. Again they went straight 

to the Church where the sisters noticed a statue of the 

Sacred He~rt above the altar, placed there after Fr Breheret 

consecrated the Fijian Archipelago to the Sacred Heart on 9 
september 1866. Bishop Vidal gave a rousing address 

followed by a papal blessing and Benediction of the Blessed 

Sacrament. The sister·s found the Fij ian singing very true 

with excellent harmony and were astounded at its strength. 

One of them wrote later that when all this was over they 

said the Te Oeum in their hearts in thanksgiving for having 

made a safe journey, and greeted their new homeland even 

though they were feeling very homesick. 

Eventually they were able to go to the convent, a well 

built structure of stone, which was quite unusual in Fiji at 

the time, and located just behind the Church. For them it 

was to be home for many years and for some the place where 

they would live and die without ever returning to their own 

1. Fiji Times, 30 March 1892. National Archives of 
Suva. (NAS) 
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homeland. Positioned between a hill and the sea it had 

been constructed under the direction of Fr Hurlin in 1890, 

almost certainly as a consequence of previous devastation 
caused by hurricanes. 2 • 

Everything was so different for the sisters! 

All is very strange to us but I trust 
to have courage to do something for the 
poor children of this little settl~ment 
so far away from all my dear ones •• 

Coconut trees, lush growth, flowers all the year round and 
the sea itself breaking on the coral reef before reaching 

the shore, were just some of the novelties they were to 

experience, as well as two seasons a year instead of fo~, 
the wet and the dry. 

The leader of this little band, Mother Melanie. was 
born Helen Mary Withnall on 6 February 1840, her parents 

then residing at Holborn, st Andrews, west London and her 

father a book keeper. 4 • She made her first profession as a 

Marist Sister at Bon Repos, Belley, France, on 23 November 

1861. Sr Sebastien, Fanny Foley, was born in 

Drumlara,country Leitrim,.Ireland in 1857, daughter of John 

and Margaret (Campbell) Foley. Her first profession was 
made at Bon Repos on 15 October 1882. Sr Marthe, Jeanne 

Lavin, was born on 14 October 1866 at Carrick-on-Shannon and 
was professed on 29 September 1886, also at Bon Repos.5. 

The three were thus aged fifty-two, thirty-five and twenty

six respectively. 
One can only imagine what arriving in the tropics in 

full woollen religious habits must have been like for them. 

Mother Melanie wrote to the members of her family on her 

first day in Levuka: 

2. Gobillot, op.cit., pp 638-641. 
3. M.Melanie to her family, 29 March 1892. Levuka. MSA(Aust) 
4. Certified Copy of Entry of Birth. Gen.Register Office, 
London. MSA (Aust). 
5. Oceania File. MSA (Rome). 
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The great heat is certainly very trying 
and it is greater this year than usual. 
How different from England, where I hear 
the cold is intense. I wish I could make 
a little exchange. We are annoyed by mosquitoes 
who find my blood quite to their taste. I am 
terribly bitten: the bite raises a kind of wart 
which remains for some time; also irritable 
heat spots which come allover the body. Whgn 
one is climatised, these miseries pass off •• 

The day following their arrival they were invited to 

visit the TORM sisters at Loreto, a mission about six 

kilometres to the south of Levuka. They must have felt 
some trepidation at the prospect though they had already 

been welcomed by some Third Order sisters on their arrival 

at Levuka. Their fears were allayed by the very pleasant 

reception the sisters gave them at Loreto. The mission 

station there was a training centre for catechists and a 
boarding school for young Fijian girls. 

The sisters made the short journey to Loreto by boat as 

did the Bishop and some of the Fathers who accompanied them. 

The Bishop again presided at a religious ceremony then the 

TORM sisters took the Marist sisters to see the Fijian 

village. The next morning they were invited to a feast in 

their honour, witnessed a meke or dance, sampled kava 

(ceremonial drink) for the first time and returned to Levuka 

in the evening by rowing boat. Many times in the future 

they were to walk along the path by the sea that led to 

Loreto to join the Third Order sisters for a picnic. 7 • It 

was both relaxation for them and a means of maintaining a 

good relationship with each other. No doubt it was a 

welcome diversion for they must often have felt very 

homesick and lonely. To the Third Order sisters who had 

experienced considerable anguish at the thought of the 

Marist Sisters' arrival a great tribute is due for their 

compassion and hospitality. Some tensions did persist and 

6. Melanie to her family 29 March 1892. Levuka. 
7. Gobillot, op.cit., pp 644-649. 
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and sometimes surfaced but by and large relationships from 

these earliest times seem to have been amicable. 

Almost immediately the sisters had to begin the work of 
evangelisation they had come for by providing an education 

in English in the Levuka school and care for the European 

and part-European orphaned and abandoned children. The day

school had already begun in 1888 and a boarding school and 

orphanage were added. At first there were just two boarders 

and two orphans. The number of day pupils rose to forty. 

In July 1892, not long after their work in the school 

had begun, the sisters had to prepare a play and short 

address to be presented by their pupils to Fr Breheret at 

the celebration of his Golden Jubilee of Ordination to the 
priesthood. This apparently was a great success: 

The presentation being over an interval of 
10 minutes was occupied by refreshments 
being partaken by those present, after which 
a short play by the Catholic school children 
was very pleasantly rendered and reflected 
great credit on the sisters. 8 • 

In the school Mother Melanie and Sr Marthe took the 

classes. They found this very difficult at first with their 
pupils, especially the part-Europeans tending to be 

rebellious. Gradually they were won over and settled down 
to work proving to be intelligent and well-behaved. 

Sr Sebastien, meanwhile, looked after the cooking, the 

convent and the church. She also assisted in the mission 

hospital founded in 1888 and located on the hill behind the 

convent. until now it had been staffed by the Third Order 

sisters. There was still one working there but Sr 

Sebastien's presence ensured care both day and night for the 

patients. It was a hospital for all creeds and races and 

sister soon found the need to learn Fijian to communicate 

with her patients. She hastened to do so which enabled her 
also to give some instruction in catechetics to the Fijian 

8. Fiji Times, 30 July 1892. NAS. 
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children. The hospital closed in 1894 as the Third Order 
sister was moved to another station. Sr Sebastien then 

devoted her spare time to gardening, planting vegetables, 

flowers and some fruit trees. Correspondence from the 

sisters in Fiji at this time has numerous references to 

requests for seeds to be sent out from France and England. 

This was a way of ensuring some food to which the sisters 

were accustomed, though Fiji itself had much that was 

nutritious such as coconuts, mangoes, bananas, breadfruit, 

yams and numerous vegetable crops. There was little 

scarcity of food except when crops were ruined by 
hurricanes. 9. 

With so much that was new it is not surprising that the 

sisters, especially Mother Melanie who was older, had some 

difficulty in adjusting to conditions in Fiji. In August 

1892, the same year that they came to Fiji,Mother 

Ildefonse, the Superior General wrote to Bishop Vidal from 

France saying Mother Melanie had written informing her of 

her tiredness and difficulties, attributable to a large 

extent to the hot climate. Ildefonse regretted that the 

Australian TORMs, with the exception of Sr Francis de 

Sales,had not remained in Levuka as the Bishop and Father 

General had desired and felt it would not have been so 

difficult for the Marist sisters had they done so. She told 
the Bishop she was happy for Sr Francis de Sales 'prise 

d'habit' or reception into novitiate to begin if he so 

judged. She added that she was preparing more sisters to go 

to Fiji and hoped if sufficient sisters were available to be 

able to fulfil the second call to establish a house in 
sydney. 10. Within a year Sr Francis de Sales left and 

returned to her family in Australia. She later went to 

Tonga where she worked for several years being responsible 

9. Gobillot, op.cit., pp639-655. 
10. Ildefonse to Vidal 29 August 1892. Lyons.PHS 464. AAS. 
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for the Third Order English school at Ma'ufanga. In 1904 

she returned to Australia and entered the Carmelites in 
Sydney in 1911. 11 • 

Her departure was yet another blow for Mother Ildefonse 

and more immediately for Mother Melanie. In October 1893 

Ildefonse wrote to the Bishop having just learnt the two 

Third Order sisters had left, one from the hospital where 

she was working with Sr Sebastien and the other, Sr Francis 
de Sales. Ildefonse begged the Bishop to try to get the 
sisters some other religious help until she could send out 
more sisters. 12 • 

The closure of the hospital was unfortunate but it 

must have been some relief to the sisters whose resources 

were being stretched to capacity. On 2 November 1894 two 

more Marist sisters left Europe for Levuka and arrived on 

christmas Eve. These latest arrivals were sr st Anne 

daughter of Richard and Frances Bartlett born at Coventry 

Road, Birmingham in 1863 and professed in 1885 and Sr 

Angela, daughter of John and Elisabeth (Welsh) Sullivan, 

born in London on 5 November 1871 and professed in October 

1893. She was just twenty-two years of age when she arrived 
in Fijio 13 • 

It is not difficult to imagine how much joy there was 

when these sisters reached Levuka. This was the first time 

the pioneers had any first hand news of home. It also meant 

help with the work in school which already was proving 

arduous. Mother Melanie and Sr Marthe shared classes 

between them but each had a number of different grades to 

teach. 

11. de Mijolla, op.cit., p.234. 
12. Ildefonse to vidal, 20 oct, 1893, Lyons. PMB 464. AAS. 
13. Statements sworn on oath at inquiry into Sr Angela's 
cure, September 1912. AAS. 
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Up to this point all the sisters who had come to Fiji 

were English or Irish, though all seem to have been fluent 

in French,having made their novitiate in France. The first 
two French sisters arrived on 14 May 1897, Sr st Isabelle 

and Sr Marie-Joseph. They were followed by another French 

sister in November 1900, Sr St Scholastique accompanied by 

the Irish Sr Beatrice. 14 • This brought the total of 

sisters in Fiji to nine. Before long death was to play 

havoc with these numbers. 
Though information is scant for this early period we 

are able to gain some insight into their life from letters 

written by them. In 1895 they experienced a terrible 

hurricane lasting three days. There was great damage done 

not only in Levuka but in the various missions throughout 

Fiji. Churches were blown over and in Wairiki only half a 

dozen houses remained in twenty villages. The damage in 
Levuka was so bad it looked as though the town would take 

ten years to rebuild. Several died from injuries suffered 

through the hurricane. The convent suffered no damage and 
the sisters were able to give shelter to many whose lives 

were in danger. For five days the sisters looked after a 

lady who had been buried under the rubble of her house for 

some hours. She was then taken to hospital in Suva but died 

not long after. The remarkable thing was that no one in the 

town of Levuka seemed discouraged by the effects of the 
hurricane and even the old (1892) and the new (1894) Marist 
sisters had not been afraid!15. 

In another letter written to Sr Claude in France on the 

same day, Sr Marthe told of her three pupils for oil 
painting and described a trip to the mission at Rewa with 

the Bishop. They had gone to see the Third Order sisters 

14. Gobillot, op.cit., p.663-664. 
15. Marthe to the Superior General, 14 February 
l895.Levuka. Oceania File. MSA (Rome). 
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one of whom had worked in the hospital with Sr Sebastien and 

the other they had met often at Loreto. 16 • 

She wrote also of an old Fijian, the only Catholic on 

his island, coming to ask if France still existed and if 

there was still a Catholic religion. For many years he had 

never failed to call himself to prayer by ringing his little 

bell and saying the Rosary just as though the priest were 
there. Another old lady. had been baptised by Fr Breheret 

and remained faithful to her prayer and Rosary for forty 

years. Though the latter was worn out in many places she 
had knotted cord to replace the beads. The priests had not 
been to her area because of animosity towards them among the 

inhabitants but this year two priests did go. They were 

not well received except by this old woman who told them her 
story.17. 

Sr Sebastien was always full of interesting news in her 

letters. She wrote to Bon Repos, the house in France she 

had left, in November 1895, first of all making references 

and jokes about all the animals she remembered there. She 

then told them, in response to their requests for news of 

Fiji, how the sisters in Levuka renewed their vows on the 

feast of the Assumption in the convent oratory and how they 

now had many means of salvation, including three sermons 

every sunday "listening with a great deal of attention 

except to those about the Sacrament of Matrimony or 

drunkenness!" She referred to many conversions but also the 

animosity between Catholics and Wesleyans, as the latter 

accused the Catholics of intoxicating the people and then 

baptising them. There were evident problems among the 

Fijian people, especially the alarming decrease in their 

population, as well as difficulties in enrolling indigenous 

children in the mission schools as it was necessary to have 

the Roko's (Magistrate's) permission before the children 

16. Marthe to Claude 14 February 1895. Levuka. MSA(Rome) 
17. Marthe to Mothers and Sisters, 28 August 1895. MSA(Rome) 
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could leave their villages, which was a consequence of 

British taxation on the Fijians. She referred to resistance 

by the indigenous people to British authority on Vanua Levu 

island, which the latter had quelled by the use of cannon 
balls! 18. 

In November of the same year Mother Melanie reported 

that the "little work" was going well and the number of 

Catholic children had grown. She was now taking music and 

singing lessons with the two new sisters replacing her in 
class and said Fr Marion hoped the Marist sisters would work 

with the indigenous people one day. She reflected that 

missionaries needed not only a spirit of sacrifice but 

wisdom, The heat knocked them about very much but more so 

did the lifestyle of many of the people of the town, both 

white and black. They felt the need of prayer support from 

the sisters in Europe to know how to address these 
problems. 19. 

By 1896 Mother Melanie was feeling separation from the 

sisters in Europe a great sacrifice "the distance between us 

is terrible". Not only that, the hot season had arrived 

once more with all the difficulties attendant upon it. The 

sisters were doing their best but some were not well. She 

herself was too old for the tropics and if God willed it, 

would do much better in her own country.20. Little did. she 

know then how much still lay ahead of her. 
A big change came in 1897 after four years in Levuka 

with their mission almost eXClusively to Europeans, when the 
sisters were asked by the Bishop to set up a school for 

Fijians in Cawaci, about six or seven kilometres north of 

Levuka on the island of Ovalau. Already the Marist 

Brothers had begun a school there for the sons of chiefs in 
1894. The sisters' school was to be for Fijian girls 

18. Sebastien to Mother (Superior), 1 November 
1895,Levuka.MSA(Rome) 
19. Melanie to Mothers & Sisters, 6 November, 1895. 
Levuka. MSA (Rome) • 
20. Melanie to Mother (?) 9 November 1895. Levuka.MSA(Rome) 
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----

also principally those of chiefly families. 21 • -The reason 

for this was because the chiefs had to deal continually with 

the British on behalf of their people and it was essential 

for them to understand English. Bishop Vidal now began to 

see cawaci as the heart of the Catholic mission in Fiji. He 

had moved the catechist training centre there from Loreto in 

1893 and later established a minor seminary to train 

indigenous priests. 

In June 1897, Sr Marthe wrote from Levuka that the new 

convent at Cawaci would be ready in three weeks. They did 

not know which of them would be going to this new foundation 
but realised there would be three sisters. 22 • The three 

chosen were Mother Melanie, Sr Marie-Joseph and Sr Isabelle. 

They began the new foundation on 8 September,_ feast of the 

Nativity of the Blessed virgin. 23 • Once again Mother 

Melanie had to assume the role of leader and remained at 

Cawaci until 1901 when she returned to Levuka. 

In November 1899 she was under pressure from the Bishop 

to "push on" with the school at Cawaci and prepare a "kind 

of entertainment ••. but as it is in English you may guess the 

trouble with Fijians who have only had eight months at the 

language". 24. She reflected that things were going slowly 

and that civilisation did both good and harm by example. 

This insight by her is quite remarkable for she seemed to 

question the complete validity of a "European church" in a 
Pacific context. 25 • 

While she and Sr Isabelle were teaching in the school, 

Sr Marie-Joseph was involved with the women and small 

children, especially those who were ill and by May 1899, 
"Cawaci had already been transformed by her".26. She had 

21. Gobillot, op.cit., p.700. 
22. Marthe to Claude, 1 June 1897,Levuka. MSA(Rome) 
23. Gobillot, op.cit., p700. 
24. Melanie to Sisters, 7 Nov. 1899. Cawaci. MSA(Rome) 
25. Ibid. 
26~ Sebastien to Superior General 3 May 1899. Levuka. 
MSA(Rome) 
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been. as had Sr Sebastien. in Levuka, co-opted by the Bishop 

to be part of the Hygienic Mission, launched by the Governor 

to prevent the alarming decrease in the Fijian population 
evident from statistics taken over a period of years. It 

was felt important that support should go to the Fijian 

women who were still in a period of transition from a 

polygamous to a monogamous society - the change Christianity 

had brought - and had in many ways been neglected. The 

purpose of the Hygienic Mission was to provide the requisite 

support as well as help raise the women's level of health 

and that of their children. Fr Rougier was in charge of the 

Catholic sector as the Wesleyans were also involved in the 

scheme. 27 . The sisters had to send Fr Rougier a written 

report periodically. There are copies of reports written by 

both Sr Sebastien and Sr Marie-Jospeh. In Sr Sebastien's 

report of 21 January 1901·, written in Levuka, she said among 

other things that "last month I remained ten days with a 

native woman dangerously ill, she is now well".28. sister 

Marie-Joseph had to handle many more cases than Sr Sebastien 

as she was able to work in a village situation, not possible 
in a town such as Levuka. There are two quite long reports 

of hers describing the treatments she applied to many 

diverse ailments. Some were successful, some were not. 

One cure she describes as follows: 
A little boy, 2 years old,had a slow 
decline, he was daily losing flesh, eating 
nothing and always slumbering, quite unable 
to walk, his skin became white and spotted. 
The means I tried succeeded well, every day 
for two months, I gave him warm baths, rubbed 
him with camphorated oil and forced him to 
take nourishment three or four times a day, 
then by degrees h~ got over it and now he is 
strong as before. 9. 

27. Report of the Commission appointed to enquire into the 
Decrease of the Native Population. Suva.1896.Govt.printer. 
28. Sebastien to Fr Rougier 24 January 1901.Levuka.RCAF 
13/1/11/6.AAS. 
29. Marie-Joseph to Rougier 6 January 1901. Cawaci. RCAF 
13/1/11/3 AAS. 

44 



At Levuka most of the work had been in the school carried 

out in much the same way as in Europe, with well-ordered 

time-table and tasks. Those to whom the message of the 

Gospel was given came to the school to receive it. All the 

children were white" or part-European and spoke English. 

In Cawaci life was very different for the sisters. 

There were only Fijians and the sisters' task was to teach 

them English as well as going out to visit them. There were 

now many comings and goings, visits to the villages, to the 

plantations to see that all was well, to visit and care for 

the sick and to make sure the children were looked after. 
As well as that there were classes three times a day.30. 

This diversity of lifestyle posed a serious question. 

How should sisters coming to the missions be prepared? 

This was the very question asked the sisters in Fiji by the 

Superior General in 1900. Sr Marie-Joseph replied from her 

experience and with some reservations about her own 

judgment. Zeal and dedication would be taken for granted. 

Her practical suggestions were that for the French sisters 

there was great need of proficiency in the English language 
and at least some knowledge of music. Great service could 

be rendered if one had some knowledge of care of the sick, 

especially how to treat pneumonia, pleurisy and whooping 

cough as well as illnesses peculiar to Fiji. She said it 

was also very useful to know how to sew and to run a 

kitchen. 
If you don't have much idea of these things 
before you come, you can't find time to do 
an apprenticeship, above all if you are 
placed immediately in a place like Cawaci. 3l • 

30. Marie-Joseph to Superior General, March 1901, 
Cawaci.MSA(Rome). 
31. Ibid. 
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What the sisters achieved in their care of the sick was 

quite remarkable with little preparation for the task. 

They were able to adjust to situations and not remain 

hidebound by their "rule". For example, during a terrible 
cyclone in 1901 the men, women and children of the Cawaci 
village sought refuge in the convent. One man, seeing an 

old woman unable to walk, went back to carry her and while 

doing so was struck by a piece of timber, sustaining a huge 

gash in his chest. The sisters had nothing on hand with 

which to treat him and feared he would die. They did their 

best for him, keeping him in the convent for five days and 

looking after him. Much to their joy he recovered. 32 • 

At the end of February 1905, Sr Marie-Joseph died after 

just a few years of unremitting work in Cawaci. In January 
1904, she went to So levu for "a little rest,,33. and in June 

of the same year was in Levuka "taking a little rest because 
of influenza I cannot get rid of".34. The influenza, of 

course, was tuberculosis, rife at this time. No doubt she 

had nursed many such cases herself. Her death was a 

tremendous blow, not only to the sisters, but to the whole 

mission. Born in Port Lesnay, France, in 1859, she was 

professed at Lyons in 1893, went to Fiji in 1897 and died on 

28 February 1905. She is buried at Cawaci. 

Hers was the third major illness nursed in Levuka by 

sister Sebastian since 1900. Sr Angela, with a tubercular 

heritage, had had a sickly childhood in London but recovered 

sufficiently to survive her novitiate and begged to go to 
the missions. After her arrival in Fiji in 1894 she 

appeared in good health but gradually became more and more 

enfeebled so that by 1899 she was totally bedridden with TB. 

The doctor finally gave up all hope of her recovery. It was 

then in November 1901, that at the instigation of Father 

32. Marie-Joseph to Superior General March 
1901,Cawaci.MSA(Rome) 
33. Marie-Joseph to Sup.Gen. 28 Jan. 1904.MSA(Rome) 
34. Marie-Joseph to Sup.Gen. June,1904.MSA(Rome) 
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Marion a novena was made through the intercession of Father 

Colin, Founder of the Marist Fathers, asking for her cure. 

On the last night of this novena Sr Angela, previously at 

death's door, sat up and asked for something to eat, then 
rose from her bed and walked to the Chapel amid cries of 

rejoicing from the community. She led a normal life 

thereafter, beginning a school for Fijians at Levuka in 

1903, worked at Cawaci from 1904 to 1936 and died at 

Woolwich in 1940! Her cure was the incident examined by a 

formally constituted tribunal chaired by Bishop Vidal to 

test its validity as a miracle, hopefully to be used in the 
cause of the Founder, Fr Colin. 35 . 

Sr Angela's illness, being so prolonged, proved a great 

drain on the Levuka community, already short of personnel. 
Nursing her became a full time job for Sr Sebastien. 

Similarly, Sr Scholastique was ill for almost two years at 

Levuka before going to Delailagi in 1904. Not long after, 

Sr Marie-Joseph was at Levuka invalided for eight months 

before her death. 

So much for beginnings on Ovalau! With virtually no 

preparation for the life they now had to live, they often 

found themselves daunted by a strange new climate and 

cultural traditions they did not understand. The only way 

they knew to evangelise was what they had learned in Europe. 

It was to be many years before Vatican 11 would spell out 

clearly the preparation for evangelisation missionaries 
should receive. 36 . 

35. Lugdunem Beatificationis et Canonizationis Ven. Servi 
Dei Joannis Claudii Colin Presbyteri .et Societatis Mariae 
Fundatoris. Sessio VIa. 14 September 1912. Passim. 
(Evidence given in French). 
36. Abbot, W.M.Ed., The Documents of vatican 11, Missions 
Document, passim. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

EUROPEAN STRESSES 

During their -first ten years in Fiji the sisters 

established themselves firmly in Levuka and Cawaci. They 

were zealous missionaries and gave themselves completely to 

this life of dedication. From Sheer loneliness they looked 

bac~ often to Europe. There had been no real delegation of 

authority for them so of necessity they had to refer all 
matters to the seat of authority in France. Letters were 

their only source of contact and those written by them 

always begin with special greetings, especially for 

Christmas, New Year or special feasts. Most of those extant 

were written to the Superior General but there are some to 

old community friends, containing inquiries of other sisters 

or reminiscences of the past. In the conclusion of these 

letters there was always a message of love to all their 

sisters in France or England, mention of special friends by 

name and above all the fervent prayer that God would bless 

them all abundantly. The strong bond of prayer was always 

evident in their desire to be "one in mind and heart" with 

their European counterparts. 

In addition to this spiritual and moral support 

cherished by them, they looked to Europe for personnel and 
material supplies for their mission. Soon their effective 

personnel was much reduced through illness which became a 

major problem for them. A solution for this problem had 

been on the drawing board since 1892 when Mother Ildefonse, 

the Superior General, had written about starting a house in 

sydney'. 1. There are frequent references to the need for 

such a house in the sisters' letters. Their vision of it 

seems to have been that it would be a replica of one of 

their European houses with supportive and administrative 

personnel and not that this new foundation would be staffed 

1. Ildefonse to Vidal, 28 August 1892, Lyons. PMB 
464.Mitchell Library. 
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and administered from Fiji. 

The establishment of the house in Woolwich, sydney, 

however was slow in coming and this led to many bursts of 

exasperation. Mother Melanie wrote a very direct letter to 

the Superior General in January 1902 telling her that her 

letters were not clear on this matter, that neither Bishop 
Vidal, Fr Marion or herself thought she understood how 

expressly those in Fiji wished to see the house established 

and asked if she had written to Fr Olier in villa Maria, 

Hunter's Hill, as Fr Marion had advised her to do. Melanie 
added that the Bishop had said the Marist Fathers and 

Sisters should work together. The essential thing was to 

begin. The Bishop saw it as a means of gaining subjects for 
Fiji rather than from Europe as the cost of travel was 

becoming so expensive. She reminded Mother Ildefonse that 

she had already told her it was necessary to send teachers 

who were as able to take classes of girls as those in London 

and of the need to have one sister who could ~lay the piano 
in each house! Some lay sisters would also be needed. 

Melanie concluded by asking the Superior General not to 

count too much on her personally as she was becoming feeble 

and her legs were too painful to walk much. Her voice was 

weak. Nevertheless she asked for the grace to keep on 

working, signing herself "Believe me a worn out old 
woman". 2. 

Feeling desperate about their own pressures, a great 
unease must have come over the sisters when news of the 

happenings in France at this time began to filter through to 

Fiji. The bad news had reached them by January 1902, when 

Melanie wrote to the Superior General the hope that the 

Blessed Virgin would hide the sisters in France from 

persecution. 3 • The sisters in Fiji must then have realised 

that their greatest source of support which was in France 

2. Melanie to Superior General,12 January 1902, Levuka.PMB 
464, AAS. 
3. Ibid. 
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was in jeopardy. 

What had happened in. France was a consequence of the 
anticlerical legislation initiated by Waldeck-Rousseau of 

the Radical Republic and put into effect by Combe. The 

Association Law passed in 1902, in section Ill, Article 13, 

stated: 

No religious congregation may be formed 
without authorisation made by a law which 
shall set out the terms on which it may 
function ••• A Congregation may be dissolved 
or any establishment may be closed down by 
a decree issued by the Council of Ministers. 5 • 

In many of the French houses of the Congregation the 

sisters were forced to secularise, their convents were 

seized by the state and they were forbidden to teach as 

religious in the schools. Most sisters continued to live 

out their religious lives clandestinely, a few went to 

Switzerland for a short time and the novitiate was moved to 

Richmond, England, on 28 April 1908.5. It was a time of 

fear and destitution with no compensation paid for property 

seized. In the Separation Law of 1905 "title to all church 
property was transferred to the state".6. 

Though there were Marist personnel across the English 

Channel as well as in France, what happened in France 

affected Fiji directly because the central authority of the 

Congregation was vested in the Superior General. She 

administered the Congregation from Bon Repos, Belley, and 

all major decisions had to come from her. 

4. D. Thomson, France. Empire and Republic 1850-1940. 
Historical Documents. New York, 1968, p.169. 
5. Gobillot, op.cit., Ch.XXll. La Persecution Religieuse en 
France. p.359. 
6. G.Wright, France in Modern Times. From the Enlightenment 
to the Present. New York, 1981, p.267. 
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Heroic efforts had been made by Mother st Joseph, the 

Superior General, to keep Bon Repos, but it was finally sold 

in 1909. The General Administration then moved to Habay-le
Neuve, Belgium, where a new house had been founded as a 
refuge from France. 7 • 

No doubt these disturbances in France were a major 

factor in delaying the opening of the new house in Sydney. 

The procedure to be followed was for a formal request from 

the Superior General to be made to Fr Olier, S.M., 

Provincial of the Marist Fathers and resident at Villa 

Maria, Sydney, who would then apply for permission to 

Cardinal Moran, Archbishop of Sydney. There is very little 

correspondence available for the period 1902 to 1908 from 

the Superior General of the Marist sisters and this is not 

surprising, bearing in mind what was happening in France. 

The sisters resident in Fiji continued to make frequent 

reference to the need for a house in Sydney and even made 

the suggestion that the sisters from France could go there 
and live freely as religious away from the persecution in 

their own land. At last, on 22 April 1907, Sr st Joseph, 

Superior General, wrote to Bishop Vidal from Lyons, advising 
that permission had been granted by Cardinal Moran to start 
a foundation in sydney.8. 

Mother Melanie was chosen yet again to begin this new 

foundation. To her surprise and joy, she was given a great 

farewell by the people of Levuka, "Jews, Protestants, 
alike",9. who expressed much appreciation for what she had 

done there. Her community in Sydney was to have three 

members, herself, Sr cyrille and Sr Odilon. Sr cyrille had 

arrived in Fiji in 1907. She was born in London in 1868 
and made her religious profession at st Foye, France, 

7. Gobillot, op.cit. pp363-364. 
8. Joseph to Vidal; 22 April 1907, Belley.PMB 464. Mitchell 
Library. 
9. Melanie to Superior General, Villa Maria, Hunter's Hill, 

6 Jan 1908. MSA (Rome). 
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on 7 September 1889. Sr Odilon was a lay sister coming from 

France directly to Sydney with Sr Helen, who was destined 

for Fiji. Both ships arrived on the same day and the 

sisters were taken to stay at villa Maria, Hunter's Hill, 

where the Marist Fathers and the Third Order sisters both 

had residences. 10 • 

Sr Melanie wrote from Villa Maria on 6 January 1908, 

soon after her arrival in Sydney. Only five days prior to 

her leaving Fiji she had learnt from Bishop Vidal that she 

was appointed to this new task and she said in her letter 

that at sixty-eight years of age it was beyond her strength. 
Nevertheless, if she did not succeed, at least she would 

have obeyed! She left Fiji without any money to begin the 

new foundation and said she laughed very much when the 

Superior General instructed her, in a letter she received 
one day before leaving, to buy what was required before the 

other sisters arrived from France! Much to her relief 

there was some money, eighty pounds, awaiting her in 
Sydney. 11. 

In this letter she indicated that the sisters were 

happy to have found a house to live in about two miles from 

Villa Maria and closer to the school they would run. 

Several ladies of the parish had come to meet them and they 

had been well received by the Fathers, who would pay them 

one pound per month for three years. Already she could see 

the need for a High School and consequently the need for 

Superiors in Europe to look out for "solid and clever 

sisters" . 

By 12 February 1908, the sisters were in their new home 

"Kamona", in Alexandra Street, Hunter's Hill. By this time 

they had begun teaching in the school, a good fifteen 

minutes walking distance away. Mother Melanie found this 

10. MSA(Rome) Oceania file. 
11. Melanie to Supeior General, 6 January 1908, "Kamona", 
Hunter's Hill. MSA(Rome). 
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difficult as they walked to and from Mass, which was at 6.30 

a.m. each day and then returned to the school for classes to 

commence at 9 a.m. The Church and school were in the same 
grounds known as Blessed Peter Chanel's. While still in 
Fiji Melanie had complained of weakness in her legs so any 

walking must have been trying for her. 

After school she returned to "Kamona" to give music 

lessons at a guinea a quarter and already had two pupils. 

Sr Cyrille gave French lessons after school for a similar 

sum and she had three pupils. This of course was to 

supplement finances. Mother Melanie had grave doubts about 

the financial viability of this new foundation. With school 
fees at sixpence or threepence per week, this is not 

surprising! Sr Chantal, a Third Order sister from Villa 

Maria, often sent them cheese and milk, the Fathers sent 

wine and a parishioner gave some tea and coffee. In this 

way they managed to survive. There were already some young 

girls wanting to join the sisters but this was impossible 

with so little room in their house and so few resources. 

Melanie could see the need for a larger house but prices 

were prohibitive. She felt it was all too much for her 

strength and courage. 12 • On 18 February, she wrote to 

Bishop Vidal begging him to have her sent back to England as 

she felt "quite incompetent" and had already given Cyrille 

charge of the school as she herself was not able to "meet 
the demands of the Cardinal's syllabus which was very 
complicated and very useless". She feared if cyrille was 
ill she would not be competent to replace her. An added 

anxiety was Cyril Ie herself who was reinforcing Melanie's 

feelings of incompetence. By July the health of both of 

them was beginning to fail. Cyrille had been in bed for 

three weeks and looked as though she would be there for 

another three. Melanie thought it was "nerves" as Cyrille 

12. Melanie to Superior General, 12 February 1908, 
"Kamona", Hunter's Hill. PMB 464. Mitchell Library. 
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said she would never regain her heal.th. The doctor 

recommended a change and Melanie arranged for her to stay 

with some ladies of the parish for a few days. Sr Odilon 

was well but Cyrille demanded much of her time, day and 
night. 13. 

In June the superior General wrote to Bishop Vidal that 

reinforcements were on the way. Sr Bernard and Sr Benedict 

were leaving with Fr Bertreux in July,14. Sr Bernard to 

relieve Sr Cyrille and Sr Benedict to teach French. Even 

this did not solve all the problems! cyrille asked to go 

back to Fiji in May 1909 as she could not get on with 
Melanie. 15. In July of the same year Fr Laurent, from 

Villa Maria, wrote that Sr Cyrille's illness and 

difficulties in community with Mother Melanie were a cause 

of great concern. As well, Sr Bernard was young and with 

Mother Melanie all day in school, almost "sick with worry". 
Fr Laurent added he would not dare to send postulants to 
that community.16. The human element certainly provided 

tribulation for the pioneers in sydney! 

Very soon after her arrival at "Kamona", Mother Melanie 

had seen the need for .a larger house and one closer to 

Blessed Chanel's, which was located in Futuna street. In 
this regard, fortune smiled on them and on 5 January 1909, 

they obtained possession of a much larger house and property 

previously owned by a Mr William Usher. 17 • Situated in 

Woolwich, about two kilometres from "Kamona" and almost on 

the convergence of the Lane Cove and Parramatta Rivers, it 

overlooked the Lane Cove and proved to be a great 

improvement on the original "Kamona" in Alexandra Street in 

13. Melanie to Vidal, 18 Feb. 1908,"Kamona".PMB 464.Mitchell 
Library. 
14. Joseph to Vidal, 4 June 1908, Belley. PMB 464, AAS. 
15. Cyrille to Vidal, 24 May 1908, Woolwich. PMB 464. AAS. 
16. Laurent to Vidal, 8 Sept 1909, Villa Maria.PMB 464 AAS. 
17. Register.Certificate of Titles.Folio 1303.189. Land 
Titles Office. Sydney. 
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which they had lived for a year. Negotiations for the 

purchase were carried out by Fr Laurent. In 1911 it was 

mortgaged to Letitia Haseldin of Hunter's Hill, a great 
benefactor to the sisters, and remained so until 1925. In 

1913, when the need for a separate novitiate building became 

obvious, an adjoining property was bought from Mr Edwin 
Lumsdaine. 18 • This latter purchase had extensions made to 

it in 1923. 19 • The first Australian Marist sister, Sr 

Aloysia (Catherine Carey) made her profession at Woolwich in 

1911 and was later to spend over fifty-seven years with the 

Maoris in Waitaruke, New Zealand, where she died in 1988 at 
the age of one hundred years. 20 • 

In 1912 Mother Melanie returned to Fiji after 

establishing this new foundation at Woolwich and beginning a 

novitiate there. Another landmark occurred in 1912 with 

the arrival in Sydney of Mother Elisabeth, the new Assistant 

General, from France. 21 • Her stay, intended for only a few 

years, was prolonged beyond all expectations owing to the 
outbreak of World War 1 in 1914. 

After twenty years the dream of the early sisters was 
coming to reality. The establishment of a house in 

Australia brought to an end the pioneering stage of 
evange1isation in Fiji. They now had a means outside of 

Fiji of caring for sisters who were i1i. They looked with 

hope to the promise of Australian vocations to support them 

with personnel and with Sr Elisabeth, who was Assistant 

General in the Congregation, much more administrative 

support. What they had feared to lose through the religious 

persecutions in France they had now obtained and in much 

closer proximity. There was still to be much hardship in 

18. Vol. 726. Folio 147. Land Titles Office. Sydney. 
19. Marie-Joseph to Archbishop Kelly, 19 December 1923. 
Marist Sisters File. SMAA. 
20. MSA(Australia). 
21 Joseph to Vidal, 16 September 1912. Habay-1e-Neuve. 
PMB 464 (AAS) 
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the Fiji mission but the burden Mother Melanie had carried 

almost single- handed was now to be taken from her by Mother 

Elisabeth, who remained in Oceania until May, 1919 .• 22 She 
was then recalled for a General Chapter, after which Mother 

Marie-Joseph was sent from France to replace her. 

22. Elisabeth to Vidal, 5 May 1919, Woolwich. PMB 464. 
(AAS) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

BEGINNINGS ON VITI LEVU 

Before the foundation in Sydney, attempts had been made 

from Levuka to establish a mission station at Lautoka on the 

larger island of viti Levu. On 8 December 1900, Sister 

Sebastien wrote: 

Reverend Father Marion has been to Lautoka 
that is where the Bishop intends to found 
another house of Marist sisters. It is 
quite a new place where there will be most 
extensive sugar mills, people think it will 
be the most important place in Fiji. There 
are no Fathers there yet. Fr Marion has 
chosen a beautiful site for the convent and 
has written to the head manager to Sydney for 
permission if he can get the grounds he will 
build at once and in abour three months time 
some of us will be there. • 

This first overture to the manager of the Colonial 
Sugar Refinery Company for mission land was rejected out of 

hand and Sr Sebastien's predictions of a house of Marist 

sisters at Lautoka was not to be fulfilled until 19241 

Many more attempts to begin a mission there were made in th~ 

intervening years but always received the same refusal from 

the Company to lease land to the mission. 
A beginning at Ba , north of Lautoka, was not so long 

in coming. Sr Anne and Sr Scholastique arrived at a mission 

already established there on 28 August 1904. 2 • The history 

of the Ba mission goes back well before the turn of the 

century. On 14 September 1879, Fr Breheret wrote a report 

to the Procure of the Marist Missions about the earliest 

contact the Fathers had made in the Ba Region of Viti 
Levu. 3. He told of a journey taken by Fr Grosselin in 

December 1878, when he was seeking food supplies for 

1. Sebastien to Superior General, 8 Dec 1900, 
Levuka.MSA(Rome). 
2. Anne to Sup General, 28 Aug 1904, Ba. MSA (Rome). 
3. R.C.A.F. 4/3/1/18. AAS. 
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Nazareth, the catechist centre on Ovalau. On his arrival at 

Ba, which was then a strong wesleyan area, ten of the local 

men declared themselves Catholics, much to Fr Grosselin's 
surprise. They had been visited previously and encouraged 
by a Catholic catechist from the Yasawas, an island group to 

the north-west of Ba. Not content with that, the Ba people 

wanted their own catechist, so twenty of their young men 

walked for seven days to the Catholic mission at Rewa with 

such a request. Fr Favier, in charge of the Rewa mission, 
sent them Elia and his wife Serina, he a teacher and she a 

great apostle who was to help teach them prayers, catechism 
and hymns. The following May two catechists from Nazareth 

joined them. Fr Breheret then suggested a mission station 

at Ba which could also serve the Yasawas. Nine young men 
had come already from there to train as catechists, the 

result of conversions made in the Yasawa Group in the early 

days of Fr Breheret's sailing boat apostolate. 

It was decided a priest would visit Ba three or four 

times a year and finally in 1891 Bishop Vidal appointed a 

resident priest, Fr Flaus, then aged 261 A year later 

Father Flaus moved the station from Natoga on the left bank 

of the river to a little further upstream on the right bank. 

The new position was called "Delailagi", that is, "top of 
the sky" and the mission placed under the protection of 

Blessed Peter Chanel, beatified three years earlier. 4 • 

On the day of their arrival at Delailagi Sr Anne 
wrote5 • that it was a pretty place with the convent built 

close to the Ba river. Little did the sisters then know how 

that river was to dominate their lives in the future with 

its frequent flooding and erosion of the river bank. The 

climate they found was hotter than at Levuka. Their new 

convent, a small bure (thatched house) was truly poor with 

4. Gobillot, op.cit., p.74l. 
5. Anne to Superior General, 28 August 1904, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
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minimum furnishings. A school had already been established 

by a Third Order Sister who left for another mission five 

days prior to the Marist sisters' arrival. Classes were 

held three times a day. Sr Anne took catechism, writing, 

arithmetic and geography - all in Fijian - and Sr 

Scholastique looked after the sewing, washing and i~oning. 

From the beginning work at Delailagi was hard and the 

sisters found this physically exhausting. There was never a 
spare moment. As well as conducting the school and looking 
after ,the children who were boarders, the sisters had to 

cook and wash for the Fathers and look after the church, 

garden and animals. On Sundays a number of Europeans came 

to 9 a.m. Mass and expected the sisters to serve them tea 

and toast afterwards while they waited for the tide of the 

Ba river to rise to enable them to go home. Finances were 

always a problem and even in her first letter Sr Anne wrote 

of preparation for a bazaar. 

Sr Scholastique's health improved remarkably because of 

the drier climate and she was soon involved doing much the 

same work as Sr Marie-Joseph had done at Cawaci. Care of 

the sick was one of her principal duties. She had no 

training but worked under Fr Vilaine's advice and carried on 
the work successfu11y.6. 

One thing that helped very much to lighten their burden 

was the assistance they received from the "vuke-vuke"s or 

helpers. They were young Fijian girls who had expressed a 

desire to be religious. Their formation or training took 

place at Solevu, on Vanua Levu, under the direction of a 

Third Order Sister, Sr Marie-de Jesus. Fr Lahaye had been 

the founder of this group of young Fijian sisters in 1891. 7 • 

After three years of formation they went out to work on 

6. Scho1astique to Sup. General, 7 May 1905, Ba. MSA(Rome) 
7. Philibert to Sup. Gen., 5 sept. 1909, Cawaci, MSA(Rome). 
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a mission station before taking vows. In Delailagi they 

cooked, looked after the boarders, took them to the 

plantations and looked after the Church and presbytery. Sr 

Mariana also helped with teaching. They did not live with 
the community of the Marist sisters but ate, prayed and 

lived separately. 

Bishop Foley took steps to form them into a 
Congregation. In 1947 Sr pierini, a member of the Third 

Order of Mary sisters now known as the Missionary sisters of 
the Society of Mary, at the Bishop's request reorganised the 

novitiate. She became the first Mother General of the 
Congregation, now known as the Sisters of Our Lady of 

Nazareth or SOLN sisters. Sr Mary Dionisia was the first 

local mistress of novices, being replaced by Sr Sisilia in 

1958. The members of the Congregation elected Sr Sisilia as 

Mother General in 1967. In earlier days her formator was Sr 

Akenete (Agnes Rounds), grandaunt of Sr Anne Rounds, S.M. 

There is no doubt that in the early days the "vuke

vuke"s suffered greatly. They were firm in their resolution 

to adopt the religious lifestyle as they saw it in the 

European sisters but found themselves midway between their 
own culture and that of the Europeans. They experienced 
feelings of inferiority and fear which oftentimes led to 

misunderstanding and hurt. Sr Kirisitiana, who was from 
the Yasawas, Sr Melania, Sr Mariana and Sr Likera were just 

some of the "vuke-vuke"s who worked with the Marist sisters 
at Delailagi, Cawaci, Namosi and the Yasawas. 8 • The 

contribution to the work of evangelisation of these sisters 

and others whose names are not recorded was invaluable. 

To return to the Marist Sisters, Sr Anne remained in 

8. Interview conducted in Fijian by Sr Anne Rounds, S.M., 
with Sr sisilia, SOLN, and translated into English by Anne 
Rounds, 22 July 1988. 
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Delailagi until the end of 1907 when she went back to Levuka 

to take Sr Melanie's place when she went to Sydney. Sr 

Beatrice took Sr Anne's place for a short time but music was 

such a big item at Levuka she had to return there as no one 

else was able to give music lessons afte~ Sr Melanie's 

departure.Sr Philibert came from Cawaci to . be with Sr 

Scholastique for two months while they awaited the arrival 
of Sr Helen from France via Sydney. 

Sr Philibert had such a happy temperament it was a time 
of great joy for them both. They enjoyed each other's 

company and often laughed heartily together. 9 • Sr Philibert 

arrived in Fiji in 1907 with Sr Colette and Sr Cyrille and 

spent almost her entire time in Fiji at Cawaci, apart from 

this short interlude at Delailagi. At Cawaci she carried on 
the work begun there by Sr Marie-Joseph. To everyone's 

distress and disbelief she died at the age of twenty-nine 

years at Cawaci on 7 June 1911, after contracting typhoid 

fever. 10 • She was a prolific correspondent and her letters 

evidence an extraordinary maturity of spirit, peace, joy and 

union with God. Quite extraordinary tributes were written 

of her after her death, especially by Fr Lahaye, the veteran 
of Cawaci, where she is buried. 

A companion joined Sr Scholastique at Ba in August 1910 

in the person of Sr Peter Claver who was destined to spend 

much time there until 1936. She too, was an extraordinary 

woman, particularly in her ability to support others and was 

remarkable for her courage and trust in God. 

Just one month after her arrival in Ba from Europe, Fr 
Vilaine told her to go to Koroibaya, a village in the 

mountains, to find girls for the school. Leaving at 1 p.m. 

with a "vuke-vuke" and one of the girls from the mission 

they walked for seven and a half hours, reaching the village 

9. Scholastique to Sup. General, 10 March 1908, Ba. 
MSA(Rome) 
10.Scholastique to Sup. General, 15 Aug, 1911, Ba.MSA(Rome). 
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at 8.30 p.m. They were received graciously by the 
catechist but were of course, the object of much curiosity 

on the part of the Fijian villagers.! They remained two 
and a half days in the village, returning with one girl. 

Not long after that journey she was told to go in the other 

direction towards Lautoka, so travelled on the sugar train 

to the village of Vitogo. There were many more Europeans in 

this area. She stayed with a Jew and his Catholic Samoan 

wife, who were very good to her and were quite accustomed to 

looking after the Fathers on their way to the port of 
Lautoka. ll • 

In February 1911, Sr Peter Claver and Sr Scholastique 
returned to Delailagi from a trip to Levuka. Their 

consternation must have been great when they arrived at 

Delailagi to find there had been a flood in their absence 
and almost all the plantation, their source of food, had 

been destroyed. The situation remained bad for three weeks 
with continual threat of reflooding. Sr Scholastique wrote 

that she had to say often to the children "Prepare Noah's 

Ark", that is, put all the animals in a house higher up from 

the river. The water almost came into the house many times. 

Apart from two or three serious cases of dysentry however, 

there were no other major problems in 1911 as there were to 
be in later floods. 12 • 

In 1913 Fr Vilaine was sent to India with Fr Oreveto 
study the Indian language13 • and Fr Picherit took charge of 

the station. Things were looking good for the mission, as 

many Fijians were returning to their faith with even a few 

conversions among the Wesleyans. Both schools, Fijian and 

part-European were full. Sr Scholastique wrote in May, 1912 

11. P. Claver to "Mother & Srs", Sept. 1910, Ba.MSA(Rome). 
12. Scholastique to Elisabeth, 28 Feb 1911, Ba. MSA(Rome)! 
13. July 1913, PHS 462, Mitchell Library. 
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of yet another cyclone. 14 • In August she went to Levuka 

for a Retreat, where she became very ill and died of 
tuberculosis on 8 October of the same year. It is 
remarkable how these sisters kept on working when they were 

so ill. When she . arrived in Fiji in 1900 her health had 

deteriorated but then appeared to pick up and she worked for 

eight years in this difficult mission at Delailagi. 

In 1913 SrGerard joined Sr Peter Claver at Ba and the 

first reference to an apostolate to the Indians there 

occurred in Sr Peter Claver's letter of November that 
year. 15 • She referred to Sr Gerard's longing for a creche 

or orphanage for the Fijian or Indian children and also to 

Indians coming to a First Communion Mass, describing their 
custom of salaams and genuflections. In July 1915 a 

further reference to the Indians at Ba occurs describing a 

May torchlight procession in honour of Our Lady to satisfy 

the devotion of the Indian portion of the mission. It is 

interesting to see the sisters happy for the Indians to 

express their devotion in their own way and not restricted 

to European usage. As Sr Peter Claver wrote: "During the 

course of the procession they let off crackers and fireworks 

and they must always have a lot of bright coloured paper 
decorations. ,,16. 

The mission work of the sisters continued for Fijians, 

Indians and part-Europeans alike, but their greatest worry 

was the continual risk of flooding of the station in the 

hurricane season and the drastic erosion of the river bank 

that was taking place so close to the site of the convent. 
The cycle continued relentlessly until the great flood of 

1931 when Sr Peter Claver, Sr Cyrille and Sr Scholastica 

(Australian) spent thirty-six hours on top of the tallest 

14. Scholastique to Sup. Gen., 1 May 1912, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
15. P. Claver to sup.Gen., Nov 1913, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
16. P. Claver to Sup.Gen.,6 July 1915, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
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cupboard in the convent, with raging waters surging below 
them. 17 • 

After this experience the convent and all the station 

buildings were moved further away from the river. Even so 

the bank of the river continued to be whittled away and in 

1940 a decision was made to close the station of Delailagi 

and begin a new station on the Yasawas. In spite of all the 

danger experienced at Delailagi no life was ever lost as a 

result of the inundations, though in the surrounding 

villages the death toll was often very high. In 1931 two 

hundred lost their lives in the neighbouring area of 
Rarawai. 18 . 

The mission atBa had made provision for the Indians 
who were already Catholic but, 

between 1879 and 1916 some 60,537 Indians 
arrived in Fiji as indentured labourers. 
Of these approximately 75% boarded their 
ship in Calcutta and the rest in Madras. 
Among the migrants from Calcutta there were 
85.3% Hindus, 14.6% Muslims and 0.1% Christ
ians. The Hindus were from a variety of 
castes; Brahmins and other high castes 
comprised 16% of those who came to Fiji 
through Calcutta, the agricultural castes, 
31.3%, artisans 6.7%, low castes 31.2%. An 
analysis of ages reveals 68.7% of those who 
left from Calcutta were between twenty and 
thirty years old and 17.9% between ten and 
twenty, those between thirty and forty 1 
comprised 4.9%; those over forty, 0.2%. 9. 

It became increasingly evident that the conditions 

under which the Indians were living and working "in the 
lines" on the cane farms were appalling and something needed 

desperately to be done for them. To "break into" the Indian 

community, however, was not an easy task and the Bishop and 

17. P. Claver to Elisabeth, Palm Sunday 1931, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
18. Ibid. 
19. Ahmed Ali, Girmit. The Indenture Experience in Fiji., 

p.viii. 
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Fathers of the mission were at a loss to know what to do. 

The Indians were already for the most part seriously 
committed to a set of beliefs and had no desire to change. 

For these reasons, in 1911 Bishop vidal sent a young Indian, 

Claudius Lurkhur, who was a Catholic and had been to the 

mission school in Suva, to visit his family in India and 

while there to study at the seminary as the Bishop felt he 

had already shown signs of a vocation to the priesthood. 20 • 

The Bishop was correct in his assumptions and Claudius was 
ordained and returned to Fiji to work among his fellow 

Indians whom he loved so much in Ba, Varoka, Lautoka and 

Nadi. 

In 1913 the Bishop also sent two priests to India, Fr 

Oreve to Jaypur and Fr Vilaine to Najirabad, to study the 

language, customs and beliefs of the Indians so that they 

could begin some attempt at evangelisation among them in 

Fiji. When they returned in 1915, the Bishop asked for a 

report indicating how best to begin a mission among the 

Indians. Their responses may be summed up as follows: It 

is impossible to hold mixed works of Fijians and Indians, as 

Indians would not give their confidence to the missionaries. 

It is imperative to have separate schools and orphanages as 

the Indians are of different origin, temperament and custom. 

Missionaries should work first with the Catholic Indians and 

should do their best to preserve the faith among them. The 

only means to obtain conversions among the Indians of Fiji 

consists in the organisation of good schools in all the 

principal Indian centres of the colony such as Suva, Rewa, 

Navua, Lautoka and Labasa. Efforts should be addressed to 

the children and then the parents would come to the schools. 

The Indian women are likely to relate well to the religious 
sisters. 21. 

20. Vidal to "My Lord" India, 7 July 1911, Suva. PMV 462, 
Mitchell Library . 
21. Oreve to "Mons. and priests", 16 Jan 1915, PHS 462, 
Mitchell Library. 
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From 1915 onwards Fathers Oreve and Vilaine made 

tireless efforts travelling throughout the Fiji archipelago 

trying to assess the strengths and needs in each area. One 

of the consequences was the purchase of land at Lautoka, 
finally achieved in 1915. 22 • and again in 1924. 23 . 

In August 1923 Sr Elisabeth, now at st Etienne, France, 

wrote to Bishop Nicolas indicating that Sr Marthe who was 

then at Ba, had expressed the desire to see our sisters in 
"Lautoka. 24 . In December 1923 the Bishop advised Mother 

Marie-Joseph that the work of Lautoka was imperative as soon 
as the church and convent were built and advised her to 

"hold yourselves ready and do not commit yourselves to 
anything else.,,25. 

Though supportive of the establishment of the mission 

at Lautoka the superiors in August 1924 could not see their 

way clear to send any sisters before 1926. No doubt the 

Bishop exerted some pressure, 

Marie-Jospeh advised him that 

Fiji from sydney that month. 

for in December 1924, Sr 

sisters were embarking for 

She added that Woolwich was 

sacrificing the best teacher they had in Sr Bernard, who had 
all the requisite diplomas for a secondary school teacher 

and experience to negotiate with the government if 
necessary. 26. The original intention was for Sr Dolores to 

accompany Sr Bernard to Lautoka but she went to Levuka and 

Sr Dorothy moved to Lautoka from Ba. She was able to speak 
Fijian and this was a great help to Sr Bernard. 27 • 

22. Gonnet to vidal, 9 May 1915, R.C.A.F. L2.7.3c. AAS. 
23. Oreve to Nicolas, 10 July 1924, PMB 459(a). AAS. 
24. Elisabeth to Nicolas, 18 Aug 1923, st Etienne.PMB 
464.AAS. 
25. Nicolas to Marie-Joseph, 14 Dec 1923, Suva.PMB 464,AAS. 
26. Marie-Joseph to Nicolas, 2 Nov 1924, Woolwich.PMB 
464,AAS. 
27. Bernard to Nicolas, 18 Jan 1925, Lautoka.PMB 464,AAS. 
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The installation of the sisters in their new home was 

Fr Gonnet's task. The old church, which was to serve as a 

classroom was situated on two acres of land. Fr Bourdier, 
an architect prior to ordination, had constructed a new 

building to serve as both chapel and classroom. The 

sisters used the sanctuary area for a community room and two 

small rooms at the back for their sleeping quarters, one of 

which was to be a sacristy later on and the other to be for 
the mission priest to stay. Fr Gonnet said the 

neighbouring lease on the Sugar Mill side of the property, 

had just been bought and included the house and 

outbuildings. The owner was to leave in February and Fr 

Bourdier would need six weeks to fit it out. Both Fr 

Bourdier and Fr Lurkhur had great hopes for the success of 

the school, expecting at least sixty pupils on the first 

day. Fr Gonnet, who was the Mission Procurator, added that 

it was providential he went to Lautoka with the sisters, for 
in spite of having three managers for the enterprise - Fr 

Helliet, who was in charge of Ba and Lautoka, Fr Bourdier, 

who was construction manager, and Fr Lurkhur, in charge of 

the Indians - the house for the sisters was empty on their 
arrival of all they would need! Fr Gonnet then appointed 

himself general manager and went shopping on their behalf. 
In his letter he describes how he was asked to bless 

the new foundation but declined, it seems due to his 

reluctance to put an Indian mission specifically under the 

protection of st Patrick, as Fr Helliet wished. He 

described Fr Helliet as French by birth, American by heart, 
British by naturalisation and Irish by sympathy!28. A 

decision was taken later by the Bishop to call the new 

mission after st Thomas, patron of the Indians. 

By March the school had been visited by the Inspector 

who was satisfied with what he saw. Ninety-nine children 

28. Gonnet to "Rev.Mother", 23 Jan 1925, Levuka.MSA(Rome) 
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were enrolled and an Indian boy called George was helping 

with the teaching; he too, pleased the Inspector. There 
were problems, however. The Inspector told Mother Bernard 

that complaints from the other schools in Lautoka were very 
bitter as they felt they were being robbed of their pupils. 
Much control over the area was held by the manager of the 

mill, who forced one of the mill workers to send his child 

back to the Company school - which he did for one month and 
then brought him back to st Thomas's.29. 

One of the greatest difficulties was that there were so 

few Catholics among the pupils. Thirty of the children had 

Catholic parents but not all were baptised and only two or 

three knew how to make the Sign of the Cross or say a Hail 
Mary.30. Another problem was that predicted by Fr Oreve 
andoFr Vilaine. st Thomas's could not be exclusively for 

Indians as few Indians enrolled initially which necessitated 

taking Fijians and part-Europeans as well. This concerned 

Mother Bernard very much, especially as she said "prejudice 
of colour is something terrible,,31. and part-European 

parents were complaining about George, an Indian, teaching 
their children. 

Yet the Bishop was adamant that the prime motive in 

being at Lautoka was to launch into work with the Indians 
with both a school and an orphanage. He found the sisters 

appointed there to be excellent but could see the extent of 
the work to be done and begged for more Marist Sisters. 32 • 

There was one bright spot in all this and that was 
Mother Bernard's ability to win over the Mill manager, to 

the extent that he allowed the use of the Company Hall free 
of cost for the bazaar run in August. 33 • 

29. Bernard to Nicolas, 5 March 1925, Lautoka.PMB 464.AAS. o 
30. P.Claver to Nicolas, 9 April 1925,Levuka.PMB 464.AAS. 
31. Bernard to Nicolas, 19 April 1925,Lautoka.PMB 464 . AAS. 
32. Nicolas to Sup.General, 15 May 1925,Suva.PMB 464.AAS. 
33. Bernard to Nicolas, 7 June 1925, Lautoka.PMB 464.AAS. 
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The bazaar turned out to be a great success with takings of 

£185.($370) It had been well supported by almost every 

European in Lautoka and even the proceeds from the Company 

dance on the previous saturday night had been donated to the 
bazaar fund. 34 . 

Life at Lautoka was hard however, as Mother Bernard 

wrote of being "nearly killed with work". One of the main 

reasons, apart from the sheer drudgery of the manual work 
involved in establishing such a new and different mission, 

was the problem of not being able to put all the racial 

groups together in one class in the school. That meant much 

duplication of effort. It was a problem that remained 

unsolved at Lautoka for many years, though some effort was 

made to rationalise things in 1954. 

In 1926 the Lautoka community of two was joined by a 

young Australian, Sr Austin Woodbury, and then in 1927 she 
and Mother Bernard left to begin the first house in New 

Zealand. Needless to say, the Bishop was far from pleased 

when this happened as Mother Bernard had been so successful 

in Lautoka. The two sisters were replaced by Sr Benedict 

and Sr Maur who continued the good work already begun and 

soon pacified the Bishop. 

Just as two priests had gone to India to study i~ 1913, 

Bishop Nicolas now saw the need for two Marist Sisters to do 

the same and made a formal request on 12 September 1928. A 

reply from Sr Marie-Joseph expressed great interest in what 

concerned the work with the Indians and the trip to India 

for the formation of two sisters. She added that if such 

34. Bernard to Nicolas, 27 Aug 1925, Lautoka. PHS 464.AAS. 
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a decision were made she would try to "satisfy your 
desires".35. There is no further reference to this 

proposal though it did receive support from the General 

Administration. 

Perhaps the greatest hardship of all for the pioneers 

in Lautoka was the absence of a resident priest. When Fr 

Bourdier and Fr Lurkhur were there they said Mass for the 

sisters but their visits were quite infrequent. It was not 
until 1931 that Fr Roe was finally appointed to the Lautoka 

mission. 36 . In 1933 Mother Bernard returned there from New 

Zealand and threw all her energies once more into the work 

she had begun in 1925. In her true style she was anxious 

to reduce the debt on Lautoka holding bazaars and using the 

proceeds to best advantage. 37 • She had method in her 

madness, summed up in her letter of 26 May 1935. 

If we, the priests and nuns ·, don't work 
hand in hand in the missions, all will 
be chaos. The resources are so small 
that independence is impossible and it 
will be only through great ~acrifice 
that God's work can goon. 3 

The successful establishment of Lautoka was due in no 

small way to her wisdom, her tenacity and her ability to get 

on with others. She was a simple Marist whose ambition was, 
as she expressed it, "that God's work can go on". 

35. Marie-Joseph to Nicolas, 6 Nov 1928, Fulham.PMB 464.AAS. 
36. InterView with Sr Columba, Gladstone, Aug 1990. 
37. Bernard to Nicpolas, 13 April 1936, Lautoka.PMB 464.AAS. 
38. Bernard to Sup General, 26 May 1938, Lautoka. PMB 464 
AAS. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

FURrHER STEPS IN EVAHGELISATION - THE 1920s and 1930s. 

Almost simultaneous with the foundation of the Lautoka 

mission was that of Polynesian Tonga. Though not part of 

the Fijian archipelago, it was Fiji's nearest neighbour and 

its Bishop, Felix Blanc, had had frequent occasions of 

meeting Marist sisters previously in both Fiji and France. 

As had been the case in Levuka, the principal attraction of 
the Marist sisters was that they had English speaking 

subjects, an essential requisite for the maintenance of 

schools in Nuku'alofa, capital of Tonga. 

As early as 1913 requests had come from the Bishops of 

both Samoa and Tonga for English speaking Marist sisters, 

specifically for work in the schools. Fr Nicolas , later 

Bishop Nicolas, recommended for a number of reasons that the 

sisters should consider taking Tonga rather than Samoa and 

advised Mother Elisabeth to visit both areas before making a 

decision. 1. Just six days after the date of Fr Nicholas' 

letter, Bishop Blanc wrote regretting the boat, the "Tofua", 
he was travelling on had not stopped at Levuka and thus 

prevented his discussing with Mother Elisabeth who was 

there, the Marist sisters coming to Tonga to teach at 
Nuku'alofa. 2 • 

Nothing eventuated in 1913 and Bishop Blanc wrote 

again in 19153 • and 19174 • repeating his request for 

sisters. In 1922. he replied to the Superior General 

1. Nicolas to Elisabeth, 6 Feb 1913, Villa Maria.MSA(Rome). 
2. Blanc to Elisabeth, 12 Feb 1913, Suva. MSA.(Rome). 
3. Blanc to Rev.Mthr., 11 Jan 1915, Maofoga. MSA(Rome). 
4. Blanc to Rev.Mths., 8 Jan 1917, Maofoga. MSA(Rome). 
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overjoyed that she had agreed to send him sisters. 5 • There 
was a complicating factor to the whole business and that was 

the fact that the Third Order of Mary sisters were running 

the school, which had begun in 1905, and even though one 
.sister had left all was going well. The main cause of 
concern was the Third Order sisters being displaced from 

this school .which they had run well, but had few English 

speaking sisters, the need for which was imperative. 

A crisis developed when Sr Marie Xavier, the TORM in 

charge, died after forty-two years of devoted work on the 

mission. She had been running the school and had no 

obvious successor. The arrival of the Marist sisters now 

became a necessity and the Bishop's letter was much more 
urgent in tone6 • He was afraid the European children in the 

school would leave and go elsewhere unless the school were 

properly run . 

His urgency did not prevent his rejection of the first 
three sisters the Superior General proposed sending, one a 

lay sister, one French and one English and timid in 

temperament! with the unanimous consent of his council, he 

advised waiting until three more suitable sisters were 

ready in whom the parents would have confidence. He said 

the concern about the Third Order sisters being displaced 

from the school was no longer a difficulty and so things 
could move a little more slowly.7. 

By March 1924, the first Marist Sisters had arrived and 
were giving every satisfaction, both in the "exemplary 

manner of living their life as religous" and in the 'school, 

where they had been well accepted. The group led by Mother 

Adrian was made up of Sr Cuthbert, Sr zita and 

5. Blanc to Sup. General, 7 Dec 1922, Nuku'alofa.MSA{Rome). 
6. Blanc to Sup. General, 8 June 1923, Nuku'alofa.MSA{Rome). 
7 . Blanc to Sup. General, 6 Aug 1923, Suva. MSA{Rome) 
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Sr Christopher. The Bishop's only problem now was that the 

sisters would be overworked and so he saw the need for a 
fifth sister to be sent at once!8. 

Before long the human element began to pose a problem 

in the inability of Sr Adrian and Sr Cuthbert to get on with 

each other. Sr Cuthbert was withdrawn in December 1924 and 

sent to Fiji, and Sr Dosithee sent to Tonga in her place. 9 • 

In 1926 Sr Herman joined them, aged 23. A new house was 

opened at Houma in 1928 by Sr Zita and Sr Christopher with 
Sr Herman going there in 1929. 10 . In both Nuku'alofa and 

Houma the main work of the sisters was in the schools where 
there were boarders as well as day pupils. Having boarders 

meant there was always the anxiety of providing food for the 

children as well as the community. This necessitated the 

care of pigs, cows and poultry as well as vegetable gardens, 

which became an everyday task for the sisters. Some of them 

had no farming experience and Sr Herman has some delightful 
stories of her encounters with "Darling" the pig. ll • 

As the sisters in Tonga were much more isolated than 
those in Fiji, Sr Peter Claver visited them in 1932 on 

behalf of the higher superiors. 12 . A consequence of that 

visit was to bring to the attention of the Superior General 

the strained relationship Sr Adrian had with the Bishop, 

though she had done nothing without the consent of her 

superiors. The ro~t of the problem seemed to lie in the 

fact that the Marist sisters were an order of Pontifical 

Right and not Dioc.esan and consequently not so directly 

8. Blanc to Sup. Gen., 15 March 1924, Nuku'alofa.MSA(Rome). 
9. Mari~-Joseph to Blanc, 15 Dec 1924, Woolwich. DAT. 
10.Herman to family, Nov 1928, Nuku'alofa. MSA(Aust). 
11.Herman to parents, Nuku'alofa. MSA(Aust). 
l2.Marie-Joseph to Blanc, 2 Feb 1932, st Prix. MSA(Rome). 
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under the control of the Bishop. The problem was serious 

enough for the Superior General, Mother Marie-Joseph, to 

write to the Bishop suggesting the withdrawal altogether of 

the sisters from Tonga. 13 • Needless to say, the Bishop was 

not too pleased with the stand Mother Marie-Joseph had taken 
on behal~ of the sisters,14. but things did calm down and 

more Marist sisters came to Tonga. Sr Perpetua and Sr Paula 

arrived in 1929 and were followed later on by Sr Andre, Sr 

Damien, Sr Rita Gardiner and Sr Marie de Jesus, all of whom 

spent some years either at Nuku'alofa or Houma. In 1933 Sr 

Adrian was replaced as superior by Sr Ethelbert,15. recalled 

from Tonga to Woolwich and in 1934 returned to France. 

It was the Pacific War in 1940 which forced the 

evacuation of the sisters either to Fiji or New Zealand. 

In December 1942, the Bishop wrote that the sisters had just 

been authorised to return to Tonga. He had notified the 

Third Order of Mary sisters by telegram but claimed he did 
not know who to contact of the Marist Sisters! He also 
added that the schools were not yet authorised to reopen. 

He was obviously displeased by the rumour, allegedly begun 

by Mother Ethelbert in New Zealand, that the Marist sisters 
were not returning to Tonga as there was no room for two 

Congregations. If the sisters did return they would have to 

be content with a smaller house as there would be fewer 

boarders and only Catholic children were being accepted. 

Mother Chanel replied, regretting the pain allegedly 

caused by Mother Ethelbert, but also advising the Bishop the 

sisters would not return till hostilities in the Pacific had 

ceased. 

Bishop Blanc had indicated also that he was prepared to 

pay the sisters a stipend of only £17 per annum. With the 

13. Marie-Joseph to Blanc, 2 Feb 1932, st Prix. MSA(Rome). 
14. Blanc to Sup Gen., 10 May 1932, Tonga. MSA(Rome). 
15. Blanc to Sup.Gen., 2 March 1933,Tonga. MSA(Rome) 
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number of boarders reduced this would also reduce the 

sisters' income and it would have been impossible for the 

sisters to live on such a pittance. In sydney Mother Chane 1 

spoke to Fr Bergeron who had been in Tonga, and he advised 

her not to send the sisters back yet, saying the Bishop did 

not want the Marist sisters to return but he also did not 

want to accept responsibility for refusing them openly but 

was taking these steps to, achieve what he wanted. Mother 

Chane 1 reflected it would be time to go back to Tonga when 
the Bishop was in Paradise!16. 

Due no doubt to pressing needs for personnel in Fiji 

and New Zealand and the uncertainty of what the fate of the 

sisters would be in Tonga a decision was made not to return. 

It was a sad ending to a mission well begun. For the 

sisters who worked there it was a case of their sowing the 
seeds of faith among many Tongans but leaving to others the 

work of reaping the harvest. 

All the Fijian mission stations on which the Marist 
sisters had worked up to 1931 were located on the coast. 

Their first move to an inland station was to Namosi in the 

interior of Viti Levu, with Sr Dorothy and Sr st Yves the 

two pioneers. 

Bishop Nicolas had asked about sisters going to Namosi 

in 1928. 17 • It was a totally Fijian area and almost 

completely Catholic. At the turn of the century the people 

had been Wesleyans but the chiefs became dissatisfied when 

they ran into conflict with the government over taxes and 

were not supported by the Wesleyans. They employed the 

services of a European lawyer, Berkley, who advised them to 

adopt the Catholic religion from which they would receive 

more support. His advice was accepted and almost the 

entire village followed the example of the chiefs, whic~ was 

16. L. Chane 1 to Sup General, Dec 1942, Woolwich. MSA(Rome). 
17. Nicolas to Sup General, 18 Jan 1928, Suva. PMB 464.AAS. 
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not unusual. 
Fr Guinard, resident since 1912, had become something 

of a legend by the time the sisters arrived. His life style 

was very much like that of the Fijians and his knowledge of 

their customs extraordinary. He had a great affinity with 

nature and many stories have been passed on about him. 

When making his request for sisters in 1928 Bishop 

Nicolas had asked for sisters to go to both Namosi and 
Kadavu. The determining factor in the Marist sisters going 

to Namosi was an additional request from the Colonial 

Secretary of Fiji, asking the Bishop for two sisters to go 
to Namosi capable of going into villages and working in 

"Child Welfare". The Wesleyans had already had great 

success in villages in other parts of Fiji by checking 
infant mortality in this way. No doubt the Bishop was 

anxious about that. The Government was prepared to pay 

travelling expenses and give the requisite remedies for 

those who were ill in the village. 
The great problem associated with Namosi was getting 

there. Its position was not only remote but it was located 

in very rugged terrain. The first journey for the sisters 

was long and tedious, beginning on 23 July 1931 from Suva, 

where they had stayed with the sisters of st Joseph of Cluny 

until the Fathers escorting them had finished their retreat. 

The first and easiest stage was by car from Suva to Nausori, 

with Fr Guinard travelling in the car with them and Fr 

Soubeyran in a truck with all the luggage. From Nausori 

the journey continued by boat up the Rewa River. When they 

reached Namana, where the Rewa and waindina Rivers meet, 

four boys from Fr Soubeyran's mission at Vanuakula came to 

meet them. They reloaded the luggage on to the next boat 

now to travel along the Waindina River 

On their arrival at Vanuakula they were welcomed by Sr 

st Genevieve, a Third Order of Mary sister who had not left 
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the mission there for many years. They were able to rest 

for a few hours before continuing their journey. Some men 
came down from Namosi to help with their luggage in the next 

most difficult section of their journey. Also a "vuke

vuke", Ana, and a young girl, . Juliana, came to accompany 
them to their new home in the mountains. Most of this 

journey was to be on foot with some sections on horseback. 

They left Vanuakula at 6.30 a.m. and by 9 a.m had reached 

the village of Nabukaluka, a Wesleyan village, where they 

were received with great kindness. By 6 p.m. they were at 

Ndelalasaka and spent the night there. A renewed start at 
7.30 a.m. enabled them to reach Namosi about 10 a.m.lS·on 

the third day since their departure. 

On 2 August the chief, Ratu Leone, met with Fr Guinard 

and the sisters to organise the work the sisters would do, 

especially in regard to classes for the boys and girls which 

were to begin on 10 August with 75 pupils. All teaching was 
to be in Fijian, according to new government 

except for ten minutes of English each day. 

already fluent in Fijian, this was not a big 

regulations 

For Sr Dorothy, 
problem but for 

Sr st Yves, recently arrived from France it was! Soon 
however, she became fluent herself, even in the Namosi 
dialect. 19. As well as teaching in school the sisters 

helped to prepare the liturgy and remarked how hard it was, 

and little wonder, even though the villagers were such good 
singers, to help them learn the "Missa de Angelis" Gregorian 

chant, in Latin! 
They had continued calls for health care, especially 

for the chronic endemic problems found in most villages and 

Namosi was no exception. It was not until Sr MarIe de la 

Trinite in 1947 and then Sr concepta in 1952 came that the 

IS. Gobillot, op.cit., pp.S02-S3l. 
19. Interview at Namosi with Isaiah, chief 
Catechist.19S2.MSA(Aust). 
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sisters were able to offer some professional competence to 

the "Health Care" programme. 

Namosi was a difficult mission for the sisters. Apart 
from its inaccessability, the climate was different from 

that on the coast. Due to its altitude it was often 

shrouded in cloud and mist and could be both very hot and 

very cold. There was also the continual struggle of 

movement through deep and slippery mud, especially to and 

from the Church, due to which at times of heavy rain, the 
church was completely cut off from the compound where the 

convent was. 

The convent itself was quite well built. In one half 

there were two rooms and a dining area for the sisters and 

the other half was just one big room used as a classroom. 

Most of the pupils were boarders from the surrounding 

villages, but there were some day pupils. Because Namosi 

was so isolated, fresh supplies of flour and salted meat 

were rare and it became necessary to live completely on a 

Fijian diet. Mail was also a rarity. 

As in other stations,the sisters were given invaluable 

help by the"vuke-vuke"s, also known later on as the sisters 

of Our Lady of Nazareth. (SOLN). The Marist sisters remained 

at Namosi until 1955, continuing their work in the school 

and ' with the sick. The Namosi mission was then handed over 

to the sisters of Our Lady of Nazareth and the Marist 

Sisters went to SOLEVU on the island of Vanua Levu where 

they remained until 1961. 

Rarawai or Varoka was the next mission to which the 

Marist Sisters were invited. In 1928 Sr sebastien, who was 
staying for a short time at Ba wrote to Mother Eli'sabeth: 

Yesterday we went to Rarawai the Indian 
father is getting up a concert among his 
Indian pupils. The mission has bought the 
piece of land 9 acres intended for our future 
station, there is a fine big school which 
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serves on Sundays as a temporary Chapel. 
there are about 80 Indian little boys Mother 
you would just love them. The Indian Fa~aer 
and 2 pupil teachers conduct the school. • 

Fr Lurkhur had actually begun the school with Peter 
Sarju (Sr Patricia Sarju's father) and Edward Sebastien as 
pupil teachers in 1927. 21 • 

By November 1931 there was news of personnel coming 

from Europe for the new station22 . and on 3 October 1932 

work began there with Sr Bernadette and Sr Pierre Chane1 23 • 

the latter being replaced within a few months by Sr Irene 
when Sr Pierre Chane 1 moved to Delailagi. 24 • 

There were some Chinese and European pupils but most 

were Indians. Indeed, Varoka began with many more Indians 

than did Lautoka. The school had been registered in 

accordance with the Education Ordinance of 1929 as an Indian 

school. This meant the lessons had to be given in 

Hindustani. The sisters kept the two pupil teachers as 
they themselves knew no Hindi. 25 • Sr Bernadette understood 

how important it was to learn the language and tried very 
hard to do so,26. especially as the prospect of Indian 

conversions was minimal. 

A small orphanage had begun by May 1933, with the 

sisters accepting two little girls aged three and six, whose 

father had left them and whose mother, in poor health 
herself, wanted to give them completely into the care of the 

sisters~ Before long a similar case presented itself and 
raised the number of orphans to three. 27 • Sr Bernadette 

wrote to the Bishop explaining what had happened and added, 

20. Sebastien to Elisabeth, 1 Aug 1928, Ba. MSA(Rome)/ 
21. Gobillot, op.cit., p.836. 
22. Marie-Joseph to Nicolas, 5 Nov 1931, Massabielle, 
MS193l-l956.AAS. 
23. P. Claver to Elisabeth, 2 Nov 1932, Ba. MSA(Rome). 
24. Pierre Chane 1 to McBride, 7 Feb 1987, st Prix.MSA(Aust). 
25. Gobillot, op.cit., p.836. 
26. Bernadette to Nicolas, 13 March 1933,Varoka.MS193l-
56.AAS. 
27. Bernadette to Nicolas, 29 May 1933, Varoka.MS193l-56AAS. 
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"these little ones are destitute and having them would help 
to keep the place an Indian station". 

Another aspect of their work was taking the part

European children for catechism. 2S • Through working for 

the inevitable fund raising bazaar it was hoped to get to 

know their parents and encourage them to send their children 

along for lessons. 
The 1933 school year finished with 110 children on the 

roll without counting the. little ones under six years of age 
or the few boys over fourteen. 29 . The mission was poor. 

Even though there were several applications for European 

pupils who could pay well, they were refused. The reason 

for such action was because of the intention of the mission 
"to be an Indian station" and the resolution to be able to 
say "we are here for the Indians".30. 

Added to the diversity of their work, the school 

inspectors were very demanding, to the point where the 

sisters were neglecting themselves and not even having 

proper meals. 3l • By March,1935, they had a third sister, 

Sr Osmund (Mary Josephine) in community and this made things 

much easier for them. A problem arose, however, in the 

establishment of the new Indian Sangam school, to which half 

the children from St Therese's went. The Indian member for 

the district and the teacher visited the Indian famiiies 

often and so were able to draw off students to their new 
school. 32. 

In July 1935, pressure to open a European school for 

children under ten years of age was put on the sisters as 

the parents did not wish to send such young children to 

2S. Bernadette to Nicolas, 14 June 1933, Varoka . MS193l-56AAS 
29. Bernadette to Nicolas, 10 Dec 1933, Varoka. " 
30. Bernadette to Nicolas, 27 Dec 1933, Varoka. " 
31. L. Chane 1 to Nicolas, 26 Feb. 1935, Woolwich. " 
32. Bernadette to Nicolas, 15 March 1935, Varoka. " 
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boarding school. Again Sr Bernadette was in the dilemma of 

doing so and gaining financial backing from the Europeans 
and thereby excluding some Indians or staying firm in the 
resolution to keep the school for Indians. Once more she 

was resolute to keep Varoka an Indian station, retaining 

places for the orphan children. 33 • 

Not long after this foundation at Varoka, yet another 

was begun in the neighbouring area of Tavua in 1937. 

Vatukoula as it is more commonly named, had gained some 
importance as a gold mining area and the resident European 

population required a school for their children. The mining 

company, Emperor Gold Mining, built a school on land leased 

from the Colonial Sugar Refinery Company and arranged for a 
New Zealand inspector of sChools to come and run it. In 

February 1937, when this arrangement fell through, the 

mining company asked Bishop Nicolas if the Marist Sisters 
could come and open the school. 34 • The Bishop was 

supportive of the venture and pointed out to the sisters 

there was no church, but it would be an important area for 

the mission as there were Europeans, part-Europeans and 

indigenous people all living there. Mother Bernard too, 

was anxious for the sisters to go and with Bishop Nicolas's 

support, sent Mother .Bernadine and Sr Claudia to open the 
school on 3 March 1937. It was called the Tavua Goldfields 

School and began with thirty-three children. By April the 
number had grown to fifty-five. The convent, built in 1937, 

was jointly funded by the Bishop, the mining company and the 

Marist sisters. until its completion the sisters stayed in 

one of the company's dwellings located near the power house. 

The sisters received government grants, as the school 

was under government control until 1948. The European 

school was then taken over as a European and part-European 
school and the government grant-in-aid to the sisters was 

33. Bernadette to Nicolas, 1 July 1935, Varoka.MS1931-56. 
34. Nicolas to Sup.Gen., 12 Feb 1937, Suva. MS1931-56.AAS. 
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withdrawn •• The mining company undertook financial aid to 

the school of an amount equal to the Government grant-in
aid. 35 . 

Yet one more attempt to assist in the Indian apostolate 

was made with the opening of st Mary's, Nadi, which was to 

be a boarding school for girls. Financial assistance of 

£500 was received from the government towards the conversion 

of the late Mrs Freeman Martin's house in 193836 • 

On lS January 1939, sisters Gerald, Marie Noellie and 

Scholastica were installed. 37 • By 28 April sixty-five 
children were on the roll including eleven small boys and 28 
girls who were boarders, most of whom were orphans. 3S • In 

May 1941, the enrolment had reached one hundred and thirty. 

One of the advantages of Nadi was that it possessed a cane 

field which, when harvested provided some income for the 

house and there were boys enough to look after the 
planting. 39. 

Though Nadi had seemingly got off to a good start, its 

proximity to the airport made it an ideal location for the 

American army during the Pacific War. They requisitioned 

the sisters' house in 1942 and though the war finished in 

1945 the sisters were not able to return until January 1948, 

because of lack of personnel. 40 . 

One more mission to open before the Pacific War 
affected Fiji was on the Yasawas , the group of islands 

north-west of Ba. Delailagi, still beset by floods, was 

finally abandoned and sr Pierre Chanel and Sr John Gualbert 

left there with two "vuke-vuke"s, Sr Sisilia and 

35. Vatukoula, House Chronicle. 
36. Phillips to Nicolas, 6 July 1938, Suva.R.C.A.F.IO AAS. 
37. Gerald to Oreve, lS Jan 1939, Nadi.MS 1931-56. AAS. 
38. Gerald to Nicolas, 28 April 1939, Nadi.MS1931-56.AAS. 
39. Gerald to Nicolas, 1 May 1941, Nadi. MS 1931-56.AAS. 
40. L. Chanel to Foley, 24 Dec 1947, Woolwich.MS 1931-
56.AAS •• 

82 



Sr Kirisitiana,4l. to begin the new mission on the Yasawas 

in January 1940. 42 • As ~arlY as 1879 Fr Grosselin had 

found the influence of Yasawa Catholics in the Ba region, 

the result of early conversions by Fr Breheret. The story 
of Catholicism in the Yasawas is a long and valiant one, 

where sectarianism raged and the Catholic minority exhibited 
an extraordinary level of heroism. 43 • 

We have seen much diversity in the situations in which 

the Marist sisters set about their work of evangelisation in 

Fiji. There was one constant thread joining them all 

however, and that was and has remained the work of 

education. Every mission station to which the sisters went 

required first of all their setting up of a school and its 
maintenance. This was never an easy task because of 

requirements by both the government and the Bishop, the 

latter always determined to have a good standard in the 

Catholic mission schools. The government requirements 
varied but were concerned primarily with curriculum and the 

language to be used in the schools, be it English, Fijian or 

Hindi. Government grants were dependent on these 

requirements being fulfilled and as many of the early 

sisters working in the schools did not have formal teacher 

training, they found this taxing especially when school 

inspections took place. It is to their credit that they 

managed to maintain excellent standards in their schools, 
evidenced by school inspection reports44 ., in spite of a 

lack of confidence in their own ability. 
Mother Melanie was herself a trained teacher and much 

of the groundwork for the schools was probably her doing. 

Her death on 15 March 1929, after some years in retirement, 
brought these early days to an end. 

41. P. Chanel to MCBride, 7 Feb 1987, st Prix.MSA(Aust). 
42. Ibid. 
43. E. Rideau, Account of the early history of the 
Yasawas.1896. AAS. 
44. See Appendix B. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

INDIGENIZATION AND GOSPEL CHALLENGE 

Politically, the period in Fiji from the m~d-30s to the 

early 60s was quiet. After that the winds of change began 

to blow. Colonialism had begun its demise throughout the 

world after World War 11, in Asia in the 40s, Africa in the 

50s and then the turn of the Pacific came in the 60s. As 

Lal says: 

For Fiji, the 1960s was a decade of great 
ferment as the political dormancy of the 
previous decades gave way to negotiations 
that set in motion th~ inexorable move 
towards independence. • 

The "great ferment" was due to the fact that Fiji was 

consumed with internal problems stemming from racial 

divisiveness, leading to the formation of political parties 

bent on lobbying for power and electoral rights either for 

Fijians, Indians or Europeans. Again to quote Lal: 
notwithstanding the considerable growth 
that occurred in party development between 
1960 and 1970, the realities of separate 
ethnic organisation and representation 
remained the dominan~ feature of Fiji's 
political landscape. • 

When independence came on 10 October 1970, it was not 

after a struggle with Britain, who showed no reluctance to 

leave, but after this internal struggle for political 
recognition by the dominant groups within Fiji itself.* 

"Fiji parted from Great Britain on a note of trust and warm 

friendship and in an orderly, constitutional and peaceful 
manner". 3 . 

To be politically independent was one thing, but to be 

1. Bri)V. r.al-Ed-:-,-Politics in Fij 1. Studies in 
contemporary History, Sydney, 1986, p.ix. 
2. Ibid. p.48. 
3. Ibid. p.74. 
* Space does not permit reference to the political changes 
in Fiji in the late 1980s. 
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economically independent was another. A big step towards 

this was taken in 1973 when the government acquired the 

Colonial Sugar Refinery's sugar interests, setting up a most 
successful Fiji Sugar corporation. 4 • Steps have been taken 

since to make Fiji less dependent on foreign investment and 

this attempt to wrest economic power from European and 

Australian domination has increased Fiji's prospects of 

becoming a more truly independent nation. 

Similarly, the Catho~ic Church in Fiji, and the Marist 

sisters in particular, took big strides towards 

indigenization during this period after World War 11. 

Bishop Nicolas died on 15 August 1941. He had been 
appointed Coadjutor to Bishop Vidal in 1919 when the latter 

became too ill to carry on his duties, and he was made Vicar 

Apostolic for Fiji in 1922 on Vidal's death. In 1941 Fr 

Oreve became Apostolic Administrator of the Vicariate, 

remaining in this capacity during the War years. Bishop 

Foley, an Englishman, was appointed to the See in 1944, the 

first non-French administrator of the Church in Fiji. 

He was alert to the changing needs of a post-war world 

and anxious, above all, to provide a good education for the 
indigenous people of Fiji. As early as 1948 he wrote to the 

Marist sisters' Superior General, asking that consideration 

be given to the encouragement of vocations to their 
congregation from among Fijian and Indian girls. 5 • Not 

long after, the first three local vocations were accepted 
for novitiate formation and they came to Merrylands, 

Australia, where the Novitiate was located. Therese 

Sinclair came in March 1951, Teresa Naidu in September 1953 

and SuI ita Laisa in March 1954 . They were professed as 
Marist Sisters in 1953, 1955 and 1956 respectively6. and 

4. T.J. Macnaught, The Fijian Colonial Experience, Canberra, 
1982, p.160. 
5. Foley to General Chapter, 27July 
1948,Suva.R.C.A.F.9.l.1.AAS . 
6. Novitiate Register, Oceanic Province,MSA(Aust). 
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were followed by many more local vocations from Fiji. 

In similar vein Bishop Foley saw a need for secondary 

education of the Fijian girls. The secondary boys were 

being looked after at Namosau and later Cawaci by the Marist 

Fathers, but as yet there was no provision for girls outside 

Suva. In June 1953, the ~ishop wrote to Mother Gerald, 

Regional superior of Oceania, asking that the Marist sisters 

provide qualified teaching staff for these girls at a 
secondary school to be established at Loreto, Ovalau, with 
the Sisters of Our Lady of Nazareth looking after the 

boarders. The Bishop added that as a reward he was 

offering the Marist sisters the opportunity to establish a 

school at Lami, Suva, to serve the children of this newly 
formed parish. 7 • 

By September Mother Gerald was able to advise the 

Bishop that the Superior General accepted both works of 

Loreto and Lami. 8 • Sr Felician was named to begin the work 
at Loreto9 • and Sr Claudia commissioned to look after the 

building of the proposed school and convent at Lami. lO • 

Beginnings at Loreto were not easy. Apart from the 

usual problems associated, with establishing a new work, Sr 

Felician arrived in Levuka in March 1954 but had to leave 

soon after to attend the General Chapter in France, at which 
Mother Louis Chane 1 was elected Superior General and Mother 

Marie Joseph finished her term in office. This journey cut 

months out of preparation time. When the school opened in 

January 1955, she was to have been assisted on the teaching 

staff by Sr Julian Eymard, who due to illness remained in 

New Zealand until Easter of that year. 

7. Foley to Gerald, 15 June 1953, Suva.R.C.A.F.9.1.l. AAS. 
8. Gerald to Foley, 22 Sept 1953, Merrylands,R.C.A.F. 
9.1.1,AAS. 
9. Gerald to Foley, 6 June 1953, Merrylands, R.C.A.F.9.1.l. 
10. Gerald to Foley, 30 Jan 1954, Merrylands, R.C.A.F. 
9.1.1. 
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She was replaced by Betty Amputsch, a highly qualified 

Indian who later joined the Sisters of the Sacred Heart and 

worked in India for many years. 

Further educational works undertaken by the sisters in 

Fiji were at Votua, Hadelai and Samambula where they 
accepted responsibility for the administration of schools 

for a required period. They have also taught on the staffs 
of secondary schools located at Hamosau, Savarekareka and 

Lautoka. 

Determined to ensure a high standard of education for 
the mission schools, Bishop Foley next opened a Catholic 

Teachers' College, "corpus Christi", at Suva Bay in 1956. 
Sr Julian Eymard was seconded to the teaching staff so. left 

Loreto after a few short months. She was replaced by Sr 

cyril (Patricia Bowley). Meantime the building programme 
at Lami had been completed and the official Blessing and 

Opening took place on 29 January 1956, with Sr Regina in 

charge assisted by Sr Rosina and shortly after by Sr 

Bernadette (Balgowan). 

In 1960 the General Chapter of the Marist Sisters held 

in Rome requested from the Holy See that Fiji become a 

Delegation, a first step towards local decision making. 

Sister Borromeo became the first Superior of the Delegation 
when it was erected in 1964. 

In 1967 Bishop Foley retired and was replaced by Bishop 
Pearce, an American who like Bishop Vidal, had previously 
worked on the Samoan mission. In 1968 an Episcopal 
Conference was formed of all the Dioceses of the South 

Pacific area, known as CEPAC, which was responsible for the 
opening in 1972 of a seminary in Suva to form the local 

people of the South Pacific for the priesthood. In 1968 

Bishop Pearce brought about the amalgamation of Loreto 

Secondary School for Girls and Cawaci Secondary School for 

Boys to form st John's Co~educational College. For the 

first time, Marist sisters and Marist Fathers were teaching 

together on the same staff. 
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Another area to whic~ Bishop Pearce devoted much energy 

was in his attempt to understand the Indian culture and he 

spent some time in India learning Hindi. Bishop Pearce was 

committed to continuing the work of establishing the 

indigenous Church, as he indicated in his address to the 

Suva Theological Club in 1971 

the missionary's goal should always be 
to establish the local Church, the indigenous 
Church, the people of God rooted in the soil 
of their own land, in the care of their own 
priests, under the leadership of a bishop 
chosen 110m the ranks of the local Church 
itself. 

In the light of this 1974 was a landmark for 
the Church in Fiji with the Episcopal Ordination of Bishop 

Petero Mataca, the first local Bishop of Fiji, and appointed 

Auxiliary to Bishop Pearce. with the latter's retirement 

due to ill health, Bishop Mataca became Archbishop of Suva 

on 10 April 1976. 

With these strong moves to indigenization, both 
politically and within the Church it is not surprising that 

a similar movement was occurring within the Marist Sisters 

congregation. The European sisters took part in 

inculturation sessions and did intensive language courses in 

Fijian. There were more and more local vocations over the 

years but until 1979 it was necessary for them to travel to 

sydney to complete their novitiate formation and usually to 

remain for teacher training, although the establishment of 

Corpus Christi made teacher training available in Fiji. The 

prolonged stay in Australia away from Fiji and living in a 

very different culture was not easy for these early local 

sisters. The desirability of setting up a Novitiate in 

Fiji became obvious and to this end land In Wailekutu near 

Lami was obtained from the Catholic Mission. Sr Finbarr 

(Ann O'Mahoney) was appointed Novice Mistress. Though the 

11. Archbishop Pearce, Address to the Suva Theological Club, 
18 May 1971, p.ll.PMB 473, Mitchell Library. 
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Sr Maria Garett! and 
Sr Patricia Sarju, on 
their way to India to 
study language and 
customs. An old dream 
finally fulfilled. 

CoJabined Renewal for 
young Professed sisters 
from Fiji, New Zealand 
and Australia. 

L.toR.: Kate, Bernadette, 
Koleta, Serea, Mariana, 
Judy, Monica, Liz and 
Teresia. 



site of the Wailekutu Novitiate was magnificent, overlooking 

Suva Harbour, it proved to be unsuitable and in 1988 the 

Novitiate was moved to a new site at Tamavua. Sr Ann 
Q'Mahoney was replaced as Novice Mistress by a local sister, 

Sr Catherine Wong, in 1984. 
That Fiji become a Region attached to the Province of 

Australia was voted at the 1984 Provincial Chapter, which to 

all intents and purposes meant virtual autonomy, save for 

some major issues which could be referred to the Provincial 

or General Administrations. The establishment of the Region 
of Fiji was formalised on 8 December 1984, with Sr Mary 

Brennan the first Regional Superior. 

The number of local sisters within the congregation has 

grown steadily. Up to the present almost all have gained 

teacher training and four have obtained degrees from the 

University of the South Pacific located in Suva, and one a 

Science degree from New Zealand. 
It has been Congregational policy to give these sisters 

experience in leadership, either as Principals of schools or 

as Superiors of the various communities. There has also 

been encouragement for them to reach out to their own people 

and the freedom to go into the villages or wherever they can 

best serve. The tide has now turned. These sisters are 

initiating liturgies consonant with their own culture, be it 

Fijian or Indian. They are conversing with their own 

people, sensitive to all the nuances of language and culture 

and most of all, they are their own Church. The vitality 

of the gospel is real to them, indeed so much so, that they 

are not only evangelising their own people but are reaching 

out into the Third World. Sr Marlene Giblin has already 
been ten years working in very poor areas of Mexico and Sr 

Rita Raikuna went to assist with teacher training in The 

Gambia, Africa, in 1989. The mission of the Marist sisters 

in Fiji has reached maturity. What Sr Melanie and the 
European sistes brought in the early days, as did all 
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missionaries of the time in great zeal and good will, was a 

"theology of salvation" for the Fijians, but this 
evangelisation was not from within their own culture. As 

Donovan says it may be the task of our time to move to a 
"theology of creation,,12, meeting people where they are in 

faith and building on that. There is great hope that this 
will be the case in Fiji. the European sisters have 

stepped aside and enabled the local sisters to assume 

responsibility for "Church". They in turn are taking 

seriously the command of Christ, "Go, therefore, make 
disciples of all nations. ·,,13 • Indeed, as Stephen Neil has 

put it: "The age of missions is at an end; the age of 
mission has begun".14. 

13. A.Jones Gen.Ed., The Jerusalem Bible,New Testament, 
Lond., 1966, p.64. 
14. Stephen Neil, A History of Christian Missions, 
Middlesex, 1964, p.572. 
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CONCLUSION 

spanning almost one hundred years, the history of the 

Marist Sisters in Fiji realises a dream cherished by the 

sisters ever since the Marist Fathers ventured into the 

Pacific. Mayet recorded the response of the Bbn Repos 

community to Bishop Douarre's sermon on faith on 26 January 

1843: 
All were filled with apostolic zeal 
and joy, and longed for the day when 
they would be called upon to cross 
the sefs and help God's work in foreign 
lands .• 

This and similar quotations seem to indicate that there was 

no question of the readiness of the Foundress of the 

Congregation, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, to send sisters to the 

missions in Oceania and their eagerness to go at such an 

early date . Indeed, it was written into the Constitutions 

given a Decree of Approval in 1864 by Rome. Article 5 

states as a specific aim of the Congregation "to contribute 
by means proper to their Institute to the ... salvation of 

souls either in christian countries or on the missions ••• ,,2. 

Why then was it almost fifty years before they left 

Europe for the Pacific Missions? The reasons are complex. 

In a letter written by Peter Chane 1 from Valparaiso on the 
first journey to the Pacific undertaken by the Fathers in 

1837 he seemed to expect the sisters would follow in a 

relatively short time. "The Bishop is not yet far advanced 

enough in his mission to ask for sisters of the congregation 
of Mary.,,3. 

1.Historical Committee of the Marist Fathers & sisters: 
Recollections.Mother saint Joseph.Foundress of the Marist 
Sisters,Rome p.181, Doc.154. 
2.Constitutions of the Sisters of the Congregation of Mary, 
Lyon, 1932, p.4, Art.5. 
3.Recollections, p.217, Doc.169(1) 

91 



Later Fr Detours wrote: 

Mother st Joseph was persuaded that the 
parishes around coutouvre and Jarnosse 
were fertile in vocations particularly 
for the foreign ' missions where the sisters 
ardently desired to work under the direction 
of the Marist Fathers whose missionary work 
in oceania was then so much remarked and 
praised •.• in the years 1844-1845 there w~s 
a lot of talk about those far countries. • 

There is a similar passage in Mother Boyer's chronological 

repertory: 
It is incredible how often at this time 
(1844-1845) Oceania was discussed. Speaking 
of Jarnosse and the surrounding district, 
Mother st Joseph used to say: 'They are 
full of faith there, we could find 
vocations for Oceania'. 

Again in April 1844 Fr Mayet wrote to the missionaries 

in Oceania of several sisters longing for the day when God 

would call them to the missions. 6 • 

In spite of such an air of expectancy found in both the 

Fathers and the Sisters, there was one who was not anxious 

for the sisters to go to oceania and that was Colin himself. 

Mayet gave Colin's reason in 1844 as being that 
he wants them to resemble violets hidden 
beneath a bush and perfuming the garden 
of their heavenly Spouse without being seen. 7 • 

Perhaps that was the case, but it seems much more likely 
that by 1844 he was only too aware of the problems his men 
and therefore the sisters could experience in Oceania -

incredible physical hardship, loneliness, starvation, 

illness and frequent danger from a hostile host. Already 

Peter Chanel had been martyred. By 1850 thirteen of Colin's 

4. Recollections, p.420, Doc.272(8). 
5. Ibid. 
6. Hist. C'ttee of Marist Fathers & Sisters, Index.Mother st 
Joseph, Rome, p.67. Doc.299(3). 
7. Ibid. Doc 299(3). 
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men had died8 ., adequately justifying his fears. 

There was too the strained relationship between Colin 
and Jeanne-Marie Chavoin and the differing views held by 

them on the role of women religious in the work of 

evangelisation. Jeanne-Marie was not monastic in her 

thinking and would respond readily it can be assumed to a 

missionary call for her sisters. Her desires were 

certainly overridden by Colin and her acceptance of his 

decision was at a high price. With the advent of Mother 

Ambrose as Superior General in 1855 the congregation's 

active apostolic dimension was gradually tempered with a 
monastic element alien to the Foundress. It is really 
surprising, that in spite of the loss of Jeanne-Marie's 

driving power when she resigned as Superior General in 1855, 

amd her subsequent death in 1858, Mother Ambrose's tendency 

towards monasticism and Colin's vehement opposition to the 

sisters going to Oceania, that they ever went at all. 

Perhaps Jan Snidjers" words are appropriate in 

explaining this riddle, which ultimately was not dependent 

on a human solution. 

Mary, the living symbol and personification 
of divine mercy, will take a personal 
interest in this world, exercise her 
mission of mercy, and for that purpose 
launch her Society to work on her behalf. 9 • 

8. Alive in Memory. 
9. J. Snidjers,The Age of Mary, Rome, 1988, p.98. 
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APPENDIX A. 
SISTERS WHO HAVE WORKED IN FIJI OR TONGA 

Name at Secular Date of Date of 
Profession Name Profess. Death 

Adrien Marie Bouillard 
Agnes Elizabeth McTaggart 23.1.56 
Akenata Lala 10.1.87 
Alexius Elizabeth storck 2.2.28 
Alice Estelle Schelling 16.8.20 18.6.79 
Amadeus Eva Bailey 14.9.08 14.11. 67 
Ambrose Marie Nash 30.1.59 
Analulu Tanuvasa 18.12.77 
Andre Clotilde Montjaret 1.10.30 
Angela Tecla Scala 15.12.44 
Angela Mary E.Sullivan 2.10.1893 8.2.40 
Anita Yvonne swadling 8.9.41 
Anna Marie Ie Cam 2.10.31 26.10.89 
Anne Agnes' Bartlett 14.9.1884 3.5.36 
Anne Marie Yvonne Carmes 27.7.34 
Anne Rounds 15.1. 77 
Antonia Margaret Avey 31.3.43 
Aquinas Joan McBride 15.7.51 
Athanas ius Bridget Keenan 14.9.29 12.1.50 
Augusta Brigid Thornton 18.8.56 
Austin V.Pearl Woodbury 30.9.24 24.2.90 
Baptista Mary Butler 5.8.35 
Beatrice Kateline O'Riordan 15.8.1897 10.1.45 
Benedict Laurence Chassagne 14.9.03 26.9.61 
Benigna Marie P. Toomey 8.9.47 
Bernadette Vera Balgowan 2.2.24 21.1.80 
Bernadine Agnes Cashen 17.9.00 8.2.63 
Bernard Mary Gorman 2.10.07 18.1.69 
Blaise Ana Manueli 27.6.61 
. Borromeo Ethel witcombe 4.2.35 
Cannera Maura Hennessy 22.8.57 
Carmel Dorothy Conran 28.2.40 
Celine Teresa Sinclair 8.2.53 
Christine Wendt 8.12.81 
Christopher Edith Horne 15.8.22 1.2.83 
Claire Betty' Penfold 30.7.36 
Claudia Clarice Lewis 2.2.24 5.5.71 
Colette Marie Pateix 12.8.02 6.2.27 
Columba Mary Crowe 25.2.29 
Columcille Mary Dalton 8.9.36 27.7.68 
Concepta Johanna McCarthy 30.10.41 9.8.90 
Cuthbert Agnes Kelly 2.8.14 30.3.71 
cyril Patricia Bowley 19.12.48 
Cyrille Marie McDermott 7.9.1889 24.9.42 
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Damian Kathleen Dolan 24.12.32 
Denise Bernadette McManus 31. 7 .66 
Dionysia Teresa Naidu 9.8.55 
Dominic Cecily Makinson 22.10.15 9.3.67 
Dominic savio Maree Urwin 13.1.61 27.1. 86 
Domitilla Daphne Cummins 21.11. 42 
Dorothy Margaret Brothers 28.4.21 3.6.38 
Dosithee Ethel Trainor 12.9.23 16.12.82 
Eamon Nellie Brosnan 14.9.44 
Eleanor Christina Tiernan 19.7.61 
Elizabeth Helen Leary 5.9.56 
Ethelbert Gertrude Stork 11. 4 .13 20.11.65 
Eusebius Mary Brennan 19.8.54 
Fabian Greta Geoghegan 19.9.31 7.5.86 
Felician Doreen McOscar 25.1.37 
Fides Monica Kennedy 9.5.32 27.11.84 
Filomena Ruru 18.1.86 
Finbarr Anne O'Mahoney 19.8.54 
Franciska Tegethoff 11.11.16 20.10.78 
Gabriel Mary Foster 13.4.44 
Gerald Alice Hawkins 4.2.29 21.10.81 
Geraldine Eileen Kennan 8.2.36 
Gerard Marthe Vandebeuque 20.9.09 2.5.46 
Helen Mary Logan 15.10.91 11. 2.50 
Herman Joseph Freda Heesh 26.2.26 
Honorius Teresa Moran 19.8.54 
Irene Nellie Frost 2.5.31 
Isabelle Barbara Harding 22.5.52 
Isabelle Camille Piel du 

Churchevi11e 7.5.96 18.11.43 
Iutita Lau1a 17.12.83 
Jeanne Marie Anne Burke 28.2.40 
Jerome Maggie Kennedy 14.9.29 
Joachim Mary Gannon 18.3.33 
John Berchmans Nell sainty 2.2.34 2.6.62 
John Gualbert Beatrice Lindsay 4.2.35 
Joseph Mary O'Connor 11.1.61 
Josephine Rose Henaghan 28.2.40 
Judith winifred O'Donnell 25.5.47 
Julian Eymard Cora Bergin 21.8.44 
Juliana Jeanette Massey 8.2.53 
Laurentia Brigid Furlong 26.10.39 
Lavenia Henry 15.1. 77 
Leo Veronica Taylor 8.2.53 
Lora Adikakai 15.1. 90 
Loreto Bernadette Slattery 9.8.55 
Louise Florrie Nelson 15.12.34 
Louis Marie Clara Fong 11.8.62 
Loyola Kathleen Grehan 26.10.39 
Madeline Sulita Laisa 23.1.56 
Mareta Nai 15.1.90 
Maretina Vuicakau 15.1. 90 
Margaret Mary Mary stephens 22.1. 63 
Margaret Agnes Sharma 9.1.60 
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Maria Goretti 
Maria Goretti 
Maria Vika 
Mariana Marama-

ni-cevu 
Mariana Tevurega 
Marie Bernarde 
Marie de Jesus 
Marie de la 

Trinite 
Marie Dolores 
Marie Laure 
Marie Laurentia 
Marie Lucy 
Marie o'Reilly 
Marie vianney 
Marie-Joseph 
Marlene Giblin 
Ma.rthe 
Mary Christopher 
Mary Malachy 
Maur 
Melanie 
Meresiana Veramu 
Miriam 
Miriama Dituvatuva 
Monica Lum 
Nolasco 
Osmund 
Pascal ina 
Patricia 
Paula 
Paulin 
Paulinus 
Mary Frances Boyle 
Perpetua 
Peter Claver 
Peter Julian 
Philibert 
Phillip 
Philomena 
Pierre Chane 1 
Piniana Taubera 
Raymond 
Redempta 
Regina 
Rita 
Rita Raikuna 
Romana 
Romanus 
Rose 
Rosemary Simon 
Rosina 
Sabina 

Kacalini Satoqi 

Bernadette Madigan 
Marie Haffray 
Marie Boucher de 

Belle 
Kathleen O'Neill 
Marguerite Quesy 
Eleanor Hahn 
Kathleen Bright 

Margaret Rownan 
Adele Chenu 

Jeanne Lavin 
Nora Sweeney 
A.Kathleen Jennings 
Josephine Quinn 
Helen withnall 

Linda sing 

Marjorie Storck 
Mary J. Murphy 
Rita Durkin 
stanislaus Sarju 
Margaret Cahill 
Hilda la Roche 
Catherine Wong 

24.1.66 
15.1. 90 
18.1.86 

12.1.88 
17.9.82 
9.2.54 
30.3.33 

23.7.39 
15.1. 21 
22.12.19 
4.2.22 
30.1. 59 
29.7.65 
30.7.36 

12.6.63 

22.6.73 
20.8.74 
11.1.85 
6.5.69 

2.5.1893 28.2.05 
15.1.70 
29.9.1886 15.5.45 
26.8.46 
28.10.40 
21.12.25 12.1.39 
23.11.186u15.3.29 
18.1.86 
26.7.40 
22.1.74 
12.1.82 
4.2.35 
9.5.32 
18.8.55 
13.1.62 
2.2.28 
11.1. 25 
30.1.59 
24.7.63 

13.7.72 
19.11.90 

Veronica McColgan 4.2.22 
Mary Cunningham 14.9.08 
Anne Saunders 24.1.66 
M.Loulse Chaffangeon14.9.03 
wendy Kavanagh 11.1.61 
Margaret Hall 8.9.49 
Francine Ie Merrer 1.10.30 

Ena Sharkey 
Moira Ryan 
Patricia Casey 
Sarah Gardiner 

21.1.74 
2.5.31 
18.8.55 
8.2.36 
29.7.35 
18.12.77 
18.8.55 
25.1.37 

28.2.43 

7.6.11 

2.7.88 

Mary McDwyer 
Eileen Fitzmaurice 
Maureen O'Meara 19.12.48 5.3.82 

Mary Stenson 
Winnie Carmody 
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12.3.32 
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Scholastica Mary Conroy 2.2.28 6.9.88 
Scholastique Aurelia Guillet 12.9.1898 8.10.12 
Sebastian Monica Saverio 9.8.59 
Sebastian Fanny Foley 15.10. 18a.203 • 3 • 40 
Serea Maca 2.2.81 
Solange Maura Fleming 16.1. 51 28.9.79 
sophie Marie McDermott 12.9.1898 10.5.42 
Tarcisius Laurence Bouquet 21.12.25 10.6.76 
Teresia Raione 28.4.84 
Theophane Therese campbell 5.9.56 
Therese de Brigid Scott 16.9.24 10.9.86 
l'Enfant Jesus 

Therese de la Marie' L. Groslier 27.9.28 
Sainte Face 

Thomas Mary McDonnell 26.2.26 24.12.80 
Veronica Lum 13.1.64 
Violet Pirie 21.1. 74 
Wilfrid Elizabeth Grant 25.9.22 3.9.52 
Yves A.M. Martin 30.9.29 4.7.89 
Zita Mary Wesley 5.2.23 
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