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THE STRUCTURE OF THE REAL 

Yes, Simeon, there was sorrow, but much fun too, when he set about 
making contradiction. 

I should have known; for when the glorias first were sung it was to 
celebrate my son, born among the dung. 

Ever since, I've been hearing heaven's laughter. Cana's newly-weds, 
abs()rbed in what was coming after, 

did not even notice how the water changed its mind. The Pharisees got 
a holy shock as a man born blind 

told them if they didn't get a hold on their desires, so taken up with 
Christ, they'd land themselves among hisfollowers. 

Sacred irreverence. It is a gift to those found free in the Spirit. Even 
Zaccheus found it in himself, up a tree, 

and Lazarus, sauntering around in his shroud. There was a time too, 
when expecting stones, a crowd 

got instead some bread and fish. I heard a thiif steal his way back to 
paradise. The structure of the real 

is mercy. Having seen so many reversals, I should have known he 
would test his muscles 

on the stone, and walk away from the dazed grave, leaving its mouth 
open and amazed. 

NOEL ROWE, SM 
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FOREWORD 

To tell the impoctant stoty of her congregotion Sister Claire O'Brien 
very appropriately puts her focus on the people on the spot and the work 
they did, rather than on structures and distant superiors. 

Rx a long time it did not even have a name. 
Fran~oise Perroton wanted to help women in the Polcific islands. Most 

of her contemporaries regarded her ideas as fanciful. And anyway, she was 
almost fifty years of age. 

But for rnn<,;oise, these were not mere dreams: there was a massive 
need, and she was determined to help. Without money and against all 
odds, she reached the islands. Rx twelve years she worked alone with 
Marist priests and brothers, giving a vital feminine dimension to their 
work. 

When ten other women joined her in the late 185Os, they still had no 
name, no structure, no rule. The constant essential: as Marists, their 
model was Mary - a woman who accepred the unthinkable, saw needs, 
and acted. 

A serious attempt was then made to provide a structure and a rule. 
Fran<,;oise thanked God. and gave complete cooperation - and kept 
working on. 

Chaos was the outcome. Sincere, good people carried off the eritire 
prqject into a totally new direction. There was much confusion and 
sadness among those still in the Pacific islands, who felt abandoned. 

Human logic might say that it should all have ended there. It did not. 
\bIunteers continued to appear: the work went on with the same 
flexibility as befure. 

For the fact is that what those women were doing, on lonely stations on 
widely scattered islands. would be hard to parallel anywhere in the world 
at that time. If no structure existed fur such work, one had to be created. 

O'Brien tells stories of extraordinary heroism, and of grinding day to 
day courage, of laughter and tears. $be tells of those who lived through 
the mindless insanity of world wars, or who became physically but never 
spiritually misshapen by diseases like elephantiasis or leprosy; of those 
who wanted to be in the missions, but whose cross was to be unable to 
go, and of those whose bodies, after long service simply could not keep 
up with their spirits, and whose lives thereafter could offer only from a 
wheelchair - to a younger generation and to us - the matchless wisdom 
of their ' experience and their example. 

In a world which seems dominated by complete selfishness, the stories 
of these dedicated women over a centu ry and a half are always interesting 
and often very moving. 

This is indeed "the structure of the real". 
JohnHosieSM 
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AUTHOR'S PREFACE 

All history is but a partial view of a larger whole; a detail snipped from 
a panorama whose horizons extend far beyond; or a haul of fish netted 
from an ocean that contains countless other hauls as valuable. The reader 
therefixe, must not be surprised that this particular view of the Marist 
Missionary Sisters is not a comprehensive history; indeed it has many gaps 
and omissions. It is also a little lop-sided, being written from a southern 
hemispheric perspective. Nor are the names of persons mentioned 
necessarily those of the most remarkable. Apart from the pioneers, selection 
has been made on the basis of resources accessible to me, whether written 
or oral. Equally valid stories might well be told involving a different cast 
of personages. 

Furthermore, the account is not meant to be a scholarly one, though it 
aims to be accurate, and true to the fi ndings of the lengthy research that 
attended its writing. 

It is hoped that this outline, despite its limitations, may give readers an 
inkling of what being Marist with its protean aspects, entails: its sublime 
motivations, its plodding fulfilments. 

Having assembled the elements of the picture, I am indebted to more 
helpers than can be here named. To alii am deeply grateful. Special thanks 
go to Marie Lamerand SMSM, who, from the General Council in 1985, 
suggested the writing of a "popular" history of SMSM; and to historian, 
John Hosie SM, both of whom constantly encouraged me. Also "grand 
remerciements" to Sr Ancilla of New Caledonia, and Sr Allegria of 
Vanuatu. Allegria did not let a cyclone stop her from putting me in touch 
with Vanuatu's story, while Ancilla, despite her many commitments, 
covered distances to show me the historic places of La Grande lerre, and 
introduced me to missionaries, old and new, impressive in their joyous 
vitality. 

And thanks to all other SMSMs who sent material from their regional 
archives, to assist in recounting the past. 

I should like too to express gratitude to Father Garry Reynolds, 
Australian Marist Provincial, and to Tony Corcoran and others of Villa 
Maria, Hunter's Hill for the use of their archives, library and other 
facilities, and for their continual kindly support. 

Patient almost to heroism, Corinne SMSM and Trish Crawfurd deserve 
medals for countless hours of typing and retyping, as also Gabrielle Smith, 
librarian and proof reader, so generous with her time and interest. Finally, 
heartfelt appreciation to my own family - sisters and brother and in-laws, 
to whose constructive criticism, amiable argumentation and endless 
enthusiasm I surely owe the grace of perseverance. 

Without being championed by all these, and many others, the work 
would not have attained completion. 

x 

Claire O'Brien SMSM 
July 1989. 
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I: Born Blind 



IF YOU HOLD US DEAR 

N o flea could have nipped so smartly. Meek, but 
demanding attention, the letter addressed the people of 

France. It was signed by two daring women of a minute isle 
of Polynesia. It said: 

We have already had practical proof of your chariry but now we 
are making another requesr: it is that if you hold us dear, you 
send us some holy women to teach us, the women of Uvea. (L.S) 

The words were published for all to ignore. What response 
would such a far-fetched plea provoke? Probably a smile and 
a shrug. Even the most pious of do-gooders could not be 
expected to take it seriously. Those naive island women did 
not know what-they were asking. Little did they realise that 
France itself was becoming more godless every day, that it 
first needed to convert its own; that charity, after all begins at 
home ... and so on. 

It can be assumed that one reader at least was jolted. One 
did not shrug her shoulders, and if she smiled, it would have 
framed an "aha" from some chasm of unconscious desire. A 
long dormant vision had suddenly wakened, flashing a green 
light. Fran~oise Perroton read the letter and pondered. Its 
challenge was immediate; its implications endless. 

Trusted housekeeper and almost one of the family, 
Fran~oise in 1843 had been ten years with the Janmots. 
Leonard Janmot was an affluent businessman of Lyons, and 
his wife ran an upholstery and Aubusson tapestry shop. The 
mother of Franc;oise had moved in too, in 1833, assisting with 
her skill in crochet. Soon Fran~oise had become the confidante 
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of Mme Janmot, and her cheerful energy enlivened the house 
after young Louis had gone to study Fine Arts in Paris. 
Fran~oise revelled in the lively discussions that took place 
when Louis brought home his friends. Indeed the Janmot 
house was the meeting place of students and scholars. The 
group included such lawyers as Paul Brac de la Perriere, 
philosophers and doctors as Blanc de Saint-Bonnet and Paul 
Bouchacourt; militant Catholic scholars and activists Frederic 
Ozanam and Jean Dominique Chaurand, as well as minor 
poets and artists . 

Amid the noisy banter Fran<;oise endeared herself to the 
company by her wisdom and wit. She in turn was enriched 
by the learning of a world wider than that of Lyons, the 
reactionary centre of France's south. She would write 
nostalgically of "my friends whom I loved to entertain ... " 
many years later, when she scarcely spoke her language any 
more. 

Some twenty years previously, another Lyonnese woman 
of .spirit had fanned a spark which was to flare into a 
worldwide missionary movement. When a wealthy young 
lass,. Pauline Jaricot founded a small group to contribute a 
"sou a week" and a daily prayer for missionaries, it is doubtful 
if she envisaged the ongoing impact of her inspiration. This 
prod to missionary awareness became, within a few years, the 
Society of the Propagation of the Faith, a movement that 
would involve all of Catholic France under two episcopal 
organisers. Prayer and support groups of ten sprang up, first 
in Lyons, then in other centres. Of one such group, Fran<;oise, 
a poor cousin of the Jaricot family, became a group leader. 

The A nnales de la Propagation de la Foi was the official 
newsletter of the Society, and Fran<;oise read it avidly. She had 
noted the going of the Cluny Sisters to Reunion Island in 
1817, in the Indian Ocean; of other sisters to Louisiana in 
North America. Restricted in the twenties, Fran<;oise had often 
envied those religious missionaries. 

But Fran<;oise in the forties had seen vast changes. The 
world was opening up, even to the walled-in sex. In 1817-20 
Rose de Freycinet and her husband had circumnavigated the 
world, the first woman recorded to do so. Several women 
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religious had headed for Tahiti and Hawaii in the thirties, as 
the Pacific became something more than a blank: face freckled 
with unnamed archipelagoes. Lyons itself hummed with 
activity. When it was not undergoing flood, revolt or threat 
of cholera, there were catalysts such as Lamartine, with a new 
slant on theology; Frederic Ozanam with his practical aid for 
the poor; and visiting women's liberation exponents, Flora 
Tristan preaching reform for women workers, and Sophie 
Grange who published a women's journal. 

Fran~oise may well have recalled the social traumas of the 
past twenty years and marvelled at her present siruation. 
Assured of an agreeable occupation in a pleasant household 
that offered her affection and security, she had no fears for the 
furure. A comfortable old age lay ahead. She too, had she 
willed, could have ignored the quaint request from the 
antipodal women of Uvea, the soles of whose feet faced her 
own. But she did not. Instead she must have asked herself, 
Why not? If a woman could go round the world, why could 
not she, Fran~oise, travel half way round? If nuns went from 
Europe to Hawaii, why should not a Frenchwoman go to 
Uvea? If Suzana Pukega and Romana Tui were signatories 
representing female opinion, the welcome would be warm and 
wide. Uvea, Fran~oise knew, was siruated in Central Oceania, 
which vicariate had been, in 1836, confided to the Marist 
Fathers. 

Fran~oise decided to speak to the Marists. A pebble had 
been cast into the pool of her consciousness. "If you hold us 
dear . .. " Where would the ripples end? 

THE MARISTS. LYONS 1846. 

The Marists were priests and brothers of the Society of 
Mary. A photo dating from the mid-forties shows the 
General of the recently established Society, Father Jean
Claude Colin. He is seated beside a globe as big as his arm
chair. A granite-faced man, but that carven visage with its 
vast forehead, its hooded eyes and cleft chin is no sphinx. It 
is a human face, the face of one who agonises, who knows 
what it is to be uncertain and sometimes muddled. If the 
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visitor were repelled by the austere first impression, a few 
moments conversation with the man would soon discover 
the kindness in the deep set eyes, the tenderness in the gruff 
vOIce. 

Father Colin, often called "little Colin" by his confreres, 
might even take a pinch of snuff and twirl that globe till the 
PacifIc faced him. If encouraged, this diffident founder might 
even be induced to speak of the Marists in Oceania. Or he 
might let his mind swing back over the past thirty years. 

Thirty years ago. That was in 1816. Jean-Claude Colin, 
once a shy peasant youth who dreamed of being a hermit, 
was then a priest, newly ordained. He was curate to his 
brother, Pierre, parish priest of Cerdon, near Lyons. Here he 
pondered and prayed about a society dedicated to the living 
of Christianity in the spirit of Christ's mother, Mary. It was 
not a new idea. Jean-Claude was a reticent young man, and 
it was left to the more active Marcellin Champagnat, and to 
the eloquent Jean-Claude Courveille to articulate the original 
Marian concept that they shared in the seminary. 

France was undergoing turbulent times. Disrupted by the 
revolution, devastated by civil strife and impoverished by 
Napoleon's final defeats, the land was in a sorry state. True, 
Napoleon had succeeded in restoring a temporary order, yet 
extremist reactions had left trails of misery across the 
country. The silk-growers of Lyons fed mulberry leaves to 
their silk worms in vain. Trade was at rock bottom. Hunger 
and misery reigned on one hand, despair and debauchery on 
the other. 

No wonder the young curate wrote: "We live in evil days; 
the revolution has left deep traces upon our France. We are 
given over to indifference, to pantheism and materialism. 
Where is the faith today?" It is not hard to imagine the 
intense "little Colin" crying almost in anger before Mary's 
statue, "What's your Son up to? It is you, his mother to 
whom he gives power. Speak to him." It was out of such 
anguished concern that the Society of Mary was conceived. 
With Mary as model, it addressed its zeal and compassion to 
the needs of the time. 
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In 1822, Rome fIrSt heard of the little band. The names of 
]ealme Chavoin, who started her sisters in 1823, and of 
Marcellin Champa gnat, whose company of Brothers was 
teaching boys, were both well known in the Lyons diocese. 
Both groups would later be known as Marists, but for the 
moment it was for the Marist Priests that Colin was seeking 
approbation. However it was not until 1836 that Pope 
Gregory XVI canonically approved the small society of 
priests and auxiliary brothers. At the same time, the fledgling 
order was asked to undertake the task of evangelising 
Central and West Oceania. 

"We are willing," said the Marists, all generosity. And 
perhaps in that avowal of faith, the grace of fortitude was 
gIVen. 

That was ten years ago, Colin remembers. With a tinge of 
pride (or was it pleased gratitude towards Mary, the real 
superior?), he thinks of the Marists now in Oceania: three 
bishops, fifty priests, thirty brothers and several laymen. 
With a pang, he is mindful of the price: young Father Peter 
Chane! killed in Futuna; likewise Bishop Epalle in Solomon 
Islands in 1845. Two fathers had died at sea, and two had 
drowned. Loss? Not in reality. They had taken the word of 
God to some thousands of people. It was all the work of 
Mary. She was the ship, carrying her child to other places, 
other peoples. 

However, for Father General there was worse to bear than 
massacre and martyrdom and drowning at sea. There was, 
for example, he mused, Bishop Pompallier of New Zealand. 
Ah! Dealing with that arrogant prelate. now that was real 
pain. Of all vicars apostolic. Pompallier was the most 
authoritarian. and extravagant. He had caused him more 
headaches and embarrassment than all the missionaries put 
together. Colin was glad that Propaganda I had recently 
issued the "Ruling for Missions of Oceania" which 
formulated clear distinctions between episcopal and religious 
authorities. 

I. Propaganda. The word will be used throughout as a short fonn of the 
Sacred Congregation of the Propagation of the Faith. (de Propaganda Fide). 
founded 1622. It is also currently called the Evangelis.tion Congregation. 
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But Pompallier continued to be a thorn in his side. Why 
could he not be more like Bataillon? Now there was a man 
for you! Responsible for Central Oceania, now divided and 
shared with Bishop Douarre. Yes Bataillon was a battler, but 
a credit to the Marists. Against odds, his zeal had surely 
achieved results. The people of Uvea, for example, were now 
Christians; had given up tribal dissention and now lived in 
reasonable harmony. They even celebrated the holy days, by all 
accounts, with a gusto that might put Europeans to shame. 
And now, the Uveans themselves were asking for Sisters to 

teach the women. Ah yes, and one volunteer had responded. 

Colin jerks back to the present. It is January 1846. after all. 
He re-reads the paragraph he has just written to Bishop 
Bataillon. He has worded it carefully: " I can only admire the 
courage of Mademoiselle Perroton, whose zeal has urged her 
to go out to Wallis Island. I did not have the pleasure of 
meeting her" . . . (it must be admitted that he had deliberately 
avoided her) for I was not informed of her decision prior to 
her embarkation . .. " (Eymard should have told him, but 
being prudent, he preferred to break the news after the event) 
"but I am told she is a woman of merit and great virtue." 
(Yes, even Captain Marceau with his impossible ideals, had 
praised this woman, as had those other few Marists who 
knew her forthright ways.) 

Yes, that would do. Father Colin had never encouraged 
females suffering pious delusions about palms of martyrdom 
and crowns of sanctity at others' expense. But this Fran<;oise, 
they said. appeared to be down to earth, and Father Founder 
applauded above all, common sense. 

By now, with the Marist group, she would be on the high 
seas, perhaps rounding the Horn. Colin remembered how 
this Fran<;oise had astonished Captain Marceau. 

THE CAPTAIN MEETS FRANCOISE 

Captain Auguste Marceau had survived a wild and 
disorderly youth. Involved in the spirit of rebellion that had 
outlasted the French Revolution, Auguste had jumped the 
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generation gap between the old Regime and the new. He 
despised the military honours awarded his uncle, General 
Marceau; he scorned the wealth of the erstwhile aristocracy 
and was hostile to Christianity, into which he had been 
baptised before the age of consent. He blamed both for the 
misfortunes of France. It was fashionable to do so in the first 
decades of the 19th century; then, as always, one could rebel 
against everything except the fashion. 

Some years in the French navy proved Auguste to be a 
leader, capable and domineering, at times even feared by those 
he commanded. As a young lieutenant, he abounded in energy 
and initiative. While abreast of the social whirl on land, he was 
yet drawn by a love of the sea, that love which imposes its own 
stern discipline. His courage and generosity no one doubted. 
His men remembered with suppressed admiration the tempest 
during which Commandant Marceau had taken his boat Minos 
to the aid of a shipwrecked enemy, the British Pembroke at 
Gibraltar. Even the British ships had not dared to assist their 
compatriots in distress, for fear of being dashed against the 
rocks in that frightful storm. 

It came as a surprise to all, friend and foe alike, when 
Auguste, the avowed enemy of Catholicism, overnight 
seemingly, became its greatest adherent. Did Christ appear as 
to Peter, walking on the waters? Probably not. All that is 
known is that in whatever way Christ tiptoed into Marceau's 
life, it was in suchwise as to change it suddenly and irrevocably. 

Therefore it was apt in 1842, when the Oceania Company 
was founded, that Commandant Auguste Marceau be invited 
to command its first vessel. The corporation, begun by 
prominent Catholic businessmen, proposed to transport Cath
olic Missionaries to Oceania, and to finance the project by 
trade. Fr Jean-Claude Colin was behind it, giving moral 
support to the generous merchants of Lyons and Le Havre, 
headed by the shipping magnate Michel-Victor Marziou. 

Marceau threw himself wholeheartedly into his new 
assignment. He was a new man who now saw a new challenge. 
His old cronies were astonished. He gave up what promised to 
be a brilliant military career. Henceforth he would be 
missionary as well as navigator. As many a convert does, 
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Marceau tended to outdo the Church itself. A statue of Our 
Lady of the Way stood on the prow of his ship L'Arche 
d'AlIiance. She is our pilot, he said, just as Colin had declared 
Mary was the head and first superior of the Marists. Marceau 
would like to have imposed a monastic rule upon his crew, but 
wisely, the church advised him against such a procedure. 

Everyone knew how Rose de Freycinet, disguised in sailors' 
garb, had tricked the French navy into acceptance of her . 
presence aboard its ship. When the subterfuge was discovered, 
the Uratlie was too far out at sea to return the illegal passenger 
home. Indeed she, Commandant Freycinet's wife, quickly 
earned the respect of all aboard the scientific expedition of 
1817-1820. 

Commandant Auguste Marceau, twenty-five years later, 
doubtless remembered it. It can be co'liecrured that he would 
never have allowed such a thing to happen. Knowing the wild 
Atlantic particularly, he would not have subjected one of the 
weaker sex to its hazards. 

So it was that departure day from Le Havre saw the Captain 
in a quandary. The happiness that hovers at the brink of any 
new venture is ambivalent. Today, 15 November, 1845, he 
would take aboard fourteen Marist missionaries for Oceania, 

. and this pleased him. Why then should the letter of a woman 
throw him into confusion? 

He had received it after her visit to him. Hoping she might 
reconsider, he had delayed his reply. Yet its words scorched his 
memory: 

My firm wish (the woman had written) is to serve on the mission 
fields for the rest of my life, and you Sir, are the only one who can 
provide me with the means of doing so by taking me under your 
care, on a vO)':lge that is long and costly ... (L.ll) 

(the writer pleaded for permission to make the voyage, offering 
to do domestic chores to contribute to the cost of passage). It 
concluded : "If God wishes me to dc;parr for the missions, he 
will guide you in your reply ... " 

To say that the Captain was dismayed is an understatement. 
He knew that the Holy Father had wished to see Christian 
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families and laymen partiCipating in the evangelisation of 
Pacific peoples. But a lone woman? On this trim and holy Ark 
rif the Covenant? How would his crew react? An ordinary 
woman, not even clothed in a religious habit, nor graced with 
a husband. Just a plain old maid with no portfolio except a holy 
desire, or a romantically silly one, to be a missioner ... No one 
watching Captain Marceau on board L'Arche d'Alliance at that 
moment could have guessed his inner turmoil. Impressive in 
his gold epaulletted navy coat, heavy with its medals of 
honour, he exuded a dignity that could afford to be modest. If 
that lofty forehead wore a minute crinkle of anxiety, his cordial 
smile of welcome denied it. As the black garbed Marists 
ascended the gang-plank, Marceau realised that it was futile to 
worry after all. The woman, Fran~oise Perroton, was among 
them. Doubtless, she had taken his guarded reply to mean 
consent. One can imagine how her black eyes twinkled, her 
wide mouth grinned, disarming the Captain into full 
acquiescence. 

This lady had a mind of her own. 

They had rounded the Horn, spent Easter at Valparaiso, 
picked up mail and a cargo of pearl shell at Tahiti . There 
Fran~oise was delighted to have a letter from her erstwhile 
director, Father Julien Eymard. While cargo was being loaded, 
Fran~oise replied, thanking him for having enrolled her in the 
Third Order of Mary, of which he was currently in charge: 

My gratitude to God should be as great as the ocean. That is 
saying a good deal, you know Father, the ocean being so immense. 
(L.13) 

Yes, the journey had tutored Fran<;;oise daily. The ocean imaged 
infinity; the cockroaches the divine ubiquity. The Pacific was 
a bowl of paradox that Fran<;;oise savoured increasingly. The 
Atlantic had been more frightening, though L'Arche had 
advanced like a sailing monastery through its wild waves. The 
captain had insisted on prayers in common, morning and 
evening. Even the sailors lined up to attend Mass, and say the 
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rosary at night. On feast days, the whire flag with its scarlet 
cross was hoisted to the middle mast. The ship had been 
grounded on a sand bank till a favourable tide had lifted it free 
. . . It had been damaged in a storm, and near the Doubtius 
Isles had been tossed like a toy for several days, its rudder torn 
off, till a friendly wind blew it for a week in the right 
direction. 

"It was our divine Pilot," Marceau had said, and the amazed 
crew could only recount later to strangers, such stories "you 
would hardly believe". 

Tahiti and the Marquesas gave the travellers their first 
glimpses of Polynesian society. Franc;oise must have experi
enced a fellow-feeling for these people "more accustomed to 
jesting, mirth and humour than to irritation or reproachful 
language," of whom a Protestant pastor had written previously. 
As for Captain Marceau, he was undergoing daily conversion 
in favour of Franc;oise. He was constantly astonished at her 
energy, her unflagging cheer, her audacious wit. Yet he still 
held a lingering doubt: To venture is one thing; to remain, to 
endure is another. Would Franc;oise be able to bear the long, 
lazy days of Pacific inertia, this personage so accustomed to 
activity and stimulating company? At least he could write in 
truth to Father Colin: "During the entire voyage, she showed 
not the least weakness. She was always busy, just as if she had 
been on land, working or helping others." 

They crossed the Tropic of Capricorn. A cluster of tiny isles 
shimmered into sight. The Captain shelved his misgivings, 
and bent his eyes to the map. There were coral reefs ahead. And 
who knew what other snags? 

Uvea, west of Samoa, 200 km north-east of Fiji, is an atoll, 
16 by 8 kilometres. On British maps it is called Wallis in 
deference to an English navigator who "discovered" it in 1767. 
The Marists, almost by chance arrived there in November 
1837. Bishop Pompallier, in charge of the little band, met with 
a favourable reception. While King Lavelua was in a mood of 
acceptance, Pompallier left Fr Pierre Bataillon and Br Joseph 
Luzy there. They were to experience both the protection and 
the neglect of Lavelua, as that monarch vacillated between 
hostility and curiosity towards missionaries in general. 
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When some months later, Lavelua became preoccupied with 
tribal skirmishes, and dealings with a fundamentalist sect, he 
decided not to fraternise with these aliens. The food so lavishly 
supplied hitherto, began to diminish in quantity, till Bataillon 
and Joseph were hungry .. . But a fear sharper than hunger 
gnawed them too, fear that the fine lines of communication 
based on mutual trust might now be broken. 

Mangeret records how a child came to the rescue. One 
evening as the two scrabbled for crabs, the sound of a hiss 
softer than a whistle arrested them. A hot yam landed at the 
priest's feet, thrown from the undergrowth. It was followed by 
a second, then a taro and a hand of bananas. Another almost 
inaudible "ssh ... " and the small silhouette pattered away. But 
not before the aliens had recognised the infant daughter of the 
king - the princess later to be called Amelia. 

Now, eight years later, it is October 1846. In this year Pius 
IX became Pope, following Gregory XVI. France was ruled by 
Louis Philippe, whose army had just conquered Algeria. Queen 
Victoria ruled Britain and its waves. In the Pacific, Queen 
Pomare of Tahiti, in self-imposed exile, pondered ways of 
coping with busybodies from France and Britain whose 
conflicting goals caused her constant embarrassment. 

On the atoll kingdom of Uvea, King Lavelua regal as ever 
stood gazing at the elegant three masted ship, its French flag 
waggling. The king knew that the vessel at anchor was L'Arche 
d'Alliance, bearing cargo and missionaries. The shoreline was 
humming with the news that one was a woman. Moreover, the 
humming said, she was here at the request of the women who 
still remembered the letter they had written four years 
previously. Suzanna and Romana were running to welcome 
her. But rumour had it that Epikopo Enosi (Bishop BatailJon) 
was furious at the coming of the woman. What would the 
Protestants say? 

Indeed the Captain himself had already approached the King 
to intervene on the woman's behalf Lavelua, a shq:wd diplomat, 
knew that the Bishop's anger was no trivial emotion. Enosi 
would have to be placated later. Meanwhile the dinghy was 
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approaching, and he the king must be exemplary. He called his 
daughter Amelia, and charged her to greet the woman from 
beyond the sunrise, and give her fitting welcome. 

It could be said that Franc;:oise had always been a rebel. She 
could recall how her parents too were dissidents; enemies of the 
revolution. They had sought out the hiding place of the priest 
who would dare baptise her baby brother, Andre. Now they 
laughed by the kitchen table where a candle was lit in 
thanksgiving. 

It .was during the turmoil of the French Revolution that her 
parents had married, and had their first three children. Her 
father, Eugene Perroton, was half Italian; her mother from 
Lyons region between the Rivers Saone and Rhone. Franc;:oise, 
the fourth child was born in 1796, and four years later, Andre, 
her constant charge and companion of childhood years. 

Papa Perroton was a small shopkeeper, and later engaged in 
the hairdressing business. The family had sometimes been 
hungry, but the two surviving children never lacked for love. 
In post Revolutionary years, Lyons was harrassed by famine, 
civil strife, billetted soldiers, threats of cholera as well as its 
perennial floods. In this milieu of struggle, the children did 
not fail to gain from the parents an inheritance of faith and 
humour. 

Franc;:oise was fifteen when her father died. Henceforth she 
was to be the breadwinner. She was thankful that Papa had sent 
her to school. Many of her contemporaries were illiterate, but 
Franc;:oise enjoyed reading, and could write well. She had no 
difficulty in flllding a job as governess with the Maires family. 
In that affluent atmosphere, Franc;:oise, who had hitherto 
accepted deprivation as her daily bread, now blossomed. Like 
many another thrown into the task of teaching, she became her 
own best pupil. It is not surprising that she became leader in 
one of Pauline Jaricot's missionary groups, and that later she 
fitted so comfortably into the Janmot household. 

Now as she stood on the beach at Matautu, facing the 
Bishop's ire, she needed every ounce of that innate confidence 
in the face of opposition that is sometimes called rebellion. 
Twenty-one years later, Father Junillon, a sympathetic by-
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stander, could still feel the cool breeze generated by Bishop 
Bataillon: 

"In November '46 . .. there was L'Arche d'Al/ianu facing Wallis 
where landed the person of whom I would like to speak -
Mademoiselle Perroton. She was received in a very cold manner, 
and little more would have been needed to persuade her to return; 
but the grace of God and her own ardent charity caused her to win 
out; she remained." (L.477) 

Bataillon realised afterwards that he had over-reacted. 
Reports of his wrath reached even Colin, so that some months 
later the vicar apostolic wrote an embarrassed disclaimer to 
Father General: 

"I was not really annoyed to see Mile Perroton arrive at Wallis, 
because since she came of her own accord. it has been easy to 
provide for her without compromising us in any way. and she will 
be a real asset to the mission. But this is enough for the moment. 
Do not send out any other women unless we ask for them." 

As for Franc;oise, "the King's daughters formed her 
entourage and lavished so many marks of affection on her that 
she quickly became accustomed to their way of life". Amelia, 

·the princess, became one of Franc;oise's most diligent pupils. 
The intrepid child who had brought food to the first'Marists 
was now a young lady in her teens. Impressed by her response 
to schooling, a French naval officer wrote of her: "This is a 
sweet young girl, docile and patient outwardly, but inwardly 
strong and resolute." 

Fr Junillon described how girls little and big attended 
Franc;oise's classes, 

"and it was quickly perceived how much good could be done by 
real sisters, judging by that being accomplished by this good 
woman, so poorly supported and lacking those helpers necessary 
to begin and continue a task so beautiful, and so advantageous to 
these people newly won to the Catholic faith." 
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But Fran~oise was to see herself differently. A dozen years 
later, she referred jokingly to those harrowing years in a letter 
to Reverend Father Favre, second Marist General. 

"I thought in 1835 1 was going to do marvels in Oceania. No 
school is there, I used to say to myself, so you will teach them to 
read; you will give catechism lessons to these poor little girls; you 
will teach them to love God; you will teach devotion to Our Lady, 
what a beautiful work! You will be associated with the Marist 
Fathers; you will help these good Fathers when they are sick, you 
will mend their socks (and here nobody wears them but me!)." 

When Captain Marceau stopped by in 1847, offering 
Fran~oise a return passage, she smilingly refused. There was 
reason enough for her to have called it a day: Bataillon's gruff 
animosity; her isolation from French women; her inability to 
speak Wallisian fluently; the crabs among the kitchen pots; the 
odd centipede in her shoe. 

But Fran<;oise had found a new family ... the human race. 
She had learnt that human nature, whether in Paris or in 
Polynesia was of the same texture everywhere. There was a 
mutual learning process. Suzan a and Romana had learnt to use 
a needle as Fran~oise was taught to weave pandanus into mats. 
The women learnt a little French as Fran~oise toiled over the 
Uvean language. 

She taught them reverence for the Eucharistic presence in 
Mata'uta's little chapel, how to care for church linen, to make 
beauty shine in God's honour. They taught her reverence for all 
things in nature, whether for the sun that bleached the clothes 
on the line, or the octopus speared for her breakfast. 

Fran~oise changed her attitudes too, as cultural understand
ing expanded. What appeared to be indolence in her pupils was 
often a sensible adaptation to climate. What shocked at first 
sight of maidens clad in a string of shells, was soon seen to be 
a reasonable coping with limited resources. The missionaries all 
had to learn; in a sense had to be converted from an 
unconscious Jansenism to the basics of Christ's message. "That 
you may have life to the full" embraced more than a baptism 
followed by pious practices. 
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So despite her feeling of futility, Fran<;oise managed to 
salvage a certain meaning from her wasted time, so that she 
could write in later days: 

My only regret since my departure is to see how far my results lag 
behind my hopes and desires. (L.121) 

It is not surprising then that she refused a return voyage on 
Captain Marceau's ship. After his death in 1851, she would 
often remember gratefully that formidable commandant who 
had become her greatest ally. She thought of how he had gone 
on to New Caledonia where Father Montrouzier, healed of a 
spear wound, accompanied him to direct L'Arche d'AlIiance to 
the Solomons; his news of the Bishop killed in Ysabel and of 
the Marists starving in San Cristoval. The Captain had told of 
the Melanesians with their fierce dubs and gentle manners, of 
his return to Sydney, where he loaded a smelly cargo of sheep 
and cattle for Tahiti. 

He did not tell her that of all brave things he had seen and 
heard, Fran<;oise had impressed him most. He left that for his 
letter to Father Colin: 

"She had upon her arrival some rough crosses and heavy trials. Her 
soul never flinched. In Wallis she does an immense amount of 
good. But in order to enhance her merit God has put a veil over 
her eyes, so that she believes herself to be entirely useless to the 
mission." (Mangeret II 325) 

In 1854, after having spent eight years in Wallis, Fran<;oise one 
day received a surprise. A ship en route to Sydney moored at 
Mua. Bishop Bataillon asked her if she would like a change, to 
go to Futuna, perhaps on to Sydney. Fran<;oise hastily prepared 
for the trip. Eulalia from Tokelau, Nominata and a few other 
girls accompanied her. Bataillon himself was travelling, and Fr 
Juniilon, who was now assigned to Futuna. 

Futuna is 160 km south west of Wallis, and Fran<;oise and 
the girls were surprised at how different it was from Wallis. A 
typical atoll, Wallis was rather flat, surrounded by a lagoon and 
many small isles, whereas Futuna's two islands rose high from 
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the sea, two volcanic peaks scarred by deep ravines, where 
waterfalls cascaded between jungled mountains. One cove 
where the Sigave flowed seawards afforded haven to the ships 
that plied between the two islands, and to those from Samoa 
in the east, and Fiji to the southwest. Here Peter Chanel had 
died; here Brother Nizier and trader Thomas Boog had shared 
his last days. 

We do not know whether Frant;oise expected to continue the 
journey to Sydney. We only know that after a tiff with the 
Bishop, the Phantome's captain made his departure earlier than 
first planned, leaving Frant;oise at Kolopelu. With her little 
colony of girls, and the warm support of Father Junillon, she 
soon made herself at home, perched high on a plateau 
overlooking the sea to the south. 

POUPINEL, FATHER-VISITOR 1869 

"Hunter's Hill", someone calls as the Tarban Creek ferry 
bumps the wharf. The priest jumps up, gathering bundles and 
mailbag. He steps onto the gang-plank amid the clamour of 
engine and honking horn. Sydney grows noisier every day; 
yes, it is a growing town. Ever since convict transportation to 
New South Wales ceased in 1851, there had been rapid 
expansion. Even in the twelve years of his sojourn here, the 
priest noticed, Hunter's Hill had changed. From being the 
bushland haunt of criminals and escaped convicts, it was 
becoming a presentable settlement, almost respectable. It was 
peopled with a sprinkling of French and Irish families, and 
houses and fruit gardens were replacing some of the splendid 
bushland: The priest takes the pathway between the Norfolk 
pines that leads up to Villa Maria, the Marist headquarters in 
Australia. 

Before his appointment as Visitor General to the Marists of 
Oceania in 1857, Fr Victor PoupineI had been Secretary 
General to Rev Fr Colin, then for seventeen years Procurator 
to the Missions. Already before his arrival in Sydney, he had 
a comprehensive picture of the Marist vicariates in the Pacific. 
Since that time he had made thirteen journeys to the various 
islands and archipelagoes that comprised the Marist venture. 
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He knew personally (and with thoughtful concern) every 
priest, brother and sister working in Wallis, Futuna, Tonga, the 
Navigators (later called Samoa), New Caledonia and New 
Zealand. He was as familiar with Polynesian politeness and 
protocol, as with Melanesian directness and generosity. He 
knew the Bishops and Vicars Apostolic, how different they 
were (and difficult) - the rough zeal of Bataillon, the gentle 
determination of Rougeyron. He knew, painfully, the varieties 
of challenge th at each had to face. 

Fr Poupinel was the ombudsman, the ambassador ironing 
out differences not only between vicars apostolic worrying over 
territorial rights - they could not always laugh, like the 
kookaburras over then:., but also in the petty problems of daily 
living: (Bataillon sends a nurse and a teacher to begin a pig 
farm; Br X has elephantiasis and has become quarrelsome; a 
mission boat is wrecked on the reef; Sister has run out of 
cotton for her sewing class). Across the vicariates of Oceania, 
Father, Brother and Tertiaries alike look forward to his 
comings as Noah must have gazed over a sea of troubles for the 
dove with the sprig of hope. 

Today among the mail from Oceania is a long one from 
Fran<;oise at Kolopelu. He glances over it. She probably wrote it 
over a few months, and she comments without inhibitions on 
many things: 

"There are nine girls in my house, three of them are big, two 
medium and four small. We all weed, sweep, wash and mend the 
clothes. I can hardly do any work." (Fr Poupinel recalls that she is 
over seventy, and crippled with elephantiasis.) One can imagine 
his wry grin as the letter continues: "We have a bull and three 
cows, twelve pigs which drive me mad; we have to look after 
them, go down and carry up water for them. The strongest of the 
girls has been sick; we really need another to help." (L. 529) 

Fran<;oise also remarks how her good friend Fr Junillon too 
is overworked, and sometimes irritable with the boys; how Fr 
Joakimo Gata, the Tongan priest is unhappy because he doesn't 
get on well with the other priest. "When you love, you need 
to be loved in return or you are miserable," she adds. Fran<;oise 
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never minces words. Poupinel must smile. He calls her an old 
grumbler, but he loves that gumbling. Years of solitude had 
honed that spirit where guile had no place, and grief and 
exultation bubbled from the same pot. He recalled the year of 
1858, when he took three "sisters" to Futuna to join Franc;oise. 
His letter to Abbe Vautier, a friend in France described that 
meeting: 

"It would not be a simple matter to describe her happiness when 
she learned she would have companions who would share her work 
and zeal. They would help gather the harvest from the seed she 
had so painstakingly sown, watered and tended with the sweat of 
her brow and her tears. The letter which I had sent her from the 
ship startled her. Her infirmities prevented her from coming to 
meet us but as soon as our party approached the plateau of 
Kolopelu, she joined us. She shook hands with the Sisters and 
kissed them, saying amidst her tears: 'Oh! you are so good to have 
come so far to comfort poor Marie Fran~oise! Thank you! Thank 
you! You are so good!' In answer to their joy and caresses, she 
could only say: 'Oh! I cannot even laugh with you, Sisters! I have 
been so lonely I no longer know how to rejoice.' 'Sister, dear, we 
shall love you and we shall be happy; the newly arrived Sisters 
replied as they mingled their tears with hers." (L. 81) 

Franc;oise herself wrote about the event to Fr Favre a year 
after its happening: 

"When it was dark, the excellent Fr Poupinel arrived with my 
poor three sisters, dead tired on account of the horrible road that 
leads up here. They were you might say, very welcome, but badly 
received as the only beds we had to offer were a few mats on the 
floor. We could not help laughing as we made up this poor camp 
bed. As for me, I don't know what was uppermost in my feelings; 
joy, surprise or gratitude to God, our Lady and you Rev Father 
who have had pity on my isolation." (L. 121) 

A photo shows the three newcomers of whom Franc;oise was 
to say "we spent many happy hours together". They were 
dressed in the black dresses and white frilly bonnets they had 
donned in Villa Maria. Uniformly their hair is parted in the 
middle, but their faces refuse to look alike. Jenny Albert is the 
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youngest of the trio. She will be called Esperance. Next to her 
is Marie Basset, straight backed and alert, henceforth to be 
known as Misericorde. And the older, gentlefaced Fran~oise 
Bartet who will eventually stay with Fran~oise in Futuna is to 

be Sr M. de la Pitie. 
The three are called "sisters", though they are not religious. 

They belong to the Third Order of Mary, a lay-branch of the 
Marist family, developed by Fr Eymard, and approved by Rome 
in 1857. 

In France, Esperance, Misericorde and Pitie made a vow of 
obedience, and in Sydney put on this habit to distinguish them 
as missionaries. 

Two days after their arrival in Futuna, Fr Poupinel asked 
Fran~oise Perrmon if she would like to consecrate herself in the 
same way. She wrote: "[ am happy beyond all telling. It is a bit 
late for me ... but I will be counted among the workers of the 
eleventh hour." In the ceremony that followed, Fr Poupinel 
conferrred the Third Order Habit on Fran~oise, who took the 
name Marie du Mont Carmel, (to be known henceforth as 
Kalamela). When he spoke of her love for the Futunian people, 
the whole congregation burst into tears, and the priest himself 
was choked with emotion. It was no wonder, (as Mangeret 
records) that Pilipo Meitala, King of Alo, told an assembly of 
chiefs: "Yesterday I saw ... such marvels that it is impossible 
to speak of them." 

After this hope-filled beginning, Fr Poupinel departed for 
Wallis. Here he had to contend with the displeasure of the 
King. Where were the holy women that the Bishop had 
promised? 

"Could you believe it? [ was obliged to separate the sisters almost 
immediately. ) had not known that the King of Wallis had been 
promised two sisters for his island." 

Lavelua could only be appeased by a further promise that the 
two sisters would be brought soon. Fr Poupinel was loathe to 
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disrupt the joyous community that he found on his return to 
Futuna. The people too protested with prayers, petitions and 
tears. 

"I was greatly embarrassed and did not know where to hide myself 
The sick wished to keep Pitie who had nursed them, the women 
feared to lose Misericorde who was instructing them, and the 
young girls were worried that Esperance, their teacher would leave 
them." 

Pitie was left with Fran~oise. Misc'ricorde and Esperance 
went with Fr Poupincl to Wallis. Their tearful farewell was 
counterbalanced by the reception to Lavclua's kingdom. A 
decorated canoe brought the travellers ashore from Louis & 
Miriam, three miles outside Mua. Again Fr Poupincl records the 
hosannas. 

"Picture the group of girls wading into the sea with the wonderful 
Susana in the lead, coming out to get the 'Fafine Tal/paoli ' (holy 
women). When the reefs stopped us from going closer .. . the girls 
carried the sisters triumphantly ashore where a gathering 
wekomed them:' 

Here the crowds escorted the mIssIonaries with singing, 
speeches and feasting at various stopping places along the six
mile trek to the King's palace. Midway, another group of 
women led by Amelia, the King's daughter, conducted the 
party till su nset brought Fr Merais with yet another group. Fr 
Poupincl continues: 

"We were about to enter the fortified stronghold of the royal city 
of Uvea. There was a blinding, deafening gun-salute! Gunfire 
issued from every tree, from every hut, at times very close to our 
ears. The sisters must have thought we were at the taking of 
Sebastopol. Then the crowd threw themselves at the sisters, the 
women embraced them. The men kissed their hands. The king 
arrived to greet them ... " 

That coming had been a Palm Sunday to the Calvaries that 
were to follow. The Wallisians remained devoted, but it was the 
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zealous Bishop Bataillon himself whose whims were to cause 
distress among the missionaries. 

AMPHIBIANS 

As Fr Poupinel returned to Sydney, there was already 
another contingent of Marists coming from Europe. Aboard 
British Merchant nine Priests and Brothers and three Tertiaries 
enjoyed their three-month trip to Australia. "Our voyage was 
a happy one," wrote the genial Fr Fabre to Yardin, giving 
details of the trip. Other passengers joined in the fun as this 
light hearted group played games with the Cape pigeons that 
flew in the wake of the ship, and often tangling in the lines, 
were easily caught. 

"The flights of our aquatic friends were amusing to all, especially 
to [he sisters, (who put ribbons round their necks before releasing 
them). We called the birds amphibians or camp followers. (L. 104) 

and Fabre recounts how when the sisters questioned as to their 
future status in Caledonia, 

"I told them they would be both Martha and Mary; you will be 
both religious and secular; you will be amphibians." 

The word made a hit, he said, especially with Pelagie. He 
depicts the group clearly. It included the care-free Fr Emprein, 
the rather pompous Fr Gilibert and the pipe-smoking 
contemplative Brother Germanique. The ardent Pelagie 
Phillipon (de la Croix) had "worldly manners" (whatever that 
meant), Clotilde Viannay (du Bon Secours) often grimaced 
with discontent. The world never came up to her ideals. 
Virginie Jacquier (de la Paix) was apparently exemplary. Others 
"should be modelled upon her". 

Fr Poupinel came to know this trio whose characters, so 
"diametrically opposed", could only function peaceably when 
they were far from one another. Clotilde hints at this even 
during the voyage. (L. 103) She puns on their religious names: 
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La Croix (Cross) sometimes troubled La Paix (peace) and calm. and 
at such times Secours (Help) was often powerless. 

Poupinel would hear the varied reactions: 

"Fr Chapuy was enchanted with the sisters. but it was not so with 
Fr Goujon ." 

How could these greenhorns operate in a situation as difficult 
as New Caledonia, with its anti-clerical government 
(1854-1861), its shortage of French women and its tribal 
rivalries? 

In fact Poupinel would see the somewhat neurotic Pelagie 
mature into a generous and lovable character; the rather limited 
Virginie would constantly give of her best. Even the fastidious 
Clotilde "too much in love with her own comfort" ripened 
over many years of slow learning into a more amiable person. 

Hard on the heels of the second group came the third, 
assigned first to Wallis. Yardin introduced them to Poupinel by 
letter: Sr Rose Autin had natural talents, despite a limited 
education. She had character, good judgement. In Sr Augustin 
Oacqueline Claray-Fromage) he recognised potential, though 
she had "little tact, and hardly any politeness". Twenty- two 
year old Sr Merci (Marie Meissonier) was from Provence. "The 
only fault attributed to her is that she is young and well 
educated!!" 

Viewing the group from a decade later, Poupinel would see 
Rose teaching girls in Samoa, later returning to Futuna where 
she "sweetened the last days of Fran<;oise". Merci too would be 
sent as school mistress to Samoa, till sickness took her to 
Sydney. Augustin had a mental breakdown before returning to 
her family in France, in 1863. 

Marie Brait (de la Presentation) arrived in 1861 in New 
Caledonia, the last "pioneer". Pelagie was pleased to inform Fr 
Poupinel of her discovery that Presentation was an agreeable 
person with whom she could work without quarrel. 

And that, Fr Poupinel pondered, was how the "sisters" 
began. What had started as the initiative of a lone Fran<;oise 
had now become an eleven-woman band of auxiliaries, almost 
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an institution. An unexpected infant sat on the Marist 
doorstep - an alarming responsibility, Concern was expressed 
from Lyons. Fr Yardin wrote: 

"the question of the sisters worries me a good deal. Do you think 
we should send more, or should we bide time till we see how the 
experiment works out?" 

Fr Poupinel had replied: 

"The sisters ask nothing more than to be attached to the Society 
of Mary," 

He thought of all the efforts made to formalise the status of 
these "amphibians". They were called "sisters': though strictly, 
they were not religious. They were delighted to wear a habit, 
though this varied from place to place. Some wore veils, but 
Bishop Bataillon had scorned this as pretence. They made a 
vow of obedience to their respective vicars apostolic, but surely 
its merit lay more in good will than in canonical rectitude. 

Though many of the Fathers, especially Junillon in Futuna 
and Villard in Caledonia praised the sisters, the gentle but 
harrassed pro-Vicar Rougeyron wrote: 

"The sisters! Ah! what trouble they have caused me." 

Their inability to live happily together in community 
distressed him. Even Franc;oise confesses to Poupinel her 
impatience with the pious Pitie: 

"However, we've not yet thrown a bottle or plate at each other," 

Such dissonance, Poupinel knew, was understandable. The 
tertiaries came from diverse backgrounds of education, class 
and experience. Bon Secours had lived in exotic cities: 
Alexandria and Constantinople; Pitie had hardly been outside 
her village before going to Lyons. Some, like Pelagie, knew 
affluence; many did not. Virginie had long desired religious 
life, but "had not enough money to take the vow of poverty': 

But· Poupinel understood the deeper need: 
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"Women live on love. and therefore the heart has many privations 
in our missions. If we do not have a fervent love of Our Lord. and 
if we do not love those to whom we are sent for Him. there could 
be some very serious disillusionment." (L. 99) 

Poupinel's most urgent recommendarion to France therefore 
was that the sisters should receive a formation in prayer and 
community living, before coming to Oceania. 

He remembered how hopeful he had been in 1863. when he 
met Euphrasie. She seemed an answer to prayer. 

EUPHRASIE BARBIER 1860 

Disappointment! She had encountered contradiction often 
enough, but never had she been so bitterly disappointed. To 
Euphrasie Barbier, fragile and highly strung, the bad news was 
a shocking blow. 

Father Favre, second Marist General , was awkwardly 
apologetic. The letter fluttering in his hand seemed to indicare 
that the news was equally hard for him to impart. He knew 
how keenly Euphrasie was looking forward to being a 
missionary in New Zealand. And now New Zealand's Bishop 
Viard had written that he had already got the Sisters he needed 
for his school, so no longer required Euphrasie and her 
companion. Sr Wilfred. 

Euphrasie could hardly believe it. Hadn't she been preparing 
for 'a missionary career all her life? [n babyhood, on her 
grandmama's lap, she had heard stories and melodies of her 
glamorous Carribean. From that time she had yearned to be an 
apostle in some far land. Hadn't she entered the Calvary Sisters 
(later renamed the Institute of Compassion) with that goal in 
mind? Hadn't she toiled at the wash-tub, begged food, and 
cared for ex-prostitutes in London, as a first step in exile? And 
finally, just as God's hand seemed to beckon her to New 
Zealand, here was Father General suggesting that God must 
have changed his mind. 

It was enough to shake a saint's faith . 
Father Favre must have wished himself a thousand miles 

away. It was he who had approved the transfer of this tiny 
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ardent woman from her London community to Lyons. It was 
he who had given her hope, in response to Viard's request, 
promising her a task on the other side of the globe. Now he 
could only proffer a shaky apology, and exhort her to patience 
and "bon courage". 

It was not the first time that the aspiring apostle had had 
need of courage. The life of Euphrasie Barbier had always been 
a battle. At her birth in 1828 in Caen, her parents prayed for 
her survival. At age 18, her heart was set ablaze by the sermon 
of a visiting missionary. Her parents tried to dampen this 
youthful craze but two years later, Euphrasie won her way, and 
joined a new congregation whose aim was to work in foreign 
mIsSIons. 

After profession in the group, which was soon threatened 
with extinction, Euphrasie accompanied her Superior to open 
a house in London, a desperate bid to keep the group alive. To 
the two French nuns, London seemed a jungle of bigotry and 
conflict. In September 1850, a Bill for the Restoration of the 
Catholic Hierarchy in England had stirred dormant ill-feeling. 
Euphrasie soon understood the grafitti which read: No Popery, 
and Down with the Papists. She knew too the stealthy fear of 
being Catholic in a hostile environment. 

On the other hand, the French sisters were befriended by the 
Oratorian Fathers, whose SUppOTt was constant. Father Faber 
became their director, and though Euphrasie suffered from his 
somewhat eccentric idealism, her faith survived the rocky road. 
It taught her that not only are God's ways different from our 
muddled human ones, but that sometimes they are much the 
same. 

Amid her doubts, Euphrasie, still dreaming of mission 
applied to the Marist Sisters at Spital fields to accept her. These 
sisters were not yet in the missions, but they referred Euphrasie 
to Father Chaurain, who had been in the Solomons. Now 
working in London, this Marist told Euphrasie of a possible job 
in the land of the Maori. The Oratorians arranged a canon ical 
transfer, so that Euphrasie under the Marists might fulfil her 
heart's desire. Accompanied by a young English novice, 
Wilfred, Euphrasie left for Lyons. 
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No wonder now as she faced Fr Favre, she felt momentarily 
that her dream was shattered. But also it was not surprising 
that in accepting God's baffling plan, she was on the alert for 
his next move. 

Indeed a new plan did emerge. Father Favre speedily 
salvaged some good from the sorry situation. Euphrasie was an 
answer to prayer. Henceforth her mandate would be to train in 
religious life those wishing to be auxiliaries to the Marist 
Missionaries, following in the footsteps of Fran~oise and the 
other TOMs in Oceania. Father Yardin whose support of this 
venture had heartened Fr Poupinel over the years, was now put 
in charge. To Rocher in Villa Maria, he wrote light-heartedly 
in December 1861: 

"On Christmas Day, we are beginning the novitiate programme 
for the sisters. I will be their spiritual father. The world is saved!!!" 
(L.253) 

And on that day, Fr Yardin blessed the chapel and in a simple 
ceremony bestowed a habit on the two aspirants. Euphrasie took 
the name Marie du Coeur de Jesus. (To spare confusion, she 
will continue to be called Euphrasie in this text.) 

Initially Fr Favre had reaSvH to be pleased with Euphrasie's 
ardour in her task. But gradually it became evident to both 
Fathers Yardin and Favre that Euphrasie was not in favour of 
forming tertiaries. A perfectionist, she envisaged an entirely 
new order, with its own rules and its own superior. With 
reluctance, Fr Favre agreed to this, advocating flexibility in the 
rule. Knowing the diversity of mission life, he preferred to see 
a general rule, and to play by ear before formulating specifics. 

Euphrasie however, distrusting the kind of life that arises 
from "ear-playing", wanted the certitude of definite rules. She 
disliked the name "Third Order"; the tertiaries must become 
religious. No "amphibians" for her. A new order must have a 
new name: perhaps Our Lady of the Missions (NDM). 

Eventually Cardinal de Bonald of Lyons gave approval for a 
religious group to be organised under this name, but with the 
proviso that the Marists retain effective control of the little 
foundation until further notice. 

27 



Euphrasie learnt at the outset that her mandate included the 
"pioneers", the eleven tertiaries already in Wallis, Futuna and 
New Caledonia. She wrote to each, explaining the new 
situation, and inviting them to apply to become religious of her 
developing group. She was prepared to await the year or two 
that might elapse between invitation and response as mail boats 
chugged between islands. 

The first answers, though mainly positive, varied from 
enthusiasm (from Merci and Misericorde) and interest, to 
reservations and misgiving (mainly from New Caledonia). 
Though initially she had been inspired by the example of 
Franc;oise Perroton, Euphrasie's enthusiasm for the other 
pioneers diminished as time instructed her, and as her more 
proximate group became her primary concern. 

A suggestion that acceptance of the pioneers would be 
conditional, evoked a strong protest from Fr Poupinel: 

I sincerely hope and count strongly on it, that the older sisters who 
WANT to be received will be received UNCONDITIONALLY. 
I say if they want to be received. for they should not be forced. 

He was beginning to realise that as Euphrasie's directives 
became known, the pioneers were doubting their desire to start 
anew. Pelagie suggested that the regulations were "impracti
cable for the missions" (L. 524). Poupinel in a letter to France 
lists as unsuitable such practices as: an hour's meditation on 
rising; use of clothing and linen in common; Friday as a day 
of fast; silence at meals; never being alone with persons of 
opposite sex. Oceania had its own penances and opportunities 
for prayer, he said, but Reverend Mother aimed at "a perfection 
better suited to the cloister". Poupinel also opposed the idea of 
the elder sisters making a novitiate. He preferred to count their 
years of experience in the missions as novitiate enough. (L 363). 

In the forthright correspondence that ensued between 
Poupinel (guardian of the Marist responsibility for the 
tertiaries), and Lyons (whether to Favre, Yardin or Reverend 
Mother herself), there came about a clarification of aims and 
objectives that was sorely needed. But it was not yet clear that 
the newly evolving congregation of Our Lady of the Missions 
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would be a different body from that of the pioneers whose 
"situation was abnormal and full of inconveniences". 

Only gradually did it appear that Euphrasie had no 
obligation to the pioneer tertiaries, and as time cleared his 
lenses, Poupinel predicted the divergent paths that NDM and 
TOM would eventually take. But events were to come to the 
aid of this attitude. 

In 1865 the first contingent of Euphrasie's new religious 
arrived in Sydney, enroute to Napier in New Zealand. While 
there, Fr Poupinel had given the three sisters hats to wear 
outside the convent, so as not to be conspicuous. (He considered 
their habits "too gaudy, too hot and too much of them".) 
Doubtless the correspondent who sent this snippet of news 
thought it a joke, but Reverend Mother was not amused. She 
sent a severe reprimand to Poupinel. 

This was the first incident in which Mother Superior and 
Father Visitor were to clash, despite mutual respect. The second 
was more serious. In 1868, when the latter felt obliged to 
return the incompetent Sr Wilfrid to France, Euphrasie asked 
Father General Favre to censure Poupinel for having exceeded 
his authority. Father Poupinel, grieved at the misunderstand
ing, and having acted in the best interests of the community, 
resigned his position as delegated superior ofNDM in Oceania. 
In accepting his resignation, Favre, knowing Poupinel's 
common sense, was less than happy. The firmness that he had 
formerly admired in Euphrasie now seemed but rigidity, and 
her superiorship a little authoritarian. It came as a surprise to 
him that she was already taking steps to make of Our Lady 
of the Missions an independent congregation. 

It was a further surprise that in the Decree of Praise which 
Euphrasie received from Rome in 1869, there was no mention 
of the role played by the Marists. At his own request, Fr Favre 
was relieved of his role as ecclesiastical superior of the 
congregation by the Archbishop of Lyons. Euphrasie had won 
autonomy for her congregation of Our Lady of the Missions at 
the price of her ties with the Marists. Fr Poupinel heard the 
news of Euphrasie's separation from the Marists with relief He 
did not doubt that God would bless this fervent foundress, but 
he felt sure that the road she was taking was different from that 
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of the Tertiaries. This did not daunt him. In fact, though six 
of the pioneers made profession of first vows in NDM, 
subsequent events made most of these re-consider their 
positions, deciding to remain in the Marist family. Long 
before, Poupinel had written to Euphrasie: 

"In the foundation of works for God ... the goal attained is often 
quite different from the one originally intended." (L. 376) 

Poupinel was recalled to France in 1870, and appointed 
Bursar General. In this role, and later as Assistant General, he 
did not forget the Pacific. From headquarters, he applied himself 
with even greater assiduity to upgrading the tertiaries. His 
guiding principle in their regard was unchanged: 

"Our society has a moral obligation towards these sisters and ... 
we are bound to them by a kind of justice." (June 1865. Green Vol 
XI!.) 

From afar he prayed, watching drama unfold in Central 
Oceania. When Euphrasie visited Samoa in the mid-seventies, 
Misericorde was delighted. Euphrasie, quick to appreciate her 
talents, appointed her "vicar general and bursar in the islands" 
for NDM. The Mother General, having visited her sisters in 
Tonga and Wallis convened a Chapter in Apia, in April-May 
1875. Materials were ordered from Sydney to build a convent 
according to NDM rules of enclosure. Thus far Euphrasie had 
met with jubilant success in Polynesia. Bishop Elloy, who had 
long been her advocate, while pleased with her progress, now 
grew alarmed. Polynesia was not yet ready for the walls of 
monasticism, he advised, and Euphrasie, it seems, agreed to 
make no further innovations. However on hearing that her 
builders were installing grills and turns, the Bishop forbade 
her to proceed. Both leaders, sincerely aiming for the best, were 
unable to compromise. Principles were at stake on either side, 
and it was with regret that Mother General broke relations with 
the prelate, and withdrew from Samoa. Happier events awaited 
her in New Zealand. But Misericorde did not renew vows, and 
with Marie de l'Enfant Jesus, opted to remain in Samoa. 
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Poupinel sympathised with harrassed Vicars Apostolic and 
perplexed Sisters alike. He was still the ambassador, the 
peacemaker, urging adversaries to be more understanding, 
more patient with the divine procrastination. Where reconcili
ation was required, he had a tightrope walker's courage, aided 
by a profound sensitivity: 

"It's just that it is very delicate, at such distance to put forth one's 
point of view on problems on which people are at odds, and 
particularly when we have such a great respect and deep affection 
for both parties concerned." (1. 812) 

In the early eighties Poupinel had the consolation of seeing 
the fi rst sisters trained by Mme des Groues, going Pacificwards 
as a new wave. Frilly bonnets and veils were all very well, but 
to him it was of utmost importance that the tertiaries despite 
differences be "united, especially by the same spirit - the 
spirit of the Society of Mary': 

When in July 1884, Fr Poupinel died, after a few days' 
fatigue, the whole Marist family was affected. Of him it could 
be truly said that in his long dedication to Pacific missionaries, 
and especially to the pioneer sisters, he had been truly Marist; 
had done none other than 

"to act justly, 
love tenderly, 

and to walk humbly with God." (Micah 5:8) 

Many have tried to define the spirit of Mary's Society. 
Poupinel had lived it. 

SARA AND SILENIA 

"Yes, Sister do you know what I am? Of whose family [ am a 
daughter' 1, 1 am the daughter of the family that assassinated the 
first priest who came here to Futuna; it was my own father who 
laid hands on the priest. My own family all took part ... they 
alone did it. They were bad in their treatment of him, but the priest 
had only affection for them and all the people of Futuna." 
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It was neither a boast nor a war-cry. It was simply the 
introduction of herself by a Futunian girl to a Mother 
Foundress in France. In her letter, this precocious pupil of 
Fran<;oise tells how people have considered carefully the "holy 
women" that have come among them, (Franc;oise, Merci, Pitie). 
"We said that it is an excellent thing." Not only have they 
admired the sisters, some girls now wish to imitate them. The 
letter cont i n ues: 

That is why now I am inclined towards persevering in a life 
agreeable to God, to compensate for the bad conduct of our family 
towards the priest ... because I am filled with shame at what my 
family did to the Holy Man sent by God. It is I, the girl, Sara. 

This girl, Sara Fuasea, and her companion Silenia Tipai were 
the first Oceanians known to express their desire to be 
religious. In 1867, Bishop Bataillon sent them to Villa Maria, 
the Marist House in Sydney, where Sr Merci too was preparing 
to take vows. The girls, previously her pupils, were happy to 
be in her special care as they rejoined her. 

Father Poupinel had no misgivings about accepting the two 
aspirants to the religious life. He knew Sara, and recalled a 
letter from Franc;oise: (L. 529) 

"I believe that Reverend Father Chand, having received from Sara's 
father one of the fatal blows which gained him eternal life, 
revenged himself by protecting the daughter of one of his 
executioners." 

These two Futunians, later professed as TORM, in the many 
years at Villa Maria inspired Marists and parishioners alike. 
Light hearted, yet strong minded, they supported Merci 
through the contrarieties of the seventies. When Fr Poupinel 
left for France, they continued to correspond with him. Father 
Joly then made their concerns his own, and was not 
disappointed. Their mature sense of responsibility was a credit 
to their training and devotion. 

Meanwhile in Futuna, Fran<;oise too loved hearing from her 
old pupils. Sara and Silenia were but two of a legion. A girl 
rejoicing in her marriage to Emilio, writes to her old teacher: 
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I shall tell you also that we were kneeling in the church during 
our wedding on two pieces of tapa, and two mats were given to 
send you, for you to be buried in when you die; for you are an old 
woman, and weak I think ... 

She must have smiled at this loving gift with its frank 
reminder. Already many of her friends had left the land of the 
living; among others, Pauline Jaricot and Frederic Ozanam. 
Father Julian Eymard, former leader of the TOM, who had 
encouraged Franc;:oise in her venture, had died in 1868. Long 
before, in 1851, the sudden death of Captain Marceau had 
surprised many, for he had just resigned his captaincy to 
become a Marist. 

But most of all she missed Father Junillon, her kindly and 
constant support, whose death was soon after that of Jenny 
Albert (Esperance) in N. Caledonia, the first "pioneer" to die. 
Franc;:oise had often joked about dying, perhaps unconsciously 
worrying about her work being carried on. To Fr Poupinel 
earlier, she had written: 

Supposing I have not long to live (though my health is quite good) 
the poor young person who came to help me would run the risk 
of being wearied to death living with a doddering old woman, and 
then falling from Charybdis to Scylla, finding the solitude 
unbearable (L. 31) 

Now, in the seventies as the days shuffled by, she still jested 
about her perennial shoe-trouble. Only those who have 
suffered elephantiasis can appreciate the penance of footwear. 
Her last letter to Fr Poupinel expresses thanks for the trouble 
friends have taken to shod her needy feet: 

Even Brother Augule ... made me two pairs, but my feet had 
already been pensioned off for two months when I got them. 

Sister Rose, helped by Maselina of Wallis and Eulalie of 
Tokelau, tended Franc;:oise in her last months of helpless pain. 
She often spoke of her concern for the Holy Father, "our poor 
France", and her brother Andre. Father Herve, who gave her the 
Last Sacrament, wrote: 
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What calm, what peace of soul and what happiness after sacrifIcing 
herself so generously, the good God allowed her during her fi nal 
moments. (L. 624) 

Fran~oise slipped away quietly in the night, 9-10 August, 
1873. At Kolopelu, her grave may still be seen, and on stone one 
may read her name: Soeur Marie du Mont Carmel. Seagulls 
wheel above, and children make joyous noises at play nearby, 
just as they always did in her twenty-seven years in Polynesia. 

One morning after Mass in late 1891, Fr Claude Joly fainted. 
The doctor sent him to bed, and advised a holiday. His energy, 
hitherto unflagging, must be conserved. Joly rested reluctantly. 
Even in bed, propped on a pillow, he continued writing letters. 
He wrote with the same vigour he always put into his work, 
whether it had been with his first villagers in Samoa, back in 
1846, or in recent times, running Villa Maria parish or 
building its monastery and church. 

Since 1870, when Fr Poupinel had left for France, Fr Joly had 
been superior of the Marist community. Since the mid 1880s 
he had represented Rev Father General (Martin) as Visitor 
General in Oceania. The responsibilities had fatigued this good 
Marist, but had not fazed him. From the fIrSt, Fr Joly had 
championed the cause of the pioneer tertiaries. Ever a stickler 
for compassion, he upheld those who suffered through lack of 
it. Often suspicious of Bishops and Mother Superiors (for he 
had had unfavourable experiences) he was not afraid to be a 
voice for those who through a misguided sense of obedience or 
abnegation, were unable to speak for themselves. 

Villa Maria had originally been set up as a Marist 
headquarters for the missionaries in Oceania, particularly as a 
Maison de Procure i.e. a purchasing agency, and the one 
responsible for its activities was called a Procurator. Father Joly 
soon realised that it was also a place of respite, even a dump, 
for worn out missionaries. Some of the pioneer tertiaries were 
among the number. 
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In 1865, Marie Meissonier (Sr Merci) arrived miserable with 
elephantiasis. When two years later, Sara and Silenia joined her, 
she had regained her health, and the three made themselves 
useful in house and parish. They lived in the Fathers' original 
house "the Priory", after it was vacated for larger quarters on 
the other side of Tarban Creek. The parishioners opened a 
small school, where two young ladies, Jenny Makinson and 
Emily Heydon taught. Living with the Sisters, they wanted to 

join the community as postulants. Initially Fr Joly encouraged 
their desire. 

At this time, the first sisters of Our Lady of Missions 
(NDM) arrived from France. Mother M du Coeur de Jesus 
(Euphrasie Barbier) had appointed as superior an immature 
English girl, Sr Wilfrid. Unfortunately this timid 22-year old 
was unable to exercise authority. Finding herself a stranger in 
a strange land, she became hostile to those about her, refusing 
to make decisions. 

VILLA MARIA 1860-90 

Conflict now disrupted the hitherto peaceful convent. Merci, 
always warm-hearted, did her best to keep harmony. But 
Wilfrid's refusal to cooperate with Fr Poupinel's suggestions, 
and her inability to relate to her companions, caused much 
unhappiness. Eventually Fr Poupinel, for the sake of school, 
parish and peace in the community, sent Wilfred back to 
Lyons, re-appointing Merci superior of the community. In the 
cross-fire, Misses Makinson and Heydon became disen
chanted, and eventually went elsewhere. Merci, Sara and 
Silenia who were initially eager to take vows as Sisters of 
Euphrasie's congregation, later made profession as TORM. 
Merci, who was sad to take off the pretty habit, was relieved 
that she had made the right decision when in 1869, Euphrasie 
broke ties with the Marists. 

When criticism of Merci came from Lyons, Fr Joly took up 
pen in her defence. To Father General (Martin) he wrote: 

"The fact remains that Sr de 1a Merci has won the esteem and 
confidence of everyone, Catholic and Protestant in this area. The 
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most respectable ladies regard it as a favour to get to know her. She 
already speaks English quite well, and judging by appearances she 
is good for outsiders and the influence she exercises is also good 
for the house and school." 

When in the late seventies, Fr Jules Joly, arrived sick at Villa 
Mariam Merci threw herself into the task of caring for the 
invalid, as she had done for Sr de Sales (NDM) en route to N.Z. 
As Fr jules's strength deteriorated, the Brothers complained 
that Merci's devotion made her neglect her other duties. Merci 
retorted that Sara and Silenia were quite capable of taking the 
responsibilities she delegated them. 

Merci was drained physically and emotionally, when some 
months later Fr Jules died. She asked to return to France, but 
unfortunately the delay in funds and permission caused her 
deep discouragement. In June 1879, with Father Joly's help, but 
not his approval, Merci boarded a ship for Europe, not without 
tears. 

A sea-journey gives one time and horizon to meditate. Merci 
missed her joyous companions Silenia and Sara. She missed the 
parishioners; she missed the hearty and helpful Father Joly. Had 
she been mistaken? On arrival in Singapore, she was no longer 
indecisive. She caught a boat back to Sydney. Sara and Silenia 
welcomed their "Melesete" with laughter and tears. Father Joly 
too was pleased. But the coolness of others at Villa Maria filled 
Merci with remorse. When she said good-bye in March 1881, 
it was her fi nal adieu to Australia. 

In November 1882, eighteen months after Merci's second 
departure, Fr Joly wrote to Fr Poupinel: 

the news of Marie Meissonnier's marriage surprised me a great 
deal. The only one I have told is Sara, who started to cry, and can't 
get over it. [ had to tell her, because it was she who gave me the 
letter on which she recognised the handwriting of Marie 
Meissonnier, and she wanted to hear the news from her. (L.816) 

Melesete is married, Fr Poupinel told Sara. She is happy with 
a husband called Vitale Seymat. He is a widower with two 
married daughters, living in the Alps. Father Poupinel had 
given the details, adding "she has been very fortunate in her 
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choice. God be praised." 
Sara was becoming accustomed to the pain of separation. 

Silenia had departed on Christmas Day. 1880 for Tonga, with 
three tertiaries from France. who had stopped briefly at Villa 
Maria. Silenia became Sister Vika, as she joined Sisters 
Pierrette Reyrieux. Josephine Magnillat and Delphine Mechin. 
who made their vow of obedience before leaving. "At that time. 
I had a good opportunity to go to the islands." wrote Sara to 
Fr Poupinel. (Let. 826) "but I could not leave all the good 
people. especially Father Joly. who was very good and kind to 
us", 

Content to hold the fort of Villa Maria's busy transit house. 
Sara was delighted to learn that the tertiaries of Mary (TOM) 
were being set up canonically as a regular congregation. 
(TORM). 

"In the Central Vicariate. the Third Order Regular is well 
organised. to the great satisfaction of our Fathers and Sisters," 
(L. 800) 

wrote Bishop Lamaze to Bishop Fraysse. who began the same 
process for the tertiaries in New Caledonia. This meant that 
tertiaries. hitherto called "sisters" by courtesy. were now 
religious in the canonical sense. forming diocesan congre
gations under their Ordinaries. by whose authority they now 
made the three vows. Following a modified Marist Rule. they 
would ideally. live in communities (of at least two). The Marist 
General Council ratified the step, and as shall be seen. set up 
a training programme. sponsored by Fr Mechin. Everyone. 
except Sr Misericorde in Samoa, welcomed the advance. the 
increasing numbers of recruits being seen as God's blessing on 
the infant society. Born blind. it now groped for identity with 
painfully opening eyes. 

In 1883. Fr Joly's teenaged nieces. Josephine (called Mariette). 
and Alexandrine arrived from France to stay with Sara. Their 
uncle Claude encouraged their lessons in English from Sara, 
and they in turn. had fun helping Sara to practise her French. 
In the mid-eighties. Delphine Mechin returned ill from Tonga. 
Together Sara and Mariette nursed her back to recovery. In 
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1888 Mariette and Alexandrine farewelled their uncle Claude, 
and left to become novices in Tonga. Everyone missed their 
youthful presence, till in August, two Australian girls arrived. 
Nellie Day and Mary Ann Keegan stayed a few weeks, before 
being sent to Fiji, where English-speaking sisters were being 
asked for. There they would make their novitiate. 

In 1890, Sara herself waved goodbye, as she left for Tonga 
with Sr Chantal. She too felt ready to be a missionary. She too 
was missed at Villa Maria, her home of more than twenty 
years. She was replaced as superior by Delphine, who, pleasant 
and capable when well, was often irritable when sick. Father 
Joly noted that she was well liked by her sisters in Oceania, but 
disliked by those from France. Was there some prejudice? The 
TORM were sometimes their own worst enemies. 

From his bed that Christmas 1891, Fr Joly continued 
writing to the General ate, concerned for Australian vocations 
to TORM. Two more girls, Maggie Swann and Elisa St Julien 
from Fiji, were currently at Villa Maria, postulants awaiting 
acceptance from France. A third had followed Nellie and Mary 
Ann to Fiji. Several others were said to be interested. 

Two years earlier, rumour had it that Sr Elisabeth Berne 
(now in Fiji) would be assigned as novice mistress for 
Australian entrants at Villa Maria. But now Madame des 
Groues (in charge of TORM formation at St Foye in Lyons), 
seemingly in agreement with Fiji's Bishop Vidal, was creating 
delays. Father Joly suspected that Mme des Groues was not 
quite favourable to sisters trained outside her aegis. Now, she 
was even suggesting that the English speaking sisters (the 
Australians) were better serving non-indigenous groups. She 
believed that the TORM must devote themselves exclusively to 

the indigenous. Therefore let the Australians enter with the 
Marist Sisters, due to arrive in 1892 to upgrade the English
speaking school in Levuka. That Bishop Vidal would endorse 
such a proposal infuriated Fr Joly. His letter to Fr General 
(Martin) hums with indignation: 

As for the sisters at Levuka, after wearing the habit for three years, 
having been called to profession at your request . .. they are dearly 
loved, esteemed and visited by catholic and protestant alike in a 
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small locality where everyone knows everything. It would be 
illusion to believe that they would consent to take off their habit, 
and enter as novices with newcomer sisters with whom they are 
unfamiliar ... all because Bishop Vidal wishes it. 

He points out that the step would be unjust to all, especially 
to the Marist sisters "who would be the first to suffer from all 
this". 

As for the second issue: whether the TORM were to work 
with the indigenous only, Father Joly foresaw that such 
discrimination would restrict the TORM apostolate, and be "a 
cause of disunity". 

Father Claude Joly died in March 1892. He had always 
upheld the cause of the sisters. He had fought to the end for 
fairness, but in the last case, had not prevailed. The Australian 
TORM did not stay in Fiji. Marcellus returned home. Nellie 
Day remained a year with the Marist Sisters, then joined Mary 
Ann Keegan at Villa Maria. The latter stayed for two years as 
seamstress to the Fathers and Brothers, and in 1894 preceded 
Nellie to Tonga. 

For the next 40 years, Australia would lie fallow of 
missionary vocations to the Third Order Regular of Mary. 
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II: Contradiction 
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CO-WORKERS 

"The three sisters are courageous and light hearted. The two 
elder have paid tribute to the fish, but the younger, Delphine, did 
not, for she had disliked what the menu offered and had not eaten 

Fr Piquet writing to Fr Poupinel in September 1880 was 
aboard the "Cotopaxi", en route to Australia. Delphine 

was 19 years old, Pierrette and Josephine a little older. They 
were simple tertiaries accompanying Bishop Lamaze to his 
vicariate. 

In Sydney they stayed at Villa Maria, the passing guests of 
Merci, Sara Fuasea and Silenia Tipai. On Christmas Day 1880, 
the three, joined by Silenia (Sr Vika TOM) departed for 
Tonga. 

If Delphine Mechin was delighted to be on the way to the 
missions, her uncle Jean-Claude Mechin did not share her 
feeling. He was distressed that his niece, so young and 
untrained had gone, almost on a whim, to be a missionary. He 
knew of the eleven pioneers, and he knew of the troubles their 
lack of due training was continually causing. Delphine's 
departure upset him to the extent of an anguished protest to 
Father General Favre. 

No one could have agreed more than Fr Favre. Hadn't he 
done his level best, and failed despite all, in assisting Euphrasie 
and her sisters? Had he not tried with no remarkable success 
to have tertiaries do postulancies with the Marist Sisters, the 
Sisters ofSt Therese, and others? To Fr Mechin he responded 
with alacrity. He was only too glad to leave further 
orientations in the hands of Delphine's harrassed uncle. 

42 



In 1880, Fr Mechin was a Marist with his hands full. 
Superior since 1868 of the Marists at St. Brieuc, he organised 
and directed retreats and missions in that diocese. Zealous and 
compassionate, he was involved in the Young Workers' Club. 
As Chaplain of the Third Order of Mary, and Director of the 
Apostleship of Prayer, he aided those of high ideals to direct 
their energies realistically. Perhaps it was an outcome of this, 
that his small Apostolic school was to inspire so many 
missionaries of Breton stock. 

Mechin listed the names of the Pioneers, with that of 
Fran~oise Perroton on top. She had died in 1873. Fourteen 
years before that, three other groups had followed her 
example. And in 1860, a lone other one, Presentation. 

Eleven in all, it had been a cricket team of pioneers, 
scattered across New Caledonia, Wallis, Futuna and Samoa. A 
team with no captain. An untrained team, and now in 1881, 
only seven remained. Virginie Jacquier had returned home in 
1863; Jenny Albert had died in 1872, the year before 
Fran~oise. Marie Adelaide Meissonier was said to be on her 
way back to France! 

The trials and failures to put order into that straggling 
company were well known to Mechin. He was aware of the 
rising hope in the sixties, as Euphrasie had formed her little 
band and of the disappointment at her severance from the 
Marists. The subsequent confusion of the seventies had 
affected vicars apostolic, the pioneers themselves, and even 
aspiring new recruits. 

It was time to begin again. Fr Poupinel would be a support; 
Bishop Lamaze would be enthusiastic, and Father General had 
given his blessing. Heartened by these considerations he must 
look for a place for young women to train, and more 
importantly, a Person willing, and capable of training. 

Delphine's whim had certainly sparked off a reaction. It was 
to result in new life for the tertiaries. 

Madame Adele des Groues was startled when Fr Mechin 
proposed his plan to her. A widow of twenty years, she had 
come to St Brieuc for an extended holiday. Her son, 25 year 
old Rene, functioned as customs officer in this quaint fishing 
town, and Adele enjoyed being a cheerful parish helper. 

43 



Affluent and well educated, she was still young, and looked 
forward to a comfortable old age. 

Madame des Groues was a reader of the Annales. She had 
read of the missions in the Pacific, not without interest. It 
came as a surprise though, that Fr Mechin's request should be 
connected with Pacific missions. He explained to her that 
there were several tertiaries working on those far isles. He 
mentioned that Bishop Lamaze had drawn up a plan to 
regula rise these auxiliaries of the Marists. The first requisite 
would be house of formation: a place where volunteer girls 
might practise living in cO):TlIJlunity, be guided in prayer and 
the basics of religious life. Secondly, there was need for a 
person who would preside over these young women; a person 
of wisdom and integrity. 

Fr Mechin asked Mme des Groues if she would consider 
being that person. The amazed widow asked for time to think 
about it. 

When Mme des Groues, after prayer, discussion and much 
consideration gave her consent to Fr Mechin's plan, she was 
to be surprised again and again. 

Aspirants came steadily . But there was as yet no official 
house. The Daughters of the Cross gave temporary premises 
to the "postulants" . The three youngest were Marie and 
Eugenie Mainguy, and Marie Cadou from Nantes. Three 
older women were also interested, sometimes visiting the 

. group, though they had full-time jobs. Of these, Helene 
Pincemin was a laundress, the other two, Catherine Marion 
and Ambroisine Marie were experienced teachers. 

In November 1881, the four eldest left for Oceania, while 
the teenagers were sent to a boarding school. For the four 
departees, Mme des Groues' guidance had been an orientation 
of three months' duration; hardly a postulancy. They were to 
make novitiate in Oceania. Still it was a start, and isn't the 
beginning more than half the distance? as Fr Mechin might 
well have remarked to Mme des Groues. 

The second step commenced with the acquisition of a small 
abode, grandly named The House of Formation. Besides the 
conferences received from Fr Mechin, the aspirants now learnt 
English without tears from Mme des Groues, and French and 
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Christian Doctrine from a versatile lady of Polish origin, Mlle 
Karpowicz, who resided in the same house. Having a place of 
one's own was a boon, and the second group spent twelve 
months there as postulants. A departure took place in 1883. 
(Claire for Fiji; Lazare and Magdalen for Wallis.) 

In 1885, three sisters, namely St Yves, Augustin and Marie 
du St Sacrement, sponsored by Bishop Lamaze of Samoal 
Tonga made profession of first vows as Sisters of the Third 
Order Regular of Mary (TORM). No longer simple tertiaries, 
they were now diocesan sisters, each authorised by a specific 
Bishop for his vicariate in Oceania. This was the first group 
of TORM to make vows in France. 

Mme des Groues and Fr Mechin could rejoice in this third 
step, which happened soon after the deaths of Fathers 
Poupinel (1884) and Favre (1885), the two whose concern for 
the rag-tag band of tertiaries scattered across Oceania had 
been so active. 

In the now official "novitiate", Mme des Groues regarded 
herself novice as much as mistress, and came to a love of 
Scriptures and of community life, as did her most earnest 
novices. 

Two years later she decided to commit herself to the 
TORM for good. She donned the habit as a sign of her Marist 
conunitment, and was henceforth known as Mother Marie de 
la Croix. 

In the same year 1887, on the decision of the General 
Council, the novitiate shifted to Lyon, more central to Marist 
and missionary activity. Mme des Groues and the novices 
moved to the new location happily. Fr Mechin was likewise 
appointed to Lyon, in charge of the confraternities of the 
Third Order in that region. He continued his generous 
involvement in the spiritual formation of the novices, whose 
numbers were still growing. Fr Raffin was appointed Spiritual 
Director of the novitiate. 

When in the nineties, Mother des Groues had bouts of 
sickness, Fr Mechin was deeply concerned. He himself had 
not been well - the machine was wearing out! But he was 
pleased that her assistant, Gabrielle Trial, a capable well 
educated novice, would relieve some of her burdens. Of her 
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he wrote that she "was doing marvels, nursing Madame 
during her illness". Gabrielle, who never committed herself to 
vows, remaining a novice for several years, would later prove 
to be a "mixed blessing", more "mixed" than "blessing"! 

The dynamic Fr Mechin died in 1896, his death preceding 
that of Mme des Groues by two years. When the doctors had 
diagnosed her sickness as cancer, she had responded to the 
news with the same humourous equanimity as that of her first 
encounter with Fr Mechin: a little disbelief, followed by a 
hearty acceptance. It's all God's work! Father Jean-Claude 
Mechin and Mme des Groues were two builders. Both had 
never ceased to be gratefully surprised at the working of 
Providence in what they set out to do. In their fifteen years 
of collaboration, 45 trained women religious had gone out to 
the Marist missions in Oceania. 

MOTHER HONEY BEE 

One day in 1898, Celestine Haquin was surprised to 

receive a note from her friend , Sr Denyse. At age 63, one 
doesn't expect to be asked for help. So, impelled by curiosity, 
Celestine made the journey from Senlis to the novitiate at Ste 
Foy-les-Lyon, in haste. 

She had known Denyse Rouviere well. They had taught in 
Senlis, Denyse as governess, Celestine at the Marist College, 
St Vincent's, in the years before Denyse had joined the Third 
Order Regular of Mary, and had gone out to Oceania. Now, 
after four years, Denyse had been recalled to replace Mme 
des Groues, who had recently died of cancer. Celestine knew 
that Mme des Groues had run the novitiate. 

Celestine and Denyse were delighted to renew acquaint
ance. But after first exclamations, Denyse explained her 
request . The novitiate was in trouble. In 1896, a spacious 
property had been bought at Le Signal. On this land, a 
novitiate was built, funded by the generous Mile 
Houvenagle. But due to the anti-clerical laws of the Third 
Republic, the land had been bought in the name of Mlle 
Gabrielle Trial, who at the time had been a kind of secretary 
to Mme des Groues. 
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Gabrielle Trial was the eye of the present storm. This 
temperamental lady had become a novice in 1886, known as 
Sr Paul. Efficient and well-educated, she had been entrusted 
with the book-keeping, and some of the administrative tasks. 
Though never making profession, she was devoted to Mme 
des Groues. Growing feeble in her last illness, the latter 
leaned heavily on Gabrielle, who hoped to become her 
successor. But after the death of Mme des Groues, she was 
piqued to learn that Reverend Mother had already proposed 
to Father General Martin and Council that Sr Denyse 
Rouviere replace her as Novice Mistress. 

On the day of Denyse's arrival in France, Gabrielle had left 
the novitiate in dudgeon, taking most of the furniture, linen 
and the keys. Father General received a letter from Mlle 
Trial, informing him that she, as legal possessor of the land, 
intended to claim the house as well. Fr Martin tried to make 
light of the disaster: "Poor lady; she's off her head". He 
asked the sisters to pray, while Fr Hervier attempted to 
negotiate. 

Indeed, after prayer and negotiation, Mlle Trial did come 
to her senses. She eventually returned the stolen goods, as 
well as the deeds of sale, but only in exchange for a large 
sum. This depleted the funds, already low, as was the morale 
of the community. 

Could Celestine stay for a while? Would she mind assisting 
Denyse in her task of restoring order in the house? For many 
years, Celestine Haquin's teaching wages had supported her 
ageing father, who had lately died. Now retired, Celestine 
responded positively to Denyse's request. When Denyse 
went on begging tours, Celestine kept house with the four 
novices and six postulants. When Denyse returned, Celestine 
would take her rurn begging. Soon she was appointed 
bookkeeper and bursar, and under her careful management, 
normalcy returned. From the beginning, she had endeared 
herself to the young ones, who nicknamed her Mother 
Honey Bee. It seemed apt that one day she asked admission 
herself to novitiate, an eleventh hour labourer. 

The house at Ste Foy was full. In 1900, an unusually large 
number made profession: SIX in January, fourteen in 
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December. Among the fourteen was Celestine, taking the 
name Marie Joseph. But the newly named sister continued to 
be called Mother Honey Bee by the novices, most of them 
less than half her age. Always busily cheerful, her smiling 
wrinkles passed on an enduring wisdom. 

The group at the turn of the century included Irenee 
Coupry, pioneer of Solomons; Bonaventura Behic, who 
went to Tonga, and later became a Carmelite; postulants 
Alexis David who would receive the Legion d'Honneur for 
her work among the sick, Clement Simond who drowned in 
New Hebrides, and at least ten who would spend over 50 
years apiece in Oceania. 

At recreations they must have chatted about the latest 
inventions and wonders. The Piccard twins were experi
menting with balloons in space. The Wright Brothers, and 
Santos-Dumont across the Atlantic were playing round with 
flying machines. And Mr. Marconi in 1901 had used radio
telegraphy to speak across the distance from Europe to 
Newfoundland without wires . .. But the days were 
occupied. Vegetables and fruit trees had to be planted, the 
chickens cared for, rabbits bred to feed the growing family. 
After labouring the long days in summer, and listening to Sr 
Denyse's conferences, the novices were pleased to have their 
energy restored with Mother Honey Bee's handouts of 
bonbons. A little honey was never lacking from her beehive. 

In 1903, Sr Denyse's chronic weakness was diagnosed as 
tuberculosis. She had several spells in bed. Under Mother 
Honey Bee's nursing, she regained energy sufficient to 
accompany three newly professed sisters to Marseilles, where 
they embarked for Oceania, April 19th. 

It came as a shock however to Father General, to Fr Raffin 
and to all the novitiate, when Denyse died on 25th April, in 
Marseilles. Her Requiem, three days later, was attended by 
her many friends and relatives, and a forlorn group of 
mourning novices. 

TRIAL AND ERROR 
"The gospel is beginning to spread," wrote Fr Vigouroux 
from the Pacific, "despite the many contradictions we 
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experience. " 

No one could have known that reality better than the new 
Novice Mistress in 1903. Mother Louis Chanel had not 
taken the name of a recently beatified martyr in vain. 
Contradiction wove a thread through the days of this sister, 
whose courage and dogged patience led the TORM through 
one of the most fragile eras in its history. (1903-1925). 

When Jeanne Nove-Josserand, (born 1864) now called Sr 
Louis Chanel, farewelled France in 1903 she was joyful. 
Over her youthful years she had cared for her paralysed 
mother, and then mothered her brothers and father. Now she 
was fulfllling a long held dream: to be a missionary of the 
TORM. As the ship steamed out of Marseilles, her heart 
lifted. With Sisters Jerome Peillard and Lucie Duchemin, she 
waved decorous goodbyes to Denyse, who had left her sick
bed to farewell them. 

Suez Canal was the most recent world wonder. Built by 
Engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps, and opened in 1869, it 
enabled shipping to pass through two continents, thereby 
reducing the sea-distance to Australia by some 5,000 miles. 
At Port Said, a telegram awaited Louis Chanel. A first 
contradiction was to break into her happiness. 

Mother Denyse had died, it said. Louis Chanel was not to 
continue her journey. Father General asked her to return to 
France, to take the place of the former novice mistress. 
Deeply disappointed, Louis Chanel obeyed. 

She allowed herself no regrets. She threw herself into her 
new role with competence. Mother Honey Bee, whose warm 
support was like the never diminishing oil of the scriptural 
widow, gave her new heart. 

Father Raffin became Superior General in 1905. The Third 
Order Regular of Mary was now growing at a rate that 
alarmed him. The egg unwittingly laid in the Marist tree, 
now hatched, would soon be a fledgling too big for its nest. 
In effect, the TORM was a collection of diocesan religious 
under various Vicars Apostolic from Tonga to Bougainville. 
It was morally and financially dependent on the Society of 
Mary for its existence. Yet was it strictly canonical for Father 
General to have jurisdiction over a women's religious 
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institute? 
It was with certain misgivings that Fr Raffin, in 1908 in 

consultation with Mother Louis Chanel, submitted a report 
of the aim and activities of the TORM to the Sacred 
Congregation of Religious. 

The Sacred Congregation gave approbation for the 
continuance of TORM "the sisters being the auxiliaries of 
the missionaries of the Society of Mary as they have been up 
to the present". The way was now open for the development 
of the congregation, though it was still provisionally 
dependent on the Vicars Apostolic. Both superiors gratefully 
saw this as a further step towards unification and identity. 

The Marist Fathers sent Fr Flaus (who had been in 
Bougainville) to open a house in Germany in 1906; and from 
Meppen, Germany also came a number of girls to the 
novitiate at Ste Foy . As New Guinea and Samoa were 
German dependencies, and the Solomons a British Protector
ate at that time, the need for tertiaries speaking languages 
other than French was felt . Mother Louis Chanel, alert to the 
call for education, was keen that the tertiaries should be well 
instructed before going missionwards. Sister Philomene was 
recalled from Fiji to teach French to the German novices. 
Born in Alsace Lorraine, Phi]omene was expert in both 
tongues of her nation's alternating allegiances. When an 
Australian knocked on the novitiate door in 1911, she was 
given hospitality. Grace Baragry perhaps only wanted 
accommodation, as tourists do, but she remained a star guest, 
agreeing to teach English to the novices. 

In 1912, the TORM numbered over 200, consisting of 
sisters from Germany and Italy as well as France, and about 
one quarter from Polynesia. 

In the first decade of the twentieth century, there were 
rumblings in Europe; the drumming of armies in wait. 
Indeed, no one could ignore the fact that by 1907, the 
continent had divided into two armed camps, each on the 
alert to catch the other making a false move. 

In 1914 the long predicted war broke out. 
Part of the recently enlarged novitiate house was 

requisitioned by soldiers. Another section was converted into 
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a children's hospital. Contradiction had taught Louis Chanel 
to be resiliant and adaptable. She, who was a trained nurse, 
now saw to it that the novices cared for these small victims 
of battle with professional, as well as with tender skills. 

The eleven German novices were repatriated. Even jolly 
Athanase, who was Mother Honey Bee's favourite chair 
wheeler, had to return home to Trier. There were tears on all 
sides. The links of friendship binding novices of a group 
were stronger than the artificial declarations of enmity 
between nations. 

In 1915, Mother Honey Bee buzzed off to heaven, and the 
remaining novices missed that kindly laughing presence 
deeply. Mother Louis Chane!, now fatigued and short
staffed was obliged to rely more on Grace Baragry to run the 
practical affairs of the house. In 1913, Grace, the Australian 
teacher of English, had become a novice, and by now, 
perhaps against the better judgement of superiors, had 
pronounced first vows. She was Sr Francesca, nicknamed 
"Sister" no doubt in teasing token of her non-Frenchness. 

In the following year, 1916, Sr Merci (Mamas) was 
recalled from New Caledonia to assist Louis Chane! on the 
home front. But Merci was dismayed at the arrogance of 
"Sister", and the authority she assumed. Louis Chane!, 
immersed in the anxieties of hospital, children and novices 
seemed blind to the authoritarian attitudes that Sr Francesca 
displayed. 

If Sr Francesca, the woman from the Antipodes, was a 
cause of disunity, another overseas woman was to serve later 
in the opposite role. In 1919, Mary Decker, an American of 
German-Irish parentage from Boston, USA, begged admit
tance at Ste. Foy. A woman of education and experience, 
Mary made profession in 1922 as Rose of Lima. In the same 
year, Sr Pia (Cecile Deligny) had been recalled from Fiji, that 
she might open a house for postulants in the Marist Parish 
in Boston. Sister Rose of Lima accompanied her. This step 
came as a result of Fr Raffin's proposal for recruitment of 
English-speaking sisters to answer a growing need in 
Oceania. 

Meanwhile Merci, frustrated at this imbalance in novitiate 
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affairs, asked to return to the missions in 1921. Sister Raphael 
returned from the Solomons to replace her in 1923, but she 
too was unable to function satisfactorily as an assistant, while 
"Sister" virtually ruled the house. Constant friction between 
these assistants and the "unofficial superior", Francesca, 
disheartened Mother Louis Chanel, whose health now was 
seriously undermined. 

When it became apparent in 1925, both in Oceania as well 
as on the horne front, that Sr Francesca was the stumbling 
block, Father General was gravely concerned. He sent Fr 
Dubois to investigate, and soon afterwards in consequence, 
to issue an ultimatum to this sister: return to Australia, or go 
to Samoa to which place she had originally been assigned; 
but definitely to leave Ste Foy . 

Grace Baragry did not hesitate. On 31 May, refusing the 
two options, she left the novitiate for good. A dispensation 
from vows, later appli<:d for, was granted. 

The house was plunged in turmoil. Two postulants, 
sympathetic to "Sister", left almost immediately; and two 
novices upset by the incident, departed a month later. 
Hoping to restore harmony, Father General intervened. 
Perhaps in human terms it was not the right moment for the 
overwrought Louis Chane!, but no doubt Providence 
follows its own timetable. He had recalled Sr Pia from 
Boston to replace Louis Chanel as superior of Ste Foy. But 
when Louis Chanel seemed unable to relinquish authority, Fr 
Grimal was delegated to inform her that she was now 
appointed to Superior of Boston. 

Fr Grimal's proposal carne as a second shock. In a state of 
trauma, Mother Louis Chane! spent long hours in prayer. 
Soon afterwards, in July 1925, to the sorrow of all who knew 
her, Jeanne Nove-Josserand departed, never to return. 

Eleven years later, Jeanne Nove-Josserand died a holy 
death in the horne of a friend. Her life had been charged with 
a heroism that met each jagged contradiction with faith and 
integrity. That charge would continue to spark in the hearts 
of the numerous religious whose lives she had touched. 
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ISABEllA STREET USA 

"The woman at the door asked, 'Aren't you one of the French 
sisters?' The same old question. There was a struggle within me 
to tell her my name was Kennedy, and if that's French, I'll eat my 
grandmother's shillelagh. But it never even came to the surface. 
'We're the American Marist Missionary Sisters,' I said, as politely 
as possible.' Our mother house was formerly in France, and here 
we are next to the French church. Perhaps that is why many 
people still think of us as French Sisters!' .. (Sr Siena-1965) 

Even in the mid-fifties people would still be asking how the 
French sisters ever carne to this poky little "holy-card store" 
in the heart of Boston. Who were they? Were they really 
Catholics? Why did they corne here? 

Their story was linked with that of the first Marists in USA. 
Fr Colin's desire that Marists be "hidden, and as it were, 
unknown" made publicity anathema to the first missionaries. 
Nevertheless, though Marists were not issued with trumpets, 
sounds echoed, praising the energy of these quiet men who 
worked with the youth of France, or sailed to minister to the 
people of Oceania. Even in the growing young world of 
America's United States, news of their zeal stirred certain 
Bishops to write to their Founder. 

In 1847, the Bishop of Dubuque, Iowa was the first to 
invite Marists to his diocese. Due to small numbers however, 
Colin was unable to accede to the request. It was not until 
1863 that the first two, Frs Belanger and Gauthier arrived in 
Texas. In the next twenty years, three Marist houses were 
opened in Louisiana, one in a French-speaking parish located 
in Maine near the Canadian border and by 1899, one in 
Mexico. 

In the Boston area the need was greatest. Between 1882 and 
1894, the population of French Canadian immigrants had 
risen from 5,000 to 11,000. From this pious, underprivileged 
community the first American Marist priests sprang, and the 
Third Order of Mary took root among the laity. It is not 
surprising that the majority of the early American Marist 
Missionary Sisters would be the French-speaking daughters of 
these immigrants. 
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However, it was a woman of German-Irish parentage who 
led the way. In 1918 Mary Decker (1892-1972) of Boston, 
already mentioned, wanted to be a missionary. With 
singleminded purpose, she sought, but was unable to find a 
women's missionary order. America was still designated a 
"mission" land with its missionaries largely supplied by 
Europe. Sr Augustine writes of how at the end of World War 
One: 

"Mary Decker did not flinch when she learnt that to be a 
missionary she would have to go abroad for her religious 
training. When she heard through the Marist Fathers at Our Lady 
of Victories Church of the valiant band of tertiaries then known 
as the Third Order Regular of Mary, dedicated to the apostolate 
of the Southwest Pacific, her course was set and she left for 
France." (Marist Missions) 

We have seen that in 1922, Mary, now Sr Rose de Lima 
returned to Boston with Sr Pia (Deligny) of Alsace, already a 
veteran of Fiji. Their task was to open a house beside Our 
Lady of Victories Church in Isabella Street, Boston, and to 
accommodate other American aspirants for the Oceanian 
missions. Three eager girls, Julia Cyr, Marie Levesque and Eva 
Rivard soon arrived, and these were followed by Evangeline 
Bernard from Canada, Zita Butler, who was Irish and Flavie 
Menard from Maine. A photo shows these first-comers, a 
bucket brigade scrubbing bricks, garbed in checked aprons 
over black work dresses, sleeves rolled up. A watering can, 
hose, and straw brooms do not hide the faces whose 
expressions range from embarrassment to grinning delight. 

Next year these postulants welcomed back from France, Srs 
Hemin Bennet, Remi Lachance and Elie Leclerc who had 
followed Rose to Ste Foy, and were now en route to Samoa 
and Bougainville. 

APPROBATION 

"You are like arrows in the quiver of the Mighty one . .. 
Your enemies will be conquered ... " Abbe Mamas' 
eloquence was addressed to the group of nine whose 
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profession ceremony it was. The eldest was 33, the youngest 
21. All nine would be mission-bound before the new year. 
It was 13th December, 1911. 

Whether or not the eloquence of the preacher shook the 
windows of Ste Foy's small chapel, and moved the hearts of 
the arrows-to-be, there was at least one listener, whose aim 
would be vital to the still headless congregation of the Third 
Order of Mary. Sister Marie de la Merci (Mamas) was 
probably a relation of the preacher, sister or niece. Later she 
would be recalled from New Caledonia to assist in 
administration. 

When Merci did return to Ste. Foy in 1916, she was deeply 
aware of the need for "developing and strengthening by a 
greater unity, the organisation of the TORM". She 
appreciated the efforts of those first Marists who had 
struggled to develop the group. She knew it was thanks to 
the rireless and often frustrated attempts of Fathers Poupinel, 
Favre, Yardin and Raffin that the sisters in their particular 
vicariate clusters had grown, both from France and from 
Oceania itself. 

The steps from formlessness to a kind of confused order, 
and the canonical complexities of that climb have been 
described in Cecile de Mijolla's Origins in Oceania, and will 
not be repeated here. 

Suffice to say that in the twenties, when Fr Raffin renewed 
the push for TORM self determination, Merci was strong in 
support. When the new General, Fr Rieu, continued to 
implement the late Fr Raffin's plans, he sent Fr Dubois in 
1924 on an opinion poll around the Marist missions in 
Oceania. His aim was to investigate attitudes, ideas, 
suggestions and complaints of the Fathers, Brothers and 
Sisters with regard to the sisters themselves, whether, and in 
what way, they wished to change the status quo. 

Fr Dubois discovered that there was room for improve
ment everywhere. There were deficiencies in the sisters' 
education, limitations in their nature: " Why can't they 
always smile, like Sr Gabrielle?" There were breakdowns in 
relationships. In a clash of authoritarian personalities, Fr 
Chevreuil shipped Sr Monique from Villa Maria to Fiji, 
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when he could no longer bear "her arrogant ways". In 
Tonga and Wallis, the sisters were often hungry, their needs 
neglected, whereas "perfect harmony" reigned in Solomons 
between the Fathers, Sisters and people. 

The result of Fr Dubois' survey was an extremely. 
contradictory basket of evidence, opinions and facts. The 
gamut ranged from satisfaction with the "devotedness and 
good spirit" and the way things were, through Chanrion's 
fear of "destroying the work while trying to perfect it" 
(APMfNC) to Bishop Blanc's stern "a reorganisation is 
necessary" . 

On completion of his findings , Fr Dubois arrived back in 
Lyons in May 1925. His return coincided with the events 
that led to the departure of Ste Foy's superior, Sr Louis 
Chane!. It was assuredly one of the low points in TORM 
records. The shock caused by the event, with its reverber
ations even in Oceania made the new Marist General, now 
Fr Ernest Rieu, halt to question the whole undertaking. 

Should the ill-organised TORM begin negotiations to be 
amalgamated with the Marist Sisters? This order founded by 
Jeanne Chavoin in Fr Colin's era, and approved in 1884 had 
worked side by side with the Marists, at first semi-cloistered 
in France, and from the eighties also in the missions. The idea 
of amalgamation was not new. At this point, it seemed a 
timely solution to many problems. Sr Antoine, Superior 
General of the Marist Sisters welcomed Fr Rieu's 
reintroduction of the idea. 

Though missionaries in the field gave initial assent to the 
idea in theory, they soon found objections to its possible 
practice. Eventually Fr Rieu rejected the plan, perhaps with 
regret, for he feared that amalgamation would cause each 
group "a deviation from their aims". In theory it was a fine 
idea, in reality undesirable. 

So anxious was Fr Rieu to bring the sisters to the status of 
a Papal Congregation, that he assigned yet another of his 
assistants to make a final draft of constitutions, for the 
TORM. Father Jules Grimal worked day and night on it. 
Taking into consideration all previous rules and norms, from 
.those of Poupinel and Lamaze to those of Fr Raffin and Sr 
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Denyse, the latest code of canon law 1917, and all the current 
reports furnished by Fr Dubois and notes from Sisters 
Raphael and Pia, missionaries of wide experience, Fr Grimal 
completed this task in 1925. 

The constitutions, together with a report of the TORM 
and its topsy-like origins, its dependence on the Marists, its 
previous approbations were submitted to Rome. In February 
1926, Pope Pius XI placed the TORM under the jurisdiction 
of Propaganda Fide, "by whose authority the proposed 
reform would be accomplished". This step affirmed the 
missionary character of TORM, and gave hope to those 
working for its approbation. Yet hope needed patience, for 
there was much procrastination in Rome, and Fr Grimal was 
frustrated by delays. Contradiction was still putting its 
divine seal on the undertaking. 

In December 1930, Fr Rieu suggested that Mother de la 
Merci (Mamas) accompanied by Sr Rose de Lima, superior of 
Boston, currently in Lyons, should herself go to Rome. The 
two were received by Pope Pius XI, and by the Prefect of 
Propaganda, Cardinal Van Rossum, with whom they had an 
interview. While they were in Rome, Fr Grimal was 
summoned from Lyons and informed by Propaganda that the 
decree of approbation was finally signed. 

The -sisters of TORM would henceforth belong to the 
Congregation of the Missionary Sisters of the Society of 
Mary - now an institute of Papal Right. The constitutions 
were approved for a trial period of seven years. Propaganda 
appointed Mother Rose de Lima as first Superior General, 
with Mothers de la Merci and Pia as Councillors. 

To Propaganda Fide, it may have seemed humdrum. But 
to the Marist Fathers and Missionary Sisters it was a 
celebration. Over sixty years the tertiaries had worked with 
women and children of the Marist missions, an untidy, non 
canonical job. Sixty years of contradiction and disappoint
ment as well as of consolation. Sixty years since Fran<;oise 
had written to Father General Favre, 
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"I thought I was going to do marvels in Oceania .. . I made 
beautiful castles, not in Spain . . . What disappoinment . . . " 
(L. 121) 

Beautiful castles were indeed castles in the sand . .. but 
something better had been built, something more lasting, 
that neither waves of contradiction nor storms of disappoint
ment would wipe out ... 
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III: Muscles on the Stone 
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NEW CALEDONIA 1859 

T he cradle of Christianity in this land is the far Puebo
Balade area, 500 km north east of Noumea. On 

Mahamate beach stands the banyan tree under which the 
newly arrived Marists celebrated a first Mass at Christmas 
1843. An annual Mass still commemorates the event. 

The place is charged with history. In this cove, Captain 
Cook anchored in 1774. Here too the navigator, de 
Kermadec, was buried in 1792. Overlooking the bay is a 
monument where in 1853, a group of consultant chiefs 
helped the French to hoist the tricolor. In the same year, 
following the deaths of Frs Grange and Roudarre, Bishop 
Douarre himself fell victim to an epidemic which killed many 
of his catechumens. It had been a decade of turmoil. The 
stained glass windows in the nearby church depict incidents 
of these early days - a story of shipwreck, of the spearing 
of Br Blaise, of priests who had to flee as their house went 
up in flames . The starving fugitives hid in the bush, till a 
ship, wondrously, came to their rescue. 

Here is the tribal land of Hippolyte Bonou, young chief 
and friend of the early missionaries. A plaque in the church 
commemorates his heroism in a short life that paved the way 
for the happy relationship that would exist beyond his 
century between missionary and Melanesian. Here too, small 
children Antoine and Marie, came to aid those first 
nusslOnanes. 

It was to teach such children, that in 1865 Fr Villard 
begged Fr Favre for sisters. By now, a group of about 500 
Catholic Melanesians lived in the Puebo-Balade region, and 
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in Ile des Pins. At the time, a small settlement of foreign 
sandalwood traders, and prospective planters was growing 
into a town at Port de France (called Noumea after 1866). 
Britain objected to French occupancy, but constrained by 
other troubles, did nor make an issue of it. 

The first group of pioneer sisters had arrived in 1859: 
Pelagie Phelippon, a teacher from Bordeaux; Clotilde 
Viannay, a "rather headstrong" lady of Lyons; and a farmer's 
daughter Virginie Jacquier. They were followed a year later 
by one lone Rose Marie Brait. (Their religious names were 
respectively, Marie de la Croix, Marie du Bon Secours, 
Marie de la Paix and Marie de la Presentation. To lessen 
confusion, the name Pelagie will be used in the text.) 
Generous and having good will, they had little else in 
common but their desire to be auxiliaries to the Marists. Of 
the four, the ardent Pelagie was most controversial. Fr 
Rougeyron tried to be fair: 

"She has too many good qualities for me to say anything against 
her, and too many faults for me to praise her. (L. 510) 

But Pr Montrouzier, writing to his sister, says: 

"She has 180 pupils, who love her as a mother, and do her 
credit. Hell has caused her unbelievable trouble." (L. 191) 

Despite chronic ill-health, Pelagic's years on lie des Pins 
saw her with large classes of catechists, some bigger than 
herself. In 1860, she was joined by Rose Marie 
(Presentation), who spent twenty years there before a transfer 
to Puebo, where she rejuvenated the school. 

When Captain Guillain ruled as first governor, he closed 
the mission schools, and where possible impeded missionary 
effort. While he was humanitarian in his own way (he built 
roads, and started a postal system) he also damaged the 
French-Kanaka relationship. It was Governor de la Richerie 
who restored harmony, and this he did largely by promoting 
the work that missionaries were doing. 

By 1868 St Louis, headquarters now of Catholic activity, 
had become a centre of learning. While catechists were 
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trained at Conception, other men learnt carpentry, mechanics 
and new methods in agriculture on the farm at St Louis. Here 
too, the Girls' Boarding School flourished under the sisters. 
The girls eager to learn reading, writing and sewing, also 
learnt the meaning of fences. A large consignment of farm 
animals had come from Australia in 1866, and the Sisters 
now travelled on horseback or in buggy to Paita or 
Conception. The girls usually became wives of the catechists. 
Thus Christian families radiated from the nucleus built up at 
St Louis. 

Pelagie visited the villages constantly, encouraging parents 
who had been her past pupils. Later she used to joke: I am 
the grandmother of all the babies. Even dearer to her were 
the girls who became helpers and Sisters. Three aspirants, 
Isabelle, Scholastique and Louise, became the first "Filles de 
Marie", following a rule, and living with the Sisters. 

As the reputation of St Louis grew, young men from the 
outer isles applied to come. Thus the women ofLifou and the 
Loyalty Isles heard of the Sisters. Fr Montrouzier wrote to 
Fr Poupinel: 

.. A deputation comprising the most influential women came to 
ask Fr Rougeyron for Sisters, promising to feed them, care for 
their plantations, to go to school daily, etc. After the women 
came the chiefs making the same requests, the same entreaties 
and promising to set to work immediately to make a mud house 
for them." (L. 244) 

For the moment however the demand was greater than the 
supply, and though Clotilde (Bon Secours) attempted a 
foundation alone in Ouvea in 1868, she was crushed by the 
task, and gave it up a year later, and was sent to Puebo. 
Clotilde was irked by the fact that the St Joseph of Cluny 
Sisters had been invited to staff a hospital in Noumea, while 
she who had medical skills, was seldom asked to care for the 
sick. Pelagie was doing that, where necessary, in a common
sense, nonprofessional way, with her group of Filles de 
Marie. 

In 1877, Srs Catherine Villermet (du Calvaire) and 
Virginie Faure (du Sacre Coeur) arrived, having travelled on 
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the same boat as the Trappists. Catherine decided not to put 
on the dress of the Tertiaries; instead she married a passenger 
she had met aboard, and lived in Noumea. Virginie went to 
Lifou, where with Sr Scholastique TOM, and Isabelle FM, 
she opened a school. Honorine Roy (Sr Charles) arrived next 
year, and after a bout of typhoid, went with a girl,Josephine, 
to Bonde, where she won the hearts of her "chicks" . As 
Tertiaries were now corning regularly from France, schools 
opened at Mare (1885), Tie (1890) and Loyalty Isles (1896). 
Others began at Houaliou, Thio and Hienghene. In 1892, 
Pelagie relinquished her responsibility for the FiUes de Marie 
to Sr Anne Dupart, and then accompanied one of them to 
Belep, where a Government Leprosarium had started. To this 
unhappy settlement, lepers from near and far were sent to 
live in exile. 

Pelagie's letter gives a picture: 

"Our sick are not at all united. They live along the seashore in 
smelly villages, bathing only when they feel like it . .. We have 
eleven lepers living with us. Some of the poor girls are without 
hands, others have no feet and can only hobble round on their 
knees. " 
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Her companion wrote: 

"We have sick women with us on the Isle of Goats. One has no 
hands, another is one-eyed, a third has a tomato on her cheek. 
When we arrived they were dirty and almost untouchable. We 
helped them to clean up. We take it in turn to visit the houses; 
Father one day, and we the next. Poor people! Faces all twisted, 
some deformed like monsters. Some have legs like wood, others' 
limbs are falling in pieces. I can't help looking at the little bits 
of flesh that take the place of fingers, and wiggle like fat worms 
in rotten wood . .. " 

There was much moral corruption on the island. A sense 
of despair made many fall into debauchery. Discontent 
compounded by tribal squables led to brawls and violence. 
Devil-dances were performed by the men of Mare ... indeed 
perhaps evil spirits exerted a power here in this place of 
despair. It was not surprising then, that the priest and two 
Sisters were seldom welcomed. The white lepers were the 
most bitter and insulting. They called Pelagie "that old 
witch, pestering us ... " (and that, Pelagie writes in a letter 
"is the prettiest name ... I can't tell you what other words 
they use") . 

After six years, this "foyer of corruption" was closed, and 
the lepers were resettled on the mainland. The original 
inhabitants asked the sisters to remain to teach their children. 
ThiS" they did until Pelagie's death in 1908. 

Pelagie, the invalid of t 859 expecting to die any minute, 
had outlived all the other pioneers but one. Days in the 
service of others had made her forget her ills, even her faults, 
so that she could laughingly say in old age: "I'm just a cook 
who spoils the gravy". Nevertheless, her life was such that 
others might well seek her recipes. For unlike her old veil, 
patched 14 times, her wisdom had grown with the years. 

II 

The ferryman looks like St Christopher himself, as he 
traverses one of the many east coastal rivers of mainland 
New Caledonia. The powerful serenity of that carven face, 
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the taut muscles of the brown shoulders are reminiscent of 
the patron of travellers who once carried a Child across a 
river. The legend says that the nearer Christopher came to 
the farther shore, the heavier the Child became. 

It seems that the paradox of Christopher's ferrying 
continues. From the outset of French occupancy in New 
Caledonia, the Marists were called upon to be "bridges". 
Between the Melanesian on the one hand, and the henchmen 
of an often high handed government on the other, the 
Fathers held a balance that was at times heroic. But today's 
task of bridge building is ten times more difficult than that 
of a century ago. The government did make treaties with the 
chiefs, but as colonialism grew, it happened that the resulting 
co-habitation of foreigner and kanaka was not always a 
happy one. With the influx of other Pacific Islanders in this 
century, the issue of unity is as complex as it is perplexing. 
Today's St Christopher must have a stout heart and carry the 
reconciling staff of Christ himself, in order to be an effective 
bridge. 

Yet such a bridge has spanned the years; a human 
procession from past into future, from event into conse
quence. The Melanesians are led by the holy Hippolyte 
Bonou, and other brave chiefs. There are catechists and 
Marist missionaries from Rougeyron to Neyret, Tertiaries 
and Filles de Marie. Convicts and colonists are there; 
Marquesans and Tahitians, Vietnamese, Wallisians and 
Futunians, and many others. We see Sr Charles at Bonde 
with her 'canary-clad' infants; Anne, affectionately called 
Mama Wa; Victoria, who would joke with St Peter; Claudine 
Nakamura who combines in her person the wisdom of the 
east with the skills of the west;' Ligouri, beloved "mother" 
of the Filles de Marie, Ancilla who links compassion with the 
pursuit of excellence; and Bishop Michel Calvet who stands 
with a torn heart, struggling to continue as his predecessors 
did, to reconcile differences, and to promote unities. 

In 1984, a contingent of Caledonians flew to Honiara, to 
greet the Holy Father during his eight hour visit to the 

1. As Assistant G~neral from 1987, Claudine has even mOTC scope to exercise 
her talents. 
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Solomon Islands. Pope John Paul II greeted thousands of 
Solomon Islanders first in Pidgin, then in English; and finally 
in French spoke to that little assembly whose banner stood 
large above the multitude, proclaiming a hope and a prayer 
for uniry: "TO US FRERES EN JESUS CHRIST".2 

This proclamation is no empry boast. A visitor wrote 
recently: 

.. At daily Mass in Noumea, you see a cross-section of 
Caledonia's multi cultute. You only have to pray with these 
worshippers of all fashions, colours and ages; you only have to 
sing the Agneau de Dieu, to realise what it means to be one; to 
know that despite gunfire and tragedy, these are a people 
humbly and truly brothers and sisters united in Christ." 

Such unity, and yeaming for uniry, has resulted surely 
from many decades of having lived as "bridges between 
cultures". SMSM use the expression as one of their 
objectives and ideals. But nowhere is it pracised so closely to 
the bone, and with such heart-bum as among the 
missionaries and people of New Caledonia. 

SAMOA 1863 

When Sr Misericorde (Marie Basset) died in 1904 at 
Aleipata, she left a question dangling. Six Sisters remained of 
her little Congregation of Our Lady of Oceania. Three of 
these now prayed at her bedside, beside Sr Clotilde, a French 
TORM, recently arrived. The query that niggled the six was 
whether the death of their foundress, Misericorde, would 
also be the death of their congregation. 

It was. We have seen Misericorde landing amid hosannas 
in Wallis in 1858. After four years there, she was sent to 
Sydney for treatment of elephantiasis, her lifelong burden. In 
1865, she was assigned to Samoa, to replace Merci (Adelaide 
Meissonier) who had started a school, and who now in turn 
was sent to Sydney for her health. Misericorde too, loved 
teaching, and soon had numerous pupils at Savalalo, east of 
Apia. Rose (Autin) worked with her. 

2. Literally: All Brothers in Jesus Christ. 
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Misericorde had never been quite content about the status 
of the tertiaries. As a pioneer, she was delighted when 
Euphrasie (M du Coeur de Jesus) was charged with the 
reorganising of the TOM. On hearing that she was founding 
an authentic religious order, Our Lady of the Missions, 
Misericorde applied, was accepted and made first profession. 
When Euphrasie visited Samoa in 1874, it was Misericorde 
who accompanied her to Wallis and Futuna. However after 
Euphrasie's withdrawal from Samoa, Misericorde chose to 
remain, so did not renew her vows. 

Instead, she waited patiently till things had settled down. 
She then suggested to Bishop Elloy that the group of Sisters, 
Samoan and French, of whom she was Superior, should 
continue as a congregation. Furthermore in 1877, she 
presented him with a Rule, and this the Bishop took to Rome 
on his ad limina visit. She suggested that the sisters have their 
own distinctive habit, and the name "Our Lady of Oceania" . 

In 1878 there was a celebration of vows after a retreat. 
Those who had been without vows since 1875, as well as the 
two novices (Maria and Matalena, now Srs Vincent de Paul 
and Andre) made profession in the new congregation with 
Bishop Elloy's authorisation. This day may have been the 
crest of the wave in Misericorde's apostolate for thereafter 
she seems to have been enveloped in a sea of troubles. 

When Bishop Elloy in 1879, died suddenly in France, 
Misericorde lost her main support. The new Vicar Apostolic, 
Lamaze, from 1881, dedicated his efforts to uniting the 
Tertiaries in Oceania. While admiring Misericorde's initiat
ive, he proposed that the Sisters of Our Lady of Oceania 
(NOO) remain united with TORM in solidarity, for the sake 
of growth. 

But Misericorde, despite her erstwhile membership, had a 
blind spot regarding the Tertiaries. Deaf alike to the 
proposals of Bishop Lamaze, Poupinel and of Father General 
himself, Misericorde remained adamant in her wish to be 
independent of TORM. The fact that, during the eighties, 
these were now being trained and co-ordinated from France, 
left her unaffected. More Samoan girls were joining her, and 
the school was flourishing . She hoped that some volunteers 
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from France might also swell the ranks. 
However. this was not to be. In fact Misericorde. rather 

unkindly. had been "nicknamed Mere Caspienne - a play 
on the French words 'mer' and 'mere', and as the Caspian Sea 
is separated from other bodies of water, so she had separated 
her group from other religious." Tertiaries were now coming 
regularly to Oceania, but having their own loyalties to 
TORM, they avoided Samoa and NDO. Misericorde's 
growing dismay must have increased when her last 
compatriot, Marie de l'Enfant Jesus, left her to rejoin the 
NDM in New Zealand in 1889. After that. with diminishing 
staff, it was difficult to keep Savalalo school running. 

Indeed Misericorde had to relinquish her dream of 
expansion, when Fr Joly during his visitation that year, 
persuaded her finally to hand over Savalalo to a group of 
TORM who would arrive shortly. Reluctantly, and perhaps 
even with some heartbreak, Misericorde with four of her 
congregation moved to Aleipata, while the remaining seven 
started a school at Lotofaga. After twenty-six years in this 
favourite place, Misericorde bade farewell to Savalalo. 

In a letter to Fr Joseph Sage. SM. in the early seventies, 
Romana, a past pupil of the Sisters wrote: 

"Sometimes I wonder where my happiness comes from, to me, 
who fmd myself so blissfully tied by marriage. to which state I 
believe myself to have been called by God. It seems to me that 
such happiness has its roots in your instruction and that of my 
good mothers (sisters) in the years past . . . " 

The priest who received this letter wrote to France of this 
woman who ran a local school with her husband: 

"If only our sisters could provide us with a Romana each year, 
soon our archipelago would be renewed!" 

When the TORM arrived at Savalalo, they had much to 
live up to. The first band consisted of Sisters Chantal 
(Massing), Germaine (Vernay), Jean (Devambez), Ambroise 
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(Magnieu) and the Irish Frances (Shannon). The newcomers, 
though not without setbacks, soon had the school chirping 
with its accustomed activity. The schools at A1eipata and 
Lotofaga likewise grew rapidly. Samoans were keen for their 
children to grasp the magic of reading and writing, keys into 
the novel ways of the intruder from other lands. European 
and Euronesian children too began to appear in the classes. 

In the troubled last decades, Samoa had experienced the 
greed of colonial powers, Britain, Germany and USA, 
competing for supremacy. Bishop Elloy had been saddened 
to see entrepreneurs from these lands exploiting tribal 
conflicts to their own advantage. But, on the other hand, he 
had been heartened by the true Christianity practised by 
many Catholic families and heroic chiefs. 

During the next few years, more than a dozen TORM 
came, mainly from France and Germany. Sr Alphonse 
(Grendal) who had arrived in 1891, became Samoa's 
superior. New communities began at Leulumoega and Vaea 
in Upolu, and at Lealatele in Savai'i. The latter was closed in 
1906 when it was covered with lava. 

So the TORMs were well established in Samoa at the time 
of Misericorde's death. The question as to the future of her 
faithful little band of Our Lady of Oceania was soon 
answered. Bishop Broyer who had succeeded Bishop Lamaze 
in 1896 gave the Sisters the option of returning home or of 
joining the TORM. Four chose the latter course: Stanislau 
Patau , Petelo Lui Niuliki of Wallis and loane Pereire, half 
Portuguese from Tokelau. All four made profession in 1907 
at Savalalo. 

Petelo died in 1918. But in 1931, the other three became 
with the rest of the TORM, a group nearly fifty strong of 
Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary, a third of the 
number being Samoan. Misericorde's pipe dream of a 
Samoan congregation under Our Lady's care had not been in 
vain. It was just that God seemed to smoke a bigger pipe. 

In the same decade as that in which Misericorde's first 
pupils chanted their "Ba, Be, Bi" at Savalalo, a different 
drama took place 2,000 miles to the south. On the west coast 
of New Zealand's north island, a schooner was wrecked. 
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Among the migrants who struggled ashore, were the Irish 
Hickeys, a family whose members were to dedicate their 
lives and talents to building up the church in this new land. 

And so it happened that two generations later, a Velonika 
in Samoa and a Veronica in New Zealand were growing up, 
each of whom would play a significant missionary role in 
future times. At Savalalo, young Velonika Grey listened 
starry-eyed to old Sr Stanislaus' first communion classes, 
while in New Zealand, Veronica Hickey was chanting two
times table. When Velonika joined the novitiate in Moamoa 
in 1931, Veronica Hickey was already a teacher of note 
within the New Zealand State system. When the newly 
professed Sr Velonika was instructing tinies in the early 
thirties, Veronica Hickey crossed the Pacific to join the 
novitiate in USA, where she made profession in 1936, to be 
assigned to Samoa. Sr Cyprian, a compatriot, who would 
also work in Samoa twenty years later, wrote: 

"Sr Veronica Hickey brought new life to the Catholic Education 
system in Western Samoa - at that time a dependency of NZ. 
At Savalalo school she brought about a professional approach to 
classes and built up a group of young locally trained teachers so 
the school was able to handle great numbers of children with 
fine standards ... Being a woman of many talents, she enjoyed 
music, and trained the European choir in Apia cathedral. During 
the war years, lonely American servicemen also joined the 
throng around the organ - even inviting Sister Veronica as 
'special friend' to ceremonial occasions - invitations not 
accepted in those strict days." 

As for Sr Velonika, she went to Australia in the fifties for 
medical treatment. After recovery she remained, busy with 
many tasks, a gentle presence among the patients at Killara 
hospital, and later among the elderly sisters. As a child, 
Velonika had been impressed especially by Sr Paula, known 
and loved by all Samoans. As Superior of Moamoa, this 
German sister exercised a talent of kindliness that attracted 
all: the tiniest child, the shyest seminarian or catechist, the 
Marists, brothers, fathers and the Bishop himself. Fr Louis 
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Schwehr even dared play practical jokes on this happy 
personage. 

The General Chapter of 1939 was held in Ste Foy, and Srs 
Alphonse, Paula and Jeanne d'Arc attended it, representing 
Samoa. On the way back, Paula fell sick, and disembarked at 
PagoPago. There to the astonishment and grief of all, she 
died. All of Samoa mourned her. Who could replace such a 
one? 

In USA, Alphonse had met a sister on crutches, a Canadian 
survivor of the Spanish influenza epidemic, which had killed 
two novices and left others enfeebled. Alphonse questioned 
Eugene, asking whether she would like to use her seamstress 
skills as a missionary. Eugene, flabbergasted with delight, 
found herself a month later sailing, crutches and all, to 
Samoa. There were no wheelchairs here, but Eugene 
encouraged by Mother Alphonse, became Samoa's expert 
maker of altar linens and vestments. Alphonse made sure that 
Eugene did not become a sedentary servant, but spurred her 
on continually. She learnt to ascend the buggy step while the 
horses waited, and to do most things that others could. There 
came a day when Eugene used one crutch only, finally to 
throw it away. Like Veronica Hickey, who contracted a skin 
disease, Eugene too retired to New Zealand in her latter days. 
Though blind, she continued to use the surviving senses, just 
as Veronica, dying of cancer, could still tell a lively story. 

Just as politically Samoa had come step by step to 
nationhood in 1962, so too the church has evolved . No 
longer is success measured in terms of a church here, a school 
there - these were but sign posts along the way. A growing 
Catholic laity is tribute to the awareness of early catechists. 
The death of the first Samoan priest, Fr Ioane Tofe, in 1932, 
was a drumbeat to encourage other sons to respond to the 
special challenge of priesthood. In the forties, Fr Louis 
Schwehr trained seminarians who finished their studies at 
Lano, Wallis. Later, numbers of these took their places with 
fellow priests and Marists from Germany, USA and New 
Zealand. Among these was young Pio Taofinau, who, 
ordained in 1954, becoming a Marist in 1962, was to become 
Samoa's first Cardinal. 
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Long before certain SMSMs were enjoying the reflected 
glory of having taught a small boy who would later be a 
Cardinal, large numbers of Samoan girls from Savalalo were 
off to New Zealand for studies, some to become nurses, 
teachers or to take up other professional roles. Novices were 
sent to Heretaunga, New Zealand, from the fifties, and one 
of these after profession, remained on the novitiate staff. 
Patricia Stowers later won a Scholarship to Macquarie 
University, Sydney, graduating in 1976. Certain other 
SMSM would be proud to say they had taught this girl who 
would later become Mother General. 
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TONGA 1881 

No! said Taufa'ahau. We don't want Papist missionaries 
here. Our island is too small for two religions, and we 
already have the Wesleyans. 

It was 1837. The Chief of Ha'pai, Taufa'ahau spoke with 
the authoriry not only of his high chiefdom, but also as the 
most influential personage of Tonga's eastern region. One 
day, he would through sheer force of personaliry and 
ambition, become King George Tupou of a united Tonga, 
the archipelago that Captain Cook, some 70 years previously 
had dubbed "The Friendly Isles" . 

Indeed to the two French priests before him, the Chiefs 
manner was one of perfect friendliness . His "No!" was polite 
and decisive. He had consulted his Protestant advisor, 
Thomas, and Thomas had decreed that no Catholics were to 
be allowed in his domain. 

The encounter between the Tui'Ha'pai and Bishop 
Pompallier was not a total disappointment. Taufa'ahau 
suggested that the missionaries should sail west to the tiny 
kingdom of Uvea. Not wishing to discourage their zeal, he 
did not add that a group of Tongan missionaries had recently 
been massacred in Uvea. So the Catholic priests, groping in 
the unknown, moved on to Uvea (Wallis). Five years later, 
when the Marists were somewhat settled in Wallis, two of 
them returned to Tonga. Invited by some Tongans of the 
Lau group, Fr Chevron and Br Attale established themselves 
tentatively at Pea in Tongatapu. With them were some 
Tongan catechists, baptised in Wallis. Their leader was the 
devoted Atalea. 

This time, though Taufa'ahau did not oppose the 
missionaries, neither did he welcome them. His aim had been 
to dominate the non-Christian tribes of Tongatapu and the 
south, and he did so through force of arms. In 1852, though 
he had made a treaty promising France protection to her 
citizens (including missionaries), Taufa'ahau was not enthusi
astic about this lean and hungry pair of Marists. If indeed 
Christianity was, as some Samoan Protestants had reported, 
"a religion that imparted to its happy votaries such beautiful 
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clothes and such excellent knives", why were these Marists 
so down at heel? 

It was the Tongan family of Moeaki, among others, who 
welcomed the two, and Fieto'a, wife of Moeaki, who 
introduced the other women. Fieto'a was the first to be 
baptised by Fr Chevron, and her husband soon followed. 
Thus began the slow process of Tongan questioning that led 
to the first conversions, even to that of the Tui Tonga in 
1850. He had become friends with the priests, and he liked 
the teaching they presented. 

"The women of Tonga have unlimited empire" wrote Fr 
Joseph Monnier (L. 148), and it is remarkable in Tongan 
history that women often step forth as leaders. They 
certainly gave a true Tongan welcome when in 1871, Bishop 
Elloy brought three "holy ladies" to Mau'fanga. They were 
Euphrasie's Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions, and the 
Prioress, Augustine was "beautiful enough to be a Tongan". 
They began a small school at the women's invitation. Here 
Sr Marie de Jesus (Mary Healey), an Irish New Zealander, 
taught reading and writing, as she herself learnt the Tongan 
language. Three years later, Mother General herself arrived 
on visitation from France. Euphrasie (M. Marie du Sacre 
Coeur) was honoured with a great feast . Taking Sr 
Augustine with her, she sailed to Samoa, where several 
NDM awaited her, later to assemble for retreat and a 
Chapter. 

In 1875, Fr Lamaze (not yet Bishop) wrote: 

"The sisters have made many sacrifices for their school. They are 
doing good in spite of difficulties." 

But in the next few years, the first modest success seemed 
to wither. Sisters Malia Kafo and des Cinq Plaies became ill, 
and were withdrawn, to be replaced by Sr de la Pitie (Frances 
Bartet, one of the pioneers from Futuna). She was old and so 
deaf that she could not learn the language. Meanwhile, after 
the disagreement between Euphrasie and Bishop Elloy, the 
Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions were also withdrawn 
from Samoa. Not knowing this, the Tongans were puzzled 

74 



Futuna 
:~::,~~:., ': 

. ~ . '; . . " ".' '. , 

F ' .. '. 
I J l .:~::>~.: ~. 

".iJ:f7'." 

. , 

Tonga 

75 

Wallis 

VAVAU 
GROUP 



and disappointed when in 1879, Sr des Anges returned to 

New Zealand. Mary Healey packed up, and choosing life as 
a TOM, went to Samoa, then to Futuna. One lone Sister 
remained, Pitie, who was 

"holding the fort, and happy to be alone .. . completely taken 
up with her cows and chickens. She keeps Mao'fanga generously 
supplied with milk, cream cheese, eggs and chicken, and Fr 
Pierre (Castagnier) is happy about this" 

as Fr Chevron wrote to Poupinel. 
At Christmas 1880, when the three young Sisters, 

Delphine, Pierrette and Josephine arrived in Sydney, their 
coming aroused in Silenia (Sr Vika) a desire to return to 
Polynesia. She had been over twelve years at Villa Maria. 
Now she felt it time to be a missionary herself. "In my heart, 
I heard the good God telling me to return to Oceania," she 
wrote later to Father Poupinel. 

In Tonga, Sr Pitie, so long alone, welcomed the 
newcomers with open arms. She would have new lease of 
life! Silenia, like Delphine and companions, was enthralled by 
Tonga. Unlike her own two-isle Futuna, the kingdom of 
Tonga, was made up of three groups extending over 500 
miles, and comprising over 150 islands. 

To the north was Vava'au; sunken ships and treasure were 
said to be among its buried history. Here Sr Pierre opened 
a school in 1883. Ha'apai was the scattered central 
archipelago. Here in 1874, Prince Unga had given the Sisters 
some land for their convent. To the south was Tonga Tapu, 
where Ma'ufanga was situated, where the King now lived. 

In Tonga Tapu, the people were pleased with the sisters, 
especially Silenia. She spoke English as well as French, and 
quickly iearnt Tongan. Her friendly personality endeared her 
to all. 

"Sr Vika (Silenia) is always cheerful, and makes things work 
smoothly with the people. She is a real treasure for Ma'ufanga .. 

wrote Fr Olier to Fr Poupinel. Silenia also wrote to him: 
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"Since I left (Australia) I have not felt the slightest tinge of 
regret. I am very happy living with the new sisters, to help in 
the difficult work they are doing." (1883) 

In 1886, Srs Mateo Fusipongi and 'Amato Taise made 
profession. They were the first of the Tongan TORM , who, 
in large numbers would contribute to the growth of the 
church in the Pacific, many of whom would share their 
tafents with other cultures in other lands. 

Silenia was sorry when Delphine had to return to Villa 
Maria on account of ill health. The Joly sisters took over 
some of her duties at Ma'ufanga. Silenia's joy was 
overflowing when, in 1890, her old companion Sara (M. du 
Mont Carmel) arrived after twenty two years in Australia, 
also a mission land. They had ten years of news to tell one 
another. After this visit, Sara was sent to help the first 
TORM to settle in at Savalalo, then had a short visit home 
to Futuna. Assigned to Samoa in 1891, she remained here for 
12 years. In 1904, a mental breakdown made it advisable for 
her to return to her family. She lived at Alo, respected as "a 
holy woman" till her death in 1930. 

In the next thirty years, much happened. Tui Malili, the 
tortoise given to the Royal family by Captain Cook in 1774, 
srill crept round the royal gardens, a sign of stability in a 
changing cosmos. There, amid lawns and flowering trees, a 
splendid new palace had been built to house the new 
sovereign. Taufa'ahau II succeeded his grandfather, Siosi 
Taufa'ahau in 1893. In the same year Pirie also died, a 
pioneer whose years in Oceania had been as quiet, as Siosi's 
had been ciangourous. 

In that year too, Sr St. Yves with a postulant and two girls 
opened a school in Ha'apai. Among the first pupils were 
Sap ate and Seletute, daughters of Malia Ma'u ki Mu'a, who 
was the granddaughter of Atelia, Fr Chevron's catechist. 
Later Sap ate would become one of the first locally trained 
nurses. (Sapate's son, Pousima was a pupil of the Marist 
Brothers, and among the first graduates in the Public Service. 
Sia Afeaki, writing in Marist Missions in 1961, tells of how 
Pousima eventually became a lawyer, a member of Tonga's 
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Legislative Assembly, and one of the Catholic newspaper 
team.) 

Ma'ufanga had a thriving community when the first two 
Australians arrived. Srs John Baptist (Mary Ann Keegan) and 
Frances (Nelly Day) were happily received, particularly for 
their ability to teach English. But there was sadness too, in 
1897, when Fr Joly's young nieces died. Mary Ann wrote to 
a friend 

"Sr Josephine, whom you must remember at Villa Maria four 
years ago, died just five weeks after her sister. She had been 
ailing for nine years with indigestion. They both had a most 
happy death. And oh! we miss them so much." 

In 1904, Sr Germaine (Collet) opened a school for 
Europeans at Nuku'alofa. Twenty years later the Marist 
Sisters took over this responsibility, till 1941, when 
expatriates were obliged to leave Tonga for the duration of 
the Pacific War. In 1904 too, Nellie Day left Tonga and the 
TORM for Australia. She later joined the Sydney Carmelites 
in whose community she died in 1939. 

In 1858 Fr Monnier had written to the Marists in France: 

"One of the most influential Protestant chiefs asked us why 
these devoted persons were not coming to Tonga to instruct the 
young girls and care for the sick." 

Fifty years later, there would have been no need to ask. 
There were now TORM in each Tongan archipelago: 
Vava'au, Ha'apai and Tonga Tapu. Even on remote Niua 
Fo'ou, the Marists had opened a station in 1891. 

Christened "Tin Can Island" by the Americans in 1940s, 
Niua Fo'ou, 400 miles north of Tonga Tapu, is a volcanic 
crater, cradling a blue lagoon. In 1915 a hurricane blew the 
convent away, and wrecked the mission. In 1919 Srs 
Makalita and John Baptist were sent to re-open the school. 

Sister John Baptist became as renowned on Tin Can Isle as 
Ma Mere (Xavier) had been on Tonga Tapu. As Sr Xavier lay 
dying in 1923, Queen Salote accompanied by Prince Tungi 
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came to see her, and embracing her tenderly, thanked her in 
the name of the Royal Family and her people for all her years 
of healing and care of the sick. Sr John Baptist at that time 
had been three years on Tin Can. Already beloved by the 
people, she would spend the rest of her life with them. She 
had taught the three Rs, a little English, and some music at 
Ma'ufanga in her first years. She did much the same in Niua 
Fo'ou among the 1500 dwellers who were accustomed to the 
snoring volcano that awoke occasionally with noisy ex
plosions. 

But in legend, the famous umbrella hoisted aloft to keep 
the rain off her bed, is apt to outlive other facts: her seven 
years' paralysis, her last two years of blindness. 

In 1928, two Marist Fathers visited. One was the 
American Fr Ed Tremblay, who was impressed by Sr John'S 
ability to make the best of things, as "she blushingly 
apologised, offering kerosene cases as chairs". The visitors 
too were amused at the mutual admiration ofSr John and the 
parish priest Fr Jouny. The latter would say: "If I don't die 
before her, I shall work for her canonisation. She is a saint." 
And Sr John would say "How good it is to work with Fr 
Jouny. He is certainly a saint!" (He died in 1931, four years 
before Sr John.) 

A volcanic eruption in 1946 made it necessary for the 
whole population to evacuate Niua Fo'ou. Most resettled on 
'Eua, south of Tonga Tapu. Sisters Julia and Angele opened 
a convent here in 1949. 

During the two terms of Mother Eva as Regional (60s and 
70s) many young Tongan women trained as SMSM in New 
Zealand. Later many of these would be missioned to other 
lands, including Jamaica and Colombia. 

FIJI 1881 

Levuka on Ovalau island, had been the headquarters of 
Cacobau, the chief who had made himself a kingdom with 
a government modelled on British lines. Though since 1880, 
Levuka had been replaced as capital by Suva, it was still a 
haunt of beachcombers, deserting sailors, and a considerable 
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population of Australian and British families who had settled 
as businessmen or plantation owners. Levuka had ten hotels 
that never lacked for business, and was reputed to be the 
wildest town in the South Pacific. 

But the three French postulants, leaning over the deck rail 
were as yet unaware of this. They had passed several of the 
thousand isles that comprise Fiji, but this was the first 
township. And it was hardly Fijian! Excited by the clamour 
and colour of the cosmopolitan crowd, they scarcely noticed 
Fr Breheret in his tattered soutane, till he greeted them. 

His welcome was warm, though they knew that this shy 
pioneer in charge had taken six years to make up his mind 
as to whether he needed sisters: 

"Practically speaking, I doubt whether the time is ripe for 
bringing in brothers and sisters," he had written to Fr Poupinel 
previously. 

They introduced themselves, Marie Mainguy, Helene 
Pincemin, Ambroisine Marie. A week later, on Holy 
Saturday, this first band of Mme des Groues, became novices 
at a ceremony presided over by the visiting Bishop Lamaze. 

Ambroisine, an experienced teacher remained to start a 
school in Levuka. Marie de Jesus and Helene went on to 
Wairiki , on Taveuni Island. There Fr Deniau had built them 
a house, and he would direct their novitiate with kindly 
rigour, while they worked with the women and children. 
They had little time to be nostalgic about their three months 
training with Mme. des Groues at St. Brieuc, but Marie must 
have missed her young sister Eugenie, who had entered with 
her. 

They had been a mixed lot in the care of Mme. des Groues. 
Marie Cadou and Eugenie Mainguy were girls of eighteen 
years. Marie Mainguy was twenty-one, while Ambroisine 
was a mature forty-one, and had been tcaching in a Paris 
schoo!. Helene was a laundress, in her thirties. Only three 
had been sent to Fiji, as Eugenie and Marie were considered 
too young, and were continuing their studies. 
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Fr Breheret could tell a little about Fiji. A patient man, and 
quiet, he had known failure after failure from the time of his 
arrival in 1845. In that year, with Bataillon's blessing he and 
Fr Roulleaux Dubignon had been left at Lakemba, where 
Chief Tui Nayau gave them short shrift. No one there 
wanted to hear them. Some, like Tui Nayau were quite 
content with the religion of their forefathers; others had been 
converted by Tongan catechists to Methodism. What more 
could the Marists teach them? 

Later they moved to Levuka, and from this headquarters 
founded stations at Wairiki on Taveuni, and at Rewa. 

Their first ship was named Vola Siga, as many another 
Marist seacraft across the Pacific, after Mary, Morning Star. 
In this vessel, Fr Breheret made his way from village to 
village in Fiji 's archipelago of myriad islands; this Pacific 
crossroads where Polynesian met Melanesian to produce a 
unique people, who came to love this meek priest with his 
"one hand on the tiller, a rosary in the other". 

The Sisters learned of how Abel Tasman had sailed 
through Fiji in 1642, without landing his Dutch ship. Many 
moons later Captain Bligh was chased by Fijian canoes as far 
as the Yasawas. In 1830, Christianity was first preached by 
two Tahitian Methodists. It could be said that this was the 
start of the modern era. 

In the fifty years since, Fiji had seen traders , missionaries, 
beachcombers and blackbirders . Fearing exploitation from 
powers beyond his control, Cacobau had repeatedly asked 
England to establish a protectorate over Fiji. Eventually an 
agreement with Queen Victoria was signed. In 1875 
Cacobau, he'ading a delegation of chiefs, ceded Fiji to Britain 
by formal deed. Sir Arthur Gordon, the first official 
Governor, was concerned about development. The Fijians 
needed a stable economy upon which to base their newfound 
unity. He promoted cotton growing and the production of 
sugar. In 1879 the first shipload of Indian labourers arrived 
to work on the sugar plantations. Each year thereafter about 
2,000 indentured labourers came from India. 

Marie and Helene made profession at Wairiki, having 
completed a year's novitiate under Fr Deniau's direction. Fr 
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Breheret came from Levuka to preside. Marie had become Sr 
Marie de Jesus and Helene, Sr Marie du Sacre Coeur. 
Ambroisine, who was later to work in New Caledonia was 
known as Sr Marie de la Presentation. (Not to be confused 
with the pioneer of the same name who would die in that 
vicariate in 1885.) 

Marie was delighted when her sister Eugenie, now Sr 
Claire, arriving in 1885, became her assistant at the new 
school, Loreto, south of Levuka. They had two years 
together, then during a severe fever, Claire died, aged about 
twenty-five. 

The sister newcomers heard many tales about Cacobau, 
the jovial one-time cannibal, who liked to shock missionaries 
by misquoting the gospel to his own delight. I do love my 
enemies, he would mimic, especially when they are well 
cooked. He had promised his rival warrior, Varani, that he 
would roast him alive ifhe converted to Christianity. In fact, 
Cacobau had ultimately become a Christian himself in 1854. 
He then married one of his forty wives and sent the rest 
away. 

Missionaries such as Bishop Vidal, knew that the Fijian's 
fidelity to tradition would make the acceptance of Christ's 
teaching a slow process. Nevertheless that acceptance 
springing from conviction and personal choice would be the 
best earnest of fidelity. 

Thanks to Bishop Vidal, Vicar Apostolic in 1887 who 
dreamed of seeing every Fijian a scholar, education was given 
high priority in mission planning. Thanks to the Wesleyan 
missionaries too, thirty years previously, a Fijian language 
was promoted to become the lingua franca of the nation, 
another unifying factor in a land of many dialects. 

The tertiaries soon spoke Fijian fluently, but Vidal saw a 
further need for English speaking schools for the urban 
centres. He invited the Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny to staff 
a school in Suva. The Marist Brothers opened schools for 
boys in Suva, Rewa and Cawaci. When the Marist Sisters 
(cousins of the TORMs) arrived in 1892, the school at 
Levuka for colonial and Euronesian children was handed 
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over to them, for the tertiaries were better at speaking Fijian 
than English. 

Just before that in 1888, two Australian novices had joined 
the TORM community at Levuka. One, Nellie Day, was put 
in charge of the school, and Mary Ann Keegan took care of 
a small hospital. It seems that the Australians and Sr Superior 
suffered from mutual misunderstandings and when the 
Marist Sisters took over, the TORMs seemed willing to hand 
over the Australians along with the school. At least that was 
the proposal made to them. Nellie Day agreed to a year's 
trial, but Mary Ann and Marcella, as we have seen, opted to 
return to Villa Maria to help the Marist Fathers with their 
sewing and other chores. Nellie Day rejoined them later, and 
Marcella went home. 

The schools run by the TORM were, for the most part, 
small rural ones. The first three Sisters had been followed at 
regular intervals by a brigade of newcomer TORMs. In the 
twelve years between 1899 and 1911, eleven more com
munities had begun: two in Rotuma (400 miles north) five on 
Viti Levu, four on Vanua Levu. Twenty-nine recruits from 
Ste Foy made this possible. The terms of Mme des Groues 
and Denyse Rouviere at Ste. Foy had been busy and fruitful. 

Generally speaking, the early tertiaries were not academics; 
their forte lay perhaps more in the medical field. Certainly 
when Governor O'Brien appealed to the missions to assist in 
his Hygiene Mission in 1899, Bishop Vidal immediately 
assigned fifteen TORMs to the project. Srs Michel (peignier), 
Genevieve (Bertholier), Victor (de Saichezza) Irenee 
(Coupry), arriving in 1900, must have been among those 
who canoed along the Rewa with their girls, dispensing 
"health" . A 'flu epidemic in 1875 had carried off a third of 
Fiji's population. Determined that this should not happen 
again, the Governor now sent the Sisters among the villages, 
to work with women in basic hygiene and child care, 
nutrition and preventative medical skills. 

"The children, the young girls, the sick of every sort are now 
experiencing a motherly affection. a gentleness. devotedness and 
concern of which they had never dreamed." 
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Bishop Vidal, consequently was pleased to encourage the 
Fijian girls who desired to be religious. From 1893, Sr Marie 
de Jesus was put in charge of the formation of the Sisters 
whose congregation would be approved as Little Sisters of 
Nazareth . Their dedication would not be surpassed by that of 
the TORM, with whom they would work side by side, 
teaching and nursing. 

In 1934, Fiji was a first stop on Mother General Rose's 
visitation of Oceania. What impressed her most in this land 
was its sense of racial harmony . It was most evident at 
Makogai leprosarium where Fijian and Indian, Melanesian 
and Polynesian, the blind, lame and halt lived in jovial 
collaboration. Sister Theodore's babes in her League of 
Nations nursery all cried in the same language. At a concert 
organised by Ernest Wolfgram and some fellow lepers, she 
would realise how entertainment and music spoke a language 
that transcended the boundaries of nationalism. 

Rome was not built in a day, and she marvelled at what 
had been achieved at Makogai by Mother Agnes, combining 
in her person the qualities of lion and lamb. Had these 
enabled her to help others move from xenophobia to 
companionship, from prejudice to tolerance, from despair to 
trust? Or was it some deep faith in Christ 's power to walk 
on troubled waters? 

" A haven of hope," Mother Rose jotted in her log book . 

VANUATU 1898 

In October 1908 Victor Doucere, first Vicar Apostolic of 
New Hebrides, wrote a newsletter to his missionaries: 

"I left Vila on First Friday hoping to visit three neighbouring 
nUssions. As it was too rough to land at Sesivi, I sent 3 note to 
Fr Henri Perthuy. I invited him to come and, if possible, to bring 
Sr Clement, for I wanted to discuss with her the work she would 
be doing." 

The Bishop goes on to tell how Fr Henri and Sr Clement 
left Sesivi by whaleboat, after Mass on Monday morning. 
With them were four crew, two Sesivi catechists, and Josepo, 
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the boat's owner. Outside the cove, the whaler was swamped 
by a wave, and sank. A Frenchman in a schooner down the 
coast saw the boat submerge, and hurried to its rescue. The 
sea was choppy but he managed after two hours to save four 
men, then gave up hope of fmding the rest. Next day the 
Bishop heard more about the event: 

"Mter the ship sank, josepo and Gaston could easily have saved 
themselves. But their first concern was for the Father and Sister. 
josepo swam to the aid of Sr Clement with a floating water 
barrel. Gaston tore his clothes in strips, and with these lashed 
some oars together into a kind of raft. Nobody panicked . Father 
Henri held on to his little packet, which contained his catechism 
translated into Sesivi, which he was bringing to me. 
"They saw the schooner searching for them, but the current had 
swept them southwards. The waves were large and rough. Jean
Marie was alarmed to see how much water was swallowed by 
the missionaries. He did his best to help them keep their heads 
up . 
"That evening while I was saying my office, a crowd came 
shouting from the beach: 'Gaston is alive. He is at Port Vato.' 
"Gaston was alive after spending 24 hours on the waves. He had 
seen die, one after the other the Sister, the Father and his devoted 
companions. He only added to what the others had told us. 
"Towards mid afternoon by the sun's position, Sr Clement said 
to Fr Henri : 'I'm exhausted. I can hold on no longer. Please 
Father, give me absolution.' Fr Henri gave her absolution and 
she commended herself into God's hands. Not long afterwards, 
the priest said 'I'm going to die' . Then Gaston said: ' Father, 
before you die, give me absolution too'. josepo made the same 
request. 
"Courageous in death, as we knew him to be in life, our confrere 
gathered his strength for this last act of his priestly ministry . .. " 

so concludes Bishop Doucere. 
This is but one episode in a chain of apparent misfortunes 

that dogged the activities of the early missionaries in 
Vanuatu. 

It was not called Vanuatu then. Nor was it called by the 
more poetic name bestowed on it by de Quiros in 1606, 
Terra del Spiritu Santo, land of the Holy Spirit. The 
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Condominium of New Hebrides owed its name to Captain 
Cook, who mapped part of its coastline in 1774, and its 
government to the French and British authorities who in 
1906 agreed to a joint stewardship of this archipelago of 80 
isles that stretch nearly 500 miles north and southwards. 

Christian missionaries had been resisted at the beginning, 
and had battled against odds. Is it that excessive fear is the 
devil's insignia, just as the words "Fear not" signify in the 
Scriptures a password to God's special presence? In New 
Hebrides, fear, like a seam of fire, burns through the stories 
of the first missionary enterprises. It was as if, some of the 
missionaries said, the devil, fearing to lose some stronghold, 
utilised his own weapon of fear to poison initiatives, to create 
divisions and to close down good works or prevent their 
beginnings. 

" If a mother dies in childbirth, they bury the child with her. But 
people are not being cruel! If the mission offers to take the infant, 
the villagers are quite willing that it should live." 

Father Jamond told the story of Bernadette, one such child, 
salvaged from a premature death. She lived at the mission of 
Olal. One day an old man came to carry her off. Her screams 
and kicking alerted the priests, who chased her abductor, 
retrieved the little girl, and brought her back. Some months 
later, she was taken again. This time, Fr Suas was perplexed. 
"What's to be done?" he asked a catechist. "Quite simple," 
replied his counsellor. "If you have pigs, you simply buy her 
back." 

When Fr Suas wrote telling Fr Doucere of his transaction, 
Doucere expressed surprise. Fr Suas then wrote: 

''I'm astounded that you are astonished! We must give pigs to 

ransom the girls. It's the way to get wives for our catechists." 

Bernadette was not the only one rescued to become the 
wife of a catechist. It became customary for missionaries to 
give pigs in exchange for girls . The mission of Olal began to 
be cluttered with maidens. A problem! A school for girls to 
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learn catechism was needed. Moreover orphans rescued from 
infanticide wanted mothers to care for them. 

The refusal to his repeated pleas for sisters to care for the 
women whose "treatment was worse than slaves", drove 
Suas to a scathing reply to the Bishop in Noumea: 

.. And now it seems you refuse us sisters, because they're in 
danger of seeing naked men when they arrive. Truly you are 
putting the plough before the oxen! " 

The first Sisters arrived from Noumea on Palm Sunday 
1898. One, a Caledonian, was Sr Edwige FM, with Srs 
Marie du Sacre Coeur (Faure) and Gabrielle (Chevreuil) 
TORM. Agripina, a Caledonian widow, made the fourth. 

Father Pionnier was delighted! Fr Jean Vidal came all the 
way from Vao to welcome them: "Hope for the Mission!" 
he laughed. A week later, this zealous Father was to die 
painfully of poisoning by his enemies. But today he rejoiced. 
The Sisters in black dresses and frilly white bonnets attracted 
a crowd. The curious onlookers then welcomed them with 
song and dance. In nearby villages they were laden with 
gifts. The increase in Mass attendance was astounding. 
Father Pionnier could only hope that this burst of piety 
might be lasting! 

Sister M du Sacre Coeur with Agripina, stayed at Port 
Sandwich to open a school. Sisters Gabrielle and Edwige 
went to Arnbryn, to be joined later by a second Fille de 
Marie, Sr Angelique. Soon they had opened a school for little 
girls. It was eagerly attended . A year later, Fr Suas, helped 
by the Sisters, founded Nazareth village. Here, young 
families, undeterred by tribal rivalries, practised living a 
Christian way of life, so that strong in faith, and supported 
by one another, they might later return to their kin to spread 
the good news of Christ. At least, this was the aim, and for 
the time being Olal became a haven in a turbulent isle. 
Indeed, though there were to be setbacks, some of the best 
catechists were formed by Fr Suas at Olal's Nazareth. 

Everyone knew however that, outside Olal, this was not 
an easy mission. Certain customs of the pre-christian 
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inhabitants were not only amazing but also frightening. 
Cannibalism was no mere theory of some wild anthropol
ogist. It was practised, and with gusto! Payback killings 
simply fulfIlled the unwritten law: "Eye for eye, and tooth 
for tooth." Mercy killings, which western culture a century 
later would revert to, calling it "death with dignity", were 
customary: at Santo, widows were hanged or strangled; in 
many isles the old men were buried alive. Everywhere the 
threat of poisoning by enemies made the bravest quail. To eat 
or not to eat what was set before you, became more than a 
question of etiquette. 

To intervene or not in certain situations became a personal 
question for each missionary. No one needed to be a 
sociologist to realise that every human act had social . . 
repercussIons. 

In 1901, more TORMs arrived: Tarcisius, Jacques, 
Constantia and Marc. The four had been requested by the 
French Society of New Hebrides, who paid their passage. 
One was to take charge of the hospital belonging to this 
Society . The other three, under Tarcisia's direction, would 
begin a school in Port Vila. The Society gave the Sisters a 
house, and a modest grant. Already it had installed a doctor. 
The Sisters joined the Fathers on Sundays to pray the office 
together before Mass. 

II 

From the tum of the century, Fr Doucere, not yet Bishop, 
kept a careful record of events , people, Marists and 
Melanesians, tragedies and celebrations, like double-edged 
swords. There are photos too ... smiling Sisters, smiling 
missionaries, happy infants. But just as the directory ruled 
that no Sister should be photographed without her formal 
habit, so too an unwritten edict decreed that no face should 
appear with a scowl or a frown. Nevertheless, behind those 
smiles, these placid photos, often lurked a story less joyous. 

Before this photo of the Sisters with babies in arms, and 
infants at their apron strings, there was the epidemic of 1902. 
While Angelique and Gabrielle tended the sick at Olal, 
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hundreds died in the villages and many children were left 
orphans. In 1904, Doucere opened a nursery at Port 
Sandwich, where the Sisters cared for orphans during the 
next twenty years, Srs Clement and Alexius being the first in 
charge. 

The photo of Sr Tarcisius on horseback fails to tell of her 
numerous journeys to the sick, and of that day when, despite 
a long gallop to Fr Faure's bedside with medicines from 
town, the sick priest died soon after. 

In 1904, amid celebration, Bishop Doucere was conse
crated first Vicar Apostolic of the newly erected vicariate of 
New Hebrides. The feast also celebrated the marriages of 
four catechists, and the arrival of three new Fathers, and one 
Sister, Hyacinthe. Yet there was weeping too among the 
schoolgirls that year, when their beloved teacher, Sr 
Angelique FM died. 

The ocean smiles too in this seascape, as it laps the sunny 
shore under waving palms. Yet this same ocean had taken 
three Fathers, two sisters and three catechists to itself in 
twenty years. 

Sister M. du Sacre Coeur often annoyed her fellow 
labourers by her apathy and her fear of meeting people. She 
also suffered from deafness. She came into her own however 
when the colonists requested music lessons for their children. 
Music was her talent, and teaching it became her joy. " After 
all," remarked one of her Marist family, "Beethoven was 
deaf too." 

In 1928 Fr Bochu founded the mission of St. Michel on 
Santo. Before their house was completed, Srs Gerard, 
Cyriaque and Vianney joined him. He had ordered nails to 

finish the job, but the ship brought him two hammers 
instead. At length they moved in. A week later, a cyclone 
blew up. The whole mission: houses, kitchen, sheds, all were 
swept away . "Our good Sisters," wrote Fr Bochu to the 
Bishop "had a baptism of wind and rain". Sister Cyriaque 
nearly sixty years later, could still laugh about it. 

1906 had seen in New Hebrides the proclamation of a 
Franco-British condominium. "No need to say that neither 
one nor the other of the co-sovereigns was fully satisfied," 
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Doucere wrote in his journaL This "uneasy alliance of polite 
dislike" was to endure and be endured for over seventy 
years. A future generation would suffer the consequences of 
its divisive policy. 

BOUGAINVILLE 1901 

The little girls canoeing from Buin whispered or were 
silent out of respect for the crocodiles in the passage. But 
when they rounded the point, and came in sight of 
Poporang, they would break into laughter and noisy chatter. 
Along this shore were the turtles and burna and octopus who 
didn't mind melody. As they plied their paddles, the children 
would burst into song till they swept onto the beach near the 
school house. There Sr Ignace would be drawing with a 
white stone on a board that Fr Perpezat had painted black. 
At their approach, she would greet the little contingent clad 
in banana leaf skirts, in their own language. 

Over beyond the clearing, Sr Claire under her straw hat 
would be weeding the taro garden. After class, the girls 
would help her cut stakes, and show her the right way to 
poke holes in the ground for planting yams. 

It is 1902 in Shortland Islands, a minute group of three 
isles between Bougainville to the north, and the Solomon 
Islands to the east. Here at Pop orang in 1899, just across the 
passage from Buin, two Marist Fathers, Englebert and Flaus, 
had started a "mission station" under the jurisdiction of 
Bishop Broyer of Samoa. With the aid of some Samoan 
catechists (even then, the Samoans were missionaries), they 
began a school for the boys. 

In 1901 TORM Sisters had come. Sister Ignace Schad of 
Alsace, had been two years in Samoa. She was accompanied 
by Sr Claire Rochette. Ignace writes of the arrival: 

"Dear Sisters," Fr Englebert had greeted them, "Your 
house would be built by now, if the last ship had not made 
a mistake .and off- loaded the timber at Roviana. But never 
mind! You have brought it with you now, and meantime 
you can sleep in the Boys' House until they have built you 
one." 
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Two Marist Fathers, Meyer and Perpezat had come on the 
same boat as the sisters . They helped with new buildings and 
the sisters were soon in their own house. In that first year, 
all battled with malaria, heat, prickly heat and lethargy . Sister 
Ignace wrote: 

The Bishop became ill while building the house. The Fathers 
were sick too, flat on their backs, and both of us were not so 
well. I thought we would all die, and that the first mission of 
North Solomons would end before it had a chance to get started. 

Bishop Broyer had to be shipped to Sydney. A progressive 
doctor initiated him into the use of quinine dosage, and this 
cure he brought back to his co-missionaries . Despite quinine 
however, Frs Meyer and Perpezat both died in the following 
year. But the Sisters would live to ripe old age. 

Many of the first Sisters were from Germany, for 
Bougainville, lIntil World War I, was part of Germany's 
large colonial empire. In 1899 in return for British 
withdrawal from Samoa, Germany had surrendered her 
rights to Tonga, but controlled N.E. New Guinea and 
Bougainville. Britain by agreement took charge of the 
Solomon Islands east and south of Bougainville. 

Germany was not only active in trading, but also 
established efficient medical posts in different areas. From 
Kieta, Dr Kroning assisted Srs Ignace and Boniface with 
medical supplies as they visited the villages, treating sores, 
newborn babies and minor casualties. 

Though Ignace was heartened by the response from the 
Buin Banoni girls, she was distressed by the indifference of 
the nearer Alu people. A fearless character, she went to see 
the Chief of Maleai, an awe inspiring woman of strong 
personality topped by a high crown of hair. To Ignace's joy, 
the Chief invited her into her dwelling and asked her to sit 
on her bed beside her. They conversed in Alu, a good pair, 
each a woman of indomitable will . Though she was not 
convinced of the value of school for girls, the Chief was 
impressed enough to "think it over". Later, young ladies of 
Maleai would follow the example of their cousins from Buin. 
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Indeed they would become the mothers of a staunch 
generation of Catholics who, fifty years later, would 
welcome the Dominicans and become a diocese under 
Bishop Crawford, OP. 

In 1903, the Mission of North Solomons was declared a 
Prefecture Apostolic, with Fr Joseph Forestier SM in charge. 
In the same year, the first twelve baptisms took place. Eight 
of these were women instructed by the Sisters. Though 
Christianity was to be initially a slow process in North 
Solomons, it would not be long before the influence of these 
first women would have its effect, for the founding of 
Christian families was the first priority of the missionaries. 
Despite a background where infanticide, anthropophagy and 
other unseemly customs were practised, the women of 
Melanesia, Ignace and Claire soon discovered, were persons 
of stature and dignity. They were not the slaves that 
outsiders supposed them to be. Let a Melanesian, Francis 
Bogotu speak for his own people: 

"The woman will always be the base of a society whatever form 
or turn it takes, and society will mainly be what the woman 
makes out of it. 
"In a matrilineal society like mine, the woman owns and the man 
is urumportant. Whatever the man acquires becomes the 
woman's. How then could she be a slave? She fulfills at her own 
wish, at her family's wish and at her husband's wish, all the 
functions dictated by society codes to the fullest of her abilities. 
She doesn't have to be told to work as hard as she does, to carry 
as much as she does and to look after her children as well as she 
does. Society is the judge and she knows it. 
"She knows also that she is most respected by the society in 
which she belongs. Her smile does not show any restrictions or 
strings of slavery. She knows and feels she belongs, the most 
important of all. The society and the people belong to her." 

Probably because Ignace recognised this innate quality of 
the Melanesian woman, communication between the Sisters 
and Bougainvillean wives and mothers grew to be warm and 
mutual. Most Bougainvillean tribes were in fact, patrilineal, 
but even so, women possessed dignity and a sense of pride. 
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Expansion took place in the next twelve years, as Fr 
Forestier shifted mission headquarters to J(jeta, which was 
more central. More TORMs arrived regularly. Like the 
creatures on Noah's Ark, two by two they arrived: Sisters 
Matthew and Boniface in 1904; Claver and Placide in 1905; 
Camille from Luxembourg and Damien in 1907; Ludovic 
and Adelaide in 1912. Matthias in 1909 and Ursule next year 
came separately. 

With these numbers, Father Forestier was able to place 
more Sisters on Bougainvil\e mainland. In 1904, Ignace, 
Boniface and some Alu catechists on a sail-boat equipped 
with paddles, made a 5-day trip to J(jeta. Father Laurent had 
built them a neat house complete with table, chairs, pots and 
pans. Even a hen with her chicks clucked promise for 
variations in some future menu. 

II 

In 1922, Fr Poncelet welcomed Ignace to Turiboiru along 
with Sr Crescentia, a new arrival from Germany. In their 
visits to the villages they were often greeted by Headman 
Mege. His small daughter Poetsi used to cling to the Sisters' 
dresses, wanting to accompany them. Poetsi grew up to be 
a bit of a tomboy, rather wilful and showing disregard for 
traditions and taboos. She later prevailed upon her dad to 
allow her to go to school at Turiboiru, to be baptised and to 
gradually convert the rest of her family, even Mege who 
became one of the pillars of the church in later years. 

When Sr Wendelina arrived in 1927, young Poetsi asked 
her if she might become a Sister too. Indeed six years later, 
Bishop Wade presided at the first profession of Poetsi, Noela 
and Gabriela, vanguard of the congregation of the Sisters of 
Nazareth (CSN). They would continue the pioneer Sisters' 
work among women. Already Christian family life was 
thriving. 

Already some of the first comers had succumbed to 
blackwater fever , and other hazards. Father Emmet 
McHardy, in his letter home to New Zealand wrote of one 
he knew well, Sr Claver, at Kieta. 
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"She came from Germany just 25 years ago, but even so she was 
not so old, only forty-nine. Last Friday, she had an attack of 
angina. I went down on Sunday and found her bright and 
cheerful. We even had one of our amusing conversations in a 
mixture of German, French, English and Nasioi! It was a shock 
when the Gabriel arrived on Tuesday to say she had died. 
"It will be hard to fill her place; she was just the nun for the 
missions, able to turn her hand to absolutely anything. and one 
of the most cheerful and jolly in the world. Often when I sent 
down for altar breads, she would send up a cake as well, and 
goodness knows, the two of them down there had little enough 
themselves. " 

Sister Dolores, originally from London, had been working 
with Claver for the previous eight years. Father Emmet was 
always amused by the fact that conversation between the 
Englishwoman and the German was in French! 

But conditions were improving. Bougainville was fortu
nate in having a young Marist, keen on promoting health and 
education from his arrival in 1923. Later as Bishop Thomas 
Wade, he was a founding member of the Marist Medical 
Mission Society. Sister Martial (France) was the first of many 
medically qualified Sisters in Bougainville. Encouraged by 
Bishop Wade, and aided by Government funds, their clinics 
became centres of communication for local women, quick to 
learn improved ways of health and child care. 

In post war years, the ranks of the French and German 
pioneers were reinforced by sisters from America and 
Australia, trained in medical and educational fields. Black
water fever no longer killed, but there were other casualties. 
Sister Severina (USA) died in a motor bike accident; 
Borromeo survived a near drowning when a truck capsized 
in the Pitpit River, while Dolorita and Lauretta, after long 
service, returned to USA with cancer. 

But their work carries on. Bougainvillean nurses, trained 
at Tearouki by Dr Leo, SMSM, tutor nurse, Mary Roddy 
and many others, were running their own clinics in the 
1970s. Teachers, men and women, grandchildren of Sr 
Ignace's first pupils, were staffing schools, and training 
further teachers and inspectors. The CSN sisters were 
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orgarusmg catechetical and educational programmes under 
Bishop Gregory Singkai. 

It is enough to make Sr Ignace, could she but see it all, 
exclaim, "Didn't I tell you?". 

SOLOMON ISLANDS 1904 

In 1896 Pope Leo XIII asked the Vicar Apostolic of Fiji, 
Bishop Julien Vidal, "Can anything be done for the Solomon 
Islanders?" 

Just three years previously, the Solomons had been 
declared a British Protectorate, by a benevolent Empire with 
ulterior motives. But more dramatically, in this year 1896, 
the Solomons had hit the headlines by reason of the massacre 
of a group of Austrian scientists at the foot of the sacred 
Mount Tatuve in Guadalcanal. The Solomons so long "out 
of sight, out of mind", now put itself on the map with a 
splash of notoriety. Not only were Solomon Islanders tagged 
with labels such as headhunters, cannibals and savages, but 
other news just as distorted came to light too: The Solomon 
Islanders were victims of Australian and British exploitation, 
a kind of slave trading known as "blackbirding". 

Bishop Vidal may have been surprised at the Pope's 
question, but he was not slow to respond. On his return to 
Fiji from his ad [imina visit, he immediately set plans in action 
for a new venture. 

The Marists, as we have seen, had already attempted 
contact with Solomon Islanders in the 1840s but with 
unfortunate results. Malaria, malnutrition and misunder
standings had taken their toll. The Anglican missionaries, 
arriving in the sixties had better success, and now a number 
of people in this stretch of islands had heard of Iesu Kristo, 
and had embraced his teaching. It was time for the Marists 
to make a fresh start. 

It is probable that Bishop Vidal visited Brittany on his 
home visit. It is possible that a young girl, Marie Coupry 
from a village near Nantes had heard him speaking of Fiji and 
its sturdy islanders. The possibility is merely conjecture, but 
the fact is that four years later, we see young Marie Coupry 
making profession in the Third Order of Mary at Ste Foy, 
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and arriving in Fiji at the turn of the century. 
Already the dynamic bishop had taken three priests and a 

group of Fijian catechists to the Solomons. There, in 1898 on 
a tiny island off the north coast of Guadalcanal, he has 
established headquarters at Rua Sura. Within the next seven 
years, journeying from Fiji, he started a boys' school at Sura, 
authorised the buying of a boat to investigate further sites, 
and installed Fr Bertreux from Fiji as reluctant Prefect 
Apostolic. Moreover, in 1904, not forgetting the women, he 
had brought two TORM Sisters. 

Marie Coupry, now Sr lrenee, after her three years 
initiation in Fiji was one of the first European women to set 
foot in the Solomons. With her was Sr Bartolemy, straight 
from France. At Sura, Irenee was at home with the Fijians, 
being able to converse with them in Fijian. In the few 
months of her stay at Sura, she was able to learn too her first 
phrases in Gari, the language ofTangarare people, which was 
to become for the next 60 years the official Catholic mission 
language. 

Already at Tangarare, Fr Raucaz had built the Sisters' 
house. The three Fathers there were keen for the Sisters to 
speak with the women, for that was something that custom 
forbade the Fathers to do. 

Little groups of excited people stood on the Tangarare 
beach to welcome the Sisters. Others rushed to pull in their 
dinghy. One of the crew handed Irenee an infant, a tiny 
bawling bundle covered in sand. "For you Sister, your first 
convert." 

"But whose is it?" lrenee gasped in astonishment. "Yours, 
Sister," said the Fijian. "They were burying it in the sand." 

So from the first moment the Sisters were busy. Goat's 
milk to be boiled, a blanket for the babe. A group of women, 
curious to see the strange newcomers, came as far as the 
river, then suddenly, overcome by their daring, took to their 
heels. 

So the Sisters visited the villages, first with little bundles 
of bandages and ointments and smiles to encourage. Soon 
there arose a mutual confidence and admiration that grew 
and deepened with daily contacts, and their growing 
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knowledge of Gari. 
One day Fr Pellion came by canoe from Visale and said 

that Kokobi the headman, and erstwhile human game hunter, 
wanted the holy ladies to visit his place. Irenee, now able to 
speak fluent Gari, went to Visale where she was welcomed 
by Kokobi's shy wives, and other women more vocal and 
excited. "Come stay with us! Live with us and teach us what 
Patere teaches our menfolk about Iesu Kristo!" 

If lrenee saw fields ripe for harvest in the shining eyes of 
those Visale women, Fr Pellion was able to voice the need in 
practical terms. His note to the Procure in Sydney is little 
short of heart rending: 

One Sister for Visale school! There must be one in Sydney. Their 
house has been ready for a year now, and the only occupants are 
white ants! 

So in the next few years we see a procession of those 
Breton pioneers: Leon, the comedienne; Noemi, the delicate 
mystic who outlived by fifty years the robust Pierre; Brigitte 
always busy; the two shortlived Radegondas; Simone the 
talented intellectual, who had to return mentally sick to 
Sydney where she would live for many years a life of which 
only God would know the mystery and the pain. 

Irenee knew that all divine work is performed through the 
redeeming power of the cross. So hardships and difficulties 
did not dismay her. In that first twenty years, seven young 
Sisters died, nine Fathers ... There was malaria to contend 
with, that formidable enemy which pounced on its victim, 
one knew not the day nor the hour. There were annoying 
insect plagues, mosquitoes, bedbugs, unaccustomed and 
prickly heat, humidity and skin diseases, rainy seasons, the 
odd earthquake or the tailend of a cyclone. Nothing drastic, 
all in a day's deaL 

But beyond and beneath these, were certain forces of evil 
that made one realise that the struggle for redemption is not 
against flesh and blood merely, but against principalities and 
powers too. There were certain places where Satan's power, 
now challenged by Christianity, seemed to be manifest. 
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Irenee had the happy knack of being able to spot blessings 
that sprang from mishaps: to hang the devil with his own 
tail. She needed that kind of resiliance. Endowed with a 
tough faith and her Breton humour, she was to live through 
sixty years of Solomon Island history. Her first thirty years 
slipped by without being counted ... Luckily, she'd say, 
God has no calendars or clocks. 

In 1929, Irenee, appointed superior of the Sisters in the 
Solomons, was henceforth known as Mere Irenee. In 1934, 
she went to Tulagi, pre-war capital, to meet the first Mother 
General SMSM, Rose Decker, on her Pacific wide visitation. 
Rose would hear anecdotes from each island. At Avuavu, Sr 
Aloisia Gonzague taught her first catechism class in 1920. 
The women were astonished that Sister was grief-stricken to 
hear they often buried new-born babies alive in the sand. 
"But how could we know that it was wrong?" It was one 
missionary's first lesson in the fallibility of certitudes. 

Rose was taken to Langa Langa in Malaita. Along that 
lagoon inhabited by coastal people on man-made islands she 
learnt that Malaitans considered themselves a people su
perior: 

"Our grandfather warriors were feared by all the other islanders; 
everyone knew that Malaita canoes were swifter, their axes 
sharper, and their crocodiles hungrier than those of other places. 
Down the centuries the pagans of Malaita have practi~ed severe 
customs with severe punishments." 

Out of these stern laws, based on dread of certain vengeful 
spirits, came many a human drama. The mother in the bush 
cave with her newborn baby knew that she must not offend 
the spirits. Law decreed that she remain with her child and 
a little fire, isolated from the village for thirty days. 

Here was Hekoia, niece of an Are'are chief, and her fire 
was dead . Not a spark remained in the pile of ashes. Disaster! 
For the sake of food and her child, she must have fire. 
Hekoia, valiant as her warrior uncle, took life in her hands, 
and sneaked out to steal fire . Having successfully acquired a 
firestick, she was almost back at her haunt when a shout was 
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heard. Alarm was raised. Her uncle led the fearful villagers 
towards the hapless offender. With a blow of his club, 
Hekoia was killed. And what of the infant? According to 
custom, it too would be buried with its mother. Who knew 
how the spirits might react if one dared nurture the child of 
a lawbreaker? Perfect fear casts out charity! 

Father Donasiano Coicaud and his Guadalcanal catechists 
lived by a different law. Within the hour, the priest found 
himself with a bawling infant on his hands. People still 
recount how he reared the child, Senoveva, on goat's milk. 

The Sisters came to Rohinari in 1914, and small healthy 
Senoveva was handed into their care. A quick learner with a 
mind of her own, Seno grew into a comely woman. 

On her 1934 visit, Mother Rose met Senoveva in Burna, 
where she had recently married Kiristiano Garo, a catechist 
from Tangarare. Together they were to found a large 
Christian family of whom Seno would become the l1}atriach. 
In fact , Senoveva's people, the Are'are of South Malaita, 
were to become the most dedicated of Christians, teachers, 
catechists and church leaders. 

Mother Rose did not go to San Cristobal. She heard 
however, the story of its apostle, Selina. When Bishop 
Bertreux (Vicar Apostolic 1904-19) first visited this eastern 
outpost, he offered Mass in a village near Wainoni. To his 
amazement, the villagers gathered round his two-box-altar, 
singing a Fijian Hymn. Throughout Mass, they responded in 
Latin, and sang other hymns. After Mass, he learned from 
Selina's family that they had gone to Fiji as plantation 
labourers when she was a child. There they had become 
Christian, and on return, Selina of her own initiative, 
instructed the Kahua women in basic Christianity. She had 
taught them hymns and prayers. The Bishop, deciding to 
"strike while the iron was hot" , sent Father Babineau to the 
district in 1909. Two Sisters joined him in 1914, to 
collaborate with the women in the work of Selina. 

Bishop Raucaz (1878-1934), who had succeeded Bertreux, 
went to Sydney ill in 1934, and died there. Man of generous 
action, he was mourned widely in the Solomons, especially 
by the Sisters. Arriving the year before the first two TORMs, 
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he had built houses for them in various stations. He 
established the first printing press at Visale in 1911, began 
Turupatu, the first newspaper in Gari language, and wrote the 
first primers and prayer books. He built school houses and 
dormitories, started a school for married catechists and set up 
a permanent water supply at Visale. He visited the villages on 
Katie, the good missionary mare. 

His last project was to house certain girls who wished to 
become Sisters. Veronika, adopted daughter of Aloisio, a 
Malaita man baptised in Fiji, was joined by Maria from San 
Cristobal, to become Sisters Aloisia and Teresia with 
Canadian Sr Evangeline as instructress. These two were the 
pioneers of the Congregation that would become, under 
Bishop Aubin in 1948, The Daughters of Mary Immaculate 
(DMI). The granddaughter of Hekoia would be its fifth 
Mother General. 

It was among the novices that Ma Mere Irenee lived her 
last years, till 1965. At Vutulaka, Brother Len and Father Jim 
Wall built a temporary post-war habitation, that would last 
for over twenty years, as novitiate. If in her youthful days, 
Sr Irenee had developed muscles on the stone of hardship, 
here she used other muscles, gentler ones, as she taught 
novices to thread a sewing machine, and to bake bread in a 
cut-down petrol drum. 
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IV: Sorrow, But Fun Too 
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VISITATION 1934-36 

To be presented with the Whale's Tooth, the Fijian Tabua 
is a mark of high esteem. When Mother Rose received 

"this treasured heirloom" on arrival at Suva in 1934, she 
rightly felt honoured. The speaker reminded this first 
Superior General of its significance: 

The Tabua is a symbol of human relationships, he told her. 
It is used to welcome visitors and to reconcile enemies. As a 
reminder of past promises, it is a token of union or a reunion 
between tribes. In representing human interaction, its 
essential element is reciprocity, and it is always on the move. 
It was therefore a fitting gift for Mother Rose in her role as 
chief of the Marist Missionary Sisters. 

Mother Rose too was going from place to place. Two 
years of administration from Ste Foy had convinced her of 
the need for unification between the diverse elements of her 
congregation, straggling like a flight of swallows across 
Oceania. While Mother Merci Mamas kept the coals burning 
in France, Mother Rose set off. via the USA. 

By 1930, there were already 32 professed Americans, 28 of 
whom were working in Oceania. The house in Isabella Street 
was now too small to accommodate the growing numbers. 
Approved by Fr Cushing, and designed by Marist, Fr 
Bertrand, a building was commenced at Bedford, near 
Boston. In 1930 the novices moved from claustrophobic 
Isabella Street, to the new novitiate set in a background of 
birchwoods. Fr Cushing, an enthusiastic supporter who 
became in 1939 Boston's Bishop, instituted an annual 
Mission Programme at Bedford to stimulate public interest. 
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In January, 1934, Mother Rose left the States on Mariposa 
accompanied by newly professed Sr Madeleine. "We were 
off to the South Sea Islands," Rose wrote, " ... about to visit 
all the archipelagoes in the Southwest Pacific in fulfilment of 
a mission imposed upon my unworthy shoulders. Such a 
visit could hardly fail to be most interesting and thrilling, 
particularly at this time . .. " 

"At this time" referred to the centenary of Marist activity 
in Oceania. Mother Rose's journey would conclude in June 
1936, and in the two and a half year's visitation, she would 
meet most of the 300 sisters working in the most diverse 
conditions in a half dozen vicariates. 

Rose's diary account is notable for its positive outlook, its 
laudatory adjectives and anecdotes, but is disappointing in its 
lack of names and specific information about the sisters. No 
doubt it is written for the general public of the USA, and 
Marists, after all were meant to be "hidden and unknown". 

Nevertheless the visit was more than an inspection tour. Its 
aim was to promote a sense of solidarity and unity among 
those gipsy religious scattered by more than distance, 
nationality and varying loyalties. Though now belonging to 
a congregation in its own right, many were fiercely attached 

. to their past status as auxiliaries to the Marist Fathers, not yet 
appreciating the potential privileges of independence. (Sister 
Anne of New Caledonia had previously written of her fear 
of jeopardising the "success of our works, of which this new 
organisation would be the ruin.") 

Though ceremonial welcomes were accorded the Mother 
General, as befitted a dignitary, Rose was also to meet with 
resentment and suspicion. Fear of change made some 
veterans less than cordial in their reception of this new 
authority. Sister Cyprian, a New Zealander who cared for 
Rose in her later days, would learn from the ageing patient 
in her eighties of the hurts she had sometimes experienced in 
those early encounters. 

Yet Mother Rose, wisely, changed little in the islands. Her 
most noteworthy work was to set up home bases in New 
Zealand and in Australia, where sisters could train, earn 
funds, gain experience in medical and educational fields, have 
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medical checks, and even relax and rest in a holiday house. 
These things she considered essential to the maintenance of 

missionary work where good health was the basis of holiness 
and service to others. In the establishment of such bases, 
which resulted in the bringing together of sisters from 
different vicariates, a sense of unity was achieved that no 
preaching could have fashioned . 

New Zealand was to become a new launching pad. 

NEW ZEALAND - AOTEAROA 1934 

A niece of the great Maori chief Kororareka, named Hoki, 
fell seriously ill. She was a widow with a small girl. Hoki was 
cured after Bishop Pompallier had asked her tribal family to 
pray with him for the sick lady. The story is recounted in his 
Early History of the Catholic Church in Oceania (p. 59): 

"Hoki was so filled with gratitude toward the true God whom 
she had invoked, together with Mary the virgin mother of Jesus, 
that she begged me to baptise her and her little girl, so that 
through Baptism she might belong to him altogether. I 
consented to her wishes and after eight days' preparation, I 
baptised them both before the mission altar in the presence of a 
large gathering of the native nobiliry. The mother received the 
name of Beata, the daughter that of Emerentiana." 

Stories such as this often served as refectory reading in Ste 
Foy novitiate. If this one was read, it would have been a rare 
mention of New Zealand for that remote land down under 
had hardly come within the terra cognita of SMSM habitation. 
Therefore it was memorable when, during a game, an 
uninhibited American novice, Carmella, declared that she 
would one day go to New Zealand. When it was objected 
that "we never go there", she said that it was time someone 
did. 

Carmella Bourque (1900-1985) soon forgot the game. 
Professed in 1928, she went to Tonga. That year in New 
Zealand, one Nellie Franklin was working in a surveyor's 
office. "I had never heard of the congregation or the 
missions. I had no desire to be a religious ... " she would tell 
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her story years later, how one Sunday at Mass, she had an 
inexplicable urge to go, almost against her own inclination, 
to help lepers. Two yea.rs later, having made enquiries, then 
acted against much friendly advice, she found herself in Ste 
Foy novitiate, the first 20th century New Zealander. She 
learnt that Mary Healey (de Jesus) born in England, had 
migrated to New Zealand, later to join NDM, then NDO 
and finally died as a TORM in Futuna. She discovered too 
that Mother Suzanne Aubert, renowned in New Zealand as 
Foundress of "Sisters of Compassion", was originally a 
TORM. 

Probably the French, Italian and German novices learnt 
from Nellie a little history too, about Aotearoa - Land of 
the Long White Cloud, later named New Zealand by Abel 
Tasman. 

Nellie made profession in 1933 as Sr Fidelis. A year later 
in Auckland, there to commence her Nurses' Training at 
Mater Hospital, she received word from Superior General, 
Mother Rose. Coming from USA, Mother Rose was 
beginning her visitation of the SMSMs across the Pacific. She 
asked Fidelis to accompany her to Wellington. 

One thing about Mother Rose, people used to say, she 
never let the grass grow under her feet. What Fidelis writes 
about the Wellington visit bears this out. 

"When we arrived , we went to the Sisters of Compassion in 
Island Bay. There we met Fr John McHardy, a brother of Fr 
Emmet; he helped Mother Rose to arrange transport. Next day 
we went to town and Mother Rose spoke with Bishop Redwood 
in his office. I was Mother's companion, for in those days, nuns 
didn't go around alone . . . The Bishop spoke of founding a 
house in Wellington . .. 
"We drove over Wellington looking for a property. We went 
everywhere, even out to Silverstream, but M Rose wanted the 
house to be right in the city. So we found Aurora Terrace. There 
was an old house on the property, but Rose decided it would 
come down and we would build another. Next we were in the 
architect's office, with Mother supervising plans for the new 
house - and the next day telegrams went out across the Pacific 
ordering Sisters to come . . . " 
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One of the first to respond to the telegram was Sr 
Carmella Bourque, now novice mistress in USA. She was 
happily astonished to be called to the land of the Long White 
Cloud. She had long forgotten the game at Ste Foy, and 
recalled it later. She arrived in Wellington in July 1934. The 
new building, 

"a neat economy style house, no frills, in keeping with 
Depression Building and an empty purse, replaced the tumble
down wreck of a boarding house, that was unusable, but had a 
wonderful view." (Sr Cyprian) 

While work was progressing, Carmella wrote, 

the good Sisters of Compassion gave us "pioneers" Christ-like 
hospitality. The warmth and kindness of these sisters is 
something never to be forgotten . 

The new house on Aurora Terrace fulfilled a dual purpose: 
part was a rest-house for sisters from the missions, an 
alternative to Villa Maria, while the main part would be a 
novitiate, should New Zealand girls wish to be missionaries. 

Mother Rose believed in publicity. Opening Day at 
Aurora Terrace was a grand occasion. Bishop Redwood, 
many Marist Fathers and their parishioners, curious to see 
these new Sisters, and generous in their hospitality and desire 
to help, came to celebrate. One of these wrote: 

" On opening day, my mother and I went to see what we could 
see, and were part of a huge crowd that pushed its way through 
the new convent. On the way upstairs we passed a small sister 
wedged in a corner of the landing. I scrutinised her carefully for 
signs of leprosy, but found none." 

The small sister, Benoit Labre (Anne Varley 1903-1987) 
was English, had worked in Fiji, and thereafter spent the rest 
of her life in the New Zealand apostolate. The inquisitive girl 
with her mother was a Marie Connole, who went a step 
further in 1938 and entered the novitiate as Sr Christopher, 
to become in 1949 the first New Zealand Novice Mistress. 
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Mother Rose's optimism had not been misplaced. New 
Zealand Catholicism had in large part been nurtured by the 
Marists ever since the first two, Father C. Servant and 
Brother Michel Colomban, had landed with Bishop 
Pompallier on the banks of the Hokianga. Though that 
prelate had crossed swords with Fr Colin, the Marists had 
continued their ministry to New Zealand Catholics, increas
ing in numbers till the tum of the century. 

Now, nearly a century since the first Baptism, the Marists 
(Fr John McHardy, then Provincial) readily supported this 
new SMSM venture. Before long, Carmella was appointed 
instructress to four aspirants. Two did not remain, but the 
other pair of trained nurses became Srs Immaculata and 
Kevin, Immaculata (1897-1987) born in England, had come 
to New Zealand as a child, while Kevin (1898- ) an Irish 
woman had been matron of a New Zealand hospital. Later 
they would work many years in Solomon Islands and 
Bougainville respectively. 

Other girls were quick to follow. The missions were 
receiving a good press from two sources. The breezy letters 
of Father Emmet McHardy SM from Bougainville were 
published in the early thirties by New Zealand's Month. 
Readers were shocked in 1933 to hear of his death of TB, a 
shock that alerted many to his hidden heroism. Publicity was 
also given to the work being done by SMSM at Makogai 
leprosarium, by Mr Twomey, popularly known as " the 
Leper Man". New Zealanders would henceforth strengthen 
the ranks of Makogai's staff, and of schools in Polynesia. 
Veronica Hickey, second SMSM from New Zealand, who 
had made novitiate in the USA, would enrich the educational 
system in Samoa with her professionalism. 

Nor did Mother Rose's publicity campaign go unheeded in 
Australia. In 1935, two girls came to New Zealand to follow 
in the footsteps of Mary Ann Keegan who died in Tin Can 
Island, Tonga that year. Srs Columba McDonnel of 
Melbourne, and Doris Foley (Magdalen) of Sydney, would 
later be missioned to Samoa and Tonga. 

In 1940, the number of incoming aspirants warranted the 
purchase of a larger Novitiate house, at Heretaunga some 
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miles from Wellington. Here in succeeding years, many from 
Australia and the Pacific would undergo novitiate discipline 
under the well-loved Mother Carmella, aided by Sr Felicia 
Henderson and others. 

In 1948, Mother Carmella herself crossed the Tasman to 
open a House of Formation in Sydney - a little over one 
hundred years since Franc9se Perroton had landed in Wallis. 
In her fifteen years, Carmella had sent out dozens of SMSMs, 
and from Heretaunga's cradle would come in a remote 
future, Superiors General, Emerentiana Cooney (1979-87), 
and Patricia Stowers (1987- ). 

ATHANASE 1939 

The first General Chapter met in Lyons in June 1939. 
Mother de Chantal, who had spent many years in New 
Caledonia, was elected second Superior General. Mother 
Rose requested to go to Australia, and was named as superior 
of Villa Maria sisters' community. 

Two months later, while aboard Port Wellington near 
Panama Canal, Mother Rose heard that war had broken out 
in Europe. She notes in her journal that in Brisbane, "there 
were guards at the wharf, with guns on their shoulders". 
This token gesture on Australia's part was probably the first 
visible signal to Mother Rose that the world was no longer 
the peaceable place she had enjoyed. Though Australia would 
be no battlefield, it would later become the refuge for various 
Pacific missionaries. Rose would be involved in providing 
for these, for Oceania was virtually cut off from the General 
House in Lyons for nearly six years. 

The Motherhouse at Ste Foy was requisitioned by the military, 
and the sisters there became involved in small alleviations of the 
misery surrounding them in a paralysed France. The novices 
were sent to a nearby farmhouse to learn the principles of the 
spiritual life among the cows and geese. To those in the fray, 
Oceania seemed more than half a world away. Indeed in those 
southern isles, life jogged along peaceably as usual for a while. 
Then, one day in December 1941, Japan and USA on either side 
of the Pacific themselves plunged into the conflict. The 
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consequences reached far beyond the boundaries between war 
and peace. 

At Villa Maria, Marist Fathers' Oceanian Headquarters, 
Rose was greeted again by a handful of sisters. Sr Athanase, 
who had accompanied her here in 1936, still radiated good 
cheer. 

Rose would grow to appreciate her presence increasingly, 
as those around her invariably did. 

Indeed Athanase merits more than mention in the brief 
history of Marist endeavour. Her lengthy sojourns in each of 
three continents, always on the home front , her keen interest 
in everyone, her long memory were factors that combined to 
make her memorable to many. It is probable that she met and 
remembered more sisters than anyone else. Their comings 
and goings endowed her with a stability that nomadic 
missionaries could never achieve. 

Sr Athanase had been baptised Suzanne Merz. In 1911 
Suzanne was one of the nine aspirants who came to Ste Foy 
from Germany. The plump postulant was so eager about life 
in general, so full of good humour that she soon became 
everyone's favourite. So much for equality! During that fir~t 
year, the nine Germans had French lessons fro m Sc 
Philomene, herself bilingual from Alsace. Mother " Honey 
Bee", now in her eighties, requisitioned the merry novice to 
be her wheelchair chauffeur; in return Suzanne received extra 
practice in French conversation. 

Alas! All the camaraderie of novitiate that flourishes 
through shared hardship could not deter the tide of battle 
that was to sweep over Europe. In 1914, Suzanne's group 
was due for profession, but Fr Raffin, anxious for the safety 
of the novices, advised Mother Louis Chanel to repatriate the 
Germans before worse eventuated. But ... it was too late. 
War was declared in September, before papers could be 
signed, the novices along with all ex-patriate Germans, were 
interned. Moved from camp to camp for twelve months, 
they were unable to let anyone know their whereabouts. 
However, Suzanne could say in later times, that even in camp 
they were fortunate . They had good friends concerned for 
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their welfare. In one, the Officer-in-Charge was an ex-pupil 
of the Marists, who made their wellbeing his constant 
concern. At the end of the year there was an exchange of 
prisoners of war, and the nine novices were among those 
returned to their homeland. 

Suzanne was shocked to see that her mother's hair had 
turned white overnight. A comparatively young woman, her 
husband had just been killed, and her two sons, aged 17 and 
18 had been drafted, one assigned to Russia. Suzanne's return 
was a godsend, enabling her mother to make a gradual 
recovery. 

Living in community with the Franciscan sisters, Suzanne 
commenced her nurses' training. While her novice com
panions joined other religious groups, Suzanne refused to do 
so, retaining a firm hope that one day she would re-join her 
Marist family. She was supported in this expectation by the 
Marist Fathers in Meppen, and one day in 1919, she received 
a note from Ste Foy. The war was now over; governments 
were in temporary chaos, but the way was clear for Suzanne 
to return to France if she so wished. 

With characteristic impatience, she made immediate plans. 
Not even delaying to complete her training, she farewelled 
her family and friends. In four months, she was back in Ste 
Foy. Sisters Zoe and Irma, professed the year before, were at 
the station to meet her, the novice who had persevered so 
long in her desire to be a Marist. In later years she would 
boast of her six-year novitiate, laughing "I think the canon 
lawyers would be wild!" 

On March 25th, 1920, Suzanne was professed as Sr 
Athanase. With her were Sisters Sebastien Ginter, Sylvia 
Lossois and Yvonne Bussery. Already Athanase had received 
her mission destination: to Kieta in Bougainville. As her visa 
was slow in coming, she was sent to USA to await it, for her 
permit to reside in France had now expired. 

It appears that everywhere she went, Athanase was 
needed. People, superiors and communities seemed reluctant 
to send her on. Mother Pia decided to keep Athanase for a 
time, to help with chores at Isabella Street, in Boston. But 
sometime during her twelve years in Boston, Athanase 
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became ill from a painful spinal disease, at first cliagnosed as 
tuberculosis. She fought the sickness with positive gratitude: 
"God had given me such good luck." Harder to bear was the 
news that her condition might prevent her from ever seeing 
the missions, but even this did not quell her hope. Nor clid 
her spirit quell when she was assigned to Australia in 1935, 
"to do the sewing". It was all part of the Lord's strange plan. 
She might yet attain Bougainville, not so far away. 

For nearly 80 years, Villa Maria had served as Procure 
House for the Marist missionaries, fathers, brothers and 
sisters of the PacifiC. The small transitory groups of sisters 
had usually helped the male community by sewing, washing, 
kitchen work and other household chores, in return for their 
food and accommodation. From 1894, two or three remained 
as a core group expressly for this work. 

But as a transit house, Villa Maria had its peculiar 
problems. Apart from administrators and "birds of passage", 
those living there were often chronically sick, infirm or old. 
There was also the odd character who somehow found it 
difficult to acculturate or to live in harmony . It is not 
surprising that the happy Marist family had its conflicts and 
difficulties as every happy family does. 

Sometimes it was a conflict of authority. Fr Chevreuil, 
superior from 1909 to 1923, and Sr Monique, superior in the 
Sisters' House, each found the other a difficult cross to bear. 
Chevreuil wrote that Monique "complained too much to 
young sisters about conditions in the islands, thus discourag
ing them" . He finally sent her with Eustelle, back to Fiji, 
temporarily solving a problem. But when Monique returned 
in 1927, it was not long before the new Superior "found the 
convent in revolt against Monique". He was obliged to 
admonish her for her severity to the sisters. Patient Courtais 
too had to bear with the eccentricities of certain others, one 
who "was weak in the head", another whose nervousness 
made Bishop Nicolas declare that Fiji did not want her at any 
price. It was a relief that Courtais approved the outline of a 
proposed contract with SMSM at Villa Maria in 1932. A year 
later, Fr Rausch wrote that " Mother Rose has written to 
accept provisionally the contract for SMSM at Villa Maria." 
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The Sisters were now administratively independent of the 
Fathers. Henceforth those on the Villa Maria staff would 
receive a stipend for their work. Those passing through 
would pay a small boarding tariff. It was into this more 
harmonious atmosphere of Villa Maria that Athanase came. 
She loved it at once, and thrived in its warm climate, amid 
tall Norfolk pines. She no longer dreamed of the smiling 
Pacific children she would never teach. She was content to 

provide for missionaries passing through, to be concerned 
for those who, through sickness or some misery of the 
human condition, were stranded at Villa Maria. Her 
playfulness and ready humour never failed to lift the hearts 
of those around her. 

To the evacuees from the Pacific war zones, Athanase was 
a gift. Sisters of Bougainville and the Solomons came to 
Australia, New Zealand, and New Caledonia from 1943 
onwards. Mother Rose noted that Villa Maria was overflow
ing with occupants: "The sisters had been evacuated by 
plane, submarine and US army transport ... we had 25 
evacuee sisters, and the fathers had a goodly number of old 
ones on their side. We had even a Solomon Island woman 
with her baby at our place." 

Twenty-five evacuees in the sisters' house, which would 
scarcely have accommodated ten, must have stretched 
resources. But Mother Rose was a resourceful manager. The 
sisters from the missions were sent to various studies, nurses' 
training and teaching courses. Here the SMSMs were 
indebted to the generosity of other congregations, who 
welcomed SMSM veterans into their communities -
notably the Sisters of St. Joseph at North Sydney, the Sisters 
of Mercy of Monte San Angelo and of the Mater hospital, 
also of Sydney. 

In 1946, the small group of post-war postulants too were 
charmed by Athanase. Her gift oflaughter preached its own 
gospel to complement the practical training given by the 
earnest Sr Florence (USA), and the spiritual conferences of Fr 
Louis Schwehr, who combined seriousness and frivolity in 
fine proportion. The four postulants would go to novitiate in 
New Zealand, but forty years later, one could still recall an 
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incident at Villa Maria. 
After an arduous morning of clearing and wheelbarrowing 

in the stone studded grass, she slipped into chapel by way of 
respite, (since smoking was taboo). "Here I am, Lord," she 
prayed, "to rest my breaking bones ... " Then she saw Sr 
Athanase, heavy, breathless and creaky-kneed doing the 
Stations of the Cross - genuflecting, standing, puffing and 
kneeling. Athanase too, had toiled the morning long, 
washing, ironing and cheering awkward postulants. Now 
here she was at this penitential exercise. "Probably praying 
for our perseverance." The postulant shrinking into the 
shadows, though abashed, was heartened too by a lesson that 
might be pondered for good. Was compassion after all, the 
well-spring of joy? 

In 1948, when the SMSMs left Villa Maria to staff a new 
hospital at Killara, Athanase was sorry to leave this happy 
centre of Marist history. But she put her shoulder to the new 
task with customary ardour. In subsequent years, and after 
her death in 1979, many a sister would continue to remember 
how she had enjoyed her recreations assisting them with 
their pin-prick maps, and other visual aids for teacher 
trainees. 

Athanase was the "Euphrasia" oflegend, who gave hay to 
the oxen of Emperor Justinian, as they paused by the way, 
carrying stones for his splendid cathedral. She was auxiliary 
to the auxiliaries; her mission not to the peoples of Oceania, 
but to those who would go there. 

A TIME OF WAR 

I. BOUGAINVILLE 

Quite early in 1942, the Japanese occupied Kieta and other 
key coastal centres in Bougainville. The first mission raided 
was Turiboiru, near Buin in the South . The mission staff was 
arrested, with the exception of the old pioneer Sr Ignace. 
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"She was so stubborn and difficult, and perhaps because of her 
age, the Japanese took the rest of the staff, and left her berund 
with the indigenous nuns, and the orphaned infants." 

Sr Ignace on Fr Miltrup's advice. then took the infants and 
sisters to his mission at Piano, and later to Monoitu, where 
they spent Christmas. 

Bishop Wade was kept a prisoner in his house for some 
months, but treated with respect by the Commanding 
Officer. When the Japanese were called away for the Battle 
of the Coral Sea, Bishop Wade established his base in the 
mountains. He arranged that the missionaries not yet 
imprisoned might be taken by submarine to Guadalcanal, 
before embarking for New Caledonia. 45,000 Japanese 
troops defended Bougainville. 

Meanwhile other missionaries were interned in Nakaru 
Prison Camp near Buin in the south - Sr Camilla eventually 
died there. But later, in 1944, Sisters Lidwina and Ludovika 
together with Fathers SeiUer, Mueller and Junker escaped one 
dead of night, thanks to a local Buin man who, risking his 
own head, escorted them through jungles to "safety" in the 
mountains. 

Tom Hungerford, who was among the party of Aus
tralians detailed to collect the group, in a story called The 
Nuns' Patrol, recorded 

"up ridges so steep that if you weren't careful you kicked the 
man behind you in the teeth, down cliff faces hanging on to 
vines and bits of kunai, across tearing rivers and through 
stinking swamps . .. " 

He describes his first sight of the fugitive missionaries: 

Then two local men carrying a rough litter in wruch a tattered 
wisp of a man, wasted and wrute bearded, lay back with rus eyes 
closed. He was followed closely by a second old man leaning 
heavily on a jungle sapling. Then one of the most pathetic spine
tingling figures I've ever seen - a tall raw-boned woman clad 
in the heavy black habit of her kind but with the mud spattered 
kirtle held up over skinny legs in borrowed army trousers, and 
outsize suede sneakers. Then a second litter, holding a second 
nun, incredibly old and fragile." 
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The report concludes: 

"You can't make courage shine on paper like it does when you 
see it dressed in jungle greens and a nun's habit crouched in the 
mud and slush of a pad miles behind the enemy lines, scoffing 
cold bully out of a tin with a stick. Or toiling along beside a 
litter through country that would make a grown man cry quits. 
But we saw it, marvelled and will never forget it, and count our 
lives enriched by the privilege." 

Thanks to the AIF, this battered group was eventually 
flown to Sydney, where pigeons still cooed in the trees of 
Villa Maria. 

Up in Muguai one May day 1942, Sr Dolores and girls 
were hanging washing when the first japanese soldier 
arrived. He was a Catholic and professed friendly feelings . 
He told the sisters that he only wanted to search the house 
for a possibly hidden radio. 

A week later the sisters were asked to pack a few 
belongings and to go to Kihili . Sisters had arrived there from 
other stations too, and eight in all, together with about fifty 
wounded japanese, were shipped to Rabaul, a three day sea 
journey. 

At Rabaul, the japanese officers in charge apologised for 
the crowded conditions, and accommodated the sisters in a 
small house shared with a Chinese family. The prison camp 
consisted of three long houses built by Australian forced 
labour. The sisters were pleased to meet their own Marists 
already there, Fathers Boch and Lepping; also a Father 
O'Connell, who was living in handcuffs, being a dangerous 
Irishman. One of the sisters tells of the first air raid, in 
October 1942: 

"The Yanks gave us a warm welcome, October 8th! A flare 
hung outside our door, and the cannons opened fire overhead. 
We crouched . . . under a blanket while bombs rained down 
across the road . All at once poor old Fr Boch appeared in the 
doorway, crying ' " 'Sisters it's all up; I will give you Last 
Absolution!' Now we were Slire it was all over. The guard sent 
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us down into a wee dugout, just in time. A1; he followed us, the 
good fellow was wounded by flying shrapnel. We all felt sorry, 
for he was our best guard. Half the dugout collapsed, burying 
one handcuffed prisoner." 

In 1943, the American air raids intensified. Before long, 
the prison being in ruins, the Japanese negotiated with 
Bishop Scharmack to send the prisoners to Vunapope, 
former mission of the Sacred Heart Fathers. 

"At Vunapope we were received with open arms by the Sisters 
of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart, who shared not only their 
community life with us, but also their own sparse supplies of 
clotrung. Flowered prints, checks and stripes we were wearing 

" 

There the prisoner-missionaries felt comparatively safe. Even 
the guards relaxed a little. But in October 1943, the 
Americans struck again. Every airstrip near Rabaul was 
bombed, and subma.rines attacked the ships in harbour. 
Vunapope mission was demolished by the terrible air raid of 
February, 1944. Shortage of water made it necessary for all 
to move, and the prisoners were re-settled in Ramale Prison 
Camp. One of them, an SMSM, later wrote about it: 

Our first glimpse ofRamale showed us a deep ravine under giant 
trees with winding paths, and once down there we could hardly 
see the sky. We wondered how long it would be before we 
climbed that winding path again - 18 months was the then 
unknown answer. The man in charge of us was a decent sort, 
Major Sakibara. The Major gave us what he could, 600 square 
yards for 300 people of various groups. 
We had filled three cemetries after the destruction of Vunapope, 
and now we needed another, for death was always with us. We 
put up the Way of the Cross, and our dead were never forgotten. 
All had beautiful deaths with the comforts of religion, except 
one brother who risked his life to procure us food. He was killed 
by a bomb. Many others could have been saved with a little 
medicine. We lost Sr Domitilla also; she died far in the dugout, 
airiess, damp and dark . But she had a happy death surrounded 
by the Fathers and Sisters of our Marist family. 
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How united we were, in spite of our 17 or 18 different 
nationalities. There wasn't one idle person in camp, even the old 
brothers over sixty, and the elderly sisters, worked in the 
gardens. We grew beans, corn, tomatoes and tobacco, so our 
health and spirits improved . .. (As time went on) we consoled 
ourselves saying that it is always darkest before dawn. And so 
it proved. In August, each group made a three day retreat, the 
last ending on the Feast of the Assumption, 1945. With it, ended 
hostilities in the Pacific. 

II. GUADALCANAL 1942-45 

When the Japanese declared their presence in the Solomons 
in 1942, mission personnel were surprised but not alarmed. 
It was one day in August as Bishop Aubin, walking on the 
beach after Mass, saw the Japanese plane nose dive onto the 
nearby reef, that he knew it was time to be alarmed and no 
longer merely surprised. 

The crash brought scores of schoolchildren, babbling with 
curiosity. The small aircraft had twisted as it struck coral 
rock, some hundred yards from shore. Sr Evangeline 
restrained the children, but even as she did, a survivor 
emerged struggling from the wreck, waved an arm stump 
and collapsed on the coral. Two sturdy boys helped carry the 
inert body to Sr Evangeline's clinic. A few days in her care, 
and the young aviator was on his feet. Then with abrupt 
gratitude, he departed to join ranks, now camped along the 
north Guadalcanal shore. The invaders sent a carton of 
cigarettes thanking Evangeline for her care. 

This was the first episode in the Pacific war recorded in 
Bishop Aubin's cahier that served as his war-journal. 
Guadalcanal, hitherto a pinpoint east of the Coral Sea, named 
in 16th century by Mendana's Captain Gallego after a 
Spanish village, suddenly became a strategic target where 
young soldiers from two world powers would fight to the 
death for their respective goals. 

When Commander Ishimoto accosted Bishop Aubin 
shortly afterwards, he acted with courtesy and consideration. 
Just let us be, he said in effect, and we will protect your 
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nuSSlOn. Visale was a location to be coveted. It had been 
headquarters since Bishop Raucaz in 1923. saw its advan
tages. That practical prelate had piped a permanent water 
supply from a spring on the hillside, which served the D.M.I. 
novitiate, the boarding school for girls and boys, the printing 
press, the whole mission. It would supply water for the 
Japanese wounded. for here they established their hospital. 

Bishop Aubin, rejecting a false optimism. decided that 
Visale should be evacuated. and the missionaries there take a 
trek over the mountains to Tangarare. Later when the sisters 
were transported to New Caledonia. Sr Evangeline. forget
ting the fear, would recount with customary humour how 
His Lorship's false teeth went missing. how a pet pig was 
snatched by a crocodile at Kesau. 

Solomon Islanders for the most part were passive 
spectators of this rude intrusion. the Pacific War, hardly 
comprehending the skywide barbarity. Like the flying foxes 
disturbed in their caves, like frigate birds in their flight, the 
people withdrew from dangerous areas, left their seaside 
hamlets. and made new dwellings inland. While the invading 
forces used Guadalcanal as a depot and launching pad. the 
indigenous witnessed the warriors of north and east in deadly 
combat; saw battleships sink in Ironbottom Sound. and fiery 
planes scream into their once peaceful seas. 

22,000 young Japanese died of hunger in the valley behind 
Honiara, after the airfield they had built was wrested from 
theii control by American troops. Today overlooking this 
sight. there stands a majestic Peace Memorial erected by the 
Japanese to honour all those who died in the Pacific battles. 
Its four pillars dedicated to Courage. Wisdom. Love and 
Trust rise from the hilltop like a prayer of hope for the unity 
of mankind . 

In South Malaita Sr Joana and other DMI enjoyed 
comparative security, as also did San Fernande and Stephanie 
in Wainoni Bay and the missionaries at Tangarare. However 
at Ruavatu there were trials. Much has been written about 
the unfortunate deaths of the four missionaries there. In 
September 1942. the two Marist Fathers, Arthur Duhamel 
(born 1908 in USA) and Henri Oude-Engberink (born 1908 
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in Holland), together with French Sisters, Odile litis and 
Sylvia Lossois (1897) were asked to accompany some 
Japanese soldiers to local headquarters for questioning. Some 
days later, US Chaplain T.P. Finnegan, detailed to investi
gate their disappearance, helped by Chief Vouza, wrote 

"a little way from the beach. we found their broken bodies. 
buried in a native house." 

Stories about what happened abound. No one knows 
whether their deaths were due to some foolish mistake, or 
whether their end came about through some unlikely reprisal 
for withholding information. There were great men and 
hooligans on both sides; heroes and cowards are the lot of 
every army. Because of this, there were tragedies sometimes, 
arising from irresponsible behaviour that had no approbation 
from leaders. 

Fr Finnegan was authorised to disinter the bodies and re
bury them at Ruavatu. On arrival at the mission, he found 
the church in disorder and the tabernacle missing. He tells 
how the Ruavatu youths led him to a bush village: 

"there hidden in the jungle, was a thatched chapel dedicated to 
St. Michael. and on its altar was the Mission Tabernacle." 

He was surprised when he offered the Requiem at Ruavatu 
to see a packed church: 

"not only altar boys but all the congregation answered the 
prayers. not in any haphazard way, but perfectly, never missing 
a syllable. They sang the Kyrie, the Ave Maria and the Adoro 
Te. Never have I seen greater faith ... " 

To Chaplain Finnegan and the servicemen with him, this 
was the greatest tribute they could have given the 
nusslOnaries. 

The elderly Sr Edmee Bonnet (1888-1953) had been 
suffering a bout of malaria, so had not been apprehended 
with the others. When her companions did not return, the 
Ruavatu people, concerned for Edmee's safety, took her up 
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a bush trail to the property of Mr Dalrymple Hay, the 
Australian entrepreneur. In pre-war days, he exported rubber 
to New Hebrides. Now, after the exodus of fearful Chinese 
shopkeepers from Tulagi, he had salvaged supplies enough to 
open his own store near Ruavatu, and to conduct business as 
usual. 

Mr Hay gave accommodation, food and protection to Sr 
Edmee, and as oral tradition still recounts, sent the bill for 
same to the Catholic Mission after hostilities ended in August 
1945! 

A TIME OF PEACE 

While battles were being fought across the Pacific, other 
battles were happening on a smaller scale in Sydney. In 1944, 
rumour had it along the affluent North Shore that a certain 
Roman Catholic Order of Sisters, hitherto unknown, was 
about to take over an old building in Killara, to start a 
hospital for patients with tuberculosis. There were immediate 
protests. T .B. was contagious. It might put the neighbours at 
risk. Moreover, Roman Catholics were related to the Irish; 
the Irish professed neutrality, were often spies and traitors, 
high security risk ... Catholics were an even greater risk 
than tuberculosis. 

If it is doubted that such hostility could have spread among 
so-called rational citizens, one has only to look at reactions 
of the same civilised society to AIDS some forty years later, 
to see latent prejudice awake in protest just as absurd. 

What was the truth of this rumour? In fact Archbishop 
Norman Gilroy asked Mother Rose if the SMSM would 
open a hospital for patients with tuberculosis. So far the 
rumour had substance. M . Rose's notes mention the anxiety 
of the Archbishop over "the many religious, priests and 
other patients, isolated for so long a time from the 
Sacraments by this disease." Mother Rose records: 

" Believing that if our Mother General were reachable, she 
would accept this work, we accepted after the Archbishop had 
consulted the Apostolic Delegate, who also approved." 
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The Archbishop found a house and an eighteen-acre 
property at Killara. It had been a Congregational Boys' 
School, before the war, then occupied by the Women's Army 
Corps. It had just been vacated and was selling for £13,000. 
The Archbishop offered to advance the amount for the 
purchase, SMSM to be the owners. Some sisters moved in 14 
December, 1945. Two days later, the Archbishop, assisted by 
Marist Provincial Father Roe, and a Jesuit, celebrated the first 
Mass. After breakfast the house was blessed. Mother Rose 
goes on: "Soon our neighbours began to worry us, it was 
clear then they did not want us." 

"We had an architect plan to make the school into a hospital at 
as low a cost as possible. A Government employee came to 
notify us that this work would not be approved - that any 
repairs we did would be at our own risk. The struggle went on 
for a whole year. It was claimed that the property had been sold 
to us in error. Our opponents even took the case to Parliament." 

Eventually however, Canberra overruled the opposition, 
and approved the venture. There was an official opening in 
June 1946, by the Cardinal. The 20-bed hospital for 
tubercular patients was now named Lourdes, its first matron, 
Sr Joseph Beck. 

Mother de Chantal, on visitation that year, wrote: 

"But my greatest happiness was in meeting a good number of 
our sisters, some of whom had been evacuated from the 
Solomons at the outbreak of the war; others, ex-prisoners after 
three years in concentration camps, now endeavouring to recoup 
their health. Here at Killara, a T .B. hospital recently established, 
there is space, fresh air, trees and flowers. Here too, our Fathers 
and our Sisters of the missions may come for rest and medical 
care." 

She continues: 

"One of our last acts in Australia was to accompany six of our 
sisters to the pier to bid Godspeed and Bon Voyage, as they 
returned to their missions to re-open the Solomons." 
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BUT FUN TOO 

Rabaul .. . so this is Rabaul! Where are the big stores? the 
beautiful villas? Everything has disappeared. Only tents and 
houses covered with grass remain. The port is covered with the 
debris of ships. Desolation over desolation. The dusty road 
edges the sea where boats were anchored. What was once a 
beautiful schooner lifts its masts like two arms outstretched 
towards heaven." 

So mourned 76-year old Sr Ignace, on her way back to 
Bougainville. But all was not loss: 

"Many of the mission boys came to welcome back their Bishop 
(Wade) and the missionaries . Two jeeps were waiting for us, 
organised by the same commander who facilitated our escape by 
submarine. The roads were bad. and very muddy. We passed 
water holes and rivers whose bridges were swept away by heavy 
rains . . . at long last we had arrived back at Bougainville. home 
sweet home for us." 

In the Solomons too, relief outshone regret. Melanesians 
have a wonderful resiliency, and teach the missionaries how 
to take the odd catastrophe, centipede bite or cyclone, in 
their stride. Sisters Stephanie and Fernande had survived the 
war in their remote Wainoni Bay in San Cristobal. They too 
had stories to tell of a plane crash, and of caring for the 
wounded survivors; of the Wainoni people, how they 
brought food and cared for the sisters. Sisters Reine, Irenee, 
Theresa. Noemi and Leon returned from New Caledorua, the 
better for their sojourn. In New Zealand, some had learnt to 
speak English; others had brushed up their French. There 
was no one who was not renewed by the enforced vacation; 
all lifted temporarily from their habitual insularity, had gained 
from the glimpse of a wider view. It was the old story .. . 

The Giants of long ago, (says a Melanesian story of New 
Caledorua) lived an idyllic existence between the sea and the 
clouds. Soutrekama was their Chief, his name meaning "He 
who loved his brothers, and makes harmony reign". 
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But one of the younger giants, Torengbami suffered from 
an inferiority complex. He could neither sing well nor dance 
gracefully as could his young companions. He became 
despondent and anti-social. One day he wandered along the 
seashore. He sat on a rock, and taking a stick of naiouli, he 
idly scratched lines on the sand. On the beach of Poe he sat, 
and thinking of a man's face, he drew a head just like a head, 
an extraordinary resemblance - with nose, eyes, hair and 
beard. It looked like a real head. Torengbami was exultant. 
He laughed with happiness. He leapt over the mountains and 
called the other giants. 

"Come and see what I have made .. . " 
"What have you made?" they laughed at him, for he was 

considered a dreamer. 
"A resemblance of what you can see." 
The giants were kind beings, but liked to tease: 
"No one can reproduce what he sees," they proclaimed, 

But they followed the dreamer to the beach to humour him. 
Alas! Between the time of his going and that of his return, 
the sea had come to have a look, and its waves had playfully 
washed away every trace of his marvellous drawing. Poor 
Torengbami! 

That, of course, is not the end of the story. Yet it suffices 
as a parallel to the truth of the ancient psalm: Unless the Lord 
build the city they labour in vain that build it. 

Early and late, in every undertaking, Marist priests, 
brothers, sisters, tertiaries, are subjected to its lesson. Not 
once, but again and again the marks on the sand, washed 
away. Marist Father Noel Fox, who began missionary life in 
San Cristobal, and ended it in Peru, expressed what a 
missionary knows, something of Toregami's bewilderment: 

"There come moments in the life of every missionary when they 
feel as St. Peter must have felt, when having left the boat to run 
to Christ, he found himself sinking in the waters. Now perhaps, 
he stands amid the ruins of his material labours strewn as 
matchwood in all directions by the fury of the elements. More 
probably his saddening vision is interior and far more searing for 
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the fact that souls he had thought chosen by God for higher things 
suddenly start running amuck; pet plans for the development of 
persons coming to nought; pr~ects nearing completion, abruptly 
collapsing with unexpected finality . .. " 

Fr Noel speaks for those missionaries whose anguish was 
inarticulate: the lamentations of an SO-year old Sr Noemi 
who found herself blind after an unsuccessful operation on a 
cataract, the horror of a nurse who unwittingly killed a child 
with a faulty injection, the misery of the misunderstood, and 
the sadness of seeing a best pupil betraying his Christian 
beliefs. External events can be recorded. Man can measure, 
mark a waterline, jot a note or notch a stick to keep tally of 
transactions. But the story of the individual can only be 
divined from ciphers and half audible mumblings. So as the 
historian records, the reader is asked to see in any seeming 
triumph, all the hidden deaths; in every apparent failure, the 
unrecorded good. 

Again a quote from Sr Ignace on return to Bougainville: 

"Some of the old brothers, contemplating the destruction of 
long years of work, died of broken hearts. Others I have heard 
say 'We will start over again and we will do even better' . And 
they did." 

But who dares evaluate the reaction of the one or the 
other? Mother de Chantal too had remarked on the meanings 
that can be found in paradox. In her visitation to the 
leprosarium at Makogai in Fiji, she noted: 

"In this world of living men with suffering flesh , three things 
astonish you: the joyous spirit, the charity among the in
patients, and their piety. We might expect to find embittered 
people, cursing their sad lot. Instead we find men, women and 
children of all races and ages, laughing, talking with animation, 
working with their hearts and souls. The able-bodied wheel the 
carts of the invalids, and the chapel resounds with singing." 

Against this backdrop, sat one useless wreck whose 
presence crystallised her admiration: 
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Many of the patients .. . reach stages of great heroism. There 
was the old blind man who, without feet, and with hardly any 
hands, spent his days praying his rosary. The days he suffered 
more than usual were, according to his smiling comment "good 
business" since, as he added, this was his job." 

Everyone knows that missionary life is not all bananas. 
Neither, on the other hand, is it all difficulty. Rightly 
Ecclesiasticus reminds humanity that there is a time to weep 
and a time to laugh . Such a tempo gives rhythm to life, no 
matter where, as melody to music. In the years between 1931 
when Mother Rose became head of the Marist Missionary 
Sisters, and 1952, when the first elected General, M . de 
Chantal completed her term, there had been occasions for 
laughter and tears, as there had been times of war and peace. 
There had also been time to ask questions . .. And to listen 
to the unanswerable one. 

There was for example, the tidal wave that swept the 
weather coast of Guadalcanal, Solomons, in 1952. At 
Avuavu, Sisters Loyola, Gerald and Antonia hurried their 
school children up the foothills. For three days they camped 
there, before returning to an altered seashore and tumbled 
houses. Sr Antonia did not return, and Sr Gerald later 
recounted how she died a happy death in the shade of an old 
tank. 

Tangarare fared badly too. Mother Margaret of the Sisters 
of the Cross enjoyed telling of how she walked the 
windswept beach the day after that terrible night. 

She observed the beauty of desolation. Giant leqa trees 
were uprooted, buildings were in shambles, bedraggeld hens 
clucking complaints in the chaos. An iron bed was twisted 
round a coconut trunk; a book, half submerged, jutted from 
the sand. 

Curious, Mother Margaret plodded towards it, plucked 
the sodden tome from its nest, and regarded its title. Just then 
Fr Neyret struggling through the debris, followed by a 
retinue of noisy youngsters, approached. Hollow-eyed after 
a night when the sea chased him, hugging the tabernacle, up 
Tsipuna Hill, he waved a greeting to the barefoot Mother 
Margaret. 
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She held up the book. He looked a moment, broke into a 
grin. The next instant the children were astonished as the 
dignified Englishwoman and the usually taciturn Frenchman 
shook the shore with their laughter. Mother Margaret held 
aloft the book that seemed to amuse them. It was entitled, Why 
the Cross? 

Why the cross? Why suffering? Why evil? The perennial 
question has variations. And why the laughter? Is there some 
reciprocal agreement between sorrow and laughter? "Sacred 
irreverence," writes the poet. "It is a gift to those found free 
in the spirit." It is not simply that sorrow and fun go hand 
in hand, but rather that their companionship generate the 
truth of the buried seed, pregnant with life, and the tomb 
that gasps amazement at the resurrection. 
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V: Lazarus, Sauntering 
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CLINIC 

T akwa clinic stands on the shore of North Malaita in 
Solomon Islands. Sr Harolda Moore, a nurse from USA, 

worked there in 1956. Let us take a moment's poetic licence. 
Let us read Harolda's mind like her day book, in order to 
glimpse a typical day's concerns, before recounting the actual 
event of Rinaldo's misfortune. (It is recorded in an SMSM 
diary by one who worked with Harolda later). 

"Butteifly in ear". Well, that's what Bata said. A tiny moth 
really, fluttering, unable to get out. Olive oil did the trick. Four babies 
with hookworm; three treatable. One is sure to die. Three malaria 
cases, treated with quinine based oils. Sepo came crying, his eyeball 
pierced by bamboo spear. A bad case. We put him on a boat for 
Honiara hospital. Then Toma trod on a sea-urchin; his poor foot is 
full of splinters. 

Here Harolda, as she was known, recalls last night's trip 
to Sula fou'u . They had taken her at midnight to a difficult 
delivery on the artificial island. Lau custom forbade transport 
of pregnant women. The baby was well and crying lustily in 
aunt's arms as Harolda was paddled back. But the mother 
had died. There were impossible emergencies at times, and 
disasters such as that last night, when she simply has to 
pocket grief, and get on with the next task. Some day, she 
hopes, they will have a doctor on Malaita. "Who's first?" , she 
calls as she opens the door to the outpatients usually 
squatting outside. But today, there is pandemonium. The 
veranda is deserted. Everyone, even the halt and the blind, is 
running to the shore. Harolda peers at an approaching canoe. 
Shouts from the wharf make her wonder what this crisis will 
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be. Sarno, her assistant suddenly appears. "We'll send the 
stretcher, Sister"? His eyes are better than hers , and she nods. 
A small boy comes running with news: 

"Rinaldo was diving on the reef. A swordfish cut him right 
across his belly, Sister." Harolda hopes that she has 
misunderstood. Her grasp ofLau language is not perfect. But 
the bloodless face of Rinaldo kills all doubt. She feels his 
pulse. Ah! still pumping, though jerkily. Rinaldo's co
fisherman has tied his own pipisi round the victim to keep 
him together. Harolda gasps as she unfolds it. The marlin has 
indeed done a neat job. The boy's stomach is literally cut 
across. The intestines bulge through the aperture. 

"Diake, run! Run! Tell Patere Iosepo to come quickly." 
"Sarno, help me with the sutures. We'll sew him together. 
You kids, go to the church. Pray, pray for Rinaldo." 

Takwa mission in the fifties served a district of 2,000 
coastal people, mainly Catholics. But in the bush lived the 
Kwaio and Dorio tribes clinging to age-long traditional 
beliefs, practising a religion of fear and taboos. The novelty 
of coming to the clinic, of " medicine drinking", of nila 
(injection needle) to cure illnesses, the status sign of a clean 
bandage round one's ulcer . .. all these were still only half 
accepted. Harolda was often angry when they brought her a 
dying baby in its last pangs. "Why didn't you bring him 
yesterday?" " 0 we took him to the custom doctor, we had 
to try him first ... " 

It was all a matter of wrong attitudes, she pondered. In 
Melanesia, sickness was regarded as coming from an evil 
spirit, or by reason of spells from a foe. So custom doctors 
or priests were held in high esteem. With their knowledge of 
magic, of spells and incantations, they had power and 
influence with ancestral spirits. In many cases, they could 
appease the spirit, or for a price remove the curse of an 
enemy. But they had knowledge too beyond that of the 
physical world, and this knowledge made witch doctors a 
power to be reckoned with. They could " cure" certain 
"custom sickness" wherein no imported medicine had any 
effect. In a sense, the witch doctors had power over life and 
death, for fear itself can be a lethal weapon. 
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However some things had improved. As Rinaldo slept 
away the shock, Harolda thought of her fellow-sisters in 
other mission clinics of Malaita: Fernanda at Tarapaina, 
Laurent at Burna, Methoda at Rokera. They too had their 
crocodile stories, or crises as unprecedented as today's. The 
French had always placed high priority on first aid, and a 
commonsense hygiene, even a century earlier. Harolda 
looked at Rinaldo. He would recover. She whistled a hearty 
thanks be to God, grateful for large mercies. 

Harolda was right . The French, a hundred years pre
viously were already promoting health care, as they 
pioneered new attitudes in the Pacific. On the other side of 
the planet, one Florence Nightingale who had trained with 
Lutheran Deaconesses in German hospitals, and with French 
Sisters of Charity, was now winning fame as Crimea's "Lady 
of the Lamp". Long before she commenced to train English 
women to care for the sick, Oceanian girls were already 
developing their latent skills of tender care, aided by a little 
medical knowledge from the French sisters. In 1859, Sr Pitie, 
in a letter to Antoinette Bioletti said, "From the beginning, 
I have been busy looking after the sick." She writes of an 
exceptionally cold wind that caused half Futuna's population 
to succumb to a strange 3-day sickness. Pitie, aided by 
Maselina, dispensed relief from pots of medicine to the 
sufferers, who came in crowds night and day. 

A year later, in Wallis, Misericorde wrote to Father 
Yardain: 

"If you had known that Sr Rose had such a bent for medicine, 
you would have obtained a diploma and the title of 'doctor' for 
her. She does marvels. With a few remedies, she almost revives 
the dead. People have such confidence in her that they bring the 
sick from all corners of the island. (L. 178) 

In Tonga, Silenia (Sr Malia Vika) wrote to Father Poupnel 
in 1883: 

"What is causing the loudest noise in the island is the medicine 
of Sister Xavier. Everyone runs to her, and they say, This is a 
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clever woman they have sent us. She is healing Tongans of all 
their ills.' (L. 824) 

Indeed the Pacific had been comparatively free of the 
diseases that had sometimes decimated the populations of 
lands more urbanised. However such ailments as leprosy, 
yaws, tuberculosis and malaria were endemic. Physical ills 
had their own particular treatments, and witch doctors were 
not quacks. But sickness attributed to evil spirits is more 
complex, and missionaries found that negative attitudes and 
beliefs rooted in the emotions are difficult to supplant with 
more rational ones. 

If Francc;ise often gnashed her teeth in frustration, it was 
because she believed that basic to healthy Christianiry were 
Christ's words: "I come that you may have life and life to the 
full." She disregarded anthropological courtesy as she 
scolded Wallisian mothers for carelessness, or wrote 
despairingly: "They are incapable of looking after the sick; 
they simply don't know how to. They can only watch them 
suffer." And after the death of a chief, "they make a grand 
kava, and eat some pigs, and this is how they console 
themselves. " 

Many a missionary underwent the same perplexity at such 
casual mourning, before concluding that it was not perhaps, 
unchristian. Franc<;ise too, would be converted to their point 
of view: "to do them justice, the hope they have of a happy 
eternal life makes the loss of their dear ones less painful." 

So it happened across the Pacific, health care was initiated 
by Christian missionaries, later to be endorsed by adminis
trations who aided and frequently sought the continued 
assistance of the sisters. We have seen the TOMs involved in 
this village health scheme in Fiji, likewise in Vanuatu. In 
Bougainville too, the tertiaries were aided. In 1908, Ignace 
and Placida set up a dispensary in the Buin area, taking turns 
to visit the sick of surrounding villages. A German doctor 
based at Kieta from 1905 made sure that the sisters were 
issued with a medical kit. This consisted of quinine, castor 
oil, rhubarb, bandages. iodine and a good supply of aspirin 
tablets, as Ellen Kettle records. 
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Meanwhile in France, Sister Louis Chanel, herself a nurse, 
encouraged professional training for the novices. Sr Athanace 
trained with the Franciscan sisters in Germany, and Sr 
Martial was the first trained nurse in Bougainville. In 1919, 
Martial was stationed at Kieta, and later, in Faisi. For most 
of her long life, Martial's special concern was for babies. In 
early days, infanticide was common. Ignace recorded that an 
unwanted infant was sometimes thrown on the fire, or to the 
pigs. Others were commonly buried alive: Of twins, one was 
habitually abandoned. Thus evolved the custom of 
"nurseries", where missionary sisters cared for these tiny 
ones, till they were old enough to be claimed. 

In 1948,the Marist mission bought Tearuki plantation and 
under Father Lebel's sponsorship it became a Medical 
Centre, staffed by an SMSM team. Sr Leo Ouelette, M.D. 
headed the group, which included Sisters Ambrose, regis
tered nurse (and ex-Olympic swimmer), Camilla, a chemist 
and Michael a laboratory technician, all from USA. They 
opened the Training School for Maternal and Child Health 
Nursing in 1957, under the New Guinea Department of 
Health. Among the first five local nurses to graduate where 
Philomena Nogena, and Sr Ana Lobelai, both of whom 
became staff members. 

In 1967, a new Maternity hospital was built at Tearouki. 
Sr Mary Roddy had worked at Tabago mission before 
joining SMSM, then qualified as a nurse tutor and was based 
at Tearouki where she remained 6 years till 1976, when she 
became Provincial for Australia. Sr Leo returned to USA in 
1973, and died of Hodgkin's Disease. 

By the end of the 1970s, most Pacific islands had their own 
local medically qualified personnel: doctors, nurses, dressers 
and village assistants. Many of them would still remember 
with gratitude those who first inspired them. Tione, of 
Kiribasi, living in Honiara could not forget the annoyance of 
Sister Jane, when he bit an ear off his football adversary. Jane 
Burleigh would be remembered by many another Solomon 
Islander for happier things. As optimistic head of the 
Physiotherapy Unit in Honiara's government hospital from 
1968 for 12 years, Jane literally put many cripples back on 
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their feet. Many of the victims of the polio epidemic of 1952, 
were given a new lease of limb-power in a campaign inspired 
by visiting Dr Honeybone, and organised and executed by 
Irishman, Dr Tony Cross, and Jane. Not only did Jane train 
several young men as assistants, she also set up a workshop 
where other disabled persons made calipers, hand-shoes and 
other equipment for their fellows. When Jane left Honiara, 
and her congregation in 1979, her going was mourned by all 
who knew her. 

TO BE A LEPER 

Maharaj was a patient at Makogai Leprosarium from 1937 
to 1950. The following is not written by Maharaj, but closely 
follows the facts of his story as recorded in Makogai-Image of 
Hope. 

I was stunned to hear the verdict. The white-coated doctor was 
a Fijian, and was gentle with me. I am Fijian too, but Fijian 
Indian and a Brahmin, so in some ways alien to the doctor . He 
was pained and compassionate, as he repeated the frightful word. 

"Yes, leprosy. I'm sorry Maharaj . All the tests are positive." He 
saw that I was in shock. I tried to stutter a query, but in 
imagination the earth was being shovelled over me, and I was 
six feet under. He took my hand and sat me down again, for I 
had leapt up like a jack-in-the-box when he first said that dread 
word. 
My interview a week previously now made a flash-back. 
"You've returned from a holiday?" he had asked. 
"Yes, in Sydney with my wife and two kids. " 
"And you first got sick in Sydney?" 
"Yes, I thought it was the food. But I was still sick a week after 
I arrived home." 
"What is your work at home, Maharaj?" 
"I have a transport business at Banowai. I own a lorry. I carry 
goods and passengers. Sometimes I meet the boat from Makogai, 
and take passengers being repatriated to India. Other times I take 
patients to catch the boat for Makogai." 
"So you know about Makogai," he had asked. So gently. 
"Oh, a place for the lepers," I had said. Never suspecting that 

137 



I might be one myself. That week seemed a whole existence 
away. Now he said: 
"My friend, I think you will like Makogai." That was my 
second shock. I would have to leave my village, my wife whom 
I loved, my children . .. and go to this Makogai place. Every 
beat of my heart rejected it. I burst into tears." 
A few weeks later I stood on the barge with the Yellow Flag. 
It was taking six of us to Makogai For a man of my dignity, 
silence is the best resort. I said not a word to my fellow 
passengers, though they tried to be friendly . I stood watching 
the crying party that was my family, children, cousins, brothers 
and friends . They all wept my farewell. My eldest brother 
fainted with grief, and had to be carried away. As the barge 
dragged away, I remained silent. I meditated. 
In olden times in Fiji, sufferers from leprosy as they got old, 
were customarily clubbed to death, a compassionate way of 
putting them out of their misery. When the Government forbade 
this practice, there was a noticeable increase in the disease, and 
reactionaries were quick to point out that this was due to the 
new legislation. In 1900, the Government established a 
leprosarium on Beqa, near Suva, but this proved too small. 
Besides it was a blot on the tourist landscape of beautiful Suva. 
Then they set up Makogai, asking the Marist Missionary Sisters 
to staff it. Since 1911 it had become the centre for Fijian lepers, 
as well as for others in the South Pacific. As we drew near the 
island of Makogai, I observed it from my porthole of silence. 
We rounded the point, and there was Makogai. Its splendid 
harbour surprised me. There were buildings along the beach, 
small villages first, then offices and the hospital near the wharf, 
I heard them saying. People were racing, as people always do, 
to meet a boat, and among them I noted one small, stocky figure, 
a white-robed woman. She wore a veil as Hindu women do, yet 
she was French. As I stiffly disembarked, she welcomed each of 
us. "Mother Agnes," they said. Her black eyes smiled as she 
greeted me in Hindi. She spoke Fijian to the others. She 
introduced me to other patients, who took me to a house where 
four Indians welcomed me. "This is your home, with us." they 
said. I was srill silent. My eyes remained blurred, but I began to 
feel that perhaps it was good not to be clubbed to death, after 
all . All that happened in 1937. 
In the thirteen years that followed, I learnt much. There must be 
no self-pity. It is normal to be a leper with other lepers. Burdens 
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of prejudice dropped from me. I began to look around, to speak, 
to live again. 
Sr Felicitas of New Zealand, another white-robed lady, soon 
introduced me to Ernest, the Tongan, and Fritz, the German 
Samoan. They became my firm friends. Ernest was in charge of 
the workshops, he seemed to know something about everything. 
He trained boys in mechanics, carpentry and a bit of 
engineering, and was full of enthusiasm for all he was involved 
in. Fritz was a great fisherman, an expert in fact, and knew 
everything about hooks, lines, nets and the right kinds of fish to 
catch. Ernest and Fritz made a smart little launch, and on 
Sundays they often invited me to accompany them on fishing 
trips . Fritz had a typewriter, and besides writing his own letters, 
wrote letters for those patients who were illiterate, or who had 
no fingers . 
Makogai , I soon discovered, was organised into a series of small 
villages, Fijian, Indian, Solomonese, Gilbertese and others. In 
each village we would keep our own customs and feasts, and 
speak our own languages, living in houses of four or five, 
making up ethnic communities, so that as far as possible, we 
might all feel " at home". Each ethnic village had its own 
headman, who received for this office the princely sum of $12 
a year. In Banowai I had been a man of status, and although we 
had no caste system at Makogai, many of my caste came to me 
for counsel. I began to lead our own prayer feasts. I encouraged 
the sharing of our cultural gifts of music and dancing in the 
general concerts organised by Ernest, himself a musician and 
entertainer. 
Mother Agnes was then the "Boss" at Makogai. True, the 
Government was the ruling authority, and Doctor Austin in 
charge of the hospital. Nevertheless it was Mother Agnes who. 
from 1916 onwards, had organised the place, planned its lay
out, maintained its order. Everyonejumped when Mother Agnes 
spoke. Yet hers was a kindly tyranny. I, a man of authority 
myself, respected her strict discipline. Imagine having 600 
patients from ten different racial groups, of many diverse 
languages, of young and old, of crippled and able-bodied, all 
afflicted with the one sickness; what a challenge! Mother Agnes 
with her tough laws had created harmony. Under her capable 
reign. everyone was busily happy. Behind the villages, the 
women planted vegetables and fruit, enough to keep us self
supporting. We kept fowls and ducks too, so we had eggs and 

139 



poultry on our menu, as well as seafood. 
A staff of sisters helped Mother Agnes, religious ladies of whom 
ten were Fijian, the rest from France, Italy, America and New 
Zealand. They did the general nursing in hospital and villages, 
assisted by reliable patients. Some of us were trained to aid with 
dressings, operate the X-Ray plant and to look after the stores 
and medicines. In fact, in Makogai, we all learned to help one 
another. On weekends we enjoyed a movie, and I operated the 
projector, and helped Sr Felicitas run the show. 
I had to admit that, despite my first grief, I came to enjoy life 
at Makogai. To my surprise I began to like the sisters, the 
patients, the way we co-operated and came to know one 
another. I liked Dr. Austin, a man so devoted to our well-being. 
I liked Mother Agnes, who after her years of authority , knew 
how to retire gracefully into age, as she continued to knit 
blankets and clothes for the patients. 
Of course you understand, it was not all a garden of Eden. 
Leprosy by its nature tends to bring discouragement to its 
sufferers. Inevitably there were problems, depression, discon
tent, even a suicide. And occasionally, when we saw this or that 
friend dying, and dead, we would be reminded grimly that we 
were all sick. It was with sorrow that we saw Ernest Wolfgram 
die in 1948. He was a most dedicated leader, and beloved by all 
for his laughing and serious energy. More than one patient had 
said of him: That man, Ernest, made me want to live! 
Nowadays changes are coming about in medical science, and 
new attitudes are transforming world opinion. This is especially 
true ofleprosy. Since an ordinance of the International Congress 
of Leprosy, there are no longer any lepers in the world. Leprosy 
is Hansen's Disease. We are now upgraded with a new name 
bestowed upon us: leprosy patients not "lepers". "So much for 
progress," said my friend Fritz, when Ernest was buried. But the 
great leap forward is the use of the new sulfone drugs, which are 
replacing chaulmoogra oil , the ancient treatment that originated 
in India. Some remarkable cures have taken place through 
sulfone usage, and I was one of those who recommended our 
procuring these drugs. Also I am among the first 56 today in 
1950, who having undergone sulfone treatment, can say I am 
completely cured. 
I am now home with my wife and children in my own village. 
Again a new life is beginning for me. As I am welcomed back 
into the warmth of my family, we are all aware that many 
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adaptations will have to be made as we get to know one another 
all over again. But with the enrichment of my thineen years' 
experience in Makogai, I feel a new strength to face the furure. 
When I think of the energy of Mother Agnes, of the courage of 
Fr. Lejeune, our leper chaplain, and of Ernest with his joyful 
enthusiasm, and of my many other friends, I have a deep 
gratirude to heaven for all that has happened. 

Maharaj is one of the many who went through Makogai. 
With the introduction of new drugs and domiciliary care, the 
practice of isolating leprosy patients became unnecessary . 
Makogai, centre for Leprosy Treatment in the South Pacific, 
closed in 1969. The new P.J. Twomey Memorial Hospital 
was opened in Suva for more seriously afflicted patients. In 
Makogai's 58 years as leprosarium, about 4,500 patients 
were treated. Of these, more than half returned home, fully 
cured. About 1,500 ended their days there, while others 
continued to receive treatment in home areas. Mr Twomey, 
who had dedicated his life to the cause of health in the 
Pacific, died in Fiji in 1963. Sr Agnes died in 1955, and Fr 
Lejeune SM in 1951. All are remembered as guiding stars in 
a place that for an era gave SMSMs in Fiji the affectionate 
misnomer "the leper sisters". 

A CURE FOR LEPROSY? 

Dr Hall, a Protestant Irishman was the first resident doctor 
at Fiji's Makogai leprosarium. In 1914, with wise foresight, 
he established a laboratory, suggesting that the sisters spend 
time there regularly. Thus familiarising themselves with 
theoreticat" aspects of the work, they would increase 
efficiency in their practical care of lepers. Soon, Sr Suzanne 
proved herself to be one of his most adept pupils. Born in 
France in 1889, Suzanne Novial was in the first group 
staffing Makogai in 1911. 

Each morning at Makogai, two sisters on horseback left 
the compound, one bound for the villages on the right, the 
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other to the left. In each village, the sister, helped by the head 
dresser in each ethnic group, followed day care routines. At 
the hospital, other sisters worked in the pharmacy, or with 
Dr Hall, carrying on the more intensive care for advanced 
cases. Here Suzanne worked. During her next 20 years in 
Makogai, Suzanne combined a gentle personal care with a 
hard-headed quest for something more effective than the 
palliative chaulmoogra oil that was in current use for the relief, 
and in early cases, the cure of leprosy. Her driving aim 
as she scrutinesed thousands of slides, was to isolate the 
elusive bacteria which actually caused what we now call 
Hansen's Disease. 

In the mid-thirties, Suzanne was recalled to France to 
continue her research, first in Paris, then in Lyons. While 
there World War II broke out. At the outset of hostilities, 
Suzanne discontinued her research in order to aid the local 
Red Cross, where she instructed young women in First Aid. 

One early dawn in May 1940. Suzanne awoke groggily. 
Had she dreamed of shouting Fijian children? The reality was 
otherwise. The planes heading away before dawn, left Lyons 
shattered after its first air raid. Around her in the dispensary 
were improvised beds of bandage cartons, sheltering a 
broken legged boy and a stocky young woman. Suzanne was 
pleased to see that they were both alive. She stood up, 
observing the chaos. Through the shattered windows she 
saw thefbroken masonry, the frantic twisted corpses, hit by 
shrapnel, burnt by grenades. 

"Drink a little please." Beside her was the young woman 
holding a bowl of coffee. As Suzanne gulped gratefully, she 
recognised this smiling girl as one of the many she instructed. 
She tried to recall her name. 

But it was not until midday, after the tending of numerous 
wounded, that Suzanne remembered. Both were ready to fall 
with fatigue. Suzanne looked at her newfound companion. 

"You are Berthe!" she exclaimed. 
"Why, yes," smiled the girl, "Berthe Rabilloud." In the 

following days, Suzanne found her helper to be a treasure. 
Once a week, Berthe put on her Sunday dress, and her only 
pair of shoes to visit her two sisters in a sanatorium. Suzanne 
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learnt of how Berthe's night job, painting fine gilt edges on 
porcelain, had helped support her brothers and sisters. Not 
only was Berthe's meticulous care in the dispensary seen by 
Suzanne, but also her concern for the sick, and her 
willingness to go always the second mile. 

II 

When peace was declared, Suzanne resumed her work in 
Lyons Leprosy Clinic. Like the Jews wandering in the desert, 
Suzanne's forty years research passed all too quickly. Was it 
to be a wild goose chase after all? Back in 1918, (when the 
young Suzanne was but beginning her quest) a Japanese 
bacteriologist had succeeded, after the same tedious slide
gazing, in isolating the yellow fever micro-organism. In so 
doing, Hideyo Noguchi had saved countless lives. Suzanne 
had the same ambition. Encouraged by Suzanne, Berthe 
trained as a laboratory assistant. The girl eventually attained 
professional status, later being awarded national honours in 
Paris. Berthe was infected by Suzanne's indominitable hope, 
and as co-worker, spent long hours in arduous experimen
tation. 

One midnight in 1954, a breakthrough occurred . The 
Grand Silence was broken! There squirming under the lense 
was the long sought answer, an organism that, being a 
Marist discovery, would be called Marianum. Suzanne was 
amazed, Berthe jubilant. Had Suzanne isolated the long
sought leprosy bacterium? It seemed so. Scientists in the 
following months were to affirm the discovery, some with 
acclaim; others with reservations. Time would tell whether 
the vaccines that could now be manufactured, would prove 
effective. Sulfa drugs were already stemming the incidence of 
Hansen's Disease. If Marianum became an even better 
preventative, fifteen million sufferers round the world might 
benefit. 

If Suzanne's life, since the war, had been hidden behind a 
microscope, it was now to become just as intense a one of 
public activity. Invited to USA on a 3-month tour, the 
66-year old SMSM was whirled from city to city, to give 
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talks and attend symposia. She was applauded and funded by 
an American public. On her return to Lyons in 1955, notable 
scientists, leprologists and bacteriologists sought to interview 
her. She was called to conferences in Paris, Rome, Genoa and 
Geneva. And while Berthe shouldered much of the 
responsibility for the distribution of products of the antigene 
Marianum, Suzanne edited a Catholic Leprosy Bulletin for 
leprosaria in other parts of the world. As for those far off 
leprosaria, change was already at hand. In the Solomons, Sr 
Joseph Beck had been supervisor of the Government Leper 
Station at Tetere. She was delighted to hear of Suzanne's 
discovery . "It'll put us out of ajob," she would say to Head 
Patient, Pio, and Sisters John and Immaculata, her co
workers in the fifties. But already, patients were being 
rehabilitated, thanks to new sulpha drugs. Sr Joseph, indeed 
done out of her job, moved on to deliver babies at Takwa, 
and then to Tonga before a stroke stopped her gallop in 
homeland Australia. 

Piva Clinic, Bougainville, was Bishop Wade's project, 
subsidised by Government. Maintained for over twenty 
years by Sisters Hortense and Michael, Piva cared for small 
groups of lepers alongside a general and maternity clinic. 
Happily, as new treatment was used, the numbers of 
Hansen's patients diminished. In 1976, Piva closed. 

Today (1980s) in New Caledonia, at Ducos in the Raoul 
Follereau Sanitorium, a small staff of St Joseph of Cluny 
Sisters and SMSM care for the elderly Hansen's patients, 
about a hundred of whom have made Ducos their home. 
Sisters Noelie and Gianclaudia assist in the phar~:lacy and 
with clerical work. They enjoy most the therapy with the 
patients, sitting with this one-footed lady weaving baskets or 
that old man with his carving. Leprosy is no longer a 
problem in New Caledonia. 

The Leper Village at Spanish Town, Jamaica could aptly be 
called the offspring of Makogai. When a former governor of 
Fiji, Sir Arthur Richards, was appointed Governor General 
of Jamaica, he appealed to the SMSM to come to the aid of 
the lepers at Spanish Town. In 1940, two sisters from 
Makogai, Zita and Germaine, arrived there to become the 
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nucleus of a new staff, reinforced by SMSM from America. 
Supported by the Government, the village, formerly a haunt 
of squalor and despair, became under its new management a 
community of busy patients, proud of their bright gardens 
and neat houses. In the fifties, supervised by Sisters James 
and Zita, the 250 patients, despite missing members, 
blindness and other infirmities, suddenly had more spring in 
their dancing, more volume in their singing. With the new 
treatment, sad patients no longer complained of "misery in 
me bones", but became a community of restored morale 
where hope was the norm. It would be pleasant to relate that 
such globe-wide improvements were due to Suzanne 
Novial's discovery. But this was not the case. Time would 
tell that her discovery was not without significance' but the 
real revolution in HD treatment was already being brought 
about by the sulphone drugs developed in USA from 1948 
onwards. 

In late 1957, Suzanne was distressed by eye-trouble. She 
was not surprised when tests revealed a brain tumour. It was 
imperative to operate. But she objected: "Just give me a few 
months to finish my work. Then I'll put myself in your 
hands." Beethoven too, heard unfinished symphonies. Her 
doctor was apologetic but firm. " It has to be now or never," 
he told her sadly. 

Suzanne in hospital wrestled with this latest blow. In 
prayer she silently pleaded. In the pious phrases of a century 
earlier, Father Colin said "God does not need our works. 
When we've done all we can, let us consider ourselves 
worthless servants." Living this precept, Suzanne had not 
sought honour, but to help others. Now as death's door 
swung open, did she falter? Did the Tempter whisper that 
there were matters that she, and only she, might yet pass on 
to others? 

L After a longitudinal study conducted at Ndcn, Cameroun, a report published 

in Leprosy Review in 1976, concluded that "the andgen Marianum was a good 

adjunct to therapy; it reinforced the resistance of the patient. and permitted 

a better response to chemotherapy." (See Image of Hope by S.M Stella, 

piSS .) 
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"Seven times honoured by Church and by State, for outstanding 
scientific achievement, for heroism during the war, for charity to 

the afflicted," 

Suzanne now searched in a dark night for peace of mind . 

That evelung a Carmelite nun, (history does not record her 
name), a patient too, visited Suzanne. Heart-to-heart they 
conversed, the helpless conqueror of disease with the gentle 
contemplative. They prayed together. Next morning, the 
anguished superior, Sr Franscois came in. She had hardly slept. 
She wondered how she would cope with Suzanne's refusal to 
undergo surgery. But Franscois was pleasantly astounded! She 
wrote about it later: 

"[ found her transformed, completely calm in the acceptance of 
whatever sufferings might befall , blindness, paralysis, even 
possible loss of mind. She offered her whole life." (M.M.April 
1958) 

The operation was long and difficult. Suzanne did not regain 
consciousness. She died next morning. Sr Franscois de Sales 
continues: 

"Over forty years, Suzanne had given herself almost passion
ately to the victims ofleprosy. Though she welcomed death with 
a great peace, her face was so disfigured with suffering, she bore 
some resemblance to her afflicted patients, she who from her 
earliest religious life had the grace of seeing in them always the 
face of Christ." 

THE WINDY CHATHAMS 1949 

"Who will volunteer for the Chathams?" Mother Basil 
asked the noisy novices at recreation, one day in 1948 on a 
visit to Heretaunga Novitiate. When blank expressions 
showed that the novices had not so much as heard of their 
existence, she admitted that she roo had only recently learnt 
a little about them. 

A group of four isles, 800 km south-east of New Zealand, 
the largest Chatham or Wharekauri is 50 km long, and the 
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smallest a large rock, 566 feet high between Pitt and 
Rangatira isles. The least dangerous anchorage is the bay near 
Waitangi, the "capital". 

When first discovered in 1791 by Captain Broughton, 
British commander of the battleship Chatham, the isles were 
inhabited by 1,200 Moriori people. This short-statured race 
who had lived in the Land of the Long White Cloud before 
the Maori claimed it, was a vigorous people "who laughed 
a lot", and whose last resort was this outpost of cold, fog and 
wind. 

In 1830 an invasion of Maori from the mainland had 
decimated the population, so that ten years later, there were 
only about 800 inhabitants, including 150 Europeans. The 
Moriori had intermarried and no longer existed as a race. 
Fishing was the main occupation. Inaccessible during winter 
months, the Chathams were served for the rest by an 
irregular steamer-service from Lyttleton. 

Mother Basil explained that the Department of Health had 
approached Archbishop Lyons of Christchurch with a 
request for nursing sisters to staff the small hospital of the 
Chathams. Archbishop Lyons, in turn, had asked Mother 
Basil. He did not hide the facts. It was practically impossible, 
the Government claimed, to employ lay staff in the 
Chathams, for few would accept the isolation and living 
conditions of the remote spot. 

At this, the three Australian novices made a mock dance of 
shivering. One asked if she could get her sealskin trousseau 
ready . But everyone clapped when Mother Basil went on to 
announce that the SMSM had accepted the task of staffing 
the hospital. "It is now up to us." 

In January 1949, Mother Basil accompanying trained 
nurses Sisters Kieran (NZ), and Imelda (USA), together with 
Chief Contemplative and Handywoman, Brendan (NZ) 
arrived in Waitangi. They were installed in the four-bed 
hospital. A wooden church stood nearby. Over the years, a 
handful of Catholics had been visited occasionally by a priest 
from Christchurch. In the late forties, the flock had been 
confided to the care of the Picpus Fathers of the Sacred 
Heart. When the Sisters arrived, the Father had already taken 
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up residence, and Mass was celebrated daily. 
The welcome given was warm, but by no means 

unanimous. In the first weeks, the Sisters had to painfully 
overcome the resentment that would have sent them packing 
on the return boat. The bigotry of isolation formed a group 
that was known by non-partisans as The Roadsiders. ("We 
would die on the roadside, rather than go to a hospital run 
by Catholics") . Catholics were not welcome! Why could 
they not mind their own business? 

The days were busy. Fishing is a hazardous occupation and 
soon Kieran and Imelda found themselves tending victims of 
accidents and mishaps of windy voyages. But more often 
they were teaching health-care, encouraging pre-natal and 
mothercraft programmes, and helping the population growth 
with the delivery of more babies. 

Indeed time did not drag in the land of fog and mist and 
wind. Despite their isolation, the people who laughed a lot 
continued to do so, and infected the Sisters with something 
of their survival optimism. Brendan, Kieran and Imelda were 
later replaced by others. Prisca (NZ) was in charge for several 
years, aided by Anita (USA), Francella was replaced in the 
mid-sixties temporarily by Anne Weissmann (Australia) on 
loan from Tonga. 

In later years Sister Aloisia (Tonga) was Matron, aided by 
Telesia (Tonga) and Ignatius (NZ) and Marg Gilbert 
(Australia) . 

But down below the 44th degree oflatitude, change comes 
slowly. In the 1980s a six-weekly shipping service replaced 
the approximately six-monthly one. A weekly plane pro
vided regular communication with the mainland. Feastdays 
were still the occasion of dancing and disco, matchmaking 
and drinking bouts as life jogged on ip this land where 
progress is not apriority. 

Urgent sick cases could now be taken by air to 
Christchurch. The Sisters' role consisted mainly in the 
treatment of minor ailments or casualties, and in obstetric 
work. 

In 1980, consideration was given by the South Pacific 
Provincial Council to the withdrawal of SMSM, due to 
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shortage of personnel. But once again, there was protest. 
Who would dare withdraw our sisters? We need them. Why 
can't people mind their own business? 

"I WAS SICK ... " 

What does a Futunian do, sick in a foreign land? Everyone 
speaks Australian, and who can understand? He calls for 
Sister Charlotte. Having been a social worker in Africa and 
Vanuatu, Charlotte began working at Prince Alfred Hospital, 
Sydney in 1986. She belongs to Fr. Fran~ois Roesch's 
chaplaincy team at the service of the French speaking peoples 
of the Pacific. She describes her task: 

"After eighteen months in the chaplaincy of the sick, it is good ' 
to share with you some of the treasures of patience, sensitivity 
and faith concern found among our brothers and sisters who 
come from Caledonia, Wallis and Futuna. 

It is Claude who puts his knowledge of English to use for his 
mates in the ward, explaining those mysterious words on the 
menu, and helping them to make choices. Alas! there are no taros 
and yams on the Prince Alfred menu! The globe trotter goes 
from patient to patient uplifting the morale of each. And 
succeeds very well! A young mother forgets her illness, to cheer 
up another in convalescence. She prays and rejoices at each 
improvement. Eric visits a boy in a coma, speaking to him 
regardless. Who knows what the unconscious mind might hear? 
Even if only to become aware of a friend at his side. 

Coconut news is alive in Australia. News of each newcomer 
is quickly spread, and when someone is having surgery, 
everyone waits and prays for his return from the theatre with 
sympathetic impatience. What can we say of the serenity of 
Jacques, our Protestant brother, always smiling, even when in 
pain? He draws strength from his faith in Christ, and we never 
meet without praying together according to his wish. And here 
is another who has been at his mother's bedside for months. He 
has also adopted the patient in the next bed who is paralysed, 
and does a hundred small tasks for him. 

In May, a baby from Wallis was baptised. In record time, there 
was a gathering of friends round Mama's bed for the great event. 
United in prayer, we were all deeply conscious of being a part 
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of the Christian community of Wallis, welcoming little 
Alexandra into it." 

Charlotte says that she herself is uplifted by such mutual 
caring among her patients. "I was sick and you visited me," 
springs to mind. Yet the people of French Oceania have a 
tradition of concern for the sick. In mid-eighties, Sr. Edouard 
Leguen received the Medal of the Legion of Honour, in 
recognition of years spent in the health service in Wallis and 
Futuna. It was His Grace Bishop Lolesio Fuahea, himself a 
recipient of the same honour, who pinned it on her. It was 
seen as a tribute, not just to Edouard, but to all sisters who 
have worked with the sick in the Province of French 
Oceania: Rose assisting Fran~oise in her last hours; Pelagie 
with the lepers, and today Astrid with family planning, Noeli 
at Ducos,while at Puebo, Sisters Losa and Luciana, are up at 
midnight or called at crack of dawn (for babies arrive at 
inconvenient hours). 

So it is that birth, death, health and sickness pattern the 
mysterious tapestry of redemption. 

150 



VI: Up A Tree 
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SUCH AN EDEN 

The sea is turquoise, sparkling against the sandy cove. The 
lawns and tropic luxuriance are humming with cicadas. 

People under shade trees are tending cook pots, or weaving 
mats and baskets. It is almost a garden of paradise. One 
shivers momentarily, suppressing the thought of a serpent in 
such an Eden. 

This is Ducos, in New Caledonia. One-time penitentiary 
named after a 19th century minister of state, Ducos occupies 
a peninsula near Noumea. In 1918, long after transportation 
had ceased, Ducos became the official leprosarium of New 
Caledonia. As in many leprosaria round the world, misery 
and neglect were rife, till the sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny 
were invited to take charge in 1920. These sisters were 
professionals in the treatment of leprosy, several having 
specialised in its study at the Pasteur Institute in France. 

By 1932, the place had been transformed. No longer did 
sad patients lie in apathy; they ran hither and yon busily 
occupied with chickens and goats, or pigs and pet rabbits. 
Others tended flourishing vegetable gardens. The less able
bodied took pride in their crafts and artifacts. 

There too, one would have seen a white-veiled figure 
planting seedlings beside a path leading to her little hut. At 
mid morning she would be joined by a troop of children, 
who followed her to shady lawns. They would jiggle about 
singing a hymn, then plant themselves round her like a ring 
of mushrooms. Sr Irma, a leper among the children of lepers 
would enchant her pupils with stories and drama as she 
catechised their days. 
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Irma Ledoux was born in Loire Atlantique in April. 1892, 
eleven years before the death of Sr Denyse. Wishing to put 
her teaching talents at the service of the missions. she learnt 
through the Marist Fathers of the TORM. As a wartime 
novice. she enjoyed the hazardous informality of that time in 
Ste Foy. Novice mistress. Louis Chanel, had turned the 
novitiate into a hospital for war orphans, and Irma took her 
apprenticeship in care of the sick. But that was not her only 
task. She and another (perhaps de Chantal) were called upon 
to assist in teaching the seminarian Marists. This too was 
another war-time emergency. due to shortage of priestly 
staff. (In France. all able-bodied priests were called up for 
national service.) 

In 1919 twelve tertiaries made first profession. Irma and de 
Chantal were assigned directly to New Caledonia. Irma went 
to Fayaoue (in Ouvea) . There she taught for ten years. and 
it was there she contracted leprosy. She who loved 
community life. loved the companionship of her pupils, now 
had to leave her community, her pupils and accept the 
isolation of Ducos. the leprosarium. 

If it was initially a blow to Irma to be thus stricken with 
what those days considered a sickness with a stigma, still her 
faith was equal to the challenge. In 1919. a scathing French 
journalist had written that Ducos was a "scandal to 
humanity" . In 1932. Sr Irma found it becoming the Eden 
already hinted at. For twenty five years she would play her 
part in making it so. 

Twenty five years. from 1932 to 1956, Irma remained 
instructing and learning; teaching health. hygiene, sewing 
and weaving to the women. games and songs to the children. 
All part of her days' work. Being a leper with the lepers gave 
her a passport into that suffering of a unique kind, where 
physical weakness produced burnt-out cases, and where 
moral weakness often led to despair. 

Visitors she had, as Fathers, Sisters and old pupils would 
come for the long trip around the bay. No self-pity touched 
her as she counted her blessings. I can still teach, do a little 
work, she would say. The Sister of Cluny, Othilde, also had 
leprosy. And what of Hawaii's Father Damien? It was no big 
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deal. She made light of the lonely days, the things she most 
missed. 

When Mother Cyr visited her, she asked, What would you 
like? The people of America have given a donation. "Oh! I'd 
like a chapel for Ducos!" "You shall have it," said Mother 
Cyr. Irma would laugh as she repeated the words ... .. 'You 
shall have it,' and she was as good as her promise," Irma 
would add, in recounting that story. 

Today it stands there, the small chapel In which so many 
lepers attended daily Mass, and received the Food that gave 
them strength. Irma's cup flowed over ... And all those 
twenty five years . .. what of them? 

"They were the happiest days of my life", she would tell 
visitors in her old age. They would see the laughing eyes 
above the long gently aquiline nose of this sister now 
hobbling on crutches. Her longevity seemed not to have 
been impaired by twenty five years of leprosy. 

And after that? In 1956, Irma was cured and discharged 
from her beloved apostolate. Goodbye to Ducos! Goodbye 
to friends of many years. 

Irma returned to teaching the healthy once more, first at 
Hienghene, then at Thio . She would live till July 1987, to the 
grand old age of 95 years. 

By that time, Ducos was a home for the very old. Still a 
beautiful place set in this verdant parkland, its inhabitants 
were still cared for by a small number of medical attendants, 
among whom Srs Noelie and Gianc1audia helped in the 
administration. The church is still there, still well used. 
Where is the little cottage that once housed Irma? Demol
ished, its foundations under a bank of marigolds. But the 
visitor who knew Irma cannot pass by without recalling the 
gesticulating figure in white, the children humming round 
her, swept up, by her habit of joy, to a beauty beyond. 

THE ART OF LEARNING 

Gwendoline Shaw was born in London in August 1897. In 
the same year, the novices at Ste. Foy mourned the death of 
Madame des Groues, and the people of Wallis their well-
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loved Queen Amelie. Six years previously, Pop Ie Leo had 
written his encyclical Rerum Novarun - New Things, but 
the Shaw family was probably unaware of this; they were 
good Anglicans, but not High Church. Gwen, the youngest 
of six, spent a happy childhood in the exciting place that 
London of the nineties was. 

In the Shaw family, education was a priority; with that, 
one could best aid the less fortunate. The Shaws were friends 
of the old soldier, Lord Baden Powell and sister Agnes, who 
were to found the Boy Scout movement in 1908, and Girl 
Guides in 1910. It is not surprising that Gwen enlisted as a 
Girl Guide, and early in life became imbued with the habit 
of her good deed for the day, thus continuing the family 
ethic. At the University of London, this red haired lady 
showed herself to be ahead of her time in what was proper 
for women. She chose to study Agriculture, specialising and 
achieving a degree in Botanical studies. Later on, she would 
be training Girl Guides in other cultures, and teaching 
improved methods of planting and sowing food crops in 
lands where age old methods had proved less than adequate. 

After Graduation, Gwen joined an Anglican Order, the 
Sisters of the Cross. She was appointed to Bombay, where 
she taught for ten years. Then she was chosen to accompany 
Mother Margaret to found a mission in Oceania. 

Opened in 1936, the Girls School at Bungana, Ngela in the 
centre of Solomon Islands became famous as the " School 
Island" . There, Anglican girls from the Solomons and New 
Hebrides learnt not just reading and writing, but also 
mothercraft, basic health care and first aid, cooking, sewing 
and agricultural skills. When the Japanese invaded the 
Solomons in 1942, the 13 sisters in community (5 English, 8 
from local areas) went to live in the safer Malaita bush behind 
Fau Abu in the north. The pupils were sent home to safety. 
Here in their bush refuge, the sisters did not remain idle. 
Gwen, in her spare time put in writing some of the lessons 
she had taught over the years. She planned over 60 booklets 
in basic English, dealing with agricultural science and social 
studies. Later on, Longmans would publish these for Third 
World countries, where they became a popular teaching aid. 
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The Sisters were eventually evacuated to New Hebrides, 
returning after the War to their School Island. 

Mother Margaret, Superior of the community went home 
to England on vacation, and Sr Gwen was left in charge. The 
girls had returned to Bungana, classes were about to begin, 
and all was right with her world. 

Then suddenly her idyllic universe was overturned. She 
tells about it in pre-Vatican II language: 

" It happened one evening. The launch dropped the mail ashore. 
I went to my room. A leaf house of sago-palm thatch. A sandy 
floor . A bed. On it lay three air-letters. The first my sister's. The 
second from my superior Mother Margaret. The third from a 
convert friend of my sister. In it lay a little card. It said that my 
name would be remembered at Mass. 
Remembered at Mass! Prayers there for me! By the priest ... At 
Mass . . . And God spoke! I cried '0 Lord, I can' t stand against 
that! ' Can't stand against prayers at Mass for me. Then I realised 
what I had said: " stand against". 
Yes, that is what I had been doing. Like St. Paul standing against 
Christ. In those brief seconds my quest was ended. I knew. 
Truth lay in the church from which I had turned away for half 
a century. 0 the mercy of God! 
What next? This was but a beginning. There was no one with 
whom I could share my secret. For six months I locked it up 
with God. Then Mother Margaret returned from England where 
she had stayed with my sister." 

When Mother Margaret did return, it was to their mutual 
astonishment that they discovered each had the same 
intentipn: to join the Catholic Church. It was in many ways 
a heart breaking decision. It would mean saying goodbye to 
their happy community, to their Island School, their many 
girls, pupils of past and present, to their own church which 
had so long supported them on their pilgrimage. It meant 
explaining to good friends who would not quite understand. 
It meant the pain of breaking new ground. 

But God is good, and they continued to discover new 
depths in his generous providence. In 1951, after some time 
in instruction at Tangarare, Bishop Aubin, S.M. received the 
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whole community of thirteen sisters into the church. Mother 
Margaret and her community of local sisters went to 

Malageti, a bush station on the weather side of Guadalcanal, 
and later to Tangarare. Others joined the Sisters of St. Joseph 
of Cluny in Fiji, · and yet another became a Carmelite in 
Tasmania, Australia. 

Sr Gwen asked to be admitted to the SMSM novitiate in 
Australia and in 1953, became a novice with Mary Keegan 
of Queensland. After Profession, Gwen, whose life had 
hitherto been reasonably unknown, began her "public life". 
She was asked to speak at Clubs, to Youth Groups and 
University students. Long experience with people of 
different cultures gave her the gift of being easily under
stood. She could deal equally well with a class of small 
children or a group of erudite professors. Simplicity and 
clarity of thought gave her words an eloquence better than 
any rhetoric. 

From 1954 to 1964, Gwen was Director of the "Alofa 
Malia Society", a lay group aiding the missions by means of 
prayers and funds. With the assistance of the group, she 
organised a Catholic Life Exhibition in Melbourne, in order 
to raise mission consciousness. 

But the work closest to Gwen's heart was that of 
promoting education among the newly professed. Over the 
years, there had been among SMSMs, perhaps inherent in 
their origins, a certain subtle anti-intellectualism. It seemed 
to get its justification from Scripture: God has hidden these 
things from the wise and prudent, and revealed himself to the 
little ones. Education was suspect, if not dangerous. It 
maintained its existence through a praise of the lowly 
(meaning ignorant) . It canonised 'simplicity', mistaking 
ignorance for this wise virtue . .. spoke disparagingly of the 
learned, and feared nothing so much as an educati,on (from 
which all sort of evil might spring: pride and stubbornness, 
disobedience - look at Lucifer!). Cultivation of the talents of 
intellect was considered a luxury that simple missionaries 
could not afford. 

It would seem that those who resisted this error from the 
early days (Denyse in Wallis, Pelagic in New Caledonia 
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1880s, Reine in Solomons in 1950s) had always met with 
opposition from their own when attempting to extend the 
horizons of the sisters themselves. Aware of this defect in the 
congregation she had chosen, Gwen set out to remedy the 
situation to the best of her ability. In fact, it is to Gwen's 
vision and initiative that many Australian SMSM owe their 
start in academic and professional studies. 

Gwen's other deep desire was to see the ecumenical 
movement a growing force in today's world. The celebration 
of her Golden Jubilee in 1975 crystallised this in a kind of 
fulfilment. She who had made profession in the Anglican 
community 50 years previously, was now surrounded by 
friends of various religious denominations as well as sisters 
working in multi-cultural situations. She could now look 
backwards in a moment of glad gratitude, and forwards with 
joyful hope. 

Mother Margaret, Gwen's former superior, who lived her 
last twenty-five years with the Sisters of Mercy in Auckland, 
NZ died early in 1985. Gwen, whose last days were filled 
with putting order into the SMSM archives, and writing a 
summary of the SMSM history, died in the June following. 
She worked almost to the end. 

BANGLADESH 

"The mission in Bangladesh is a relatively new frontier for the 
congregation. It is a mission calling for the same qualities we so 
much admire in our pioneer sisters. One needs a certain daring, 
a willingness to step into the unknown and a strong desire to 
work with the Spirit present and powerful among one of the 
most needy peoples on earth." 

As they flew off from Sydney, they looked like any other 
tourists bound for Bangkok. A big woman and a small one 
on vacation, an observer might have surmised. Their 
passports showed however that they were Marist Missionary 
Sisters, Shirley Morid (the small brunette), and Barbara 
Pedley, the tall fair one. Their passports did not state that 
they were Australian nurses, who had previously worked in 
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Solomon Islands, and now having volunteered for medical 
work in Bangladesh, were on the first leg of their journey 
into Asia. 

"Just for a change," they had farewelled their friends, "all 
part of the aggiornamento". Change, and more change they 
would undergo in the next few months. But the first forty
eight hours would set the pace. The following, excerpts from 
their joint journal, gives an inkling: 

"It was 4:45 a golden afternoon of 3rd November, 1975 as we 
took off from Mascot. We arrived in Bangkok about nine hours 
later. We fell happily into bed and next day, contacted the 
Australian Embassy. 
"You've heard about the latest coup in Bangladesh?" the helpful 
Australian at the Embassy asked. We had heard. It was on the 
world news. So where did that leave us? 
"Well, communication with Dhaka has been cut off. So we're in 
the dark at the moment. However, perhaps it would be a good 
idea to contact Bangladesh Airways." 
Bangladesh Airways said: "Sorry. No flights for the present. But 
please feel welcome to call back this afternoon." 
"I shouldn't be in a hurry," the nice Australian advised. He had 
just heard on BBC that a plane had left Dhaka with 44 terrorists 
aboard. They had broken into the Central Goal, and murdered 
several prisoners pending trial. Perhaps look in at Bangladesh 
Airways, but don't be anxious! 
When we did look in rather later, we found officials in an uproar. 
Bangladesh Airways had been trying to phone us urgently; there 
was a flight scheduled for Dhaka this evening. But leaving very 
soon please! 
We rushed back to the hotel, collected bags and dashed for the 
airport. Hurry, hurry, we had been told, but now we sat 
chewing our nails, enduring a long weary wait. There were no 
announcements for Dhaka, and officials seemed to know 
nothing. But suddenJy at 8 p.m., we were hustled on board a 
Fokker Friendship. 
Once seated, I breathed with relief, but Barbara gulped. "D'you 
notice we're the only women aboard?" We did not sleep. 
Barbara appeared to be in deep contemplation. The trip to 
Dhaka normally takes 1'12 hours. This trip took four. At 
midnight we landed. 
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The plane was met by a contingent of soldiers. They escorted us 
two ceremoniously to the terminal. There were no civilians in 
sight. But the officials and armed guards were very polite. They 
were kind and helpful, arranging to take us to Holy Cross 
Convent. Just as we were pulling out of the airport, our taxi was 
halted , and told to back up the drive. A procession of tanks 
rumbled by. Finally we lucky travellers arrived at 3:30 am 
outside a walled fortress . The driver tooted his horn mercilessly. 
Soon a slit in the wall opened; a voice called cautiously, and was 
answered by the driver. The slit opened wide. We two 
wanderers were welcomed by an amazed Sister. She even spoke 
in a comprehensible language: 
"But there were no flights. The airport is closed to all 
international and domestic airlines!" 

II 

The first entry of SMSMs into Bangladesh was in 1971. 
Less dramatic than that of Shirley and Barbara, it brought Sr 
Elisabeth O'Brien (of New York) from her volunteer work 
with Mother Teresa's Sisters in India. Beth was attracted to 
the newly named Republic of Bangladesh, the former east 
wing of Pakistan. In 1947 when British India was divided 
into independent India and Pakistan, the latter had two 
wings separated by more than a thousand miles. The east was 
smaller in area, larger in population, and for over twenty 
years, ItS patriot Bengalese fought to be freed from the 
domination of West Pakistan. The result was the emergence 
of a new state - Bangladesh, in 1971. This flat land of river 
deltas supports nearly 100 million people, the majority of 
whom are fishers and farmers. 

Beth's previous experience as doctor in Peru made her grin 
grimly. How true the aphorism " Experience is the mother of 
illusion". Here in Bangladesh, among people of Islam, she 
wondered what they had in common with Callao slum 
dwellers . Perhaps their deprivations, their hunger for food 
and human rights . But so much differed, even their ills, and 
their attitudes towards misfortune. In 1973, Beth was joined 
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by compatriot Srs Gerarda (1973-76), and Mary Clare 
Doherty (1973-80). 

The Marist Missionary Sisters were "feeling their way" 
into the new nation. Their works varied, and they lived in 
several places, having no stable community as yet. Antennae 
across barriers of language and custom must of necessity be 
sensitive and persevering, albeit painful. Beth was overjoyed 
to have the support of Gerarda and Clare for that last twelve 
months. For, in 1974 Beth O'Brien, working almost to the 
end, died of cancer in Dhaka. 

III 

In 1975, the arrival of Shirley Morid and Barbara Pedley 
was considered a godsend. They set about investigating a 
base from which to work as a community. Archbishop 
Ganguly welcomed them, and suggested that they look at 
Tuital. About seven and a half hours by river boat from 
Dhaka, Tuital village was clamouring for a clinic. Shirley and 
Barbara had spent several adventurous months language
learning, and working in diverse conditions. They had made 
unsuccessful attempts to insert themselves into suitable 
projects, for though there was work in abundance accommo
dation was always a problem. The trip to Tuital was a last 
resort . The journal records: 

"We set offfrom Dhaka by launch early morning. Crowded beyond 
imagining, as it was the Moslem feast of Eid. Being 
September, it was warm, and by the time we arrived at Gola 
after 5 1h hours we were like a couple of well cooked old chooks! 
We stayed at Gola overnight, the RNDM welcomed us with 
their usual hospitality. Next morn we set off from Tuital in a 
smaller boat. Low lying rice paddies on either side, but in 
monsoon season, we were told, Tuital is almost submerged by 
floodwater. " 

Shirley and Barbara were greeted by a small crowd of 
Christians. A disused house of tin and bamboo was offered 
as a residence, and a nearby area suggested as a site for a 
proposed clinic. Here the rwo eventually settled. The small 
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Christian community was friendly with Hindu and Moslem 
neighbours. When Papal Nuncio, Archbishop Cassidy 
financed the remodelIng of the schoolhouse, the work was 
supervised by these men, without whose collaboration the 
task would not have been done. 

While awaiting its completion, Barbara and Shirley 
worked with the Church of England at a clinic on the Indian 
border. Later in Tuital they were joined by a young V.S.O., 
Anne Agar, who worked two years with them in their 
convent-cum-clinic. 

During the first twelve months, eight thousand were 
treated. In the next two years, Srs Judith Sheridan and Judy 
Saul arrived from the States. The latter worked among the 
sick for four exciting years with Mary Clare at 
Gonoshasthaya Kendra. Then, sick herself, she returned to 
USA, where she died of cancer. 

Meanwhile, Bangladesh became the responsibility of the 
Australian Province. In 1980, another doctor, Sr Jenny 
Clarke, and in 1984, Sr Mary Murray arrived from Australia. 
Sr Benita SMRA, a Bangladeshi, Margaret Wilson, Aus
tralian Sister of Mercy, Rita Phellipon (USA) and Margaret 
Ryan (NZ) all became part of the Bangladeshi team. Several 
others helped temporarily. 

No account of the SMSM team in Bangladesh would be 
complete without tribute to the Holy Cross Sisters of Dhaka. 
Their hospitality, their open community spirit that shared 
and supported in good times and bad, their continuous 
kindliness, made the SMSM community grateful debtors. 

In 1986, amid times heart rending and hilarious, a new 
house was completed at Tuital. Funded by generous 
donations from Germany, USA, and Australia plus the 
"widow's mite" from the Tuital people themselves, and built 
with careful pride by Moslems, the new Health Centre was 
named Shanti Rhobin - House of Peace. 

The Clinic could now provide 48,000 patients a year with 
general, obstetric and prophylactic care. It was easier now to 
train local women to work in the hospital, and thence to 
conduct General Health Courses and Immunisation Pro
grammes in nearby villages. 
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In the same year the Parish Priest wrote: 

" I still think that the work of the Sisters in the Health Centre 
is the best thing the Church is doing in the area. As you know, 
the majority of the patients are Muslims or Hindus. If there's a 
better way to reach out to the non-Christian, I'd like to know 
about it ." 

Shanti Rhobin is one of the few places in Bangladesh 
where Moslem, Hindu and Christian meet and communicate 
.. . There exists a friendliness that shares such old fashioned 
events as births, sickness and death. Differences in culture, 
creed and customs are forgotten. As Confucius once said: By 
custom and culture, humans differ; by nature they are 
brothers and sisters. 

SISTER-DOCTOR IN YEMEN (1980-83) 

Doctor Ida Snyder was becoming intensely aware of eyes . 
Eyes alert as an eagle's; eyes dull and resentful; eyes solemn, 
eyes merry; eyes soft as a gazelle'S; eyes hard as the granite 
cliffs outside; eyes defeated and full of pain. 

Marvellous, Ida thought, how in a land where tongues 
were tied in fear and ignorance, eyes could speak. In this land 
where women lived in purdah, where people seemed more 
fettered than in more "enlightened" lands, it was wonderful 
how a wink could topple barriers. 

-l 

For here in Yemen, this land south of Saudi Arabia, where 
women dressed in long black robes, wore veils over ears, 
noses and mouths, the eyes were virtually the only form of 
human communication. Ida had begun to read them like 
books. 

Ida looked now at the pair peering over her purdah, and 
asked "What troubles you?" 

In 1980, Doctor Ida's first year in North Yemen, she was 
attached to an eleven member Project from the States called 
Tihanna Primary Health Care. The project, funded partly by 
US Aid, aimed to train local people in village clinics, and 
Ida's main work was done with midwives and local birth 
attendants. 
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Customarily, most babies are delivered at home and 
therefore Ida considered it most important to maintain the 
women's interest in ante- and post-natal clinics. It would 
perhaps make it easier if the midwives could read; that would 
aid their memories, Ida thought at first. By the end of her 
time however, she had discovered that they had excellent 
memories, especially for practical details. What a pity if 
literacy should inhibit these, and their warm human qualities! 

"Perhaps this is how society has justified illiteracy over the 
centuries!" Ida commented in a letter. 

In fact, Yemen has a history as long as that of Israel. Ida 
learned that Yemen was called Saba in the old days. Legend 
had it that it was Saba's queen (the Queen of Sheba in the 
Old Testament) who had visited King Solomon in that peak 
era of Israel's glory, a thousand years before the birth of 
Christ. At the end of the first century A.D. , a Roman Legion 
had occupied Yemen, making it part of the far-flung Roman 
Empire. In the fourth century, Abyssinia had conquered 
Yemen, and had introduced Judaism and Christianity . . . 
"But the Word fell on rocky ground .. . " said Ida's 
informant. "And it wasn't till Mahomet's teaching came in 
the seventh century, that we Y emenites began to believe in 
the one true God." 

"Just the same," he continued, "who knows? It may have been 
one of our priest-kings who took frankincense to Bethlehem to 
offer your Christ Child .. . " 

In her first days there, Ida wrote home: 

"The country here is very different from anything I've ever seen. 
On Thursday I came by bus to Hodeidah. What a ride! Five 
hours up and down the breath-taking mountains, mostly dry 
and barren in their beaury - a stark contrast to the lush 
greenery of Solomons . .. Many mountains are terraced - they 
tell me it's to catch every drop of r;rin. Villages of hand-hewn 
stone perch on the slopes. Goats and sheep graze around, and 
donkeys are used as beasts of burden." 
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In that first year, Ida forgot her loneliness as she became 
accustomed to recognising the different peoples. While all the 
tribes were of Semitic origin, spoke Arabic, and worshipped 
Allah, according to Islamic principles, there were the 
different races. She could now distinguish the people of the 
eastern hills with their blue kilts from the taller Zaydi 
tribesmen of the Central Plateau wearing long shirts, their 
colourful shawls round their waists, and dark turbans on 
their heads. In Hodeidah one would be more likely to see the 
fishermen, white garbed, with their quaint little flower-pot 
hats, made of straw. 

It was to the emergency ward of the Hodeidah Hospital 
that Ida was assigned in second year. In a city of 40,000 there 
are many casualties and accidents, and Ida as doctor was kept 
constantly occupied . .. Roadworks and the mechanical 
equipment for them were new to Yemen since 1962, when 
an era of modernisation, following the abolition of the 
monarchy, was inaugurated. 

So there is this man crushed by a tractor wheel. And over 
there a fisherman mauled by a shark, his white garb 
bloodstained. But most urgent of all, this teenager panting on 
a stretcher. "Stabbed in a street brawl", the assistant says. 
Ida's brisk examination shows that he had been pierced with 
lethal expertise behind the shoulder blade. Y emenis excel in 
the ancient art of dagger making, and their traditional swords 
and knives. "Unfortunately," Ida might well be thinking 
now. 

Ida had often known the anguish of a doctor helpless in the 
face of death. She had been in the Solomons, in Bougainville 
and among the refugees on the Thai border. It is faith in the 
paschal mystery of the resurrection that sheds candlelight 
amid the chaos of underprivilege. The boy is dying silently, 
his head turned towards the mosque. 

In Hodeidah, Ida lived in community with Srs Augusta 
SMSM and Mary Keogh, S)P, also working in preventative 
medicine. Across the street from the graceful mosque was a 
small church where they went to Mass. Catholicism in 
Yemen is a very small christian presence. The Bishop dwells 
in Oman. His diocese includes thirteen countries of the Gulf 
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States, Yemen and Saudi Arabia. In this region where Islam 
predominates, there were in 1980 about 250,000 Catholics, 
the large majority an underground church in Saudi Arabia, 
where persecution is rife. 

On her way to the hospital Ida passes the markets where 
oranges, lemons and vegetables are sold. Out on the hills, 
coffee and qat are grown, coffee for export - qat leaves for 
local chewing. Qat induced a mild euphoria that made the 
human condition more bearable. 

Since 1965, a Government school system had been 
established. Before that, formal learning had been limited to 
Koran schools. In the eighties, nearly 30% of the children go 
to school, most of their teachers being Egyptian. By now 
about 20% of the 6 million Yemeni population were literate. 

Would their world be the better for a bit more schooling? 
Ida used to ponder. Could those eyes, eyes avid with 
curiosity, be made to light up with wonder? 

WATER FROM THE MOON 
(INDONESIA 1979-1985) 

"Water from the moon" is the Indonesian phrase that 
expresses impossibility. The expression may have flitted 
through her mind, as Sr Janice tried to sleep. It was her last 
night in North Sumatra. Lying on her woven mat in this 
crowded kampong, she no longer wondered at the hessian 
sheet suspended above her bed. No, not to keep out the cold, 
they had told her the first time; simply to arrest the rats that 
might drop from the rafters - just one more useful custom. 

Janice Ruff was the last of the five SMSM who had lived 
in the Medan Province since 1979. This August night ended 
also her weekly visitations by motor scooter among these 
Batak people whom she had come to admire as her own 
family. The SMSM had worked themselves out of a job, and 
that is what missionaries are meant to do. The catechetists 
were now more than ever ministering to their own. Yet 
Janice may have pondered whether the six-year project was 
necessary. Had the SMSM entry into Indonesia been an 
impossible dream? Was it after all, "water from the moon"? 
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At the enlarged General Council of 1976 in New 
Caledonia, the assembled SMSM considered the results of a 
survey among its members. It indicated a desire to increase 
involvement with those who had not yet been exposed to 
Christianity. The greatest archipelago in the world, Aus
tralia's next door neighbour, still included among its diverse 
races, tribes and religions numbering nearly 200 million, 
several thousand animists. Indonesia! Challenge or impossi
bility? The Australian Province assumed responsibility for 
the project. 

To Sr Ancilla, Superior General, it was a challenge to be 
met. A survey of the situation was made in 1977 by Sisters 
Marie Lamerand and Aileen Lanigan. Travelling on small 
seacraft and large, seaworthy and otherwise, they grew in 
knowledge from isle to isle, looking at likely needs. 

As a final result, four SMSM were named for the new 
venture. After careful preparations and negotiations, the 
group, invited by Archbishop Datubara, headed for work 
among the Batak people in the diocese of Medan in North 
Sumatra. Sisters Paolina (Tonga), Janice Ruff (Australia), 
Letisia (Samoa) , and Mary Hagar (USA) left Sydney in 
September 1979. A fifth, Sr Della Ipong (philippines) did not 
leave till later. 

Their first stop in Djakarta, the capital, set them in the 
midst of the exotic heart of this nation - a compendium of 
its rich and diverse culture. Elements of ancient Hinduism, 
modern Islam, Dutch colonial remnants mingled here. While 
they were intrigued by the three wheeled pedicab taxis 
(becak), chirping bird markets, performing monkeys and batik 
bazaars, they studied statistics, and practised speaking with 
real Indonesians. Java is the most intensively populated land 
in the world; 1,250 persons to the square mile, and in 
Indonesia live 36 million under the age of ten. 

Flying from Djakarta to Sumatra, the 1,000 miles long and 
largest island, the newcomers, crossing the equator passed 
over islands and atolls, ancient craters and active volcanoes. 
They also found time to brief themselves on their destination. 
North Sumatra had its jungles where tigers stalked antelopes, 
its Bahorok Rehabilitation Centre where protected species of 
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orangutan were being trained for life in the jungle, its 5,000 
elephants, some of which attend training schools. 

They flew over large areas of terraced hillsides and the neat 
rice paddy fields, sugar plantations and gardens of corn and 
cassava. This was the land of the Batak, the people among 
whom they were to work. 

The Bataks of the north, the sisters were to learn, are one 
of the seven racial groups of Sumatra. Mainly agriculturalists, 
their ploughing methods, their goldsmiths, chess games, 
knowledge of astrology and Sanscrit attest to Indian origins. 
Despite a high level of cultural activity, the practice of 
cannibalism (as punishment and vengeance), and human 
sacrifice existed until the early 20th century. Large numbers 
ofBatak were converted to Christianity and Islam in the late 
19th and the early 20th centuries. In 1930 there were 
364,000 adherents of Islam, 300,000 Christians, while the 
majority 560,000 were animists. 

Archbishop Datubara welcomed the SMSMs to Medan. 
He acquainted them with recent church history. Though the 
Apostolic Prefecture of Batavia was set up in 1807, very little 
evangelisation took place until the 1920s, when a spate of 
missionaries Catholic and Protestant arrived in Indonesia. In 
Sumatra, two prefectures were confIded to the Sacred Heart 
Fathers, (SC) and Picpus); while the nothern area was 
ministered to by the Capuchin Fathers. Sisters of Charity 
(filburg) had worked with youth since 1885, but in the 
twenties a number of other religious Brothers and Sisters 
came mainly from Holland to support the expanding 
rrusslon. 

The Sisters were interested to learn that the Bataks of the 
great Lake Toba, at their own request, had received Catholic 
priests, and had become zealous Christians. In 1931 the 
Highland Bataks had their fIrst parish, based in Permetang, 
Diantur. "It is in this region that His Grace would like the 
SMSMs to work ... " 

The first task, an intensive study of the Bahasa Indonesian 
language, took place in Sumbul village. The SMSMs lived at 
first in a former church, and were tutored by Ibu Borta, an 
Indonesian lady of infinite patience. 

168 



The next months saw the sisters in a variety of tasks: they 
shifted to a disused hut of an old rubber plantation near 
Siantur. Paolina was working with the handicapped at a 
Rehabilitation Centre in town; Della had just arrived and was 
helping Janice and Letisia in the training of lay leaders under 
the Catechetic Co-ordinator, Fr Raphael. Mary too was 
involved in catechetics. Janice, being a physiotherapist, and 
Paolina a nurse, they often received impromptu jobs, as 
needs arose. 

In 1980, a new government regulation forbade the entry 
of further missionaries. This was the first indication that the 
sojourn of the SMSMs in Indonesia might be a very 
temporary one. 

The five were constantly inspired by the zeal and efficiency 
of the Batak laity. During World War II when expatriates 
were expelled by the government for the duration, people 
took over many ministries. When the missionaries returned, 
they were delighted to find that the Catholic communities, I 
thanks to catechists and local leaders, had increased in 
numbers and faith . And now, the morning paper, Kompas, 
edited by Catholic laymen, was the most widely read daily I 
in Indonesia. 

In 1982, the Archdiocese set up the Catechetical Institute I 
for the laity . Janice Ruff was appointed to the team with Frs. I 
Paulinus Sombolom, an Indonesian Capuchin, and Anthony 
Seem, an Australian Carmelite. Other Indonesian religious 
were being trained to join the team later. The aim of the I 
institute was to train leaders in Basic Christian Community 
living. I 

"What do you do when you have 43 parishes with 1135 
out-stations, and just over 60 priests in fulltime pastoral I 
ministry?" an Australian reporter asks and answers: "You 
train lay ministers to help ... more than 9,000 of them!" I 

On that last night, Janice may have reflected on the short 
era of SMSM presence. They had lived in six different 
dwellings, in several places in five years. They had walked, 
cycled, pedicab bed and scootered, had soothed the sick and 
massaged weary bones. When Fr Raphael left the priesthood, 
they wept with his catechists. When the Tingalinga villagers 
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built a road, they danced with them in hope. The 
Archbishop's motto "all things to all men" had guided them 
too. Each one had felt privileged to have lived with people 
of such faith. 

On her return to Australia in 1985, Janice wrote of the 
Indonesian project: 

"It has been a Pentecost experience. We were asked to playa 
Marian role, to fill a particular need at a particular time. for me, 
personally, it conjures the image of bridge, a rather ricketty and 
broken bridge, but one that has cause to rejoice, because though 
no longer needed, it served to span a gap." 
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VII: Bread and Fish 
(1950s to 1980s) 

171 



H istory, a bird's-eye view of some past vista, momen
tarily illumined, is but a small statement. Like Monet's 

waterlilies, it must be seen from afar to be appreciated. One 
cannot embue current affairs with the same aura, for a frog 
in a well sees but its own circle of sky. 

The following section then is simply a mosaic of SMSM 
activities over the period 1952-1987; twenty-five years 
spanning the post-war era: Vatican II aggiornamento, the 
subsequent slow-down and diminishment of resources. Too 
near to be called history, it can only be a brief account, 
enfolding some statistics, a little geography and some biased 
comments. 

EDUCATION AND EXPANSION 

The telegram read: Arise, my love, my dove, my beautiful 
one, and come - as fast as you can. 

Surely that's not wholly scriptural, thought Sr Peter as she 
read it in a daze. She stood beside her sulky and old grey 
mare near her school in Tonga. Certainly "as fast as you can" 
smacked of a this-worldly haste. Second thoughts brought 
her to reality. She must take the next boat; the telegram was 
from Sister Acting-Superior at Maufanga. When Sr Peter, 
jarred by mal-de-mer to fear and expectation, arrived in the 
capital, she learnt she had been elected to the General 
Council. She was to journey to Sydney as speedily as 
possible, that she might participate in the rest of the Chapter. 

At the second SMSM Chapter of mid-year 1951, Mother 
Jeanne d'Arc succeeded Superior General Marie de Chantal. 
The new Superior had come from Samoa two years earlier, 
where she had trained novices for twenty years, in order to 
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become first Regional Supporter of Australia-New Zealand 
Region. Her new Council comprised Sisters Carmella 
Bourque, novice mistress successively in USA, New 
Zealand, and Australia; Peter from Tonga, a New Zealander, 
who disliked hurry; and Joan of USA, who had worked in 
Fiji. Mother de Chantal remained as consultant. 

In a sense, frequent adaptation had always been a necessary 
part of missionary life. Mother Jeanne d'Arc often stated that 
she loved change, and it was generally acknowledged that 
she was a fitting choice for this mid-century post-war world, 
that was crackling with renovation. The war had not only 
demolished cities and groups; it had smashed traditions, 
broken many illusions and revamped ideals. The Pacific 
territories tagged along, ever a few years behind. Eventually 
they too would undergo painful phases as they struggled 
towards self-determination and nationhood. At the same 
unhurried pace, the SMSMs were settling into their recently 
approved role as a pontifical missionary congregation. But it 
was vital to Mother Jeanne d'Arc that the 'settling' not 
become an anchorage, rather a generator of Marist life, 
fountaining gospel values. Herself a dynamic animator, she 
took seriously the directives concerned with the missionary 
task and the updating of religious practices. 

A first step was to transfer SMSM headquarters from Ste 
Foy-les-Lyon, to Rome. A three-storeyed old house, 
overlooking Lake Albano, became the Generalate. From 
here, in the following decade, the Council implemented a 
twofold policy of education and expansion. 

In 1953, as she made her visitation of Oceania, Mother 
Jeanne d 'Arc, taking with her the finally approved Consti
tutions of 1952, became aware of the growing need for 
professionalism in missionaries. Taking to heart the words of 
Chapter 3. 

" the sisters shall attach the utmost importance to the instruction 
and education of the women and children among whom they work, 
in order to best live Mary's life of 'ardent charity;" 

she realised that educational updating was vital for the 
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apostolate. The sisters must no longer be content to be "jills 
of all trades", but must extend themselves in becoming the 
best of teachers, medical personnel, social workers. 
catechetical experts, and in whatever role they were called upon 
to undertake. 

Already in New Zealand, and Australia, Mother Jeanne 
d'Arc had encouraged sisters to further their studies. She had 
sent sisters to Loreto Hall, a scholastic institute of the 
Religious of the Sacred Heart. Others were trained in Sydney 
by the kind Sisters of St Joseph at their Mount Street 
College. From both places came new life, and teaching 
methods that were carried across the Pacific. During the next 
fifteen years, many a sister gained her certificate, diploma or 
degree, thanks to the enthusiasm of Sister Gwen, who so 
ably implemented Mother General's educational policy. 
Gwen's oft-repeated remark that "the art of living in the 
missions is the art of being a learner" will long be 
remembered. 

Expansion for SMSMs in mid-twentieth century meant a 
commitment to groups in lands other than in Oceania. 
Attention was first turned towards Africa, continent of 
complexities, and to Latin America, scarred by its perennial 
revolutions. A trickle of SMSM began work in Algeria in 
1952, and in Peru in 1960. The following are mere 
introductions to the immense task that the 'option for the 
poor' entails. 

AFRICA 1958 

To Ali, a ten-year-old street urchin of Pikine, what could 
the encyclical Fidei Donum of 1957 mean? Ali lived in the tin
can suburb on the sandhill fringe of Dakar, capital of Senegal, 
West Mrica. Two centuries ago, Africa was called the 
"unknown", and by the ignorant, dismissed as a joke: 

Geographers in Mrica maps 
With savage pictures fill the gaps 
And o'er uninhabitable downs 
Place elephants for want of towns. 
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Ali had never heard of geographers, nor ever seen an 
elephant. His only known world was his slum, of crowded 
labourers' huts, of unemployed, of half starving and 
delinquent gangs. Around him lived 50,000 people in shacks 
of sheet iron, planks and tarred paper without water, 
electricity or sewerage. Mangy pups scrabbled for rubbish in 
the streets, where smells and dirt abounded especially near 
the sandhill used as a urinal. Pi kine is perhaps like any slum 
in any city except that it has more sand everywhere. 

Certainly neither the Encyclical, nor lands beyond his 
horizon meant anything whatever to Ali. A Moslem of the 
Wolof ethnic group, he was but one of200 million Africans, 
a people of whom the encyclical speaks as "rich in resources 
and future". As luck would have it, Ali was knocked 
unconscious in a street brawl. When he came to, he found 
himself lying in a "Christian" clinic, where a Sengalese male 
nurse and a French nun were setting his broken leg. There 
was concern in their eyes, skill in their hands. Ali was being 
treated like a prince. It was his first encounter with 
Christianity . 

Ali is typical of the patients first cared for by Srs Michel 
and Jean in the Pikine Clinic. If through this contact, Ali 
made efforts to go to school, he might have been taught by 
Sr Y orokobi to read, a liberation that opens a world that no 
one can demolish. His response to her encouragement to use 
his time industriously might even have gained him a place 
later in the Marist Fathers' College at Dakar. If all this 
happened, then Ali might count himself lucky. For every 
individual like himself, he would learn, there were millions 
of others, illiterate, unemployed, starving. 

The Pope was right. The task of alleviating Africa's 
suffering is enormous. And as one Togoland proverb has it: 
One pair of arms cannot encircle a baobab tree. 

Senegal became independent in 1960. The President of the 
new Republic was a Catholic, and the Government favorable 
to Christians. Nevertheless, 90% of the five million people 
are Moslem, only 2% Christian, the rest subscribing to a 
miscellany of beliefs and animistic faiths termed "pagan". 

SMSMs first arrived in Senegal's capital, Dakar in 1958, at 
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the invitation of Bishop Guibert. Mother Fran<;ois de Sales 
accompanied a medical team formed by Sisters Jean de la 
Croix, Michel and Lenaik, and teachers Raphaelle, Christiana 
and Y orokobi. Two years later Sr Lenaik was assigned to the 
Dispensary for Hansen's patients. The group was welcomed 
by the Marist Fathers, who showed them the city's two faces 
of poverty and affluence, and by the kindly hospitality of the 
Marist Sisters. 

Though beginnings in the Pikine slums were modest, a 
school and a dispensary soon had to be enlarged. There were 
always so many more ill and illiterates than could be cared 
for. Male nurses assisted in the hospital, and trained girls in 
the school, but numbers, pupils and patients alike, were 
lmmense. 

In 1963 a community of four SMSMs opened "in the 
bush" at Fandane, 75 km from Dakar. A co-ed school for the 
farrning community was staffed by local teachers and two 
SMSMs. The dispensary served about seventy people a day, 
and was run in collaboration with a Child Care Agency, PMI 
(protection Maternelle Infantile). The education of women 
takes priority, and enthusiasm is shown by their weekly 
attendance for classes in sewing, nutrition, child care and 
other interests. Sisters Jean Michel and Damienne initiated 
this instruction, while Christiana directed the school. 

In 1986, a Youth Group, Jeunesse Agricole Catholique 
GAC), was formed . On the farms the main crops are peanuts, 
sorghum and millet, but soil depletion and poor farming 
methods militate against bountiful harvests. In Africa, as in 
other continents, rural drift is a growing problem, and JAC 
is a brave attempt to stem it. The young farmers meet to 
discuss common problems (drought, poor cropping methods, 
exodus to cities, etc.) and creative new projects. Here, as in 
Burundi, the Sisters are "animators" encouraging the young 
men and women to playa more decisive part in society, 
whether it be in rural or urban environments. 

SMSM sorties into Africa rook place over nearly thirty 
years (1952-80), an era of much political upheaval. After 
Algeria's independence, all private schools were closed, 
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including that of Hydra in 1976. At Senegal's independence 
in 1960, the government was favourable to Catholic schools 
and clinics, and Bishop Thiandoum renewed the SMSM 
contract. In Mauritania, the mission was opened in 1977. 
Meanwhile in Central Africa, the little nation of Burundi, 
"land of a thousand hills" suffered tragic racial massacres. 
From 1965, the Brescia Diocese had sponsored missions in 
this already Christian land. Many missionaries, including 
SMSM, moved out sadly in the early 1980s, their visas 
refused renewal. Sisters continue working, however, in 
neighbouring Rwanda, where an international community of 
SMSM commenced in 1980. 

LATIN AMERICA 

Children are everwhere. Infants in little sisters' arms; bare 
feet kicking tin cans; small boys selling windfall oranges; 
girls chasing bony dogs from cookpots in and out between 
the hessian lean-tos, the tarred carboard rooms, the stick and 
rag shelters they call their homes. Add the all pervading smell 
of fish, and the sounds of a clucking hen, pop music from a 
disabled radio, a peasant playing an ancient Andean melody 
and the evety-day noises of 400,000 people enveloped in a 
cold fog. This is the slum parish of San Marino in Callao. 

"Just a typical shanty town of our rich city," Fr Juan told 
the two newcomer SMSMs, as he showed them around. 
"Plenty of others, but this is one of the best, because we 
Marists are here," he added modestly. Sr Beth O'Brien, 
withholding a shudder, muttered something about children, 
hope of the future. 

"Future?" the priest repeated thoughtfully. "Ah yes, if 
they are not thrown in prison, or shot in the next coup, or 
die heroes in guerilla sorties .. . " 

So this was Peru, land of ancient civilistions, of Inca kings 
and El Dorado; home of saints Martin de Porres, Toribio and 
Rose of Lima. The city of Lima built by Pizarro in 1542 had 
become during four centuries the melting pot of many tribes, 
many cultures. Today the city of elegant mansions of better 
days, and miserable barrios of contemporary ersatz, is capital 
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for Peru's 15 million people, 99% Catholics in name, among 
whom are some of the world's poorest. When Pope John 
XXIII focussed the eyes of Catholics on the plight of Latin 
America peoples in the early 1960s, USA responded at once. 

Already the Marist Teaching Brothers had been here 
almost a century. When Brother Pedro Marcelo, FMS, 
invited Provincial Mother Cyr to assist in 1960, the General 
Council saw the invitation as providential. In that year a first 
team of SMSM went from USA to San Isidro, the Marist 
school in Lima. Others followed, for the post-war boom in 
missionary vocations had filled Bedford's novitate. Among 
the annual groups of 20 to 30 postulants, many attained 
profession. Of these, some like Sr Rufina, spoke Spanish as 
a first language. Others learnt it purposefully. 

In Boston, Cardinal Cushing, ever a generous benefactor 
of missions, formed the Society of St. James the Apostle. 
Comprising volunteer diocesan priests of Boston, the 
Society's objective was to assist in parish ministry in Peru . 
One of its first parishes was that of San Ricardo in Lima. The 
Cardinal entrusted to the SMSMs a newly built clinic and a 
primary school. 

In 1963, Sr Beth O'Brien, a qualified medical doctor from 
New York, with a laboratory technician and a trained nurse, 
took charge of the clinic. Sr Rufina was headmistress of the 
school. But in three years time, as these works were taken 
over by others from Boston, the SMSMs moved to other 
fields. They had already committed themselves to another 
Marist Brothers' School, Collegio San Jose in Lima's coastal 
port, Callao. This was close to the Marist Fathers' parish in 
the slums, and the sisters participated in parish duties. Youth 
groups, Bible clubs for men and women, retreats for married 
couples, wrsillos were all included in the weekly agenda. 

The SMSMs also visited Lurigancho prison. 
Returning after a first visit to prisoners, a new sister 

expressed indignation to a Marist Father who often shared 
coffee with the inmates: 

"This poor lady in gaol , and why? Because she buried her 
husband in the kitchen garden. Is there any law that forbids 
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people from burying their nearest and dearest in their kitchen 
gardens?" 

"Well perhaps not," replied Fr Noel Fox solemnly, "but there 
is some kind of law that says before interring your husband in 
the kitchen garden, you must not kill him." 

In 1966, a group moved north to Chulucanas, 700 miles 
from the capital. It was Bishop John McNabb who invited 
the SMSM to staff a small medical centre in this desert area. 
Again, it was Dr. Beth O'Brien who headed the team of six. 

Down the arid hillsides came a steady stream, felt-hatted 
mothers with their long black braids, babies hanging in 
bright shawls on their shoulders. Pre- and post-natal care 
were eagerly sought, once Sr Beth's reputation was known. 
Instructing young people in first aid and baby care was a vital 
part of Sisters programme. 

In fact Dr Beth, who would later work in Bangladesh, had 
been converted to the Peruvians from her first visit to San 
Marina. She had written then, '~ If our original mandate was to 
convert the heathen, our newest command is to reclaim the 
oppressed." 

Up in the Piura Region, the sisters continue the 
reclamation work that Beth O'Brien commenced. From 
centres in Chulucanas and Frias, 3,000 ft . above sea level, the 
sisters use sturdy mountain ponies to make their way even 
further up the rocky mountain sides. They engage in the 
formation of Christian communities, promotion of women, 
instruction in health care and family planning. 

Back in the urban dioceses too, the work of healing carries 
on. In Maranga and the barrios Chanto Chico, the sisters were 
to be found in adult education, pastoral and medical care, and 
prison visiting. Peru and its neighbour, Colombia, now make 
up the SMSM Region of Latin America, where thirty sisters 
live in eight communities. The team includes Peruvians, 
Pacific Islanders, an Italian and Belgian, as well as sisters 
from USA. 

Since 1960, the world scarcely shrugs its shoulders at the 
misfortunes that are the daily bread of Latin America. 
Religious and priests are killed side by side with the 
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"voiceless majority", the victims of oppression. But there is 
a worse oppression than that of force of arms. It is the 
oppression of false charity, the indignity of handouts and 
grants, whether these be from rnisgiuded rnissionaries, or 
from scherning governments. 

Archbishop Romero inveighed against it; Paolo Freire 
distinguished it from true generosity which strives that the 
hands - whether of individuals or entire peoples - need to 
be extended less and less in supplication, so that more and 
more they become human hands which work, and by 
working, transform the world. 

And what of the hands extended in prayer? Those 
contradictory hands that join in worship as easily as pull a 
trigger of flash a knife? The sophisticated may smile (or 
sneer) at the simplistic ostentation of pious crowds on their 
fiestas. They may watch the seerning obsession with the 
painted crucifix, or join the thousands in the bi-annual 
procession of Christo del Mar. Like Marist rnissionary, Fr 
Tony O'Connor, they may question, and then through 
questioning, come to the same conclusion: "Is this religioniz
ing a little suspect? Pagan even? Maybe in one's first months 
there are these constant worries and even doubts. But then 
faith and life, your faith and life rningles like theirs. Then 
there is no doubt. Among this people where poverty, 
sickness, early death, natural calarnities are but a way of life; 
where people embrace with such warmth and feeling, and 
metaphorically bite with equal vehemance ... the ritualistic 
and ceremonial reaches into ordinary life naturally, just as it 
should." 

GAIN AND LOSS 

In 1963, Pope John XXIII died. In his four years as pontiff 
of unconventional ways, he had conversed with mechanics 
and barmaids, had visited prisoners and the sick. He had been 
a builder of unities, bringing together people of all countries 
and creeds. To build unities, that too was a Marist aim to be 
enacted in the future. At the third SMSM Chapter held in the 
same year at Brescia, Mother Cyr Parent of USA was elected 
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new General. 
With Mother Jeanne d'Arc, she looked back on a decade 

bustling with events . In 1873, Jules Verne had written 
Around the World in eighty Days. In 1961 Yuri Gagarin had 
orbited Earth in 108 minutes. "What next?" Mother Peter 
wondered, about to undergo her second term as Assistant 
General. She still pined for a world without hurry, with her 
sulkey and the old grey mare of Tongan days. 

In Africa, Marist Fathers, Brothers and Sisters were a small 
presence among the Islamic millions. A mutual enrichment of 
understanding was happening. In the USA, the bumper 
boom of post-war novices included many ex-service women. 
Works addressing new needs opened in the States; communi
ties at Staten Island 1951-1962, Rhinebeck 1962-1970 to 
assist Marist seminarians; in 1953, a house in Hawaii with a 
multi-cultural school. A half-way house of hospitality 
opened at San Francisco in 1955. In Holland, three sisters 
assisted on the staff of an Old People's Home, the 
Bejilardencentrum at Winssen. 

In South Pacific too, there had been slow, but steady 
growth. Sr Colman had opened a student hostel in Auckland. 
Srs Cyprian (NZ) and Mary Maher (Australia) were doing 
social work in Wellington. Girls from Polynesia were filling 
the Heretaunga novitiate. As for the Australian novitiate, it 
had gypsied from Sydney to Watsonia in Melbourne, from 
city to farm at Woodend. The novices had occupied some 
quanset huts and cultivated crops, while young professed, as 
teacher trainees, staffed a migrant school at Deer Park, 
Melbourne. 

Sisters in Oceania were invited to volunteer for a year's 
"working holiday" in the Altar Bread Department at 
Wahroonga, as a means of support to the Region. 

To facilitate administration the Congregation was erected 
into five Provinces. 

Yet the happy auguries for Mother Cyr's term of office did 
not come to fruition . At least, so it would appear. 

The sixties recorded a rich pageant of action, but not all 
had been good news. Man had walked on the moon, but on 
earth, millions died daily of hunger. Technology had brought 
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ease but not necessarily value to society. Education led to 
enlightenment, but had the human race ever been so 
confused? Vatican II had challenged the People of God, but 
not everyone was moved to respond. 

The entrance of scores of postulants that had characterised 
the fifties had now ceased. There had been an exodus of large 
numbers of professed sisters in the American region, 
especially as current issues split society. The dialogues of 
previous days had turned to diatribe, calling into question the 
very roots of missionary effort, and Marist ideals. In 
Australia too, there were many departures. SMSM in 
Oceania were angered to hear that young sisters were turned 
away from final profession for what seemed an unfortunate 
lack of cultural understanding. 

As Mother Cyr rode horseback over the foothills of the 
Andes, or chased flies from children's faces in Senegal, she 
must have reflected that the decade had been an era of gain 
and loss. 

In was as though mission activity had been on the crest of 
a wave. Then the wave broke on the rock of change, and 
shattered into myriad droplets. In the splash, new nations 
emerged, became independent; churches became "adult" as 
laity took responsibility and a local clergy was consecrated. 
The word "mission" in its older definition, lost its meaning, 
becoming almost a derogatory term. Missionaries, ex
missionaries and sun-dried veterans writhed as they sought 
out new goals, new objectives, brave new worlds. 

THE SEVENTIES 

In 1971, the fourth General Chapter was held in Rome. At 
a phase when one spoke of quantum leaps rather than of 
progress, and of future shock as a disease affecting humanity, 
the Church too was undergoing stress. To be Mother 
General of any order was no enviable task, still less to be that 
of the small congregation of Marist Missionary Sisters. 

Mother Ancilla, new General of the 800 SMSM scattered 
thinly across four continents and Oceania, was elected. Her 
philosophical background (she studied under the Thomist, 
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Jacques Maritain in Dijon), together with her years in many
cultured New Caledonia, made her an ideal "bridge-builder" 
in a time of universal divisions and fragmentation. 

Thanks to her, and to much preliminary team work, 
Chapter Acts was issued. This document provided a lifeline 
for those caught in the whirlpool between rapidly 
disintegrating practices and the vaguely emerging "new 
initiatives" . 

In Papua New Guinea, rich in tradition, in anthropologist 
and theologian missionaries, a game called "Crocodiles and 
Rockets" , reflecting the perennial conflict between good and 
evil, replaced "Snakes and Ladders". To the three SMSMs 
teaching catechists in the Highlands at Erave, among a people 
still practising ancient pagan rites, the game's name 
epitomised the leap from Stone age to Space age. Was the 
leap also analogous to that which religious missionaries were 
now facing? 

Now instead of vicariates and archipelagoes, one con
sidered issues and causes. Instead of better worlds, utopias 
were sought in the building of community groups. As well 
as overseas voyages, there were inward journeyings, as self
knowledge revealed ways of better understanding others, of 
ecumenical dialogue, and of a deepening relationship with 
Christ. 

Thus in the eighties, West Africa and Bangladesh 
represented the world's hungry and homeless. The best word 
of dialogue was a bite of food, or a mat to lie upon. In Latin 
America, one was caught up in the struggle for justice, and 
the complexity of deciding when to abandon "the better" for 
"the good". In the Pacific, localisation and Church Self 
Study sessions led to requests from the laity for programmes 
concerned with Christian family enrichment, Church leader
ship and lay ministries. 

JUSTICE AND PEACE 

No one works in today's world without becoming 
involved somehow with righting the world's wrongs. There 
are many levels on which one may strive for justice (and 
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therefore, peace). For Sr Xavier, who stands for aborigine 
rights, the struggle for justice is direct and personal. Her 
following account tells how: 

Joe stepped into the office. Loosening the straps of his knapsack 
and plunging his hand into its depths, he scratched out a 
reference, a rent book and other miscellany. In the space of two 
minutes he explained that he had been out of gaol two years, had 
permanent heart damage due to heroin addiction, and was 
currently on methadone rehabilitation programme for addiction. 
"I've had my money stolen," he said, "but worse still , only one 
of two persons could have got hold of my credit card, my girl
friend and my mate. That's what hurts . My friend robbed me! 
Do you know what it 's like to be a junkie and to be robbed?" 
He was holding his head between his hands. " I've got to sort 
these things out, and get myself together, before I could come 
and talk to you. I just felt I wanted to rob someone else. Can you 
help me?" Joe is but one of many who come to the St Vinvent 
de Paul Centre for assistance. He is a man trying to get back on 
his feet. He doesn' t ask a great deal from society. He seeks justice 
and peace, not just in a philosophical sense or a theoretical way, 
but the kind that comes from a personal meeting and a human 
response in the now of his situation. Let's pray for Joe, as step by 
step, he tries to regain responsibility for his life. 

Prompted by Church directives, the SMSM General 
Chapter of 1980 made the col1lIt1itment to justice and peace 
a priority. For SMSM this directive meant a renewed 
sensitivity to the many- faceted issues arising in their 
particular fields of operation. 

In certain parts of Latin America, justice is something only 
dreamed about, as a man in the firing line might dream of 
peace. Here missionaries are "grass roots" people working 
among oppressed minorities. The problem is to educate 
people to accept and work for progress, while combatting its 
negative elements so that "simple faith does not flutter out 
the paneless window". In today 's Pacific too, there are 
tormenting questions: How to promote racial harmoney in 
Fiji? or disclose the dangers of indiscriminate logging, in 
places where a cent in the hand is valued more than a bird 
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in the bush? or warn against multi-nationals where today is 
more highly regarded than tomorrow? 

Throughout history the movement of peoples has always 
taken place. Perhaps it was never so problematical as in our 
century, nor so fraught with breaches against human rights. 
In New Caledonia SMSM have concerned themselves with 
immigrants from early days; 

Sr Thadee has her hands full with the Wallisians, about 3,000 of 
them. Their interests take her from Nickel to the Police, the 
Tribunal. not forgetting the ecclesiastic and religious hierarchy. 
In passing I might mention the multitudes of children calling for 
attention, catechetical, medical and other needs. No scarciry of 
work! 

wrote Sr Pierre Chanel from Noumea in 1962. 
In the seventies, thousands of Vietnamese refugees and 

displaced persons from the Mediterranean and middle East 
came to Australia. In 1978, Sr Mary Maher, spo~sored by St 
Vincent de Paul Society, began work among these bewildered 
newcomers aided by Sr Christine (Holland). Soon afterwards a 
similar apostolate was organised by Sr Margaret Cole in 
Queensland. 

In Solomon Islands, missionaries alerted local leaders to the 
plight of neighbours "on the move" in a Christmas letter, 
pUblished in Voice Katolika, 1978 . 

Today, more than ever, people are on the move. World wars 
leave many homeless . In our twentieth century, millions of 
refugees have left the war-torn areas of Europe and Asia to start 
new homes in Australia, America and the Pacific. 
Many of our Chinese friends have been forced out of their own 
cities to fmd homes elsewhere, even in Honiara. 
We, in Solomons know how our neighbours from Kiribati have 
been uprooted twice in the last sixry years. Many have come to 
settle here, because they have NO ROOM in their own islands. 
It is the same in other parts of the Pacific. Every year thousands 
of Cook Islanders go to live in New Zealand. In Noumea, there 
arc over 6,000 Tahitians, and many thousands of Marquesans, 
Wallisians, Europeans and Asians. 
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As Christians, are we going to look at the problem of THE 
STRANGER-IN-OUR-LAND? Will we fear him, as Herod did, 
and chase him away? Or will we welcome him, as a new kind 
of one-talk? remembering Christ's words: I was a stranger! 

Rural drift to the cities is another concern in contemporary 
society: 

From Colombia, Sr Dorothy Doran w~ote in 1977: 

An enormous group of people came in September and invaded 
the land now called Barrio La Paz. They set up their little houses 
with boards for support, and tar-paper for the walls, and a 
makeshift roof. Basic things like water , food and the necessity of 
guarding their few belongings, are some of their concerns. (Voice 
Katolika). 

Perhaps there is no being so powerless as a prisoner in 
certain regimes, where oppression is legitimised. SMSMs 
working with prisoners tell how small kindnesses can restore 
self-respect if not redress injustices. Sr Claire Rheaume in 
Mauritania visited prisoners awaiting judgment, a slow 
process of 5 to 9 months. Mainly from West African 
countries, the offenders were in for drug-related crimes. She 
wrote: 

"The warden is a humane fellow. Through his kindness, I have 
been able to introduce various activities. One prisoner sews 
splendidly; he makes children's clothing, all by hand - I am able 
to sell them for him. Another makes bracelets from cattle horns. 
Such work gives them a little income, but more importantly, 
occupies time. Besides, those who work are allowed to do so 
outside the cell - a treat! I take them candles, to enable them 
to work later in the evenings, as they have no electricity." 

It was a different kind of prisoner in Chile - rebels or 
survivors of massacres, that Sr Theresa Pasterczynk be
friended : 

Several months ago I started visiting Canto Grande prison about 
once a week. Having mostly worked with male prisoners, I was 
somewhat apprehensive about my contact with these women, 
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and more so because of their terrorist involvement. On my first 
visit 1 was accompanied by a womain chaplain who had been 
ministering to them for several years in the Callao prison. Well, 
they received me with hugs and kisses! We were the first contact 
they had had with anyone, other than wardens, since June. They 
were frightened and hurting, and yes, some were more hardened 
than ever in the path that they had chosen, to bring about a 
revolution through violence. They knew of my experience of 
December 14, 1983 (being involved in another 'massacre' to 
rescue hostages), and so there was a sense of solidarity, having 
both suffered from political brutality. Ou.r values and theirs were 
perhaps different. Yet, their acceptance of us as sisters - isn't 
that already bridge building?" 

ECUMENISM 

.. And speaking of white ants, if you find an effective poison 
against this curse, you'll make us happy by telling us . Other 
unpleasant things here are the devil and protestants: still no need 
for insecticides against them. A few good prayers will do ... " 

Obviously Fr Pellion had not heard of ecumenism in 1908, 
when he joked thus. In fact, even then, Anglicans and 
Catholics had much in common, even mutual admiration. 
("Keep it up," said an old Protestant minister, "it's 
wonderful to see you so enthusiastic, and joyful like the first 
apostles", to a group of Marist Fathers embarking from 
Brisbane for the Solomons in the 1890s.) 

The first meeting of the World Council of Churches took 
place in Scotland in 1912. Catholics did not attend. But 
collaboration among Christian churches gathered momen
tum, and Vatican II's document: "Unitatis Redintegratio" in 
1964 summarised half a century of attitudes changed for the 
betterment of relationships within the Christian family. 

The Pacific Conference of Churches (PCC), founded in 
Fiji in 1960s was a successful attempt of Christians to work 
together on urgent issues affecting Pacific peoples: migration, 
rural drift, urbanisation, localisation, etc. The churches which 
had often competed bitterly in the previous century, now 
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met in dialogue for the spreading of the Good News. Most 
territories founded their local ecumenical associations under 
the auspices of PCC. 

In 1976, the Solomon Island Christian Association was 
congratulated by PCC as being one of the most active and 
friendly in the Pacific. Sisters Dororthy Doran and Jane 
Burleigh with Frs Theo Koning and Noel Fox played a 
considerable part in creating this harmony. Similarly in 
Tonga, Bishop Finau was assisted by SMSM Julienne Santos 
and Olivina in promoting ecumenical ventures. 

In Fiji, ecumenism had a wider connotation. Here where 
first and second-generation Indians outnumbered native 
Fijians, dialogue meant a meeting of Hindu and Christian, a 
meeting made difficult by the fact of deep cultural and 
language differences. Though Marist Fathers and Brothers 
had long worked with Indians, SMSM had hardly touched 
the hem of the Hindu garment until 1960s. 

Among other New Zealanders, Srs Frances Hardiman and 
Bertha Hurley were foremost. The latter lived in Maleba 
village in Vanua Levu, whose population was predominantly 
Hindu, with a few Moslems and Catholics. .. A striking 
feature of the village is its togetherness," wrote Bertha in 
1981. Such unity was new. 

Maya Laksham wrote, 

"Today, twenry years since my baptism into the Catholic faith , 
things are much changed. The greatest difflculry in my 
conversion was the alienation I felt from my own family and 
culture . . . There is now a tender, loving care on the part of the 
Church to reach out to those of the Hindu faith." 

Likewise in a Health Clinic in Bangaldesh, there is much 
sharing. In 1986, a letter from Jenny Clarke said: 

. 
"People often ask for our blessing - Hindu, Moslem and 
Christian alike. Prayer is the meeting point, and belief in a God 
who listens is the core of uniry . The deep faith of people who 
will go a whole hot summer's day without water because it is 
the holy month of Ramadan is an inspiration to my tepid self .. 

188 



But above all, it is in Africa that Marists must constantly 
explore the meaning of dialogue. For no account of the 
Christian task in Western Africa can tap the complexity of 
missionary endeavour, without reference to the all pervading 
ambience oflslam.· All countries north and west of the Sahara 
fly the flag of Islam's crescent. 

A great deal of Islam-Christian dialogue has taken place at 
the theological and academic levels in recent years. Pope John 
Paul II, speaking in Karachi in 1981 summed it up: 

"By means of dialogue, we have come to see more clearly the 
many values, practices and teachings which both our religious 
traditions embrace; for example, our belief in the one Almighty 
and Merciful God .. . and the importance we sec in prayer, 
almsgiving and fasting." 

But for SMSM, the task of dialogue was less vocal, more 
humdrum and practical. 

In 1952, Mother de Chantal, then superior General, 
received an invitation from Marist Superior, Fr airy. The 
Marists intended opening a school in Hydra, Algeria, and Fr 
airy asked the SMSM to assist in the venture. The General 
Council sent three sisters for a start. Though the Fathers 
went instead to Dakar, the Sisters opened a kindergarten in 
Hydra. By 1957, this became a Girls' Primary School. About 
a third of the children were Moslems . 

Christian missionaries do not enter Islamic lands to 
proselytise, rather to maintain a christian "presence": 

"to lay foundations for the Good News by creating a Christian 
atmosphere, where love for one another and a spirit of 
forgiveness would reign," 

as Cardinal Duval's pastoral directed. 
Thus from the beginning the SMSM aspostolate was 

fashioned: that of prayer and service. Srs Gonzague, Cecile 
and Andre ran the first school. They soon found that at 
grassroots level, dialogue depended on group and personal 
initiatives. Working with the sick or illiterate, they dis-
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covered understanding and friendship that transcended the 
complexity of politics. 

In Hydra, the sisters were assisted by Zorah, a Moslem 
woman of magnanimous heart. Her husband being an 
invalid, she needed work to support her ten living children 
(of whom the eldest was fifteen). Cheerful Zorah's generosity 
could never do enough for the 'holy ladies'. As these came 
to know her children by name, their admiration for this 
valiant woman grew. Later, when Srs Tarcisia, Ludovic and 
Nunzia arrived, the lines of communication had already been 
set up by Zorah. 

While such dialogue provides hope, there yet remains 
among the general public much misunderstanding between 
Christian and Moslem. This shows itself, says Sr Bruna, most 
when a Government appears to be aligned with a particular 
religion, or to support policies attributed (sometimes 
erroneously) to its adherents. 

In an Algerian street riot, a youngster began stoning a 
crucifix, yelling: "The Cross is French!" A voice from the 
crowds shouted back: "The Cross is Christ's. Christ is for all 
peoples!" 

A challenging postcript to all this comes from Europe of 
1988, where Aileen Lanigan SMSM writes: 

"One of the ways our world is changing is through migration 
of so many peoples escaping from war, violence, famine and the 
violation of human rights. In my year in Italy, I have become 
aware that Europe is acquiring a Muslim face that is having a 
great impact on society. We need to learn skills of dialogue with 
other great religions, even though we may never be missioned 
to Asia or Africa, because these believers will be our neighbours." 
(Unus August, 1988) 

COMMUNICATION 

When UNDA, the Catholic Worldwide Communications 
Association, inaugurated its final branch, Unda Oceania, in 
Suva in 1974, church representatives from Pacific territories 
learnt of certain possibilities in modern technology for the 
spreading of the Good News on a wider scale. Radio, audio 
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visuals, film and the printed word could become vital means 
of both learning and instructing. 

In Oceania, the Marists were among the first to respond. 
In that year, Fr Pat Casserly of Ireland, volunteered to share 
his expertise in mass media, first in Papua New Guinea, then 
five years later, as media consultant to CEPAC, based in Fiji. 
With his assistance, and under Unda auspices, other Marists set 
up communication centres in their areas. Several SMSM 
worked in this new apostolate, namely: Srs Dorothy and 
Claire with Fr Theo Koning in Solomon Islands, Renee with 
Dr Finlay in Vanuatu, Kenny in Bougainville and Elisabeth 
Ann Troke in New Zealand, also in the Solomons with Fr 
Jan Geisselink. The training of local personnel in media 
techniques, especially that of radio, was a priority. 

Though the printed word took second place, it had had a 
long history. A Catholic Printing Press was set up by Fr 
Grezel in Wallis in 1844, as Mangeret records. The 
missionaries not only learnt the languages of those among 
whom they lived, but many of them also worked out their 
orthographies, and wrote the first dictionaries. They 
composed hymns, translated gospels and catechisms into the 
vernacular, and often into song. Owing this debt to the 
pioneers, later missionaries were able to build on, and seek 
further insights in their translations. 

Nowadays, assisted by the Bible Society which provides 
and funds the training of local experts in basic linguistics, 
much ecumenical collaboration takes place. This has resulted 
in improved translations of the Good News Bible in many 
vernaculars. In Solomon Island, Fathers Geerts, Emery de 
Klerk and Bouillon were the linguistic forerunners of Sr 
Therese Douillard and Martino Sebo, co-workers over 
fifteen years in the translation of Scriptures into Gari 
language. They are aided by regular contacts with a 
Translation Consultant who travels Oceania assisting various 
language groups. 

Other forms of communication were promoted by Sr 
Augustine in USA with the production of a tabloid 
periodical, which evolved in 1950 into the popular Marist 
Missions. An attractive bi-monthly with abundant photo-

191 



graphs, it published contributions from Marist Fathers, 
Brothers and Sisters giving glimpses, serious and frivolous, 
of mission life. It continued until 1962, perhaps the peak era 
of mission interest. Its French counterpart, Les Petites 
Nouvelles, continues to inform French speaking readers of 
SMSM activity . At the fourth General Chapter, the magazine 
Unus was set up as an informative congregational com
munique. Sr Patricia Burke (USA) collated mission news from 
the six provinces. 

It is all a far cry from the bonging of wooden drums that 
sent news from mountain top to seashore hamlet in the days 
of old. But Sr Wendelina throws up her hands, crying in 
mock horrow, "Enough paper to sink a ship! What more do 
we learn?" One suspects she prefers the drums. 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 

"Do you know how I was born?" he says, rather than asks, 
and goes on to reply in the same breath: "On the beach at Buma, 
and Sr Lorensia came running. She saw my mother, but I was 
out already. She cut the string, Sr Lorensia - a bit long eh? It 
sticks out now. Hal Hal" he lifts his shirt to demonstrate the 
grandeur of his naveL 

''I'm a plain clothes policecman, now, Sister. I take 
fingerprints scientifically. Lorensio, my name. Named after Sr 
Lorensia, I am. Because she helped me to be born." 

She helped me to be born. In the amorphous term "human 
development", surely the task of bringing to birth is the most 
fundamentaL Christ's statement "I come that you may have 
life ... " may have little connection with Lorensio's 
fortuitous birth, yet the one can illustrate the other. And 
when Pope Paul VI charged the Commission of Peace and 
Justice 

"with bringing the whole of God's people the full knowledge of 
the part expected of them at the present time, to offer to less 
developed nations the means whereby the can further their own 
progress" 
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he was outlining a programme which nusslOnaries have 
implicitly followed from the time Christ said "Go, teach ... " 
To teach is also to bring to birth. 

Though midwifery has often been the task of earlier 
sisters, today the midwifery more frequently called for is that 
of the teacher. To be animator of ideas, pedlar of motivations 
and an inspirer of desires, to set in motion projects that she 
may never see in fruition; that is the commoner midwifery 
of today' s religious. 

In a spin through the Global Village it will suffice to open 
a window here and there to allow glimpses into the wide 
spectrum of contemporary "bringing to birth". 

YOUTH WORK 

It is a century since Queen Amelia of Wallis wrote to Pope 
Pius IX, asking his blessing on the small children of her 
kingdom who were "as numerous as the forest trees", adding 
that they were the riches that God had given Wallis, instead 
of earthly wealth. 

Today's Pacific children are even more numerous. In 1987, 
54% of Papua New Guinea's three million was under 16 
years of age. A minority of these cause their governments 
more headaches than Mother Hubbard ever endured. Sr 
Emma Martinuzzi, one of those familiar with the pain of 
being young, endemic to 20th century change, wrote in Unus, 
April 1987. 

In Bougainville, one of the more developed areas of PNG, there is 
much unemployment. Feeling frustrated and useless, many (young 
people) join 'rascal gangs: and turn to crime. Father Herman 
Woeste, S.M. helped by his sister, Annemarie, SMSM, has 
organised a rehabilitation programme to help those already 
convicted. 

Mabiri, where I work, is a preventative measure. Bishop 
Gregory Singkai asked me to help with the formation of 
diocesan Brothers. So here, we address both needs; the education 
of candidates and professed Brothers, and training for the group 
most at risk - the young boys. 
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In Vanuatu, at Montmartre High School, extracurricular 
activities are promoted by a team comprising the School 
Chaplain, Srs. Emanuelle and Vianney, and a student from 
Foyer Juillard. The latter is a hostel on the campus where 
young men aspiring to make some commitment to the 
church have an opportunity to complete their secondary 
education. 

In Latin America, youth work is spontaneous, often grim, 
unorganised, and all part of a day's merry-go-round. In the 
other hemisphere too, there are mission camps for youth, and 
prayer days for young people giving voluntary service. Srs 
Giordana, Bruna and Sebastina in Italy work with priests of 
the Society for African Missions, to organise these activities. 

WOMEN AND CHRISTIAN FAMILY 

"It is useless for us to try to christianise people if the woman does 
not become better, and she will improve gradually only by means 
of a solid and continuous training that by ourselves, we (the priests) 
are incapable of providing. As you are aware, in Futuna, the women 
wield great influence. (L. 645). 

So wrote Fr Quiblier SM, just after the death of Fran~oise 
Perroton, begging that Futuna might "once again have some 
sisters". A century later, as the Decade for Women was 
proclaimed (1975-85), Fr Quibler's remark was echoed: 

"The full and complete development of a country, the welfare of 
the world, and the cause of peace require the maximum 
participation of women on equal terms with men." 

From the time of Fran~oise to the present, missionaries had 
laboured to enhance the lot of women. Thus the conclusions 
of the International Conference of Women reiterated their 
ethos, and perhaps encouraged a higher consciousness in this 
field . . 

In the less happy society of the 1980s, there are yet 
parallels to the 19th century success stories. To the jubilant 
testimonies of the matriachs Amelia of Wallis, Romana of 
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Samoa, and Senoveva of the Solomons, there are echoes from 
the barrios of Peru, and the slums of North America: 

"Smart from the Start" was a programme used by a Marist 
Missionary Sister in an underprivileged area of Memphis, 
Tennessee. Working among teen-aged mothers, 71 year old 
Florence St Onge, was in 1986 nominated for the Nobel 
Peace Prize. She helped shape the Home Intervention 

. Programme, through the University of Tennessee, the 
Memphis Child Development Centre and Midtown Health 
Development Centre. Dr Clay Holman wrote of her work in 
the North Memphis area: 

" Into this morass goes my diminutive friend, undaunted by the 
fact that she has been mugged more than once, not slowed by 
advancing years, not discouraged to work where others have 
given up, ever filled with hope and expectation." 

In 1987, after ten years work at the Women's Centre in 
Rosso, Mauritania, Sr Fran<;oise Jotte was at last able to hand 
over management of the Centre to Madjuguene, a fellow 
lecturer. In this stronghold of Islam, women previously had 
little say. During the decade a slow change has taken place. 
Fran<;oise notes: 

"In Rosso, women are capable of success in matters of health, 
gardens, cottage industries and craft. They can now realise and 
enjoy success in their own promotion. In that is hope." 

Purdah has never suppressed women of Oceania. Never
theless the need for wives and daughters to 'go to school' has 
sometimes been questioned by fathers and sons. Sr Peter who 
taught in Tonga, had an answer. At the 6th Conference of 
Pan-Pacific Women, in 1952, she said: 

''The teacher, nurse or typist, will almost certainly become a 
wife and mother. But whether she does or not, the standard of 
her country's culture will depend on her general attitude 
towards womanhood and its proper fulfilment, and the 
subsequent attitude of men towards women." 
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The high standard of education among Polynesian women 
affirms St Peter's statement. In Melanesia, the founding of a 
Catholic Secondary School for girls in Bougainville, was a 
similar response. Today, St Mary's, Asitavi, is run by a 
former student with a highly qualified local staff. Students 
are known nation-wide for their sense of responsibility and 
their leadership. 

But not many have the opportunity to attend such a 
school. In fact the majority of women in Melanesia have no 
schooling. Short literacy courses have become popular, the 
main students being women "hungry for something they 
have been deprived of." Sr Jeline, SMSM a Bougainvillean, 
tells of her work in this area: 

.. 'Skul Bilong rut an Rait' (pidgin Literacy Course) was set up 
to help people, mostly women, to see that in learning how to 
read and write, they will be able to help their own community, 
and gain respect within their society . Most of the srudents are 
married , their ages ranging from 16 to 30 years. We are 
fortunate in having the support of the High School which 
accommodates the women, and the parish which gave workmen 
to make our classroom. It is in this way that Sr Stella, C.S.N . and 
I contribute towards raising the dignity of women in Papua 
New Guinea." 

"The first sign of love is an immense respect." (pascal) 
This is the basic principle underlying all that is taught at the 
Christian Centre for Family Action, in Noumea. The Centre 
was opened for families struggling to adapt to the problems 
of urban society . 

At the Centre, Sr Astrid leads a team which includes a 
priest, hospital chaplain, and couples of various ethnic 
groups, of whom one is a doctor. The team ministers to all: 
young people, engaged and married couples, families in 
difficultues and others. The natural family planning method 
is explained, and couples are helped to understand their 
responsibilities and privileges, and to deepen their communi
cation skills with one another. 

The Centre also trains selected couples to give information 
sessions outside Noumea, in various rural areas, and in other 
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islands. Similar works are carried on by SMSM around the 
Pacific. 

Many highlanders in PNG dream of gold flowing out of 
a mountain, as they migrate to the copper mines of 
Bougainville. Disillusion comes quickly. Culture clashes 
cause miseries on a scale unknown in former days. 
Alcoholism is a prime factor in marriage breakdown. Sr 
Michaeline worked with the local women of Arawa in a 
prayer ministry that included hospital visits, prayer group 
support and family counselling. Unus of December 1986 told 
how the leaders arranged a day of ecumenical prayer and 
fasting: 

"the response was tremendous as Lutherans, Anglicans and 
United Church joined Catholics in prayer in the Mari Mari Haus 
Lotu. On a table beside the altar, a day pot was placed. Into this 
were put special petitions by the men, women and children who 
came continuously all day, singly and in groups, to sing hymns 
and to pray." 

Goroka's Christian Institute of Counselling with its logo, 
PNG's Bird of Paradise spreading wings over the initials Ie, 
had rightly been compared to "the healing hand of Christ". 
Here Sr Judy de Montfort with two Papua New Guineans, 
Carl and Mark, conduct courses to train nationals to become 
para-counsellors. The courses in Pidgin are attended by 
pastoral workers, catechists, village court magistrates, youth 
workers, women's group leaders, prison warders, nurses, 
teachers and community leaders. 

Finally, there is the care of the elderly. "It's a lovely thing 
to be old", Sr Pia, affectionately called "Grandma" in her old 
age, used to say. And so it can· be. But not for everyone. In 
olden days, the Eskimos would abandon the old one, leave 
her behind to die alone in her own little igloo. Other tribes, 
and other cultures have other ways of abandoning the old. 
Human development, they would say, can only go so far. 

"What happens when an 87 year old woman is put out of her 
home by a disturbed daughter, or when an elderly man can no 
longer rely on friends to provide for his welfare? Once the 
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answer was institutionalisation. But due to the perseverance of one 
woman, both may now live comfortably and manage their own 
lives." (Commoll Sense Nov., 1976 Diocese of Memphis) 

The article tells how Sr Elisabeth Bonia SMSM directed a 
community project (Code North) and 'fulfilled a dream' of 
practical assistance for the elderly. In a high crime area, 
where unemployment was rife, Elisabeth even had young
sters on probation assisting the builders as apprentices. Local 
businesses, fascinated by the project, assisted generously with 
materials and funding. 

It was like another miracle of loaves and fishes. People 
were suddenly surprised at long-buried talents of compassion 
and generosity, that shared could be built into a place of 
loving concern, where people could gracefully be old. For, of 
course grace is an integral part of personal development. As 
Julies Nyrere reminds us, 

"The purpose of development is the human person. By the 
creation of conditions both material and spiritual, humanity as 
individuals and species is enabled to become its best." 

Ideally it is to this twofold development that the 
missionary addresses his/her efforts. Is it surprising that there 
is sometimes conflict? 

Was it reasonable, for example, for Sr Fernande to be 
annoyed that Fr Courtais should use a donation to put a 
statue of Peter Chanel in the church, rather than build toilets 
for the school children? The pragmatists and proponents of 
justice would say yes, she had every right to be impatient, 
even angry at the decision. But the very people she is 
defending will deny her stance for justice. In preferring a 
statue of a saint, they proclaim that a symbol of the courage 
of dissidence is more important for them (at this time) than 
any change in sanitary custom. 

"We live not on things, but on the meaning of things," 
says the Little Prince. 
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An anecdote from Jamaica has been recorded by an American 
G.1. Visiting Spanish Town, he watched, with revulsion and 
admiration, Sr Zita bandaging the feet of a leper. For a while 
the soldier was unable to speak. 

"I wouldn 't do that for ra million dollars," he finally 
blurted. 

"Neither would I," replied Zita, without batting an eyelid. 
We live not on things ... 
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VIII: The Structure of 
the Real 
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n the story of Pinocchio there is an occasion when the 
wilful puppet was about to be gobbled alive by the 

formidable Fire-Eater. But suddenly the latter began to 
sneeze. 

"It is a good sign," whispered Harlequin to the trembling 
Pinocchio. "It means that he is being moved to pity." 

In the Solomon Islands sometime in the 1960s, a parcel had 
just arrived after an 8-month journey from the States. Two 
sisters impatiently unravelled the strings. Sr Gerald, the 
expatriate was ecstatic: Books! At last something substantial 
to read. She exulted over the authors: St Augustine to Dom 
Marmion, and even some fashionable moderns: Father Plus, 
Thomas Merton. She turned to Sr Donasiana, the indigen
ous. "Don't you wish you could read all these?" she asked 
with kind thoughlessness. 

"Not really," replied Sr Donasiana with unkind wisdom, 
"When you read them, we'll read you!" 

What will people read? 
Mata'afa Iosefo, after battles with rival Tamasese's tribe, 

had just been anointed paramount chief in Samoa. In Apia 
harbour, an "armada of jealous rival powers", British, 
German and American battleships, was grouped. They had 
used and abetted tribal struggles against Mata'afa who 
upheld an independence movement. 

Suddenly one evening in 1889, a cyclone struck, destroy
ing six foreign battleships, and throwing soldiers, sailors and 
crew on the reefs. Some were drowned, many dashed on the 
rocks. 
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Chief Mata'afa acted out of Polynesian courtesy informed 
by new found Christian counsels. Forgetting factions, he 
ordered his men to rescue the enemy and care for the 
survivors. He treated them with healing and shelter till they 
were reclaimed by their respective authorities. 

What will people read? 
In January 1912, Sr Ephrem accompanied a group of girls 

in New Hebrides on their way to the Catechist School. They 
boarded an Australian steamer, the Tathra . Passing by the 
coast of Ambrym, the steamer was assailed by a storm. There 
was just time for lifeboats to be launched. Passengers were 
called. Sr Ephrem was invited to descend. But some of the 
girls were missing. She rushed to find them. Before she 
returned, the ship had sunk. And with it, Sr Ephrem and her 
charges. 

What is the point? Today, we are fond of evaluation. All 
the errors of the past come under scrutiny: all that mistaken 
missiology, all those damaged cultures, the lack of 
inculturation, the clinging to "western attitudes" in Christ
ianity'S name. How could they have been so misguided, 
those presumptious missionaries landing on alien shores, 
where surely, even angels feared to land? 

Courageous in their ignorance, those apparent losers: Peter 
Chanel, Fran~oise Perroton, Captain Marceau, all operated 
under the banner of bringing the good news to the "poor 
infidels". From our century-later vantage point, we see now 
that theirs appeared a condescending naivete, smacking of 
colonial, even imperialistic attitudes. How could any good 
come from such a Nazareth? 

Actually, many of them chewed the daily bread of failure. 
Some could articulate their griefs; · these were the more 
fortunate: "All the past came thundering into my soul. I am 
steeped in sadness," wrote Rose in her early years. "What 
disappointment. I was 30 years too old," Fran~oise could 
say. (1. 121) Many another experienced those "cliffs of fall" 
that can be shared with no mortal. Of the eleven pioneers Sr 
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Augustin returned to France mentally ill, yet who can say 
that she too had not played her part? 

Such depressions were regarded as ploys of Satan, that 
once, twice, a hundred times overcome, gave one greater 
insights into realiry. Rain washes away the deadwood, 
scissors snip away the nonsense! They should have failed ... 
Why did they stay? Not simply because the cost of transport 
was prohibitive. They stayed because they had made a great 
discovery. 

Once good tnlsslOnaries get to know the local ways, they 
discover all the good aspects of the culture. They no longer love 
the people in some dutiful way; they begin to like them, and 
admire them. (Snyders p.49) 

The missionaries began to learn from those they taught. A 
mutual appreciation grew as giver and taker became 
interchangeable roles. They had discovered a gift that would 
rejoice their days, as the Milky Way beyond its stars, that 
mysterious Real beyond the real . 

Pelagie, as far as we know, never taught Shakespeare to 
her pupils. Her pupils were not yet ready for Portia's praise 
of that which "blesseth him that gives and him that takes." 
Nor had she read the encyclical Dives in Misericordia which 
reaffirms the truth: " in reciprocal relations, merciful love is 
never a unilateral act: the one who bestows it is also a 
beneficiary" . 

Pelagie and her companions had other teachers: "The 
Blessed Virgin, who is our real Guide, has already won the 
hearts of all," she wrote from her classroom of niaouli 
branches, "Children and women crowd affectionately 
around me." 

And a century later, A Solomon Islander, remembering a 
childhood desolation, wrote of how he trudged to the 
mission. 

" I went straight to the Sisters' House because one of them was 
a nurse. I sat on their steps and started crying because I felt very 
sick and homeless. One of them recognised me because she had 
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attended the funeral of my parents. When I saw her, I cried even 
louder, because the tears from her eyes reminded me of that day. 
She came and held me against her chest and shared her tears with 
me . . . " 

It was what people could read in the lives of missionaries 
that convinced them of Christ's message. Beneath apparent 
failures, mistakes and frustrations, the good news emerged. 
It was neither strength nor onmiscience nor some greater 
magic, nor the trinkets of another kind of civilisation that 
had power to convert. Rather, in Pe1agie's sharing with the 
women, Suzanne Novial's lifelong quest for a leprosy cure, 
the Rosaries of a blind, old Sr Noemi, the poverty of 
celibacy, these were perceived as gospel in yesterday's 
dispensation. "When you read them, yes, we'll read you." 

The ancient Hebrews used an inclusive word, Raham, an 
opalescent concept, smouldering with fires of compassion, 
loving kindness , pity and fidelity. Fr Paul Glynn SM writes: 

"God's feelings towards us, his sentiment of'rahamin: are as tender 
as those of an expectant mother toward the tiny, helpless being in 
her womb." 

The English language renders the word "Mercy" - a dry 
bi-syllable which cannot convey the passion within the 
scriptural concept. Nevertheless it is in all the wealth of this 
sense that mercy is said to be "the structure of the real". In 
all missionary endeavour, regardless of method or madness, 
meaning is created when missionaries, in Father Founder's 
words "become in the hands of God, worthy instruments of 
divine mercy towards their neighbour . . . " 

The meaning of Christian "mission;' has evolved since 
Franc;oise sailed into an exile sunset. Yet mercy will continue 
to give sinews to its reality, as long as anyone is ready to "go 
beyond the precise and often too narrow, norm of justice 
.. . " as long as any citizen of a battered humanity is vivified 
by the sneeze of pity from a fellow-being . 

205 



Today Our Lady has stepped down from her man-made 
pedestal. She stands in our global village as one of us: a girl 
pregnant with good news rushing to tell her cousin; a 
migrant refugee jostled in the supermarket of contemporary 
confusion; a mother leading her child from curiosity to truth; 
an anguished parent searching a lost teenager; a woman so 
concerned for others as to hustle her son to the rescue. 

To enlist this woman's support, to share her compassion 
for our rag-tag era, this is the mission of today's Marist . No 
wonder that the tenth Marist Father General asserts that "the 
call of Colin is to an adventure," adding that we are 

"to be extensions of Mary in her work of renewing her Church 
into a kingdom of mercy." 

What better way is there to celebrate her Son? 
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"In a world that seems dominated by complete selfishness, 
the stories of these dedicated women over a century and 

a half are always interesting and often very moving". 

JOHN HOSIE 

Claire O'Brien was born in Dubbo, New South Wales, in 1925, 
one of eleven children. In 1954 she began working in adult 

education ill the Solomon Islands and is currently engaged in 
curriculum work with the education authorities in Honiara. 

This.general history of the Marist Missionary Sisters, of which she 
is a member, traces its development from the arrival of the first 

Marist sister in the Pacific islands in 1846 to its present world-wide 
responsibilities. 


