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CHAPTER I 

CHILDHOOD TO ORDINATlON 

THE Route Royale, which led from Lyons to the 
Jura and Besan<;:on, and from there into Germany, 

crossed, to the north-east of Lyons, a smiling and fertile 
countryside known as La Bresse. In the exciting years of 
the beginning of the XIXth century this road must have 
been busy with the journeyings of diplomats and the 
tramp of marching troops. It must have rung with the 
clatter of horses' hooves and groaned under the weight 
of wagons laden with provisions and munitions for the 
armies of Napolcon which were spreading his power and 
influence over the whole of Europe. The stories and 
rumours of the wars of the Empire penetrated easily into 
the villages and hamlets lying near the road. The young 
men of these villages of La Bresse were called to the 
colours and many of them died on the battleflelds far 
away from their quiet homes. 

The farmers of this cowltryside had known unsettled 
years and had adapted themselves to the conditions which 
prevailed for so long. They plodded steadily on with 
their task of producing the grain, the fodder, the provi
sions clamoured for by a nation at war. As they worked 
with their heads bent over their ploughs, the political 
storms left them untouched. 

The road, when it leaves Bourg, the capital of this 
region, with its ancient houses and superb church and 
monastery at Brou, has on either side, sufficiently far 
away from its noise and bustle, many small and neat 
villages and hamlets inhabited by farmers such as these. 
It was in one such hamlet, La Potiere, eight miles to the 
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north of Bourg and one mile from the vlllage of Cuet, 
that the Chane! family lived. The Chanels had been in 
the region many years and had eventually come to own a 
sizeable farm. One branch of the family had moved 
away to Paris to found a firm of perfume manufacturers 
-a finn well known all over the world to-day. 

On the 12th OfI~18(?, at one o'clockin the morning 
a son was born to au e Fr:mqois Chane! and his wife 
Marie Anne Sibellas. Claude Franqois was a keen and 
successful farmer and a man of charitable and friendly 
disposition. His wife Marie Anne, a kind and simple 
soul, was without education of any kind. It was a pro
foundly Christian household and in the years of the 
Revolution it had refused to co-operate with priests who 
had taken the constitutional oath. 

He grew up in the peaceful surrowldings of La Poticrc 
whilst war raged over Europe. Country boys, as soon 
as they were old enough, were expected to share in the 
work of the farm, and every day the young Peter led out 
the beasts and the pigs, watching over them as they grazed 
and rooted about. The open air life and tranquil exist
ence which he led must have been the foundation for the 
strong physique and serenity of mind that were to serve 
him so well years later many many miles away from 
La Poticre. Cuet, the parish in which La Poticre is situ
ated, had lost its resident priest in the re-organisation of 
parishes decreed by the Concordat of I80r. The Chand 
family had a long walk each Sunday to Mass and the 
Offices of the day at Montrevel on the main road. The 
parishioners kept the church at Cuet in good repair and 
hoped for the day when there would be once more a 
priest of their own resident in the parish. 

The education of the Chane! children was a source 
of worry to their parents. It was true that there was a 
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school at St. Didier d' Aussiat, three miles to the west, but in 
summer there was so much to do on the farm and in winter 
the tracb fr0111 La Potiere were almost impassable. Peter 
seems to have had little or no schooling during his younger 
years and he grew up without the rudiments oflcarning. 

However, there was a village called Cras to the cast 
of the Grand Route. Peter's elder sister, Claudine, after 
her marriage, went to live there and shortly afterwards 
an uncle started farming close by. The parish priest of 
this village was to playa decisive part in the life of Peter 
Chane!. He was the Abbe Trompier, a former teacher, 
and he met the young boy whilst he was visiting his 
relatives. Impressed by his modesty and sincerity, the 
Abbe Trompier suggested that it would be a good idea, if 
during the winter months he stayed with his relatives 
and attended the village school. Father Trompier would 
see to his religious instruction. This arrangement lasted 
some time but it was not a happy one for the boy. He 
was handicapped by his lack of knowledge and the school
master was severe. In 1815 a change came and it was a 
great relief to him. Father Trompier was appointed 
parish priest at Monsols in the department of the Rhone 
and he took with him the young Chanel and another 
boy, Jean Vavre, and at Monsols their education went on 
uneventfully. However, despite the fact that it was his 
native air, Father Trompier soon fell ill and had to return 
to Cras with his pupils to regain his health. This time 
all lessons were at the presbytery and a little school was 
formed there. Speaking of this period, one of the pupils 
of the cure wrote later, "It was the Abbe Trompier 
who made Peter Chanel what he was. Twelve priests 
came from tlle little school at Cras in twenty years." 
Peter Chanel' wrote gratefully, "The Abbe Trompier, 
to him after God lowe the joy of being a priest." . '.. 

B 
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Study did not come easily to the young farmer's son. 
Only once, however, was he discouraged and dispirited. 
The village schoolmistress met him one day carrying a 
bag containing his books. With head down he was 
trudging towards the lane that led home. "Where are 
you off to, young man? " she said. There was no reply . 
.. I presume you have informed your parish priest and 
your relatives about what you intend to do." There was 
still no answer. "Listen," she said, "go to church, say 
your prayers to Our Lady and then do what you con
sider wise and right." The young man turned towards 
the church and, leaving his books at the door. disappeared 
inside. For a while he knelt before a statue of Our Lady 
of Good Hope. Then he came out smiling and. picking 
up his books. returned to the presbytery. In the recon
structed church at Cras visitors can see the statue before 
which he knelt. It stands at the entrance to a chapel 
dedicated to the same young man. 

On the 21st March. 1817. at the age of 14. Peter Chane! 
made his first Holy Communion. This age seems extra
ordinary to us nowadays. but at that time it was not 
exceptional. particularly for one who had been so handi
capped by lack of education. For two more years life 
went on quietly at Cras. A new ambition had taken hold 
of the young man however. Mission literature was 
beginning to circulate once more in France. .. In the 
year of my First Communion I formed the desire to go 
to the foreign missions." he said years later. This litera
ture was avidly read at Cras and by it his missionary 
vocation was nurtured and strengthened. 

By 1819 when he was sixteen years old, the Abbe 
Trompier judged his education to be sufficient for entry 
into the minor seminary of the diocese at Meximieux. 
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This is a small town to the east of La Bresse where the 
foothills of the Alps begin to soar into the sky. 

At the end of October of that year we find him in the 
stage coach en route for Meximieux and taking his first 
step on the long road to the priesthood, religious life and 
the foreign missions. His life had been the rather narrow 
uneventful one of a country scholar, but he was not un
prepared by wit and temperament to face the rudeness 
and harshness of the world. It is related that in the coach 
there was a hum of conversation and a young working 
girl going to her place of employment-a cotton mill at 
St. Rambert-overstepped the bowlds of decency in her 
chatter. Peter pretended to be dozing but, thinking things 
had gone a little too far, he opened his eyes-great lim
pid, beautiful eyes characteristic of the Chanel family 
-" What a pity, M'selle ", he said, "that you are going 
to the cotton mill. If you had been coming from it 
perhaps you would have had in your pockets somewhere 
waste cotton with which we could stuff our ears." There 
was a silence for a while as the coach trundled on and 
then another traveller spoke up. " Young man, where 
are you going?" "To the Junior Seminary at Mexi
mieux ", was the reply. "That's a pity, now if you had 
said you were going to college! Certainly I know that 
to go to college is an expensive business and your parents 
might fmd it difficult to send you. However, if they 
had any sense they would change their minds." His 
talk went on and on and the young Chane!, weary of it 
all, at length brusquely asked for some peace and quiet. 
" Look how worked up and annoyed our young friend 
is getting, you would think that some insect had bitten 
him." " One has indeed," said Peter, " and a particularly 
unpleasant one too." There was laughter in the coach 
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and the young man was left in peace for the remainder of 
the journey. 

Incidents of this nature recorded in the life of Peter 
Chand are rare indeed . His serenity of mind was a 
characteristic which impressed everyone who came in 
contact with him. It was not achieved, however, with
out a struggle. Father Trompier knew of the struggle 
when he reported to the Superior of Meximieux, " Do 
not spare him reprimands and punishment if they are 
needed." There is, at Cuet, a grammar book that 
belonged to the young Chand. His signaturc is writtcn 
timc and again on many of its pages-" Chand, Chand, 
Chane!." Is this mcrely a sign that a schoolboy was 
weary of uninteresting and tiresome study, or is it per
haps an outward manifestation of a scarch for self
knowledge? This is essential before the grace of God 
can flood into a soul and perfect it and enable it to 
achieve its destiny. 

Twenty-five years later when the young student had 
becomc a heroic flgurc in the armals of church history, 
his masters and fellow students cast their minds back to 
those days at Meximieux. They cxalted his virtues in 
the rather florid style of the time but they gave very 
little in the way of facts. Peter Chand lived amongst 
them quietly and almost U1illoticed, but one virtue of 
his was remembered by all-his serenity of mind. This 
hc was to keep-it was to bc the virtue that carried him 
through thc darkest and most difficult days until the end. 

This serene young man in process of being perfected 
by God's grace passed from Meximieux to the seminary 
at Belley in 1823. Before he left he was prescntedat the 
prizc distribution with fIrSt prizes in Application · and 
Latin Verse, with certificates in Christian Doctrine .;1hd 
Latin and Frcnchoratory. Thc young· farflier'S ·50n had 
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gone a long way since he met the Abbe Trompier on 
the road from La Potiere to Cras. 

He spent one year at Belley studying Philosophy. 
Belley is a small town set amongst the foothills of the 
Alps. From it the mountains rise in all their grandeur, 
and ridge succeeds ridge higher and higher wltil the snow
covered summit of Mount Blanc shines in the SUIl. It 
was a town that Peter Chane! was to know well in later 
years. The diocese of Belley had been suppressed at the 
time of the Concordat and the depa~(ment which it con
tained, I' Ain, placed under the jurisdiction of the Arch
bishop of Lyons. The new boundaries proved too vast 
for any bishop to administer and in 1823 the bishopric of 
Belley was reconstituted and it was to this diocese that 
Peter Chand belonged. 

From the episcopal city in 1824 he passed to the major 
seminary at Brou-a suburb of the town of Bourg, quite 
near to La Potiere. The seminary was installed in an 
ancient monastery of the Augustinians. The buildings 
and church had been built by Margaret of Austria in the 
ftrst years of the XVlth century as a memorial of her 
marriage to Philibert Ie Beau of the House of Savoy. A 
model wife, she wished to immortalize her husband in a 
church that would be the incomparable masterpiece of a 
daughter of the Emperor. How well she succeeded is 
evident to any visitor to these magnificent buildings. 
The church in which she and Philibert are buried is 
breath-taking in its harmony of style and decoration. 

It was here in these surroundings that Peter Chand 
studied Theology, and here in this magniftcent church, 
of which in 1826 he became the sacristan, that he received 
Minor Orders, Subdiaconate, Diaconate and fmally, on 
the 15thJuly, 1827, at the hands ofMgr. Devie of Belley, 
along with twenty-four other seminarians, the Priesthood. 



CHAPTER II 

PASTORAL MINISTRY 

FR. PETER CHANEL said his first mass at Cras, 
surrounded by his relatives and friends. It was a 

great joy for the Abbe Trompier to see his young protege 
at the altar of God. "They that instruct many unto 
justice shall shine like stars for all eternity." It was a 
great joy also for the parents of the young priest who 
had worried so much about his education. He was able 
to spend a few weeks with them in his Bressan country
side and then he was sent by the bishop as curate to the 
parish of Amberieu. This is a small town on the main 
road from Lyons to Geneva. The parish was a large one 
and entailed much hard work for a young curate. We 
have the manuscript of some of the sermons he preached 
while he was there. In the peroration of one of them, he 
speaks of the City of God and exclaims, "0 City of 
God! I know indeed that you receive only the holy 
ones of this earth. Sin can never cross your threshold. 
As for my sins, I weep for them. Even so, will they 
prevent me from seeing my God? Have you not 
admitted the Magdelenes, the Thais, the Augustines? 
If tears arc not enough--cut, chop, burn, don't spare me 
in this life-do with me what You will, that I may pos
sess You in the next." He was indeed to know suffering 
in this life before he attained the City of God. 

His life at Amberieu was the ordinary life of a zealous 
young priest. His devotion to the Blessed Mother of 
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God grew more and more ardent as time went on. 
Finding that the devotions of the month of May were 
non-existent in the parish, he inaugurated them, some
what against the wishes of his parish priest-a man not 
fond of innovations. 

Invited down to the opening of the devotions, the old 
priest was taken aback at the display of candles and 
flowers arranged by the young curate. .. Indeed," he 
exclaimed, .. aren't you carrying things a little too far? 
What on earth are we going to do on next Easter Day?" 
A liturgist would have been of the parish priest's opinion 
but Peter Chane! was following the impulses of his heart 
in his tender devotion to Our Lady, and the parish always 
kept its May devotions. 

At Ambcrieu the idea of the foreign missions still 
haunted him. A former curate had gone to India to 
work on the missions there. Letters came from India to 
parishioners at Amberieu and were avidly read by the 
young curate. He talked of the foreign missions to Claude 
Bret, a friend of his major seminary days, who was in 
charge of a small school of boys in the parish, and they 
both decided to take the first steps to achieve what was 
becoming for them an ardent dream. Fr. Chane! asked 
the bishop's permission to join the priests who had gone 
from the diocese of Belley to the missions. On the rst of 
September, r828, the reply came. He was appointed, 
not a foreign missionary, but a parish priest of the diocese. 
A way to the east, the country round Geneva called Le 
Gex had been evangelized by St. Francis de Sales in the 
XVIlth century. He had won back the people of this 
mountainous region from Calvinism by his gentleness 
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and tact. It was to a small village there called Crozet that 
Fr. Chand was appointed. 

When he arrived he found things in a deplorable state. 
His predecessor had been a man sadly lacking in tact: he 
had alienated all his parishioners and they had given up 
practising their faith. The sound of the church bell rung 
by their new priest on his first Sunday morning in the 
parish evoked no response from them. Gentleness, sym
pathy, forgetfulness of self, were to be the means of 
bringing them back to a sense of their duties. The life 
of Fr. Chanel at Crozet has been compared to that of 
another priest of the diocese of Belley at the same time. 
In the Cure of Ars and St. Peter Chand we have the 
same pattern of apostolic labour. They both had to face 
impious and dissolute parishioners and they both won 
them round by penance and prayer. The Abbe Chanel 
remained long hours on his knees before the Blessed 
Sacrament and at the feet of the statue of Our Blessed 
Lady. He made himself known to his parishioners and 
won them over by his gentle and serene approach. He 
devoted himself to the aged, the sick and the poor. He 
catechized the children and was generous to such a degree 
that often there was neither money nor food in the pres
bytery. This caused distress to his younger sister whom 
he had installed as his housekeeper. He fasted rigorously 
one day each week and wore a hair shirt. After three 
years Crozet was transformed. The mayor of the village 
wrote to the bishop, " I thank you for sending us such a 
good priest. You have let us see in our midst once again 
the zeal and gentleness of St. Francis de Sales." 

Yet all the time the foreign missions were in his mind. 
Priests whom he knew left their parishes to undertake 
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the work. The Annals of the Propagation of the Faith 
were avidly read in the presbytery. At length, after 
obtaining Mgr. Devie's permission, one Sunday night he 
dedicated the parish in a moving ceremony to the Mother 
of God. The next morning, forestalling any demon
stration, he was gone to a new life which would bring 
him nearer, he hoped, to his heart's desire-work in the 
foreign mission field. 



CHAPTER III 

ORBIS TERRARUM 

IN the opening years of the XIXth century the 
missionary work of the church was almost at a com

plete standstill. Many causes had contributed to this 
tragic state. As their greatness declined, Spain and 
Portugal had tried to submit the missionaries to the 
" Patronato" of the ruling power, i.e., to make them 
servants of the ruling power. Canada, the source of 
much missionary activity, had been lost to the English. 
The maritime expansion of the two great Protestant 
countries of Europe-England and Holland, had made 
travelling difficult for Catholic missionaries. There was a 
growing dislike and distrust of foreigners, most marked 
in the Far East. Quarrels amongst missionary orders 
concerning liturgical customs and methods of apostolate 
had caused scandals in some countries. All these factors, 
coupled with the most devastating blow of all-the sup
pression of the Jesuits-had seriously impaired the forward 
march of the Church. 

Then carne the French Revolution. France, since the 
days of Richelieu, had been the fountain head of mis
sionary activity and now it saw its missionary colleges 
pillaged and wrecked, and their staffs and students dis
persed to the four winds. From 1793-1798 only seven 
missionaries left France for the missions of the whole 
world. 

The coming to power of Napoleon and the signing of 
the Concordat promised some relief to the Church. 
However, as far as the missions were concerned, things 
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became even worse. The suppression of Pontifical 
Administration at Rome and the transfer of all archives 
to Paris affected most seriously the Congregation for the 
Propagation of the Faith. Napoleon dreamed of himself 
as the protector of the missions but this would merely be 
for his own ends. "The robes of the missionaries protect 
them," he said, " and will be useful to disguise political 
and commercial designs." He even dreamed of uniting 
all congregations under his control to serve his ends. 
Fortunately, this plan was frustrated by his quarrel with 
the Pope. 

In r812 the whole field of missionary activity presented 
a heart-breaking picture. As old missionaries died, they 
left no one to succeed them and communities of Chris
tians, without the support of a priest, faced extinction. 
There was not a single priest in Japan, Korea, Oceania, 
Central Africa. When a delegation of Koreans came to 
Pope Pius VIII and begged him to send them just one 
priest, he had to confess weeping that he hadn't one to 
send. 

However, a tremendous change was to come about. 
The Church of God has known set-backs through all its 
history. It has a vitality that no hwnan institution has, 
and re-building in the midst of destruction is a task that 
the Church has performed over and over again. "I am 
with you all days even to the end of time." 

Listing the reasons why the Catholic Church has the 
right to demand the trust and confidence of men, the 
First Vatiean Council in its last solemn session put in 
foremost place .. The astonishing spread of the Catholic 
faith throughout all nations." The history of the XIXth 
century is indeed conclusive proof of this affirmation. 
Far from limiting its activity to lands where the faith 
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was long established; far from confining itself to resol
ving the problems it met there, the Catholic Church 
found again its dynamic force of expansion, its apostolic 
spirit that in ages gone by had been its greatness and its 
glory. It was not the sick man of the world, as was said. 
In the century of atheism it had discovered in itself an 
extraordinary youthfulness and a power to renew all 
things in Christ. Its saints and its sons who went to 
martyrdom in China, Oceania and Africa were witnesses 
to tills. It was indeed the age of doubters and scoffers, 
but it was also the age of the adventurers of God. 

In this marvellous renewal, France led the way. 
Ireland, Belgium, Italy and Holland contributed their 
quota of apostolic men, but from France above all came 
this apostolic enthusiasm and energy. How did all this 
happen? It was first and foremost due to the fact that 
men returned to an appreciation of the value of their 
Catholic Faith. Their sense of values changed. The Age 
of Reason had produced nothing but unrest, insecurity, 
disenchantment. Revolution had destroyed its c1tildren. 
The vaulting ambition of the Empire had overstretched 
and destroyed itself and many men turned once again to 
the eternal truths. Once the Church was appreciated in 
its divine role of teacher of all nations, nothing could 
withstand the impulse of grace. 

Catholics in France and elsewhere had learned how to 
suffer for their faith, and heroism was to be transplanted 
to distant lands. The Revolution itself helped. Freedom, 
Equality and Fraternity were surely the ideals to inspire 
any missionary activity. Slavery was an evil to be des
troyed and missionaries felt the call to the lowliest of men. 

Geographical exploration opened up new vistas to the 
nations. Men felt the urge to break out from the narrow 
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confmes of Europe. Trade followed the flag but so did 
missionary activity. 

Literature started to circulate and the Annals of the 
Propagation of the Faith had astounding success. Writers 
of standing, e.g., Louis Veuillot, espoused the cause of 
the missions and he!ped to fan the flame of enthusiasm. 

There was a sense of urgency everywhere and new 
religious congregations sprang into existence to meet the 
challenge. Old congregations were revived and re
organized, inspired anew to call all men to the truth. The 
Papal throne was occupied by popes who knew how to 
encourage this zeal, discipline it and direct it into the 
activities in which its work would bear most fruit. 

The fmancial side was not neglected. The Association 
of the Propagation of the Faith under the impulse given 
it by Pauline Jaricot collected the tiny trickles of money 
handed in by its workers, and these contributions united, 
formed a flood of money for the world-wide needs of 
the missions. The twenty thousand francs which made 
up the first year's total in 1823 grew to over three million 
by 1842. 

The enthusiasm for the foreign lnissions left no part of 
France untouched. Fr. Chane!, whose burning passion it 
was, decided that the time had come to take some step 
towards realizing his dream. His zeal and his love of 
Our Lady led him in 1831 to leave his parish at Crozet, 
join the young Society of Mary and seek the fulfilment 
of his desires in whatever part of the world Obedience 
and Divine Providence would send hinl. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE MARISTS 

ON the 15th of August 1812, at a moment when the 
missionary activity of the Church was at its lowest 

ebb, a young man, Jean Claude Courveille, who had 
come on pilgrimage to Le Puy in the centre of France, 
was kneeling in the cathedral there. He suddenly felt an 
inward urge to found a religious society bearing the name 
of Mary whose triumphal feast it was. 

In the following November, he entered the seminary 
of Le Puy but since he belonged by birth to the diocese 
of Lyons, when the time came for him to be ordained 
subdeacon, he was claimed by his native diocese and 
found himself transferred to the seminary of Lyons. In 
1813 had come to that seminary a student named Jean 
Claude Colon. This young man was to play an important 
role in the life of Peter Chanel who at that moment was 
painfully beginning to pick up the rudiments of education 
in the village school at Cras some fifty llllles away to the 
north-east. 

Jean Claude Colin was the eighth child of a profoundly 
Christian family in the Beaujolais. He was baptised on 
the day of his birth, 7th August, 1790. During the in
fancy of the child his parents hid the non-juring priest of 
the parish and had to suffer the consequences. For Jean 
Claude's father it was flight from the police, and for his 
mother, worry and anxiety. All this brought them both 
to an early grave. The young boy, by the time he was 
seven, was an orphan. The faith of the Colin household 
was fertile soil for the seed of priestly vocatiolls. Jean 
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Claude, with his elder brother, was accepted as a student 
for the priesthood. We fmd him in 1812 studying philos
ophy in the junior seminary with St. John Vianney and 
Blessed Marcellin Champagnat. The next year, at the 
major seminary, he met Jean Courveille, who was spread
ing his idea of a religious congregation bearing the name 
of Marists.· 

The young Colin felt an irresistible attraction to the 
idea and a dozen other seminarists were of the same ·mind. 
When ordination time came along, the little group, before 
dispersing to the various parts of the vast diocese of 
Lyons, were encouraged by their professor of Moral 
Theology, to go up to the ancient basilica on the hill of 
Fouviere overlooking the city and there to consecrate 
themselves to Our Lady and the work. Fr. Colin was 
sent as curate to his elder brother Peter, who was in 
charge of the parish of Cerdon half-way between Lyons 
and Geneva. In all his pastoral work he never forgot his 
promise to Our Lady. Eight of the others had indeed 
forgotten it and Jean Courveille soon proved himself 
completely unsuited by character and temperament for 
the carrying out of the work. Someone had to act, and 
Jean Claude Colin felt that the responsibility lay on his 
shoulders. He contacted the few priests remaining faith
ful to the idea. One of them was Marcellin Champagnat 
who was already organizing a congregation of teaching 
brothers with the name of Marists. It is not within the 
scope of this book to trace the thorny path these first 
Marists had to tread to realize their dream . . One incident 
is worth recording. In 1823 a sense of frustration · and 
helplessness came over Fr. Colin, and walking along the 
quaysof.the .Saone at LyoJ1S he. seriously considered 
givilig . up: the whole idea . . Suddenly a lady; completely 
unkhownto: him,stoppCd him arid .said quiteb.rieBy; 
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" Father, the thoughts you have in your mind arc most 
displeasing to Our Blessed Lady." The lady, Father Colin 
recorded later, was Pauline Jaricot, the fonndress of the 
great missionary work of the Propagation of the Faith. 

In 1823 the diocese of Lyons was divided and the old 
diocese of Belley reconstituted. The little group of 
Marists found itself divided between the two dioceses 
-Fr. Champagnat was head of the group in Lyons and 
Fr. Colin head of that in Belley. For some years the 
Marists of Belley preached missions in the de-chris
tianized parts of the diocese and then were brought to 
take charge of the seminary college of the episcopal 
town; Fr. Colin was the head. It was an extremely 
difficult task, for a spirit of unrest and revolt, fostered by 
the Revolution of 1830, was to be found on all sides. 
Fr. Colin applied himself manfully to the work and 
gradually turbulent spirits were quelled. The superior 
al1llonnced at the begilllling of 1831 that some excellent 
subjects had applied for admission to the tiny society. 
Among them were Fr. Chane! and his great friend 
Claude Bret. 

Fr. Chane! joined the Marists at Belley in September 
1831. The college had known brilliant days. Recamier, 
the father of modem French medicine, was a former 
pupil, as was the great poet Lamartine. In 1831 it was 
just recovering from the turmoil of 1830 and Fr. Chane! 
fonnd himselfin charge of a class of twelve-year-old boys. 
He had no training as a teacher and his first year was a 
trying experience for him. Discipline in class proved 
exceedingly difficult, as often happens with teachers at 
the outset of their careers. At times he was very dis
pirited and he sought advice and encouragement from 
the saintly foundress of the Marist nuns, Mother St. 
Joseph, who was superioress of the convent of Bon 

c 
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Repos not far from the college. His nature was too kind 
and lovable for him to make a great teacher of boys, and 
at the end of his first year Fr. Colin, fearing a breakdown 
in his health, appointed him to the less arduous but very 
important task of spiritual director of the whole college. 
Two years later, he became superior of the college. "We 
have never had a superior like him," said one ofhis con
temporaries years later. "Accessible to everyone, he had 
no other measure of his time than the convenience of 
those around him. He was incessantly interrupted, and 
put aside his work and took it up again with a serenity of 
mind that nothing could shake. Never was any trace of 
annoyance or of weariness to be seen on his coun-

" tenance. 
The hardest trial he had to bear for those years was the 

fact that seemingly his missionary zeal had no prospect 
of fmding an outlet. 

Fr. Colin was struggling to make his Marists supra
diocesan but naturally the bishops of the two dioceses 
were very much opposed to such a state of affairs. They 
wished to keep very close to themselves these men so 
manifestly capable and apostolic. There was so much to 
be done in both regions. Things seemed to have reached 
an impasse when Fr. Colin, with his bishop's permission, 
decided to take with him two companions, one of whom 
was Fr. Chanel, to Rome itself and there plead his case 
before the Holy Father, Gregory XVI. They travelled by 
sea and Fr. Chanel during a long and tedious voyage of 
ten days discovered for the first time that he was a poor 
sailor and that he was to suffer greatly from sea-sickness. 
Their time in Rome was taken up by interviews with 
influential prelates to whom they explained the whole 
idea of the society. The Holy Father received them kindly 
but made no promises. The whole affair was placed 
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in the hands of Cardinal Castracane, a noted jurist, 
and the three priests left to return to France. Fr. Chand 
and his companion went on ahead leaving Fr. Colin 
in Rome to make fmal requests. Visits to Loreto, 
Venice and Milan cheered up the two priests, but when 
the three were united again in Belley, they were afraid 
that their journey had been unfruitful. In fact, the whole 
plan of Fr. Colin had been rejected by the learned car
dinal, but this rejection was never made official and never 
communicated to Fr. Colin. The months went by and 
hopes sank as no news came from Rome. Fr. Chand's 
dream of an apostolate in foreign lands would apparently 
never materialize. Anyhow, he went on preparing him
self by his life of sacrifice and dedication in the service of 
others. 

Divine Providence was now to take a hand. Dreams 
were to be turned into reality and his missionary vocation 
was to see its fulfilment. 



CHAPTER V 

OCEANIA 

IT was an Irish sea captain, Peter Dillon, who was 
instrumental in bringing to the notice of the Holy 

See the urgent need of missionary activity in that vast 
area of the world known as Oceania. He had served in 
and commanded for twenty years ships trading between 
the Far East and the islands of the Pacific. He knew the 
area very well and, as a good Catholic, he had noticed 
with dismay the onward march of Protestantism through
out the islands. Having successfully undertaken on behalf 
of the French government a search to determine the fate 
of the explorer La Perouse, he was called to France in I~9 
to be invested with the insignia of a Chevalier of the 
Legion of Honour. Surrounded on all sides by evidence 
of his Catholic Faith, he was unable to forget the state of 
affairs he had left behind him in the Pacific. After long 
enquiries, he heard that Mgr. de Solages, the prefect 
apostolic of Reunion in the Indian Ocean, was in Paris 
and that he was seriously contemplating attacking the 
problem of the evangelisation of the Pacific. Rome was 
aware of the prelate's intentions and had erected a vast 
missionary territory covering all of Oceania, of which 
Mgr. de Solages was to be the administrator. The sea 
captain and the prelate met and decided on a plan of 
action. The Cardinal ofRouen, a man of great influence 
in the French government and also well known in Rome 
for his zealous support of the foreign missions, was 
approached, and he willingly agreed to press the matter 
both in Paris and in Rome. The July Revolution of 
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1830, however, changed things in France, and for the 
time being, at any rate, no governmental help could be 
expected. De Solages returned to Reunion with all his 
hopes and plans but with neither the men nor the money 
to carry them out. In I832 he died in Madagascar. 

In Rome the cardinal's suggestions bore fruit. The 
Holy See, without knowledge of the death of de Solages, 
divided Oceania into two Vicariates. The eastern one was 
entrusted to the missionary order of Pic pus. The western 
was given to Mgr. de Solages. When the news of the 
latter's death eventually did reach Rome, the question 
facing Propaganda was whom to send to this newly
esta blished mission field of Western Oceania. 

Before leaving Rome, Fr. Colin had entrusted the 
affairs of his society to a certain Abbe Trinchant-an 
ecclesiastic well-versed in Roman procedure. It was he 
who had caused the delay in sending to Fr. Colin the 
news that his society had not won approval. The matter 
therefore was not fmally settled. 

Meanwhile, the Holy See had discovered that living 
in Lyons in semi-retirement was a former Prefect of 
Reunion,Mgr. Pastre. Hewas approached about Western 
Oceania. Could he undertake the work and recruit 
helpers amongst the clergy of Lyons? Mgr. Pastre felt 
too old and ailing to accede to Rome's request and asked 
the administrator of Lyons, Mgr. de Pins, to help to 
solve the problem. There was amongst the little group 
of Fr. Colin's disciples in the diocese a Fr. Pompallier 
-a capable and energetic priest. He was approached, 
and signified his willingness to accept the task. As for 
helpers, he naturally turned to his friends in the Marists. 

Fr. Colin was delighted at this completely unexpected 
tum of events. How could he help efficiently, and in the 
numbers required, unless the society was free to develop 
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outside any diocesan limitations? The whole matter 
was referred to Rome, and the Holy Father, in the 
interests of the whole Church, decided to approve the 
Society of Mary and entrust it with the evangelisation 
of the Western Pacific. The Marists only nwnbered 
twenty and Western Oceania was a vast territory, but 
Fr. Colin delightedly accepted the work. By the Brief 
OnmiHIn Gentium of April 29th, 1836, the Marists became 
an independent religious society. 

The joy felt by all was, if course, shared by Fr. ChaneL 
This joy for him was increased beyond bounds when he 
learnt that his name was on the list of the first band of 
apostles to go to the islands of the South Seas. 
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CHAPTER VI 

EN ROUTE 

THE summer of 1836 was a busy and exciting one for 
Fr. Chane!. His first task was to supervise the ending 

of the school year and to see that all was in order for 
his successor as head of the College. Preparations for 
the departure had already begun and correspondence was 
very heavy. It was a very hot summer but there was no 
time to worry about the heat. Polynesia, the field of his 
future apostolate, was always before his mind. Writing 
to one of his former colleagues in philosophy he said, 
" I am very much afraid that I won't see you before we 
leave, so busy are we with our preparations for the 
journey. We are due to leave Le Havre on the 25th 
of October. Pray, I beg you, and get prayers said for 
those souls already in Polynesia and for those who are 
going to them. I shan't be forgotten in your prayers if 
you remember to include the one in greatest need of 
them." In the midst of all the excitement, he had the joy 
of making his profession as a Marist priest. On the 24th 
of September, the two groups of Marists came together 
and elected as their superior general, the Venerable Jean 
Claude Colin, whose whole priestly life had been occupied 
with the task of founding the society. Nineteen priests 
knelt before him that day and took their vows of religion. 
They included St. Peter Chanel and Blessed Marcellin 
Champagnat. 

Fr. Chanel was immediately appointed superior of the 
little group destined for the South Seas. There were 
four priests in the group-Frs. Chanel, Bataillon, Servant 
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and Bret and three brothers-two from Fr. Champagnat's 
community in Lyons and one from Belley. Fr. Colin, 
writing to them, said: "Never rely on yoursclves
either in prosperity or adversity. Rely solely on Jesus 
and Mary. Remind yourselves constantly of the fact that 
the success of your mission will be the reward of your 
faith and confidence in God." Then it was the time for 
farewells. Fr. Chane! went to see his bishop, Mgr. Devie. 
" My child," said the venerable pre!ate to him, "you 
are going to see fulfilled the hopes and aspirations you 
have had for many years. This is the fmt time you have 
caused me any sorrow but I am happy because you are 
obeying the will of God. I have tried your patience in 
the past by opposing you but I was testing the strength 
of a most unusual vocation . You will have trials and 
difficulties without number. Courage! The Blessed 
Virgin whose son you are will console and help you. 
Kneel and receive my blessing-the blessing of one who 
will never see you again on this earth." 

Then Fr. Chanel visited the places he had known and 
loved-Amberieu, Brou, Cras, Montreve! and La 
Potiere. Whilst he was at home at La Potiere the story 
is told that one of his uncles watching him as he helped 
on the farm- he was sharpening a sickle on the grind
stone-suddenly pointed to the barns and granaries full 
of the year's harvest. "Look at those, full to the top. 
Why do you want to go away? Your father left you 
ease and plenty here." Claude Frans:ois Chane! had died 
the previous year as a result of a tragic accident. It is 
re!ated that Fr. Chane! flushed but did not look up. The 
only sound heard was the rasping of the blade on the 
stone. 

Farewells are painful occasions. Fr. Chane! talked to 
his mother of his hopes and his fears and besought her to 
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pray for him. When she arose next morning he was 
already gone. 

On October 5th, the group of missionaries assembled 
in Lyons to make the fmal preparations. It was the cus
tom in succeeding years for Marist missionaries to visit 
Pauline Jaricot before their departure. It seems then that 
the tradition started with this first departure. The foun
dress of the Propagation of the Faith must have been 
overjoyed to see these zealous young men and that the 
work she had founded was he!ping them so effectively in 
carrying out God's work. Mgr. Pomp allier and two of 
the priests and a brother left ahead of the others. Fr. 
Chanel was to see to fmal arrangements for the for
warding of stores and luggage to Le Havre. When all 
was ready he led his fellow labourers up the hill to the 
ancient basilica of Our Lady of Fourviere. Before her 
statue they dedicated themselves to her, and Fr. Chane! 
hlmg around the neck of the Divine Child a ribbon at 
the end of which was a silver heart containing the names 
of the first missionaries of Western Oceania. 

Next day Lyons was left behind. After a short stay in 
Paris the group went northwards to Le Havre. Passing 
through Rouen they had the happiness of being received 
by the Archbishop-the Cardinal Prince of Croy who 
seven years previously had done so much towards the 
foundation of the mission in the South Seas. They 
reached Le Havre on the 27th of October. "Have been 
at Le Havre since the evening of the 27th," wrote Fr. 
Chane!. "Weare staying with an old lady named 
Madame Dodard. Her one happiness in life is in giving 
hospitality to missionaries travelling to or from distant 
lands. 

I am here with one of my fellow priests and 
one of the three brothers. Four missionaries of Picpus 
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have also arrived-three priests and one brother. We 
shall have them as companions during our voyage. They 
are excellent confreres and an example to us all. I have 
walked round Le Havre and along the quays and the 
shore. I just cannot imagine the distance that separates us 
from our dear natives." After the sunshine of La Bresse 
the climate of Normandy was a trial. "I have told you 
about snow," he continues in the same letter, " I can also 
tell you about thunder, lightning and hail. We have had 
them all. However, don't worry about me. It's really 
nothing at all. My mother perhaps will be worrying. I 
did hope to spare her all worry. I hope you passed on to 
her my farewell messages explaining to her why I left as 

I 
I did. She knew that ifit was painful for her to see me go 
it was equally painful for me to leave her. Almighty God 
will reward her. Tell her that I love her increasingly and 
that I'll never forget her in my prayers and masses." The 
letter concludes, "All of you be as gay and happy as I am, 
and all will be well. Whilst awaiting the time when we 
shall be re-united in Heaven let us meet in spirit in the 
hearts of Jesus and Mary." 

On November 12th the whole party was assembled 
waiting the departure. They had to endure frustration 

\ 
and delay. The ship taking them was the Delphine, a 
schooner of 337 tons, under the command of a Captain 
Rouget. The prospect of a journey rOlmd Cape Horn to 
Valparaiso in such a small ship would daunt many hearts 
but Peter Chane! wrote in December: "Favourable 
winds are beginning to blow-the loading of our ship is 
flnished. We shall be able to leave at any moment." 
The winds veered again, much to the dismay of the 
missionaries. Another de!ay was forced on them to try 
their patience. Whilst they waited, their kind hostess 
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who was 85 years of age fell seriously ill and she spent 
her last days in the presence of the missionaries whom 
she loved. Another group came to swell the numbers. 
The Bishop of New Orleans arrived with recruits for 
his mission. Fr. Chanel's mind must have gone back to 
the days when missionary work in the United States 
appealed to him. 

On December the 23rd, the winds changed again and A 
on Christmas Eve all went aboard for the departure. f1 
Bishop Blanc and his companions boarded the Josephine 
bound for New Orleans and the Delphille was ready for 
Valparaiso. To the chant of the Ave Maris Stella from 
both ships the anchors were weighed and the great adven
ture had begun. "We leave with contented minds," 
wrote young Fr. Bret, the great friend of Fr. Chane!. 
" W e calmly place our voyage in the hands of the Blessed 
Virgin. Many who merited more than we did to be 
chosen for this mission must envy our good fortune." 

The ships were only a few hours out of port when a 
winter storm blew up. The Delphine had to seek the 
shelter of the Devon coast until it abated. Many ships 
which had left Le Havre the same day foundered in the 
gale but the Delphine rode out the storm. This was 
almost miraculous because eight days later it was dis
covered that the rudder was severely damaged. A 
rope had become entangled in it when the ship was 
casting off and, in the efforts to disentangle it, over half 
the rudder had come away. The captain decided to make 
for the Canary Isles and on January the 8th, the Delphine 
put into the harbour of Santa Cruz on Teneriffe. There 
was a delay of 50 days whilst repairs were made. The 
missionaries, short of money for this unexpected and pro
longed stay, had their first taste of hardship. They had 
to sleep on the floor of a workman's house. 
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They were relieved to set sail again especially as fever 
was raging on the island. They thought they had escaped 
but young Fr. Bret who shared a cabin with Fr. Chanel 
-if we may call it a cabin for it was only 7 ft. long and 
4 ft . wide-began to suffer from headaches and give all 
the signs of having been stricken down. Fr. Chanel, 
writing to his mother from Valparaiso, described the 
cruel blow that fell on the small party. "He came on 
board with a headache which grew steadily worse. We 
gave him all the remedies at our disposal but to no avail. 

\ God whose designs are adorable although beyond our 
~ understanding, decided to call Fr. Bret to Himsel£ I 

shared a cabin with him and I left him only when forced 
to do so. His death was a terrible blow to us but I see 
that it should excite my envy rather than give rise to my 
tears. He received all the consolations of our religion 
from the Bishop and asked us to pray with him. He 
himself prayed continuously except when weariness and 
sleep overcame him. We could not bring ourselves to 
realize that he was dying. He repeated several times that 
it was of little importance whether his body be eaten by 
fish or by worms as long as his soul was with God. We 
were all with him when he died. An altar was erected 
on the bridge and the Bishop said the funeral mass and 
then his body was lowered into the sea. Be happy, dear 
Mother if ever you hear that I have died like him." 

The Delphine sailed on. The days became weeks and 
the weeks months. Storms and very heavy seas off the 
Falkland Isles and round Cape Hom delayed the ship. 
Drinking water became contaminated and was strictly 
rationed. In the midst of all these anxieties the missionaries 
found time to instruct the crew and bring them back to 
the practice of their faith. On June 28th at long last the 
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Delphine dropped anchor at Valpariaso. The journey had 
lasted over six months. 

The missionaries were warmly welcomed there by the 
Picpus Fathers and on June 29th Bishop Pompallier sang 
a Mass of Thanksgiving. He had the consolation of seeing 
the whole crew of the Delphine receiving Holy Com
munion. Letters from France which had come by a 
shorter route were waiting to cheer up the travellers with 
news of home. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE THRESHOLD 

FOR six weeks the missionaries e~oyed the hospitality 
of their hosts at Valparaiso. Fr. Chanel hastened to 

write letters home, for a boat was leaving for France. 
They were long, interesting letters with news of the jour
ney out, with descriptions of the customs, scenery and 
marvels they sawall round them but there is always an 
undercurrent of anxiery about the length of the stay. He 
wanted to get to grips with the apostolic task awaiting 
him. He wrote to Fr. Bourdin, one of his fellow Marists 
at Belley and his companion along with Fr. Colin on the 
trip to Rome in 1833. "A sea voyage from Marseilles to 
Civita-Vecchia and one from Le Havre to Valparaiso arc 
not quite the same thing-except for the fact that sea 
sickness is the same wherever it is .... We hope to leave 
here on the loth of August but we won't be making for 
New Zealand much as the Bishop would like it. We 
will be taken instead to Gambier and thence to the 
Sandwich Isles where perhaps Divine Providence will 
furnish us with the means of reaching Ascension Isle (or 
Ponape) in the Carolines. Our boat will be the Europa. 
As YOll see, dear Father, despite the immense distance we 
are from Europe we are going by Europe to Western 
Oceania." 

The missionaries were in a dilemma at Valparaiso: the 
vicariate entrusted to them was vast-the number of 
missionaries exceedingly small. To dispose effectively of 
this small number was of vital importance. The chance 
of a passage on the Europa to Tahiti and Hawaii decided 

D 



TIlE LIFE OF S r. PETER CHANEL 

the bishop to tackle the evangelization of the northern 
part of his territory fmt. This would embrace the 
Carolin('s and Papua. 

Trusting in God who had brought them safely this far, 
the missionaries embarked on the Europa on the 10th of 
August, 1837. The crew of this American brig was hostile 
at first but this hostiliry was soon dissipated by the 
friendliness of the priests and their obvious sincerity. The 
little community took the opportunity of calm seas to 
make their annual retreat. Fr. Chane! gave the points for 
meditation. After a very pleasant voyage they arrived at 
Gambier on the 13th of September. When they went 
ashore all they saw was tremendously encouraging. 
Despite the fact that the mission was still in its infancy 
the majority of the people had already been baptised and 
the happy effects of Christianity were to be seen on all 
sides. The Europa sailed for Tahiti three days later and 
reached that port on the 22nd. Protestantism had taken a 
firm hold here and the famous " affaire Pritchard" was 
to be, in 1842, the cause of an international incident. The 
American Consul was a Catholic and gave hospitality to 
the missionaries during their stay. A six-year-old New 
Zealand-born child, son of a European sailor, was brought 
to the bishop for baptism and confirmation- the first 
fruits of his vicariate. 

Tahiti brought home to the bishop very forcibly the 
inroads of Protestantism. In the southern portion of 
Western Oceania the Methodists were entrenching them
selves almost everywhere. This fact forced a change of 
plans on the bishop. He abandoned the idea of starting 
his work in the North and looked around for some place 
where a foothold might be gained in the South-a place 
that could be a solid base for future expansion. He was 
fortunate enough to be able to hire, for an indefinite 
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period, a small schooner of 60 tons-the Raiatea. The (f 
missionaries transferred thcir luggage and supplies to this 
new acquisition and let the Europa sail on for Hawaii 
without them. The Raiatea was directed to sail to the 
nearest large archipelago of the Western Vicariate-the 
Tongan Isles, twenty days journey away. As English was 
widely spoken in the area, the missionaries spent thcsedays 
learning a smattering of this language. Then, the journey 
over, they sighted the first of the many lands entrusted to 
their care. As the little ship entered the harbour ofVavau, 
the Veni Creator, the Ave Maris Stella and the Miserere 
were recited. Natives came out to meet the boat and tried 
to converse with the bishop in English but with little 
success. Fortunately an interpreter was found-a former 
French sailor who had been living for twelve years on the 
island. With his interpreter, Mgr. Pompallier visited the " 
King of Tonga and asked his permission to leave two of 
his company there to study the language and teach. The 
King was willing but said that he must, before giving a 
deflllite answer, get the approval of his two Protestant 
missionaries who at that moment were absent. These \ 
two on their return vehemently opposed the plan and as 
the bishop was handicapped by the language problem, he 
was unable to argue his case and withdrew from the 
island back to the ship. 

Again the missionaries had to examine the next step. 

Three hundred miles to the north east was a smail 
group of islands known as Wallis. The reputation of the 
islanders was not good. They had, two years previously, ,\ 
massacred the crews of two small trading ships and also 
two armed Methodist missionaries from Tonga. The 
islands, then, were completely pagan and action by the 
bishop there would forestall any future attempt by the 
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Methodists. The captain of the Raialea was very appre
hensive about the whole plan but the bishop insisted on 
his setting sail for Wallis. After eight days of sailing they 

~ 
at last came in sight of the island. The first mission of the 
Western Pacific was to be fowlded there. It was All 
Saints Day 1837. 

Wallis had at this time a population of about 3,000, 
living chiefly on its main island-Uvea. Two chiefs and 
half a dozen natives came out in a canoe to examine the 
ship. One of them was known to its captain and spoke 
some English. The missionaries gazed with awe at the 
tremendous physique of these men. 

The first step to be taken in evangelizing them was 
evidently to learn their language. For this, all suspicions 
had to be allayed. As travellers, interested in the language 
and in the customs of the country, perhaps missionaries 
might be accepted. It was as such that the bishop and the 
captain, along with Fr. Bataillon, went ashore to greet 
the king of the island. The interview was satisfactory. 
Gifts were presented, kava was drunk and then the bishop 
made the suggestion that two of his group should remain. 
The king was uneasy at first. What if these men were 
missionaries? The Methodists had tried to convert the 
islanders by threats and intimidation and had said that 
they would depose the king if he did not conform. He 
asked for time to consult the other chiefs before reaching 
a decision, and promised an answer on their next visit. 
The bishop and his party returned anxiously to me ship. 

Two days later they returned and found the chiefs of 
the island assembled. Some opposed vehemently the stay 
of these white men. Others were in favour. Eventually 
the king agreed to receive them as his guests and joyfully 
the missionaries returned to the Raiatea to prepare for the 
unloading of supplies. They decided to open the hatches 
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only at night so that the natives would be unaware of 
what the holds contained. One, however, stayed ovemight 
on board and soon the island was seething with the news 
of the boory on the ship. Sullen armed natives started 
to swarm allover the deck. The captain was ashore and 
the panic stricken mate who saw the natives threatening 
the bishop sent for one of the chiefs who had come 
aboard the day of the arrival. His coming saved the day 
and the natives left the schooner unmolested. The lug
gage destined for the island was sent ashore but it was 
broken open and pilfered on the way. Again the same 
chief came to the rescue and recovered the stolen goods. 
Fr. Bataillon was the priest chosen for this first essay of 
apostolate and a brother was left with him to help him. 

The Bishop placed Wallis under the protection of St. 
John the Baptist. "Every valley shall be filled, every 
mOllntain and hill laid low, the crooked made straight 
and the rough places plain." -Isaias 40.3. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

FUTUNA 

ONE hundred and forty miles to the south-west of 
Wallis are two other islands, Futuna and Alofi. 

They are 2,000 nllles from Tahiti and 300 miles to the 
north-east of the Fiji Isles. Of volcanic origin, the two 
islands are separated by a channel three-quarters of a mile 
wide. A coral reef surrounds them both with only one 
break on the south side of the larger island, Futuna. This 
gives access to the creek of Singave. Futuna is thirty miles 
in circumference and Alofi fifteen . A range of mountains 
rising in the south-east of Futuna culminates in a ridge 
2,)00 ft. high in the north. The clouds deposit their 
moisture on these mountains amongst the high craters, 
and streams have cut deep valleys on the slopes. The 
climate is equable but humid and hot. The inhabitants 
are Polynesians whose ancestors originally came from 
Samoa and in 1837 they numbered about 1,000. Nearly 
all lived on the larger island. 

Their oval-shaped huts were constructed 011 the coastal 
strip mainly in the valleys cut by the mountain streams. 
One track along the coast almost encircled the island. 
Other rougher ones went over the mountains and were 
used when there was any urgency. The island was fertile 
and its produce-taros, ignames, bananas, coconuts, 
along with pork and above all fish-made up the diet of 
the natives. 

Futuruan society was based 011 the tribal system. All 
natives who could claim direct descent from a given 
common ancestor formed themselves into a tribe. The 
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head or chief of each tribe was a man of importance and 
influence. He united all his subjects whenever an occa
sion demanded it. These occasions were numerous-the 
birth of a child in the tribe, initiations into full member
ship, marriages, funerals, the construction of a hut, of a 
new pirogue, harvest time, a fruitful fishing expedition . 

The Futunians believed in the existence of a great 
number of spirits both good and evil and through the 
intermediary of the chief referred to them at aU times. 
It was as if an invisible race of beings existed side by side 
with the natives. The chief, being the people's link with 
these deities, exerted great power and influence. In time 
the tribes themselves formed groups. At the time of the 
arrival of the missionaries there were two of these. 
Naturally their chiefs were paramount and the few 
whites on the island called them kings. The two group
ings had long been at war with each other. The result of 
this unceasing internecine struggle was that the island 
was rapidly heading for almost complete depopulation. 
The tribes which had won the last battle were known as 
the" Malo" or Victors-the defeated, known as " Lava" 
or Vanquished. The material prize gained from the 
struggle was the use of the smaller island, Alofi, which 
was rich in wood. The Malo in Fr. Chand's time 
occupied the eastern part of Futuna. The Lava occupied 
the west. Each Icing had a spokesman who explained to 
the people the wishes of the gods as revealed to the king. 

There were, as has already been said, a few whites on 
the island. They were small traders and beachcombers 
and for the most part Englishmen. They interfered very 
little with the natives except for taking occasionally one 
of the native women as a wife. 

The natives rose usually at six in the morning-the 
hour of sunrise. They took kava and then the men went 
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off to their plantations or fished from their pirogues. 
The women stayed at home weaving mats and the 
children were left to roam at will. At the hottest part of 
the day there was siesta for all and then came the one 
meal. It was cooked by the men. Night fell suddenly at 
6 o'clock and in the villages the fires were lit and every
one gathered round them and there they stayed occupying 
themselves with interminable discussions about their 
petty politics and their religion. 

Mgr. Pompallier heard good reports of the island 
when he was in Wallis and natives of Futuna came and 
asked for a passage in the Raiatea back to their homes. 
A white man on board, Thomas Boag, who had been 
given a free passage from Tonga on the wldertaking that 
he acted as interpreter at Wallis, also wished to go to 
Futuna. He had married a Futwlian woman who had 
died at Tonga. The bishop decided that a visit to the 
island would have its advantages and if favourable reports 
were true Futuna could be the second mission of the 
western Pacific. The boat arrived there on the 8th of 
November. 

Chiefs from the island immediately came on board and 
their attitude was friendly. One of them, Sam Kcletaone, 
the son of the king of the vanquished tribes, was most 
insistent that missionaries should stay. However, nothing 
could be done without the approval of the chief of the 
Victors-Niuliki by name. The bishop then went ashore 
to visit this chief. He was received affably enough. News 
had reached Futuna of the reception given to Fr. Bataillon 
in Wallis and Nuiliki did not wish to be outdone in 
hospitality. A native feast and dance was given in honour 
of the visitors. All this then augured well for the Sllccess 
of missionary activity 011 the island. The bishop suggested 
leaving two of his men ostensibly again to learn the 
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language and study the customs of the country. Nuiliki 
agreed to this and offered them the hospitality of his 
royal hut until such time as a separate dwelling could be 
constructed. 

The bishop hurried back to the ship-his mind made 
up. Thus the little party was to be further split up. Only 
one priest and a brother were left for the rcst of the 
vicariate. Why did the bishop show such consideration 
to these two tiny islands? Firstly, missionary endeavour 
had every hope of being fruitful there. Secondly, the 
missioners could learn the language, which was a dialect 
of Polynesian, and having mastered it they could spread 
their activity to wherever it would be needed, un
hampered by language difiiculties. 

On board he told Fr. Chanel that he was the one 
selected for this next task and that he would have as his 
helper Bro. Marie Nizier. Thomas Boag too would go 
ashore with them and help them over their initial diffi
culties. Cases and luggage were taken ashore and put in 
the chief's hut. The bishop placed the island under the 
protection of St. Francis of Assisi. Farewells were made 
and the bishop promised to return after six months with 
another missionary to help in the work. Then the 
Raiatea sailed away westwards to look for a suitable 
administrative centre for apostolic work. Fr. Chanel 
watched it sail away. He was where he had always 
longed to be. The labourer had come into the harvest 
field. Everything depended now on him. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE APOSTLE 

WHAT sort of a man was this lonely figure who 
stood on the seashore at Futuna? What gifts had 

he which would enable him to crown his work with 
success ? Were there signs of those virtues which would 
rank him with the great ones of the Church of Christ? 

On the surface he was a product of his age-he was a 
romantic. Even his missionary vocation was tinged with 
romanticism. His zeal in part sprang from it. His con
cept of his role as a missionary was rather that of a beauti
ful dream. But all this was merely on the surface. When 
he faced the harshness of life, all the trappings were tom 
away. His solid virtue stood revealed. The dross soon 
came away and left the gold purified by abnegation and 
complete mastery of se!£ 

During his years at the college of Belley he had been 
in almost daily contact with Fr. Colin. Fr. Chane! was 
an apt pupil. The core and centre of missionary life is a 
spirit of penance and complete forgetfulness of self. Fr. 
Colin was wont to say, "The more we have to suffer, 
the more merit comes our way. The works of God are 
not the works of men. These works must pass through 
the crucible to be purified and consolidated. God has 
His own time. He knows better than we do what is 
best for each one of us. Let us, therefore, be filled with 
courage and resignation endeavouring to see and judge 
things by faith alone with the eyes of God. God counts 
all your steps, your moments of anguish, all your sacri
fices. Do not allow your courage to falte r. Show by 
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your submission, patience and good will that you work 
for God and not for men; that you are true children of 
her whom the church calls the Queen of Martyrs. Leave 
earthly reasoning alone. When a missionary has been 
purified by suffering and self-abnegation he forgets what 
he has left behind and thinks only of the souls before 
him. Consider the Saviour of the world-the Head and 
Model of the apostles. Like you and more than you He 
suffered outrage and persecution and privation. He was 
killed by the very men He had come to save. To parti
cipate in His Triumph we must first share His sufferings. 
Storms do not frighten me in the least. They are useful 
-even necessary for the work of God. They sometimes 
submerge a badly built ship but the ship that is stout and 
solid they hasten to port." 

Fr. Chanel had indeed mastered himself. During the 
frustrating years at Belley, faced with a task for which he 
had little aptitude, he held his soul in peace. The long 
and seemingly interminable voyage from Le Havre with 
its dangers, its discomforts whilst he was beset with 
sea-sickness, roused no complaints from him. Fr. 
Bataillon, his companion during that time, wrote: "Fr. 
Chanel was our superior during the journey and our 
model as well. Always kind, always the same, affable and 
full of consideration for our needs, he would not have 
hurt a child. He was always ready to console, encourage 
and to be at the beck and call of all those who depended 
on him. We never saw him out of humour." Fr. Chanel 
had achieved this serenity of mind and soul by long years 
of self-discipline. He had achieved it quietly without 
fuss. 

* * * 
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The Diary 

Our knowledge of the events in the lifeofFr. Chanel on 
Futuna comes mainly from the diary he kept during the 
three and a half years he lived there. He kept the diary in 
obedience to a command he had received from Fr. Colin 
It is precisely a diary, i.e., a day-by-day account of the 
happenings on the island. He did not set out to record 
his own personal reactions to these happenings nor to 
express his own emotions, fears and hopes. It is a record 
of the comings and goings of people round him; of 
masses that were said; of baptisms that were administered ; 
of devotions performed. It records the days when food 
was plentiful and the days when he and Bro. Marie 
Nizier had little or nothing to eat. It tells of the hours 
when they were harrassed by the impommities of the 
natives and of the days when they were left all on their 
own. It describes the journeys they made either along 
the coastal paths or up the difficult and dangerous tracks 
over the mountains. It shows them as peacemakers in 
tribal quarrels and above aU as apostles explaining the 
doctrine of the Kingdom of God in the simplest of terms 
to the natives who were without any sense of moral 
values, and steeped in foolish superstitions. 

It was written at night in the hut of the priest when 
the day's work was done. If he had to spend the night in 
other pares of the island and thus be unable to write, his 
fIrSt task on arriving home was to bring the diary up to 
date. 

It comprised three parts. The first was a record of the 
first few weeks of their stay. The second embraced the 
two years 1838 and 1839 and the third recorded the story 
of the events of the last sixteen months of his life. The 
middle section is the only one, unfortunately, that is 
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extant. The first volume was lost probably by Fr. Chanel 
himself in one of the transfers of his belongings from 
abode to abode. The third part was lying on the ground 
in his hut at the time of his marryrdom. Its cover was 
stained with his life blood. This cover was removed 
from the pages it contained to be treated as a relic during 
the examination in Rome of the saint's writings prior to 
his beatification. The pages without their binding, un
classified as they were, were pushed to one side and lost. 
They have never been traced. The loss of them was 
grievous because it appears they were the most fascinating 
part of the diary. Fortunately a summary of the events 
they contained had been previously made. 

A number of Fr. Chanel's letters written on Futuna 
are extant too. He wrote them hurriedly when a ship 
was off shore, and they took months to reach their des
tination. They were written to the Bishop, to Fr. Colin, 
to Fr. Bataillon, to his relatives and priest friends in 
France and also to boys whom he had had as pupils in 
Belley. Life on the island is described in these letters 
too and they are almost as factual as the diary. 

* * * 

This diary begins the record of each day with such 
words as these, "Rose at 5.30, prayer and meditation." 
Fr. Colin had drummed into his disciples the need of 
prayer. "I want to tell you something," he said, " some
thing that is very dear to me. Pray, pray-let us be men 
of prayer. Let us pray constantly. Let us pray much for 
each other. To do good we must pray. He who loves 
God, the real priest, must include the whole world in his 
prayer. He who prays only for himself has a narrow 
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heart and he will receive grace only in proportion to the 
narrowness of his heart. It is prayer which converts. 
Let us pray much then for the inhabitants of Oceania. 
The souls converted there will be the fruits of our prayers. 
Prayer is the means of doing good whilst remaining 
hidden and unknown. The Blessed Virgin did not make 
much noise but she prayed much. Prayer is the sap that 
nourishes the tree and makes it bear fruit in time. It is 
the oil that keeps the lamp alight. He who acts according 
to God's will, prays. Do all your actions well so that the 
will of God may be accomplished. Be faithful to your 
ordinary prayers and all will be well." At the end of one 
utterly exhausting day on Futuna, Fr. Chanel returned at 
nightfall to his miserable hut. To Bro. Marie Nizier he 
said, "Let us say our Rosary," and the brother relates 
that at the end of the first part of each Hail Mary he had 
to shake the priest to wake him for the second part to be 
said. 

" Thursday, 2Ist March, 1839. Whilst on the journey 
I learnt that the sick man had been taken to Assoa Vera. 
I went there despite the torrential rain. The sick man 
was in a hut near the chief's house. I took advantage of a 
moment when the old men had gone to the shore to 
bathe, to speak to him of Baptism. He listened gladly to 
my words. His father, who was standing by, invited me 
to tell him of the sufferings and death of a man whose 
image he had seen on one of my pictures. I tried to 
explain to him our belief in the Holy Triniry, the Incar
nation and the Redemption of mankind. Then whis
pering to the sick man an act of the love of God I per
suaded him to repeat it whilst I was baptising him. He 
did this with all his strength. He then expressed his joy 
and happiness in the fact that his soul had become pleasing 
to God and that Heaven was assured for him. He had no 
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longer tv fear Hell and the evil spirits. lleft him, advising 
him to repeat over and over again a little invocation to 
our Blessed Lady." That day was a happy one for Fr. 
Chane!. His priestly zeal had found its fulftlment. Such 
days were very few and far between but zeal and en
deavour were never lacking. All the natives whether in 
the royal hut or amongst the ranks of the Vanquished 
were their object. He was putting into practice a lesson 
he had leamed from Fr. Colin. "Think often of the 
kindness of our Blessed Lord. Remember how he gave 
His time to the Samaritan woman. Let us be as indulgent 
towards sinners as He was. Love sllmers. Our Lord 
was ever in their midst. He spoke only against those that 
rebelled. What right have we to put limits to the mercy 
of God? What a beautiful ministry ours is! What a 
marvellous vocation is that of a priest! His is the king
dom of mercy-limitless mercy here below. When you 
are about to exercise your ministry remember you are 
workiIlg on ground that is not your own. Your role is 
less that of the reaper than that of Ruth who gleaned in 
the fields owned by Booz. Pick up the fallen grains 
that have been left behind. As for siemers, spare nothing 
as far as they are concemed. Do not measure the time 
you devote to them. Remember you replace our Blessed 
Lord. Christ understood full well the miseries of the 
human heart. As long as you can work at the salvation 
of souls, do so. It is the greatest, the best, the most 
divine of all the ministries. A priest who has not received 
the grace of zeal has, I dare affirm, not received that of 
the priesthood. Is it possible to see a soul on tlle road to 
perdition and not lift a hand to save it? Is it possible that 
hesitancy and timidity should stand in the way? When 
we have performed our small part with purity of inten
tion God will do the rest." 





A page frO III Father Challc/'s diary. 
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Fr. Chanel performed his small part, never sparing 
himself. God indeed did the rest but He waited till He 
had taken the humble missionary to Himself. 

We have no photograph of Fr. Chanel. When he 
was alive, photography was in its infancy. We have no 
painting of him either. Artists were not commissioned 
to paint lowly priests like him. There are paintings done 
after his death. They are pleasant productions-that is all. 
It is said that his fellow Marists at Belley, after his death, 
askcd his sister, who was supposed to resemble him, to 
sit as a mode! for an artist charged with the work of 
producing a portrait. The result was a conventional 
rype of picture and in no one's opinion did it bring out 
the strength of character and sereniry of the saint. 

We then must see him with our mind's eye as he stood 
on the shore of Futuna. There is a serene man. The 
natives were to call him "The man with the great 
heart." He saw God in everything and therefore could 
be everything to them. His character was not that of a 
St. Paul or a St. Francis Xavier, but behind him was the 
same driving force, the desire to preach Christ and Him 
Crucified. They knew success in their lives. They could 
proceed to further fields, leaving Christianiry founded 
and flourishing behind them. Success didn't come his 
way. He left no flourishing Christian communiry behind 
him when he died. But in the end it was the same. 
Through Fr. Chane! the Kingdom of God knew expan
sion and increase. 



CHAPTER X 

THE APOSTOLATE 

THE king of the Victors on the island, Niuliki, promised 
the bishop that he would lodge the visitors in his hut 

until such time as a separate dwelling could be built for 
them. He kept his word and Fr. Chand and Bro. Marie 
Nizier took possession of a corner assigned to them. 

They both knew what living in community entailed. 
During their voyage, privacy had been at a minimum 
but here began one of the trials that was to be with them 
in varying degrees for the whole of their lives on Futuna. 
The Aoor, covered by a native mat, was their chair, table 
and bed. Their comings and goings, all their movements, 
were followed by inquisitive and critical eyes. Thomas 
Boag, who had landed with them, stayed ncar the white 
men who lived on the island further up the coast. He 
often came to see the missionaries and it was only during 
his visits that they had, during these first weeks, any 
means of communicating with the natives. Food was 
cooked only once in the day-in mid-afternoon. There 
was a half-hearted attempt at the very begirming to pro
vide a meal for the visitors in the morning but this soon 
petered out. Native food seems to have suited them but, 
after a twenty-four-hour fast, perhaps it was a case of 
hunger being the best sauce. They were guests in the 
chief's house and therefore they had to be circumspect 
and exercise great restraint. Any lessening of goodwill 
in those crucial [lrst days would have disastrous conse
quences and probably mean the end of the mission. 

Their stores had to be closdy guarded Fr .. Chane! 
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wished to think well of the natives but innate common 
sense told him not to put temptation ill the way of these 
people deprived of so much of the world's goods. 

Thus he waited for several weeks before venturing to 

say his first mass and he did so only after the lung had 
fulfilled his promise to build a small hut for the mis
sionaries. This hut, erectcd by the natives, was a poor 
afiair. Its walls were bamboo stakes interlaced with palm 
leaves, and its roof was of palm leaf thatch. 

It was pleasantly situated. That much could be said 
for it, for it was in the valley of Alo on the southern 
shorc of the island quite ncar the sea and it at least 
shaded them from the broiling sun. It was home for the 
two and there they prayed and worked. 

They had neither dictionary nor grammar to help them 
in their struggle to learn the language. Such books 
simply did not exist. They had to point to various 
objects round them, listen to the native words for them 
and then write them down phonetically. It was a slow, 
painful task. At night, when they had some peace and 
quiet, they repeated over and over again the sOllllds they 
had heard. They must have often been discouraged but 
they had to persevere for no apostolic work could be 
undertaken until they could express thcl11sel ves. 

In this poor hut, on the Feast of the Immaculate Con
ception, December 8th, as Bro. Marie Nizier wrote, 
" The Lamb without stain immolated Himself for the 
first time on Futuna." Fr. Chanel said mass occasionally 
in the weeks following but when Christmas came he 
decided to celebrate it openly and with as much solemnity 
as possible. The luggage was searched for odds and ends 
that would beautifY the hut. Candles were lit and a 
rough table which served as an altar was decorated with 
flowers and palm leaves. The mass was sung and Bro. 
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Marie Nizier fllled the double role of altar server and 
choir. A dozen or so natives, attracted by the lights and 
the singing, came and 5at in silence on the floor, watching 
intently and wondering what it was all about. The 
stable at Bethlehem itself was hardly poorer or humbler 
than this hut at Alo, but the same Saviour came to both. 

The mass having fmished, the natives left as silently as 
they had come and in their villages talked of the strange 
things they had seen. Curiosity had been arollsed and in 
the following weeks natives often crowded into the hut 
when Fr. Chanel celebrated mass, which he now did 
almost every day. After the mass was over, he would 
attempt to say a few words in Futunian to them ... 1st 
January, 1838. For the 14th time I have had the happiness 
of saying mass on the island. Several men and women 
from Singave were present for the first time. They were 
very quiet and well-behaved. It all seemed beautiful to 
them." 

He started to move amongst the people in their villages 
and he was always received in a friendly way by those 
who had seen him at the altar. Of course, it was impos
sible to give any explanation of the ceremony. He sought 
to gain the goodwill of all by little acts of kindness. 
When the sick were brought to him he did what he 
could to help them but he was not stocked to any extent 
with medical supplies. However, they were grateful. 
He had bought a large canoe from one of the English 
traders and this was placed at the service of the natives who 
wished to use it for their fishing expeditions. Bro. Marie 
Nizier made a name for himself as a barber, and chiefs 
came daily to have their beards trimmed and their hair 
cut. Niuliki, the paramOlmt chief or king as the white 
settlers called him, was no stranger in the hut. "The 
Epiphany. My 17th mass. The king arrived as we were 
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preparing our altar. Along with several other people, he 
was present at mass and after I had made my thanks
giving we shared some food with him. Then I made 
him a present of a coloured shirt and a pair of trousers. I 
helped him to put them on. He thinks that he is now 
dressed just as a king should be dressed." 

The next day, more natives than ever before came 
along. When the hut was full, those left outside tore 
apart the leaves on the walls to get a glimpse of what was 
happening. That day Fr. Chanel sadly notes, "I went 
down to the shore to see the fishermen at work and Bro. 
Nizier left the hut for just a moment. The natives stoIc 
a shirt from us. Two cotton hats had been taken from 
us in the previous twelve or fifteen days. I said nothing 
at the time but when our interpreter Thomas Boag came 
from Singave I reported the matter to him." In fact the 
interpreter did take the matter up with the king and the 
stolen goods were returned . Children were blamed for 
the theft. 

Fr. Chanel was facing moral standards that were 
abysmally low and he felt utterly helpless. He had to 
force down his resentment. He wanted to think well of 
the natives and yet he had to uphold Christian standards. 
Reproof, if it came at all, had to come through the 
interpreter. He consoled himself with a remark made 
by one of the white traders. "If these people are ever 
converted to Christianity, they will make excellent 
converts. " 

Thieving and immorality were two evils he expected 
to find, but the hatred of one part of his flock for the 
other, which led to fratricidal war, was something that 
dismayed him beyond measure. "23rd January, 25th 
mass. Between nine and ten in the morning we heard 
war cries rOlll1d our hut. The womenfolk were calling 
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to their men working in the plantations. As soon as these 
arrived, they seized their spears and held a noisy meeting 
with everyone shouting at the same time. Then eame 
the offering of a kava root and a bamboo spear to the 
gods of the island. Three great war cries were heard and 
all rushed to the place where the signal for combat had 
been given. Two white men employed by Jones the 
trader had, at the instigation of the vanquished tribe, 
fired on a native of the opposing side who was working 
in the plantations." The man was killed and the V;ctors 
were determined to avenge his death. 

Fr. Chanel hurried to the warriors' meeting place and 
by signs and stammered words tried to point out the 
futility of retaliation. No one paid any heed and all 
went ahead with their preparations. He returned weary 
and dispirited to his hut for the night. Next morning he 
trudged to Singave in the territory of the Vanquished and 
there also warlike preparations were seen on every side. 
He spoke to the son of the chief-the same Sam Keletaone 
who had welcomed them to the island. "I told him of 
the sorrow I would feel at seeing souls going before their 
God without the grace of baptism. With patience, 
perhaps a happy change would come over the island, bnt 
he replied that once war was declared it must be fought." 

The priest had to return once more to his hut. There 
seemed to be so much goodwill towards him and yet he 
was unable to make use of it. Parleyings between the 
two sides went on for weeks and there was an uneasy 
peace on the island. 

O ne morning during this time Fr. Chanel heard that a 
schooner belonging to Trader Jones would soon be sailing 
for Wallis. Perhaps Fr. Bataillon would be some help 
in solving the language problem. Fr. Chanel wished to 
make his Easter duties, so, leaving Bro. Nizier in charge 
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of the hut, he paid his passage on the schooner for Wallis. 
There was the usual frustrating delay waiting for favour
able winds, and when at last they put to sea the missionary 
was visited by his old acquaintance, sea-sickness. "I am 
unable to say my office," he records, "I am so weary 
and ill." Three days later they were anchored off Wallis. 
Fr. Chand had difficulty in getting a message through to 
Fr. Bataillon and Bro. Joseph. It was after dark when it 
did arrive. The two hastened to the shore and hailed the 
ship, wondering who their visitor could be. They had 
been completely isolated for five months. They did not 
know that Fr. Chanel was on Futuna because the decision 
to found a mission there had been made only when the 
Raiatea was off the island. When the two learnt that 
Fr. Chane! was the visitor, they could not believe it. 
They shouted three times for confirmation of the news. 
Then they hurried to the ship by canoe and a joyful and 
unexpected reunion took place. Conversation went on 
well into the night-there was so much to tell. 

Fr. Chanel learned that Fr. Bataillon had not made 
much progress either, but somehow Wallis was more 
settled. The king was in control of all the islanders and 
was friendly to the missionaries. In fact he was at tha t 
time constructing for them a timber house built in 
European fashion. The two priests immediately settled 
down to the task of getting to grips with the language. 
They pooled their knowledge and were able to translate 
into Polynesian the Lord's Prayer, the Hail Mary and the 
Creed along with other short and useful prayers. They 
went to confession to each other and then it was time 
for Fr. Chand to return. He was uneasy about Futuna. 
Was there still that uncertain peace or had fighting 
broken out in earnest? If it had, Bro. Marie Nizier was 
in a dangerous position. When he did arrive back, there 
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was peace. The Victors had killed one of the Vanquished 
and honour seemed satisfied. One piece of news was 
disturbing. Niuliki had moved his hut to the other side 
of the island at Poi and had transported all the belongings 
of the missionaries there as well. Once again a corner of 
the royal hut was their home. 

At this time the friendliness of the king and his chiefs 
was evident. When Fr. Chanel suggested saying mass in 
the royal hut no difficulty was raised. "6th May-60th 
mass. I had the joy of offering the Holy Sacrifice for 
the first time on this part of the island. The king's house 
served as a church. Not only was the king pleased that 
mass should be celebrated but he told the people of the 
valley to come. I was well satisfied with the silence 
which reigned-it was broken only by the cries of the 
children-they acted as a choir for me. Everyone seemed 
pleased at what they had seen." 

These sympathetic expressions were gratifying but 
hearts were not moved. The gulf between the mentality 
of the natives and that of a Christian community was 
enormous. The question of how it was to be bridged 
still remained as difficult as ever. The white men of the 
island gave no example to the natives. "21st of May, 
Rogation day. A crowd went off to Assoa Vere today. 
There, they exchanged pigs and young girls for rifles, 
shot and powder. Three girls were chosen for this un
happy transaction. Jones the trader gave five rifles in 
exchange for one girl." 

He had not as yet administered one baptism, and, 
almost daily, news reached him of the death of adults, 
and also of infants who had died shortly after birth. He 
wore himself out tramping through the valleys seeking 
information abo lit the sick. but it was withheld. He 
always learned too late. The language was the ever 
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present problem. Whenever he was left alone and there 
was peace and quiet he got out his notes on the grammar 
and studied as hard as he could but progress was painfully 
slow. To fmd words and phrases to fit the mysteries of 
the faith needed hours of study and work. 

Fr. Chand insisted to the king that they must have a 
hut of their own, as they had at Alo. Eventually, 
materials and ground were allocated for the purpose. All 
their belongings packed away in a damp corner were 
deteriorating rapidly and replacement was almost im
possible. "4th June, Corpus Christi. Mass at a very 
early hour. If I have not with Bro. Marie Nizier the 
consolation of following Our Lord in triumphal proces
sion, at least we offer Him to our Heavenly Father at 
mass and in return we receive Him into our hearts. 
Despite the somnity of the feast, I allow Thomas Boag 
and Brother Marie Nizicr to continue their work on the 
hut, for our belongings are in a deplorable state." 

Four days later, quite unexpectedly, came the joy of 
the £,irst baptism. "r8th June. The king told me that 
there was a child sick at Laloua. I hastened there. I 
found the child asleep in the arms of all old blind woman. 
I caressed it and distributed some drops of perfume to 
the bystanders. I then asked for water and baptised it, 
giving it the name of Marie Marcellin. I went back to 
Poi singing a Te Deum of thanksgiving." 

The following months were uneventful. The building 
of the hut went on apace and it was fmished by the 
beginning of September. With great relief they moved 
out of the king's hut and into their own and had some 
privacy once the novelty had worn off and the natives 
ceased thronging it at all hours. There were indeed a 
few baptisms to record but also many occasions when 
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opportunities for administering the sacrament were with
held from the priest by the unwillingness of the natives 
to inform him of sickness in their valleys. "13th of 
November. 208th mass. Rising at 5.1 5, Prayer, Medi
tation, Holy Mass. The king came and invited us to a 
wedding ceremony. A few minutes later I learnt of the 
death of the young woman of Fikavi who had given 
birth to a still-born child a few days ago-two souls 
deprived of the grace of baptism. What would I not 
have given-even my blood-to have been able to open 
the gates of Heaven for them? Manual work and then 
study of the language." 

And so the months passed. The missionaries were 
absolutely dependent on the natives for food. They had 
it sent to them some days; on other days they were 
invited to one of the continual rounds of feasting that 
took place on the island. Their own larder was practically 
bare. The captain of an American whaler came to pay a 
courtesy visit to the missionaries and Fr. Chanel wryly 
remarked that for dinner all he could offer him was a 
coconut. There were days too, when the missionaries 
went hungry. This dependence on chariry they tried to 
obviate by building a pallisade round their garden and 
hut and planting banana and bread-fruit trees inside it. 
The pallisade was meant mainly to keep out the wild pigs 
but it was hoped it might act as a deterrent to thieving 
natives. 

The cli.rnate, hot and humid as it was, fatigued them at 
times and they suffered from bouts of fever. Remedies 
were non-existent and they just had to rest till the fever 
passed and then slowly try to regain their strength. Their 
journeyings went on in all kinds of weather. These were 
wearying and at times dangerous. "I set out for Aro 
along the coast but I was halted in my tracks by the 
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incoming tide. I had to go inland and fmd my way 
through the mountains. I was soon lost and found no 
sign of any path. I went on, climbing and descending 
over most difficult terrain. On one occasion I nearly lost 
my life. I shall always be grateful to the Blessed Virgin 
for directing my steps away from the edge of a ravine in 
which I would surely have been killed." Another time 
he described a night journey through these mountains. 
He kept to the track this time but there was pitch darkness, 
and torrential rain made the steep path slippery and 
muddy. He naively remarks that three times he fell on 
his bottom and reached his hut covered in mud, his 
soutane torn and soaking. 

In the February of their second year on the island they 
experienced their fmt typhoon. The diary relates
" February 2nd. Feast of the Purification of the Mother 
of God. Prayer, Meditation and Holy Mass. We spent a 
quiet day and had the consolation of renewing our vows 
of religion. During our evening prayers, the wind rose 
and blew out our lamp, leaving us without means of re
kindling our fire. We retired early to rest. We slept no 
better for that. The wind blew stronger, and so loud was 
the roaring of the sea that we were unable to hear the 
thunder that pealed constantly over our heads. We rose 
several times during the night as the gusts of wind shook 
our hut. We could not close our eyes. Suddenly at 
4 a.m. the wind changed direction. Howling round us, 
it ravaged everything. Dust, gravel, leaves blew in our 
faces and blinded us. Our hut began to disintegrate and 
we did not have time to dress as we went to try and 
strengthen its tottering walls. We heard coconuts falling, 
then the palm trees themselves crashing to the ground. 
Neighbouring huts were Sllffering worse than ours and 
natives came and sought shelter with us. Whilst they took 
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shelter they stole from us. Despite the torrential rain, 
the storm lifted into the air sand, stones, leaves and roofs. 
We all eventually had to flee to the royal hut. The first 
light of day revealed ruin on all sides. Houses and trees 
had crashed to the ground or were ripped in such a 
manner that one would have said enormous hailstones 
had fallen on the island. Distraught natives with their 
guns and spears in their hands ran in all directions. We 
dared not abandon our hut for fear of pillaging, but 
eventually the king ordered all our effects to be taken 
to his hut and there we tried to get some rest. Insects 
nearly ate us alive and the following night was painful 
and seemed interminable." 

Their damaged hut was not beyond repair and work 
was started immediately, but, for the time being, it was 
the royal residence again. On the following Sunday Fr. 
Chane! said mass again there, on a poor rough table. 
Beside the altar was a woven mat in which one of the 
gods of the island was supposed to indwell. "I prayed 
for victory over that god of lies," he records. A few 
days later they were back in their own home. Parts of it 
had been found to be beyond repair but, restricted in 
size as it was, it was their religious house, their chapel, 
their all. 

The missionary moved through the valleys seeing the 
damage done and sympathizing with the natives. The 
work of reconstruction was going on everywhere. The 
island was amazingly fertile and the threat of famine 
soon disappeared. TIlls journey through the devastated 
valleys had one happy result. "I met three children at 
Tufuone who begged me to go and see a sick child. I 
found it to be dying, so I baptized it and gave it the name 
of Joseph." His journeyings took him to Singave amongst 
the Vanquished. "Whilst there I had a long talk with 
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Sam Kcletaone. 1 gave him a sununary of the Christian 
faith, then a description of the world and the firmament. 
The king of the Vanquished in the evening reported that 
natives visiting Futuna from Wallis had told him that, if 
the island became Christian, the people would die of 
hunger. I told him that France, all Europe, England and 
America were Christian countries and in them food was 
abwldant." 

The priest saw there a small hut which was being 
erected for him by Thomas Boag. He would on its 
completion be able to say mass in it occasionally. It 
was to be, as it were, a chapel-of-ease to the hut at Poi. 
On the 13th of March in that region he was able to 
baptize an adult in danger of death. "I visited a sick 
man and the danger he was in prompted me to ask him 
if he wished to become a Christian. He said a few words 
and then turned a way too tired to speak. His relatives 
could not understand what I was trying to do. Through 
Thomas Boag, with whom 1 converse in indifferent 
Portuguese, I made the man grasp some fundamental 
beliefs and he expressed a desire to become a Christian. 
I baptized him and gave hime the name of Peter. I left 
him after asking him to repeat often, " Have pity on me, 
o God, for I wish to go to Heaven." 

Always and everywhere the language difficulty hin
dered the apostolic priest. His study of it went on and 
on but it was an uphill task. He became aware, too, of 
munnurings amongst the natives about his stay on the 
island. Bishop Pompallier before leaving, had stated 
that he would be back in six months bringing another 
priest to keep Fr. Chanel company. Eighteen months 
had passed and no visitor had come. Were they leaving 
him on the island merely to be rid of him? Had he 
any friends at all? Such was the gossip of the natives, 
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but on May 8th an event happened which put an end to 
all such talk. Fr. Chanel wrote : "34Ist Mass, Prayer 
and Meditation. Early in the morning it was announced 
that a ship was off the coast. As it was raining heavily, 
nothing could be seen and as nothing happened, it was 
presumed to be a false alarm. But at ten o'clock, natives 
came hurrying to the hut shouting, " Your relatives have 
arrived." I ran quickly to see and greet these newcomers. 
Fr. Bataillon was bringing to see me three Marist priests 
and three brothers from France. Bro. Nizier and myself 
were speechless, so great was our surprise and joy. The 
whole island was moved and the natives crowded round 
sharing our joy. There was feasting and dancing and the 
king allowed us to say mass the next day in the royal 
hut." It was Ascension Day. 

Probably the few days that followed were the happiest 
Fr. Chane! spent on the island. The newcomers had to 
share in the privations of the missionaries and what 
privations they were! One of the newcomers, Fr. Epalle, 
gives a graphic account of them. "As we approached 
his dwelling, Fr. Chane! came out to meet us. We 
entered his hut. It was not quite the house of Nazareth 
for, though very poor, that holy abode was modestly 
furnished and had household utensils. It was not quite a 
prophet's cell; Elias had a bed, a chair, a table and a 
candlestick; in Fr. Chand's room there was nothing but 
a little altar of rough wood; the floor was strewn with 
pebbles from the seashore; the trunk of a tree thrown 
crosswise served as a pillow at night, with some matting 
made from the bark of trees serving as a coverlet to keep 
off the myriads of mosquitoes. His tattered clothes, the 
vestments needed for mass, a few gardening tools and an 
axe which later was to be put to terrible use; such were 
the contents of this poor hut. The garden was planted 
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with several trees, some already bearing fruit . There was 
no kitchen, so meal times did not count. My appetite 
was so keen I made my needs known to him. He replied 
that considering the number and quality of the guests 
the king would certainly serve a royal meal but the hour 
of it depended on the king's own appetite. We were 
summoned eventually to a smoky hut and there were 
laid out for us, taros and yams. The insipidity of this 
nourishment only quieted my hunger without satisfying 
it and yet such was the daily fare of Fr. Chanel." This 
was a foretaste of what Fr. Epalle himself would suffer 
later on. He became a bishop and was sent to evangelize 
the natives of Melanesia. On landing in the Solomon 
Isles in r845 at the very start of his mission he was hacked 
to death by the natives. 

Fr. Chane! took his visitors all over the island. They 
said mass in the hur at Singave. They showed to the 
natives that Fr. Chane! was not a castaway. They also 
gave him news of home and brought him letters. They 
replenished his wardrobe and gave him trinkets for dis
tribution to the natives. They even presented him with 
an accordion to embellish a little Bro. Marie Nizier's 
singing at mass. 

Time passed too quickly. The visitors had to sail on 
to New Zealand to meet Bishop Pomp allier who was 
almost in despair at their non-arrival. Fr. Chanel hurried 
on with his letter writing. He wrote home to his bishop, 
to Fr. Colin, to pupils at the school at Belley urging 
them to come and join him. Then came the farewells. 
There was one consolation. Fr. Bataillon had to stay a 
while longer as the schooner was making straight for 
New Zealand. 

All the excitement over, the two priests got down to 
the language. They tried preaching in the villages and 
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composed hymns for the natives to sing. Fr. BataillOIl 
who was a bold and intrepid man dared to suggest to 
Niuliki that some of the lesser idols of the island, much 
feared for the evils they were supposed to cause, should 
be burnt. The king consented, sure that no one would 
dare do such a thing. Frs. Chane! and Bataillon gathered 
all the foolish objects that were supposed to be the 
dwelling-places of these spirits and made a bonfire of 
them. The natives were astounded when they saw the 
priests smiling and unharmed as the fire burnt out, and 
their delight knew no bowlds. Some asked to be 
mstructed in the faith and Niuliki said that he himself 
would follow thc lead of his people if they turned ell 
lIlasse to Christianity. 

Fr. Bataillon after two months returned to Wallis and 
left Fr. Chane! optimistic and happy. What he had 
worked for, denied himself for, prayed for, was secm
mgly about to happen. God willed otherwise. 
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Father Ba/ailloll, III laler ycars, 

Bishop oj Ceil/wi Occallia. 



CHAPTER Xl 

CIVIL WAR 

G REATLY encouraged by the visits he had received 
from his fellow Marists, Fr. Chand set to work with 

renewed zest at the task before him. He could now 
express himself passably well in the language of the 
island. He knew his way about and he thought that he 
understood the mentality of the natives. Surely a break
through would come now. Then came civil war with 
all its aftermath of pride on one side and sullen resent
ment on the other. The priest had to stand by helpless 
as passions were unleashed and his natives gave way to 
wild, lll1bridled savagery. The cause of it all was the ever 
present ambition of the vanquished tribes to assert them
selves and gain supremacy. Fifteen months before, the 
threatened conllict had petered out but this time it was 
to be serious. The king of the Vanquished was old and 
he wished, before he died, to restore his tribes to what he 
considered to be their rightful place. On the 7th of 
July, Fr. Chanel started on one of his visits to the villages 
of the island. On arriving at Singave, the principal village 
of the Vanquished, he found nothing but talk of and 
preparations for war. 

Nothing was kept secret and the Victors soon learnt of 
all this. They too started to prepare. There was much 
trading with the whites for rifles. Fr. Chanel passed from 
one side to the other preaching the blessings of peace 
but no one paid any attention to him and then he returned 
to Poi to await the outcome of events. These he des
cribed in a letter to Fr. Bataillon written several weeks 
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later. "The 5th to the 9th of August was a quiet time. 
On the loth the Victors sent peace offerings to Singave 
but the Vanquished would have none of them and 
immediately the war cry was heard on all sides. It was 
indeed war this time. A little stream separated the two 
groups, with the men of Singave slightly fewer in number. 
They twice drove back the Victors. Their king cried 
out, "Courage, Singave, the Victors will be Vanquished." 
However, there was a three-pronged counter-attack. 
When rifles could no longer be fired, the combatants 
engaged in hand-to-hand fighting. Some killed their 
comrades instead of the enemy. At last, despite the 
protection of their gods, the men from Singave faltered. 
The young warriors gave way and left their old men to 
continue fighting and die on the field. Sam Keletaone 
was reponed to have been the last to flee. Peel, an 
Englishman on the island, thought it his duty to inter
vene. Natives shouted to him to take refuge in the woods 
but he refused, saying that such an action was not worthy 
of a white man. He was left dead on the ground, pierced 
with spears and stripped naked. All this time we were at 
Poi, worried about what was happening and then an 
exhausted messenger arrived from Niuliki imploring us 
to come and attend the wounded. We ran as quickly as 
we could to the place and arrived to find dead and 
wounded scattered everywhere around. The island 
women were there wailing and smearing themselves 
with the blood of their menfolk who had just perished. 
We met the king coming towards us supported by his 
wife and his daughter. He had a long, deep wound in 
his shoulder but not a dangerous one. We gave him 
something to drink and then we attended to the rest of 
the injured. Thomas Boag pulled spear heads out of 
gashes and extricated bullets. I went round all the dead 
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to see if life was really extinct. The sights I saw made 
me shudder with horror, for the men of Singave had been 
horribly mutilated. Their three gods had deceived their 
followers-a tiling which, I pray, will hasten the day 
when they shall come to know me one true God." 

On that terrible day 12 of the Victors and 23 of the 
Vanquished died. 40 natives were seriously wounded, of 
whom some died later. Fr. Chanel was able to baptise 
two or three of these. He helped to dig a grave for the 
unfortunate Peel who was buried where he fell . At night
fall, the three returned to Poi overwhelmed with sorrow 
and fatigue and sick at heart. 

The island already suffered from a very lligh rate of 
infant mortality, and this, combined with the fratricidal 
strife, meant that the race would soon be in danger of 
extinction. Conversion to Christianity and resulting 
rugher standards of morality were the island's only hope 
of survival. Trus Fr. Chand knew and yet he had 
acrueved so little towards it. He summed up the state of 
affairs in a letter written to Fr. Colin at Belley: "The 
island is still not Christian. In addition to my want of 
zeal, trus is due to the thousand and one prejudices and 
fears we have to overcome. The natives know quite 
well, unfortunately, how converts to Christianity have 
suffered on other islands of the Pacific. (Here Fr. Chanel 
is alluding to the various pressures brought to bear on 
natives by warring protestant sects.) We tell them that 
we Catholics do not behave like that but they won't 
believe us. The stories told by visitors from other 
islands only increase the apprehensions of our natives. 
The Icing of the island and other cruefs have the reputation 
of being possessed by the gods of the island and they are 
feared by the natives who load them with presents to 
curry favour with them. 
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Twenty baptisms-four of adults, and all in danger of 
death-that is the sum total of our harvest of souls in 
eighteen months. We have, however, the consolation of 
knowing that the islanders are better disposed towards lIS 

than they were at the beginning. Would that our hearts 
were as burtling as the SWl that beats down on us. Alas! 
We try to perform our exercises of piety together and 
to follow the rule which our bishop gave us. We do 
wish to remove any obstacle that impedes the flow of 
divine mercy on the island committed to our care. It is 
easier said than done. My heart rejoices at the news of 
the growth of our society. Will I have the consolation 
of seeing some day one or two Francis Xaviers coming 
forth from the sodality of Our Lady in the nlinor 
seminary? I do wish that missionary zeal would penetrate 
into that house. We will try and hasten by our prayers 
the coming of those whom Our Lady will choose for 
the work of making her Son known and loved by our 
pagans." 

He had sacrificed everything to come to Futuna. France 
was still often in his thoughts. In November he wrote 
to the parish priest of Cras, the successor of his beloved 
Abbe Trompier: "I am constantly recalling to my mind 
the happy years I spent at Cras. I can never forget that 
it was at the foot of your altar that I had the joy of 
sharing for the first time in the divine banquet and that 
there, eleven years later, I had the even greater joy of 
offering to God for the first time, on that same altar, the 
August Victim of our salvation. I never forget those 
dear to me in France. I sometimes dream that I am 
amongst them all and I ask myself how I got there so 
quickly and then I wake up on FutlUla, on my little bed 
in my bamboo hut. Be assured, dear Abbe, that distance 
does not dinlinish affection and love." 
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The months following the end of the civil war were 
comparatively uneventful. The language difficulty was 
less acute and he was able to explain more clearly to the 
natives the truths of Christianity. A small group started 
to come regularly to him for instruction and with the 
help of an abbreviated catechism course drawn up by 
Fr. Bataillon, they made progress in their understanding 
of Christian doctrine. It was a slow business because, on 
leaving the priest, they returned to their villages where 
immorality was rife and pagan superstitions regulated 
their every action. 

More people called for Fr. Chane! when they were ill 
and more infants in danger of death were baptised. 
Even Niuliki called him when his child was dying. "I 
left about mid-day for Tamana with all the things neces
sary for the baptism of the king's son. Having obtained 
the permission of the child's mother, I sought that of the 
king. He was quite willing. I put on my surplice and 
stole and after kneeling for a short prayer I began the 
ceremony. All the things I did excited the interest of the 
natives. I gave the name of Mary Theodore to this happy 
little child. The words I then addressed to the king and 
the bystanders seemed to be well received. I then went on 
to visit a young consumptive but I'm afraid he won't be 
converted." Other chiefs called him in on like occasions, 
even one Musumusu, a near relative of the king. This 
friendliness surely augured well for the future. Pilfering 
of the missionary's possessions was much less frequent and 
Fr. Chanel on certain days reserved the Blessed Sacrament 
in his hut. 

Then excellent news came from Wallis. After months 
of trial and persecution, Fr. Bataillon had had wonderful 
results from his preaching. With his command of the 
language and his sense of the dramatic, he reaped a 
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harvest of souls for the Church. There had been fierce 
opposition from some chiefs, who like those on Futuna, 
relied for their power and prestige on the belief that they 
were the mouthpiece of the gods, but despite this there 
were over I400 catechumens. Fr. Chand rejoiced and 
redoubled his efforts. Maligi, the chief minister and 
spokesman of Niuliki, told him that if only the king 
would become a Christian, the whole island would 
follow his example. So the priest directed all his efforts 
at the conversion of Niuliki. He begged him in season 
and out of season to consider conversion, but the replies 
were always evasive. "It's a good thing to become a 
Christian," the king once remarked, " for those that feel 
that way." 

In fact, an undercurrent of resentment towards the 
priest was making its presence felt on the island. The 
king had transferred his hut a long way up the coast to 
Tamana and his visits to Poi became very infrequent. 
The civil war had hardened the belief of the chiefs of 
the Victors in the power of their gods. Their influence 
sprang from the reputation they enjoyed as the distri
butors of the favours of the gods. What would their 
position be if they abandoned all this for Christianity? 
What had happened on Wallis they took as a warning 
to themselves. Gradually friendliness to Fr. Chanel was 
replaced by a cold indifference. He had been too long 
with them. He had outstayed his welcome. 

When Christmas I839 came, very few natives asked 
for permission to assist at midnight mass. "24th Decem
ber 52Ist Mass. Rising at 5. Holy Mass and other 
exercises. We worked all day at the preparation of our 
chapel for Christmas. The weather was overcast, the 
wind strong. The natives came and asked us if there 
would be a storm. Almost everyone was at Fikavi and 
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very few asked permission to assist at midnight mass. 
We began a little before midnight with the singing of 
the Venire Exit/remus followed by a hymn and the Te 
Dertl1l. Then came the sung mass. We rose at six and 
immediately I celebrated the mass of the dawn and the 
sung mass of the day followed. No sun during the day. 
At nightfall the wind redoubled in violence. 

" 26th Thursday. Rising at 5.15. 525th mass. The 
sea rough, heavy showers, dark clouds. In the middle of 
mass, gusts of wind presaged a storm. I feared I would 
not fInish the Holy SacrifIce without an accident. After
wards, we hurried to move all the decorations of our 
chapel to safety. Thomas Boag strengthened the roof 
inside and Ollt. We pushed mats against the walls to 

prevent flooding. We relaxed for a few moments for 
dinner. The sea threatened to engulf us. The cries of 
the natives offering kava to their gods intermingled with 
the roaring of the sea. Fortunately all was soon over but 
we prepared for the night and ensured the safety of our 
hut. Early to bed, incapable through weariness and lack 
of sleep to do more. 

" Saturday, 28th of December, 527th mass. Thomas 
Boag is ill with a pain in his side. I went off to visit the 
king and whilst on my way I learned that he had gone to 
Fikavi for a ceremony of initiation. The old woman 
whom I baptised at Tuutu died yesterday afternoon. I 
visited the sick at Falaki. 

" 29th Sunday. Mass and religious exercises. Thomas 
Boag has passed a bad night. We attended to him as best 
we could. Natives came to share our food. 

" 30th, 529th mass. Rising at 5-Spiritual exercises. I 
sent the brother to Tamana to trim the beards of the 
king and the old chiefs. He told me on his return that 
the king is ill. 
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" 3 Ist. Rising at 4.45. 530th mass, meditation. Natives 
came and pestered us during the morning. When I even
tually had peace, I studied the language." 

These entries in the diary are the last that are extant. 
They describe typical days on Futuna-days of monotony 
and little irritations, days of journeyings to perform acts 
of kindness to the natives and prepare them for a true 
appreciation of the Christian way of life. What a pity 
the last volume of the diary has been lost! Save for two 
letters Fr. Chanel wrote in I840 which have survived, 
these entries in the diary are the last words we have from 
his pen. Fr. Roulleaux, a missionary on Futuna in 
happier times, fortunately took from the missing volume 
of the diary details of events he thought might be of use 
to future biographers. The personal touch of course is 
missing but we can follow the events of I840-4I and 
we must be grateful for his summary. It is almost as 
though Fr. Chanel is receding from our view only to be 
illumined and brought into sharp relief at the moment of 
his death. 



CHAPTER XII 

FRUSTRATION 

FR. CHANEL sensed the change of attitude towards 
him but it only made him more zealous, more apos

tolic than ever. On the surface, everything seemed as 
usual. He was invited to native feasts. He was allowed 
to talk of Christianity to the natives but they nearly all 
remained indifferent to everything he had to say. Some 
young people were attentive to him and Fr. Chanel 
welcomed them as catechumens. He brought them to 
live with him while he catechized them and it was on 
account of this action that the first open opposition mani
fested itself. In the young men rested the future of the 
island and if they left the ways of their forefathers the 
pagan religion would be fmished. These young men 
then were threatened, and natives attempted to drag one 
of them away from the priest's hut by force. Fr. Chanel 
had to beg the king's permission to expel those who 
came and pestered and threatened him. Time was run
ning out and the priest redoubled his efforts. The natives 
clamoured for a sign. Let the God of the Christians show 
Himself, let Him cure the sick, avert tempests and 
drought. Such demands became frequent. "Tills evil 
and adulterous generation seeketh a sign but none shall 
be given it." His apostolic labours were slowly wearing 
out his health. The native food began at last to take its 
toll of his digestive system and for a period he was 
covered with boils. Bro. Marie Nizier was not much 
better and Thomas Boag too was a sick man. The 
journeyings, though painful and wearying, went on. The 
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priest never knew what distressing incidents to expect as 
he entered the villages in the valleys. On Easter Monday 
in Ve!e he tried to stop an abortion. Two old women 
were attempting to perform it on a young girl. He 
spoke of the immortal soul of the unborn child and 
offered, if the woman would spare its life, to take the 
child with him to his hut and there bring it up. Once 
again his pleas for humanity and kindness fell on deaf ears. 

In May, 1840, earthquakes rocked the island but did no 
damage. Some asked Fr. Chane! what caused them. His 
scientific explanation amused them for they knew that it 
was one of their gods buried deep in the earth turning 
over on his side! 

Also in May there was a pleasant surprise for the mis
sionaries. A third group had come out from France to 
help Bishop Pompallier. Fr. Colin was doing everything 
possible with his slender resources to strengthen the work 
undertaken in many places by the yOWlg congregation 
of Marists. The missions to the South Seas were the first 
object of his zeal. This third group was made up offour 
priests and a brother who had come via London where 
they had embarked in June 1839. The bishop, on their 
arrival, decided to fulfil his promise to Fr. Chanel to send 
another priest to work with him on Futwla and to help 
Fr. Bataillon whenever need arose. It was Fr. Chevron 
and the brother who were chosen for the task. They 
had a hazardous journey from New Zealand but reached 
Futuna via Wallis in May. They brought news of the 
onward march of Christianity on Wallis. They also told 
Fr. Chane! of the anxiery felt in Belley by Fr. Colin. 
Up to their leaving, he had had no news of either Futuna 
or Wallis. 

There were now four Marists on FutWla. Fr. Chanel 
hastened to write to Fr. Colin before the boat which 
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had brought the newcomers from New Zealand set out 
on its return journey. "The boat which has just come 
from New Zealand has not given me the joy of seeing 
my bishop but I calmot say how pleased I am to rcceive 
a confrere to inspire me with his example and zeal. The 
bishop has sent a brother too, Bro. Attale, and wants me 
to send him in return Bro. Marie Nizier. Heaven knows 
that I do not wish to act against his orders but I feel I 
must keep Bro. Nizier here. My feet are in a deplorable 
state and the paths on this island are very rough. Fr. 
Bataillon is not as fortunate as I. He is alone with Bro. 
Joseph amongst his crowd of catechumens. Whilst hc 
waits for help from the bishop I'll try and give him all 
the help I can. My natives here arc good people bur the 
fact that the bishop has not come as he promised makes 
them uneasy about me. Events on Wallis make them 
still morc uneasy. My sins and want of zeal, combined 
with the fear of the natives for their gods-all this is 
impeding our work. However, I still have the COIlSOla

tion of baptizing both children and adults ill danger of 
death. My catechumens are too few in number to show 
themselves openly as future Christians but they hold on 
despite the mockery and persecution of their relatives. 

In future, please don't forget to furnish each missionary 
coming to these islands with medical books, a medicine 
chest and medical instruments. It is heart-breaking to 
visit the sick and not be able to help them to any appreci
able extent .... France has the reputation of being the 
most beautiful country in the world but there is beauty 
here that France would envy. However, all this is less 
than nothing compared with souls that have the right to 
the infInite merits of Christ. Soon death will come and 
reduce our feeble numbers. Will the missions die with 
their missionaries? Will briars and thorns spring up 
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again on land that has been so painfully cleared? We 
promise our people here that other missionaries will 
come to them when we die. That is our belief." 

The four Marists intensified the apostolic work. They 
studied the language, instructed the group of catechumens, 
visited the sick, discussed religion everywhere. They 
carried out the liturgy with all possible splendour and 
invited the natives to be present at it. There were some 
results but in June petty persecution began in earnest. 
The forces of evil were not to be conquered without a 
struggle. The catechumens Were the first to suffer. Per
secuted and harassed themselves, they saw their families 
and villages threatened. They were forbidden to go to 
Poi for instruction. Fr. Chanel hastened to Niuliki and 
complained bitterly of this. He recalled to the king how 
he had devoted his life to the welfare of these people. 
The answers he received were evasive and everyone 
pleaded ignorance of the whole business. The next day 
at the funeral of a native who had rejected baptism him
self and who had almost violently prevented Fr. Chanel 
from baptizing his dying child, Niuliki announced to 
the assembled crowd that Poi belonged to him and that 
in future it would be forbidden for anyone to go there to 
practise their religion; let them do it at home in their 
villages. The catechumens were forced to go secretly to 

the priest for instruction. 
Fr. Chane! sensed that time was running out. He kept 

up his pleadings, waylaying the king on every possible 
occasion but he made no impression. Natives started to 
come and disturb the priests at mass and at the other 
services. They mocked and laughed during them. Fr. 
Chane!, who could now express himself quite well in 
Futunian, did not hesitate to reprove and condemn them. 
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When he visited the feasts in the villages, talk was deliber
ately veered round to disgusting subjects and he had to 
leave for fear that his presence might be taken as a sign 
that he condoned such things. 

Food and drink were obsessions with the natives. They 
were the be-all and end-all of their lives. They judged 
the missionaries by the same standards. To deprive them 
of nourishmcnt would be a sure means of getting thcm to 
pack their things and leave the island. There were now 
four mouths to feed at Poi. It was true that the king had 
promiscd to give food to thc missionaries during their 
stay on the island but he had not speciflcd how often or 
how much. It started to arrive spasmodically, in inade
quate quantity. They had to rely more and more on their 
garden which was now beginning to produce crops of 
bananas and bread fruit. The catechumens helpcd when 
they could. They brought news from the villages that 
broke Fr. Chand's heart-news of abortions, infanticide, 
immorality, murder. The priest himself was far from 
well. He had to endure a bout of dreadful toothache 
and there were no remedies at hand. He walked through 
the valleys until he was completely exhausted, trying to 
forget the agony he was suffering. He was unable to say 
mass and almost beside himself with pain. 

There were some consolations. Thomas Boag, who 
had been almost at death's door, gave in to Fr. Chanel's 
pleading and consented to receive instruction and baptism 
from Fr. Chevron. He made his profession of faith on 
All Saints Day. There were a few more baptisms of 
children and adults in danger of death but the majority 
of the islanders had turned completely hostile to the 
priest. 

On November 2nd came further joyful news from 
Wallis. What Fr. Bataillon had worked for and hoped 
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for had come to pass. Practically all of the islanders 
were clamouring for baptism. The priest on his own 
could not cope with the work of instructing so many 
souls so Fr. Chane! sent Fr. Chevron and Bro. Attale to 
help him. Fr. Chevron was loathe to go. "I left Fr. 
Chane! in the midst of persecution," he wrote later. 
"One thought consoled me. I sacrificed martyrdom 
only to obedience-the missionary's greatest martyrdom. 
Four months after my leaving Futuna, our confrere 
received the palm that had been refused to me." These 
first missionaries were valiant men. 

Fr. Chevron took a letter from Fr. Chane! to Fr. 
Bataillon. "1 am profoundly interested in your enviable 
position. That's why I so willingly send Fr. Chevron 
and Bro. Attale to Wallis to share your anxieties and con
solations. The news of the conversion of your island 
has made a big impact on the minds of our natives. 
Some seem to say, • Why are we so difficult to convert?' 
The king is very upset by it. I hope that the effect for 
him will be a salutary one. Fr. Chevron will give you 
news good and bad of Futuna. . . . I will need to go 
to confession in the future so don't delay in sending 
Fr. Chevron back to me. When will the bishop take 
pity on us? I am sure that the fervour of your cate
chumens will spread to Futuna." 

These are practically the last words we have of 
Fr. Chane!-ever optimistic, ever trusting in Divine 
Providence. 



CHAPTER XlII 

THE MARTYRDOM 

THE news from Wallis really decided the issue on 
Futuna. Niuliki was certainly not going to have any 

repetition of these happenings on his island. He would 
try and drive out the men who threatened his position of 
authority. If they were obdurate, he could take other 
steps. 

He started by covertly encouraging the natives to steal 
and pilfer. Either Fr. Chane! or Bro. Nizier had to be on 
guard over their possessions all the time. The supply of 
food became practically non-existent. Hunger became a 
daily trial. They worked on their garden when they had 
scared y the strength to do so but even then they managed 
to summon up sufficient energy to trudge to the villages 
to seek out the sick and attend the assemblies of the 
nati ves. Fr. Chane! sat down at one village feast but was 
ignored. One young warrior eventually threw him, out 
of pity, some pig's offal to eat. At night the two prayed 
and prayed. Novena succeeded Novena. At thc start of 
one of these, Fr. Chane! remarked, " Let us make it to 
ask God to remove the obstacle in the way of the COI1-

version of our flock. If I'm the obstacle-" and the 
words trailed away into silence. A few days later 
catechumens came to Fr. Chane! and reported that there 
was a plot afoot to kill hilll. He was working with the 
brother in the garden. Bro. Nizier asked him what he 
was gOlllg to do. "The day that happens won't be the 
unhappiest of my days. You know the reply of St. 
Aloysius Gonzaga when he was asked what he would do 

G 
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ifhe learned he was shortly to die." With that Fr. Chane! 
went on with his work. 

The garden produced its fruits but the natives took 
good care that few of them reached the missionaries. They 
either stole them or waited till they had been prepared 
for the meals and then came and insisted on having the 
lion's share. It was on one such occasion that the priest 
gave way to feelings that surged up in him. He was 
hungry, very hungry, and the natives were almost 
literally taking the food out of his mouth. "0 God," 
he cried, "Give me patience." This cry was so un
expected and out of character that bystanders who heard 
it remembered it years later. 

In the midst of their distress-they had even killed 
their dog for food-the king visited them. He was aloof 
and ill-mannered with little or nothing to say. He 
refused the prof erred hand of welcome. However, when 
he left, he sen t to them two baskets of taros. "Salvation 
from the hands of our enemies," remarked Fr. Chane! 
smiling. 

The third Christmas on the island came and went. Fr. 
Chane! was too exhausted to say mass at midnight. He 
had to wait till morning when a night's rest had restored 
to him a little of his strength. He went on instructing his 
catechumens. They were his only consolation and hope. 
Only five in number, they were a few scattered grains on 
the harvest floor. One day they were unexpectedly joined 
by Meitala, the king's son. The young people of the 
island were attracted to Fr. Chane! but they had no 
influence or power. The gods did not speak through 
their mouths. One of these youngsters told Fr. Chane! 
that he was afraid to die without baptism should his 
villagers strike him down. The priest explained to him 
the consoling doctrine of baptism of desire and of blood. 



THE LIFE OF ST. PETER CHANEL 91 

While Fr. Chanel struggled on, the evil men of the 
island were in council. "The kings of the earth rise up; 
the rulers take counsel against the Lord and His 
Anointed." Petty persecution had failed-nothing would 
induce the priest to leave. Wallis was a warning to them 
and then it was reported that Meitala had joined the priest. 
At this their anger knew no bounds. It was evident that, 
if the religion was to disappear, the embodiment of it 
-the priest himself-would have to die. He was 
accepted, though, as a kinsman of Niuliki and no one 
could harm him without the consent of the king. Niuliki 
hesitated. He had a certain regard for the priest but this 
was outweighed by his regard for position and powcr. 
The sycophants amongst the chiefs presscd for a decision. 
Musumusu, one of the vilest amongst them, volunteered 
to be the executioner. It was only when the significance 
of the action of Meitala dawned on the king, that he gave 
way. Plans were discussed and then the matter was left 
in the hands of Musumusu. Tills man dccided to choose 
a moment whcn the priest would be alone, and in fact he 
had not to wait very long. Fr. Chane! had hurt his foot in 
his journcyings and was unable to go far from Poi. Bro. 
Marie Nizier had just finished trying to repair some 
tattered clothing belonging to the priest when a message 
came from Singave in the land of the Vanquished. An old 
man was dying there. Fr. Chane! immediately sent the 
brother to see if thc man had the correct dispositions for 
baptism and he also told him to visit the sick of the region 
whilst on the spot. The priest was left alone. Thomas 
Boag had recovered from his illness and had gone back 
to live near the white men. This was all on April 27th. 

Next morning Fr. Chancl went out early into his 
garden. Soon he noticed a yOWlg native going into the 
hut. He hurried over and met him as he came out. 
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" What are YOll looking for?" asked the priest. " For a 
bandage for Musumllsu. It's for a wound that he has." 
Another native came lip and demanded the stick which 
Fr. Chanel was holding. The priest handed it over. He 
had no need of any weapon. A band of natives with 
MUS1l1l1USU at the head came next on the scene. "Where 
have you come from and what are you seeking?" Fr. 
Chanel asked. "I've come from Assoa Vere and I want 
a bandage for a cut 1 got when I was felling palm trees," 
the chief replied. Musllmllsu was in fact slightly wounded 
but not from cutting down trees. He and other natives, 
the previous night, had roamed through the villages 
seeking out catechumens and people suspected of being 
friendly with the missionary. In a fracas that had ensued, 
the chief had been hurt. Fr. Chane! knew nothing of this 
and tumed into the hut to get the bandage. Two natives 
followed him in and, when his back was tumed, started 
to grab all the linen lying about. Fr. Chane! immediately 
cried, " Why are you stealing in my house? " The natives 
didn't bother to reply and threw what they had collected 
outside. This was the signal for others to crowd in and 
loot and ransack the whole place. Musumusu, who stood 
aloof from all this, suddenly shouted, "Why are you 
delaying ?-kill this man". Fr. Chanel then knew that the 
end had come. A native raised a club and Fr. Chanel 
instinctively put up his arm to parry the blow but it was 
so violent that the arm was shattered. Then other blows 
were rained on the priest's head till he was beaten to the 
ground with his back against the bamboo stakes of the 
hut. There he was ignored as the ransacking of the hut 
continued. He was heard to murmur, "It is well". 
Everything was seized by the natives-clothing, sacred 
vestments, all the contents of the hut. Suddenly quite 
unexpectedly, two of the catechumens came running in. 
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They hastened to the priest whose face was now covered 
in blood. He asked them where Maligi was. Maligi, the 
spokesman of the king, had always been kind to him. 
" He is away on Aloft, the other island," was the reply 
and then Fr. Chane! knew there was no hope for him. 
" My death is a blessing for me," he repeated a few times. 
The catechumens tried to lift him outside. "Leave me 
here," he said. "Death is a boon for me." Musumusu 
was furious at the delay. He threatened the catechumens 
with violence and they Red in terror. He himself seized 
a small axe belonging to Bro. Marie Nizier and raising it 
above his head savagely crashed it down on the skull of 
Fr. Chane! and the humble priest gave up his soul to its 
Maker. 

He was all alone when he died and his blood Rowed 
quietly away staining the tattered soutane that he wore, 
staining the diary he had so obediently kept to the end, 
staining the pebbles and soil of the island he loved. 
There would be no more hunger or thirst for him, no 
more weariness or frustration. He died as he had lived
lowly, simple, holy. There were no dramatics at his 
death, no speeches, no complaints. "Leave me-death is 
a boon for me." That is all. 

Death was a boon for him, for it opened the gates of 
Heaven to receive him. It was a boon for Futuna because 
it opened the floodgates for divine mercy to flow down 
on the island. It was a boon for the whole of the church 
of God because the glorious ranks of its martyrs knew 
increase. At Amberieu, when an ardent yOl1llg priest, Fr. 
Chanel had cried our to His Heavenly Father-" Cut
chop-bum, do with me what You will in this life that I 
may possess You in the next." 

How precious in the sight of the Lord 
Is the death of His saints. 



CHAPTER XIV 

AFTERWARDS 

THE murderers of Fr. Chane! with their arms full of the 
miserable contents of the hut slipped away from the 

scene of the martyrdom. A silence fell over Poi. The 
body of Fr. Chand lay where it had fallen whilst the 
natives hastened to tell Niuliki that the priest who had 
threatened to destroy his power and implant a new 
religion on the island was no more. Niuliki then came 
to Poi and gazed on the desolate scene. He supervised 
the digging of a grave and three or four women
mothers of some of the catechumens-prepared the body 
for burial. It was washed, anointed with coconut oil, 
wrapped in finely-woven mats and then lowered into the 
ground. The grave was filled in and orders given that the 
hut and the pallisade be razed to the ground. Thus were 
all traces of the priest and his religion wiped out. 

When darkness fell over Futuna, the flfes were lit in the 
villages and talk of the day's happenings went on far into 
the night. Some natives were jubilant, others sorrowful, 
but many were afraid because they knew that terrible 
punishment for the crime could be expected. It was not 
unknown in the Pacific for the white man to come in his 
warships and bombard and destroy those who had 
transgressed his laws. 

Over on the other side of the island, Bro. Marie Nizier 
had fmished the work Fr. Chane! had asked him to do 
and he was preparing to return to Poi. The news of the 
dreadful happenings was given to him by a friendly 
native who also warned him that his own life would be 
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in the utmost danger ifhe attempted to return there. The 
brother decided to seek sanctuary with the white men of 
Singave. 

It was evident that the mood of the chiefs of the Victors 
was such that all white men were in danger. All of them 
decided then to leave the island at the earliest opportunity. 
This opportunity came when a whaler put in for water 
and supplies. They all went aboard on the LIth of May 
and left Futuna behind. 

The whaler sailed on to Wallis where the sad news 
stunned Frs. Bataillon and Chevron. There was still bitter 
opposition to the missionaries on Wallis on the part of a 
small but powerful minority of chiefs and the news from 
Futuna might encourage these to make a last effort to 
strengthen their position and influence. Desperate men 
are capable of desperate deeds. Help had to be obtained 
and Bro. Marie Nizier sailed on to New Zealand to give 
the story of Fr. Chane!' s death to Bishop Pompallier and 
to implore him to make his too-long delayed visit to the 
islands. 

The bishop was greatly distressed when he received the 
news. His pastoral duties were very heavy in New 
Zealand, for Catholicism was making great progress. He 
decided, however, to leave everything and proceed to 
Wallis as quickly as possible. His schooner had to have 
some protection, though, and he sought the help of the 
commander of the French navy in the Pacific. He 
informed him that this was a very pressing need and that 
it would be disastrous for the prestige of both France and 
the Church to give occasion to the natives to attempt 
further murders; after all, they were childish and 
ignorant rather than greedy and cruel. "I wish now," 
he said, " to visit these missions for the protection of their 
missionaries and to collect, if possible, the precious 
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remains of my pro-vicar, who, I can bear witness to you, 
was a lamb of gentleness and an angel of virtue, of prudence 
and of zeal. I envy his fate, he is the ftrst martyr of my 
mission, and yet I bitterly deplore his loss in the pressing 
need I have of apostolic workers. If the natives are still 
badly disposed towards my priests, it is probable that my 
schooner, on appearing off their islands, will be in great 
danger of being seized, and all its hands may be massacred. 
I think it prudent that, on this occasion, I should be 
assisted by a ship of your station." A French frigate-the 
Allier-was sent to escort the bishop's schooner on its 
voyage to Wallis and Futuna. It was just as well, for on 
the arrival of the two ships at Wallis, the bishop found 
that the pagan chiefs, by threats and intimidation, were 
gaining an ascendancy in the island and that Fr. Bataillon's 
position was fraught with danger. The coming of the 
bishop and the presence of the warship saved the day and 
the terrorized catechumens came out openly to profess 
their faith. When things had settled down, the Bishop 
sent the two ships on to Futuna to collect the mortal 
remains of Fr. Chane! and report on the situation there. 
He put Fr. Viard, who was later to become the ftrst 
Bishop of Wellington in New Zealand, in charge of this 
task. The ships also took back to Futuna, Sam Keletaone 
who had fled from the island after Fr. Chanel's death. He 
had started to receive instruction in the Christian faith 
from Fr. Bataillon, and the Bishop was of the opinion 
that he would be able to prepare the Futunians for a 
second attempt at evangelization. 

The two ships anchored off Singave and their arrival 
struck terror into the hearts of the natives. The gleaming 
cannons of the warship could only mean one thing. 
Many left their villages and hid in the dense undergrowth 
of the mountain ravines whilst others waited in fear and 
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trembling for the boat which was bringing Fr. Viard 
and the naval commander ashore. After a long delay, 
communications were established and the visitors learnt 
that much had happened in the months that followed the 
death of Fr. Chane!. Niuliki had died after having been 
stricken down by a dreadful disease, and some of his 
counsellors had followed him to the grave. Maligi, the 
friend of Fr. Chanel amongst the chiefs, expressed the 
regret of the whole island for the terrible happenings of 
April the 28th. There was great relief amongst the 
natives when it was learned that there was to be no 
punishment and that the only thing demanded of them 
was that they should exhume the remains of Fr. Chanel 
and bring them, along with all his effects, aboard the 
warship. This they hastened to do. Maligi himself 
brought the precious burden wrapped in mats whilst 
other natives climbed on board and surrendered the axe, 
the chalice, the vestments, the books, the blood-stained 
soutane, which had all been hidden away in their huts. 
The captain then spoke severely to the assembled natives 
through an interpreter. He held the whole island res
pOllSible for what had happened. Dire punishment would 
befall them if they ever again opposed with violence 
those who were bringing to them the blessings of 
Christianity. He left them to ponder over this but 
promised that the bishop would visit them again and 
bring other missionaries who would re-start the work of 
conversion. All this time Musumusu kept well away. He 
was now in Niuliki's place and he was pondering bitterly 
over the inevitable loss of power he would suffer. 

The remaillS of Fr. Chand were taken to the Bay of 
Islands in New Zealand where they remained until such 
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time as they could be transported to France via Australia. 
Today they are enclosed in a magnificent reliquary in the 
chapel of the seminary of the Marists of Sainte-Foy near 
Lyons. Many missionaries-to-be have knelt before them 
to receive strength and encouragement through his 
intercession. 

The bishop after four months of apostolate in Wallis 
during which he consolidated and strengthened the work 
of Frs. Bataillon and Chevron, set sail at long last for 
Futuna. He left behind him on Wallis, 2,700 baptised 
natives. 

At Futuna, he found that Sam Kcletaone had been able 
to make some preparation for him. A hundred natives 
asked for baptism. Bishop Pompallier then decided that 
it was time to reap the fruits of the martyrdom of Fr. 
Chanel. Two priests were left on the island and had the 
aid of Bro. Marie Nizier who was delighted to return to 
the island to share in the harvest of souls. Wimesses of 
the events of April 28th were interrogated and their 
testimony verified so that a true account of the happen
ings of that dreadful day could be written. The Bishop 
then sailed away to found a new mission in the Fiji Isles. 
Eight months after his departure, 840 of the islanders had 
been baptised and the remainder were under instruction. 
The bishop had appointed Sam Keletaone as king of the 
whole island, but this was not a successful move. The 
natives preferred their traditional tribal system which 
eventually was restored to them. There were, however, 
no longer Victors or Vanquished. The island became 
peaceful and its inhabitants the exemplary Christians they 
remain to this day. Musumusu refused to accept the new 
state of affairs and had to be banished to Wallis where he 
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died. Fr. Chanel did not die in vain, because the statistics 
of 1962 show that the islands of Wallis and Futuna which 
now have their own bishop and local clergy working 
alongside Marist missionaries, have a population of 
8,359 of whom all but a small handful are Catholics. 
These two islands are the pride and joy of the Pacific. 



CHAPTER XV 

OCEANIA TODAY 

THE martyrdom of Fr. Chanc!, the conversion of 
Wallis and the fruitful labours of Bishop Pompallier 

and the first missionaries of New Zealand focussed the 
attention of the Church on the little-known Pacific. To 
further the work of spreading the faith the Holy See 
began a process which has continued right down to the 
present day, as the needs of the missions demand it. The 
vast mission-field originally entrusted to Bishop 
P011lpallier has been divided and sub-divided many 
times. The Marists have been joined in their labours by 
other Congregations and the picture of Catholicism in 
the Western Pacific is one of continued achievement and 
progress. Catholics number many hundreds of thousands . 
and almost every island, great or small, has its priests, its 
churches and fervent Christian communities. 

The missionaries still have to face many of the trials 
endured by Fr. Chane!. The hot and humid climate has 
not changed. Tropical storms and typhoons still terrify, 
and destroy buildings and installations erected after 
months and years oflabour and sacrifice. In this modern 
age, comlllunications are still far from satisfactory and the 
sea still has its dangers and discomforts. Paganism and 
superstition have not yet completely disappeared and 
some of the mission stations and their priests are des
perately poor. 

But in all these difficulties, the missionaries have the 
example of their heavenly patron before them. St. Peter 
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Chanel was declared the patron of Oceania ill 1954 by 
His Holiness Pope Pius XII. 

His example was followed very closely by some. Fr. 
Breton was sent to Vavau in Tonga to found a mission 
there. This was the place from which Bishop Pompallier 
was forced to retire on his first contact with his mission 
lands. At Vavau, Fr. Breton lived alone for ten years. He 
suffered ill-treatment, nearly starved and had not even a 
roof over his head. He passed his nights in prayer and his 
days in preaching the Kingdom of God. His success was 
negligible and he died alone without the consolation of 
the sacraments. His successor came and reaped a rich 
reward from Fr. Breton's sacrifices. 

A humble brother, Blaise Marmoiton was sent to help 
the first missionaries in New Caledonia as Bro. Marie 
Nizier had been sent to help Fr. Chane! on Futuna. After 
four years of fruitless toil, the missionaries were driven 
away and they left behind them the bodX of the brother 
who had been struck down by a native. 'I pardon them 

• and may my death be their salvation," were his last words. 
This brother may well be the second marryr in Oceania, 
for Rome has accepted his cause as a martyr for the faith. 

In the Solomons, those islands believed by Spanish 
explorers to be the Ophir of the Bible, untold hardships 
were endured and lives lost before, at a third attempt, 
Christianiry was able to gain a foothold. Bishop Epalle, 
one of the four missionaries whose visit so delighted and 
encouraged Fr. Chane! on Futuna, was murdered on the 
shores of the Solomons before he had been an hour on the 
territory confided to him by the Holy See. 

Storms at sea took their toll of priests and sisters, and 
fever many times cut off fme young missionaries in the 
prime of life. But, despite everything, the work begun 
by Frs. Chanel and Bataillon has gone on. The picture 
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today is an encouraging one. The Church is adapting 
itself to new conditions and making use of all modern 
means to consolidate what has already been done and to 
tackle the problems that lie ahead. 

NUllS of many congregations-The Marist Sisters, the 
Missionary Sisters of the Society of Mary, The Sisters of 
St. Joseph of Cluny and hosts of others have gone out to 
the South Seas to become valuable helpers of the mis
sionaries. They educate the young and nurse the sick. 
They restore to society, cured of their dreadful disease, 
lepers once considered the outcasts of humanity. Above 
all, by their gentleness and devotion they bring out the 
finer feelings of the natives and prepare the way for 
converSIOn. 

In the part of Western Oceania still confided to the 
Marists there are well over 200,000 Catholics, and a local 
clergy-that sure sign of maturity-is steadily being 
built up. 

Futuna remains the island dearest to the heart of the 
missionaries. It is still lonely and isolated, having but rare 
contacts with the outside world, but it is ever a sacred 
place to which minds and hearts in that vast territory turn 
with affection and gratitude. 



CHAPTER XVI 

THE SAINT 

THE Church, in scnding forth its missionarics, con-
tinues the activity that goes on eternally in the 

Blessed Trinity. The Second Person of the Blessed 
Trinity comes forth from the Father and in the fulness of 
time was sent into the world by the Father. "For this 
is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the only true 
God and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent." "As the 
Father has sent Me so also I send you" (John 17.3). Pente
cost was the birth of the Church and also the beginning 
of her missionary activity. She must send forth her sons 
as the Father sent His Beloved Son. The goodness of God 
overflows in the Trinity and in the hlCarnation and 
through the activity of the Church's missionaries into the 
whole world. 

Our Lord remained united to His Heavenly Father and 
the missionary through Him is brought close to God. 
" That where I am, they also might be, Thou Father in 
Me and I in them, that they may be one as we also are 
one" (John 17.21). This closeness to God is a necessary 
factor in a missionary vocation. The missionary sees all 
men as God sees them. He is a vital part in the Mystical 
Body of Christ. His activity is bound up with the very 
law of life of the Church. He goes into a world of the 
spirit in which there is only one body-no more Jew or 
Gentile; slave or free; male or female but in which all 
are one in Christ. 

Fr. Chand's mind was filled with this idea of the union 
of aU men in Christ. By his devotion, his sacrifices, his 

H 
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utter reliance on God, he achieved close union with 
Christ. The natives committed to his care were called to 
be sharers of that union and in order to make them aware 
of their tremendous vocation, he willingly sacrificed 
everything. 

When a noble ideal possesses the mind of a man, he is 
irresistibly drawn to its realization. When the attainment 
of that ideal demands trial, suffering, wearisome sacrifice, 
he is willing to undergo all these. There is no stopping to 
count the cost. A soldier fighting in the heat of battle for 
the happiness and safety of his fatherland, scarcely notices 
the wounds he receives in the struggle. He fights on, 
almost regardless of them, till the bitter end. 

Fr. Chanel was absorbed by the task that lay before 
him. This abiding pre-occupation transcended his 
sufferings. It was not that he was completely oblivious of 
his weariness, his hunger, his loneliness, but these did not 
dominate his mind: he disregarded them as being of lin Ie 
consequence. His aim was so vital, so compelling that any 
suffering which might be entailed in the pursuit of that 
aim became endurable. He was following closely in the 
footsteps of Christ and he had obeyed the command 
" Let that mind be in you which was in Christ Jesus, Our 
Lord." Having that mind, it was only to be expected 
that he should have some share in the sufferings of Christ. 

Singleness of aim is the source of serenity. When a 
man is harassed by a variety of aims and interests his mind 
becomes confused and restless. When there is one 
dominant aim he follows it to the end; there is unity and 
harmony in his life. When that aim is a sublime one 
then there floods ~to the soul of that man a supernatural 
serenity that nothing can impair. This is clearly exem
plified in the life of Christ. "For this was I born, for this 
came I into the world, that I might give testimony of the 
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truth" (Jolm I8.37), and the serenity of Christ shines 
out in all the pages of the Gospel. 

Fr. Chand had such an aim. It took possession of him 
as a child. It remained with him as a student. It was ever 
before his mind as a young priest at Amberieu, Crozet 
and Belley. As he came closer to God by prayer and 
self-discipline he heard ever more distinctly the words, 
" As the Father has sent me so also I send you." The 
people who knew him remembered afterwards, above 
all else, his serenity. 

He was undoubtedly a holy man but why has he been 
declared a saint? It is quite true that while alive he worked 
no miracles that we know of. He founded no school of 
asceticism; he left no testament of his spiritual evolution, 
but he was a martyr whose whole life had been a prepara
tion for supreme sacrifice. "Greater love than this no 
man hath that he lay down his life for his friends" 
(John I5.I3) . Like Christ he was born to give testimony 
to the truth. His singleness of purpose allowed him to 
have some share in the serenity of Christ and in a hidden 
lowly way, by the grace of God, he was permitted to 
share in the triumph of failure that was the Cross. He 
was undoubtedly a saint and the Church has proclaimed 
this to all men. Four other saints were canonized with 
him but on the banner portraying these great and glorious 
souls Fr. Chanel held pride of place. He was the one 
chosen amongst them not only to be like Christ in His 
life but also in His death. "Tis well! Death is a boon for 

" me. 
This Bressan priest who died so gloriously on Futuna 

was a Marist. He was a faithful son of Fr. Colin-that 
same Fr. Colin of whom the saintly Cure of Ars said one 
day when his name was mentioned, "Oh! how he loves 
our Blessed Lady, how he loves her!" And from Fr. 
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Colin Fr. Chanel learned to perfect his love for the 
Blessed Virgin. His devotion to her had always been 
great. The gauche young schoolboy who in times of 
indecision and distress, knelt before her statue at Cras 
grew in love for her as life went on. At Meximieux, 
Amberieu, Crozet, this devotion manifested itself in 
touching ways. It was this love that made him choose a 
society bearing her name for his religious vocation. 
Fr. Colin inculcated into his first disciples the fact that 
they were not merely to bear the name of the Mother of 
God but also to be filled with her spirit. Fr. Chanel was 
a faithful disciple. Because he was completely forgetful 
of self his soul was wide open to the influx of the love 
of God, as was Mary's. She was the handmaid of the 
Lord and he endeavoured to be His humble servant. She 
proposed the cross, the supreme resemblance to Christ, 
and he welcomed it with joy. Of the day of his martyr
dom he said, "That won't be the unhappiest of my 
days." In all his sufferings and abandonment his mind 
turned towards Our Lady in his prayers. He saw her 
quiet and peaceful in her sorrow at the foot of the cross. 
He in his trials remained serene and confident. Fr. Colin 
often pointed to Our Lady hidden and unknown to the 
world around her and reminded his listeners of the great 
good she had done for all mankind. Fr. Chanel imitating 
her was content to remain hidden and unknown and he 
too was privileged to play some pan in the redemption 
of the children of God. He was a saint and a Marian saint. 



CHAPTER XVII 

CANONIZATION 

When Fr. Chane! accompanied Frs. Colin and Bourdin 
to Rome in 1833 to seek the approval of the Holy 

See for the young Society of Mary, he was with the other 
two priests at the audience accorded to them by Gregory 
XVI. These country priests were shy and awkward in the 
presence of that rather austere pope and as they left the 
audience room in the prescribed manner by walking 
backwards to the door, they stumbled over the hem of 
their soutanes, lost all sense of direction and were backing 
into a wall. The Holy Father had to ring for a chamber
lain to come and rescue them. They finally made their 
exit covered in embarrassment and confusion. 

A hundred and twenty years later, a successor of 
Gregory XVI waited kneeling for a picture of one of 
these three to be borne before hinl and with all the power 
and majesty of papal authority declared that priest to be 
a saint of the Church of God. 

Fr. Chane!' s cause was introduced not many years 
after his death and he was beatified by Pope Leo XIII in 
1889. Then there was a delay in the process for canoniza
tion owing to certain difficulties which arose over one of 
the miracles offered. These difflculties were not resolved 
until a time when the Church was preparing to celebrate, 
with special fervour, the centenary of the promulgation 
of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception of the 
Mother of God. The Marian year of 1954 was a won
derful demonstration of the love and veneration of the 
Church for Our Blessed Lady. It was more than a mere 
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coincidence that Fr. Chanel's cause was complete and 
ready for his canonization that year. His own love for 
Our Lady and the graces she showered upon him during 
his life were a powerful means by which he had advanced 
to high holiness. Now at the time in which her glories 
were being lauded and proclaimed, it was as though she 
was calling her humble priest who had striven to live 
holy, pure and hidden as she lived, to share in the glory 
of her Marian Year. 

Vast crowds filled the Square of St. Peter's that day. 
They had come from all parts of the world to rejoice at 
the final triumph of one who knew little of triumph in 
his lifetime. 

St. Peter Chanel was canonized with four other new 
saints-the boy saint Dominic Savio; Maria di Rosa, 
foundress of the Sisters of Charity of Brescia; Gaspar del 
Bufalo, founder of the Missionaries of the Most Precious 
Blood; and Joseph Pignatelli, who was mainly illStru
mental in bringing about the restoration of the Society 
of Jesus after its suppression in the 18th century. 

In his discourse Pope Pius XII said, "If in the course 
of history throughout the centuries, the forces of evil 
never refrain from attacking the work of Divine Redemp
tion, Almighty God, on His part, never fails to listen to 
the cries of supplication which rise from His children in 
peril. He raises up to help and comfort them souls 
richly endowed by nature and by grace. When apprecia
tion of Divine Truth grows weak in the consciences of 
men who are deceived by the attraction of worldly 
wealth; when the spirit of pride and revolt provokes 
subtle or open persecution of the Church, in the midst of 
these misfortlUles always present in mankind, Divine 
Providence calls to the standard of Christ saintly heroes 
shining with virginal purity and fraternal charity to help 
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in the struggle and to maintain, in its integrity, the 
fervour of Christian virtue. 

" The life of those whom the Church glorifies today is 
summed up perfectly in the words of the Psalmist. 
' Trouble and anguish have found me: Thy command
ments are my meditation' (Psalm II8.143) . To St. 
Peter Chanel falls the honour of being the first to shed 
his blood for the Christian faith in Oceania. He had 
scarcely accomplished the sacrifice of his life on the 
island of Futuna-up till then bitterly opposed to Divine 
Grace-than there came a harvest of souls to the Church 
beyond all expectation. His earthly life was passed in 
humility, gentleness, patience and charity. His spiritual 
energy was nurtured by his fervent love of our Blessed 
Lady. 'To love Mary and to make her loved' was his 
most ardent wish and the programme of his life before 
he attained the priesthood. Once a priest, he spent himself 
in bringing back to the practice of religion the little flock 
committed to his care. But his soul yearned for complete 
perfection and for work on the field of the Foreign 
Missions. Thus he resolved to join a small group of 
priests who formed the recently-founded Society of 
Mary. These men recognized the Queen of Heaven as 
their Mother and perpetual Superior and were determined 
to devote themselves to the work of a more perfect 
realization of apostolic and sacerdotal perfection. For 
four years St. Peter Chane! devoted himself to the work 
of educating the yOWlg. Soon, however, his life's dream 
became reality. Overcoming all human affections and 
ties, he set out for Oceania where the gospel had not as 
yet penetrated. Who can describe the spiritual and 
physical trials awaiting him there, in the field of his 
apostolic labours? His attempts at learning the language' 
at understanding the customs of the people, the apparellt 
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lack of success despite all his efforts, the misunderstandings, 
the veiled or open hostility he had to face,-none of 
these things shook his admirable confidence. Peter 
Chand showed to astonished natives the boundless 
charity and sweetness of his character. The example of 
his pure and mortified life, his unceasing prayer, his 
exhortations, prepared the way for Divine Grace. After 
the martyr had given up his soul to God, the forces of 
evil opposing his work gave way and our Holy Mother 
the Church can now count with joy, numerous and 
fervent sons in that far distant land." 

The Holy Father fmished his discourse with these 
words about the five saints canonized that day,
"Together they have woven a wonderful crown for 
Our Blessed Mother who gave to them her special 
favours. She was pleased to accept their faithful service. 
May these new princes of Heaven deign to obtain for all 
those who rejoice ill their glory, the grace to follow 
humbly in their footsteps and to burn like them with 
love for Jeslls who has redeemed them with His own 
Most Precious Blood. To burn also like them with love 
for His most loving Mother." 

The example of St. Peter Chand is there for the profit 
of all missionaries of God in whatever land they labour. 
May they all be like him-holy, humble and lowly. 
Then the success of their apostolate is assured. 

"HOIIl beautiJid 011 the 1Il01illtaillS are the fect 4 hilll that 
bringetll good tidillgs and that preacheth peace: of him that 
shoilleth forth good, that preacheth salvatioll; that saith to 
Si011, Thy God shall reigll" (Isaais 52.7.) 
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