
Pompallier and the Treaty 
A NEW DISCUSSION 

THE PUBLIC role played by Bishop Jean-Baptiste Francois Pompallier in the drama of 5-
6 February 1840 is well known: this French Catholic must receive some of the credit for 
the proclamation of religious tolerance issued by Hobson just before the Treaty of 
Waitangi was first signed.1 But his private role has been a matterfor debate then and since. 
No one has disputed that his primary concern was the furthering of Catholicism in New 
Zealand. But some have seen him also as a patriotic Frenchman suspicious of British 
political actions. 

This article presents two little-known documents which shed some light on Pompallier's 
private opinions, on the advice he may have given to the Catholic chiefs, and on the 
expectations held by various chiefs before and during the important hui of 5 February. 

The first is an extract translated from an unpublished letter which Pompallier wrote on 
14 May 1840. At this time the British were still seeking signatures of Maori chiefs. 
Pompallier wrote to Fr Colin, his Marist superior: 

A great event took place last January; an English warship came to the Bay of Islands. It brought a 
lieutenant-governor subordinate to the English Governor of Sydney; he is called Capt. Hobson, and 
is sent by the Queen of England to protect the British subjects who are already very numerous in New 
Zealand. One does not meet a single tribe of natives where there are not two or three Europeans from 
Ireland, Scotland or England; then in the principal bays their numbers already form the population 
for little towns. This governor or rather lieutenant governor went round the main tribes, or had his 
agents go round the main tribes, in order to ask the natives to sign a treaty which he proposed to them 
in the name of the Queen of England, by which they would be subordinate [soumis] to her as subjects 
and given her protection likewise — this is nothing other than a crude attemptf?] by England to take 
possession of New Zealand. The natives were divided in their feelings about this, some signed the 
treaty, others refused, but few understood well what they did in signing. They were won over by 
presents and by their ignorance. Our position was strongly criticized in this country especially by 
the missionaries. The natives wanted to ask me what they should do, whether to sign or not sign. Here 
I would enlighten the chiefs about what was involved for them and then leave them to make their own 
decision, remaining politically neutral myself, telling them that I was in this country with my men 
to work for the salvation both of those who would not sign and of those who would sign. When 
someone proposed to buy land from them and they consulted me about whether or not to sell, I would 
tell them that it depended on what they wanted. Now they were asking me if it was good to cede or 
not to cede their independence, it is theirs, once again it depends on their wishes. Besides, I was quite 
sure that the request for signatures was only a pretext, the annexation was decided on, for even before 
the natives or rather the chiefs were invited to sign the treaty presented by the governor, the English 

1 W. Colenso, The Authentic and Genuine History of the Signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, 
Wellington, 1890, pp.31-32. The fullest discussion of Pompallier's reasons for requesting this 
proclamation is P.M.S. Pemberton, 'Bishop Pompallier and the Treaty of Waitangi', unpublished 
MA thesis, University of Auckland, 1946. More relevant to the present paper is the unpublished MA 
thesis by Philip Turner, 'The Politics of Neutrality: the Catholic mission and the Maori 1838-1870', 
University of Auckland, 1986. 
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flag had been flown in the Bay of Islands and 21 cannons had been fired as a sign of the taking of 
possession. Many people here present tell me that the form[?] of this annexation by the governor in 
the name of the Queen of England is very suspect 2 

Elsewhere this letter has some good words to say for the Treaty: it had ended the 
accusations that Catholic priests were plotting to take over New Zealand, and government 
by Britain was better than no government at all. But the tone of the above extract suggests 
that Pompallier's'neutral' stance concealed an opinion unfavourable to British sovereignty, 
and to the Treaty as means of achieving it: 'the request for signatures was only a pretext'.3 

Some weeks later, in July 1840, Pompallier discussed the events of February with 
Captain Lavaud of the French Navy, who had arrived en route to Akaroa. Meanwhile, on 
21 May, Hobson had declared British sovereignty over both islands: over the North Island 
on the basis of the Treaty, and over the South Island on the basis of 'discovery by Captain 
Cook*. What is more, Captain Bunbury had by then obtained important South Island 
signatures, and on that basis had declared British sovereignty over the South Island on 17 
June (but Pompallier and Lavaud may not yet have learnt this fact). 

The following is a translated extract from Lavaud's subsequent report to the French 
Government (hereafter called the Lavaud account): 

A few Catholic chiefs, before the assembly, went often to consult him [Pompallier] and to ask what 
they ought to do, but he was extremely reserved about this matter, he limited himself to answering 
thus: 'It is for you to consult your material interests and decide; if it concerned the salvation of your 
souls, then I would direct you; but here it is only a question of knowing whether it is preferable for 
you to recognize and obey a great European chief, rather than to live as you have lived until now. I 
am not sent among you to become involved in such questions. I will add, however, that you must 
give mature consideration before deciding, for the Europeans are strong.' The chiefs did not want 
to hear talk of obedience; they supposed that Captain Hobson would be an additional great chief for 
the Europeans only, but not for them. 

The day of the assembly arrived, and crowds gathered. Mr Hobson, although he was surrounded 
by his staff, Bishop Pompallier, missionaries of all sects, and a great number of Europeans (none of 
them French, however), did not seem very confident; he feared a refusal: his fear was well-founded, 
since that nearly happened. 

For a very long time, the chiefs, forming a semi-circle, remained in the Europeans' presence 
without opening their mouths and keeping perfectly still. The mission of Mr Hobson was made 
known to them through the voice of an interpreter, Mr Williams (who even subsequently did not 
always — and this was doubtless deliberate — convey well the thoughts of the people speaking). 
That done, there was a great silence. After a few minutes it was broken by a chief who, walking to 
and fro in the semicircle, uttered a speech which was unfavourable to the proposals made in the name 
of the Queen—he could not see why they [the British] were coming such a long way solely to serve 
their [i.e. Maori] interests, and he ended by telling his compatriots that there was something hidden 
underneath it and telling Captain Hobson to return to his homeland. 

A chief from the Williams party was prompted to follow this very independent chief — so as to 
combat the tasteless words that had just been heard—and the discussion continued, sometimes for, 
sometimes against, until the moment when the principal chief of Kororareka, the famous Rewa, 

2 Marist Fathers, Archives Pompallier, Correspondance Pompallier & Epalle, Lettres de la 
Nouvelle-Z61ande, Lettre du 14 mai 1840, 2e feuille, micro MS 669, Reel 3, Alexander Tumbull 
Library, Wellington. This letter is not completely decipherable. 

3 Pompallier was mistaken on one point of fact: the 21 -gun salute did not occur until 8 February. 
Before the Treaty there was only an 11-gun salute, and this did not signify annexation, but implied 
that Hobson had merely consular rank. However, Hobson had actually requested a 15-gun salute, 
which would be correct for a lieutenant-governor. And other procedures, such as his proclamation 
of land restrictions on 30 January,' indicated little care for legal niceties' (Claudia Orange, The Treaty 
of Waitangi, Wellington, 1987, p.34). 
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uttered these words: 'Chase away this white chief; what has he come to do here? To take away the 
freedom which you now enjoy. Do not believe in his words, do you not see that henceforth you will 
be mere slaves? That soon he will be employing you to make roads and break stones on the 
highways?' 

This chief is Catholic, and malevolence attributed his speech to the advice of Bishop Pompallier. 
It had a great effect on the assembly: the commotion was so great that the session had to be suspended 
until the arrival of the great Hokianga chief Patuone, who was counted on to re-establish the balance. 
Finally he arrived, and spoke at length in favour of Mr Hobson, and explained, by bringing his two 
index fingers side by side, that they would be perfectly equal, and that each chief would similarly be 
equal with Mr Hobson. Then they broke up without deciding anything. However, the papers 
remained on a table with pens and ink to receive the signatures, mokos or crosses of the natives; and 
also visible were woollen blankets, clothing, tools, tobacco and food awaiting signatories at the exit4 

There is much in that account that may be discussed.3 Let us focus first on the much-
debated question: did Pompallier try to discourage the Catholic chiefs from signing, or did 
he remain neutral? 

This question goes right back to 5 February 1840, when Hobson wrote to Governor 
Gipps: 'It was evident, from the nature of the opposition, that some underhand influence 
had been at work. The chiefs Revewah [sic] and Jakahra, who are followers of the 
Catholic Bishop, were the principal opposers, and the arguments were such as convinced 
me they had been prompted.'6 And the next day Rewa told Hobson that Pompallier had 
'striven hard with him not to sign'.7 

This debate has sometimes been fuelled by three unlikely assumptions: some not seeing 
that Maori could easily have formed suspicions about the British without Pakeha help; 
some taking for granted it would have been naughty for any Pakeha to oppose such a 

4 The full report has been published in French as Akaroa by C.F. Lavaud (ed. P. Tremewan et 
al., Christchurch, 1986). Its date is 1843, but it is probably based on notes taken in 1840. Given that 
Lavaud's official mission was to establish a French colony at Akaroa, Pompallier's information 
about the Treaty was of great consequence to him. The report certainly predates Pompallier's 
account of the Treaty in Iris Notice historique et statistique de la Mission de la Nouvelle ZAlande, 
Antwerp, 1850, an English version of which appeared in 1888 as Early History of the Catholic 
Church in Oceania. Besides, in these later accounts, Pompallier had a strong personal interest: to 
show how well he served his Church, and to prove his political neutrality. When he spoke to Lavaud, 
however, he had no need to do either. Perhaps that is why this text is fuller, more relaxed, and more 
colourful. Captain Lavaud, for his part, was reporting to the French Ministry of Marine, and had no 
strong reason to alter what Pompallier said. Note that this extract above is not the same as the one 
printed in T.L. Buick, The Treaty of Waitangi, New Plymouth, 1933. What Buick presents as a 
quotation from Lavaud's report to the French Minister of Marine comes from a different Lavaud 
manuscript: his unfinished 'Voyage et Essai de Colonisation ā l'lle du Sud de la Nouvelle-Z£lande', 
probably written in Akaroa in 1841 (manuscript GG2 50 HI O at the Service Historique de la Marine, 
Vincennes; micro MS 855, Reel 6, Alexander Turnbull Library.) 

5 Note that there are some minor contradictions between this account and Colenso's. According 
to the latter, which must be deemed generally more accurate, Rewa spoke straight after Te Kemara 
(Colenso, p. 17) and not — as this suggests — after several chiefs had spoken for and against the 
Treaty. Colenso does not report Rewa's mentioning road-building or Patuone's arriving late—but 
Hobson did in a letter written that day (to Gipps, printed on p. 146 of the 'Report from the Select 
Committee on New Zealand, 3 August 1840', in Great Britain Parliamentary Papers, Colonies, New 
Zealand, I, Shannon, 1968). 

6 ibid. 'Jakahra' probably means Halriro (Hobson refers to Te Kemara as 'Katigj'). Hobson 
blames Pompallier again in Iris letter of 17 February (ibid., m, p. 133). 

7 Colenso, p.34. Henry Williams, for his part, wrote to the Church Missionary Society on 13 
February that 'the Popish Bishop has been endeavouring to poison the minds of the natives' against 
the Treaty (letter to Dandeson Coates, typescript, Alexander Tumbull Library). 
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Wonderful Treaty; and others, by contrast, assuming that the Saintly Bishop must have 
been totally indifferent to political matters. 

While Pompallier seldom said much about political matters, he cannot truly be called 
neutral. The clearest evidence about his political preferences in 1840 comes from the 
Lavaud account: 

Monsignor was afraid that under the new regime his mission would be compromised, and he would 
have liked it if I could have annexed some pan of Oceania, Tonga in particular, in order to establish 
his seat there. He thought also that, as far as the demonstrative acts of the English were concerned, 
I could press ahead and annex the Middle Island [i.e. establish French sovereignty over the South 
Island]—he said that the English had done a conjuring trick there. I agreed with him about the way 
they had taken possession, but I could not in the circumstances decide to take on a rôie which would 
certainly have been disapproved of [by Paris], and which I could not have played for long without 
grave consequences.' 

So much for the bishop's total indifference to politics! This passage leaves no real doubt 
that Pompallier was personally opposed to British sovereignty: he would much have 
preferred French. It spells out what his prime motive was—to further the Catholic cause 
— which, of course, is why he intervened on 6 February to ensure that Hobson would 
guarantee toleration' in matters of faith'. It also explains why he never opposed the Treaty 
openly, and why he accepted Hobson's invitation to attend the gatherings at Waitangi.® 

For Pompallier to have come out publicly against British sovereignty would have been 
against Catholic interests: even before 1840 it seemed probable that the North Island 
would be increasingly dominated by the British. Thus the personal opinions that 
Pompallier uttered to Lavaud were not heard by any Englishmen. His phrase 'conjuring 
trick' (tow descamotage) is a particularly dismissive one (it is also very apt: applied as 
here to the annexation of the South Island, it suggests that when Hobson declared 
sovereignty on the basis of Cook's discovery he was 'making the Southern Maori 
disappear'). 

But did Pompallier privately urge the chiefs not to sign? The belief held by British 
witnesses was that he did. These include Busby, Williams, Colenso, Taylor, and Mathew 
— and their testimonies have often been accepted uncritically. 

Pompallier, on the other hand, denied that he had advised the chiefs against signing. He 
maintained this at the time (as the documents above indicate), and also afterwards, notably 
in his Notice historique et statistique de la Mission de la Nouvelle Zilande (1850) where 
he claims to have remained 'entirely aloof from politics'.10 Several later writers have 
accepted his view at face value, including Lindsay Buick in The Treaty ofWaitangi, who 
dares to describe Pompallier's published account as 'perfectly frank'.11 These writers 
must, of course, dismiss as mistaken the opinions of British witnesses. They say, rightiy, 
that Williams was biased by his sectarian rivalry with Pompallier, and that the British 

8 The other Lavaud manuscript, 'Voyage et essai', applies the term 'conjuring trick' to the 
annexation of the North Island, and adds: 'in this case, at least, one will agree that the trick was done 
quite rapidly and skilfully'. 

9 'Voyage et essai' states that other Frenchmen stayed away deliberately, and Pompallier's 
Notice Historique, pp. 134-5, claims that Protestant missionaries had spread the rumour that he too 
would be absent 
10 Pompallier, Notice historique, p.135. 
11 Buick, p.197. Others who accept Pompallier's disclaimers are J. Rutherford, ed.. The Founding 

of New Zealand, Auckland, 1940, p.36; E. Ramsden, Busby ofWaitangi, Sydney, 1942, p.182; O. 
Wright The Voyage of the Astrolabe 1840, Wellington, 1953,p.145; and Pemberton, who says: "The 
political aspects of the Treaty interested him not at all' (p.67). 
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were automatically suspicious of France and Frenchmen. Some also point out that there 
would have been some Maori opposition to the Treaty even without Pompallier's 
presence.12 

Two of them even attempt to explain away the Maori chiefs' testimony. Lillian Keys, 
in her biography of Pompallier, writes: 

Te Kemara and Rewa when signing said their opposition had been inspired by Bishop Pompallier. 
It is possible he had managed to make it plain to them that if they signed the Treaty they gave up the 
independence of which Busby and the Paihia missionaries had persuaded them to make a declaration 
in 1835. Further than this a man of the Bishop's prudence would not have gone Te Kemara and 
Rewa, knowing how unpopular die French missionary's religion was with his opponents, doubtless 
felt they did the Bishop no harm by this exaggeration of any disinterested advice he had given them, 
while they hoped, like children, thus to remove from themselves the disapproval of the Protestant 
missionaries, who were obviously eager to get the pukapuka signed.13 

Buick, for his part, suggested that the chiefs might have merely assumed that a Frenchman 
would oppose British sovereignty, and 'put their own construction upon his words'.14 It 
is argued, instead, that the 'construction' which Te Kemara put on his words was a 
construction which the Frenchman intended. 

Consider the extract from Lavaud's account, quoted above. Lavaud certainly believed 
that Pompallier maintained an honourable neutrality: he described the contrary opinion 
as 'malevolence'. But, despite that, he nevertheless goes some way towards validating 
that contrary opinion. The document reported that Pompallier's neutrality was doubted 
in 1840,13 and it stated that Pompallier associated the Treaty with the word 'obey'. Most 
readers will see some resemblance between the notion of obedience and Rewa's reported 
speech contrasting'the freedom which you now enjoy' with the word'slave'. Many will 
suspect that Rewa and Te Kemara had felt more favourably towards the Treaty before 
consulting Pompallier than they did afterwards. This use of the word 'obey' must be 
placed alongside Colenso' s report about the following day. Te Kemara and Rewa, he said, 
were die last chiefs to sign on 6 February, and did so with great reluctance. Te Kemara 
claimed that Pompallier had warned him 'not to write on the paper, for if he did he would 
be made a slave'.16 

Consider more closely what Pompallier's letter said about his meetings with the chiefs. 
'They were asking me', he wrote, 'if it was good to cede or not to cede their independence 

' It is not clear whether this conversation took place in Maori or English, and whether 
anyone used the term rangatiratanga (the word used to convey the idea of 'independence' 
in the Declaration of Independence of 1835). There is little doubt, however, that in trying 
to 'enlighten' the chiefs about the proposed treaty, Pompallier said that it would mean 
ceding or losing some of their past freedoms. And it is quite likely that he spoke about 
'obeying' the British in some matters. 

These meetings took place before the precise text of the Treaty was known: this was 

12 For example, various chiefs had been to Sydney, and could have formed opinions about British 
colonization there. Rewa was one of these — which perhaps accounts for his phrase about slaves 
breaking stones for highways. 
13 L. Keys, The Life and Times of Bishop Pompallier, Christchurch, 1957, p.128. This is uncon-
vincing: why should the chiefs fear the disapproval of Williams? It betrays a paternalistic view of 
the Maori, doubting their capacity for mature thinking. 
14 Buick, p.196. 
15 And knew that this was still disputed in 1842 Getter from CapL du Bouzet to Lavaud). 
16 Colenso, p.34. Note that subsequently Rewa was influential in dissuading chiefs from signing 
at Manukau. See Orange, p.68. 
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revealed on 5 February, after final drafting the previous night Pompallier's letter views 
the Treaty as a treaty of cession, a means used by the British to establish sovereignty. And 
this was presumably his view of it even before hearing the precise text He was therefore 
trying to explain not so much the written words of the documents as his perception of the 
intentions behind them, and of their probable results — as he puts it, to 'enlighten the 
chiefs about what was involved [ce dont il s'agissait] for them'. He was talking, for 
example, about what 'cession of sovereignty' meant in European eyes, and not about what 
cession of kawanatanga and guarantees of rangitiratanga might mean in Maori eyes. 

Did he attach any great importance to the actual wording of the Treaty, for example to 
what the British were offering, notably in article two, in exchange for sovereignty? 
Probably not He was, according to his letter, 'quite sure [bien assuri] that the request 
for signatures was only a pretext, the annexation was decided on'. Besides, there is the 
evidence of a letter that he wrote in 1845 to Hone Heke, reminding him of his 
(Pompallier's) words to the chiefs five years earlier: 'Kihai rawa hoki ahau i mea ki a 
koutou, tukua to koutou rangatiratanga ki nga pakeha ahakoa Ingarani, ahakoa Wiwi, 
ahakoa Amerikana, ahakoa no te tahi iwi ke atu Ki te mea e mai pai ana toutou kia 
riro ia ki tetahi iwi pakeha ranei e koutou, na, kei a koutou te wakaaro.' [I never told you 
to give up your rangatiratanga to foreigners, whether English, French, American or any 
other nation If you wish to give it up to a foreign nation, that is your affair.]17 This 
is rather curious — Hone Heke had taken arms to defend (among other things) his 
rangatiratanga; yet here Pompallier implies that the chief had already given it jip! And 
the letter goes on to say: 'Such likewise were my words in that assembly which met in the 
beginning in Waitangi. Yarn sovereignty regards yourselves [...]. If you consent to yield 
up your rights as chiefs to a foreign nation, or if you prefer keeping them, that is your 
affair.'18 There are only two possible explanations for this: either he had completely 
forgotten article two of the Treaty, or he considered it a worthless element which the 
British never intended to honour. It is not unlikely (as Philip Turner has suggested) that 
Pompallier viewed Article Two as 'a meaningless device inserted by the missionaries to 
cajole the Maori into signing'.19 

All this evidence makes it very likely that when 'enlightening' the chiefs Pompallier 
had said that signing would mean loss of independence and reduction of power. There 
is no evidence that hearing the exact text of the Treaty altered his opinion about it Claudia 
Orange's summary of this matter supports this view: 'Suspicions of Pompallier were 
partially correct It is not surprising that the Kororareka chiefs, with Pompallier as 
their adviser, had demonstrated a more accurate grasp of the nature and effect of the Treaty 
than most.'20 Did Pompallier, when talking to the chiefs about the Treaty, actually utter 
the word 'slaves' — or its Maori equivalent taurekareka — as attributed to him by Te 
Kemara (in Colenso's account) and then spoken by Rewa (according to Lavaud's report)? 
That is very unlikely—indeed his desire to appear neutral probably excludes such an ill-
weighed word. It is very likely, however, that the words he did use were weighed quite 
well enough to reveal his bias: on balance, they would make the chiefs much less likely 
to sign. 

17 Letter to Heke, 31 January 1845, Archives of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, 
SC m, quoted in Turner, p.99. 
18 "My emphasis. 1 quote here an English version which appeared in the Auckland Times, 9August 

1845. Likewise, the Bishop's own French version of this letter translates rangatiratanga as 
souveraineti (sovereignty) and later as droits de chefs (chiefly rights). Pompallier, Notice historique, 
p.204. 

19 Turner, p.100. 
20 Orange, pp.57-58. The main Kororareka chiefs were Rewa, Hakiro, Moka, and Tareha. 
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A related question, one which is frequently debated in 1990, is:' How well did the chiefs 
who signed understand what they were doing?' It can be stated also in this form: 'What 
were their expectations, and how well-founded were they?' On this matter the opinion 
of Pompallier, a well-placed observer, is one of those that deserves respect 

The Lavaud account makes a remark, in parenthesis, about Henry Williams, that not 
only did he make an imperfect translation of speeches by Hobson and others, but also that 
these imperfections were 'doubdess deliberate'. This is not a trivial matter because, as 
Orange observes: 'The oral nature of the Waitangi deliberations was of paramount 
importance, particularly in a Maori tradition in which relationships were customarily 
sustained and modified through lengthy discussion'.21 Furthermore, it is a matter con-
nected with die written Treaty itself, since Williams was the man most responsible for the 
Maori version, which he had prepared the previous night. It is often thought nowadays 
that Williams translated the word 'sovereignty' with the term kawanatanga in the full 
knowledge that this was weaker in meaning, and in the hope that the chiefs would more 
readily sign it. 

The above document suggests that Pompallier may have had similar thoughts at the 
time. He obviously said (in conversation with Lavaud) that Williams had misrepresented 
the words of Hobson's speech, and he implied that the changes were not just the slight 
imperfections inevitable when moving between two very different languages, but that 
they were deliberate changes. This was not mere nastiness on Pompallier' s part—though 
he certainly viewed the other missionary as a rival. According to Colenso, at least two 
other Pakeha were critical of Williams's interpreting.22 It would seem that Pompallier 
genuinely believed that Williams was a biased interpreter: that his effectiveness in 
helping die chiefs to a full understanding of Hobson's words was impaired by his own 
desire that they should sign.23 

The matter of Williams's interpreting, however, is only a small part of a more serious 
question, the one which Colenso saw fit to raise the next day: had the Maori been given 
proper explanations of 'the purport of the Treaty' ?M On this matter Pompallier's opinion 
was clearly stated in the letter of 14 May 1840: 'few understood well what they did in 
signing. They were won over by presents and by their ignorance.' This statement does 
not appear to be restricted to the 43 chiefs who signed on 6 February. A letter which 
Pompallier wrote in 1845 to Cardinal Fransoni stated that, by signing the Treaty, Maori 
'were made English subjects, and their country an English possession, although they did 
not understand the whole tenor of the treaty and had not the slightest intention of ceding 
their territory and their sovereignty'.25 

21 ibid., p.56. 
22 Colenso, pp. 19-20. Colenso records these opinions without sharing them. James Busby did 

not share them either according to his annotations of Colenso's account, Williams 'translated what 
they said', merely omitting the 'immense amount of repetition' (ibid., p.20)—but of course Busby 
was a strong partisan of the Treaty. 
23 Was Pompallier competent in 1840to judge Williams's skill as an interpreter? The answer must 

be 'partly'. One of Hobson's staff heard him 'speaking English very tolerably' (Mathew, quoted in 
E. Simmons, Pompallier, Prince of Bishops, Auckland, 1984, p.44). And the claim that his knowl-
edge of Maori was 'elementary', made by Buick, p. 196, does not match the evidence: Pompallier 
claims (in Notice Historique, p.90) to have been preaching in Maori since June 1838; and one report 
even says that he gave Mrs Hobson lessons in Maori (quoted Simmons, p.56). 
24 Colenso, p.33. 
25 Letter of 3 March 1845, Archives of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, SC n, 

quoted Turner, p. 100. Contrast this with Pompallier's later words: 'As to the political treaty, was it 
or was it not understood by the natives? That is a mystery difficult to solve' (Notice Historique, p. 136). 
Had the bishop by then changed or forgotten his earlier views? It is much more likely that he was 
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The Lavaud account, referring as it does to presents and to ignorance, helps to explain 
why he thought this. Let us examine it more closely. It makes no attempt to list all the 
chiefs who spoke that day. Instead it mentions four two who spoke in favour of the 
proposed Treaty (Patuone and the 'chief from the Williams party') and two who spoke 
unfavourably (Rewa and the one who spoke first, who can be identified as Te Kemara). 
We are given a simplified version of the debate, one which, for example, mentions 
Patuone while neglecting his younger brother Nene, and names Rewa while neglecting 
Hakiro, Moka, and Tareha, Ids fellow-chiefs from Kororareka. The resulting picture 
highlights the strong contrast between Rewa and Patuone: Rewa, stated to be Catholic, 
spoke of loss of freedom, and depicted the governor as an employer, even a slave-master, 
whereas Patuone, who was Protestant, spoke of perfect equality between Hobson and 
each chief, and demonstrated his meaning with a striking gesture. 

This gesture was not mentioned in Colenso's account But it is understandable that a 
French document should record this detail of his speech rather than the rude remade 
Patuone made about Pompallier,' that Pikopo, that bad man', recorded by Colenso.26 The 
gesture of the two index fingers, if indeed it meant perfect equality between each chief and 
Hobson, resembles what the Catholic chiefs are said to have thought before consulting 
Pompallier 'Hobson would be an additional great chief for the Europeans, only'.27 

Furthermore, it stands in strong contrast with some words of Te Kemara, who was, in 
fact, a Catholic like Rewa. According to Colenso, he said in his opening speech: 
'Governor high up and Te Kemara down low, small, a worm, a crawler',28 and later that 
day, as soon as Patuone stopped speaking, he jumped up again to repeat it Furthermore, 
not content with words, he then 'ran up to die Governor, and, crossing his wrists, imitating 
a man handcuffed, loudly vociferated, with fiery flashing eyes, "Shall I be thus, thus?"129 

This statement leaves no doubt that Patuone and Te Kemara disagreed in their expectations 
as to what the Treaty would mean in subsequent years. Te Kemara's view (like Rewa's) 
was an exaggerated picture of what really happened — governors soon had much more 
status and powers than chiefs. Patuone's view, however — that there would be no 
inequality — was simply false (as all the Europeans would have known at the time). 
Colenso's account makes it clear that Patuone's speech was one which turned die debate 
back in favour of the Treaty. The Lavaud account made the same point, while encouraging 
the reader to think: 'this important chief did not understand what the cession of 
sovereignty would really mean'. 

On the basis of this discussion, it would seem that Pompallier's opinions were that 
many of the Waitangi signatories, such as Patuone, expected to retain their status and 
power, and to lose little of substance. But these expectations were ill-founded: on the 
contrary, British sovereignty would mean substantial losses in status and authority. These 
false expectations had been encouraged by the Protestant missionaries; but the chiefs who 

just maintaining his policy of public neutrality. Note that the account of Charles Wilkes, based on 
US eyewitnesses he met in the Bay of Islands in March 1840, said: 'Many arguments and endeavours 
were used to induce them to sign a treaty with Great Britain, all of which were but little understood, 
evenby those who were present and had some clue to the object in view' (Narrative of the US. Exploring 
Expedition, Philadelphia, 1845, II, p.375). 
26 Colenso, p.27. 
27 Lavaud account first paragraph. It also resembles some remarks made by the other French 

witness, Fr Louis Catherin Servant who was Pompallier's assistant He wrote on 5 March 1840about 
the debates he attended on 5 February: 'The majority of orators do not want the governor to extend 
his authority over the natives, but over the Europeans exclusively.' (Letter to Fr Colin, ACPF, SC 
I, quoted Turner, p.88). 
28 Colenso, p.17. 
29 According to Colenso, pp.27-28. 
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consulted the Catholic bishop formed more appropriate expectations. These chiefs were 
die few who 'understood well what they did in signing'. 

Pompallier's views are important because he was an intelligent observer of 1840, and 
one who did not share the British bias of most recorded observers. Pompallier had his own 
bias: that Maori spiritual interests could be best served by Catholicism, and that 
Catholicism could be best served by French sovereignty. 

Having presented his probable views, I choose to step back and venture some 
judgements about them. It is clear that Pompallier's view of the Treaty of Waitangi was 
generally a negative one. It is clear that he saw the pressure for signatures as British and 
Protestant manipulation of the Maori chiefs. He would be surprised, therefore, to learn 
that 1 SO years later many Maori voices say that' the Treaty always speaks', and stress the 
high importance of this document, which no Maori helped to draft. Pompallier would 
understand better the voices who call it a 'fraud'.30 

However, his view was only a partial one. Consider, for example, his cynical remark 
that 'the request for signatures was only a pretext, the annexation was decided on'. This 
implies that a general refusal to sign would have made little difference—which is a matter 
of speculation. It also implies that the treaty-making process was a rather empty charade, 
which Hobson could have omitted — which is scarcely tenable. In fact, the British had 
decided on annexation by treaty of cession, not annexation, regardless. Pompallier was 
doubtless unaware how reluctantly the British government had made this decision, and 
what importance it placed on obtaining evidence of Maori consent Hundreds of 
signatures would serve to impress liberal opinion in Britain — and would also go some 
way towards persuading the French government to recognize British sovereignty over all 
New Zealand. This latter point was understood less well by Pompallier than by Lavaud, 
who resisted the Bishop's urgings in July 1840 to proceed with French annexation of the 
South Island. 

Besides, Pompallier's view is altogether a European view: to him, understanding the 
Treaty meant understanding what Europeans intended by it31 There is, however, a Maori 
view which differs significantly from this — and which is more positive. This view, 
formed among the Protestant Maori in 1840, and frequently maintained since then, sees 
the written Treaty as being itself a taonga (treasure) ami forming part of a 'sacred 
covenant' between two races. It sees the Treaty as affirming Maori title to all the land (not 
just what was occupied or cultivated); it emphasizes the validity of the Maori language 
version Te Tiriti o Waitangi (the version signed by most chiefs and countersigned by 
Hobson in the Queen's name); and it pays particular attention to article two of the text, 
the guarantee of rangatiratanga, without which it would have won few signatures. Many 
of the Maori chiefs thus chose to take the Treaty seriously—to sign it, to honour it, and 
(when British actions infringed article two) to ask that the Pakeha honour it too. This 
choice merited more respect than Pompallier gave it at the time. It still does. 

Pompallier's dismissive view, by contrast, is predicated on the assumption that the 
European understanding of the Treaty as a cession of full sovereignty is die only valid 
understanding, and the one by which Maori understandings are to be measured.32 This 

30 The word was perhaps first applied by Wakefield, when he spoke of 'this pretended treaty' as 
'a fraud on the ignorant natives' (in the NX. Company 20th Report, 29 May 1846, p.52). 
31 On this matter, Pompallier's suspicions were notfar from the mark—Peter Adams, in his major 

study of the Colonial Office attitudes to annexing New Zealand, says 'the treaty was intended to 
protect the Maori only insofar as their rights were compatible with British dominance' (Fatal Ne-
cessity, Auckland, 1977, p.15). 
32 I owe this insight to my colleague Peter Tremewan, who has assisted greatly in the preparation 

of this article. 



POMPALLIER AND THE TREATY 199 

assumption is debatable — and, indeed, it is debated in 1990. Even in the English text, 
die cession of sovereignty made in article one is partially restricted by the guarantee of 
chieftainship in article two. And in the Maori text, kawanatanga (article one) and 
rangatiratanga (article two) are more evenly balanced. 

Peihaps, after all, chief Patuone's gesture with his two index fingers was not altogether 
wrong. Could it have shown a quite tenable interpretation of the word kawanatanga as 
denoting some kind of protectorate system (such as later occurred in Tonga, where full 
rangatiratanga is retained to this day)? And could we therefore say that the text of the 
Treaty does not truly mean what the British intended it to mean? If so, then perhaps Bishop 
PompaUier's letter to his superiors should have said: 'Captain Hobson failed to under-
stand well what he did in signing'. 
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