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MORE THAN WIVES:

HELPMEETS, HEROINES OR PARTNERS?

 CASE STUDIES

In this paper I shall consider the lives and influence of two significant women in New Zealand mission history.  One came here with her husband from England and the other was born here of CMS missionaries.

ANNE CATHERINE WILSON

“Why, trust in the Lord: what else can I do?”

The sentiment, expressed by Anne in the subtitle above, as she was dying a lingering and agonizing death, accurately sums up her life experience from the time she married John Alexander Wilson.  Anne died tragically young – probably of breast cancer - the day before her thirty-sixth birthday on 23 November 1838.
  She was born Anne Catherine Hawker in Ireland on 24 November 1802.  It was she who brought her husband to a faith in Christ and ultimately to missionary service with the Church Missionary Society in New Zealand.  At the time of her death, John wrote of his great loss to the Society in England, “and when I tell you that ‘the desire of mine eyes,’ my beloved wife, under whose gentle influence the Lord first led me to a knowledge of myself and of my Saviour, is taken from me, you will perceive that my loss is great indeed.”
 

Biographical Overview

Anne and John were married at Jersey in 1828 and lived there until their departure for New Zealand as missionaries with the CMS in 1832.  They arrived at Paihia on 12 April, 1833 with two sons, John Alexander born in 1829 and Charles James born in 1831.  They were to have two more sons, Francis Hawker born in 1834 and George Alfred, born in 1838, nine months before Anne died.  They remained at the Bay of Islands until 1834 when they moved to Puriri until 1835.  In 1836 and 1838 they served in Tauranga with the year of 1837 spent mostly at the Bay of Islands because of the wars in the southern district.  John was often absent – either acting as a peacemaker
 between the various warring factions or travelling to visit Maori tribes and villages.  It is worth noting that Anne’s entire life in New Zealand was pre-1840 and the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi.  By 1840 it is estimated that there were approximately 2000 Europeans in the whole of the country. Anne found the loneliness and the isolation hard to sustain as is evident in her journals and in her letters to her husband.  Her health gradually deteriorated until she died on 23 November 1838 with the statement on her gravestone being a glorious affirmation of what she had uttered during the final days of her illness, “‘I shall soon be beyond that star and shall be with Him.’ – A.C.W.”

Vocation and Personal Inadequacy

Anne had experienced a definite missionary calling and it was under her “gentle influence” that her husband John came to this vocation also.  There are many journal entries which express her quite explicit sense of vocation and her awareness that God had given her a task to fulfil, “Many things have lately combined to make one feel more desirous to go to the poor heathen.  The more I hear of them the more my heart seems drawn to them.”
  However, her belief in this strong vocation to make Christ known mingled with inner feelings of personal inadequacy and spiritual frailty plagued Anne all her life.  She could cry out to God, “Oh when shall Jesus be truly known in the world?”
  and two weeks later be in despair about her missionary fervour, “The low state of missionary spirit at this house is truly grievous.”
  These sentiments were a constant refrain, “An anxious Christian, is it possible?  Oh what a faithless creature I am, what a contradiction I appear to myself.”
 Perhaps it is this last assertion that best encapsulates Anne’s dilemma.  She longed to be a Christian who was full of faith and able to be a joyful witness to God but so often she found herself anxious, burdened and weak and therefore unable to witness to God as she desired.

Despite having three children and a husband who was often away, she was aware of the need to learn Maori in order to be able to communicate the gospel.  She wrote to John of her housemaid, Totoia losing her reason, and that “the affliction will I trust be of some use to me as it may rouse me to study the language.”
  She also enjoyed reading and there are several references to her finding comfort and challenge from various part of Scripture, “I have just been reading the 8th chapter of Romans and felt much comfort from the latter part, from the 16th verse unto the end, amidst all our trials.”
   She also found inspiration  from reading the life of Henry Martyn as well as Philip Doddridge’s Rise and Progress of Religion,
 Stewart’s Visit to the South Seas in the US Ship Vincennes, during the years 1829 &1830
  and Gobat’s Abyssinia.
  Felix Neff was another book she read about which she wrote to John, “I have been reading Felix Neff.  What a devoted life his was,”
 and “I am much interested in Keith’s Signs of the Times.  I will read them over again to you if you like.”
 Doddridge’s book, especially, was a classical spiritual text that evangelicals were reading at this time.  Felix Neff  was about the life of a missionary and Keith’s book was a book on eschatology. Anne obviously nurtured her spirituality and stretched her mind by reading these texts. She evidently had a wide range of reading interests and despite a busy life she took the time to read books, to critique them and to discuss them with her husband.  

Her relationship with her husband was such that she could freely express her feelings – gloomy and otherwise.  She used the Maori word pouri (gloomy, dark, miserable) in her letters to him several times to describe her state of mind: “The dear children are pretty well but they suffered greatly on board and I had the pain of separation from you and distress of seeing them suffer, added to the sea sickness – so you may suppose I was pouri enough,”
 Yet, despite these feelings of anguish and despondency, she could also write to John, “All things seem dreary except hope.”
 She was not overcome by these feelings as she counted it such an honour to serve God and to make Christ known.  
Separation

Separation and the resultant feelings of isolation and loneliness were a major concern of many missionary wives.  Anne felt the separation from family and friends in England but it was separation from her husband that she found especially hard to bear and at times intolerable.  She wrote openly and honestly to her husband of how she longed to be with him, “I should not sit up so late if you were here to keep me company but it is sweeter to me to sit scribbling to you than to go to bed.”
  Anne deeply loved her husband and she continually struggled with this internal conflict between her love for her husband combined with fears for his safety and this missionary vocation and duty to which they had been called.  On another occasion, Anne wrote imploring him to return,

 My heart within me is desolate.  I know my love will say – ah my Anne why are you so unthankful, have you not your children?  are you not with kind friends? Ah yes, but what are friends compared to you my love? and who ought to share most in your troubles but me…Forgive me my love for dwelling on this,  my hand will write what my heart dictates, though I fear my tears will render all unintelligible.

John too found the partings painful, as he noted in 1836, when Anne and the children had to evacuate the mission station because of marauding war parties, “Whether we shall ever meet again… I know not, yet may we cheerfully and patiently submit to His will, and whatever becomes of me, may God’s richest blessings and mercy rest upon my dear wife and my dear little boys.  There are pains more bitter than death.”
  Anne’s journal entry for this date was, “Went on board the Columbine it seemed as though my heart would break”

Domestic Responsibilities

Anne’s first and only journal entry for 1833, the year they arrived in New Zealand was in September, five months after their arrival when she wrote, “We have thus begun housekeeping in this savage land.  I have schools to attend to and girls under my charge, besides my own children.”
  Anne was evidently involved in teaching at the native schools and training and domesticating local Maori girls which was seen as an important task for missionary women.  The first mission school was established in Paihia in 1823 and its first pupils were Maori women and girls.  By 1833, when Anne arrived this sort of education was well established and Anne fell into the expected pattern, modelled especially by the Williams’ families.  The accepted pattern seemed to be that the male missionaries would teach school early in the morning to leave the rest of their day free for other tasks.  For their wives however, the early morning was an extremely busy time with household chores when they needed their Maori girls to help.  So it was decided that Maori girls would be instructed at a different time of day.
  The CMS view was that Christian family life was to be modelled and their society to be ‘civilised’ by the introduction of Christianity.
  As Fitzgerald observed, English family values predominated, “Salvation was predicated on the adoption of Christian values and practices that involved amongst other things, the external elements of English culture; clothing, language and gender appropriate behaviour.”
 Local Maori women would imbibe these values by emulating missionary wives and their homes, “Within the mission family home, Nga Puhi women would come into contact with ideal Christian women who would offer an example of domesticity and teach them how to become good wives and mothers.”
 This certainly seemed to be the pattern, which Anne followed during her years in New Zealand.  In her final letter to her parents, written in 1838, she gave a helpful outline of how they spent their days.  It is worth quoting at length because it gives an excellent insight into the daily lives and attitudes of missionaries at this time, 

You mentioned that you do not understand how we live here.  We breakfast at eight, after breakfast prayers, at ten the three eldest boys go to school (Mr Brown, Mr Stack and my husband keep school alternately by weeks, and Mrs Brown and myself alternately each afternoon); I then proceed to see about household affairs, to teach the girl how to cook the dinner, make beds, clean, sweep and those that understand see that they are employed at their various occupations (we make all our own bread and butter).  I have no employment which requires strength, but constantly have to keep them to their work, as I find they are very like some dancing dogs my mother used to talk of; as soon as their master turned round they would be on all-fours; so it is with the natives, if you are not always saying ‘Do this,’ ‘Now do that’ and seeing that it is done, they will sit down on the ground round a bit of fire, and talk and eat potatoes and maize all day.  At twelve we dine, at two the European children come to school.  We drink tea between four and five, have prayers about seven, when the two younger boys go to bed, John and Charles sit up till eight, and we retire ourselves at ten o’clock.  I have now given you a general outline of our day.  John has various occupations.  He is employed all day either seeing to his natives, visiting the sick, or in the garden with the children, and his evenings are usually employed reading to us.

This account affords some valuable insights.  Firstly Anne and John’s domestic routine seems to have been modelled on what they saw in the Bay of Islands on their arrival.  Secondly, it reveals the condescending and paternalist attitudes exhibited towards Maori within this domestic sphere especially when they displayed a different work ethic from Europeans.

Husbands and wives inhabited separate spheres and John and Anne were no different. Much of Anne’s involvement was indeed domestic – running the household, and caring for their four young sons. Anne loved to have her children around her and evidently spent much time teaching them as well as being involved in the native schools.  She made many references to schools in her writings.  Sometimes it is difficult to discern whether she was referring to teaching the Maori or whether she is referring to teaching her own children but she was evidently fully committed to both.  In 1835 she wrote in her journal, “I have school at home”
 and ten days later, “I have been engaged as usual with my school and family and preparing for my husband’s voyage to the Bay of Islands.”

She was very concerned for her children’s spiritual wellbeing and longed for them to know Jesus, and even in her last days as she was dying, she exhorted her eldest son, then nine years old, to seek God, “The eldest of her four children was standing at the foot of her bed; and though the severity of the pain made it difficult for her to speak, she said to him, with affectionate earnestness, ‘My son, seek the Lord while He may be found!’”

Upheavals and Illness

During her five and one half years in New Zealand, Anne lived in at least five different locations.  This meant upheaval for the family as they travelled from one location to another and adjusted to new sets of relationships in each place. 

Illness was a constant theme in Anne’s journals and letters.  Her young children were frequently sick and Anne seemed to suffer from headaches of increasing frequency and intensity. Journal entries abound where she noted that one or more of the children was sick and of course this had the greatest impact on Anne who was the one most heavily involved in the domestic sphere.  Anne’s health seemed to deteriorate markedly from early 1837 where she first noted in her journal that, “I have been very unwell with my side….”
 A few days later she wrote to John, “Since I wrote this I have discovered a small hard lump coming under my left arm and am decided worse.  I think it my duty to tell you so.”
 She died at Tauranga, a long and agonising death, and Charlotte Brown, another CMS missionary wife at this station, wrote a moving and detailed account of her final illness.  Charlotte’s account is found as part of the obituary for Anne in the Church Missionary Record for August 1839.  This was indeed a great honour for the wife of a catechist to be accorded such a lengthy obituary.  Charlotte’s lengthy account had a purpose in the evangelical worldview, “Charlotte’s account was meant to assure her friends and the CMS in London that Anne had been faithful to the end and could be counted among the blessed.”

Anne was a woman unafraid to reveal her soul.  She emerges as a woman with her own vocation and her own experience of Christ, which she was eager to share with others.  She was also a woman who was honest in expressing the hardship and inner struggle that this vocation, this “cause infinitely higher”, engendered. Hers was not an easy calling – and she did not pretend that it was.  The high privilege of serving God in New Zealand was lived, experienced and expressed in the hardship of daily routine but she was not overcome and her trust in God held steadfast to the end.

ELIZABETH COLENSO (nee FAIRBURN)

“we have no abiding city… we are but strangers and pilgrims on earth.”

Family Background and Biographical Overview

“This is the story of a woman, sincere, humble, unselfish and generous. One who lived for others and never spared herself in any way.”
 This is how Elizabeth’s granddaughter began her account of her grandmother’s life.  Elizabeth was born into the Fairburn family at Kerikeri in August 1821.
  Her parents, William Fairburn and Sarah (nee Tuckwell) came to New Zealand as CMS missionaries in 1819, serving at Paihia, Puiriri, and Maraetai before retiring to Otahuhu.  William was a carpenter and a catechist for the CMS and her mother taught at mission schools, brought up the family and endured the frequent absences of her husband.  In 1834, Elizabeth’s family moved to a new CMS station at Puriri and Elizabeth was left behind in the household of Henry and Marianne Williams to continue her schooling at the mission school in Paihia. She was indeed  “a complete child of the mission.”
  

In 1843 she married William Colenso, the CMS printer, and moved to St John’s College at Waimate for eighteen months.  In 1844 the young couple established a new mission station at Waitangi, Ahuriri where Elizabeth lived for nearly ten years.  She then left her husband to return to her father’s home at Otahuhu before joining the Ashwell’s as a teacher at the CMS mission station at Taupiri in 1854.  Seven years later she journeyed to England with her two children and after five years there she returned to New Zealand, eventually settling in Paihia with her daughter.  At the age of fifty-four, in 1875, John Selwyn requested her to go to Norfolk Island, to the headquarters of the Melanesian Mission, for four months to help out while his wife returned for a visit to England.  Elizabeth went willingly and she served there for twenty-three years, finally returning to New Zealand in 1898 to live with her daughter at Otaki where she died in 1904. 

Childhood Influences

Elizabeth was born and brought up on mission stations in New Zealand so she was used to mission life from the beginning.  Indeed, her mother worked hard on behalf of the mission and after her death, William Colenso wrote to the CMS that, “Mrs F. was a woman of no common mind, and had always been a working female Missionary;”

Her mother was a strong role model for Elizabeth, especially after Elizabeth returned home from Paihia when she worked alongside her mother.  According to Sarah Mathew, who visited the Fairburns at their home in Maraetai in 1840, both Elizabeth and her mother related very positively with Maori, “Mrs Fairburn speaks better of them [native women] and their capacity than any other of the missionaries’ wives I have seen.”
  By 1840, after returning home from Paihia, Elizabeth was running her own school, with its own curriculum and programme, at nineteen years of age apparently with neither recognition nor remuneration from the CMS, as her father noted bitterly,


My eldest daughter who has been labouring in the most indefatigable and successful manner amongst the native females and children for the last four and a half years has never had any remuneration for her services with the exception of ten pounds which was given to her by the Committee two years ago.

Vocation and Marriage

In 1843 she agreed to marry William Colenso, the CMS printer, who was ten years older than her, and whom she had probably known brieflyas one of the Paihia missionaries while she was at school there. 
  Was this marriage a further step along the path of duty? Was it an escape from a home, where her father was becoming increasingly depressed after his resignation from the CMS over the conflict arising from his land holdings and finding comfort in drink
 and where her mother’s health was rapidly deteriorating? 
  Like so many missionary wives before her, did she see marriage as a way of fulfilling a missionary vocation?  As Dana Robert has observed, in her research on missionary wives from New England at the same period, “Regardless of their personal qualifications, most women in New England could live out a missionary vocation only if they married male missionaries,”
 Elizabeth was certainly well qualified in her own right, having already managed and taught in Maori schools and being fluent in the Maori language.  As her only ‘career route’ was through marriage, the romantic side of marriage and their compatibility as partners may have played a minor role. Catherine Hall has pertinently remarked, “Time and again in the biographies of missionaries their marriages are seen as secondary to their act of faith.”
 However, after visiting the Fairburn’s early in 1843, William and Elizabeth decided to postpone the marriage for a year until after his ordination.  Bishop Selwyn was not happy with these arrangements and in a letter to William urged him to return to Te Waimate married, “If you would prefer coming as a married man I have no doubt that we can make arrangements for Mrs Colenso’s reception…In fact I should very much prefer this arrangement…”
 

Elizabeth explained their sudden change in plans in a letter written to her friend, Charlotte Brown in which she told her, “The Bishop has requested him to get our affairs concluded as soon as possible” and she asked for advice about her impending marriage, “Tell me my dear Mrs Brown, do you approve of the step I am about to take?  I am fully alive to the importance of it.”
  Interestingly, on the outside of the envelope of this letter is a sticker quoting an Old Testament verse from 1 Chron 29:5, “Who is willing to consecrate his service this day unto the Lord?”  Is this how Elizabeth saw her marriage and life with William – as an opportunity to consecrate her life to ongoing service for God?  This was often the situation in the Australian context as Hilary Carey explained, “Marriage to an Australian missionary was not the product of a family alliance or a love match, but a life choice and a religious vocation.”
 It appears that both of them were fully aware that initially there was little love but William recorded that “I fully firmly believed that mutual affection would surely follow, for all I wanted was a suitable partner, particularly in mission work – this was ever uppermost…”
 For William, his mission work was his priority and for Elizabeth it may well have been a means to fulfil her missionary vocation.  They began their married life at St John’s College, Waimate where they both worked extremely hard.  Elizabeth ran the Infants and Boarding Schools and was so valuable to the Bishop that William believed he did not want to lose her and therefore delayed his ordination for this reason!  Their daily routine was rigorous
 and William wrote, “Had she not been strong and well used to the Maoris and fitted for her work she must have sunk under it.”
 During this time, their first child, Fanny was born on 1st February,1844 – while William was away on a journey for the Bishop.  Later that year William was ordained deacon and they moved to the remote and inhospitable region of Ahuriri.

The Ahuriri Years: Domestic Routine and Mission Work

Their arrival there on 28th December 1844 did not bode well for the location of a mission station. Elizabeth noted in her Recollections, 

Upon arrival there, we found a native built raupo whare, without floor, doors or windows, with a square hole cut in the roof for a chimney, and the earthen floor covered with mud from a recent flood.  As a gale was coming on, our belongings were piled up under the verandah, and as it was late, we slept among the packages.

Elizabeth worked tirelessly at the Girls and Infants Schools, which were built across the river but she was a resourceful woman and “as soon as lessons were begun, Elizabeth had to paddle across every day to teach her classes.”
 Elizabeth evidently worked hard, possibly to the detriment of caring for her own children as her daughter recalled, “Mother was so busy teaching and overseeing that she had insufficient time for us, nor could she be spared from Waitangi…”
  Elizabeth was often busy “overseeing” the mission station as William was away travelling so much. Admittedly his area of responsibility was huge, covering almost one quarter of the total area of the North Island.
  William enjoyed the travelling as he was a keen botanist and collector of plant specimens.
 In 1850 and 1851 he was away from the mission station 118 and 131 days respectively.
  As Cottier has written, “She was not only the surrogate missionary and the sole parent during Colenso’s lengthy absences but also mission teacher, mission and district medicine ‘man’ and nurse.”
  

Like many other missionary wives of this era, Elizabeth experienced the isolation and loneliness of being the only white woman in the district. Langmore has commented that, “Tied to their stations by domestic responsibilities, most wives suffered more from isolation than did their husbands.  Many especially craved the companionship of another white woman.”
 This was certainly an issue for Elizabeth as she approached the end of her second pregnancy.  She had received an invitation from Jane Williams to go to Turanga for the birth
 and so they journeyed the one hundred and thirty miles to Turanga by foot in mid-winter!  It was a difficult and dangerous journey, as William observed “I shuddered sometimes to see the places which Mrs Colenso had to climb up and down – more than doubly hazardous in the present wet winter season.”
  

Ridley Latimer (Latty) was safely delivered on 23rd September 1845.  According to William, after the birth of their son, Elizabeth wrote to him declaring “that it would not be her fault if anything of that nature ever again occurred…So, from that time, or even long before, we never again cohabited together as man and wife.”
 William claimed they had “but little if any love for each other, and our new mode of living did not cause such a feeling to spring or grow,”
 He claimed that his happiness was in his work and that Elizabeth was “far happier when I was away from the Station travelling.”
 Elizabeth’s marriage had evidently failed in terms of finding love and true companionship but Elizabeth continued with her busy life of managing the mission station in William’s absences, teaching and bringing up her children.

The Ahuriri Years: Estrangement and Exodus

William was certainly not an easy person live with. His complex personality, prolonged absences both while away travelling and while at home in his study in the garden made their marriage relationship difficult to sustain. William wrote to his sons, “from that time on [after the birth of Ridley in 1845] we dwelt as brother and sister…we never loved each other.”
 Although William had claimed to be happy with this state of affairs, he began an affair with Ripeka, Elizabeth’s housegirl, in1848.
 Elizabeth did not discover this until mid-1851 when Ripeka had a baby son, Wi, by William and two weeks after the birth, Ripeka confessed to Elizabeth.  It seems that William really did love Ripeka and he did not want her to marry Hamuera, another servant in the house. Ripeka and Hamuera came and went several times over the next two years, on each occasion leaving Wi, as William refused to let him go with Ripeka. Finally in November 1852, Ripeka and Hamuera left for the last time, attempting to secretly take Wi with them but William heard the cry that Wi was being smuggled into the canoe, “I rushed from the study, jumped on board, and demanded from R. my child; she gave you into my hands and I bore you off into the house; madly followed by the Maoris of the canoe…”
 
Now Elizabeth found herself without Ripeka to assist in the house and as sole caregiver for the child of her husband’s mistress.  She performed this duty admirably and William affirmed that “Mrs Colenso kindly and lovingly took you up and well performed a mother’s part towards you in every respect by day and night.”
 Elizabeth also continued as usual with her mission duties.

One can only surmise at the pain and shame Elizabeth felt during these years.  After the birth of Wi, the affair was known and discussed in the local community and eventually in the missionary community.  Elizabeth must have seen William’s love for Ripeka and felt the failure and stigma of a betrayed wife.  The model Christian family life, which CMS missionaries were to portray to the world, had gone sadly and tragically awry.  Moreover, Elizabeth had failed in her duty
 to minimize the risk of sexual temptation to which her husband would have been subjected as a single man.
  Is the absence of any reference to the affair in her Recollections a sign that this period was just too painful and raw to recall?

Eventually in 1852, her brother John Fairburn arrived to take her two children, Fanny and Ridley Latimer, to Auckland, ostensibly to learn English.  Probably Elizabeth wanted them away from this intolerable environment and her father wanted her away from the situation also as she recorded in her Recollections, “In 1853 I left Waitangi for good, my two children having been conveyed by my late brother John Fairburn to my father, who had sent for us all about two years before.  I had intended going with my children but circumstances prevented me.”
 John also took with him a letter of confession from William to Bishop Selwyn. Disaster followed tragedy and in January 1853 a fire destroyed the family home, followed two months later by a severe flood. It almost has the sense of a Shakespearian drama with natural disasters and the disruption of creation mirroring the disruption of human relationships and the break-up of the mission station.  Elizabeth remained, sleeping in the study and continuing with the school as the schoolhouse was not destroyed. Two months later Bishop Selwyn eventually arrived with a letter of suspension for William and instructions for Wi to be returned to his mother and her people.  William categorically refused to agree to this and after a protracted and heated argument in the cold schoolroom “a fantastic compromise”
 was reached where Elizabeth would leave William to return to her family in Auckland, taking Wi with her.  Although William was happy enough to “cohabit” with a Maori woman, he did not want his child brought up by Maori.  So finally, on 30 August 1853 Elizabeth left Ahuriri for Auckland.

Her exodus from Ahuriri with little Wi provides us with the most fascinating and personally revealing correspondence from Elizabeth that survives.
  Initially her letters seemed to be full of concern for William and related in detail how Wi was coping with the journey and the new things he was learning.  However, once she arrived in Auckland, the tone of her letters changed dramatically.  She refers to Wi in the third person as “the child”, explained that “My father most positively refused to receive him into his house…”
 Her final letter to William throbs with the intense agony and deep pain of her years of living with him.  She accused him of “ten years intense misery and suffering on my part, solely and most deliberately caused by you”.  She claimed that she looked after Wi only because he demanded it, 

I solemnly assure you that it was nothing but the fear of you that induced me to retain the child.  You forced upon me in utter disregard of my natural feelings, at a time too when these feelings were in their full strength…I was your slave and dare not refuse, and therefore I prayed continually and most earnestly for grace to be kind towards him; and afterwards, through having no other object near me to love (my own being gone) I began to love the child with such love as pity and compassion for a helpless infant are sure to engender in a compassionate mind.

She wrote that “the ‘spell’ which bound me to you was broken” and that she left “so weary and worn and spirit-crushed…”
 She told him she did not “want a farthing or a farthing’s worth from him” and concluded by writing “I do not wish to have any further communication with you.”

What brought about this change in attitude towards William from the affectionate letters written during her journey to these sad and acerbic epistles written from the safety of Auckland?  What caused her to abandon little Wi, whom she apparently loved? Was it her family and the CMS establishment exerting pressure and reminding her of “the Cause”? William attributed her change in attitude to the people who were advising her once she arrived in Auckland, “I warned you Elizabeth to beware of your counsellors…”

Perhaps it was rather that once Elizabeth was away from the intense and stifling situation at Ahuriri, that she could see and name her marriage for what it was – slavery and abuse.  She had seemed to be under William’s spell, and once free from his influence, she could think clearly and recognise what a terrible time it had been.  She claimed that it was fear of William that made her stay and care for Wi.  Contemporary studies of domestic violence cite fear as “the number-one reason women do not leave abusive husbands and violent homes.”
 For Elizabeth, leaving William was probably not an option until Bishop Selwyn decreed she should leave with Wi. Perhaps duty, shame and the social stigma she could have suffered by leaving him of her own accord had kept her bound to William but once liberated from his presence she was able to see clearly the bondage she had been in. In the contemporary world, this is still a reality.  American Medical Association research states, “Unlike the victims of strangers, victims of marital violence have legal, financial and role relationships with their assailants, confounding their decisions on what to do about the violence as well as the psychological sequelae.”
  Once she was well away from the situation, she could recognise and name it for what it was – “slavery.”  Her departure from Ahuriri was truly her exodus.

The Waikato Years: Healing of Memories

In 1853 Elizabeth arrived in Auckland and in 1854 she joined the Ashwell’s mission station at Taupiri.  According to her daughter, she “was appointed by the Church Missionary Society to help in the Rev. B Y Ashwell’s school at Taupiri…”
 If this is correct, it was a highly unusual decision taken by the CMS to appoint a married woman, let alone a separated married woman, to a position by herself without her family.
 Perhaps the Ashwell’s invited her to join them as they knew it would be the kind of work she loved and a place where she could recuperate after the trauma of the previous years. Benjamin Ashwell was grateful for her assistance and praised her highly. He described her work and contribution as follows:
We were greatly strengthened, in 1854, by the arrival of Mrs Colenso to assist my wife; it was impossible for anyone to take a greater interest in missionary work; her knowledge of native language could not be surpassed, and her influence with the native children was very great – in season and out of season.  She was sedulously at work, not only for the school but for the natives generally.
 

These seven years in the Waikato were probably a time of healing and peace for Elizabeth.  She could continue with the work she loved, no longer burdened with an unhappy marriage and strained relationships all around her and her financial independence meant she needed have no further contact with William.  The daily routine provided a structure to her life; her children were at excellent schools
 and eventually she had her daughter with her for several years.  This quiet and ordered existence must have helped to restore her sense of equilibrium and showed her that she could indeed still contribute to mission work in a meaningful way.  

The English Years: Service and Satisfaction

In January 1861, Elizabeth, Latty and Fanny sailed to England on the ship Boanerges.  During these years, Elizabeth managed to forge a respectable place for herself in English society.  She was a devoted church worker with many references in her diaries to church attendance and to teaching Sunday school.
 As Cottier commented, “Hers was an endless round of middle-class church-going, of alms-giving and of ‘doing for’ the poor of Union Row.”
 Elizabeth had a heart for the poor and there are frequent diary entries which refer to her visits to Union Row, “We then went down to Union Row and saw several of the poor people – gave 3 or 4 of them a trifle…”

Along with many other Christian women of that era, who saw what havoc and destruction alcohol brought into people’s lives, she was a committed temperance supporter.  She maintained her interest in teaching and in schools and attended a meeting convened by Lord Ebury of the Ragged Schools at the end of June in 1864.
 She also went to the Wesleyan College at Westminster where she listened to the examinations.

Her work with the Bible was the most common theme throughout the diaries at this period.  A constant refrain was, “Received, corrected and posted proof sheets”
  Elizabeth was working on revising portions of the Old Testament with George Maunsell who sent her the proofs.  In June 1864 she noted “Corrected and posted proof sheets have got as far as the 106 Psalm.”
 And in September that same year, “Translated Aperahama’s paper and posted it to Mr Stack” and “All morning correcting proof sheets 23 chapters in Ecclesiastes, Song of Sol and Isaiah.”
 As well as revising and preparing portions of the Bible for the press, a book of her own, Scriptural Stories went to the printer in 1864.
  She also mentioned, “Busy translating paper on ‘Keeping the Sabbath for Maories…Busy also translating William Pou’s letters into English for translation.”
 This translation and revision work took up a lot of her time while she was in England and must have given her much satisfaction.

The major part of her Recollections is devoted to a visit to the Queen with a group of Maoris, brought over to England from New Zealand by an entrepreneur named Mr Jenkins.  Elizabeth was requested by the Colonial Office to act as their interpreter and to perform various other services.  She was always interested in New Zealand affairs and keen to help.  The party Mr Jenkins brought over were expected to perform as if they were a kind of circus.  Elizabeth heartily disapproved of this and did her utmost to get them released from Mr Jenkins’ power.  She recorded a visit to the “editor of the NZ Examiner [to express] our disapprobation of the scheme of making the natives act in a theatrical kind of way.”
She did not eschew political involvement either as eight months later she wrote of a visit to “Mr Kynnersley’s office at the Court House (private room) in a cab and saw Mr Charles Sturge, late Mayor of Birmingham”
 in an effort to get them released from Mr Jenkins’ contract.  

On 20 October, 1866, with news that the New Zealand wars were over, Elizabeth left England to return to New Zealand with Fanny.
  These had been satisfying years for Elizabeth.  She was able to be involved with the work she loved – continuing contact with Maori, showing compassion and practical assistance to the poor and marginalised, and ongoing revision of the Bible and translation work. 

Return, Resettling and Renewed Challenges

In 1867, they arrived in Auckland and before they had even docked, a boat arrived offshore from Devonport with an urgent message for Elizabeth.  Mrs Ashwell was dying and wanted to see Elizabeth straight away.  After her death Benjamin Ashwell asked Elizabeth and Fanny to look after his house while he returned to England with his daughter.  No doubt Elizabeth was glad to render this service to friends who had so willingly received her after her separation from William fourteen years before.  However, Elizabeth did not just look after their home.  As her daughter recorded, “So there we lived for two years, teaching in the Sunday School, working in the Parish, and I was organist for the church.”
 After two years they went to live at the CMS station at Paihia, living in Henry Williams’ former home.  There, Elizabeth was equally active.  “I had free school daily for the Maori children, and a few children of English settlers within walking distance use to attend.  I also held Sunday School for the Maori women.”
  In 1875 John Selwyn asked her to go and help out at the Melanesian Mission while his wife returned to England for four months.  Elizabeth readily agreed.  Perhaps she felt ready for a new challenge.  She wrote, “I gladly went, being work which I liked…”
 and so in February 1876 Elizabeth sailed for Norfolk Island where she stayed until1898 when she returned to New Zealand to live her remaining years with her daughter and family.  
Elizabeth was never intimidated by a challenge and was determined to live a useful life of service to the end.  She was indeed a remarkable woman whose life exhibited a devotion to the evangelical missionary cause from childhood.  Her marriage to William may well have been a marriage of convenience, which Elizabeth agreed to because it suited her aims to leave her family home and embark upon missionary service.  Certainly it was she whom Bishop Selwyn wanted at St John’s College more than her husband.  This made her unusual as a missionary wife as not only Bishop Selwyn wanted her for mission work but also her husband claimed to want to marry a working wife.  She continued her commitment to the cause during her difficult years of marriage at Ahuriri and beyond. For many, such a tragic experience would have meant withdrawal into a quiet life but Elizabeth found solace and satisfaction in further service.  She was a strong woman, courageous in the face of adversity and determined to carry on with the work she loved.  In her long and full life, she was indeed much “more than a wife” and a pilgrim to the end.

Helpmeets, Heroines or Partners?

Hilary Carey has provided helpful three categories, which help define the role of missionary wives.  They have been seen as helpmeets, as heroines and as partners.
  

Most missionary wives were helpmeets to their husbands, enlisted to join in their husbands’ work and to support their husbands in their high calling.    They were primarily to be providers of conjugal comfort and homemakers so their husbands could be the missionaries.  Robert and Grimshaw have argued that for many North American missionary wives, particularly to Hawaii, their missionary strategy for reform became the home and family.  Grimshaw wrote, “From the commencement of the mission it was assumed that, however educated and capable wives might be, the men would undertake mission leadership and the major work which was perceived by them to be most important.”
Jocelyn Murray, in the CMS context, maintained that this modelling of Christian family life was one of the main reasons for involving women in mission.  She writes, “But there was a deeper reason for the indispensability of women in mission: without them it was impossible to model the Christian monogamous family life that it was hoped could bring about a transformation of societies not yet influenced by the gospel.”

Both Anne and Elizabeth were indeed helpmeets.  Anne obviously fulfilled this role more happily than Elizabeth as she loved her husband and her family life was more satisfying than Elizabeth’s.  William’s adultery did irreparable damage to the cause of mission and was even commented on by local Maori, 

Mr Colenso has committed adultery with a Native woman of our tribe – her name is Ripeka…our own thoughts however are inclined towards making a great matter of it – to distinguish between right and wrong and because he has endeavoured to keep us down and to raise himself up.

Secondly, missionary wives were portrayed as heroines, “fighting the hostile forces of paganism in dangerous and exotic locations, bringing their feminine virtue to transform the domestic and gender arrangements of natives everywhere.”
 Although the domestic environment of missionary wives may not conjure up heroic images, they were often called on to exhibit bravery and resilience in ways more private than their husbands but no less demanding.  Regular childbirths, often in remote locations with no medical assistance, frequent absences of their husbands, assuming prime responsibility for the education of their children, offering hospitality in sometimes trying conditions, tiredness, language difficulties and illness were just some of the issues to be faced with fortitude. Certainly these were daily realities for both Anne and Elizabeth and it is hard to imagine more heroic lives than these two women. Anne was constantly plagued by self-doubts, desperately missed her husband when he was away, underwent two childbirths in New Zealand and eventually died a horrific and painful death.  At times, she was fearful of the Maori, thinking them a benighted race, she struggled with the language and their constant moves meant continual displacement and reorientation.  Yet despite this, she remained loyal to ‘the Cause’, serving faithfully until her death. For Elizabeth, she contracted a marriage with a man she did not love and lived for many years in what seems to have been an abusive marriage. She lived in an isolated spot without any real companionship.  She undertook a dangerous journey in order to be with friends for her second birth and lived for two years at the centre of a scandal.  After separation from her husband, she continued to be active in mission work until the end of her long life and cared and provided for her children as a solo mother.

Thirdly, missionary wives were also seen as partners whose labour was essential to the work of the mission.  They performed and directed the practical tasks such as teaching, nursing, cooking and other tasks normally assigned to the women’s sphere as well as providing a role model of Christian family life for the native women who were ignorant of such.  Partners they certainly were, but they were usually regarded as the junior partners of this relationship. In her thesis on this area, Gillett comments that while women have always been involved in mission, 

their role might come under the category of ‘Best Supporting Actress’ at an Academy Awards Ceremony because female involvement in the mission field has usually been seen as a corollary to the work of their male counterparts.  Women’s involvement in mission originated through the work of missionary wives who have always been expected to accompany and aid their husband in his endeavours.

This is certainly how missionary wives have been regarded over the centuries but the work and involvement of both Anne and Elizabeth reveal a whole new dimension to mission service.  Their role was far more than providing hearth and home for husband and children.  Both these women experienced and lived out a vocation in mission. They ran the mission station while their husbands were away, taught at the mission schools as well as teaching their own children, provided hospitality for visitors, nurtured the spiritual lives of their family and domestics, learnt the language, translated texts into Maori, and provided the focus for family life.  Their labour was not only essential to the work of the mission but also it was mission service and so their role was indeed “more than wives.”
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