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An occasional newsletter for those interested in the history of the Catholic Diocese of Christchurch. 
Preserving the foundations of tomorrow’s Diocese 

THE ARCHIVES NEWSLETTER RETURNS 
Well, it’s been a while — three years in fact — since 

the last diocesan archives newsletter. But, as they used 

to say in the cheese ads, good things happen slowly. 

It is not that nothing has been happening. The archives 

have been re-established in their new home, Bishop 

Barry blessed and opened them in a small ceremony in 

2013, and regular weekly working bees have continued 

to catalogue and properly house the material. 

The other thing that has happened is that everyone is 

getting older and that has brought changes. 

Father Clark felt he would like to stand aside as archi-

vist but that’s not allowed to happen — his knowledge 

is too great. He will still be involved as Diocesan Ar-

chivist but more responsibility will be handed over to 

some of our volunteers. 

In my case, age has meant retirement which means I 

can devote a little more time to the archives. I have 

agreed with Father Kevin to co-ordinate some of the 

work and to organise some new projects. Watch this 

space. I won’t be a frequent attender as it’s a 160km 

round trip to get there. 

In the case of our members, the passing of time means 

our address list has become a little depleted. If you 

know anyone who is interested in the history of the 

church in Canterbury and Westland, please pass their 

address on to us—preferably email. They don’t have to 

be interested in the archives, just in the history of the 

Diocese, whether it’s people, parishes, buildings, 

events or institutions. 

Michael Hanrahan 

FROM THE ARCHIVIST 
The Christchurch Diocesan Archives have reached the 

beginning of a new era. 

After the earthquakes the thousands of documents had to 

be assembled and filed again. This task is now mostly 

completed.  

What is now happening is the formation of a searchable 

computer database containing the basic information of 

every stored document (e.g., originator, recipient, date, 

subjects etc). This is a frighteningly formidable task 

which will be carried on long into the future. At the mo-

ment however a small team of volunteers who come in 

each Thursday afternoon and work away steadfastly are 

making real headway. This task will continue away into 

the future — the history of our Diocese lives in these 

pages. 

Although the Diocesan Archives are not a public facility 

successive Bishops have wished that it be made available 

for genuine research. The result is that we now have a 

comfortably heated reading/study room with toilet and tea making facilities. Access to individual files can be 

granted by the archivist for appropriate reasons. 

So, if you are interested in some aspect of our history or in the life of some member of our diocese — Bishop, 

Priest, Religious, Lay Person, feel free to contact me through Cathedral House, 03 3669 869. 

The archives volunteers at the blessing of the ar-
chives on October 24, 2013. From left, Michael 
Hanrahan, Deslie Field, Jean Clifton, Jennifer 
Anderson, Merle Conaghan, Father Clark & Bishop 
Barry. 



Archivist 

We are looking for some-

one with archives experi-

ence, and possibly quali-

fications, who can assist 

our volunteer team. This 

would initially be a part 

time position. 

 

Volunteers 

People interested in 

working in the archives 

as volunteers are asked to 

contact one of the ad-

dresses on the back page. 

The volunteer team 

works on Thursday after-

noons but if sufficient 

people are interested 

other days could be ar-

ranged. 

 

Oral History 

We are about to com-

mence a programme of 

oral histories, recording 

the stories of priests, reli-

gious and parishioners so 

their experiences are 

available for the future. 

In particular we are look-

ing for people outside 

Christchurch who are 

interested in doing this 

work in their own area. 

The Diocesan Archives had their beginnings in a collec-

tion of material from the time of the first Bishop, 

Bishop Grimes. This collection contained everything, 

from his diaries to his magic lantern slides, his letters to 

his bus tickets — everything that passed over his desk, 

in both directions. 

Essentially, that’s what the collection has remained to 

this day — material the Bishop of the day has dealt 

with, although that has varied with the introduction of 

different technology — firstly the telephone and later 

emails — and also with the different Bishops adopting 

different methods of working. 

There are many significant areas within the collection 

— sub-collections relating to parishes, schools, build-

ings, events and organisations. There is a large collec-

tion relating to the building of the Cathedral of the 

Blessed Sacrament and to its later reorganisation. 

A very significant part of the collection is a large num-

ber of photographs of all sorts of subjects. This part of 

the collection is still growing but there are significant 

gaps in it we would like to fill. While many of the pho-

tos are actual prints an increasing number are digital 

images, because people often lend photos to be scanned 

while they retain the original. 

Another collection is the objects — everything from 

presentation trowels and keys to sports trophies. While 

this collection is not huge it is very interesting. 

Finally, there is the reference library, again steadily 

expanding. It contains two distinct types of book— li-

turgical books from earlier times and books relating to 

the history of various aspects of the diocese. There are 

parish histories, histories of religious orders and many 

others. These can not be taken away from the archives 

but visitors are welcome to read them while there. 

SITUATIONS  

VACANT 

PHOTOS WANTED 

 
Photos of priests who 

have worked in the dio-

cese are needed for the 

archives. 

While the archives has a 

significant collection of 

photos there are not many 

of the priests who have 

worked here in the past. 

We know many parishes 

have photos of their for-

mer parish priests but we 

do not have copies of 

those. 

If people with these pho-

tos could lend them to us 

for copying, or even do-

nate them, we would be 

most grateful. 

A solid fence has recently 
been erected around the 
Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament, replacing the 
unsightly security fencing 
that had been in place for 
some time. 
Its design includes many 
references to the history 
of the Cathedral and peo-
ple involved with it, from 
Bishops to architects and 
builders. 

What can you find in the Diocesan Archives? 

Are you interested in historical research and writing? 

There is a wealth of material in the Diocesan Ar-

chives that can be used for this purpose.  

A recent example is a book about a well-known 

priest, Dean J.J. O’Donnell, written largely from his 

letters in the archives as well as some newspaper 

material.  

There are a number of topics that could be re-

searched and written up, providing interesting arti-

cles and at the same time making the history of the 

diocese more accessible. 

One such project could be the transcribing of Bishop 

Grimes’s diaries. To the casual reader they are diffi-

cult to interpret, but once you are used to his style 

they become more readable. 

Other projects could include piecing together the 

stories of some of our early priests, such as Father 

Chervier, Father Lemenant de Chesnais and Father 

Chataigner. 

A resource for researchers  

 

Fence displays Cathedral history 



 
Visiting the Archives 

We’re here — at the Diocesan headquarters, Unit 

2/9 Washington Way. There are usually people 

there Thursday afternoons but it pays to check first 

(address back page). There’s usually parking avail-

able in front of the building. Come in the central 

door, up the stairs and we’re on the right. 

Access to the collections is granted only to bona 

fide researchers and is subject to the conditions and 

policies of the Diocesan Archives.  

Charges may apply for such services as copying. 

People intending to do research should give plenty 

of notice so material can be ready. 

WHAT’S  

IN A NAME? 
 

The Diocesan offices and 

the archives are situated 

in a street called Wash-

ington Way. 

Not very far away to the 

south is another small 

street called Pilgrim 

Place. 

What do they have in 

common? 

They are both named af-

ter famous locomotives. 

On December 1, 1863 

Pilgrim hauled the first 

train in NZ, from Ferry-

mead to Christchurch. 

Washington was, in 1878, 

the first American-built 

locomotive imported to 

New Zealand, and hauled 

the country’s first express 

train, between Christ-

church and Dunedin. 

Washington is today pre-

served in an Ashburton 

railway museum. 

Held Firm by Faith 

A limited number of Fr 

Michael O’Meeghan’s 

1987 history of the 

Diocese of Christ-

church. 

Numbers are limited so 

be in quick. $25 per 

copy plus P&P. 

A very limited num-

ber of the 1993 guide 

book to the Cathedral 

of the Blessed Sacra-

ment, packed with 

photos of the pre-

earthquake Cathedral. 

$10 a copy plus P&P. 

A limited number of a 

recent book about 

Dean J J O’Donnell, a 

firebrand Irish priest 

on the West Coast, 

later first parish priest 

of Darfield then long-

time parish priest of 

Ashburton. 

$10 a copy plus P&P. 

FOR SALE 

The Diocesan Archives have for sale limited numbers of the following three books, 

funds raised to benefit the Archives. Enquiries to the address on the back page. 

Volunteers began working 

on projects associated with 

the history of the diocese 

when in 1998 a team was 

formed to transcribe bap-

tismal registers for the 

whole diocese. 

That project was com-

pleted in July 2003. 

Shortly after the team 

moved onto an archives 

project to catalogue the 

photo collection. That was 

disrupted by the earth-

quakes in September 2010 

but resumed in 2013 and 

has evolved since then into 

helping with all Archives 

work. 

The current team is Jenny 

Anderson, Jean Clifton, 

Merle Conaghan, Deslie 

Field, Alice Flett and 

Sheryn Harkess 

Several of the team have 

been there from the start 

in 1998. 

Meet the  
Volunteer Team 

The stories of some of the 

architects who designed 

churches in the Christ-

church Diocese are well 

known—names such as 

Francis Petre, Benjamin 

Mountfort, A&S Luttrell 

and Collins & Harman 

come to mind. 

But there are others who 

created significant de-

signs whose stories are 

not so well known and 

could be the subject for 

detailed research. 

Maurice de Harven Duval 

desined several churches 

and Harry St Aubyn 

Murray designed not only 

several churches and 

chapels but also a number 

of schools and convents. 

Architects in need  

of recognition 



TO CONTACT THE ARCHIVES 

Email: archives@chch.catholic.org.nz 

Archivist, Fr Kevin Clark, c/o Diocesan Office, P.O. Box 4544, Christchurch:  

Michael Hanrahan mhhh@xtra.co.nz   Merle Conaghan 03 358 8758 

Barbadoes Street site — Setting the record straight 

It is sometimes said the Catholic 

Church was granted its original Christ-

church land in Barbadoes Street be-

cause “Catholics were not permitted to 

build inside the original town bound-

ary”. 

Records preserved at Archives NZ 

show that is not the case. 

Rather, it is a case of people jumping 

to conclusions and inventing their own 

version of history. 

The sequence of events is as follows: 

Canterbury was formed by the Canter-

bury Association, an offshoot of the 

New Zealand Company. It took in that 

area between the Waipara and Ha-

katere (Ashburton) rivers known as the 

Canterbury Block. 

The Association’s plan certainly fa-

voured the Anglican Church as Canter-

bury was intended by the Association 

to be an exclusively Anglican settle-

ment. Land was set aside in Canterbury 

for 20 churches, vicarages and schools. 

A third of the income from land sold 

was for the Anglican Church. 

In November 1851 of 3264 people 

living in Canterbury 2253 were Angli-

can and only 1359 Catholic. The rest 

belonged to one of 18 other denomina-

tions. 

The first Association settlers arrived 

late in 1851. A town called Christ-

church had been surveyed by Edward 

Jollie in 1849/50. It was bounded by 

town belts to the north, east and south 

(today’s Bealey, Fitzgerald and Moor-

house Avenues) and to the west by 

Antigua Street (part of which is Roll-

eston Avenue today). 

However, for one block inside the 

three belts the Canterbury Association 

temporarily reserved 897 acres from 

sale to concentrate settlement in the 

central town. On today’s map it will be 

seen that the blocks nearest the ave-

nues are larger than those nearer to the 

centre. 

By 1853 the Association had failed 

financially and a Provincial Council 

was formed, taking over the assets and 

liabilities of the Association, including 

its plans for the new towns, including 

Christchurch. With the failure of the 

Association all plans for religious ex-

clusivity disappeared. Land was to be 

made available for all denominations 

when requested and for their schools. 

In October 1855 the Provincial Council 

passed an ordinance establishing 

Hagley park to the south of Antigua 

Street and setting aside, on the former 

Association’s reserves, three acres in 

Oxford Terrace for the Free Church of 

Scotland (Presbyterian), giving three 

years for it to be occupied. 

By 1857 the Anglican Church had 13 

church or school sites and the Presby-

terian Church one site. It was that year 

when, after a meeting of Lyttelton 

Catholics, Father Petitjean wrote to the 

Council from Lyttelton asking for land 

in Christchurch for a Catholic Church 

and school. The Council was in session 

when the letter was received and acted 

quickly, resolving “That a plot of land 

be set apart for the erection of a Roman 

Catholic Chapel and Schools for the 

Roman Catholics of this Province”. 

That was on May 27. Within a week 

Father Petitjean had an interview with 

the provincial Superintendent, James 

Fitzgerald, who told him three acres in 

Barbadoes Street was likely to be made 

available. Father Petitjean consulted 

several Catholics and requested instead  

“The ground on which stands the 

Slaughterhouse”. The slaughterhouse 

section was two acres bounded by 

Chester, and Kilmore streets and the 

east belt (Fitzgerald Avenue), part of 

the cattle market which ran between 

Barbadoes Street and the east belt. 

Father Petitjean was aware the section 

was not immediately available but 

thought the slaughterhouse may be 

moved elsewhere. The Council had no 

intention of taking that action and in-

stead on June 30, 1857 resolved to 

amend the 1855 ordinance giving 

Bishop Viard on behalf of the Catho-

lics of Christchurch sections 190-202 

in Barbadoes Street for a chapel, 

school and dwelling, to be built on 

within three years, the same time limit 

the Presbyterians had been given two 

years earlier. 

Almost immediately the Wesleyan 

Church asked the Council for three 

acres. A further amendment to the 

1855 ordinance granted them three 

acres in the reserve, on the East Belt 

(Fitzgerald Avenue) between Ferry 

Road and the South Belt (Moorhouse 

Avenue). A further two sections were 

granted to the Anglican Church at the 

same time and all were given 10 years 

to occupy. 

This resulted in a further resolution, 

extending the time limit for the Catho-

lic Church to use the Barbadoes Street 

site from three to 10 years. This deci-

sion doesn’t seen to have got through 

to Council officials, as three years later 

they threatened to confiscate the land 

unless it was built on. This caused a 

panic and  the first church in Christ-

church was built just in time in three 

weeks, by October 1860. 

To sum up: 

 The Canterbury Provincial Council, 

unlike the Canterbury Association, 

treated all denominations equally. 

 All land for religious and educa-

tional purposes was granted free of 

charge provided it was used in a 

stated time. 

 If the Catholic church had requested 

land earlier it is likely it would have 

been more central. 

 Barbadoes Street was not the town 

boundary. The reserves were always 

intended for sale once the central 

part of the town was fully allocated, 

so the church property is within the 

original town boundary.. 

 If Father Petitjean had got the land 

he wanted it would have been fur-

ther out of the town and not avail-

able when asked for. 

 The Wesleyan church received a 

grant in the reserves that was even 

further from the central town than 

the Catholic grant, but still within 

the town boundary. 

 The choice of site was more a case 

of the Provincial Council disposing 

of the reserve in an orderly fashion 

than any  form of discrimination. 

mailto:archives@chch.catholic.org.nz

