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Dissolving Dream – The Improbable Story of the First Baptist Maori Mission

Not many people have heard of the first Baptist effort to reach the Maori people with the Gospel.


A few may know that the Auckland Baptist Tabernacle sponsored a mission in the Rotorua area in the 1880s.  The mission faded out and has been largely forgotten.  But now, at last, the full, fascinating, improbable story has been told.


R.F. Keam, of Auckland University, stumbled across the story while researching the book Tarawera, his award-winning account of the 1886 volcanic eruption.


The initiative for this first Baptist Maori mission came from William Snow, a 26-years old, well-to-do-American who visited New Zealand in 1880.  His poor health led him to try for a cure in the hot pools of the Rotorua area.


His visit, however, was marred by the amount of drunkenness he witnessed.  Snow, an enthusiastic temperance advocate, decided to do something about it.  Although he stayed in the Rotorua area for less than 18 months, he started temperance work, launched a Maori language newspaper, and developed a mission at Te Wairoa in the shadow of Mt Tarawera.


With the work well established he handed it over to Alfred Fairbrother, a young Baptist pastor who had just graduated from Spurgeon’s  College in London.  Snow eventually sailed home from Auckland in January 1883 but died en route, a victim of typhoid fever.  He was only [28].


Alfred Fairbrother carried on the work supported by the Auckland Tabernacle.  Uinfortunately, for a variety of reasons well described in this book, the mission ended in failure.


The story has all the elements of a thriller: death and tragedy, romance and a jealous lover, success and failure.  The mission, which began so well, ended with tension and division and, most dramatically of all, the catastrophic eruption of Mt Tarawera which engulfed the mission area in mud and volcanic ash.


I found this book hard to put down.  It is meticulously researched, well written and full of fascinating details about, for example, the Pink and White Terraces, the artist Charles Blomfield, and the tourists’ view of New Zealand in the 1880s.  Above all, it unravels the long-forgotten mission story.  This is a first-class contribution to Baptist history and a great read.  Don’t miss it.
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