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In six years ofwork, then, he worked himself into the social fabric of A'asu,
layirg the social foundations for the church and, again, building a rapport with the
chiefs and people there. He was able to convert the village to Câtholicism, and gair
permission to build a chapel on site. In the 1882 letter, Fr. Vidal recourts the story
of his search for French remains. He is writing to Reverend Father Couloigner,
the Prosecutor of Missions. in Lyons, making the lirst arnouncement to Europe
that the remaios of the lost French maliners have been discovered. It is clear from
Vidal's choice ofwords tirat he was excited about the discovery, enthusiastic about
the possibility ofhonoring the deceased, ând fufihermore, ofestablishing a church
at A'asu. The full English translation of the 1882 letter is provided here:

To R.P Couloignier (S.M.)

St. Denis-Laval

Octobel 1882

My deffest Reverend,

Ste. Croix de Leone. 5

"l\€ conle bâcl from Massacre Bay. where I had fo stay for severâl days in orderto oversee
work on our futüre châpel. We have already Iinished four batches of lime and stockpiled
a few stones. Still. an incideot occuned thât stopped us. provoking in us very fervenl

"You know. rcverend Father. thrt rhe island of Tutuila is Mâouna. otherwise kaown as
dre island of the Mâssâcre. so lâded in the journals of Lâperouse for its beauty, its
fecündily. and the well-being ofits light-heaûed inhâbitants. Yea. it is sadly more infântous
for the nlâssâcre of Commander de Lângle ând his eleven compânions by the inhâbitanrs
of A'Âsu, ,'vhich is now knowo as Mûssacre Bâÿ It wâs towârds the end of 1787. At
thât lime, the entire island wâs pâgân, ând âcîs of cannibâlisn were still gâmes in their

"The Sr.rndchildren ofthe killers hâve been Chrislian a decade only. The chiefofthe villâge,
Leâsiolagi (Sky Trumpet). has nothing rerrible left in him brr his nâme. He is one ofour best
rnd most zealous Câtholics. Since the whole village converted. we decided to e.ect â châpel
of both rtone asd corÂ1. During lhe numeroûs visits I made to this bry during the course of
six yeals, I tried nrany tinres to gâther infomlalion on Ihe lillin-s of our French sailors: it
\,ÿâs iû vâiD. sirce they ignored âll my âttenlpts. orat leâsr pretended io. I would hâve been
hâppy to discover the place where their precious remâins were büriedi bul Fâther Didier's
rDd nryown reseirch were tiuilless forquite a longtime. AD old mar. afl octogenariân \rho
died last year. told nle that he k ew for certain thal the strÂngers were not eâten. but were
buried on the very spot of the mâssâcre- Since then. I hâve hoped io find these remâins
;lnd ât leâst aDoint thenr wilh holy wâler. and shelter them wilh r cross. Divine Providenc€
hl§ reâlized nly dreams. As planned. I ordered the diggir)g of lime ovens on the very spot
vr'here I thoùght the event fook place, nextto A'âsu s staeirm. Even before we dugthe fourth
oven. an elder came to find me. sllyine "Father. it's nnder this red cedar (ralie) thât the
strângeni were heâped. We willno lorger hide them from you, snrce we now know that you
nre a MÀn of God, and you do lrot seek to the bones of your compatriots for vengeânce,
but only with the inteDtion to anoiDt them with holy wate. ând erect â funerâl monument
to them. 'At the end his declaration,l hârdity thanked the old Samoan. and asked the chief
of Leone to erect a cross on the siie ofthe desiccated ted cedar The chief authorized me
to do âs I desired. Affer hâving dug enough to reassure ourselves thât lhis really was the
long overlooked burial site of our poor sâilors. we er€cted a snrall nronunrent of masonry
and an irrcoûuptible wood cross \r,âs placed on that monument. Modest, yes, but the besi
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our haods could make. Laperoose's otheacohorts have â monuûtent with â conlmenloritive
plâque at Botmy Bay and Vanikoro. I hope thât one d.ry rhe Minisn'y ofthe Nâvy will erect
â more suitâble monument for Mr de Langle. His noble descendents, oflyhich two Âre on
the admirâl Iists, \r,ill surely be easer to hono. the remâins oftheir distinguished ancestor.
for whom Lapérouse wrore such Â magniûce nt eulogy.

''With my liltle monument nrade and the cross planted, I sajd tlrc holy mass for repose over
the long forgotten reNains. The ceremony was solemnly undenaken the day of the blessed
Guardian Angels. Ànd to perpeluâte thât memory.Iplân to erect the villÂge's chnpel under
the âuspices of those Cuaidian Angels. ln replaying the events of this disâstrous moment
in F.ench Naval history in nly mind,I remenbered wirh .eliefthât Commander de Lmgle
ând his compânions had hâd ûn ângel with them, in the form ofReverend Receveur, rheir
chaplâin. He. at leâsf, wâs able to erive rhe v ictims their lasr rights. ât the very n)oment whèn
the enignratic sâvages stuck the fital blows. May their invisible gÙardian angels hâv€ Âlso
helped ilnd prol(cred tllem:"

"The châpel th^t I hâve proposed to erect will be â monumentio atonement. ffrhe lànlilies
ofthe massacred sailoni wish to have a conrmemorarive plâque iû rhe châpel oron rhe romb,
I will endeavor to redize those desires. If I receive funds on their behalf. I will ânempt
to ercct xn edifice as beautiful âs those rcsources will Âllow. ID âny ct$e, I will be happy
to dedicate my work md s\ÿeât to it- Isn t the blood ofone oflhese generorrs victinN thât
cried out to the sky in their def€nse, and He worih lhe grâce of conversion? Yes. French
blood is enlinently Catholic and everywhere where it is shed or spilt. it thrivesl And I âtu
I hâppy to tell you. most reverend Fâiher, that rhe French Nâvy remains Chistiân, ând we
âre hÀppy to recognize that on occa,iion that we are visited by battleships. Would yo be
so kind as to infbrm de Langle s famjly. if you deem it ân opponune time? If you know
the pareniage of M. de Lâmânon, who was also killed, you could inform thcm âs well. It
will be I relief for thenr to I'now thâr the islânders saved the corpses of their victims. ând
thât a French missionary foùnd the§e preciou§ renrains. blessed ahenl with great emotion,
ând honored lhen with the sacrcd signs of the Redemption. He rvâs also Âble to offer them
the holy nrass on the very spot where their blood once ran. Mây their souls repose close to
God. âs their mortal remains rest here next to His caoss.

"I have the honor ofbeing, mosfreverend fâther.

Your most humble and devoted servant and brother in Mary,

J. Vidal

Sm (Tutuila mission)"

Word soon spread that French retnains had been found, and Father Vidal
wrote a second letter in early 1883, echoing the contents of the first, directy to
one of de Langle's descendants, Rear Admiral Fleuriot de Langle. That second
letter was published that szune year in the Bulletfu de la Société Géographie, ar,d
became the first of8cial public announcement that the remâilrs hadbeen discovered.
Mearwhile, the 1882 letter, with its more detailed account ofthe seuch, discovery,
and consequences, remained out of the public domain in the Marist ârchives. In
1923, Monfat published a pa{ial translation of the document tn Les Prentiers
Mission«ires des Su,rr.ra. Viclal designed à bronze marker to memorialize the I I
French nationals, and one Chinese sailor that were lost at A'asu. but when fhe
marker was delivered it contained only the names of the 11 French mariners
(Theroux, 1981). The bronze marker was installed in 1884 (although ihe marker
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of a Small Polynesian Village (1787-1930):
Historical Archaeology at Massacre Bay,
American Samoa

Frederic B. Pearlr and Sandy Loiseau-Vonruffl

Plhlish?d oû1i,1?: .t0 Jann|r 1007

Thc sitc of A'«su, Anrcricau Sumoa, is iufaruous in the ntnals of history as the
site ofa tragic ertcounter, irt 1787, between French etplorers atrl Samoans, that
left 12 or nrore dead and wouudecl. Begiruüng in 1876, an investigation of A'asu
u'as irtdcpcndently <-onducted by a Frerrclt ntissionary priest, Father.I ien Vitlql
(SM ). His lctter,t dotunrctrt ltis seurclt.for attsu'ers at A'osu, antl to find the re.stirtg
placcs Jl»' the nle left behiltd b), tlrc French Jlcet. Arthoeologicul investigations
ot A'asu cqrried out in 2001 ttnd 2002 l,ielcled eÿielence thtrt conrributa to oar
unclarstatdirtg of tht soc'iul transfornutions taking place itt Tutuila cluring the late
I8111 to ca lj 20th «ntutj-.

KEY WORDS smroir: Catholicism in Oceanial La Pérouse: Julien vidali Society of Mâry.

INTRODUCTION

The late eighteenth century was a period of rapid European colonial expansion
into the Pacific. The English explorer Captain James Cook had brought the Pacific
to the forefront of scisntilic exploration with his voyages of 1768 through 1779.
By commission of King Louis XVI, Jean François Calaup de la Pérouse sailed
with two ships, L'Asn'olabe atd La Boussole, from Brest in 1785 in an effort to
establish French economic interests in the Pacific. La Pérouse sailed to Hawaii,
Asiâ, and the west coast of North Arnerica, among other places, prior to heading
for the Samoa group in late 1787.

lMadlinre Studies Program. Texâs A&M University ât Gâlveston. Box 1675. Gilveston, TX 77553,
USA: e-mail: peârlf(dtanug.edu-
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