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Preface

unpredictable and uncertain condition, was ‘one step at a time’. This
collection, then, is both a record and a reminder: a record of a world
that has now almost vanished beyond recognition, and a reminder of
the long journey we have travelled and the transformations we have
undergone.

In recording my experiences, I have privileged truth over
accuracy, attempting to catch the thoughts and emotions rather than
dry facts about village life. For obvious reasons, some names have had
to be changed and some conversations imagined. I have tried to recall
the past creatively, imaginatively, rendering factual, lived experience
through the prism of semi-fiction. I call this kind of exercise ‘faction’
writing. It is the most satisfactory way I know of remembering a past
unrecorded in the written texts.

My journey may seem improbable to many: from the cane fields
of Labasa to the capital of Australia, from peasant to professor just two
generations after the end of indenture. It is improbable, I would agree,
but not exceptional. Its routes and roots would be familiar to many of
my generation, although we will all have different points of departure
and different destinations. I hope that memories I have retrieved here
will prompt others to recall and record their own experiences.

‘One does not have to be solemn to be serious,” Oskar Spate
used to tell his colleagues. Spate was the Foundation Professor of
Geography at The Australian National University, and a distinguished
humanist. Spate examined my doctoral thesis on the migration of
Indian indentured labourers to Fiji, and continued to take a keen
interest in my work and progress. Fiji, he said, was close to his heart.
‘One must always wear one’s learning lightly,” was Ken Gillion’s advice
to me. Gillion, a respected historian of the Indian indenture
experience in Fiji, was one of my dissertation supervisors. The wise
words of these two respected scholars have remained with me.

Both Spate and Gillion belonged to an earlier generation which
was genuinely concerned to communicate research in the intelligent
language of ordinary discourse to an audience beyond the halls of the












Mr Tulsi’s Store

my errant ways, chasing them away with his walking stick. There was
a special bond between the two of us, father used to say, the like of
which he had not seen before. I suppose my interest in things past
began with that association. I was beside Aja when he died in his sleep
early one May morning in 1962. After his death, our relatives divided
his remaining material possessions among themselves: bits and pieces
of silver, wooden sandals, the stringed bed. My father chose for
himself his father’s walking stick and some indenture coins. I have
them now.

My grandfather was a girmitiya (indentured labourer) about
whom [ have written elsewhere in this collection. After he had
completed his indenture as a stable hand in Batinikama, Vunivau and
Tuatua, all sugar districts surrounding the Colonial Sugar Refining
Mill on the banks of the Qawa river in Labasa, he moved to Tabia in
1929. His tattered marriage certificate, another of my father’s valuable
possessions which he kept in a green metal box underneath his bed,
records that Aja married on 23 September that year. Marriage is a
complicated word in this context. The truth, which the family recalled
in hushed, even embarrassed tones, was that he had eloped with the
wife of his friend with whom he had shared his living quarters, during
girmit (indenture). There was nothing unusual about that; the lack of
women on the plantations produced multiple partnerships. The two
men remained friends, however, visiting each other occasionally long
after indenture had ended. Aji, a short, fair-complexioned woman of
fine features, fiery temper and perpetual frown, remained aloof from
these unions. Aja called her ‘Pagli’, the mad one.

In 1932, Aja obtained his native lease of ten acres. The
European surveyor, no doubt with neat compactness of boundary
lines in mind, offered to include several more acres of adjacent
agricultural and hilly land, but Aja refused. It was a sin to have more
than you needed, I remember him saying. The surveyor persisted but
Aja remained unmoved. Where would other village folks graze their
goats and cows, or gather wood for cooking? That decision was both
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a curse and a blessing for us. Curse because the small block kept us in
perpetual poverty, unable to support a joint family of two brothers
and a dozen school-age children. And blessing because it forced us,
and other families in the village, to look for alternatives. A larger
block and, in all likelihood, we would still be on the farm. It was on
that farm that we were all born and grew up. Tabia was the place of
my childhood. Now it is a labyrinth of evanescent memories.

Tabia to which Aja came after gérmit was a raw place. There was
no sugar cane then; that came much later in the early 1950s, and
therefore little income. Men travelled up to seven miles on foot each
way to work for the CSR farms in Tuatua. There were no roads then,
or bridges, no regular transport and thus little contact with the outside.
People planted maize, lentils, rice and vegetables and carried the
produce on their shoulders to the Nasea market nine miles away, a feat
of physical fitness often recalled by an older generation, not as a
reminder of their own hardship but as a rebuke to the perceived
physical weakness of their children. Tabia has changed beyond
recognition since the 1950s. A tar-sealed highway runs through it now;
there is piped water and electricity, bustling modern primary and
secondary schools; people have travelled widely and some have overseas
connections; the thatched bures with matted bamboo walls have been
replaced almost entirely by concrete structures; the old attire of
lehanga, dhoti and pagri have disappeared; and the modern world
touches life — through radio, television, video — unimaginable a
generation ago. The once great landowning families, the Guddu Lals,
the Ram Dayals, the Fiji Lals, owners of trucks and buses and taxis,
too, have gone. They were once the envy of the entire village. Tabia
now is like any other Indo-Fijian settlement anywhere in Fiji.

I describe Tabia as a village, but in truth it is a collection of
separate settlements under an overarching administrative name. These
included Vatudova, Vunivacea, Laqere, Soisoi, Movo and Tabia proper.
To outsiders, these internal configurations were invisible and
inconsequential: we were all peas in the same pod. But to us, these
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distinctions and differences mattered greatly, flaring up around annual
inter-village singing or soccer competitions, when tempers frayed and
fists flew as people taunted rival teams. There was also a clear but
unspoken hierarchy among the different settlements.

The people of Tabia proper, for instance, thought themselves
superior. They had the village school, the mosque, the hot spring,
‘garam pani , where devout Hindus conducted special ceremonies for
Lord Shiva and celebrated Shiva Ratri. Many of the early leaders came
from there. We in Vunivacea were, as I recall, ridiculed by others for
our apparent lack of physical prowess and ability to put up a good
fight. ‘Badhid' is what unfriendly people called us, limp, like castrated
bulls. We, in turn, saw ourselves as a rung or two above Laqere across
the river, and definitely superior in every way to Soisoi, a quasi-feudal,
self-contained village where a few large families, with a fearsome
reputation as bullies, held sway unfettered, or Movo, a remote South
Indian settlement near the mangroves by the sea, and virtually out of
contact with the rest of the settlement.

The earlier boundaries of isolation and prejudice blurred with
new developments, forging an overarching sense of a cohesive
community. The new school for the entire settlement brought people
together as they took turns keeping the compound clean, erecting new
buildings, raising funds. The opening up of a central rice milling
facility or a shop well stocked with the staples encouraged interaction
between villages. So did the creation of a Rural Development
Committee, which forced people to find the best person to represent
them irrespective of where he lived. And the development of Nasea
town also reinforced broader settlement-wide loyalties as Tabia fielded
a single soccer team in Vanua Levu-wide competitions, and
participated in such events as the Labasa Jaycees’ week, the Mosquito
Campaign week, the Sangam festival and the Miss Labasa festivities.
By the early 1960s, a disparate collection of isolated villages with
different histories and levels of development, with their own
prejudices, had gained a strong semblance of a single identity.
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Tabia was a predominantly Indian settlement, largely self-
sufficient and driven by the energy and initiative of its members
rather than stmulus from outside. The older generation was
suspicious of the government. Being illiterate, many were ignorant of
the way the district administration worked, baffled by all the
paperwork, and unable to communicate directly with the officers who
made important decisions about their lives. The girmit experience cast
a long shadow. For the most part, they preferred managing their own
affairs, settling boundary disputes, assessing compensation for
damages caused to crops by straying cattle, arbitrating petty disputes
involving neighbours, disciplining young men on the prowl for
promiscuous sex, keeping an eye out for thieves and rogues who
threatened to ruin the village’s reputation. People entrusted decision
making to respected village elders who constituted the panchayat, a
five-member committee, which met whenever the need arose. Often
its decision was not contested; the price for asserting independence
was heavy. The person could be ostracised. No one would attend the
wedding ceremony or other social functions in his family. He would
be shunned in village meetings. His cane would be cut last. The
threats were endless. It was a brave man indeed who dared to stand up
to the panchayat. Few did.

The panchayat not only adjudicated disputes, it also enforced
community standards and morals. Once a family had given its word
for some undertaking — a marriage proposal, for example — its
members had to honour it. Religious groups had to be prudent in the
public profession of their faith so as not to give offence to others.
People were asked to slaughter cattle and pigs away from the public
eye. Potential for conflict in matters of faith was closely monitored. By
and large, things worked out well. But as the older girmit generation
passed away and people became accustomed to the methods and
machinery of government, as families expanded and wealth and
education came to the settlement, the power of the panchayat
declined. It is now a remote, vanishing memory.
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Fijians were at the outer edges of our consciousness. There was
a Fijian koro (village) by the Tabia river, but we had little to do with it.
On the rare occasion that we saw it from a safe distance while on our
way to some other place, we marvelled at its neat lawns, its well-
maintained rows of brooding bures, cheerful children, its open
environment. But that was it. Growing up, I can recall only two
Fijians, one with a sense of fear and the other with great affection.
Semesa struck fear in us. He was a middle-aged man, grey and hairy,
who travelled shirtless from his koro across our settlement to the sea
several miles away to fish. Armed with a knife and several spears, he
would pass by our house very early in the morning and return at dusk
with a string of fish slung around his shoulders. He never stopped by
or talked to anyone. It is that figure, walking alone, slightly hunched,
uncommunicative, perhaps even grumpy — never responding to our
Ni Sa Bula Turaga, Greetings, Sir — that accentuated his mysteriousness
to us. His name was used by our parents to strike terror into our
hearts whenever we misbehaved. ‘Semesa will take you away’ was
enough to ensure silence and compliance from us.

The figure I remember fondly is a Fijian woman, tall, dark,
flat-nosed, who had adopted my father as her younger brother. We
called her ‘phud, father’s sister. Phua was playful with my mother —
her ‘bhauji — and openly affectionate towards my father — her
‘bhaiyd — often admonishing him about this or that, and always
taking our side when we were threatened with punishment. She came
home regularly, with a bundle of fish or crab, and went away with
clothes, rice, sugar and spices and special gifts during festivals. We
treated her as a regular member of our extended family. I am sure
there was a Fijian phua in every Indo-Fijian family. I have often
regretted not looking her up after I left Tabia. But that was the extent
of my interaction with Fijians, which I now deeply regret. We had no
opportunity as children to play together. We went to an Indian
school, and Fijian children to their racially exclusive provincial
schools. Regrettably, our paths never crossed.
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celebrated over a fortnight. We burnt the effigy of the evil witch Holika,
and sang specially composed songs (chautal) to the accompaniment of
dholak, majira and dhandtal, going from house to house on the final day
singing and spraying each other with coloured water.

Diwali, the thanksgiving festival of lights, less commercialised
then, was our favourite. On that day, mother would be up at dawn
and cook special sweets and vegetable dishes, especially for that
occasion: gulab jamun, lakadki ke mithai, halwa, ghugri, puri,
gulgula, bada, kadhi. The children were exhorted to display their best
behaviour on the day, not to cry, fight or swear because, we were told,
how we behaved on that day would determine our behaviour for the
rest of the year! We dutifully obliged. In the evening, we lit 4iya, and
prayed to Goddess Lakshmi for good fortune and good luck in
schoolwork. And then, as the diyas brightened the moonless night, we
exploded home-made firecrackers. To my great shame, I admit to
placing firecrackers in toads’ mouths and seeing them explode from a
safe distance.

Ramayan recital was the most regular feature of village social
and religious life, binding the community together. Each settlement
had its own ‘mandali association, sometimes several, to cover the
more isolated homes. The text was popular not only with the people
of our own village but with Hindus throughout Fiji. Part of the reason
was its simple, morale-enhancing story-line of Rama, a noble prince,
virtuous in every way, exiled for fourteen years for no fault of his own,
who eventually returned triumphant after a hard-fought victory over
the demon king Ravana.

Rama was what every son, brother, husband, ruler could ever
hope to be. In Ramas story, the girmitiyas saw hope that their own
exile, their ordeal on the plantations, would one day come to an end.
Rama was the king of Ayodhya, in eastern Uttar Pradesh, from where
the bulk of the migrants came, so there was social and cultural
familiarity with Rama’s region as well. The text, moreover, was written
in accessible Avadhi, the language of the Indo-Gangetic plains, which



Tabia

could be read by anyone who was literate, unlike the more esoteric
Sanskrit texts comprehensible only to the learned few. And Ramayan
recital was a social activity, the text recited rythmically by a group of
men to the accompaniment of harmonium and dholak. The occasion
provided entertainment as well as spiritual enlightenment, enhancing
social bonding.

Each mandali had its own set of rules. Our mandali required the
household hosting the recital to keep it ‘clean’ for seven days. Clean
meant no deliberate killing or injuring of animals, and no consumption
of meat or alcohol during that period. The injunction was easily
observed, for meat and alcohol were unaffordable, and offenders subject
to strict penalty. They could be punished by the threat of boycotts and
sanctions against the family, powerful instruments in a community
whose members depended upon each other for social and
economic survival. But rules changed with the times. They had ro.
As people found employment in town, and more money circulated
in the settlement, the injunction against meat and alcohol became
unsustainable. Some people, impatient with the rigidity of the old ways,
broke away to form their own mandalis with less restrictive, more liberal
rules. Predictably over time everywhere, the stipulated number of ‘clean’
days declined. Now, a day or two is enough.

Over time, the Brahminical form of Hinduism, celebrating
vegetarianism and clean, ritual worship, took hold on the settlement,
but even as late as the 1950s, many people continued to practise
rituals and ceremonies associated with their particular caste groups.
A neighbour, for example, annually sacrificed a pig to appease his
caste (Chamar, low caste) deities, while others sacrificed goats and
chickens. A week or two later, the same people also hosted Ramayan
recitals and performed various pujas. They saw no contradiction in
what they did. The practice of animal sacrifice died with the older
generation. But superstition and the practice of magic and witchcraft
— jadu tona — continued. People consulted a spirit man to cast a spell
on enemies or secure a favourable personal outcome. To cure
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headache, dog bite or jaundice, people went to the spirit man rather
than to medical doctors. Everyone did it. Childless parents sought the
assistance of a pir, a Muslim spirit man, who dispensed his services in
return for a healthy rooster of specified colour (red, white, black).
Ghosts and evil spirits — bhuth pret — were an ever-present threat,
and we were told not to walk alone at night, or whistle. Nocturnal
whistling attracted evil spirits roaming the earth. These things do not
exercise the same terror now as they once did.

The celebration of various rites of passage gave families great
joy. The birth of a child, especially a boy as the first born, was an
occasion for unrestrained celebration. Many rituals associated with
childbirth have disappeared altogether or been modified beyond
recognition. For instance, some families, professing to be of the higher
castes, did the ‘garbha sanskar when pregnancy was confirmed. The
family priest officiated, in the presence of family members and
neighbours, and prayed for the health of the mother and safe delivery
of the child, both important considerations as children of my
generation were born at home without the benefit of proper
medication or even adequate sanitation. That ritual has disappeared.
We all associated childbirth with ‘chart/, the celebration which
marked the sixth day of the child’s birth. Until that day, both the child
and the mother were confined to the house, perhaps because the first
six days were considered most life-threatening for both of them. On
‘chatti, the child was ceremoniously introduced to the world. Women
and men sang, the child was given gifts — baby powder, soap,
napkins, baby oil, clothes — while the mother received a sari and
other ornaments, including a gold sovereign, or several, if the family
was well-to-do, for her part in perpetuating the family line.

On that day, too, the family priest was called to consult the
astrological chart to identify the child’s ‘rash?, astrological sign, and
suggest a name. The way names have changed over the years tells a
significant story about the social evolution of the community. The
girmitiya names followed no discernible pattern. Often people were
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them the moral glue of tradition which had sustained the structure.
New opportunities and domestic friction, caused by the desire for
more independence and control over individual income, contributed
their own share. Sometimes the parting was amicable, but some cases
went to court over the appropriate sharing of the property, after
village elders had failed to resolve the dispute. Now, the joint family
survives only as a distant memory for people in the village.

For most of us, the village itself was our joint family. Everyone
was an uncle or an aunt or an older brother, and they all assumed
a collective responsibility of teaching children proper manners,
including thrashing them for some transgression or breach of social
norms. Our parents did not interfere or intervene. Older people were
never called by their names. That habit has remained with me.
Sometimes they were given nicknames which we could use without
giving offence. Thus, Mr Bisun was called ‘Chillar’ for some unknown
reason, and for us he became ‘Chillar kaka’. We called Shiu Prasad
‘Double Drive’ because he had two wives. Mr Ram Saran, a tall, thin
man, was called ‘Lumpet’ and another, tall and dark-skinned, ‘Regna,
after a variety of cane. The village money lender, Mr Budh Ram, was
called “Taang Toong’. Why, I have no idea. Mr Jai Narayan we all
knew simply as Magellan for his insatiable curiosity about the world,
and Mr Ram Dayal was dubbed Patel, after A.D. Patel, the great
criminal lawyer and Indian leader, for his uncanny ability to dredge
up an obscure fact to win an argument in his favour.

We never called our older siblings by their names either, and
this habit has persisted in our family. Nor did wives address their
husbands by their names. My mother never called my father by his
name. When someone asked about his whereabouts, mother would
reply ‘So-and-So’s father is in the field.” When speaking directly to
him, mother would say something like ‘Are suno’, ‘Oh, listen’.
Whenever in the presence of others, my mother always covered her
head with ‘orhnt, a light shawl. Not to do so was seen as a sign of
rudeness and defiance, reflecting badly on the family’s reputation.

12
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Women talked to their neighbours through their children, never
directly. An interesting situation developed when the bus came to
Tabia. Younger married women travelling alone couldn’t pay their
fares directly to the driver; talking to him or making eye contact was
unthinkable. They would cover their heads with a shawl or their sari,
place their fares on a metal plate and sit down. The driver would send
the change through another passenger, usually a child.

A woman’s world was tightly regulated, her field of action
narrow. Always a mother, a daughter or a daughter-in-law, she was
never — nor was she allowed to be — an individual in her own right.
Her family’s welfare was her sole concern. In public she was always
expected to be deferential; even a minor assertion of independence
was disapproved by the village. In the domestic sphere, though,
mothers and wives exercised far greater influence than outsiders would
allow or recognise. They managed the household besides working in
the fields planting rice or weeding cane fields.

Age brought women greater freedom from the customary
restraints, especially for women from happy, established households.
They were valued as teachers and custodians of culture. My own mother,
for example, a fine singer of folk songs and deeply knowledgeable about
important rituals and ceremonies, was always in demand in the extended
family scattered throughout Vanua Levu. Marriage songs — sohar —
were her speciality for which she is remembered even now. At home, she
was the emotional centre of the family whose counsel and wisdom were
always heeded — and needed — but which were never publicly paraded
or acknowledged. Father was, as he had to be, our undisputed public
face. And there was a level of understanding and tolerance between my
father and mother that would surprise many even today. Father was a
teetotaller and a lifelong vegetarian, for all practical purposes, a man
of the cloth. Mother, on the other hand, smoked, drank the
occasional bowl of yaqona or beer, and ate meat. Her habit was never
a matter of dispute or disagreement in the family. I recall with great
tenderness my non-smoking father gently lighting mother’s “sulukd,
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home-made cigarettes, towards the end of her life when she was frail
and disoriented.

The greatest cause of family gathering was marriage. Marriage
today is a simple enough affair. The boy and girl find each other,
inform their parents of their choice, seek their approval and have a
civil marriage later solemnised by a religious ceremony. Parents readily
go along, happy to pass on the heavy responsibility to their children.
It reflects changing times and needs. Most married couples establish
their own households soon after marriage, without attracting social
opprobrium. The extended family is a thing of memory for them.
Income and education, rather than the social standing or wealth of
the family, play a larger part in the choice of partners than before.
And social sanctions are no longer easy to deploy to enforce
compliance and conformity.

Things were different a generation ago. Marriage then was
regarded as too sacred an institution to be left to the whim of youthful
love. Marriage joined families and much more, not just individuals.
One’s spouse was chosen by the family or the community elders
whose principal criterion was the reputation — the good name — of
the family in the wider community. Girls had to go to good homes
because, once married, there was no possibility of return, no matter
what the circumstances. Children were informed, rather than
consulted, about their marriage. For many years after indenture, child
marriages were common, repeating a practice prevalent in rural India.
My father’s older brother, I was told, was carried to his betrothal
ceremony on his uncles’ shoulders. My own mother was betrothed at
thirteen and married two years later. Girls were married early. A pre-
marital misadventure would ruin the prospect for other marriages in
the family besides damaging the reputation of the village. Moreover,
a proper ‘kanya daar’, gift of a daughter, was decreed in the scriptures
to be the noblest gift parents could ever give.

The social status of the family was important, but there were
other considerations as well. A consciousness of caste status played

14
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a part in the early years, although caste, as a system of social
organisation, had collapsed in Fiji, unable to survive the levelling
experience of migration and indenture. The higher castes inter-
married, because they had to, but marriage between a low caste, such
as Chamar, and a Brahmin, was unheard of. Lower castes themselves
opposed the practice because they thought marrying above their caste
was somehow wrong or sinful and likely to invite divine retribution.
Old beliefs, inculcated through the centuries, persisted stubbornly in
the new environment.

Marriages were also taboo between the families of jahajibhais,
girmitiyas who had come to Fiji on the same jahaj, ship. They practically
regarded each other as blood brothers, with all the expectations and
obligations that relationship entailed. The practice disappeared as
girmitiyas died and as the community expanded. Inter-cultural marriages
were also rare. North and South Indians did not intermarry. Colour
played a part, the generally fairer-skinned North Indians regarding
themselves as better than the darker-skinned Southerners. Sanatanis,
orthodox Hindus, stayed away from Samajis, the reformists, and the
distance, though diminishing, remains. Among South Indians,
Malayalis, self-regarding, preferred their own to Tamils and Telugus.
Hindu-Muslim marriages were — and still are — practically non-
existent, Marrying Gujaratis and Punjabis, late-arriving free migrants,
was also unheard of. The community was a series of concentric circles,
each with its own separate identity, each keen to protect its sense of self.
Fijians were on the outermost fringes, and inter-racial marriages simply
beyond the imagination.

Marriage ceremonies were long drawn-out affairs, involving
great cooperative effort and expense. The pattern has changed. Now
most marriages are conducted during the day, and both men and
women accompany the groom’s party to the wedding. A gaudily
printed card announces the event to close family and friends, seeking
their blessing. Not all villagers are invited, unheard of during my
time. A generation ago a father with marriageable children would first
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approach family and community elders. Word would spread and, in
the course of time, several prospective names would appear. Discreet
enquiry and discussion would narrow the list over several months.
When a name was settled upon, a party of senior family members
would make the visit. Sometime during the course of the proceedings,
the girl would enter the gathering with a tray of tea and home-cooked
delicacies. An elder from her side would let it be known that this was
the girl they had come to see. The men might glance discreetly at her
half-covered face, but say nothing. Behind the curtain or perhaps in
the kitchen women would assess and scrutinise. The decision would
come a week or so later. The first public step towards a wedding took
place three weeks before the actual event in a ceremony called ‘#2laf,
akin to engagement. The symbolic act of union was captured in ‘lawa
bhujni during which unhusked rice brought by both sides is mixed
and thrown ritually into the fire, agni. Rice represents fertility. Once
the date was settled, a ‘za#/, a messenger, would be hired to take the
invitation personally to people in the village, the invitation taking the
form of turmeric-coloured rice. He would get rice, dhal, sugar, salt,
sometimes a piece of cloth in return. Often the ‘nau’ was a colourful
character, a joker, a clown, unthreatening, from a poor family, a dogs
body, advising on protocols to be followed, acting as the groom’s
protector and servant.

The marriage ceremony proper took place over three days,
‘telwaan’, “bhatwaar’ and ‘shadi. From myriad, whirlwind activities
amidst buckets full of yagona and endless cups of syrupy tea, some
things stand out in my mind. Mysterious prayers at dusk led by
female members of the family seeking the blessing of secret family
deities one had not heard of. The groom, wearing a turmeric-stained
shirt, sleeping on a grass bed on the floor, marking the last day of his
hard bachelor life, or equally plausibly, preparing him for the hard life
ahead! The ceaseless ‘dhammak dhammak and women’s singing that
announced the festivities to the world, the midday meal on the second
day when the groom passed a partly eaten plate of food to his younger
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brother, identifying the next one in line for marriage. A tearful
mother sad at losing ‘her baby’ to another woman, being consoled by
her brother during the ‘imligothani ceremony, promising to be her
guardian always. The ‘dhaag paar ritual involving a respected male
elder from the groom’s side placing a garland around the bride’s neck
with the promise to protect her like her own father and swearing,
there and then, not to speak to the woman till his dying day unless
she was in dire straits and his intervention unavoidable. The ‘dwar
pujd with the bride’s senior male relatives ritually washing the groom’s
feet before the female members did the ‘ar#7, welcoming him to their
extended family. And heart-rending cries of the bride’s family as she
took leave to start a new life among strangers from which, they all
knew, there would be no returning. The severance of the umbilical
cord was for good.

Some things about the wedding ceremony remained a mystery
for me until much later. Among them was the ritual associated with
the construction of the ‘mandap’, the place where the actual ceremony
took place. It was a raised mound of earth leavened with fresh cow
dung paste and four crepe paper-covered bamboo poles creating a
square structure. In the centre of the raised portion was planted a
banana stem surrounded by bamboo branches. Both the mother’s and
the father’s sides of the family together planted the stem as a sign of
family solidarity. The earthen mandap floor was liberally sprinkled
with coloured rice. Why these things? The banana plant, virtually
indestructible — suckers sprout freely — I learned, stood for the
continuity of the family tree. Bamboo bends, it never breaks; so, it
was hoped, would the new family. Rice symbolised fertility, and the
coconut was considered the purest form of offering that could be
given to the gods because its water was untouched by human hands.
Cow dung was used because, coming from mother cow, it was
considered clean by Hindus. Now, most weddings take place in hired
halls during daytime, dispensing with items and rituals once central
to the ceremony.
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Some things, though, have not changed. The thirst for good
education is one of them. Today, Tabia boasts a well-equipped
secondary college as well as a flourishing primary school. Its students
have become prominent members of the Labasa community. Some have
even migrated to Australia, New Zealand and North America. It is an
achievement of immense magnitude which is all the more remarkable
considering how humbly and haphazardly it all began. From very early
on, village people, themselves illiterate, realised the importance of
schooling, but nothing happened because they had no money and few
contacts, and the colonial government was indifferent, preferring
Indians to remain on the farm. The village people had other ideas,
however, knowing that the rented land held no future for their children.
Self-help and keenness got them started. Sahadeo and Butru, literate
girmitiyas, taught whatever they could, in return for help with domestic
chores, chopping wood, feeding the cattle, fetching water from the well.

In 1943, a holy man from India, Sadhu Sharan Das, visited the
village in the course of a year-long cultural tour of Fiji, and stressed the
need for a proper school. His advice, one villager recalled, was: ‘All men
are equal, love them and serve them, be proud of your origins and
maintain your identity.” Revolutionary words in the context of the
times, when you come to think of it. The Sadhu inspired people. Funds
were raised, a villager donated five acres and the Tabia Sanatan Dharam
School got started. Yet, despite its name and the predominantly Hindu
population of the village, the school was non-sectarian. Its head teachers
included Muslims (Munshi, Ashik Hussein), a Punjabi (Mehar Singh),
Christians (Simon Nagaiya, Austine Sita Ram), South Indians
(Subramani Gounden, Gopal Pillay). Good character mattered more
than the faith of the teacher. That aspect has not changed, though there
is community expectation (and pressure) now that the head teacher of
the school should be a Sanatani Hindu.

The school cemented the community, made the people
immensely proud. Its sportsgrounds hosted inter-settlement
competitions. Plays were performed as well as festivals celebrating the
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roads. And they introduced us to the history and literature of ancient
Egypt, Greece, Rome, to William the First, the Duke of Wellington
and Napoleon, Columbus and Magellan (Men Who Made the World
Larger), to Shakespeare (Merchant of Venice, Julius Caesar, especially
Mark Antony’s speech to the Romans, which I remember to this day,
having memorised it in primary school).

The books also taught us our civic responsibilities. An essay on
‘Good Citizenship’ for grade six students is instructive. The State, we
were told, was the natural order of civilised society: ‘Even the most
uncivilised people find it necessary to organise themselves into some
simple form of State, because human beings cannot live for long in
safety and in health if they try to live alone. The necessities of life are
water, food, shelter from the weather and safety from enemies. It is
easier to obtain these things if men work together as friends. That is
why even uncivilised people, in far-off times in the past, formed little
communities which were simple States, with a leader or ruler to see
that each member obtained his rights and performed his duties.’

The State was ‘working for the good of all of us’, and it was our
duty to pay our taxes, help the police maintain the safety of life and
property; to help the law courts to give justice, and to obey the laws.
“The good citizen is he who is a good houscholder, a good villager,
a good townsman, and a good subject of the King. A bad citizen is he
who thinks too much of his own rights and nothing at all of the rights
of his fellows, or of his duties to his neighbours.” We were being trained
to be doers, not thinkers, cogs in the wheels of the colonial bureaucracy.
The ironic thing is the emphasis on obedience to authority, discipline
and order, maintaining the status quo when colonialism was on its way
out in Asia and Africa and eventually the Pacific.

Nonetheless, the same texts which exhorted us to obey the
laws imposed upon us, also encouraged us to read books, to cherish the
pleasures of the imagination. Nothing is more dangerous to an
established order than an unfettered mind. ‘A book is a very wonderful
thing,” grade five students read:
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Some kinds of books are worth more than gold and
silver, because they bring to us the knowledge which was
gained by clever men who died long ago. If there were no
books, that knowledge might be lost. Other books
enable us to explore lands beyond the sea, without ever
leaving our homes. From books we can learn about
mountains and plains, rivers, and streams, in places
which probably we shall never see with our eyes. If we
are in doubt about anything, we can get a book about it
and find out the truth. If we wish to inquire about
anything, and there is nobody in our town who knows
the answers to our questions, we can buy books and they
will give us all the information we want. A person who
owns some good books can see more and travel farther
than the richest man in the world, for the rich man who
just travels about may forget much that he sees, but the
person who has the books need never forget. Therefore,
we should treat all books with great respect. We ought
not to throw them on the ground, or make them dirty.
We should not bend them back so that the leaves
become loose and fall out. We ought not to tear their
pages or cover them with dirty finger-marks. When we
have read a book, we should keep it carefully, for our
memory of what is in it may fail, and then we may want
to read it again. Books are the storehouses of all the
knowledge in the world. If we buy good books, we can
have the greatest thinkers, the greatest engineers, the
greatest scientists for our friends.

That advice, received so early in my life, influenced me greatly.
The beautifully crafted sentences, evoking exotic images — of
elephants, tigers, the moors, the palaces — worked magic for me.
Even though we lived in a small, impoverished village, I could
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imagine and inhabit other worlds. We felt part of a larger world, and
were proud of all the red spots on the map which marked the British
Empire, our one happy family of colonies.

I read wherever and whenever I could, while grazing cattle by
the roadside or late at night by the light of the wick lamp — dhibri —
engaging in endless imaginary conversations with characters I had
encountered in the texts, thinking about the life of the Eskimos in the
‘Arctic Wastes’, the pyramid of Kephron, the pygmies of Central Africa
who, we were told in grade five, were ‘a backward race’, the great stones
of Brittany, majestic steamers and sleek fighter planes. A bookworm
was how some people characterised me. Shakespeare, Tennyson and
Matthew Arnold became — and remain — a part of my inner world,
and part of my Tabia. They were joined later by Chinua Achebe,
V.S. Naipaul, George Eliot, John Steinbeck and many others.

There was nothing much in the English texts about our own
immediate cultural world. That came in the Hindi ‘pothis’, books
written by Pandit Ami Chandra during World War II. These simply
written texts introduced us to Hindi poetry, Indian fables, prayers
(recited every morning before class) and to the heroes and heroines of
Indian history and mythology: Sati Savitri, Lakshmi Bai, the story of
Lord Rama, episodes from the Mahabharata, the Mughal emperors
Akbar and Aurengzeb and their great deeds, the majestic beauty of the
Taj Mahal. Sprinkled among them were a few accounts of the Indian
presence in Fiji, but this subject was avoided partly because, I suspect,
it was controversial and partly because it might not have been thought
worth studying.

The books offered practical advice as well on how to keep our
homes and gardens in order, the importance of physical exercise and
good neighbourliness. Good citizenship required obedience to
authority, respect for elders, sacrifice for the greater good and
individual enterprise. The books also inculcated pride in our history
and heritage. The texts were intended for school children. In fact, they
educated the community as well, as illiterate parents asked their
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children to read to them stories about their forebears' past. My
interest in Indian culture and history and language comes from these
books. I am grateful to them for opening our horizon, for enriching
our imagination, for making us feel part of a larger humanity.
Whenever we meet now, people of my generation re-visit the texts and
recite poems we had once learnt by heart, much to the amusement of
our children, poems about alcohol and alcoholics (Pea kar madak
madakchi ek, Chala kahin ko lathi tek), about bananas (Lamba phal
hota hai kela, meetha phal hota hai kela, Is ko kha khush hote bacche,
Ma se peni lete bacche) and about bicycles (Do pahiye ki cycle, Daur
lagati khel, Dena padata hai nabi, Is me paani tel).

My contact with Tabia diminished over time as I moved to Suva
for higher education, and then overseas. The death of my parents
and my brother Ben weakened my emotional links. Each time,
I returned as a stranger among people with whom I had grown up,
re-formed and influenced by other experiences beyond their
comprehension. I have often wondered how we were able to escape the
place to forge the life we have. Fate, chance, accident? One step at a
time: that could have been the motto of my generation. My journey
may sound improbable, but it is not exceptional. The details will vary,
and there will be many points of departure, but the broad contours
of the transformation in our lives would be recognisable to many of
my generation. We broke barriers our parents could not have
contemplated. A career as a lowly paid civil servant, a bank clerk and, if
lucky, a secondary school teacher, was all they could imagine. That one
day we would cross our own kala pani to live in the land of kulambars,
CSR plantation overseers, would never have entered their imaginarion.

The gulf between the world we inherited and the world we
now inhabit could not have been greater for my generation. Tabia was
where I began my journey. It shaped my destiny, but not my
destination.
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about their evanescent past in a strange language no one else
understood. Once in a while on some ceremonial occasion when the
entire village got together — for Satyanarayan Puja, Ramayan Recital,
Bhagvada Katha, Ram Naumi, Shiva Rattri — people would plead
with the girmitiyas to sing bhajan as only they knew how. On these
occasions, Aja would take the lead; he was an accomplished bhajania
as well as a sarangi and kbajhadi player. We would be seated on the
paal against the wall, mesmerised as Aja and his fellow mulkis,
compatriots — Jwala, Madho, Butru, Dhanessar, Nanka — sang their
haunting Kabir bhajans about love and loss and grief (Koi thagwa
nagariya lootal ho), about the longing of the soul for freedom from the
entanglements of maya (Rebna nahin des virana hai), about the
ultimate pointlessness of life without faith (Sumiran bina gota khao ge),
about the futility of the body weeping for the soul it has lost ( 7z diyo
pran, kaya kabé roye), working themselves into a trance as the evening
wore on.

There was something strange, something incongruous about
these people. Now in their mellow twilight, they seemed to be
shipwrecked by fate in a place they did not, perhaps could not, fully
embrace, and they could not return to a place they so dearly loved.
They were a people caught in-between the tensions of culture and
history, resisting assimilation into the ways of their adopted homeland
by re-enacting archaic customs from a remembered past. Aja, for
instance, never shaved himself, but waited every Sunday for another
girmitiya, a hajam, barber (Chinnaiya by name), who lived across the
river in the adjacent village of Lagere, to shave him and collect his
customary remuneration in kind, usually some rice and mung dhal.
Every year after the family Satyanarayan Puja, Aja would donate a calf
to the family Brahman priest in the prayerful hope that his children
and grandchildren would be able to cross the dreaded Baitarini river
from this world into the next by holding on to the tail of the animal.
On some particularly auspicious occasion, such as the birth of a

grandchild, he would hold a huge bhandara to which all our far-flung
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some personal difficulties. Perhaps the crops had failed or cattle had
died in a drought, perhaps the zamindar was threatening them with
eviction for arrears of rent or the village mahajan was demanding his
dues. Perhaps some were members of the ‘Hugqa Pani Band brigade,
escaping social ostracism for some breach of caste protocol. No doubt
some were in trouble with the law, and some were young unattached
souls in search of adventure. They all knew that they were going to
some place they had never heard of before, but they would be back one
day, long before their absence was noticed in the village.

Aja came from Bahraich, a poor district in an impoverished
region of northeastern India, the principal supplier of indentured
labour to the colonies after the 1870s, taking over from Bihar. From
then on, it was such districts as Basti, Gonda, Azamgargh, Sultanpur,
Faizabad, names synonymous with destitution and despair even now,
which supplied the bulk of the migrants. Today, people comment
harshly on the extreme poverty and backwardness of the eastern
districts, and on the lethargic, perennially unenterprising attitude of its
inhabitants, India’s real ‘wretched of the earth’. Given this widespread
perception, it surprises most people to learn that hundreds of
thousands of people from this region upped and left for the colonies
last century, showing the courage, enterprise and determination those
remaining behind are alleged to be lacking. Within India itself, the
region furnished millions of workers to the Calcutta jute mills, the
Assam tea gardens, the Bihar coal mines, and the Bombay textile mills.

Bahraich was not a major contributor of indentured migrants
to Fiji. Of the colony’s 45,000 North Indian indentured migrants,
only 750 came from the district. But in many respects, it was a typical
eastern Uttar Pradesh district: predominantly Hindu, poor, illiterate,
agricultural, its population dominated by such cultivating castes as
Ahir, Kurmi, Kori, Kahar, Lodh, Murao as well as Brahman and
Rajput peasants. Shaped like an isosceles triangle, with an area of
2647 square miles, almost exactly the size of Vanua Levu, Fiji’s second-
largest island where Aja eventually settled, but with a population of
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over one million, Bahraich, like most of Oudh, was a talugdari
(feudal) district; four landlords owned more than half the total area.
Half of the land was cultivated by tenants at will, and half by those
who paid their dues in kind. The district is littered with lakes and jhils
(swamps) and thus vulnerable to malarial fever; cholera, officials often
noted ruefully, was ‘never absent from the district’. A lot of the district
was under forest in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
but there were also large groves of mangoes — mahua, shisham.
I knew from the stories that Aja used to tell that the district was full of
animals — leopards, tigers, wolves, wild hogs, antelope. He described
them lovingly as if they were members of his own extended family.

The Emigration Pass, that indentured visa card-cum-passporrt,
lists Aja’s age at the time of migration as 26, which was about the average
age of the emigrating population. As a young unmarried man, he had
been out and about, looking for a job. 1907-1908 was a particularly bad
year even for a district no stranger to misfortune. Bahraich was stricken
with a drought, its misery worsened by a succession of bad harvests. Aja
had wandered off to the local #hana looking for something to do, and
there heard about wonderful opportunities in a #zp#, an island. Would
he like to go there just for a few years and see what it was like? Aja
agreed, whereupon he was taken to Fyzabad for registration on 13
January 1908. Soon afterwards, along with other recruits, he undertook
his chalan (journey) to Calcutta. At Daryaganj, the Depot Surgeon, a
Lieutenant Colonel in the Indian Medical Services, certified that ‘we
have examined and passed the above-named man as fit to emigrate; that
he is free from all bodily and mental disease; and that he has been
vaccinated since engaging’. On 25 January, Fiji's Emigration Agent in
Calcutta, W.]. Bolton, certified that Aja *has appeared before me and has
been engaged by me on behalf of the Government of Fiji as willing to
proceed to that country to work for hire; and that I have explained to
him all matters concerning his engagement and duties’. That being so,
Aja was certified to proceed ‘as in a fit state of health to undertake the
voyage to Fiji’ on 18 February 1908.
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Aja had been recruited for Demerara, I remember him telling
us, which is not surprising. Often, one agent recruited for a number
of colonies. But when he reached Calcutta, Aja was told that the
Demerara quota had been filled. And so he was transferred to the Fiji
Depot. I don’t know whether he actually understood the terms and
conditions of his engagement. Some of those who had accompanied
him from upcountry baulked when the reality of a long voyage to a
distant place dawned on them, and some bolted from the barracks.
But Aja stayed put. He had eaten the arkatis salt, he said, and he
would honour his word. He was not a namak haram, an ingrate.
Honour, izzat, weighed heavily with Aja. Five years would pass like
five minutes. Didn’t Lord Rama spend fourteen years in exile? He
emphasised the point by quoting some disjointed lines from the
Ramayana: ‘Chaudah baras Ram ban basi ... He boarded his ship with
resolve but not without apprehension. SS Sangola was his ship’s name.
The immigrant ships have magical names, some derived from classical
mythology, such as Leonidas, Pericles, Syria, while others were named
after great rivers such as Ganges, Indus, Sutlej, Elbe, Danube, Rbine,
Clyde, Avon, all of them especially fitted to carry human cargo over
long distances. ‘Floating caravan of barbarian tourists’, someone called
these ships, while some girmitiyas remembered them as floating
funeral processions: chalta firta, jeeta jagata janaza.

The confined spaces of overcrowded cabins confounded a
people who had never seen the sea before. Inevitably, the ship became
the site of a massive social disruption. All the old rituals and
ceremonial observances of village India began to crumble in that
crucible. No one could be certain about the true caste of the
bhandaries (cooks). They all ate together in a pangat, seated single file,
drank water from the same container, shared and cleaned the same
toilet, and took turns sweeping, hosing, cleaning the deck. The voyage
was a great leveller of hierarchy and status: the immigrants were all
coolies in the eyes of the sahibs. Some protested, and others tried to
cheat their way through or bypass the normal channels, but to no
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avail. Aja used to tell a story about a2 man of high caste who stole some
onions and potatoes to cook by himself to avoid pollution. He was
caught. Making an example of him, the Surgeon Superintendent
paraded him on the deck in front of all the other passengers, his
mouth stuffed with a raw potato. How Aja used to laugh telling this
story. He also recalled another incident when people were having their
evening meal on a particularly stormy night. Suddenly, the ship
heaved and food spilled all over the place. That ended all the pretense
of observing commensal restrictions.

But amidst all the disruption and dislocation, new relationships
were being formed, none more important than the bond of jahajibhai,
shipmates, a bond which neither time nor circumstance would be able
to erase. It became the foundation of a new enduring and intimate
familial relationship. It was for good reason that the colonial
authorities dispersed the jahajibhais among plantations scattered
around the country. But somehow, the jahajis kept in touch with each
other long after indenture had ended, and walked long distances on
foot for reunions and reminiscences. I recall these meetings as deeply
emotional occasions. The jahajis treated each other like blood kin,
with all the obligations and responsibilities that such a relationship
entailed. The bonds disappeared with the girmitiyas.

Aja served most of his indenture at Tuatua in Labasa, opened
to sugar cane plantations in the early 1890s by the CSR which erected
a cane crushing mill there in 1894. Indenture was generally a hard,
brutalising, disorienting experience, but indenture in Labasa was pure
narak, hell. The girmitiyas there were more vulnerable because they
were on another island, remote, isolated: out of sight, out of official
mind. Government supervision and inspection of plantations,
provided for in legislation, were ineffectual in practice; overtasking,
violence and abuse broke many. Aja served the first few years of his
girmit as a field labourer, but his plantation, he said, was lucky in its
kulambar, overseer, an experienced and humane man, who took a
paternalistic interest in those under his charge. Some of them were
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like that. When things went out of control, the girmitiyas went
straight to the burra sahib, the chief manager, who could always be
counted on to put things right. Aja was also lucky to come to Fiji
when the worst days of indenture were over, days of death, disease,
heartbreaking infant mortality rates, excessive overtasking. But
fortunately for him, Aja did not remain a field labourer for long. He
was good with horses, it was discovered; he had been a champion
horse racer in his youth. And so he was transferred to the CSR stables,
and served the rest of girmit looking after draught as well as racing
horses. On 18 May 1913, exactly five years after arriving in Fiji, he
became a free man, master of his own destiny. He left the Tuatua
plantation and leased a ten-acre plot of land in Tabia just on the
outskirts of the cane growing area. It was here that he settled, and
raised his family. It was here that he died in 1962.

A lot of history is concealed autobiography, the distinguished
Australian historian K.S. Inglis has written, more so in my case than
most. Growing up in a rural farming community in a remote part of
Labasa, I saw the relics and legacies of indenture all around me. My
parents, like so many of their generation, had grown up in the shadow
of indenture and bore the mental and emotional scars of girmir: the
isolation, the poverty, the unending struggle to make ends meet, a
sense of helplessness and vulnerability to forces beyond their control,
the controlling power the Colonial Sugar Refining Company had over
the lives of the cane growers. Being his ears and eyes, I was very close
to Aja. (I was sleeping beside him in his bed when he died very early
that May morning.) From early on, I was intrigued by his stories and
reminiscences, and by the sight of his compatriots, all funny old men
wearing funny dress, speaking a funny language. Who were these
people and how in the world did they end up in Fiji, thousands of
miles away from India? Why had they come, and why had they stayed
behind? There was no written history about them, just hazy
memories, a collage of conflicting testimonies about a past that
seemed remote and irrelevant. I wanted to re-visit that vanishing past.
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That opportunity came when I embarked on my doctoral
research at the Australian National University in 1977. A careful
reading of the written records disproved the pervasive myths about the
girmitiyas. These were not the ‘flotsam and jetsam’ of humanity, ‘riff
raff’ picked up from the streets of Calcutta but a cross-section of
uprooted rural peasantry on the move in search of better opportunities
somewhere, anywhere. Fortunately, postgraduate training in those days
required field work, which for me meant a year in India visiting the
regions from where the girmitiyas had come, getting a sense of the
place, collecting written and oral accounts of migration. [ was excited
about returning to Ajas homeland, a journey he himself had intended
but was unable to make. I was determined to make the pilgrimage to
Bahraich, for his sake as well as my own.

By the time I finally reached Bahraich late in 1978, I had been
in India long enough to be acclimatised to its many idiosyncrasies that
assault one’s senses: the crowds, the noise, the stench in the alleys, the
urban squalor, the rush of grotesquely deformed beggars, the taxi
drivers driving at night without their headlights on to save the bartery,
the corrupt office wallahs used to having their palms greased, the craze
for things ‘phoren’. It is Naipaulian jitters, you might say, but for me,
too, on first contact India is an area of darkness. Soon, though, one
gets desensitised. I am amazed at my newly acquired ability to look
past unpleasant reality. Beggars are ignored, certain byways avoided,
peons paid to do the basic chores, buying groceries or fetching cinema
and rail tickets. I think nothing of eating greasy dhaba, roadside, food
from sooty restaurants or drinking sweet syrupy tea in mud cups. To
deal with the intrusive Indian obsession with status and hierarchy, to
avoid irritating interrogation about my ‘good name’ and background,
[ simply assume different names and identities at different places. If all
else fails, I say I am from the South. That, I quickly discovered much
to my relief, was a real conversation stopper in the North.

But there is another side to India that grows gradually and
imperceptively on you. Its influence is overwhelming and humbling as
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you begin to realise that behind all that heat and dust and noise, there
is so much life and history, reflected in the ruins that litter the
landscape. In the graveyards of Indian history lie buried the dreams
and aspirations of once powerful empires. India has survived countless
invasions over centuries and yet managed to keep its soul intact. There
are times when, surrounded by so much history and the depth and
richness of Indian culture, I experience a vague sense of loss, of being
somehow incomplete. The sheer variety of sounds and colours of
various festivals, the shape of the landscape, people at home with
multiple (but to me incomprehensible) languages are astonishing to
someone born on a tiny island in a shallow, uprooted immigrant
culture.

I recognise the broad contours of Indian culture, its art, music,
literature; I have grown up with the songs of Lata Mangeshkar,
Mohammed Rafi, K.L. Saigal, C.H. Atma, Hemant Kumar, Mukesh,
Manna Dey: their music still fills my house. And what Indo-Fijian boy
of my generation did not secretly aspire to be like those popular screen
heroes Dev Anand or Raj Kumar, Balraj Sahni or Dilip Kumar? I have
read Premchand’s Godan, Gift of a Cow, in Hindi and was moved to
tears by Hori’s plight, and I know in my heart that Phaneshwar Singh
Renu’s unheralded Muaila Anchal, Soiled Borders, will one day be
recognised as one of this century’s great novels. But I know that my India
is the India of yesteryear, frozen at a particular moment in time (my
childhood); I like the idea, not the reality of India. Contemporary India,
with its politics of caste and communalism, the hijacking of Hinduism
in the cause of fundamentalist political causes, the destruction of places
of worship in the name of cultural renaissance, has no meaning for me.
My grandfather’s country is not mine. Curiously, it is in India that
I discover the depth of my Fijian roots, the influence of an oceanic
culture on my being: a deep commitment to egalitarianism, a certain
impatience with protocol and ritual, a zest for living here and now,
humility and tolerance, and compassionate concern for fellow human
beings as kindred travellers in the same canoe of life.
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Bahraich is at the back of beyond. No one in Delhi has heard
of it. When I tell people about it, they recognise it patronisingly as a
backward region of the most backward state of India, and express
puzzlement at my interest in the place. Even in Lucknow, the capital
of Uttar Pradesh, Bahraich is a vague name associated with one of
those wretched, caste-ridden places in the east that gives the state, and
India, such a bad name. There are times when, hearing all this, I am
tempted to abandon my quest, but to have come this far and not go
on would be a mistake. I pore over the maps and plan my journey.
From Lucknow, I will head east, through Sultanpur, Fyzabad, Basti
and Gonda before reaching Bahraich. I will pass through the
heartland of the area that supplied the bulk of Fiji’s indentured
migrants.

I leave Lucknow on 6 March 1978. The bus is scheduled to
leave at Gam and I am advised to be at the depot at least half an hour
early. Obviously, the ticket I have already purchased is a licence to hunt
for a seat on the bus, nothing more. I leave my apartment at 5am. The
depot is dark, more like an abandoned warehouse, without a soul in
sight. Half an hour later a few people arrive, and I learn that in the
colder months buses usually leave late. We depart at 7:30. But as soon
as we are out of the depot, and out of sight of the police and the public
transport authorities, the driver stops to have a leisurely breakfast,
while we sit cramped inside. I would encounter this irritating habit
over and over again in the next few weeks. [ feel like shouting, but that
won't help. ‘Bas aise chalta hai, an old man sitting next to me said,
‘that’s the way it is around here.’

The bus is crowded with dirty dishevelled passengers, dusty
and sprayed with paan spit. The aisle is clogged with luggage, with
little bundled-up children sitting on them. People cough, clear their
throats and shoot well-aimed missiles of spit through the open
window, nudge you in the ribs to make room for yet one more
passenger in an already overflowing vehicle. Men don't hesitate to ask
the driver to stop the bus to answer the call of nature. They get out,
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turn their back towards the passengers, open their fly or lift their
dhoti and let go, in full view of women and children. There is no
comment, no embarrassment; everyone does it, even I after a while.
Better that than the discomfort of a full bladder on a long, bumpy
road. Women generally remain seated inside; perhaps they have
stronger bladders. We pass through beautiful, rich country of sugar
cane, millet, maize, wheat, barley, arhar and sarso fields yellow in
season; vast, well-watered alluvial plains, flat, the flatness broken by
groves of mango trees, rivers, bodies bent weeding, the ubiquitous
cows, and clusters of mud houses hovering on the horizon. It’s very
much like travelling through the Canadian prairies, the same
monotony and vastness of space, but without the ever-present wheat
silos. The road is tar-sealed, but apart from that, I suspect, nothing
much has changed in these parts since Aja’s time.

We reach Bahraich late in the afternoon. The town is
surprisingly modern, with up-to-date radio sets and cooking utensils
neatly displayed in the shop windows, and much cleaner than any of
the other eastern districts I have passed through. It exudes an
unexpected air of prosperity. I am anxious to make preparations for
my trip to Aja’s village the next day. I know that Bahraich is divided
into four thanas, police or administrative divisions, and Payagpur is
one of them. Thats reassuring but whether the village — Pahalwara
— still exists, I do not know. Early in the evening, I venture out into
the main street to find out. I could not believe my luck when
I discovered that my rickshaw driver came from Pahalwara! I hired
him on the spot as my guide, and arranged a taxi for an early
expedition to the village next morning. That night, I slept fitfully,
anxious about my impending visit to Aja’s village.

We left town by taxi around ten the next day. Payagpur was
about 30 kilometres away. The taxi sped along the narrow tar-sealed
road snaking through a vast plain of green-golden wheart fields,
overtaking bullock carts full of mud bricks. It was a beautiful view,
this place of Aja’s childhood, but my mind was elsewhere. I felt all the
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anxiety of a nervous student about to sit a major examination. I got
off at the junction of the thana of Payagpur and took a rickshaw to
Pahalwara a kilometre away. The road led to a well-maintained brick
house. I mistook it for the village mandir, temple. It was in fact the
village school teacher’s house, who also happened to be the village
pandit. A dozen or so people were having a lunch to celebrate a
moodan, head shaving, ceremony for a newborn.

As I approached the compound, a man came out to meet me,
and after a brief conversation, asked me to wait while he went back
into the house. I had given him a letter from the Chief Secretary of
Uttar Pradesh outlining the purpose of my visit. Presently, I was
joined by two men, one of them with a gun slung over his shoulder.
They sat on each side of me on a stringed bed under a2 mango tree.
I said nothing as they gave me hostile, fear-inducing sidelong glances.
Later, I discovered the reason for their strange behaviour. A few weeks
back, a landlord in a neighbouring village had been beheaded by some
radicals of the Marxist revolutionary Naxalite movement, and it was
thought that I — a young, educated person with horn-rimmed glasses
and a well-tended goatee, looking the archetype of a Bengali student
activist — might be a Naxalite agent, or a government informer,
a source of potential trouble.

A litdle while later, a man in his 30s came out and shook my
hand. He apologised for the inconvenience caused by the delay, and
invited me into the house for a meal. I opted for a glass of water
instead and started walking with him towards the village, now
accompanied by a dozen or so curious, cheerful, barely clad children
running along a foul-smelling meandering path full of fresh cow dung
and wheat straw. Word had gone ahead of a stranger coming to the
village. By the time I arrived, the maidan, village centre, was packed,
small children perched on their fathers’ shoulders. They all looked the
same to me, dressed alike in dhoti and cotton kurta, with close-
cropped hair and dirty turbans, pagri, wrapped around their heads.
A vanished world resurfaced, for the scene reminded me of Aja and
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his friends back in Labasa. But the girmitiyas had changed, adapted
and moved on; people here seemed stranded in time. Deeply furrowed
foreheads, cracked feet and calloused hands told the predictable story
of hardship and struggle.

I felt deeply moved to be among them. Who knows, had fate
not willed otherwise, I might have been there, standing in the crowd,
a dhoti-clad, prematurely aged withered son of the soil. But that
thought also filled me with horror. Later I was to learn that this village
was far more prosperous than many others in these parts; it had a school
of its own and good infrastructure; many of its residents worked in the
town; some had made a big name for themselves in the state. Bur all
that made little impression on me; my reference point, formed by
other experiences, was different. All eyes were on me, and I was
stumped for words, surrounded by people talking a strange language.

I spoke about my grandfather who had migrated and become a
tapuha a long time ago, and never returned although he used to write
home occasionally. One of the names my father had mentioned to me
was that of Chotu, my grandfather’s brother’s son, and I wondered
whether he or any of his children were still alive. Yes, there was a man
by that name, people replied, but he and his eldest son, Halka, had
gone on a barat, a marriage party, to another village and would return
later in the day. There was commotion in the crowd after I finished
speaking. Village elders came forward and embraced me, shook my
hands with both of theirs as a mark of respect and affection and asked
me to sit on the charpai, a wooden plank, under the tamarind tree in
the centre of the maidan. 1 was given a piala of sarbat and the
inevitable cup of syrupy tea as we talked about Fiji, where it was, how
big, what it looked like, what it was like to fly in an acroplane.

About half an hour later, there was another commotion in the
crowd as people made way for a very old woman heading towards me,
a hunchback with dishevelled white-yellowing hair and deep-set eyes,
walking with the assistance of a stick. My story had been relayed to her
after she had enquired about all the fuss in the maidan. She remembered
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hearing about Aja from the village folk, she told me and everyone present,
and how the Jzjman, the village head, had asked him to return to resume
his rightful place in the community. He was needed back in the village; he
would not have to pay any penalty for leaving without telling anyone. She
pointed to a small mud-thatch hut in the distance which, she said, was on
a small piece of land once reserved for Aja. She also told me about another
member of the family who had gone to Bengal when she was very young,
and returned after about twenty years. He had died a pauper. His two
Bengali wives had returned to Calcutta, and nothing was heard from
them again. Bengali women, I recalled, were feared (and avoided) in Fiji
as mythical daughters of the sacrifice-demanding goddess Kali, who
dabbled in magic and witchcraft, jadu tona.

I was offered lunch, which I initially refused because I had
dysentery and had to be careful about food. People protested: it was
customary to welcome a long-lost family member with a home cooked
meal. I then realised that refusal could be interpreted as rejection, and
a great personal embarrassment to ‘my family’. A playful, sharp-witted
woman, whom I assumed to be in a joking relationship with me,
perhaps a ‘sister-in-law’, threatened to rob me of my watch if I refused
to sample her cooking. ‘Kz samjhat ho hamka’ she said, ‘Dont
underestimate me.” Thus pressured, I fiddled with the food — rice and
soupy bean-and-potato curry — as the whole village watched.

Late in the afternoon, Chotu and Halka returned, but
somehow they had already been told about me. Chotu approached
me with tears in his eyes, and began to sob uncontrollably as he
embraced me. We held on to each other for what seemed a very long
time. He introduced me to Halka. Like his father, he was a short man,
brisk and agile; he gave me the impression of being the pillar of the
family. It was Halkas wife who had joked about taking my watch
earlier. I was taken around the maidan and introduced to all the
members of the extended family, including my various aunts and
nieces, and playful sisters-in-law with surprisingly well-formed
features and flirtatious eyes, as well the various village elders.
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Chotu kaka remembered receiving letters from Aja, telling the
family how he was an old man now and spending his time with his
grandchildren. He would not — perhaps could not — return, and
asked that his share in land be distributed among the remaining
brothers. But after the late 1950s, and especially after Aja’s death, all
contact was lost. Until now. ‘Tum ka dekh ke hamar dil gad gad hoi
gawa,’ he said through his emotion-charged voice, ‘My heart is full to
the brim to see you.” I enquired about his family. His granddaughter
was getting married, or rather betrothed. She would have been no
more than thirteen or fourteen years old. I contributed one hundred
rupees towards the cost of the ceremony. The custom of child
marriage surprised me, and when I raised the topic with a Bahraich
professor later, he remarked on how things had actually improved in
that regard in recent times. He could remember the time when
children were married even before they were born. And not so long
ago, they were betrothed at the age of two or three, carried to the
ceremony on their father’s shoulders.

Chotu kaka and other village elders asked me, and all our family,
to return to India to live in Bahraich so that we could all be together
again. Things were improving gradually and there would be room for all
of us. I could easily find employment as a teacher at the village school.
Such touching innocence. I promised to return before leaving India, but
didnt have the heart to tell them that their India was an alien country to
me, and that the break was for good. Chotu kaka and Halka and other
family members walked me to the junction of the highway. They were
such a spontaneously warm and affectionate people, happy and grateful
that I had come all the way from such a faraway place to make contact.
Chotu kaka embraced me, his voice cracking with emotion. Halka gave
me a double hug on each shoulder, and then made the gesture of
touching my feet as a mark of respect. A surge of emotion came over me
and I lost my composure momentarily. Then it was time to leave.

I got into the waiting taxi, physically exhausted and emotionally
drained, and headed towards the town in the growing darkness. I was
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glad I had made the pilgrimage, not only for myself but also for my
father and my grandfather as well. The trip solved many puzzles of my
childhood and renewed my acquaintance with a vanished world. The
strange cacophony of sounds I heard the girmitiyas speak as a child are
still spoken in these parts today: the ‘awa-gawd of Bahraich, the ‘aiba-
jaiba of Gonda, the ‘aibo-jaibo’ of Basti, and the ‘ailee-gailee of Ballia,
Azamgargh and Ghazipur. The lehanga dance which men dressed up as
women performed on some festive occasion, such as marriage, is still
danced here. The ballads of Allaha Khand, about brothers fighting
heroically for the hand of the women they want to marry, and sung to
the accompaniment of Nagara, have disappeared in Fiji, though they
were very popular with the girmitiyas; but are still sung in parts of
eastern Uttar Pradesh. The same with the game of kabaddi, which
I vaguely remember some folks playing in inter-village competitions.

As I travelled through the impoverished regions of Uttar
Pradesh, I gained renewed respect for those hundreds of thousands of
men and women, ordinary people from all walks of life, who took fate
in their own hands, shouldered their little bundles and marched off to
the far-flung corners of the globe in search of a better life for
themselves and their children. The amazing resilience and fortitude
and tenacity of these people to endure so much hardship and
deprivation and yet keep their dignity and integrity intact.
I understood better the spirit of the girmitiyas and why and how they
were able to survive, indeed triumph over, the brutalising ordeals of
indenture. Aja had lived life in the raw, at the edge, without the
comforting safety net of an extended family and community, in a
remote country to which he had come accidentally. But he was not
embittered by the rough hand fate had dealt him. Instead, he met the
challenge of starting life afresh with courage and determination,
laying a more secure foundation for his children and grandchildren.
That is his greatest and most enduring legacy.

The nouveau riche of New Delhi and the nattering nabobs of
Lucknow are quick to consign the bhaiyas, their poor country cousins
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from the east, to the unlovely fringes of civilised society as a people
with no enterprise, no industry, nothing, an embarrassment and a
national disgrace. How sadly and cruelly mistaken they are. These are
the same people whose girmitiya cousins in the colonies were able to
break the oppressive shackles of caste and communalism and through
their sweat and blood lay the foundations of many a new nation in
the Third World. Their children and grandchildren are ornaments to
their chosen professions: Sir Seeosagar Ramgoolam, Cheddi Jagan,
Sridath Ramphal, Rohan Kanhai, V.S. Naipaul. There was nothing
inherently defective about the girmitiyas just as there is nothing
inherently wrong with the bhaiyas of eastern Uttar Pradesh. It is the
system and the values they engendered, which condemned the people
to a life of permanent subservience, that were at fault. Unfortunately,
both are still with us today.
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store was more than a shop: it was the nerve centre of the entire
settlement.

Mr Tulsi was one of the few men in the village who could read
and write Hindi. As a young man, he wrote letters for the illiterate
girmitiyas to their relatives in India, and helped them send small
postal cheques. When letters arrived from India, girmitiyas would hug
each other and cry with excitement as Mr Tulsi read their contents
aloud. Mr Tulsi was the chairman of the local school committee and
president of the village Ramayan Mandali. He often spoke at
marriages, festivals and funerals. He was knowledgeable about Indian
culture, and could quote an appropriate line from the Ramayan or the
Puranas to underline a point or close an argument. People also feared
Mr Tulsi for his ability to use his position, and turn other people’s
misfortune to advance his own interests.

He did this mostly as the chairman of the local panchayat,
a five-man council of community elders which mediated in petty civil
disputes. This institution was a relic of village India resuscitated by the
government after indenture to address the everyday problems in
Indian settlements scattered far and wide. These settlements had
emerged haphazardly wherever Indians could lease land from the
Fijians or the Colonial Sugar Refining Company. Keeping a tab on
their activity was an administrator’s nightmare. So the authorities
relied on a time-tested mechanism to maintain peace in the
community, about whose internal affairs they otherwise cared little.

How the men were chosen to serve was not always clear.
During girmit, they were handpicked by CSR overseers for their
authority and firmness in dealing with workers, and their effectiveness
in implementing company policy. After girmit, the district colonial
officials chose them on the basis of their social and economic status in
the community. In Tabia, Mr Tulsi was a natural choice, educated,
wealthy, well-connected. Other members were Udho, one of the few
Indians from Labasa to have served in the Labour Corps during
World War II; Jwala, a prosperous cane grower who owned the
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village’s only Bedford truck; and Bansi and Sukhraj, from the adjacent
villages of Laqere and Soisoi.

Panchayats derived their power from the moral authority of
their members and the force of tradition, reinforced by the absence of
other alternatives. For most village folk, the rituals and paraphernalia
of European courts were alien and forbidding. They much preferred
resolving disputes in a familiar, culturally sanctioned way. Panchayats
dealt mostly with minor civil cases involving land boundary disputes,
compensation for damage to crops caused by stray animals, family
squabbles. The panchayats decisions were rarely contested; and it was
a brave man, indeed, who challenged the authority of the
acknowledged community elders. ‘Tt was foolish to pick a fight with
crocodiles while in water’ was how the people put it.

Panchayats were also about enforcing community standards
and values even if their decisions were sometimes unfair or costly to
the individuals concerned. Once a Hindu in the village was accused of
selling an old milch cow to a Muslim, causing outrage. Selling a cow
to a Muslim, even if it was not for meat, was like sending your own
mother to the gallows. The hapless man, Sumera, was hauled before
the panchayat, found guilty, and fined. He was forced to shave his
head in mourning, and give a bhandhara, a ceremonial feast, to the
entire village in atonement for the error of his ways. Sumera was
penniless, saying that he had sold the cow to pay school fees for his
five children. But the panchayat had spoken, and there was little
Sumera or anyone else could do. As expected, and as so many had
done before him, he turned to Mr Tulsi for money to give the feast.

On another occasion, people in the village were unhappy with
the Education Department posting a Muslim teacher to a Sanatani
school. The school committee had not been consulted, and they were
determined to reverse the decision. They approached the panchayat
for advice. After a series of late night meetings, an insidious rumour
spread that the Muslim teacher, Mr Jumessa, was making improper
sexual advances on girls. He was accused of ‘cutting’, that is, winking
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at young girls in a sexually provocative way. Mr Jumessa denied the
charge and protested his innocence when he was hauled before the
panchayat. There was no proof and no witnesses, and in fact no truth
to the allegations, but his reputation was ruined. He left the village at
the end of the school term. It was said later that Mr Jumessa had left
teaching altogether to become a truck driver.

This is the story of a panchayat which sat in Tabia, at Mr Tulsi’s
store, 30 years ago. The panchayat was convened to resolve a dispute
involving two brothers, Munna and Arjun. They were girmitiya
Mangru’s sons. Mangru came to Fiji at the turn of the century,
completed his term of five years working on the CSR plantation at
Tuatua, on the outskirts of the mill town of Labasa, had leased ten
acres at Tabia sometime in the late 1920s and settled there. The land
was registered in Arjun’s name because the CSR gave cane contracts
only on ten-acre blocks owned by a single individual. But it was
understood that seven acres belonged to Arjun and three to Munna.
A few years later, Mangru had bought four acres across the river in
Laqere and registered it in Munna’s name.

The arrangement had worked well. The extended family lived
on the main farm at Tabia, and ventured across the river whenever
work was to be done there. Everything was done jointly. There was a
single kitchen; work was shared. And groceries, clothes and other such
necessities were purchased in bulk for the entire extended household.
That was the way Mangru wanted things to be, the way he himself
had grown up in India. The joint family represented continuity with
tradition, a source of solidarity and cohesion, and a bulwark against
the outside world when the community was still young and uncertain
about its future.

The pattern was beginning to fracture in some places because
of changing needs and circumstances. Sometimes, expanding families
could not be accommodated on a single farm. Family friction pushed
some people out. Sometimes people were attracted by better
opportunities elsewhere, such as better schools or more productive or
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bigger plots of land. Arjun was proud that his extended family was
still intact. He knew that things would change one day, but that was
a long way away. Arjun was an uncomplicated man of simple habits.
Often his heart ruled his head. He could be stubborn and
uncompromising. His extended family meant everything to him. He
wanted to keep it that way as long as he could.

But then things began to change. Mangru died. When he was
alive, Mangru had always insisted that his sons live together under one
roof. His presence, and all that it represented — history, culture,
tradition — were important in holding the family together. A lot of it
disappeared with his death. Not long afterwards, Munna’s wife died
during childbirth, leaving behind several young children. She had
long suffered from tuberculosis and merciless beating by her husband.
Munna’s beatings distressed people, but there was nothing anyone
could say or do: it was his own wife, not someone else’s, that he was
thrashing, Munna would retort when reproached. So, to those who
knew the family, her death was a relief rather than a tragedy.

A year later, Munna married a divorcee from Batinikama. His
new wife was a short, fair-complexioned woman of strong will and
even stronger temper. Mrs Munna was a modern woman. There was
something about her that announced independence and self-
confidence. Unlike Arjun’s wife, or other women in the village for that
matter, she refused to cover her head with orhni, a shawl, in the
presence of older men. She was determined not to remain a part of the
extended family for long. She had not divorced her first husband to
find herself embroiled in the machinations of another extended
family. Munna said nothing. He seemed a different person now, and
people wondered what hold his new wife had over him.

The panchayat sat on the wooden charpai in the verandah of
Mr Tulsi’s store. Mr Tulsi began the proceedings, his ample stomach
parked comfortably on his knees. ‘It is a simple matter, Arjun,’
Mr Tulsi said. ‘Munna wants to sell his share in the land here and
move to Lagere.” Munna wanted to be independent. “Things are no
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longer the way they used to be,” Mr Tulsi continued. ‘Everyone wants
to be independent these days. It's happening everywhere. It’s the way
of the future.” The other members nodded in agreement. ‘It is good to
resolve these problems amicably. After all, we are like brothers to each
other,” said Madho. Munna had come to the right place.

Arjun listened intently, his forchead furrowed even more
deeply than usual. He was perplexed: why had Munna not discussed
this with him directly? In the past they had been able to talk freely
about family matters. What had changed between them that Munna
had to go to outsiders? He looked at Munna with questioning eyes;
Munna kept his head down.

“What you say is true, kaka,’ Arjun said after a long silence.
“Things are changing.” He had some inkling that things were awry in
the family. He was vaguely aware that his chotk;, Munna’s wife,
seemed unhappy. But small misunderstandings, common in every
family, would be resolved; it was all a matter of time.

‘Arjun, the problem is more serious than you think,” Udho
said. ‘Chotki wants to leave as soon as things can be arranged. And the
sooner the better.” Munna had told the panchayat that his wife felt she
was on trial, and somehow always found wanting. If it was not her
cooking, it was the way she talked (loudly) or the way she swept the
aangan, the compound, or the amount of time she took washing
clothes at the kwan, well. She could never win. She had married
Munna, not the extended family, she kept telling anyone who would
listen. She wanted to be the mistress of her own household, not a
domestic help in someone else’s. She resented her own stepchildren
continuing to look to Arjun’s wife, their badki amma, for emotional
comfort (because none was forthcoming from her).

Mrs Munna was unhappy for another reason too. It was said
that Munna’s house was haunted by the ghost of his deceased wife.
Strange wailing noises were heard at night, the sound of bangles,
a swish of the dress, soft knocks on the bedroom door at odd hours.
Someone always put extra salt in the curry and sugar in the tea, for
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which Mrs Munna received the blame. She felt that someone wanted
her out of the house. There would be no peace for anyone until she left.

These complaints surprised Arjun. Still, he did not question
them, accepting that he had largely ignored this private side of his
extended family life. “There is nothing I can do to stop Munna,’ he
said, to no one in particular. But he needed time to raise money to
buy out Munna’s share. He asked for six months.

He explained his predicament. Mangru’s funeral had been an
expensive affair, involving donations of money, cloth and a milch cow to
the family priest. Things had to be done in the proper Hindu way.
Building fees for the new school had to be paid in full, at the beginning
of the school year, otherwise his children, four boys, would be refused
admission. And he had to think of the expenses for the marriage of his
only daughter, Munnakki — sweet raisin — to whom he was devoted.
Marriage talks had already started with a family in Daku.

Arjun spoke clearly, straight from the heart. ‘Bat to sach hai;
Mr Tulsi said, what you say is true, ‘but your plans don’t suit Munna.’
Then, after a bowl of yaqona, Mr Tulsi looked at Arjun and said,
‘Munna and I have talked about it, and although it is excessive, I will
pay $1200 for the three acres. Of course, I will sell it back to you
when you raise the money. I don’t need the land, as you well know,
but I want to help out whenever I can. After all, we have always been
like brothers, haven’t we? There has always been trust between us.’
Mr Tulsi’s gesture was greeted by the panchayat by ‘Sach hai, Sach ha.
It is true, it is true.” It was in fact true that the relationship between
Mr Tulsi’s and Arjun’s family went a long way back. Mangru and
Mr Tulsi’s father Bhola were jahajibhais, shipmates, who had arrived
in Fiji on SS Sangola in 1908. They were like blood brothers.

Every argument had been carefully rehearsed, every angle
covered, Arjun realised slowly. How much daru-murga, eating and
drinking, bribery, was involved, he wondered. He pleaded with the
panchayat for a little more time, “There you are, Arjun,” Bansi
responded with frowning eyes, ‘thinking just of yourself and your own
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family. What about Munna and his plans for his own family? He, too,
has young children to feed and educate and marry. He, too, wants a
licele bit of security and stability in his life. He is not asking for much,
just what is his.” ‘Arjun,” Sukhraj said, ‘as the older of the two, you
should be more understanding.’

‘No kaka,’ Arjun replied immediately, ‘you people misunderstand
me. Ask Munna if I have ever been unfair to him. He gets his share of
rice from the farm. He always accompanies me to collect the cane
money. Every purchase of everything, onions, potatoes, rice, flour,
salt, everything, is accounted for. There is a docket for everything. He
knows exactly how each penny in the house is spent. Isn't that true,
Munna?’

Munna kept looking at the wooden floor of the verandah, his
head bowed. There was nothing he could say, for Arjun had spoken
the truth. Still, he wished he could tell his older brother the reason for
the urgency, but there was no point; Arjun would not understand.
Arjun was living in the past, hankering for a world whose time had
passed. For Munna, the past was history. He wanted to be his own
man on his own terms in his own house.

No one questioned Arjun’s good intentions, Jwala reassured
him even before Arjun had finished speaking, but Munnas wishes
could not be ignored either. “What can I do,” Arjun said helplessly.
‘I have no money. All I have is these obligations to take care of.
Munna,” Arjun said, looking straight at him, ‘I give you my word.
We'll sort something out, as we always have. Just give me some time
to think things through.” Munna did not respond.

“Well, what about my suggestion?” Mr Tulsi asked again.

‘Selling? That is out of the question.” Arjun was adamant,
defiant. This was his father’s land, and he would never let it pass into
the hands of strangers. He would safeguard his father’s bequest with
his life. This was the land on which he was born; this was where he
would be buried. “You know what will happen to my cane contract if
I part with the three acres, don’t you?” They knew. CSR contracts were
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given out on ten-acre blocks; anything less and the contract would be
revoked. “When that happens, what use will this land be? What crops
will I grow? Peanuts and beans? Who will feed my children?’

“Well, how about a compromise,” Mr Tulsi suggested. He would
pay Munna $1200 in return for the assignment of cane payment on the
three acres. Arjun would have his land back as soon as the debt was paid.
‘That way, Munna gets his money, you keep the land, and everybody
wins.” It wasn't the ideal situation from his point of view, Mr Tulsi said,
but in the interest of neighbourly relations, he would go along with it.

There was a trap and counter-argument at every turn,
Assignment sounded fine in theory but was ruinous in practice. There
was something deeply degrading about being beholden to someone,
to live on someone’s charity, especially someone like Mr Tulsi. Arjun
knew that, with him, he would never win, entering a vicious cycle of
deepening debt and degradation. Many in the village were indebted to
him, and other members of the panchayat, one way or another, some
for decades; few had ever managed to extricate themselves from their
clutches. Arjun wasn’t going to be one of them.

‘I can’t do anything right now,” Arjun said. * I have to think
about it.’

‘What is there to think about?” Mr Tulsi asked, showing anger
and irritation. He had done all the thinking there was to do.

“This is family land,” Arjun said firmly and with a tone of finality
that took everyone by surprise. ‘Tt has been in the family since Dada
moved here. I won' let any outsider lay claim to an inch of it, even for
one minute. Never.” Mr Tulsi knew that Arjun couldnt be moved.

“Well, that’s your problem now,” Mr Tulsi said, getting up from
the wooden charpai. ‘T have done my best. If something happens,
don’t blame me.” Still, disappointed as he was, he gave Arjun a week to
see what he could do. Arjun left the meeting devastated. He had never
imagined that his cherished world would collapse around him like
this. He had bought some time, but sooner or later he would have to
face reality.
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The cane harvesting season was about to start. As in the past,
the cane commirttee had decided the order of harvesting, which
depended on such things as the sweetness of cane, the location of the
field, the grower’s track record. Shamsher would go first, then Ram
Dayal and then Arjun. The order pleased Arjun because it would
mean early cane payment. The committee had estimated his cane crop
at around 140 tons, about half of which would be harvested during
the first round and the remainder in the second round.

The first day of harvesting went well. Two truckloads of about
six tons each were sent to the mill, filling the quota for the day. After
lunch, the gang harvested another ten for the next day. The rest would
be cut next morning before sunrise. But that plan was disrupted when
Mr Thompson, the sector CSR overseer, arrived at the farm early,
looking agitated. Mr Tom, as everyone called him, was a young man
in his 30s, slim, of medium height, and hot-tempered. People feared
him as he barked out orders in broken CSR Hindustani. The
overseers were no longer the mai-baap, parents of the growers, as they
had been during girmiz; but they were still powerful.

‘Arjun kaban baitho, Mr Tom asked, surveying the harvested
cane on the ground. “Where is Arjun?” When Arjun arrived from the
edge of the field where he had been feeding the cattle kantaap, green
cane top, Mr Tom took him aside and talked to him for about five
minutes, pointing to the cane and throwing up his hand often enough
to suggest that something was wrong. Then he walked towards the
gang which was heading to a shady spot under the mango tree. ‘Ghare
jao sab koi, he said. Go home everybody. ‘Ganna kato khalas’ No
more cane cutting.

Arjun was shaking and perspiring profusely as he walked home
without saying a word to anybody. The whole plot, the ambush,
became blindingly clear as he reflected on the events of the past few
days. As he later found out, Munna and Mr Tulsi had gone to the
CSR office at Tuatua to inform it of Munna’s intention to sell his
share to Mr Tulsi. The sale would breach the terms of the contract,
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and Mr Thompson had no alternative but to stop further harvesting
until the matter was cleared.

The fear of losing his contract would bring Arjun to his knees,
begging forgiveness for his effrontery, Mr Tulsi thought, teaching him
a lesson that he and the village would remember forever. Half the cane
was still on the ground, and several tons lay harvested and drying in
the sun. After five days, the CSR would refuse to take the cane; in any
case, its weight and value would have declined, fetching a fraction of
the normal price. Arjun would then surrender. Mr Tulsi would either
get the assignment or buy the land outright. It was a trick he had tried
many times before. There was no other person in the village, or in the
neighbouring settlements for that matter, who could lend such a large
sum at such short notice.

Going to the local Bank of New Zealand, the only commercial
bank in town, was out of the question. Arjun was uneducated, and
what he did not understand, he feared. He thought of friends and
relatives whom he could approach, such as Ram Charan in Waigele
and Dulare in Naleba. They both offered to loan $300 each, without
security and with minimal interest. Arjun was that kind of person:
open and honest and dependable, inspiring trust. It was a touching
gesture at a moment of great need, and Arjun wept with gratitude.
Still, what they offered was not enough, and Arjun did not know
others who could help.

Someone — perhaps it was Arjun’s wife, Dhanraji — suggested
Sahadeo, across the river in Laqere. Arjun hadnt thought of him, for
Sahadeo was not known as a moneylender. He approached him
without hope, but miraculously, Sahadeo came through, offering to
loan Arjun the entire $1200 at 15 per cent interest. No one ever knew
why Sahadeo had done this. Perhaps it was because Sahadeo had seen
Mr Tulsi ruin the lives of so many others in the village. Perhaps he
wanted to set himself up as a rival moneylender. Perhaps he wanted to
break Mr Tulsi’s hold on the flow of rural credit. Perhaps he had
political ambitions. Whatever the reason, Arjun was elated. Within



Mr Tulsi’s Store

days, the storm clouds on the horizon had lifted, saving Arjun’s most
precious possession, his land.

When the panchayat convened a week later, everyone thought
the outcome was a foregone conclusion. Mr Tulsi was confident. He
had planned to tell Arjun that he would loan money to pay the school
building fee as well as the marriage expenses. Mr Tulsi invited Arjun
to sit on the wooden charpai facing him. Arjun was unshaven and
haggard. He looked at each member of the panchayat one by one for
what seemed a very long time, assessing, questioning, condemning.

Then, turning to Munna, Arjun broke down. ‘Here,” he said,
‘I hope you will be happy now,” as he handed him a paper bag full of
notes which he had carried in a jute bag, jhori. ‘From now on, Munna
is dead for me.” With that, he walked down the steps of the verandah
and left. Something had snapped inside him. He was no longer angry,
just sad, drained, broken. He had endured much pain and poverty in
his life, but Munna’s behaviour, an act of treachery by his own
brother, broke his heart. He resolved, as he walked back slowly, that
he would never ever speak to Munna again.

As time passed and memories faded, Arjun’s wife and children
pleaded with him to break his vow. Munna had been misled, they
said, and had recognised the error of his ways. In any case, nothing
had happened. The farm had remained in the family, and the debt
had been paid. Those who had wished them ill were either gone or
forgotten, whereas they had not only survived but prospered. The
boys had done well at school and it was only a matter of time before
they landed good jobs in town.

Munna himself had gone deaf and blind. They said he was
haunted by the past and what he had done. It was rumoured that he
was crying a lot at night, sometimes sobbing uncontrollably like a
child. He wanted to atone for his mistakes, and make amends while
he was still alive. There was nothing Munna wanted more than to
touch his elder brother’s feet and ask for forgiveness. Arjun listened to
these pleas but he remained unmoved. For him, there was no
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forgiveness, not after such betrayal. The only time Arjun ‘saw’ Munna
was at the latter’s funeral. Munna had hanged himself.

Diwali came a few months after the panchayat had sat. This is
the joyous festival of lights, a kind of Thanksgiving. People pray to
Lakshmi, the goddess of good fortune. Firecrackers pierce the silence
of the moonless Ammavas night. There was no celebration in the
Arjun household, just a small puja. But a greater tragedy struck Mr
Tulsi. A wayward firecracker had landed in the cane field near the
shop, starting a fire. A steady, dry southwest breeze fanned the flames
into an unstoppable conflagration. In a matter of minutes, Mr Tulsi’s
shop, with all the records of credit and debt, were razed, as he ran
about helpless and hysterical, crying for help. ‘Bachao, bachao” No
one came. Punishment from the gods, people said later, or was it
something less than divine intervention? It did not really matter.

Mr Tulsi was never the same again. A few months later, unable
to bear not only the loss but also the sudden strange indifference of
people who had once looked up to him, he moved to Seagaqa, the
new area over the mountain ranges being opened up for cane farming.
The school committee bought Mr Tulsi’s land to build additional
classrooms to meet the villagers’ increasing thirst for more and better
education for their children. In time, the school buildings became
the centre of village life in Tabia, its new symbol of progress and
achievement.
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education, a dream made possible by government scholarship for
children from poor backgrounds. We, and certainly our parents, had
no idea of what career lay ahead or what future we would create for
ourselves. But one thing was certain: there was no future on the ten-
acre leased land for all the children, and that fact, perhaps more than
anything else, forced us to consider other alternatives. With some
secondary schooling at least, the chances of landing a cash-paying job
would improve. That was the hope of a generation emerging from the
shadows of indenture. Our parents’ lives had been damaged by
poverty and the petty humiliations of rural, underprivileged life, and
they wanted a better future for their children.

Tabia Sanatan Dharam School had a bumper year in 1966.
Everyone who sat the Entrance exam passed, a record that remained
unbroken for many years. But that success was no accident. Our
headmaster, Mr Subramani Gounden, had driven us hard, giving extra
tutorials during weekends, going over old exam papers, conducting a
trial run. For several months before the exam, he asked us to camp in
school so that we could study together at night, knowing that the
moment we left the school compound, we would be doing household
chores, fetching water for cooking, chopping firewood, feeding cattle,
pounding yaqona, too tired, after all this, to concentrate on school
work. We studied but we also engaged in extra-curricular activities that
should, I think, remain classified information! Some secrets parents
should not divulge to their children. Young boys, eating and sleeping
together in a small room, can conjure up the most bizarre.

All six of us passed, but only three had marks good enough to
qualify for a place at the Labasa Secondary. That school was the prize
we all aimed for. Labasa Secondary was a government school, the only
one in Vanua Levu, with a colony-wide reputation for academic
excellence, often at par in external exam results with Suva Grammar,
Marist Brothers and Natabua High. As a government school, Labasa
Secondary enjoyed better qualified teachers and better facilities, with
well-equipped laboratories and a well-stocked library. My other three
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my mother who worried about her young child left alone to fend for
himself away from the comforts of care, but she understood the reality
of poverty that was our family’s lot. Namara was not all bad. Being
away from home spared me those dreadful after-school household
chores, for which I was grateful — cutting grass, feeding the cattle,
weeding cane. Staying alone, I quickly learnt to become self-reliant
and resourceful, doing my own cooking, washing and ironing my own
clothes, learning to enjoy the pleasures of solitude, spending spare
time reading books borrowed from the local municipal library,
sneaking quietly into movie theatres when the attendants were not
around or were secretly watching the movie themselves. But absence
from home had its costs as well, which I did not fully realise at the
time. It increased the gulf between me and by brothers. Each time
I returned home a bit more of a stranger, a boy with serious things on
his mind, self-absorbed, unable to participate in their antics as I had
once done. The gulf increased with time and travel and the
accompanying social and personal experiences. I feel the loss now
when my brothers reminisce about their childhood days, about their
youthful pranks, the things they did during festivals, weddings and
school holidays, acting as monkeys in Hanuman’s army during Ram
Lila, playing soccer matches in rough, dry paddy fields.

I have vivid recollections of my first day at Labasa Secondary.
After a sleepless night, I was up early, had a bath and did the customary
puja, seeking divine blessing for continued success in school work.
Mother made special vegetable dishes, and packed my lunch of roti
and curry. Father took me to school that day. Fees had to be paid,
texts purchased, papers signed. Father was uneducated, without a
word of English. I could sense that he was ill-at-ease in this
surrounding, perspiring profusely, not engaging with other equally
perplexed and uncomfortable fathers waiting their turn to register
their children. He stood with me in the queue in the hot sun on the
freshly tar-sealed courtyard as we waited our turn to visit the
principal’s office. We did not exchange words. Indian fathers of my
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generation were emotionally parsimonious, awkward in showing
emotion to their children; and I was self-conscious about being too
emotionally dependent in public as well. I wanted to show the other
boys that I wasn't a ‘sissy’. After completing the formalities and
affixing his thumb print to some documents handed to him by the
school clerk, Jamuna Prasad, father left, looking back only once. For
the first time, I felt I was on my own. I felt frightened.

By the end of the first day, we had been sorted out into our
different ‘forms’. These academic streams were intended to be
permanent. There was no career counselling, to use the modern
terminology, and no one asked us about our choices and preferences
for subjects. The teachers knew best and they decided our future for
us. The only criterion of differentiation was the marks we had
achieved in our entrance exam. It was as simple as that. Those with good
marks were placed in the A stream, and the rest in B. The A graders were
the cream of the crop, carrying the school’s hope for success in external
exams. We felt pampered and privileged and superior. We considered
ourselves the proud flag bearers of the school. We looked at the others
from a pedestal that the teachers had created for us — we carried their
expectations. The A graders did science: Chemistry, Physics, Maths and
English, and in the lower grades Geography and History as well. The
B graders did Biology and some other sciences as well as metalwork
and woodwork. We were training for an ‘academic’ career; they were
marked for a vocational life.

I was probably the only student at Labasa Secondary who saw life
from both sides of the academic divide. I began in Grade A, doing the
science subjects as well as Geography and History. In the third year, I had
to make a choice between History and Geography. I loved Geography
and was good at it, good at names of distant cities, rivers, systems of
agriculture, trading patterns. But History tugged at my heart. On the day
I had to make a decision, Krishna Datt, our new history teacher, arrived
in class with a well-worn, brown briefcase bulging with papers. “Those of
you not taking History, please leave the class,” he said brusquely. There
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was something about his manner, confident, purposeful, authoritative,
that caught me. Krishna seemed to promise excitement and adventure.
I stayed behind; Geography lost, and I became hooked on History.

In the final year of high school, I had to make a further choice,
between Physics and History. Again, I was reasonable at Physics, but
History was where my heart lay. Mr Sarwan Singh, my Physics teacher
who was also the principal of the school, urged me to stick with
Physics. His arguments were compelling: there was a future in science;
I would get better marks in science than in History and thus a better
chance of getting a university scholarship; I could read History on the
side. I was a bright boy. With History, all I could aspire to was a career
as a high school teacher, but with science, my choices were unlimited.
But I persisted, and in the end Mr Singh relented. He allowed me two
weeks’ leave to ‘try’ History out. He would have me back if I decided
to change my mind. I made the switch. But to do History, I had to
join the B stream, which I did. It was then that I experienced first-
hand the feeling of being treated as stepchildren, second best, that
B graders had lived with all these years.

We were the first generation of Indo-Fijians to attend — and
complete — secondary school. We were pioneers although we were
not conscious of this fact at the time. And A graders, we liked to feel,
represented the best and the brightest of us. The brightest boy from
my primary school, I was now a bright boy among numerous bright
boys from all over Vanua Levu. We were all self-conscious of this fact,
quietly assessing our place in the pecking order, determined by our
academic performance. An informal hierarchy quickly established
itself. We all acknowledged Vinod Chunilal as the undisputed star of
our class and of the school. Vinod had joined us from Natabua. He
was good at everything he did; he was untouchable. He is now an
electrical engineer. After him, ranking fluctuated by subject, but there
was a group of five or six boys who were known as the ‘highbrows’.
I belonged to that group. There was no jealousy or nasty competitiveness:
we were there because we were the top students in the school.
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The emphasis on excellence drove home an important lesson.
Among our group were many boys from wealthy backgrounds: sons
of shopkeepers, school teachers, senior public servants, bankers,
prominent people in the community, some recognised by the Queen
for their distinguished contribution to this cause or that. They came
to school in neatly ironed clothes, wearing nice shoes, carrying their
books and papers in stylish briefcases. 1 secretly envied them their
comfort and wealth. There were times when I wondered about why
we were fated to be so poor. But in the end all that mattered was our
performance in the classroom. That classroom was a great leveller of
social hierarchy and economic status, and a powerful encourager of
individual effort. We realised that we could achieve whatever we
wanted, provided we applied ourselves. We could create our own
destiny. For a boy from a poor background, cooped up in a rented
room at the outer edges of the town, deeply insecure about himself
and his future, that realisation was immensely liberating. And
empowering.

I suppose our indentured grandparents must have felt
something similar upon arriving in Fiji. In India their lives had been
defined by their caste and community, their place in society
determined by past deeds and misdeeds. There was no possibility of
change in their own lifetime. But crossing the kala pani (dark, dreaded
waters) had disrupted the old strictures, and the rigours of daily
plantation life had further destroyed the basis of the social hierarchy.
The lowly leather tanners, skinners of dead animals, and the twice-
born Brahmins were all equal in the eyes of colonial law. In these green
islands, private enterprise and individual initiative rather than social
status determined whether a person survived and prospered. The
girmitiyas from the ancient land realised, possibly for the first time,
that they could create their own destiny, rather than live one decided
for them by the privileged pandits. They were all children of the same
God, equal in their humanity and divine potential. Obvious to us now,
it must have been a revolutionary realisation at the time, the taste of
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freedom from the oppressive shackles of custom and tradition.
Indenture, ironically, forged a new, more egalitarian world for an
earlier generation. The modern school system did the same for ours.

Most of us were from the farm — Shambhu, Naresh, Liaquat,
Shiu, Duruswami, Mahend, Satish, Puran, Emmanuel, Somaiya,
Venket, Mal Khan, Bijay. And the girls, too: Sushila, Mumtaz,
Sushma, Gyan, Maya, Firoza, Daya, Kamrul. Such beautiful, evocative
names. We kept our distance from them. There was no mixed
socialising at recess or lunch. We did know of some romantic interests
and fluttering hearts, about letters being exchanged, flowers being
placed in discreetly exchanged library books, surreptitious after-school
meetings behind the municipal library by the river, but we kept the
secrets to ourselves, making excuses for the love birds when someone
enquired about their whereabouts. Outside school hours, when we
met the girls at some function, especially at weddings, we behaved as
if we were strangers. Even the most casual conversation or eye contact
could be easily misinterpreted, to the girls' disadvantage, potentially
threatening her school life. I have sometimes wondered where those
girls, now middle-aged and married, are today.

The boys did well, and some girls, too. Our graduating class of
1970 was the most successful in the school’s history, sending the largest
contingent to the recently opened University of the South Pacific. There
were some, though, who left school midstream to join the local bank,
the field staff of the South Pacific Sugar Mills, or the public service.
Some went to the Nasinu Training College. I lost contact with them.
But those who went on to university did exceptionally well, becoming
academics, lawyers, high school principals. Many now live in Australia,
New Zealand, the United States and Canada, thanks to the political
turbulence of the 1980s. We had crossed our own dark waters from
Vanua Levu to come to Suva, uncertain and insecure, but determined to
succeed, knowing that there was no going back. We carried on our
shoulders the hope of so many we had left behind. We were making a
journey not dissimilar to that made by our forebears a century ago.
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Parliament. Subramani, after further srudies in Canada, became a
professor of English and Literature at the University of the South
Pacific. Vijay Mishra, from Nausori, went on to do higher degrees in
English and Medieval Indian literature, and is presently a professor of
comparative literature at Murdoch University in Western Australia.
Our Chemistry teacher, Amraiya Naidu, from Labasa, later became
Fiji’s permanent secretary for Education and, in the late 1990s, Fiji’s
representative to the United Nations. The school principal, Mr
Sarwan Singh, later became head of the Fiji Institute of Technology
and a Labour Senator in Fiji's 1999 Parliament. Others, such as our
Mathematics teachers Venket Raylu and Gurdial Singh, joined the
central secretariat of the Education Department.

Our teachers inspired us, both by what they did and who they
were. Driven men themselves, they drove us hard, forcing us to the edge
so that we too could realise our full potential. Their implicit belief that
we could amount to something, despite the barriers of economics and
geography, was an important reason for our success. They had spent their
formative years in other countries, and they were acutely aware of the
possibilities that could be exploited by us. That broadening experience of
overseas education, with all that it entailed, informed their approach to
teaching. Comparisons can be distorting and even odious, but I doubt
that today’s teachers have the same degree of professionalism and
commitment to excellence that drove the earlier generation. Teaching as
a profession does not seem to be as highly regarded as it once was,
frequently seen as a stepping stone for a career elsewhere in the public
service. It no longer attracts the best and the brightest. Teachers in Fiji
now are working in a deeply polarised culture where political patronage
rather than merit influences decision making about appointment and
promotions. Coups and the convulsions they have caused have not only
demoralised many but have also sent people into other professions.
Whatever the reasons, the students of Fiji are the losers.

We completed our secondary schooling in the late 1960s and
carly 1970s. The country was then moving inexorably towards
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independence, after deeply contested constitutional conferences called
to consider the form of Fiji’s future constitutional arrangements,
racially charged by-elections, and the threat of racial violence by those
opposed to independence. Race is always a charged issue in Fiji. The
Colonial Sugar Refining Company, which had determined the shape
of our communal and social life for nearly a century, was being hauled
before an arbitration commission chaired by Lord Denning to give
cane growers a better deal than they had received before. Independence
came in 1970, and the CSR, unable to accept Denning’s decision,
departed in 1973. But these historic developments meant little to us.
Their significance was never explained. No one discussed politics in
school, or the future of the country we were destined to shape in
different ways. We were living the legacy of a colonial education
whose main aim was to train ‘manpower’, teachers, doctors,
accountants, administrators, cogs in the wheel for the new nation, not
politically conscious thinkers asking disturbing, destabilising questions
about nationalism and nation building. It was not until much later
that I learnt of discreet discussions about party politics among
teachers, but it is their public silence that remains with me, their
unwillingness or inability to alert us to impending developments that
would affect our lives so profoundly.

But our teachers did well the things they were trained to do.
They opened our horizons in other ways. We were exposed to new
sports, such as hockey, cricket and lawn tennis. Every term, the school
was taken to one of the local theatres, the Elite and the Majestic, to see a
movie our teachers judged worthy. So we saw, but did not understand,
El Cid and Ben Hur, The Agony and the Ecstasy, and Ulysses. Their
subject, the language of the screen, their cultural and historical context
— Michelangelo, the Sistine Chapel paintings — were beyond us.
Wauthering Heights, with Lawrence Olivier as the raging Heathcliff, was
discussed in class because it was one of the books set for that year, but
not the Hindi classic Ganga Jamuna, played memorably by Dilip
Kumar and Balraj Sahni, about a family feud between two brothers in
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village India, whose theme resonated in our own experiences. But
whether we understood them or not, we were grateful to get away from
schoolwork into the darkened magic of the theatre. Krishna Datt, our
History teacher, started the schools first Student Council, opposed, we
understood, by the principal. Vincent Naidu was its president and
I was elected secretary. I cannot now recall precisely what we achieved,
besides feeling important, being taken seriously by our teachers, and
leading the occasional delegation to the principal’s office about some
minor matter, such as the improvement of the tennis court, or more
hockey sticks and balls for the players.

Vijay Mishra, our English teacher, organised a ‘Heretical
Society’, of which I was elected president. We had no idea what the
word meant, but that did not matter; the excitement of doing
something new and adventurous and slightly subversive captivated us.
Every month, we debated some topic that the teachers thought
important. Once we took the negative side in the debate on whether
‘Alcoholics Should Have a Place in Society’. We lost, we consoled
ourselves, because one of the judges was a History teacher, who later
died prematurely from alcohol-related complications! Yet another
time, we debated whether Science or Religion provided better insights
into the human condition. I cannot recall which side we took. On yet
another occasion, I led a team which won the debate that students
should be allowed to wear flip flops, thongs, to school. We were
allowed into the school compound either barefoot or in sandals and
shoes, nothing else. We used such esoteric words as ‘elite’ and
‘working class’ to make our point. The principal, Mr John Sharan, was
reportedly displeased but Vijay assured him that it was only a student
debate! Less controversial than these debates were the events organised
by the Music Group and the Biology Club. Listening to sweet, syrupy
Hindi songs by Naresh and Babu Prasad, dissecting cane toads or
inspecting the anatomy of insects were bound to be less contentious.
Still, not all teachers approved of such extra-curricular activities. They
felt that the time taken up with debates and field excursions was time
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wasted. We should spend every minute of our time doing school
work, completing homework, preparing for exams. Marks mattered
most: we were at school to learn, not to debate issues not prescribed in
the curriculum. Some students felt the same way, too. But I am glad
theirs remained the minority view.

Each school day began with a morning period between 8:30
and 9am before classes began. What happened in that half-hour
depended entirely on the class teacher. Our class teacher, Vijay
Mishra, was creative. Freshly graduated from Victoria University in
Wellington, he was a stylish man, always well dressed, sporting a
tenderly nurtured goatee beard, handsome, awesomely fluent in
English and westernised in his manners. I never heard him utter a
Hindi word within our hearing, and we wondered among ourselves
whether he knew the language at all. With a $2 contribution from
each one of us in the class, Vijay started a class library of English and
European classics. We were all assigned a book, and asked to talk
about it during the morning period. The selection made no
concession to our cultural or educational background or the level of
our (in)competence in the English language. So we read books by Jane
Austen, Emily and Charlotte Bronte, John Galsworthy, Sir Walter
Scott, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, James Joyce (7he Dubliners),
Thomas Hardy, D.H. Lawrence, William Golding, Patrick White,
Randolph Stow, Joseph Conrad, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Balzac,
Emile Zola and many, many more.

The list is daunting, I know, and many mysterious stomach
aches were reported on the day of presentation. But for many of us,
these books opened up new horizons beyond our joyless villages and
fed our imagination, inculcating a love for the written word that has
remained with me despite the bewildering changes brought about by
modern technology. I retained a sense that all learning and knowledge
come from the printed page. I went further than other students by
ordering books from the Western Regional Library in Lautoka. Years
later I met a man who remembered sending book parcels to me,
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wondering about the boy, in Labasa, of all places, who was interested
in books by Russian authors. One day, when Vijay found out I was
reading Anna Karenina, he was genuinely surprised, and asked me to
speak about it to his combined English class of two forms. To stand up
before the class and talk about a book — in effect, do a book review —
was itself an experience, a first rudimentary lesson in public speaking.
We did not know it then, but we were being given an education
that was rare in Fiji. Just one comparison with the Mahatma Gandhi
High in Suva underscores this point. There, a friend told me, girls were
discouraged from doing the hard sciences. Biology was fine, but
definitely not Physics. Her English teacher, a prominent national
politician, was hardly ever at school. Even when she was, she was
distracted and snobbish, as India-born teachers could be towards Fiji
Indians, peddling the shibboleth that science students did not need to
have good English, and blaming the students themselves for their poor
performance. The principal, also India-born, was a middle-aged
bachelor, narrow and pathologically conservative, who cut out pictures
of models in the 7ime magazine before placing them in the school
library, for fear that these pictures would corrupt the morality of the
girls and boys under his charge. Moreover, he played up to the patrons
of society, always pampering and favouring kids from wealthy homes.
He was less an educator than an ageing enforcer of socially conservative
morality. Girls, he felt, were at school to prepare for careers as good
wives and mothers; the idea of a career for women was alien to him.
A teacher such as Vijay Mishra, who caused a minor furore in our
school for making available a copy of Lady Chatterleys Lover to his
brighter students, would have been lynched at Mahatma Gandhi High!
We finished high school the year Fiji became independent. We
were thus the last generation to study the colonial curriculum, sitting
papers set by educational authorities in New Zealand. Before us,
students did papers set by the Cambridge Syndicate, designed for
primary and secondary students in British colonies in Africa, the
Caribbean and the Pacific. After us, students would sit papers with
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more local content in the humanities and the social sciences.
‘Relevance’ gained greater currency than was the case in our time. The
social sciences curricula for the junior students after us had a different
aim. They emphasised such themes as learning to live in a
multicultural state, resolving conflicts, and the history and geography
of Fiji. The history section is interesting. There was a separate course
on the history of Fiji. Students looked at Fiji at the time of contact
with the outside world: the so-called voyages of discovery, the
beginnings of European settlement, the introduction of trade and a
new religion and the ‘main effects of such contact on the political
structure, tribal wars, health and the birth of new ideas’; political
developments from contact to Cession in 1874, the causes and
consequences of Cession and the problems and challenges facing the
administration of the first governor, Sir Arthur Gordon, the
development of a separate Fijian Administration for the indigenous
community, the advent of the sugar industry and ‘the main issues of
the indenture system including recruiting procedures and work
conditions, and the constitutional development of Fiji from Cession
to independence’. The depth of detail is impressive.

Students in Geography were expected to ‘know and
understand the main geographical features of Fiji’, and ‘relate in
personal terms to the geographical patterns and processes in their own
country’. They learnt about such topics as location, population, land
use (semi-subsistence, village agriculture, commercial agriculture,
sugar cane, coconut planting, dairying, beef cattle raising, climate and
soil), about such industries as fishing, forestry, mining and
manufacturing, and about communication and transport, including
major routes linking Fiji with the rest of the world by sea and air.
A new focus on Social Science aimed to ‘prepare the students to cope
with modern life while at the same time retain much of their identity’.
Tolerance, understanding and goodwill towards others, confidence,
self-esteem and a sense of responsibility, respect for individual and
human rights and a willingness to accept changes within the existing
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ineffectual, precipitous and precipitate, continuously and continually,
observance and observation, dominating and domineering!

Literature was something else, especially the way Vijay Mishra
and Subramani taught the subject. With Vijay we explored John
Steinbeck’s The Pearl, William Golding’s Lord of the Flies and Brontes
Waurhering Heights as well as William Wordsworth (“The Daffodils),
Lord Tennyson (‘Ulysses), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (Ancient
Mariner’: Water, water, every where, nor any drop to drink), Edgar Alan
Poe (‘Raven’), D.H. Lawrence (“The Snake’) and Shakespeare (fuliss
Cagsar and The Merchant of Venice). Subramani introduced us to Joseph
Conrad’s Lord Jim, to T.S. Eliot (Love Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock’ and
‘The Wasteland’), and to Hamlet, whose soliloquy we all memorised.
I recall Subra playing in class a scratchy gramophone record of T.S. Eliot
reading his Prufrock poem. Such was his dedication to his subject.
Vijay was intellectually agile, cool and instinctive whereas Subra
seemed more scholarly, brooding, withdrawn. Both were excellent
teachers who taught us to cherish the pleasures of the imagination, to
cultivate the habit of reading and reflection. From them I learned that
a life of reading and writing was not a life wasted, that teaching was
a noble profession. From them, too, 1 learned that books could be
instruments for inner growth, constant, uncomplaining and accessible
companions in the darkest hours. No wonder both went on to enjoy
distinguished academic careers in their chosen fields.

All this good teaching, liberating and humanising, was geared
to one end: to enable students to pass the external exams. Everything
depended on that single event spread over a long fateful week. There
was no concession to personal circumstance, such as death in the
family or iliness or some other misfortune, and no account was taken
of the work done over the course of the year or years. We all hoped
and prayed that nothing unexpected happened before the exams.
A day or two before the exam, the classroom partitions would be
removed to create a huge, impersonal hall, with wooden desks and
chairs arranged in neat rows. On the appointed day, several neatly
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coiffured elderly white ladies would appear in cars packed with sealed
boxes containing the exam papers. While we waited anxiously outside,
they would open the boxes and place the papers on the desks. Then
we would be called in, our palms sweaty, our hearts racing. The
supervisors would read the rules: no communicaring with anyone, all
notes to be handed over, no one to leave the exam room during the
first hour. Then after the mandatory ten minutes reading time, we
would begin.

The questions were not entirely unfamiliar as we had covered
the topics in school. Still, in that tension-filled environment, even
straightforward questions could appear curly, and facts at one’s finger
tips before the exam unable to be recalled. The longer essay questions
in history, for example, calling for a discussion of the effects of the
Maoti wars on the Maori people, the causes of the 1929 Depression,
the circumstances leading to the federation of Canada ot Australia,
the meaning of the ‘Partition of Africa), or the contribution of Lenin,
Trotsky and Swalin to the history of Soviet: these questions were
manageable. But shorter ones, asking for a comparison of the policies
of Gladstone and Disraeli regarding social reform, Ireland,
parliamentary reform and foreign policy, or factual description of the
Impore Duties Acr of 1931, the gold standard, the Abdication crisis,
the 1928 Parliamentary Reform Act or the Irish Free State could flatten
us, as they often did.

It was much the same in English. The literature section,
covering prose, poctry and drama, was broadly familiar to us because
we had studied the texts in class. From the list of prescribed novels —
Jane Eyre, Silas Marner, Oliver Twist, Under the Greemwood Tree,
Huckleberry Finn, Wuthering Heights, ‘Lord Jim, Cry the Beloved
Country, Animal Farm, The Pearl, Man Alone, King Solomon’s Mines,
Pride and Prejudice, Typhoon, A Tale of Two Cities, The War of the
Worlds, Vanity Fair, among many others — we could provide an
outline of the main story and ‘choose a very important episode,
perhaps a climax, and in about half to three-quarters of a page give an
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