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TO THOSE WHO SHAPED MY JOURNEY



To my mother, whose many sacrifices gave me the start I needed and who never lived to see the dreams she held for her son fulfilled.


To my father, who I was too young to know and whose stories I never got to hear.


To my sister, Sera, whose drive for us to pursue our education was unrelenting.


To my daughter Tracey, who first encouraged me to write these memoirs and left us far too soon, on the cusp of her fullest potential.


And to those who walk with me still: my wife and soulmate for the last forty years, Sarah, my beloved daughters, Sera and Lina, and my grandchildren Nisi, Jimmy and Monty (Yaca)—my love for you all runs deep.


		

	



ABOUT THE BOOK



KAI JAINA: A WORLD BETWEEN


In this deeply personal and inspiring memoir, Josaia Mar takes readers on a remarkable journey across continents, cultures and moments of profound transformation. Born in a remote Fijian village, he shares his rise to leadership in the global corporate world while navigating the challenges of family, identity and faith.


From his humble beginnings as a curious boy in Fiji to becoming a champion of ethical governance and cultural harmony, this memoir reflects on love, loss and the pursuit of purpose. He also delves into the complexities of raising children in a multicultural family from, overcoming misunderstandings to nurturing a sense of belonging in children of mixed heritage.


Through coups, career triumphs and the heartbreak of losing a child, he emerges as a man of resilience and hope, bound by the unbreakable ties of heritage and family.


Kai Jaina: A World Between is a story of courage, connection and the enduring power of dreams. It is a celebration of life’s challenges and triumphs, woven with a voice as warm and welcoming as a fireside chat.
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INTRODUCTION: IN SEARCH OF LOST STORIES



To my three daughters and grandchildren,


I never truly realised the weight of lost stories until I began searching for traces of your grandfather and great-grandfather. What I thought would be a simple task—piecing together the life of the man who gave me half of mine—turned out to be a journey filled with frustration, silence and occasional despair. The truth is the past slips away easily when it is not written down. Our people, the indigenous Fijians, have always been storytellers, passing down history through word of mouth. But oral histories, though rich, are often victims of time. They stretch, they fade and they change. And the details of one man’s life—like my father’s—can disappear into the haze of memory, leaving only fragments behind.


Your grandfather, my father, was one of those fragments. A Chinese shopkeeper in a remote Fijian village, he died when I was just two years old. He remains a stranger to me, and much of what I know about him is as fragile as the few faint recollections I have. I remember a tall, almost ghostly figure, his white clothing shimmering as he emerged from the copra drying shed, a pith hat casting a shadow across his face. It is one of the few memories I have, one that I can almost touch but never truly grasp, and it is one I have clung to desperately.


What haunts me the most, though, is not the lack of written history, but my own denial. Growing up in the village, where ignorance about other cultures bred prejudice, children, particularly from the other villages, taunted me for being different—for being half Chinese. The words kai jaina (person from China) became a label, a wound and a brand of shame. It was not just the other children’s teasing that stung; it was the internal shame, the rejection of a part of myself that I could not erase. For years, I tried to hide my Chineseness, denying who I was to escape the cruelty of my peers. In doing so, I turned my back on my father’s legacy, on the stories I could have learned had I not been too young or had I been brave enough to ask, when there were still people to tell them.


Now, I carry that regret. The people who knew him, the ones who could have told me about his life, are long gone. I am left with this emptiness, this hole where his story should be. I wish I had known then what I know now—that to understand ourselves, we must embrace every part of where we come from, even the parts we want to forget.


I write this memoir for you, my children and grandchildren, not only as a record of my own life but as a way to preserve the stories that define us. My hope is that, through these pages, you find both the roots that ground you and the wings that carry you forward.


Some of these may be difficult for you to read as they were difficult for me to admit, and I ask myself—am  I being too hard on myself? On balance, I do not think I am. But I do not want you to think that I carry a burden or bitterness—I have made peace with my past. In fact, the pain and the regret sit side by side with the many joyful memories of the village and of all of you. Am I sounding too serious and gloomy? Do not be fooled. There is a deep, mischievous sense of humour I was born with, and I know each of you have been on the receiving end of it more than once. I hope that humour transcends this period of retrospection and comes through in the later chapters. There are many lighter moments, just as there are moments of reflection.


But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me take you back to the beginning.


		

	



CHAPTER 1


THE FAMILY—ROOTS OF RESILIENCE



I was born on 28 August 1945 in Naroi village, just before the end of the Second World War, on the island of Moala, one of the 300 islands that made up Fiji. Moala is a small dot in the Pacific, only about 24 square miles, lying 100 nautical miles southeast of Suva, Fiji’s capital. It is a place of quiet shores, swaying coconut trees and a timeless rhythm that had been undisturbed for generations. Yet, despite its serenity, my arrival into this world was anything but simple.


My parents came from two vastly different worlds. My mother, Akenisi Moceikete, was a native Fijian, born and raised on Moala. Her roots ran deep within the land, as a member of the Nakoroicake clan, part of the Nasau tribe, who had called this island home for centuries. My father, Mar Kim Qun, was a stranger to these shores. He arrived in Fiji from mainland China in the early 1930s, seeking a new life. Eventually, he made his way to Moala and settled in the village of Naroi, where he established a small trade store—one of only two stores serving the village’s modest population of about 200 people.


Their union was never formalised by marriage, yet together they created a family in this remote corner of the world. My siblings—my brother George, my sister Sisi and I—were born into a mix of cultures, a blend of Chinese and Fijian. It should have been a celebration of diversity, but in reality it made us outsiders in both worlds.


For indigenous Fijians, identity was rooted in the vanua—the land—and in the unbroken traditions passed down from generation to generation. Each Fijian belonged to a yavusa (tribe), which connected them to the land and gave them certain rights passed down through patriarchal lines. We had no such claim. Our father was a Chinese man, an outsider, and so we, his children, lived at the margins of tradition. Despite living and breathing the Fijian way of life, and despite fulfilling every traditional responsibility expected of us, we were excluded from the registry of indigenous Fijians—the i Vola ni Kawa Bula. We grew up as if we were part of the community, but in the eyes of the law and tradition, we were something else. Not fully Fijian. Not fully Chinese. Just... different.


For many years, this duality shaped our identity in subtle yet profound ways. To the Fijians, we were outsiders trying to blend in; to the Chinese, we were family yet unfamiliar, shaped by a culture they did not understand. These blurred boundaries became both a challenge and a gift: a challenge in navigating acceptance and belonging, yet a gift in offering us the opportunity to see and appreciate life through multiple lenses.


It was not until 1985, decades later and only after repeated representations by myself and Ratu Nacanieli Draunidalo (the island’s Chief and my brother-in-law), that we were finally recognised by the Fijian government and admitted into the registry. Only then did we and our children gain the right to call ourselves Fijian, to claim the heritage that had been denied to us for so long. It was a bittersweet victory, arriving too late to change the years we spent as strangers in our own land, but thankfully not too late to claim our rights in the land that shaped us. 


Reflecting on those early days, I cannot help but feel the weight of what was lost: my father’s quiet presence—his foreignness in a village that saw him as different—and the way that difference rippled through our lives, creating an invisible wall that kept us on the fringes. I wonder now about the stories he might have told, about the wisdom of his homeland that I might have absorbed, had I not been too young or brave enough to ask, and too ashamed to listen. Those questions linger, unanswered and irretrievable, another reminder of how shame can silence even the strongest of family bonds.


Our family, however, was much larger than just my parents, George, Sisi and I. My mother’s first husband, Jone, had died, leaving her with three surviving children—two boys, Kata and Jone, and a girl, Sera. A fourth boy, Biu, had passed away at an early age. After my father died, my mother remarried and had two more boys, Tevita and Cakacaka. In Fiji, half-brothers and half-sisters are always treated as full siblings, and so, with the surviving children, eventually, we were a happy family of eight siblings.


My mother was a gentle, wonderful person who taught us strong ethical values, a deep sense of independence and, most importantly, the importance of family bonds—unsurprisingly, given her own experiences. I have many fond memories of her, but perhaps the sweetest is the recollection of sleeping next to her as a child, the softness of her arm my pillow, her warmth a shield against the night’s cold and her love my comfort. Even now, as I close my eyes, I can feel the soft warmth of those moments.


When we lost our mother, it was as though the very foundation of our family shifted. My eldest brother Kata naturally assumed the role of patriarch. A man of few words, he embodied the teachings of the Baha’i Faith, which I later came to embrace—”Let deeds, not words, be your adorning.”  His quiet confidence became a steady anchor for us all. He was wise in traditional matters but open to seeking advice on the challenges of the modern world. As the turaga ni koro (village headman), he was respected for his wisdom and sound judgment. Kata’s quiet confidence made him a guiding force in the village, a role he accepted with grace and humility.


Sera, my eldest sister, became the matriarch upon our mother’s passing. She was the driving force behind ensuring that her younger siblings received a good education. Relentless in her ambition for us, she enlisted the help of her husband, Ratu Nacanieli Draunidalo, who was my teacher at the village school and later became the village and island chief after his father’s death. Sera’s determination paved the way for the future success of myself and our younger brothers, and we owe so much to her unwavering belief in the importance of education. Sera and Sisi, as was the custom of the times were not encouraged by our parents to pursue further education but to remain home with our mother. This was a tremendous waste of opportunity and talent as my sisters had wisdom and abilities that could have been used far beyond the confines of the village.


Now, at the age of 79, I find myself reflecting on these memories with a sense of timelessness and nostalgic sadness. One by one, my siblings and our parents have passed on, and I remain the last of our mother’s nine children. There is a quiet loneliness in being the final link to a generation that is no more. The house once filled with the noise and laughter of my family is now a memory, but those bonds remain deeply etched in my heart.


		

	



CHAPTER 2


VILLAGE LIFE—WHERE THE SEA MEETS THE HILLS



Naroi is a village cradled between the sea and the hills, where life moved with the tides and seasons. Nestled along a one kilometre stretch of beach, it was sheltered by two rocky headlands and a fringing reef that softened the Pacific Ocean’s waves. The village extended about 200 metres inland, gently rising up hills that shielded us from the winds. This was my world—self-contained, supported by the land and sea.


Growing up, we had little need for commercial goods. The sea teemed with fish, and the rich volcanic soil gave life to root crops and tropical vegetables that sustained us. Saving for the future, whether in money or possessions, felt like trying to store the ocean tide. It was a foreign concept. For us, life was immediate, sustained by what we could grow or gather that day. There was an unspoken wisdom in this way of life—its rhythm and simplicity left little room for the complexities of the outside world.


Our homes were bures, traditional thatched huts made from coconut and pandanus trees: simple one-room structures with sand-covered floors and woven palm walls. Families shared this space, separated only by a thin curtain dividing the parents’ sleeping area from the rest of the house, which served as both the dining and sleeping quarters for the children. Everyone slept on the floor on hand woven straw mats. A small lean-to outside functioned as the kitchen, where meals were cooked over an open fire.


But change was creeping into our village. The outside world became harder to ignore. The arrival of white settlers and missionaries in the late 1800s and early 1900s brought the concept of money. Along with their ships came goods we had never needed before—clothes, kerosene for lamps, sugar and salt to flavour our food and soap for washing. These items could not be bartered for; they required money, a currency that slowly seeped into our daily lives.


For a while, copra—the dried meat of coconuts—became our main source of cash. Coconut trees were plentiful on the island, and copra was in demand for making oil. We dried and bagged the copra and sent it on by coastal cutters to Suva, receiving a modest amount of money in return. It was not much, but enough to purchase the few items the changing world demanded.


Our bures slowly gave way to wooden or concrete houses, more permanent structures that promised security but somehow lacked the warmth of our thatched homes. Yet, in many ways, our lives stayed tied to the land and sea, a simple economy that remained steady as long as we planted enough crops and caught enough fish. The shift was subtle but profound, though. While the core of village life persisted, these small changes hinted at the broader transformations waiting beyond the horizon.


Despite these encroaching changes, many aspects of life remained communal. Rebuilding a house, for instance, was a village affair. The tasks were divided by the chief or headman, and the entire community would come together to help. But as modern goods became more essential, the need for cash grew. Copra increasingly became our link to the outside world, funding the small luxuries that marked progress and enabling some form of commerce to take hold.


Life in those days was hard but also idyllic. We rose with the sun—or with the crowing of roosters—and followed a steady routine. For breakfast, we boiled drauni moli (lemon leaves) tea and ate what the land provided: root crops (cassava, taro or yam) or, on rare occasions when flour was available, thin pancakes. The early mornings during mango season are etched in my memory, racing through darkness to beat the other children to the mango bushes, our hands sticky with juice before the village had even stirred.


School was simple, with barefoot children dressed in hand-me-down clothes. Boys went bare-chested in shorts or sulus (lap laps), while the girls wore second-, third- or even fourth-hand dresses. With soap scarce, we wore these clothes for days. The school building was a single room, and lessons were basic writing, reading and arithmetic, taught in Fijian. English was a curiosity to us, taught from a book about farm animals that we had never seen.


Most of our learning, however, happened outside. The land was our first teacher, offering lessons in fishing, farming and the natural rhythms of the island and the seasons. Each task taught us about patience, resilience and respect for the world around us. After school, we changed into work clothes and helped with daily tasks—gathering coconuts, weeding food gardens or collecting firewood. These chores, though demanding, were part of the tapestry of our lives, blending responsibility with the joys of youth.


Evenings were a communal affair. We bathed in the village brook, which split into two tributaries—one for men, the other for women. Soap was too precious to waste on washing, so we used rough, flat stones to scrub ourselves clean. Afterwards, we warmed ourselves by the fire, the smell of burning wood mingling with the scent of dinner cooking nearby. Dinner often consisted of fish and taro leaves cooked in fresh coconut cream, accompanied by root vegetables like cassava or uvi (yam). This was followed by more drauni moli tea.


After dinner, the village settled down, often to traditional singing with the gentle strumming of a guitar or the soft hum of hymns that filled the night air, our voices lifting in harmony—a ritual that, I believe, helped cultivate the musical talent Fijians are known for today. On other nights, the adults gathered for kava, a mildly narcotic drink made from the yagona root. For us children, it was time for games until the dreaded village drum, a signal that punctuated our lives, sounded at nine o’clock, marking bedtime.


Many of the village rules were rooted in the Christian faith brought by the missionaries. Even the names of the days represented what work was prescribed for the day. Sundays were Siga Tabu (taboo day), sacred days when no work or play was allowed. Fridays were Vakaraubuka (firewood preparation) and Saturdays Vakarauwai (water preparation). 


Methodism, with its strict rules, shaped the rhythm of our lives. We learned early to respect Sunday’s rules: no playing, no lying, no killing animals. It was more than just obedience to rules; it was our way of honouring something beyond ourselves, even when we were too young to understand it fully. The threat of eternal punishment for breaking these rules was drilled into us, instilling a deep obedience to the faith. 


Fridays and Saturdays became joyful days—collecting firewood and fetching water to prepare for the Sunday’s feast, which was cooked in underground ovens called lovos. These rituals, though modest, bound us as a family and a community as the tasks, while necessary, were family-based, creating opportunities for bonding and fun as we worked together. It was a weekly reminder of the importance of family cohesion. Sundays also gave children a rare chance to stay up past the nine o’clock curfew, if the evening church service ran long—although I dreaded this, knowing it usually meant enduring a lengthy sermon.


Despite the strict rules, we found joy in the freedom village life offered. After dinner, if we were not caught by the drum, we played games like hide-and-seek. The rush to get home before curfew became an adventure. I remember one night, running back after the nine o’clock drum, misjudging the height of a wooden house’s floor and knocking myself out cold. Worse still, I got caught and received three strokes of the cane from the headmaster the next Monday. We laughed about it later, but at the time, the headmaster’s cane was no laughing matter.


Life in the village was hard, but it was rich with joy and community. We made up for what we lacked in wealth in shared laughter and the bonds that tied us together. It was a place where even the smallest changes—like a new piece of clothing from a visiting Indian trader or a new tool from a passing boat—became events. The village had a way of turning the ordinary into the extraordinary, and those vivid memories remain with me to this day.


		

	



CHAPTER 3


SWEET MOMENTS AND HIDDEN JOYS



For young boys one of the most exciting activities after Sunday school was making sweets, or loli, as we called them. It was a forbidden joy, a secret adventure that bonded us. Each of us contributed something—sugar sneakily taken from home, lemons gathered the day before, or fresh coconut cream we made just for the occasion. The last and most critical ingredient was finding someone’s kitchen that was not being used, preferably one out of sight. This ensured we did not have to share our carefully crafted sweets with prying siblings or curious adults.


The process of making these sweets was simple but to us then, it was magical. We would heat the sugar in a saucepan, waiting for it to melt just enough, then quickly squeeze in the lemon juice. The coconut cream followed, stirred in gently. Timing was everything—we had to be careful not to overcook the sugar. Once the mixture reached just the right consistency, we would quickly scoop it into dollops and drop them into a basin of water, watching as they hardened into lemon-flavoured coconut cream lollies. To this day, the taste lingers in my memory—a rich, tangy sweetness that carried with it the essence of carefree childhood, fleeting yet unforgettable.


The girls in our village had their own special activities too. Sometimes they would join us in hide-and-seek or swimming on the beach, but more often they spent time learning essential skills from the older women. Fishing, prawning and cooking were a big part of their days, as was learning to weave mats and baskets. They even made us hats as gifts, each one woven with care, each one a token of love and community. Looking back, I realise how much richness those activities added to our lives—innocent fun woven into the very fabric of our cultural heritage. We did not rely on manufactured games or artificial distractions like today’s instant-gratification culture. We thrived on creativity and resourcefulness. Everything we used came from the land, which grounded us in a way that feels rare now. 


Tuesday nights were always special in the village—it was radio session night. Nearly everyone gathered in the chief’s house to listen to one of the two radios in the village: the other belonged to the island’s medical officer. Those nights felt magical; the radio crackled to life, filling the room with voices and music that carried us beyond the island into a world of mystery and marvel. To my young mind, the idea of voices and melodies emerging from that mysterious box was nothing short of miraculous. I imagined tiny people living inside the radio, speaking, singing and playing guitar. The thought seemed perfectly logical back then, a child’s attempt to make sense of the wondrous unknown. 


On rare occasions, a kai palagi—a European— would visit the island. This was an event of great significance, one that brought both curiosity and reverence. Fiji was still a British colony, and top government positions were held by British administrators, including the District Commissioner (DC), who oversaw the eastern part of the Fiji Islands (the provinces of Lomaiviti and Lau, which includes Moala). His visits, though infrequent, perhaps once every two years, were momentous. To our young minds, the DC was not just a government figure; he was a mythical presence whose arrival transformed our quiet island into a bustling hub of activity.


In Fijian culture, you do not treat chiefs as your equals unless you are of a similar rank. Respect and subservience were ingrained in us from a young age. You did not dare look them in the eye, and if you crossed paths with them, you stepped aside, sat down and clapped your hands in reverence—cobo—until they passed. The DC was treated with this same level of deference.


Whenever the DC visited, the entire island of Moala would be mobilised to prepare for a soqo levu—a grand ceremony. The preparation began days in advance, and the air buzzed with excitement and urgency. The DC was accorded the highest honours, even from the moment he arrived. It felt as though the entire village held its breath, awaiting his arrival with reverence, each of us ready to play our part. A special platform with an armchair for him would be built, and he would be carried ashore by a group of young men on this chair perched on top of the platform, a symbolic gesture that set the tone for the whole event.


As children, we were kept at a distance. The adults did not trust us to maintain the required reverence, so our only way to catch a glimpse of this ‘minor god’ was by sneaking peeks through the woven reeds of the bure walls. To us, the DC appeared in pristine white, with his pith hat adorned with feathers, a figure out of another world, almost ethereal—especially to our wide-eyed, young minds. He seemed untouchable, a symbol of authority that, even as children, we instinctively respected.


Growing up, this deference extended to all kai palagis. We were taught to address them with titles—Mr, Miss or Mrs—never by their first names. To do otherwise was a sign of disrespect and over-familiarity. This deference became so deeply ingrained that even when I rose to a senior position in Shell Pacific Islands Ltd company, I struggled to call my boss by his first name, despite him urging me to. It took me two years to finally call him ‘Tom’ instead of ‘Mr Millard.’


The soqo levu for the DC would often last several hours, with various traditional presentations before any official government business was conducted. These included the i sevusevu (offering of yaqona), the i qaloqalovi (ceremonial welcome) and the magiti vakaturaga (chiefly feast), along with traditional dances like the vakamalolo (sitting down dance), meke wesi (spear dance), meke i wau (war club dance) and the lakalaka (story dramatisation dance). Of course, no ceremony would be complete without the DC partaking in several bowls of yaqona—the traditional kava drink. I often wondered what he thought of these protocols, particularly after drinking bowl after bowl of yaqona, which is an acquired taste to say the least! No wonder his visits were so few and far between.


Life in the village was shaped by moments like these—simple joys, shared adventures and occasional brush with the extraordinary. They were threads woven together and leaving memories, though fleeting, that are etched in my heart. 


		

	



CHAPTER 4


VILLAGE SCHOOL AND LESSONS BEYOND THE CLASSROOM



All too soon, the carefree days of playing in the sun came to an abrupt halt as we entered the world of school. The endless tropical days filled with freedom were replaced by the regimented structure of education—a world that seemed far less inviting to a young boy like me. It was a transition from boundless curiosity to the confines of lessons and rules, yet one that would shape the course of my life.


Our primary school was shared between two villages, Naroi and Vunuku. There was just one teacher, and the school went up to class five. There were about fifty of us, from class one at age five to class five at about age ten. Our ‘school’ was the village church. With no pencils or paper, we adapted to what we had, using small cowrie shells from the beach to form letters on the church floor, arranging them with care and precision. It was simple yet demanding, and each time we carefully arranged those small shells into letters, I felt a growing appreciation for this mysterious world of knowledge that seemed to be transforming the ordinary into something meaningful. 
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