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            Foreword to the 2020 Edition

         

         A first book finds its author, but a second book has to be found. First books lurk many years in the mind before driving a person to write. The second is the higher hurdle, the test of whether you can do this thing more than once and quell a sardonic inner voice whispering that the first was sheer luck. At least, that’s the way it was for me and On Fiji Islands. My first, Cut Stones and Crossroads, had a head of steam behind it: a long obsession with Peru and the Inca past which began in my early teens and led me to take archaeology and anthropology at Cambridge, and later the University of Calgary, where I based myself between trips to South America. As soon as that book was accepted for publication, the question became what now?

         I was still living in western Canada, putting food on the table with freelance journalism for radio, newspapers and magazines. (I also kept up a professional trucker’s licence, which helped when assignments were scarce.) One day in the summer of 1983 I ran into an old friend from graduate student days, Roderick Vickers. Rod and I had kept in touch sporadically, getting together for chess and beer, or rather beer and chess, whenever our paths crossed. He had come down to Peru for a few weeks during my last trip there. Before that he’d been living in Fiji, making an archaeological survey of a remote part of the Viti Levu highlands. Greatly intrigued by his tales of Fiji, ancient and modern, I suggested that if he ever went back there I would like to tag along. Maybe a journey to the South Seas – where I’d never been – might turn up an answer to what now? Rod was easily persuaded. As the chill breath of autumn spilled down from the Rockies, we boarded a flight. 10

         Reading this book again for the first time since the last century has been a curious experience, at times unsettling. Some scenes came before my eyes as if I was back within that younger self half a lifetime ago. Others I’d wholly forgotten. Things which didn’t find their way into the book also rose to mind, though I can’t be sure they happened as they seem today. Saddest is this: while my old friend Rod still lives in these pages (as ‘Derek’), his great fondness for tavako has since taken him along the Spirits’ Way we walked in Chapter 4. Without Rod this book would not have been written; its dedication to him is here renewed.

         Both Fiji and those times are other countries now. The Cold War was still on, a backdrop, perhaps, to some of the political troubles in the islands not long after this book came out. There was no worldwide web, no mobile phones; overseas calls were so costly and tiresome that I never made one. Home computers were rare, few writers could afford them. Once home in Canada, I banged out draft after draft of Fiji with two fingers on a manual typewriter, my only back-up an unruly heap of carbon copies in the boot of my car. The nearer I got to the moment of truth when I’d have to show the result to my agent, the louder that inner voice harped on the folly of a second book. This state of mind wasn’t helped by moving two thousand miles from the west, where I’d had rolling prairie around me and a distant view of the Rockies, to the 25th floor of a tower block overlooking the busiest freeways in Toronto. I’d gone there to be with a woman, but hadn’t reckoned on that city’s six-month purgatory of grey, damp, grimy cold. The windows faced north. The sun didn’t look in all winter. Wind was another matter – at that height it knifed in with the slightest encouragement, bringing the howl of truck tyres and police sirens with every breath of fresh air. And each evening, at exactly five, a reek of fried onions filled the building.

         In short, the book project was feeling like ‘a long bout of some painful illness’, as Orwell aptly puts it. So it was an agreeable surprise on re-reading Fiji after so many years – especially when reading in the right way, as if it were the work of someone else – to find a sense of ease I’d not expected, even a light and cheerful tone. Despite the 11self-doubt and Sisyphean labour, the wonder and pleasure of the journey had somehow won through.

         Much of the credit must go to the islands themselves and the people I was lucky to meet there. In the long run, those months in Fiji proved to be more than a fulfilling search for a second book. They kindled a love for the region that has stayed with me ever since, drawing me back to Fiji and on to other Pacific islands, among them the Marquesas, Tuamotus and the Tahiti group. The South Seas helped me follow up ideas on culture and power which arose in my first book and became a theme of several others, especially Henderson’s Spear, a novel set partly in Fiji and French Polynesia. My thoughts also returned to the Pacific in A Short History of Progress, which examined the rise and fall of ancient civilisations around the world to see what we might learn about the outlook for our own. One case was the tragic fate of Rapa Nui, or Easter Island, and its warning to the modern world.

         The peopling of the Pacific was an extraordinary feat of boldness and navigation, from the earliest days more than three thousand years ago when people first sailed outrigger canoes beyond the horizon, and kept going eastward until they settled Vanuatu, Fiji, Samoa and then every habitable speck of land in the vast ocean hemisphere – all long before Europe’s age of discovery began. Not until 1519, when Balboa tasted salt water and waded knee-deep from a beach in Darien, did the great sea even have a European name. Until then, as Herman Melville would say, it was ‘not down in any map; true places never are’.

         Peruvians had also been sailing into the Pacific for a thousand years before Magellan and Mendaña; so too, on the far side, had the Chinese and others. Yet none of these intruders left much of an impression. Spanish galleons plied between Manila and Mexico for more than two centuries without ever sighting Hawaii. The last to find the South Seas were northern latecomers: Cook and Bougainville, Wallis and Bligh, and then the whalers of Melville’s time. Until the coming of the nineteenth century those trespassers didn’t make much of an impression either. 12

         Since then, of course, the outside world has slaughtered the whales, cut out the sandalwood, scooped up the sea-slugs, mined the minerals – and enslaved, evangelised and murdered countless islanders. Some islands were made into plantations and penal colonies, others became coaling stations and fixed aircraft carriers. After 1945, the Americans and French used several as atomic test pads: places to practise blowing up the world. Meanwhile, saccharine Pacific fantasies spawned a hit musical and a vogue for tiki bars.

         Yet the first people of the great ocean live on, speaking their Austronesian tongues from Easter Island to New Zealand and beyond. Most islands still lie far from teeming cities, wealth and power; besides Hawaii, they are spared the worst of tourism. Though all down in maps now, and fixed by Google’s prying eye, the South Seas remain one of the last and loveliest ‘true places’ in the world.

         
             

         

         Ronald Wright, 2020

      

   


   
      
         
            A Note on Fijian Spelling and Pronunciation

         

         The written form of the Fijian language is usually the Bauan variant, which occupies a position in the islands similar to that of High German in Switzerland. Two systems exist for writing it: the so-called phonetic, scarcely used nowadays except in maps and foreign publications, and the Fijian alphabet devised in the 1830s by the missionary and linguist David Cargill. Cargill’s system is based on the Roman alphabet, but redundant characters are omitted and a few have been given values either partly or wholly different from what one might expect. These exceptions are as follows:

         
            
               b represents mb, as in ‘member’

               d represents nd, as in ‘sandy’

               g represents ng, as in ‘singer’

               q represents ng(g), as in ‘hunger’

               c represents th, as in ‘then’

            

         

         Vowels are pronounced with values similar to those of Spanish or Italian, and r is rolled much like the Spanish rr. In words having a long vowel (a vowel of lengthened duration), that vowel is always stressed. Neither writing system represents this distinction, even though it may change completely the meaning of a word. For example:

         
            
               

	 
            
                        
                        	kaka
            
                        
                        	‘stutter’



	 
            
                        
                        	kakā
            
                        
                        	‘parrot’






         

         Though the Fijian alphabet with its unexpected values for certain 15letters may appear strange to the uninitiated, its logic and economy will soon win over anyone willing to spend the little time needed to learn it. For comparison, here are some names written in both systems:

         
            
               

	  
            
                        
                        	Bau
            
                        
                        	Mbau



	 
            
                        
                        	Beqa
            
                        
                        	Mbengga



	 
            
                        
                        	Cakobau
            
                        
                        	Thakombau



	 
            
                        
                        	Cicia
            
                        
                        	Thithia



	 
            
                        
                        	Gavidi
            
                        
                        	Ngavindi



	 
            
                        
                        	Nadi
            
                        
                        	Nandi



	 
            
                        
                        	Qaraniqio
            
                        
                        	Nggaraninggio



	 
            
                        
                        	Sigatoka
            
                        
                        	Singatoka






         

         Incidentally, the choice of single letters to represent consonant clusters was made for good linguistic reasons – not because the missionaries had run out of type pieces, as a hoary old myth would have it.
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            Prologue

         

         In the fiji museum there is a curious wooden artifact with a carved handle and four sharp prongs. Beneath it is the short but eloquent inscription: fork used in eating reverend baker.

         The display also contains dishes used for serving the Wesleyan’s cooked flesh and informs the reader that Mr Baker was the only missionary eaten in Fiji, and that he died in 1867.

         Foreigners linger at this exhibit. Societies that do not eat people are fascinated by those that do (or did). Many old books about Fiji have the word ‘cannibal’ on the title page; the islands were once known as the ‘Cannibal Isles’. It’s an interesting word: derived from ‘Carib’, the name of an island people almost wholly exterminated by the non-cannibals who came to civilise them.

      

   


   
      
         
19
            1

            Nadi

         

         No culture shock this time, Derek promised on the plane. ‘Everyone’s clean and nobody wears guns.’ The shock had been severe when we’d visited Peru two years before. Severe even for me, and I had been there enough times to know what to expect. But that arrival at Lima in a grey 5 a.m. dawn, the sour smell of the airport (half fuel, half drains), the armed guards in shabby uniforms, the small boys fighting for our luggage – all that had been too much. Then had come a cab ride through vast shantytowns and empty lots strewn with slowly burning rubbish in which people were scavenging; and Derek had said that his worst stereotypes of the Third World were coming to life around him.

         Fiji, apparently, was different. The concrete architecture and lush vegetation lit by the headlights of the Nadi Hotel minibus reminded me of West Africa; but they belonged to an Africa that was refined, where immigration officials were mannerly and relaxed, where the airport bank was open in the middle of the night, where hotel limousines not only existed but appeared on time. These impressions, gleaned at 3 a.m., were strengthened next morning. The air smelled of blossoms and moistened earth; the hotel maids, who looked and dressed rather like Africans, were singing in the corridors. Most surprising of all, the neatness and tranquillity extended to the town outside the front door, and the countryside at the back. The hotel did not seem to be an island built for foreigners in a sea of squalor. 20

         I had heard conflicting stories about places like Fiji, Bali and Tahiti. To some observers they were what they seemed – innocent, content and with an inner strength that kept them that way. Others dismissed such a view as an illusion, a myth either created for tourists or about to be destroyed by them.

         Derek, who had spent more than a year in Fiji on an archaeological project, was of the first school. I had been intrigued by his descriptions. Fiji sounded like an anomaly – a place that had survived colonisation with its native population and culture not simply intact, but successfully adapted to the modern age. Eighty-three per cent of the land still belonged to indigenous Fijians: remarkable when compared to New Zealand, where the Maoris own about ten per cent, and Hawaii, where the tiny native remnant own virtually nothing; even more remarkable when one discovers that native Fijians form not quite half of Fiji’s population. I had spent enough time in the former colonies of Europe – in Africa and Latin America, especially Peru – to form a pessimistic view of the consequences of European expansion. For the original inhabitants it had almost always meant dispossession, exploitation and social decay. In North America, where I live, it is easy to forget the dimensions of the tragedy, so completely has one population been consumed by another. In Hawaii, only slightly smaller than Fiji and with many cultural similarities, the same appalling transformation occurred. But here in Fiji it seemed that something unusual had happened; or rather that something usual had failed to happen. I wanted to find out why and how.

         
            *

         

         After breakfast Derek went out to buy a newspaper; I began writing up my journal. The flight from Vancouver had begun with a stewardess’s memorable phrase: ‘The lifejacket has a mouthpiece for oral inflation.’ You fly across the world’s emptiest hemisphere, keeping pace with the night. Five hours to Honolulu – nothing but blackness below; then the glare of an overlit American city, an orange sore on the dark skin of the Pacific. Six hours more darkness to Nadi, and a day of one’s life left in safekeeping with the international date line. 21

         This longueur had been interrupted when dinner arrived: a ham slab with some tired alfalfa sprouts resembling a tuft of dog hair. Derek glanced up from his science-fiction story and remarked: ‘Imagine what a hassle it would be if we were herbivores and they had to toss a bale of hay in front of each of us.’

         At this the stranger in the aisle seat became helpless with laughter and spilled a martini in his lap, the first of several such accidents. He introduced himself:

         ‘Wendell Gorky. Dr Wendell Gorky actually, of academia, not medicine.’ He began to talk with the sudden intimacy of the habitual drinker. ‘From Kansas, which, you should know, is pronounced by natives like myself as Kayenzas. Go on, say it.’

         ‘Kayenzas.’

         ‘Kayenzas.’

         ‘No! Kay-enzas.’

         ‘A linguist I presume?’ said Derek. But Gorky continued unabashed, identifying himself as an ethnobotanist, confessing an obsession with aphrodisiacs and a terror of insects.

         ‘That’s why I work in the South Pacific. Not many bugs, you see.’

         By the time the Fiji landing cards were distributed, Gorky was asleep.

         
            RACE – INDICATE ONE ONLY

OF THE FOLLOWING:

            Fijian

            Indian

            European

            Chinese

            Rotuman

            Other Pacific Islands

            Part-European

            Others

         

         ‘They mean it genetically,’ Derek said. ‘All whites are called Europeans here.’ 22

         The same is true of the other categories. ‘Fijian’ is not an adjective like ‘Canadian,’ applicable to all citizens of the country. It refers only to those of indigenous descent. The Fiji Handbook makes the point:

         
            Taukei (owners) is the word in the Fijian language which the Fijians use when referring to themselves, so that Taukei and Fijian are, to them, synonymous. The ownership of the land is one subject which can generate great heat in Fiji… The non-Fijian who describes himself as a Fijian is, in the minds of many Fijians, laying claim to the land.

         

         When the plane touched down the ethnobotanist awoke, cupped his ears in his hands, and began to complain in a fractious voice about the engine noise. The three of us looked, I suppose, like the monkeys on the log – Hear-No-Evil, See-No-Evil, Speak-No-Evil – Gorky, tiny and hunched; Derek, rotund and bald, half hidden behind opaque glasses and the smoke of endless hand-rolled cigarettes; and myself, with lips stiffly pursed, not wanting to talk to Gorky: D. H. Lawrence’s ‘white monkeys’ entering a land of the dark races.

         Gorky rose for his hat, almost reached the overhead bin, then collapsed like a deckchair.

         ‘I say, are you all right?’

         ‘Fine as frog’s hair!’

         He rose a second time, managed to reach the hat – a bush hat with the brim buttoned up at one side, intended no doubt to match his stained safari suit – then appeared to be seized by it and pulled across the aisle, where he measured his length on some empty seats.

         Derek and I escaped; soon afterwards we saw our neighbour ‘deplaned’ as they say, in a wheelchair, and bundled into a van belonging to the Nadi Travelodge.

         
            *

         

         Derek came back to the breakfast table with a Fiji Times and a long-haired young Indian.

         ‘Hi! I’m Krishna,’ the Indian said. ‘Hire my taxi all morning? I show you sugar plantations, Fijian village and cultural centre, duty-free 23camera shops in Lautoka and good curry restaurant. Only twenty-five dollar.’ He beamed. I could tell that Derek was already persuaded.

         ‘OK? OK?’ Krishna said.

         ‘OK,’ said Derek.

         ‘Twenty,’ I said.

         ‘OK’ said Krishna.

         Krishna’s taxi was a Toyota Crown, powered by diesel and protected by a Hindu icon of his namesake next to the cigarette lighter. Most people on the Nadi streets and along the roadside were Indians – shopkeepers, cabbies, sari-swaddled women, farmers dangling machetes – descendants of indentured workers brought to Fiji before the First World War. Krishna was wearing what amounts to a uniform among the younger Indian men: widely flared bell-bottoms, tight and low on the hip, a shark’s tooth on a silver chain around his neck, an enormous gold watch draped loosely like a dancing girl’s bracelet on his slender wrist, and a Hawaiian shirt with the word ‘Fiji’ in red letters lurking amid orange vegetation.

         The Lautoka road passed several new hotels – concrete shoeboxes surrounded by thatched bowers symbolic of the South Seas. Not far beyond these was the ‘cultural centre’, built in the same rustic style – a collection of tourist stalls beside the road. Krishna stayed in his taxi; we went inside. The place had an air of doubtful authenticity, a suspicion confirmed by wooden masks displayed for sale on the walls. The ancient Fijians didn’t make wooden masks – these were artifacts of the Nairobi airport tradition, the Third World’s revenge for glass beads and gaspipe muskets.

         Derek bought two barkcloth placemats from the bushy-haired Fijian saleswoman.

         We were then approached by her son, a boy of about fourteen: ‘Good morning, sirs. If you like I can show you the village.’

         ‘What do you charge?’ Derek asked.

         ‘Whatever you think is right.’

         We followed him into a small Fijian community that occupied some flat land between the road and the Pacific. The houses were modern, freshly painted, modestly prosperous. Unlike the tourist 24stalls and hotel bars, they were built of cement blocks and clapboard, with metal roofing. Many were shaded by mango and breadfruit trees; hibiscus, bougainvillaea and frangipani bushes grew around them. As a child reading sea stories I had imagined the breadfruit as an apple tree hung with loaves. I saw now that it has large leaves the shape of swans’ feet, and its fruit resemble giant avocadoes with reticulated skin. There were no fences or formal streets, the village houses were arranged in a roughly circular pattern around a central green, called a rara, and separated from each other by stretches of well-trimmed grass. The inhabitants appeared to be out for the day or resting indoors. It was quiet; I could hear waves on the beach, wind in the trees, a distant radio and an occasional passing car. There was no clutter or untidiness. The only things that seemed out of place were the carcass of an old Bedford lorry and beside it an elliptical stone, about three feet long, with a cup hollowed in the top.

         ‘In the old days,’ the boy said, ‘we used those for pounding roots.’

         He walked on ahead. Derek said: ‘It was probably a sacrificial stone where they killed their prisoners – and I think he knows it.’

         Around the rara, an expanse of lawn about a hundred yards across, stood the most important buildings: the Methodist church, the chief’s bure and the houses of clan heads. The church could have passed without comment in rural Canada – white clapboard walls, a steep metal roof and Gothic windows with panes of coloured glass. More interesting was the bure, or ceremonial meeting house, which rested on a low earth platform and was being re-thatched; its wall posts and woven bamboo framework were temporarily exposed. When finished, Derek remarked, the bure would look like an elegant haystack with doors. This building, a focus of the community, was clearly authentic – built in the traditional Fijian style for Fijians, not tourists. In front of it stood a flagpole and a small thatched shelter, open to one side.

         ‘That we built for Queen Elizabeth when she came here,’ the boy said proudly. ‘You know Queen Elizabeth?’

         ‘Not personally.’

         25‘She visited here because our village, Viseisei, is the oldest in Fiji. Viseisei means’ – he searched for the right word – ‘to scatter, to spread out. Our ancestors scattered from here after they reached Fiji in the great canoe, Kaunitoni. This whole district is called Vuda, which in Fijian language means “original”.’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ Derek said when we got back to the taxi, ‘the Kaunitoni migration myth. It’s a modern fabrication. Don’t believe a word of it.’

         
            *

         

         During the last century, missionaries, officials and antiquarians collected many Fijian oral histories and legends while the traditions were still fresh. No early account mentioned a mass migration from across the sea, or the great canoe Kaunitoni. Most yavusa (kin groups or ‘tribes’) claimed descent from a rock, cave, totemic animal or mythic hero. The Fijians believed they had lived in Fiji from time immemorial, since Degei, their supreme god, created the world.

         Fijians of the early contact period (c.1800–50) naturally thought Fiji was the largest and most important country in a world made mostly of water. They were unpleasantly surprised, when first shown European maps, to see their islands so small, and other lands so large. They suspected the foreigners of deception in these matters. Thomas Williams, the missionary and pioneer ethnographer, wrote in 1858:

         
            The Fijian is very proud of his country. Geographical truths are unwelcome alike to his ears and his eyes. He looks with pleasure on a globe, as a representation of the world, until directed to contrast Fiji with Asia or America, when his joy ceases, and he acknowledges, with a forced smile, ‘Our land is not larger than the dung of a fly;’ but, on rejoining his comrades, he pronounces the globe a ‘lying ball’.

         

         By about 1890, a generation of Fijians had been educated in mission schools; they had come to accept that they lived in a small and remote part of a vast world. And Degei, their god, had been ousted by Jehovah, and demoted to the status of a heathen devil. 26

         A vacuum was waiting to be filled, and there were those ready to fill it. In the late nineteenth century a theory known as diffusionism was in vogue among some archaeologists and ethnologists. Diffusionists argued that civilisation could have been invented only once, and human culture had spread over the world from a single source: usually Egypt. Two adherents of these views, Carey and Fison, were teaching at the time in Fiji mission schools. They noted the negroid appearance of the Fijians, and thought they could trace links between the languages of Fiji and Tanganyika (now Tanzania). Carey went so far as to compare Fijian customs with those of ancient Thebes, and concluded that the Fijians’ ancestors had been brought from black Africa to Egypt, whence they escaped to roam the oceans until landing in the South Pacific. These ideas were set down in a book that became a text in many schools.

         Before long, half-baked versions of the African connection were circulating among the natives. In 1892 the Fijian-language newspaper Na Mata held a competition to select and publish the ‘definitive’ origin legend. By 1893 the myth had acquired the canoe Kaunitoni and its occupants. However, most Fiji Europeans were not familiar with Carey and Fison’s book or with Na Mata. Anthropologists began collecting the Kaunitoni story from informants without being aware of its parentage; it became established among scholars as firmly as among Fijians. In later years the tale received further respectability by being carried in the Methodist Mission Monthly and on a series of radio broadcasts.

         The timeliness of the Kaunitoni story explains its success. It was a modern myth that gave all Fijians a common origin and a place in the new, larger world when their own beliefs were in shreds. The resemblance of the migration to that of the Jews must have been compelling to Christian converts. Indeed, the Fijians were restrained in their handling of such material, when compared to the Rastafarians or British Israelites.

         
            *

         

         Krishna’s taxi sped flamboyantly, in the manner of Third World taxis, towards Lautoka, the second city of Fiji. 27

         ‘I like the dry side,’ Derek said, more than once, but for me this part of Viti Levu (Great Fiji, the main island) was a disappointment. I had imagined soaring hills and wanton vegetation; but the western or leeward side lies in a rain-shadow. This year there was a drought, preceded by a hurricane; the land had a used-up look: sere hills, small fields of stunted sugar cane, pale greens and browns, and in one dry valley a shantytown of corrugated-iron shacks on hard red earth.

         ‘Poor people,’ Krishna said.

         ‘Fijians?’

         ‘Indians. Indians without land. Fijian doesn’t live like Indian. Fijians live all together in village, all help each other. Indian lives anywhere, always struggling with neighbours and relatives. Indian is very individual man. If he succeed, get rich. If he fail, end up in shantytown.’

         Whenever no vegetation or rise in topography blocks it, the Pacific comes in view to the west: a great slab of silver indistinct in the haze of smoke and dust. To the east, low mountains rise slowly like the weary hills of Africa. The large islands of Fiji are not vertical crags thrown up by the volcanic action that raised Hawaii and Tahiti; they are mainly remnants of an ancient land mass, and their age shows in rounded contours and gentle slopes. In Fijian the dry side is called the talasiga, the ‘sunburnt country’ – bald from centuries of slash-and-burn farming and brush fires. Exhausted land is colonised by worthless spear grass, but here and there the forestry service has made small plantings of Caribbean pine. These trees look out of place in the company of scattered palms and the great poincianas and monkeypods that shade the road.

         ‘See that mountain there? We call that the Sleeping Woman. When you see it from the top of Tabletop Mountain, over there’ – Krishna pointed – ‘it look like pregnant lady.’

         Drifts of smoke rising from the slopes were soon lost in the general blur, and lower down dense palls hung over cane fields burned for harvesting.

         ‘I thought you said they didn’t burn cane here?’ Derek challenged an earlier assertion of Krishna’s. 28

         ‘Some do but they shouldn’t. Burnt cane is easier to cut, but it must be crushed quickly or it no good.’

         Many of the Indian bungalows were large, surrounded by shrubs, with a car in the drive. Others were less grand, but all looked neat; even the shantytown was orderly and substantial when compared, say, to the slums of Lima. It occurred to me that the entire population of the Fiji Islands is one tenth of Lima’s. There was no comparison, yet I could not help making comparisons. Some houses were flying small red pennants from bamboo poles. In Peru this sign tells that home-brewed beer is for sale. I asked if it meant the same thing here.

         Krishna was offended: ‘When people have a prayer meeting they put a red flag there. House must be very clean and correct. It serious business.’

         The narrow tracks of a sugar railway now ran beside the road. A train appeared with a vulgar blast on its electric horn: a boxy yellow engine pulling a dozen flat-bed cars piled high and wide with blackened cane. The railway, the shiny Toyota and its Hindu icon, the women in saris with pots on their heads, the holy zebu cattle wandering insolently over fields and gardens – all had a disorienting effect. I felt I had no measure of the place. Was this the Third World or the First? The Old World or the New?

         And Lautoka: a crisp modern town of twenty thousand; white concrete shops displaying cameras and videos; names like Maneklal Duty Free Camera Emporium, Vishnu Patel Jewellers (‘nose and ear piercing a speciality’); and down the middle of the main street, as if to remind everyone what this town is about, a sugar railway beside a row of royal palms. On the waterfront, a graceful park. There, some bushy-haired Fijians on a bench beneath a poinciana call out ‘Bula!’ and Derek, to show his command of the language, answers them more formally, ‘Ni sa bula’ (‘Health to you’). And to fix the word in my mind he points out the trilingual sign of a chemist, in English, Hindi script and Fijian: Vale Ni Wai Ni Bula, House of the Waters of Health.

         
            *

         

         29Later that afternoon, back at the Nadi Hotel, we sat in the garden and played chess. Out of the sun, the air was indeed ‘soft’, as Derek had said. Clothes, from a practical point of view, were not needed, yet there was enough of a breeze that one felt no discomfort in shirt and jeans. We ordered draft Fiji Bitter – a good beer made locally by an Australian firm – and drank in drowsy silence. The only sounds were the quarrelling cheeps of mynah birds (which came to Fiji with the Indians), a dog’s bark, and fussing from the chickens that lived behind the hotel kitchen. Yes, the air was soft, suffused with whiffs of woodsmoke, incense, curry and Derek’s strong tobacco.

         It grew dark; the waiter who brought the beer became invisible except for his white shorts. After dusk some small creatures (birds?) began moving in fits and starts across the lawn. I got up to see what they were. They were frogs – strange frogs that did not jump but ran like sparrows.

         Derek had arranged for Krishna to return after dinner and take us to the Nadi Travelodge, about four miles out of town, where there was to be a meke, a performance of Fijian songs and dance.

         In North America the Travelodge is a chain of motels whose sign is a sleepy bear in a nightshirt. There was no sleepy bear in neon at the Nadi establishment. The place was opulent (especially by contrast with our modest hotel); it had hardwood floors, thatched walkways, and the waiters wore uniforms – green sulus (Fijian kilts) fastened with orange cummerbunds and, above these, aloha shirts (often called bula shirts in Fiji) depicting palm trees and setting suns.

         The meke had begun. Four rows of Fijian men and women – about thirty people in all – sat on the lawn between the bar and the swimming pool. Floodlights lit their costumes: raffia skirts for the men, coloured raffia skirts and floral-print bikini tops for the women. All wore wreaths of frangipani petals in their hair, and their black bodies glistened with coconut oil – perhaps the only authentic item in the entire rig. (In ancient times women and men respectively wore short tassel skirts, barkcloth breechclouts, and little else.) But these pseudo-Polynesian trappings did not detract from the burly 30Melanesian physiques; the natives made the whites look as pallid and shrivelled as recently emerged occupants of a fallout shelter.

         We took seats near the bar. The singing was an arrangement of harmony parts with two lead voices followed closely by a choral block. Three kinds of percussion instruments, all traditional, accompanied the singers: long, fat bamboo tubes pounded in unison on the ground; small sticks struck together; and wooden gong-drums, resembling short dugout canoes (but not tapered at the ends), whose ‘gunwales’ were beaten with wooden drumsticks in a rapid syncopated rhythm. The drumming sounded alien and impressive, but one could hear influence of Western music in the diatonic melodies.

         In pre-contact times mekes were vehicles for oral histories, epics and legends. The early missionaries tried to purge them of ‘heathen’ content by replacing the old words with Bible stories translated into Fijian. Gradually the meke became influenced by Christian hymns and, in recent years, by international pop music. But ancient singing styles do survive in the meke ni yaqona, songs performed only when yaqona (kava), the ceremonial drink of Fiji, is publicly presented to a high chief. These are sung in elaborate polyphony, with up to eight individual vocal lines, and a limited melodic range of no more than a fifth.

         After some slow and rather syrupy songs there came a performance of spear-brandishing by the men. ‘Warriors’ leaped towards the unsuspecting audience, who screamed, then laughed as the dancers’ fierce expressions dissolved into grins. The spears were long sticks adorned with coloured streamers, mere toys compared to those of Thomas Williams’s day: ‘They are deadly weapons,’ he wrote, ‘generally of heavy wood, and from ten to fifteen feet long. One variety is significantly called “The priest is too late”.’

         Later on the tourists were invited to take part in a dance. The tipsier ones were ready enough. We recognised a familiar shrunken figure bobbing among the others like a chimpanzee at a ball. Gorky saw us. He hobbled to our table, then beckoned frantically to a bearded white man at the bar. 31

         ‘Gentlemen, welcome to Fiji!’ he said, draining his glass. ‘Let me introduce you to an Australian friend. This man’s name is Jerry. Jerry, meet – ’

         ‘Derek.’

         ‘Ronald.’

         ‘G’day,’ Jerry said. ‘Those spearchuckers looked like they meant business. Big chaps these Fijians. I reckon they were well fed in the old days. Did you hear about the cannibal who passed his brother in the jungle?’

         The master of ceremonies announced the last song.

         A Fijian woman got up in front of the microphone and gave a running commentary in English against the background of the lilting, soulful chant: ‘Isa Lei is a Fijian farewell song, which has many, many meanings. It expresses happiness, joy and sorrow; beauty, and lingering memories of happy events, hope and love.

         ‘What does Isa Lei mean? Isa Lei means ‘so sorry’. Isa Lei means ‘so sad to know that you are departing from our dear islands’. Isa Lei says that you are going. Isa Lei means ‘be kind, be truth’, and longs for the time when again we shall be meeting you.’

         ‘I could live in this country,’ Derek said. ‘I’d like to live somewhere where the only ice you see is in your drink.’ A country-and-western band – these musicians were also Fijian – struck up tunelessly in the bar. ‘There were lots of Yanks here in the war,’ he added.

         Gorky overheard. ‘Yanks, huh? You Frostbacks watch your language.’ He ordered something called a ‘Nadi sunset special’. It seemed to be a blend of rum, grenadine and coconut milk, and arrived with a hibiscus bloom floating on the surface. Gorky transferred the flower to his ear, where it sprouted forlornly from his brushcut.

         ‘Now this is what I call a global-village experience,’ he said.

         
            *

         

         ‘You guys want girls?’ asked Krishna as we approached the Nadi Hotel.

         ‘Not tonight.’

         ‘Only twenty dollar.’ 32

         ‘That’s a lot of money round here,’ Derek said.

         ‘Ten for the girl, ten for me.’

         ‘Isn’t that rather a large commission?’

         ‘I’m their agent. Everybody need an agent. Let me know if you change your mind, anytime. Everyone in Nadi Town know Krishna.’

         It was past midnight when we got back to the room. Derek opened the small fridge (an excellent feature, this) and poured two big Scotches.

         ‘Most of the hookers are Indian; I used to see them all the time in Suva. The Fijians do it for fun, the Indians for money. It’s the story of this country. Most of the really poor are Indians, and so are most of the rich – apart from a handful of Europeans and Chinese. A Fijian woman down on her luck can always go back to her village. An Indian has to sell her labour or herself.’

         
            *

         

         Fiji has been called the ‘little India of the Pacific’. In the western province of Ba, which includes Nadi, Lautoka and much of the country’s sugar land, Indians outnumber Fijians almost three to one; for Fiji as a whole the ratio is close to fifty-fifty.

         There was a time when demographers predicted that Indians would displace Melanesians in much the same way that the white man supplanted the ‘Indians’ of North America. In the early years of contact the Fijian population fell drastically from the effects of foreign diseases, wars and rapid culture change. If the natives had been exploited as cheap labour at the same time, they would probably have declined like those of Hawaii or Brazil. But the first British governor, Sir Arthur Gordon (1875–80), for reasons both pragmatic and idealistic, arrested the social disintegration of the Fijians by allowing them to keep their lands, villages and as many traditions as could be tolerated.

         However, Gordon also had to meet the demands of white settlers for land and labour on which to build a plantation economy, and he did this by leasing vacant Fijian land in trust for its native owners, and by encouraging the immigration of ‘coolie’ labour from overcrowded India. 33

         The ancestors of most Fiji Indians arrived as indentured labourers between 1879 and 1916, when the system was abolished. The social inequalities of India made many people susceptible to recruiters’ promises of high wages and a land of opportunity. Since Hindus believed that travel across the ocean brought irrevocable loss of caste, recruiters often told them that Fiji was just over the horizon from Calcutta; besides, they would have the option of returning home in five years at their own expense, or in ten years courtesy of the Fiji government.

         What awaited the migrants is described in this account by a man who came in 1911:

         
            When we arrived in Fiji we were herded into a punt like pigs and taken to Nukulau [the quarantine island] where we stayed for a fortnight. We were given rice that was full of worms. We were kept and fed like animals. Later we were separated into groups for various employers to choose who they wanted…. We then went to Nakaulevu where we saw the lines.

         

         The ‘lines’ were the coolie barracks – long shed-like buildings separated into sixteen compartments. Each ‘room’ was seven feet by ten; it held three single men, or a married couple and their children. (Towards the end of the indenture system the rooms were enlarged by law to ten feet by twelve.) The compartment walls of the coolie line extended only six feet or so from the floor, with chicken wire reaching the remaining distance to the roof. Privacy was minimal. Because of this, and because far more men than women were recruited, sexual abuse of women was common; and there was additional violence – often involving cane knives (as machetes are called in Fiji) – from the tensions this caused. The Indians had a word for life in the lines: it was narak, hell.

         But Fiji itself wasn’t hell, and indenture did not last for ever. Few opted for repatriation when their time was up; some obtained plots of land and hired indentured labour themselves. Other ‘free’ 34 Indians, mostly Punjabis and Gujeratis, came to Fiji on their own initiative and set up stores and businesses.

         When the government of India abolished indenture in 1916, Fiji was home to sixty thousand of its former subjects; at that time the native population was close to its nadir of eighty-three thousand, reached after the world influenza epidemic of 1919.

         
            *

         

         We took the bus from Nadi to Suva, the capital, at the other end of the island. The vehicle had a windscreen and a roof, but no glass in the side windows, merely a row of canvas blinds that could be lowered against rain. A sign above the driver’s turbanned head: coachwork by lal industries, suva. As in many developing countries, the power train and chassis were imported, but the rest was local enterprise. In this case the lack of glass was more an indication of climate than of poverty: if there were windows they would be open most of the time anyway. The only disadvantage became apparent when we hit some dusty sections where the Queen’s Road, Fiji’s major highway, was unpaved.

         A country where highways still have names: the Queen’s Road runs around the southern perimeter of Viti Levu; the King’s Road, slightly longer and less developed, around the north. It reminded me of childhood in England, when people still spoke of the Great North Road for the cartographer’s A1, and Watling Street (a Roman Road renamed by the Saxons) for the A5. The Sikh driver drove purposefully and gave precise indications of how long we would rest at each stop; the bus had no trouble keeping to its relaxed schedule of four and a half hours for the hundred-and-twenty-mile trip.

         The hills east of Nadi had the look of a rumpled bed: bald, overgrazed, with sugar cane on the lower slopes and occasional tufts of wild vegetation like punk haircuts on the crests. Twice we passed large concrete mosques, their Moorish arches and twin towers evidence of the small but active Muslim minority, about one in seven of Fiji Indians.

         After half an hour the road descended from low hills to reveal an idyllic bay with blue water, yellow sand and a grove of 35coconuts whose trunks were orange from the lichen growing on their leeward sides. Among the palms were modern buildings with ancient outlines – the truncated pyramidal shapes of bures roofed with wooden shingles. This was the Fijian Resort, one of the self-contained tourist havens that bead the south coast. Next to it was a real Fijian village, the source of ethnic entertainments for the hotel guests. There is a symbiosis of beach, coconuts, native village and resort; the pattern repeats itself at every scenic spot along the shore. Good beaches are rare on Viti Levu because much of the coast is ringed by shallow reefs and mangrove swamps. The ancient Fijians chose the best sites for their villages, the bays sheltered their canoes, and the sandy soil was good for coconuts. After contact, the nuts (processed as copra) became a good source of income, but not as good as waiting on tables and singing mekes in the hotels built on leased Fijian land.

         At Sigatoka the driver shouted ‘Fifteen minutes’ and parked next to an older bus with its name, Spirit of Simon, painted in red on the side. The town stands at the mouth of Fiji’s second-largest river, and prospers from market gardening in the valley. Derek pointed out a bamboo raft laden with lettuce and bananas. ‘They call those “one-way liners” because they only go downstream.’

         Here Fijians outnumber Indians. I looked in the crowd but did not see a half-caste. The two races seem to mix only for business and travel. They have kept mutually aloof since the early days of contact, when the Indians despised the Fijians as jungli, ‘forest men’ or ‘savages’, and the Fijians, ever conscious of rank, looked down on the Indians because they were landless and appeared to be slaves of the British. It didn’t help matters that the British called the Indians ‘coolies’: koli is the Fijian word for dog.

         ‘In the old days,’ Derek said, ‘the Fijians used to sacrifice people when they built a temple. A chap had to stay down the post holes when the dirt was filled in. When I was here before, I heard a rumour that the custom didn’t quite die out until the 1940s – some Fijians volunteered an Indian for the job. They were most upset that he did it with bad grace. The poor bugger tried to climb out of the 36hole and they had to whack him on the head with a shovel. It was hushed up, of course.’

         Relations between the races were not always bad. The naturally hospitable Fijians helped enough runaway Indians to worry the British during the cane workers’ strikes of 1920 and 1921. And despite official efforts to encourage separation of the two groups, some cultural exchanges did take place. The Indians adopted the custom of kava drinking, and the Hindus even added a Fijian god to their pantheon, believing that Degei, the Fijian creator-serpent, was none other than Kaliya, the snake banished by Lord Krishna to a remote island. By making offerings to Degei, the migrants gained a spiritual foothold in their new home. The Fijians, for their part, took a liking to curry: it made the new meats introduced from Europe more interesting.

         
            *

         

         Near Sigatoka, dunes become visible between the road and the sea – great mounds and crescents of yellow sand borne by the wind from sandbanks at the river’s mouth. Until stabilised recently by the planting of tenacious grasses, these dunes moved year by year, century by century.

         Some of the earliest archaeological sites in Fiji have been found here and on Yanuca Island, seven miles to the west. An ancient pottery style known as Lapita was found with charcoal that yielded radiocarbon dates beginning at about 1200bc and continuing through most of the millennium before Christ.

         Lapita is a coarse but well-made ware of large jugs, bowls and dishes, decorated with geometrical borders and impressions. Its distribution may have important implications for the earliest voyages of man in the southwestern Pacific. The art of making pottery was later forgotten in much of Polynesia, but resemblances between the Lapita decorative style and artistic motifs in other media found at the time of European contact have led prehistorians to suggest that the makers of Lapita pottery were the ancestors of the Polynesians, who eventually spread through the Pacific within a great triangle uniting New Zealand, Easter Island and Hawaii. 37

         All this, though plausible, is bold extrapolation from rather meagre evidence. It is far from clear what might have been the relationship between the ‘Polynesians’ and the ‘Melanesians’ who also populated Fiji. Fiji is often said to straddle these two cultural and racial spheres, but modern linguistic research and the abandoning of crude ideas about race have caused this old dichotomy, except in a geographical sense, to be questioned. (Micronesia, the region of many small islands to the north of Melanesia, has little relevance for the prehistory of Fiji.) For one thing, it has been found that the so-called Melanesian and Polynesian languages, once thought to be quite distinct, belong to the same Austronesian family – a vast group that includes languages of Malaya, Java, the Philippines, Fiji and Hawaii. Outlying members are found in Madagascar and South China – tempting material for latter-day diffusionists but notoriously unreliable.

         The racial picture is equally complex. Fijians are taller and burlier than most other ‘Melanesians’, and though they have frizzy hair of the ‘afro’ type, their skin colour ranges from a deep blue-black to brown. People tend to be darker in the western Pacific, lighter in the east, but this racial spectrum is fraught with anomalies. Many ‘Polynesians’ are closer in appearance to Fijians than to the imaginary Polynesian of the travel poster. The ancient Pacific peoples were superb navigators; they travelled their ocean in convoluted patterns over thousands of years. And there were peripheral players – Chinese, Philippine, Indonesian, possibly even Peruvian – who became important at certain times and places.

         As for the people of Fiji, though the Kaunitoni myth is spurious, the first Fijians did arrive in canoes. But it happened so long ago that they forgot; and when the first white men asked them whence they came, they said only that they were kai Viti, ‘people of Fiji’, since the world began.

         
            *

         

         Beyond Sigatoka the hills gradually assume more cover as the bus crosses from the ‘dry side’ to the wet. Near the road grow tulip trees with dark, glossy leaves and shining canopies of scarlet blossoms. 38Vines creep along the ground like snakes, climb the trees, and malevolently drape themselves on bushes as if scheming to drag the other vegetation down. The hills, too, grow taller and greener. At Yavu, in a coconut grove, there is a village with many buildings of traditional thatch. Above, the hills rear suddenly, symmetrically, like Maya pyramids, and their shapes echo in nature the steep gables of the houses. Looking up, you see the even silhouettes of man-made terraces – an ancient fortified town – and the hills look more than ever like the jungle-covered fanes of Guatemala.

         Around the corner: a resort, honestly named the Fantasy. Farther on, another, the Naviti Beach: white people in baggy white shorts, green sun visors on faces bent over golf clubs; and near the entrance a sign: car park for firewalking arena.

         The bus stopped for ten minutes at the Hyatt Regency. I disembarked and bought a pineapple juice (from a tin!) which cost too much. By now I was drowsy; the warm air blowing freely through the windowless bus brought smells of flowers, damp earth, and copra-drying fires, that seemed to blend and thicken as the day lengthened and the colours became enriched.

         The country flattened out into low-lying rice paddies hatched with banks and ditches. On isolated knolls that rose from the wet land like bubbles on the surface of a mire stood farmhouses half hidden among palms. The ocean was close, bordered by mangroves. We could see the island of Beqa, a tumulus on the horizon, where the firewalkers (of whom more in a later chapter) live.

         Beyond Navua the land is too wet to be reclaimed. Zebu cattle graze in the shadows of surprising trees: banyans like low green rainclouds spread wide above their cataracts of aerial roots; and pandanus – leggy trees holding spare green mops aloft on trunks that grow from legs like menorahs inverted in the earth – each one a giant mantis stalking the landscape between a sky now golden and the silver exhalation of the swamp.

         The mountains form a rampart on the far side of the narrow plain. Again they present fantastic shapes, not pyramids here but fecund, rounded forms, and among them a rocky phallus crowned 39 with dark jungle and arrayed in cloud: the volcanic plug called Joske’s Thumb.

         The road climbs over a spit of high ground separating the lowlands of Pacific Harbour from Suva Bay. Here there are more houses: shacks of poor Indians and Fijians; comfortable weekend cottages of Fiji’s well-to-do. In a soccer field by the road a Fijian brass band, dressed in a motley of sulus, shorts and white and coloured shirts, was playing fervently on glinting instruments.

         The bus descended quickly to the outlying suburb of Lami. Across the bay, above the tin roofs, palms and mangroves, stood Suva – three or four skyscrapers rising whitely from the green.

      

   

OEBPS/images/map_online.png
o o
o © ‘navavy
2 0 $
° vIvow £ S
«vozm
Ovamt eang Q
o, 3
W IS @ h;wn\ euosnen - .
o el R s
EN e A © i
> N VAV S :%Wé x suinogie -
=3 ° o
. Aw ouox D NAFTILIA & -
P b4
S
INN3AVL nesnAes o %.
o S 78
oq% viivdlisnv
sieewold O 0 & §
sl o 0 avyJ oueqgsug e
el spuejsj ifi4
VINOGT V0
. %mz
S 0 - - ——— A
: ILIHYL . c 2 | imepw a
: . 0 VONOLL oL weus :
3 - (%
sanvisi™
4 YONVS
(pueys| uesoo) Na L
YENYE
HOLVYNO3 -






OEBPS/images/logo_online.jpg
ELAND

T.ondon





OEBPS/images/9781780601717_cover_epub.jpg
E‘ On Hiji Islands
Z

O RONALD WRIGHT






