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Introduction

‘Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,’ AD Patel quoted William Wordsworth’s 
celebration of the French Revolution as he launched the 1966 election campaign 
at the Century Theatre in Suva, ‘but to be young was very heaven.’ He was unwell, 
an acute, insulin-dependent diabetic now also suffering from pneumonia. His 
mother’s recent death in India would have added to his emotional woes. ‘My 
voice has failed me today,’ he told his anxious audience long concerned about 
his failing health. But he was undaunted. ‘Mine is the fortune of being alive in 
this dawn. Mine is the misfortune that I won’t be able to share the very heaven.’ 
His premonition of impending mortality sadly proved accurate. Three years 
later, on 1 October 1969, he died of a massive heart attack at his home in Nadi, 
almost exactly a year before Fiji became independent from the United Kingdom 
after ninety-six years of colonial rule.

‘AD was a fine man stubborn, sometimes too much so for comfort,’ wrote QVL 
Weston on 24 October 1969,  ‘but it was through his stubbornness that he got 
his way, and I think when the tale is told by the historians, it will usually be 
accepted that his way was right.’ Now the Chief Secretary of Nauru, he had 
been Commissioner Western based at Lautoka in the early 1960s, witnessing 
at first hand as the Government’s chief civilian administrator in the sugar belt 
of Fiji, the first stirrings of political change as Fiji moved haphazardly towards 
internal self-government and eventually independence. ‘Mixed societies such 
as Fiji contain a lot of inborn prejudices which get out of tune with the times,’ 
he continued,  ‘and take a leader of the quality and convictions of AD to shift.’ 
Forty years later, in 2009, business tycoon Mahendra Motibhai Patel wrote: 
‘The late AD Patel was a leader ahead of his time. His legacy and words of 
wisdom still resonate in the history of Fiji. His contributions in the Legislative 
Council are unmatched in content, delivery, eloquence and logic.’ He was 
a breath of fresh air, Motibhai went on, changing metaphors, ‘like a meteor 
shining brightly against the dark clouds of colonialism.’ If Patel had lived 
another ten years instead of dying on the eve of independence in 1969, ‘Fiji 
would have been a totally different place, but it was not to be.’ What might 
have been had Patel lived on is a matter best left to conjecture, but the warm 
tribute was surprising. Motibhai was a key pillar of the Fiji establishment, a 
Commander of the British Empire no less, a luminary of the Alliance Party, and 
a close confidant of AD Patel’s opponent, the Alliance Party leader and Prime 
Minister Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara. 

This belated tribute to Patel’s contribution to the public life of Fiji would not 
be news to a rapidly dwindling number in the passing generation who lived 
through those tumultuous years and shared his vision for a free, democratic and 
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non-racial Fiji. But Patel is now among the forgotten figures of Fijian history, 
pilloried in officially authorized accounts for his unceasing commitment to 
the principles of democracy and racial equality. The official angle of vision 
even now excludes Patel, and other Indo-Fijian leaders, from their proper 
place among leaders who had a hand in shaping Fiji’s destiny. This omission 
is not surprising. Patel championed independence for Fiji, but the fruits of his 
endeavours were to be enjoyed by those who opposed his vision (and indeed 
the advent of independence itself). Moreover, the edifice of postcolonial Fiji was 
built on the pillars of primordiality rather than the political ideology which 
Patel championed all his life. The passage of time has vindicated Patel’s vision 
for Fiji. It is now widely recognized that the politics of racial representation and 
the exclusionary political culture it spawned has been the principal cause of 
Fiji’s political difficulties, a powerful impediment to building a cohesive nation 
comprising different ethnicities under the overarching umbrella of a common 
citizenship. In a strange twist of irony, those celebrated as the founders of 
postcolonial Fiji, with its racially compartmentalized structure, also helped 
plant the seeds of its eventual destruction. The politics of race finally came to 
consume Fiji. Yesterday’s heroes have become today’s villains. 

In 1997, I published my A Vision for Change: AD Patel and the politics of Fiji. 
The book was a study of Patel’s public life and contributions to the political and 
economic life of Fiji from the late 1920s to the late 1960s. I had intended then to 
publish a companion volume of his speeches and writings, but the publishers 
baulked at the size of the project. For the record, the University of the South 
Pacific’s Institute for Pacific Studies refused to have anything to do with the 
project at all because it was not written by, or was about, a Pacific Islander 
(according to their narrow ethnic definition). Twelve years later, fate intervened 
and I was drawn back to the unpublished volume. As post-coup Fiji struggled 
to find an appropriate constitutional framework for its multi-ethnic population, 
I re-visited Patel’s political quest. It is a very strange irony indeed that Patel’s 
vision for a non-racial political culture is now being championed by the military 
regime in power, although his name is expressly excised from the domain of 
public discourse. It must be discomforting for those presently in power to give 
authorship of their non-racial projects to a man long reviled as a villain, an 
enemy of the Fijian people, a would-be usurper of their rights and privileges. 
Patel’s plea in the mid-1960s as the Member for Social Services for primary 
and secondary schools not be racially designated as ‘Indian’ or ‘Fijian’ is now 
being implemented two generations later. So, too, is his championship of a non-
racial common electoral roll. His call since the mid-1950s for all Fiji citizens 
to be called ‘Fijian,’ and the native inhabitants to be designated as ‘Taukei’ is 
now materializing half a century later, though not in manner he, as a dedicated 
democrat, would have ever approved.
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Ambalal Dahyabhai Patel was born on 13 March 1905 in a landed family in the 
Charotar tract of the Kheda District of Gujarat made famous by Mahatma Gandhi’s 
satyagraha campaigns. As I wrote in my book, Patel ‘came from a community that 
was politically powerful, socially prestigious, fiercely independent, land-based 
and in the forefront of Indian nationalist politics. His community and region 
had produced leaders who were attracting attention beyond the borders of their 
district.’ After graduating with a Bachelor of Arts degree with honours, Patel 
was sent to London to prepare for the Indian Civil Service (ICS) examination. 
There was nothing more prestigious in the entire architecture of the British 
Empire than being an officer of the ICS. It was the preserve of the best and the 
brightest of Indian society.

But AD Patel changed his mind in London as he mixed with other nationalist-
minded Indian students, many of whom would go on to nationally and 
internationally distinguished careers in the various professions. Patel opted 
for the law instead. London in the 1920s was the centre of activism for the 
rights of Indian communities settled in various parts of the world. Among the 
distinguished leaders of that cause was Henry S Polak, a Jewish émigré from 
South Africa who had worked with Mahatma Gandhi there. He was constantly 
on the look out for bright young men whom he could send to the far-flung 
colonies to work for the welfare of the Indian communities settled there. SB 
[Shiwabhai Bhailalbhai] Patel had been sent to Fiji on this mission in 1927. AD 
Patel arrived a year later, on 11 October1928 and made Fiji his permanent home. 
The two men were not related, but worked cooperatively throughout. SB was 
a private person of reflective temperament whose preferred modus operandi 
in public life was quiet diplomacy as an intermediary.1 AD, although no less 
reflective, was a charismatic leader who flourished on the public stage in the 
role of advocate.

AD, as he was popularly known to the public, was in the public eye from the 
moment he arrived in Fiji. He was elected president of the Lautoka branch of 
the Indian National Congress on 15 May 1929, different from an organization 
by the same name formed in Suva by Dr Hamilton Beattie a day earlier. Shortly 
afterwards, he was elected president of the Indian Association of Fiji, with the 
Arya Samaj leader Vishnu Deo as its secretary.2 Patel was ineligible on residency 
grounds to context the 1929 elections but he was, as the papers here show, 
at the forefront of Indian political leadership in Fiji, leading deputations to 

1 In the words of the late HM Lodhia, Nadi politician, SB Patel was ‘versatile, well-read, rarely lost his head, 
and not emotional.’ He arrived in Fiji on 12 December 1927.
2 Vishnu Deo OBE (1900–1968); member of Legislative Council, 1929–1959 when with failing eyesight he 
retired after a brief period in the Executive Council. He was a close colleague of AD Patel’s but became a bitter 
foe later when disagreement developed between the two men about who was best suited to represent the 
Indian community in the Executive Council. For a brief biography, see Brij V Lal, ‘Pandit Vishnu Deo: Indian 
Leader, Social Reformer,’ in Stewart Firth and Daryl Tarte (eds.), 20th Century Fiji: People who shaped this 
nation (Suva: University of the South Pacific, 2001), 73–74.
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the Government House, drafting memoranda, and presiding at political rallies 
throughout the country. He finally entered the Legislative Council in 1944, 
after being narrowly defeated in the 1937 elections by local law clerk Chattur 
Chandrasenan Singh, and remained its member until 1950. After electoral 
defeats in 1950 and again in 1953, he retreated to his thriving law practice in 
Nadi. He was out of public office, but never out of the public eye. The colonial 
government appointed him to the Education Advisory Board and the Library 
Advisory Committee in 1957. He continued as the Legal Advisor to Sangam and 
as the General Manager of its schools. He regularly addressed social gatherings 
and conferences and wrote in the weekly he founded in 1949, The Pacific 
Review. Most of the short pieces included in this volume come from this period, 
but his once warmly-remembered speeches have now gone with the passing of 
the older generation. 

I might add parenthetically that several old timers asked me if their favourite 
speeches were in the book. A retired primary school teacher recalled a speech 
from the 1950s, now lost forever, about ‘The Five Most Abused Words in the 
English Language.’ He could remember only three: Religion, Democracy and 
Communism. Jagindar Singh, a former president of the Federation Party, 
remembered Patel’s response to those who said that as a passenger (rather than 
indentured) migrant, Patel had one foot in Fiji and one in India. This was a fairly 
common, if also misleading, characterization of the Gujaratis in Fiji. A very sick 
Patel replied prophetically to a hushed audience, ‘The truth is, I have one foot 
in Fiji and one foot in the grave.’ Harish Sharma, former NFP and Opposition 
Leader, recalled an emotional speech during the tense 1968 by-election. 
Contesting the nine Indian communal seats, Patel told a packed audience that 
they had to win only seven seats as two were already in the bag. People were 
puzzled. After a strategic pause as he surveyed the crowd, Patel remarked that 
one seat already won was MT Khan’s. Khan had said in 1966, when he was a 
Federation candidate, ‘Maut hi mujhe is party se juda karegi.’ Only death will 
make me part with the party. Since he had left the party and was contesting 
for the Alliance, he must be dead. The other was PK Bhindi. During the course 
of a Legislative Council debate, John Falvey had interjected that the only good 
Gujarati was a dead Gujarati. Patel said that since Bhindi was standing for the 
Alliance, he must be a ‘good’ Gujarati and, therefore, a dead one. The emotional 
impact of speeches like these is difficult to convey, especially in translation, but 
they are remembered across the decades by those who heard them. There was 
a time in Fiji when huge rallies were the order of the day as people travelled 
miles to listen to speeches by their leaders. Rallies were theatre as well as serious 
business. But they are now a thing of the past.

In 1960, Patel once again entered the political arena as the principal leader of 
the Federation of Cane Growers [formed in 1959] and a key figure in the strike 
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of that year, appearing subsequently before the Eve Commission in 1961.3 In 
1963, he re-entered the Legislative Council and remained its dominant figure 
for the rest of the decade until his death in 1969. During this period, he was the 
founding president of the Federation Party4 and the acknowledged leader of the 
Indo-Fijian community. The politics of the sugar industry and the gradual move 
towards internal self-government consumed him and this is reflected in his 
speeches and writings. This was also a time of great stress for him. Apart from 
diabetes, from which he suffered for decades, he also succumbed to pneumonia 
and heart problems which eventually claimed his life but which did not prevent 
him from pursuing his political vision with relentless energy. He was determined 
to remain in harness until the very end.

The entry of AD Patel (and in a different way that of SB Patel) changed the 
dynamics of the representational politics of the Indo-Fijian community. After 
the deportation of Manilal Maganlal Doctor in October1920 for his leadership of 
a strike in Suva that year—he came to Fiji in 1912 at the request of Indo-Fijian 
leaders—the Indo-Fijian community lacked a single qualified barrister with the 
necessary linguistic and technical skills to engage the colonial officialdom with 
assurance and competence rather than simply as supplicants.5 Patel performed 
that role with distinction. As the papers here show, he was a leader of deep, 
some might even say stubborn, conviction, consistent in his private utterances 
and public positions, and unafraid to take the path less trodden if he was 
convinced of its essential virtue. He was, as Chief Justice Sir Clifford Hammett 
once remarked, a born advocate of force and fluency, an instinctive leader of rare 
talent. His stubbornness, to which Quentin Weston alluded, provoked a sharp 
response from his political opponents, often leading them to adopt a position 
directly opposed to his own, no matter how persuasive the argument. But it also 
earned him their respect. Sir Robert Foster observed in his last dispatch before 
independence in 1970 that Patel was ‘an intellectual, sincere and dedicated,’ 
whose opponents ‘respected some of his qualities no matter how bitterly they 
disliked his views.’ Fair, non-racial political representation and equality of all 
voters irrespective of ethnicity was at the heart of Patel’s political project, but 
what truly endeared him to his people was his pride in his own culture and 
philosophy in which he was deeply steeped: he was a fluent scholar of Sanskrit 
literature; and he tried to instill that pride among his people. All this meant 
much to a community emerging from the shadows of indenture, continuously 

3 For the record, the key members of the Committee were Ajodhya Prasad, AD Patel, Bechu Prasad, K 
Ramaswamy Pillay, Pandit Ram Narayan, KS Reddy, Ram Newaj, SM Koya, Shiv Datta, Baijnath Prasad, Vijay 
R Singh, Girwar Prasad, and James Madhvan, the last three from Vanua Levu.
4 Formally launched in 1964 as a political party with a written constitution after a few years as the Citizens 
Federation under whose banner Patel had contested the 1963 elections. 
5 See Hugh Tinker, ‘Odd Man Out; The Loneliness of the Colonial Indian Politician, The Career of Manilal 
Maganlal Doctor,’ The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History (October, 1973), and KL Gillion, The Fiji 
Indians: Challenge to European Dominance, 1920-1946 (Canberra: ANU Press, 1977), 21–38.
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reminded by the officialdom of its humble beginnings, and struggling to create 
a distinct cultural identity for itself in a colonial society prone to viewing them 
more often than not as alien beasts of burden, not much more.6 The Indians 
of Fiji might be poor in body and material possession, Patel argued, but not 
poor in spirit or cultural heritage. He admired aspects of western culture,7 but 
refused to accept that it was superior to his own.

Surprise is sometimes expressed about why a person of AD Patel’s patrician 
background involved himself in soul-destroying politics of the remote and 
reactionary colonial society that Fiji was. He was, after all, a wealthy lawyer and 
landlord, and he was not born in Fiji. He was a Gujarati, while the majority of the 
Indians in Fiji were of North and South Indian stock, descendants of indentured 
labourers. This surprise reflects the ethnic preoccupations and stereotypes of 
our own times. AD Patel belonged to a generation of Indians who were deeply 
imbued with the Gandhian ideals of service to their fellow countrymen in 
far-flung corners of the world. Manilal Maganlal Doctor was among the early 
poliical activists, who fought the cause of social and political equality for the 
Indian community in Mauritius and in Fiji. Manilal Ambalal Desai was another, 
one of the leaders of the East African Indian National Congress in Nairobi in 
the 1920s.8 They all believed deeply in the fundamental oneness of humanity 
and in the distinct possibility of a non-racial state founded on the principles 
of equality and justice. That vision, once so powerful and compelling, seems 
quaint and incongruous in our age of identity politics.

The volume is divided into four parts, each dealing with a subject or a 
theme to which AD Patel made a contribution. Part I deals with political and 
constitutional issues in Fiji from the late 1920s to the eve of Patel’s death in 
1969. The memoranda, speeches, letters, and reports of conference proceedings 
are organized chronologically and they are, for the most part, self-explanatory 
though I have provided additional information where the context demanded it. 
The fundamental points emphasized in them are the need for a common roll, a 
non-racial citizenship, political integration and towards the end, the importance 
of independence. In the last major political speech Patel made on radio on the eve 
of the 1968 by-elections, he urged immediate independence with a democratic 
constitution, Fiji to become a republic with an elected indigenous Fijian Head 
of State, the promotion of social equality and the provision of social security, 
security of tenure for farmers and the adoption of English, Fijian, Hindustani or 
Urdu as the common languages of Fiji.

6 The majority of Indians in Fiji were either Sanatanis (orthodox Hindus) or Arya Samaji. Patel was a believer 
in the philosophy of Swami Vivekananda, exemplified in Fiji by the Ramakrishna Mission.
7 Patel sent his children to private schools in England (Sherbourne School for Girls in Dorset and Millfield 
School) because he admired the discipline of English education.
8 See Mary N Varghese, ‘The East Indian National Congress 1914-1939: A Study of Indian Political Activity 
in Kenya’, PhD thesis, Dalhousie University, 1975.
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Forty years later, there would seem to be nothing exceptionable in these demands. 
Indeed, they would be viewed as commonplace: but not in the 1960s. Fijians and 
Europeans opposed any suggestion of non-racial political integration. Race, Ratu 
Mara said repeatedly, was a fact of life, in fact the inexorable fact in the political 
governance of the country. He wanted the principle of Fijian paramountcy 
acknowledged and recognized, while Patel wanted equal partnership between 
the two major communities. The 1970 Independence Constitution, which was 
largely Ratu Mara’s handiwork, enshrined race as the principal mode of political 
representation in parliament. Europeans refused to relinquish their uniquely 
privileged position in the body politic of Fiji, a stance in which they were 
supported by Fijian leaders for obvious political reasons: they always sided with 
the Fijians. Political independence, which Patel championed, was an anathema to 
these two groups, to be attained, if attained at all, on conditions determined by 
them, terms which in effect entrenched the established racially ordered political 
structure bequeathed by the departing British and with Fijian chiefs firmly in 
the saddle. No concerted effort was made to extend and strengthen the bonds 
of non-racial citizenship. Patel’s speeches and writings provide glimpses of an 
alternative vision for Fiji whose essential correctness everyone acknowledged 
but whose feasibility many doubted in the hopelessly divided country that Fiji 
was. 

Whether Fiji could have escaped the hurdles it encountered in its postcolonial 
journey had Patel’s proposals been given a fair chance will remain one of 
those haunting questions of Fijian history. But what we do know, because it 
has been proved by subsequent events, is that the vision that the ruling Fijian 
and European elite championed, and had enshrined in Fiji’s political system, 
eventually led to its demise. Race permeated the deepest sinews of the country’s 
public institutions. Every issue of public policy, from appointments and 
promotions in the public service to the allocation of scholarships, affirmative 
action, and the distribution of development aid came to be viewed through the 
prism of race. Political activity was organized around race. And it came to be 
accepted by the ruling elite that the paraphernalia of elections notwithstanding, 
indigenous Fijians would always remain in power and Indo-Fijians in opposition 
or in government as a very junior partner. When that ‘understanding’ was 
overturned in the general elections of 1987, a military coup overthrew a 
democratically elected government to reinstate the established order of Fijian 
rule. Two decades later, in 2006, Commodore Frank Bainimarama led a coup 
which overthrew an indigenous Fijian-dominated government and, in the 
course of time, all the assumptions and understandings which underpinned the 
political order in Fiji, including the role of traditional institutions and practices 
in the body politic of the country. 
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Part II covers disputes in the sugar industry and AD Patel’s role in them. These 
disputes had ramifications far beyond the industry itself, affecting political 
affiliations and race relations across the board. The early history of the Fiji 
sugar industry is covered comprehensively in Michael Moynagh’s monograph, 
Brown or White? A history of the Fiji sugar industry.9 Briefly, the (Australian) 
Colonial Sugar Refining Company came to Fiji in 1882 and remained there until 
1973, three years after Fiji became independent. Initially, the CSR grew all its 
cane on its own plantations scattered around Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. By the 
early years of the 20th century, it began divesting itself of its plantations by 
selling or leasing them to its former officers. After the end of indenture in 1920, 
it started a new smallholder scheme of ten-acre farms which were leased to 
independent Indo-Fijian growers. Nonetheless, the Company maintained a tight 
grip on all aspects of sugar cane growing, from dictating the varieties of cane to 
be planted to determining the terms and conditions of milling. As AD Patel said, 
‘the relation between the Company and the growers was strongly reminiscent 
of the relationship of barons and serfs during the medieval ages. They had to 
take what was given to them and be thankful for the small mercies whether 
they liked it or not.’ At the heart of Patel’s project for the sugar industry was 
the demand for a full, properly regulated and enforceable partnership between 
the growers and the millers, conducted in a transparent manner and subject to 
independent scrutiny. The matter went beyond simple economics. For Patel, 
it touched on questions of fundamental human rights as far as the Indo-Fijian 
growers were concerned.

The first prolonged strike against the CSR took place in 1943.10 It was led by 
AD Patel, with the assistance of Swami Rudrananda and SB Patel. He was also 
the leader of the 1960 strike. Patel’s motives and modus operandi are subjects of 
continuing debate in Fiji. There are those who see him as a reckless opportunist 
fomenting discord in the sugar industry to gain political mileage for himself 
and economic benefit for the Gujarati business community (though precisely 
how the Gujarati merchants would benefit from the destruction of the colonial 
economy is not explained). Among those who made this claim was his arch 
foe Ajodhya Prasad, the leader of the rival Kisan Sangh.11 Historian KL Gillion 
writes dismissively about the strike leaders such as AD Patel, saying that 
‘communalism, factionalism, pettiness and personal political ambition had 
triumphed over unity and statesmanship.’12 This was also the official view, but 
the situation on the ground was much more complex. The contest between the 
Company and the Kisan was a contest between David and Goliath, and striking 

9 Canberra, ANU: Pacific Research Monograph No. 5, 1981.
10 There was a strike in the sugar industry in 1921 but it was short-lived and not as disruptive.
11 Prasad published a two-volume history of the Kisan Sangh in Hindi, Fiji Tapu Men Kisan Andolan, or, 
Kisan Sangh Ka Itihas Rajkot, 1962).
12 KL Gillion, The Fiji Indians: Challenge to European Dominance, 1920-1946 (Canberra: ANU Press, 1977), 
172.
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was never the first, reckless option. It was the protest of last resort. The papers 
included in this section contain many previously unpublished  documents 
which throw a sharper beam of light on Patel’s role and place in context some 
of the wilder allegations against him. The papers on the 1943 strike are drawn 
from a file on the dispute given to me by the late Swami Rudrananda. The sugar 
industry was once the backbone of Fiji’s economy and the lifeblood of the Indo-
Fijian community. The last decade (since the 1990s) has seen a sad decline in its 
fortune. It is now on its way out.13

Part III, ‘Land and Livelihood,’ deals with the perennial issues concerning land 
in Fiji. The issue was not so much the ownership of the land, which was settled 
soon after Cession in 1874, placing over eighty percent of all land in Fijian hands 
and which everyone accepted as a given fact of life. The fraught question was 
the terms and conditions upon which native land should be leased, principally 
to the landless agricultural community of Indo-Fijians. A variety of conflicting 
interests of the landowners on the one hand and tenants on the other had to be 
reconciled. The passage of the Landlord and Tenant Ordinance in the late 1960s 
was an important step in regularizing the terms and conditions of leasing the 
land and Patel supported the legislation with ambivalence because the solution, 
while welcome, was a short-term one. Some of Patel’s political opponents argued, 
and some still do, that he was not keen on resolving the lease issue because 
he himself was a substantial landowner, forgetting that the new legislation 
imposed restrictions on the power of the landowners as no previous legislation 
had done and was, from the tenants’ point view a better piece of legislation 
than its counterpart in the United Kingdom, as Trafford Smith of the Colonial 
Office writes. Nearly half a century later, the problem still remains unresolved, 
with untold consequences for the national economy, principally the future of 
the sugar industry, for which Indians were brought to Fiji in the first place. But 
with expiring leases not renewed and world competition for the sugar market 
stiffening, the heart has gone out of the sugar industry. Once the sole source of 
livelihood for the majority of the Indo-Fijian community, it is now for many a 
part-time activity, continued more as a matter of habit than with any realistic 
expectation of a sustainable income. 

Part VI has Patel’s speeches and papers on social and cultural issues facing the 
Indo-Fijian community and the Colony as a whole. These are mostly in the form 
of articles and editorials written by him for the weekly Pacific Review. Patel 
started this journal in 1949 to, among other things, ‘break the narrow walls 
of isolation and make mutual contact and our contact with the outside world 
easy and beneficial,’ ‘to fight and resist imperialism, exploitary colonialism, 
racialism and such other natural enemies of the fundamental rights of human 

13 See Padma N Lal, Ganna: Portrait of the Fiji Sugar Industry (Lautoka: Sugar Cane Commission of Fiji,  
2008).
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beings,’ and to ‘spread the light of knowledge and culture’: fighting words in a 
small colonial society in a remote corner of the world untouched by the larger 
currents of thought. In its heyday in the 1950s, the Pacific Review would have 
to have been among the finest weeklies in the Pacific, including Australia and 
New Zealand. It published articles on cultural and philosophical themes and 
on politics and social issues by eminent writers and thinkers from around the 
world: on the great Indian short story writer Prem Chand, the Aboriginal artist 
Albert Namatajira, and reviews of books by scholars such as KL Gillion (Fiji’s 
Indian Migrants), Marshall Sahlins (Moala) and JD Legge (Britain in Fiji). The 
weekly also afforded Patel the opportunity to present the reading public of Fiji 
with an alternative narrative of political and social developments in the colony. 
This was crucial at a time when Fiji was a closed world and the only daily in 
the Colony, the Fiji Times, was openly hostile to the Indo-Fijian interests and 
to any challenge to the established colonial order. The paper folded in the early 
1970s. By then, independence having been achieved on terms acceptable to the 
Fijians and Europeans, the Fiji Times softened its hardline stance: it could now 
afford to be magnanimous to its critics. It helped, too, that a local-born editor, 
Vijendra Kumar, was at the helm, replacing the virulently anti-Federation editor 
and Alliance functionary Leonard Usher.

This volume comprises parliamentary speeches, transcriptions of public address, 
private correspondence, memoranda, and newspaper articles by and about 
Patel. Some of these are in the public domain but many are not. The speeches, 
including those given in the Legislative Council, often delivered without notes, 
full of allusion to events and issues now long forgotten, have had to be edited, 
sometimes quite severely, for coherence and clarity and to remove repetition and 
interjections and extraneous references. Care has been taken though to ensure 
that these excisions did not impair the flow of argument or the overarching 
theme of the occasion. Where a word or two had faded beyond legibility, I made 
the connections to ensure that the overall meaning remained. Minimal changes, 
if any, have been made to Patel’s written memoranda and speeches preserved in 
the archives and in his own private papers. .

What the volume demonstrates amply is the enormous range of Patel’s 
accomplishments at different levels and on a wide range of subjects. Patel’s 
eloquence is evident in his speeches: the telling phrase, the mastery of the 
material at hand, its sequential, compelling exposition. Motibhai Patel’s words 
quoted at the beginning of this essay capture a widely held view of Patel as a 
public speaker and debater. As Sir Robert Sanders, a senior civil servant in Fiji 
and close to the Fijian establishment, once said, ‘From time to time I listened to 
him in Legco [Legislative Council] where he could unfold a complicated case 
with scarcely a note and in a quiet and mannered way. I particularly remember 
the way he would put his head on one side and adopt an air of guilelessness as 
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he made a telling point.’ Ratu William Toganivalu, one of the better orators on 
the Fijian side, said, ‘there is magic in his delivery.’ If Patel were to ‘put up a case 
to say that this roof was painted black,’ referring to the roof of the Legislative 
Council, ‘they would believe him as I have often believed him.’ Patel’s strength 
derived not only from innate intelligence and an acute understanding of the 
Indian psychology but also from his wide reading. His house in Nadi had a 
well-stocked, but now depleted, library of books on subjects ranging from 
philosophy (existentialist philosopher Nicholas Berdyaev being a particular 
favourite but also Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin and 
Jacque Barzun), Pacific and world history (Winston Churchill, Joseph C Grew, 
John Gunther, Sir Harry Luke, JD Legge, Deryck Scarr. CS Belshaw, Keith 
Sinclair, Cordell Hull), novels (Vladimir Nabokov, VS Naipaul, Charles Dickens, 
Rudyard Kipling, EM Foster, Thomas Hardy, DH Lawrence), and biographies 
and autobiographies (Nirad Chaudhry, HG Wells, Rabindranath Tagore, John F 
Kennedy, among others). 

AD Patel belonged to a generation which listened religiously to the BBC and All 
India Radio, followed cricket on crackling transistors in pre-dawn hours, and 
read airmailed ‘onion’ editions of The Times; a generation for whom reading was 
an essential component of civilized life and writing the main means of long-
distance communication. They took care with words and pride in the clarity of 
expression. They believed in the intrinsic liberating value of knowledge and in 
the broad Hindu view that knowledge set human beings free from untruth and 
ignorance, that truth ultimately triumphed over untruth, as the Bhagvad Gita 
says: Satyame Vijayete, Truth Ultimately Triumphs. It was out of this conviction 
that Patel started the Pacific Review and lent a generous helping hand in the 
founding of schools in the Indo-Fijian community. He was the manager of Sangam 
schools for many years and the principal founder of the Sri Vivekananda High 
School in Nadi, the Colony’s first non-Christian, non-government high school. 
The opening of that school, against stiff official opposition concerned about 
potential lowering of educational standards and paucity of white collar jobs 
for school leavers, was an event of singular importance in the history of higher 
education for the Indo-Fijian community. Patel had in the early 1960s initiated 
discussions with the Government of India about establishing a university in 
Fiji when a clearly concerned colonial government of Fiji seized the initiative 
which led to the opening of the University of the South Pacific in 1968. For Patel 
and others like him, education was the key to intellectual liberation and social 
emancipation, leading to the fulfillment of the two most important goals of 
human life: personal enlightenment (moksa) and fruitful work (artha) through 
the selfless pursuit of duty (dharma).

This volume of papers is large as it is, but it constitutes only a fragment of 
the words AD Patel wrote and spoke during a public life spanning some forty 
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years, from the late 1920s to the late 1960s. The words, now cold in print, do 
not capture the passion and urgency with which they were spoken or written. 
People understood Patel perfectly when he said that the question was not 
whether independence would come to Fiji, but whether it would come as 
Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth, or as Durga, the goddess of destruction. The 
cane growers understood precisely what Patel meant when he called the CSR 
Company a tyrannical mother-in-law of a very dutiful daughter-in-law that was 
the colonial government of Fiji. And everyone understood the hollowness of 
the 1965 electoral arrangements which had placed the Chinese on the European 
roll when Patel asked how was it possible that people who ate rat, bat and cat 
were with the Europeans when Indians had greater contact with and affinity for 
European culture. (He was understandably very unpopular with the Chinese 
community for a while). Some allusions to classical literature in Patel’s speeches 
and writings will probably be beyond the cultural and intellectual experience of 
the present generation, references to King Canute and Kalidas and Don Quixote, 
to Alfred Lord Tennyson and William Wordsworth: reading for pleasure is no 
longer a favourite pastime in Fiji these days, and the narrowly focused school 
curriculum does not help, nor the constant turmoil in the public life of the 
country. Many in the post-religious generation may also not fully appreciate the 
underlying philosophical tone of some of the pieces with references to Hindu 
religion and ethics, to ‘Ram Rajya’ and ‘Kalyug.’ Patel’s language of universalism 
may jar with readers brought up with the language of cultural and group 
rights and entitlements and other practitioners of identity politics. Times have 
changed.

The passage of time and changes in popular taste and temperament might 
make some words and phrases sound incongruous, archaic and downright 
anachronistic, such as the gendered nature of the language used, but they do 
convey clearly the main issues and concerns that dominated the life of one 
man and, indeed, the life of the community he represented. In the papers 
collected here, it will be possible to glimpse the outlines of another vision for 
Fiji, often articulated against great odds and staunch opposition. In the light of 
the subsequent history of Fiji, that vision stands vindicated. A preoccupation 
with primordiality as the principle of political organization has been a major 
cause of Fiji’s postcolonial difficulties. Some might argue that Patel’s militant 
insistence on a common roll was a strategic error in that it strengthened the 
political position of the chiefly establishment as they endeavoured to secure their 
political control in the electoral arena from 1963 onwards, and consolidated the 
Fijian-European alliance as both these groups feared Indian domination. Robert 
Norton has remarked: ‘I cannot overstate the suspicious hostility of Fijians and 
Europeans to the common roll proposal of Patel and Co during the 1960s. It 
was viewed as the major threat to be combated and, for a little while, there was 
certainly fear in Fijian and European leaders that the British might impose such 
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a change. The Federation Party leaders were absolutely uncompromising in this 
demand, and in that way played into the political hands of their opponents.’ 
‘A wiser strategy,’ he continues, ‘might have been to argue for a power sharing 
arrangement that did not remove guaranteed ethnic representation.’14

Several things can be said in response. The Fijian-European alliance pre-dated 
the Indo-Fijians’ demand for a common roll, though it might have helped 
consolidate it. Europeans championed the Fijian cause and sought Fijian 
alignment not out of altruism but to protect their privileged position. Assistant 
Colonial Secretary Ray Baker wrote to me to say that he found ‘it a little strange 
that he [Patel] apparently made so little effort to get on good terms with leading 
Fijians and to persuade them of his good intentions—assuming they were 
good.’15 As the documents here show, there was no lack of trying on Patel’s 
part. The reality was that Fijian minds were already made up, and no amount of 
persuasive argument could change them. To the assertion that the common roll 
would inevitably lead to Indian domination, Patel argued how this could not 
happen because Indo-Fijians were concentrated in certain areas, principally in 
the sugar cane belt, while there were many areas where the Fijians dominated, 
such as in the maritime provinces. The single member constituencies which Patel 
proposed would lead to more wasted surplus votes than to Indian domination. 
In Patel’s scheme, there would be seats reserved for the different groups but 
everyone would vote for the candidates. Political equality among voters via 
the common roll was at the heart of Patel’s political project, leading hopefully 
to the dissolution of racial alignments. It is worth remembering in this context 
that Indian leaders first publicly articulated their demand for the common 
roll in 1929 when they were in a minority in Fiji. At the London conference, 
the Indian group put forward a proposal for very limited introduction of the 
common roll, but it was rejected by the European and Fijian delegations. Fijians 
insisted not only on guaranteed ethnic representation but also on European 
over-representation as a vehicle to achieve political paramountcy. The 1965 
constitutional conference report specifically provided for the Governor to form 
a broad-based government: in effect a government of national unity. But Ratu 
Mara refused outright, to his belated regret. ‘I regret to this day that I did not do 
that,’ he said. ‘AD Patel was an intelligent man. He would have worked along.’16 
And it is worth bearing in mind that consociationalism, favoured today as the 
preferred mode of political representation in ethnically divided societies today, 
was not a model in vogue in the British pattern of decolonization in the 1960s: 
the Westminster system was. 

14 Private correspondence,  9 March 2011.
15 Ray Barker to Brij V Lal, 20 September 1990.
16 Kathleen Hancock, Men of Mana: Portraits of three Pacific leaders: Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara, Afioga Va’ai 
Kolone, Sir Robert Rex (Wellington: Steele Roberts, 2003), 34.
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If there was a chink in Patel’s political armour, it was in his confidence that 
‘world opinion,’ as expressed in the United Nations’ General Assembly, would 
put pressure on the United Kingdom to impose a broad-based, largely non-racial 
constitution on Fiji. By the late 1960s, that confidence was sorely tested. As 
a London-trained lawyer and an avowed admirer of many aspects of English 
culture, he had ‘confidence and trust’ in British institutions to play a fair, 
neutral role in negotiating a broadly acceptable political settlement for Fiji. 
But in this his faith was misplaced. The British were keen to leave Fiji with a 
constitution which had a veneer of representative democracy about it but which 
unmistakably put the Fijians in charge. Governor Sir Derek Jakeway’s statement 
in January 1965 ‘that it was inconceivable that Britain would ever permit the 
Fijian people to be put under the heels of an immigrant community’ was not 
an unfortunate choice of words, inflammatory in its implications; it was the 
articulation of explicit British policy in Fiji. Privately, many expatriate civil 
servants shared that view. Ray Barker has written that ‘we were at that time pro-
Fijian in the sense that we fell in sympathy with their perception of themselves 
as the taukei—the owners of most of the land but economically backward and 
overtaken in population by immigrant races.’17 Combined Fijian and European 
rejection of the common roll and any power sharing arrangements in which 
Indo-Fijians might have a meaningful role to play, kept up the pressure. 
Postcolonial Fiji has paid an inordinately high price for the missteps and missed 
opportunities of the past.

Beyond what the documents in this volume say about AD Patel and his vision 
and struggles, they speak to the enormity of the task facing anti-colonial leaders 
who challenged the established order of things. Patel’s relentless advocacy of 
democracy, human rights and racial equality challenged the very foundations 
of colonial rule in Fiji and the central tenets of British imperialism everywhere. 
And yet, despite the odds, Patel remained undaunted; he did not give up his 
struggle in despair nor compromise his deeply-held principles. That may have 
been his Achilles heel, as his critics often contended, but it was also his great 
strength which commands respect across the years. In some ways, Patel’s fight 
against the CSR Company was even more fraught although, as Governor Sir 
Kenneth Maddocks wrote to me, ‘there was no doubt that he had a case.’18 CSR 
was a powerful monopoly with wide influence in the corridors of colonial power 
while the sugar cane growers were disorganized and divided. Patel was reviled 
for his role in leading the strikes in 1943 and 1960, but his determination to 
fight for justice and equity in the sugar industry never wavered, and in the end 
he triumphed, but not before suffering many personal and political setbacks 
and taunts along the way. Injustice had to be confronted, no matter what the 
price. As Patel was fond of saying, ‘That which is unjust can really benefit no 

17 Ray Baker to Brij V Lal, 20 September 1990.
18 Sir Kenneth Maddocks to Brij V Lal, 4 October 1989.
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one; that which is just can harm no one.’ To those who wanted him to tone down 
his rhetoric against the colonial establishment, his reply, quoting Teillhard de 
Chardin, was ‘It does not matter if the water is cold or warm if you are going to 
have to wade through it anyway.’ Truth triumphs in the end, says the Bhagvad 
Gita. In the case of AD Patel, the fundamental truth of his vision for Fiji was 
vindicated in the end, though long after he was gone.


