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Fourteen

primary texts

Mr Joe builds a house.’ That is the first sentence from the Caribbean 
Readers Introductory Book One. It is also the first text in English that 
I ever read or, rather, recited in chorus in grade one at age seven in 

Tabia Sanatan Dharam Primary School. Mr Joe, a black farmer in neat white 
shirt and long pants and a light hat, had gathered on his farm an unforgettable 
array of characters: Miss Tibs the Cat, Mr Dan the Dog, Mr Grumps the Goat, 
Master Willy the Pig, Mrs Cuddy the Cow, Miss Peg the Donkey, Mother Hen 
and Percy the chick. Fun-loving and loveable, they colluded and connived and 
spoke a language we all knew well. Mr Grumps, big-horned, was averse to work: 
‘What! Me! Work! No.’ From a farming background ourselves, where house and 
farm work were a dreaded part of our daily routine, we understood him perfectly 
well. Master Willy, with a perpetually puzzled look, endeared himself to everyone 
by finding Mr Joe’s lost shoes. Ms Tibs, sniffy, did not like Master Willy. ’No, he 
must go. We do not like him,’ she tells her friends haughtily. Mr Joe intervenes. 
‘Let him stay here now and work.’ ‘Work?’ Master Willy, expecting to have 
a good time, expresses surprise. ‘Oh!’ And so things rolled along on Mr Joe’s 
Caribbean farm. We, of course, had no idea what or where the Caribbean was, 
but that did not matter. First experiences often etch indelible imprints on our 
memories, and Mr Joe’s family has remained with me, like yesterday’s warmly-
remembered songs.

In the years after, we left our Caribbean friends behind and switched to the 
Oxford English Readers for Africa and the University of London series, Reading 
for Meaning. There we met John and Jane at a big railway station in London. 
John is leaving for a school in Oxford and Jane wants to cry but she cannot cry 
in a railway station ‘in front of all the people’. That seemed strange to me, not 
to cry when something sad happened, such as farewelling your own brother. 
I learnt about the English stiff upper lip much later. We also met our African 
friends Luka and Rota, about our age, neat in their crisp new clothes, having a 
fun-filled holiday near Lake Victoria somewhere in Africa, learning to row, sail 
and fish. They loved travelling, they said, ‘because we see so many new things
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How we envied them. We never went anywhere because we couldn’t afford to. 
Besides, there was nowhere exciting to go anyway. We dreaded school holidays 
because they meant hard field work, planting paddy or hoeing cane, often on 
our own farm, but sometimes as hired hands on our neighbours.’ Holidays cut 
us off completely from the world. We could not talk about the wonderful new 
world we were exploring, a world of words and books and pictures beyond even 
the imagined horizon of our parents. But it was still magical to think about the 
happy and carefree life of Luka and Rota and John and Jane, and to hope that 
someday we could be like them, too. That thought, the remote possibility of one 
day leaving the deadening routine of village life for something more interesting 
in some place far away, alleviated our anxieties.

We learnt about the history and geography of strange places: Oxford, 
Bournemouth, Yorkshire, Southampton, Dundee, Constantinople and Cairo, 
the Great Arctic Waste, the Lake of Galilee (a ‘sheet of water shaped like a harp’). 
What was a harp? We had no idea. And Italy, where the ‘march of the seasons is a 
constant pageantry of beauty and colour.’ Pageantry of colour: that confounded 
us. The only colours we knew in our tropical world were brown (earth) and 
green (grass) and blue (sea). Reference to life during an English winter left us 
completely bewildered, as did the piece on the power of Babylon under the great 
Nebuchadnezzar, the son of Nabopolassar, and Herodotus’ stories about the 
‘enormous extent-of the royal city and the massiveness of its walls,’ its remaining 
bits and pieces ‘eloquent of its magnificence.’ Big words sent us scurrying to 
the school’s single well-thumbed dictionary. We learnt the names of strange 
trees: oak, aspen, poplar, pear, sycamore, willow, fir, beech, when the only ones 
we knew were coconut, mango and tamarind. Flowers: daffodils, crocuses and 
tulips, when all we had around us was hibiscus, frangipani and marigold. We 
learnt about various forms of landscape: Lakeland, savanna, steppe, desert and 
delta; about monsoon rains on the Tsana Plateau (wherever that was); about 
historical figures and events; Napoleon Bonaparte, the ‘emperor of the French 
who was a strange man’, but who was also ‘one of the cleverest soldiers the world 
has seen’; Isaac Newton, who was ‘often so deep in his thoughts that he would 
forget to eat his own dinner unless reminded to do so;’ Oliver Goldsmith, ‘the 
writer of delightful essays and stories,’ about the Armada: ‘ Night sank upon the 
dusky beach, and on the purple sea/ Such night in England ne’er had been, nor 
e’er again shall be;’ about the East India Company, which built ‘goodly ships of 
such burthen as never were formerly used in merchandise. In later years, we read 
about the origins of writing (‘Writing is a kind of drawing, for each letter is made 
up of straight lines or curves just as a picture is drawn by putting straight and 
curved lines in different positions;’) about the importance of farming (reinforced 
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by a piece of Chinese wisdom: ‘The happiness of a nation is like a tree. Farming 
is its root, manufacture and commerce are its branches and leaves. If the root is 
harmed, the branches break off, the leaves fall and the tree dies.’) As children of 
farmers, we found these words reassuring. Some things, though, escaped us, such 
as the advice on ‘How to Repair China’: ‘Put the white of an egg (after slightly 
beating it) on the edges of the broken pieces of china, using a fine paintbrush. 
Immediately dust one edge of the china with the powered lime, and put the two 
broken pieces together instantly.’ We had no idea what china was. Nor, I suspect, 
did our teachers. But that somehow did not really matter. It was the pleasure of 
encountering the exotic that engaged us.

Then there were enchanting stories which taught us to be self-reliant, cautious, 
wary of strangers bearing gifts, to have your wits about you. Stories such as ‘The 
Monkey and the Shark’. This was my favourite; it was everyone’s favourite. The 
monkey and the shark were good friends. One day, the shark tells his friend that 
his family wants to meet him. The monkey, flattered, jumps on to the shark’s back 
as he swims out to sea. Far away from land, the shark tells the monkey the real 
purpose of the invitation. ‘I did not explain why I wanted you to come with me,’ he 
says slyly. ‘I did not ask you to come with me because I want you to see our home. I 
asked because our king is ill and the doctor says he will only get better if he eats the 
heart of a monkey. So I am taking you to him.’ The monkey, his eyes bulging with 
fear, remained cool. He tells the shark that he had left his heart in the tree. ‘You 
see, we monkeys are not like other animals. We don’t always carry our hearts with 
us. I left mine up in the tree. It isn’t here, but if you take me back, I will get it.’ The 
shark, trusting, turns back. Once safely up in the tree, the monkey says he is not 
coming down, he won’t be fooled again. ‘Do you think I am like the washerman’s 
donkey?’ ‘The washerman’s donkey?’ the shark asks. ‘I have never heard about 
her.’ Monkey: ‘What do you mean?’ ‘Please tell me about her.’ ‘I’ll explain,’ says 
the monkey. And so we move to the next story, and the next about `Kintu and 
his Cow’, ‘The Hare and the Tortoise’, ‘The Blind Men and the Elephant.’ Well-
written, amply illustrated stories with a strong moral underpinning.

Our parents, themselves illiterate, asked us to read the stories to them as we 
sat cross-legged around the dim light of the kerosene lamp in our crowded, dung-
plastered thatched hut after dinner: the radio had not yet arrived, television came 
decades later. We, in turn, listened to stories our girmitiya grandparents had told 
our parents, stories from the Panchatantra and Baitaal Pachisi about ghosts and 
goblins and frightening goings-on in the underworld, which terrified us in the 
unlit stillness of the night.

My favourite were the exchanges between Emperor Akbar and his quick-
witted prime minister Birbal. There was no question that Birbal could not answer, 
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no embarrassing situation from which he could not extricate himself. One star-lit 
night, Akbar and Birbal were sitting on the lawn outside the palace. Looking up 
at the sky, Akbar thought of a question which he thought Birbal would never be 
able to answer. ‘Birbal, tell me how many stars are there in the sky?’ the Emperor 
asked. ‘Huzur [Your Majesty]’, replied Birbal, ’I will answer that question if you 
can tell me how much water there is in the ocean.’ Akbar knew at once what 
a foolish question he had asked. Once Akbar thought of a prank to embarrass  
Birbal. The two were eating dates and throwing the seeds under their chairs. 
When Birbal left the room momentarily, Akbar pushed his heap of seeds under 
Birbal’s chair. When Birbal returned, Akbar said loudly, ‘Birbal, I did not know 
you were so greedy, eating so many dates.’ Birbal noticed the large heap of seeds 
under his chair, but nothing under Akbar’s. He immediately knew Akbar’s trick. 
Unflustered, Birbal replied, ’Huzur, I admit I am greedy. But I ate only the fruit 
and threw the seeds away. You have eaten the fruit as well as the seeds.’ As usual, 
Birbal had the last laugh.

Stories such as these kept us engrossed, connected us to the world beyond 
the village, beyond the immediate, unremarkable experience of our daily life. 
The characters were unique in their own way; they sometimes had strange names 
(such as Sokoloko Bengosay!), and spoke a language we were just the beginning 
to learn. But, for all the difference of time and place and history and culture, they 
were accessible. We understood their predicaments; they were universal.

There was the story about some children from a poor home somewhere in 
Africa pleading with the headmaster to admit them to his school. ‘Please, sir,’ the 
children say, ‘we. have come from a village very far away. We have often heard 
about your school. We have no school in our village. So we have never been to 
school before. We have never read any books. We have never written with pens. 
We have never even written on slates. We have not learned any English yet. 
Please, sir, we have never learned any lessons before, but we do want to learn now. 
We want to come to your school. We have washed our clothes very carefully.  
We have just bathed in the river. We have made our bodies nice and clean.’

We probably used different words, but the spirit of supplication was instantly 
recognizable. For us, growing .up in post-war Fiji, education was not necessarily 
a birthright, but an act of goodwill, a gift from a neighbour or a kind-hearted 
relative: books had to be purchased, school fees paid, school uniform sewn, and 
cash was always in short supply. What was given could also be taken away. That 
fear haunted us. We were taught to be grateful for the small mercies that came 
our way. Picking up crumbs from the table was no shame for children from 
poor homes. One step at a time: that was the motto of my generation. Our primary 
school was started by our parents to give us the education they themselves had 
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missed. We were taught in Hindi and English. English took over in time, but 
Hindi remained one of the subjects we studied, alongside arithmetic and general 
knowledge. The English texts alerted us to the magical lives of children in other 
parts of the world, the Hindi texts enriched our understanding of our own 
culture. These texts, used in primary schools in the post-war years, were written 
by Pandit Ami Chandra, an India-born educationalist who had migrated to Fiji. 
His short books, pothis, as they were called, did for Hindi what the Caribbean 
and Oxford readers did for English. We were introduced to the alphabets, to 
picture stories and poems and then to complex subjects:

Each pothi began with a Hindu prayer, which we recited every morning before 
classes began, palms joined, heads bowed, eyes closed: Dono kar jod nava kar 
sheesh, Vinay hum karte hain Jagdish, Dijiye hum ko vidyadaan, Karen jisse hum sab 
ka kalyan. ̀ Our palms joined in prayer, we beg, 0 Lord, for Your blessing so that we 
can work for the betterment of humanity.’ Muslim students prayed at the mosque 
across the road. In the Hindi books, we also learned about flowers, plants, fruits 
and animals (but those which were familiar to us), about the importance of being 
honest, respectful of parents and teachers and village elders, the value of good 
hygiene and sports and good husbandry. Here, too, we encountered Columbus, 
Magellan, Captain Cook, and great historical events such as the rounding of 
the Cape of Good Hope, the coronation of Queen Elizabeth and the arrival of 
Charles Kingsford Smith and the Southern Cross in Suva (which terrified Fijians, 
who scattered hurriedly shouting ‘Sobo, Sobo’,’ Oh God, Oh God).

These books, too, had their morality tales. Such as the story about the goat 
and the fox. Once, a fox fell into a well. A goat walked up to the well and asked 
what the fox was doing inside. ‘Sister,’ the fox replied, ‘I am having a cool, fresh 
drink.’ ‘I’m thirsty, too,’ the goat said. ‘Join me,’ the fox replied. After a while, 
the fox told the goat that she wanted to get out. Could she stand on the goat’s 
shoulder to get out of the well? ‘Yes, sister,’ said the goat. When the fox was safely 
outside, the goat asked her to help her get out, too. ‘You should have thought 
about that before you jumped in. Goodbye.’ The lesson: look before you leap.

The pothis had bits and pieces about Fiji. We came across Tailevu and the 
Yasawas, the wreck of the Syria in 1884, the arrival of Indian indentured 
labourers. But that was about it. The Fiji stories bored us, they lacked romance 
and adventure. The stories that did catch our imagination were from Indian 
history: Mogul emperors (Jahangir and Akbar and Aurangzeb), the Taj Mahal 
and Ganga, the Nobel Laureate, Rabindranath Tagore, with his brooding eyes 
and white flowing beard, the fiercely anti-British Queen of Jhansi resplendent 
in white sari, riding a white horse and carrying a sword in her right hand, and 
Mahatma Gandhi, the slight, sparsely clad, toothless ‘Uncrowned King of India.’
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We read, stories from the Mahabharata about the epic battle between the 
Kauravs and the Pandavas, and we recited them to our parents. We felt proud of 
our cultural heritage, proud to proclaim our cultural identity untainted by other, 
lesser influences. We were ‘true’ Indians, we liked to think, unlike those in the 
towns who had drifted away from their roots. Our main cultural reference point 
was India. We celebrated festivals and performed ritual and ceremonies that our 
grandparents had brought from India. The stories, which we shared with our 
parents and others in the evenings, kept the memories of the ancestral land alive. 
We didn’t know it then, but we children preserved a vital link between our past 
and our present.

Knowledge of Hindi enabled us to read aloud to our parents and other 
villagers weeklies such as Jagriti (The New Age), Fiji Samachar (The News of Fiji) 
and Shanti Dut (The Messenger of Peace). Radio was slowly making inroads into 
the more well-to-do households, but the newspapers were the real window on the 
convulsing outside world. We heard vague talk about our becoming independent 
from Great Britain someday, and news reports about a new party being formed 
to protect ‘our’ interests and our moral duty to support it. Still, for all the 
commotion, national politics were for most of us a distant, abstract proposition. 
The future of the sugar industry, caught in a devastating strike in 1960, was 
different. It was our lifeline. We had no sugar left at home; the crop was flowering 
in the fields, the cane-cutters were idle, and cash was in short supply. Everyone 
was trying to influence us one way or the other. We were told not to trust the 
radio news. We didn’t. We relied on the Hindi newspapers, especially Jagriti. 
Father listened intently to every word. For him, sugar cane was his lifeblood.

We could read the Ramayana, the basic text for us orthodox (Sanatani) 
Hindus. Written in accessible language, it told the story of a virtuous prince, 
Rama, forced into exile for 14 years for no fault of his own. Wandering the 
forests, he encountered personal tragedies (his chaste wife Sita was abducted by 
the evil king, Ravana), conquered evil and eventually returned triumphant to 
his kingdom of Ayodhya. Good had conquered evil. In that story, our parents 
saw a rendition of their own predicament. They, too, had suffered much through 
no fault of their own. They, too, hoped that one day their poverty and petty 
humiliations in life would end. Reading the Ramayana to the accompaniment 
of dholak, dandtaal, majira and harmonium lightened our otherwise dreary 
evenings and bonded the scattered and fractured community and nourished its 
collective soul. In some way, the story also soothed the pain of poverty. It is easy 
enough now to criticize our people for shoring up fragments of their ancestral 
culture, bur that was all they had. Without it, they would have been nothing, 
allowed to become nothing. The Hindi films, the Hindi music, the religious 
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texts, the ceremonies and the rituals we performed with mundane regularity kept 
us intact as a community.

Hindi has remained with me all these years. Some of the fluency has gone 
with the passage of time and long stretches spent away from home, but I am 
grateful for what remains, especially when I think of the sadness that the absence 
of the language has caused our Indo-Caribbean cousins. Their sense of loss, of 
creolization and alienation, is deep and painful. Hindi is the language of my 
emotion and prayer. I use it to connect with my past and my people, my cultural 
roots, my inner self. English is the language of my work. Acquiring it has not 
been easy, and many gaps remain. I am completely ignorant of its complex history 
and only passingly familiar with its deeper signs, metaphors and allusions. It took 
a long time to understand what ‘Crossing the Rubicon’ meant, or ‘Opening the 
Pandora’s Box’ or ‘Achilles’ Heel.’

The metaphors of our own culture and allusions to our past had no place 
in this new learning. I regret that now, but it did not seem to matter then. We 
were taught to learn, not question, the values of colonial education. Still, for all 
their cultural biases, the books opened new imaginative horizons for us, leveled 
hierarchy based on economic wealth and social status, connected us to other 
worlds and pasts, awakened our imagination, emphasized our common humanity 
across boundaries of culture and race, and sowed the seeds of future possibilities.

Word, the power of the written word, word as the carrier of information and 
the vehicle of knowledge, word as the tool of thought and creativity: those, for 
me, are the enduring legacies of the texts. For me still, knowledge comes from 
reading. Words I read in primary school about the importance of books have 
remained with me. Books were a ‘very wonderful thing. Some kinds of books 
were worth more than gold and silver because they brought to us knowledge 
which was gained by clever men who died long ago.’ ‘A person who owns some 
good books can see more and travel farther than the richest man in the world, for 
the rich man who just travels about may forget much that he sees, but the person 
who has the books need never forget. His books will be with him all his life.’  
We were told to treat books with respect. ‘When we have read a book, we should 
keep it carefully, for our memory of what is in it may fail, and then we may want to 
read it again. Books are the storehouses of all the knowledge in the world.’ These 
words lodged deep in my consciousness. The printed word still retains its magic.  
A well-crafted sentence or paragraph, unexpected imagery or vivid metaphor, 
cause admiration and pleasure. The unique smell of a new book, its crisp, 
untouched pages promising adventure and discovery of unknown, unexplored 
worlds, still captivates me. Reading for me is synonymous with living. Come to 
think of it, it is life itself.




