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village India, whose theme resonated in our own experiences. But 
whether we understood them or not, we were grateful to get away from 
schoolwork into the darkened magic of the theatre. Krishna Datt, our 
History teacher, started the school's first Student Council, opposed, we 
understood, by the principal. Vincent Naidu was its president and 
I was elected secretary. I cannot now recall precisely what we achieved, 

besides feeling important, being taken seriously by our teachers, and 
leading the occasional delegation to the principal's office about some 
minor matter, such as the improvement of the tennis court, or more 
hockey sticks and balls for the players. 

Vijay Mishra, our English teacher, organised a 'Heretical 
Sociery', of which I was elected president. We had no idea what the 

word meant, but that did not matter; the excitement of doing 
something new and adventurous and slightly subversive captivated us. 
Every month, we debated some topic that the teachers thought 
important. Once we took the negative side in the debate on whether 
'Alcoholics Should Have a Place in Society'. We lost, we consoled 

ourselves, because one of the judges was a History teacher, who later 
died prematurely from alcohol-related complications! Yet another 

time, we debated whether Science or Religion provided better insights 
into the human condition. I cannot recall which side we took. On yet 
another occasion, I led a team which won the debate that students 

should be allowed to wear flip flops, thongs, to school. We were 
allowed into the school compound either barefoot or in sandals and 
shoes, nothing else. We used such esoteric words as 'elite' and 

'working class' to make our point. The principal, Mr John Sharan, was 
reportedly displeased but Vijay assured him that it was only a student 
debate! Less controversial than these debates were the events organised 

by the Music Group and the Biology Club. Listening to sweet, syrupy 
Hindi songs by Naresh and Babu Prasad, dissecting cane toads or 
inspecting the anatomy of insects were bound to be less contentious. 

Still, not all teachers approved of such extra-curricular activities. They 
felt that the time taken up with debates and field excursions was time 
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wasted. We should spend every minute of our time doing school 
work, completing homework, preparing for exams. Marks mattered 
most: we were at school to learn, not to debate issues not prescribed in 
the curriculum. Some students felt the same way, too. But I am glad 
theirs remained the minoriry view. 

Each school day began with a morning period between 8:30 
and 9am before classes began. What happened in that half-hour 
depended entirely on the class teacher. Our class teacher, Vijay 

Mishra, was creative. Freshly graduated from Victoria Universiry in 
Wellington, he was a srylish man, always well dressed, sporting a 
tenderly nurtured goatee beard, handsome, awesomely fluent in 
English and westernised in his manners. I never heard him utter a 

Hindi word within our hearing, and we wondered among ourselves 
whether he knew the language at all. With a $2 contribution from 
each one of us in the class, Vijay started a class library of English and 
European classics. We were all assigned a book, and asked to talk 

about it during the morning period. The selection made no 
concession to our cultural or educational background or the level of 

our (in)competence in the English language. So we read books by Jane 
Austen, Emily and Charlotte Bronte, John Galsworthy, Sir WaIter 
Scott, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, James Joyce (The Dubliners), 

Thomas Hardy, D.H. Lawrence, William Golding, Patrick White, 
Randolph Stow, Joseph Conrad, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Balzac, 
Emile Zola and many, many more. 

The list is daunting, I know, and many mysterious stomach 
aches were reported on the day of presentation. But for many of us, 
these books opened up new horizons beyond our joyless villages and 
fed our imagination, inculcating a love for the written word that has 

remained with me despite the bewildering changes brought about by 
modern technology. I retained a sense that all learning and knowledge 
come from the printed page. I went further than other students by 

ordering books from the Western Regional Library in Lautoka. Years 
later I met a man who remembered sending book parcels to me, 
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wondering about the boy, in Labasa, of all places, who was interested 
in books by Russian authors. One day, when Vijay found out I was 
reading Anna Karenina, he was genuinely surprised, and asked me to 
speak about it to his combined English class of rwo forms. To stand up 
before the class and talk about a book - in effect, do a book review -

was itself an experience, a first rudimentary lesson in public speaking. 
We did not know it then, but we were being given an education 

that was rare in Fiji. Just one comparison with the Mahatma Gandhi 
High in Suva underscores this point. There, a friend told me, girls were 
discouraged from doing the hard sciences. Biology was fine, but 

definitely not Physics. Her English teacher, a prominent national 
politician, was hardly ever at school. Even when she was, she was 
distracted and snobbish, as India-born teachers could be towards Fiji 
Indians, peddling the shibboleth that science students did not need to 

have good English, and blaming the students themselves for their poor 
performance. The principal, also India-born, was a middle-aged 
bachelor, narrow and pathologically conservative, who cut out pictures 
of models in the Time magazine before placing them in the school 

library, for fear that these pictures would corrupt the morality of the 
girls and boys under his charge. Moreover, he played up to the patrons 

of society, always pampering and favouring kids from wealthy homes. 
He was less an educator than an ageing enforcer of socially conservative 
morality. Girls, he felt, were at school to prepare for careers as good 
wives and mothers; the idea of a career for women was alien to him. 

A teacher such as Vijay Mishra, who caused a minor furore in our 
school for making available a copy of Lady Chatterley's Lover to his 
brighter students, would have been lynched at Mahatma Gandhi High! 

We finished high school the year Fiji became independent. We 
were thus the last generation to study the colonial curriculum, sitting 

papers set by educational authorities in New Zealand. Before us, 
students did papers set by the Cambridge Syndicate, designed for 
primary and secondary students in British colonies in Mrica, the 

Caribbean and the Pacific. After us, students would sit papers with 
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more local content in the humanities and the social SClences. 
'Relevance' gained greater currency than was the case in our time. The 

social sciences curricula for the junior students after us had a different 
aim. They emphasised such themes as learning to live in a 
multicultural state, resolving conflicts, and the history and geography 
of Fiji. The history section is interesting. There was a separate course 
on the history of Fiji. Students looked at Fiji at the time of contact 

with the outside world: the so-called voyages of discovery, the 
beginnings of European settlement, the introduction of trade and a 
new religion and the 'main effects of such contact on the political 
structure, tribal wars, health and the birth of new ideas'; political 

developments from contact to Cession in 1874, the causes and 
consequences of Cession and the problems and challenges facing the 
administration of the first governor, Sir Arthur Gordon, the 

development of a separate Fijian Administration for the indigenous 
community, the advent of the sugar industry and 'the main issues of 
the indenture system including recruiting procedures and work 
conditions, and the constitutional development of Fiji from Cession 

to independence'. The depth of detail is impressive. 
Students in Geography were expected to 'know and 

understand the main geographical features of Fiji', and 'relate in 

personal terms to the geographical patterns and processes in their own 
country'. They learnt about such topics as location, population, land 
use (semi-subsistence, village agriculture, commercial agriculture, 

sugar cane, coconut planting, dairying, beef cattle raising, climate and 
soil), about such industries as fishing, forestry, mining and 
manufacturing, and about communication and transport, including 

major routes linking Fiji with the rest of the world by sea and air. 
A new focus on Social Science aimed to 'prepare the students to cope 
with modern life while at the same time retain much of their identity'. 

Tolerance, understanding and goodwill towards others, confidence, 
self-esteem and a sense of responsibility, respect for individual and 

human rights and a willingness to accept changes within the existing 
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left the Antipodes to focus on the grand themes of world (but mosrly 
western) history. So we studied the unification of Germany and Italy 
and the contributions of Bismarck, Mazzini, Cavour and Garibaldi to 
the making of their countries' histories; the Crimean War, the First 

World War brought about by the shift in the Balance of Power in 
Europe and the disruption of the Armed Peace in the first decade of 
the 20th century, the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia and the 
contribution to it of Lenin, Stalin and Trotsky, the rise of Adolf Hitler 
in Germany and Mussolini in Italy, the emergence of the trade union 

movement in the United Kingdom and, briefly, the rise of new 
nations in Asia. 

Krishna taught the subject with infectious enthusiasm. He 

opened up his own personal library to us, lending us books by 
Geoffrey Barraclough, Dennis Mack Smith, Percival Spear, L.C.B. 
Seaman, A.].P. Taylor. I am not sure we understood the complex 
arguments and themes these historians espoused, but that was not the 

point. The books opened up a window to a past - even if that past 
was remote to all of us - that connected us to a wider world, other 
human experiences in history. The process of learning, I suppose, was 

more important than the content. Krishna also had a marvellous sense 
of theatre. I vividly recall him turning up to class one morning with 
a large placard around his neck with the opening words of the 
Communist Manifesto, 'Workers of the world unite. You have nothing 
to lose but your chains.' And he created a minor furore in the school by 
suggesting that Hitler's birthday should be remembered because he was 

an important - evil but important - figure in 20th century history. 
In our English classes we studied both literature and language. 

I did not take much to grammar. I could not get enthused about 
co-ordinate clauses, auxiliary, infinite and intransitive verbs, possessive 
adjectives and pronouns, predicate and prepositions and subordinate 

conjunctions. The knowledge was necessary but dry. Try teaching a 
farm boy, with a rudimentary knowledge of English, the difference 
between effected and affected, laudable and laudatory, ineffective and 
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coiffured elderly white ladies would appear in cars packed with sealed 
boxes containing the exam papers. While we waited anxiously outside, 
they would open the boxes and place the papers on the desks. Then 
we would be called in, our palms sweaty, our hearts racing. The 
supervisors would read the rules: no communicating with anyone, all 
notes to be handed over, no one to leave the exam room during the 
first hour. Then after the mandatory ten minutes reading time, we 
would begin. 

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

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

77 

Mr Tulsi's Store 

ineffectual, precipitous and precipitate, continuously and continually, 
observance and observation, dominating and domineering! 

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

All this good teaching, liberating and humanising, was geared 
to one end: to enable students to pass the external exams. Everything 
depended on that single event spread over a long fateful week. There 
was no concession to personal circumstance, such as death in the 
family or illness or some other misfortune, and no account was taken 
of the work done over the course of the year or years. We all hoped 
and prayed that nothing unexpected happened before the exams. 
A day or two before the exam, the classroom partitions would be 
removed to create a huge, impersonal hall, with wooden desks and 
chairs arranged in neat rows. On the appointed day, several neatly 
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outline of the episode'. In drama we could select a play by William 
Shakespeare, Oliver Goldsmith, Richard Sheridan, George Bernard 
Shaw, J.B. Priestley, Thornton Wilder or Terence Rattigan, identifY a 
prominent character and write his or her character sketch in an 

episode in which he or she was prominent. In poetry we knew enough 
- or were supposed to know enough - about rhythm, meter, free 
verse, iambic tetrameter and pentameter, heroic couplets, sonnet and 
ballad, and about symbol, allusion, allegory and metonymy, to get by. 
It was the section on 'composition' that got us. Try as we might, we 

found it hard to write a long meaningful paragraph on modern art, 
the astronauts, western films, the bottle drive or collecting for Corso, 
about the main stand at the flower show, the case for or against 
television in the home, a climbing adventure, babysitting or, of all 

things, a winter morning! In hot, humid Labasa. Come to think of it, 
it was a miracle that we passed our exams, and with good marks, too. 

After the exams, we all went home to our villages, to spend the 

hot, humid summer months helping with fIeld work, planting rice, 
weeding cane, working as hired hands for wealthier neighbours. For two 
months or so, we would be completely cut off from our friends and the 

rest of the world. It was a very lonely experience, after all our school 
work, to return to a place where nothing happened, where no one had 
any idea about what you did, and the new imaginative worlds you were 
exploring, the new friends you had made, the romantic flutter of the 

adolescent heart. To keep your sanity, you read whatever was available, 
and engaged in countless conversations with yourself or with the 

characters you encountered in the texts, memorising poetry and lines 
from the RAmayana. We could not wait for the school year to start again. 

Our teachers continued to take an interest in our careers after 

we left school, in a protective, big-brotherly sort of a way. Some of 
them have become friends, but interaction is characterised by a certain 

respectful reserve. That is appropriate because the old teacher-pupil 
relationship never quite goes away. We treated our teachers with 

complete respect, bordering on reverence, never daring to talk back, 
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never using their first names, making ourselves scarce whenever we 
saw them at social functions. But I have lost touch with most of my 
fellow students. Whenever we meet in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane 

or Auckland - in the Fijian diaspora - we invariably talk about 
Labasa and the whereabouts of our school mates and teachers, 
swapping thigh-slapping stories, recalling moments that have 
remained with us. The other day, Suresh recalled how one teacher was 
fond of punching students who could not memorise the atomic 
weight of minerals in the Chemistry class. That reign of terror had 

scared him. As a teacher himself, he had vowed never to use violence 
in the classroom. 

I recalled the day in grade twelve when a girl we all were in love 
with, walked out of the room at recess with a spot of red on the back 

of her dress, and did not return to class that or the following day. 
I knew it was blood, but how did she get hurt, I muttered to Emanual 
sitting next to me. Emanual shook his head in surprise and gave me 
an education in female biology. Such innocence, or ignorance, so late 
in life. Satish recalled a story about Liaquat, a squat fellow with an 
impish sense of humour. One day, just before morning recess, Liaquat 

had an erection. He could not do anything about it. As we got up to 
go outside, he remained seated, helplessly pointing to the bulge in his 
pants. We laughed uproariously which caught the attention of the 

teacher. He walked up to Liaquat to inquire what all the fuss was 
about. Liaquat, remaining seated, complained to him about a stiff 
foot and a massive headache! 

I have few regrets about the kind of education I received in 
high school, partly because I was able to catch up on the things I had 
missed out on earlier, devoting my professional life to the study of the 
history and politics of Fiji. I do feel though for my contemporaries 
who chose other careers, never having learnt a word about their 

society and culture, going through life ignorant of the broader 
historical forces that had shaped their destinies. Labasa Secondary 
ended our cultural and intellectual isolation. It opened worlds beyond 
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