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The Dux of Nasinu 

I am not a teacher: only a fellow traveller 

of whom you asked the way. I pointed 

ahead of myself as well as of you. 

The death notice in the local daily read: 'Mr Kali Charan, 

1935-1995. Teacher, Brother, Uncle to Many. Passed Away 

Peacefully. Sadly Missed By All. Cremation will take place at 

the Vatuwaqa Crematorium at 2 pm on Saturday.' The name 

rang a bell; the studio photograph in the notice confirmed it. 

A tall, fine-featured man, dark, bald, steady, penetrating eyes, 

in suit and tie. He was briefly the head master of Tabia 

Sanatan Dharam School in the mid-1960s but had reportedly 

left under a cloud. 

About a hundred people turned up at the crematorium 

amidst warm drizzling Suva rain. Most were retired teachers, 

Mr Charan's ex-pupils and former education officers. Mr Shiu 

Prasad, Education Officer (Primary) in Labasa in the mid-

1960s, spoke briefly. 'Kali did us proud,' he said. 'He was a 

stubborn man, but a man of courage and honour whose 
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'victims' are some of the leading citizens of our country. We 
are not likely to see the likes of Kali again soon.' His former 

students nodded silently in approval. 
The priest in white dhoti and flowing kurta intoned 

some mantras from a book covered in red cloth before the 
flames claimed the body. Mr Prasad then walked towards me. 
'Very good of you to come, doe,' he said. 'Did you know him?' 

he asked gently. 'Slightly,' 1 replied. '1 was in the early grades. 
Mr Charan taught the higher classes.' 'What a fine teacher, 
what a fine record,' Mr Prasad remarked. 'He could have gone 

places, but he chose to spend his whole career in the classroom.' 
There was something about the old-timers like Mr 

Charan that demanded admiration and respect. Many like 
him in the early days would have come from poor farming 

backgrounds, the first ones in their families to complete 
primary school, carrying on their shoulders the hopes of 

everyone. Teachers were the pillars of the community, 
exemplars of moral behaviour and window to the outside 
world. After a couple of years of training at the Nasinu 

Teachers College, they would be posted to places far away from 

home, often among strangers, without the basic amenities in 
the living quarters, but never complaining, imbued with the 

spirit of public service. They saw teaching as both a profession 
as well as an honoured way of life. Mr Charan belonged to that 
pioneering generation. 

1 knew little about Mr Charan except that he had 
always remained a mysterious, forgotten figure in Tabia, his 

name erased from local memory. Mr Shiu Prasad was the 

person to ask. From Tabia, Mr Charan had been posted to 

Natabua Primary and subsequently to other major schools in 
the cane belt of Western Viti Levu, ending up, at the special 
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invitation of the Education Department, as the headmaster of 

the perennially plagued Dabuti Primary, a Fijian school in 

Suva. 'We sent him wherever they needed a good teacher and 

wherever standards had to be raised.' Mr Charan preferred 

it that way. I was interested in Mr Charan's Tabia sojourn. 

Mr Kali Charan would have been in his mid-thirties 

when he was appointed to Tabia, initially over the quiet 

objection of the School Committee. They wanted some one 

from Labasa. The village 'owned' the School and they wanted 

a headmaster of their own choice, some one who understood 

their needs and concerns and would heed their advice. 

Normally, the Education Department would have obliged, but 

good head teachers were in short supply. Mr Kali Charan had 

a rising reputation as being among the best and with an 

unblemished record. The Committee accepted the decision 

reluctantly. They had no choice. 

Nausori-born, Mr Charan was respected by his peers for 

his probity and progressive views, stubborn but fair-minded, 

not a man to mince words or evade argument, ready to take 

the 'path less trodden,' as he liked to say. Admirable qualities, 

but in retrospect they seemed ill-suited to a place like Tabia. 

At the outer edges of Labasa's sugar belt, Tabia was a rolling 

cane-growing settlement of loosely-connected villages, pre

dominantly Indian and Sanatani (orthodox) Hindu, 

conservative and acutely self conscious, wary of the outside 

world . The School was the struggling community's proud 

symbol of achievement, its marker of progress. They wanted it 

. to mirror the cultural values of the community as well. 

Mr Charan set the example at the school. He would 

arrive punctually at seven thirty, inspect the teachers' teaching 

schedule for the day, prepare notes for staff meetings, and make 
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contingency plans for absentee teachers. At morning tea, he 

encouraged teachers to talk to him and among themselves, read 

the weeklies he had in his office. He would enquire about 

impending events in the community to acquaint himself with 

its affairs and to introduce himself. Teaching was his true 

vocation. There was no greater or better gift that teachers 

could give to the country than the instruction of the children, 

he would tell everyone. His philosophy of teaching was 

summed up in three words: 'Respect the Child.' Some teachers 

used to wielding the ruler or the belt demurred, but most 

welcomed Mr Charan's humane approach. 

It was not with his colleagues at school but with the 

community that Mr Charan experienced friction when his 

liberal views clashed with their rustic conservatism. At an 

early general meeting, the village resolved that Hindu prayers 

should be made compulsory in every class before teaching 

began. All the usual arguments were advanced: imparting the 

right moral values to the children, preparing up-standing 

citizens, preserving tradition and culture. But there were 

objections. Arya Samajis, the reformist Hindus, wanted to 

know what kind of Hindu prayers would be said. And the 

Muslims were upset as well. 'We pay the building and school 

fees like everyone else. Why should our children be forced to 

recite Hindu prayers?' Some in protest threatened to withdraw 

their children from the school and send them to Vunimoli 

Muslim Primary some fifteen miles away. 

The Sanatanis refused to budge. 'Muslims have Muslim 

prayers in their schools. Why shouldn't we have Hindu payers 

in ours?' they argued. 'And how many Samajis are there in the 

village? Two, three families? And they tell us what to do? Why 

should the tail wag the dog? That's the problem with us: slight 
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push and we bend over.' It was a tense meeting full of erupting 

anger and heated words. 

Mr Charan suggested a compromise. They couldn't insist 

on a daily Hindu classroom prayer. 'Education Department will 

not allow it. Public money is involved. Yes, our Sanatan 

people started this school, but it now belongs to everybody. It 
should belong to everybody.' That went down poorly with 

many: their own teacher telling them this! 'We should have 

one weekly prayer at assembly time. It will not be compulsory. 

The Muslim children can pray at the mosque across the road 

before coming to school.' It was a sensible suggestion grudgingly 

accepted by the Sanatanis. 'Okay,' they said, 'but the prayers 

should be on Tuesdays,' the Sanatan day of prayer. Mr Charan 

had no problem with that. 

Soon afterwards, another crisis engulfed the school. 

A Hindu boy, sharing lunch with his Muslim friend, had 

surreptitiously stolen a few pieces of curried meat from his 

friend's lunch box (sispaan) while his friend had gone to get 

water from the tap. When his friend told him apologetically it 

was beef (bull gas), the boy got violently ill and told his father. 

The Sanatanis erupted and went straight to Nanka Boss, the 

village agua, leader and chairman of the School Committee. 

'This is their revenge,' some people said, meaning the Muslims. 

'They will not rest until they have destroyed us. First they did 

it in India, and now they are trying to do it here.' 'I thought 

beef was banned from the school compound. If it wasn't it 

should have been. This school is like our mandir,' Nanka told 

Mr Charan. Meat was not banned, at least not through formal 

notice. 'We must straight away expel the boy who brought 

beef. Teach them a lesson. They must know who runs this 

school. Whose place this is.' 
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'Kaka, it was a mistake, an accident,' Mr Charan 

explained. 'There is no conspiracy. Children bring goat, 

chicken, pork, everything to school.' 'Yes, but beef is beef,' 

Nanka replied adamantly. 'In case you Suva people don't 

know.' Mr Charan himself was a vegetarian. 'Expelling the boy 

will achieve nothing,' Mr Charan pleaded. 'You will ruin his 

future and there will be more friction among our people.' This 

was Mr Charan's first encounter with religious controversy. It 

had to be stopped immediately before things went too far. 

'This is not the time for division among ourselves, Kaka,' he 

told Nanka politely but firmly. 'Don't bring religion into this. 

The partition of India has nothing to do with this. We have 

far more important things to worry about.' 

'Beef will not be allowed, Master, whatever happens,' 

Nanka said defiantly, with an air of finality characteristic of 

community leaders. 'Otherwise you will have blood on your 

hands. Please tread carefully. I am telling you.' Being even 

handed, Mr Charan suggested that both beef and pork should 

be banned from the school compound. He rejected the call by 

some to have all meat banned. Cutting our nose to spite our 

face was how he put it. Once again, the committee reluctantly 

accepted Mr Charan's advice. Nanka was frustrated, as were 

many others in the village. They 'owned' the school but could 

not control what went inside it. 

Nanka's relationship with Mr Charan, never warm, 

slowly began its downward slide. He had opposed Mr Charan's 

appointment in the first place. Suva always sent out the 

second best, the rejects and the misfits to Labasa, he suspected. 

The best remained in Viti Levu. Besides, he had a Labasa-bom 

candidate, distantly related, in mind. Mr Charan, new and 

independent, was a potential threat. Before he had arrived, 
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Nanka had been the village's eyes and ears, their main contact 

with the world outside. Visiting dignitaries and aspiring 

politicians visited him whenever they passed through the 

settlement. He wielded considerable influence as the 

chairman of the local advisory council. He was the unofficial 

interpreter of local public opinion. He was Mr Tabia. 

Barely literate, Nanka was proud of his home grown 

wisdom. Tabia 'was his world; he was possessive about it; he 

cared for none other. It gave him a sense of place and identity 

and purpose. He had seen it evolve from a small collection of 

rudimentary thatched huts scattered haphazardly over rough 

land, damaged by poverty and despair, a place where no father 

in his right mind would marry his daughter, into a slowly 

flourishing place beginning to be noticed and commanding 

respect. And he wanted that enclosed, culturally self-sufficient 

world shielded from undesirable outside influences. And that 

included teachers from Viti Levu. 

Mr Charan was a complete contrast. He was, in his way, 

an intellectual, moved by a passion for ideas rather than by 

attachment to place. A private man, he read widely. He was 

aware of political changes taking place in the country. The talk 

of independence was intensifying. The colonialists were dragging 

their feet, raising objections, playing the race card, but he knew 

in his heart that Fiji would become independent in his lifetime. 

Mr Charan did not hide his political views. He subscribed to 

Pocific Review and Jagriti, the two main anti-colonial papers 

aligned to the Federation Party. He saw politics as an essential 

part of education. 'Today's children will be tomorrow's leaders,' 

he used to tell the teachers. 'Child Our Hope.' 

Informal debates - bahas - were common in Tabia in 

the 1960s, at the local shop, during wedding celebrations and 
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other social gatherings. Many Muslims, some Arya Samajis 

and a handful of Sanatanis supported the Alliance, some from 

fear of Sanatani domination and others from genuine 

conviction and commitment to the party's proclaimed 

multiracial platform. But this was solid cane country and 

proud Federation heartland, solid in support of immediate 

independence. The Alliance supporters were often derided as 

opportunists and turncoats and sometimes even excluded from 

social gatherings. Politics was peoples' passion in Tabia. Mr 

Charan said little about the Indian and Fijian supporters of the 

party, reserving his wrath for the machars, mosquitoes, the 

European colonial masters, blood-suckers who had kept the 

country divided for so long. The Federation Party's motto, 

'One Country, One Nation, One People,' was his as well. 

Nanka never directly confronted Mr Charan in the 

debates. 'I am with the people,' he would say when asked for his 

views, 'but some of us should be on the other side as well. That 

is good for us. Then, I will know all their secrets, poll.' To clinch 

the argument, he would cite passages from the Ramayan. 

'Lanka was destroyed only because Vibhishan [Ravana's 

brother] revealed the secrets from the inside. Ghar ke bhedi 
lanka dhaawe. 'Blood will always be thicker than water.' 

To the district administration officials, he presented 

himself as a true and trusted friend, spreading the good word 

on their behalf, slowly gaining ground in their favour - as long 

as they kept him as chairman of the advisory council. He was a 

master at playing the two sides against each other. Piped water 

here, a culvert there, and a bridge somewhere else meant a lot 

to Nanka and to his standing in the community. Mr Charan 

had the full measure of the man, knew all his plans in advance, 

his contacts. Mr Shiu Prasad's deputy was his eyes and ears in 
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the civil service. And they thought only Europeans could play 

this game, Mr Charan chuckled to himself. Trumped constantly 

in front of people who looked up to him, N anka grew ever 

more irritated with Mr Charan. 
When the general elections were announced, Mr 

Charan went into a different gear. He was a Federation man, 

but more than promoting the interests of his political party, he 

wanted people in the village to get engaged with the wider 

debate about the future of the country. He invited the 

candidates, both Fijian and Indian, and local party leaders to 

speak at the school. He once even organised a debate on 

'Should Fiji Become Independent?' at the school and got the 

teachers to take sides. School children carried notices of 

meetings and rallies to their parents. 
Nanka objected. 'Master, the school should not get 

involved in politics,' he told him. 'I am hearing things from 

people. Not good things. People want education, not politics. 

Stick to teaching.' 'It is not politics, Kaka, it's the future of the 

country, the future of our children. If we don't talk about it, 

who will? The freedom to have the right to live as we wish: 

what could be more important than that?' School facilities 

were open to all parties and independent candidates. But that 

was precisely the problem for Nanka. Federation rallies were 

packed, complete with food and music and rousing, long

remembered speeches full of fire and pretended fuiy, but only 

a paltry few turned up to Alliance meetings and then, too, 

somewhat apologetically. The villagers welcomed the opportunity 

to listen to the leaders, and there was little Nanka could do 

about it. Mr Charan was becoming a bit of hero for bringing 

distant debates and national political leaders to them. Tabia 

had not experienced anything like this before. 
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But just when Mr Charan's star was on the rise, the 

world collapsed on his head. An insidious rumour spread that 

Mr Charan was having an affair with the head girl, Jaswanti. 
Embroidered with lurid details and salacious gossip, it became 

the talk of the village.'A head master doing this: kaisan 
zamaana aye gaye hai: Pura Kalyug, people said. What has the 

world come to! Having caught the village's attention, Nanka 

quietly stoked the fire. People believed him. He was their 

leader. The matter was reported to the District Education 

Office. Mr Shiu Prasad was asked to investigate. 

'So, what did you find, Master?' I asked. 'It was the 

Committee's word against Kali's. Kali denied everything. 

I believed him. I know the man. But by then matters had gone 

beyond control. Some rascals were threatening to bum down 

his quarters and beat him up, even kill him. That was Tabia in 

those days. Wild place full of fanatical men willing do 

anything to defend the honour of their women. Izzat was big 

with those fellows,' honour. 'Probably still is.' A report was 

sent to the head office. 'They knew my position, but they were 

worried about the escalating tension, about Kali's safety. No 

doubt there were some of the old crusty types who disapproved 

of Kali's politics and were eager to get him removed. Frankly, 

I was glad to have Kali out of there myself.' 

Tabia was never what it appeared to be. Calm, friendly 

and laid back to outsiders, its residents knew it as a place full of 

intrigue and machination and double-dealing. Feuds and intra

village rivalries had long racked the community. People were 

always seeking advantage for themselves at every opportunity. 

Arguments and disputes abounded about everything. 'We can 

have an argument with an empty house,' one of them had said, 

although when need arose and circumstances demanded, 
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people put their personal differences aside for the greater 

collective good. The world saw that side of Tabia. 

At Tali's shop one day, drinking kava with the usual 

gang - Mohan, Badri, Bhima and Piyare, I said, 'Mr Kali 

Charan died about a month ago, did you know?' I asked. 'Yes, 

we heard the news on the radio,' the group chorused. 'He 

taught me in class eight,' Piyare said, 'the best teacher I ever 

had. Arithmetic: he could add and subtract in his head, just 

like that. }aise machine,' like a machine. 'And he was single,' 

Bhima added. 'His house was always open to senior students. 

We actually camped in his house when we were preparing for 

the Entrance exam.' 'Cent per cent pass that year,' Badri 

remembered. 'The proudest moment of my life.' 

'He wasn't here long?' I asked. 'About two years, 

Mohan replied. 'That's short.' 'Yes. He was forced to resign.' 

I remembered Mr Shiu Prasad's account. 'So what happened?' 

I asked pretending ignorance. Everyone looked at Piyare. 

'Well, we all knew that Mr Charan was single and he seemed 

to be fond of Jaswanti.' 'Who wouldn't have been,' Bhima 

interjected. 'Yes, she was tall, very fair, very beautiful and very 

smart. Poora Rani,' like a queen. 'We couldn't touch her. We 

thought she would marry a lawyer or a doctor.' Piyare continued, 

'She was snooty, ate her lunch by herself, didn't talk to anyone 

at recess. Sometimes, she would go to Mr Charan's quarters at 
lunch time.' 

Word spread and gossip began. Whether Mr Charan or 

J aswanti were aware, no one knew, but they were the talk of 

the senior class and, in time, of the village wags. 'One day, 

J aswanti left class early mid-morning to go to Mr Charan's 

quarters,' Piyare remembered. 'Girl problem. We all saw a red 

patch on the back of her dress as she was leaving school that 
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day. That was when it all exploded.' 'But Mr Charan was 

teaching,' I said. 'Yes, but he went home for lunch,' Badri 

replied. 'Anything could have happened. We didn't know 

about women's problem in those days.' 

'Santu was the culprit,' Piyare said. Santu was 

Bhagwandin's son who had since left the village to go to Savu 

Savu with his entire family. Santu had a crush on Jaswanti. He 

told all his friends that he would marry her one day, come 

what may. Jaswanti was indifferent. She was cold towards him, 

never returning his gaze or smiles, always ignoring him at 

recess and in the classroom. Rumour about Mr Charan 

devastated Santu. 'What happened, yaar, , his friends teased 

him. 'Not good enough, eh.' 'Or not old, enough,' Piyare 

recalled. the cruel teasing. U to maange murga, tum to chota 

uncIa. She wants a real man, and you are just a kid. All this got 

Santu. 

'I will show them who a real man is,' Santu resolved. He 

confided his plan to his closest friend, Kamla. They would 

swear that they had both looked through the window of the 

quarters and seen Mr Charan and Jaswanti kissing and cuddling. 

No one would dare contradict them. How could they? Aankho 

dekha haal. Eye witness account. Everyone had seen the red 

blotch on Jaswanti's pink dress. And they all knew that 

Jaswanti went to the quarters for lunch by herself. Rehearsing 

the details to perfection, Santu and Kamla approached N anka. 

They told him their concocted story. Nanka nodded. 'Don't 

mention this to anyone, or you might get into trouble. Police 

trouble. I will take care of it myself.' 'We had no idea of what 

was happening until it was all over,' Mohan recalled. 

A hastily convened meeting of the School Committee 

sat at Nanka's house one evening, Sadhu, Harpal and Kasi. 
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'Very bad news, bhai, samaj ke barbaadi' they all agreed, bad for 

the community. 'What to do?' 'We must get rid of the master 

before he does more damage,' Nanka advised. 'But we must be 

very careful,' Kasi added. 'One wrong step, and we could lose 

government funds.' 'E to sub khaali sunaa huwa baat hai, bhai, all 

this is hearsay,' Harpal said. He was the most independent

minded of them. 'We have to get to the bottom of this.' 'We 

will, we will,' Nanka promised. 

The next day after school, Nanka got hold of Mr Ram 

Prasad, the senior teacher, as he was walking home to Laqere. 

'What's the story, master?' he asked. And, then, winking at 

him, he said, 'It will be good to have someone from Labasa, 

one of our own, to head the school. Why should they always 

dump Suva people on us?' Ram had been bypassed the last 

time in favour of Mr Charan. 'Yes, Boss, we are all disturbed by 

what we hear. What can we do? Hum log ka kar sakit hai? The 

morale is down among us. One thing is sure, we have lost 

respect and confidence in the headmaster.' 'Good, good, you 

must tell this to the Committee.' Nanka encouraged him. 

'They must hear this from the horse's mouth. You tell them, 

master, tell them good and proper.' 

The School Committee met the following week. The 

first to be interviewed were select members of the senior class, 

among them Piayre and Badri. 'What did you hear and see,' 

Nanka asked from behind a huge desk, his large hairy hands 

clasped together. 'Nothing,' Piayre replied. 'Nothing? What? 

Who told you to lie? Moor kaun bharis haye, who has filled your 

head [with lies]. Did she go to the master's quarters or not?' 

'Yes, sir.' 'How many times?' 'Two or three times a week.' Badri 

concurred. 'Did you see anything in class, boy?' Sadhu asked 

without Nanka's belligerence. 'No sir.' 'Did he favour the girl 
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over you boys?' 'No Sir.' 'Then why does she come first all the 

time? 'Don't know sir.' 

Santu and Kamla repeated their story to the Committee. 

'Can you place your right hand on the Ramayan and swear 

that what you are telling is the truth?' Harpal asked. 'Yes, sir.' 

'Court ke maamla hoye sake haye,' Kasi reminded him, this 

could lead to a court case. The boys looked at Nanka, who 

nodded gently. 'Yes, sir.' 'Those two boys are from good 

families. Accha gharana ke ladkan haye. They will never lie to 

us. I know them,' Nanka reassured the other members. Master 

Ram Prasad told the Committee what he had told Nanka. 

'The other teachers are very upset. All our reputations will be 

ruined,' he added. 'No good teacher would want to come here.' 

The Committee took Mr Ram Prasad at his word. None of the 

other teachers were interviewed. Nor was Jaswanti. 'The poor 

girl has had enough as it is,' Nanka told the Committee. 'We 

must spare her further pain.' 

Then it was Mr Charan's turn. 'Master, what do you 

have to say?' Harpal asked. 'It's all lies,' he replied calmly. 'So 

everyone else is telling lies and you are the only one telling the 

truth?' Nanka asked, looking straight at him. 'Yes.' 'Why is it 

that the girl gets the highest marks and always comes first in 

class?' Kasi asked. 'Because she is the brightest of them all,' Mr 

Charan replied directly. 'She is the brightest student I have 

ever taught.' 'Is it true that she often goes to your quarters at 

lunch hour?' Kasi asked. 'Yes .' 'Why can't she study in the 

classroom, like the other children? And why is she the only 

girl who goes to your quarters?' 

Mr Charan answered the question calmly. 'Kaka, this 

school prides itself on its good pass rate in the Entrance exam. 

It is among the best in Vanua Levu. You want good results. 
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You want the grant-in-aid increased. You want the classrooms 

upgraded, piped water improved.' The committee nodded 

uncertainly, not knowing what Mr Charan had in mind. 'All 

that depends on how well we do in the exams. Every mid-year, 

we do a selection test. Only those who pass are allowed to sit 

the Entrance exam. That way, we improve our pass rate. This 

year, J aswanti was the only girl who passed, with six other 

boys. She needs all the quiet study time she can get. I have a 

spare desk at the quarters. She goes there during lunch time to 

study and complete her assignments. This is nothing new. 

I have done this for years, wherever I have taught.' 

'What about the boys, or don't they matter?' N anka 

asked. 'Yes. All the boys have been camping in the school for 

the last two months. I myself open the classroom at night and 

supervise them. They cook at my place. Good pass does not 

come easy, Kaka. Khelwaar nahin haye. We have to work doubly 

hard to make sure we do well. Jaswanti can't camp, she can't 

come to school in the weekends. That is why I have made a 

private arrangement for her to study at my quarters.' 'You 

know what people are saying, Master?' Harpal asked. He had 

been listening to Mr Charan's words intently. 'I don't know, 

Kaka. And I don't care. If I listened to all the rumours, I won't 

get anything done. These children and their success are my 

first priority, as they are yours. Or should be.' 

'Don't mind, Master,' Sadhu asked apologetically, 'but 

why a man of your age and income never married? 'I will tell 

you,' Mr Charan replied, pulling out his wallet and fetching a 

passport size photograph of his dead wife. This is Shanti. We 

were married many years ago, over fifteen. She and our little 

boy died in a car accident near Navua. See this?' Mr Charan 

said, pointing to a ,healed gash on the right side of his hea~. -
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'Since then, marriage and family have never entered my mind. 

I could have married if I wanted to, but no. I have other things 

to do.' 'I am very sorry to hear that, Master, very sorry,' Harpal 

and Kasi said. 'Kaka, Ishwar ki mahima haye, it's God will.' 

'Very smooth, like oil on water' Nanka remarked after 

the interview. 'I believe him,' Harpal replied. 'I think the man 

is telling the truth. Poor fellow.' 'We must not rush to 

judgement,' Kasi advised. 'Yes, yes,' Nanka interjected. Sadhu 

as usual had not said much during the entire proceeding. 'If we 

let Master go, who will replace him?' he asked. Kaun aur haye: 
who else is there? 'Master Ram Prasad is qualified,' Nanka 

replied instantly. 'I have spoken with him. He is ready to take 
over.' 

Baat bahut duur tak phail gaye haye, Nanka said as they sat 

mulling, word has spread widely. Ab hum log ke izzat ke sawaal 
haye. It's the question of honour now. 'Master can always find 

another school somewhere, but this will be the end of 

everything for us.' And then he reminded the others of all the 

hard work and sacrifice the people of the village had made to 

get the school started. E samaj ke amaanat haye. It should not 

be allowed to come to nothing. People have chosen us to 

uphold the izzat not only of the school but of the entire 

community. Let us not forget that. We are the custodians of 

their trust.' 

A week later, the School Committee went to the District 

Education Office and told Mr Shiu Prasad about Mr Charan. 

'We haven't taken this decision lightly,' Mr Nanka assured him 

earnestly. 'It is our unanimous decision. The whole community 

is behind us.' Mr Prasad went to the school and talked to the 

teachers. Apart from Ram Prasad, others were not forthcoming. 

They all seemed distressed by the whole affair though no one 
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spoke in Mr Charan's support either. It was too risky to go 

against the tide in a place like Tabia. 
Mr Charan himself denied an impropriety. 'What a silly 

thing to do, Kali,' Mr Shiu Prasad told the headmaster, like the 

old friend that he had long been, 'letting a girl come alone to 

your private quarters at odd hours. This is not Suva, yaar, this is 

Tabia, just out of the jungle. I thought you had more sense than 

this, the Dux of Nasinu. No, as always, blind to everything but 

to your principles. Pig-headed. Your own worst enemy.' 

Mr Charan was unrepentant and unapologetic but 

appreciated Mr Shiu Prasad's candour. 'I have done nothing 

wrong. We have got to break these ancient attitudes. I mean, 

here's the brightest student I have had in years . Given the 

opportunity, she will go places. Probably the first doctor or 

lawyer from this village . And all I did was to give her a little 

helping hand. Why won't they believe me? May be I should 

have asked her parents or something, but I never thought of 

that. I never thought this was a big deal. ' 
'These people are just beginning to walk, yaar, and you 

want to make them run?' Mr Shiu Prasad reminded him. 

'Education is for boys, Kali. Girls are sent to school to learn 

the alphabets to become good wives and mothers. Remember 

Nasinu? The first priority for girls was to find a good husband.' 

'Yes, and all that talent lost to mindless domestic, gharana
grahsthi, duties.' 'This is not the place for your kind of values 

and ideals, Kali,' Mr Shiu Prasad said. 'This is a grant-in-aid 

school, and there is little we can do. The Committee's views 

will have to prevail.' 

'So what happens now? I leave, and this place goes on 

about its rotten ways!' Mr Charan asked. 'Pretty much,' Mr 

Shiu Prasad replied. 'Ram Prasad will be appointed acting 
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headmaster next week. There's an opening for a senior master 
at Natabua Primary. It's yours for the asking.' 'I have no 

choice, have I?' Mr ShiLi Prasad shook his head. 'Kali, this 
place does not deserve you. You have far great things ahead of 
you.' He could fight the case, take the School Committee to 
court. 'What will that achieve? More bad publicity for you and 

the school. You will win, but will Tabia, or Labasa for that 
matter, really accept you back? Kaun faaida, What's the use.' 

'There are hundreds of Tabias around the country, 
villages steeped in wilful ignorance,' Mr Shiu Prasad 

continued. 'Our country needs us now. We have a big role to 
play, to get things right for the future. For our children. This is 
a small set back for you, Kali, but we all know the truth.' 

'Except the Education Department,' Mr Charan replied. 'Well, 
that's the circus on top of things happening in this country. If 

I am to be honest with you Kali, this is a blessing in disguise 

for us, for the Indian community. You will achieve much more 
in Viti Levu than you will ever here.' He reminded Kali of 

President's Kennedy's stirring words at his inauguration. Then 
Mr Shiu Prasad recited a couple of lines of a Talat Mehmood 

song they used to sing at Nasinu: it was their motto: 

E zindagi ke raahi, himmat na haar jaana 
Beete gi raat gham ki, badle ga e zamaana. 

Oh traveller through life, do not lose hope 

This night of anguish will pass, the world will change. 

Mr Charan was depressed and frustrated, but unbowed. 
He had done nothing wrong. There was nothing to hide. 

A couple of weeks later, he left for Lautoka. 
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A sad end to a promising career of such a dedicated man 
in Tabia I found distressing. It was Tabia's unlamented loss. 
'Why didn't people speak up?' I asked our yaqona group. 'This 
place runs on rumour and gossip, Bhai,' Mohan said. 'Once the 
word spreads, it catches on like wild fire. Koi ke muh men 

/agaam nahi sako /agao,'can't clamp everyone's mouth. 'People 

are very protective about their girls. One whiff of scandal, and 
the family's reputation is ruined forever.' 'Teachers are like 
parents in our community,' Bhima said, Baap~Mai. 'We look up 
to them.' 

Which is why rumours about Mr Char an and Jaswanti 
were godsend for Nanka. In no time, rumour was transformed 
into unassailable fact. 'This 'is not the only evil thing the 
headmaster has done,' he told people. 'It is better that you 

don't know the full story. Otherwise who knows what might 
happen.' Quietly, he let it be known that some female teachers 

had complained to him about the way Mr Charan looked at 
them, called them into his office at odd hours, stood close to 

them. Master Ram Prasad had complained of being a marked 
man, his well deserved promotion blocked. And so it went. 

People believed Nanka. After all, he was their agua, 
village leader. He had been their eyes and ears all these years. 
Many attributed the village's undoubted progress to Nanka's 

tenacity and connection to the local officialdom. People 
appreciated his generosity, his willingness to donate money 

and goods for local causes. As a mark of respect, people never 
called him by his first name (no one knew his surname) but 

always addressed him as 'Nanka Boss.' 
But Nanka, being Nanka, had his own plans. He had his 

eyes on J aswanti as the wife for his son, a car mechanic in 
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town. J aswanti was the only child of Mangal, a big rice farmer 

in Laqere across the river. As soon as the rumours spread, 

N anka approached Mangal and asked him to withdraw 

J aswanti from school. Keechad uchhade ke koi ke mauka nahi deo. 
Don't give anyone a chance to throw mud at you. 'Jaswanti is 

like my own daughter.' Then he proposed marriage for his son 

to J aswanti. J aswanti left school before the final exams, and 

was married a few months later. All the six boys passed their 

Entrance Exams and went to Labasa Secondary and Sangam 

High for further education. One or two made it to university. 

'Did Mr Charan ever talk about his Tabia days?' I asked 

Mr Shiu Prasad as we sat talking a few days after the 

cremation. 'Oh no, not Kali,' Mr Prasad replied. 'He was 

stubborn as a mule. Nothing could break his spirit. And nothing 

did. That is why he went on to become one of the most 

admired primary school teachers of this country.' 'And 

Jaswanti?' 'Yes, just before he left Tabia he said to me, 'Shivo, 

How many Jaswantis will we have to sacrifice before we come 

to our senses, before this place changes, before we break the 

shackles of the past? He was very idealistic in that way.' 

'No feelings for Jaswanti?' I asked. 'Kali was Kali. He 

never re-married. I think losing his young wife and child 

haunted him. He blamed himself for their deaths.' 'Did you 

speak to Jaswanti?' 'Yes, I did.' 'And?' There was something 

there, but it is hard to say. I mean, this young bright girl in that 

god forsaken place, meeting a man who made her feel 

important, saw potential in her and encouraged her, tried to 

nurture her talents: it is only natural that she would appreciate 

the attention, don't you think?' I nodded in agreement. 'Yes, it 

is easy to fall under the spell of such a man.' 

I wanted to meet Jaswanti. There was something about 

her that aroused my curiosity. I asked our yaqona group about 
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her whereabouts. 'They left the village several years ago,' 

Bhima and Piyare told me. No one knew where. It was 

rumoured that J aswanti had left her husband after leaving the 

village, but no one could be certain. After Nanka's death, the 

family squabbled about property and there was a court case. 

Sab chittar bitthar gayin, Badri said, they all scattered. That was 

the way things were with many Indo-Fijian settlements, 

wrecked by disputes about land boundaries, damage to crop 

caused by straying cattle, heated words about social trespass, 

the encroaching tentacles of village moneylenders. The 

comforting cohesiveness of old was disappearing. 

J aswanti was gone, but not forgotten. 'She started the 

first Mahila Mandal here,' Piyare recalled, village women's 

association. 'And the Tabia Patrika,' Bhima added, the monthly 

newsletter. The women held cooking and sewing lessons, 

talked about improving hygiene in homes and paying 

attention to the education of girls. She had even managed to 

get herself a place on the School Committee, the first and for 

years the only woman to do so. It was largely for the education 

of her own daughters that Jaswanti had left the village where 

old views and values about the role of women still held sway 

and unlikely to change any time soon. 'I hear that one of 

Jaswanti's daughters is studying medicine in Suva,' Bhima said. 

That news would have made Mr Kali Charan very proud. 




