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Masterji 

Some deemed him wondrous wise, 

and some believed him mad. 

Six o'clock in the evening is a special time in every Indo

Fijian home. The clattering noise of cooking from the kitchen 

and the shriek and laughter of children at play cease abruptly 

as the entire family gathers around the radio set. The bell 

announcing the death notice rings three times. Then the 

voice intones sombrely: 'Dukh ke saath suchit kiya jaata hai ki ... ' 
It is with regret that we announce the death of ... The notice, 

the last of the day, is often long. When it ends, the volume is 

turned down and normal conversation resumes. Children 

scatter, and women return to their kitchen duties. 

In Tabia, without electricity, running water or paved 

roads, where nothing interesting ever seems to happen, people 

are puzzled about the strange names of places they have never 

heard of before. Dabota, Tavua: what kind of place is that? Or 

Moto or Mangruru or Field 40? People wonder about the kind 

of Hindi spoken there, the clothes people wear, the crops they 

plant, the food they eat. Simla and Benares cause confusion: 
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how did Indian place names travel to Fiji? Since no one in the 

family, possibly the entire village, has ever left Labasa, strange 

places remain strange, imbued with mystery, tantalizing at the 

edge of comprehension. 

If the dead person is vaguely known, there will be 

endless talk about family history. Connections will be made to 

distant relatives living in remote parts of the island. Invariably, 

at the end someone will know someone related to the 

deceased. The connecting game provides relief from the 

chores of daily routine, reduces the sense of isolation and 

remoteness. The death of a relative, close or far, is another 

matter. Work will be re-scheduled and preparation made to go 

to the funeral. People are particular about death; saying the 

last goodbye in person is a habit that has persisted. It is still the 

right thing to do. 

We were sitting on the verandah of Mr Tulsi's Store early 

one evening, drinking kava and talking about the impending 

Ramlila festival, when the death notice came over the radio. 

dukh ke saath .. . ' One of the names mentioned was that of Mr 

Ramsay Sita Ram. His address was given as Bureta Street, 

Samabula, a lower middle class Indo-Fijian suburb of Suva. 

Listeners were asked to convey the news to close family 

members whose names accompanied the notice. 'Kripeya is 

khabar ko .. . ' ] udging by the silence that accompanied the 

announcement, Mr Sita Ram might as well have been a resident 

ofTabia. Mr Sita Ram was an early teacher at the Tabia Sanatan 

Dharam School. After a few years, he transferred to Wainikoro, 

or was it All Saints? He returned to Tabia in the mid-1960s to 

end his teaching career just as I was completing my own primary 

education at the school. After all these years, he was still 

a respected household name in the village. 
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I had Mr Sita Ram in the penultimate year of primary 
school. He was one of my more memorable, not to say 
eccentric, teachers. He was short, five foot nothing, fair, 
bald with an eagle nose, and an incessant smoker. We 
mischievously called him 'Chandula Munda,' 'Baldie, Baldie,' 

because a bald man was a curious oddity in a settlement of 
men with full heads of hair. Mr Sita Ram did not live in one of 
the wooden tin-roofed teachers' quarters at back of the school 

but in Wailevu about five miles away. He arrived at school 
around eight thirty in the morning and left in his bottle green 
Morris Minor soon after the last school bell rang. 

Mr Sita Ram was in his sixties when he taught us. To us 
he appeared very ancient, a relic of another time and place. 

Other teachers seemed to treat him with the mild affection 
reserved for a genial older uncle, past his prime, no threat to 
anyone's career, harmless but full of wisdom and an unrivalled 

knowledge of local history. To place children whose names he 
had difficulty remembering - Sukh Deo, Sambhu and 
Shankar Lal were all the same to him - he would ask us our 
fathers' or even grandfathers' names to establish our genealogy. 
His memory for this sort of detail was awesome (and awful) and 

frequently embarrassing. He would say 'Useless - bekaar -
like your father and his father before him,' if someone got their 

sums wrong or could not spell a simple word or did not know 
who the prime minister of Bechuanland was. He knew all our 

secrets, our ancient family feuds, the disputes in the village. 
When the mood seized him, he forgot whatever lesson 

he was teaching, and with the distant look of old men, 

focussed on something high at the end of the room, and talked 
about the past. We did not seem to exist. He was talking to 

himself, reliving his part of the vanishing past. Abruptly, he 
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would walk out of the classroom, light up a Craven A, stand 

on the verandah with his back to us and take a long, lingering 

puff that seemed to restore his peace of mind. He would then 

return and resume teaching. Effortlessly. I remembered this 

about Mr Sita Ram when I heard news of his death. 

'A very good man,' Jack - Jag Narayan - said after 

a long silence. Jack, now a farmer, was the village historian 

whom people nicknamed Magellan for his insatiable curiosity 

about world events. He was also one of earliest pupils of Tabia 

Sanatan when Mr Sita Ram first taught there . 'They don't 

have teachers like that anymore.' Moti, another old timer now 

a driver with the Public Works Department, agreed. 'Do you 

see any books in their houses now? Have you ever seen 

a teacher read for knowledge and pleasure?' Moti asked. The 

ensuing silence distressed me because it was books which had 

helped me escape the village, connected me to other worlds 

and pasts. Without them I would have been nothing. 

'Can't blame them, can you, bro?' Jack said. 'How can 

you, with the way things are? Poverty, political troubles, the 

land question. Everyone trying to migrate. Another girmit 

here, if you ask me.' That word girmit, the memory of indenture 

and years of struggle and degradation that accompanied it, had 

been on peoples' lips quite a lot recently, reminding them of 

the glass ceiling in the public service, the blocked promotions, 

the imminent expiry of leases, and the end of promise.'Child 

Our Hope' they write on the blackboard,' Moti said cynically. 

'What Hope? Hope is Joke.' 

The talk of decline depressed me. It was the same 

wherever you looked. The quest for excellence, the passion for 

learning and adventure and exploration, the burning of the 

midnight lamp, had vanished. The insidious virus of mediocrity 
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was quietly corrupting the nation's soul. I tried to steer the 
conversation back to Mr Sita Ram.'A name like Ramsay: how 
did that happen?,' I asked. 'What was a Christian doing in 
a Hindu school? You couldn't possibly have that now, could you?' 

'Mix another bowl' Moti said, scratching his leathery, 
kava-cracked skin as he took a long puff on his suluka, rough 
homegrown tobacco wrapped in newsprint. 'Master will pay,' 
he said. I nodded yes. 'His father was Ram Sahai, so he 
changed his name to Ramsay to sound like an English name. 
All so that he could get admission to All Saints,' Jack 
informed me. I was intrigued. This was news to me. 'You had 
to change your name to go to a European school?' 

'The old days were different, , Jack responded. 'It was 
British raj. There were just a few schools. One in Wainikoro, 
another in Bulileka, a few here and there. Children attended 
these schools for a few years, enough to read and write. That 
was it. But if you wanted to go on, you had to attend one of 
the Christian schools.' I was missing something. 'So what did 
people expect from the schools?' 

'Our parents were illiterate, but not stupid, Master,' Jack 
said. 'They knew that without education we would be nothing but 
a bunch of coolies, good-for-nothings. Education opened doors to 
a good marriage. We could read the newspapers. We were frogs 
in a pond: how could we know about the world except through 
reading. Our parents could get us to read and write letters.' 

Jack was beginning to hit full stride, when Moti 
interj ected, 'Don't forget about the mahajans, bro.' That 
reference puzzled me. He continued, 'In those days, Master, our 
people did not know how to read and write. When people went 
to the shop, they let the Mahajan write the price of goods we 
bought in a book. We did not have cash. People bought things 
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on credit. They settled the account at the end of the month, in 

some cases at the end of the cane cutting season. Then, when 

the time came to pay, they got this huge docket - for things 

they had never bought. You complained, but it was your word 

against the written record. The police could do nothing. That's 

the way it was. Whydo you think our people remained poor 

after all that back breaking work in the fields?' 

Blaming others for your own misfortune is always 

comforting, I thought, and the oppressed are very good at 

playing victims. There were other reasons for poverty as well 

- the small plots of land people had, the restrictions the CSR 

placed on what they could or could not plant on them, the 

absence of cash employment, our own nonchalant attitude to 

work. I realised, possibly for the first time, that our quest for 

education was driven by this grim reality, to escape the 

rapacity of our own kind rather than by some grand vision for 

cultural enrichment and intellectual exploration. 

How could someone like Mr Sita Ram from this kind 

of background, growing up in the middle of nowhere, in the 

shadow of indenture, on the edge of everything, become 

a teacher in the late 1930s? It was an extraordinary achievement, 

when you think about it. It was just about the highest job you 

could aspire to. And teachers were the pillars of the 

community, respected for their learning and for their role as 

moral exemplars. Parents voluntarily handed over to them the 

responsibility for disciplining the pupils under their care. 

Mr Sahai was the reason for his son's success. He had 

been a sirdar in the Tuatua sector. There were some dark 

secrets in his past, Moti hinted, but it was hard to know what 

or whom to believe. Some said he was on the 'the other side.' 

Meaning with the CSR. But he wouldn't have been the only 
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one, playing the two sides to his advantage. Sirdars were 

chosen to extract the maximum amount of work from those 

under their charge, providing what someone has called 'lackey 

leadership.' When his indenture ended, Mr Sahai came to 

Tabia. He was one of the village's first residents. He knew the 

District Officer (a former employee of the CSR), and so was 

able to buy a large block of freehold land across the river by 
Shiu Charan's store. 

In short time, Mr Sahai built up a big cane farm, 

employed people. Everyone called him 'Babuji.' Babuji could 

read and write . He wrote letters for the girmitiyas, read them, 

for a little something when they arrived. He arranged things 

for people, made connections with officialdom. He was the 

village agua, leader. From the farm and the gifts people gave 

him came the shop. 

'You know how these people do business, Master,' Jack 

said. I didn't. 'Have you heard the story of the monkey and the 

cats?' No I hadn't. As I listened and reflected, I realised that 

I had assumed much about this place, but actually knew so 
little of its secret past. 

'Once there were two cats,' Jack continued. 'One day 

they found a piece of roti. They decided to share it equally, but 

they couldn't trust each other to be fair. So they approached 

a monkey and asked him to divide the roti exactly in half. The 

monkey knew the trick. He deliberately split the roti into 

uneven sizes. Oh, this side is slightly bigger, he would say, so 

he would take a bite and kept on biting and adjusting until the 

roti was gone. 'That, Master,' Jack concluded, 'was how our 

Mahajans and Babus got ahead and moved about.' 

'Don't forget Dozen and One,' Moti reminded him. 'Yes, 

Mr Sahai here was Dozen and One, too, along with Nanka 
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Boss in Laqere and Sukh Lal in Soisoi,' Jack continued. 'Well, 

Master, in those days, our people were not allowed to drink 

alcohol without a Police Permit. You had to be a man of good 

character, well connected and with money to get a permit. 

The permit allowed you to buy one bottle of spirit and a dozen 

bottles of beer a month. Mr Sahai himself was teetotaller, but 

he sold the liquor to people in the village. At twice the price. 

That is how he made his money. That is how they all made 

their money.' It was probably an exaggeration, but we had our 

share of rogues and swindlers, more than we cared to concede. 

'Behind every success story is a secret story, Master,' Moti 

summed up with a laugh. 

'Babuji was not keen to start this school,' Jack said. 

'Why,' I asked? It seemed such an obvious thing to do.'Where 

will the teachers come from? Who will pay for the books? 

Where will you get land to build a school? Babuji asked these 

questions whenever people talked about education,' Jack 

continued.'You can't feed and clothe your own families. How 

will the people pay school fees and the building fund? We all 

want education for our children, but this is not the time. Plant 

more maize, rice, cane and vegetables. Have a few cows and 

goats and chicken. Poverty is our biggest enemy. This is our 

main problem. Schools can come later.' 

People disagreed. They needed schools and educated 

children precisely to break the hold of people like Mr Ram 

Sahai and the unending cycle of poverty and hopelessness. 

A small start was made at the local kuti, community-cum rest 

houses, and rudimentary primary school started in 1945. From 

that came Tabia Sanatan. 

Mr Sahai had other ideas for his own son. He enrolled him 

at All Saints Primary boarding school for boys in Nasea town. 
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Mr Sita Ram clearly remembered his father's words. 'Learn 

English good and proper, boy,' he had said. 'Learn the Sahibs' 

ways. See how white people rule the world. Learn their secrets. 

Open your eyes boy. Look. Fann work is coolie work. Make 

yourself a man. Keep our name high. Ram Sahai. Remember 

that.' Mr Sita Ram laughed when he finished recalling his 

father's words to me. The way the old man had pronounced it, 

Mr Sita Ram said, it sounded like 'Ram So High.' 

But All Saints only accepted Christian pupils or at least 

those who did not object to Christian teaching. No problems 

for Babuji even though he was a regular speaker at pujas, 

marriages and funerals, knew the appropriate verses from the 

scriptures too, telling people that they must do everything to 

preserve their culture and identity. 'Without your religion, you 

are a rolling stone' he would say, bina pendi ke Iota. In his own 

family, though, he was a different person. 'Religion doesn't put 

food on the table, boy,' he used to tell his young son. 

And, so, Ramsay Sita Ram, at his father's behest, embraced 

the new faith though with no particular enthusiasm. He finished 

his grade eight at All Saints, passed the Entrance Exam and 

joined the Nasinu Training College to prepare for a career as 

a primary school teacher. His first posting was to Wainikoro 

Government Primary. After a few years, he came to Tabia. 

Jack remembered Mr Sita Ram vividly. 'He taught 

everything: Hindi, English, Arithmetic, the whole lot. As 

a matter of fact, he was the only qualified teacher in the 

school.' 'Very keen on Indian history,' Moti volunteered. 'In 

those two or three years, we learnt by heart stories about 

Akbar and Birbal, about Jhansi ki Rani, about Shivaji, Tilak, 

Nehru, Gandhiji, Subhash Chandra Bose, the 1857 Mutiny.' 
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The list was impressive - and revolutionary. 'But 
weren't those books banned?' I asked, remembering how 
strictly the government controlled the flow of information, 
especially that which incited hatred against the British. The 
loyalty of the Indians was already suspect, and teaching about 

Bose and Gandhi would surely have been considered seditious. 
'Mr Sita Ram got the stories from Amrit Bazar Patrika, 

Aziid, and Ghadr.' Jack answered. His memory for names 
surprised me. It was for good reason that he was nicknamed 
Magellan! The parcel would be opened at the post office and 
its intended recipients put under surveillance, if not actually 

prosecuted and fined. I was perplexed how a teacher like 
Mr Sita Ram could get these papers, especially with a war on. 

'From Chandu Bhai Patel, in Nasea town,' Jack said 'He 
got the papers smuggled in somehow.' In crates carrying pots 

and pans and spices and clothes. And a little baksheesh to the 
customs officials didn't go astray either. Say what you want 

about these Gujaratis, I thought, but they helped us keep our 
heritage alive at a time when we were down and out, at the 

edge, ridiculed and reviled, beasts of burden, nothing more. 
Without the Hindi movies, the newspapers, the music and the 
religious texts they imported, we would have become nothing, 

like the proverbial washerman's donkey, belonging neither 
here nor there. Na ghar ke na ghat ke. 

Moti recalled another aspect of Mr Sita Ram's teaching. 

'What did he say? All work and no play makes John a bad 
boy?' 'A dull boy,' I said. 'Something like that,' he continued. 

'He taught us hockey, kabbaddi, rounders and soccer. Once or 
twice, we even took part in inter-school competition. 

Remember that Jack?' 'How can I forget!' Jack replied. 'Once 
Mr Sita Ram took our soccer team to Vunimoli. That was our 
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first outing. Boy, they were rough.' 'Nothing has changed,' 
Moti laughed. 

'One big fellow, fullback, he kicked me so hard in the 
shin that 1 thought I had broken my right leg. Swollen like 
a big football. When father saw my injury, he thrashed me 
with a chapki. 1 ended up having both a sore leg as well as 
a sore arse!' he laughed. But his father did not stop there. Jack 
continued, 'Father put on his singlet and went straight to the 
school. 'Masterji, 1 send my boy to school to learn not to get 
his leg broken. 1 don't have money to mend his broken leg. 
Who will look after him? You? Stop this nonsense before 

someone gets seriously hurt. That was the end of my soccer 
playing days.' 

Mr Sita Ram also insisted that students in higher grades 
should learn the basics and practicalities of good husbandry. 

Hands on experience, planting radish, carrots, tomatoes, 
baigan, cabbage and lettuce. So he started a Young Farmers 
Club. A special part of the school compound, by the creek, 
was set aside for gardening. Each student, or a group of 

students were allotted a patch, which they prepared and 
planted and nurtured, watering it morning and evening, erecting 
scarecrows to keep birds away. 

'That wasn't popular in the beginning,' Moti recalled. 
Some parents were actually angry at this 'waste time' activity. 
He remembered Mr Ramdhan coming to school one day 

telling Mr Sita Ram, 'I don't send my boy to school to learn 
how to plant beans. 1 can teach him that myself better than 

all of you put together. We have been farmers since before 

you were born.' Mr Sita Ram did not say much. He smiled 
gently, put his hands around Mr Ramdhan's shoulder and 

said, 'Come Kaka, Uncle, let's have a cup of tea.' 1 don't 
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know what he said, but Mr Ramdhan calmed down, and 

walked away quietly.' 

Some people thought that students would get to take 

home the vegetables they had planted. When they didn't, 

rumours spread that the teachers were keeping the vegetables 

for themselves, using school pupils for cheap labour. That was 

not true. Mr Sita Ram had other ideas. He used the money 

from the sale to buy books, pencils, writing pads for children 

from very poor homes, even uniforms, hiring buses for annual 

school picnics at Naduri or Malau. I could understand better 

now why his early pupils remembered Mr Sita Ram so fondly. 

'So no one objected to a Christian teaching Hindu kids.' 

I returned to an earlier topic. 'Well, he wasn't really a Christian,' 

Jack said. 'He may have been,' Moti interjected, 'but it didn't 

really matter. He was a good man, a good teacher. As the old 

timers used to say, 'It does not matter whether the cat is black 

or white, as long as it catches the mice.' How things had 

changed. It would be difficult now to find a Muslim who is 

a principal of a Hindu school. And vice versa. 

'This religious jhanjhat (trouble) is a recent thing,' Jack 

said. 'In those days, we were all one, like one big family. We ate 

together, played together, went to school together. We were all 

one.' He remembered the names of the different head teachers of 

Tabia Sanatan in its early days: Mr Munshi, Mr Ashik Hussein, 

Mr Mitha Singh, Mr Simon Nagaiya. 'Look at all this religious 

katchkatch (bickering) now. You call this progress, Master?' His 

voice betrayed regret and sadness at the way things had turned 

out. 'It is the price of progress, bro,' I answered feebly. 

Over my remaining days in Labasa, I struggled with my 

own memories of Mr Sita Ram. I knew him when he was in his 

declining years, unconcerned about other peoples' approval or 
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about the school's success rate in external exams by which its 

public worth was measured. My memory of that period is dim. 
'History matters, boy,' I recall him telling me one day after 

class. 'Memory is such a precious thing.' Our people's lack of 

curiosity about themselves, their past, the world around them, 

their non-interest in anything creative or imaginative, their 

penchant for petty, back-biting politics and myopic self

interest, distressed him immensely. 'Every home should have 

a dictionary, the Bible, Koran and the Ramayana,' he once 

told the class. Even in old age, his passion for discovery and 

exploration had not deserted him. 

Nor his mischievous sense of humour. One day, Mr Sita 

Ram asked the class, 'Which is the greatest empire in history?' 

'The British Empire,' I answered 'Correct.' 'Why does the sun 

never set on the British Empire? Remembering all the red 

spots on the Clarion Atlas, I remarked about its global reach. 

'No, boy. The sun never sets on the British Empire because 

God does not trust an Englishman in the dark,' he said with 

a huge chuckle that shook his jelly-like stomach. We were all 

puzzled. I remember Shiu, sitting next to me asking in 

a whisper, 'Is that true? Why doesn't God trust an Englishman?' 

I had no idea, although Liaquat volunteered that the reason 

might be that English people reportedly used paper, not water, 

when they 'did their business.' 

On another occasion, he was talking about the great 

monuments of world history: the Empire State Building, the 

Tower of London and Big Ben, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the 

Golden Gate Bridge, the Pyramids of Egypt. Then he pointed 

to the grainy, black and white picture of the Taj Mahal in our 

text book. 'That', he said, 'is the greatest Indian erection of all 

time, never to be repeated.' 
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Mr Sita Ram also took our singing lesson. We were 
taught songs that we were expected to memorise and sing in 

class every month. We all had to take turns. It was awful, the 

entirely tuneless and screechy rendition of beautiful words. 

Most of the time we could hardly stop laughing hysterically at 

some poor fellow making a mess of things. The standard song 
of last resort was 'Raja Kekda Re, Tu To Pani Men Ke Raja ... . 
King Crab, you are the king of the sea ... For the truly vocally 

and musically challenged - and there were more than you 
might think - there was 'Baa Baa Black Sheep,' and 'Humpty 

Dumpty' and 'Jack and Jill.' Mr Sita Ram himself had a deep 

rich voice. We beseeched him to sing during every singing 

lesson. He obliged with songs by CH Atma, Manna Dey and 

especially Mohammed Rafi. His favourite - our favourite -

was 'Chal Chal Re Musafir Chal, Tu Us Dunia Men Chal... . Go 

Traveller, Go To That Other World .... 

Mr Sita Ram was tolerant of potentially expellable 

misdemeanours. We all knew that Sada Nand and Veer Mati 

were sweet on each other. In class they exchanged coy glances 

and little hand written notes hidden in books: 'Roses are red, 

violets are blue ... ' that sort of thing. One day, someone 

reported this to Mr Sita Ram. Our hearts stopped. We knew 

that if he took this to the head teacher, Mr Subramani 

Goundan, Sada Nand would be severely caned (in front of the 

school assembly) and Veer Mati would be forced to leave 

school and married off soon afterwards. That was the way 

things were done in Tabia. But Mr Sita Ram settled the matter 

himself. He took the two aside one day after school and talked 

to them in a fatherly tone about their future and the 

foolishness of what they were doing at their age. When Sada 

Nand and Veer Mati married afew years after leaving school, 

Mr Sita Ram was the guest of honour! 
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Because Mr Sita Ram himself came from a relatively 
wealthy background - the Morris Minor was an undoubted 

symbol of prosperity - money did not matter much to him. 

On the contrary, he seemed acutely sensitive to the plight of 

others, especially bright children from poor backgrounds. He 

went out of his way to help them whenever he could, buying 

writing pads, pencils, paying school fees. 

One day he talked about money and how our quest for it 

was so misplaced, leading us astray, away from the really 

important things in life, blinding us to its beauty. What he said 

remains with me. 'Money is not everything. Money can buy 

you books, but it can't buy you brain. Money can buy you the 

best food in the world, but it can't buy you appetite. Money 

can buy you the best cosmetics in the world, but it can't buy 

you beauty.' He went on like this for a long time, talking oVer 

our heads, talking to himself really. It was not until much later, 

after university, that I began to appreciate the profound truths 

of Mr Sita Ram's musings. 

When we left the village for secondary school, and a few 

years later for university, we lost touch with our teachers and 

fellow students who had failed. But I ran into Mr Sita Ram 

in the Suva Market a couple of years ago. From a crowded 

distance, the bald, shrunken man sitting hunched on 

a wooden crate next to a vegetable stall, looked vaguely 

familiar. Coming closer, I knew it had to be Mr Sita Ram. 

When I spoke his name tentatively, he looked up, took a puff, 

and recognised me in§tantly. He stood up, even shorter than 

I remembered him, hugged me, slapping me gently on the 

back. 'Good work, boy, good work,' he said with the broad 

smile of a proud teacher. 
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'Have a bowl,' Mr Sita Ram offered. When I smiled in 

abstinence, he replied, 'You can have one now!' He asked 

about my parents and seemed genuinely sorry to hear that 

both had died. 'Good people they were,' he said, as he looked 

into the distance, recalling the past. As for the other boys, 

I had lost touch a long time ago, and so had he. 

Mr Sita Ram told me he had retired a long time ago, and 

joined his children in Suva. Sometime in the late 1970s, the 

two boys had migrated to Australia and the daughter was 

married in Canada. His wife had died a long time ago. Mr Sita 

Ram had been to Australia a couple of times, but did not like 

it. 'A poked beehive,' he said, 'not a place for me.' 'Better at 

my age to be someone here than nobody there.' I understood 

what he meant. 

I left Mr Sita Ram in the market, promising to keep in 

touch. But you know how it is: other commitments intervene 

and promises are forgotten. That was the last time I saw him. 

The news of Mr Sita Ram's death took me to a time and place 

I had nearly forgotten, reminded me of things that had quietly 

slipped into my subconsciousness, the kindness and generosity 

of people who paved our way into the world. People like 

Mr Sita Ram. 

I went to Mr Sita Ram's basement flat in Bureta Street 

after I returned from Labasa. Why I have no idea, but felt it 

was the right thing to do. Perhaps the ancient urge to say the 

final goodbye in person. The landlord Ram Gopal invited me 

into the living room. After the customary cup of black tea, 

I asked about Mr Sita Ram's last days. Did he say anything? 

Were there any tell-tale signs of the impending end? Had he 

left any papers behind? 'Masterji seemed to be more reclusive 

in the last six months, more weighed down' Gopal said. 'What 
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really killed him if you ask me,' he continued unasked, 'was 

the coup.' The committed multiracialist, Mr Sita Ram had 

joined the Alliance Party after retirement. 'We all have to live 

together,' I remembered him saying all those years ago. 

'Masterj i read all the newspapers,' Gopal said, 'listened to the 

radio, he knew what was happening, what was coming. 

Another girmit, he had once said to me.' 

Listening to Gopal, my mind wandered back to Tabia 

Sanatan and I remembered a patriotic poem that Mr Sita Ram 

had us memorize from one of Pandit Ami Chandra's Hindi 

pothis: 

Fiji Desh Hamaara Hai 

Praano Se Bhi Pyara Hai ... 

The Nation Of Fiji Is Our Homeland 

More Beloved Than Life Itself. .. 

These words helped me understand why Mr Sita Ram 

had lost his will to live, why the coup had broken his heart. As 

I was leaving, Gopal remembered a piece of paper on the 

bedside table on which Mr Sita Ram had written the first few 

lines of a haunting Rafi song: 

Chal Ud]a Re Panchi 
Ke Ab Ye Desh Hua Begaana . .. 

Go, Fly Away Little Bird 

This Place Is Not Your Home Anymore ... 




