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2. The Old Home

We were told that our house had been built by Methodist missionaries back 
in the early 1800s. Its three-foot thick walls were constructed from rock and 
homemade coral cement. It was built on a three-acre block with a separate title 
and was acquired by my grandfather. Many of the missionaries and their families 
were buried in an adjacent graveyard, which seemed to me to be crawling 
with ghosts. I never went near the place on my own. Dad put in a tennis court 
between the graveyard and the house, and I started wielding a racquet from 
an early age. The rest of the three-acre compound was divided into garden, 
chicken yard, and the garage area. The garden was filled with colourful shrubs 
and flowers, which were always kept neat and tidy, and the extensive rich green 
lawn was mowed by hand, weekly.

The missionaries were obviously determined that the house would never be 
destroyed by hurricane. All around the wide verandahs, huge wooden shutters 
hung from the top plate, and these could be lowered part way or closed 
completely. Likewise, all doors could be bolted and battened. When completely 
closed up, the house was like a fortress, and we felt completely secure when 
hurricanes battered us.

As kids, we loved hurricanes. We were exhilarated by the sound of the wind 
howling around the house and watched in awe as it wrecked the coconut trees 
and other buildings. Just before a hurricane struck or as it was subsiding, Dad 
and Mother would allow us to go down to the point at the bottom of the garden 
and watch the huge seas crash on to the rocky coastline. We did not understand 
the financial losses that followed such ‘blows,‘ as they were called, but it was 
obviously a worrying time for Dad. Immediately after a hurricane, he sent the 
headmen out to assess the damage and collect whatever nuts had fallen from the 
trees, because he knew that these would be the last ones for a long time.

We were seldom alone in the house, for there were always servants about. The 
cook’s name was Ali Asgar. A tall, thin, quietly spoken and polite Muslim, 
he had twinkling eyes and a quick smile. He always wore a white shirt and 
long khaki trousers, but never any shoes. He spoke only Hindi. In my youth I 
knew him only as Ali Cigar, and I thought that was really his name. Although 
I was but a small boy, he always showed the respect due to me as Chota Sahib 
(small sahib). He never scolded me or denied me any morsel of food that I might 
scrounge from the kitchen. The kitchen was his domain, and he didn’t do any 
jobs in the house except when it was his Sunday on duty, every second week 
when he had to do the job of both the cook and the houseboy/servant boy. 
Mother trained him in the culinary arts and he mastered an excellent range of 
dishes, which he prepared for over 30 years until he died.



Fiji: A Place Called Home

18

There was also Mahadeo, a young lad who was brought into the house to learn 
the ropes. He replaced another houseboy named Rupi, who was found to have 
leprosy and was sent to the government leper station on the island of Makogai. 
It came as a bit of a shock to us when we discovered that we’d had a leper in the 
house, but his was an isolated case.

Ali Asgar and Mahadeo started work at daybreak. They lived up at the labour 
lines and walked the half-mile to the house in the morning. Their first job was to 
light the wood stove and serve Dad his early-morning tea. We all had breakfast 
together at six-thirty. Morning tea was served at nine and lunch at eleven. 
Afternoon tea was two o’clock, drinks at five o’clock, and dinner at six-thirty. 
The boys were on duty throughout this period except for one hour off at lunch. 
Theirs was a six-day week, but they had alternate Sundays off.

Mahadeo was a short and excitable person with a tremendous enthusiasm to 
learn about our ways. He waited on the table and did all the odd jobs around 
the house. While we ate, he pulled the punkah. This was a large fabric covered 
frame hanging from the ceiling over the centre of the dining table. A cord was 
attached to the bottom centre and Mahadeo stood outside on the verandah 
pulling the cord back and forth, moving the punkah like a fan and creating a 
gentle draft over the table as we ate.

There was also Shiu Narayan, the milkman, who always looked dirty but was an 
extremely polite old man who spoke no English. He had to rise in the pre-dawn 
hours every day of the week, herd in a dozen cows, milk them, and have fresh 
milk in the kitchen in time for Dad’s morning tea at six am. He then separated 
the balance of the milk in the milk separator. The cream was stored in the icebox, 
and after he’d cleaned the separator and milk buckets, he went out in the garden 
to work for the rest of the day. We ate lots of milk, butter and cream, but the 
Rood Tartes frowned on this. They claimed that all the cows were so riddled 
with tuberculosis that they would only consume bought dairy products. None 
of us ever got tuberculosis.

Then there was Vula, a grossly fat but happy Fijian man who did all the washing 
and ironing. Monday was washday, and all the week’s dirty clothes were boiled 
up in a huge copper and scrubbed on a wooden rack before being hung on a 
clothes line strung across the back lawn. Once they were dry, Vula spent the 
rest of the week standing before a huge ironing table on the back verandah, 
singing and chatting to Mahadeo or dozing as he ran the heavy charcoal iron, 
and later a kerosene iron, over the pile of clothes. I remember one day when he 
actually went to sleep on his feet, leaving the iron stationary on one of Mother’s 
best dresses. She smelt the fabric burning and came rushing out to berate Vula. 
When she saw that it was one of her best dresses, she burst into tears. Vula put 
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his fat, comforting arm around her shoulders and said, ‘Don’t cry, Marama, it’s 
just a piece of cloth.’ Whereupon my distraught Mother howled even more and 
pounded him with her fists.

One of Dad’s hobbies was making guava wine and he stored the bottles under 
the ironing table. As the wine fermented and the pressure on the crown seals 
increased, the tops would often fly off with a resounding pop. Quite often 
this occurred when Vula was on the verge of dozing off, and it provided great 
merriment to us kids to watch his startled reaction.

Dad had a number of other hobbies, one of which was making jigsaw puzzles 
for us on his fretsaw. He worked tortoise shell and made some fine ornaments 
and combs. He was also quite clever on the guitar and used to sing us all kinds 
of songs.

During my sixth and seventh years, my mornings were taken up with 
correspondence school. Papers were received by Mother from Suva and the 
correspondence teacher spoke to us on the wireless. But the real burden fell 
on Mother to teach me, Jeanine and my cousin Talei, who was my age. Jeanine 
was two-and-a-half years older than me, and a far greater handful for Mother. 
She was intelligent and headstrong, and there were frequent blowups, leaving 
Jeanine in a rage and Mother in tears. When this happened, Talei and I would 
run off to play until order was restored on the front verandah where school was 
conducted.

When school was over I would often go fishing off the rocky point at the bottom 
of our garden. Beneath the surface of the calm sea was a multitude of colourful 
fish that could easily be enticed onto a small hook by a piece of fresh meat 
that I got from Ali Asgar. I would spend hours sitting on the rocks catching 
the colourful little reef fish, which were far too small and bony to eat. My real 
ambition was to catch one of the large spotted rock cod that hid in their rocky 
lairs. I often saw them, but never managed to pull one to the surface, for they 
were far too big and simply gobbled up my bait and snapped my line.

Our main physical link with the outside world was a 400-ton motor vessel named 
Yanawai that was owned by what my parents called BPs. This was Burns Philp, a 
large trading company like Morris Hedstroms. The Yanawai was an all-purpose 
ship. She had a forward hold that was filled with merchandise for planters, like 
my father, and for the branches of the trading company, which was delivered 
on the outward journey. When she began her return journey, the empty hold 
was filled with sacks of copra, which were taken back to the mill in Suva. She 
also had six quite comfortable two-berth cabins, a ten-berth cabin, and a dining 
saloon and deck space.
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The Yanawai made two trips per month, taking two days to reach Taveuni from 
Suva, and another two days sailing up the Taveuni coast discharging cargo, and 
then over to Buca Bay, Rabi, and Laucala. She then turned around and began 
retracing her route loading copra, cattle and other cargo. The real excitement 
about the arrival of the ship from Suva was that she brought mail. We had our 
own private mailbag to which only the Post Master in Suva and Dad had keys. 

On boat days, I would sit on the highest part of the roof searching the horizon 
for tell-tale signs of the ship. It took about two-and-a-half hours from the time 
I spotted the tiny speck on the horizon and called out with glee that I could 
see her until she dropped anchor at Uncle Rood’s place. When she was nearly 
in, we would all pile onto the lorry and drive down to Vatu Wiri to collect the 
mail and other things that were in the personal care of the supercargo. We then 
returned home, the bag was opened and mail was sorted and read while Dad 
waited for the ship to complete unloading at Vatu Wiri before moving up to our 
wharf to discharge our empty copra sacks, drums of fuel, timber, corrugated 
iron, barbed wire, motor parts, and other goods necessary for the operation of 
the plantation.

After lunch, if Dad was going out on horseback around the plantation to inspect 
any work, I would often ask to go with him as I had my own pony. More often I 
rode with the lorry driver, Ali Mohammed, as he went out to bring in the copra 
from the fields to the copra dryer.

To the south of our house was a long beach where Jeanine and I often played 
with Fijian boys and girls. In those days there were seashells in abundance and 
we had a unique collection. We would build sandcastles or swim in the shallow 
water, but swimming was much better and safer in the rock pool at the bottom 
of our garden.

The nights came around all too soon, but there was often fun in the evenings. 
In those days toads were prolific and came out on the lawns in the thousands at 
dusk. Dad hated them because they got into our water supply and blocked pipes. 
He claimed that Aunty Edie had brought them to Taveuni as pets and that she 
had a great deal to answer for. We would go out with wooden clubs and copra 
sacks and beat the poor creatures to death, put them in bags, and toss them into 
the sea. We did this hundreds of times without making the slightest impact on 
the toad population. It wasn’t until years later when they had consumed all 
their natural food that their numbers dwindled.

Another nocturnal creature was the flying fox, which Dad also hated. He claimed 
that they destroyed the young coconut flower and ate pawpaws and other fruit. 
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These giant bats came out at dusk and settled on fruit trees. Hanging upside 
down, they were easy to shoot, and the Fijians took them away to eat. Their 
stench was so dreadful that the thought of eating them made me sick.

In those days, the house was illuminated only by benzene lights, which Mahadeo 
lit as soon as it became dark. They were noisy things that attracted all kind of 
insects and occasionally blew up. I was scared of them and kept my distance. 
After dinner, Dad would read his mystery novels and Mother would knit, sew 
clothes, or play cards or snakes and ladders with Jeanine and me. Jeanine was 
a real bookworm and much preferred to read her books. We would go to bed at 
about seven-thirty. Dad would follow at about eight-thirty, but Mother would 
always stay up to listen to the nine o’clock news from Australia. Her insistence 
on listening to the news always irritated Dad and I am sure contributed to their 
eventual divorce.

I slept in a single bed in a narrow side room with my head to a window that 
faced the missionaries’ graveyard. I hated the position of the bed and often slept 
with my head turned around so I could see out the window. There were always 
strange and sinister noises in the dark and otherwise silent night.

Once we had all gone into the bedrooms, the doors to the bedroom part of the 
house were bolted. I was never quite sure why, because the rest of the house was 
left wide open and no one ever entered or stole a thing. Nevertheless, I always 
checked to make sure that my own door was locked. The worst nights were 
often after Dad had told some of his terrifying ghost stories. He had a repertoire 
of unexplainable experiences that put the fear of God into me. 

The old missionary house was spooky enough on its own and there were weird 
noises up in the ceiling. The spare room at the other end of the house was the 
worst, as there was a manhole into the ceiling and my worst fear was that I 
would be made to sleep in that room.

In my room I was surrounded by books, jigsaw puzzles, wooden building 
blocks, my Meccano set, and numerous other toys. I had a tricycle, which I 
rode a great deal. On wet days I rode it up and down the long front verandah 
with our parrot Cocky sitting on the handlebars. Cocky was a green Mexican 
parrot that we had inherited from my grandmother when she left Fiji for good 
in 1936. He had an amazing vocabulary, which he’d aquired over his 30 year life 
span by listening to my grandmother, Mother, Dad, the cooks, the houseboys, 
and others. He was most vocal when it rained, and this was when I rode my 
bicycle on the verandah with Cocky singing and chatting away merrily. One 
of those he mimicked best was my Mother on the telephone. He would gabble 
away for a while, then say, ‘Yes, yes, no, you don’t say, no,’ and burst into 
hysterical laughter. For some reason he detested Mother and whenever he was 
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out of his cage, strutting around the house, he would try to ambush her by 
creeping up behind her and nipping her ankles. She would scream with fright 
as Cocky launched his assault. Sometimes he would creep up behind her as 
we were sitting at the dining table. Jeanine and I could see what was about to 
happen and would desperately try to contain our mirth. But when he sank his 
sharp beak into her ankles and Mother realised that we had been party to the 
deception we were in real trouble. Trouble meant being belted with a scrubbing 
brush and locked in the bathroom for an indefinite period.
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