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Reading Serendipity: Experience of Pacific Historians as The Australian National
University (ANU) unravelled a new, online research portal connecting
research and researchers across time, space and subject made me think what
a complicated matrix would have appeared on Brij Lal’s page had he lived
to see this new era of digital data management. His ‘Fingerprint’ (research
topics where the individual is active) would have been both weighty and
unique and his ‘Network’ (a visualisation of research collaboration) equally
vast and entangled, with collaborators literally spanning the globe. Indeed,
considering that each contributor was connected to Lal’s life and scholarship
in some way, the 14 chapters in Serendipity can be read as a more traditional
reflection of Lal’s deep and expansive network. The idea is well summed up
by Lal’s children, Yogi Lal-Parks and Niraj Lal, perhaps unaware of the true
extent of their father’s impact until his passing: ‘we are becoming more and
more aware how his work has influenced so many around the world’ (iv).

Serendipity is not a festschrift—that came in 2017'—but a posthumous
edited collection; it is Lal’s final book, finished by his friend and long-
time collaborator Doug Munro, several years after his death. It is collective
autobiography; a series of personal, reflective essays about both self and
scholarly craft from what can loosely be called the second generation of
Pacific historians. These historians were not the immediate benefactors
of Professor J. W. Davidson’s famous ‘Canberra School of Pacific history,
but the tail end of this batch—very often the students supervised by the first
generation of Pacific historians. As Angela Woollacott notes in her foreword,
they are ‘a networked group’(xv)—individuals who largely benefited from

1 Doug Munro and Jack Corbett, eds, Bearing Witness: Essays in Honour of Brij V. Lal (Canberra:
ANU Press, 2017), doi.org/10.22459/BW.07.2017.
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the expansion of the humanities in Australian universities in the late 1960s
and 1970s. Aside from connections to Lal, it is the serendipitous nature
of the contributors’ careers that gives the volume its coherence. As such,
the book is full of stories of ‘unexpected twists and turns’ (xvii), happy
coincidences and fortuitous outcomes, all of which are less likely to occur to
present and future generations of historians because of the contraction and
transformation of research and teaching in humanities-related disciplines
across the world.

The book has three parts reflecting both the different centres of Lals life
and Pacific history’s different intellectual homes. Part One is called “The
American Connection’ and features chapters by Matt K. Matsuda, David
Hanlon, David A. Chappell and Anne Perez Hattori. Part Two, named
“The Australian Connection’, is the largest of the three with six chapters
by Max Quanchi, Clive Moore, Peter Hempenstall, Helen Gardner,
Bronwen Douglas and Lal himself. The final section, Part Three, is “The
USP Connection’, and includes chapters by Christine Weir, Morgan
Tuimaleali‘ifano, Jacqueline Leckie and Munro, all of whom have been
historians at the region’s leading university.

For unaware readers, Lal completed his MA at the University of British
Columbia in 1976 and taught at the University of Hawai‘i (UH) from 1983
to 1990. The Australian connection is well accounted for by his 25 years at
ANU, first as a PhD student between 1977 and 1981 and then as faculty
after UH, eventually becoming professor of Pacific and Asian history from
1997 to 2015. However, Lal’s ‘making’ as both a student and a historian can
be traced to the University of the South Pacific (USP) where he completed an
undergraduate degree and gained lecturing positions after both postgraduate
degrees. In the end, it was bureaucratic inflexibility from the side of USP
that kept Lal abroad and ultimately led to his more celebrated appointments
at Honolulu and Canberra.

While more than one contributor to this volume clearly benefited from
this ‘extraordinary time of opportunities—Peter Hempenstall memorably
recalls that ‘the world held many oysters for a male baby boomer’ (168)—
not all authors landed on their feet quite so fortuitously. This brings us to
the second implication of the word ‘serendipity’, and the real strength of the
volume for student readers, which is less about ‘fortune’ and more about an
‘unexpected discovery’. Successful or not, most of the book’s contributions
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are humble and endearing accounts of accidentally falling into Pacific history
and finding personal fulfilment. To this reviewer, at least, this provides relief
from today’s cutthroat politics of knowledge production.

Of course, with nostalgic volumes such as this, it is only natural that
minds turn to present and future generations and the sustainability of the
discipline. One thing the collection does well is chip away slightly at the
centrality of ANU to Pacific history’s history. For example, the strongest
chapters are probably those in the opening section that have barely anything
to do with ANU. Douglas’s chapter in Part Two centres her 26 years at the
‘intellectually vibrant’ (203) La Trobe history department and not her time
in Canberra. It is fitting, also, that the book ends with USP, given this is one
of the few universities to still experience healthy undergraduate enrolments
in Pacific history and offer full-time positions.

Lal was more aware of the depressing disciplinary trends than most—he
said as much in his unforgettable ‘extinguished” lecture.” But it seems that
he also predicted the damage caused by the rise of artificial intelligence and
large language models such as ChatGPT, which launched in November
2022. As he concludes in his chapter to this volume written in 2021:

The world I left at retirement is so vastly different to the one I entered
forty years ago ... I lived all my adult life in and around words,
believing with Winston Churchill that words were the only things
that lasted forever. But I am not now as confident of that deeply
held belief as I once was. Old certainties and things once considered
sacrosanct are now disabled by doubt. The hegemony of the written
word is under siege. (160)

To take us back to the start of this review, as someone who ‘always danced
to the time of [his] own music’ (160), perhaps Lal would not have bought
into Research Portal+. I can certainly imagine him conveniently ignoring
institutional emails asking him to update his researcher profile.

For a disciplinary field that my Australian students routinely call ‘niche’,
Pacific history has produced its fair share of reflective writing. Serendipizy is
a valuable addition to this corpus and deserves to be read widely.

2 Brij V. Lal, ANU Made Me, but Which ANU Is Mine?, in Levelling Wind: Remembering Fiji
(ANU Press, 2019), 515-36, doi.org/10.22459/LW.2019.
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