4. The Young Overseer

With the end of the war and an improvement on Dad’s financial position it was
decided that Jeanine and I should go to school in Australia, she to Melbourne
Church of England Girls Grammar, and I to Melbourne Church of England Boys
Grammar. I was to be away from January 1946 to the end of December 1953,
returning to Taveuni only for Christmas holidays.

By then I was very different to the boy who had gone away to school. My world
had expanded tremendously with boundless opportunities. I was good at most
sports, had lots of friends, and had been in a job which held promise of being a
stepping stone to a career in accounting. As an old boy of Melbourne Grammar,
I had all the connections and mixed with all the right people.

But when Dad wrote and said he wanted me to come home and help him, I had
little difficulty in agreeing. The fascination of life on Taveuni remained very
powerful for me.

The Taveuni that I went back to was quite different from my childhood days.
Mother and Jeanine were gone and in their place were Dad’s de facto wife,
Adi Vuki, and their daughter Susie. I could never come to terms with this
relationship. Dad had built Vuki a separate house a quarter-mile away from our
home. She spent the day there and only came over in the evening for dinner and
bed. She was a very attractive Fijian but spoke no English. We never conversed
except for greetings and I took little interest in Susie. It seemed like a betrayal of
Mother and Jeanine to do so. Vuki called Dad Jimmy, which sounded a bit odd
when everyone else called him Valen, but he encouraged it as it was his way of
disassociating himself from the relationship with Mother.

Dad and I had a strange relationship. We were polite to each other but not
really friendly. We never said good morning or good night and seldom
discussed anything of importance in any depth. He gave me no specific role
on the plantation except to do all the bookwork and attend to office matters.
Otherwise, he told me to be his ears and eyes and see that his instructions to the
Sirdars and other headmen were carried out. The only time we seemed to have
a normal relationship was when other people were in the house. I knew that his
greatest concern was not to overburden me with work in the way his father and
Uncle Rood had treated him. I think he was terrified that he would give me too
much and drive me away. So I had a very leisurely work routine and decided
myself what I would do each day.

When I came back, I had no money. Dad fitted me out in khaki shirts and shorts,
long socks and brown shoes, which became my standard work uniform. For a
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while my only form of transport was a bicycle, which I used to go between the
house and the Waimegere compound and even the two-and-a-half miles up to
Ura. I could use the lorry after work. I also had a horse and was on that every
morning. Later on he bought me an old US army jeep for £20 and I got all my
board and lodging free. It wasn't much but I didn’t want anything.

Dad had a lot on his plate when I came back in 1953 and I suppose this is why
he called for me.

First, there was Waimeqere, the coconut area consisting of 1,500 acres that
produced 600800 tons of copra annually. There were the grass paddocks, known
as Woodlands, 300 acres of which was for fattening cattle before shipment. Then
there were the 1,200 acres of land at the back of the estate between Waimeqera
and Salia Levu. While this was not used for anything, it was a very fertile and
valuable piece of land and some of it was leased out to the Indian laborers who
lived at the settlement at Qarawalu.

Shortly after I returned he purchased the Ardmore property of 300 acres, which
was the land surrounding our homestead at Navaca. This produced 150 ton of
copra annually.

He also acquired the lease of Ura, the Couborough plantation some two-and-a-
half miles up the coast from us. This produced 300—400 tons of copra annually.

In addition to all this he operated the cinema theatres on the plantation and up
the coast. Films were shown on Saturday and Wednesday at the Vuna hall, on
Friday at Somosomo, and on Saturday at Naselesele.

In 1954 he became a boxing promoter and put on some of the best boxing
contests then seen in Fiji. These were not to make money. After meeting expenses
he paid all takings to the boxers, who received the highest purse ever paid in
Fiji. People came from all over Taveuni and Vanua Levu to see the fights and he
always put on a huge party after the event. That alone cost him a small fortune.

Then, of course, he continued with his prospecting and eventually discovered
a large copper deposit at Udu Point on Vanua Levu and manganese at Nayau in
Lau. He sold both these mines to the Japanese for a handsome sum, but the costs
of developing the mines was such that I don’t think he really made any profit.

To run these enterprises he employed about 150 men and housed all of them and
their families. It was a big operation for one man.

The men who helped him run this operation were absolutely and completely
loyal and obedient to his every command.
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The head sirdar was Ram Rao. He was in his 40s and had been born on the
plantation. He suffered from Parkinson'’s disease and his hands shook dreadfully
when he was nervous or angry. As head sirdar, he had considerable status and
any order coming from him was seen as coming from Dad, and God help anyone
who disobeyed.

Ram Rao’s job began at six am when he did the rounds of the labour quarters
to make sure all the men were up and ready to begin work at seven am He then
conveyed the instructions of the day to the various groups.

Firstly, there were the ten men known as vata boys, because their task was to
empty the vatas or hot air dryers and make room for the daily production of
green copra. This amounted to 150-200 bags, each weighing 130 pounds.

There were three methods of drying copra. The vatas were large wooden trays
on steel wheels that ran on railway lines. Two or three bags of copra were spread
out on each to be dried by the heat of the sun. At night, or when it rained, the
trays were rolled along the lines under shelter of a big shed. It took six to seven
days of good sun to reduce the moisture content to six to eight per cent. Men
had to be continually turning the copra so that it got an even application of sun.
Because the copra often got wet or simply because of the high humidity, sun-
dried copra was often discoloured or mouldy, but if there was consistent sun it
did produce the highest quality copra.

Then there were the hot air dryers. We had two types. Originally there was
the steam boiler which was fired with coconut husks and timber and produced
steam that was piped into a chamber in which there were a number of wire trays
on which the copra was thinly spread. It was dried to six per cent moisture
content in 24 hours and produced pure white copra. It was regarded as the very
best. When maintenance of the boiler became too high, it was discarded and
we made another type of hot air dryer. This was a square shed in which there
was a wire platform on which 20-30 bags of copra could be spread out to about
two feet depth. Underneath, was a steel pipe or 44-gallon drums were welded
together to form a flue. A fire was built at one end in a fire box and the hot air
dried the copra in 48 hours. The copra had to be turned with shovels two or
three times during this period.

Then there was a third type of copra drying device, called a smoke dryer. This
was the same as the hot air dryer except there was no flue underneath. A fire
was built in a pit and the copra was cooked by the heat of the fire and the
smoke. The smoke and the fire blackened the copra and this type of dryer was
eventually banned.
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The vata boys also had to go out and cut firewood for the dryers. After lunch
they went out to the fields on the lorry or tractor and trailer to bring in the fresh
copra, weigh it, and spread it out on the vatas or in the dryer. They finished
work by three to four pm.

There was also a chota sirdar, or small sirdar, who was responsible for getting all
the copra cutters out in to the fields. We were fortunate in that most of our copra
cutters came from the Indian settlement of Qarawalu. This was an area of land
which had been subdivided many years before and sold to Indians. They lived
on these blocks and provided us with labour, which meant that we did not have
to house them. The chota sirdar, Irawadir, lived at Qarawalu and went out with
the copra cutters at daylight and allocated them their tasks for the day. This was
done by starting at the bottom of a field and giving a man and his family two to
three rows of trees to work, depending on the fall of nuts on the ground. Each
man then went up these rows collecting the nuts into piles, and cutting them
open. His wife and family would sit on the ground and using special knives to
gouge out the fresh coconut. This would then be put into hessian bags which
we supplied and stitched up. About 30 men and their families were engaged in
this task. A single man would cut about three bags but a man and his wife and
two or three children could cut up to about ten bags in a day. The man himself
would tell Irawadir how many bags he could manage each day. Each bag had
the cutters individual mark on it so that when it was taken to the dryers and
weighed, Ram Rao would know what weight to credit to the particular cutter,
who was paid according to its weight.

The bags were collected from the fields by bullock carts, which were made on
the plantation and were pulled by six bullocks. They carried 20 bags, which
were dumped at the road heads where they were collected by the vata boys on
the lorry. When the bags were taken to the vatas or dryer, Ram Rao weighed
all the copra and recorded the weights in his day book and later calculated the
amount of money due to each cutter. They were paid 3/- per 100 pounds.

Ram Rao was also responsible for recording the work done and the payment
due to the other employees, including the stockmen, carpenters, mechanics,
road repair gangs, and people doing the weeding, bagging copra and any other
activity on the plantation. At five pm he had to report to Dad with all the other
headmen and explain exactly what had happened during the course of the day
and receive instructions for the following day.

One of the others who attended the evening meeting was Bete, the head stockman.
His real name was Laisiasa Tuimouta and I never knew why he was called Bete,
which means priest. He certainly had no priestly qualities. Although he was
Vuki’s brother he treated Dad like a lord. He was in charge of his two brothers
and four other men who were responsible for managing the 1,000 head of cattle
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and 2,000 goats. The cattle had many purposes: first to keep the grass eaten or
trampled in the fields so that the copra cutters could find the nuts; second, to
be sold for income; third, to provide a supply of working bullocks for the carts;
and fourth, to provide meat and milk for us and the labour. The cattle had to
be moved from field to field depending on the grass supply. The milking herd,
the cows, the bulls, and the steers had to be kept separate. Two or three times
a year there was a general muster when young bulls were castrated, old cattle
that had no further use were sent out into the bushland, and all the other cattle
were sorted into their respective groups.

Bete and his gang were also responsible for looking after the many miles of
fences that separated the various fields and also the outside boundary fence.
Dad believed in fences with live posts. The main posts were vau, the wild
hibiscus, and those in between were wiriwiri. While this system ensured that
the fence would last for a very long time, it meant that the growing posts had to
be pruned from time to time, and with our rainfall the posts grew fast.

Friday was always killing day for Bete and his gang. They would go out on
horseback and identify at least two steers which were shot and slaughtered
before being brought in to the main compound by lorry where they were
butchered and distributed, firstly to Dad and then to all the other labour. Dad’s
share was usually the brains, the tongue, the fine cuts of fillet and sirloin, and a
basket of fat, which was rendered down and used for cooking purposes.

Sometimes goats were also killed for the Indians.

We ran 2,000 head of goats and they had to be treated for foot rot and stomach
worms by Bete’s gang. The goats spent the nights on the rocky coastline near
the main compound. Each day the gates to their paddock were opened and they
went out into the plantation to forage, and in the evening they came back to the
coast. On the odd occasion they were savaged by dogs and these would have to
be hunted down and shot. Goats were sold at that time for four to five pounds
per head.

The other person at the evening meeting was Niko Sorby, the mechanic. It was
not really necessary for him to be there, but because he worked at the garage,
which was nearby, and finished work at about five o’clock he usually joined
Ram Rao and Bete in the hope that Dad would offer him and Bete a whisky, as he
usually did. Niko was a half-caste, a rough character who always looked terribly
dirty. He swore continuously while he worked. He swore at the engine he was
working on and at the boys who helped him. Despite this, Niko was a happy
man and a genius at keeping all the vehicles and engines working. Spare parts
were often hard to get but Niko had a great talent to improvise. At that time Dad
had two ten-ton Chev trucks and one ten-ton Ford truck, which he had bought
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from the US Army when they left Fiji after the war. They were very cheap, in
good order and extremely versatile, with four-wheel drive and winches. Then
there was my jeep and Dad’s Ford, as well as the power plants, the motor mowers
and various other engines and, of course, Dad’s 30-foot launch.

Another key man, who was sometimes called to the meetings, was Waisiki, the
carpenter. He came from the nearby Vuna village and was referred to by my
cousin Adrian, who didn’t like him, as a ‘psalm-singing son of a bitch who
was always smiling at you but likely to stab you if you turned your back. I
always found him courteous and obliging. He was responsible for keeping all
the buildings in good repair. There was the large copra shed, the vatas and the
sheds covering them, the 20 or so labour homes, the labour lines, the theatre,
the cafe, the shop, and of course the main homestead. He also constructed the
bullock carts and made yokes for the bullocks as well as gates for the various
paddocks. Waisiki was also a blacksmith and made copra knives and axes.
The buildings had to be painted on a regular basis so there were two or three
men always on this job. Then there was the water supply system. A two-inch
galvanised pipe carried water from the source at Qarawalu, three miles inland,
to the main settlement. If a break occurred, Waisiki had to repair it. He was an
all purpose maintenance man.

Ena Kutti was the sirdar at Ura but it was too difficult for him to attend the
evening meetings. Dad went to Ura at least twice a day and saw Ena Kutti and kept
himself informed as to exactly what was happening. Ura was a straightforward
operation. There were about 15 copra cutters who went out to a designated field
each day to cut about 70 bags of copra. This was brought to the main roads by
sledges drawn by two bullocks and then transported to the vatas or dryers by
lorry. There were four vata boys.

Ena Kutti had a lot of autonomy in running Ura. He was a very orthodox Muslim,
strict, angry and afraid of no one. He was the only man who showed no fear
or respect for Dad. If he disagreed with anything Dad did, he told him so in no
uncertain terms. I think he despised Dad for living with a Fijian woman and
he constantly warned me not to do the same. He had a gaunt face with a big
bushy moustache and always wore an old felt hat. He was as thin as a rake and
was always in his most angry mood when he was fasting during the month of
Ramadan. He yelled and abused the labour constantly but they understood him
and took no umbrage.

There were no fences at Ura but hundreds of wild cattle came in from the
adjoining bush areas and fed on the grass and this made it possible to find
the coconuts. However, we always had to get in gangs of men to weed out the
lantana and guava and wild mint, which grew all over the plantation. We were
usually able to get groups of 20-50 men from neighbouring Fijian villages who
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wished to work in order to raise money for a church or school. We paid them
a flat rate to weed a particular field and it was up to them how long they took.
They usually built a rough house in the field and lived there until the job was
finished. We provided water and killed a steer for them from time to time. Ena
Kutti went out on his horse every day, supervising the cutters and keeping an
eye on the weeding gangs. God help them if they didn’t do the job properly. He
would scream at them and if they laughed at this display of anger he was likely
to run them down with his horse.

The theatre operation was taken care of by Mahadeo. My mother had taken
him into the house in the early 1940s when he was about 12. He was a very
small, starry-eyed lad, as keen as mustard, who kept close to me in order to
learn European habits and language, and I learnt Hindi from him. He was very
bright and when Dad began the theatre business in 1949 he gave Mahadeo the
job of projector operator. Dad built the Vuna hall with material from the old
Ura house where Ernie Walker had shot himself. The theatre was a substantial
building that could seat 500 people. Adjacent to it was a store and a café, which
he rented out to a Chinese man named Charlie Chung. There were two 16mm
projectors and a slide projector. Films were rented from the MGM, Columbia
and 20th Century Fox distributors in Suva, and British news was obtained from
the British High Commission. With each film he also got selected shorts, but the
main attraction was the serial, which always brought the people back. These
were usually terrible third-rate cowboy movies starring the likes of Gene Autry,
Roy Rogers or Torn Mix, but the people loved them and came back week after
week to see the next episode. Films were always on Saturday and Wednesday.
Dad sent his lorry to nearby estates and villages to transport any people who
wanted to come and while he charged nothing for this transport, it was 3/- to
enter the theatre. His own labour went in free. Revenue was also derived from
slide advertising. Each showing began with the national anthem and everybody
stood. Dad sat in the same seat each time and had two buttons at his fingertips.
One was to signal Mahadeo in the projector box above when to start or stop or
if the sound or picture quality was poor. The other flashed on a red light at the
bottom of the screen if there was too much noise in the theatre.

During the day the theatre was used as a school for the labourers” children and
on Sunday it became a church.

It was Mahadeo’s job to make sure that everything ran smoothly and he did
quite a good job. But Dad was totally intolerant of the slightest mistake and
he gave Mahadeo a terrible time. I think he threatened to dismiss Mahadeo
a thousand times, but of course both knew that this would never happen.
Mahadeo had become indispensable to him. Dad later gave Mahadeo the
opportunity of bringing in Hindi pictures, which he screened on Sunday, and
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he allowed Mahadeo to keep the takings for himself. Mahadeo also set up a small
general store at his house and bought and sold yaqona and dalo. He was a real
entrepreneur.
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