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6. Marriage

It was at one of these evenings that I met my new friend. I had a warm relationship 
with her before she went back to New Zealand, where she was training to be a 
teacher.

My association with her brought me to the realisation that if I was to make a 
decent life for myself on Taveuni, I would have to find a wife, otherwise I would 
end up having an endless string of local girls and be like Eddie Douglas, who at 
the age of 50 was divorced, single and still chasing girls.

Adrian and his brother Spencer, who had returned to Taveuni after serving in the 
Malaysian Campaign, also came to this realisation and decided to go to Australia 
to find wives. I gave them a list of all the girls I had known in Melbourne and 
ranked them with one, two or three stars. As it turned out, Spencer found no 
one, but Adrian met the sister of a former girlfriend of mine and invited her and 
her father to Fiji for an inspection of his lifestyle. He eventually married her but 
it was a disaster and they were divorced not long after.

Good fortune smiled on me. When Adrian purchased a new tractor from Suva 
Motors, the man who he dealt with was one Merv Dellar. I met him at Adrian’s 
and he was also able to persuade Dad to purchase a new tractor. Merv was a 
warm, jolly man and we all got on very well together. Shortly after we bought 
the tractor, Dad and I had to go to Suva, and I met Merv’s daughter, Jacque. 
This was the beginning of a dramatic change in my life.

After Jacque and I were married, we moved into the old Ura house where Ena 
Kutti had been living for many years. It was in a terrible mess and needed 
considerable renovation. Nana Tarte, Dad’s mother, agreed that the Estate of 
H. V. Tarte should pay for all the work and furnish the house, so we ended 
up quite comfortable. We put in a 3kVA power plant and a new wood stove 
and kerosene fridge. I got Ram Charan, a young Indian boy from out of the 
copra cutting gang, and told him he was to be cook, and Jacque began teaching 
him his culinary arts. I also got Subramani, another young Indian boy, into the 
house as houseboy and garden boy. This left Jacque free to enjoy her life with 
me. She did all her own sewing and often came out to the plantation with me. 
We visited quite a lot and went up the coast to Morris Hedstroms or Burns Philp 
at least once a week to do all our shopping. We also went for picnics and quite 
often went boating with Adrian or Spencer.

My routine on the plantation didn’t change much, but my salary was increased 
to £40 per month. 
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It didn’t seem much but there wasn’t a great deal to pay for, as most of our food 
needs were produced on the plantation, and power, water, running expenses for 
the jeep and my Ford car, and the cost of the house staff were provided free. We 
seemed to be quite well off.

As an aside, we would buy all our green vegetables from a Chinese gardener 
who only spoke Chinese and very bad Fijian. Jacque spoke neither Fijian nor 
Hindi, so when the Chinese vendor came with his van once a week she did her 
negotiating through Ram Charan, the Indian cook, who spoke to the Chinese in 
Fijian and translated to Jacque in English.

By the 1960s, people on the island had changed quite considerably since the 
1940s. Aunty Edie, Spencer and Talei lived at Vatuwiri and Adrian lived on his 
own estate at Wainiyaku. I thought Aunty Edie was quite a kindly old thing but 
she led a very lonely life. For some years while Adrian was married to Prue we 
saw quite a lot of them, but that marriage was not destined to last.

Over at Salia Levu there were three families managing the big property. Willie 
Low was a Chinese who made wonderful Chinese food. Navilalai Qali was the 
illegitimate son of Percy McConnell, but had been brought up by his Fijian 
mother in the village and spoke no English. He drank prodigiously but, I 
suppose, because he also worked very hard in the fields, he lived for 85 years. 
Then there was Lorne Peterson, who was a mechanic by trade and often got so 
excited that he couldn’t get his words out. By then there was a road to Salia 
Levu, so we often went across the island for a drive on a weekend and had a 
sumptuous meal of prawns or crayfish when we got there. Salia Levu Estate 
had deteriorated considerably and was covered in all kinds of weeds and its 
production had fallen from a peak of 1,200 tons to about 300 tons. 

Back on the western side, the Morris Hedstrom store where Ernie Walker had 
once lived, was closed.

Nabono, where Godfrey Garrick had once had his country estate, was now 
owned by the Shankaran brothers. There were three of them, sons of a small 
storekeeper who had sacrificed all for their education. They were very decent 
people but the social barriers remained and they did not mix with the Europeans.

Eddie Douglas lived at Naqilai where his father had lived. Eddie had a debauched 
life of drinking and womanising but he built a new house and had a fine ketch, 
a very modern copra dryer, and a small bulldozer which he leased out. It seemed 
to us that he had found the right formula for life but his womanising eventually 
got the better of him and he went into so much debt that he lost everything. Yet 
he lived to be a very old man.
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His brother Reggie and his wife Phyllis and their children lived at Qacavulu 
where the Harnesses had once been. Reggie and Phyllis were extremely rotund 
people with skinny legs. Reggie told the most outrageous stories about his fishing 
exploits and was one of those who listened constantly on the party telephone 
lines and he seemed to know everything that went on on the island. Most of 
Reggie’s property had gone back to bush but he supplemented his income from 
a small timber mill. He had a lot of very good timber growing at the back of his 
property.

Just north of the Douglasses was Soqulu where Wal Warden had once been the 
manager. This estate had also deteriorated substantially and only a caretaker 
lived in the old house.

Old Jack Taylor who lived at Udukacu had long since died but his four sons 
by the Fijian lady he married remained and lived on the estate. The estate had 
also deteriorated and they had a subsistence living from what remained of their 
property.

The Catholic Fathers and Brothers were still at Wairiki and were very much 
involved in the life of the island. They took part in the affairs of the copra 
planters and indulged in sporting activities and the country club. Some of the 
Fathers were pretty solid drinkers and often called into our place when they 
were down south and had a few drinks with us. I found them to be very worldly 
men.

At Waiyevo the District Officer was a Fijian. Peni Naqasima was a nice enough 
chap and got on well with most of the people, but he could not control his 
finances and ran up enormous debts at the country club, leaving these behind 
when he was posted elsewhere. The doctor was an enormous Fijian man named 
Manulevu, which means ‘big insect,’ and he was indeed enormous. He was 
a very warm and friendly person. The road foreman at the time was George 
Swann. George was one of twins who had been born at dawn of the first day of 
the 20th century and their parents had received a cable from the King. As Fiji 
is right on the international dateline, it’s possible they were the first twins born 
into the world in that century. Incidentally, the international dateline crossed 
the government road at Waiyevo and a sign had been put up that it was the only 
road in the world crossing the 180th meridian. For convenience, the dateline 
had been diverted around Fiji so as not to disturb the routine on the island.

The Burns Philp store was managed by Max Olson. Max was a descendant of 
one of the Bounty mutineers who had settled on Norfolk Island. He was a big 
fellow who had once played rugby for Fiji. He was married to a part-European 
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girl named Nina. Nina was a bit of a player and once Max caught her with a 
Fijian man. Max tied him up and shaved one side of his head, his eyebrows and 
his moustache. I think he also gave him a beating.

Just north at Somosomo, the Morris Hedstrom store was managed by Keith 
Marshall. Keith had been born in India and had a very colonial attitude to 
everything, but we became very friendly with him and his wife Phil who 
remained our close friends for many years. Keith was a very intolerant and 
single-minded person who managed to offend most people on Taveuni. He 
loved a party and drink and it’s a miracle that the two didn’t cause a disaster. 
He would always drive on the wrong side of the Taveuni roads as he claimed 
that to do so would avoid the terrible corrugations on the roads. His long-
suffering wife Phil put up stoically with his idiosyncrasies. Driving home one 
night his car stalled and he had to get out to attend to it. He opened the door 
and stepped out into a six-foot deep drain filled with water. Phil, who could 
sometimes be quite gullible, looked out the door at Keith struggling in the slush 
and exclaimed angrily, ‘Keith what are you doing down there?’ Poor Keith was 
almost drowning.

Just north of Somosomo lived the Tui Cakau, the Paramount Chief of Cakaudrove. 
He was not particularly well educated and did not exert much beneficial 
influence. However, he was respected for his position by most of the Europeans 
and part-Europeans. He owned a considerable amount of very good land but it 
had been totally neglected and gone back to bush, and for this he was despised 
by the copra planters.

Further north at Vatulaga the Miller Family lived on the property that had 
once been owned by Duncan Hedstrom. Mr Miller suffered dreadfully from 
Parkinson’s disease and it was embarrassing to sit before him and watch the way 
he shook dreadfully.

Just north of Vatulaga was Mua Estate, which was managed on behalf of the 
Duncan Estate by Hubert Witts. Hubert and his wife Isabell were dinky di 
Australians with whom we had a lot in common. One of these common interests 
was poker, and quite often we would drive all the way from Ura to Mua for 
dinner and a game of poker. Sometimes they and others would come down to 
Ura and play poker with us. The fact that it was an hour and a half drive over 
treacherous roads is an indication of our enthusiasm for company. 

Driving on the Taveuni roads at night after a few drinks was quite a hazardous 
business, as the roads were steep and narrow and frequently there were wild 
cattle roaming at night. It’s surprising there were not more accidents. Adrian 
always carried a revolver with him and if any wild cattle got in his way he 
simply shot them.
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The Peterson family and the Ensors still lived at Naselesele and Max McKenzie 
remained on Nagasau. Max was an avid racing fan and spent much of his time 
and money following the horses in Australia and New Zealand. He was well 
known for the enormous bunch of keys that he carried on a chain around his 
belt. 

Around on the north eastern side of the island, the Vunivasa property had 
been taken over by the daughter of the original owner. She had married an 
American serviceman who retired as a US Air Force colonel to come and manage 
the property. Colonel Kolb was a typical American who went about changing 
everything on the property with incredible enthusiasm. We all felt he was able 
to spend as he did because he could live off his American Air Force pension and 
spend the revenue he derived from copra on the property. But he was totally 
intolerant of the slow pace of doing things in Fiji and the incompetence of the 
bureaucracy. He fought it for many years but eventually it beat him and he went 
back to America. While they lived at the Vunivasa property we enjoyed James 
and Mackie Kolb’s company as they were so enthusiastic about everything. We 
would often drive up to see them on a weekend or they would come down to 
see us. 

By the end of the 1960s the age of the wealthy Taveuni planter had passed. To 
a degree European elitism remained but only because Europeans were owners 
or employers. The master–slave relationship gave way to an employer–employee 
relationship. The planters were subject to the laws relating to the provision of 
proper housing and hygiene, and the payment of tax and the provident fund. 
Labour inspectors came around to check the books. There were even attempts 
to start labour unions. 

We did not enjoy great prosperity or live in luxury. It only seemed to outsiders 
that we did because whenever they visited we served them Black Label Whisky 
and roast turkey, prawns or crayfish. They saw our big old houses with servants 
and punkahs but they didn’t realise that these things cost very little. 

In reality, most planters owed money to the banks and couldn’t afford any 
real luxuries. The price of copra hovered at about £70 per ton and the cost of 
production increased each year. The levels of production continued to fall as the 
trees grew older. Then there was the ever-present threat of hurricanes, which 
hit every now and again resulting in a drop in production in that year and the 
years that followed. It’s hard to believe but even on a place as wet as Taveuni we 
also had droughts. 

We continued looking for alternative means of supplementing our income from 
copra, cattle and goats. Dad made a couple of trips to Hawaii in the 1960s and 
one of the ideas he came back with was to plant Macadamia nuts. He spent a 
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great deal of time and energy exploring this possibility but eventually he had 
to drop it because the climatic conditions were not right for Macadamia nuts in 
Fiji.

Others, including the well-known American film star Raymond Burr of the Perry 
Mason TV series, also tried Macadamia Nuts and lost a considerable amount of 
money. 

Dad then got involved with an American company who were trying to sell 
machinery to produce coconut syrup and coconut flour. 

But the cost of machinery and our distance from the US market killed that idea. 

Dad continued with his prospecting on Vanua Levu and established a copper 
mine at Udu which he sold to the Japanese. But this was a one-off windfall and 
the costs of development were quite considerable.

We then got involved in selling husked coconuts to Hawaii and developed this 
market over a two-year period. But the quality of our nuts proved inferior and, 
once again, a good idea proved to be uneconomical.

I began planting dalo and yaqona on my own. I went in for pigs and fed them 
coconuts and via, a wild root crop, and for some years I managed to get a good 
return. 

Dalo was easy to grow and fetched a good price, and the sale of yaqona over a 
number of years provided me with the finance to eventually move to Suva in 
1968.

My relationship with Dad continued to deteriorate. He depended entirely on me 
to run the office but sidelined me as far as work on the plantation was concerned. 
I grew to resent the faith he placed in his headmen and his failure to seek my 
views and opinions on matters concerning the plantation. 

However he didn’t hesitate to ask me to do any of his dirty work. We all knew 
that Vuki was having affairs behind his back and I would have nothing to do 
with her. Once, before one of his trips to Hawaii with Susie and Vuki, he asked 
me to fire one of the men she had been playing around with. I enjoyed doing 
this. On another occasion he asked me to fire Waisiki, his carpenter of 30 years. 
He was fed up with Waisiki’s laziness but couldn’t bring himself to give him the 
axe. Then there was the time that Qaruwalu Indians were known to be stealing 
coconuts from the back of the plantation. He told me to find out who it was and 
get rid of them. I set up many traps and eventually caught one of the men red-
handed and gave him a beating. The man was too terrified to respond, which is 
probably just as well as I am not a particularly big person. He went to jail. 
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I began spending more and more of my time looking after my own interests. I 
started to buy dalo from producers all over the island and sell it to Suva. As a 
middleman I made my cut and did quite well out of it. I also took over the lease 
of a 200-acre plantation between the Douglasses property and Soqulu but this 
proved to be a poor investment and when I established that I was not going to 
make a decent return, I sold out. 

I used to go on quite a few extended fishing trips with Adrian and Spencer. 
These lasted from five to seven days and it meant leaving Jacque and the children 
on their own at home. It was great fun for me but I began to understand the 
selfishness of it and once told them that I would not go out on a regular basis, 
but perhaps once or twice a year. By this time Talei had married and left the 
island and was living in Australia, and Spencer and Aunty Edie lived in the 
Vatuwiri house. Spencer had pulled down the old place and built a new home 
which was very comfortable.

Taveuni was an ideal environment in which to raise a family. Jacque went to 
Suva to have both her babies at the Morrison Maternity Unit and she couldn’t 
speak highly enough about the care and attention she received. But back on 
Taveuni we were on our own, without any help or guidance as to how to raise 
babies or children. We had been given a copy of a book by Doctor Spock, the 
well-known American authority on childcare, and we used this book as a bible 
to deal with all the matters that arose. Jacque didn’t nurse the children for long 
and soon had them on bottle milk. When it came to hard food we ordered a 
gross of tins of baby food at a time from Suva. I brought in one of the Fijian 
labourer’s daughter, Talica, to help Jacque and she did all the hard work of 
washing nappies and looking after the children during the day. We had a fixed 
routine right through the children’s growing up stage. It was designed to fit in 
with my routine on the plantation. As they got older, Talica would feed and 
bathe them, care for them during the day and have them bathed and spic and 
span to spend time with Jacque and I from five pm onwards. That is not to 
say that we didn’t spend time with them during the day. As soon as they were 
capable of doing so they would come out with me in the jeep as I did my rounds 
of the plantation, and I had them on horseback by the time they were 4 years 
old. Of course there were often trips to see Aunty Edie or Spencer or Adrian 
when we were on speaking terms, and visits to Dad at Waimaqera.

From a very early age we taught them to read with word cards and spent time in 
the evening playing various games. At a fixed time they went to bed and there 
was no question about this. It was an orderly and disciplined routine but there 
was also plenty of room for self-expression. We had a cat, three dogs, a baby pig 
and a magpie, and they all had the run of the house and were part of the family. 
I arranged for an Indian lorry driver’s son and daughter to come to the house 



Fiji: A Place Called Home

62

each day to play with Richard and Sandra. They were a little older but they got 
on well together, and Richard and Sandra learnt from them just as they learnt 
from Richard and Sandra.

At one stage a Fiji Air Heron aircraft crash-landed on the Ura strip. The mechanics 
came up from Suva and stripped it of all useful parts but left the body behind. I 
cut this up into a smaller frame and put it together again so that it could fit into 
our back yard and be used as a playhouse. 

When Richard was four, Jacque began teaching him correspondence school. 
The papers were sent up from Suva and the teacher spoke to him each day on 
the radio. It was an ordeal for both of them but they somehow managed and I 
believe Richard ended up having a good grounding in the basics. 

About this time Susie was also being taught by a private tutor who Dad had 
recruited from Australia with Jeanine’s help. Miss Althia Purdy must have 
thought her appointment was going to be quite exotic, but the reality was 
much harsher. Dad built a school room near the tennis courts and for a while 
he had a part-European teacher, Joe Osborne, who taught Susie and some of 
her cousins, but when Susie reached the point where she needed more than 
Joe could offer, Dad got in Miss Purdy. He was very possessive about Susie 
and firmly discouraged her and Miss Purdy from visiting us. I think he feared 
that we might influence them in some way against him. He was terrified of 
losing her and did everything to suppress any ambitions that she might have. 
Consequently, Miss Purdy was very restricted in where she could go and what 
she could do. She became very frustrated and eventually left. It was rather sad 
for I felt the need to do something for Susie but could not make any headway. 

At this time I was influential in bringing the Taveuni and Savusavu people 
together. There had always been a strong class gap between the communities. 
The Savusavu people were all part-Europeans while the Taveuni people were 
historically regarded as rich and influential Europeans. Even the Taveuni part-
Europeans were regarded as somewhat elitist. I persuaded the Taveuni Country 
Club and the Savusavu Planters Club to agree to hold regular shooting and 
tennis competitions. 

For a number of years, the Taveuni people would go to Savusavu once a year 
and the Savusavu people would come to Taveuni a few months later. The events 
proved to be unique. About 30 of us would board Eddie Douglas’s ketch early 
on a Friday morning and sail across to Buca Bay, then take a bus to Savusavu. 
We would be billeted out with various families. On the Saturday morning there 
would be a shooting competition with .22 rifles. There were team and individual 
events for both men and women. There were some very good marksmen from 
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both sides and the trophy went back and forth. I had taught Jacque to shoot and 
she became an expert. On one occasion I won the men’s event and Jacque won 
the women’s. She also beat all the other men except me.

On Saturday night we had a rip-roaring party with everybody getting terribly 
drunk and dancing to the early hours. There were some sore heads next day but 
those of us who were in the tennis teams had to shape up. There was a Davis Cup 
format with teams playing two singles matches each and one double match. It 
was a very competitive arrangement. In the afternoon we travelled home. Those 
who hadn’t played tennis continued to drink all day Sunday and quite often 
many of them vomited all the way home across the Somosomo Straits. Eddie was 
often no less drunk than the others but he was a natural seaman and somehow 
managed to get the ship in motion, raise the sails and get us safely across the 
straits.

In the early 1960s, the government introduced a coconut replanting scheme. The 
idea was to raise copra production from 40,000 tons per annum to 60,000 tons 
per annum. Under this scheme, planters were paid a sum of money for clearing 
new land, replanting and regularly weeding young plants, and cutting down old 
trees. It was aimed primarily at Fijians whose land was terribly overgrown and 
unproductive. It proved to be a great money spinner for them, for they collected 
cash for thinning out their groves, weeding, replanting and then maintaining 
the young trees for a few years. But when the subsidy payments ceased, they 
lost interest, the young trees died and the land went back to bush.

A few planters like Dad did take advantage of this scheme and while some 
did benefit and increased their production, many failed. Dad decided to plant 
200 acres of Woodlands with the Malay Dwarf variety. I tried to convince him 
that the Dwarfs would not do well at the elevation of 1,200 feet, but he would 
not accept the fact. He planted and collected his subsidy scheme payments and 
after about three years the Dwarfs got bud rot and died. It proved to be a total 
failure. The scheme itself was a disaster and production in Fiji continued to 
fall to about 20,000 tons in 1975 and by the end of the century it was down to 
8,000 tons.
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