7. An Array of Characters

A fascinating array of characters continued to pass through Taveuni. Dad, the
inveterate prospector, continued with his efforts to find EI Dorado. He had men
out prospecting all over Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. The word was out that if
anybody found any unusual rock they should take it to J. V. Tarte and he would
give them a reward. He became very friendly with the Director of Mines, Karl
Fleischman. I think that Dad and Karl came to some kind of arrangement that if
Karl fed Dad information of new finds he would exploit it and if it turned into
anything they would share the spoils. Karl gave Dad many such tips that came
through his office and these were followed up but few came to anything.

One such tip was that there was uranium on the island of Waya in the Yasawas.
Dad purchased a Geiger counter from overseas and proceeded to set up an
expedition to go to Waya to search for uranium.

He chartered Trevor Withers’s Blue Lagoon cruise ship and made arrangements
for himself and Karl Fleischman and some of his prospecting hands to go to
Waya. At the last minute, Dad fell ill and he pleaded with me to go with Karl.
I'm not sure what the motive was but I had a feeling that he just wanted me to
keep an eye on Karl. In any event we boarded the Blue Lagoon cruise ship at
Lautoka and went out to Waya Island where we spent the next week clambering
over the island with the wretched Geiger counter. It was a very steep, rugged
island, and I was pleased that I was young and fit and able to cope with it. Karl
struggled to keep up with the boys and me. We found no signs of uranium on
Waya but did locate a small lode of copper which was quite rich. But it was
only an isolated pocket. Karl was a very intense little Jew and I always got
the impression that he had some ulterior motives. I must confess I never really
trusted him.

Then there was Brian McCook. Brian was a pilot with Fiji Airways and at one
stage became very friendly with my cousin Talei. There were even suggestions
that they may get married, but I think the Rood Tartes felt that Brian, as a lowly
airline pilot, was somewhat below them and the marriage was discouraged.
However, Brian then became friendly with Dad and somehow Dad must have
inveigled him into carrying his Geiger counter on the plane as he flew low
over the islands of Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. On one trip he was apparently
flying very low on a solo flight from Nausori to Nadi. No one really knew what
happened and the inquiry itself never revealed the true cause of the crash but
Brian came down in the inland of Viti Levu. He was very badly injured and had
to be carried out of the bush on a stretcher and spent a long time in hospital.
As soon as he could be moved, Dad had him taken to Taveuni, where he stayed
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till he was fully recovered. Dad then helped him set up his own airline, which
operated within Fiji for a few years. But it was not a success and he left Fiji to
fly for a missionary group in Papua New Guinea.

Governor Art Ewing, formally of American Samoa, arrived to stay with Aunty
Edie and Spencer following a request from Fiji’s great fishing authority, Rob
Wright. Rob said Art had been engaged by Life magazine to write a number of
articles on game fishing in Fiji.

Art turned up with his ‘secretary’ and ended up staying for six months. He
was a dashing, handsome, likeable and extremely gregarious man with what
appeared to be an impeccable background as a former state governor and scion
of a wealthy Ohio family who owned a large steel plant. He and Elaine became
part of the family. As a devoted fisherman he was a man after our own hearts
and we welcomed the opportunity of acquiring some of his reputed skills and
began taking him out fishing every day.

But Art was also a gin and tonic addict who began drinking as we headed out
to the fishing grounds with the rising sun and continued all day. His ability to
consume gin and tonics and remain sober became legendary. Initially we tried to
keep up with him but it became too much so Adrian, Spencer and I began taking
it in turns to take him out.

He purported to be writing his Life Magazine articles with Elaine but we soon
woke up to the fact that she was a lot more than just a secretary. Aunty Edie
tried to keep up appearances by insisting that they sleep in separate rooms. We
never saw evidence of any articles.

We spent many days at sea and caught countless fish. But the billfish eluded us.
Finally the day came when Art and I were out in the middle of the Somosomo
Straits in driving rain, a howling south easterly wind and high seas. We had
been drinking all day and I was well on the way to getting sloshed when a
marlin took the lure and Art got a billfish aboard.

Visibility was no more than a few yards and I had no compass, but I headed the
boat into the wind as I knew that Taveuni was somewhere in that direction. We
came to the coast and I headed south towards Vuna. By the time we arrived the
gin was finished and we were rolling drunk. I nudged the boat against the jetty
but fell against the oyster-encrusted pier and slashed my hand to the bone. I
swear that I never felt a thing.

We caught a few more billfish and I believe that Art played a significant part
in putting Fiji fishing on the international map. But after six months of fishing,
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drinking and entertaining Art and Easy (as she came to be called) we were fed
up and used all kinds of excuses to avoid taking him out. Even so, it took a long
time for him to get the message that he’d outstayed his welcome.

He left to spend his days in the Seychelles Islands in the Indian Ocean and in
Majorca in the Mediterranean before living for a while in Sydney and finally he
bought a home at Pacific Harbour where he lived until he died.

Another great character was Charlie Evans. Charlie was an Australian engineer,
designer, mechanic and inventor rolled into one who came to visit the Douglas
family and stayed for life.

At this time Dad was searching for a way to dry copra more efficiently and
he and Charlie concocted the idea of a solar copra dryer. The concept was to
build a huge solar panel that was geared to follow the sun across the sky. Heat
accumulated in a chamber beneath the glass from which it was drawn into a
massive concrete box filled with rock in which the heat would, in theory, be
stored. At one end of this was a furnace and heat from this would also be drawn
into the rock pile. Fans then sucked the stored heat from the rocks and delivered
it into a chamber in which copra was laid out on trays much like the old steam
dryer.

It sounded like a great idea, so Charlie was engaged to put it all together. He was
to spend nearly a year and thousands of dollars building this innovative dryer.
It worked up to a point and was used for a number of years. But we really didn’t
get enough sun on Taveuni and it took a long time to dry the copra.

Charlie also set up a garage with all the latest technical equipment, which
he persuaded the Tartes and Douglasses to finance. He was certainly a good
mechanic and the vehicles and engines that he serviced got the full treatment.
But he charged accordingly and people gradually drifted back to their own
backyard mechanics, like Niko. He got less and less work and ended up living
with the Douglas family till he died.

As we were regarded as an important part of the Anglican fold in Fiji we had
regular visits from bishops, priests and deacons.

One of the successors to Bishop Kempthorne, who married Jacque and I, was
Bishop Vokler. He was a very large, pompous man with an enormously high
opinion of the importance of his earthly duties. He often stayed with us on his
visits and he had the ability to make us feel very privileged to be hosting his
august being.

He considered it unacceptable that we should hold church services in the
Country Club and insisted that a church be built on the island. I was opposed to
the idea of spending a great deal of money, which we would have to raise, on a
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building that would be seldom used and nothing more than a monument to his
ego. The scheme failed and I don't think he ever forgave me. He eventually left
the church and went back into the seclusion of a monastery.

Another very odd churchman was the Very Reverend Whonsbon-Ashton, who
presided over the Anglican Church in Fiji at Levuka. We on Taveuni were part of
his fold. Like Vokler, he was full of his own importance and considered himself
to be a historian of some repute. He had the odd habit of sniffing vigorously as
he spoke and it was very hard to understand him as he raved on about boring
historical events.

Then there was poor Reverend Maurice Basden who came to us badly shell
shocked after the Second World War. He had the unfortunate habit of losing
control and feverishly scratching the back of his head with both hands and
mewing like a cat. It could happen at dinner or while he was in the pulpit and
was terribly disconcerting to say the least. He was a very intellectual, well-
meaning man and I don't think he really knew he was acting strangely. He
always looked untidy and would arrive at our place with a suitcase full of dirty
clothes. Jacque had them cleaned and ironed and did her best to tidy him up. He
also loved classical music and would roam around our garden humming loudly
to himself.

One day a big bearded ‘native’ dressed in short pants, a faded floral shirt and
no shoes appeared at our front door and said he was our new vicar. This first
meeting with Reverend Viliame Hala’apiapi, a Tongan, came as a real shock as
I had become accustomed to eccentric Englishmen being my conduit to God.
Despite his rough appearance, Reverend Bill proved to be a fine and sincere man
who I worked with for many years, long after I had left Taveuni.

When Adrian went out on his own, he had to have his land surveyed in order to
get proper title. He engaged the services of a Mr Ed Simm, a retired Government
surveyor, who had set up his own practice. Mr Simm, as we called him, was
over 70 when he took on Adrian’s job. Short, nuggety and as fit as a flea, he
was as precise a surveyor as you could ever get. But he did everything at an
incredibly slow pace. It would take him 15 minutes to consume a bowl of soup
and what he did in the bathroom was anyone’s guess. At the end of each day
when he returned to the house he would unravel his complete survey chain and
meticulously dry and oil it. This would take him over an hour.

I was seeing a lot of Adrian at that time and spent many evenings at his house
drinking and discussing how to cure the ills of Taveuni. Mr Simm was a
teetotaler and drank only juice. He never said much. While he was with Adrian,
his brother-in-law came to stay and insisted that we call him Sonny. I was 21 and
Adrian about 29 while Sonny was 81. It really felt odd.
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After he had done Adrian’s job, Dad engaged Mr Simm to survey the back land,
which Dad planned to sell. So Mr Simm moved to Waimeqera. Each day I would
drive him by jeep to the site of his work. As we travelled over very rough bush
tracks, Mr Simm sat beside me nursing his precious theodolite like it was a new
baby. If T hit a bad bump and his theodolite got a bit of a shock he would almost
weep.

I can never forgive myself for a dirty trick that Adrian and I played on him one
evening. We were getting quite full while he sat there sipping his orange juice
making sober statements. We decided to spike his juice with vodka. I am sure he
didn’t know what was happening and next day out in the bush must have been
confusing and painful for him.

Charlie Chung, who Dad brought in to run the shop, was an amazing man.
When he came to Waimaqera he had just arrived from China and knew little
about Fiji. But he soon had a store, café, bakery and wholesale business going.
He brought a wife out from China and they had three children. He ventured into
buying dalo and yaqona and reselling the produce in Suva. The family worked
15 hours a day for years. One day Charlie went to Dad and said he was going
to Canada, and off he went. He settled in Vancouver and every year he sent us
Christmas cards. One year when Jacque and I were returning from England, we
gave him a call from our hotel in Vancouver. He came to pick us up in a new
Chrysler and took us to his restaurant, then to his hotel, and finally to his lovely
home. His children were going to university and he was a wealthy and happy
man. He gave all the credit for his success to Dad who charged him a pittance in
rent all those years.

There were, naturally enough, tragedies on the island. Once after a party at
Waiyevo, Spencer was driving his landrover with a number of people in it,
including Reg Douglas’s daughter. In taking a corner, he rolled the vehicle
and the poor girl was crushed beneath it and died. The Douglas family was
distraught and when Reg recovered from the initial shock all he wanted to do
was get hold of Spencer and shoot him. Spencer was equally upset and wanted
to do the decent thing by going to her funeral.

We decided this would not be a good idea and did not allow him to go. He was
subsequently charged with dangerous driving, a charge that could have resulted
in not just a fine but jail. The District Officer at the time, Dennis Williams,
decided in his wisdom to get one of the jail cells ready for Spencer and had it
cleaned out and a comfortable bed and furniture put in. When Spencer and
Adrian and I heard about this we were annoyed and Adrian threatened to take
action against Dennis Williams. Spencer engaged Sir Maurice Scott, the then
leading lawyer in Fiji, to come to Taveuni to defend him and I think everybody
on the island attended the Waiyevo Court House when the case was heard.
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Spencer was fined $200 and banned from driving for 12 months. He and the
Douglas family never had anything to do with each other again and Dennis
Williams became a family enemy.

Prior to this, Dennis and Adrian and I had been quite friendly. Dennis had been
in the Royal Navy before joining the Colonial Service and was quite a worldly
fellow. On one occasion, the government requested him to carry out a survey
of Ravilevu, the land on the rugged eastern coast of Taveuni, which the Tarte
brothers had tried to lease in 1914. Dennis mounted an expedition with himself,
the Agricultural Officer, a Forestry Officer and Adrian and I, plus, of course,
boys to carry all our goods.

We climbed to the lake behind Somosomo and set off south at an elevation of
1,500 feet, but in order to get an appreciation of the land, zigzagged down to the
seacoast, then up to 2,000 feet and down to the coast again. One of the features
of this coast is a tremendous amount of rainfall and some 40 constantly flowing
rivers. The river valleys are quite shallow at a higher elevation but down by
the coast they were very steep with gorges some 200 feet deep. It took us five
days to complete the expedition and unfortunately we were not able to find
any animal life such as wild pigs nor any pigeons and very few prawns in the
creeks and rivers. We had hoped to live off the land and so carried only a limited
amount of food. By the fourth day we had run out of food, but the whisky lasted
us until the end. We made shelters each night but generally we were wet all day
and wet all night. It was not a pleasant expedition and the report indicated to
the government that the land was suitable for nothing.

We were always getting visits from government officials or commercial people
from Suva and, as the Tartes were the most notable family on the island, they
always wanted to see us. Dad very seldom said no and always made time for
visitors. But Adrian and Spencer became so fed up that they openly snubbed
them and refused to have them into their homes unless they felt they could
benefit from the visit.

Dad was a very gregarious person and also a great raconteur with a wealth of
stories to relate, which he enjoyed telling to visitors. One of his specialties was
the supernatural.

One such story was based on events that supposedly occurred shortly after Dad
had moved into the Waimeqera house from his father’s house at Vatu Wiri. He
was sleeping one night in his room with all the doors locked when he suddenly
woke up to find his father’s cook, Kunjali, standing beside his bed with
bloodshot eyes and frothing at the mouth. He had never trusted Kunjali and
had often pleaded with his father to dismiss him but Herbert would have none
of it, as he believed Kunjali to be a loyal and faithful servant. Dad sat up in bed
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and felt cold all over as he looked at Kunjali’s menacing face. He said, 'Kunjali
what are you doing here?’ and Kunjali raised a knife as though to strike him.
Dad leapt out of bed and Kunjali disappeared. Dad got out his torch and looked
around the room, but there was no sign of him. He inspected all the rooms but
could find no sign of Kunjali and when he checked the doors he found that they
were bolted from the inside. The next day he went to his father’s house and
challenged Kunjali about coming to his room, but Kunjali denied all knowledge.
Shortly after, Kunjali left.

When Dad was living with his father and mother, his evening task after playing
bridge was to go over to the engine house and switch off the power plant, which
was located close to the family cemetery where his grandfather had been buried.
Dad claimed that one night, just as he’d switched off the engine, he was chilled
by a sound in the graveyard.

Old James Valentine Tarte had a habit of sighing deeply, and saying, ‘Oh dear,
oh dear, oh dear,” and it was this sound that Dad heard. He turned around and
looked towards the graveyard and saw a shimmering mass over James’s grave.
He went as cold as ice and when he had recovered he turned and ran back to
the house.

When Dad was a young man and was courting Viti McKenzie, he used to ride
from Vuna to Nagasau at the north on a Friday evening after work. He said that
one afternoon as he was approaching the Ura bushland, his horse suddenly
froze. It neighed in terror, stood up on its hind legs and tried to turn around
to bolt home. Dad held the horse in check and did his best to quiet him and
then realised that standing in front of them on the road was a huge white dog
which looked to him like a wolf. He said the horse snorted and shivered and
eventually got the better of him and turned and bolted. He couldn’t restrain it
and eventually let it go and didn’t attempt the journey again that day.

On one of his trips to Hawaii he met a well known American fortune teller
and not only went to see her a number of times but corresponded with her on
a regular basis until the end of his life. He put great store in her predictions
but few of them ever came to reality. Most of the predictions were vague and
he had to put his own interpretation on them. One of these vague predictions
was that there was gold within his grasp. He interpreted this to mean old A. A.
Couborough’s treasure that was reputed to be buried somewhere on Ura. This
motivated him to spend thousands of dollars digging up the rock around old
Couborough’s house.

He found nothing.

Dad was a real sucker when it came to easy money or lending money. Fijians
all over the island knew that if they approached him in a proper manner and
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presented their case in a polite and humble way he would give them what they
wanted. They, and particularly Vuki’s family, bled him dry. Whenever they
needed money, they went to see him and he gave it to them. If they needed a
bull for a feast, he would give it to them. He couldn’t say no.



This text taken from Fiji: A place called home, by Daryl Tarte, published 2014
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