8. Sale of the Plantation

By the mid-1960s I was becoming increasingly disillusioned with life on Taveuni.
Jacque and I had strained relationships with the Vatu Wiri Tartes and Dad,
and there were few other people on the island with whom we shared common
interests. Added to this was the need for further education of the children.
Richard was reaching the stage where he would have to go to boarding school in
either Australia or Suva. I had him booked into Melbourne Grammar School at
the time of his birth, but he was still too young for this and I could not afford it.

Then there was the ever-increasing deterioration in my relationship with Dad.
He was not moving towards any shared responsibility and I became more
involved with my own activities. While these were financially rewarding, they
were not leading anywhere and were quite unfulfilling.

The Trustees of the Couborough Estate decided that the Ura lease should be
terminated and the property sold. We challenged their right to do this, as we
believed we were covered under an Agricultural and Landlord Tenant Act that
would have given us a 30-year lease. But they maintained that it was a Tenancy
at Will and we eventually had to take the matter before the Agricultural
Tribunal. The Trustees endeavoured to take over the property, which led to
a confrontation. Dad posted guards along the government road and at various
places around the property to ensure that they didn’t establish any degree of
occupation on the land, according was the advice given to us by MacFarlane,
who had been Dad’s lifelong lawyer.

In 1968 we had our day in court and McFarlane represented us while Sir
John Falvey represented the Couborough Estate. I was quite friendly with the
Tribunal and had a number of informal chats with him and he indicated that
we seemed to have a reasonably strong case. However, the decision went against
us and Dad and I were quite convinced that McFarlane and Falvey had struck a
deal. So our lease on Ura was to be terminated which meant I would be without
a home. However, the Trustees offered me the position of manager and assured
me of good future prospects.

It was tempting, but at the age of 34, I began to develop a strong belief that I
was wasting my life on Taveuni. I was at the peak of my physical and mental
capabilities but was not developing them. I was leading a comfortable life but
it was a self centred one in which I was making no contribution to society
or Fiji generally. I desperately wanted to broaden my horizons by getting out
and doing something useful; by seeing the world; by making contact with
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people; and by getting involved in the affairs of Fiji. I could not see any of this
happening while Dad remained in control of the plantation and he showed no
sign of relinquishing any authority.

All this led to a build up in frustration that resulted in deterioration in the
relationship between Jacque and I. She was desperately concerned about the
education of the children, lonely and feeling unfulfilled. Eventually she went to
Brisbane for three months. I missed her and the children terribly and when she
came back we were so close to each other that I thought things would be better.
But then the stress set in again. We had regular rows over petty matters that led
to tears and harsh words.

One day I went up to the Ura spring on one of my periodic inspections. After
cleaning the spring I sat down on the mountainside overlooking the spectacular
view of the south end of Taveuni and the beautiful straits across to Vanua Levu,
and thoughtabout my situation. I was never areligious person butin this moment
of deep depression I turned to God and prayed with all my heart for guidance.
I spoke aloud to him and poured out my feelings. I looked up at the forest-
covered mountains towering above me. They were capped by a brilliantly white
cumulus cloud that floated in an azure sky. I think I half expected a Godhead to
appear out of that sublimely beautiful setting and make some pronouncement
about my future. But of course nothing happened and I clambered into my jeep
feeling a deep sense of rejection.

That evening after my bath, I poured myself a Scotch and went out to sit with
Jacque who was working at her sewing machine. In no time, a row erupted and
I lost my temper and flung my glass against the wall where it shattered into a
thousand pieces. I stormed out of the house, got into the jeep and headed out
with no destination in mind. I went south and eventually ended up at Dad’s
place. By then a determination had crystallised in my mind. I went in to see Dad
and told him I was leaving Taveuni. I said I would go to Suva, look for a job and
try it for five years. When he asked who would do the office work, I said I would
fly up to Taveuni one weekend in each month to do it.

He was stunned and immediately said he had been about to hand over some of
the authority of the plantation to me. I realised it was an act of desperation and
told him it was too late and that I was going.

Jacque was equally stunned and terribly concerned about how this would
affect our future. It was a radical thing to do. I was acutely aware that I was
turning my back on a family heritage and that my action could have far reaching
implications. When Adrian heard about it he came to me and said it was like a
death in the family.
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I was resolute and went into Suva to look for a job. When Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau
heard about it, he spoke to the Chairman of the Sugar Board who was looking
for a Secretary to the Sugar Board and Sugar Advisory Council.

The Chairman, Sir Charles Marsack, told Ratu Penaia that if he was recommending
me then he would take me. So I got the job and a house and I moved the whole
family to Suva.

It was not an easy adjustment. I had been used to an exciting outdoor life and
when on my first day at work I realised that I had confined myself to a third
story office for the rest of my life, I had some very serious thoughts about the
wisdom of my decision.

Judge Marsack was a crusty 80-year-old jurist who told me on my first day that
he didn't suffer fools lightly. He was a grumpy man with a permanent scowl.
A New Zealand veteran of both world wars who had served as Chief Justice of
Samoa, and written a book about the chiefly system in those islands, he had
come to Fiji to serve on the Court of Appeal, which he did in addition to his
work as Chairman of the Fiji Sugar Board. The bombardments that he’'d been
through during the First World War had left a permanent mark and he would
jump in fright at the sound of a car horn or any other loud noise. He had a terror
of planes and would never fly. Whenever we had reason to travel to Lautoka we
would go in the chauffer-driven car. It was during these five-hour trips that I
was to learn a great deal about the great and horrific battles that he had endured
in France. He had kept daily diaries that gave detailed accounts. Whenever it
was necessary for us to go to the sugar district on the island of Vanua Levu, we
would wait till an overseas sugar ship came into Suva and would board that for
the overnight trip to Labasa where it would load export sugar and return. We
were given the owners cabin, which was luxuriously fitted out, and enjoyed a
very pleasant voyage.

At this stage I had no intention of leaving Taveuni for good and I did fulfill my
promise to Dad to fly up to Taveuni one weekend each month to do all the office
work. The arrangement worked well and Dad and I began to establish a new and
better relationship. In addition to my duties with the Sugar Board, I took on the
added responsibilities of Secretary to the Coconut Board and Coconut Advisory
Council, so I remained well in touch with the affairs of the coconut industry.

By the late 1970s I could see that the writing was on the wall for the coconut
industry. Dad and I had some lengthy discussions about what we should do and
it was eventually agreed that we should sell Waimagera but keep the 300 acres
of Ardmore that surrounded the house. By this time I was fully committed to my
work and life in Suva and while I was fully aware of the historic implications of
selling the land that had been in the family for over a hundred years, it seemed
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the logical and right thing to do. Dad could no longer manage on his own. The
profit margin on the plantation was hopelessly inadequate and by then I had
decided that I would not go back to Taveuni.

If we had foreknowledge of the trauma we were about to go through in selling
the place, perhaps we would not have done so.

The first buyer to appear on the scene was Peter Kurth, a businessman from
Sydney. Kurth was an extremely plausible and gregarious person and we had
little trouble in striking a deal with him for a mutually agreeable price. He had
great ideas of developing Taveuni into a tourist mecca. He planned to put in
an international airport, carry out a sub-division, develop a port, and put up
a hotel. It was a grand plan and Dad was thrilled by the prospect of the place
coming alive again. We entered into an arrangement with Kurth whereby he
would pay a certain amount and the balance on a regular basis. For a while he
honoured this agreement and payments came in but then he began to default. We
made demands of him and very painfully we extracted payment from him. But
eventually the payments stopped altogether and we had to make legal demands,
which he failed to meet. Eventually we had to go to court and repossess the
property. Naturally we kept all the payments he’d made but our legal costs were
also very high.

We then entered into a sale and purchase agreement with Robert Hunter. Hunter
was an American real estate developer who had married a local girl and had a
business in Fiji. He was another very plausible rogue who had a beautiful smile,
and bright blue eyes. He could look you in the eye and smile confidently and
tell you a blatant lie even when he knew that you knew he was lying. For a
while things went well with Hunter but then he too began to default and again
we had to go through the whole rigmarole of repossessing the property.

We began advertising in Australia and the United States and an old school
friend of mine came over to negotiate with us, but this too fell through. An
American by the name of Torrence began negotiations and we worked towards
trying to find an agreeable arrangement. When this didn’t materialise he began
acting as an agent in America and we entered into discussions with a number
of prospective buyers. On one of my return trips from the United Kingdom, I
called in to Salt Lake City and had discussions with some of the buyers there.
They were very keen and it looked as though something might happen but
eventually it all fell through.

Noel McFarlane introduced us to a Hungarian named Sir Leslie Nagy who was
resident in Australia. We had lengthy discussions with him and eventually
reached an understanding and signed an agreement under which we would
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retain some interest in the development that he would carry out. He had some
impressive plans and McFarlane vouched for the man. However, after signing
the agreement he returned to Australia and we never heard from him again.

So it was back to square one. It was at this stage that I decided to once again get
involved in the property. By this time Susie had married Brian Leonard from
Sydney. He had gone to visit Taveuni and after meeting Dad had been invited
to stay with him at Waimaqgera. He was a very personable, outgoing chap, full
of great ideas and enthusiasm and Dad obviously saw the prospects of a match
with Susie. He encouraged it and they were married.

Brian was full of energy and soon put his ideas into practice. This began with
the building of a house and experimenting with different crops. One of those
that eventually took root was peanuts.

I watched his endeavours and became encouraged with the results, for the
peanuts appeared to grow well. There was certainly a market in Fiji and we
had the land waiting to be developed. What we didn’t have was knowledge
about the cultivation of peanuts. Nevertheless, I encouraged Brian to continue
with his work and to get assistance from the Ministry of Agriculture who were
forthcoming in their advice and guidance. Brian had a background in the dairy
industry so was conversant with the processing of products in a factory.

Once the crop was harvested he began processing the peanuts and packaging
them for direct sale to shops. But he had no real resources to take it further.

It was at this stage that I decided to put in place a plan for Brian and I to take
over the plantation. My concept was to make a family arrangement whereby
Brian and I would form a company in which I would be the major shareholder.
The company would buy the plantation from Dad and pay him an annual sum,
which would support his needs until he died. Ardmore would go to Susie and
Vuki, and Mother’s unit in Australia would go to Jeanine. In this way, Jeanine,
Susie and I would all get a fair share of Dad’s estate, and mother and Vuki would
be provided for. I managed to get all parties to agree, the documents were
finalised, and the Taveuni Toasted Peanut Company came into being.

We arranged an overdraft from the Bank of New Zealand, brought in machinery,
built a factory at Waimaqera and went into production. Brian rapidly expanded
our line into dalo chips and packaged yaqona, and we began planting up a huge
area of yaqona. Brian was very skilled and made most of the processing equipment
himself and never stopped experimenting with ways of making greater use of
the coconut. All of this cost money and yielded few results. I continued to go
to Taveuni every month to keep an eye on the work. Unfortunately Brian had
little concept of cost containment and efficient management and often embarked
on expensive projects for which he did not have my consent. He churned out
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the raw and processed peanuts, the packaged dalo chips and the yaqona and I
arranged the distribution in Suva. We seemed to be moving towards a successful
venture. Then problems developed in the cultivation of the peanuts. It seemed
that Taveuni was too wet, which led to the growth of a virus in the peanuts with
toxic effects. Many of the raw peanuts were sold to a peanut butter manufacturer
in Suva who began complaining about the high toxic level. To set all this right
cost more money and our overdraft at the bank continued to rise.

I had set a limit on the overdraft beyond which I was not prepared to go, as I
had to ensure that Dad had sufficient means to live on for the rest of his life. As
we climbed closer towards that level, I realised that in order to make the project
work I would have to assume direct control over the operation and make Brian
the production manager. This would have meant going back to Taveuni to live
and neither Jacque nor I were prepared to do this. Regretfully, therefore, I had
to close down the whole operation. Dad, who had been watching developments
with mounting concern said he would resume copra production while we again
tried to find a buyer.

Not long after this, Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau expressed interest in trying to get
our labourers and former landowners at Vuna to form a co-operative, borrow
money from the Fiji Development Bank, and buy back the land. His endeavours
finally bore fruit and so we entered into a sale and purchase agreement with the
co-operative and we were paid out fully by the bank. It was a sad moment as we
severed our ownership of land that had been in the family for over 130 years. I
battled at length with my own conscience as to whether I had the right to part
with this land when I had children who might one day find Taveuni to be a
haven in an ever troubled world. But the reality was that we could not afford
to keep the land and also support Dad and his family, and Mother in Australia.
The one most affected by the decision to close down Taveuni Toasted Peanuts
was Brian, who really never forgave me for the decision. But I had stood up for
him with all his problems with Dad and Adrian, who developed a bitter hatred
towards him, and I had no problem with my own conscience as far as he was
concerned. He had proved to be an ideas man with no commercial strength and
as far as I was concerned he would have to fend for himself. After all, Susie still
had Ardmore, which should have been able to provide them with a living.

The sad thing was that the co-operative was a disaster. The members tried to
run the property as a co-operative rather than give the members individual
titles with the responsibility to run their own farms and pay back the bank. It
was a recipe for disaster and no repayments were made. Only years later did the
bank subdivide the land and issue separate titles thus giving individuals the
responsibility of the land and their share of debt. But in the final analysis very
little of the original debt and the accrued interest was ever paid back.
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