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THE MAKING OF AI MATAI: A CAUTIONARY TALE IN
FIJIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY AND PUBLISHING

Doug Munro
Suva, Fiji

Ai Matai is the official history of the Fiji military’s participation in the Malaya
Emergency, written by Tevita Nawadra. What ought to be a milestone in Fijian
historiography in fact has had little public or academic impact. Publication in
the Fijian language and poor distribution have created a small readership that
is largely local. Further official military histories are currently being researched
in Fiji, and the experience of Ai Matai provides useful lessons and warnings
about how to and how not to go about such projects. This article attempts to
identify the difficulties in the writing of history in Fiji and to serve as a re-
minder of the basic problems that exist where technical resources are deficient,
and attitudes, values, and procedures are different from those in the so-called
developed countries. If the lessons of Ai Matai are heeded, it should be possi-
ble for Fiji to produce official military histories that will correspond with and
share the positive features of their counterparts in the First World.

On 19 January 1996, in the spacious grounds of Government House, Suva,
the president of Fiji launched Ai Matai, the official history of First Battalion,
Fiji Infantry Regiment, in the Malaya campaign between 1952 and 1956.1
Present at the occasion were an assortment of government officials, former
servicemen, military officers, and their partners, but apparently there were
no academics.

My interest in Ai Matai stemmed from difficulty in obtaining a copy. I
knew the year before that such a book was in progress,2 and I first saw a
copy in a downtown Suva book shop in July 1996. A week or so later, I asked
the University of the South Pacific Book Centre to order copies, but the
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army informed them that these were only available to service personnel.
When I returned to the downtown book shop, there were no copies left on
the shelves, but one was produced from under the counter—as though it
were a pornographic magazine—and I purchased a hardback edition for the
very reasonable sum of F$29.95. It was very puzzling and not a little suspi-
cious that a book with obvious and legitimate public interest was under
wraps to the extent that I had to obtain a copy by semisurreptitious means.
On the principle that forbidden fruits taste sweetest, I decided to look into
the matter.

In my follow-up research it became apparent that the print media had
done a poor job of reporting Ai Matai. The Fiji Times reporter said that the
“book was compiled by ex-servicemen headed by Colonel Joji Mate.”3 In
fact, the book was authored by one Tevita Ratulailai Nawadra—as the book’s
spine, title page, and dust jacket all make clear—and the text had only been
vetted, not written, by a committee of five veterans of the Malaya campaign
under the chairmanship of the late Colonel Mate (p. 524). To this day the
author has never received proper credit in the print media, and this is sym-
bolized in newspaper photographs of the book launch. The Fiji Times photo-
graph showed the president and Adi Lady Lala Mara, who is brandishing a
copy of the book. In the Fiji-language newspaper Volasiga, the roles were
reversed, with the president holding a copy and Adi Lala looking on. In the
other Fiji-language paper, Nai Lalakai, three prominent Fijians are sitting
side by side admiring a copy; again the author goes unmentioned and is no-
where to be seen.4 The television news coverage was a good deal better: the
Fiji One TV report correctly specified the authorship, and the author him-
self explained how he went about researching the book. But that was the
only media acknowledgment of Tevita Nawadra at the book launch, and since
then his name has hardly been mentioned in the print media.

But I had a more fundamental concern. Ai Matai ought to be a milestone
in Fijian historiography. With over 500 pages of text, it is by far the largest
history book in the Fijian language, and its impact should have been corre-
spondingly significant. But the distribution of the book has been restricted,
and it is still difficult to obtain copies. It is unusual to find it in book shops,
meaning that the necessary constant reminder is not before the reading
public, and knowledge of its existence overseas must be minimal. I hope, with
this essay, to redress the situation—to make the book known to a wider audi-
ence, which, in turn, will give its author belated acknowledgment. It is not
my purpose, except incidentally, to evaluate Ai Matai. Rather, I will relate
how the book came into being, discuss the implications of its limited distri-
bution, and comment generally on the Fiji Military Force’s efforts to pro-
duce an official war history.

MUNRO  Page 62  Monday, June 10, 2002  2:27 PM



Ai Matai: A Cautionary Tale in Fijian Historiography 63

The Author and the Making of the Book

In August 1987 Tevita Nawadra was approached by Sitiveni Rabuka (now
the prime minister of Fiji) to write Ai Matai. It was not the first time that an
attempt had been made to write an official history of the Malaya campaign
(or the Malaya Emergency, as it was known at the time). Work commenced
in the early 1980s, when Warrant Officer I Sam Gilhooly (himself a veteran
of the Malaya campaign but retired and working for the Returned Service-
men’s Association in New Zealand) took leave and came to Fiji as an honor-
ary captain. He was assisted by another Malaya veteran, Honorary Lieu-
tenant Afalusi Koroi, who died soon afterwards. Gilhooly returned to New
Zealand to complete the job, but he too died, within three years. It is
reported that his landlady burnt his papers, including his work on the book
and the original First Battalion war diary. So Captain Nawadra had to start
from scratch (p. xvii). By the late 1980s, moreover, there was an added
urgency in that the Malaya campaign veterans were getting on in years, and
if work did not resume quickly, many would not likely be around to provide
their reminiscences or to enjoy the eventual book.

It would appear that the moving light for the book was the then presi-
dent, the late Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, the former battalion commander in
Malaya who had long wanted such a book written.5 But the credit for choos-
ing Tevita Nawadra surely goes to (then) Colonel Rabuka (p. xvii). Captain
Nawadra does not know why he was chosen to write the book: he was never
told and he never asked. But it can be surmised that he fitted the bill in most
respects, being a well-educated former schoolteacher and public servant who
had studied at the University of Leicester. His experience includes attach-
ments to the Curriculum Development Unit (1971), the East-West Center
in Honolulu (1972–1974), and the Fijian Dictionary Project (1974–1986). His
new assignment would involve extensive interviewing of elderly Malaya cam-
paign veterans, and it is not difficult to see that Nawadra’s personality and
education made him an appropriate person to approach the task with sym-
pathy and understanding.

For the author the job offer was not only unexpected but gratifying—and
the timing, so soon after the first 1987 coup, was auspicious. He was being
asked by the man whom most Fijians regarded as their savior to perform
an important task, and he could not refuse—even had he wanted to. He
answered with approximately these words: “If you have done this [mounted
a coup] for the Fijian people, then I am honored to do something for them
too, especially those who gave their lives for peace.” In this way, a retired
civil servant without an armed service background found himself in the
army on an indefinite commission, in November 1987, with the rank of
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lieutenant (later captain), and thrust into the unfamiliar role of military
historian.

Much else was unfamiliar in what he described to me as “a new life.” He
had to be shown how to wear a beret and how to salute—and the first time
he was saluted was an emotional experience. It was very different from “the
office,” that is, his previous dictionary work, and he had to learn quickly
how to present himself and to be “perfect in my turnout.” Being a regular
soldier, he feels, provided insights into the military mind that enabled him to
better envisage the day-to-day life of a combat soldier and helped when
interviewing Malaya campaign veterans. It brings to mind the famous dic-
tum of Edward Gibbon that service in the Hampshire Militia was useful to
him as the historian of the Roman Empire. Indeed, Captain Nawadra went
to Malaysia in 1988, shortly after the commencement of the project. There
he visited the areas where the First Battalion operated and heard Malaysian
versions of what Fijian troops did there (p. xviii). In this respect he is akin to
Thomas Babington Macaulay, who visited every battlefield described in his
History of England.

Ai Matai makes some use of documentary evidence, but the major source
is overwhelmingly the veterans’ recollections. The interviewing proceeded
fairly rapidly at first, because many of the veterans had been called up for
service in the immediate aftermath of the 1987 coups. Many were close at
hand in barracks in and around Suva and available for interviewing, often in
groups. Some 800 Fijian soldiers served in the Malaya campaign in 1953
alone, and 146 of them are listed as having been interviewed (pp. 522– 523).
This, however, is a lower-bound figure, because Captain Nawadra was some-
times unable to get the names of everyone in the early group interviews.
Once the political situation settled down, the veterans dispersed and had to
be interviewed in their villages. Tracking them down was not easy, but the
Battalion Commander’s Diary was a starting point, as it contained names of
many of the soldiers (p. xviii).6

The bulk of the interviews and associated transcribing took five years—
until 1993—and predictably, with so many different people, there were ex-
tremes of reaction. A few, but not many, were downright uncooperative,
usually because they genuinely did not want to talk about painful and searing
experiences: “They had served their country, come back, and put it behind
them” was how Captain Nawadra explained it. Others of taciturn mien
needed coaxing. At the other extreme were a few who never stopped talking,
and Captain Nawadra would eventually make good his escape “with my ears
ringing.” One such person talked compulsively for several hours and made
the captain very late for his next appointment in the same village. He even-
tually turned up for his second appointment at five in the afternoon to find

MUNRO  Page 64  Monday, June 10, 2002  2:27 PM



Ai Matai: A Cautionary Tale in Fijian Historiography 65

lunch still waiting for him, replete with yagona. The grog bowl was replen-
ished and the interview commenced with less than ideal results. The trouble
was that Captain Nawadra and the respondent came from rival areas in Fiji
(one from Verata, the other from Bau), and neither was prepared to be the
first to stop drinking. The man insisted on talking at length, but Captain
Nawadra, tired from his previous interview, was having trouble simply stay-
ing awake. So the host talked into the tape recorder while the captain
drifted into sleep, and every half hour he was woken to turn or change the
tape: “I only found out what he was talking about when I got back to base.”
Such is a day in the life of an oral historian.

The interviews were open-ended with few set questions, although each
respondent was given a list of dates to jog the memory and to help prevent
the chronology getting skewed or separate events being conflated. At first
the captain used an old tape recorder from his dictionary days, a bulky affair
resembling a small suitcase. Eventually the army provided more suitable
equipment. He initially had a field assistant who also transcribed his own
interviews, and trainee secretaries were allocated, but they had difficulty in
coping; it was often easier to do things himself. The work was time-consum-
ing, because the tapes were transcribed in full rather than summarized. The
captain had to believe in the basic sincerity of his respondents, or writing the
book would have been impossible (p. xviii) Sometimes, however, he was
given conflicting versions of the same event and had no external means of
verification. A case in point is the story of the action leading to a particular
soldier’s being awarded the Military Medal (p. 304). He recorded several
versions of the same story, but details varied between the widely dispersed
tellers. Unable to get the various people together or to return to ask follow-
up questions, he attempted to reconcile the differing versions and produced
a composite account—very much as a historian will often do when the docu-
mentary evidence conflicts. At other times, as he explained on television
during the book launch, he had to decide which version was the most likely.

Ai Matai is essentially an oral history of the Fijian soldier in the Malaya
campaign. It is not based on that blend of oral testimony and documentary
evidence typical of many other such histories. The reasons for the stress on
the oral record relate to opportunity and the preservation of sources, and
the point can be illustrated by the contrasting examples of other war books.
When writing his dissertation (in the late 1960s) on Australian soldiers’ expe-
riences in the First World War, Bill Gammage corresponded with 269 (of
350 asked) veterans and interviewed some of them. His sample of respon-
dents was necessarily limited by the event having taken place fifty years ear-
lier; and many of the respondents passed away in the period between the
acceptance of the dissertation and the publication of the book deriving from
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it. Gammage’s main source, however, was the diaries and letters of almost
1,000 soldiers in the Australian War Memorial and other repositories.7 By
contrast, the Fijian experience in the Malaya campaign did not generate
much of a written record from the ordinary soldiers, and in any case there is
no repository in Fiji comparable to the Australian War Memorial. Hank
Nelson’s book on Australian prisoners-of-war of the Japanese provides
another contrast. In addition to interviews with 158 survivors, Nelson drew
on a variety of written records including diaries and reminiscences, official
war histories, and almost fifty books by and about the POWs.8 There is
simply not the richness of written documentation on the Fijian contribution
to the Malaya campaign. A third example is John Barrett’s analysis in the
1980s of some 3,700 bulky questionnaires from Australian World War II
veterans, many of whom were contacted through the cooperation of the
Returned Servicemen’s League.9 It is difficult to imagine that Fiji’s veterans
would, in any numbers, return completed questionnaires. In all, circum-
stances in Fiji conspire against writing such finely grained military histories
unless the researcher is prepared to go to quite inordinate lenghts.

Historiographic Location

War is a subject of enduring and seemingly universal interest; and the histo-
riography of warfare is as diffuse as its practitioners are varied. Military
history is an incredibly diverse subject and home to the whole spectrum of
so-called amateur and professional historians. Alongside a huge and heavily
pictorial literature for a wider reading public and a sizable corpus of sol-
diers’ reminiscences10 is a more scholarly literature, enormous in size and
varied in scope—the product of “that monstrous modern regiment, the aca-
demic strategist.”11 This ranges from studies from the vantage point of high
command, military-government relations, and diplomacy through to history-
from-below books that focus on the soldiers’ experience. The latter trend,
indeed, is under way in Pacific Islands historiography as academic researchers
—predominantly anthropologists but including historians—have “gone to
war,” resulting in several publications in recent years focusing specifically on
the islanders’ experience during World War II.12 The increasing emphasis on
the Pacific Islanders’ role and experience is a welcome development.13

There is also a well-defined genre of official war histories, into which Ai
Matai fits; and it is a little-known fact that there is an official history of Fiji in
the Second World War, written by an expatriate officer.14 Genre or not, gov-
ernment-sponsored war histories are also highly differentiated in terms of
authorship and scope, qualities that are nicely captured by the Official His-
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tory of New Zealand in the Second World War, 1939–1945. It contains four
series: “Campaign and Service” (nineteen titles), “Unit Histories” (twenty-
one titles), “Episodes and Studies” (twenty-four booklets, consolidated into
two volumes), and “The New Zealand People at War” (three titles). Like other
countries’ multivolume official war histories, there are the usual battalion
and campaign histories and a smaller number of domestic accounts. The
individual authors come from a wide variety of service and nonservice back-
grounds, and sometimes a combination of both—although the campaign
and unit histories are usually written by people with combat experience. The
domestic accounts, typically, were written by career academics with nonser-
vice backgrounds, and in fact the volume Political and External Affairs was
Professor F. L. W. Wood’s opus magnum. Typically also, the authors had un-
restricted access to official documents and the overall time frame is lengthy;
the last volume was completed in 1982 (and even then publication was
delayed until 1986).15

The diversity of the multivolume official war histories—in New Zealand
and elsewhere—makes it difficult to locate Ai Matai even within this
genre. The mix of theme and author makes it the more so. It is a conven-
tional battalion history but, unconventionally, is written by one with no
combat experience. Nor can Captain Nawadra, as an official war histo-
rian, compare with careerists such as C. E. W. Bean or a Samuel Eliot
Morison, both of whom wrote numerous volumes about a single war.16 Ai
Matai is additionally unconventional: being based on oral testimony rather
than official documents, it resembles more the history-from-below books
than the typical battalion histories, which are equally concerned with strat-
egy and command. Ai Matai is also at once a battalion history and an entire
official war history in itself, again an unusual situation but explicable be-
cause of the relatively small-scale extent of Fiji’s involvement in the Malaya
Emergency.

In short, Ai Matai captures in miniature the nebulous qualities of official
war histories, with their overlapping categories. The book is difficult to cate-
gorize, because it is the exception to just about every rule: a battalion history
that draws lightly on official documents, relying mostly on oral testimony; an
author with an unusual background (which implies no criticism); and a rela-
tive lack of secretarial and research support. The only point with which the
author can be faulted is that insufficent use was made of the documentary
record, even taking into account the enormously time-consuming task of
almost single-handedly collecting the oral testimonies and then transcribing
some 260 cassette tapes. But more use could have been made of the official
documentation in what is supposed to be an official history, after all.
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Funding and Distribution

The book was produced under fairly rudimentary circumstances. The
resources available to Captain Nawadra do not compare, say, with those at
the disposal of the New Zealand oral-pictorial project on the 28 Maori Bat-
talion in the Second World War. In addition to gathering oral testimony, the
28 Maori Battalion Project is collecting letters, diaries, songs, poems, photo-
graphs, and memorabilia and entering detailed biographical data (including
video images and voice) of some 4,000 individuals into a computerized data-
base. Although operating on an amazingly low budget given the amount and
variety of work, this Massey University–based project draws on resources
(including volunteer helpers) that Captain Nawadra never dreamed of.17 An-
other computer-based military history project, involving resources beyond
those of the Fiji Army, is the First Australian Infantry Force project at the
Australia Defence Force Academy.18

Yet the army was beneficent within its means. Captain Nawadra’s salary
was met from public funds, but extra efforts had to be made to see the book
to a conclusion. The army raised F$50,000 toward the book, the proceeds
coming from the profit from an insurance premium that would otherwise
have been distributed among the troops. The army then decided, in May
1995, to organize a massive fund-raising exercise to meet the balance of the
book’s production costs. A senior army spokesman declared: “We did not
want to depend on Government assistance, and we’re not considering Gov-
ernment funds.”19 A F$51,000 target was reported,20 commencing with a
dinner costing F$100 per couple. But the main thrust of fund-raising would
be runathons involving every battalion, and when the day came, they all
tried to outdo each other. The follow-up newspaper report, while itemizing
a number of substantial private and district donations, did not specify the
total money raised.21 In fact, the fund-raising realized a staggering F$72,000,
which brought the total to F$122,000. This sum more than covered the
eventual printing (F$47,000) and other costs (F$43,000), and Captain Nawa-
dra returned F$32,000 to the army with the recommendation that a revolv-
ing fund for future historical projects be established.22

The typesetting and printing were undertaken by the Government Printer
(who is slow and costly), and the print run was 1,500 hardback copies and an
equal number in paperback. Copies sold at the official book launch “like hot
cakes,” according to the television news coverage; 104 copies changed
hands, to be precise. Thereafter, the plot thickens. In a strange decision,
instead of the book’s being made publicly available, sales of Ai Matai were
initially restricted to service personnel. No security issues were at stake, the
book was likely to have widespread appeal (among Fijians at any rate), and
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sales would have helped to recoup the initial outlay and provide funding for
future historical projects.

So what should have been a milestone in the historiography of Fiji was
largely hidden from sight. A sense of the author’s quiet disappointment
came across during our discussions. He was presented with the unexpected
opportunity and challenge to produce something of lasting worth. As he said
to me, “The book had to be from a uniquely Fijian perspective—written by
a Fijian from the experiences of Fijian soldiers for a Fijian audience, and for
future reference.” The book was intended to celebrate and to create a public
awareness of the Fijian contribution to the Malaya campaign, but these
objectives are largely negated if the book’s distribution and availability is so
limited, especially among those too young to remember the event—anyone
under age fifty. Restricting it to service personnel is akin to preaching to the
converted, not creating a wider public awareness. Neither does the limited
distribution do anything to foster habits of reading—which are becoming
increasingly required—among people who are more comfortable with orality.
There seemed no valid explanation for the decision to limit circulation,
except perhaps as a function of a restricted literacy setting where the ten-
dency is to have a secretive attitude toward knowledge.23

Actually, it was nothing more sinister than a few wires getting crossed
within the army. The book was intended for public sale, but the person
responsible for distribution had not been made aware of this. Thus, the Uni-
versity of the South Pacific Book Centre placed an order in July 1996, only
to be told that copies were not available to the general public. In March
1997, at my prompting, the Book Centre placed another order, and on this
occasion the army agreed to make copies available. They would not, how-
ever, accept an LPO (local purchasing order) but required that someone
from the Book Centre pick up copies at the Nabua base. They further spec-
ified a cash on collection arrangement—which is contrary to normal book
trade practices where the publisher or distributor arranges dispatch. Even
without such mixups, sales would be limited, not least because of the lack of
good book outlets in Fiji. Nor is it likely that sales will be augmented by
excerpts from Ai Matai that were serialized in Nai Lalakai, beginning on 19
March 1997, because the book itself is not mentioned.

Then there is the small matter of the F$32,000 that Captain Nawadra
returned to the army to establish a revolving fund for other such projects. To
this sum can be added whatever monies have been realized through sales—
which would have been somewhat more had the book been publicly avail-
able from the onset. Because no taxpayers’ money is involved, these funds
have not been spirited away into consolidated revenue but, instead, placed
in a separate bank account for future historical work. A priority is an English

MUNRO  Page 69  Monday, June 10, 2002  2:27 PM



70 Pacific Studies, Vol. 20, No. 3 — September 1997

translation of Ai Matai. Plans are also afoot for a volume on the Fijian con-
tribution to peacekeeping in the Sinai desert—as Fiji One TV reported in its
coverage of the book launching ceremony—but on this occasion the army
will seek outside funding. The feeling is that they have done their bit with Ai
Matai, and now it is the government’s or a sponsor’s turn to pick up the tab.
Indeed, two official histories of Fiji peacekeeping operations are in prepara-
tion. The writer of the Sinai history is Captain Stan Brown, a retired naval
officer (who has just completed an official history of the Fiji police force).
Costs are minimal because, as a retired person, he receives no salary, only
out-of-pocket expenses. The Lebanon history is being written by Jim Sanday,
a former lieutenant-colonel, with some funding being provided by Taiwan.24

Summary

A balance sheet on Ai Matai has its debits and credits in about equal mea-
sure. The quality of newspaper reporting is regrettable, but in no way is the
army accountable for the print media’s shortcomings. The army’s fund-rais-
ing efforts were magnificent but are offset by the inept distribution of the
book. The latter can be put down to inexperience only up to a point, consid-
ering that the army’s original intention was to sell copies to civilians as well
as to war veterans. There has also been a tardiness in using the monies raised
through Ai Matai to get a translation under way. This can only partly be put
down to pressure of other work combined with key army personnel being
absent on tours of duty.

The lack of an English-language version has prompted strong criticism in
some quarters. It was decided to publish a Fiji-language version in the first
instance for the sake of the Malaya campaign veterans, meaning that Ai
Matai is detached from a considerable literature on the Malaya Emergency.25

Critics have said that greater sales and an international audience would have
resulted had the book been written in the English language; and from a
commercial as well as an academic standpoint they are correct. The earlier-
mentioned official history of Fiji forces in the Second World War was first
printed in English and only later in Fijian, and adherence to this precedent
would have been better for sales.26 Sales of Ai Matai, as of late March 1997,
were limited to the 104 copies sold at the launching ceremony; another 241
copies were distributed but not necessarily sold (and a number of compli-
mentary copies were given out). In keeping with the plan to make Ai Matai
available to Fijian people and especially the campaign veterans, those 241
copies were distributed for sale by district councils, who are no more experi-
enced at book distribution than the army; in any case, the retail prices of
F$20 (hardback) and F$17 (paperback), while very reasonable given the size
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of the book, are either beyond the means or more than the average Fijian
villager is prepared to pay for a book. A print run of 3,000 was overly ambi-
tious, but at least the book is unlikely to go out of print in the immediate
future. Nor have there been attempts to promote Ai Matai overtly in its seri-
alization in Nai Lalakai, by specifying that the installments are excerpted
from the book and indicating where and for how much copies may be
purchased.

To continue the economic argument, an English version could have been
distributed to a network of overseas service clubs and returned servicemen’s
associations, not to mention military academies and university libraries. An
English-language version is clearly needed, but it is easier said than done.
Probably the most difficult aspect of the eventual translation exercise will be
to find someone both appropriately qualified and available. However, to date
the army has made no serious attempt to translate their good intentions into
reality.

Why were so many copies printed when likely sales were so limited? The
army discussed the print run at some length, and the final decision was
based on the combination of assumed sales and printer’s quotes. The expec-
tation that veterans and their families would readily purchase copies was
overly optimistic. What settled the matter, however, was a quote from the
Government Printer, who advised that a larger print run would result in a
lower unit cost. This quote pushed the army into agreeing to the untenably
large print run. Whereas a reviewer thought that the mere 500 copies of the
first volume of New Zealand and the Korean War was “amazingly” insuffi-
cient, it would have been a realistic figure for Ai Matai.27

The care and preservation of the tapes containing the oral testimony will
also need looking into. As of August 1997, they were securely housed with
the transcripts and other research material at the Queen Elizabeth Barracks
in Suva. Provision will need to be made for those 260 or so cassette tapes’
transfer to air-conditioned premises and for extra copies to be made as a safe-
guard. It is for the better that the National Archives of Fiji, which has appro-
priate facilities, has considered laying claim to the tapes on those grounds.

A further concern is the question of the author’s independence and rights
to his own interpretation. This is one of the most vexatious problems con-
nected with commissioned histories: there is a fine line indeed between
“effective supervision” and heavy-handed “meddling or censorship.”28 Al-
though the latter scenario was not the case with Ai Matai, the cynic might
find tendencies in that direction. Captain Nawadra handed over the com-
pleted manuscript to the then president, Ratu Sir Penaia Ganilau, in late
1992. The president kept it for almost a year, which laid to rest the author’s
hope that the book’s publication would coincide with the reburial of the
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repatriated remains of twenty-two Fijian veterans of the Malaya campaign,
scheduled for November 1993.29 But the president decided that the book
would be vetted, and he formed a committee under Colonel George Mate,
who went through the manuscript page by page. The legitimate purpose was
to weed out any factual errors that might have resulted from the reliance on
oral testimony—a worry compounded by the fact that Captain Nawadra had
never been a regular soldier in Malaya, or anywhere else for that matter.
Captain Nawadra is happy with the committee’s work, but he did lament
that it “could have been done earlier.”

One can only agree. The requirement that the book be vetted should
have been stated at the onset; then the committee could have read each
chapter while the next one was being written. Had this been done, the book
might have been published in time for the reburial, and there would prob-
ably have been the bonus of additional sales.

The vetting procedures—or lack of them—set down for Ai Matai might
well provide a precedent for overt interference next time round, where the
correction of factual error spills over to a more thoroughgoing intervention
concerning interpretation and conclusions. This is a distinct possibility and
at odds with the conventions of official war histories elsewhere, where authors
have unimpeded access to documents and freedom from political interfer-
ence—whether from politicians, bureaucrats, or the armed forces.30 These
matters should be resolved for the official histories currently under way on
the Sinai and Lebanon peacekeeping operations.

But any reservations are outweighed by the achievement of producing Ai
Matai in good time. Eight years between commencement and actual publi-
cation may sound like a long time, but it is reasonable by the standard of
official war volumes and especially when so much oral testimony had to be
collected, transcribed, and digested.31 The manuscript, moreover, once out
of the clutches of the vetting committee, was promptly printed—unlike some
war history volumes, where unconscionable delays are experienced between
completion of the manuscript and its eventual publication.

There is bound to be criticism in some quarters about the very subject
matter and its implied celebration of war and all its horrors.32 It must also be
admitted that Ai Matai will have little, if any, appeal to the Indian commu-
nity, who view the army askance as an overtly Fijian institution. The army’s
involvement in the 1987 coups is an emphatic reminder on that point. But
the problem goes back further. The Indo-Fijians’ near-universal refusal to
enlist in 1943, unless given the same pay and conditions as European troops,
has been held against them ever since, although “more for modern political
emphasis than for any honest attempt to understand the problem.”33 By con-
trast, army service is an honorable vocation for Fijians, and villagers like a
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son to join the army, just as it was once the ambition of French Catholic
families to have a son in holy orders. Even if an English translation eventu-
ates, Ai Matai and books like it will find little favor with Indo-Fijians. Some
might even argue, on the one hand, that Ai Matai will only serve to accentu-
ate existing ethnic tensions, but that comment would apply to many books
about Fiji where an appeal to one group entails rejection or indifference by
the other. On the other hand, Ai Matai has obvious uses as a school and uni-
versity text for Fijian culture and language courses.

Any realistic assessment needs to recognize that Fiji does not have the
resources or local expertise to produce official war histories on the scale that
the developed countries can.34 Future activities will be limited by such
contingencies, and again a contrast with New Zealand is instructive. With a
population of about three million (compared with Fiji’s 770,000), New Zea-
land has some fifty public historians being paid for what they do.35 The very
different financial and educational situation of postindependence Fiji has
resulted in a miserly five commissioned historians in the past twenty-seven
years. The first was Deryck Scarr, from the Australian National University,
who wrote the biography of Ratu Sir Lala Sukuna.36 More recently, Sir
Robert Sanders (who had long service in the Fiji administration) assisted
the incumbent president, Ratu Sir Kamasese Mara, in the writing of his
memoirs—the project receiving financial backing from the Republic of
China.37 There are also the above-mentioned official histories of the police
force and of the peacekeeping operations by Captain Brown and Colonel
Sanday. The only ethnic Fijian (as distinct from expatriate, resident Euro-
pean, or part European) in this small group is Tevita Nawadra, the author of
Ai Matai.

This record points to the dilemma of historical writing in Fiji. On the one
hand, no young historians are being produced by the University of the South
Pacific, largely because the discipline is seen as irrelevant to one’s career
prospects.38 On the other hand, complaints have long been voiced that Fiji
history, and Pacific history generally, is overwhelmingly written by outsiders
rather than by Pacific Islanders. But the remedy—if this is really such a
problem—has to come from within, and the necessary structural, institu-
tional, and financial arrangements must be put into place. At the moment,
commissioned histories in Fiji are being written by overseas academics,
whose salaries are met by their home institutions, or by retired persons who
live off their pensions and only expect out-of-pocket expenses. Only Colonel
Sanday is a local person with discipline-specific academic training. It must
be stressed that history does not come cheaply, only with different degrees
of expense;39 and historians take a long time to train. But a start needs to be
made and the necessary skills nurtured—and it is pointless to complain about
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the prevalence of outside researchers when no serious attempts are made to
develop home-grown historians. In the meantime, Tevita Nawadra’s Ai Matai
stands as an exemplar.

NOTES

A version of this article was presented on 10 September 1997, as an Oceania Lecture at
the University of the South Pacific. My list of acknowledgments is extensive, especially
since the major source of information was oral testimony. The late Ian Cowman, Brigadier-
General Ian Thorpe (Ret.), and Ian McGibbon provided useful comments and informa-
tion. Filipe Tuisawau translated passages from Fijian. Sikeli Korovulavula of Fiji Televi-
sion Limited was most helpful, as was Armin Kullack, the manager of the University of
the South Pacific Book Centre. I am particularly grateful to Captain Tevita Nawadra for
his readiness to be interviewed and for good-naturedly putting up with my later intru-
sions; and to Major-General George Konrote for so readily responding to my inquiries
and for generally facilitating my research. Helpful discussions were also held with Ratu
Epeli Nailatikau, Lieutenant-Colonel David Walker, Lieutenant-Colonel John Masson,
Colonel George Kadavulevu, Warrant Officer I Josateki Bakeidaku, Captain Stan Brown
(Ret.), Margaret Patel, Sir Len Usher, Alastair Thomson, Jock Phillips, Greg Pemberton,
Deryck Scarr, Epeli Hau‘ofa, and James Sanday. The three anonymous reviewers of the
article gave sound advice. Sincere thanks are extended to all these individuals. Final
responsibility for facts and interpretation, as always, rests with myself.
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