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For Junior and Mela Baba and Teu i la and Palemia Field 
who worried and wondered what was happening 

to their parents. 

Isa Lei, na noqu rarawa 

Niko sa na vodo e na mataka 

Bau nanuma, na nodatou lasa 

Mai Suva nanuma tiko ga 

Isa Lei, the purple shadows fall 

Sad the morrow will dawn upon my sorrow 

Oh forget not when you are far away 

Precious moments beside the Suva bay 

The phrase ' Isa Lei' emphasises one's extreme and heartfelt 
sense of vakanananu or nostalgia over a place, person,  event, 
or loved one. It registers the feel ing that the speaker is shedding 
deep emotions about their loss, grief and sense of emptiness. It 

encompasses the intel lect, the heart and the soul .  





Key events in 

Fiji politics 

1970 
October 10 (Sat.) 

1985 
July 1 (Mon.) 

1987 
Apri 12 (Sun.) 

May 14 (Thurs.) 

September 26 (Sat.) 

October 7 (Wed.) 

1990 
July 25 (Wed.) 

1997 
July 25 (Fri.) 

1999 
May 19 (Wed.) 

2000 
May 19 (Fri.) 

May 24 (Wed.) 

Fi j i  becomes i ndependent with Ratu Sir 
Kamisese Mara founding prime minister. 

Fi j i Labour Party ( FLP) founded. 

Timoci Bavadra's FLP wins general 
election. 

Sitiveni Rabuka stages F i j i 's first coup. 

Rabuka's second coup. 

Fij i decl ared a republic .  

New, racist constitution promulgated. 

Multiracia l  constitution promulgated. 

Mahendra Chaudhry sworn in as Fij i 's 
first Indian prime minister. 

George Speight seizes F i j i  Parl iament, 

taking government hostage. 

UN specia l  representative Sergio de Mello 
and Commonwealth head Don McKinnon 
visit Speight. 



May 2 7 (Sat.) 

May 28 (Sun.) 

May 29 (Mon.) 

June 12 (Mon.) 

June 24 (Sat.) 

July 3 (Mon.) 

July 9 (Sun) 

13 July 13 (Thurs.) 

July 27 (Thurs.) 

President Ratu Sir  Kamisese Mara sacks 

hostage Prime Minister C haudhry. 

Pol iceman Fi l ipo Seavula murdered by 

rebels, F i j i  TV trashed. 

Fi j i  Mi l itary declare martial law and 
dump President Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara .  

Soldiers fire a t  Speight at a road b lock . 

Speight releases female hostages. 

Laisenia Qarase named by mi l i tary as 
interim prime minister. 

Muanikau Accord signed to end crisis. 

Chaudhry and the l ast of the hostages 
freed. 

Speight and key coup figures arrested. 

November 2 (Thurs.) Mutiny at mi l i tary headquarters - eight 
ki l led. 

2001 
July 1 (Sun.) Fi j i  Red Cross head John Scott and 

partner murdered. 

September 12 (Wed.) Qarase's new government sworn in, a fter 
democratic elections. 

2002 
February 18 (Mon.) Speight convicted of treason and 

sentenced to death - commuted to l ife 

imprisonment with in  hours. 

2003 
June 2 7 (Fri.) Joe Nata and Timoci convicted of treason. 

2004 
April 19 (Mon.) Mara dies. 
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Foreword 

There are certain  events i n  our l i ves that are etched in our 

consciousness. They affect forever how we think, how we feel 

and how we see the world .  Until these events leave our memory, 

they continue to grate and fester and, l ike a young l i fe in  an 

embryo, they seek ful l  expression through their own existence 

in the world .  But l ike a l l  births, these events or stories have their 

own timing and also require an appropriate environment for their 

ful l  appreciation. 

The three authors have had their l ives affected by Fij i 's 2000 

coup. They have carried that experience in  their consciousness 

whi le longing and waiti ng for an opportunity to share it 

w ith others . This book provides that opportunity and it is  by 

coincidence that we were able to come together through a meeting 

w ith a Reed Publ ish ing representative. 

This book wi l l  be launched on the fifth anniversary of the 

Fiji 2000 coup, by wh ich time many of the characters i ndicted 

wi l l  have been charged and convicted and many others wi l l  have 

been clearly identified and awa it ing tria l .  But the 2000 coup is  

not only about these people who p lanned and carried it out;  i t  

is  a lso about a l l  those who were unfortunately the victims, l ike 

the parl iamentarians and their immediate famil ies, those who lost 

their work and businesses, not to mention the ordinary people 

w hose dreams and faith in  Fi j i have been shaken and in many 

cases shattered. Many of these people have s ince left the country, 

a long with thousands who have migrated abroad s ince the first 

coup of 1 98 7. 

The book also shows that a story of such an  important event 

in  a smal l  country like Fi j i inevitably features a l l  the important 

institutions and offices of the land: the office of the president, the 
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14 SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

j udiciary, the Parl iament, the pol ice, the mil i tary, the Great Council 

of Chiefs, the churches and other civi l  society organisations. 
Perceptions of groups, communities and individuals inevitab ly 

shape how they relate to other groups in a plural society. Fi j ian 
perceptions of their  interests were drawn upon to galvanise 
indigenous F i j ians and institutions l ike the Great Counci l of 
Chiefs to support 'The Cause' . All  three coups in  Fi j i have been 
j ustified on the basis of 'F i j ian interest' . 

The 2000 coup has also shown that beneath the gu ise of 

pushing for Fi j ian interest i s  the rea l  interest of those who stand 
to lose thousands of dol lars, and in some cases mi l l ions, in  unpaid 
tax and bad debts owed to the former National Bank of Fi j i 
and the Fij i Development Bank. There are also those who lost 
power and positions through the defeat of the S itiveni Rabuka's 
government in the 1 999 elections. Many of those who would 
lose their privi leges in the change of government combined and 
formed formidable opposition to the new government. 

It is  to be noted that the wheels of j ustice turn very slowly 
in Fi j i ,  that many of those who were involved in  the 2000 coup 
have only j ust been charged and convicted and many more are 
sti l l  awaiting trial even as we prepare to commemorate the fifth 
anniversary of the coup. This reflects, on one hand, the tardiness 

of institutions concerned with law and order and justice, and 
on the other, the inabi l i ty of the Government by virtue of i ts 
coa l ition with the party of George Speight, the Conservative 
Al l iance/Matanitu Vanua, to push for the speedy resolution of 

such cases. This suggests that institutions of democracy do not 
operate in  a vacuum; in  a sma ll ,  ethnical ly and cultural ly diverse 
country l ike F i j i ,  they are not i mmune from pressure from the 
Government, even w hen they assert their independence from it 
openly and publ icly. 

No coup, whether in F i j i  or elsewhere, can avoid the involve­
ment of the media, especial ly the international media .  The media,  
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both local and i nternational,  plays a major role not only i n  our 
understanding of what goes on but a lso, i ncreasingly, in the nature 
and direction of the coup itsel f. In this respect, the book benefits 
from the perspective of Michael Field, an experienced journal ist 
and writer who has lived and worked in the Pacific for more than 
30  years, and has strong family connections there. He provides 
the book's background narrative. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, a Fi j ian academic at the University of 
the South Pacific (USP) ,  brings another perspective to the book 
with her keen i nterest in  aspects of Fij ian nationalism, Fij ian 
cu lture and development, knowledge and tradi tion.  Unais i  is  
my wife, and during the 2000 ordeal  she was heavily pregnant 

with our youngest, our son Tupeni Junior. She was involved, 
with other spouses and partners, with organisations l ike the Red 
Cross and the mi l i tary in  supporting their spouses and partners 
in Parl iament. 

The third voice is mine. I have the unfortunate opportunity of 
having been involved in  all the coups. I was in Parl iament in 1 98 7  
a n d  was taken prisoner for seven days, a n d  again  in 2000 when 
we were incarcerated for 5 6 days. In the latter I was deputy p rime 
minister and min ister for foreign affai rs and external trade and, 
worse, I was on my feet addressing the House of Representatives 
when George Speight and his armed thugs took over Parl i ament. 

This book is a vehicle for the expression of the three per­
spectives in the belief that a complex event l ike a coup in a smal l  
but ethnica l ly and culturally diverse country cannot be fu l ly 
understood from only one or two perspectives, even i f  they are 
from the inside. We have tried therefore to provide various inside 
perspectives in the hope of creating greater under-standing for 
a l l  our readers. If we succeed, even in part, our hopes of sharing 

our experiences, w hich have been etched in our consciousness for 
some five years now, wi l l  have been fulfi l led . 

We feel there is a lso the need for other insiders, especial ly those 
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who l ive in Fi j i ,  to tel l  their own stories on the coups and other 
aspects of l i fe in  F i j i .  These perspectives must be heard i f  genu ine 
reconci l i ation is to begin. Here the words of Maxine Greene come 

to mind: 'It may be that education can only take p lace w hen we 
can be friends of one another's minds. Surely, there w i l l  be much 
to discover if we put our stories next to the stories in  this book 
. . . ' (Stories Lives Tell). 

Dr Tupeni Baba 

Auckland 

2005 



Armed strangers 

Friday 19 May 2 0 0 0  

A tragedy that w a s  t o  cost many l ives a n d  bring chaos to 
thousands more had a precise opening sequence, recorded in  
the Hansard of the  F i j i  House of Representatives on  a hot, clear 
Friday, 1 9  May 2000. 

'The House met at 1 0.40 am pursuant to adjournment,' begins 
the Hansard record w here, Shakespearean-l ike, the actors' names 
are capita l ised. 

'MR. SPEAKER took the Chair and read the Prayer. '  

As  the prayer was  unchanged and  set down in parl iamentary 
ru les, it  was not included in the dai ly Hansard. 

'Almighty God, who in Thy wisdom and goodness hast 
appointed the offices of rulers and Parl iaments for the welfare 
of society and the j ust Government of Men,' Speaker Apenisa 

Kurusaqi la  prayed, 'we beseech Thee to behold with Thy abundant 
favour us Thy servants, whom Thou hast been p leased to ca l l  to 
the performance of important trusts in this Land. Let Thy blessing 
descend upon us here assembled, and grant that we may treat and 
consider a l l  matters that shall come under our deliberation, in  so 
j ust and fa ithfu l  a manner as to promote Thy honour and glory, 
and to advance the peace, prosperity and welfare of th is land and 

of those whose interest Thou hast committed to our charge. '  
For  an assembly made up of people who disagreed over 

17 



1 8 SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

whether the Ultimate Truth was in the Bible, the Bhagwad Gita 
or the Koran, it was a fine prayer, but theological debate was not 
what some people had in mind. Coal i tion Government backbench 
member Timoci Si latolu knew what was about to happen : George 
Speight had j ust phoned h im to say he and a gang of h ighly 
tra ined First Meridian Squadron soldiers were about to burst 
through the door. 

Hansard, personified by note-taker Serei Moucavu, noted the 
minutes of the day before they were taken as read.  Four papers 
were la id on the table; annual reports of the Higher Salaries 
Commission and the Lami Town Counci l .  

'HON. DR. T.L. BABA ( Deputy Pr ime Minister and Minister 
for Foreign Affa irs ) .  - I have p leasure in laying on the table the 
Report of the Joint Sector Committee on Social Services and the 
Lega l and Consequential Legislation on the Socia l  Justice Bi l l ( Bi l l  
No.  3 of 2000 ) .  

'Mr. Speaker, S ir, the Committee h a d  its first meeting yesterday 
in about less than two hours from 1 1 .00 a .m.  to 1 2 .30 p .m .  when 
we reached a consensus. '  

Dr Tupeni Baba cal led on the House to pass the b i l l  and was 
noting some of the committee's recommendations. Hansard, in  a 
kind of parl iamentary stage whisper, emphasised by ita l ics which 
it used for commentary, Fi j ian and one foreign word, scripted the 
d isaster: 

(At this point (10.45 a.m.) several heavily armed strangers 

(one wearing balaclava) stormed into the Chambers, 

kicked and jumped over the Bar shouting: 'S it  down, sit 
sti l l  and remain calm ! ' )  
MR. SPEAKER. - (Standing u p )  What i s  this ? 
STRANGER NO. 1. - This is a civi l  coup. Hold tight, 

nobody move! 
MR. SPEAKER. - Yes ?  
STRANGER NO. 1. - This is  a civi l  coup by  the  people, 



A R M E D  STRAN G E R S  1 9  

the taukei people and we ask you to please retire to 
your Chamber right now, Mr. Speaker. Please 
co-operate so nobody wi l l  get hurt. 

STRANGER NO. 2. - Toso ike; o iko toso mai ike! 

( Move here; you, move here ! ) ( Speaking to the other 
strangers) Dua me toso mai ike. Dua me tu mai kea. 

Totolo! (One to move here, one to stand over there. 
Quickly ! ) 

STRANGER NO. 1. - Hold your seats. 
STRANGER NO. 2. - Dabe! Dabe i keri! ( Si t !  Sit there ! ) 
MR. SPEAKER. - (Sti l l  standing) Na cava: what is this ?  
STRANGER NO. 1 .  - This  is a c iv i l  coup, with arms and 

ammunition, by the people and for the people.  Please 
j ust tel l  them not to get up !  

MR. SPEAKER. - It is  an i l legal act, you  know that! 
STRANGER NO. 1. - Mr Speaker, please, we do not 

want anybody to get hurt. P lease do not make 
things difficult for us or I wi l l  be forced to use this 
( brandish ing a gun ) .  Wou ld the Members of the 
Opposition leave the Chamber with the Speaker. 

MR. SPEAKER. - (Sti l l  standing, and pointing a finger at 
Stranger No. 1 )  I f  you have to shoot anyone in this 
House, you shoot me first! 

HON. RATU I.  KUBUABOLA. - (Sti ll seated ) No, we wi l l  

not  leave without our  Speaker! 
(At this point, Stranger No. 2. -fi,res two shots towards the 

ceiling of the Chamber.) 

(Mr. Speaker leaves the Chamber with the Leader of the 

Opposition and Opposition Members. All the doors to the 

Chamber are immediately closed and guarded by the armed 

strangers. Government Members and six Parliamentary 

staff remaining in the Chamber.) 

The House was unceremoniously adjourned at 1 0.55 a .m.  



The way the world 
should be 

Vanua and taukei 

'Fi j i ,  the way the world should be' is an advertis ing slogan that 

has survived three coups. I f  you tel l  the rest of the world often 

enough that this p lace is a Pacific paradise, then it becomes hardly 

surprising when you start believing it, and developing the view 

that nothing much needs fixing. The nineteenth-century 'Cannibal 

Isles' label has deftly been turned to a point-of-di fference for resort 

owners competing against other paradises and 'bula' ,  a F i j ian 

word of greeting, has l ittle sincerity left in it .  S logans, myths and 

ideologies paint a romantic p icture of Fij i ,  h id ing from view the 

d ifficu lties wh ich, as a nation, it  should be trying to resolve. 
Fi j i i s  on an ethnic and cultural fault l ine; its land shared by 

both Melanesians and Polynesians. The d ifference has a lways 
been debated but in Fi j i , geography works the equation. The 
early Polynesian of Fi j i settled on the eastern islands of Fij i ,  

particularly the  Lau  group, around 3500 years before present. 
Recent contacts with Tonga compounded their infl uence on social 
and cultura l  l i fe.  Melanesians came by a different route, first 
settl ing on the Cora l Coast in southwestern Viti Levu, perhaps 
1 000 years after Polynesians were in Lau. Among archaeologists 
and anthropologists, this kind of thing causes bun-fights. What 

20 
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is important is that among what are cal led indigenous Fi j ians, 
there is  a diversi ty of language, culture and politics which is  at 
the core of a tragic cycle of confl ict over power among relatively 
smal l  groups of people who are either jealous of their rivals or 
anxious they are about to lose power to the pretenders. Critical to 
understanding th is are two words: vanua and taukei. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba explains their setting: 

P ivota l to the Fij i a n 's l ife is h is vanua ,  an a l l  encompassi ng  word that is 

i nc l us ive of l and ,  people ,  a i r, seas, r ivers, non l iv ing  and  a l l  l iv ing  th i ngs, 

sp i r its, re l i g ion ,  h i story a nd k insh i p  t ies with i n  a defi ned tr ibe. 

Everyone be longs to a p iece of earth ,  a p lace they can ca l l  home, 

that they own with their  re lat ions and that they a re gua rd i a ns of so 

that the i r  kawa (futu re generat ions of the same cla n) ca n a l so have 

the same p lace to l ive. Converse ly i n  the Fij i a n  m i nd ,  everyone be longs 

somewhere. Among Fij i a ns one hea rs :  'ka i  J a i na '  (one from Ch i na ,  

be long i ng  to  Ch i na) ,  ' k a i  l d i a '  ( I nd ia) ,  ' k a i  K i l ivat i '  (K i r i bati) or  ' ka i  

Per itan ia '  (Br ita i n) .  

Al l F ij i ans be long to a c lan a nd the i r  l ives a re i nextr icably l i n ked to 

that of the i r  tr iba l  g rou p ing .  The i r  u l t imate va l ue  or  worth depends on 

how the i r  own c l an  members eva l uate i t. Besides a l l  other g roups one 

jo ins in l i fe, the c lan is the u l t imate, the base that a l l  Fij i a ns be long 

to .  No  one can cla i m  they a re c l an- less. The c l an  is the i r  comfort zone.  

A person is protected with i n  the g roup ,  but is expected as we l l  to be 

respons ib le for the g roup's surviva l .  Al l th i ngs that happen i n  l i fe come 

i n  the context of vanua ,  i ts h i story, soci a l  structu res, mana ,  strength 

and  wea knesses. The i n d iv id ua l  ta kes responsib i l i ty for the g roup ,  is 

concerned about the reputat ion of the g roup  a nd ga i ns a lot of support 

a nd pr ide from belong i ng  to the c la n -based g roup  and  vice versa. 

C lans a re g iven certa i n  tasks in the v i l l age or in the vanua .  A person 

is born i nto a c lan and  its customary ro les. Thoug h  preparat ion for the 
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The fri end ly face of 

Fij i - school  g i r ls from 

Ad i Ca kobau School 

i n  Sawa n i  wa i t ing to 

perform a meke o r  

dance of welcome. 

Michael Field 

d i fferent ro les has waned among some Fij ia ns, the fact rema i ns that 

a l l  a rt icu l ate their  be long i ngness wh i le i n  the vanua .  There is a strong 

bel ief among i nd igenous Fij i ans  that God predest ined the i r vanua .  

There is a d i rect con nection between h uman  be l ief and  performa nces 

on ea rth and  the b less ings one's vanua  gets from God.  The van ua and  

h umans i n  i t  ca n cause the r i gh t  effects from God  if both pa rties revere 

God and perform the i r  ro les as identi fied in the cu l tu re of the Fij i a n .  

Fij i ans  see the  wor ld i n  terms of  a c l ea r  d ichotomy between tau ke i ,  

peop le  who a re of  the l and ,  own the l and  and therefore look after the  

l and ,  and  vu l ag i ,  vis itors. Visitors a re ta uke i  e lsewhere :  everybody is 

ta ukei  somewhere. Those who a re vu l ag i  a re seen as not be long i ng ,  

therefore may not necessa r i ly  fee l respons ib le for t he  l a nd  a nd i ts 

resou rces. Tau ke i  and  vu l ag i  d iscou rses a re a common occu rrence i n  Fij i 

both i n  d a i ly l ife and i n  ceremony. 
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' I t  is  good to a lways remember that i n  Aotearoa ,  we a re visitors a nd 

w i l l  rema i n  so; Dr l l a it ia  Tuwere, a Fij ia n  theo log ian  and  academic, to ld  

Fij i ans i n  a n  Auckla nd sermon i n  2004. ' I t  does not  matter how long 

we have been here i n  New Zea l and ,  whether i t  has been for 30, 40 or 

more yea rs, we a re and  wi l l  a lways rema i n  vis itors here ; we a re however 

ta u kei  of Fij i'. 

The ta u kei  to a vanua  a re expected to a lways have the best i n terests 

of the i r  vanua  at hea rt. The concept of va nua  is a l l  encompassi ng .  I t  

is i ncl usive of a peop le  who belong together and  a re re lated because 

of b lood .  Most of them l ive in a defi ned a rea on l and  wh ich has been 

passed down throug h  generat ions. La nd is communa l ly owned and is a 

very important e lement of identificat ion .  I t  is the home and  a her itage. 

It is very exc lusive in natu re. Be long i ngness is defi ned at b i rth and  is 

therefore restrictive. Th is sense of be long i ng ness is fu rther emphasised 

when at b i rth ch i l d ren a re recorded in the Fij i an  b i rth reg ister, 'Va la  n i  

Kawa Bu la ' ,  wh ich is kept by  t he  Nat ive Lands Comm iss ion .  

Life is s imp le  for the  h i g h l a nders of V i t i  Levu; the vi l l age  of Nabuta utau,  near  
the seized Monasavu dam .  Michael Field 
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Fij i is a former Brit ish co lony, wh ich beca me i ndependent in 1 970. 

Fij i has about 320 isl ands, of these about 1 50 a re i n habited. These 

isla nds a re scattered over an a rea of 650,000 squa re ki lometres. The 

two b iggest isl a nds, Va nua  Levu and Vit i Levu ,  have a comb i ned l and  

a rea of  some 1 6,000 square k i lometres. 

I n d i genous Fij i ans  com prise a l i tt le  over ha l f  of Fij i 's popu lat ion 

of 800,000. About ha lf  of these Fij i a ns l ive i n  ru ra l  Fij i i n  some 1 040 

v i l l ages and  su rround i ng  a reas, wh i l e  the other ha l f  l ive i n  u rban a reas. 

Fij i a n  vi l l ages be long to co lon i a l ly created d i str icts wh ich were based, 

in pa rt, on the trad it iona l Fij i an  va nua  set-u p, but in some cases broke 

up peop le  of the same vanua  i nto d i fferent d istr icts. D istr icts comb ine 

to form the 1 4  prov inces of Fij i .  The provi nces a re a later i ntroduction .  

S im i l a r  to th is  were the creat ion of confederacies a nd the i nst i tut ion 

of the Great Cou nci l of Ch iefs (GCC or Bose Levu Vakatu raga) .  A l l  were 

put i n  p lace to fac i l itate the ad m i n istrat ion of the colon ies and  to make 

l ife easier for the co lon i a l  adm i n istrators. These organ isat ions forci b ly 

un i ted the otherw ise mu l ti p l e  g roup ings  of Fij i a ns. I t  was easier to 

adm i n ister Fij ia ns if  the col on i a l  adm in istrat ion had to dea l  on ly w i th 

th ree heads of confederac ies i nstead  of the 1 40 or so vanua  ch iefs 

who,  d u r i ng  the cou p  and  wh i l e  the hostages were sti l l  bei ng  he ld ,  had 

a meet ing  i n  Pa r l i ament ,  attended by Spe ight. Van ua ch iefs ru le  over 

one or more v i l l ages in a d istr ict. They have a defi ned terr itory under 

the i r j u risd i ct ion and  tend to be the most i nfl uent ia l  ch iefs i n  the d a i ly 

l ives of Fij i a ns. 

Wh i le it is common to hear Fij i ans  speak of be long i ng  to the i r 

prov inces, a c loser read i ng shows that the Fij i a n  first and  foremost 

regards his vanua  as the ent i ty that he ident ifi es with ,  in terms of 

l and  ownersh i p, l anguage, re lat ionsh i ps and  a l l  re l ated customary 

ob l i gat ions. 

Wh i le most a re of Me la nesi an  stock, there a re those to the east, 

especia l ly, who a re Polynes ian ,  who have Tongan  and ,  to some extent ,  

Samoa n  physica l  and cu ltu ra l  cha racteristi cs. Among Fij i a ns, there a re 

therefore a lot of va r iat ions i n  terms of l a nguage, re l i g ion and  colou r  
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(F ij ia ns i n  t h e  east a re referred t o  as t h e  fa i rer lot). There a re, however, 

genera l  ideo log ica l and  cu l tu ra l  va l ues that defi ne them as a people. 

Many of the events around the coup that overwhelmed the 
government of Prime Min ister Mahendra Chaudhry were l inked, 
not necessari ly to Indians themselves, but to the older blood and 
soil of Fi j i  i tsel f. Abel Tasman, James Cook and the Bounty's 
Wi l l iam Bligh a l l  visited F i j i  but had l i ttle impact. Sign ificant 
contact fol lowed when, in 1 800, crew of the American schooner 
Argo, shipwrecked on Vanua Levu, discovered sanda lwood, which 
was then fetching gold-l ike prices in  China.  Smal l  settlements 
bui lt  up around traders, who eventual ly married loca l women 
and began creating a community of part-Fi j ians. The arrival of 
the Europeans led to pressure for a centra l ised pol itical system 
around a 'k ing' .  How the chips fel l  in the wake of the arrival of 

commerce and muskets has been well explored by h istorians. The 
essence of i t  a l l  is that in the late eighteenth century there were 
seven vanua:  Rewa, Verata and Bau in southeastern Viti Levu, 

Lakeba in Lau and Cakaudrove, Macuata and Bua on Vanua 
Levu. Lau was under Tongan suzerainty while Bau was a smal l  
fishing i s land j ust off the Viti Levu coast. I ts power grew as a 
result of a pol icy by its chiefs to marry into the chiefly famil ies 
of Rewa and Cakaudrove. Bau's u ltimate power was exercised 
by the Vunivalu or h igh chief, Ratu Seru Cakobau,  one of Fi j i 's 
foremost chiefs over 50 years. European observers were often 
shocked by his war-making, cruelty, cannibal ism and cunning 
abi l ity to dominate the islands during the 1 840s. 

Tongan missionaries had arrived in  Lakeba in Lau in 1 830,  
where the chief, the Tui Nayau, refused to have anything to do 
with them . When Wesleyan missionaries arrived in  1 835 ,  they 
came with the approval of the newly Christian ised Tongan 
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paramount chief Taufa'ahau.  The Tui Nayau was obliged to 
accept the Wesleyans but was slow in  becoming a Christian 
h imself. Tongan dominance increased in Lau when Henele 

Ma'afu,  cousin to Taufa'ahau, j oined with the Tui Nayau to 
expand Lau's interests into Cakaudrove. By the 1 850s he was in 
control of the eastern half of Fi j i .  

The war  diet saw Cakobau's power diminish.  The US  com­
mercial  agent John Wi l l iams cla imed to have purchased the 
smal l  is land of Nuku lau for $30 in 1 846.  In 1 849 his house on 
the island was accidenta l ly burnt down and then looted by local 
Fi j ians. He tried billing Cakobau for the lost property and the 
claim, backed up with imperial American power, was a constant 
threat to Cakobau .  He found it  usefu l  to become a Christian and 
formed a new a l l iance with Taufa'ahau and in 1 855  they crushed 
Rewa . Cakobau found h imself restored to his sel f-proclaimed 
position as Tui Viti or k ing of Fij i ,  but the position was by grace 

and favour of Tongans. 
Taufa'ahau's governor in  Lau, Ma'afu,  was the most powerful 

person in Fij i .  A kind of national government with Cakobau at its 
head and inc luding white planter John Thurston was formed in 
1 871, with Levuka as the capita l .  But Cakobau lacked authority 
over the country and won l i ttle cooperation from Ma'afu .  With 
a civil war threaten ing between Fij ians and the growing white 
population, and Cakobau unable to conta in  the growing Lauan 
power, he appealed to London and, with the sign ing of the Deed 
of Cession on 1 0  October 1 874, Fij i became a British colony. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba notes that under colonialism Fijian life was bound by the 

Fijian administration system: 

I n d igenous Fij i a ns were 'su pervised' by the Nat ive Land Trust Boa rd 

(N LTB) a nd the Fij i an  Affa i rs Boa rd (FAB), wh ich i nc l uded the GCC. I n  
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1 944, Ratu S i r  La la  Su kuna ,  a Bau pa ramount ch ief, spoke strong ly  of 

the need to reta i n  ch iefs i n  the ru l i ng  of the country ;  Sukuna was not 

keen on the idea of democracy. 

A l l  matters rega rd i n g  l and  l eases were and  sti l l  a re looked after 

by the N LTB, wh i l e  the FAB l ooks after a l l  other i nd igenous i nterests. 

I n creas i ng ly the N LTB has come u nder  scrut i ny and  in some cases has 

been taken to cou rt by g roups of Fij ia ns who p roc l a im  they do not need 

an i n-between bu reaucracy to make decis ions for them.  

A l l  Fij i a ns ident ify w ith a vi l l age (usua l ly that of the i r father or, in  

cases of ch i l d ren  born out of wed lock, the i r  mother) . Th is  means that 

with most Fij ia ns it  is ob l i gatory to contr ibute to vi l lage deve lopments 

even thoug h they may not be resident .  I t's a norm that Fij i a ns retu rn 

to the i r  v i l l ages for va r ious events. Vi l lage e lders ca l l  on the i r  k i nsmen 

i n  the u rban centres when there a re fund ra is ing  dr ives i n  the vi l la ges, 

d istr icts or p rov inces. Th is means that in the case of a cou p le there a re 

two p laces that they a re obl iged to contr ibute towa rds or, as Fij i a n  

say, mate va ka rua (to d ie tw ice). I t  is not  u n usua l  therefore, to  fork 

out hund reds or  even thousa nds of do l l a rs towards such ob l i gat ions. 

For i nsta nce, a huge  aspect of the Method ist Church in Fij i 's yea r ly 

conference is the prov inc ia l  donat ion that opens the so l i  or  fu nd ra is ing  

event ;  each provi nce ta kes i t  i n  turn to open a nd c lose the event. I n  

2003, the Lau Isl anders, where Pr ime M i n ister La isen ia  Oa rase a nd the 

late Ratu S i r  Kamisese Ma ra ha i l ed from,  were strong ly  ' rem i nded'  of 

the i r  contr ibut ions. 

Fij i ans  subscri be heavi ly to such not ions of provi nc i a l ,  is l and  and  

vanua  'be long i ngness' and  w i ll g ive the i r  a l l  to  honour  the name of 

the i r respective vanua  or provi nces. For other eth n ic g roups in Fij i ,  such 

notions a re not easy to u nderstand ,  and may even a ppea r i l log ica l .  To 

try a nd exp l a i n  th is i n  economic  terms is fut i le .  I n d igenous Fij i a ns of 

d ifferent  vanua  and prov inces bond together a nd there is stubbornness 

to keep u p  w i th one's va nua  and  prov ince-re lated ob l i gat ions aga i nst 

the very d ictates of modern-day econom ics. 
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The first colonial governor of Fi j i ,  S i r  Arthur  Gordon, and 

Thurston, who was h is  successor, decided the easiest way to run 

Fi j i  was through the existing chiefly system, thus cementing in 

place and i nstitutional i s ing the tensions that had existed between 

Ma'afu and Cakobau .  The tensions were passed down through 

the generations and reemerged with a vengeance around Speight's 

coup.  He wanted to i nsta l l  a Cakobau as president, replacing a 

descendant of Ma'afu ,  the modern Tui Nayau, Ratu S i r  Kamisese 

Mara. Cakobau's Bau was part of the Kubuna confederacy, 

which i ncluded Tai levu where Speight had roots . The modern 

Cakobau title, the Vunivalu, has been vacant s ince 1 989 ,  leavi ng 

the clan leaderless. A lawyer and j u dge, Ratu Joni Madraiwiwi 

( in 2004 he was named v ice-president) is ,  as the Roko Tui Bau, 

the k ingmaker of the clan but his  inaction suggests he has seen no 

worthy candidate . Among the pretenders who would feature in 

the coup was Litia Cakobau who in 2000 was the GCC deputy 

head . These connections over time between the 2000 coup and 

events i n  Fi j i 's past  were not j ust interesting coincidences; they 

were integral to what happened. 

Mara 's marriage to Lala,  the h ighest chief of the third 

confederacy, Burebasaga, was seen as part of the strategy of 

domination, giving the couple control over two thi rds of the 

country. Mara described it as 'a dynastic marriage' ordained by 

h is  grandmother when Lala was a gir l .  The desire for more power 

continued too, and Mara's people were pushing for former army 

commander Epeli Nailati kau to be the new Vuniva lu .  Such an 

arrangement would be useful as h is  wife was Koi la ,  Mara's 

daughter. 

The GCC's membersh ip  has a lways been a question of debate 

and today the council i s  made up of several ex officio members, 
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i nc luding the president, the  minister of Fi j ian affa i rs and the heads 
of the Kubuna, Burebasaga and Tovata confederacies. It included 
20 members selected by the heads of the confederacies jo intly p lus 

five members nominated from business and the professions and 
14 members elected by p rovincial counci ls and one each from 

Rotuma and Rabi .  That gave it a maximum membersh ip  of 46, 
a l though there were and always wi l l  be cases of members meeti ng 

more than one appointment category. Although l imited to simply 
advis ing the government on any matter relating to the wellbeing 
of the F i j ian people and matters affecting the nation as a whole, 
and nominating a president, the GCC exercises influence beyond 

i ts constitutional definit ion. It tends to duplicate the work of the 
unelected senate. When the GCC fai l s  to perform or to recognise 
i ts h igher ca l l ing, then the whole of Fi j i is in serious trouble, as 
was proved in  2000.  



Kala pani 
Thursday 14 May 1897 

Media  shorthand defines Fi j i as a p lace of smi l ing, friendly natives 
confronted, thanks to Brit ish coloni a lism, by aggressive intruders 
from India .  The Indians are erroneously portrayed as insular and 
awkward with an unhelpfu l  attitude agai nst mixed race marriage 
and an unwi ll ingness to accept Pacific culture. Indians were late 
on the scene, forced by economic c i rcumstance to move from one 
part of the British Empire to another. 

London ran Fi j i  as an ethnic museum, anxious not to change 
the habits and customs of the indigenous people, and wanting to 
avoid trouble over land. Fi j i  never had any strategic or imperia l  
significance to  Britain and the  grand civ i l i si ng mission was  left 
to m issionaries. But Fi j i was suitable for one of the great globa l 
cash crops, sugar. It was l abour intensive and Britain d id not 
want F i j ians worki ng in i t, preferring that their way of l i fe be 
preserved. With slavery's abol it ion, the only a l ternative was to use 
indentured labour. 

On 1 4  May 1 879, the ship Leonidas arrived at Nukulau 
Is land on the eastern s ide of Suva,  with 497 people from India's 
Uttar Pradesh .  Between May 1 879 and November 1 9 1 6  around 
45,439 Indians served 90 days in quarantine on that smal l  is land .  
They s igned a contract and it was  a corruption of that  word 
which gave the workers their name: 'girmitiya' .  The pay and 

conditions on the mostly Austral ian-owned sugar plantation 

30 



KALA PAN I  31 

' l ines' or rows of barracks ranged from poor to brutal ,  and they 
were grim. The Indian Government had insisted that for every 
1 00 men sent to Fi j i ,  40 women should a lso go. The arrangement 
was not maintained, leading to troubled l ives. Violence was often 
meted out on the workers . Most intended to return to India after 
five years, but many cou ld not. For some crossing kala pani or 
black water had resulted in  a loss of caste and identity and l i ttle 
prospect of making economic l ives for themselves back in  India . 

Indenture ended in 1 920 and the mi l ls bought cane from 
Indians who farmed land leased for up to 99 years from Fi j ian 
owners. Better than the indenture, it contained a fata l flaw: 

neither farmer nor owner negotiated d irectly on a fa ir price. The 
deal ing was carried out by the NLTB which took a cut from the 

rent. Fi j ian landowners seldom received true market worth, a 
problem which continues sti l l .  

Under British rule there was very l i ttle contact between 
girmitiya and Fi j ian .  The Indians were kept on the plantations 
and the Fi j ians in their v i l lages. I t  was two worlds in  one smal l  
Pacific archipelago. When they touched, the relationship was often 
good . The Handbook of the Colony in 1 94 1  advised : 'Relations 
between the Indian and Fi j ian people are, general ly speaking, very 

friendly. Each race seems in some way to supply what the other 

lacks - the Indian his steady industry and fruga l ity, the Fi j ian his 
l ight-hearted freedom from care . '  The 1 956 edition of the Pacific 

Islands Year Book records: 'The Indian is a thrifty, hard-working 
colonist in the tropics, and 90 per cent of F i j i 's sugar outp ut . . .  
i s  produced by Indians. '  

Once the Indian community found something approaching a 
normal li fe, population grew quickly. Of Fi j i 's 1 98 ,379 people in 
the 1936 census, nearly 43 percent were Indian and by 1 946 the 
1 20,874 Indians outnumbered the 1 1 8 ,083 Fi j ians - although 
the latter d id not include Rotumans and 'Other Is landers ' .  

By 1 954 Indians made up 48 percent of the tota l population, 
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indigenous Fij ians 43 percent and Indians had a h igher birth rate 
and lower death rate . 

After World War Two Brita in  turned its back on its Pacific 
colonies but departure from Fij i was complicated by fears 
Indians might take control .  So the country was bestowed with a 
complicated electoral system designed to protect Fi j ian land and 
custom. Indians could see l ittle reason why they should be denied 
ful l  democratic participation as they produced much of the wealth . 
The counterpoint was that they were doing it on land owned by 
Fi j ians, for which they were not paying a ful l  commercia l  renta l .  
The  protracted negotiations over independence - marsha l l ing 
Mara's Al l iance Party against Siddiq Koya's Federation Party 
(now the National Federation Party (NFP) )  - ended in deadlock 
occasionally, mostly over the voting system to be used in the 
new nation. The 1 970 independence constitution agreed on two 
houses: a Senate and a House of Representatives. The Senate was 
made up of 22 members, eight of them coming on the nomination 
of the GCC, seven by the prime mini ster and six by the leader of 
the opposition and one from the Council of Rotuma. The Senate's 
function was to look at legislation and suggest amendments. It 
could delay bi l ls ,  not veto them. The House was made up of 52 
members: 22 Fij i ans, 22 Indians and eight general seats. It was 
not that simple however as the cross-voting system required that 
12 Fi j ian,  1 2  Indian and three general representatives were elected 
on communal rolls, whi le 1 0  Fi j ian,  1 0  Indian and five genera l 
representatives were elected on a national rol l .  

On 1 0  October 1 970 Prince Charles handed independence 

over to a somewhat rel uctant F i j i ,  led by the patriarch Mara. As 
the Tui Nayau he came with enormous traditional power as wel l  
as political power as head of the Al l iance Party. He was k ing and 

prime minister at the same t ime, a lthough with great flourish, Fi j i  
paid a l legiance t o  Queen Elizabeth I I ,  whose representative in  Fi j i 
was Governor-General Ratu S ir  George Cakobau .  
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After independence the Indian issue grew, for the NFP  was  not 
incl ined to yield on their calls for fa i r  representation. The nature 
of the debate in F i j i  tended to claim that Indians were robbing 
Fi j i and getting rich by exploiting indigenous land that they did 
not pay a fai r  rent for. Seldom mentioned was the real ity that 

Britain had done l ittle for Fi j i and left i t  in 1 970 with h igh levels 
of poverty, across all races, and very l ittle development. It was a 
perfect setting for suspicion, misunderstanding and myth. 

In 1 975 the leader of the minority Fi j ian National ist Party, 
Sakeasi Butadroka, moved a parl iamentary motion cal l ing for the 
repatriation of Indians.  Mara lodged an amendment 'to reaffirm 
the credit due to Indians as well as Europeans and Chinese and 
Pacific Is landers for the role they have played and are playing, 

An I n da-Fij i a n  

fam i ly fish i ng  i n  

Suva bay - i n  front  

of the  med ia 's 

favou red p la ce of 
accom modation, 
the Cen tra Hote l .  

Michael Field 
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and wil l  assuredly continue to play in the development of Fij i '. 
Butadroka's motion was lost but, coming j ust after Id i  Amin had 
expelled Indians from Uganda, the debate was an i l l  omen. 

In 1 977 Mara lost the genera l  election to NFP but they could 
not agree on Koya as their leader. Cakobau invited Mara to form 
a new gover nment. Indian d ivision cost them leadership on that 
occasion; F i j ians would do that other times. Mara's governments 
certain ly moved Fi j i  on from the backwater colonial economy 
Br i ta in  had left i t  in, but beyond Suva, poverty and anger were 
deepening. It was economic, not racia l .  

Suva, the  de facto capital of the  South Pacific, is a sweet, 
ramshackle crossroad of Melanesians and Polynesians, Indians 
and Chinese. It has a lways been an appeal ing city for its sense 
of l i fe, conspiracy, drama, worldl iness and warmth - despite 
its often wet and dreary weather. A cosmopolitan city, i t  offers 
a rich array of bars and n ightclubs, and a population that has a 

particu lar abi l i ty to enjoy itself. Coffee shops are common these 

Nukulaulsland 

C) 
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Suva street scene. Michael Field 

days, serving a sophisticated cl iente le from a l l  races and the 
increasingly mixed race or 'fruit salads' who ca l l  Suva home. 

By world standards the city, with i ts population of 1 70,000, 
is  a smal l  place. I t's not a particularly good place for a city, 
being a h i l ly peninsula around 6 k i lometres north to south 
from the Queen's Highway entrance to Suva Point, and around 
5 k i lometres wide. Its popu lation l ives on around 20 square 

ki lometres of country cut by streams. I ts main attraction for early 
white settl ers was i ts relative ly sheltered harbour and proximity 
to the fertile Rewa Delta . There were vi l lages a l ready there 
- Tamavua, Suvavou and Raiwai - and even today their chiefly 
rule influences the wider city. 

Suva Harbour, with i ts high mountain ranges around and 
the distinctive Joske's Thumb volcanic outcrop, is  a treat. Most 
visitors drive into Suva from Nadi and know they've reached it 
by the overwhelming stench of the city dump on the mouth of the 
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Tamavua River. Across the bridge the first part of the city i ncludes 
the old Suva Cemetery and the Suva Prison, opposite the Royal 
Suva Yacht Club. Most of the residential areas of Suva are in 
the middle of the peninsula,  on the h igher parts of the h i l l s .  The 
central business district i s  on the western s ide of the peninsula and 
faces the prospect of becoming j ammed up with traffic attracted 
to the port, the market and the government institutions. 

The coup spread out across all parts of the city and action and 
roadblocks were a feature for everybody in the city. When gunfire 
broke out, most people heard it and were often in range of stray 
rounds. A darker side of Suva grew in the wake of the coup with 
i ncreased crime, including home i nvasion and murders. As was 
demonstrated during the coup, Fi j i 's sulu-wearing pol ice m ight 
look picturesque but the ir  wages are only marginal ly above the 
poverty l ine.  



Military takeover 
Thursday 14 May 1987 

The Fi j i  Labour Party ( FLP) was formed in 1 985  with reti red 
community health special ist Dr Timoci Bavadra as its head and 
hard-negotiating trade unionist Mahendra Chaudhry among 
its officials .  He was genera l secretary of the Fi j i Publ ic Service 
Assoc iation ( FPSA) and the National Farmers Union, made up 
of the sun-blackened canegrowers. FLP joined with the NFP in  
a coa l ition on the understanding that, given the country was not 
ready for an Indian leader, should they win, the premiership wou ld 
go to Bavadra, who was critical of Mara .  Bavadra asked, in what 

looked l ike a commoner attacking a chief some Fi j ians regarded 
as nearly a walking god, how Mara, on a pr ime minister's salary 
and the legitimate perks of a h igh chief, had managed to amass 
a personal fortune estimated at between $4 and $6 mi l l ion, and 
how he and his  wife had acquired so many business interests. 

On 1 2  Apri l  1 987  FLP won the general elections and Bavadra 
became prime m in ister, with lands minister named as Mosese 
Volavola, labour to Joeli Kalou and education, youth and sports 
to Tupeni Baba . The Coalition won 28 seats to Mara's Al l iance 
of 26 .  Of 1 4  cabinet positions, seven went to Fi j ians, including 
the key posts of prime minister, home affairs and Fij i an affa irs. 

An associate of Mara, Mi li toni  Leweniqi la ,  agreed to be speaker. 
Angry Al l iance supporters claimed the new government was 
Indian-run with the Fi j ians as puppets. 

3 7  
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By 1 98 7  the Indian population made up 48 .2 percent of 
Fi j i 's total number, with Fi j ians making up 46.4 percent. Indians 
dominated commercial and professional l i fe .  F i j ians looked to 

New Zealand Maori ,  who had lost their lands to whites, and 
feared that was their fate too . With the slogan 'Fi j i for the Fi j i ans' 
an indigenous or Taukei movement was formed and engaged i n  a 
campaign of protest. On 24 Apri l 1 98 7  they held a march through 
Suva attracting 6000 people. There was another agenda behind a 
particu lar kind of F i j i  discontent with Bavadra - the fact that he 
came from western Fi j i  and the powerfu l  eastern Fi j ians were not 
ready for a western leader. 

At the same time the Royal Fi j i  Mi l i tary Force's third i n  
command, Lieutenant Colonel Sitiveni Rabuka, was  d iscontented 
with his  career and seeking out a new job .  Around the grog or 
kava bowl with friends and a l l ies Rabuka had shown a pol it ical 
i nterest, a l ready h inting at the intra-Fi j ian power struggle to 
come. It was t ime, he claimed, for a new generation of F i j ians to 
assume leadership in the community. Rabuka had a number of 
connections, including the Methodist Church, and it was i n  their 
Epworth House offices that the 1 98 7  coup had its beginnings. 
The plotters involved openly admit what happened, although the 
love of conspiracy and rumour in  Fij i  a lways ensures that a new, 
previously undisclosed version sti l l  pops up - some of them from 
Rabuka h imself, who has yet to settle on a consistent story. No 
one is worried about self- incrimination as Rabuka sk i l fu l ly  had 
an  immunity-from-prosecution clause i nserted i n  the constitution.  
Participants i ncluded Al l i ance secretary-general Vil iame Gonelevu 
and Al l iance candidate Jone Veisamasama. Al l i ance campaign 
manager Inoke Kubuabola, who cla imed to have conceived the 
name of the Taukei movement, said the decision on launching a 
coup was taken in h is office and was made before Rabuka came 
on the scene. He told Island Business magazine in 1 99 8  that the 
key moment was on 19 Apri l  1 987.  
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' By four (pm)  we spent some t ime in prayer and options and 
we asked Rabuka to prepare his  s ide of things, you know, the 

mi l i tary option.  And al l  the things we were doing were the lead 

up.  We asked Rabuka to prepare that side and when we reach a 

stage when he must step in ,  he must be ready to step in . '  

Rabuka's latest approved biography, John Sharpham's Rabuka 

of Fiji (2000) ,  c la imed Mara sanctioned the 1 98 7  coup. On a golf  

course Mara was said to have told Rabuka: 'The only way to 

change the situation is to throw the constitution out the window' 

to which Rabuka was said to have repl ied: ' I  can do that, sir. '  

Rabuka said Mara volunteered to take care of the United States 

and Brita in .  Mara tried unsuccessfu l ly to block the book's release. 

He did admit to playing golf with Rabuka four days before the 

coup but said the upris ing was not d iscussed. 

'I'm very surprised that this  has been raised at this  stage and 

( Rabuka)  raised i t  in  such a way that completely overturns what 

he stated after the coup. He had been trai ning soldiers for three 

weeks before the coup,' Mara said.  

An Easter meeting fol lowed at the home of Methodist minister 

Tomasi Ra ik iv i .  The list of those who attended was i ntriguing for 

what happened, not only in 1 98 7, but again  in 2000.  Rabuka 

and Kubuabola were there, as was Finau Mara, the paramount 

chief's eldest son . Opposition backbencher Fi l ipe Bole, former 

( and now current) Attorney-General Qoroniasi Bale and George 

Kadavulevu, son of S ir  George Cakobau were at the meeti ng too .  

Taukei chairman and MP Taniela Veitata attended and so d id 

one of the oddest characters on the Fi j i  pol itical stage, Apisai 

Mohammed Tora. He had given a publ ic speech in Viseisei ,  

Bavadra 's home vi l lage, cla iming Indians were depriving Fi j ians 

of the paramountcy of their  interests. 

'Our independence is now shattered . Upon us is imposed a 

new colonia l ism, not from outside but within our own country by 
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those who arrived here with no r ights and were given ful l  rights 
by us, the taukei . '  

For  what  was cal led Operation K idacala ( Surpri se )  Rabuka 

drew up an operational  order entitl ed 'The Neutral isation of the 
Coal it ion Government of Fi j i ' .  The new government a imed to 
take control of the mil i tary and act aga inst the interests of the 
mil itary: 'You wi l l  see that the sit .  in Fij i  is dangerous and wil l  
develop into someth i ng much worse and resembling Lebanon. '  

Earl ier in  h is career Rabuka had studied at the Indian Army's 
staff college near Ooty and it was there that he wrote a paper on 
mi l itary coups, later prompting Mara to c la im Rabuka ' had a 
degree in coups'. He was methodical in h is  planning, and in his  
operational order he inc luded deta i led timings and depl oyments 
of units .  

In 1 98 7  Parl iament met in the Government Bui ldings on 
Queen Elizabeth Drive, j ust across the road from the Grand 
Pacific Hotel and the new Travelodge, which would put i ts o ld 
neighbour out of business. The sprawl ing concrete Government 
Bui ld ings were bui l t  in 1 939 ,  replacing wooden bui ld ings. The 
House of Representatives, a large box- l ike room that gave away 
nothing to loca l  culture and character, was upstai rs, accessed by 
sta i rways through a clock tower and past a bronze bust l abel led 
'A Fi j ian, a gift and work of Margaret M Vandercook 1 938 ' .  
Husband John wrote detective novels which included Dark 

Islands and Murder in Fiji. In Parl iament on 1 4  May 1 987  Veitata 
was giving a rambl ing speech which included a reference to Mao 
Tse-tung's power coming from the barrel of a gun: 'There i s  no 
gun, but our chiefs are there . '  

As the c lock struck 1 0, armed soldiers moved into the chamber 
and a man wearing a ba laclava announced: 'Sit down everybody, 
s it  down. This is a takeover. '  Rabuka, who had been sitting qu iet ly  
in  the pub l ic ga l lery, j oined them and, facing Bavadra, said :  'Mr 

Pr ime Minister, please lead your team down to the right . . .  ' 
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Baba, related to  Rabuka, shouted, 'What k ind  of j oke i s  
thi s ? '  

Outside, army trucks were pu l led up and the  MPs were loaded 

onto them. Baba resisted again.  Rabuka took a submachine gun 

from a soldier, pointed it at  the men and said 'Move' .  Baba stood 
firm until told by Bavadra to fol low him to the truck. 

Rabuka said the coup was the only way to 'safeguard the 
Fij ian l and issue and the Fi j ian way of l ife' and long claimed God 
moved him in that m ission. As the po liticians were taken to the 
Queen El izabeth Barracks Rabuka headed to Government House 
to see the Governor-General Ratu Sir Penaia Gani lau .  Rabuka 
told  h im he was going to set up  a Council of M inisters, made up 

mainly of Mara's defeated cabinet. Ganilau refused to bless the 
enterprise but Rabuka p lugged on, suspended the constitution 
and fired h is two mi l i tary superiors . Mara quickly agreed to join 
the new counci l .  

Rabuka's coup was mostly about race b u t  other issues 
bubbled through . He was serving with the Fij i forces in  Sinai  

when the FLP emerged and he saw it as part of an  i nternational 
social ist movement he did not approve of. As a mi l itary officer 
he had received US intell igence briefings ful l  of doom-laden 
warnings on Soviet and L ibyan infl uence in  the Pacific. The FLP 

looked social ist to Rabuka. The coup was also partly about sex: 
Bavadra was married to a woman who had been married to one 
of Rabuka's officers who had, it seemed, taken the marriage 
breakup badly. In the tight l ittle world of the mi l i tary, that made 
Bavadra the enemy. 

As the coup was unfolding an a irport worker in Nadi h i jacked 
an Air New Zealand Boeing 747 aircraft on the grou nd but a 
fl ight engineer hit him over the head with a b ig whiskey bottle .  
That was Amjad Al i ,  who would be back in  the 2000 coup.  

After the coup Rabuka became home affairs minister i n  the 
council and Mara foreign minister. The rest of the membership 



42 SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

was mainly made up of defeated Al l iance members who then 

sought to dump Rabuka.  On 26 September 1 987, j ust as Gani lau 
was about to announce a new government of national  unity, 

Rabuka staged a second coup, scrapped the constitution and 
declared h imself head of state. Fij i became a republ ic .  H is new 
government included the extremists Tora, Bole and Butadroka. 
Rabuka u nderstood he had gone too far and on 5 December 1 9 8 7  
appo inted Gani lau a s  the first president a n d  Mara became prime 
minister. Mara, a h igh chief and intel l igent, had a vanity a bout him 
that meant he was wil l ing to squander his international reputation 
on becoming prime minister in d isgraceful circumstances. Ra buka 

Fij i 's fi rst coup­

p lotter a nd l a te r  

p r ime m i n i ster, 

S it iven i  Rabuka .  

Michael Field 
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was not beyond vanity either and promoted h imself  to brigadier 
and then major-general .  

Surprisingly he d id  not  appreciate what would happen when 

Indians left. F i j i  was never destined to be a great economic 
powerhouse, but i t  had resources, land and ski l led people to 
ensure a s ign ificantly better qual ity of l i fe for i ts entire people. 
Rabuka's coup saw the economy dive 1 1  percent, the Fij i dollar 
devalued 33  percent, wages cut, food prices go up and poverty 
become the issue it still is today. Over 1 9,000 Indians left Fij i in 
1 98 7  and between 1 986  and 1 996 around 5 8 ,300 Indians left 
for Austra l ia ,  Canada and New Zealand, where they seamlessly 

integrated into the new way of l i fe.  Bavadra, a broken man who 
spent months on the i nternational road trying to get recognition 
for the inj ustice he had suffered, d ied of cancer in 1 989 .  Over 
60,000 people attended his funera l .  Chaudhry took over 
leadership of the FLP. Kuin i  Vuikaba became party president 
while Chaudhry became secretary-general .  

In 1 990 the GCC approved a new constitution which created 
a 70-seat House of Representatives elected on racia l  l ines and 

gerrymandered to give dominance to the eastern chiefs. Only 
indigenous F i j ians could take the posts of president, prime 

minister and army chief. Christianity became the state rel igion . 
With elections looming Mara bowed out of the premiership 

while Rabuka, out of the army and into fu l l time polit ics, became 

head of the new Soqosoqo ni Vakavulewa ni  Tau kei ( SVT) party. 
In the 1 994 elections it won 30 of the 37 Fi j ian seats whi le the 
27 Indian seats were divided, with NFP tak ing 14 and FLP 1 3 . 
Needing partners, and knowing early on that politics make for 
odd bedfe llows, Rabuka won backing from the FLP to form a 
government on a promise to review the constitution and land 

leases. Thus FLP, knocked out of office by Rabuka, put him into 
office. Ganilau died of leukaemia  in 1 993 and Mara was named 

president. 
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With good looks and an elegant turn of p hrase that 
successfu ll y  camouflaged his under lying message, Rabuka was 

a pol itical celebr ity. His sexual  antics had a certain legendary 
qual ity about them. In  1 994 a row broke out in  the Fi j i press after 
a j ournal i st proclaimed her affair with Rabuka.  He admitted it 
and told his  caucus that h is  wife and pastor had forgiven him. Just 
before the 1 999 elections, after an open-air sex incident label led 
the F i j i  Golf Club 'Kama Surra' ,  Rabuka denied he was the male 
participant but then went on to say ' I 'm a carnal  man . '  And then 
there was another j ournal ist who had a chi ld by him and he paid 
only a modest maintenance for the boy after being dragged al l  the 
way through the courts and DNA testing. In  a more sophisticated 
society this would perhaps have gone unnoticed or unmentioned 
but Rabuka was forever on about God and mora l i ty - he even 
admitted to saying a prayer fol lowing each transgression outside 
marriage. 

Rabuka's pol itica l legacy, other than two constitutions, was 
a h igh level of corruption. The National Bank of F i j i  (NBF) 
col lapsed in  1 995 with debts in  excess of $220 mi l l ion, owed by 

pol iticians and Fij i chiefs who had used it as a cash cow and did 
not repay loans. Only a few incidenta l p layers were ever arrested 
over it  and much of the money was written off. A j ourna l ist at 
the time who played a key role in reveal ing the names of i l l icit 
beneficiar ies was one Josefa (Joe) Na ta , who would go on to a key 
role in  the 2000 coup .  

Tupeni Baba was i n  at  the birth o f  the FLP and i n  Bavadra 's government: 

When the Labour Pa rty was formed on 1 J u ly 1 985, it was c lear to 

those of us who were c lose ly associated w ith it  that i ts success wou l d  

depend on t h e  extent t o  wh ich i nd igenous Fij i a ns wou l d  su pport it .  

Ethn ic po l i t ics had been d ivisive si nce i ndependence. Even the A l l i ance 
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Pa rty, u nder Ma ra ,  attempted to i nvolve a l l  racia l  g roups i n  Fij i ,  but was 

anchored on i ts Fij i a n  base, in the Fij i an  Associat ion and i ts trad i t iona l  

l i n ks to the Fij ia n  h iera rchy and  the GCC. The A l l i a nce was basica l ly 

a Fij i a n  pa rty a nd appea led to the Fij ia n  popu lat ion as it i nvo lved i ts 

paramount  ch iefs. The other two para l l e l  structu res i nc lude  the I nd i an  

Al l i a nce, wh ich cont in ued to  strugg le  to  get I n d ia n  support, a nd the  

Genera l  E l ectors Associat ion ,  wh ich i nc l uded a l l  those who were 

ne ither Fij i a n  nor  I n d i a n :  Ch i nese, pa rt-Eu ropea n and others. 

In the e lect ion of 1 987 ,  the Labou r  Pa rty had a coa l i t ion with the 

N FP and a lthough i t  won 28 seats, i t  had only about 10 percent of the 

Fij i a n  votes. Al l  the Fij i a ns e lected from the Labou r Party were in the 

cab inet. 

When Rabu ka's cou p  took p lace, the ma i n  reason fl aun ted was 

the protect ion of Fij i a n  i nterests : the Fij i a n  popu lace a ppea red 

to have qu ick ly identified w i th the cause. Th is i nc l uded the GCC, 

wh ich endorsed Rabu ka's act ions. Fo l low ing  the overth row of the 

1 970 const i tut ion and the imposit ion of the m i l ita ry-backed 1 990 

const itut ion ,  Fij i had retu rned to domi nant ly ethn ic po l i t ics. Th is was 

reflected in the non-part ic ipat ion of Fij i a ns in the Labou r  Party and  

among Labou r  representatives i n  Pa r l i ament. The  Labou r Party had a lso 

become dom inated by its Ind ia n  const ituency wh ich had sh ifted from 

the trade u n ions to the sugar  p l a ntat ions and  the po l i t ics of Chaudh ry. 

Although  i ts p res ident was sti l l  a Fij i a n ,  Joka peci Koro i ,  i ts overa l l  

support i n  t h e  Fij i an  const i tuency was considerab ly weakened. Its 

prom i nent Fij i an  supporters, who were p rofess iona ls, academics, trade 

u n ion ists and others, went back to their respective professions. So 

wh i l e  Labou r's ph i l osophy du r i ng these yea rs rema i ned m u lt i rac ia l ,  it 

had i ncreasi ng ly become ethn ic I nd i a n  in focus and  practice, especia l ly 

w i th Chaudh ry as the pa r l i amentary leader. 

The i n troduct ion of the 1 997  const itut ion and  i ts embedded 

m u lt i rac ia l  tenet provided for a mu l t i raci a l ,  mu lt i pa rty cab inet. Th is 

p rovided the Labour  Pa rty su pporters the opportun ity and cha l l enge to 

work towa rds the pol i t ica l  i nc l us ion of other races, espec ia l ly Fij ia ns, 
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who by that t ime were the dom inant race with about 51 percent of the 

popu lat ion .  Th is  was the atmosphere that encouraged or ig i n a l  fou nders 

of the pa rty l i ke myse lf  to come back to po l i t ics. 

Rabuka decided he was wrong about Indians and sought to 
repai r  the damage in a 1 99 5 review of the constitution, headed by 
former New Zealand governor-general S ir  Pau l  Reeves, who had 
the virtue of being Maori, joined by Austral ian-based Indo-Fij ian 

academic Br i j  Lal and Fij ian politician Tomasi Vakatora . Their 
8 00-page report, Toward a United Future, presented in  September 
1 996, recommended a constitution that would encourage the 
emergence of multiethnic government. Rabuka declared he was 
committed to equality for all his country's citizens: 'We have 

removed all vestiges of discrimination on the grounds of race, 
religion, gender or economic status . '  

The str iking l ine i n  the report was the statement that 'trying 
to keep a predominantly Fi j ian government in office in perpetuity 
may not be the best way of securing the paramountcy of Fij i an 
interests ' .  Mara told a j oint senate and house session that the 
report was 'a  very significant moment in  our nation's h istory' and 
said 'a distinct feature of Fij ian culture that there is  a procedure 

for reconci l iation' and a sympathetic response was required.  
'We wil l  talk a lot about multiracia l  h armony. Harmony 

comes from the blending of individual notes and voices, each 

having their own value and identity . . .  We want to recognise our 
d i fferent races, customs and cultures . '  

The report noted indigenous Fi j ians had become an absolute 
majority i n  Fi j i .  It said in 1 986,  the year before the coups, Fi j ians 
were 46 percent of the population, Inda-Fi j ians 49 percent. By 
1 997 they estimated the breakdown at 403,28 8  Fij ian or  50 .7 

percent of the population of 796,078 people, whi le  the 346,523 
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Indo-Fi j ian amounted to 43.5 percent. Since independence around 
1 50,000 Indians had left Fi j i .  At the 1 996 census, the most 

recent, the Indian popu lation tota l led 337,650 or 43. 7 percent 
of F i j i 's total popu lation of 772,655 .  By 2000 the bal lpark figure 

for Indians was around 400,000 a lthough it  was l ikely their 
percentage of the total population had gone down . Indians were 

not only leaving; those in Fi j i  had around half  the birthrate of 
indigenous Fij ians. 

Like many nationa ls, the people of Fi j i  had contemplated 
what to call  themselves. The Reeves report came up with 'Fi j i  
Islanders' for a l l  the people of Fi j i .  For Island Business publ isher 

Robert Keith-Reid, this led to the creation in his Fiji Times 

column of 'Rotfians' or 'Republic of the Fi j i  Is landers' .  ' Indo­

Fi j ian'  gained currency. It loosened the connection with India.  
Brij Lal, who noted the first scholarly use of the term was in  
1 963,  sa id  he preferred ' In do-Fi j ian' because ' i t  captures best for 
me the composite nature of our personal ity and cultura l  heritage, 
western, Indian and Fi j ian.  I am not a Fij ian but neither am I an 

Indian ! '  Taukei Senator Litia Cakobau more recently cal led for 
the criminal isation of ' Indo-Fi j ian' a l though the logic of this was 
not easy to pick. 

An obscure pol itician speak ing for the largely unsuccessfu l 
Vanua Tako Lavo party, I liesa Duvuloco, said the Reeves report 
was sicken ing: 'We reject the report outright because it is being 

cunningly designed to take away the r ights of Fi j ians to govern 
their country. '  His was a name to remember. The GCC gave its 
unanimous approval to the new constitution which took effect 
in July 1 998  and then it was on to a general election in 1 999 .  
Rabuka warned bal loting was l ikely to 'sharpen intra-racia l '  
feel ing. 

The Reeves report made no recommendation on the amnesty 
granted in the old constitution for Rabuka's action in the 1 98 7  
coup. Brij Lal said the team got no explicit instruction from the 
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government how to handle the issue in a new constitution and did 

nothi ng:  'So we let sleeping dogs l ie . '  
M uch of what happened in  2000 was a result of events around 

the e lections a year earlier when a l l iances were created a long w ith 
enemies. A raw and unresolved question was who should be 
prime minister i f  Labour won. 

Tupeni Baba believed he would be prime minister: 

The Labour Pa rty had a se r ies of d iscuss ions in 1 998 on how to i ncrease 

i ts Fij i a n  representat ion and how it wou l d  l i n k  with other part ies i n  

t h e  1 999 e lections. Two part ies be l ieved i n  m u l t i rac ia l i sm a n d  were 

considered as possib le  partners :  the new Pa rty of Nat iona l  U n i ty 

(PAN U) ,  founded by Apisa i Tora , was mooted i n  the western part of Fij i ;  

a nd t h e  Fij i a n  Associat ion Party (FAP) l e d  b y  Ad i Ku i n i  Vu i kaba Speed, 

Bavad ra's w idow, found i n g  pres ident of the FLP. With the i ncreasi ng  

footho ld  of  Labour i n  the  sugarca ne a reas th rough i ts Nat iona l  Fa rmers 

U n ion ,  Labou r focused i ts work on the su pport of i n d igenous Fij i a ns. 

Such support wou ld ,  in i tself, have an impact a l so on I nd i a n  support. 

G iven 1 987 's events, this seemed to be a sound strategy. Strong 

p ressu re was exerted on me not on ly to be invo lved i n  the deve lopment 

of strateg ies for the next e lecti on but a lso to sta nd  as a cand idate. 

I was brough t  back as an act ive member  of the management boa rd 

wh ich hand led adm in istrative decis ions and  the nat iona l  counc i l  and  a 

nu mber of other comm ittees dea l i ng w i th d iscuss ions and  negot iat ions 

i n  prepa rat ion for the e lections. 

Ou r  d i scussions w ith PAN U  were centred on how we m igh t  work 

together and part i cu l a r ly on shar ing our preferences for cand idates. 

It was suggested by Tora that in the west, part i cu l a r ly a round  Nad i/ 

La utoka/Ba, for the nat iona l  (or cross-vot ing)  seats where there was a 

h i g h  p roport ion of Fij ia ns, Labou r shou l d  on ly  fie ld  token cand i dates; 

t h is wou ld  g ive a PAN U  cand idate a g reater chance of bei ng e lected .  
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Mahend ra Cha udh ry in 

May 1 999. Michael Field 
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Sim i l a r ly, for communa l  seats, PAN U  shou ld  fie ld  Fij i a n  seats and 

Labou r the I nd ia n  communa l  seats. We ag reed on th is  a nd gave ou r  

assu rance to  PAN U  tha t  we  wou l d  honou r th is pr inc i p le. When  i t  came 

to the actua l  n am ing  of cand idates for certa i n  seats i n  the west Tora 

was very u nhappy that we named strong cand idates in some nat iona l  

const ituenc ies i n  wh ich Tora considered we shou l d  on ly  fie ld  token 

cand idates. Tara's seat, Nad i  Open ,  was one such const ituency and as 

a resu l t  he lost the seat and our  Labou r cand idate Pard u man  Ran iga  

won .  Th is l ed  to  acr imon ious debates and  accusat ions but Chaudh ry 

was i nsistent he d i d  not ag ree to th is p r i nc ip le  i n  the first p lace, 

and, of cou rse, both of them d isag reed on each other's vers ion of 

the ag reement. Th is was one of the reasons Apisa i  Tora was strong ly 

aga i nst Chaudh ry and ,  u nfortunate ly, Labou r. He sa i d  open ly that he 

would do whatever was i n  h i s  power to br ing down Chaudh ry a nd the 
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Peop le's Coa l i t ion .  Du ri ng the e lect ion in Apr i l  1 999, fou r  members of 

PAN U  were successfu l ly e lected to Pa r l i ament :  Pon i pate Lesavua, Me l i  

Bog i l eka ,  E lon i  Goneya l i  a nd Aka n isi Koro itamana .  

Ou r  d iscuss ions with the FAP focused on how we m ight  work  

together a nd a l so on how we cou l d  exchange preferences i n  the seats 

where we wou ld  both fie l d  cand idates. FAP was u n l i ke PAN U  i n  that 

its support base was not i n  a ny part icu l a r  reg ion ; i t  was a n  o lder pa rty 

and  i ts leader, Ku i n i  Speed, was previously the Labour pres ident. She 

resig ned on ma rry ing  Cl ive Speed, w ith some pressu re from the Labour 

management that she was sel l i n g  out  the i n terest of the pa rty. Speed 

was an  Austra l i a n  who had been associated with Ma ra 's A l l ia nce Pa rty 

and  its perceived cap ita l ist i n terests. 

In te rms of pa rty p references, it was ag reed that we wou ld  

exchange ou r  choices whenever our  ca nd idates were fie lded together 

i n  the same const ituency. The FAP did not push the issue as strong ly 

as Tora and d i d  not fie ld  strong cand idates i n  nat iona l const ituencies 

where Tara's g roup  had ca nd idates. 

I t  was accepted, however, that sen io r  pa rty leaders l i ke Ku i n i  

Speed and  sen io r  Labour leaders shou ld  not b e  stand i ng  aga i nst strong 

cand idates from other  partner part ies. 

I n  the i n it i a l  d iscuss ions, the issue of leadersh i p  was ra ised i n  

a genera l  way  and  there was an  u nderstand i ng  t h a t  a Fij i a n  wou l d  

be  p r ime  m i n ister. Th is became c l e a r  d u r i ng t he  ca mpa igns from a l l  

sect ions o f  t h e  comm un ity. B u t  i n  t h e  i n i t i a l  d iscussions w i th other 

pa rties, each pa rty tr ied to max im ise i ts g a i ns from the proposed 

cooperat ion .  U nder ly i ng these d iscuss ions was the recogn it ion that the 

pa rty i n  a partnersh i p  or  coa l it ion that had the most e lected members 

wou l d  provide the leadersh i p  of the who le  g roup. It was obvious i n  

ou r  d iscuss ion w i th t he  FAP t h a t  there was some expectat ion on  the i r 

pa rt at least that Ku i n i  Speed wou l d  be a contender for the post of 

pr ime m i n ister. It was c lear i n  our  d iscuss ions w i th ou r  Fij i a n  coa l i t ion 

partners, FAP and PANU ,  that they wou l d  expect a Fij i a n  to be pr ime 

m i n ister, if we won .  
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Tora i nv ited me to  h is hotel i n  Suva and  ra ised t he  issue o f  a Fij i a n  

p r ime  m i n ister. At  tha t  t ime, we had not  met w i th  the  Fij i a n  Associat ion 

a nd the issue had not rea l ly become p rom i nent .  Tora ta l ked about the 

important th ings  that wou ld  be requ i red of a pr ime m in ister and 

went on  to stress exper ience. He  then sa i d  that h is strongest poi nt, 

compared to peop le  l i ke Ku i n i  Speed or myself, was that he was a 

vetera n po l i t ici an  who had led the trade u n ion stri kes i n  the la te 1 950s 

and  1 960s wh i l e  we were sti l l  at schoo l .  He had formed new pol i t ica l 

part ies as we l l  as jo i ned many part ies, i nc l ud i ng  being  a m i n ister of the 

A l l ia nce govern ment of Ratu Ma ra .  I l i stened but I d id not want to take 

issue with h im at that t ime si nce the issue had not rea l ly been d iscussed 

open ly with a l l  the partners together. 

As a resu l t  of the d i scuss ions we ag reed to form a coa l i t ion .  The 

centra l themes of that coa l it ion were mu l ti rac ia l ism, democracy, socia l  

j usti ce, concern for the ord i na ry peop le  a n d  improvement o f  the i r  

qua l i ty of l ife. There was an  attempt i n  the man ifesto to reach out to 

every commun i ty. 

The e lect ion cam pa igns opened with the l au nch i ng  of ou r  

man ifesto i n  the G i rm it Centre i n  Lautoka about  a month before the 

genera l  e lections i n  1 999. But  before th is, I had been asked by Labou r  

t o  vis it some of  t he  more d i fficu l t  a reas i n  La utoka and  Nad i  wh ich had 

been the strongho lds of the N FP i n  the previous e lect ions of 1 994. The 

leadersh i p  i n  some of these I nd i an  communa l  a reas was not keen to see 

peop le  l i ke Chaudh ry visit i ng  them and  they requested that I come and 

add ress the i r  meeti ngs. I v is ited other I nd i a n  const ituenc ies i n  Vanua 

Levu ,  i nc l ud i ng  Labasa, Bua and  the Savusavu a rea.  I remember the 

vis it to S igatoka and  Navua,  a nd other requests from Labou r ca nd idate, 

Pratap Chand ,  to add ress Labour  g roups in the Nasi n u  and Nausori 

a reas. 

I n  add it ion to vis it i ng the I nd ia n  constituenc ies, where we were 

met enthusi astica l ly, I made t ime to vis it the Fij i a n  const ituencies 

across the cou ntry. I n  Bua ,  where I campa ig ned for a week, Fij i a ns were 

enthusi astic about Labou r's message and  its promises. The Labour Party 
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was new in Fij i a n  a reas and  there was an att i tude of susp ic ion towa rds 

it  from Fij i ans fo l low ing the 1 987 cou ps, w h ich had damaged Labou r's 

i mage very bad ly. 

Peop le asked about leadersh i p. Aga i n  and  aga i n  I was asked who 

wou l d  be p r ime m i n ister if we won.  I avoided answeri ng but the sen ior  

members of the pa rty who were w i th me to ld  the peop le  that  a Fij i a n  

wou l d  be  p r ime  m i n ister and  t hen  my  name  was  ment ioned.  

I had  been with the pa rty s i nce i ts i ncept ion  i n  1 985 a nd was one 

of i ts found i ng v ice-pres idents. I had not been invo lved i n  e lections 

i n  1 992 and  1 994 because I was unhappy with the d iscr im i natory 

natu re of the 1 990 const itut ion but as soon as the const i tut ion had 

been changed I was happy to support i t. At a n  important  va katunu loa 

or  open-a i r  meet i ng  i n  Ba i n  1 999, I was asked to speak fi rst. After I 

fi n ished speak ing  to a crowd of about 600 people ,  I was escorted to a 

wa i t ing ca r wh ich wou l d  ta ke me to the next meet i ng  i n  Lautoka. As I 

was enter ing the ca r, I heard loud app l a use and  c lapp i ng .  I pretended 

I d id not hear what  was sa i d  over the very loud pub l ic  add ress system. 

Mahendra Chaudh ry, who had been with me as I spoke to the crowd,  

a n nounced that they had j ust heard the add ress of the i r  futu re pr ime 

m i n ister. I encountered th is  on the cam pa i gn  tra i l  a few t imes and  I 

knew that the same message was mak ing  a tremendous i m pact i n  a l l  

commun it ies. 

PAN U  and  FAP contr ibuted ba lance across the commun i ties to 

ou r  tea m du r i ng that e lection .  The message of u n i ty in the proposed 

coa l i t ion was especia l ly s ign ifi cant  for the Fij i an  comm u n i ties who,  i n  

previous e lect ions, h ad  seen Labou r favour i ng  t he  I nd ia n  com mun ity. 

As I went to Bua p rovi nce, a ru ra l  and  trad it iona l  Fij i a n  const ituency 

that was p reviously a strongho ld  of the Al l i a nce Pa rty under Ma ra and  

later the  SVf under Rabu ka ,  I gathered tha t  the i r  lead i ng vi l l ages were 

i nterested i n  the Labour  message. I reca l l  my encou nter with one of 

i ts trad it iona l  leaders, Ratu Dav i ,  ch ief of Dama (Bu l i  Dama) ,  who was 

very i nfl uent ia l  i n  that a rea both in his ca pacity as trad i t iona l  leader 

a nd in h is pos it ion as a lead i ng member  of the SVf. I sent a message 
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say ing that I wanted to visit h is ch iefly v i l l age  and i ts surround i ng  a reas 

and he left a message w i th h is mata n ivanua  or hera l d  that I shou ld  be 

we lcomed a ppropr iate ly. He excused h imse lf  from attend i ng because 

he was sti l l  the key man  for the SVT. Ratu Davi had attended the same 

secondary school as me a nd was we l l  ed ucated. 

Our message was rece ived enthusiasti ca l ly a nd ,  as a resu l t, the 

Labou r ca nd idate Manoa Ba l e  was e lected from there. I had a strong 

fee l i ng as we moved i n to trad i t iona l  Fij i a n  a reas that the i r  expectat ion 

was that I wou l d  be lea d i ng Labou r and  i ts coa l i t ion as pr ime m i n ister. 

There was noth i ng I had encountered i n  the d iscuss ions at va r ious 

l eve ls  that was not consistent  w i th th is  expectat ion .  

As we campa ig ned w i th the most sen io r  I nda- Fij i a n  Labour leaders 

l i ke Krish na Datt and  Pratap Chand ,  both members of the Labou r  Pa rty 

management boa rd pushed the same message, espec ia l ly in the i r  

const ituenc ies. 

I was prepa red to res ig n from my posi t ion as p rofessor of educat ion 

at  USP i f  e l ected ,  if i t  mea nt  I cou l d  he lp br ing po l i t ica l  stab i l i ty to the 

cou ntry and  reso lve economic  bott lenecks i n  i ndustries such as sugar. 

As I v isi ted i nd igenous Fij i a n  v i l l a ges, I rea l ised that the i r  concern about 

pol i t ica l  part ies with a substant ia l  proport ion of peop le  of other races 

was that they had somehow been left out or  not benefited from the 

fru its of deve lopment. In  part icu l a r  I wanted i n  some way to ensu re 

that the i nd igenous Fij i a n  peop le  had g reater access to means of 

deve lopment, wh ich wou l d  not on ly  imp rove the i r  qua l i ty of l ife but 

enab le  them to ut i l i se the i r  h uge natura l  resou rces i n  land ,  forests, 

sea and  m i nera ls. The fact that they had not rece ived the necessa ry 

government services that  were ava i l ab le  and  were taken for g ranted 

in u rban a reas and  by other commun i t i es was an i nd ictment of the 

much vau nted so-ca l l ed 'F ij i a n  governments' that had been in p lace 

before. I was w i l l i ng to devote my next five-year  term i n  Pa r l i ament 

to th is  work. 
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Rabuka l inked up with opposition NFP leader Jai  Ram Reddy 

in  a show of mu ltiracia l  constitutional cooperation and under­

standing for the e lections, and both were wiped out by 

unimpressed electors. SVT took only eight of the 71 seats while 

NFP won none. Rabuka told biographer reporter Stan Ritova he 

was defeated by the a l ienation of Fi j ian people, the Methodist 

Church  and traditional ch iefs. The GCC had accepted the new 

constitution but then they worried that Rabuka was ris ing too far, 

creating jealousy: 'As a result they had to put me in my right 

place. They took their stand behind the 1 999 genera l elections 

with the Methodist Church against the SVT.' Rabuka said the 

Fi j ian culture of respect was 'fal se because when you look 

critica l ly at our show of respect, i t's almost farcical - it's a very 

bad fa<;ade, it's a cover-up . . . We continue to be driven by 

politicians who have very narrow personal objectives and 

aspirations and use the noble idea of the promotion of the 

ind igenous Fi j ian people. '  

Ra buka had not even won among his own people. Among 
those in the new Coal ition Government were Kuini  Speed and 

Mara's daughter Koila Nai latikau.  Also there was hi jacker Amjad 

Al i .  Nationa list Il iesa Duvuloco lost his seat.  Amid the news, 

Reddy warned, 'Fi j i is not yet ready for an Indian prime minister.' 

54 
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Tupeni Baba, who believed he was likely to lead, recalls what happened: 

On e lection n ight  as the resu l ts began  to come out on the lV and  rad i o, 

it was c lear there was a sw ing  to Labou r. Among the ear ly w i nners was 

Labou r's Pratap Chand. A F ij i  lV reporter asked h im , 'Who w i l l  be you r  

pr ime m i n ister if Labour and  its coa l i t ion ge t  t he  major ity?' He rep l ied 

sooth i ng ly, 'That is a matter we w i l l  d i scuss . . .  there is D r  Baba who is 

em inently qua l ified'.  

Later i n  the even i ng as seat after seat fe l l  to Labou r, i t  was obvious 

that we were witnessi ng a n  u np recedented sw i ng to Labou r. Our other 

coa l i t ion partners, PAN U  and FAP, were a l so doing very we l l .  Labou r 

a lone  had 37 seats, wh ich meant we had the major ity of seats i n  a 

7 1 -member House of Representat ives. FAP had 1 1  seats from noth i ng 

previously a nd PAN U  had fou r  members. The ori g i n a l  coa l i t ion won 53 

seats, a major ity of 1 8  seats. The Veito kan i  n i  Lewe n i  Lotu Vaka ris ito 

or the Chr ist i an  A l l ia nce, who consequently jo i ned the Peop le's 

Coa l i t ion ,  won th ree seats. The i r  Fij i a n  communa l  member for Bua ,  

M it ie l i  Bu l a nauca, won on the strength of our  Labour preferences and 

so d i d  the i r leader, Poseci Bu ne, who stood i n  the ne ighbour ing seat in  

Macuata .  Ma reta R igamoto won the seat for Rotuma and she wanted 

to jo in  ou r  coa l i t ion .  Altogether, the coa l i t ion won 58 seats out of 

the 71  seats, more than th ree qua rters of the house, enough  to make 

const i tut iona l  cha nges. I was q u i te consc ious and  even worr ied about 

the enormous responsi b i l i ty that was handed to us. 

On Tuesday 1 8  May, when most of the resu l ts were fi na l ised , I 

rece ived word of a meet ing  of the management boa rd i n  the Pub l i c  

Service Boa rd Room at 4 pm .  Chaudh ry, wh i l e  a n  M P, a lso he ld  the  

post of secreta ry of the FPSA, secreta ry of the F ij i  Cane G rowers 

Associat ion and  secreta ry-genera l  of the FLP. We therefore had access 

to the faci l i t i es of the FPSA. The meet ing  was attended by pa rty 

pres ident Joka peci Koroi ,  Pratap Chand  who was a lso secreta ry-genera l  
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of the Fij i Trade U n ion  Cong ress, Kr ish na  Datt who was the found i ng  

F LP  secreta ry-genera l ,  Sach ida  Sharma whose son was  ma rr ied to 

Chaudh ry's on ly daughter, Chaudh ry a nd myself. 

After the open i ng  prayer and  p l easantr ies, we d i scussed the leader­

sh ip of the pa rty. Koroi expressed surpr ise and asked Chaudh ry to 

exp l a i n  h is change of view as to who was to lead. I t  was obvious she 

had heard that he wanted to be pr ime m i n ister, wh ich at that poi nt  I 

had not heard .  Chaudh ry exp l a i ned that i n  terms of the trad it ion of 

democracy, the par l i amentary leader who led the pa rty i nto e lection 

was norma l ly expected to be the pr ime m i n ister i f  the pa rty won. He 

went on to say that if we d i d  not g ive h im the post of p remiersh i p  

i t  wou ld  be tantamount  to g iv ing h im  a vote o f  n o  confi dence. H e  

conti n ued that a l ready peop le  were ca l l i ng  h i m  pr ime m i n ister. Koro i 

tu rned to other members, especia l ly Prata p  Chand and Datt. I sat there 

composed and  i nterested i n  the viewpo in ts of my other close col leagues. 

These were the peop le with whom,  and in whose defence, I had  faced 

i mpr isonment, abuse and persecution from my own Fij i a n  peop le  i n  

1 987 - i nc l ud i ng  havi ng  a close Fij i a n  re lat ion ,  Rabuka ,  poi nt ing a g u n  

at m y  head because o f  m y  be l ief i n  a u n i ted Fij i th rough mu l ti rac ia l ism, 

democracy and soc ia l  j ustice, the centra l  tenets of the Labou r Pa rty. 

Up  to th is  day, I ca nnot reca l l  a nyth i ng of a ny s ig n ifica nce i n  the i r  

contr ibut ions to that d iscuss ion .  Here were the peop le  i n  the I nd ia n  

commun i ty I h ad  respected and  shared many moments of joy with ; I 

had known the i r  fam i l ies a nd re lat ions. Both had pub l ic ly stated who 

shou l d  lead if Labour won. I cou l d  not be l ieve they cou ld  be too tongue­

t ied or  sca red to express the i r views, u n l ess they fe l t  i n t im idated by 

Chaudh ry. They had a record in Fij i of bei n g  a rt icu l a te and  forcefu l 

speakers but they rema i ned qu iet. I cou l d  not expect a nyth i ng d i fferent 

from Sach ida Sha rma ; I knew he wou l d  'echo h i s  master's vo ice'. 

Now that I had heard their views, I sa i d ,  ' I  am  ready to lead if you 

want me: I exp l a i ned what we had prom ised the people and what the 

peop le expected of us. We sat for two hours ;  l ater we heard that the 

members of the Labour  Pa rty caucus who had been wait ing for the 
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resu l t  were beg i n n ing  to suspect we had d isag reed on the leadersh ip .  

Th is had  happened to the N FP when they won the genera l  e lect ions i n  

1 977 .  They debated for fou r  days and  t he  governor-genera l  t h en  ca l l ed 

on Ma ra ,  the defeated leader, to become an i n ter im pr ime m i n ister a nd 

another e lect ion was ca l led to resolve the matter. 

A nu mber of a l ternat ives came to m ind .  I knew that if we were 

to vote on the issue, it wou l d  be the Fij i a ns (Koro i a nd I) aga i nst the 

I n d i ans, but I thought that for such an  i mportant  issue, vot i ng  was 

ha rd ly app ropr ia te. Other ideas came to me - my mind was fu r ious ly 

tu rn ing  as we ta l ked. Shou ld  I res ig n or  shou ld  I wa l k  out and express 

my d isgust pub l ic ly? But th is wou ld  brea k u p  the pa rty. I reca l l ed the 

faces of the peop le  i n  Bua and Dama and the hund reds of vi l l ages 

and sett lements I vis ited d u ri ng  the campa igns tel l i n g  me w i th one 

voice : stay. I cou l d  hear their requests for e lectr ic i ty, for better medica l  

fac i l i t ies, for better schools, for ru nn i n g  water, for better tra nsport 

i n  the sma l l  and  remote isl a nds a nd for Fij i a ns, I nd ia ns, I s l anders and  

other races. 

I had made my poi nt. Now the pa rty members of the management 

boa rd had to accept the responsi b i l i ty of the i r  decis ion .  They offered 

me the post of deputy pr ime m i n ister and  Krish na  Datt suggested 

sw itch i ng  the post of pr ime m i n ister in one yea r ;  i t  was a l l  to appease 

the i r  own consc ience ;  they were sea rch ing  for someth i ng they cou ld  

say to the Fij i a n  people .  I rema i ned detached from the rest of the  

d iscuss ion ,  as I had  lost respect for some of my c lose associates - i n  my 

est i mate, they had a l ready destroyed the i r  own cred i b i l i ty. I wondered 

how they cou l d  serve the pa rty henceforth ! 

As the ma nagement boa rd meet ing was about to end I was asked 

to move a motion in the Labour caucus that Chaudh ry be made pr ime 

m i n ister, to be seconded by one of my co l l eagues. What a suggest ion ,  

I thought - i t  showed an  i g norance of Fij i a n  protocol ! Koro i ,  a n  

i nd igenous Fij i a n  and president o f  t he  pa rty looked at  me and  I cou ld  

read her m i nd .  She too was i n  tu rmo i l .  She wou ld  have to dea l  w i th 

her  own strugg le. Desp ite my long yea rs as a professiona l  ed ucator and  
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academ ic, I was a Fij i a n  g rounded in Fij i a n  deep sense of vei rokorokovi 

or  respectfu l ness based on ou r  honest dea l i ngs w i th each other. Th is 

had been breached - and no wonder ;  there had been no genu i n e  

cooperat ion between t he  two  major rac ia l  g roups i n  po l i t ics, certa i n ly 

not i n  pract ice i n  the Labou r Pa rty at that poi nt. 

Koroi and  my sen io r  co l l eagues knew on ly too wel l  that if I d i d  not 

move the motion as suggested,  a major  d i scuss ion wou ld  be opened up 

and if I got i nvo lved i n  the d iscuss ion ,  i t  wou l d  sp l i t  the pa rty and even 

break it u p, as happened to the N FP i n  1 977 .  

As  I moved the motion ,  I knew from the faces of the seven Fij i ans  

out of the 37 elected members present that we had a ha rd job ahead 

of us .  Joe l i Ka lou ,  the most sen ior of them,  looked me i n  the eye and 

he d id not have to express it .  G iven the d isposit ion of Cha udh ry, both 

Ka lou and I knew that the job wou l d  be next to imposs ib le. 

The p leasantr ies that fo l l owed that ca ucus meet ing  soon faded i n to 

i ns ig n ifi ca nce for many of my Fij i a n  co l l eagues. As the news broke out ,  

ou r  phone l i nes became c logged and  we sta rted to expla i n  (a nd even 

j ust ify) how the sp i r i t  of the F ij i  Labou r Pa rty had d ied. 

Chaudhry was not to be denied, though, and insisted on taking 
the leadersh ip .  The Government was sworn i n  on 1 9  May 1 999 .  
He proudly said of it :  ' I  have to put the constitution to the test. '  

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba remembers that time: 

On the ca mpa ign  tra i l  typ ica l Labou r p rom ises were made :  emp loyment, 

u n ion power and recogn i t ion by govern ment, reduct ion of poverty, 

good hous i ng ,  roads and hosp i ta l s ;  less of the evi ls a nd a br ig hter 

future for the masses and the poor. Among the promises was one that 

Tu pen i  wou l d  be pr ime m i n ister. 
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A new cab inet i n  1 999 - and most to become hostages i n  2000. Fron t  row 
(from l eft) : Tevita Momoedonu, Prata p Chand ,  Koi la  M Na i l at i ka u, Ana nd  

S i ngh ,  Tu pen i  Baba ,  Mahend ra Chaudh ry, Ku i n i  V Speed, Mosese Vo lavo la ,  

Sh iu  Sharan  Sha rma ,  Laven ia Pada rath and Ganesh  Chand .  Back row: Ana nd 

Ku ma r, Ema Tag ica k ibau ,  ls ime l i  Cokanasiga, Pon i pa te Lesavua, Ma noa Ba l e, 

Poseci Bu ne, Me l i  Bog i leka ,  Ma rieta R igamoto, Lekh R am  Vayesh noi ,  Ahmed 
Gaffa r, John  A l i .  Absent :  Joj i  U l u i na ka uvad ra .  Ministry of Information, Fiji 

Tupen i  cou ld  not have been pr ime m i n ister, however, for a n u mber 

of reasons. Fi rstly, in the morn i ng after the v ictory a n nouncement, 

before the wor ld was awake, I received a te lephone ca l l  from Chaudh ry's 

house ask ing  Tupen i to attend  the swea r i ng- i n  of Mahendra Chaudh ry 

as PM.  Tu pen i was req uested to br i ng a long the other two attendants 

requested by Mahen : Joka peci Koro i a nd Joe l i  Ka lou .  Ka lou dec l i ned ,  

g iv ing  reasons that th is was not the prom ise made to the peop le  d u ri ng  

t he  campa ign .  Koro i as pa rty p resident a nd Tu pen i  attended, not 

before Tupen i  got a n  ea rfu l from me about the fact that the other two 

F ij i a n  pa rties i n  the new coa l i t ion had not been sum moned for a jo int  

meeti ng  over the choice of the premiersh i p. 
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By e ight  o'c lock that morn i ng ,  Tupen i  and  Koroi entered the 

Government House for the swea ri ng- i n .  I t  was not to be, however. 

Tu pen i retu rned sayi ng the president was not ready and cou l d  they 

k i nd ly retu rn at 1 1  o'c lock when h i s  office staff were ready for du ty. 

I prayed , hop ing  that what my Vuga le i  u pbr i ng i ng  ta ught me 

wou ld  not mater ia l ise ;  retu rn i ng l i ke that was  a bad omen ,  a sig n  that  

l ife needed to be c lose ly gua rded.  But  aga i n  it  cou ld  have been that  I 

was j ust smel l i n g  a rat ;  one never is su re i n  po l i t ics about the po l i t ica l  

go ings-on ,  they confuse more t h a n  a nyth i ng ,  a nd some po l i t ic ians 

c lear ly have more mastery over such an  a rt than  others. 

Chaudh ry decided that the offic ia l  res idence where Rabu ka had 

l ived for five yea rs was  too sma l l  a nd constr icted com pa red to h is own 

house. He suggested that  the offi c i a l  res idence be g iven to the v ice­

pres ident, Ratu Josefa l l o i lo .  Th is was reported i n  the press and d rew 

Tu pen i  Baba is sworn i n  as  a m i n i ster i n  the Cha udh ry Government  i n  May 
1 999. Mrnistry of  Information, Fiji 
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cr it ic ism not on ly  from Rabuka but a lso from other  F ij ia ns. I t  imp l i ed 

that he was pass ing the house to the vice-p res ident ,  a h i g h  ch ief, 

because it was not good enough  for h im.  

Soon after taking office Chaudhry met a cool  GCC at the seedy 
Tradewinds Hotel in Lami .  The council was deeply divided with 
an  Indian leading Fi j i and thus ex officio member of the counci l .  
Litia Cakobau moved his ejection from the council whi le Mara 
defended his inclusion. No decision was taken; nothing in F i j i  
ever happens i n  a hurry. 

A fierce press war against the government broke out, not 

helped by Chaudhry's arrogant behaviour. One headli ned i ncident 
was the way Chaudhry went around standard publ ic service 

procedures and hired h i s  son Rajendra as personal secretary. 

Mahendra Cha udh ry meets with the Great Cou nc i l  of Ch iefs for the fi rst t ime  

as  pr im e  m i n ister. Tupen i  Baba  sits beside h im .  Michael Field 
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It looked l ike nepotism. Renovations to his somewhat modest 

house caused a flurry in the media  which, as the year went on, 
grew quite hysterica l ly hostile aga inst Chaudhry. The Rupert 

Murdoch-owned Fiji Times decided, a lmost by defau lt and as a 
result of one particular reporter, that they were going to get r id 
of Chaudhry. Reporter Margaret Wise tore into Chaudhry with 
many an unsourced story which the paper had no qualms about 
publ ishing. 

What was known to the newspaper, but not shared with 
readers and now a matter of court record, was that she was also 
Rabuka's lover and had a chi ld by him. In a b igger p lace none of 
this might matter, but in December 1 999 Wise and the Fiji Times 

gleefu l ly made an issue over Chaudhry transferring his  tea lady, 
Torika Uluiviti ,  out of h is  office after she was said to have seen 
someth ing that she was not meant to see. The incident involved 
Chaudhry and freelance journalist Asha Lakhan. The two had a 
longstanding close relationship.  In smal l-town Suva this incident 
created h igh moral tone. The whole thing stank of a set-up job .  
Where else in  the  world could a tea lady afford to  take out  a fu l l  

page advertisement in the major dai ly newspaper to recount her 
version of what she thought she saw?  

Wise was  eventual ly fired, but long after Chaudhry had been 
brought down. A one-time close associate of Rabuka and now 
a civil rights advocate, Joni Dakuvula, told j ournal ism lecturer 
David Robie the Fiji Times agenda 'was to de-legitimise the 
elected government by creating a cl imate of scandal,  loathing 

and fear  so the Fi j i Labour Party, at least, would not be able to 
effectively implement its manifesto' . 

Chaudhry sa id journal ism faced a crisis of ethics: 'Since taking 
office, my government has had occasion to be extremely d isgusted 
by the antics of some elements in the media  who have used the 
medium of the newspaper and televis ion to further their own 
personal agendas to discredit the government. When, day after 
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day, a particular reporter writes nothing but anti-government 
stories with facts manipulated and distorted to discredit and 
embarrass the government, one is  left in  l i ttle doubt as to what 
the agenda of that particular reporter is  . . .  It  makes one wonder 

whether there is not a conspiracy at work here between that 
particular reporter and these anti-government elements . '  

Chaudhry's first year of what should have been a five-year 
term can be said, from thi s  distance, to have been successfu l .  
Mark ing the  fi rst anniversary in office, Lakhan, in an Agence 
France-Presse (AFP) piece, wrote that Chaudhry's first year in  
office had been 'people-centred development' . Four  months into 
office, he scrapped the 1 0  percent value-added tax and reduced 
duty on selected staple food items, among them flour, r ice, 
cooking oil and canned fish, to provide rel ief to the poor. Early in 
May 2000 he put 1 7  everyday consumer items on price control .  
On health grounds he banned the importation of New Zealand's 
j unk-meat mutton flaps and he clamped down on the banking 
sector, moved to regulate commercial bank fees and charges and 
set up a banking services commission to monitor the activities 

of the financial sector. Investor confidence appeared to return 
with $300 mi l l ion worth of hotel construction contracts s igned, 
some of which had been pending for years. The economy in 2000 

was expected to grow at around 4 percent. On the i nternational 
stage Fij i was destined for major success with the 77 African, 

Caribbean and Pacific nations l inked to the European Union 
agreeing to meet in  Suva on 8 June 2000 to sign what would 
have been known as the Suva Convention. Heads of states would 
be in town, including, it was rumoured, Fidel Castro of Cuba. 
A Fiji Times poll s ix months after elections rated Chaudhry the 
most popular leader at 62 percent approval,  surpassing Rabuka. 
It was not a bad performance, particularly given that he had been 
elected on a five-year term and could be expected to take the more 
unpopular decisions early in his government. 
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A h igh-profile issue in Chaudhry's first year was a decision on 

how to handle one of the world's largest mahogany p lantations, 
43,600 hectares valued at US$6 8 mi l l ion.  During the Rabuka term 

a battle over the right to mill it had centred on the Commonwealth 
Development Corporation (CDC) and a US company, Trans 
Resource Management (TRM) .  CDC won approval because 
they had money upfront, but before the deal could be settled 
Chaudhry came into office. One of the critical p layers was a local 
businessman known for some of his questionable practices, who 
was chairman of  the state-owned Fij i Pine Ltd and Fij i Hardwood 
Corp - George Speight. The incoming government sacked him.  
TRM chairman, Seattle businessman Marshal l  Pettit, had in  
March 1 98 8  hired Speight as a 'consultant' on a proposed deal 
over Fi j i 's pine plantations. Chaudhry went ahead with the CDC 
deal but TRM threatened lega l action and a sign ificant pol itical 
row blew up.  The government put a fu l l-page advertisement in 
the Fiji Sun on 4 April 2000 outlining the deal and saying that 
TRM was misleading people over the CDC offer. 

Fi j i  TV revea led that TRM had paid US$5000 into Speight's 
Brisbane bank account whi le he was stil l  on government boards. 
Speight responded that the consultancy fees paid into his account 
did not amount to a confl ict of i nterest, saying he had acted 'in 

a responsible manner and with absolute integrity' .  The issue was 
sti l l  being fought the week the coup took place; Speight had good 
financial reasons for wanting Chaudhry out. 

The toughest issue was land and the complex ownerships and 
leasing arrangements in the Agricu ltural Landlord and Tenants 
Act (ALTA) .  Chaudhry was obl iged, as were Rabuka before him 
and Laisenia Qarase after him, to confront the issue. Around 
83  percent of Fij i 's land is  in ina l ienable indigenous ownership .  
Most of it is  rugged j ungle land whi le the arable land is  mostly 
under sugar, leased for 30  years under ALTA to Indian farmers. 
Under Rabuka, leases were expiring, but Chaudhry faced a more 



PEO PLE 'S COAL IT ION  6 5  

New p r ime  m i n ister Mahend ra Chaudh ry j ust i n  the job  i n  May 1 999. Look ing 

on ( left) is Fij i N's R iyaz Sayed-Kha iyum, who wou ld sta r i n  one  of the coup 's 
key events. Michael Field 

drastic problem in that 2 8  percent of the leases would end in his 
term of office, while nearly ha lf  of them would go in  20 1 1 . It 

had economic consequences: land going out of lease was also 
mostly going out of sugarcane production, draining the country's 
economic growth. It was a constituency issue for Chaudhry and 
the FLP. Many Indian farmers were going off the land with no 

compensation for the i nvestments they had made in  i t  - mostly 
housing - while those able to win new leases were being made 
to pay significantly more. The system made the situation very 

complex anyway with the owners unable to deal directly with 
the farmers. Everything had to go through the bureaucratic and 
inefficient NLTB. The farmers were Chaudhry's people from the 
National Farmers Union and he looked after his own, promising 
those moved off their land between $20,000 and $30,000 a 
farmer. In the eyes of F i j ian  landowners, many of whom made 
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very l ittle out of the leasing in the first p lace, th is was a case of the 
rich getting richer. 

Chaudhry wanted an extension to ALTA. Landowners opposed 

this .  Several key ch iefs, including Tui Sabeto, Kal iova Lumuni and 
Tui Ba Adi Seinimi l i ,  said Chaudhry was being one-sided, while 
the Cakaudrove Provincial Council  rej ected it outright.  Chaudhry 
moved too quickly on the land issue and was driven by the heady 
sense of dynasty that landslide poll victories give; in the case of 
ALTA Chaudhry was digging his own grave on moving ground. 
The September GCC meeting threw out Chaudhry's ALTA plans. 

Things were going wrong elsewhere and on 23 September 
1 999 Youth Minister Ponipate Lesavua, a former pol ice inspector, 
revealed that meetings had been held around the country seeking 
the removal of the government. Tora, whose PANU party was in 
coa l ition with Chaudhry, had hosted one meeting in his home on 
1 3  September 1 999 .  Chaudhry said he knew there were moves to 

Ta u ke i  po l i t ic ia n Apisa i 

Tora. Min istry of Information 



PEO PLE'S COALIT I O N  6 7  

topple the government but that they had no teeth . Tora threatened 
to use the Taukei Movement to 'topple the government before the 
year is  out' through protest marches, demonstrations and civi l  

d isobedience campaigns. He accused Chaudhry of being arrogant 
and disrespectfu l of traditional Fij ian institutions: 'He is tel l ing 
the Great Council of Chiefs you go and get stuffed. Somebody 
should remind Chaudhry that he is  running a government and 
not a union. '  

Tora said Fi j ian landowners were being taken for a r ide as 
Chaudhry played the 'politics of race' .  Land, said Tora, was 
sacred for Fi j ians, 'an extension of their soul ,  mind and being, 
given to them by God spiritua l ly and otherwise. It can only be 
understood by Fi j ians and those that understand their culture. I 
am singing out for the landowners and it is their right to protest. 
If Mahatma Gandhi could do it in India why can't I do it  in F i j i ,  
my own country ? They can put me in ja i l  but they can't k i l l  the 
idea . '  

Rabuka, ou t  of Parl iament, became GCC chairman while 
Kubuabola, the 1 98 7  coup-plotter, became SVT opposition 
leader. A SVT paper revea led the party set up a committee that 
wou ld 'devise strategies to bring down the government, set up 
an interim government, change the 1 997 constitution and hold a 
general election under a new constitution ' .  

In the period fol lowing the  election Chaudhry a l located five 
portfol ios to h imself, in addition to being prime min ister. There 
had been the attack on the media  and a vendetta against certain 

local businessmen who did not agree with Labour's pol icy and 
these laid the basis for a prolonged war against Fi j ian interest. 
He rewarded Indian farmers whose leases were not renewed, 
but not the Fi j ian landowners who wanted to reform their land. 
Tupeni Baba describes this t ime: 'After a honeymoon period 
with the nation, the voices of dissent, particularly from sections 
of the Fi j ian people, were heard and with numerous sources of 
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discontent fused and ignited, protests were mounted and the 
Government was in a state of siege . Our dreams and the pledge 
we made to our people became distant as we were becoming 
concerned with the survival of our own government. '  

Suva was again al ive with rumours, part icularly that the 
Coalition Government was about to break up and that Chaudhry, 
unpopu lar in his own party, was going to be dumped. Rumours 
of pending coups were also common by April 2000, a lthough this 
was hardly a surprise in a town given to a h igh degree of political 
gossip  and experience of earl ier coups. Among the best informed 
it  was j ust a matter of time. Daily Post editor Mesake Koroi was 
a lert to more than j ust rumour. A Lauan, he was later to become 
an adviser to Prime Minister Laisenia Qarase, with whom he had 
a chiefly tie. A couple of columns in Apri l were prophetic. On 
8 April 2000 he noted the reemergence of Tora had driven the 
devi l 's fear into the Indian community in  Nausori, north of Suva . 
Shopowners told h im people were no longer buying goods and 
those on leasehold land were scared . On 1 7  Apri l  2000 he asked 

how genuine was Chaudhry's resolve to help the indigenous Fi j ian 
community, saying he had created a lot more foes than friends. 
He blamed the land issue: 'Land is  also regarded as sovereignty, 
something to be defended to the death , l ike honour. '  

Koroi sa id  Fi j ian pol itical thinking had been unpredictable 
and spl it and noted Mara had twice fa l len victim at elections: 
'But wil l  history repeat i tself  again through another d isruption of 
parl iamentary rule? I hope not. But the signs are that [Chaudhry]  
is  in for a rough r ide unless he moves as far away from the land 
issue as soon as possible . '  He added that ' the same players are 

again at work' .  
On 6 Apri l  2000 Tora sa id Chaudhry was inviting an uprising, 

a lthough Tora said he did not want one: 'We have been through 
that . . .  But whatever we do wil l  be done within the bounds 
of the law. Cal l  it what you l ike, civil d isobedience, marches, 



PEOPLE 'S  COAL IT IO N  69 

demonstrations. These are all within the law and the Taukei 
movement wi l l  remain within the bounds of the law. '  

Two days later RFMF Colonel George Kadavulevu said the 
mi l i tary had no intention of staging another coup: 'The present 
government was nominated by the majority of the population and 
therefore the mi l itary must only be used to support and promote 
the ideas of the government so nominated . '  

With h indsight i t  is obvious what  was coming, but  at the 
time the intrigue was background noise in  a c ity used to pol itical 
goss ip .  Chaudhry on 1 8  April 2000 flew to Canberra to meet 
Prime Minister John Howard for talks over clothing tariffs. It 

was a significant issue for Fi j i  with a round 1 8 ,000 jobs l ikely to 
d isappear as Austra l ia ,  under World Trade Organisation ru les, 
eased tariffs on other imports, cutting into F i j i 's advantage. 
Hol lywood actor Tom Hanks was at Monuriki Island near Nadi 
filming Castaway and Fi j i 's tourism was booming. 

Taukei staged a march in  Suva on 21 April 2000 but only 
around 500 protesters turned up.  The SVT leadership,  other 
than Kubuabola,  were prominent in  a march on 28  Apri l which 

attracted more people; the Fiji Sun estimated it  attracted 5000. 
Assistant Police Commissioner Jahir  Khan said around 1 500 
people took part in  the march, but h is boss, Pol ice Commissioner 

Isikia Savua, warned that i f  the protests continued pol ice 
resources would be stretched to the l imit, implying the numbers 
were much greater. Savua ca l led on government to hold talks 
with the protesters he described as 'a group of society that have 
grievances' .  

' I  real ly  don't bel ieve we'l l  continue to have peaceful marches 
if their grievances are not heard,' Savua said in what sounded a 
lot l ike a threat. It was a numbers game and Savua was milking 
i magined bigger numbers to create crisis. The numbers were not 
that great even by Fij i standards and could have readi ly been 
esta bl ished by the news media .  
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Savua was an unl ikely man to be pol ice commissioner. He went 
to Queen Victoria School ( QVS) at Matavatucou,  a school which 
has thrown a long destabil is ing shadow over Fi j i .  He joined the 

mil itary straight out of h igh school and served 1 8  years, leaving 
with the rank of l ieutenant colonel . He joined Fi j i 's Foreign 
Affa irs Min istry in 1 998 ,  with the h ighl ight being a six-month 
post as consul general in Sydney. He transferred to the pol ice in 
1 992 as deputy commissioner and six months later became police 
commissioner under fel low QVS Old Boy, Rabuka . 

On 30 April 2000 Chaudhry told the Fiji Times that the 
Fi j ian community would not be fooled a second time by unruly 
elements out to topple the Government. Ordinary citizens did not 
want a repeat of 1 987  and protest marches organised against the 
Government were the work of disgruntled politicians who had 
lost the general e lections: 'They will use any excuse to whip up 
emotions. We have been through this in 1 98 7  and look where the 
country had come to after those events. The ordinary people paid 
a heavy price for that and our economy was in  tatters. It took a 
long time to rebui ld and the economy is now poised to take off. 
And we are having the same sort of th ing aga in . '  

On 5 May 2000 Horne Affa irs Min ister Joj i  Uluinakauvadra 
said no more protest marches would be a l lowed with the exception 
of one already approved for Friday 1 9  May, organised by I l iesa 
Duvuloco : 'Their appl ication was approved last week but as of 
today there wil l  be no more approvals for protest marches. '  

On 1 5  May  2000, j ust four  days ou t  from a coup, Koroi wrote 
in the Daily Post that the thi rteenth anniversary of Rabuka's coup 
had just passed unnoticed: 'But what is ahead is sti l l  a mystery. '  

'Word has it that  the Nationa l istNanua Tako Lavo march 
planned for Friday May 20 [sic] is  l ikely to be a bloody affa i r. 
My guru " Daucina" said there was ta lk of bloodshed among the 
perpetrators of the march at a meeting held in Suva on Friday 
night. There were also ta lks of burning and looting. However, 
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there were some moderates who thought that the last  thing the 
marchers would want to do is to turn their peacefu l demonstration 
into a blood bath. We can only plead with the organisers and 
hope that common sense wi l l  prevai l .  

' Incidenta l ly, the May 20 [ sic] march is  no longer l imited 
to the National ists only. Last week, the National ists held j oint 

meetings with the . . .  SVT, the Taukei movement and other Fi j ian 
political parties discussing how best the march could be used to 
advance "Taukei" aspirations. '  

MP Ema Golea Tagicakibau later remembered she  was  warned 
by an MP she would not name that something was about to 
happen: 'In Apri l  a col league MP warned that . . .  the government 
would be ousted . But because it came by way of a j oke, I took it 
j ust l ike that.' 

Lieutenant Colonel Vil iame Seruvakula, commander of the Third 

Batta l ion Infantry Regiment, bel ieved a coup was coming and his 
men would have to act,  irrespective of race, colour and rel igion. 
'So what I did was to tra in the soldiers mental ly and physical ly. I 

took them down the h ighlands of Ba and put them in a training 
cycle which lasted for three to four  days per company . . .  The 
objective was to prepare them menta l ly and at the same time to 

keep them physica l ly fit. At the same time continue to ta lk to 
them about what was to come. '  

He knew the date too and on 19 May 2000 had prepared 

his men at 7 am to surround Parl iament to protect it .  But the 
order never came. Pol ice knew the coup was coming and a h igh­
level review after the event, with minutes recorded by Assistant 
Superintendent Soloveni Waqavuki ,  noted that Savua had warned 
Chaudhry on 20 April of a l ikely coup and they knew the march 
on 1 9  May was l ikely to be a big one. But no operationa l orders 

were given by the pol ice command . 
'Operations orders are issued during marches, visits by the 

royal fami ly or foreign diplomats. But if  the operation order is 
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not issued, then police officers would be confused as to what their 

role should be and what responsibi l ities to take. The operation 
order is activated by the commissioner of pol ice after i t  has been 
brought to him by the divisiona l pol ice commander. '  

Correspondent Lakhan noted on 1 8  May that Chaudhry's first 
anniversary in office would see national ists marching through 
Suva cal l ing for his resignation. He saw them as no more than a 
nu isance: 'We know who the players are behind the scenes. Many 
of them are the same faces we saw in 1 987 .  And look where the 
country got after that .  It took 12 long years to put the country 
back on track, get a new consti tution that is internationa l ly 
acclaimed. '  

In a dig at rival Keith-Reid, Lakhan wrote: 'A year  ago when 
. . .  Chaudhry . . .  took office there were doubts he would last a 
week. '  Keith-Reid had said Chaudhry would not last a year. It was 
obvious, not j ust because nationa l ists began p lotting, but because 
of the nature of Chaudhry's character and h is son who was cursed 
with a severe arrogance. Keith-Reid said within the Coalition 
Government, Chaudhry's ' imperial ways and control mania was 
a lready fomenting rebell ion in  h is own ranks' . By April 2000 

Keith-Reid wondered publ icly who would  get Chaudhry first: the 
national ists or his own, disaffected side. 



Civil coup 
Friday 19 May 2 0 0 0  

Since the coup, Suva h a s  become a black hole where truth and 
l ight have been replaced with specu lation, theory, and conspiracy. 
More than one well p laced source can offer an explanation of 
what happened, complete with names of financiers and the ' real 
plotters' - such a fami l iar  term these days - who stood in  the 
shadows and were to come out later. This makes for entertaining 
chat at the Republic of Cappuccino coffee house where l ibe l  laws 
can be overlooked. This book requi res more than rumour and in  
going to  solid sources I confronted the severely l imiti ng fact that 
no j udicia l  or  formal inqui ry was held i nto the events of 1 9  May 
2000. Several court trials p rovided only l imited i nformation and 
tended to focus on the role of the individual facing charges. In this 
account, I've drawn from various trials that fol lowed, not least 

because of the court privilege attached to the information and 
names. Specul ation comes later. The Daily Post's Mesake Koroi 
claimed later that the ' real p lotters' included a woman and that 

they had al l  met i n  a house i n  Laucala Beach Estate in  northern 
Suva. Court records point to a house at 8 Mitchel l  Street, on the 
edge of  Suva's central business district, as coup headquarters. 
D ismal politician I l iesa D uvuloco rented the place and hosted a 
number of meetings with Speight, making it coup headquarters . 

On the theory that success has many fathers and fai lure is an 
orphan, no one, other than Speight so far, has been revealed as the 

73 
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inspiration for the coup .  There is  no paperwork, un l ike Rabuka's 
coup, except for a l ist of names said to constitute the post-coup 
government, found much later at Joe Nara's home. 

Those who went to Mitchell Street gave a fragmented picture 
of what happened but a l l  impl ied George Speight and his  brother 
Jim were in charge. Sometime in  Apri l ,  Salesi Tui faga lele, a soldier 
with the army's special  force Counter Revolutionary Warfare 
(CRW)'s First Meridian Squadron attended a meeting at Mitchell 
Street and said planning was underway to launch a coup on 28 
Apri l .  He was to have gone with another man on that day to p ick 
up explosives from Duvuloco's farm. 

'When we reached the farm no one was at home so we came 
back.  The purpose of the dynamite was to make bombs and the 
targets were Westpac and ANZ. '  

By  early May the  i dea was  to  seize Parl iament, l inked to 
a Taukei march through Suva. A date was set and Duvuloco 

Cou p  headqua rters : 8 Mitche l l  Street. Michael Field 
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appl ied for a permit to  ho ld  the  march . That aspect was  nearly 
undone when Savua's comments led to a ban on marches. The 

plan cal led for the p lotters to k idnap Mara. Duvuloco would 

p resent Mara with a tabua or whale's tooth which would amount 
to a traditional demand for his resignation . Jone Vidi ,  who later 
turned state's evidence, was at Mitchell Street to get his orders. 

'I was asked to kidnap the president, but I told George I 
couldn't because he is my chief . . .  George told us that, after the 
coup, our fami l ies would receive a sa lary for l i fe and we would be 

responsible for internal  security . . .  They wanted to destroy Suva 
by fire, but I told them it was better to stage a coup . '  

Speight told them weapons from the  mi l i tary had been 

confirmed: 'He showed us the paper and someone had written 
that the weapons were set, it required us to pick them up. '  

Another p lotter, Vil iame Savu,  recal led the march permit 
discussion at Mitchel l Street: 'Rules are made by people and can 
be broken by people themselves . '  

He sa id neither George nor J im Speight divulged how the coup 
was to be staged, only confirming that 'everything was set' . 

A public works employee, Simione Drole, in state's evidence, 
spoke of meeting at Mitchell Street on 1 8  May. Also there was a 
FAP Coalition Government MP, Timoci Si latolu .  Speight briefed 
those involved and Drole, Savu, Speight and Si latolu went to 
the CRW office at the mil i ta ry headquarters where they met J im 
Speight. There were bags conta ining arms. 

'After the men loaded the big bags into Speight's vehicle, we 
then made our way down to Suva Point where we were to have 
another meeting,' Drole said. 'While we were on our way to Suva 
Point, I found out about the planning of a coup. '  

A t  Suva Point the bags were p u t  i nto a n  inflatable dinghy and 
taken out to sea by three men. It is not known where they went 
but it was near the unpopulated island called Nukulau.  Drole 
said that at Suva Point Speight had instructed Si latolu that he 
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would be the one to give the green l ight: 'George Speight told h im, 
" You're the one who wil l  make the final ca l l  from Parl iament, 
straight after the prayer. " '  

The  gang went from Suva Point to  Nara's apartment where 
he had with him a l ist of names nominated for the interim 
government. Drole said, 'Ratu Timoci was nominated inter im 
prime minister but Speight was not pleased with this, saying he 
would have it sorted out tomorrow. '  

Police found the l ist later at Nata's apartment, a long with 
a boxful of similar documents, one of which named Si latolu as 
prime minister and a lso named many of those who were sworn in 
on the 20 May, including Berenado Vunibobo as foreign minister, 
a post he had held in Rabuka's government before h is electoral 
defeat. The opposition leader, Inoke Kubuabola, was named on 
Nara's l ist as the new telecommunications minister. 

On the n ight before the coup Drole attended one of the 
meetings and heard Speight tel l  Duvuloco: 'We are having the 
march tomorrow as planned. You will be in the march, but I wi l l  
cal l  you straight after the Parl iament has been sitting, so that you 

can direct the march r ight to Parl iament House.'  
The involvement of the CRW has not been explained in  the 

court records. Speight had neither a mi l itary background nor 
obvious ties and it remains a mystery how such a crack unit was 
drawn into the coup.  After a week of exercising on Vanua Levu,  
First Meridian Squadron went to a church service on Sunday 1 4  
May at a farm outside Savusavu.  This was fol lowed by rounds 
of kava, hosted by the farm owner, one Sitiveni Rabuka. Poseci 

Bune, agriculture minister in Chaudhry's government, said CRW 
officers told him that Rabuka had spoken to them of being cal led 
to do something from which some of them may not return. 
Rabuka confirmed the soldiers had been on h is  property but said 
i t  was a coincidence and had nothing to do with the coup.  

The retired founder of the CRW was a 60-year-old veteran 
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of the British Special A i r  Services ( SAS) ,  I l isoni Liga iri, who 
claimed he had taken no part in the coup p lanning and only 
found out on the Friday that h is  beJoved unit was i n  some kind 
of pol itica l action. ' I  never knew who Speight was unti l  about 
one hour before the coup - you see, my men are trained for this 
kind of exercise. Gett ing rid of the government was something 
that a lmost every Fi j ian was talking about at the time. So when 
George, who said he was ready on the civi l ian side, asked whether 
we could carry this out, I did not hesitate - I bel ieve in  protecting 

the institution of the Taukei first before protecting the institution 
of the government.' 

A mil i tary spokesman, Major Howard Politini, was to claim 
that some of the soldiers who found themselves with Speight 
had no idea what they were involved in  as they travelled toward 
Parliament: 'A few of them j umped off the van when they rea l ised 
where they were going.' 

This was to be a cel lphone coup - the conspirators used them 
constantly, leaving tracks for investigators to fol low later. One of 
those Speight cal led on 1 8  May was a minor chief, Jope Sen i lo l i ,  

and from around 3 am Friday 19 May the mobi le  phones used 
by Speight, Nata and S ilatolu were i n  constant action . Most of 
the cal ls were between Speight and Duvuloco. Journal ist Nata 
took time to phone h is  gir lfriend at 4 am, tel l i ng her something 
dramatic would happen later that day. 

Marika Dakuvere, who worked in Si latolu's parl iamentary 
complex office, remembered that Friday morning seeing two 
sports bags and a nervous Si latolu .  'He asked me five times 
when the meeting ( Parl iament) was going to start. '  Much later 
S i latolu admitted to having a conversation earlier that morning 
with lawyer Rakuita Vakala labure who was to play a key role in 
Speight's coup. ' Is everything set ? '  Vakala labure asked, to which 
Si latolu repl ied, ' I  have j ust ca l led,  everything is okay. '  

The march through Suva was the big item on the day's news 
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agenda.  If the pol ice were tak ing a casual approach to it, reporters 
were watching more closely than usual and, in some cases, trying 
to get an accurate count on participants .  For the most part i t  was 

an orderly parade through downtown Suva and by 1 0  am was 
looking uneventfu l .  The count was aga in to be disputed : reporters 
said 1 600 people took part; Savua was to say 1 5 ,000.  

Speight's group of seven were loaded up and ready to go. 
The two Speight brothers were there, a long with Liga iri and four 
CRW soldiers .  Their objective was Parl iament. One of the sold iers 
was Vi l imone Tikotani or 'Commander Bi l l ' .  Jim Speight wore 
a balaclava because he did not want h is identity exposed - he 
feared losing his Austra l ian citizensh ip .  

The attractive parl iamentary complex at Veiuto was opened 
in 1 992 in time for the resumption of democracy in  the wake 
of Rabuka's coups. It sits on Battery H il l ,  named after World 

War Two guns there, on the corner of Vuya Road and Ratu 
Sukuna Road, and looking out to the entrance to Suva Harbour 
and the Koro Sea .  The ceremonial entrance to Parl iament is on 
Ratu Sukuna, across the road from the neat but poor Draiba 
Fi j ian School, whose pupi ls  were to lose a year of schooling 
in the name of the ind igenous cause. Most of the comings and 
goings were th rough the Battery Road entrance which ran off 
Vuya Road .  Speight's old school, Suva Grammar, was j ust down 
Vuya which intersected Queen El izabeth Drive at nearby Suva 
Point. The complex is  loosely model led on a Fijian v i l lage with a 
series of bui ldings around a large bure or traditional Fi j ian style 
assembly, the Vale-n i-Bose Lawa. The chamber i tself is l ight and 

a i ry, accessible and comfortable. Hanging masi, fine tapa made of 
beaten mulberry bark and painted i n  traditional patterns, gives 
a distinctive feel to it. Outside i t  has a wide area of lawn while 
off to one side a cluster of bui ldings provides offices and meeting 
rooms. Out towards the back, overlook ing a mangrove-heavy 

Leveti Creek, is  a smal l  bure where social functions were often 
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Pa r l i ament  i n  sess ion .  Th is was ta ken i n  200 1 , a fter the  coup,  a nd  when i t  had  

been  repa i red a nd restored. Pres ident Josefa l l o i lo  i s  i n  the spea ker's cha i r. 

Michael Field 

held .  Just before Parl iament opened that hot Friday morning, 
Chaudhry's staff in his office shared a cake with one candle on 
it  to mark the Coal ition Government's first birthday. Within  30 
minutes seven masked men ended that government. 

At 1 0 .40 am Parli ament's session opened. Speight was nearby 
and at 1 0 .45 am he phoned Si latolu, who was in h is  seat in the 
chamber j ust as Baba was speak ing. Speight's van was coming in,  

unchallenged, through the Ratu Sukuna entrance. Seconds later 
the gang burst into the chamber and S i latolu was able, a lbeit less 
tha n  convincingly, to claim he was surprised at it .  

'When two shots were fired, I knew this could be serious, '  he 
told a court several years later. ' I  was fearfu l  for my l i fe so when 
they asked me about j oin ing them, I was thinking of l i fe, I opted 
for l ife . '  



0 PORTE COCHERE 

f} PARLIAMENT HAU. 

E) VALE NI BOSE 
Fijians/Rotumanand 01her 
hostages 

0 GOVERNMENT OFFICES 

sooosoao NI DUAVATA 
NI l!WENIVANUA PARTY 
CONSERVATM AUJANCE PARTY 
(lndian hostages wereheld here) 

0 PARLIAMENT OFRCES BLOCK 
Press Conferences · in normal 
times. duringthecoup,thepren 

conferenceswere inthe bureno.15 

0 GRAVE SITE 

f) OPPOSmON OFRCES 

A.II LABOUR PARTY OfflCE 
NEW lABO\Jll UMTY PARTY 
UNrTED GENEIW. PARTY 

0 PUBLIC RECEPTION 

0 COMMITIEE OFRCES BLOCK 

DEPUTYSl'EAXER 
COMMITTE ROOM FACllJTES 
ADMINISTRATION 

4D GARAGE 

G) SENATOR'S LOUNGE 

� KITCHEN 

4E) SPEAKER'S LOUNGE 

CD DINING HAU. 

G) BURE 

(Ii) LIBRARY 

(i> GUARD HOUSE 

CD SPEAKER'S RESIDENCE 

© VAKATUNULOA 

L 
PUBLIC 

CARPARK 

_J 



C IV I L  C O U P  8 1  

Associate Agricu lture Minister Marieta Rigamoto knew 
who Speight was; j ust two days earl ier he had been in her office, 

discussing dairy farming. Poseci Bune said Speight tripped as he 
arrived at Parl iament: 'I thought i t  was a j oke because when they 
stormed in, George a lmost s l ipped. He didn't notice the steps so 
he nearly fel l  on h imself there . '  

A government backbencher, Vi l iame Volavola, who would 
join the plotters, c laimed later he had no knowledge of the coup 
and was surprised to see armed men arrive. He heard Speight's 
people say they had the support of the chiefs. 'I got very angry 
with this statement but couldn't do anything. ' 

Fiji Times reporter Matel ita Ragogo was in the press gallery 
and thought it was a group re-enacting the first coup to mark 
the birthday of Chaudhry's government. She was unsure of its 

relationship to the march and did not think it  was a coup because, 
knowing what had happened in 1 98 7, she bel ieved it  would need 
intricate plann ing and mi l i tary back-up.  'But why were they 

Fiji Times' Mate l i ta Ragogo.  

Michael Field 
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dressed in cut- jeans - they were not even organised enough to 
have an outfit that would represent their movement or whatever 
they were ! There were only a handful of them and there was no 
clear leader whose voice shou ld have been dominant in giving 
orders. The chamber was not swarming with mi l itary, wel l armed 
sold iers, so one must be forgiven for the i nitial thought that this  
was a j oke. '  Speight seemed to be the leader, ' but there were at 
least two within the group that probably should have been the 
leader - they disagreed on a couple of things i t  seemed and whi le 
George, in a basebal l  cap, appeared cool the rest were clearly 
agitated ' .  

Chaudhry was staring stra ight ahead . 'The members were 
obviously stunned, especia l ly those on the government benches,' 
said Ragogo. 'No one moved, no one said a word on both sides of 
the house but there were quick glances around and beh ind them . '  
School students in the gallery were told to  fi l e  ou t  and  the doors 
to the chamber were closed . 

Speaker Kurusaqi la demanded to know what was happening. 
'This  is a civil coup,' yel led Speight. 'Hold tight, nobody move ! '  

H e  told Kurusaqila t o  leave, a n d  warned them t o  cooperate s o  n o  
one would get hurt. 

Kurusaqila was standing, disbel ieving: 'Na cava : what is 
this ? '  

Speight repeated h imself: 'This is  a civi l  coup, with arms and 
ammunition, by the people and for the people.  Please j ust tel l  
them not  to get u p ! '  

' I t  is an i l legal act, ' Kurusaqila said, 'you know that! ' 

Speight waved h is gun at the members, and warned them he 
would use it i f  they made things difficult .  

Kurusaqi la was far from intimidated and, sti l l  standing, he 
waved a finger at Speight:  ' I f  you have to shoot anyone in  this 
House, you shoot me first ! '  

Ragogo hoped it  would collapse then. 'Even a t  that point I sti l l  



C IV I L  C O U P  8 3  

believed this group could be unsuccessfu l ,  so disorganised they 
were and unsure of their  next moves. And I d idn't want to believe 
it but I d id when I heard the gunshots . '  

Speight fired several shots i nto the roof. Chaudhry had an 
armed body guard nearby, but he was outgunned by the plotters 
who had Uzi submachine guns that the Israel i  Government had 
given the CRW. 

Ragogo was in  the gal lery with two other j ournal ists when an 
armed man, well  dressed and who could have easily passed as a 
plainclothes pol iceman, came in .  The str iking aspect of this was 
that Ragogo had greeted him in the corridor - before the coup. 
Court evidence suggested Speight and gang arrived in  one van, at 

one time, and took over Parliament. Ragogo's account points to 
plotters a lready there, and some who have never been identified 
by authorities. She had assumed he was a pla inclothes policeman 
and bel ieved he was unarmed. Yet when he came into the gal lery, 
he was armed. 

'He was not mean or anything but he didn't a l low us to go 
outside and at that moment I rea l ised that these guys wanted us 
there, they wanted us to see everyth ing . . .  I didn't get scared for 

my l i fe.  To the contrary, I rea l ised I was witnessing Fij ian history 
and I was very saddened by the fact that the " Fi j ian people" were 
being used again l ike the first coup; the few who needed status 

quo to return were wi l l ing to make the country suffer aga in, 
return us to the abyss we had j ust begun to resurface from j ust so 
they could get where they wanted or for some, return to where 
they were and for one person, avoid a court case regarding his 
fraudulent business practices. '  

Speight had achieved the first goal ,  taking Parliament. When 
Rabuka seized Parliament in 1 98 7  he had trucks outside waiting 

to haul  the pol iticians into captivity, but Speight had no such plan 
and once in  control of the assembly, seemed confused about what 
to do next. Many noted Speight's furious sequence of phone cal ls .  
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As the attackers were tying up the hands of politicians, Speight 

kept saying they would be surprised to see the real leader of the 
coup .  But no one else showed up, said Bune. 'So we had to wait 
about 40 minutes as he was making cal ls . . .  and tel l ing us that 
we wil l  be surprised that he is not the rea l leader as the rea l leader 
wil l  arrive for us to see h im. '  

When the mystery man fai led to show Speight to ld h is  captors 
he was going to be late: 'Wel l ,  I have to take it on from here. '  

Matel ita Ragogo remembered an i nvitation to the Opposition 
to join  the group. ' In the meantime, one of the guys had 
started walking around the house with a basket col lecting the 
government members' mobile telephones. All members refused to 
join the group but I noticed that Timoci Si latolu did not stand up 
to leave with the Opposition members nor did he give his mobile 
telephone to the man who was col lecting them ! '  

Chaudhry and then other government members were forced 
on thei r knees from behind and handcuffed and then told to sit 
in front of the parl iamentary secretary-genera l 's table. 'The men 
disagreed on whether the women should also be treated the same 
and, in the end, the women escaped this humi l iation,' recal ls 
Ragogo. ' I  watched my col league Josephine Prasad [Daily Post] 

cry and watched the humil iation going on downstairs s i lently and 
for the first t ime in my l i fe, I was ashamed to be a Fi j ian.  

'Being someone who struggled a l l  my l i fe to be where I was at 
that moment, having had to work and study at the same t ime to 
better understand this job I had grown to absolutely love and get 

some form of qual i fication, I loathed those men downsta irs for 

trying to find an easy way out, for making such a big spectacle of 
their supposed bel ief, led by someone I have never heard speak 
one word of Fi j ian, a big talker with an accent and never have I 
seen him in a sulu before. 

' Suddenly one of the group members downstai rs yel led at us 
i n  the press gallery. We were taken downstai rs and told to sit in 
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the pu blic gallery. We sat  there for at least 10 minutes when one 
of the men turned around and as i f  seeing us for the very first 
time, he asked what we were doing there. That's when we were 

told to leave the chambers. And that's when I confirmed my first 
observations that they were disorganised, that there was no real 

leader in that parl iamentary chamber that morning.' 
Bune and others bel ieved the mystery man they were cal l ing 

was Pol ice Commissioner Is ikia Savua but the phone records 

showed that Speight's first three ca l ls  a fter seizing Parl iament 
were to D uvuloco who was at the head of the march through 
Suva . Duvuloco was known to most of the MPs and few wou ld  

have put him down as a l ikely coup leader. But  he  d id  want 
Mara out of office and he and the Taukei were leading the 

march through Suva to Government House, a large old white 
bui ld ing overlooking Queen Elizabeth Drive. They wanted to 
present a petition cal l ing for Mara 's resignation. News came 
through to the march - perhaps from Speight h imself - of 
what was happening at Parl iament. Hundreds of protesters made 
the nearly two-kilometre j og over to Parl iament to quickly back 
up the smal l  band of men holding the chamber. It is  here that 
the strategy makes some sense. Speight could not have held his 
position for long had the authori ties moved against him. Before 
pol ice could move, the parl iamentary complex quickly fil led up  
with Taukei marchers, many of them from the Cakobau-Speight 

Tai levu/Naitasiri region of Viti Levu .  Hundreds of other Fi j ians 
in the march did not head for Parl iament. Anarchy was in the air 
and the business d istrict waited, unprotected by Savua. Speight's 
plan had cal led for attacks on banks but what happened to Suva 
was beyond control as hundreds of people p lundered shops, 
supermarkets, dutyfree shops and small stores owned by famil ies 
for yea rs. Around 1 60 shops were looted and many were burnt 
and destroyed in acts of vandal ism. A number of key shops were 
untouched, lending later to an air of wider conspiracy. 
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Rabuka was one of the first to reach Parl iament, ostensibly as 

a mediator in negotiations between the Speight gang and Mara. 
Rabuka phoned Mara and told him, ' I 'm ready', and when Mara 

asked, 'For what? ' ,  Rabuka repl ied, 'You've never heard ? '  Mara 
a couple of years later told Fij i TV that on the fol lowing Sunday 
Rabuka and Savua visited him: 'That Sunday morning, as soon 
as they sat down I said, " You two, I want you to know, "  and I 
pointed at Rabuka and Savua, "you had a hand in this thing. " '  

If c ircumstantial evidence i s  s ignificant, the nature of Speight's 
behaviour in the early part of the coup suggested he did not know 
what he was doing. Rabuka's coup had been thought out and 
even put in writing, but Speight was making things up as he went 
along. Rabuka found Speight did not know what to do next. 
'Tell us what to do,' he sa id Speight asked him, 'you've done it 
before. '  He was astonished that Speight was not even demanding 
an amnesty for what he was doing; that was an elementary 
precaution in Rabuka's putsch .  'He has no idea; he doesn't know 
what to do. '  

Tupeni Baba was speaking as Speight and gang charged in: 

When the Speaker left with the members of the opposi t ion ,  the 

par l i a mentary sergeant-at-arms l eft with them. He w i tnessed the 

unceremon ia l  adjou rnment of Pa r l i ament and  left, leav ing h is hat 

beh i nd .  Hats a re norma l ly worn by I nda-F ij i a ns - for them i t  is an 

essent ia l  part of the i r  u n iform. I t  spea ks much of h is state, having 

witnessed perhaps the most u n usua l  event i n  the pol i t ica l  h istory of 

Fij i .  

Th roughout th i s  ear ly confrontat ion ,  wh ich a ppea red to last 

forever, I kept stand i ng .  I rema i ned sta nd i ng with my report i n  front  

of me .  Nobody, other  than the Spea ker, I thought to myse lf, had  any 

author ity to make me s it. I looked a round  me. The seat on my r ig ht, 
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tha t  of  the co-deputy p r ime  m i n ister, was  empty. I t  had been empty for 

someti me as Ad i Ku i n i  Speed had been s ick and  was away i n  Canberra 

for treatment. I noted that the labou r m i n iste r's seat immed iately 

beh i nd me, that of Tevita Momoedonu ,  was a lso empty. The hea lth 

m i n ister, ls i me l i  Cokanas iga 's seat was a lso empty ;  he too was s ick .  And 

so was the seat on the fa r end of the front bench on my r ig ht, that of 

the m i n ister for educat ion,  who was away i n  Va nuatu to attend the 

USP Cou nc i l  wh ich my partner, Una is i ,  was a lso attend i ng .  

We were be ing handcuffed , beg i n n i ng with the pr ime m i n ister 

on my left. He  resisted and I sa id  to h i m :  ' I t's okay . . .  l et's go a long  

and we' l l  see what  they're do ing '.  They came to me and  l i ke the other 

m i n isters, I was handcuffed and requ i red to s it  on the floor. Speight  

(whom I d i dn 't rea l ly know) was  mak ing  ca l ls on h is mobi le .  I t  was 

obvious he wa nted to con nect w i th someone, or  some peop le .  He 

wasn't gett i ng  th rough ,  a nd was c lear ly frustrated. 

Speight  a n nounced he wou l d  be i nv i t ing some of us to jo i n  his 'new 

government'. The first name he ca l l ed out was ' Ratu Ti moci Si l ato l u '. 

Si l ato l u  i mmed iately rep l i ed he wou l d  jo i n  h im .  Spe ight  ca l l ed out 

' Ratu Tevita Momoedonu '. There was si l ence, and  a l l  eyes focused on 

h is empty seat beh i nd me. I rep l ied ,  ' He's not here'. The next name was 

ca l l ed, ' Ratu Tuak itau Cokanauto'. Speig ht's voice rose above the eerie 

s i l ence . . .  I looked ha rd at Cokanauto who had a sma l l  fo l low ing  in the 

Fij ia n  Associat ion aga i nst Ad i Ku i n i  and it was clear he was u ndecided 

about what to do. 'Can  you g ive some t ime to th i nk  about i t' ,  he  sa id .  

' I  w i l l  g ive you five m i nutes; rep l ied Speig ht. 

Spe ight  ca l l ed a nother :  ' Ratu l s i re l i  Vu ibau ?' 

'No, thank  you ;  Vu ibau sa i d  brisk ly. 

Then Spe ight  tu rned aga i n  to Coka nauto a nd asked : 'Have you 

made up you r  m i nd ?' 

' Pl ease, g ive me some more t ime; Cokanauto rep l ied and  Speight  

retorted he  wou l d  g ive h im  another 1 0  m i nutes. 

In handcuffs, we were i nstructed to rema i n  in Pa r l ia ment under 

the watchfu l eye of the gua rds who were in m i l i tary un iforms and 
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a rmed w i th weapons. We were then ordered to a l l  move outs ide ,  and  

as we reached the  porch ,  we were separated : t he  I n d i a n  members were 

ordered to move i nto the Government Members' Office at the bottom 

floor of the next bu i l d i n g .  I sensed i m med iately that the rebels wanted 

to sepa rate us as was done to us in the first cou p  of 1 987 .  Th is was a 

wea pon to break ou r  so l i d a ri ty. With the benefit of the 1 987 cou p  i n  

my  m i nd, I protested a nd sa id t o  my col l eag ues to  ho l d  on  t ig ht ly to 

each other and  not let them sepa rate us. At that poi nt, I rea l ised that  

there were on ly th ree of us - I coun ted qu ick ly - who were there in  

Pa r l i ament on the day of the 1 987 coup :  Chaudh ry, Joe l i  Ka lou and 

myse l f. We strugg l ed but  fi n a l ly they pu l led us apart. Ou r  co l l eagues 

d i d  not know the d r i l l ,  I sa i d  to myse lf. There was no t ime to ta l k  

strateg ies. The I nda-Fij i a n  members were l e d  away with Chaudh ry 

i nto the next bu i l d i ng .  The Fij i a n  and  Rotuman members and  the two 

Genera l  Voters (or part-Fij i a n  members) were led back to the ma i n  

Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng .  

I not i ced as we sett led i nto the ma i n  Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng  that 

some members of the Fij i a n  Associat ion who were supposed to be pa rt 

of the Govern ment were a l l owed to leave. Th is i nc l uded Coka nauto, 

Vo lavo la ,  Esi ra Rabuno, Leone Tu isawaga, Aton io Tanaburen isau and 

Pecel i  R i nakama,  a pa rt from S i l ato lu  who had ag reed to jo i n  the rebels 

ear l ier. Later I gathered that they had left to have a meet ing  with the 

opposit ion M Ps who were mostly SVT members. They left and d id not 

retu rn .  

Those tha t  rema i ned i n  the ma i n  Pa r l i a ment bu i l d i n g  were members 

of the Labour Pa rty, the Pa rty of Nat iona l U n i ty, the two members of 

the Ve i tokan i  n i  Lewe n i  Vanua Pa rty and two members of the F ij i a n  

Associat ion,  Ema  Tag ica k ibau and Joj i  U l u i nakauvadra .  Altogether, there 

were 1 6  pa r l iamentari ans in the ma in  bu i l d i ng :  1 1  men and five women. 

There were two senators, Joka peci Koro i and Atu Emberson Ba i n , 

who were captured i n  and  a round the par l ia menta ry comp lex and  were 

rou nded u p, a long  with two women secretar i es, a ma le  ass ista nt  c lerk, 

two male messengers and two F ij i a n  po l icemen .  These peop le  were he ld  
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captive w ith us i n  the main Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng  du r i ng  the first n ig ht. 

After a wh i le ,  i n  came Liga i r i .  He sa id : ' I  am  the head of a specia l 

u n i t  i n  the a rmy, I a m  respons ib le for the secu r ity of th is  operat ion .  I 

have no cho ice as I was to l d  to do th is . .  : 

I rea l ised then that a sect ion of the a rmy under h im , the CRW, 

were the so l d iers in u n iform a round  Pa r l i ament. He visi ted our I nd i an  

co l leagues next door  and  bri efed them of  the same. I had m ixed 

fee l i ngs when I saw L iga i r i .  As he  came i n , I immed iately recogn ised h im  

bu t  I wa s  no t  sure whether I cou l d  tel l my co l l eagues that we were a t  

school together at Le lean Memor ia l  Schoo l .  He  wa s  a few yea rs a head 

of me and he  jo i ned the Br it ish Army when he left schoo l .  On the other 

hand ,  I fe l t  I cou ld  at l east trust h im , of al l  the stra nge peop le  we saw 

in Pa r l i ament that morn i ng .  I g uessed that he knew me from school and  

from the cou ps i n  1 987  when  he  was  used by  Rabuka aga i nst Bavad ra 

a nd the Labou r-Nat iona l  Federat ion Pa rty Coa l i t ion supporters. 

At about l u ncht ime a 'Commander  B i l l '  who was ass ig ned to look 

after us ca l led the women members to he lp serve food to the I nd ia n  

col leagues next door. The women were Soci a l  Services a n d  Women's 

Affa i rs M i n ister Laven ia  Pada rath ,  Assista nt  M i n ister Ema Ga lea 

Tag ica k ibau ,  Assista nt M i n ister for Ag r icu ltu re Ma r ieta R igamoto, 

Akan is i  Koro i tamana and Su ruj Na nd .  Also he ld  was Tou r ism M i n ister 

Ka i l a  Ma ra Na i l at ikau ,  President Ratu Ma ra 's daughter. The story they 

rel ayed to us on the i r return rega rd i ng  the cond it ions of ou r  I nd i an  

col leagues and  how they took the events of  tha t  morn i ng was  very sad .  

They were depressed and  anx ious now that they were on the i r  own.  I 

d i d  not expect a ny better treatment from a g roup  of rebels w i th strong 

nat iona l istic and  a nt i- I nd i an  sent iments. 

The ru les g iven to us in the ma i n  Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng  read someth i ng 

l i ke th i s :  no ta l k i ng together, no movi ng about and  no w ri t i ng .  We 

needed perm ission to go to the to i l et and  had to be accompan ied. Most 

if not a l l  of the g ua rds covered the i r  faces w i th ba lacl avas. They d i d  not 

want to be ident ified ,  espec ia l ly in the ear ly days. But  as days went by, 

they rea l ised that anonym ity i n  sma l l  Fij i was next to i mposs ib le. 
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I n  the ear ly even i ng  at about 6.30 pm I was a l lowed to go to the 

to i l et next door to where our  I nda-Fij i a n  co l l eagues were bei ng  he ld .  

The  g uard stayed beh i n d  and  wa i ted for me .  From the  to i l et, I decided 

to walk u psta i rs i n to what was the Labou r Pa rty Office as I wanted 

to ring home to assu re our daughter I was a l l  r ig ht. I bu rst i nto the 

office and ca ught  Si lato l u  on the phone. His react ion was the same 

as m i ne,  shocked and surpr ised . I sa id ,  'Au va kayagata ka mada na  

ta levon i '  ( I  wou ld  l i ke to use the te lephone) .  I d i d  not expect a rep ly 

and  as the te lephone i n  that room was bei ng  used ,  I entered the next 

room immed iately on the left wh ich was ass ig ned to Ka lou ,  the leader 

of government bus iness, and  lo  and  beho ld I ca me face to face w i th 

Lig a i r i and  Co lone l  Metu ise l a  Mua .  He was the head of the I ntel l i gence 

Un i t  created by Rabu ka wh ich we c losed down ,  wh ich  exp l a i ned h i s  

opposit ion to our  government. As  I entered that sma l l  room the i r  

react ions rem i nded me of peop le caught  i n  the act  of  do ing  someth i ng  

unsavou ry. What  ca n be  more u nsavou ry than p l a nn i ng  a takeover of 

the govern ment by two officers of the Fij i M i l i tary Forces ! 

'There is no go ing  back now; I sa i d  to myse lf. As they looked u p  I 

sa i d  i n  a matter of fact way ' I  have to r i ng  my daughter at home' a nd 

proceeded to d i a l  our  home number, i n  front of the i r  eyes. Me lan ia 's 

voice came th roug h  c lea r ly and  I cut i n  qu ick ly to avo id  other q uest ions 

and sa i d ,  'Mela . . .  I 'm here i n  Par l i ament and I 'm  a l l  r ight . . .  do  not 

worry'. I put the phone down . . .  I d i d  not rea l ise then that that wou l d  

b e  t h e  last ca l l  I wou ld  make t o  anybody at  home for 56 days. As I put 

the phone down,  I sa i d ,  'Vi naka va ka levu ,  d ra u  sa mace' (than k  you 

very much and  goodbye). I looked at them acknowledg i ng the cou rtesy 

in accordance with Fij ia n  p rotoco l ,  or rather what was left of it  i n  the 

s ituat ion ,  a nd then saw myse lf  out  of the door, and  down the steps. 



Speight, son of Sam 
'Failed businessman ' 

For the coup 45-year-old Speight had renamed h imself I l ikimi 
Naitini and adopted 'The Cause' which he could not easily define 

and whose language, Fi j ian, he could not speak.  For weeks ahead 

he would identify with the vanua but could not easily say what 
it meant or even what it real ly  was i n  modern Fij i .  A mixed-race 

fourth-generation descendant of a white settler in Fi j i ,  he was the 

son of businessman Sam Speight, who was elected to Parl iament 

for the SVT under the name Savenaca Tokainavo. One of his 

pol itical rivals had been I l iesa Duvuloco . George Speight's 
paternal grandmother was from Naivicu la  in Wainibuka, about 

1 0  ki lometres from Korovou in  Tai levu, north of Suva. His mother 

was from Ra in  the western sugarcane belt of Viti Levu.  Speight 

had a middle-class upbringing in  Fiji, including Suva Grammar, 

then went on to an education at the Seventh Day Adventist 

Andrews University in Mich igan, United States . Speight was one 
of five people sponsored at Andrews by a powerful benefactor, 

one-time finance minister J im Ah Koy, one of Fi j i 's wealth iest 

individuals .  He secured degrees in marketing, management and 

finance, which enabled him to set up as a businessman, spending 
several years job-hopping in Austral ia .  In Brisbane he was 

involved in a pyramid investment scheme and narrowly escaped 
arrest. He was married in Austral ia to Shauna Bull and had two 

9 1  
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Spe ight's cou p  

g i r l fr iend Tor i ka  

Raw l i nson .  

Reuters 

ch i ldren . By 2000 his  marriage was over and he was l ivi ng with 
2 1 -year-old Torika Rawlinson, who had a chi ld by h i m. 

Back in Fi j i around 1 997 Speight became managing d irector 
for insurance broker ing firm, Heath F i j i  Limited, a subsidiary of 
an international insurance company. Ah Koy was an investor in 
the local company. Speight was fired from it over a l legations of 
misappropriation of funds. In 1 99 8  the Rabuka government 
appointed Speight as chairman of the F i j i  Hardwood Corporation 
and the mahogany issue emerged. When Chaudhry came to 
office Speight was fired from Hardwood and i t  was revea led he 
had been taking money from TRM, which was bidding for the 
mahogany. On the Monday before the coup Speight had been i n  
court pleading not gu i l ty o n  exchange rate a n d  extortion charges 
that he would ult imately be convicted of. 

Speight would occasional ly play gol f  with Rabuka - the 
former prime minister p layed a lot of golf and he was very 
democratic with h is partners . Rabuka found i t  surprising that 

Speight was leading a coup and scoffed at Speight's c la ims to have 
seized Parl iament on behalf  of ind igenous F i j ians:  ' I  don't know 
why he is claiming to be acting on behalf of indigenous rights l ike 
I did in  1 987. I 'm sti l l  waiting for h im to say this in  F i j ian . '  
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With Speight were Ligair i  and the men of the CRW. It was 
an 8 0-strong el ite un it set up i n  1 98 7  and modelled on the SAS.  
They are a rmed with Uzis  and an Israel i  version of the M 1 6, and 

practised hapkido,  a martia l  art. They were a l l  Fi j ians.  L igair i ,  
who founded the unit  on Rabuka's orders, was known as the 
' Invisible Man' and 'Mr White'. Among the more gul l ib le i t  was 
believed he could transform h imself into an animal ,  such as a sea 
snake, and get out of any situation. He was one of nine Fi j ian 
soldiers drafted i nto the SAS in 1 962 . His  unit played a key role in 
the May 1 98 0  relief of the s iege of the Iranian embassy in London . 
A Fi j ian SAS officer, George Morrel l ,  received severe burns and 
the George Medal for his role. Two other Fi j ian contemporaries 

of Liga i ri a lso received medals for other operations. Liga ir i 's 
activ ities were never d isclosed but the Fiji Sun cla imed that whi le 
on an undercover operation in Northern Ireland he was captured 
by IRA guerr i l las .  Subsequently released he could never again be 
an operative and so was put into trai ning with the SAS before 
transferring back to the RFMF to set up its special  forces unit.  
Rabuka saw the need for a unit when he rea l ised how easy it had 
been for h im to knock over an elected government. 

Plotter and t ra itor 

George Spei gh t. 

Fiji Times 
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Ligair i  said he wanted uncorrupt Christians in government. 'I 
am part of George Speight's group making decisions. I am head 
of the mi l i tary people here and I am a lso the one control l ing the 

crowd and guards. I contribute to decis ion-making in  George 
Speight's team. '  He never let on to the identity of who turned the 
CRW. 

Speight ca l led the first of many press conferences to announce 
his  'civil coup on behalf of the ind igenous people of Fi j i .  That civi l  
coup has resulted in the overthrow of the Labour-led coal ition 
government in  Fi j i .  I would like to announce that Fi j i is currently 
under civi l ian rule, with the assistance of armed forces, who are 
passive but wi l l  remain  at the beck and ca l l  and the control of the 
c iv i l ian government that is  in place at this time and is headed by 
myself . '  

Fi j i has a competitive private radio vs state radio market, and 
while Speight did not seize rad io stations, he rea l ly did not need 
to as the radio stations were broadcasting Speight's every word, 
either l ive or with l i ttle delay. Commercia l  radio gave free rein 
to the plotters' voices, in Engl ish and Fij ian.  In this way Speight 
cal led for supporters to go to Parl iament to back him. As a 
tactical move it was inspired: even before the police or mi l itary 
were able to react Speight had packed his new fortress with 
foot soldiers. Arguably the coup may not have succeeded to the 
extent it did without radio broadcasting the various calls from 
Parl iament. What was news and what was incitement was lost i n  
those early days. An  unrestrained media  can  show itsel f  to  have 
deadly consequences in a situation s l ipping into anarchy. 

Speight met with a number of key people, includ ing Inoke 
Kubuabola and Apisai Tora, who had been at the march.  Tora 
told Speight he was 'not out of the woods yet . . .  so you better act 
very quickly' to appoint his ministerial  l ine-up. Tora wanted an 
ind igenous Fi j ian and not a 'ha lfcaste' such as Speight to do the 
swearing-in of the ministers. He walked off in a huff, later saying 
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he had 'had enough' .  Liga ir i  told  some of the hostages that Sa vu a 
and Rabuka were involved in the coup. Rabuka was to take over 
the presidency and Savua was to be prime minister. This qu ickly 
proved not to be so. 

With journal ist Joe Nata acting as master of ceremony Speight 
then produced the chief and reti red school teacher Jope Seni lol i ,  
whom he had phoned the day before, and swore h im in as the 

new president of Fi j i .  In a confused ceremony Seni lol i ,  with Nata 
directing, swore in  the new government, all on video for Fiji TV 
- and unbeknown to them a l l ,  for a court several years on. 
S i latolu became prime min ister. Lawyer Raku ita Vakalalabure 
was sworn in as attorney-general and at the end of the weird 
ceremony he punched the a i r  and briefly cried with the emotion 
of the moment, declaring 'Long l ive self determination for the 
Taukei . . .  ' D uvuloco was named lands minister and Vil iame Savu 
works minister. Vi l iame Volavola, an MP and also a territorial  
army l ieutenant colonel,  would quit  soon from Speight's s ide, 
disgusted at what he perceived as heathen behaviour among the 
coup-plotters. 

Opposit ion leader 

l noke Kubuabo la .  

Min istry o f  Information, Fiji 
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Rebel p resident  Jope Sen i lo l i .  

Michael Field 

Speight also named other people who he said would join h i s  
government. Notable among them was  former foreign minister 
Berenado Vunibobo, who had been soundly defeated in the 
1 999 election. He was never sworn in but later court testimony 
ind icated he did brief Speight on how to handle the international 
community. Speight named a new mi l itary commander as one 

Colonel Ulaiasi Vatu who had the good sense to promptly deny 
any connection to the coup. 

Mara, who learned that h is  daughter Koila was a hostage, 
declared a state of emergency. ' I  regret to say that what happened 
today is not in  accordance with the constitution and therefore is 

unlawful , '  he said, adding the Government would not bow to the 
threats of terrorists. 

Parl iament might have been a crime scene, but the pol ice were 
barely seen.  But although Speight had 45 hostages, including 
Chaudhry and al l  but one of cabinet, the coup was fau lting badly. 
Beyond the Veiuto compound Speight had noth ing. He tried 
several times during the n ight to get the Government Printer to 
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publ ish his  decrees but, i n  one of the few signs of pol ice presence 

in the crisis, thi s  was stopped. Beyond, in Suva, pol ice, armed 
with fresh ly looted golfc lubs, were slowly trying to restore some 

order. 

Parliament qu ickly became a carnival .  The smal l  group  of 
armed sold iers who had gone i nto Parl iament swelled with later 
arrivals and a kind of terrorist security was in  p lace. At one point, 
in an action yet to be explained, more arms were brought in 
from Queen Elizabeth Barracks (QEB) and handed to soldiers. 
Supervising that operation was the RFMF third in command, 
Lieutenant Colonel Fil ipo Tarakin ik in i . 

Tupeni Baba, now a hostage, saw for himself military connections to the 

coup: 

As I descended the steps, I wondered about the gua rd that escorted 

me but as I got to the foot of the steps I saw fou r  peop le ca rryi ng a 

l a rge wooden box wh ich I immed iately recog n ised as a weapons box 

from my three yea rs' exper ience in the Austra l ia n  Civi l M i l ita ry Force. 

Two add i t iona l  men carr ied boxes of ca rtr idges beh i nd  the men .  A ch i l l  

ra n th rough  m y  sp ine a s  I began t o  connect what  I h a d  j ust see n :  the 

p l a nn i ng  that was go ing on u psta i rs and  the weapons that were bei ng  

brought  i n to the  com pou nd .  The  wea pons cou l d  not  have come from 

a nywhere e lse other than from the RFMF. Somebody w i th a uthor ity 

must have been author isi ng i t !  I thought  of the 1 987 cou ps when the 

m i l i tary u nder Rabuka backed the ta keover. 

The gua rd that brought  me was chatt i ng  w i th others i n  what 

a ppea red to be a fa i r ly trusti ng fash ion .  My m i nd was worki ng overt ime 

and  as I went  back, I compared notes with other  co l l eagues. Two 

co l l eagues, Lesavua,  a former po l i ce officer, and  Reverend Goneya l i ,  

had a lso seen t he  ferryi ng  i n  of  weapons. They a lso had gone  to  the 

to i l et and  retu rned to the main Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng  before me. 
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It was gett i ng  da rk and  the so l d iers were mov ing about caut iously 

as if they were expect i ng  someth i ng to happen .  We gathered they were 

expect i ng  a n  attack from the RFMF. Commander B i l l  ba rked out orders 

for us to switch off the l i g hts and rema in  qu iet. There were some fa lse 

ca l ls a nd we were to ld  'to ta ke cover' a nd rema i n  as low as poss ib le  

beh i nd and  u nder the pa r l i a mentary seats. I had some sym pathy for 

ou r  women M Ps and other members without m i l i tary exper ience. We 

went th rough with them some basic d r i l l s on how 'to ta ke cover' when 

the ca l l  was made. One to l d  me he had had some exper ience i n  the 

cadets. After a l l  my opposit ion to the i nc l us ion of cadet t ra i n i ng  at  

schoo l ,  I cou ld  now see some advantage, I thoug ht to myse l f. The fa lse 

a l a rms came and  went but the tenseness of the atmosphere rema i ned.  

I t  was obvious that there were a lot more weapons be ing carr ied by the 

so l d iers i n  the bu i l d i ng  than before. I connected th is  to the de l ivery of 

wea pons to the par l i amenta ry com p lex ear ly that even i ng .  

Without  a ny s leep ing  gear, we stretched on the long seats of the  

ga l le ry or  on the floor of  Pa r l i ament. The women congregated together 

c lose to the centre and the men took the long seats of the ga l l e ry. I 

kept close to Commander B i l l  a nd i ns isted on know ing  what  was go ing  

on .  I d i d  not s leep a w i n k. Next morn i ng ,  we rece ived a warn i n g  of a n  

ear ly attack. We  wa i ted i n  s i l ence bu t  noth i ng came. 

I n  the ear ly afternoon of the next day there were attem pts to get 

us to sig n  pa pers i nd icat ing our w i l l i n g ness to resig n  from our pos it ions 

a nd from Pa r l i ament, thus enab l i n g  the handover of power to a new 

government that was bei ng  mooted. Com mander  B i l l  came to me and 

exp l a i ned that our  resig nat ion wou l d  be a way of avo i d i ng  a n  attack 

on the par l i amentary com p lex. I was scept ica l a nd yet thought that 

there wou l d  be an  advantage i n  Chaudh ry and me issu i ng  a joint med ia  

statement h i g h l i g ht i ng  ou r  p l i ght  to the outs ide wor ld .  I fe l t  I cou l d  

push th is better from my  posi t ion .  I t  was  obvious as events unfo lded ,  

that I was ta k ing bo ld steps to advance our  col l ect ive i nterests aga i nst 

the i rs w i th some i m pu n ity. 

I consu l ted some sen ior  co l l eagues and  I wrote a l etter to Chaudh ry, 
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copied to Spe ig ht, saying  someth ing  to the effect that by the t ime 

he rece ived my l etter the p res ident, Ratu Ma ra ,  wou ld  have assumed 

the authori ti es vested i n  h im u nder the emergency powers i n  the 

const itut ion and taken over the Government. In  th i s  event, i t  was no 

longer  necessa ry for us to be he ld  i n  captiv ity i n  Pa r l i ament a nd we 

shou l d  therefore be re leased immed iately. 

I s ig ned the handwr itten letter a nd gave the two copies to 

Commander  B i l l  a nd asked h im  to send it u rgent ly to Chaudh ry and  

the other copy to  Speig ht. There was  a h ive of  activity and  i nterest 

in th is, and  we cou l d  see on Commander  B i l l 's face a sense of 

a nt ic ipat ion .  I was worr ied that I m igh t  have m is led h im  but he had 

read the letter h imse lf  a nd showed it to h is sen iors, who appeared to 

be equa l ly i n terested .  The rep ly came back from Chaudh ry i nstant ly 

with h i s  comments wh ich he wrote on the letter itse lf, wh ich read ' I  

endorse you r  comments'. Commander B i l l  was e lated and i n  the next 

few m inu tes Chaud h ry and  I were paraded before the med ia in front 

of Pa r l i ament as Spe ight  made some med ia a nnouncements. I learnt 

from that med ia event that a new rebel pres ident had been sworn in 

A day after the  cou p  Baba 

wrote a letter, endorsed by 
Chau d h ry and  bei n g  he ld  

here by Spe igh t, i n  wh ich 

they u rged the  re lease of 

the pol i t ic ia ns. 

Fiji Times 
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that morn i ng .  Ou r  l etter was read a nd I was happy at least that the 

outside wor ld ,  th roug h  the med ia ,  wou l d  have learnt about our  p l i g ht. 

At this med ia show there were attempts to ha rass Chaudh ry and on one 

occasion ,  I had to push Spe ight  away from him so ha rd that he  nea rly 

col l i ded w i th h is secu ri ty peop le. Th is part icu l a r  footage was p l ayed 

over and  over by Fij i N and  in the cou rts as evidence in some of the 

tr ia l s  aga i nst Spe ight's su pporters. 

In the late afternoon,  Si l a to l u  d iscussed the s ig n i ng of i n d iv id ua l  

resig nat ion l etters by  M Ps but I i nsisted tha t  nobody wou l d  s ign  such  a 

document. Ou r  I nda-F ij i a n  members were bei ng  pressu red very ha rd to 

s ign  the documents and  many of them acq u iesced under such p ressu re. 

I was d isappo inted to hear th is. The pr ime m i n ister tr ied to ho ld  the l i ne 

but it was d iffi cu l t  g iven the c i rcumstances. 

The even i ng was j ust as tense as the first day. We were ha rassed 

from a l l  s ides to s ign  the forms and  at the same t ime we were to ld  to 

expect a poss ib le attack. I fe l t  I had to assert some author ity, bei ng 

the most sen ior  MP i n  the ma in bu i l d i ng ,  i f  we were to ho ld  together 

as a g roup  rather than bei ng broken u p, wh ich wou l d  p l ay r ight i nto 

the i r  hands. I i nsisted on bei ng the fi rst po int  of contact on any issue 

affect i ng  us. In th i s  way, we were able to reduce the p ressu re i mposed 

on i nd iv idua l s  a nd fob off a l l  attempts to get us to s ig n resig nat ion 

forms i n d iv idua l ly. U nder th is  system, we cou ld  manage a l l  the vis its 

of outs iders i nc l ud i ng  Spe ight, Li g a i r i and  others. Vu ibau was assig ned 

a p lace near the door a nd  he  was to scrut i n ise a l l  those com i ng  in to 

see us and advise us accord i ng ly. On reflect ion t h is was one of the 

most effective ways of hand l i n g  issues and  pressu res from outs ide and 

reta i n i n g  g roup  sol ida r ity a nd mora le. 



Reaction 
Golf clubs in action 

News of the coup got out of Fi j i  q uickly, if informally, through 
an Indian talkback radio station in Auckland. Radio Tarana was 
on air with rumours within minutes and its audience, at that time 
of day dominated by Indian taxi drivers, qu ickly passed it on. It 
was hard to veri fy the reports as phone l ines into Suva appeared 
to be down. Telecom New Zealand said Fi j i  had disconnected 
its telephone system from international l inks.  What actual ly 
happened at Fi j i Telecom has remained a mystery. In the 2004 
court martial Lance Corporal Epel i  Gaunavouivuda said hours 

before Parl iament was taken over he was with a group that 
disconnected l ines out of Telecom Fij i  to the outside world. While 
this sounds unl ikely, before becoming an MP Si latolu had been 
a telephone technician. Gaunavouivuda admitted to having been 
at 8 Mitchel l Street the n ight before the coup .  Phone records 

produced in  a later court case showed that j ust before the coup 
Si latolu frequently cal led his former supervisor at Telecom, Jone 

Marawaya. Reliable diplomatic sources with satel l ite phone l inks 
were able to confirm something was happening. The name George 
Speight emerged with few outside of Fi j i  knowing anything of 
him ( and some in New Zealand wondered i f  he was l inked to 
a southern beer of the same name ) .  He was quickly label led by 

most media as a ' fa i led businessman',  a description that, as his 
ego grew over the weeks ahead, would r i le him greatly. 

101 
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Co-Deputy Prime Minister Kuini  Speed - Bavadra's widow 

- said from Canberra that Speight had a poor reputation i n  Fi j i  
and that the coup group was mostly made up of members of the 

opposition party. 'Maybe this is a trial run and the main players 
are sti l l  behind the scenes,' she said. 

Given the h i jacking in  1 987, Air New Zealand was not too 
keen to fly into Nadi without knowing what was going on, and 
held the scheduled fl ight nearly five hours .  Asked what the delay 
was, a ground staffer told a reporter, 'We're waiting for Helen 
to give the go ahead . '  She meant Prime Minister Helen Clark. 
Most of the j ournalists flying in  knew l ittle of Fij i ;  one of the 
New Zealand Herald reporters was astonished to hear it would 
take three hours to drive from Nadi to Suva. Another newspaper 
reporter had his l i brary provide him with background stories; 
they told him of the unrest in  the Solomon Islands. Also on the 
plane was top Fij ian All Black Joel i  Vidiri ,  who was j ust heading 

After the r iots, a n  o ld man  moves through battered Suva. Dominion-Post 
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home ( and, not known at the time, deal ing with news that he had 
renal fai lure and a l i fe of dialysis ahead ) .  Short of anything e lse 
to do whi le waiting for the p lane, Vidir i  was taxed by reporters 
on his v iew of the coup .  The poor chap knew nothing of it. Most 

of the foreign media  got i nto Suva early Saturday morning but 
ran into a pol ice roadblock next to the city dump that marked 
the Queen's Highway city entrance. Passes were obtained from 
the Lami police station a l lowing reporters to drive on through 
the city. 

Downtown Suva was a shock. The looters were gone and 

most of the major fires were out, leaving smoking rubble and 
a carpet of looted and broken goods across streets. Pol icemen, 
who had stayed away all afternoon, were patrol l ing in  force, 

most of them armed with gol fclubs .  Later Saturday morning I 
asked Savua about the golfc lubs and where they had come from. 
He repl ied cheerful ly, 'Wel l  they were in a shop yesterday. '  He 
was smi l ing and seemed the opposite of a man who had j ust 
lost the government and city he was sworn to protect. Damage 
downtown was worth around $30 mi l l ion with 1 67 shops looted, 

20 of them set on fire. Himmat Lodhia,  president of the F i j i  
Retai lers Association, said  whi le the nation has been set back a 
few years, the business community - particularly in Suva - was 
the hardest hit :  'A lot of business people are totally dis i l l usioned 
with the manner in  which law was carried out in  the city. Some 

businessmen are even thinking of closing shop a ltogether. A few 
of them are seriously viewing the scal ing down of operations. 
There will be a lot of job losses. '  

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba was at  a USP Council meeting in  Vanuatu: 

I was wa l k i ng  towards the centra l craft ma rket i n  the ma in  street with 

friend and col l eag ue Li l i ;  i t  was about 1 1 . 1 5  am . Out  of nowhere Young 
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Viv ia n (now the premier  of N i ue) ye l l ed out the shocki ng news from the 

d i sta nce. ' Fij i . . .  cou p  . . .  seven men . .  '. I fe l t  a ch i l l  run down my spi ne. 

Li l i  and  I h u rr iedly entered the ma rket to see Dr Warne Barav i l a l a ,  the 

dean  of the Fij i School of Med ic ine and l kba l J ann if, a prom i nent F ij i  

busi nessman  (both members of  the counc i l  as we l l ) ;  they were u naware 

of the news. I spu rted it out i n  p ieces and  then I saw l kba l  g rab  the 

closest cha i r  and  s it  down.  The image of the very l i keab le  l kba l s lowly 

cru mb l i ng onto a cha i r  brought  down ha rd on  me the rea l i ty of w hat 

I had j ust sa i d .  

I had Tu pen i 's face i n  my m i nd 's eye throughout  brea kfast. I cou l d  

no t  he l p  hop i n g  t h a t  he wou l d  be pol i te t o  t he  'stup id  seven ' ,  a s  I 

know that he does not know about pol i teness someti mes, especia l ly 

such t imes. Word q u ick ly went a round  that the v ice-cha nce l lor  was 

request i ng  a l l  staff and Fij i members to p lease go back to the USP Port 

Vi l a  Centre for a br iefi ng .  From Suva, we were br iefed by un ivers ity 

personne l  of the latest events on the g round .  Across the room, Vice­

Chance l l o r  Esek ia Solofa caught my eye a nd I thought  he  sa i d  to me 

r ight there and the n :  ' I  don 't seem to know what to say, U na is i ' ,  except 

that he d i d  not utter these words. The q u iet and  composed Vio, his w ife, 

l i ke other co l l eagues there, was a comfort. 

I had to retu rn to the centre and  by 4 pm, I found  mysel f  bei ng 

d riven by Jacque Sese, the Van uatu m i n ister of educat ion h imse l f, 

to the loca l a i r l i n e  office. Jacque, a longt ime fr iend ,  spoke very l i tt le  

except to say that I needed to be ca l m  for the baby and for myse lf. 

Jacque and I wa l ked out of the USP campus room that was fi l l ed to the 

br im with Suva-based USP Cou nc i l  members in a b id  to hea r  news in 

Eng l ish about the Fij i coup .  Befo re that, we were scroung i ng  a round  in 

the town centre try ing to make sense of the news in French and this 

i n tensifi ed our frustrat ions. 

At the a i r l i ne office Jacque spoke in French in a fi rm but  po l i te 

tone. As a resu lt  the packed p l ane  somehow had a vacant  seat. I t  

was  supposed to  have been used by  Pratap Cha nd ,  Fij i 's m i n iste r 

of educat ion .  Pratap,  I was to ld ,  was now booked to fly to Sydney 
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i nstead of Suva and was bei ng escorted to the a i rport by cou nc i l  cha i r  

Savenaca Siwat i bau .  I do  no t  know whether t h i s  wa s  ou t  o f  fear  o r  

what, b u t  someth i ng  to ld  me at  that po int  that a l l  may not b e  too 

we l l  after a l l .  Ear l ier  on in the afternoon,  I had overheard a g roup  of 

cou nc i l  members sta nd i n g  a round Prata p  say ing that 'seven stup id 

men '  ca nnot overth row a leg i ti mate government. 

On a rr ivi ng i n  Suva , Solofa took me as ide a nd asked whether it 

wou ld  be safer for me to stay with them for a wh i le .  I dec l i ned the 

offer and opted to go home stra igh t  away i nstead i n  Esther W i l l iam 's 

ca r. Esther, the un ivers ity l i b ra r ia n ,  was i n  b lack and  she told me a lot 

of pro-democracy supporters had beg un  keep ing  a v ig i l  and wear i ng  

b lack as a symbo l  of mourn i ng .  She d rove me home but had to be  

tu rned back  as ou r  end of Ratu  Sukuna  Road  had been sea led off to the 

pub l ic. Esther gave me a q u ick rundown of events wh i l e she took the 

other route home v ia the city. Home was a stone's throw away from the 

back gate to Government House a nd t h is meant that we had to stop at  

a n umber of checkpo ints. 

I a rr ived to see daughter Me la  u pset. A 1 2-yea r-o ld  at  Holy Tri n i ty 

Primary, she ta l ked about speak ing  br iefly to Tupen i after the ta keover. 

She was concerned that he may not have a good p i l low to s leep on 

at  n ig ht. I thought that was part icu la r ly sweet. The two women who 

he l ped to look after ou r  househo ld were i n  tea rs, but after a cup of tea 

and  some reassu r ing  from me that t h i ngs wou l d  be fi ne ,  they seemed 

happ ier. Tu pen i 's m i n ister ia l ca r was pa rked i n  the cassava patch at the 

back of the ma id 's q ua rters, obscu red beh i nd the sh rubs. Jai ,  Tu pen i 's 

d river a nd a p leasa nt you ng comm itted M usl im  whose pa rents l ived 

in Taveun i ,  had done some shopp ing  for the fam i ly. He a lso brought  

Me la  lots of sweets, checked that a l l  the doors of ou r  house were safe 

and  then got two po l i ce friends of h is to be based at home on fu l l  

du ty. J a i  was such a person ,  s o  true t o  h is work. Sad ly J a i ,  some weeks 

i nto the cou p  a nd under pressu res re l a ted to the cou p, took his l i fe. 

He d i d  so with i n  the compound of h is sma l l  but comfortab le home he 

shared with h is Fij i a n  w ife from Taveun i .  Th is broke my heart i ndeed. I 
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remember  how Me la  kept aski ng  for h i m  a nd my i nab i l i ty to exp l a i n  to 

her where he had gone.  

That n i g ht our  main lounge became a bed room for me and  i t  

rema i ned so for the next 56 or so days of the ordea l .  Me la  and  our  

two house-he l pers jo i ned me, and  usua l ly one or two friends of m i ne. 

J ust l i ke J a i ,  they too had become fam i ly. Sem i  from Rewa had a 

husband who had become a ki nd  of secu r ity gua rd -cum-cook for the 

many po l i ce officers who by th is t ime had found out that one of our 

garages had been tu rned i n to a p lace for them to rest a nd have a feed. 

The i r  work had become a lmost rou nd the c lock, without increased pay. 

I made u p  my m i nd that one of the ga rages shou ld  be done u p  by 

Pau ,  the other he l per, for the po l i ce to use. Need l ess to say, my friends 

were not a lways amused when they came home to check on us a nd 

were g iven a ba rrage of questions by the officers as to the i r n ame, 

the purpose of their vis it and the i r length of stay. These were a l l  i n i t i a l  

events on the home front  i n  the ear ly  days of the chaos. I must say that  

ou r  home had never before heard so many p rayers, so often .  Fun ny how 

God is c lose and remembered i n  t imes of str ife. I n  Par l i ament, p rayers 

were fu l l  on as we l l ,  both by the captu red and the i r captors, as Tu pen i 

noted i n  a letter :  

Today 7/7/00 we a re exactly 7 weeks i n  capt iv ity. I a m  suffic i ent ly 

ok with a m i ld fl u .  Fortunately i t  d id not go down and 'c log'  the 

l u ngs l i ke I had somet ime back .  Th is was beca use I took the necessa ry 

measu res a nd was covered u p  we l l ,  thanks to the wa rm coat that ou r  

fr iend Rekha  made. I a l so prayed for i t  one n igh t  and  i t  was  th is, i n  my 

humb le  view that d i d  it  (Matthew 1 7 :20). It is the first t ime I recog n ise 

effect ively the power of prayer. When you p ray and you be l ieve that it  

is going to happen ,  i t  w i l l  come about  and you actua l ly have the fee l i ng  

tha t  i t  is bei ng answered. A l l  for t ha t  . . .  

I broke down when I saw Suva. I t  was my fi rst cry after hear ing the 

news i n  Vanuatu.  I rea l ly cr ied. There was someth i ng  about the way 

the who le  city was torn down that tore th rough  my heart. The city, 

a physica l man ifestat ion of the ab i l i ty of h uman  be ings of a l l  co lours 
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to exist together, was no more. Suva or what rema i ned of it was as 

if  a thousand  ang ry e lephants were set loose on it, a nd a tsu nam i  to 

comp lete the i r  task. I began  to see N footage  of the loot i ng  that had 

taken p lace a nd wondered why. I t  was easy to see, however, that the 

destruction  avo ided part icu l a r  busi nesses a nd bu i l d i ngs. There was a 

pattern to the madness, I thought ;  the loot i ng  and  destruction was 

done by some se lect ion process and today I refuse to be l ieve that th is 

se lect ion was ra ndom.  

One of my friends to l d  me she hea rd that a fat woman was ca rryi ng  

a su i tcase fu l l  of  goods i n  Ma rk Street when  the pol i ce van stopped by 

her a nd took the case. She then put  up a fig ht say ing she was do ing 

what  everyone e lse was and  a l leged the po l ice were se lective i n  who 

they were after. Fu nny how even i n  theft one cou l d  sti l l  a rgue  for the i r  

r ight  to be treated fa i rly. I ca n not understand  the law sometimes and  

the po l i ce i ncreasi ng ly  became a pa rcel I cou l d  not understand ,  some 

of them not a l l . I t  was ha rd to trust people. I was never su re what  to 

say to my F ij ia n  cou ntrymen because I d id not know and was never sure 

of the i r  pos it ion on the matter - if they had any - or how such views 

were formed. 

The Centra, original ly the Travelodge and now the Holiday Inn, is 
Suva's premier business hote l .  On the waterfront, across the road 

from the Government Bui ld ings, i t  was next to what had once 
been a Pacific byword for l uxury, the Grand Paci fic Hote l .  But 
the Nauru Government had purchased the lease on the old Grand 
and boarded i t  up, leav ing it to slowly decay l ike so many of its 
other investments around the region. The Chaudhry government 
had j ust a month before the coup told Nauru it was cancel l ing 
i ts lease on the once fine bui ld ing and taking it back . For years 
Suva's transsexual hookers jea lously protected their hedgerow 
turf across the road in front of the hotel and neither cyclone nor 
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police crackdowns deterred them from their trade. Speight's coup, 
though, pushed them away; s i lver l in ings to some clouds. Centra's 

advantage was proximity to the downtown area which, whi le not 
large by standards of most capital cities, had a couple of popular 
bars and restaurants. The Centra had wings down either side of 
a lawn and pool area, and connected by a lobby, bar, function 
rooms and restaurants. On its west side, against the harbour, 
a long sea-wal l  offered a stunning view across the harbour to 
the rugged mountain ranges of Rewa and Namosi and Joske's 
Thumb, a large exposed eroded volcanic p lug that had, in 1 944, 
beaten a young Edmund Hi l lary. On a great day with the setting 
sun behind Joske's Thumb it was a magical view and a perfect 
one for the media 'stand-ups' and 'two-ways' .  Making l i fe easier 
for the television crews was the early and speculative arrival of a 

The pool at med ia centra l - the Cen tra Hotel over look ing Suva bay. 

Michael Field 
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sate l l i te company which set up a transmission dish on the lawn. It 
lasted only a couple of  days.  I t  might have been near anarchy out 
on Suva streets but when Fij i  Telecom learnt of the presence of 
unl icensed competition they closed them down promptly, forcing 
television for the rest of the coup to make a dai ly trip through 
barricades around to the l icensed satel l i te dish across Suva . As 

the crisis progressed the dai ly trip meant negotiating mi l i tary 
roadblocks, making it a routine panic for television crews racing 
to meet 'feeding time' when their p ictures had to be sent. 

Early that Saturday, as I was walk ing past the poolside bure, a 
fami l iar voice cal led out: Rabuka. He was on an adrenal in h igh 
and exh ib iting a k ind of battlefield savvy that was one of his 
strengths.  A year before, Radio Austral ia  correspondent Sean 

Dorney and I had found ourselves caught up in  a tricky situation 
with rebels  on the p lains of Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands, 
which was s l ipping into civil war. A long enforced stay with them 
was averted only when Rabuka, who was freelancing as a Com­
monwealth peace negotiator, showed up and with that same ski l l  
had won our release. On Thursday 18 May I had been preparing 
to go back to the Solomons - chasing coup rumours - and had 
taken part in  a l ive Austra l ian Broadcasting Commission radio 
panel on prospects there. Off-air  j ust before the programme we 

had chatted; Rabuka gave no h int of what was about to happen . 
He denied any i nvolvement in Speight's coup; he seemed to find i t  

professionally insulting that  he would conduct such an operation, 
saying the p lotters were confused and uncerta in .  He said he had 
vis ited Speight five times and had told him to surrender. 'They 
have no choice. They have to surrender,' he said .  

He sa id  he had to ld Speight, ' I  sympathise with your cause. I 

do not agree with your methods. '  It became a t iresome, j ustify­
anything-and-everything refrain  from Fi j ian pol iticians and 
churchmen and continued long after the crisis was over, preventing 
recognition of the profound inj ustices taking place . 



1 1 0  SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

Police Commissioner Savua told the press pol ice were not 

taking orders from the coup leaders and would answer only to 
Mara:  'I want to state unequivocally that the Fi j i Police is the 

custodian of the law in Fij i and respects the 1 997 constitution . . .  
We are trying to avoid force, we have had enough bloodshed, '  he 
said oddly, given that nobody had been hurt or k i l led at that 
point. 

Savua defended the inaction of the police duri ng the looting, 
saying he had warned Chaudhry that the police could not control 
such marches. What he did not say was that the pol ice s imply did 
not try at a l l .  

RFMF chief Commodore Voreqe Bain imarama was overseas 
(during Rabuka's coup his commander had also been abroad ) and 
the acting head, Colonel Alfred Tuatoka, said Mara remained the 
commander in chief: 'We are sti l l  abiding by the 1 997 constitution 
and we are helping the pol ice restore order. '  

Austral ian Foreign Minister Alexander Downer warned i t  
would not  accept any compromise which undermined Chaudhry's 
elected government: 'We abhor th is attempt to seize power in an 
undemocratic way. '  New Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark 
warned that ' i f  power changes at the barrel of a gun the Com­
monwealth for one will not stand for it ' .  In time both countries, 
in  the interests of realpol it ik, would sell out Chaudhry. The 
United States did not formally acknowledge the coup until  2 June. 
Indian Prime Minister Atal Behari Vaj payee condemned it :  ' It  i s  
unfortunate and we hope that  democracy wi l l  return to the nation 
as early as possible . '  

Distant relatives of Chaudhry in  Rohtak i n  Haryana state 
demanded Indian commandos be sent to free the prime min ister. 
'These terrorists are nobody and a surgical commando strike wi l l  
change the scenario,' niece Madhu Chaudhry said.  'We are going 
on a hunger strike to press for our demands. '  Madhu Chaudhry 
said her contact with Chaudhry's wife Virmati was broken on 
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Saturday. 'No one has p icked u p  the telephone today . . .  We 
are worried . My father has fal len i l l  and he i s  bed-ridden with 

worries. I spoke to my aunt yesterday and she was too scared . 
She was weeping. I told her India is with you . Our uncle is 
headstrong. He wil l  rather be shot than bend before these savages. 
We are terrified. My father says he wi l l  commit suicide if anything 
happens to his  brother-in-law. 

'These people are savages. These people should be ki l led. 
People of Indian origin are in trouble and India should come to 
their rescue. We want Ind ia to attack . '  

Rumours had swept Fi j i  naming specific Indians as being 
involved in the coup to overthrow Chaudhry, on the theory 
that he was a socia l ist and was bad for business . One leading 
company, Punja and Sons Ltd, resorted to ful l -page newspaper 
advertisements saying they had not financed Speight: 'Like any 
responsible business house . . .  Punja and Sons Ltd knows the 
value of stable government having barely recovered from the 
upheavals of May 1 98 7, and would do nothing to j eopardise 
their investments . '  

J im Ah Koy, who had sponsored Speight's education, also 
publ ished an advertisement denying any l ink to the coup .  



Ten-day slide 
Chaudhry beaten 

With surpris ing ease, a pattern qu ickly developed that bore no 
relation to the popular image of a siege. There were neither pol ice 
marksmen nor ski l led negotiators, no effective roadblocks or 
signs of any serious attempt to end the crisis. Lives were at risk, 
but i t  was sti ll possible for everybody other than the captured 
pol iticians to wander around.  Over that first weekend a group 
of uniformed New Zealand Army soldiers arrived at the Battery 
Road entrance for a look. Wel l ington headquarters denounced 
this  as 'a  bad case of compass-work' and pul led them home. They 
were not the last of the tourists; at one point a French backpacker 
couple strol led around Parl iament, and at one of Speight's 
notorious press conferences a classic l ittle old white lady sat 
quietly. Asked who she was with, she repl ied that she was retired 
and was thinking of settl i ng in F i j i  and wanted 'to see what the 
new chap i s  l ike' .  

For the USP journalism students under New Zealand coord­
inator David Robie, the coup provided a sharp train ing workshop.  

Students broke news, at times to the chagrin of other reporters, 
and publ ished it on a website, Pacific Journalism Online, and 
the student newspaper Wansolwara. Robie later said  the website 
created i ts own international niche market: ' In  a sense, this was 

the Internet Coup, and the students were a vital part of it.' Tra inee 
j ournal ist Noora Al i  of the Maldives wrote on the website that 

1 1 2  
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she had real ly wanted to see the drama but was aware that with 
'my Indian looks crossing the l ine i nto the Parl iament where a l l  
the  indigenous Fi j ians were gathering, would be k ind of scary 

. . .  I was not harassed, but eyes were certainly laid on me j ust 
curious and confused as to what an Inda-Fi j ian was doing in an 

indigenous Fi j ian gathering.' Fel low students Losana McGowan 
of Fiji and Laufa Eli of Samoa went in with her and sought out 
an interview with Speight. McGowan said the men inside the 
compound told them they did not trust the media .  

'We slowly made our way back to the gate. When we were 
about to go out, the rebel in a balaclava asked if we were coming 
back. I told him the police officers down the road are not letting 
any loca l media go in .  " Oh . . .  don't worry about that, when you 
come again j ust tel l  the pol ice officer in  charge to come and get me 

and I ' l l  bring you people inside, O.K.  " '  
Speight's numerous press conferences eventual ly produced 

so l i ttle that reporters would only go reluctantly. It would take 
a whi le to work out that Speight, while giving the appearance 
of being a powerfu l  action man, was running a confidence trick. 

' I  continue to hold the former members of the Labour Coalition 
Government led by Mahendra Chaudhry, the former Indian 
prime minister,' he started one. ' I  want to assure the international 
community they are safe, they are very happy, they're secure and 
basica lly they spent a l l  day in  Parl iament today sitting around 

and drinking grog, having some food and engaging in  stories . '  
He sa id he was protecting the pol itic ians 'because of the absolute 

immense level of the backlash of public hate for them' .  
To Mara's c la ims that  Speight and his gang were terrorists, 

he repl ied: 'From where I sit he has no lega l claim to the title of 
president . . .  ' and that that belonged to Sen i lo l i .  He revealed he 
had taken over the premiership .  S i latolu,  the only person in the 

whole gang who had actual ly been elected, lost h is leadership in 
less than a day. 
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Speight said he had abrogated the constitution and then 

launched into a monologue, safe in  the knowledge that he had 
his audience under the gun, l iteral ly. Few people have patience 
for the kind of monologue he was stagi ng and reporters stirred, 
i nterrupting h im.  

'Can I j ust finish please,' he barked, going on to say that  Mara 
and his  deputy were no longer i n  office and statements going from 
that office were no longer val id .  

For the hostages there was no news from ou tside, a s  Tupeni Baba recalls: 

At about m i dn ig ht of the first day of the i nca rcerat ion ,  I was woken 

up by ls i re l i  Vu iba u :  'Tupen i ,  yad ra ,  yad ra ,  sa mavoa o Ma hen, sa mate 

o Mahen '  (Mahen is i nj u red and is dyi ng) .  Vu ibau po inted to the door, 

and  there was Spe ight  and  Si lato l u  w i th two CRW boys, with the i r  

weapons. 

I rose from my 'bed ' on the floor, and  asked : 'Na  cava e yaco?' 

(what's up?). They looked out of sorts, and  u rged me to fo l l ow, through  

the corridors of  Pa r l i ament down to  one of  the offices below, i n to 

what  seemed l i ke an em pty room.  They opened the door ;  the room 

was da rk, p itch da rk. I cou l d  on ly  hear wh ispers. There were evident ly 

th ree Labour  M Ps and Mahen 's son Rajen ,  led by ou r  doctor M P, D r  

Gunasaga ran  Gounder, tryi ng to  resuscitate Ma hen .  

I asked 'Who d i d  th is, who d i d  th is?' No  word .  The i r  s i l ence conveyed 

the message ;  they were u nab le  to answer in front  of the so ld ie rs. I knew 

th rough  the i r  muffled wh ispers that he had been manhand led.  He had 

been h i t a round the body a rea to avo id  leavi ng a ny sca rs. He had 

refused to s ign  the res ig nat ion paper that we were a l l  bei ng p ressu red 

to sig n  that  even i ng ! I knew it was a precise m i l i tary p iece of work. 

Two m i nu tes passed ; it was l i ke a long ti me. I tu rned to Spe ight  

a nd demanded an  ambu l ance. I cou l d  see i n  the da rk throug h  the  

torch l i gh t  that Spe ight  and  Si lato l u  were very worr ied. They wanted to 
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d o  a l l  they cou ld  to ensure h e  was revived. I on ly knew afterwards that 

the ambu l a nce that was ca l l ed was stopped at  the gate. They tr ied the 

next morn i ng to have Dr Bhagat Ram come i n  to see him as I gathered 

afterwa rds. I cou l dn 't have much s leep after that . . .  i t  was l i ke havi ng  

a bad  d ream. 

When I retu rned to ou r  ' Fij i a n  pr ison '  I fe l t  that t h i ngs were ta k ing  a 

turn for the worse. As I br i efed ou r  Fij i a n  a nd Genera l  Voter M Ps about 

the i nci dent ,  a nother order came :  a l l  the par l i amentary office staff, 

po l icemen and  senators Koroi and  Atu Ba i n  were ordered to leave. We 

hugged as they sa id goodbye. On ly the par l i amenta r ians rema i ned i n  

t he  ma i n  Pa r l i ament bu i l d i ng .  

Soon another order was  brought  by  Si lato lu that the  fou r  women 

M Ps were to leave. We d iscussed i t  and  decided that i t  shou l d  be left to 

the women themselves to decide the issue. After a short de l i berat ion 

a nd a prayer, Kai l a  Mara Na i l at ikau ,  Pres ident Ma ra 's daughter, 

su mmarised the i r  fee l i n g :  'We w i l l  not leave; we wou l d  l i ke to leave 

together with a l l  the other men par l i amentar ia ns'. 

It was a movi ng gestu re, one of cou rage and  so l ida r ity and  the 

women M Ps were unan imous on i t. We decided to a l locate the ga l lery 

part of the Pa r l i ament to the women as the i r  ' l iv ing qua rters' a nd the 

men were a l l ocated the centra l floor a rea. At that poi nt, none of the 

1 6  M Ps had s ig ned the resig nat ion document among the Fij ians  and 

Genera l  Voters. 

In the I nda-Fij i a n  ' p rison ' ,  a nu mber of M Ps were re leased i nc l ud i ng  

John Al i ,  Lekh Ram Vayeshno i ,  Ahmed Gaffa r and  Su ruj Nand ,  the i r  on ly 

woman M P. They had a l l  s ig ned the resig nat ion document and  were 

be ing  rewarded for the i r comp l i ance by the rebels. The next morn i ng 

the i r  comments were reported i n  the papers wh ich  were d i rected at 

the rebe ls ;  th i s  d isp leased Spe ight  and h is tea m and made th ings more 

d i ffi cu l t  for those rema i n i ng .  
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Outside the complex Speight said  news that Chaudhry had been 
beaten up was 'an outrageous l ie ' .  Then, as he would so often do, 
he changed his  story: 'Our perimeters were breached for a short 
period of time, I think it was last n ight or the n ight before, and 
they were able to get to h im, but we were able to suppress that 
group and everything's back to normal aga in . '  

F ij i  Red Cross boss John Scott appeared on the  scene. He had 
access to the hostages and said  Chaudhry looked 'fine' . He did 
not appear to have been beaten or sedated: 'He's in  a chair in the 
corner. He looks OK. He was talking to me.' That was not the 
case, however. Scott, who was later murdered, never expla ined 
why he said that. 

Early Sunday morning n ine people were released, including 
four pol iticians. Assistant Minister of Information Lekh Ram 
Vayeshnoi ,  among the freed, said Speight held a 'machine gun' 

John Scott of the  

Red Cross i s  escorted 

out of Pa r l i ament, 

- ea r ryi ng letters to 

hostage  fam i l ies. 

Reuters 
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to h is  head and threatened to shoot him i f  he did not s ign his 
resignation . ' It's a matter of deciding your last minutes,' said 
Vayeshnoi .  'Your fate depends on your voluntary acceptance of 
resignation or you face being k i l led. '  

He said Si latolu added:  'Mr Vayeshnoi, we are running out of 
time . '  

Around 2 am on Sunday, soldier Apenisa Rovutiqica, dressed 

in combat pants, a bandana, no shirt, and waving an M 1 6  
rifle, walked out o f  Parl iament unhindered through the police 
barricade and in  among reporters, who scurried for cover. I found 

myself c lose to the man, who was plainly h igh on something. 
He muttered in Fi j ian,  with the odd bits of Engl ish :  'Don't put 
any of this on the news' and 'Are you stra ight in your heart ? '  
After 10  minutes of meandering around he headed back off into 
Parl iament. 

Speight showed early evidence of paranoia and intel lectua l  
inabi l ity to dea l  with the situation. He cla imed two shots had 
been fi red at the parl iamentary bui lding but  he sa id  they came 
from a 'th i rd force' on the perimeter of the complex. 'My people 

are very h ighly tra ined and qual ified in situations of this type. 

It makes us ask whether there might be third parties on the 
perimeters intent on creating situations that may be contrary 
to our non-confrontational stand . '  Showing his grandiose side 
Speight added in another comment: 'As far as my administration 

is concerned, we are committed to a non-confrontational solution 
to the impasse that exists between the two parties. This has been 
our resolve over the past two and a ha lf  days since we overthrew 
the government, and the manner we did so will prove we are 
committed to safety. ' 

The crisis focused on Parl iament and nearby Government 
House with its sole occupant, 8 0-year-old Mara. The elegant 
bui ld ing was first erected i n  1 8 82 but was badly damaged in 
a l ightning strike in 1 92 1.  A replacement was erected in 1 928  
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and to save money it used the plans for the equivalent bu i lding 

in Ceylon. A k i lometre from Parliament, it  was within range of 
some of the plotters' armaments. Mara stayed on in  Government 

House, out of touch with the situation, essent ia l ly a father 
worried about his hostage daughter. Mara 's press conferences 
were conducted l ike vespers in an office almost convent- l ike with 
pol ished floors and respectfu l lowered voices. More ominously 
perhaps, he also seemed detached from what was going on; most 
reporters were soon aware that he must have been receiving less 
than accurate accounts of events. He wrongly bel ieved Parl iament 
was sealed off from the outside world.  

Mara was not convincing when he told reporters he was in 
effective control of Fij i 'and not the mil itant group in  Parl iament 
. . .  So, the self-proclaimed regime led by George Speight has no 
domestic or international standing or status. And I agai n  call  on 
them to lay down their arms, release the hostages and then enter 
into dialogue on their grievances and concerns . '  

Asked whether Chaudhry would resume office, he said:  ' I  
cannot give that guarantee. I cannot say that I w i l l  pu t  back the 
government that caused this problem. '  When freed he would talk 
to Chaudhry and say, 'You've seen what has happened, what is 
your possible solution for it? '  

Very early on in their ordeal Chaudhry and co. had become 
redundant. As if  to underscore the process of debunking Chaudhry 
and asserting what would become known as 'The Cause', Mara 
said he had noted the concerns of the people who had seized Parl­
iament: 'These will be thoroughly examined and solutions considered 
to further protect and enhance the position of the indigenous 
Fi j ian community. ' Democracy had been betrayed on a fabricated 
explanation. It amounted to a presidential declaration that the 
coup had succeeded. Mara's abandonment of Chaudhry could of 
course have been a reaction to strain,  presidential and parental,  
but it more than l ikely reflected a darker, more ominous scene. 
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A trad i t iona l  face of Fij i :  

Government  House. 

Michael Field 

Speight had come out of nowhere; coup rumours never 
mentioned h im and even as his various l ieutenants and sidekicks 
emerged, they were never people of any consequence. The 
suspicion was that Speight had simply been ab le to j ump a queue 
and stage a qu ick, i l l  planned coup ahead of one a l ready underway. 
The other coup-plotters, the rea l ones, were moving into position 

in  a palace coup .  It was almost as i f  Speight had been the b luff 
in which he was as much used as Chaudhry would be, while the 
real plotters cou ld, ult imately, have themselves portrayed as the 
rescuers of F i j i .  Part of the plan involved developing the notion 
that Chaudhry was the cause of all problems. Unwittingly, Mara 

was part of the strategy. 

Bur ied here in the early days of the hostage drama was another 
clue to the nature of the power play; i t  had l ittle to do with race 
at all and everything to do with an internal play by Fi j ian groups 
for power and control of resources . Many of the negotiations that 
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were to come in the weeks ahead were nomina l ly over freeing 

Chaudhry and the hostages, but their central ,  unstated focus was 
putting in place a particu lar kind of Fi j ian government, controlled 

by the people who, since the departure of Rabuka's government, 
had lost access to the money. Mara would know too that the old 
Cakobau rivals were moving in on the scene. 

On Monday morning the Fi j i Reserve Bank, showing that at 
least somebody in Fi j i  was doing the j ob they were paid for, took 
a range of drastic measures, saying it  needed 'to ensure that Fi j i 's 

foreign exchange reserves are protected ' .  It stopped a run on the 
currency but suggested someth ing altogether unhealthier in the 
economy. Little cash fled; all the big p layers in  the economy had 
the bulk of their money outside, in other currencies, long before 
the coup.  The bank was protecting smal l  people for the time 
being, but they would suffer in the long run. The Fij i dollar fell 
relentlessly after the coup - no currency l ikes uncertainty. 

At much the same time on Monday morning, Tikotani  or 
'Commander Bi l l '  grabbed Chaudhry from behind as he ate 

lunch, pointed a gun to his head and took him outside. He said he 
had heard that Rabuka was coming to free the hostages and they 
were going to use them as human shields.  

' I  was quite composed,'  Chaudhry said later. ' I  had a choice 
as the nation 's p rime minister to either give in to these terrorists 
or stand my ground. I chose to stand my ground and uphold 
democracy. '  

Chaudhry may not  have been the  best prime minister Fi j i  
has had, but one thing is c lear :  h is  courage and vision cannot be 
dou bted . He was an extraordinari ly brave man in the wrong j ob.  

The GCC came back into the equation with a Tuesday 23 
May meeting with Rabuka as chairman and mouthing the same 
moral ambiguity that was send ing Fiji into a deeper hole. 'They 

do not approve of what Speight has done, a lthough there is a lot 
of sympathy for his views,' he added. 
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The GCC could not make any decisions and thei r  prevari­
cations gave Speight oxygen.  

Lit ia Cakobau reverted to n ineteenth-century pol itics and was 

critical of Mara . When word got out to her Kubuna heartland, 
a flood of people j oined Speight and gang. After three days of 
meetings the GCC's best bid was to ca ll for the release of the 
hostages and the replacement of Chaudhry as prime minister. They 
a lso wanted a return to the pro-indigenous Fi j ian constitution, 
overlooking the fact that they had approved the new constitution . 
Rabuka, h is  reputation in freefa l l ,  said the chief's proposa ls 
represented 'the least damaging of a l l  the bad solutions. '  Litia 
Cakobau led a group of around 20 chiefs to Parl iament where, 
lord-of-the-manor fashion, Speight walked out to greet them as 
they made a ceremonial  procession into the bui lding, flanked by 
hundreds of cheering supporters. The international media was 
sti l l  reporting the whole saga as a Fij ian vs Indian thing when it 
was by this point Cakobau vs Mara . 

Into the saga blundered Commonwealth Secretary-General 
Don McKinnon and the United Nations special representative 
to newly independent East Timor, Sergio de Mello (who was to 
die in a truck bomb explosion in Iraq in 2003 ) .  De Mello was 
despatched by the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, who had 
never taken any interest in the South Pacific and routinely spurned 
invitations to i ts key events. McKinnon, who was a former New 

Zealand foreign minister, h itched a l i ft on de Mello's jet into 
Nausori on Wednesday 24 May. The two men, in a display of 
arrogance, seemed to bel ieve they could resolve Fij i 's p roblems on 
a day trip .  If  there had ever been any effort by authorities in  Fi j i  
t o  hand le the Parl iament scene a s  a straight-out crime, the piece 
of terrorism it was, the impact of de Mello and McKinnon was to 
turn Speight and partners into international celebrities on a grand 
sca le .  It was a futile exercise. It amounted to an international view 
that the Fi j ians were inept and incapable of dea l ing with the crisis. 
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So much the worse when the great men actual ly went to 
Parl iament and met Speight: self-declared head of government 
meeting fel low international statesmen. It's hard to imagine what 

the two and their advisers were think ing and, sheepishly, after 
the fai led event, they denied that they were giving recogn ition 
to the terrorists. 'We took the opportunity to express to h im 
our total disapproval of the methods he had adopted in  seek ing 
to redress perceived inj ustices,' the two men sa id i n  a j oint 
statement. 'The world has no tolerance for the violent overthrow 
of democratica l ly elected governments . . .  He resi sted our appeals 
for the immediate release of the hostages but gave us an assurance 
that the hostages would be well cared for and that no harm would 
come to any of them. '  

Speight, who  was complete ly unmoved by  the  enterta ining 
sideshow, lectured them on 'The Ca use' . De Mel lo appea led to 
Speight for the immediate release of the hostages: 'But this was 
not obtained. '  

They briefly met the hostages, including Chaudhry. 'We found 
him and his col leagues in what under the circumstances could be 
described as good spirits, a lthough he complained that he and his 

son were twice manhandled.  Some of the hostages were clearly 
in  anguish . '  They had flown all the way around the world to 
discover the hostages were upset. 

McKinnon even came peri lously close to accepting 'The 
Cause' . Speight's support came from low-income people who 
l ived in a severely divided society. ' It  starts out with Fi j ian 
kids going to state schools and Indian kids going to their own 
schools. F i j ian boys go into the army or police, Indian boys go 

into commerce; these ones become lawyers or accountants, these 
ones become officers. Indians go to Hindu church, Fi j ians to a 
Christian church . '  

Business had  no  faith i n  what was  going on .  A group  of major 
insurance companies warned that policies conta ined a c lause 
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Spe ight  a nd  l awyer Raku i ta Vaka l a l abu re, who went on to become deputy 

speaker - before a r rest and  j a i l .  F1Ji Times 

that excluded compensation for damage caused by rebel l ion, 
insurrection and attempts to usurp power. 'The implications 
of this exclusion and those that go on to specifica lly mention 
attempts to overthrow the legitimate government are yet to be 
determined and much may depend on the events that unfold over 
the coming weeks,' the companies sa id,  adding they would not 
admit l iab i l i ty for any loss arising from the events of 1 9  May. 

Some shops in Suva, on the principle that the stable door 
sti l l  needed to be bolted, r inged their stores with empty shipping 
containers, i ncreasing the a i r  of mad decay over the city. 



1 0  
Constitution's edge 

Friday 26 May 2 0 0 0  

The end of the first week of the crisis, Friday 26  May, was a hot, 
muggy day. At the intersection of Vuya Road and Queen El izabeth 
Drive, alongside the Pacific Theological College, there was a 
loose cordon . There were a couple on Ratu Sukuna Road beside 
the j unction with Domain Road, and another at the important 
junction with Muanikau Road.  Another on Battery Road, j ust 
metres away from the back entrance to Parl iament, was the easiest 
to negotiate. Increasing numbers of Tailevu people were a rriving 
by the busload, singing hymns and passing unhindered through 
barricades. Around 4 pm the mi l itary arrived in force and with 
barbed wire set up two meaningfu l cordons; one j ust down the 
road from the Battery Road-Vuya Road junction and another 
on Ratu Sukuna, near the entrance to the French ambassador's 
home. The soldiers were armed, unl ike the pol ice. 

In Parl iament Speight was holding one of h is long sessions 
with the media,  dominated by international television who were 
finding him visual ly appealing while his incoherent message could 
eas i ly  be masked over in editing. Speight exposed a fai li ng of 
modern j ournalism; in  the desi re to get out short, sharp stories, 
the incoherent was made understandable when, in rea l ity, the 
incoherence was the message. Speight seemed enraged and gen­
uinely surprised that the mi l itary had toughened up .  Like any 
good conman Speight excel led at the tactical ,  even i f  he missed the 

1 2 4 
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strategic point. Gathering up around 40 of h is supporters, 

including armed men, Speight marched out of Parl iament, a long 
Battery and turned down the s l ight h i l l  towards the first of the 

new cordons on Vuya . 

I was with the mi l i tary at the barricade and had no doubt 
that in the first moments the soldiers were ready to defend 
their cordon . What so utterly confused things was the media .  
As Speight came around the corner and marched towards the 
cordon reporters, cameramen and broadcasters, l ike close-order 
bodyguards, surrounded h im.  Speight is a short fel low and 

his bald head was h idden from the mi l i tary by the multitude 
of cameras and microphones. Indeed the whole vanguard of 
Speight's force was finding cover behind the international media .  

It was l ike some crusader siege machine rol l ing toward a castle 
wal l .  Cordon soldiers found themselves suddenly powerless and 
the mil i tary were doomed. Speight and forces reached the cordon 

So l d iers and rebels clash on  a ba rr icade  outside  Pa r l i ament  on  26 May. 

Dominion-Post 
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with the mi l itary and pul led down the coils of razor wire and 
d ismantled the barricades. The soldiers and the rebels pointed 
guns at each other and screamed threats but no shots were fired. 

The sold iers regrouped and negotiations began between Speight 
and their commanding officer. The coup leader eventual ly secured 
their agreement and the two sides began shaking hands. 

Speight turned around and marched up the hil l  towards the 
new cordon at Ratu Sukuna. The media were again with h im, but 
with an eye on how it would all play and knowing the outcome 
anyway Speight insisted that the media walk behind him as he 
approached the next cordon. On the n ightly news around the 
world the image played of the spunky l i ttle bald guy facing up  to 
a mi l i tary barricade. A soldier at the barricade said they did not 
resist the rebels because 'they were armed ' .  

'We are here to  stop civi l ians from getting hurt. We a re not  here 
to shoot anyone. What we want to do is to create an atmosphere 
where the talks can go on between the two parties,' he said. 

A l i ttle whi le later a group of soldiers from the barricades 

Defect ing  Major Joseph 
Savua ,  the pol ice 

com m iss ioner's brother, 

goes over to the rebe ls, 

accompan ied by George 

Spei gh t's brother  J im ( in 

the  ba laclava) .  Wh i l e  J i m  

Spei gh t  sa i d  he  w a s  acti ng 

for the Fij i an  i nd igenous 

ca use, he was concerned 

that  i f  h is i denti ty was 

revea led he wou ld lose h is 

Austra l i a n  c it izensh i p. 

Dominion-Post 
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deserted and marched into Parliament. They were led by a fat 
territorial major Joseph Savua .  

'My brother is  46 years o ld , '  Police Commissioner Isikia 
Savua said. 'He is  mature; he can make up his own mind. He can 

make h is own decision.  He has decided to go that way, I have to 
accept that.' He said he was seeking 'a soft solution' to the crisis; 
'There are 1 500 people in the complex, among them women and 
chi ldren . . . There are friends of ours in there, and soldiers in 
there .  The last thing you want is for us to start shooting at each 
other. The last thing we want is  to go through that option . . .  that 
is to mount an  assault . '  

Part o f  a Red Cross letter from Tupeni Baba to  Unaisi: 

I was cu r ious to hea r about Me la  gett i ng  sca red wh i l e  movi ng  a round 

the house. She l ea rns  th is from adu l ts and  she shou l d  not deve lop such 

fea r especia l ly when i t  is g round l ess. I t  is best not to i gnore i t :  you 

need to d iscuss it  with her  rat iona l ly. I f  you push it away at the back 

of you r  or  her  m i nd ,  i t  w i l l  be suppressed i n  the subconsc ious part of 

the bra i n  and  becomes the basis of i rrat iona l  fear. Once we have taken 

al l  reasonab le  steps to ensure secu r ity, we need not fea r. I t  is good to 

remember that a l l  peop le  i nc l ud i ng  th ieves, robbers, so ld i e rs, etc, have 

fea r  in them. Some express it a nd others do not. One must learn to be 

ca l m  a nd col lected in cr is is espec ia l ly as a mother . .  '. 

After the Friday fiasco Speight's thugs had good reason to bel ieve 
they were in charge of the neighbourhood . Next day around 200 

rebels, many of them armed and most of them tanked up on 
the fa lse bravado of kava,  a lcohol and 'The Cause', confronted 
soldiers at the barricade on Vuya Road. In an area of rough 
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ground between the parl iamentary complex and the Theological 

College it  became chaotic. Scattered shooting broke out and two 
soldiers were wounded. Filming it  was Associated Press Television 

cameraman Jerry Harmer. He saw Isoa Karawa point a stolen 
mil i tary semi-automatic at him and fire .  Harmer was h it  j ust 
above the wrist and lucky to survive. Speight blamed the troops 
and claimed his men had not fired a single shot: 'We are not at 
war with anybody. '  

The p lotter's position was strengthened when Mara ' s  secretary, 
Joe Browne, showed up at Parl iament to ask for Chaudhry's 
resignation. 

'The president's secretary Mr Browne arrived to see Mahendra 
Chaudhry, ' p lotter Simione Kaitani sa id .  ' I  believe he has a letter 
with h im asking Mr Chaudhry for his resignation . '  

Browne was  not a l lowed to  see Speight. Next day, Saturday 
27 May, Mara ca l led a p ress conference to announce that he had 
sacked Chaudhry and appointed a caretaker administration. To 
do th is he had appointed Tevita Momoedonu as caretaker prime 
minister on the understanding he would immediately resign. 
The resignation was a p loy to 'enable me to provide unfettered 

President  Ratu Sir Ka m isese 

M a ra ,  th ree days a fter 

Pa r l i ament  is seized a nd h is 

daugh ter, a mong others, 

taken hostage, tel l i ng 

reporters he w i l l  sta nd  fi rm 

aga i nst the  p lotters. 

Reuters 
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executive authority '  and he defended his  s lowness by saying he 
and his advisers had wanted to be very sure that what they were 
doing was lega l .  'I want to make it absolutely certain  that I have 

stayed within the constitution . . .  on the edge but sti l l  within . '  

There was a section in  the  constitution providing for the 
removal of a minister who is  unable to perform his functions. 
' I  think there can be l ittle doubt now, given the existing hostage 
crisis, that the p resent prime minister . . .  i s  not only absent 
from duty, but is a lso unable to perform the functions of his 
office. Therefore I was looking for and I think I have found a 
constitutional ly a lternative viable route through the crisis . '  

The strategy was  a b id  to  end the  va lue  of the  hostages by 

removing them from their  posts . Nobody was going to storm 
Parl iament, he said.  'They are no longer ministers; I am the only 
person who is  governing the country. '  

Momoedonu was  sworn in Saturday afternoon and qu it within 

minutes. A broadcaster by trade, he had not been in Parl iament 
for the coup. His  mal leabi li ty was to prove useful again in 
200 1 when, i n  a bid to get around another constitutional h i tch, 
La isenia Qarase resigned as p rime min ister and Momoedonu 
fi l led in again ,  this time for two days. All this modest service was 
rewarded : an  ambassadorial  post and a premier's pension. 

Mara, whose daughter remained a hostage, was distraught 
and losing grip :  'We have not only faced purgatory but we have 
been to hell l iteral ly. ' 

Much of the government was at a standsti l l ,  but as soon as 

Ratu Mara sacked the government, i ts members had their  pay 
stopped - with serious ramifications for fami l ies. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba writes: 

Ratu Mara 's act ions had imp l icat ions for the fa m i l ies, as the m i n isters' 
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pay was cut immed iately. For near ly two th i rds of the wives and  

partners th is  meant  ou r  l ives had to  change  enormously overn ig ht. 

Some staff of a few m i n istr ies sti l l  su pported a nd visi ted the i r former 

m i n i sters' fam i l ies ( l i ke Tu pen i 's M i n istry of Fore ign  Affa i rs), wh i l e  

others d i d  not. Fam i l ies of  hostages were put under fi na nc ia l  stra i n  a nd 

knew th i ngs wou l d  get ha rder. 

Spi ke Pada rath ,  Vi nay S i ngh  and I had lots of d iscuss ions on that. 

Sp i ke was ret i red , so he began  look ing ha rd at  opt ions on jobs. There 

were a lways d iscussions that the deposed husba nds wou ld  get com pen­

sat ion for losi ng the i r jobs but to th is Vi nay, who is very pragmatic , 

caut ioned that after a l l  th is, l i ke 1 987 ,  after a l l  the cou rt batt les, l awyers 

and  what  not, noth i ng w i l l  eventuate. Th is was part of d a i ly d i a log ue. 

' I t  shou ld n't be long now,' Tupen i  wrote ear ly i n  J u ly. 'Some of us 

a re say ing that the longer  we stay, the g reater w i l l  be the compensat ion 

fought  th ru the cou rts ! What a thoug ht ! ' 

The ousted government m i n isters d i d  not get the i r May pay. The 

last pay they rece ived was for Apr i l ,  so when we had our first meeti ng 

w i th the a rmy, we took some tea stuff u p. We were st i l l  w ives and 

partners of m i n isters so M rs Ka lou (MP  Joe l i  Ka lou 's w ife) i ns isted we 

take up food that looked p resentab le. I cou ld  u nderstand that but I 

cou ld  not he l p  th i nk i ng  how M rs Ka lou for i nstance managed to bake 

two trays of Fij i an-type p ies. We a l l  tr ied to ta ke what was p resentab le  

. . .  someth i ng  j ust looked terri b ly a m iss. I guess part of it  was  to do 

with ou r  own l ack  of accepta nce as w ives that ou r  h usba nds were no 

longer m i n isters of government.  

' I  hope that you r fi nanc ia l  s i tuat ion is ok; Tu pen i  wrote to me. ' I  am 

not sure of my accounts as I u nderstand  that we a re now only pa id  as 

M Ps from the beg i n n i ng of J une . . .  May I don 't know about . . . I have 

not been i n  a pos it ion to check th i s  w i th Vicky or Em i ta i  (h i s  perma nent 

secreta ry) but I be l ieve i t  is true. I f  you need some assista nce let me 

know tomorrow . . .  P l ease keep we l l ,  do  not stress and make su re J u n io r  

gets fu l l  te rm . . .  On the money front, I am  not su re what  w i l l  happen 

after th is . .  . '  
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Three days into the coup Fi j i TV's Riyaz Sayed-Khaiyum 

conducted a celebrated interview on the coup to date with 

Rabuka, who refused to stop jogging during the interview. 

Cameraman Pau l iasi Verebasaga felt  he had the hard side of the 

assignment that morning. Sayed-Khaiyum was best known for 

h is  Sunday evening Close Up, a current affairs panel . Ten n ights 

into the crisis he hosted a l ive discussion with one-time Rabuka 
a ide and political commentator Jone Dakuvula and radio station 

owner Wi l l iam Parkinson. Sayed-Khaiyum suggested the loca l 

media  were not covering the crisis adequately because it was too 

sensitive, too close to the people involved . 

'That shouldn't be a sensitive matter because these people who 

have conducted this coup have caused some gross insensitivity 
as Fij ians themselves, ' Dakuvula said .  'They have disagreements 

with the [GCC] , they have d isagreed with the president's offer 

of pardon. They want everyth ing, they want power, they want 

the president to be removed, they want to form the government 

without any election. They are going against the . . .  Chiefs and 

that is going to lose them a lot of support, people who otherwise 

were sympathetic towards them now know what they rea l ly  are. 

They are j ust a group of people who are greedy to occupy offices 

in the Government Bui ldings without any election. '  

Sayed-Khaiyum wondered if  Speight was being given too 
much prominence by the international media and Parkinson said 

Speight had been cal l ing numerous press conferences: 'At one stage 

it seemed he was doing one every hour. And as a new batch of 

foreign journa l ists would come in again,  another news conference 

. . .  another news conference . We rea l ly are regurgitating the same 

thing over and over aga in . '  

Dakuvula said the media was naive:  'The media  a lso has  been 
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at fault  in a l lowing some of the spokesmen for these people to 

speak particularly on the radio. We've had Simione Ka itani for 
example, who had been a l lowed to describe what's going on in  

Parl iament. That's the job of the reporter. I 've complained quite a 
number of times to Radio Fij i about how they were a l lowing these 
people to make subtle appeals to the i ndigenous Fij ians about 
their course. That shouldn't have been a l lowed - the reporter's 
j ob is to report what's happening, it's not the people supporting 
the coup to do the reporter's j ob. '  

Dakuvula said the Fij ian grassroots had been persuaded that 
they would lose everything to the Indians: ' . . .  that's the nature 

of the sympathy the F i j ians have for this coup and that is going 
to wear off once the naked interest about this coup is  revea led 
. . .  The naked interest is, a bunch of people who want to get to 
power through unlawful means and they couldn't get it through 
the constitution, and therefore they want i t  through a coup and 
they want to impose a system of government here i n  the name 
of indigenous rights . But it does not accord to the Fi j ian way of 
thinking, which is a peacefu l and consensual way, give and take, 
l istening and respectful . . .  This is  very un-Fij ian . '  

Dakuvula described Speight as 'a two-day wonder' with no 
track record in  fighting for indigenous rights. 

Even in those early days of the coup, Sayed-Khaiyum was 
asking what some of the international media were wondering: 
who were the real players ? Dakuvula did not want to give 
names although he reserved some vitriol for I l iesa Duvuloco: 

'He has fought elections five times and lost.' And he said this 
showed what was so ridiculous about the situation. 'They've j ust 
mobil ised poor Fi j ians who real ly don't understand what they're 
going for. They're genuine and they are feel ing - well ,  this is  

rea l ly a cause for Fij ians, we must support this .  But they don't 
know the agenda of these people who have actual ly manipu lated 
them to support the coup. '  



Another m.ilitary coup 
Monday 29 May 2000 

Like vampire bats the  Speight gang were let loose. Around 1 00 
men, carrying guns and knives, marched off from Parliament, 
escorted by the coup leaders in p ick-up trucks. By the time they 

reached Fi j i TV the Close Up team had gone. They burst in  and 
smashed up the studio, knocking them off the a ir. S i latol u  said 

Fi j i TV had been biased against Speight; it was owned by an 
indigenous Fi j ian company. It  had been surprising on 19 May that 
Speight had not seized at least the radio station, but on this n ight, 
a fter the mob had done over Fi j i TV, they were j ust a rockthrow 
from state-owned F i j i  Broadcasting. Journalist Sandhya Narayan 
recal led soldiers rushing to them to tel l  them to move cars and 
lock the doors. Windows were locked and l ights turned off. In 
the middle of i t  they had a 9 pm bul letin to put out, but given 
thei r  vulnerable situation, they decided not to mention what was 

underway. 
'Coming back from the studio after the 9 pm bul letin,  I 

saw our receptionist running towards the newsroom,' Narayan 

relates . ' Some people from the mob had come up to the door, and 
through the c losed glass told her that we were not to mention 
anything about the mob on air. '  

News director Vasiti Waqa got reporters Emily Mo l i  and 
Narayan onto a ledge outside with i nstructions to j ump the two 
storeys down if the men barged in .  Security guards at the nearby 

1 3 3 
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United States Embassy passed word that the mob was moving on 
while a security guard at a nearby food court had a heart attack 
at the news of the mob and died. 

The gang went back to Parl iament and j ust outside the 
Methodist Church, on the corner of Ratu Sukuna and Domain 
Road, they murdered Fi l ipo Seavula .  A policeman, he was shot 
in  the back as he tried to uphold law and order. In a supposedly 
racia l  uprising, he was Fi j ian .  Five years on, the spot where he 
fel l  is marked with a cross and flowers are regu larly put there in 
memory of the first fata lity in  Speight's poisoned ambitions. 

Behind the scenes Chief Justice Sir Timoci Tuivaga and 
fel low j udges Daniel Fatiaki  and Michael Scott were advising 
Bain imarama . Their actions were to cause sharp debate in  the Fi j i 
legal world; the view of their critics was that they were effectively 

Dan ie l  and Sisi l ia 

ho ld  pictu res of 

the i r  m u rdered 

father, po l i cema n 

Fi l i po Seavu l a .  H i s  

b i g  shoes a re a t  

the i r  feet. 

Reuters 
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trying to end a constitution they were sworn to uphold.  The 
counter-view, a rgued with as great a passion, was that a 'doctrine 
of necessity' required practica l ,  not theoretical responses. 

Bainimarama cal led up all reservists under the age of 55 .  
The US Embassy and  the  Austra l ian High Commission advised 
their nationals to leave Suva. The small French community were 
advised that if things got worse they were to head to Lami .  
Nothing obvious was sa id  but the impl ication was that  a warship 
from the French naval  base at Noumea was not too far over 
the horizon, keeping watch.  The French Embassy even issued 
army combat rations to people under its wing. (They were later 
subj ect to an embarrass ing recal l  over fears they might harbour 

mad cow disease . )  In one of the bizarre moments, much of the 
international media suddenly f led Suva, and in  some cases Fi j i ,  in 
fear  of their l ives. Those that stayed were somewhat mystified by 
this, whi le the loca l reporters, who had nowhere to flee to, were 
contemptuous of the mainly New Zealand media .  

As n ight fel l  a curfew was announced, starting at 6 pm, and 
the mil itary patrolled the city. Few people moved . The disputed 
barricades were dismantled and many of the supporters in the 

grounds of Par l iament left. Word was out that something was 
going to happen. Mara's private secretary Joe Browne noted that 

the army that was protecting Government House mysteriously 
disappeared that n ight: ' In h indsight it was all stage managed. By 

whom I am not quite sure.' 
Rabuka, Savua and Bainimarama had arrived at Government 

House and told Mara he had to step down and be taken to his 
home on distant Lau .  It was not a d iscussion; it was an order. 

Later Bainimarama said they had gone to see him about a threat 
on his l i fe .  'I briefed him on the security situation and advised 
h im on the need to release the hostages and return the country to 
normality. He said he wanted to step down and was not going to 
come back. The resignation was h is sole decision . '  
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It was long claimed that the three men had presented a tabua 
or whale's tooth to Mara as a symbol ic way of asking him to go. 
Ba inimarama said this did not happen: ' I  insisted from the start 

that we would not take a tabua but that the tabua would only be 
given at the end of the visit. And it is  pretty hard to force a big man 
such as him to return to office once he has made a decision . '  

Mara's daughter Ateca Ganilau agreed he r  father voluntari ly 
stepped down : 'He did not agree with the abrogation of the 
constitution. That was probably why he refused to return to 
office. I t  was not the mil i tary pressured h im to move out . . .  The 
abrogation of the constitution should be i nvestigated thoroughly 
and lega l advisers should be made accountable to answer on its 
abrogation . '  

I t  was a coup in everyth ing but name. 
The remaining foreign media was i n  the Centra after the 

curfew was imposed when a phone call came to the desk and 
someone announced the mi l itary had ca l led a press conference at 
the headquarters. Robert Keith-Reid, who in  the 1 98 7  coup had 
been locked up in the guardhouse at QEB, feared a trap and, with 
memories of endless mosquitoes, was not keen on doing it aga in .  
I phoned a d iplomatic friend who sa id  their mi l i tary attache 
happened to be at the barracks. Back in  a couple of minutes the 
diplomat advised it was worth the risk of driving across town: 
'They are going to declare martial  law. '  The media  drove i n  a l i ttle 
convoy through the empty streets . 

The officer's mess at the barracks has a British imperial kind of 

feel with wide verandas and cei l ing fans.  We were assembled i n  a 

smal l  room off the main mess and were told to wait briefly for an 
announcement. The people involved at that point  were not  very 
well known to most of us and Bainimarama had to be i ntroduced. 
He read a statement saying he had declared martia l  law and had 
taken over, effective from 6 pm.  

'Al l  the  nation has been saddened by the extent to which the 
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Ba i n ima rama .  

Island Business 
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country has fal len during the last week,'  he said. ' I  have therefore, 
with much reluctance, assumed executive authority. ' 

Ba inimarama said the 1 997 constitution a l lowing a l l  races 
equal  access to power had been 'wholly removed' but then ordered 
that existing laws stay in  p lace, and that parts of the constitution 
relating to the operation of government be reinstated . He said he 
took power reluctantly and in sadness at the extent to which the 

country had sunk, in the English version of his speech. 'A primary 
objective of this  government is to take the country towards peace 
and stabi l i ty and wellbeing of Fi j i  and its people at the earl iest 
poss ible opportunity. ' 

Martia l  law threw Lieutenant Colonel F i l ipo Tarakinikini  
into the publ ic arena as mi l i tary spokesman. Urbane, dark and 

handsome, he was and remains an enigma. His good looks, it was 
cla imed, came from the fact that his father was an Indian doctor, 
and that he was not real ly the F i j ian h ighlander he was said to 
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be . Always wearing combat fatigues, and often with a j acket 
somewhat out of place with the heat of F i j i ,  he was accessible but 
seldom transparent over what was happening. A Catholic, he saw 
the crisis as a moral recession. 'Fear is a l uxury we cannot afford 
at this time of national crisis .  We must rally together, we must 
hold hands. We must look forward to the future with hope, with 
determination and with courage . This is the time for us to stand 
up and defend the democracy that we bel ieve in . '  

But  the  essence of the  crisis fol lowed when, in  the  next breath, 
Tarakinikini  said the mil itary was looking for a 'cultura l ly sensitive 
solution . . .  We cannot see it purely in  a criminal dimension . . .  
The solution must have political connotations . '  

Bainimarama named former army commander Epeli Nailatikau 
as prime mini ster. His  wife Koila was a hostage . Speight's sidekick 

Spei gh t  a nd L ieutenan t  Co lone l  Fi l i po Ta ra k i n i k i n i  on J u ly 1 4  a t  a strange 

ceremony to  retu rn  sto len  a rms. Reuters 
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Joe Nata said the choice of Nailatikau was completely unaccept­
able, as 'he has no commitment to The Cause'. That was to be 

l i ttle more than a footnote to the crisis :  Bainimarama backed off 
on Nai latikau saying that the c l imate was not right for a civi l  
admin-istration. The mi l i tary government would stay in p lace 
unti l  a l l  hostages were released and all weapons returned to the 
army. 

'We wil l  defer the naming and swearing-in of the interim 
government unti l  we are sure that the s ituation has stabi l i sed 
to a point where they can . . .  put in  place a viable constitution 
and pave the way for the next general elections and the return to 
democratic rule. '  That amounted to an extra set of nai ls into the 
coffin of the Chaudhry government. 'Mahendra Chaudhry will no 
longer come back as prime minister,' said Bainimarama, marking 
the success of the second coup of 2000. 

Ba inimarama had declared a 24-hour curfew, with sold iers 
ordered to 'shoot to k i l l '  any violators, but this qu ickly became 
an 8 pm to 7 am restriction and beyond Parliament people had to 
try and l ive, raise their ch i ldren and find some kind of happiness 

in an environment of hostages, roadblocks and armed soldiers 
on the streets. There were always rumours too .  'Si ster,' said a 

Fi j ian woman at the market to an Indian, 'get out fast. They are 
marching aga in.  There wi l l  be trouble . . .  I 'm getting out. I don't 
want to be part of this thing.' 

Within minutes of the curfew announcement the c ity had 
shuttered down, barricading itself beh ind burglar bars and gril les 
and old shipping conta iners. The streets were suddenly deserted . 
It happened frequently, usual ly on the breath of a rumour. It was 

often hard for foreigners in Suva to avoid the sudden surge of 
covert sellers of looted goods. Most of the men, who gathered 
around the fish market and were secretive but not necessari ly 
worried because no one was arresting them, had l ittle idea of 
the value of what they were sel l ing: laptop computers for $ 1 0 . 
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Child prostitution was emerging. Extra movie sessions were 

scheduled for the day so that the Bollywood-hungry movie crowd 
in Suva wou ld not miss out at n ight. H igh-school bal ls became 

daytime affai rs, or, in  the case of one school, a n ight occasion 
with everybody staying in the cheap wing of the Centra . But 
schools were closed and parents, no matter their race, faced the 
fear  that Speight's ambitions were now wrecking their dreams 
for thei r  chi ldren. The immigration office was opened and under 
s iege with people, including some leading pol itic ians, anxious to 
get passports . The office ran out of b lanks with in  days. In  the 
same bui ld ing the registry office conducted weddings, mostly for 
Indians anxious for immigration purposes to register relationsh ips. 
Although merely a civi l  event, the temple ceremony being the one 
that counted, the couples and fami l ies a lways arrived i n  their best 
saris, giving a pleasant splash of colour. The banks imposed tight 
security around their offices; in an air of lawlessness, robbery was 
an ever-ready prospect. 

At Parl iament martia l  law made l i ttle d ifference as busloads of 
supporters came and went unimpeded. The day after martial  law 
was imposed a group of Speight's people roamed around Suva : 
'They are beating up people.  Go,' a soldier manning a checkpoint 
said.  Down by the coast Speight's people began h i j acking cars and 
taking them up to Parl iament. 

The air of unreal ity fol lowed on Wednesday 3 1  May when one 
of the hostages, Assistant Minister Ema Tagicak ibau,  was released 
to attend her sister's funeral. She then returned to continue as a 
hostage. Bainimarama met Speight and began negotiations, 
although they were not the k ind of d iscussions one would expect 
with hostages involved. Even the new mi l i ta ry ru lers seemed 
incapable of handl ing a crime scene and the Bain imarama­
Speight talks had the a i r  of polit ical negotiations, complete 
with pol ite handshakes, tea and coffee. A group of 30 unarmed 
soldiers went into Parl iament and presented a tabua to Speight, 
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So l d ie rs wa l k  toward Speig h t's machete-wie l d i ng  rebe ls near  Pa r l i a ment. The 

m i l ita ry set up the sh i pp ing  con ta i ne rs b lock ing  Ratu Sukuna  Road and access 

up the h i l l  to Pa r l i ament. Th is was the p l ace po l i ceman  Fi l i po Seavu l a  was 

k i l l ed .  AFP Photo 

who promptly responded with a new set of demands. So weird 
did it all become that Speight was given four-wheel-drive vehicles 
to get around Suva and up to the mi li tary headquarters for talks 
on the new demands in  Bain imarama's office. Reporters lounged 
around outside under palm trees on the grassed parade ground as 
ta lk ing moved on. A mi l itary spokesman, Eroni Volavola, termed 
it a 'major breakthrough' and said, 'I th ink we can safely say that 

within the next 24 to 36  hours you will start to see a lot of very 
positive things coming out of Parl iament. '  At the end of the talks 
Speight and Nata punched the a ir  in  a victory s ign . They were as 
deluded as everybody else. People's hopes of an end to the crisis 
were routinely tortured by Tarakin ik in i  who every so often would 
make an end-is-nigh pronouncement. Sometimes he would at 

least modify his pronouncements: 'But you must remember we 
are dea l ing with unpredictable people here . '  
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Bainimarama said Speight and six others would be a l lowed 
to walk free after the crisis was over. Tarakinikini  explained the 
logic of amnesty they were considering: 'What they have done 

i s  wrong, it is crimina l ,  but i t  must be seen in  the context of its 
pol itical connection.  I t  i s  not straight-out criminal activity, i t  is 
pol it ical ly motivated and they have substantia l  pol itical support, 
as they have shown. 

'The amnesty is being considered, conditional of course on 
the release of the hostages and the recovery of all weapons and 
ammunition which will be returned to the mi l i tary forces. It is not 
a straight-out concession to a terrorist; it  is  a concession bearing 
in mind the deep-seated political support we have seen and our 
des ire to win peace at the end of i t  a l l . '  

Part o f  a Red Cross letter from Tupeni Baba to daughter Melo: 

He l l o  Me la ,  I hope you a re we l l  and  that you r  work at home a nd 

at school a re a lso OK. Mum  te l ls me that you have g rown q u ite b i g  

over the last 7 weeks. I f  so  then you must be as ta l l  as mum. Yes, you 

shou ld  be i n  a pos it ion to rea l ly he l p  mum  at th is stage. Th is is the one 

th ing I have been poi nt ing  out to you apart from c lean i ng the ca r a nd 

water ing the p l ants. How do you go to school  now? Do you wa l k  back? 

Th is  wou l d  be good for you otherw ise you w i l l  put on u nnecessa ry 

weig ht. I g uess you ta ke the taxi i n  the morn i ng .  I hear you wish to 

c lea n u p  the i ron i ng  room for J un i o r. Th is is good. I don 't want mum  to 

be l i ft ing  th ings  now with you and  Sem i  a round .  Anyway, keep we l l  a nd 

don 't watch N too much. 

Rega rds and Love 



Ten-point plans 
Through June 2 0 0 0  

Unhindered b y  authorities, food a nd supporters flowed into 

Parl iament. Speight would get i rritated over questions on the 
hostages: 'Look, I could have easily shot these people, okay ? 

Don't forget the cause for which we acted . . .  The hostages have 

their p lace in this whole process. '  

The  hostages were, he  said in the  pseudo-criminal lawyer 
turn of phrase he used, 'in a coup situation' and while they were 

anxious to leave, 'they wi l l  remain here for as long as necessary 

unti l  these issues are resolved on behalf  of the Fi j ian people' .  

He said the international outrage being expressed over what 
was happening would d issipate quickly within a short t ime after 

the coup events . 'Two years after 1 98 7, everybody was back in  
bed together, everybody was  buddy-buddy. I 'm quite confident 

that's what's going to happen to me . . .  Time is a great healer. It 

will reveal the hypocrisy about the whole affai r. '  

Speight predicted Austral ian Prime Minister John Howard 
would respect the legitimacy of a new regime, giving him the same 

acceptance Rabuka had received : 'Two years later, everybody was 

patting him on the back; three years later, he was the prime 

minister and he held power for five, six, seven years unti l  he lost 
the elections in  1 999.  I 'm confident in five years from now, whether 
I'm in power or not . . .  He wi l l  come and shake my hand; he wi l l ,  

1 43 
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mark my words. Austra l ia wil l  understand and New Zealand wi l l  
understand . '  

Speight was  unconcerned that the  country could be  bankrupted 

by the crisis :  'Why have money in the bank and no control over 
your destiny ? '  He said he talked to Chaudhry:  ' It's mainly me 

talking . . .  I doubt Mr Chaudhry is  in  a mood to dialogue with 
me. '  

From the beginning Speight issued demands which would 
undergo modifications and additions with such rapidity that it 
took a whi le to figure out what he real ly  wanted . In early June 
the demands revolved around a 1 0-point plan, the key part of 
i t  being that all executive authority in  Fij i pass to the GCC. 
They would then appoint Jope Seni lo l i  ( the man who swore in 
the 'government' on 1 9  May) ,  as president to form a civi l ian 
government with members drawn from the GCC's and Speight's 
group.  They wanted another constitution as wel l  as amnesty for 
the principal people in Speight's group; the soldiers who took part 
could return to the RFMF 'as regular members' .  

Speight botched the amnesty issue. At  many press conferences 
he was asked why he would take seriously a promise of amnesty 
when no contract appl ied under duress would  have val idity 
after the duress had passed . He said he 'absolutely' trusted 
Bainimarama and Tarakinikini  and denied there was any duress 
involved in his agreements with them: 'I  am talking Fi j ian to 
Fi j ian and I don't expect the Europeans among this international 
press corps to understand that. ' 

He was asked if he trusted the mi l i tary: 'Absolutely, and I 

resent any impl ication that the army and us can't come to a level 
that we can work together. ' 

He was confident he would not be attacked by the mi l itary: 
'The army will never attack Fi j ians, never. ' 

Rabuka, who had put his own civi l  and criminal  amnesty in  
his two constitutions, was contemptuous of Speight's behaviour, 
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warning he might not have much of a future: 'He won't be able to 
walk on the streets safely anyway, whether he gets amnesty or not 
. . .  They are p laying at i t  day by day. They don't know what wil l  
happen next and when that happens they sit down and reconsider 
their options . '  

With h inds ight i t  can  be  seen that the slowness and the 
manoeuvring that dragged the crisis out over weeks was a lso part 
of laying an ambush. Speight had wanted power transferred to 
the GCC but Bainimarama said it was a chief's forum and not 
a v i l lage council that could be cal led at the whim of anybody. 

'The mil i tary therefore maintains its stance that we must secure 
the release of a l l  hostages and the return of a l l  arms and other 
mi l i tary stores before anythi ng else is done, and the GCC will be 
convened when we are assured of the peace and stabi l ity of the 
nation . '  

Part o f  a Red Cross letter from Tupeni Baba t o  wife Unaisi: 

After my m i l d  fl u ,  I have been ta k ing  Vitam i n  C tab lets j ust to 

supp lement ou r  d iet defic iency. About ha l f  of us a re do ing  that. G iven 

the s ituat ion we a re i n  esp the hyg ien ic  cond it ions, we need to look 

after ou rse lves. I am back to my norma l  se lf. A few of us a re sti l l  

suffer ing from fl u .  The warm mater i a ls you sent a re bei ng  used esp the 

heavy coat from Rekha and  the neck-wa rmers . . .  

International pressure was beginn ing to tel l  in Suva. For entirely 
misplaced reasons Fiji passionately cares about its link to the 
British Crown (wh ich London does not reciprocate ) ,  and whi le 
Rabuka had made the p lace a republ ic, its flag sti l l  featured 
the Union Jack, the currency had Queen Elizabeth on it and 
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Queen's Birthday was a publ ic hol iday. The Commonwealth put 

Fi j i  on notice that its membership was under review. That was 
particu larly ga l l ing because the Commonwealth was at the same 
time pussyfooting around with Zimbabwe and Pakistan where 
democracy was in  a worse state. 

The serious pressure came from the European Union, whose 
representative told Bainimarama that i f  Fiji acceded to Speight's 
demands, Brussels would act against them. Sugar makes up 
around 35  percent of Fi j i 's gross domestic product and each 
year i t  produces around 340,000 tonnes of raw sugar. Over 70 
percent of it goes to Europe on prices two thirds h igher than the 
world market price. The EU was a l ready under pressure from 
other growers using World Trade Organisation rules to end the 
preference, an extension of a Brit ish co lonial dea l .  

' I  have been told b y  the representatives o f  the European Union 
that if  the name of one of George Speight's people appear on the 
l ist of the interim government, then they wi l l  effectively put things 
in motion which could result in the closure of F i j i 's sugar mi l ls, '  
Bainimarama announced .  

Speight was  dismissive. 'We are not  concerned, immediately, 
about the international backlash, about the trade bans, about 
European Union threats to take away our preferential sugar 
prices, and al l  of these things, because our commitment and 
resolve to these things is complete . '  

Si lato lu  cared l i ttle for the heavy damage the economy would 
suffer: 'Even i f  everyone loses their job and I am the only one left 
with the hostages, I wi l l  sti l l  believe in the cause . '  

Although salaries hod been frozen, Unoisi Nobobo-Bobo found they were 

expected to feed their hostage spouses: 

Spe ight  and  co got more and more creative as the days moved on .  
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It was round  about the tenth day when we first received a weekly 

shopp i ng  l ist from Spe ight. The shopp ing  l ist was for food to feed 

ou r  spouses. The shopp ing  l ist was hand l ed by the wives' comm ittee 

com prisi ng five spouses; th is  i nc l uded Joana Ba le, w ife of Labour M P  

Manoa Ba le, Lesl ie , w ife o f  Leo Sm ith ,  Ben Padarath ,  Lavi n i a Pada rath 's 

son, M rs Anup  Kumar  and  myse l f. The shopp ing  l ist g rew longer and  

more co lou rfu l (a nd costly) as the days went  by. Typ ica l ly the l ists, 

wh ich were scr ibb led on A4 paper, looked l i ke th is :  

5 no. 1 6  ch icken 

4 p l astic bags fu l l  of ba i gan i  (egg p la nts) 

5 trays of eggs ( 1  tray is about two and  a ha l f  dozen ) 
1 b ig  bag of r ice (probably cost $30.00) 

I b ig  bag of sugar  

I b ig  bag of flou r  

1 b ig  bag  of  Ch i nese cabbage 

5 b ig  bott les of cook ing o i l  

5 b ig packets of tea 

Fru i ts 

Lots of m i l k  

George Spe igh t's 

two brothers, 

Sam J u n ior a nd 

J i m . 

Matelita Ragogo 
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At one poi nt, I asked Ta rak i n i k i n i  whether he thought the a rmy 

shou l d  be do ing  'that' shopp ing  for ou r  spouses. A nu mber of 

the wives were not i ncome-earners. On ly a t h i rd of us had pa id  

jobs. So w i th our  h usba nds i n  ' p rison' and  the i r pay ceased ,  I d id  

not know where the cou p-ma kers thought the shopp i ng money 

wou l d  come from.  We had our  col lections wh ich we d i d  weekly 

for such th i ngs but we did not a nt ic i pate that the cou p-makers 

wou ld  go that far. We were worr ied about ou r  spouses so we 

acqu i esced .  What e lse cou ld  we do? A note from Tu pen i  to l d  us 

the food was not a lways gett ing  to the r ight mouths. 

We a re we l l .  I have rece ived the c lothes i n  yesterday's bag w ith 

the eatab les l i ke sou p  packs, 1 butter, 1 pkt. to i l et pa per . . .  You 

ment ioned foods organ ised by the w ives - that d i d  not come. I 

suggest you don ' t  go i nto food. It w i l l  most l i ke ly not a rr ive past 

secu r ity. Neverthe less our spi r its a re h i g h  a nd we p ray twice 

da i ly with B ib le  read i ngs. 

For all of us in Suva in  May and June 2000 l i fe revolved around 
the expectation that, j ust around the corner, was a solution and 
an end to the cris is .  For the hostages it was infinitely harder, but 
everybody was suffering. Schools remained closed and mi l i tary 
roadblocks in p lace throughout the c ity, s lowing movement and 
adding to the a i r  of uncerta inty. Chi ldren who had only seen 
guns on television programmes were dai ly confronting sold iers 
with automatics. Journal ists too found the strain hard, not least 
because of the competitive edge that inevitably came into it. 
There were hassles; curfew passes had to be a pp l ied for every 
two or three days at the Nabua pol ice station.  That could take 
half a day and getting one was entirely at the discretion of the 
particular l ieutenant or capta in on duty that day. Some of them 
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were reading our stories - thanks to the Internet many foreign 
reporters were finding their stories p irated in  local papers - and 
felt  free to comment on them, sometimes aggressively. Suva's 

a l ready severely handicapped social l ife took another knock when 
Speight's men burnt down a small restaurant on Queen Elizabeth 

Drive, cal led the Lighthouse. I t  cannot have ever been described 
as a high-class eating joint, but its destruction underl ined the 
complete pointlessness of Speight's cause. 

On Monday 5 June the coup I had been tipped off about in 
early May finally took place in  the Solomon Islands when, in 
Honiara, another indigenous group with a cause, the Mala ita 
Eagle Force, seized Prime Minister Bartholomew Ulufa 'a lu .  It 
was part of a battle for control of the main island of Guadalcanal 
whose own indigenous people were trying to drive the Malaita 
people out. Among some of us who had covered both Fij i and 
the Solomons, Honiara was Fi j i  without the Indians; back to the 
future. For reporters swapping notes, i t  was generally agreed that 
those based in  Suva had the more comfortable coup to cover. 



1 3  
What does God want? 

'Forgiveness' 

During the cns1s Christian churches in Fi j i became grossly 
ambiguous over the fundamental issues of right and wrong. Many 
church leaders advocated the disagree-with-the-method, agree­
with-the-cause theology and the shal lowness of it all was exposed 
in outrageous ' forgiveness' . In a str iking aberration churches were 
having people forgive each other, even as the sins continued to be 
committed and the hostages were held. On the day of the coup 
hundreds of people had plundered downtown Suva and set fire 
to dozens of shops. For the most part it was not a case of the 
poor and oppressed overthrowing the merchant classes; at that 
time much of downtown Suva was made up of fami ly shops and 
nothing was terri bly extravagant. It was a brutal k ick when the 
churches of Suva two weeks after the destruction dished out what 
amounted to a general absolution to their congregations involved 
in the looting. No remorse, regrets or acts of repentance or 
compensation for the victims, j ust the sinners with clean slates to 

go forth and sin again .  Worse, the churches were forgiv ing Speight 
and his men as they continued to hold the hostages. Forgiveness 

was the cover for inertia; the a lternative to doing anything. 
Chaudhry's wife Virmati, who belonged to the Assembl ies of 

God church, sa id she had forgiven Speight, even as he held her 

husband, j ust as she knew God would have wanted her to do. 
'Before the elections, many Christians fasted and prayed to God 
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Fij i c h u rches found  no theo log ica l p rob lem with movi ng c lose to the cou p  a nd  

t h e  rebels. A c hu rch  service ins ide Pa r l i ament. Dominion-Post 

to appoint a leader. Not once did I mention Mahendra Chaudhry's 
name to be a leader because I know that the choice is the Lord's .  
I know that whatever has happened is  beyond our contro l . '  

Teresia Teaiwa, a Fi j i-Banahan academic head ing Wel l ington's 
Victoria Un iversity Pacific Studies Department, felt that whi le 
the looting had not been planned, the march organisation by 
the Methodist Church and Taukei movement had enabled it .  
She pointed out that looting had been 'an ominous feature' of 
F i j i  response to crisis, i ncluding floods in 1 99 8  and a fatal plane 
crash in 1 999 .  'The image of a humble, God-fearing, d ignified 
and hospitable people marketed by the Fi j i  Visitors Bureau is 
chi l l ingly contrived . '  

Religion added to the erratic, mad scene at Parl iament. A US­
based evangel ist, Jay Datt Lal, was wandering around preaching 
Armageddon with 20,000 l ives lost i f  h is  country continued to 
flout the rule of law. It was not rea l ly clear why he was a l lowed 
to stay in Parl iament as he made Speight's people uneasy. Church 
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services on Sunday in Parl iament were mostly Methodist but 

i ncluded a range of evangelist types, complete with loud music. 
One Sunday I endured a kind of fundamental ist loud service, 
brutal and unforgiving, ful l  of lots of ranting. It felt like some 
kind of North Korean brainwashing session. No Sermon on the 
Mount, it was more akin to a Nuremberg ral ly. At times the 
message dished out by these pastors uti l ised the Old Testament 
in  the endless battle for power in  Fi j i .  When somebody proclaims 
the need for Fi j i  to become a Christian state it almost a lways has 
nothing to do with Christ's message and loving one's neighbour. 
It is a l l  about cleansing Fi j i of its 'heathens' - Hindu and Muslim 
and Christian Indians who make up 44 percent of the nation. 

Fij ian churches were an extension of the same power game 
within the Fij i community. Leadership in  the church was as 
ambitiously sought as politicians seek places i n  Parl iament. 
Leadership in the Fi j ian Methodist Church provided immense 
wealth and status. 

Around 80  percent of Fij ians are Methodist and, given the 
nature of pol itics in Fij i ,  the church was unashamedly pol itica l .  
The Fi j i Methodists got themselves offside with world Methodists 
for their endorsement of Rabuka's coup.  In the years s ince, the 
leadership,  at least publicly, tried to back away from politics 
but its domination of vi l lage l i fe meant it could not easily do 
that. The church engaged in a double standard for Speight. 
Early in June church general secretary l lait ia Tuwere led an 8 0-

strong delegation to Speight. Among them was the head of the 
multiracial Methodist conference, Anil Reuben. Speight shook h is 
hand and told him 'everyth ing wil l  be a l right brother' .  

As with previous delegations to Parliament, Tuwere and his 
group pandered to Speight's a i r  of self-importance, presenting 
h im, as i f  he was a ch ief, with a tabua and winning no concession 
i n  reply from the new defender of Fij ian cu lture. Sitting with 
Speight were Liga iri and Mua.  
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Tuwere announced the church was mediating: 'As the largest 
church group in Fi j i we have a role to play and we wi l l  actively 
move into that . . .  I think there is  an end to this. If what I perceive 

is  the right perception, I say something positive should come out 
next week . '  

Another pastor, Apete Toko, made a comment portentous 
for many: 'We know what the Indians want, we know what the 
people of the other races want. The question we now want is this :  
what does God want? '  

Speight grandly escorted them out  of Parl iament, a lways the 
good host, but did not think it amounted to much. 'They came 
basica l ly to pray with us and to hope that we all came to a speedy 
resolution . '  

Four  years after that visit to  Parl iament the  Fiji Sun revea led 
church p resident (and later government-appointed senator)  
Tomasi Kanai lagi had secretly written to Speight ha i l ing the 
rebel l ion and the bravery of the participants:  ' I  wish to confirm 
to you my friends that there is no change in our support for the 
cause . . .  I wish to let you know that we must not let Fij ians fight 
among themselves, or the Indians will have the last laugh . '  

During the crisis Kanai lagi admitted t o  keeping regular 
contact with Speight in Parl iament. 'The church has to be where 

i ts members are to continue to be the p rophetic voice even if it 
means being in the wilderness . '  

A retired Methodist head, Reverend Josateki Koroi, slammed 
the church's approach:  'Speight wants power first before he could 
serve the indigenous people, but he's got i t  back to front. He needs 
to serve the indigenous people first, before he gains respect and 
could attain  that power. Pol i tical paramountcy is the monopoly of 
the few self-centred individuals  hungry for power. '  

The  Bible made no mention of indigenous rights, Koroi 
claimed, only human rights. Speight argued a l l  land must be 
owned by indigenous Fi j ians, but Koroi said God gives the land to 
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mankind as trustees and custodians, not as owners. Fi j i  land was 

wel l  secured by law and nothi ng can take away the owners' 
rights. 'Nothing i s  lacking; therefore, there is nothing to fear 

about land ownership.  The only thing lacking i s  the motivation 
for di l igent, hard work of cu ltivation of the land by those 
entrusted with i t . '  

One of the men sworn in to Speight's government, Vi l iame 
Volavola, was also a territorial  army officer, and 1 8  days into the 
crisis he marched out, responding to Bainimarama's order for a l l  
mi l i tary personnel to quit Parl iament. In h is  tria l three years later 
he said what he saw in Parl i ament offended his moral principles. 
'The worship of God in Par l iament was two-faced . They requested 
the help of the kalou vu or heathen gods. They planned an attack 
on the government whi le worshipping God. There were immoral 
acts around Par l iament where girls were raped . '  

Volavola was ja i led for three yea rs on a charge of i l legal ly 
taking an oath . 

Through the crisis, Fi j i 's dogmatic and strident Christian 
leadership  fa ltered and compromised themselves. So too, in a 
curious way, did the Hindu and Musl im leadership .  But every 
day at the Anglican Holy Trinity Cathedral women, indigenous, 
Indian and ' fruit  salad', would hold a vigil with quiet prayer not 
only for the hostages but for the nation . Mocked and threatened, 
they won no points in Fi j i .  But each time a hostage was freed, l ike 
a slowly leaking tap, the freed people would come to the vigi l .  

For Unoisi Nobobo-Bobo the Red Cross letters become vital: 

Letters were ou r  on ly means of commun i cat ion ,  so very often they went 

to a few pages of the Red Cross message pads. The length of the pages 

was approxi mately 1 6  cent imetres and  the width was approximately 

1 2 .5 cent imetres. I found the pages too short, for I a lways wanted to 
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Red Cross letters that  went to a nd  from the hostages. The heavi ly b lacked out  
pa rts a re where rebe l s  tr ied to censor them.  

i nc lude deta i l s, i t  was the on ly way to let go of a l l  sorts of emotions. 

It was the same when we rece ived l etters from the i ns ide. One kept 

read i ng  t i l l  the last letter and word appeared ,  and then we wou l d  read ,  

and  read aga i n  as i f  to  expect more. On  both  s ides, the letters were the  

on ly  'barometers' we had to  suss out the poss ib i l i t i es of ' hu rr ica nes' or  

good and  ca l m  weather !  
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Late in J u ne the a rmy to l d  those of us l iv i ng  in Doma i n  and  c lose 

to Pa r l i ament that we wou ld  have to tem pora r i ly re locate. I told Tupen i  

th is i n  a short note and  he rep l ied .  

From :  D r  Tupen i L Baba ,  Pa r l i ament House, Ve iu to, Suva 

To : Una isi Nabobo, C/O Red Cross Society, Gorr ie St, Suva, FJ 

Date :  l st J u ly, 2000 

Dea rest Una ,  

G reet ings i n  the name of  the  Lord . Today is a beaut ifu l  day. I 

had a n  ear ly shower at 7.30 a m  and  here I 'm  d ropp ing  th is  note 

before prayer t ime.  

I was a l i tt le d istu rbed by the news wh ich  came i n  you r  note 

that you had to sh ift temporar i ly. I d i d n 't have t ime to ponder 

on it before d ropp ing  a very qu ick note for you r  mov ing to E l i x i r  

for a t i me. Now I have to recons ider, ta l ked to others affected 

and  these a re my views: These a re on ly  a precaut ionary measu re 

especia l ly at n i g ht for those where there a re no men.  By a l l  

means, you + Mela  cou l d  s leep for a t ime e ither at  t h e  E l ix i r  or 

i n  a fu rn ished un iversity fl at. E l ix i r  m i ght be better, i f  vacant  at 

least for 3-4 days. I f  I were there, there wou l d  be no move. Any 

chance of a dangerous i nc ident is n i l  provided you stay i ndoors 

after 6 (6-6a m) and  have 2 men from the vi l l age there. Even 

Sem i 's husba nd cou l d  be asked to come p l us Pece l i  etc. I a m  

d ropp ing  a note t o  La is iasa (Tu pen i 's brother) i n  Ve iu to t o  a lso 

ta l k  to you. He cou l d  get two guys at n ig ht (Oase + others) i f  

needed. He cou ld  ensure you don 't stra i n  you rse lf  when movi ng .  

At day t i me, the house needs to be occu pied for secur i ty of our 

th i ngs. Vicky [m in ister of fore ign  affa i rs' P.A.] to i nform the 

Doma i n  po l i ce to cover as we l l .  

No overreact ion is needed. Sober m i ndedness i s  requ i red 

and th is is overly p layed up . . .  I wou l d  advise aga i nst movi ng  

w i th p recaut ions above (both day  and  n ig ht t ime) .  You need to 
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be at home for wash i ng ,  c lea n i n g  etc. The house needs to be 

occup ied .  Th is  hype w i l l  pass after one day or two. The ga rage 

needs to be locked at n igh t  for secu r ity of the ca r. But if  there 

is another su itab le  ar ra ngement then fo l low that. 

If E l i x i r  is vaca nt you cou l d  go there for 3-4 days but 

whatever happens keep the home as a base and  needs to 

be occup ied .  The l aund ry needs to be locked - both doors + 

w indows - for secu r ity of c lothes a nd wash i n g  mach i ne. Sem i + 

husband  cou ld  be i n  the Ma id  qua rters a nd Sam ison i  [ga rdener] 

at n igh t  p l us boys a rra nged by La i .  I enc lose here a note to La i 

and  another to Manageress of the E l ix i r Mote l .  

We a re hop ing  to come out a nyti me ,  now. I hope  God w i l l  

c lear  t h e  w a y  e ither today or tomorrow. I n  t h e  meant ime, we 

wait on God 's t ime. Don't worry about me, j ust look after 

you rse lf  a nd our ar ra ngements. Don 't forget Vicky, she cou l d  

a lso make a rra ngements. P lease r i n g  t he  Manageress o f  E l i x i r  

. . .  for a vaca ncy if you need to go there. G ive her  my note 

attached. Otherwise hope a l l  is we l l .  

Don't be  a l a rmed, by  now you shou ld  be  used to  the 

s ituat ion and  ta ke one step at  a t ime. Don't  let a nybody bother 

you u nnecessa ri ly. On ly God we fear, nobody e lse. 

I hope Me la  is fi ne. Keep ca l m  and  co l lected for her and  

espec ia l ly for J u n ior. At  th is t ime you need a l l  t he  peace i n  the  

wor l d  . . .  I don ' t  need anyth i ng today. I f  you have t ime, buy  s ix 

or  1 dozen ro l ls of to i l et paper and g ive i t  to the RCross. We a re 

ru n n i ng out  of su pp l ies here. No need for food ; we a re okay. 

Love to you ,  Me la  and  re l a t ives 

Tupen i 



Long days and nights 
in captivity 

Carnival at Parliament 

Tupeni Baba writes of being kep hostage in the parliamen tary complex for 

56 days: 

None of us imag i ned that we wou ld  be in captivity for such a long t ime. 

On many occasions, we even wondered whether we wou l d  l ive to see 

the su n the next day. We lea rnt to develop an att itude of l iv i ng  one day 

at  a t ime. We soug ht strength and we were surpr ised to fi nd  strength 

with i n  ou rselves and  supported by ou r  own fa iths and  rel ig ions. 

After the first th ree to fou r  days, b ig  crowds came to Pa r l i ament  

da i ly. They were ferr ied i n  by wel l known bus com pan i es i n  Suva and  

Nausor i .  We estimated after cou nt ing  heads one day, t ha t  there were 

about 300-500 peop le i n  the comp lex on any one day. Th is wou l d  be 

swe l l ed by another 1 00 people on some spec ia l occas ions l i ke specia l 

chu rch services, meeti ng  of vanua  ch iefs, a n d  other spec i a l  meet ings  

and  ce lebrat ions. The crowd acted as a h uman  sh ie ld  and  they were 

mostly, if not a l l ,  i nd igenous Fij i a ns from va r ious a reas: from the 

d istr icts i n  the Ta i l evu provi nce; from d i str icts i n  the Rewa p rovi nce 

as we l l  as from Na itas i r i  and  Ra p rov inces. There were a lso those who 

came i n  from a round  the u rban a reas of Suva and  Nausori . 

There was a ca rn iva l  atmosphere, part icu la r ly i n  the days fo l low i ng 
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the swea r i ng - i n  of the rebel pres ident ,  Ratu Jape Sen i lo l i ,  and  Speig ht's 

cab inet. Th is fo l l owed a per iod of i n tense activity as the Pres ident Ratu 

Ma ra set about assu m i ng emergency powers to govern the cou ntry 

under  the constitut ion ,  wh i l e  the GCC tr ied to med iate between these 

power g rou ps. 

We were cut off from the outside :  without N or rad i o ;  we were not 

a l l owed to see the papers or  ta l k  to outs iders. We were not a l l owed to 

meet together for any other reason than to pray, worsh i p  and study the 

B ib l e  or other re l i g ious texts. Many of our wr i t ings were confiscated 

so we had to use ou r  powers of observat ion and  work out from what 

we had heard th rough the PA system outside or from the comments 

com i ng from the many sermons i n  the PC cou rtya rd what was go ing  on 

i n  the cou ntry. We deve loped after some t ime a way of commun icat ing 

what  we saw a nd heard ,  and  i n  that process were ab le  to make sense 

of many th i ngs. 

We were vis ited by the leaders of the Method ist Chu rch with Rev D r  

Tuwere and  Rev Jone  Lang i , both of  whom I knew very we l l .  But  they 

were escorted by Spe ight  h imse lf  and  h i s  a rmed secu ri ty team ,  a nd 

as we embraced and  attempted to ta l k, we were separated. Fo l l owing 

a statement by the Method ist Chu rch of its oppos it ion to the a rmed 

ta keover of the Government, the leaders of the Method ist Chu rch 

and i ts m i n isters were not a l l owed to vis it Pa r l i ament. The Method ist 

Chu rch is the b iggest chu rch a mong Fij i a ns - about 80 percent of them 

a re members. 

Fol lowi ng the ban on the Method ists, other chu rch g roups were 

a l l owed to vis it. The g roups that were g iven free re i n  to conduct services 

outs ide in the g rounds of the PC were l a rge ly of the cha r ismatic va r iety 

such as the Assemb l ies of God, Everyhome Chu rch ,  and  others. 

The deacon of the Suva Ho ly Tri n ity Cathed ra l ,  Reverend Cama ,  

was  a l l owed to  come i nto the com p lex. I rrespective of our  d ifferent 

denom i nat ions, we were happy to part ic i pate i n  the sacra ments 

he ad m i n istered for a l l  the 1 6  Fij i an ,  Rotuman a nd part-Eu ropean 

M Ps. Ho ly Tr i n i ty beca me the centre for p rayer and  v ig i l  th roughout  
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ou r  per iod of captiv ity by our  fr iends, re lat ions a nd su pporters of 

democracy th roughout  Fij i .  It was an i n i t iative by the women and  

women's organ isat ions. Some of  ou r  I nd ia n  col l eag ue M Ps a l so shared 

the holy sacrament with Reverend Cama .  

There were other  cha r ismat ic rel ig ious preachers l i ke Jay Datt La l ,  

t h e  I nda-Fij i a n  Chr istia n  reviva l ist l iv ing  i n  Ca l iforn ia ,  who found  h is 

way i nto the comp lex to conduct prayers and worsh i p. He prophesied 

that we wou ld  be re leased by God on a pa rt icu l a r  day. We were 

expected to met icu lous ly fo l low a str ict rout ine of B ib le  read i ng and  

prayer i n  order for th is to  come about. On  23 J u ne,  the day he p red icted 

we wou ld  be re leased, we wa i ted expectant ly but u nfortunately h is 

pred ict ion ,  l i ke many other fa lse p rophets i n  h istory, d i d  not eventuate ;  

he was not to be seen aga i n .  

I t  was  amaz ing  how peop le  tu rned to  God ,  by  whatever name, at  

Among  the first l ook  a t  the hostages wh i l e  they were p risoners : Cha udh ry 

g reets l s i re l i  Vu iba u .  The Fij i ans  and  the  I nda-Fij i ans  were norm a l ly kept apa rt. 

Asaeli Lave, Rji Times 
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a t ime l i ke that. As one who had gone to a Method ist school  i n  Fij i ,  

re l i g ion  had a lways been a part of my l ife ; i t  was not someth i ng that 

I had to sea rch for or  escape to i n  t imes of cr is is, as I observed others 

do ing .  

On the sixth day  of the takeover, we were visi ted by  the secreta ry­

genera l  of the Commonwea l th ,  Don McK innon ,  former ly the New 

Zea l and  m i n ister for fore ign  affa i rs, and a U N  specia l  envoy, Serg io  

de Me l lo .  These two visitors were accompan ied by  what  I t hought  was 

a g roup  of stra nge bedfe l lows, i n c l ud i ng  Speig ht, Kubuabo la ,  J im Ah 

Koy, Berenado Vu n i bobo and Nat iona l ist-Tako Lavo Pa rty offic i a l ,  l l i esa 

Duvu loco. 

As m i n ister for fore ign  affa i rs of the Coa l it ion Government, I was 

cu r ious to fi nd  out why these i nternationa l  vis itors were negot iat ing 

with Spe ight  for ou r  rel ease, a nd I wondered about the imp l icat ions of 

Speight ,  treated l i ke a head of government, d i sda i n fu l ly receives U N  specia l  

representat ive Serg io de  M e l l o  a nd  Com monwea l th Secreta ry-Genera l Don 
McKinnon a t  Pa r l i ament  as  the hostages were sti l l  he l d  nea rby. 

Dominion-Post 
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that act ion on Spe ight's own status. We wanted to ta l k  w i th the two 

i nternat iona l  v is itors, as they were concerned w ith ou r  cond it ion and  

the cond it ion of the women  M Ps, but aga in ,  as we began  to  exchange 

p leasantr ies, we were separated. I wondered a lso what  Vun i bobo's 

advice was to Spe ight  as one who had been former m i n ister for fore i gn  

affa i rs i n  the Rabuka govern ment. He  had been i n  the comp lex w i th 

Rabuka even on the fi rst day of the ta keover of Pa r l i ament. 

We had vis its from Manoa Ka m i kam ica ,  the executive officer of the 

GCC, after the ch iefs had their fi rst meeti ng on the 23-24 May. He ta l ked 

with Ka i l a  Na i lat i ka u  and we were d isa ppo inted to l ea rn from her that 

the GCC, wh i le decid ing to support Ratu Mara ,  had apparently suggested 

that the Counci l of M i n isters wh ich was to be formed by the pres ident 

subsequent ly were to i nc l ude some members who reflected the v iews 

of Speig ht. I thought  to myse lf  that th is  was the type of comprom ise 

based on pol it ica l  exped iency for wh ich the GCC was known and it wou ld  

make i t  very d i ffi cu l t  for the new government to  move forward. 

I t  was a n  u nnerv ing experience witnessi ng the morn i ng  tra i n i ng of 

some 60-80 youths from the v i l l ages. Aged from about 1 8  to 30 yea rs, 

these you ng men were bei ng  tra i ned by exper ienced CRW so l d iers i n  

so ld ie r ing and  parti cu la r ly t h e  use o f  automat ic wea pons, phys ica l 

fi tness, tactics, d r i l l s a nd  va r ious m i l i tary manoeuvres. They wou ld  

sta nd  and exercise u nder the su n ,  run ,  s ing  a nd shout i n  u n ison w i th  

p recis ion a nd passi on .  I kept  th ink ing ,  no wonder  the Fij i a n  so l d iers 

a re i n ternat iona l ly acc l a imed i n  the i r work i n  the U N  peacekeep ing  

operat ions. Unfortunate ly, the same ski l l s for wh i ch they were t ra i ned 

i n  to keep peace have been used to take over the i r  Pa r l i ament  and  ca rry 

out  cou ps. What a n  i rony. 

Fol low ing such tra i n i ng ,  many of the new recru i ts were i ntroduced 

to secur i ty duties and were a l l owed to ca rry weapons. Up  to that po int, 

most of those who were ca rryi ng  weapons were i n  fu l l  u n i form a nd 

obviously were members of e ither the CRW or terr ito r ia l  so ld i e rs. As 

the new recru its ca me i n ,  we fe l t  i nsecure and  as the ta keover d ragged 

on and  on ,  we began  to see more and more young  faces, and  the s ight  
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of them ca rryi ng  a utomatic weapons after on ly  a short tra i n i n g  was 

u nsett l i ng .  

On  the 22nd  day of our  captiv ity, one such young fe l low with 

a n  a utomat ic weapon sl ung  on h is shou l der woke me at about 3 

a m :  'Vu n iwa i ,  Vun iwa i '  (doctor, doctor) , and  he asked me i n  Fij i a n  i f  

I cou l d  ver ify what  he had heard about  us. I asked h im  what he had 

heard .  He rep l ied that they had been to l d  that we were part of the 

Freemasons movement that d ra n k  b lood .  (The Freemasons Ha l l  i n  the 

town of Levu ka had j ust been bu rnt  to the g round ;  th is  we learnt later.) 

I expressed surpr ise and  to ld  h i m  that a l l  the Fij ia n ,  Rotuman and  pa rt­

Eu ropean M Ps were Ch rist ians and  were not Freemasons. As we ta l ked, 

I watched h is au tomat ic weapon wh ich was sl u ng on h is shou lder  and  

wondered if i t  had  the safety catch on .  He not iced I was  look i ng at i t  

and  he  po inted it away from me. 

Before he went away, he  to ld  me he knew those rumou rs were not 

true and he a l so be l ieved that I wou ld  te l l  h im the truth. I thought as 

he left that a lot of rumours must have been c i rcu lated about  us. No 

wonder, every day peop le  wou l d  fi le  past our q ua rters just to have a 

look at us as if we were some bei ngs from a nother p la net. 

One day we heard c la pp ing  and  cheer i ng ,  and  as we looked out 

we saw a who le  p la toon of regu l a r  so l d iers who were eng i neers, led by 

Major  Josefa Savua,  the you nger b rother of the comm iss ioner of po l i ce. 

They marched i nto the comp lex and  jo i ned the 'Rebel Army'. The new 

p latoon looked comm itted and ready, as i f  they were about to go i nto 

combat. I thought, what the heck? A numbness descended on me. 

We w i tnessed a number of shoot i ngs from where we were in the 

com p lex. Ear ly one even i ng  we saw a g roup  of youths, some a rmed,  

ru n n i ng u p  to Pa r l i ament from the Dra iba back entrance, be i ng  chased 

by the po l ice. We heard some sporad i c  shoot ing  and  we lay on the floor. 

Ear ly the next morn i ng l l i esa Duvu loco came and told Vu ibau that a 

pol iceman was shot dead as a resu l t  of that exchange. Vu ibau a lso to ld  

us that the same g roup  trashed the Fij i TV prem ises that n ig ht. 
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Cha udh ry g reets fe l low hostage Ma noa Ba le .  Asaeli Lave, Fiji Times 

Another i nc ident i nvolved an  exchange  between the rebels and  the 

a rmy a long Vuya Road .  Two rebels were wounded : one d ied and  was 

later bu ried i n  the cou rtya rd of Pa r l i ament. We witnessed the fu l l  bur i a l  

from the ma i n  Pa r l ia ment bu i l d i ng .  We sensed that the Fij i M i l ita ry 

Force was ta k ing its t ime, wa i t i ng  for a n  opportun i ty to come i n to 

Pa r l i ament. 

On  24 J une, the 37th day of ca ptiv ity, Spe ight  and Liga i r i ca me 

and advised us that the women were to be released that  even i ng .  They 

had been very cou rageous and  we cou l d  not ask a ny more from them. 

We knew a l so that with the i r departure, the m i l i tary wou l d  most l i ke ly 

come i nto Pa r l i ament. 

On 30 J u ne, Lig a i r i came and  he a ppea red anx ious a nd d istu rbed. 

He  sa id the m i l i ta ry had dec lared the comp lex, the doma i n  a rea ,  Nasese 

and  much of Muan i kau  a 'm i l ita ry zone'. Th is mea nt that they cou l d  

attack it and  ta ke t he  a rea over at  a ny t i me. He  had never showed any  
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such level of a nx iety throughout ou r  captivity. He knew as a m i l i ta ry 

man  what such decl a rat ion mean t. He asked if we cou l d  wri te to the 

RFMF to recons ider the i r decis ion .  We d i scussed the issue and  decided 

that as hostages, be ing he ld  aga i nst our w i l l ,  we should not be ta k ing 

s ides. I commun icated th is to h im i n  a note. 

Our day as hostages sta rted very ear ly, a t  5 am, w ith l i ght exerc ise, 

mostly w i th i n  the bu i l d i ng .  Occas iona l ly, we were a l l owed to exerc ise i n  

the pa r l i amentary g rou nd .  After exercise, we were escorted i n  twos to  

the bathroom for showers. Th is was  a l o ng  process ; there were l i m i ted 

showers a nd to i l et fac i l i t ies for the nu mber of peop le that had been 

l iv i ng  in the comp lex. The state of the faci l i t ies, both showers and  

to i l ets, left much to  be  desi red.  We were not  i n  a posi t ion to  do much  

a bout i t. 

Th is was fol l owed by brea kfast, wh ich usua l ly consisted of a cu p of 

tea, bread or b iscu i ts. Occasiona l ly, we had eggs or toast but usua l ly 

noth i ng much more than that. 

After brea kfast, we were ready for p rayer a nd study of the 

scr iptu res. Under  the g u idance of Rev. Goneya l i , we wou ld  d iscuss 

part icu l a r  B ib l e  verses or certa i n  theolog ica l  wr i t ings or ideas. On one 

occas ion we d i scussed the v iews of the German theolog i an  D r  D ietr ich 

Bonhoeffer, who was wr i t ing from a German p rison i n  the hands of the 

Naz is. At other t i mes, we had visi t i ng  chu rch m in isters, l i ke Reverend  

Cama from the Ho ly Tri n i ty Cathedra l .  We wou ld  have the sacrament 

and  after that we cont inue  read i ng the B i b le .  

Before l u nch we wou l d  be v isited by John Scott of the Red Cross 

with letters from our  fam i l ies a nd retu rn of c lean c lothes that had been 

l a undered by our fam i l i es. Th is was the most enjoyab le  t ime for us as 

we received l etters from our fam i l ies a nd re lat ions. Our letters were 

read by CRW officers, a nd were censored if they were suspected of 

pass ing  i mporta nt i nformat ion to the outs ide. I had a lot of black ma rks 

in the letters that I sent, I found out later on .  In some cases, I thought 

that they d id  not know what  the words meant  and  they suspected 
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some of the l onger words were bei ng used used to convey some h idden 

mean i ng .  They wou ld  s i t  and  receive our  letters a nd ,  for a wh i le ,  the  

ma i n  d ictionary i n  the Chamber wou l d  d isa ppear. I g uessed where i t  

went. I n  the first cou p  i n  1 987 ,  when the so l d iers wanted to screen 

our  conversat ions with re lat ives, we re l i ed on Mandar i n-speak ing  M P  

Edm u nd Ma rch to pass o n  o u r  important messages outside t h rough  h i s  

son .  Th i s  way the Fij i a n  so l d iers wou l d  have no i dea  what  was  go ing  

on .  

Our  l u nches were si mp le  fa re. Very often we had sandwiches or  

cu rry and  rice. On  some specia l days we might have someth i ng  more 

generous. 

In the afternoon ,  we e ither rested or had visi t i ng  chu rch m i n i sters. 

We wou l d  have ea rly tea and  after tea we wou ld  have another p rayer 

and  often wou l d  s ing a hymn or two. Some of our  g ua rds were keen 

to attend some of these sessions. After such occasions, we were ready 

for the n ig ht. 

Every day we expected to hear someth i ng of our rel ease, but as the 

t ime ro l led on ,  we learnt  to ta ke each day and whatever it  brought. I 

wou l d  n umber each day in my d ia ry and  as it was gett i ng  on to the 

50th day noth i ng  was happen i ng.  

One morning as we woke u p, we were to ld  by the CRW gua rds to get 

ready to move to the next bu i l d i n g  where our  I nd i a n  co l leagues were. 

The g ua rds told us that the va nua  ch iefs were meet ing  the next day i n  

t he  comp lex - the  ch iefs wanted to  meet i n  t he  ma i n  pa r l i amentary 

chambers where we were. 

We packed our meag re be long i ngs in the Red Cross rubbish bags 

and jo i ned our co l l eagues. We met, h ugged ,  embraced. I t  was an 

emot iona l  reu n ion ; we had been kept a pa rt a l l  th is t ime. As we sett led 

i n to the room,  I not iced that ou r  I n d ia n  co l leag ues were i n  two cam ps. 

On one s ide were Chaudh ry, h is son ,  Ganesh Chand and others. On the 

other were Anand S ingh ,  Sh iu Charan  S ingh ,  Vi nod Maharaj , Gyanendra 

Prasad and  others. The long ordea l i n  Pa r l i ament had obvious ly taken 

its to l l  on the re l a tions between our I nd ia n  co l l eagues. Poseci B une 
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and  I im mediate ly m ixed some kava with the he l p  of a secu r ity g ua rd ,  

who by  t h i s  t ime  had become fa i r ly c lose to  t he  pr isoners - especia l ly 

those who smoked l i ke Anand S i ngh  and  Vi nod Maharaj - and I nd ia n  

co l leagues w h o  cou l d  speak Fij i a n . The kava he l ped t o  ease t h e  tension 

among our I nd ia n  co l leagues . . .  and he l ped to br ing us together. The 

next day we saw many vanua  ch iefs a rrive w i th the i r  people. 

Samanunu  Ta l a ku l i  Ca kobau a rr ived from Ma l ays ia ,  where she was 

h i gh  comm iss ioner, to open the meeti ng .  As fore ign  m i n ister I pondered 

for a wh i l e  how she was ab le  to come. Then we heard a nu mber  of 

speeches that fol lowed. Most of these were d i rected at the need for the 

format ion of a vanua  govern ment. They ta l ked about va nua  resou rces, 

l and ,  seas, r ivers, mahogany a nd cane p la ntat ions, and  the need for 

these to be i n  F ij i a n  contro l .  

We sat and  l istened attentive ly, try ing to  take  i n  everyth i ng .  

We were a lso t ra ns lat i ng  the meet ing  to ou r  I nd ia n  col l eagues. I 

remember the po inted and  ha rsh voice of the N LTB's genera l  manager, 

Ma i ka Oa r ikau .  H e  add ressed the gather i ng  on a document ci rcu lated 

that morn i ng ,  seek ing  consent for a l l  the va nua  ch iefs to support 

the docu ment, g iv ing  the i r  a uthor ity to the format ion of a va nua  

government. At  th is po int, a sen ior  secur i ty person came i n  and  

d isconnected the amp l ifier tha t  was  tra nsmitt i ng  the  sounds from the  

ma in  pa r l i amentary cha mbers to  ou r  room. The meet ing ended with 

ceremon ies a nd presentat ions. Al l we cou ld  hea r  were the c lapp ing and 

the restra i ned voices of the ceremon ies. 

At the end of the meet ing they fi led past our  room,  look ing  in at 

us. I recogn ised Ratu Epen isa Cakobau ,  h is s ister L it ia Ca kobau and  a 

few others. 



Clueless 
' Great' chiefs and reporters 

In two years I wrote around 200,000 words on the coup but I was 
best remembered for j ust 1 200, written on a slow news day. Suva 
people became fascinated with the foreign media whose reporters 
were treated as stars. In a piece I wrote for the Fiji Times, I exposed 
the l i fe inside the Centra.  It appeared on a Saturday and many of 
my fel low reporters were outraged . My one regret was that I did 
not dream up the headline: 'Clueless in Coup Coup Land' .  

Forget the poor sods being held at Parl iament, the real 
scandal i n  Fi j i can be found among the celebrated ' inter­
national media'  trapped in the Centra Hotel .  

No Red Cross parcels for these guys . . .  and no Geneva 
Convention on civi l i sed treatment either. They are suffering 
the worst indign ity of the lot - the world is los ing interest 
in their story. 

It has, since May 1 9  when George misheard the quote 
about 'five minutes of fame' and thought it meant five 

months, been a tough assignment, but the payback has 
been in  the charming way in which we of the international 
media have been given a glorious status . . .  

Back at our various homes we're j ust the same run-of­
the-mil l reporters the fo lks here a re. Come to Fij i though, 
add in a coup and a bit of shooting, and suddenly we're 

1 68 
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something d ifferent. Lots of photos i n  the newspapers 
to start with. Reporter A looking stupid with umbrel la;  
Reporter B sleeping; Reporter C and D sitting close 
together. C and D close together again .  And aga in .  Lots of 

reporters p laying touch outside I lo i lo's house. 
Back home no one would notice. Just another bunch of 

hacks, but here we are ' international media ' .  We're special .  
Not that it saves us from parking tickets. 

Perhaps before going on we should try to define this 
body that has acquired this august status. 

Back when May 1 9  dawned not a s ingle representative 
of the species could be found in  Fi j i .  By about midnight 
there was a serious flocking of them at Nadi. All trying to 
convince hapless rental car employees that a lthough they 
were in  Nadi they were not real ly going to drive their rental 
cars to war-torn Suva. They' re not that stupid in the west. 

Within  a couple of days around 1 50 of us were clut­
tering the Centra, which was immensely grateful to see us 
and our Amex gold cards . . .  

A kind of caste system exists among the media .  Camera 
and sound equipment operators, for example. Got on with 
everybody, a lways helpfu l .  Just so long as their camera is 
right in front of everybody else. Then there were radio 
j ournali sts who, acting on the principle that size rea l ly  
is  important, had bigger and better phal l ic symbols 
- cal led microphones - which they insisted in sticking 
into everybody e lse's p ictures. Free publ icity for obscure 
Sydney radio stations . . .  

Camera and radio people fight a bit. Lots of elbows and 
bad words. 

In  that first week there was a great flock of New 
Zealand journalists. But they fled. First to Pacific Harbour. 
Then to Nadi .  And on to Christchurch . . .  
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There were the newspapers. Dai l ies first. Always 
earnest, one-story-a-day people. And the weekl ies . One 
story a week. And then the agencies. 

Austra l ian Associated Press once even had a house and 
home in Suva, but they soon lost interest and went home. 
Only three agencies matter and between them most of the 
world gets its news about Fi j i .  Reuters, the imperial British 
outfit, for example, was keenly interested in  the state of 
the Suva Stock Exchange - the 'sex' as the shorthand 
had it - in that first week. Sugar futures too. Finance is  
their  big interest. Associated Press is the American outfit 
which had a bit of a struggle here. The United States was 
not interested.  And then there is my outfit, Agence France­
Presse or AFP, the oldest of the lot. 

Only a handful of the original May 1 9ers remain in 
Fi j i .  News organisations, once they realised Fij i was not a 
quick fix, rotated staff through with great speed.  One news 
organisation, seemingly unaware of j ust where Fi j i was, 
assigned somebody from South America to come through. 
Hey, coup, must be near Bolivia, right?  

Some of my fellow international scribes were p retty 
dumb. This may or may not be true: a Fi j i  reporter tel ls  
of being asked by a foreign journal ist whether this fel low 
Ratu Mara was Fi j ian or Indian.  I kind of believe it. 

Some desk somewhere asked why so many of these 
Fij ians had Ratu as their first name. 

The poor local j ournal ists have mostly had a hard 
time. First trick of the tourist journal ist here for the coup 
is  to drain information from the local j ust as rapidly as 
possible. Mahogany over breakfast with a local  j ourno, 
for example. Astonishing too was the speed with which 
first timers in Fi j i  became expert. You could hear them on 
their 'two ways' or 'Q and As' back to their homelands 
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speaking l ike, well ,  l ike they had been here for years . . .  Or 

hours. People who otherwise write about horse- jumping or 
something, intoning at length about the significance of the 

Great Council of Chiefs. 

M uch of what we write and broadcast would shock 
people in Fi j i ,  possibly because i t  seems mostly superficial  
and often inaccurate ( most stories mention sugar 
production figures and the ratio of Indians to Fi j ian;  l ike 

it rea l ly matters ? ) .  Who to blame for this i s  not an easy 
question because i t  real ly  is  a product of what readers in 
other countries are deemed to be interested in .  

Places l ike Fi j i are expected to provide to readers 
everywhere else a good-guy-bad-guy story; victims-and­
oppressors. Nothing compl icated, okay ? 

The respect accorded we of the international media  
i s ,  perhaps, not  rea l ly deserved. I f  one thing has become 
readi ly apparent, hopefu lly to the publ ic of Fi j i ,  is that 
their own domestic media  does a much better job on the 
Fiji story than the international media does. And they do 
it because they l ive here, they care about it ,  they know 
people, they ra ise thei r  chi ldren here and, unl ike most of 
us, when it i s  a l l  over they l ive here .  We fly off home. 

So, i f  you real ly want to bug the international media 
get a camera and notebook and run l ike hel l  through the 

lobby of the Centra . 
Dozens of reporters and cameramen wil l  run after you 

- because you wi ll look as i f  you know what the next 
story is .  We of the international media  don't have a clue. 

Within  days around 1 50 local and international media in Suva 
were covering the coup amid a sea of rumours. Reporters found 
themselves confined to the i ntersection of Vuya and Battery Road, 
against the slope which rose up behind the assembly bure. About 
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1 00 metres down Battery Road was the large gate i nto Parl iament, 

patrol led by the armed plotters. Pol ice put a modest, easily 
movable barrier at the entrance to Battery Road. The world and 
local media congregated,  more or less permanently, making quick 
tr ips down to the Centra which became the media headquarters 
in l ieu of most other guests. There was another group in the hotel, 
s ix or seven white men, well dressed and a lways dining together, 
never engaging with the j ournal ists . By November 2000 it turned 
out the group was only vaguely interested in  the coup .  Pol icemen 
from Austra l ia ,  Canada, Fij i and New Zealand, they had their 
eyes on a 357-kilogram shipment of heroin imported into Fij i 
j ust before the coup and bound for Sydney and the Olympics. 
The international pol ice were not diverted by mere local events 
and final ly, on 29 October, they seized the drugs which had been 

A love affa i r  - Speig h t  and the med ia .  Fiji Times 
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caught up in the coup and could not move on to Sydney. With a 
street value of a round US$500 mi l l ion it was the fi fth largest drug 
seizure anywhere in the world ever. 

Televis ion New Zea land's Barbara Dreaver attended the first 
press conference Speight put on for the international media  the 
day after the coup. Reporters gathered outside the Battery Road 
gate when armed men came out brandish ing guns and yel l ing, 
'L ine up, l ine up ! '  They were then marched into the compound, 
with some reporters losing their nerve. 

'When one white-faced young male reporter said that he 
wanted out, the gunmen refused and told him " Don't look back" 
and demanded business cards or names from people . '  

Dreaver stayed i n  the compound for two n ights as part of a 
Radio New Zealand team. 'On the first day in there Speight's men 
suddenly started shouting and quickly herding all the supporters, 

most of them in the i r  late teens, to the fence l ine. They were a l l  
carrying rocks, many of them shouting and exci ted . Speight's 
people were saying that some foreign soldiers had been seen 
driving past the compound and there could be an effort to rescue 

the hostages . . .  
'Some of the behaviour of the foreign press was disgracefu l .  

One t ime I was  s i tt ing writing reports and a few feet away a group 
of male j ournal ists were jok ing and p lay ing around with some 

of the gunmen. One of the reporters was teasing the gunman, I 
think it was J im Speight, he had a balaclava on, and joking about 
gi rlfr iends,' Dreaver recal led .  

' It made me s ick to the stomach because these guys were 
terrorists and thi s  wasn't meant to be an excit ing adventure. 
Earl ier when I had gone to request an i nterview with Speight, I 
had gl impsed a hostage's face, i n  the block where they were being 
kept. It was a reminder that there were real people in fear  for 
their l ives. '  

The reporters stayed i n  the parl iamentary d ining room beh ind 
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barricaded doors. Four men broke in .  The k itchen staff had their 

husbands staying there and they managed to push them out. 
'Very early the next morning local radio reporter Malakai  

Veisamasama, who was ab le to move freely, told us that he had 
overheard threats and he said the foreign journal i sts should leave 
as soon as we could . '  

Dreaver bel ieved they were being compromised in  the end . 
'I was also feel ing uncomfortable with a local j ournalist . . .  

who knew Speight . . .  He would applaud when Speight spoke 
and would spend time with him. A reporter a lso compromised 
our position. Sometimes he was on friendly ta lking terms with the 
gunmen, at other times he would deliberately antagonise Speight 
as i f  hoping for some sort of confrontation that would make h is 

career. 
'Whi le we were having our meet ing, Malakai threw a towel 

over the security cameras and within minutes a whole lot of men 
came down. They l ined one wall of the d in ing room just watch ing 
us. '  

The reporters decided to leave in  smal l  groups: 'We didn't 
think Speight and his group would l ike a l l  the foreign media 
leaving as he saw us as h is  personal mouthpiece to the world. '  

They got out unchallenged: ' I  don't regret being in  the 
compound at a l l .  I saw events unfolding around me firsthand and 
was able to report on these. But neither do I regret leaving when I 
did.  It was definite ly time to,' said Dreaver. 

Journal ism, as well as being a pursuit of truth and j ustice, is  
a lso about ego. With the international media sweeping into Suva 
the competition was quickly on for firsts and exclusives. Most 
of them were quite shameless with promoting themselves as the 
first this or that to talk with Speight, all b l ithely overlooking 
the local Fij i  press who scored a l l  the meaningfu l  scoops on the 
Friday afternoon whi le the international media was sti l l  s itt ing in 
business class lounges. 
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Journalists, both international and local, had also moved 
into Parl iament and were eating meals  and sleeping there. Some 
had developed a friendsh ip with Speight, based, no doubt, on 
the prospect of some kind of exclusive story. Some reporters' 
behaviour had become dangerously unethical ;  one was stea l ing 
bul lets from rebel weapons. When his photographer complained 
to his boss, the boy was pul led out. 

Speight was a testament to neatness, wearing an i roned sulu 

or wraparound, topped with a pressed cotton island-style shirt or 
business shirt, and often a tie. He left many reporters star-struck 
and he would flatter their egos in  one of the oldest cons in the 
book: using each other's first name. For many he quickly became 
'George' and he would respond with first names in reply, creating 
solidarity and a media  version of the Stockholm syndrome. This 
phenomenon won its name from a bank robbery that went 
wrong in Stockholm in 1 973 . Caught in action, the robbers 
seized hostages and held them for s ix days and as time passed the 

hostages became sympathetic to their captors. Several hostages 
resisted rescue attempts and later refused to give evidence aga inst 

the kidnappers. 
At one point Speight briefly threatened to hold no more press 

conferences, and then tested new boundaries when on Thursday 
29  June he cal led one for after 7 pm. It was his second or thi rd of 
the day - sometimes I would go to one of h is  press conferences 
and take not a single note or file anyth ing as they were increasingly 

pointless - and i t  was hard to figure out what he had on offer 
for the late cal l .  Apart from anything else, he knew it was ' feeding 
time' for most of the television crews who would be fil ing. In the 
event n ine international reporters showed up and several locals 
and inevitably no s ign of Speight. I t  was dark and raining and the 

masses camped around were eating, smoking and drinking. With 
such a smal l  caucus of reporters for once it was easy to agree on 
a time to quit and this was reached without any sign of Speight. 
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We were walk ing out when a Radio Austra l ia  reporter decided to 
stay and try for a Liga ir i  interview. It was a case of all in, all out. 
What we had not known anyway was that Speight had locked 
the gates; reporters outs ide were not being let in and i t  was pla in 
something was up.  Back in the bure Speight grandly announced 
none of us could leave. 

' I  understand there is quite a bui ld-up of mi l itary personnel 
and some of them could cause problems and they may take the 
opportunity to take action aga inst us .  If you want to leave you 
can, but I don't recommend it .  My recommendation to all of you 
i s  that it would be unsafe to leave the complex this evening. We 
advise you don't leave. '  

Speight left to walk away, turned back to the group and said:  
'Our guards have been advised not to let anybody in or out. 
We have received some threats from outside the parl iamentary 
complex originating from the mil i tary or not. We are not sure .  

The last thing you should be scared of i s  us . ' 
My own view of the drama, in which we were held for an 

hour, was that the gang wanted to send a message to the mi l itary 
that hostage-taking cou ld continue unless the m i litary made real 
concessions, and it was also a test to see what would happen . 
Speight in a grand gesture finally walked us to the gate and freed 
us. 

Unlike the 1 98 7  coup there was no formal  effort to censor the 
media  and for much of the time the news media  found themselves 
operating in a no-rules env ironment where the only restraints on 
what they could do were those they imposed on themselves. It 
was not a lways a usefu l  experience, and certa inly not for j ustice 
and democracy. 

The constant presence of reporters at Par l iament became an 
i ssue, with criticism that  they were a id ing Speight by giving h im 
a platform. In part that was  true, a lthough many of the  reporters 
got past the novelty effect and saw through Speight. It was 
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Speight  ho lds one of h is reg u l a r  p ress conferences i n  the  pa r l i amenta ry bu re. 

Dominion-Post 

important for us to be in Parl iament, not only because we could, 

but because, as Matel ita Ragogo put it, we were 'witnessing 
Fij ian h istory' .  It turned out reporters were legal witnesses and 

their accounts helped send people to j ai l .  F i j i TV coverage of the 
Seni lo l i  swear ing-in was crucial in several treason trials .  Without 
it, j ustice would have been harder to achieve. I n  a sense, too, the 
j ournali sts were helping to restrain the situation; Speight loved 
having the media  close to h im but that also meant he had to 
surrender some of the control he desired. He could hardly k i l l  or 
beat up people with the media a lways around. 

Robert Keith-Reid, Suva media's white ratu, entertained the 
country and fel low 'Rotfians' with a witty weekly column in  
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the Fiji Times. Many of the international media did not know 
what to make of Keith-Reid and put him down as a washed­
up beachcomber. Regulars knew that he was possibly the only 
character in the whole p lace who actual ly knew what was 
going on, and why. Part of the secret to success was his mother 
Kath leen . Sti l l  a l ive and wel l ,  for many years she ran Fi j i and 
Britain's Pacific empire. Born on the B lack Sea coast of Russia, 
she grew up in  Egypt, was schooled in  Belgium and arrived in  
Fi j i  in  1 95 8  with her  Royal Navy husband and a younger Keith­
Reid .  Eventual ly  she became private secretary to three governors 
and, after independence, a couple of governors-genera l .  She even 
taught AD Cs how to perform and drink tea, among them young 
officer Rabuka.  She quit in disgust at his 1 987  coup.  As the 2000 
coup hit, Keith-Reid was i n  Vanuatu.  

'On that famous Friday before last I began to acquire a 
Rotfian feel ing when, i n  Vila,  I found I couldn't get through on 
the phone to Suva,' he recounted in  his weekly column.  Back in 
Suva he found law and order had broken down 'with constables 
disgracefu l ly giving absolutely no attention to the blatant i l legal i ty 
of the cars parked a l l  day in the very street in which the Central 
Constable Shop is positioned . . .  

'One evening I found myself up at the army camp, a place I 
hadn't been to for, oh, at least 1 3  years, hearing the chief army 
person declare that the nation's president had agreed to "step 
aside" .  What that meant I cannot say. Had the president taken a 
hol iday? Had he resigned ? Had he been sacked ? '  

But, he argued, the  constitution said the  president could not 
be sacked. 

Keith-Reid wondered who was behind the coup .  'For it sure as 
hell a in't the product of the genius gone rotfian and out for revenge 
on account of the roftian mess he made of his own bri l l i ant career. 
F'r instance; who was it that managed to turn the army's so-cal led 
counter terrorist unit rotfian, and with what means? '  
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Robert Ke i th-Re id .  

Island Business 

Keith-Reid knew too that the coup was not about Indians. 
'As the weeks tick by and more names and motives scum to the 
surface, i t's clearer and clearer that the business at Veiuto i s  being 
disguised by a veneer of nationa l ism. What it's all about is money 
wanted by people who had it but couldn't keep it, who have debts 

they don't want to repay, who have money deals they don't want 
found out and, above all, who want back positions in  which they 
can make LOTS more money laced with the thri l l  of power. 

'What a p i ty it i s  that no one is loudly declaring that the myth 
that Mahendra Chaudhry hoped to steal the F i j ian heritage and 
Indianise i s  a l i e . '  

Keith-Reid is one of the few people in  the media old enough to 
have recal led the days when the Council of Chiefs wasn't a lways 
great. 
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'Nor was it a secret club, l i ke it is now, perhaps because it felt 

that it had nothing to h ide or be ashamed of. People used to j ust 
wander in and out of it l ike I did at times when it assembled in  

places l ike the  ha l l  a t  Marist Brothers School . '  
He recal led that  whi le it  was  not  great, it  was  impressive, 

with 'a lot of classic looking Fi j ians sitt ing in their best suits and 
medals enjoying lengthy del iberations on things F i j ian . . .  ' 

State radio ran reverent commentaries in BBC tones from a 
broadcaster. 'He had the irritating habit of saying, i n  a hushed 
pommy priest-l ike tone: "I am speaking to you from the GREAT 
Council of Chiefs"  . . .  Wel l ,  it caught on.  Obviously someone 
l iked it .  One day there appeared in  the Gazette a proclamation 
declaring that, henceforth the council was a great one . '  



Nightmare spreads 
'Darkness of Fiji ' 

North of Suva the Rewa River leaves the h ighlands and cuts across 

ferti le lowland. It  was used to grow sugarcane, but i t  was too wet 
and today it  is  a dairying and market garden area. For generations 
I ndians had l ived with Fi j ians in the area 30 k ilometres north of 
Suva . Many speak the language of the other community: Indian 
boat boys are fluent in  Fi j ian and Fi j ians speak the variation on 
Hindi .  In  the anarchy that spun out of Par l iament, relationships 
of three and four  generations qu ickly fel l  apart. Houses were 
burnt down by roving gangs, shops were looted and communities 
of Indians were driven into h id ing spots and eventual ly  became 
refugees.  Speight's gang looted the area for food.  

The road to the Baulevu landing was rough. To go further, I 
paid 50 cents for a smal l  boat upriver to Muaniweni .  On the banks 
and in  the river Fi j ian and Indian chi ldren were sti l l  p laying, while 

behind them crops mingled with the forest. Fi j ian women make a 
l iving out of the river by col lecting freshwater mussels,  protecting 
their faces from the sun and water by applying heavy black mud. 
The effect was surreal .  

At one of the first riverbank houses 1 6-year-old Romika Nair 
handed me a p iece of paper, l isting most of her possessions stolen 
in the last couple of n ights: benzene, gar lic, onions and three bars 
of soap .  Not much . 

' I  am very frightened,' she said, s itting on the porch of the 

1 8 1 
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s imple home where she was born. Her family were being protected 

by a Fi j ian couple who felt a deep obligation towards them. But 
Romika 's eyes betrayed distress as the only p lace she has ever 

known turned savage. Romika and her 1 2-year-old sister had 
been l iv ing with thei r  parents growing taro, making a modest, but 
comfortable l iv ing. S ix months before the coup their father d ied. 

Then came the coup. 
'On that night 15 men with thei r  knives came and they warned 

us to go away, they sa id they were going to break i nto our house,' 
she said. 'The men came back at about n ine, and they took a l l  
our th ings . '  

The men took the food they had been keepi ng for funeral r ites 
to honour their dead father and husband. 

' I  was born in this house,' she said, trying to smile.  ' I  l ike thi s  
p lace. Now I don't l ike it . '  

Romi ka believed the men may come back.  ' I  am frightened 
when I sleep. '  

There were no pol ice, soldiers or checkpoints. There were 
people watching out for the Indian fami ly and as I arrived Fi j ian 

Romika Na i r  i n  he r  

Rewa R iver va l l ey 

home.  

Michael Field 



Boat boys on the 

Rewa R iver as  

I nda-Fij i a n  v i l l ages 

suffered looti ng .  

Michael Field 
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Kasanita Natoga came to be with Romika. She was a mussel 
gatherer and her face was smeared with mud, her clothes wet and 
poor. 

'Her father,' she said looking at Romika,  'was l ike a brother to 
us .  We look after her. '  

Across the  river Lagan Prasad, a 45-year-old Indian, unlocked 
the bars of his shop, so old its petrol pumps were hand-cranked. 

'Before, it was peacefu l .  I don't know what has happened now 

. . .  Before, we cal led this the paradise of Fij i .  Now this is the 
darkness of F i j i . '  

A couple of days later 70 Indian famil ies, around 300 people, 
dressed as i f  they were going to a wedding and fled for the safety 
of Fi j i 's first refugee camp. They were eventua l ly housed at the 
Girmit Centre in Lautoka, a gift from one-time Indian p rime 
minister Ind ira Gandhi .  
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I nda- Fij i an  fa rmers of M uan iwen i ,  up the Rewa R iver, express the i r  secu ri ty 

fea rs over kava with sen ior pol ice officer Rom a n u  Ti koti koca ( l eft, wea r ing  

sung I asses). Michael Field 

Famil ies who did not want to be identified said the attackers 
addressed them by their names or as 'tava le' ( brother-in-law) or 
'bainis'  ( sister) while looting their homes and harassing them. 
One refugee said  men who had used to eat and drink with them 
had a sudden change of heart a fter the coup. Al l  p leas fel l  on deaf 
ears when looters armed with cane knives and gardening tools 
started raiding their homes, he said .  

'We do not have the courage to go back despite the assurances 
pol ice and the mi l i tary will give,' he said. 'The police have 
betrayed us once and d isregarded our numerous complaints and 
there i s  no guarantee they wi l l  protect us now. '  

One woman who was the victim of an attempted rape sa id  she 

had to beg the man not to and remind him she had four  chi ldren , 
before she was released. A six-year-old chi ld told how a man he 
recognised as his father's friend threw him into the bushes. After 
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sleeping rough in the j ungle for two weeks the famil ies decided 

to move here where they had set up camp at a primary school . 
The police, stil l  powerless and without effective leadership,  did 
nothing. 

Red Cross letter: 

From :  Una is i  Nabobo, 8 Ad i Dav i l a  P I ,  off Doma i n  Rd ,  Doma i n ,  Suva 

(Fema le) 

To : Dr Tupen i Baba,  I n  Pa r l i ament (Ma le) 

Date: 3 rd J u ly, 2000 

Dea rest Tu , 

The weekend saw me + Me la  do ing  nu merous th i ngs - I fee l  heavier by 

the day but try to enjoy my p reg nancy as much as I poss ib ly can i n  you r  

a bsence. Yesterday, Su nday 2/7, Me l a ,  V ika a nd I had  l u nch at our  p lace 

at Cumm ing  St, it was q u i te n i ce go ing  out there - the owners asked 

after you. In the afternoon,  M ita + her Canad i an  friend ,  Me la ,  Vi ka a nd 

I v isited Rekha [ta i l o r  and  fri end] - I took across fla n ne l  baby wra ps, 

I want  to s lowly work on baby's needs so when the t ime comes, we a re 

more than ready for the a rriva l .  At n ig ht, Me la  a nd I had sandwiches 

for d i n ner with M ita and Heather [her Ca nad ian  fr iend] .  

Today there is aga in  p lenty to do besides 2 vis its to the RCross, and 

a ha i rdo at  3 pm at the sa lon .  I w i l l  l a rgely be at USP - Exams beg i n  

today for Fij i students - I have yet to  fi nd ou t  when  I am  schedu led 

to su pervise. The isl and  students w i l l  s it the i r respect ive exa ms in the i r  

own countr ies. I rea l ise that I have to work on ly for th ree weeks now 

before I am  offic ia l ly on l eave on 24/7. I fi nd th is  wa i t ing/prepa r ing  

for baby's a rr iva l excit i ng  - I a m  p retty part icu l a r  i n  terms of room 

cu rta i ns, bed - I am  sti l l  to see someth i ng  I l i ke - the who le  th ing is 

qu i te excit i ng ,  I 'm sorry you a re not a round  - but you w i l l  soon .  I know 

God w i l l  g ive that t ime, a su i tab le  t ime that is good for a l l .  
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Today, I am try ing to send  aga i n  a b ig  can of Mortei n ,  1 pkt cashew 

nuts, 1 pkt dates, 1 pkt a l monds, 1 pkt Cam i l l e  cream biscu i ts ( I ' l l  have 

to ta ke back home Morte i n ,  JScott says i t's not a l l owed i ns ide) .  How 

a re you keep ing  u p  overa l l ?  Li ke you guys i n  there, we are a l l  pray ing  

for you r  rel ease a nd some movement forwa rd i n  the country - there 

is after a l l  truth i n  the say ing that every c loud has a si lver l i n i ng . . .  I 

fee l  a lot of peop le  a re c loser to God now than ever. I note you r  i nte rest 

for i nsta nce in locat ing a chu rch for us - that shou l d n't be ha rd at a l l  

- 1 s t  you get ou t ,  I 'm  dead  sure everyth i ng w i l l  fa l l  i n to p lace. 

The fam i l ies who meet at RCross I fee l  a re c lose , we a l most look 

forwa rd to our  vis its, i t  has a thera peut ic i nfl uence on a lot of us. The 

Red Cross on their part I fee l  a re do ing  so much to make everyone as 

comfortab le as poss ib le  . . .  L ife at U n iversity is genera l ly q u ite rocky 

at the moment - we may even have an emergency meeti ng  of Counc i l  

- I 've been to ld  - a des i re by Pacifi c  member  countr ies outs ide Fij i . . .  I 

rea l ise we need now at USP leadersh i p  that is fa r reach ing  i n  i ts vis ion ,  

not  exped ient and  certa i n ly one that is str ict ly p rudent  or  even thr ifty. 

I i n tend to attend the emergency meeti ng . . .  

I am  happy that you a re th i nk i ng  academia  is a n  opt ion after th i s  

. . .  J u n ior  and  Me la  w i l l  th rive i n  a n  academic  envi ronment more than 

anyth i ng  e lse . . .  Ti l l  tomorrow - be strong ,  ca l m  + pol ite + i n  prayer 

be earnest. 

My love and  prayers 

U na 



Assassination 
or stage play? 

Queen's Birthday: 1 2  June 2 0 0 0  

Monday 1 2  June was Queen's Birthday in  the Republic. Hot and 

quiet, it was the 24th day of the crisis .  An Indian family was 

holding a wedding reception at the Centra . Hotel guests were 

in the pool . The hostages were prisoners and Speight was out 

and about, visiting Josefa I loi lo, who had been Mara's deputy 

and was out of a job under martial law. He also visited the man 

who swore h im in,  Jope Seni lol i ,  and a Methodist pastor's for 

tea .  Speight and six others in two cars moved around freely. 

With Speight in the passenger seat of the second car, they came 

down Ratu Sakuna Road towards Parl iament and to the mil itary 

barricade on the intersection of Muanikau and Mi lne Roads. 

On one corner, in his house, Robert Keith-Reid dozed in the hot 

afternoon, while at another corner the residency of the European 

Commission ambassador was locked up.  The barricade consisted 

of barbed wire and angle i ron traps, designed to make drivers 

slow down and curve through them. Crocodile-teeth-type road 

spikes could a lso be deployed . In  Suva people got quite adept 

at driv ing through them, a lthough one d ip lomat managed to 

drive onto the spikes one night, losing all four  tyres. Speight's 

car slowed down to almost a halt when suddenly automatic 

1 8 7 
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gunfire rang out. A policeman nearby sa id ha lf  a dozen soldiers 

opened fire with M 1 6s, letting off around 60 rounds. A couple 
of bul lets went several hundred metres up the road and lodged in 
a concrete fence in front of I lo i lo's house. Yet the sold iers, who 
were standing right beside the car, managed to put only one bul let 
into it. Speight was unharmed . 

'As far as I can see,' Speight said, ' in  my assessment of what 
took place, and it's not an exaggeration, I had been the victim, I 
had j ust experienced, a fai led assassination attempt . '  

At the first two checkpoints the sold iers appeared to want to 
stop h im but d id not manage it. At the last checkpoint they came 
to a stop because at the other end another car was advancing 
through . 

'We were then ushered through. Upon going past the barrier 
. . .  they recognised me and starting yel l ing and shouting, the 
army officers, to stop us. Then all hell broke loose.' 

Speight said he heard the sold iers saying: ' It's him, it's him, get 
them. Don't let them through . '  I t's a clear indication to me that 
there are some sinister plans going on within  the army to remove 
mysel f, or get rid of me, at all costs . '  

He put down his  survival to an 'ongoing div ine reve lation' .  
Speight showed reporters the bul let hole  in the s ide of the one­

time pr ime m inisteria l  car that he had h i j acked for his use. It was 
surprising that sold iers so close to such a big car could only hit it 
once. It smelt of a set-up.  

Tarakin ik in i  was quickly on the scene with a statement 
describing the whole thi ng as a 'grave misj udgement on the part 
of the soldiers . . .  and over-excessive use of force' .  The Speight 
convoy, he said, had refused to stop.  'Warning shots were fired by 
soldiers at the Muanikau checkpoint when vehicles carrying George 
Speight and his backup team drove through without stopp ing. '  

Keith-Reid, the only reporter who had been there, began 

to expla in what happened and as televis ion cameras swung on 
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him, a feisty radio reporter was knocked into the ditch . He came 
out fighting and Tarakin ik in i  found he had no audience left. He 
qu ickly scuttled off to Parl iament to assure Speight, he said, 'that 
we are in  control of the situation on our side now'. 

Speight said the l ives of his 31 hostages were directly threatened 
by his  supporters after the i ncident. The shooting was clearly 

heard in Par l iament and suddenly dozens of armed men, until that 
point h idden from outside view, emerged, ready to fight. Some of 
them fired shots but Nata said 'we wi l l  not be retal iat ing, although 
there was a knee-jerk reaction from our people here ' .  

The truth of the incident never came out :  it was hard to accept 
that professional sold iers standing so close could not only miss, 

but by such a long way. The drama had another desired effect for 
Speight: hundreds of people from around the country showed up 

with pick-up truck loads of food, including slaughtered cattle and 
pigs. 

It was creating a real p roblem in  the compound with decaying 

rubbish, flies and stagnant wash ing water, huge s labs of beef hung 
in the open and several l ive p igs awaiting thei r  fate attracting 
large blowflies. Much of the food and l ivestock was looted from 
Indian farmers . A steady l ine-up of men used metal mortars to 
pound raw kava into powder and as the toi lets blocked up and 

many of the supporters did not shower, the body smells were 
overpowering. The once wel l cared-for lawns turned into bogs. 
Speight held press conferences by ponds of soapy water, and bouts 
of rain aggravated the problem. People slept in makeshift beds, 
sometimes as Speight rambled through a press conference. On the 

h i l l  the hostages sat inside the inner c ircle of guards and no one 
from the media got near them. At night, with l ittle l ighting, the 
atmosphere was fetid, with smoke from cooking drifting around 
and men s itt ing in  the dark drinking kava. Sexual  relations, only 
some consensual ,  took place nearby, and mari j uana smoking was 

frequent. Speight was a user but was careful not to show i t  when 
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on world display at his media fol l ies. It was l ike a chapter from 
Heart of Darkness. 

Speight claimed to have, at any one time, 3000 people in  
Parl iament 'comprising young men, women and chi ldren, church 
groups, chiefs and overseas supporters and media in  support of the 
cause' . The number was an exaggeration but i t  was surprising at 
times j ust how many hundreds of Fi j ians were keen on becoming 
part of a crime scene. They swarmed into offices and made camp 
in  them and spread around the sides of the compound with earth 
ovens and laundry l ines. Rea l ities were never too far away and 
nobody strayed into the inner core of the n ightmare, the place 
where the hostages were held .  

The rebels were wel l  armed, with snipers set  up around the 
compound and a l ight machine gun covering the Battery Road 
entrance. They had Uzis, M 1 6s, some with grenade launchers, 
claymore mines and plenty of ammunition . As the mi litary had 
delivered the weapons to the rebels in the early part of the coup, 
they knew what was there and this alone probably stayed their 
hand in any considered assault .  ' I  hope I don't have to shoot 
Fi j ians,' Speight sa id .  

Liga iri  was in  charge of security and had his  armed men 
wander through the compound and near the gate, carrying 
semi-automatics. Although natura l ly  fearsome it was notable 
that as the crisis wore on the weapons were not maintained and 
the people increasingly carrying them did not look l ike soldiers. 
Liga iri  control led much of the daily l i fe inside Parl iament with a 
rag-tag civi l ian gang of around 1 70 males - many of them boys 
and teenagers. Unarmed, they learnt dri l l  and dai ly j ogged twice 
out the gates of Parliament to nearby schools for exercise. 

'They are very patriotic and will defend what's r ightfu l ly 

theirs,' S i latolu said. They looked l ike louts. 
The sacked head of the Fij i Intel l igence Service, Metuisela 

Mua, j oined Ligairi  and warned the mil itary not to move against 
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them: ' I f  they should exercise a mi l itary option, then the whole 
country goes to dust. If they apply a mi l i tary option, then they 
wil l  have to bui ld a new institution tomorrow, right throughout 
F i j i ,  in regard to thei r  mi l i ta ry insta l lations . '  

Had it ever come to a fight  it might have been bloody, but  
no s ide  was wi l l ing to test each other's bluff. Ba inimarama kept 
ru l ing out a mi l ita ry assault  and said his main strategy was to 
ta lk  to the GCC and church heads to get them to persuade those 
in Parl iament to give up. But for all Speight's ind igenous cause 
talk, he was losing the GCC. One member, Sul iano Matanitobua, 
objected to the way the body had become a pawn . 'We must not 
a l low him to d ictate to us about when and why we should meet. 
He only wants us to meet again now because he cou ld not get a 
better deal than what we offered from the mil i tary. '  

Matanitobua said  when the coup was first mounted it was 
Fi j ians against Indians: 'Now it's Fi j ian against Fi j ians, starting 
with east versus west with the west wanting to form its own 
government. Then it  was confederacy against confederacy and 
province against province. ' 
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John Scott and the Red Cross 

As the crisis dragged on the hostages tended to become somewhat 
abstract. Nobody was seeing them and, while they were a l ive, 
their condition was a mystery. Thirty-two days into the crisis 
Bain imarama got around to meeting hostage fami l ies at the 
mi l itary headquarters, saying he was 'very hopefu l '  their captivity 
would end soon. He admitted that the hostages were at the 
mercy of Speight and his  men since neither the mi l i tary nor the 
Red Cross were supplying food to Parl iament. Two weeks later 
the hostage famil ies wrote a joint letter to Bainimarama : 'We, 
the undersigned spouses, chi ldren and family members of the 
hostages held in the Parl iament Complex make a humble plea to 
you . . .  to immediately accommodate a l l  demands of the rebels 
for the safe release of hostages. The hostages have suffered a lot 
and a long with them, we have a lso been experiencing trauma and 
hardship of various forms . '  

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba found her days full: 

With my p reg nancy advanc ing ,  I took g reat ca re to be wa l k i ng  as much 

as I cou ld .  The day began  ear ly with d ress ing up n i cely (as one sti l l  

needed t o  meet the med ia) .  Then there was the tr i p t o  the Red Cross. 

Every morn i ng at 8 o'c lock we wou ld  meet with the d i rector of the Red 

1 9 2 
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Cross, John  Scott a nd h i s  staff. They wou l d  look th rough  a l l  ou r  parcels 

that we were send i ng  i n  to our spouses as we l l  as check our lette rs. We 

were g iven strict i nstruct ions to on ly wr ite about our da i ly l ives and not 

com ment on the coup .  Th is was the order from the cou p-makers. The 

letters had to be kept short and if they were in Eng l ish they had to be 

wr i tten in everyday Eng l ish. John  wou l d  then leave with h is d river to 

go i nto Pa r l i ament  to de l iver the goods to the cou p-makers who stol e  

most of the stuff we sent i n ,  especia l ly the stuff they fanc ied .  

At some stage Tu pen i  comp l a i ned about the b lue fl i es that had 

become a bad p rob lem.  Tents and  tem pora ry structu res had been 

put up on the g rounds of Pa r l i ament where su pporters had come to 

dance, celebrate, eat and sh i t. An ima ls were bei ng s l aughtered as we l l  

a n d  to i l ets were e ither b locked or overflow ing .  G iven such cond it ions, 

hyg iene became a concern so when Tupen i asked for fly spray, I went 

and  bought  five cans and  so d id the other spouses. The day after John 

Scott to l d  me the cou p-makers had confi scated the sprays th i nk i ng it  

was meant to be used as a weapon by our men to spray the i r  eyes with .  

How stup id ,  I thoug ht. We then pu rchased ro l l -on i nsect repe l lent, 

wh ich was acceptab le  to them. 

The cou p  took p lace at  a t ime when th i ngs were j ust gett ing  

sorted on the home front, fi na l is i ng deta i l s  of Tupen i 's d ivorce and  

subsequently our  ma rr iage.  We had fi n a l ly decided to  lega l ise ou r  

marr iage after fou r  yea rs of  bei ng  together when  the  cou p  took p lace. 

Tupen i noted in h is d ia ry 7 Ju ly :  

' I  hope Je l i  w i l l  col lect the papers from the cou rts. She asked 

me about the case and I exp l a i ned to her the l a test scena r io, ie 

the g rant i ng  of the "decree abso l u te" th ree months afterwa rds on 

May 23rd .  The latter is a matter of norma l cou rse of events un l ess 

except iona l  ci rcumstances prevent it . .  : 

Ten days later I sent h i m  a Red Cross letter :  'You can judge by the 

type of wr it ing ( i n  the past few days) that the "facu lt ies" a re qu i te in 

d isa rray - su rpris i ng I fee l  very busy + occupied.  Good News Vicky te l ls 

me Howard (ou r  lawyer) sa id  to her on the phone the "abso l u te" is 
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g ranted - he w i l l  p ick up the papers from the cou rthouse and  i nform 

Vicky to pick up - it shou l d  be ready at home when you retu rn . . .  I 

enc lose a l so a bookmark - I made myse lf  - I hope you ' l l  use i t. Semi  

and  I a re home, re latives come and  go - a l l  is  we l l !  . . .  So t i l l  tomorrow 

- Read ! !  You r  facu l t ies hopefu l ly a re better than m i ne g iven these 

try ing t i mes . . .  My love and  prayers. UN .  P.S. : Keep  wa rm ! '  

The d ivorce came th rough  d u ri ng the per iod of captivity. I t  was 

good news but u nder the c i rcu mstances, there was not much we cou ld  

do.  Sp ike Padarath ,  who had become a very c lose fr iend ,  suggested 

jok ing ly  that I shou ld  go in w i th John  Scott and  ma rry i ns ide ' p rison '  

mak ing  some d i fferent news head l i nes. But  that is Sp ike, j ust l i ke h i m  

t o  make l i gh t  o f  the s ituat ion w e  were i n  a n d ,  l i ke Vi nay S i n g h  (wife of 

hostage Attorney-Genera l  Anand S i ngh) ,  he was a fri end I depended on 

for near ly everyth i ng du r i ng the t i me. Th is is a lso true of h is son ,  Ben.  

The Red Cross was ou r  l i fe l i ne. John Scott, Ma reta Tovata as h is 

deputy (a nd a former c l ass mate of m i ne) ,  G reg Scrivener, John 's 

partner and other vo l un teers were j ust so, so good to us. John  wou l d  

go to  Pa r l i ament  once every day, at  8 i n  t he  morn i ng .  A t  about  1 2  we  

wou ld  a l l  come back to  t he  Red  Cross meet ing  room to  hea r  from h im  

and  receive ou r  letters from t h e  i ns ide a s  we l l  a s  d i rty clothes. T h e  next 

morn i ng ,  we wou l d  br i ng in our  letters, c lean supp l i es of c lothes, food 

and  other stuff needed i ns ide by ou r  spouses. Th is p rocess went on 

th roughout the who le  t i me, non-stop. 

Now and aga i n ,  G reg wou l d  ensure the meet ing  room at the Red 

Cross had flowers. C lear ly John and h i s  tea m were tryi ng  to do a l l  they 

cou ld  for the hostages. Besides the supp l ies the fam i l ies were send i ng 

i n , they too were met icu lous i n  the i r  d a i ly pack i ng of supp l i es for the 

hostages. John  never fa i l ed to turn up on  t ime i n  the d u rat ion .  H e  was 

a comfort, a huge  comfort. And i n  terms of h is work, he was j ust s imp ly  

the best. 

Tu pen i wrote that h is g l asses had been damaged. 

'John  Scott got it  repa i red. I asked h im to g ive i t  to you but  I guess 

Red Cross want to be self-suffic ient. They have been very good. I have 
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a l ready g iven a cheque donat ion to John for $50.00. Manoa B asked 

me to g ive John  a cheque on his beha lf. I s igned another $50.00. When 

I get out, we w i l l  organ ise more formal  ways of contr ibut ing to the 

Red Cross: 

Scott never made publ ic comment about h is  visits. He gave the 
hostages a n ine-minute audio tape recording on how to cope in 
captivity, based on the experiences of western hostages, including 
Englishman Terry Waite, who were held hostage for years in 
Beirut. 

Matel i ta Ragogo of the Fiji Times was able to glean some 
outl ine of l i fe for the prisoners. She said  three doctors visited 
the hostages regularly and the Red Cross provided mattresses. 
They were a l lowed 20 minutes on the lawn of the parl iamentary 

Exercise t ime  for hostages Deo N a ra i n , Cha udh ry, son Rajendra Cha udh ry, 
Sh i u  Sharan Sharma ,  G unasagaran  Gounder, Ganesh Chand and  Vi nod 

Maha raj. Asaeli Lave, Fiji Times 
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complex in the morning, had no access to newspapers, television 

or radio and could only read books brought in by relatives 
and approved by their captors. Playing cards was the favoured 
pastime. Several local media were eventually a l lowed to watch 
the hostages, from a distance, as if they were some kind of wi ld 
animals .  Fiji Times reporter Akanisi  Motufaga was a l lowed to 
look at the 1 6  Indians as they took an afternoon walk .  She said 
Chaudhry looked 'haggard and dejected . . .  He did not look up or 
talk to anyone during the 1 5-minute walk. '  He looked older than 
h is 57  years : 'He was not the same man who only two months 
ago strode purposeful ly along the same corridors on government 
business.' Photos showed a bearded Chaudhry embracing 
Is ireli Vuibau .  Another photo showed Baba greeting Chaudhry. 
Noticeably thinner, Anup Kumar and Vinod Maharaj smiled at 
the camera. A week later Fi j i  TV broadcast the first pictures, 
showing Anand Singh, Kumar who had grown a beard i n  his 40 
days of captivity, Maharaj and Deo Narain drinking kava and 
smoki ng with their captors. Maharaj spoke in  Fi j ian to the people 
he was drinking with and thanked them for talk ing to them. 

'This  is what I want, for Indians and Fi j i ans to unite,' he 
said.  

Tarakinikini  was a l lowed to see the 31 hostages and he said 
they appeared to be in  good health : 'They were resting in  thei r  
room and I spoke to  them . . .  What is okay, being he ld  under 
point of a gun for 27 days, how okay is that? '  

Late in June, i n  the first of a sequence of l i ttle heartbreaks, 
Government House secretary Joe Browne announced Speight had 
agreed a deal with the mi l i tary that would be s igned next day. 
Vinay Singh sa id she was 'very excited' but Virmati Chaudhry 
was uncerta in :  ' It does not mean the hostages will be released . '  
Ben Padarath was  a lso sceptical :  ' I ' l l  bel ieve i t  when I see it .  Why 
didn't they s ign the accord ton ight ? Why did they have to wait 
unti l tomorrow?'  It wasn't s igned then, and noth ing happened. 
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Home Affa i rs Minister Joj i Ulu inakauvadra was released from 
captivity to get chest x-rays for a suspected chest infection and 
was then brought back i nto Par l iament to resume hostage l i fe.  

Early on Sunday 25 June, four  women, Lavinia Padarath, 
Akanisi Koroitamana, Koila Nailat ikau and Marieta Rigamoto, 
were freed, leaving the 27 men behind.  Padarath's husband 
Adishwar heard his  wife early in  the morning cal l ing to be let into 
the home. 

' I  thought that I was dreaming, then we all ran down, then the 
real isation dawned on us that she was standing right in front of 
us. We praised the Lord and thanked the Red Cross for the part 
they p layed, and continue to pray for the rest of them, that the 

whole lot are out today, if not tomorrow . . .  This  i s  a welcome 
sign, a very very welcome sign that the lad ies are out. '  

Nata was overwhelmed by h is generosi ty :  'They were woken 
up and told they were being freed . They were surprised, pleasantly 
surprised. They were given a few minutes to pack their things and 
then they were taken to the gates . . .  We feel the women have 
suffered enough . . .  As mothers of chi ldren they needed to be with 
their chi ldren when [schools reopen] because of the agony and 
trauma the chi ldren wil l  have gone through. The mothers need to 
be with their chi ldren . '  

Tarakin ik in i  bel ieved the release of the women changed the 
situation: 'The exclusion of women now from the parl iamentary 

complex g ives us less restrictions as far as we view the hostage 
situation . . .  There was an element of chivalry in all this .  We are 
glad that the women are out . '  

People who real ly had no business being involved continued 
to arrive on the scene. New Zealand Maori activist Tame Iti of 
the Tuhoe tribe arrived early in the crisis and met Speight: 'We've 
come to support the struggle of the i ndigenous people of Fi j i . '  He 
went home but returned later with n ine supporters to help Speight 
- and found themselves deta ined at Nadi International Airport. 



1 98 SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

Spei gh t  and  New Zea l a n d  Maori activist Ta me l t i .  Fiji Times 

'We came here as an indigenous group to give any uncon­
ditional assistance i f  that is possible and i f  it is  required,' lti  said, 
but instead were told they were being put on the next plane back 
to New Zealand. 

Tarakin ik in i  said the group had been meddl ing in Fi j i a ffa i rs :  
'They were coming here to provide some k ind of l ia ison or 
support and we did not want this happening in Parl iament.' 

Shortly after the Air New Zealand plane took off a bomb 
threat was phoned in; the p lane was forced to retu rn and the 
passengers evacuated . lti and crowd got home eventua l ly, leaving 
only bewilderment. 

The Commonwealth returned in  another gu ise, in  the form 
of Austral ian Foreign Minister Alexander Downer and his New 
Zealand counterpart Ph i l  Goff, who flew into Nausori on a RAAF 
Falcon. They were put up in  the elegant h i l ltop Borron House 
which, in 1 98 7, Rabuka had used as a detention centre for Indian 

members of parl iament. The Goff-Downer show was to assess 
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the future of Fi j i in the Commonwealth . Downer saw 'a rough 

roadmap to a return to democracy' but said the Commonwealth 
had warned the mi l i tary that they wanted elections with in  two 
years. 

'They told us as soon as the hostages are released they wi l l  
move to an interim c iv i l ian government,' Downer sa id .  'We are 
pleased Commodore Bain imarama assured us that neither Mr 
Speight nor any of his  henchmen will form any part of the interim 
civ i l ian government. '  

Despite what was being said in Suva by  Bainimarama and  Mara 
before him, Goff said the Chaudhry government would have to 
be restored to power: 'Our first and best solution is that that 
government should be returned to office at the end of the hostage 
situation . '  Neither Goff nor Downer would honour that word . 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba said spouses met through the crisis, with one notable 

exception: 

On 28 Ju ne, about 40 days i nto ou r  spouses' i nca rcerat ion ,  the pr ime 

m i n ister's w ife, Vi rmat i ,  dec ided to jo i n  us .  I thought it  was n ice of her 

to have done that. She had been i n  prayer, we were to ld ,  a l l  th is t ime 

i n  her home. She was the on ly  spouse who sti l l  had a government ca r 

and  a d r iver. The rest of us had to d rive ou r  own ca rs or go by taxi .  I 

vo l u nteered to d r ive two wives who had ne ither ca rs nor i ncome. 

The day before Vi rmati came, Mahendra 's fr iend Asha La kha n had 

to be asked to stay away from the Red Cross meet ing  house. John  

Scott cou l d  not  te l l  Asha that, so  left it  my  fr iend Vi nay S i ngh ,  whose 

husband  Anand was a hostage. Asha d i d  not take too k i nd ly to th is 

request. From day one, Asha had been there w i th the spouses ; she who 

was a c lose associate to Mahen ,  and  never fa i l ed a day to send letters 

and goods to the pr ime m i n ister. So when Vi rmat i  decided to jo in  the 

'gang '  after the 30th day, Asha b lew u p. 
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A close re lat ion of m ine  and  wife of the m i n ister of home affa i rs, 

Joj i  U l u i nakauvad ra ,  to ld me in no u ncerta i n  terms that ou r  h usba nds 

wou ld  never be re leased wh i l e  Asha had her go i ngs-on w i th Mahen .  So 

Asha stayed away a nd Vi rmati  came. 

Vi rmat i  is a Chr ist ia n of a cha r ismat ic var i ety. She is very prayerfu l 

and  p rays i n  the Assembl i es of God sty le ,  shout i ng ,  cryi ng  a nd 

beseech i ng  God about l i fe a nd th is  and that. When she a rr ived she 

wanted to pray. She d id so, much to the d ismay of I nd ia n  fri ends as she 

mentioned Jesus Chr ist too often and add ressed the 'only true God'. At 

the end of her  prayer she ta l ked about how u pset she was to hear that 

we were havi ng weekly meet ings with Ba i n imarama a nd top officers 

of the a rmy. She thoug ht wives shou ld  have more fa ith tha n that and  

shou l d  resort to  prayer. 

I sat next to Vi nay and ou r  other fr iend from Navua ,  a gent leman ,  

a sta u nch Musl im ,  who never l eft ou r  s ide.  He too was  deeply re l i g ious. 

Stra i g ht after Vi rmat i 's prayer, she rece ived a 'ba rrage of corrections' 

from ou r  fr iend from Navua,  who rem i nded her of some th i ngs i n  th i s  

order :  that she had neg l ected us ,  on ly came today after 30 days, ta l ked 

cheeky about us cry ing to Ba i n imarama ,  a nd that not a l l  of us spouses 

a nd p risoners' fam i l ies were Chr isti a n . 

Vi rmat i  Cha u d h ry, wife of 

Mahend ra Cha udh ry, p rays 

to the 'on ly true God' a nd  

spa rks a r ow  a mong the 

rest  of the g roup. 

Reuters 
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Vi rmati never came back to  be  w i th us spouses a nd partners. Asha 

La khan retu rned the next day and  stayed t i l l  the end .  

It was getting d ifficult to keep writing of events as a 'crisis' ; 
a hostage government and mi l i ta ry rulers, complete with a 
madhouse in the middle of town, had become the status quo. 
Suva is a wet city, known for ra in for weeks on end and an a ll ­
pervading dampness. Much of the first part of the crisis took 
place in hot, dry and unnatural Suva weather. By the middle of 
June the prevai l ing cl imate returned with sodden, dreary rain .  
Nothing seemed to  be  changing. 

'After weeks of misty rain  the sun i s  finally blazing down on 

Fi j i 's capital Suva, as the occasional mongoose races across the 
empty road looking for the cobras they are supposed to k i l l , '  I 
wrote in a feature on 2 July. 'Chi ldren in their Sunday best drag 
their bare feet along the pavement to yet another church service 
and men armed with M 1 6s keep watch from the shade. This i s  day 
45 of Fi j i 's hostage crisis and it shows no signs of resolution . . .  ' 

The soldiers were watching buses and trucks going into 

Parliament as they talked about rugby. 
'Nothing is happening in Suva Sunday, j ust another day in the 

decl ine of Fi j i ,  another day when inertia i s  mistaken for action . 
And the mongooses, brought in from India by the British to deal 
with the poisonous snakes they mistakenly bel ieved existed, 
brazenly run across the main road to Parliament.' 

Fi j i  has no cobras.  The British imported the mongoose to 
control pests on cane p lantations. The speedy l i ttle creatures, 

who have infested Suva, found easier meals in  domestic hens. 
Recently a poultry farmer near Suva seriously contemplated 
suing London for the damage thei r import continued to do.  

Br ita in a lso imported mynah and bulbul birds to control t icks on 
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cattle; the mynah has now taken over much of coasta l Fi j i .  The 

celebrated American writer James A Michener, in  a particularly 

racist and ugly passage in  h is book Return to Paradise, compared 

Indians and mynahs; Michener, long after he caused the damage, 

apologised. 

Tupeni Baba 's first-born, 3 7 -year-old Peter, arrived with his mother Maraia 

from Hawai'i. Unaisi recalls: 

Both Me la  a nd I were rea l ly excited at the thought of see i ng Peter who 

stood some s ix  feet ta l l ,  a d u p l icate of the father he had seen a few 

ti mes in h is l i fe. Tu pen i had to ld me that on ly  he a nd h is best fr iend 

George Tavanavanua had met Peter i n  person .  H is two other ch i l d ren ,  

Ra ij i e l i  and  Vi l i ame, a nd h is re l a tives had never met Peter. Ea r ly  i n  J u ly 

Me la  a nd I wa l ked i nto the Red Cross to be g reeted by Peter a nd h is 

g i r l fr iend ,  Jessica, who l i ke me was ca rryi ng a son (Sebast i an  Baba) .  

Fun ny coi nc idence, I thought. There was no m istak i ng th is was Tupen i 's 

son ;  it was j ust a beautifu l meeti ng ,  i n  sad c i rcu mstances though .  Peter 

was a soc iab le  person and i n  no t i me, I had i n troduced h i m  to everyone. 

I t  was a n i ce su rprise for us. 

' H i  Dad; Peter wrote to h i s  father i n  Pa r l i ament. ' Hope you ' re 

do ing  fi ne. Ou r  prayers a re with you a l l . I hope we wou l d  have had the 

chance to meet. I 'm  vis it i ng  here for about th ree weeks. I 'm here with 

my g i r lfr iend Jessi ca Sch i l tz and  she's about s ix months preg nant. And 

everyone says it's go ing  to be a boy. I am  very p roud  of you for the 

strength you have shown th roug h  the cris is . I hope to see you soon .  

Love Pita'. 

Tupen i  wrote to me at the same t ime. 

' I  am  happy you met up with my son ,  Pita. He is modest but 

determ i ned a bout h is futu re. You ca n see the d r ive i n  h i m  and he  w i l l  
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make a good fam i ly man .  I t  is amaz ing how God ensu res that k ids born 

i n  th is s i tuat ion resemb le  the i r  father. Al l k ids especia l ly boys need a 

father fig u re a nd I have tr ied as ear ly as poss ib le  to p rovide that and  of 

cou rse, w i th a lot of opposit ion . . .  but  not from the k ids. The k ids love 

to keep in touch . . .  though they haven't met'. 

Customs of my peop le  i n  Vuga le i  te l l  me that he was to be 

we lcomed home. We therefore he ld  a feast a nd I made su re a l l  h is 

father's re lat ives were p resent to meet h im .  H is mats I had spread, 

a se lection of the very best I had ,  befi tt i ng  a fi rstborn. H is mother, 

Mara i a ,  cou ld  not attend as she a nd I ca nnot consume certa i n  foods 

together l i ke fish and pork, such is our trad it iona l re lat ionsh ip ,  so she 

stayed back i n  their home in Tamavua .  Mela a nd I p icked Peter up and  

brought  h i m  home to  meet h is re lat ives. 

We were to take h im  to my mother's vi l l age at Vuga le i  for a Sunday 

chu rch service of welcome and shared food, but the roads had been 

c losed as the s ituat ion got tense. Peter h imse lf, his mother and Jessica 

had to return to Hawa i ' i  as the US Government had an nou nced that a l l  

the i r  cit izens shou ld  leave Suva. Peter d i d  n o t  get t o  see h is father after 

a l l ,  but did p romise my Mela that he wou ld  be i n  touch from now on .  
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A s  the drama dragged o n ,  attention switched t o  ' I loi lo's house', 
the official  residency of the vice-president, a l i ttle way uphi l l  from 
Parl iament. Its l ast occupant had been Ratu Josefa I lo i lo, and 
before him Prime Min ister Rabuka .  Chaudhry had refused to l ive 
there. It was notable for its unattractive concrete semi-modern 
design complete with two bul let holes from Speight's roadblock 
drama. Talks between the mi l itary and Speight's people got 
underway in  the house without Speight, who was too frightened 
to leave Parl iament again .  Ta lks took longer than they needed to 
and got lost many times because there was no strong mediator or 
negotiator, no sol id middleman. Everybody inside I lo i lo's house 
was push ing a l ine and with no urgency to resolve matters. All 
pretext of a hostage situation, terrorism or international response 
was lost as the two men and their representatives haggled over 
portfol ios .  It was hard to know if he was serious, but Speight said 
he wanted to be prime min ister: ' I  would be honoured to serve 
my count ry. ' 

Tarakin ik in i  confirmed they were ta lk ing about a government 

and membersh ip of a constitutional review group. Speight's cause 
had to be given a ' fa i r  hearing' . 

Right from the beginning of the crisis, Tarakin ik in i 's loyalties 
were open to question.  At a press conference he expounded on the 
mult iracial constitution, saying that 1 0  of the 14 provinces had 

2 0 4  
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been against it .  The GCC adopted i t  unanimously. While saying 

that the mil itary could not surrender the country to Speight, 
Tarak in ik in i  dug Fi j i a l ittle further i nto i ts hole:  'They have made 
thei r  case, they have stood up for ind igenous Fi j ian aspirations, 
and we sympathise with that, but beyond that the country's path 
forward must be charted that will bring peace, stabi l i ty and 
economic wel l be ing to our people.  We cannot surrender that. We 
sympathise with the cause of indigenous Fi j i ans. We wi l l  make 
sure that a l l  their aspirations and fears wil l  be covered in  a new 
constitution.  Beyond that we cannot, for the sake of our God, 
ignore all the people in  our country. ' 

On 3 Ju ly Bainimarama came up with a name for the head of 
new interim government: Laisenia Qarase, 59. A one-time banker 
and senator, he was l i ttle known beyond his home Lau Islands. 

He had become a senator for the first time after the 1 999 general 
elections as a member of the Rabuka's fai l ing SVT. 

Bainimarama's l ine-up had no Indo-Fi j ians:  'We approached 
two very well qual ified members of the Indian community but 
they decl ined. '  That was hardly surprisi ng as Bainimarama said  

the primary function of the new government was the 'review of 
i ndigenous rights and the best method of protecting these rights' .  

Bainimarama appealed to Speight to release the hostages: ' I  
invoke the  h ighest authority of a l l  and  appeal to  them in the  name 
of Almighty God to do the right thing.'  

Instead Speight was outraged, with none of his men in  a 
government he said was made up of 'pol itical opportunists'. On 
cue a gun battle broke out around Parl iament, leaving five people 
wounded, i ncluding 24-year-old rebel soldier Sa l imoni Tuqa, who 
later d ied. 

'There's blood a l l  over the place,' a local radio  j ournal ist 
reported . 

Speight was getting worried because he had yet to negotiate 
any kind of amnesty deal and had issued a freely worded demand 
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for, as he put it, 'President by Decree offer Amnesty for ALL from 
1 9/5 to the day of release of hostages. '  As the hostages were not 
released, he wanted amnesty for things yet to come. Agreement 

on an amnesty, he said, was 'the final act'. To underscore the point 
Speight cut off Red Cross access to the prisoners for a day. 

L igairi  made it clear that they were not being released unti l  
a deal was signed and implemented : 'Because when you take 
hostages, you need to make sure that your demands a re met 
before you release them. '  

I f  there were any  l ingering doubts that a l l  this was  about 
Indians, Ligair i  made it clear it was about F i j ians.  He bel ieved 
that the departure of Mara had been some kind of trick. 'They say 

he will not return but our observations and information gathered 
show that Ratu Mara i s  still pu l l ing strings to get the a rmy to do 

what he wants . '  
F i j i  qu ickly sl ipped i nto chaos with the naming of Qarase and 

the reaction from the Speight supporters. Soldiers at Sukanaivalu 
Barracks in  Labasa seized their base and declared support for 
Speight. People who sa id  they were landowners marched on the 
Queen El izabeth Barracks to claim their land back . The army 
locked the gates and put armed guards on the entrance . Fi j ians 
blocked the Queens Highway between Suva and Nadi and the 
a irport outside the town of Labasa was closed in another land 
dispute. Tarak inik in i  acknowledged many i ssues had been opened 

by the Speight action.  'This crisis is essential ly now between 
indigenous F i j ians themselves. '  

In the interior o f  Viti Levu supporters completed the farce o f  

mi l itary control b y  seiz ing the Monasavu hydropower station. 
Provid ing around 80 percent of the island's power, the action left 
l arge parts of Suva i n  darkness for weeks. Although l inked to 
the events at Parl iament, Monasavu was rea l ly another d ispute. 
The Rabuka government had put the dam in  without negotiating 
a fai r  land-lease deal over the 8000-hectare catchment. Local 
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landowners not only got no money for having the dam on their 
land, they did not even get electricity. 

Already under curfew, l i fe was becoming distinctly harder 
for Suva people. Limited electric ity was rationed and blackouts 
commonplace. Nightclubs had tended to do good business despite 
the curfew kicking in at 8 pm - usual ly starting time for the 
capita l 's n ight scene. Customers j ust drank the same amount of 
a lcohol they would normally, in a shorter time. And taxis had to 

race everybody home before curfew. Schools in Suva and Labasa, 
which had j ust reopened, closed again  in the wake of the shooting 
and new upris ing. 

On Saturday 8 July, things s l ipped even further when a group 
of about 1 00 people seized the police station in  the Tai levu town 
of Korovou and took up to 25 soldiers, pol icemen and civi l  
servants hostage. Malcolm Brown of the Sydney Morning Herald 

and I were the fi rst reporters into the town. An abiding memory 
was seeing a terrified family of Indians huddl ing together, await­
ing an uncerta in fate. Another a rmy spokesman, Capta in Eroni 
Volavola, had the nerve to say all was peacefu l - 'We are sti l l  in 

control '  - and that the Korovou incident was not about the coup 
but longstanding land claims: 'They're j ust making a statement. '  

Other statements were made in Levuka, where arsonists destroyed 
the century-old Freemasons Hal l  whi le workers occupied a tuna 
cannery. Exclusive Turtle Island Resort on Nanuya Levu Island in 

the Yasawa Islands was seized and Austra l ian tourists evacuated . 
A couple of days later Laucala Island, owned by American Steven 
Forbes, was occupied by land claimants. Outside of Suva, at the 
maximum security prison at Naboro, a group of prisoners, tried 
to overpower p rison officers. One prisoner died in the riot. The 
common feature of the various actions around the country was 
not so much their agreement with Speight; i t  was more a case of 
people recognising a polit ical vacuum and moving to stake their 
claims before anybody else. It was a recipe for anarchy. 
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A Red Cross letter from Unaisi to Tupeni: 

Dea rest Tu (3. 1 5  a m) 

H i ,  t is another Satu rday without you at home but I am  deeply 

convi nced a l l  part ies invo lved a re tryi ng  their  utmost to reso lve 

the present s itu . . .  Aunty Vasaku la  [Tu pen i 's sister] ra ng  from 

Vatu [Udu Po in t  on Vanua  Levu] they send  the i r  love but  a re 

deeply a nx ious. I assu red her a l l  w i l l  be we l l .  She w i l l  come to 

see us when th is  'bad weather' fl i ps over . . .  We've been asked 

by the Red Cross to keep our notes to a page or two (th is was 

the order from i ns ide - the sold i e rs/captors sa id they were t i red 

of read i ng th rough ou r  long letters a nd wanted them shortened. 

At one point one of us wives had put a cross as symbol i s ing a 

short form for Chr ist ia n - for th is a l l  ou r  l etters were stopped 

for a day or two from being taken i n  because they cou ld  not 

deci pher the code . . .  s i l ly buggers). 

Today I send 2 sports sh i rts, - 1 flora l  g reen,  1 flora l  b lue ,  

1 b lack und ie ,  3 b lue  hank ies, 1 2  spoons, 1 fl uorescent g reen 

h i g h l ig hter and 1 fl uorescent orange h i g h l i g hter a nd 1 b l ue  

mug  . . .  Ti l l  tomorrow !  - Keep warm + i n  fa i th ,  

My love, U na 

By Sunday 9 July it was possible to bel ieve an end was near and 

Speight announced, 'We hope to sign an  accord today. '  

The c ircuit-breaker had been the arrival i n  the talks  of the 

paramount ch ief or Qaranivalu of Naitasiri ,  close to Spe ight's 

d istrict, Inoke Takiveikata . He would become a major threat to 
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Fij i 's later stab i l i ty. But the crisis at hand reached its cl imax that 
night when the Muanikau Accord, named after the neighbourhood 
the house sat in, was signed . 

Wel l  a fter dark, in a menacing tribal ritua l ,  hundreds of 

Speight's supporters walked out of Parl iament and up Ratu 
Sukuna Road towards I lo i lo's house. Their  march took them 
past the residences of the ambassadors of the European Union, 
France and the United States and given their eccentric behaviour 
throughout the drama, security forces were on a lert. Inside the 

French ambassador's home discreet but heavi ly a rmed agents and 
Foreign Legion soldiers, secretly f lown out from France, were 
ready for any intrusion.  The group reached the house and, with 
the accompanying media ,  were a l lowed into the property and 
around the back . There a large swimming pool had been drai ned 
and covered with hardboard while officials waited, tucked in out 
of the stiff breeze. Bain imarama, accompanied by Tarakinik in i ,  
looked beaten and weary, while Speight was beaming. The 
hostages were to be freed, the rebels given amnesty and the arms 
returned to the mil itary. 

'We're excited,  we're ecstatic, it's a great day for Fi j i , '  Speight 
said.  

The ceremony was opened with a mi l i tary chapl in's prayer in  
Fij ian and then Bainimarama signed first, a t  9.50 pm.  Barely audible, 

he said it was 'the beginn ing of a long j ourney' and added, 'Let us 
unite as one people for the sake of our beloved country. '  

Speight's supporters broke into a traditional F i j ian warrior's 
victory song. It was, Speight said, 'a coup the F i j ian way' .  He was 
d ismissive of any hostage release: 'They are in  good health and 
looking forward to being released on Thursday. '  

Westminster democracy h a d  h a d  i ts day in  Fi j i .  
'Al l  the guns a n d  hostages are a wal l  t o  a llow an agenda for 

us that wi l l  a l low us as a nation state to examine the foundations 
and structure of our nation,' Speight said in  one of h is many 



2 1 0  SPEIGHT OF VIOLENCE 

meaningless rambles, adding the accord would a l low for people 

with 'the right convictions' to run the country. 'I firmly bel ieve in 

my heart that Fij i wi l l  only be a happy and prosperous place i f  

the  interests of the indigenous Fij i ans are central to  the country. ' 

The coup, he said, was 'God given' to a l low for indigenous Fi j ian 

self-determination and to protect a 'very unique way of l ife God 

has given us' .  

It was a long-winded document which reviewed events to 

date. The core of it was an agreement on the ' release of polit ical 

hostages held at the Parl iament Complex . . .  , the restoration of 

law and order as  soon as practicably possible . . .  , the return of a l l  

service personnel . . .  , and the  return of arms, ordnance and stores 

to the RFMF.' The accord covered offences committed between 

1 9  May and 1 3  July. 

Noth ing in Fij i though is quite what it seems. Muanikau was 

not the endplay and it was surpris ing that Speight did not rea l ise 

he was being set up.  

Speight and gang, s inging and chanting, headed back to 

Parliament. A stench rose from the front of I loi lo's house. Ful l  of 

kava, Speight's unwashed mob had pissed copious amounts of it 

into I loi lo's garden . 

With the deal the release of the hostages was the obvious next 

step, but Speight knew all the bits of paper in  the world were not 

going to save his neck once his gambl ing chips had been taken 

away. On Tuesday 1 1  July he said he would release his captives 

in  darkness and without the media present. He said this was for 

the 'personal dignity' of the hostages. 'When it happens it wi l l  

be very secret,' he said, in what soon proved to be yet another of 

Speight's many l ies. 

The l ives of 27 men were hanging on Speight's whims. Amjad 

Ali  had h i j acked an Air  New Zealand plane in 1 98 7  and lost h i s  
job as a result .  He made ends meet by fishing, unt i l  he became a 
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backbench pol itician.  Bi l l  Aul l  respected Suva c ity and was an 
i ndependent. 

Tu peni Baba, 5 8, was a p rofessor of education, a gardener and 
a tennis player. He was reading E .M.  Forster's The Long Journey 

and was anxious about the pending arrival of h is wife's baby. 
Public health special ist Manoa Bale, 55 ,  was al lowed to mark 

his birthday in captivity with a cake he shared with h is  fel low 
hostages .  D iet was a special problem for him after treatment for 
a brain tumour. Meli Bogidrau, 52, a telecommunications expert, 
a lso celebrated his birthday in captivity. Agriculture Minister 

Poseci Bune, 54, looked to have lost weight in  captivity. Ganesh 
Chand, 40, a father of three, was so upset on the fourth birthday 
of h is youngest son, Vivek, that he fasted for three days. He used 
the long weeks reading the Bible and the Koran. 

Mahendra Chaudhry was the prime minister. An avid gardener 
who enjoyed long early morning walks, he found peace in 
spiritual ism, devoting long hours to reading the Hindu scriptures, 
fasting and in group devotion.  Towards the end of the confinement 

he was read ing Mahatma Gandhi 's My Experiments with Truth. 

Rajendra Chaudhry, hostage, was h is  son. He suffered from 
asthma attacks and needed special  medication. 

Eroni Goneyal i  was a Methodist pastor. Gunasagaran Gounder, 
52, had a medical degree from India and, while a hostage, attended 
to the various health problems of h is  fel low prisoners. Joe l i  Kalou 

had been held hostage with Chaudhry after the 1 98 7  coup but at 
that time they were in  captivity for only six days. 

Anup Kumar, 45, was a former school principal and through­
out captivity worried about his chi ldren's h igh school education, 
as schools had been considerably d isrupted during the political 
crisis .  Businessman Prince Gopal Lakshrnan was a diabetic who 

kept h imself busy thinking and reading. Ponipate Lesavua had 
been among the first to warn of the rise of the Taukei movement 
agam .  
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Vinod Maharaj was taken hostage on the day of h is  5 8th 

birthday. He had had a heart bypass operation and captivity saw 
him lose a l ot of weight. He spent his time fasting, praying and 
drinking kava with h is  captors. 

Deo Narain was a backbencher and reti red civi l  servant, 
while Nadi businessman Pradhuman Raniga, 53, spent h is time 
reading scriptures, fasting and praying. He l iked p hysical activity 
and spent time cleaning, mopping and sweeping the improvised 
hostage quarters. 

Shiu Sharan Sharma, 57, was a head teacher and Hindu priest. 
He officiated at morning and evening devotional services for the 
Indian hostages and provided scriptural guidance. Anand S ingh, 
50, was a lawyer and a keen social iser. He was seen smoking and 
taking kava with his captors in the few media images. Gyanendra 
S ingh was the deputy speaker and a lawyer by profession. 

Leo Smith ran an interisland shipping business. He fought the 
e lections as an independent and joined government i n  order to 
give a voice to the General Electors in  government. Mohammed 
Latif Subedar was a cane-farmers' activist from Vanua Levu .  

Muthu Swamy, a backbencher, trade unionist and  cane­
farmers' advocate, was another with a heart condition.  Joj i  
Uluinakauvadra had a heart problem and needed special  
medication and drugs. He was let out briefly for treatment but 
was then taken back in without his family members being a l lowed 
to see h im.  Ratu Mosese Volavola held the key portfol io of lands.  
Ratu Isire l i  Vuibau was a Suva businessman with a chequered 
pol itical career. He had served as Suva's mayor. 



Meeting Iny 
husband's captors 

Monday 1 0  July 2 0 0 0  

A t  the time i t  was easy for most t o  get into Parl iament. Unbeknown 
to the media, among those going were hostages' spouses. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, Tu pen i 's wife, tells o f  a visit: 

By chance a fr iend to ld  me that ch u rch m i n isters were go ing  i n to 

Pa r l i ament th ree t imes a week for evange l ica l  work i n  the new v i l l age 

at Pa r l i ament. I heard from chu rch workers that Liga i r i (some d ista nt  

re lat ion of my husband ) was aski ng about my p regnancy and  that  he  

was  qu i te keen to  see me, or  so  I was  to ld .  I thought  for a wh i l e  and 

decided i t  was  a good i dea to go i n  a nd have a look  for myse l f. 

On 1 0  J u ly I went i n  accompan ied by my c lose fr iend Lice a nd her  

husband Dan ie l ,  good fol ks and  we l l  p l aced i n  the Adventist Chu rch.  

I took the opportun i ty to buy more food and supp l ies tha n norma l ly 

accepted to take for my h usband  and h is col leagues. On a rriva l ,  my 

huge and  p rotrud i n g  stomach must have caught the eyes of a few. 

I met S im ione Ka itan i ,  now a cab i net m i n ister, in the corr idors of 

Pa r l i ament. I a l so met Ra ku i ta Vaka l a l abu re, or 0, a former c l assmate, 

who h ugged me and sa i d  he  was sorry that th is  had to happen to me. 

2 1 3  
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I rep l ied that I was deeply u pset with h im  as I expected a lot from h im  

a s  a former u n ivers ity mate. 

I was met by CRW officer and former nei ghbou r Apa ij i a  Waqan i boro, 

who gave me a sense of peace. Here was a man, I thought ,  who I cou l d  

trust. Waqa n iboro was  deeply rel i g ious a nd very k i n d  to  h is w ife 

Losa l i n i  and  h i s  ch i l d ren .  Waqan i boro took me stra i g ht to Lig a i r i .  On 

the way u p  to Liga i r i 's room,  I saw hostage Anand S ingh and gave h im  

a h uge  h ug .  God, was I so happy and re l ieved ; at l east I cou ld  g ive h i s  

wife a nd my best fri end Vi nay the good news. U p  to see L iga i r i on  the 

top floor, I saw two fam i l ia r  faces: Rab ic i  Sen i lo l i a nd Apen isa Sen i lo l i ,  

both ex  students of  m i ne at  Queen Victor ia School .  They came forwa rd 

to g reet me but I g uess d id not have anyth i ng  e lse to say. At the corner 

of the bu i l d i ng  I saw O's w ife, I thought she looked a mess, excessively 

fat and not put together. I wondered br i efly whether she was t i red of 

wa i ti ng for Q to come home - someth i ng  about the way she looked 

told me she was rea l ly  down.  

The myster ious 

com m a ndo 

l l ison i  Liga i r i .  

Matelita Ragogo 



M EET I N G  MY H USBAN D'S CAPTOR S  2 1 5 

I wa l ked i n to L iga i r i 's room and  Waqan i boro sa l uted and  left. I was 

g iven the most comfortab le  cha i r  and my fr iend Lice sat next to me. 

L ig a i r i is a gent leman but for 'The Cause'. Rea l ly, he was tota l ly out of 

p l ace. He to ld  me i n  no uncerta i n  terms how he d istrusted o ld F ij i a n  

leaders l i ke Mara and  o ld  a nd fa i led po l i t ic ians l i ke Duvu loco. He  had a 

hope that younger Fij i a ns who were 'c lea ner '  wou l d  take over the re i ns 

of power. On h i s  tab le  was a Fij i a n  B ib le, it looked so c lea n .  Everyth i ng 

about h i m  a nd  h is room was spotless. H is a rmy sanda l s  were c lean 

and sh i ny ;  the man was j ust u nbel ievab le. After spea k ing  with h im ,  

I retu rned home  conv inced tha t  i t  was  on l y  a matter of t ime before 

Tu pen i came home. There was someth i ng about  L iga i r i a nd  Waqan iboro 

that reassu red me that the captives wou l d  not d ie, not if they were 

there anyway. 

Later that day I wrote th is  to Tu pen i :  

'Dearest Tu , 

I have been here at Pa r l i ament to see Major  - I 'm  very very 

re l axed + at ease now - was ab le  to hug  Anand S i ngh  - I have 

taken the opportun ity to pass a new p i n k  sh i rt , some a pp les, 

cashew, b iscu i ts (2), m ixed fru i t, a nd can ned fru i ts - I hope you 

rema i n  in prayer. Major  L iga i r i  is deep in p rayer, a k ind  d i g n ified 

man. Ti l l  tomorrow, 

My love a nd  Prayers 

Una  

P.S./ This was  my first t r i p  to  Pa r l i ament - ! !  

P.S.S./ Ta ke e a  re o f  chest' 
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Thursday 13 July 2 0 0 0  

Extracts from Tupeni Baba 's Red Cross letters to his wife: 

J u ly 4: We were expect ing to be re leased , even yesterday as I u nderstand  

an  i n ter im adm i n istrat ion has  been a n nou nced. That cuts the g round  

on wh ich one stands a nd therefore ou r  bei ng  here does not make sense. 

The negotiat ions appear to have reached a dead end as a n  i nterim 

so l ut ion is i n  p lace. U nder the ci rcu msta nces, ou r  bei ng  here does not 

make sense . . .  Anyway, I hope good sense w i l l  p reva i l  so we cou l d  be 

re leased . As I a lways say, we w i l l  awa i t  God 's t ime. He knows best a nd 

he w i l l  preva i l  on a l l  concerned when the s ituat ion is r ig ht'. 

J u ly 7 :  I t's now Saturday morn i ng  and  no news of re l ease yet as 

expected yesterday. The reps of the GCC were meet ing here last n i g ht 

and  we were expectant. I g uess we w i l l  hear i n  the cou rse of th i ngs . . .  

I t  is d ifficu l t  say when exactly and  I guess we shou l d  ta ke i t  a day at a 

t ime as usua l  . . .  it shou ld n 't be long now . .  : 

J u ly 9 :  Today Sunday 9th is ou r  52nd day i n  captivity. I am  su re it is 

going to be a record for a ny ar rest of M Ps i n  the wor ld .  We, mean i ng 

Fij i ,  w i l l  soon enter  the Guinness Book of Records on th is  and  we w i l l  be 

i n  l i ne with other banana repub l i cs i n  the wor ld .  Other a rrested peop le  

i n  other  Afr ica n cou ntri es were not kept i n  the Pa r l i ament House l i ke 

ours. Anyway, that's for h istory and poster ity and ou r  peop le  here 
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w i l l  be the heroes of tomorrow for i t  . . .  Anyway, we a re wel l despite 

our  cond it ions. There's a defi n i te fee l i ng  we w i l l  be out next week, 

hopefu l ly early rather than  late. We a re look i ng  forwa rd to jo i n i ng 

ou r  fa m i l ies. As for me, I am  keener than most of them because of my 

spec ia l  s i tuat ion rega rd i n g  J u n io r'. 

Early on the morning of Wednesday 1 2  Ju ly n ine hostages were 
freed, leaving 1 8  sti l l  in the compound. Anup Kumar's wife, 
Kushma, confirmed her husband was home: 'He was real ly 
excited, kept doing most of the talk ing. Health-wise he's very 
good, he's lost a lot of weight.' 

Rumour suggested the rest of the hostages would come out 
on Thursday 1 3  Ju ly, but Joe Nata, who was showing s igns of 
becoming the bush lawyer he would need to be, reckoned mil itary 

fai lure to promulgate various decrees would torpedo the whole 
process. They were simply so far from rea l ity they seemed to 
believe Bainimarama 's pact with the devi l  had to be gazetted to 
be made legal .  

O n  Thursday the GCC met a t  the Barracks t o  discuss the 
accords. Ba inimarama told the council there were elements 'who 

have continued to harbour and fester havoc and disorder among 
our comm unities.  

'The capture of pol ice stations and police officers, the con­
struction of roadblocks and threats of public d isorder are not only 
not in the spirit of the accord but are not the manner in which the 
Taukei dea ls with these issues . . .  The remainder of the world has 
been keeping a very close watch on the developments in  Fi j i and 
our next steps wil l  d ictate what actions they wil l  take in response 
to the path that we will be tak ing. Our markets, education, and 
even our participation in international  peacekeeping could be 
j eopardised depending on which path we wi l l  be taking.' 
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The GCC named Josefa I loi lo the new president. He was 
79 years old and suffered from Parkinson's .  Speight saw I lo i lo's 
appointment as a win for 'The Cause' . The new vice-president 

was Jope Seni lo l i ,  the same man who Speight had phoned up to 
come over and swear in the Taukei government. Rabuka as GCC 
chairman denied they had capitulated to Speight. 

'He i s  free to enjoy his self-perceived victory. We've j ust 
resolved the crisis we were in .  The resolution is the victory. ' 

Most of the media were outside the cordon around Parl iament 
that Thursday 13 July afternoon.  The mi l itary snapped the bar­
ricades shut, a l lowing nobody in .  Because release rumours had 
been commonplace, only a smal l  part of the media group was 
inside the zone around Parl iament itself. Just before 4 pm Asha 
Lakhan phoned me to say the hostages were being released . 
Look ing around I could see nothing, so ran around to the other 
entrance to see two white Red Cross vehicles drive into the Ratu 
Sukuna Road entrance. For this long awaited end, only a handful 
of media watched. Over at the ceremonial entrance to Parl iament 
we could see the hostages for the first time. They looked gaunt 
and tired . John Scott was supervising the operation. At 4 . 1 1  pm 
the trucks drove out through the gates of Parl iament, clapped and 
cheered by their captors. The coup-plotters broke into s inging as 
i f  they regarded the event as a victory. The last of the men had 
been hostages for 55 days, five hours and 26  minutes. 

To see Chaudhry in  the d istance cl imbing into a l ittle white 
truck was a strongly emotional moment. This was big-time 

'breaki ng news' and every movement from the arr iva l of the 

trucks to the loading and then the leaving was accompanied by 
various grades of wire-stopping urgents. First out from AFP ( and 
no doubt similar on other wires) was a bul letin - all in red which 

rang bel ls in global newsrooms: 'SUVA - Deposed Fi j i Prime 
Minister handed over to Red Cross - AFP reporter at scene. '  I t  
was quickly fol lowed with another: 'SUVA - Deposed Fi j i  Prime 
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Minister Mahendra Chaudhry and 1 7  other pol itical hostages 
held in Parl iament since May 1 9  were freed Thursday - AFP 
reporter at the scene. '  

Feel ings were powerful a n d  l i ke a tremendous weight being 

l i fted; I had been coming to Suva since 1 975 and it's a p lace I 
had grown to embrace and the good people there were a lways 
welcoming to me. What had happened to it was not deserved, 
and it  was possible to believe the nightmare was now over. 
As the two trucks came out the entrance a young Austral ian 
photographer leapt into the back of one,  landing at Chaudhry's 

feet. As we fol lowed behind in cars we reached the roadblock 
Speight had been shot at, and the soldiers hau led her out of the 
truck . She was roundly cheered by all the others. The trucks, 
with the media behind, drove through Suva, down the h i l l  to the 
Red Cross headquarters on Gorrie Street. Radio stations were 
running the news l ive and dozens of people were coming out to 
wave and cheer. Rel ief was strong and could be tasted . Gorrie 
Street was partly blocked off but hundreds were pressing against 
the barricades wanting to welcome the hostages who were in the 
bui ld ing for reunion with family. 

Tipped off that Chaudhry would not speak there, we 
headed for his home. It was now after dark. We risked driving 
by Parl iament, which Speight and the gang were sti l l  holding. 
A victory party was underway. It sounded fu l l  of menace, a 

reminder that the crisis was not rea l ly over. 
As Chaudhry got to his  fair ly ord inary home at Suva Point, 

he picked up his granddaughter in h is  arms. Although he looked 
tired and unshaven, he was unbowed. Supporters cheered him 
and waved placards; a typ ical one read, 'Welcome home Mr 
Prime Minister. You are our PM. '  

Yes, he confirmed, he had been beaten : ' I  am a tough guy. I 
can take it . '  

He said he had found his fel low captors to be good company. 
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' In  many ways we were our own therapists. We used to take one 
day at a time. There were some anxious moments, I must say that.' 

That first night Chaudhry was vague about whether he bel ieved 

he would be prime minister, saying the priority was to end the 
suffering in F i j i  caused by the coup. On Saturday fol lowing 
release, h is  pol it ical i nstinct returned with a press conference on 
the front lawn of his  house. He demanded reinstatement of h is  
government, saying that to do otherwise would be to condone 
anarchy. 

'At a l l  costs we must uphold constitutional democracy. A 
voca l and violent minority holds the whole country ransom. 
In this moment of national crisis, the chal lenge before us is  to 
vigil antly defend our nation, i ts noble heritage of multiracial i sm, 
rel igious tolerance, human rights and constitutional government. 
Our commitment to these principles requ ires the reinstatement 
of the legitimate, democratical ly  elected People's Coal i tion 
Government. '  

He  said he was the elected leader of the country and he punched 
the table when he said the coup had cost Fi j i heavi ly :  'Who is 
going to pay the price for this ? There i s  widespread suffering, 
thousands of people have lost their  j obs, people are starving.'  

Chaudhry spoke at that press conference to the d istinctive 
background sound of rifle firing; the army were practising on the 
rifle range near his home. 

MP Ema Galea Tagicak ibau,  who had been warned of the 
pending coup but had taken i t  as a j oke, said another MP who had 

warned her vis ited them and told them if only they had l istened to 
what he had said, they would not be in  that state. ' I  must admit 
that there were too many Judases in the last Parl iament and there 
are sti l l  many around . The biggest lesson, however, is about 
human nature and the principles that we stand for, '  Ema said. 

She said  she was very upset when she thought of the parl ia­
mentarians who were planning the coup, knowing fu l l  well that 
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they had sworn oaths of al legiance to b e  fai th fu l  t o  the institutions 
they represented.  Those involved were mostly F i j ian parl iamen­
tarians who had sworn on the Holy Bible to be fa i thful  and bear 
true a l legiance 'according to law, so help me God' .  

Both politicians a n d  their partners had, i n  differen t ways, been hostages in 

the drama. Tupeni first: 

Prayer t ime was the on ly occasion we hostages were a l l owed to s it 

together a nd d iscuss what was supposed to be some theolog ica l top ic. 

Us i ng that as a cover we wou ld  ta l k  of va r ious pred ict ions about 

our poss ib le re lease. At fi rst, we used 1 987 as a ya rdst ick - we were 

he ld  for seven days - but seven days came and noth i ng  ha ppened. 

Then there was the other pred ict ion that i t  wou l d  happen as soon as 

Mara assumed emergency powers under the const itut ion ,  after the 

a ppo intment a nd then res ig nat ion of Tevita Momoedonu as act i ng  

pr ime m i n ister. Th is made i t  l eg a l ly poss ib le  for the p resident to 

take over a nd made us redu ndant ;  but noth i ng fol lowed from that. 

We then wa ited for the estab l ishment of the i nter im adm i n istrat ion 

u nder Oa rase but th is  passed and  sti l l  there was no  release. We were no 

longer  the government but it  was c lear Spe ight  wa nted to keep us for 

whatever desig n  - on ly he knew. 

Those of us who were re l i g ious tu rned to the cha r ismat ic Jay La l 

and  h i s  p rophesies, but  he tu rned out l i ke many others i n  the h i story 

of Chr ist i an ity to be a fa lse prophet h imse l f. We had rece ived the 

secreta ry-genera l  of the Commonwealth a nd the specia l UN envoy 

but noth i ng had flowed from that e i ther. Even the GCC, with a l l  i ts 

fa i l i ngs and  comprom ises, we cou l d  not ban k  on ,  even though  it was 

very important i n  the eyes of the peop le  Spe ight  was l isten i ng  to. The 

GCC had met severa l t i mes wh i l e we were i n  the comp lex and we kept 

hang i ng  our fa ith on i ts reso l u t ions as there i n  lay, we thoug ht, what 

m ig ht be the bas is  of ou r  re lease. 
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We had got to the stage that we beca me cyn ica l  of a ny p rom ise 

of re lease. Spe ight  was keen to demonstrate he was w i l l i ng to re lease 

us and  at the same t ime he had noth i ng e lse to offer as a ba rga i n . He 

had a l ready re leased the women M Ps i nc l ud i ng  Ka i l a  Na i l at i ka u ,  Ratu 

Ma ra 's daughter, but he  was no  longer dea l i ng with h im and now the 

dea l  had to be brokered w i th Ratu l l o i lo ,  the new president. 

Someti me past the 50 days of captiv ity we hea rd the GCC was 

meeti ng aga i n .  Two days before the meet ing our hopes were rek i nd led .  

We had been l isten i ng to the speeches at the va nua  ch iefs' meet i ng  a 

few days before but it gave us l i tt le encou ragement. I had  seen many 

ch iefs com i ng to that meet ing  but they seemed more concerned 

w i th the i r pol i t ica l  agendas and they did not ra ise the issue of ou r  

release. I became d isenchanted and  wondered to  myse lf  whether they 

wou l d  be any d i fferent to the GCC. I sa id  to myse l f  that I shou ld  not 

commun i cate my sceptic ism to the others as I was expected to p rovide 

encou ragement to the g roup. 

A day before the meeti ng ,  we cou l d  sense a new sense of a nx iety 

a nd we cou l d  not work out  what  it was. The activ i t ies i n  the comp lex 

ro l l ed on as usua l  and  now that we were a l l  together i n  one p l ace, 

provided some g reater sense of secu r ity especia l ly to our I nda-F ij i a n  

M Ps. The  smok ing  g roup  outs ide the  porch took a l ive l i e r  tu rn.  I do  not 

smoke but I jo i ned them for the compa ny. We s lept that n i g ht fa i r ly 

late; our thoughts were at home w i th our fam i l ies. That was the 55th 

day of our captiv ity and it was 1 2  Ju ly, 2000. I g l a nced at my d ia ry 

wh ich I had gua rded jea lously from the secur i ty, and  wrote on the page 

' NOTH I NG  HAPPEN I N G  TODAY! '  

Next day, the day of  the GCC meeti ng ,  we fi n ished brea kfast and  

we were gett ing  to  about  l u ncht i me when we saw some movements i n  

t he  com p lex. A meet ing  was be i n g  he l d  w i t h  Speig ht. After some t i me, 

Spe ight  advised that we wou l d  be rel eased immediate ly. A sense of 

ca l m  fe l l  on me and I cou l d  see from the express ions of our co l l eagues, 

i nc l ud i ng a M usl im  MP from Labasa, Mohammed Lat if Subeda r, who 

had been s i ck  for the l ast few days, that they were fee l i ng  psycho log ica l  
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and  emotiona l  rel ease. We embraced and  shook hands at  th i s  news but  

we rea l ised we were sti l l  i n  the i r  hands and  anyth i ng  cou ld  happen 

u nt i l  we were out and away from the com p lex. 

The news fi l te red th rough  the comp lex very q u ick ly a nd even the 

Nat iona l ist-Tako Lava sect ion with l l iesa Duvu loco a nd others, who had 

been outspoken aga i nst ou r  re l ease, jo i ned us a l l . We q u ick ly m ixed 

some kava a nd as we d ra n k  we were rem i nded of our Fij i a n  p rotoco ls 

wh ich our I nda-Fij i ans  a lso appreciated. We were s itt ing  together, 

hostages and  ou r  captors, passi ng a round  bowls of yaqona or kava and  

observ ing  ou r  re lat ionsh i p  i n  the sequence kava is offered and  d runk  

and  t he  c l app ing  t h a t  fol l ows each servi ng .  

We were a l l  there :  Speig ht, Li g a i r i ,  Duvu loco and  h is g roup  and 

a l l  M Ps :  Cha udh ry and I and  a l l  ou r  rema i n i n g  M Ps, and  as I l ooked 

a round I cou l dn 't he l p  see ing  our secu r ity peop le  whom we had come 

to know. Most had removed their ba laclavas. Sudden ly, trad i t iona l  cobo 

or c la pp i ng  broke out, s ig n a l l i n g  a p resentat ion .  Most of us sat on the 

floor, i n  accordance with custom.  

Duvu l oco made a presentat ion.  I n  front of h im was a bund l e  of  

waka or kava roots. Th is was  a i  bu l ubu l u ,  a pub l i c  a po logy. Duvu loco's 

e loquence showed h is trad i t iona l  connect ion to the a nc ient va nua  

of Verata. H is ratu had u rged the ch iefs at  the GCC to suspend the 

meet ing  u nt i l  we were re leased. Th is was not lost on Duvu loco. He 

spoke and sought our a pology i n  accordance with custom for a l l  that 

had happened over the last 56 days. He  u rged our u nderstand i ng of 

what had happened i n  the l i g ht of what Fij i a ns ho ld  dear to the i r  

hea rts a nd expressed the hope that a g reater u nderstand i ng  of these 

issues shou l d  g u ide futu re governments in Fij i .  

For a moment everyth i ng stood sti l l . Duvu l oco's vo ice a nd i ts 

e loquence soothed ou r  emotions, even if on ly  for the moment. The 

kava was served a nd in accordance with custom we d rank  first a nd 

Speig ht, L iga i r i ,  Duvu loco a nd others d ran k  as wel l .  Kava and custom 

has brought  us together. I thought how th is wou ld  look from the eyes 

of a n  outsider. I rejected the thought ;  we were not outs iders, we had 
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to ca rve ou r  re lat ionsh i ps the way it makes sense to us. It was a day to 

remember !  

The truck pu l led u p  and  we were ready to hop aboard .  There was 

hugg i ng  and handshak i n g ;  some cou l d  not conta i n  the i r tea rs. Sa 

mace, sa mace, (goodbye) they chanted as we left for the Red Cross 

headqua rters. 

The c l app ing  and  the shout ing  as we passed people on the road 

echoed th rough  Suva and in a moment we were at the Red Cross. Ou r  

re lat ions were advised to  wa i t  at home. We  looked expectant ly for ou r  

loved ones. At  the  Red  Cross we went  throug h  med ica l  exam i nat ion 

and  debriefi ng .  We were then d r iven to ou r  homes. 

E ight  Davi la  P lace was ooz ing  with fresh flowers. I knew I was 

home. U na was extraord i n a ri ly  b ig  with J un i or. Mela looked as i f  she 

m ight  j ust j ump, the excitement on her  i n nocent face s im ply l ifted my 

sp i r i ts. She had g rown ta l l er. 

Other re lat ions were there. My son Peter was ca l l i ng from Nad i  on 

h i s  way out to the States. He  wanted h is son ,  who was due  to be born 

a few weeks later, to ca rry my surname ;  I ag reed g lad ly. Ra ij e l i  a nd 

Vi l i ame, my daughter and son from my first ma rr iage,  had  heard I was 

back and a rrived home i n  no t i me. My brother La is iasa had a l ready set 

in motion ce lebrat ions for the who le  c l an ,  my Vatumabu C la n .  

The  presence outs ide of  members of  the med ia and  the consta nt 

phone ca l ls from journa l ists rem i nded me of the our  pol i t ica l  s ituat ion 

and its conti n u i ng  cha l lenges but I sa id to myself, a l l  that w i l l  have 

to come second to savour i ng  th is  moment with my fam i ly and  loved 

ones. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba: 

For the 56 days, we wa i ted for the news of release. It came very c lose 

to happen i ng a few t imes. I made su re ou r  home at 8 Davi l a  P lace, 

Doma i n ,  was kept fresh with flowers in case Tupen i  came home. The 
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flower ar ra ngements from t he  flor ist M rs Nagera over t ime  gave way 

to my own creat ions ;  th i s  was out of necessity as the rea l i ty that ou r  

h usbands were not pa id  dawned on me. Tupen i and  I share a love of  

flowers so  I made  su re tha t  each t ime  there was  some h i nt of  the i r  

com ing  home, I wou ld  be prepared, w ith ou r  home decked out with a 

n u mber of a rra ngements. 

On that day, I had a m i l d  headache. I had been we l l  a l l  th rough  the 

first 55 days a nd then on that day I fe l t  sick. The o rdea l had j ust d rawn 

itse lf  out and  was  s low ly  ta k i ng  i t s  to l l ,  and  I was  fee l i ng  bu rnt out .  

Later i n  the day, after the usua l  t r ip  to Red Cross at  1 2  pm ,  I went 

down to the c ity centre. I had  a face massage and  a ped icure and  then 

reti red home. The face massage he l ped reduce the headache a l i tt le , 

and the ped icu re did a lot  of good to my swe l l i n g  feet, a rem i nder that 

I was e ight  months heavy to our J un ior. Back home, Sem i  was cook ing  

d i n ner as usua l .  

Later i n  the afternoon,  at 6 pm o r  thereabouts, I rece ived a ca l l  from 

Sp i ke Pa rada rath .  He was lett i ng  on ear l ier  i n  the day that the re lease 

m i ght j ust happen today. The ca l l  s im ply sa id : 'They a re here ! ' I put  the 

phone down immed iately a nd made my way to the door, as fast as I 

cou l d  ca rry my heavi ly p regnant  se lf. I d rove down as qu ick ly as I cou ld ,  

on ly  to  be tu rned back. Gor r i e  Street was  cordoned off by the po l i ce 

by the t ime I a rrived. I tu rned a round and went back home, u pset. I 

decided there was no po int  i n  my gett i ng  c loser as my cond it ion wou ld  

not have enab led me to push my way th rough  the crowd that had 

pushed a nd tumb led its way there - a comb i nat ion of the med ia and 

supporters come to record and  cheer  the deposed m i n isters' return .  

At home and a few hours later, ou r  necks popp i ng  out the w i ndows 

for a ny sound  of a veh ic le on the d rive, Tupen i  a rr ived in a Red Cross 

veh ic le .  He ca me with Me l i  Bog i l eka, another deposed m i n ister who 

l ived not fa r from us. Tu pen i looked pa le ,  had lost we ight but was i n  

good sp i r i ts. He wore a b l ue  a nd ye l low bu la sh i rt I h ad  bought h im  

wh i l e  on t h e  e lect ion campa ign  tra i l .  I cou l d  see stra i gh t  away that 

he a ppea red a l i tt le d isor iented. My friend M ita was at home with 
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me, with two of Tu pen i 's closest re lat ions, L it ia Bat iwa le and  Sere ima 

Nasi lasi l a .  H i s  sister Vaseva a rrived short ly after Tu pen i ,  a nd the med ia  

ca me soon after. 

The fee l i ng  that I fe l t  that day I ca n 't  q u i te record on paper ;  suffice 

it to say that my headache left a nd a deep ca l mness descended on  

me and ou r  home .  Yes, he  was  home. I remember Me la  look i ng  ha rd 

at Tu pen i  as if to expect someth i ng d i fferent. At 1 2 , I am  su re th is 

return and the ordea l was someth i ng that  had ca rved its own mark  on 

her young l ife. Today I st i l l  remember look ing  throug h  h is sm i l es that 

even i ng .  There was someth i ng  about i t  that to l d  me they were a cover 

for a deep h u rt . . .  of a man  whose l ife and  d reams for h is country 

had j ust been trashed once aga i n !  I qu iet ly thought ,  th is exper ience 

must take i ts tol l ;  but pushed the thoug ht  to the back of my m i nd a nd 

decided j ust to breathe a sigh ,  a heavy sig h of re l i ef for the moment. 

Such moments a re a rem i nder that l ife ought  to be celebrated and 

cou l d  not be taken for g ranted . That  every t ime one leaves the door, i t  

was worth every m i nute and effort to h ug them with loads of love. But 

for the moment, I was j ust e lated , si m ply e lated i n  the thought that he 

was a l ive a nd safe i n  the comfort of our home. 

Chaudhry was free but Bainimarama never gave h im his  job  back, 
rais ing the question of whose coup had done what. M uch later 
the courts in Fij i got around to deciding that Bainimarama had 
no authority to overrule the constitution, but by that  point  i t  was 
entirely academic. Speight's par l iament without the hostages was 

turned into some kind of cheap dosshouse where the new heroes 
of the indigenous ea use trashed i t .  

A couple of days later he set out to honour the part of the 
deal that required him to hand over the RFMF weapons he had.  
Speight he ld open day at Parl iament with the weapons la id out  
to be handed over to a gri m-faced Tarakin ik in i .  There were 76 
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machineguns, M16  and  Uz i  assault  r i fles and  sidearms, as wel l  
a s  ammunition, claymores, teargas canisters a n d  grenades. Much 
less ammunition seemed on display than had been seen during the 
5 6 days and, in  keeping with lack of planning or forethought, he 
was not giving everything he had back. 

Speight was particularly triumphant inside the compound, 
being treated as a national hero. He came over to me at one point 
and wanted to engage in the kind of conversation one might have 

with a rival cricket captain  after a match.  He had l ittle idea what 
he had done and seemed perplexed that people did not l ike h im.  

He had another feast to share with his audience when his  

rebels seized the corpse of an unfortunate supporter, Kol in io 
Tabua.  The 24-year-old Tai levu subsistence farmer had been 
wounded in shootings in Parl iament on 4 Ju ly and had died a 

week later. Speight demanded he be buried in the grounds of 
Parl iament, on the slope leading up to the main chamber. Around 
3000 people turned out for the protracted funeral rites, which 
included a Methodist service and was presided over by Speight. 
Ligair i  ha i led Tabua as a 'true martyr' to 'The Cause'. Draped 

in tapa c loth, h is  coffin was carried by pal lbearers to the grave. 
Many of the thousands then moved in to sit beside the body as 
the last rites were read,  watched by Tabua's distressed widow 
and mother. Just before he was buried the casket was wrapped in 
trad itional sleeping mats made out of the leaves of the pandanus 
tree. It was l i fted into the tomb. Much later people suspected the 
grave was booby-trapped but I was right beside it, and it wasn't. 

As this happened the unelected prime minister, Qarase, had 
his  'Blueprint for the protection of Fi j ian and Rotuman r ights and 
interests, and the advancement of their development' publ ished, 
deta i l ing a range of pol i tical, employment,  financial ,  tax and 
education privi leges proposed for the 5 1  percent of the population 
who are indigenous. 

' [The plan]  is  to safeguard the paramountcy of [ indigenous 
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people's] interests in our multiethnic and multicultural society,' 
it reads. 

'The Ca use' had won, even if  they disagreed with the method. 
A couple of days after the hostages were freed Speight and 

the gang moved out of Parl iament. Shortly after I went i nside. A 
misty rain was slowly l i fting over burnt out cars, rubbish, broken 
cha irs, stray dogs and a once beautiful complex of wooden 
bui ldings that had been trashed. A white l imousine, l icence 
plate PMOO l ,  was untouched, but its tyres deflated. Through the 
drama hundreds of people had turned offices into campsites, dug 
up the grounds to cook p igs and taro and everywhere they drank 
kava and then used the rooms, and anywhere else, to shit  and p iss 
on Fi j i 's democracy. The parl iamentary l ibrary was turned into a 
laundry where clothes hung from books to dry. The water pooled 
everywhere and the place stank of rotting food. 

I n  the debating chamber the marvellous masi or tapa was 
torn and parts stolen, and the mace, wh ich had been Cakobau's 
war c lub, was gone. Broken glass was scattered across the floor. 
In several  p laces Speight's people had smashed floorboards, 
looking for secret tunnels. A handful of people moved through 
the complex, si lent, shocked and saddened. Army engineers 
arrived and asked people to leave as they checked for explosives 
and arms. Parl iamentary Secretary-General Mary Chapman, an 
otherwise ebul l ient, powerful character, looked broken by the 
rape of her pride and joy:  ' It's sad, real ly sad .  It's quite sad to see 
it the way it  is now, compared with what it was before. A lot of 
damage has been done. '  

Marieta R igamoto, a hostage for 37  days, returned to look 
at the damage. 'I 'm glad I 've come and put a lot of ghosts to 

rest . . .  I slept here, on the floor, and I held hands with Lavin ia  
Padarath so that  we would know that  we were together and safe,' 

she said. 
Nailatikau, hostage Koi la Nail atikau's husband and soon to 



F R E E D O M  2 2 9  

be  parl iamentary speaker, was  emotional .  ' I 've been coming here 
for a whi le on other occasions and it is not a great fee l ing today. 
This is a sad occasion. '  

Many people bel ieved it could never be used again,  that the 6 1  
days o f  desecration had been too profound. 

Speight's gang moved into the Kalabu Fi j ian School on the 
banks of the Nasinu River, j ust off the King's Road to Nausori . 

In gangster style, complete with armed bodyguards. Speight took 
lunch one day at an old house cal led The Cottage which served 
Indian fare to business di strict workers. He went over to the 
Centra where the international media were staying and ran into 
a group of reporters who included Lakhan and the Daily Post's 
Josephine Prasad. She had been in Parl iament the day Speight 
seized it, and for a t ime she was a prisoner in the chamber too, 
paying a tough personal price for it .  Speight angri ly told us he 

d id not want to be cal led a terrorist any more and said 'cu ltural ly 
sensitive' language should be used. 

' I  am aski ng you all, with respect, to stop using that from 
today. I have all of the chiefs of this country behind me. Every 
time you ca l l  me that, you i nsult them as well . . .  Please stop using 
the word 'rebel ' ,  after a l l  we have been granted amnesty, we are 
free people . '  

Prasad asked h im what he wanted to  be  cal led. 
'Cal l  me a crusader for Fi j ian interests and rights in  my mother 

country. ' 
Prasad said that was a very elevated title. 
'You make of it what you wi l l , '  Speight snapped. He saw 

h imself as a k ingmaker as Bainimarama and Qarase struggled 
with the continuing business of coming up with an interim 
cabinet. He attended the swearing- in of the new president 
and vice-president and said he was a lso involved in  discussions 
on a new l ine-up for the government. He was pushing the 

prime ministership for Samanunu Cakobau, who was Fi j i 's high 
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Back at Pa r l i ament  a fter the cou p  - Cha udh ry in a med ia doorstop ;  the Daily 

Posts Joseph i ne  Prasad bes ide h i m. Michael Field 

commissioner to Malaysia, and granddaughter of Seru Cakobau .  

Her  behaviour was  questionable at best. She had left her  post 
several times and returned to Suva and was seen with Speight 
in  Parl iament. Her mention was seen by Deputy Prime Minister 
Epeli  Nai lat ikau - himself a Cakobau - as crucia l  evidence that 
the coup had been about a naked grab for power by one tribal 
group:  'Now the truth has come out.' 

Former MP Esi ra Rabuno said Cakobau was unfit for govern­

ment, having met Speight in Parl iament during the hostage crisis. 
'To many law abiding and responsible Fij i citizens, Adi Samanunu's 
questionable role and activities with respect to Speight's overthrow 
of the Coal ition Government, have damaged her standing for 
national leadership role based on the rule of  law and constitutional 
government. '  

Speight wanted his nominees to have the finance, home 
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affai rs, Fi j ian affai rs, lands a n d  justice portfol ios .  Constitutional 
democracy was finished: ' It  will be very, very different from the 
constitutional democracy, Commonwealth-style you've seen in 
the last 30 years. That is  out, that's finished . '  

Speight quickly discovered the new rea l ities when the govern­
ment was named and only one of his minor supporters had 
a p lace in the l ine-up .  'They are tread ing on some dangerous 
ground. It wil l  result in a backlash.  I think some of the people 
are trying to do me in and they are going to meet with some very 
strong res istance . '  

Reaction was not  long in coming. On  Wednesday 1 9  Ju ly I lo i lo  
was to have sworn in 20 new min isters and 12 assistant min isters 
inc luding Qarase at a Borron House ceremony at 11 am. As the 

planned new ministers gathered in a tent, minus nine of them who 
had not shown up, Qarase announced: 'Ladies and gentlemen 
. . .  regrettab ly His Excel lency the President Ratu Josefa I lo i lo is 

indisposed this morning. He is  resting at home. So regrettably, the 
swearing- in ceremony is deferred unti l further notice. '  

Joe  Nata warned that there would be  trouble if  the new 

government was appointed. 'If they swear in the government it 
wi l l  lead to civil war. I t  is  not an empty threat . '  

If  Speight could not  read the  signs that his time was  up,  the 
mi l itary spelt it out on Monday 24 July when they said they were 
'extremely concerned' at what was going on at the Kalabu School, 
which had been turned into an encampment that resembled the 
kind of war parties seen in  the nineteenth century. Speight's 
occupation was doing noth ing for the education of Fi j ian chi ldren 

either. 'The RFMF continues to be extremely concerned that 
civi l ians are sti l l  in i l legal possession of firearms and ammunition 
and has conc luded that with the occupation of Kalabu by the 
George Speight rebel group, their i l legal activities along the Suva­
Nausori corridor now pose a risk to the people in the corridor, '  a 
mi l itary statement sa id.  



Desert Island 
Wednesday 2 6  July 2 0 0 0  

O n  the wet n ight of Wednesday 26 Ju ly, with much o f  Suva 

blacked out, Speight, Nata , lawyer Tevita Bukarau and a minder 

were driving out of Kalabu towards Tamavua, one of Suva's 

upper class suburbs, where the gang planned to relocate. At a 

barricade the mi l i tary grabbed them after what Tarak in ik in i  sa id 

were threats on I loi lo's l i fe and fa i lure to return mi litary arms. 

'Those have not been fully accounted for and the mi l itary decree 

granted was conditional upon the safe return of a l l  the arms. '  

He also cited the  i l legal use  of bodyguards: 'We cannot have 

private mi l itias operating around the country. ' 

Assistant Pol ice Commissioner Moses Driver sa id Speight 

was being held in the sprawl ing mi l itary headquarters on minor 

charges including unlawfu l  assembly, consorting with people 
i l lega l ly armed and with burying a body - that of Kol inio Tabua 

- outside a designated burial site .  More was to come: 'We are 

investigating the major crime of treason.' 

Soldiers returned to Kalabu School at 6 . 1 5  am next day, 

where, accord ing to Tarakinik ini ,  'some of the remains of George 

Speight supporters were holed up . . .  The group  have terror ised 

the residents in the area, stolen goods from various shops and 

privately owned vegetable gardens, basica l ly creating fear  and 

anxiety in the area . '  They seized 369 men, including Ligair i  and 

2 3 2  
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the police commiss ioner's brother Josefa Savua and found the 
parl iamentary mace, stolen computers and porn. 

'This crisis has dragged on for too long and there have been 
so many excuses used in the name of indigenous Fi j ians that have 

rea l ly embarrassed and brought shame to Fij ians,'  Tarakinikini  
said.  'We cannot a l low people of a criminal  tendency to use the 
cause of the indigenous Fi j ians for their own selfish ends. We wi l l  
ensure the country's return to normalcy is as quick as possible. '  

Timoci Si latolu and Metuisela Mua were picked up elsewhere. 
The mi l itary approach was rugged; one man died from the effects 
of teargas and 40 others were in j ured . The perceived bruta l i ty 
and the repudiation of the amnesty so outraged the Naitasiri 
paramount chief Inoke Takiveikata that he vowed to take 
revenge. 

With Speight out of the way, swearing in a new government 
went ahead. I lo i lo warned that continued sharp divisions among 
ethnic Fi j ians vying for power were endangering national unity. 
'The Fi j ian people themselves, in the various vanua, have become 
divided. This national objective of forging one nation wil l  not be 

possible if Fi j ians begin to break up into separate groups based on 
provincia l  and other a l legiances. '  

Just one Indian, George S h i u  Raj ,  was in the 20-strong 
cabinet with eight associate ministers and ranked last. The new 
agriculture minister was Apisai Tora : coups were good for his 

flagging career. I noke Tak iveikata was named but he qu it over the 

fai lure of Samanunu Cakobau to get a job .  
New finance min ister Jone Kubuabola had gr im news: the 

economy would, in  that financial year, fal l  1 5  percent, 'the largest 
decl ine in our nation's h istory' .  This would be on the back of 
growth of 3 . 8  percent under Chaudhry. Tourist arrivals would 
fal l  50 percent, inflation would rise to 5 percent and more than 
6000 people had lost their jobs .  Tough cost-cutting was needed to 
survive, including a 1 2 .5  percent slash in  pay for civil servants. 
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Near Navuso in Naitasiri  on 8 August, a mi l itary patrol 
of 1 0  sold iers and a pol iceman was ambushed; a soldier and a 
pol iceman died and three sold iers were wounded. Five rebels, it  

was bel ieved, were using RFMF stolen weapons. The policeman 
was Corporal Raj Kumar, who was beaten to death . 

'This is cold-blooded murder,' Tarakin ik in i  said .  'There's no 
doubt a bout i t  . . .  This i s  a small  renegade gang, remnants of  
what  a lready has been apprehended . '  

Speight supporters began again the  harassment of  Indians in 
Labasa, whi le in Savusavu an Air Fi j i  p lane was seized. Its two 
New Zealand pi lots, Maurice Parsons and James Henry, were 
held for 24 hour s  at Liga ir i 's home vi l lage of Nabalebale and were 
released unharmed with no demands made. Air  New Zealand 
decided it would overfly F i j i  'because of  the current pol itical 

A burnt-out I nd i an  fa m i ly 
home on the  Rewa R iver 

ba n k. 

Michael Field 
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situation' .  Rebels in Labasa continued to  terrorise Indians and 
take hostages, whi le the power station on Viti  Levu was sti l l  
in rebel hands. Asha Lakhan and AFP photographer Wi l liam 

West got through to the remote and beautiful Dreketi Val ley on 
Vanua Levu and discovered an Indian community in terror. Of 
the 90,000 people l iving in the area, 60,000 were Indian. Rice 
crops had been destroyed and Fi j i 's authorities had abandoned the 
region's Indians to their fate. 

'We l ive here in so much fear,' said one farmer, ' it's better if 
they k i l l  us . '  

The road from Labasa went through breathtaking scenery 
and passed through Seaqaqa, where Mara owned a farm. Speight 
supporters had set fire to the bui ldings and burnt the crops. At a 
roadblock c lose to Dreketi, around a dozen Fi j ian men searched 
cars, and when asked why they were taking this action, one 
said, 'We want our land back . '  One woman sa id  that when she 

protested to ra iders that she would be left with nothing, she was 
told it did not matter. 'What are you doing here, go back to India, '  
they told the 5 6-year-old. 

'We have to get out of this situation; we have to find some way 
out. We cannot carry on l ike this, '  the woman said. 

'We are so scared, no one comes over to the shop these days,' 
said one rice farmer who owned a roadside business. 'These are 
people who used to be friendly, and now they've changed. '  

Women and chi ldren spent the ir  days h iding in  dry river 
beds, or among trees on the river banks. On sighting a strange 
vehicle men ran off to jo in their wives. By five o'clock people 
were holed up in their shuttered homes, l iv ing in  hopelessness and 
frustration . 

At the end of July the mi l i tary announced that Nukulau, near 
Suva, was the new house of detention for Speight, Nata, Si latolu, 
Ligair i ,  Mua and several  others. Nukulau and the neighbouring 
is land of Makuluva were off-l imits, and remain so five years 
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A covert photo of George Speight  deta i ned on N u ku l a u  I s l and .  Permanent  

fac i l i t ies have  si nce been bu i l t. AFP Photo 

on. For Fi j i 's Indians it was richly i ronic: Nukulau had been the 
quarantine station earl ier generations had been forced to stay in 
before going onto the sugar l ines. Del inquent boys used to be kept 
on Makuluva but it was closed because the inmates would often 
try to swim for freedom and end up bashed to death on a reef, or 
taken by tiger sharks. 

On the way out to Nukulau aboard a navy boat Speight said 
he was attacked, receiving a sharp blow to the back of his  head 
from what he bel ieved was a r i fle butt, and was abused in  Fi j ian 
before being severely beaten . 

'The abuse included s lapping, p unching, kicking and the use 
of r ifle butts to the head, face, neck, back, chest and stomach, '  he 
said, adding that the officer leading the assault 'went through us 
one by one many times. At t imes the abuse on us was carried out 
s imultaneously by two, three and four  soldiers. One soldier took 

pleasure in holding my head down with his boot from behind me 

on numerous occas ions. ' 
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Other Speight supporters were locked up  at a police academy 
on Queen Elizabeth Drive while hundreds of their p itiful fami l ies, 

facing poverty, gathered outside the chainmail  fence hoping to see 
their men . The first 1 50 appeared the fol lowing Monday in the 

Suva Magistrates' Court on charges of un lawfu l  assembly. They 
a l l  p leaded not gui lty and were bailed for $50.  The processing 
would take years .  

A new r itual  descended on Suva. Each t ime Speight came to 
court it was a complex and at t imes d isruptive operation . The 
inmates would be picked up, often before dawn, from Nukulau 
and brought i nto Walu  Bay naval  base on the western s ide of 
Suva. The men would be put aboard a distinctive red ' riot bus' 
which had a platform on top where teargas-equipped police 
cou ld  operate . At Government Bui ldings, a two- and three-storey 

The N u ku l a u  I s l and  pr isoners a rrive for a cou rt hear ing at Govern ment  

Bu i l d i ngs. Michael Field 
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concrete complex that housed the courts, armed soldiers would 
be atop the roof while police, slowly returning to something of a 

law and order function, would control access to the bui ld ings and 
keep the handful  of Speight supporters across the road .  A crucial 
p iece of publ ic order equipment was deployed: a long, thick rope 
strung out around Government Bui ld ings. For a while i t  was 
manned at strategic interva ls by policemen but socia l  tra in ing 
took over and its mere presence, with i ts undisclosed special 
powers, became deterrence enough. 

On Friday 1 1  August in the Suva Magistrates' Court Speight 
and two CRW men, Vi l imone Tikotani  and Jitoko Soko, were 
charged with treason and intending 'to levy war'. I t  was the 
beginning of a j udicial process that shows l ittle sign of flagging 
after five years. Deali ng with Speight would turn out to be 
relatively easy, a lthough many a p loy and h itch was to come. First 
off the j udicial rank was the a lways i rritable Chief Magistrate 
Salesi Temo, who sat in a sma ll ,  uncomfortable courtroom 
with wooden benches, l i ttle room and no air conditioning. The 
prisoners arrived at holding cel ls  downsta irs and came up through 
the stai rs to stand around, often with members of the publ ic while 
waiting for things to get underway. Speight sometimes got to go 
outside with his girlfriend Torika Rawlinson . 

At times Temo acted as if he was dealing with moderately 
serious driving offences, ru l ing at one point that wives and 
girlfriends of Speight and the prisoners on Nukulau could mark 
Father's Day with them on Nukulau. Temo did not pay for the act 

of generosity, Fij i taxpayers did.  Temo tossed out an attempted 

murder charge against Isoa Raceva Karawa over the shooting 
which had wounded a television cameraman. He said Karawa 
was covered by the Immunity Decree granted Speight's gang. 
The state appea led his action and in  the High Court Justice Peter 
Surnam ru led that the immunity deal Speight had signed had been 
breached by their fa i lure to return stolen mi l itary arms. 
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' I f  there has  been a fai lure by  the Speight group to  return a l l  
the weapons, ordnance and  stores then, i n  my j udgement, th is 
wil l  indicate a fundamental breach of the conditions of the accord 
which in turn wi l l  mean the p rovisions of the Immunity Decree 
would not operate . '  

Karawa was sent to tria l  and eventual ly convicted.  Surnam's 
Monday 2 October rul ing was crucial and must have sounded l ike 
a death knell  on a capital charge . 

The court system was l ike some kind of badly played tennis  
match with a serve and smash fol lowed by pained appeals to 
j udges and umpires, on many and varied motions, including an 
appl ication for a writ  of habeas corpus ( Speight and Nara qu ickly 
developed as prison lawyers ) ,  which even the most arcane l awyers 
found ted ious. I t  was not as if any of the l awyers were making 

much money either; the prosecution were civi l  servants earning 
less than the expense accounts of some of the j ournal i sts covering 
the courts. When international legal prosecution arrived, i t  was 
often on pro bono or basic fees. Defence lawyers were stuck 
with poor c lients, most notably bankrupt George Speight. For 

the diminishing band of reporters trying to cover i t  a l l ,  in the 
rosy hope that l ight and truth might emerge, it  was to be a 
keen disappointment; fu l l  notebooks and nothing to write. For 
the magistrates and judges involved, it  was an opportunity, not 
a lways grabbed, to restore the tarnished record of the j udiciary 
over the action of Chief Just ice Timoci Tuivaga and fel low j udges 
Daniel Fatiaki and Michael Scott in helping write up mi l i tary 
decrees used to dump the constitution . 

As the Speight hearing was proceeding in the nearby H igh 

Court, Justice Michael Scott gave the go-ahead for genera l 
elections. The lobby group Citizens Constitutional Forum ( CCF) 
had chal lenged the constitutional basis of the elections. When it 
original ly came to court before Fatiaki CCF sought to have him 
disqual ified, saying he had joined Tuivaga and Scott in helping the 
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Fij i 's H i g h  Cou rt j ustices : Nazhat  Sha meem, Anthony Gates, Peter Su rman ,  

Devendra Path i k  a nd Ch ief J ustice S i r  Ti moci Tuivaga ,  at  Pa r l i ament's 200 1 
open i ng .  Michael Field 

mil itary. Two other j udges, John Byrnes and Nazhat Shameem, 
swore affidavits against Fatiaki ,  now chief j ustice. He removed 
h imself from the electoral case, saying in  his rul i ng that the High 
Court made Hamlet's Denmark look l ike 'a hol iday camp'. 

The prel iminary manoeuvring reached another mark on 
1 1  October when treason charges agai nst n ine soldiers were 
dropped. The appearance before Terno saw the arrival on the 
scene of a Christchurch and Hong Kong based Queen's Counsel, 
Gerard McCoy. Part funded by the New Zealand Government, 
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and a lso heavily out  of h is  own pocket, McCoy was  to  be  one of 
a number of lawyers drawn not only by the not ion of the need for 
j ustice, but by the fascination of prosecuting something as rare as 

treason . 
McCoy told Temo that the treason charges against the n ine 

' foot soldiers, highly d isc ip l ined members of a mi l itary force' 
would be dropped and whi le the men could walk out of the dock, 
they would go straight into mi l i tary custody. 'They wi l l  face 
serious charges l ike mutiny, desertion and larceny of arms . '  

One of the problems i n  putting them up on a treason charge 
was that the offence did not a l low the defence of fol lowing higher 
orders or duress, but they could plead this before mi l itary justice. 

'The mi l i tary wi l l  deal with them, this is a whol ly adequate 
circumstance. '  



New coup 
Thursday 2 November 2 0 0 0  

B y  early October 2000 rumours of another uprising were mount­

ing, but the problem with Fi j i  rumours was that they were half  

r ight half  the t ime.  Security was markedly i ncreased around 

Ba inimarama's home. The official  residence was at the top end 

of Ratu Sukuna Drive, overlooking USP and next to the New 

Zealand High Commission residency. Rumours were specific: 

senior army officers and chiefs sti l l  loyal to Speight were expected 

to lead the uprising on 1 0  October, Fi j i 's thirtieth anniversary 
of independence. The day passed ca lmly with Qarase making a 

speech saying Fi j ians wanted 'better and stronger' guarantees that 
they, and not Indians, would control the nation .  

'No one condones the coup,  and the perpetrators are now 

being dealt with according to law. But the genera l feel ing among 

Fij ians is that there must be better and stronger guarantees for 

ind igenous F i j i ans to be in  control of thei r  pol itical destiny . . .  

Fi j ians feel i nsecure about their political future in  their country in  

which they own more than  83  percent of the  l and,  and Fi j i is the 

only country in  the world they can cal l  their homeland. They need 

more than constitutiona l  protection. They want to be in  control 

of pol icy making in  government. '  
On 20 October Radio Fij i acting chief executive Francis Herman, 

news director Vasiti Waqa and journal ist Maca Lutunauga were 

242 
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led away at gunpoint by the mil itary for a day of questioning over 
thei r  reports of discontent in the mi l itary. 

Fi j i 's army has a proud h istory. Formed during the Second 
World War i t  fought largely as a commando unit in the Solomon 

Is lands against the Japanese. Its most famous son, Sefanaia 
Sukanaivalu,  was awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously 
for his  va lour on Bougainvi l le .  The nearly 1 0,000-strong force 
carried out most of i ts modern service under United Nations 
colours, for 25 years in Lebanon. Thirty-five F i j ians died on duty 
there, including, in 2000, Private Anare Waqavonovono, 20, who 
was shot in  the back . Fel low soldier Henry Ali  was accused of h is  
murder and that  drama was quietly festering among soldiers. On 
Monday 1 9  June - the prophet Mohammed's b irthday public 
holiday and whi le the hostages were sti l l  being held - three 
soldiers, including Lieutenant Papu Waqavonovono, father of 
the dead private, seized the Nabua pol ice station where Al i  was 

in custody. Thei r  aim, family sources told  me before the incident, 
had been to k i l l  Al i ,  but they could not find h im in the cells. The 
stand-off was resolved within an hour or so. Ali later went to trial 

and was convicted of murder. 
On Thursday 2 November hel l  broke loose with a mutiny 

inside the Queen Elizabeth Barracks. It had one aim in mind: k i l l  
Ba inimarama. It was a fa i rly simple affai r. Naitasiri paramount 
chief Inoke Takiveikata had been outraged at the way the mi l i tary 
broke what he saw as his Muanikau Accord and, in seiz ing people 
at Kalabu School, they had attacked h is clan. Revenge was to turn 
the dozens of pro-Speight CRW soldiers, led by a Captain  Shane 
Stevens, on Bainimarama. With both sides heavi ly armed, death 
and destruction was inevitable and Bain imarama only narrowly 
escaped with his l i fe by leaping down a steep bank. Although 

the commander's death would have had a coup-l ike effect, the 
mutiny was much more visceral than that. Bainimarama believed 
that the mutineers had hoped that if they could seize the camp, 
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h undreds of supporters who had flooded Parl iament earl ier in the 
year would join  them. Eight soldiers were k i l led and 30  wounded. 
Rabuka showed up qu ickly, wear ing mi litary uni form. He did not 

take part in  the fighting on either side and even Bainimarama later 
said he found Rabuka's behaviour confusing. 

Seruvakula, the Third Battal ion commander who said he knew 
the 1 9  May coup was coming, led the counter-attack against the 
rebel soldiers. He said i t  was a myth that Fi j i soldiers would not 
shoot at their own people. 'As a soldier there is  no way that you 
a l low someone to take over the base. Even if civil ians had come 
in  there would be a bloodbath as we wou ld  not a llow turning this 
place i nto a Parl iament situation. '  

Later i t  was found that five of the mutinous soldiers had been 
tortured to death. Austral ian pathologist Stephen Cordner found 
torture-like inj uries, including fractured eye sockets, bruising of 
the tongue, abrasion around the neck which suggested the use of 
a rope or an i nstrument to keep them against a wal l ,  d islocation 
of collar bones, bruising in the heart, collapsed lungs, bruising to 
the back of the knees and other inj uries which suggested that the 
soldiers were tied at the wrist and ankles. 

One badly in j ured soldier arrived at the Colonial War 
Memoria l  Hospital with only his underwear on, and another 
with a black T-shirt and underwear. Some were dead on arrival 
and others arrived with severe in juries. Some had their fingers 
forcibly separated with rips in between them, one with a crushed 
thumb and Adam's apple.  Most in j uries were caused by blunt 
objects and one soldier suffered an  impact that almost split his 
kidney in  two. 

CRW Corporal Selesitino Kalounivale suffered 3 1  in j uries to 
the neck and head . There were 56 in j uries to his body. Cordner 
said he could not rule out the poss ibi l i ty Kalounivale had been 
tied by his hands behind a vehicle and driven over a rough 
surface. He said while there was no in j ury consistent with this, 
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there was a poss ib i l i ty that the areas t ied up were covered with 
c lothing that the soldier wore. 

Warrant Officer Epineri Bainimol i  was a l ive when he arrived at 
the hospital but d ied despite attempts to revive him. Cordner said 
there were 1 7  in j uries to his  face and head, including a fractured 
eye socket and nose. He a lso suffered bruising deep inside his  
mouth.  Bruis ing around the victim's wrist suggested it had been 
tied up. Private Osea Rosininavosa suffered extensive bleeding 
and inha led blood with seven metal l ic fragments discovered on 
the side of h is  face. He suffered in j uries to the back of his  tongue 
extending down to his throat. He was shot on the right side of h is  
head and choked and drowned in  h is own blood. 

'His tongue was almost separated from the back of his  mouth. 
His in j uries were unsurvivable, '  Cordner said. 

Bainimarama became a lmost b ibl ical ly vengeful in  the wake of 
the mutiny and was in no mood to apologise over the way some 
soldiers in the mutiny were beaten to death. 

'They a l l  had a role to play, these men knew about the mutiny. '  
He would not let  arrested and locked-up soldiers see their 

fami l ies: 'These CRW men are murderers and should be treated 
as such. All that i s  important is  that they are a l ive and are eating 
and sleeping. What are the wives moaning about? Why should 
they be granted v isitations ? '  

Stevens was  a trai tor :  'Even during the  coup he  was h id ing the 

guns from me, something that I was later told by my officers . . .  'I 
asked him where on earth he brought that idea from that 50 CRW 

men could cripple the army. This naivety we are cautious about 
because there are sti l l  some people out there trying to destabi l ise 
an institution l ike the RFMF. '  

Bainimarama said a b ig  black cloud hung over Fi j i .  
'Thi s  is  an  attempt b y  Satan t o  destroy u s .  They say F i j i  wi l l  

soon be blessed but we have yet to see . Maybe the sunshine wi l l  
come after the rain, I don't know. But i t  seems we are hating each 
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other more than ever. Some people are rea l ly trying to help our 

country but there are others wanting to destab i li se it . '  

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba: 

Before the coup ,  re lat ives from Wa i n i buka (Spe ight's home d istr ict) 

and  a d istrict in Ta i l evu North had been comp la i n i n g  of the enormous 

d i fficu l t ies they faced try ing to reach town centres. There is no one i n  

t h e  who le  p rov ince of Ta i levu that does not know o f  the d ifficu lt ies one 

goes th roug h  when tryi ng to reach Wa i n i buka ,  the roads and  br idges 

a re i n  a constant state of d i srepa i r. The Wa i n i buka ,  one of Fij i 's b iggest 

rivers, provides desi rab le  fert i l e  l and  and  the d istrict is home of the so­

ca l led Wa i n i buka cum Rewa M i l k  that p rovides the cou ntry with fresh 

m i l k. Successive eth n ic  Fij i an- led govern ments s i nce i ndependence 

have not 'seen' or 'heard '  th is peop le 's cry for deve lopment. 

Na i tas i r i ,  the other prom i nent provi nce i n  the cou p  has a lso been 

one l i ke Ta i l evu North in that successive Fij i an-dominated governments 

have over looked it i n  terms of deve lopment. Na itasi r i  is the home of 

Fij i 's la rgest hyd roel ectr ic ity supp ly. It is i ron i c, therefore, that i n  a l l  

these yea rs si nce the Monasavu d a m  began t o  su pply t h e  rest o f  Fij i ,  

most if not a l l  the vi l l ages i n  Na itas i r i ,  especia l ly the d istr icts wh ich 

own the land on wh ich the dam was bu i lt ,  sti l l  do not have e lectr ic ity. 

Now and aga i n  there a re roadb locks by l andowners demand ing  the i r  

r ig htfu l dues ;  th i s  too has not been sett led proper ly. Lead i n g  u p  to the 

coup  of 2000, the provi nce, the peop le  of the va nua  Nabuobuco, were 

dema nd i n g  $50 m i l l ion from the Fij i E lectr ic ity Author ity that runs the 

Monasavu dam.  I n  the mix of th i ngs, the l andowners have brought  up 

the name of the former and  deceased Governor-Genera l  Ratu S i r  Pena i a  

Gan i l a u  as the person who begged them on beha lf of government 

(Mara 's A l l i a nce govern ment) at the t ime to g ive u p  the i r  l and  for the 

nat iona l  hyd roe lectr ic ity scheme. Ratu Pena ia  Gan i l a u  had made verba l 

p rom ises of the payment that never came to fru i t ion .  Aga i n ,  Gan i l au ,  a 
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h igh ch ief of the east, had been trusted by the peop l e ;  as he  was ch ief, 

h is words a lone were suffic ient - or so the l andowners thought. 

D u ri ng  the cou p  I d a i ly watched from my home, not so much as a 

stone 's th row from Pa r l i ament, bus loads of people ,  my people ,  a rr ivi ng 

to veisi ko or v is i t  the i r  re l a tives, a nd who made Pa r l i ament and i ts 

i mmed iate g rounds the i r  home. At t i mes I d i d  not know whether to 

l augh  or to cry. The s ituat ion was comp lex. I was to ld  by some re lat ives 

who had come on the bus that they were i nv ited to come to Suva 

to have l u nch and  d i n ner  as we l l  as enjoy some enterta i n ment i n  the 

Pa r l i ament g rounds, a l l  for free, then be returned to the i r vi l l ages. 

Havi ng hea rd the stor ies of the merrymak ing  go ing  on in Suva, they 

boa rded the bus;  later when they wa nted to retu rn they fou nd out that 

it  was a one-way tr ip. A lot of the v i l lagers who came 'to v is i t  the i r  

peop le  i n  Pa r l i a ment'  cou l d  not return  u nti l they found people to lend 

them money for the i r  fa re back home. Th is was one reason why such 

b ig  n u mbers of Fij i a ns ra l l ied a round Pa r l i ament  bu i l d i ngs d u r i ng  the 

cou p, p rovi ng  very usefu l to the cou p-makers as a ' h uma n  sh ie ld '  and 

mak ing it imposs ib le  for the a rmy to go i n  to d isso lve the s ituat ion .  
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Death by hanging 

Monday 18 February 2 0 0 2  

A year after the coup, courts got down t o  business. George and 
J im Speight, Si latolu,  Nata, Liga iri ,  Josefa Savua, Duvuloco, 
soldier Apenisa Rovutiqica who had harassed reporters outside 
Parliament, and five others were charged with treason, al leging 
that they did 'together and with other persons unknown, 
between the l st day of May 2000 and the 27th day of Ju ly 2000 
inclusive, at Suva, in the Centra l Division and in  other p laces in 
the Centra l D ivision and elsewhere in Fi j i ,  conspi re to overthrow 
the Government of the Republic of the Fi j i  Islands as establ ished 

by law and for that purpose and in furtherance thereof did use 
unlawful force and other un lawful means' . 

The charge contained 1 3  'overt acts' which covered key 
deta i ls  of the coup, including tak ing hostages, declaring an  
i l legal government, abrogating the constitution, fomenting civi l  
commotion, murdering policeman Fi l ipo Seavula and seizing 

mi l i tary arms, a l l  ' in order to deploy potentia l ,  threatened or 
actua l  force aga inst the Government of the Republ ic of the F i j i  
Islands as establ ished by law. ' 

Temo opened a committal hearing, sitting in the room which 
had been the original  Assembly Rabuka had overthrown. Gerard 
McCoy opened for the state, saying the prosecution only had to 
prove a s ingle overt act aga inst any one individual to successfu l ly 
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A 'c lassic Fij i an '  a nd  a 

po l iceman  in the  lobby 

of Fij i 's H i g h  Cou rt 
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Pa r l i ament, had  a lso 

seen Rabuka 's coup .  

Michael Field 
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hold the treason charge against that ind ividual :  ' 1 3  accused, 1 3  
overt acts, 1 6 9  combinations' . The plotters were traitors who 
planned to blow up banks, sink ships and seize Mara. They had 
wanted to dynamite Parl iament and the Westpac and ANZ banks 
in  centra l Suva, as wel l  as issue petrol bombs to Fi j ian youths 
to attack shops and to watersiders to sink ships. Speight had 

attended meetings at Duvuloco's home in M itchel l  Place, and at 
the last had confirmed firearms and soldiers for the coup wou ld 

be avai lab le. McCoy said many of the weapons used had seen 
service in the 1 98 7  coups: 'a c lassic case of recycl ing' . McCoy said 
during the hostage period Ligairi 'bruta l ly grabbed' Chaudhry 
and, holding a gun to h is head, threatened to shoot him at any 
time. Chaudhry was beaten up by Fi j ian youths in the Parl iament 
so badly that he needed to be put on oxygen that n ight, McCoy 
said .  Ligairi was 'hysterical '  for much of the time. 
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The opening prosecution statement was barely over before 

Speight's lawyer, Matebalavu Rabo, who acted for the other 
accused too, won an adjournment saying Speight needed a 

separate lawyer. Any prospect of a tria l  reveal ing the truth of 
what happened died at that point. Matters over the fol lowing 
days and weeks became farcical, with Speight, pla inly with 
noth ing else to do and looking tanned and hea lthy from h is time 
on Nukulau, toying with the court. Finally he revea led he had 
found a new lawyer, one Navin Naidu from the United States. 
The capacity for Fi j i  to attract people l ike Tame Iti and Naidu was 
no surprise, but the S ingapore-born 'ecclesiastical lawyer' was a 
d ifferent, expensive novel ty that handicapped justice. He flew in 
saying he wanted 'to defend a Christian brother' who was not a 

criminal but a patriot. 
'I want to make sure that God's word is done and completed 

and j ustice is served . . .  People should avoid ca l l ing h im a 
rebel or criminal .  I understand h i s  reason for taking over the 
democratica lly elected government was all for the native cause . '  

He sa id  he planned to ca l l  '3000 native witnesses' . I nstead 
he was arrested over a fa lse law degree he used to jo in  the Fi j i  
bar. H e  was bai led for $500 and fled Fij i .  Speight acted hurt by 
all this: ' I  have been locked on this island, I have had no contact 
with anybody except for 20 minutes at a time, I haven't had the 
opportunity to see anybody, speak with anybody . . .  I have not 
been given fu l l  opportunity by the court or by this i l legal interim 
administration in respect to my right to find a lawyer. This had 
been denied me outright . '  

Procedura l  hearings were he ld  in camera on Nukulau .  Director 
of Public Prosecutions lawyer Asishna Prasad, a Victoria University 
law graduate, would make the 45-minute trip on the navy patrol 
boat Kula from Walu Bay. Temo would get there faster on a speed­
boat. On arrival they would be searched and for an hour the defence 
lawyers would see their 1 3  c l ients before court at 9 .30 am. 



Speaker of Pa r l i ament, 

Apen isa Kurusaq i l a .  
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'The court was, needless to  say, rudimentary,' Prasad said. 
'Under a regulation issue army tent, classroom desks served as the 
bar table and the bench whi le the accused persons sat cross-legged 
on a groundsheet. Court procedure was paramount though and 
people on the floor or otherwise a l l  rose when the magistrate 
entered the tent. '  

Speight used to say that they were privi leged as they had the 
pol ice, the army and the navy al l  looking after them . 

' It was surreal to see the sun, sea and coconut palms al l  
around on what used to be a popular getaway for Suva-siders and 
then to spot a soldier laz i ly swat a f ly with a K2 rifle in  h is  hand, '  

said Prasad .  On the first tr ip the prisoners were in army tents but 
soon after they were i n  wooden huts: 'We'd often see shoes of 
the accused, a l l  shiny and l ined up on the veranda, waiting for 
inspection . The prison officers told us that the prisoners were 
well behaved and orderly; after a l l ,  where would they run to from 
Nukulau ? '  said Prasad .  

Temo, who had proven adept at issuing fina l  warnings, gave 
another saying that he wou ld give the Speight brothers 'one final 
chance of finding legal representation for themselves . . .  Treason 
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carries a penalty of death and given the seriousness of the case and 

the r ights of the accused to lega l representation, in  the interests 
of fai r  tria l ,  I must lean backwards to see that the r ights of the 
accused people are respected. '  

Prosecutor Peter Ridgway, a new arrival funded by Austral ian 
aid, slammed Speight: 'This is not  a game, not a c ircus, I wi l l  not 

have thi s  categorised as a game or anyth ing trivia l . '  
On 1 1  Ju ly  200 1 lawyer Kitione Vuetaki ,  backed by Sydney 

lawyer Marc-Michel Gumbert acting for Speight, opted for a 
paper committal hearing rather than an oral one which would 
have seen a l l  the witness statements read into the records and 
subj ected to cross-examination. Gumbert said  Speight did not 
dispute the fact that he was in  Parl iament; the issue would be his 

immunity under the Muanikau Accord. ' It is patently apparent 

Di rector of Pub l i c  Prosecu tions Josa ia  Na i gu l evu a nd treason prosecutor Peter 

R i dgway. Director of  Public Prosecutions 
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that George Speight did not do this out of personal ambition. It is 
apparent that he did not obtain any office whatever. '  

Speight had  other issues on h is  mind too: genera l e lections 
started 25 August, and he was, as I l ik in i  Nait ini ,  the star candi­
date for the new Conservative Al l iance/Matanitu Vanua Party in 
the Tai levu North Fi j ian seat: ' It's very exciti ng stuff. I am in  j a i l .  
How can  I campaign ? '  Speight won the  seat but  never got to  take 
i t  up and continued his residency on Nukulau.  

The pending treason tria l  looked to be in trouble aga in  when 
his lawyer Gumbert suffered a stroke. The case was then reset for 
1 8  February 2002 but Justice Peter Surnam pul led out because 
the tria l  could have gone past h i s  scheduled retirement. A sl ightly 
younger Justice Michael Scott took over. 

Speight and 1 2  others charged with treason probably had no 
expectation that they would be hanged - independent Fij i  had 
never hanged anybody - but j ust to make sure, the week before 
the trial Attorney-General Qorinias i  Bale said the government 

was going to immediately scrap the death penalty. 
Three days before the tria l  a legal source told me Speight 

would p lead gui lty and, while he would not hang, there was 
pol itical mileage to be had in the theatre: 'He wants to motivate 
his  people with the "d"  word. '  Speight had a new lawyer, West 
Austra l ian Ron Cannon who, at age 74, was Austra l ia 's oldest 
practising lawyer. 

'This is an  ethnic issue with tribal loyalties playing a b ig part,' 
Cannon said .  'Ethnic tension can create problems and often 
people overreact in their endeavour to change what they consider 
to be a path towards disaster.' 

The court was ful l  that Monday when the tri a l  opened, an 
hour late. Cannon said  h is  c lient would  p lead gui lty. After the 
other 12 accused were taken out of the court, Scott sa id he knew 
it was an absurdity but asked: 'Are you George Speight ? '  to which 
he repl ied, ' I  am indeed.'  
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The charge was put to Speight and he was asked to enter h is  
p lea .  He stal led, asking Cannon i f  the  other 12 had been taken 
care of. He then said :  'I'm guilty, your worship . '  

McCoy told the court that whi le there was a mandatory death 
sentence the Mercy Commission was ready to sit 'at a moment's 
notice' and he urged Scott to forward the necessary paperwork as 
qu ickly as poss ib le.  

Cannon told the court that whi le passing death was distastefu l,  
h i s  cl ient understood the posit ion and appealed for his  supporters 
to keep the peace. 'This pena lty wi l l  not be carried out . '  He sa id 
Speight had pleaded gui lty at the first avai lable opportuni ty and 
the issue would go to the Mercy Commission. 'The sentence for 
treason i s  best left in the hands of politicians.  It's Fi j i 's problem, 
best left in  Fi j ian hands . '  

Wearing a red gown and a horsehair wig,  Scott looked deeply 
moved by what he was about to do. In a piece of rel igious 
symbolism, with shak ing hands, he p laced a black s i lk cloth on 
his white wig - in order to h ide from God as he imposed death 
on another man. 

'George Speight, you have been convicted on your own 
admission of treason, the most serious cr iminal  charge against 
a nation.  The events of May 2000 have been an unmitigated 
catastrophe for F i j i  but also for you . By pleading gui lty you have 
done the right th ing . . .  and I am certain  you wi l l  be given credit 
for the course you have taken . . .  I have no option but to pass the 
sentence upon you which is laid down by law. ' 

Sentence came: 'George Speight, the sentence of the court 
upon you is that you be taken from this p lace to a lawful prison 
and thence to a place of execution and that you there suffer death 
by hanging and may the Lord have mercy upon your soul . '  

McCoy directed Speight to  be  taken from court and  into a 
van which took h im down to the navy base for the trip back to 
Nukulau.  He looked to be crying; certa inly his  girlfriend Torika 
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Spe ight's p leasan t  p rison on N u ku la u .  

was. Later that afternoon the  Mercy Commission, presided over 
by the president, commuted the sentence to l i fe imprisonment. 

Of the others who had faced treason, 1 0  men, i nclud ing Ligair i  

and J im Speight, pleaded gui l ty to the charge of wrongful ly keeping 
in confinement abducted pr isoners, a felony carrying a maximum 
charge of seven years, although with time served i n  remand 
taken into account they would do no more than three years eight 
months .  Duvuloco was sentenced to 1 8  months on Nukulau on 
coup charges. Liga i ri was j ai led for three years. Vuetaki said  h is  
cl ient had been loyal to his  men but that  he did not know a coup 
was tak ing place. He bel ieved it was an exercise and when he 

discovered i t  was not, he acted to protect people involved from 
harm. 'The accused decided to stay on in Parl iament and carry the 
burden . It was supposed to be an exercise . '  

Scott was not  impressed and sa id  Liga ir i  had authorised 
what was 'a criminal and i l lega l action involving the detention 
of people for many days . . .  Without your involvement the . . .  
misery would have lasted no more than a few days.' 

Joe Nata and Ti moci Si latolu kept the agony going for Fi j i 
by pleading not gui lty and insisting on a fu l l  treason tria l .  While 
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Ridgway later pointed out that the trial could not be 'a pol itical 

expose of the whole coup', it  did have the virtue of reveal ing 
Vodafone records. Ridgway said they were 'very tel ling evidence' 

reveal ing the plotting and those involved; ' footprints in  the sand' 
and a 'countdown to a coup' .  

The day before the coup Speight phoned Jope Seni lo l i ,  who 
on the day of the coup was proclaimed president. Speight also 
phoned the day before the coup a former finance minister and 
mi l l ionai re businessman, J im Ah Koy. No explanation was given 
in court. 

Speight and Nata claimed not to have known each other 
before the coup occurred, but Ridgway had the p hone records 
and, as he put it, the eve of the coup 'was a night in  which nobody 
slept' . 

In court he produced a d iagram and commentary which 
showed the sequence of cal l s .  Between 1 .43 am and 2 am there 
were four calls from Speight's home to Si latolu 's mobile .  

'How would Speight know that S i latolu was avai lable on his  
mobi le at that hour i f  they had not met earlier ? '  Ridgway told  
the  court. More cal ls were made between the  two at 2 . 5 8  am 
and 3 . 1 5  am,  one  from Speight to  Nata . Then at 3 .45 am Speight 
phoned Duvuloco. 

'Can it  be credibly suggested that Duvuloco was not part of 
the planning for this coup ? '  sa id R idgway. 'He was the march 
leader. Can it be suggested that he did not know what was about 
to happen ? '  

Another ca l l  at 4 am and then Silatolu called Nata at 4.50 am.  
'Both admit  th is  ca l l  but say i t  was to discuss some business 

Opposite: This d ia g ra m  was cruc ia l  i n  the Nata a nd  S i l a to l u treason tr ia l .  It 

showed the phone ca l l s  between the p lotters on the eve of the coup. Li ke a 

c lock it sta rts at the one o'c lock pos it ion with the  fi rst of the ca l l s  a nd  ends 

a round  1 1  o'c lock, after Pa r l i ament  had  been seized. 
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concerning a motion of no confidence that might have come up in 
the fol lowing week in the house. This  must be nonsense . '  

Then there was  a sequence of cal ls up until 10  am and then 
Si latolu was in his office at Parl iament where, records show, he 
cal led Speight and Nata . 

About 1 7  minutes before the coup Speight cal led Duvuloco : 
'Speight and those armed men with h im must have been in transit 
to the Parl iament. Why would Speight ring Duvuloco at this  t ime 
except to check the progress of the march ? '  

At  1 0 .26 am Speight and  Duvuloco spoke for 34 seconds. 
Then at 1 0 .29 am Speight tried Si latolu three times and final ly got 

h im for 28 seconds at 1 0 .33  am.  
'At th is  point, Speight and his  men must have been very c lose 

to the Parl iament - close enough to get there, get out, run to the 
Parl iament chamber and enter by 1 0 .45 am,' said Ridgway. 'Why 
would Speight ca ll S i latolu at this  critical time - after having j ust 
spoken with Duvuloco who was leading the march?  There is only 
one credible inference and that i s  that the coup was coordinated 
to occur with the march . '  

At 1 0.40 am Si latolu phoned Speight with minutes to go .  Sa id  
Ridgway: 'Was th is a ca ll of  brotherly love? No . . .  This  last cal l  
must have been the check cal l ,  the green l ight, the go sign . '  

Then Speight had  Parliament and made three cal ls, at 1 0 .47 
am, 1 0 .5 1 am and 1 0 .59  am, a l l  to Duvuloco. 

'Why? '  asked Ridgway. 'Note the evidence of [MP] Leo Smith 
who said Speight was " frantical ly trying to make contact . . .  

he was walking up and down, getting the Vodafone to h is  ears, 
and, from what I saw of  him, he was frustrated; appears not to 
be making contact, because every few seconds he would make 
another attempt. And he stated we would be 'surprised to see who 
was coming to address us in a few minutes' . " '  

Ridgway asked who that person could have been: 'The answer 

- the only reasonable inference - is that this Duvuloco and his  
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col lection of losing candidates [ from] the 1 999 elections . . .  this 
coal it ion of losers was marching to Parl iament to take by the gun 
what they had been refused at the bal lot-box. Speight was their 
instrument. An ignorant and gul l ib le Taukei was the shield and 
camouflage around them. '  

Among the  losers he named Duvuloco, Tora, Vil iame Savu, 
and others - including a current Qarase cabinet minister, Simione 

Kaitani. Ridgway said  the coup and the march were the horns of 
a common bull :  'What i t  shows is that these two events were so 

i nterrelated, so locked together, you cannot separate them. '  
The  trial a l so  put on the  record the  prosecution view that other 

people had been i nvolved who to this day have not been charged. 

Ridgway said Rabuka's veteran finance and foreign minister, 
Berenado Vun ibobo, and the then leader of the opposition, Inoke 
Kubuabola, had attended meetings after the coup and advised 
Speight that they should tel l  the United Nations of the 'new 

The 'coa l it ion of the losers' - the men beh ind the coup :  Ti moci S i l a to l u ,  
Speight ,  'attorney-gene ra l '  Raku ita Va ka l a l a b u re and  l l i esa Duvu loco. 

Fiji Times 
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regime' in place and that the seat in the world body should go 
to them. 

On 27 June 2003, Nata and Si latolu were convicted and 

sentenced to l ife terms for treason .  Neither man had friends or 
supporters in the court. Nata had told the court he came from 
Lau and Mara had been his paramount chief. 

'I wish to express my regret and to say sorry to the people of 
Fij i  for any events that I had taken part in . . .  I regret the things 
that I have been convicted of. It was an action that I should never 
have taken part in, the whole of the events of 2000 should never 
have taken place. '  

His voice breaking, he told the court his father had refused 
to speak to him because he felt his son was insulting the island's 
ch ief. His father had since died : 'He was a particu larly broken 
man when he heard what had happened and my name.' 

It was an apology most of Fi j i  endorsed - but Nata and 
Silatolu have appealed the treason convictions. 



So what was it 
all about? 

More coups? 

When the first of the trials ended a group working for Austra l ia 's 

Auscript, which had produced the court transcripts, was checking 
out of the Centra. Like some of us reporters, they had made the 

hotel home and, without any organisation, a big group of hotel 
staff gathered and broke into that most Fi j ian of songs, 'Isa Lei ' .  

With i t s  ma le  and female parts, i t s  deep harmony and the long, 
rol l ing 'r' sounds, i t  captures Fi j i 's essence . Ratu Mara's father, 

Ratu Tevita Ului lakeba, composed ' Isa Lei '  in 1 9 1 8 as a song of 
farewell  for a Tongan girl he had fallen in love with. The word 
isa is heard in the context of sorrow and sadness and put into a 
song l ike 'Isa Lei '  and q u ickly the emotion of what F i j ians call  

vakanananu or nostalgia rises. There i s  seldom a dry eye in  the 

house and no Fi j i an  - Indian or indigenous - can be unmoved 
by it. 

No 'official '  toll or score exists from the events of 2000. By my 
own estimate, at least 20 people d ied violently as a d i rect result  of 
Speight's fol ly - no small  matter in a place the size of F i j i .  Also on 
the score sheet is the tremendous disruption to thousands of l ives. 
This was not j ust the inconvenience of putting up with roadblocks 
every day; hundreds of people lost their  j obs as a d i rect result of 

what happened . Many faced ruin  and poverty, and still feel i ts 

2 6 1  
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effects five years on. Thousands of school chi ldren lost a year of 
schooling, a lthough they learnt more than they needed to know of 
guns and chaos. What of the kids at Draiba Fi j ian School across 
the road from Parl iament; can Speight say he has done anythi ng 
for their hopes and dreams ? Thousands of ski l led people have 
s ince left F i j i ,  and not j ust Inda-Fi j ians .  Fij i 's unwanted turn out to 

be h ighly sought in New Zealand; well motivated, hardworki ng, 
English-speaking and with a comprehensive knowledge of rugby's 
national provincial championships. Al l  of them, though, know 
that they have left 'home'; and when they hear ' Isa Lei ' ,  it qu ietly 
breaks their heart. Like Tah iti's Chinese and Vanuatu's Tonkinese, 
the Inda-Fi j ians are disappearing; p ieces of lost d iversity. 

In any tragedy there are always victims, but in Fi j i  few see 
Chaudhry as one. While i t  might sound l ike blaming the victim 
for what the mugger did to him, Chaudhry did make a coup more 
l i kely. He had come to office with a decisive style and a strong 
five-year mandate. Business-as-usual under the old Rabuka era 
was over. Many people lost access, privi lege and loot. One of 
those was George Speight. As Chaudhry had also badly handled 

land issues, he succeeded in  creating five years' worth of political 
enemies in six months. Chaudhry had few persona l  skills to 
offset his ambitions. In one year the Coalition Government did 
a lot, especia l ly i n  economic terms. There were more Fij ians on 
the government side than in  the opposit ion. Yet Fi j ian pol icies, 
especial ly on l and, ignored landowners' concerns. Chaudhry 
reflected a lack of understanding of Fi j ian customs and va lues on 
Fi j ian land. He fai led to consult even his Fijian cabinet colleagues 
on such issues. This was exploi ted by critics during the one year 
of government and the coup. But a lthough Chaudhry brought the 
events on h imself, that does not make it right. 

Fi j i 's upheaval continued after Speight's conviction. Other trials 
and courts-martia l  were heard and many of the issues unresolved. 
Bainimarama and Qarase are locked in a power struggle, in  part 
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over the possib i l ity of the early release and pardon of those who 
took part in the coup. Speight sits on Nukulau l ike Napoleon on 
Elba with rumours he has found God, gone mad and/or want s  

revenge. Were h e  t o  return from the island, some wou ld give him 
a hero's welcome; others would want revenge. 

To quote Hughes Mearns, the coup was a case of 'a man 
who wasn't there. He wasn't there aga in today. '  Speculation 
on who that man or men were, who were the ' real p lotters', 
has been a destabi l is ing part of F i j i  l i fe.  The pol ice, implicated 
themselves, have not been able to resolve it and the government 
has mishandled the issue, preferring, as it did in 2004, to mount 
an apology and reconci l iation campaign without first finding out 
the truth behind what happened . 

Within  minutes of Speight tak ing over Parl iament, it was 
obvious that there were other people l inked to him.  He told his 
hostages somebody else was coming. He made furious phone 
cal ls  and the records show most were to pol itical fai l ure I l iesa 
Duvuloco who led the march .  Perhaps they were coordination 
cal ls :  Speight had Parl iament and wanted Duvuloco's masses 
there before the army arrived. They had gone off to plunder Suva 

instead. While the phone records pointed to Duvuloco having a 
major role, it is d i fficult to imagine h im organising a coup. Liga iri 
told Unaisi Nabobo-Baba, in Parl iament, that he distrusted 
Duvuloco. 

Rabuka was sure there was a shadow force behind Speight. 
' I  don't think that Speight was the mastermind behind the coup,' 
he sa id.  ' I  think he is  j ust one of the p layers. The rea l players are 
remaining faceless in the background. '  

Rabuka was not  above suspicion because CRW had been 
on his farm the weekend before the coup .  I don't th ink Rabuka 
was involved, i f  only because he had begun his apprenticeship as 
an ' international  statesman' with a Commonwealth role i n  the 
Solomons. 
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Mara much later told Fi j i  TV that on the Sunday after the 

coup police chief Savua and Rabuka came to his office and he 
pointed at them and said, 'You have a hand in this thing. ' Asked 

what their reaction was Mara replied: 'Oh, you could see i t  on 
their face. '  Hardly the kind of evidence to hang a man, and Savua 
said he told Mara he had not supported a coup because he did 
not bel ieve a coup would solve anyth ing. The 1 98 7  coup had not 
produced change. 

'Fi j ians were told it would improve their way of l i fe .  I don't 
think anything much has happened. I do not ever bel ieve that is 
the correct way of going about it. ' 

Poseci Bune, one of the hostages, bel ieved Savua had pu l led 
out at the last minute. ' In  the first stage [ Speight] had indicated 
that Savua was involved and he had chickened out. George 
Speight is so mad at h im.  Savua was the leader who was supposed 
to come in  . . .  we waited 40 minutes for h im. '  

The suspicions about Savua deepened, forcing the government 
to institute an inquiry into his role. Chief Justice Sir Timoci 
Tuivaga cleared him but had sat in  secret, ru ining the credibi l ity of 
the investigation. New pol ice commissioner Andrew Hughes had 
a look at Savua and files were reviewed by the state prosecutor 
and the New Zealand pol ice. No charges fol lowed. 

Lieutenant Colonel Vi l iame Seruvakula bel ieved he knew the 
real  plotters: 'They are fa i led businessmen, chiefs and pol iticians . '  
The  Nukulau convicts had  not  planned the  coup:  'People who 
came up with the idea are sti l l  walking the streets, working and 
getting paid today. '  

Seruvakula said he was  offered $260,000 in cash to  switch h i s  
a l legiance. ' It  was  a substant ia l  amount of money that was  sitting 
on my table for two days before it was taken back . '  

' O u r  assessment i s  that they are mainly people w h o  owe 
mil l ions of dol lars to the banks and individuals who haven't been 
paying taxes for the last three to six years. I think the Inland 
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Revenue Department is  owed some $96 mi l l ion i n  taxes and the 
Asset Management Bank is  owed $2 1 0  mil l ion. That is  a lot of 
money owed by a handfu l  of people,' said Seruvakula .  

The role  of F i l ipo Tarakinikini  has remained confused . New 
Zea land Foreign Minister Phil Goff said  Tarak in ikin i  was a key 
player in  the coup:  'There is some suspicion that the person that 
rebel forces have been trying to replace Commodore Bainimarama 
with is . . .  Tarakin ik in i . '  The soldier said he was 'disgusted and 
appal led' by Goff and would sue. He didn't, and fled any prospect 
of fac ing Fij i justice. Init ia l ly seconded to the UN Peacekeeping 
Office in New York by the Qarase government, he refused to 
come home when ordered to by Bainimarama and then said 
he was resigning from the RFMF. By early 2005 the mi l itary 
were planning to charge h im with desertion but Tarakin ik in i ,  
then based in a UN office in  Jerusalem, felt i t  was part of a 
Bain imarama grudge. 

The m i l i ta ry back in Pa r l i a ment  - in a fo rma l ,  ceremon i a l  role a t  i ts reopen i ng  

after the COUp. Michael Field 
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'It is personal and a pol itical campaign against me by these 

guys. I was first accused of knowing about the coup and they 
wanted me charged . Noth ing eventuated out of that. Now they 
want me to come back and assist i n  investigations. This is total ly 
lud icrous. Clearly he has a personal agenda aga inst me . '  

Coup rumours were strong, and  it could well have been more 
than one coup on the taxi rank. Speight's ineptness is offered as 
a p iece of circumstantia l  evidence for the view that somebody 
bigger and better was involved in  the coup .  The obvious counter 
to that would be to ask why this 'real plotter' had entrusted the 
first round to a man out of his depth . The more one looks at 
Speight, though, the more l ikely it has to be that he was not rea l ly 
the leader of the coup .  He j ust queue-j umped on a bigger coup 
wait ing to go later. 

The one ominous, unanswered question is, who made the First 
Meridian switch from protecting the government to overthrowing 
i t ?  How could this e l i te un it, set up to protect the government, 
turn out to be the v iper in its midst? Undoubtedly CRW was 
involved in  the planning long before 1 9  May, and to take a corps 
l ike that and turn them into trai tors had to be qu ite an operation.  
The government has been unwi l l ing to find the truth behind that. 
Unless the truth i s  found, though, perhaps the government should 
scrap i ts mi l i tary force a ltogether. It has never fought a foreign 
enemy; only i tself. By 2005 many of Fi j i 's finest soldiers had quit  
to become security mercenaries i n  Iraq.  

Bune said the 19 May coup was not the rea l  coup.  A much 

bigger one was to have occurred the fol lowing week. 'The 
rea l  power beh ind the coup was the fa i led pol iticians, fai led 
businessmen and disgruntled professionals and senior civi l  
servants. A combination of a l l  these were involved in  the May 1 9  
event .  My view i s  that this coup was a middle-class coup.  This  i s  
why George Speight ruled out the involvement of pol it icians but  
it was a coup that  had gone wrong. ' 
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Many of the  coup players made on ly  passing reference to  the 
issue of Indians.  

'Hating the Indians i s  an  excuse to uni te us,' Bainimarama 
said.  'Everything i ncluding the coup i s  the result of some greedy 

people out there with their own agendas. These people i nstigate 
unrest and then they run away. When things become calm they 
shake i t  aga in .  They are even trying to overthrow the mil i tary, 
thinking i t  would have been a picnic. '  

One of the p lotters, Vi l iame Savu, said  that they had planned 
for Duvuloco to present Mara with a tabua, the tradit ional way 
of requesting resignation. 'We d idn't believe his leadership of the 
ind igenous people was effective anymore . '  

The 2000 coup was a cel lphone and Internet affai r. Cel lphones 
were a lso the coup-plotters' downfa l l ;  without them, some wou ld 
not have gone to ja i l .  Prosecutor Ridgway said  the phones were 

'footprints in the sand' .  While most businesses, particularly those 

in Suva, took a hammering in 2000, Vodafone Fi j i  Ltd scored a 
record profit of $ 1 0 .5  mi l l ion .  'Because of the pol itical turmoil  
caused by the May 1 9  coup, Vodafone became an  important 
source of telecommunications for a sign ificant sector of the 
population, which helped increase i ts customer base, '  managing 
d irector Aslam Khan said i n  h is  annual report. 

Can Fi j i ever have an Indian leader?  Probably not, but late 

in 2006 with genera l elections the issue wi l l  be tested aga in .  
Chaudhry and the  FLP are by no means out  of  the  pol itical 
equation.  Even i f  Chaudhry was not pr ime minister but the FLP 
was a major partner i n  any new government, that could well 

prompt another coup.  A simple fact has to be accepted in  any 
version of a modern Fi j i :  indigenous Fi j ians hold more than 90 
percent of al l  land i n  Fi j i .  They a lso control crucial i nstitutions 
of democracy l ike the mi l itary, the pol ice, the Senate and the 
Native Land Trust Board; their perceptions about government 
and democracy need to be understood by any government of the 
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day. No government can operate successfu l ly  without the support 

of Fij ians and Fi j ian-dominated institutions. 
Did the coup succeed ? Following the mantra, 'disagree 

with the method, agree with the cause', Speight's coup was a 
resounding success. Chaudhry was dispatched, an indigenous 
government insta l led and a pol icy establ ished to favour the 
Fi j ians.  This is  a worry because for the third time in  30  years 
of independence it was demonstrated that coups succeed . As if 
to underscore that point, Speight is  being treated as special  and 
given privi leged prison treatment. That sends a signa l  to any 
political malcontent in the future; coups have a good chance of 
succeeding and, even i f  they do not,  the penalty wil l  be easy time. 
The Qarase government was not part of the 2000 coup; but they 
did legitimise it .  The economic effects of the coup were offset by 
booming Austral ian and New Zealand economies, which send 
tens of thousands of tourists to Fij i each month, whi le the confl ict 
in Iraq sucked in hundreds of otherwise unemployed Fi j i  soldiers 
who found work as mercenaries for both the British army and 
private security companies. 

Fi j i  l ikes to think it's the way the world should be, but in i ts 
passion for coups and glorification of indigenous culture it has 
forgotten the rest of the world i t  belongs to . During the coup 
cris is  Suva was seen as a romantic South Seas spectacle with 
some shaven-headed guy on the nightly news. It had romantic 
resonances: Union Jack on the flag, loyalty to Queen and, inevit­
ably, n ineteenth-century cannibal ism. It was a sideshow; the 

Austral ian h igh commissioner, Susan Boyd, who later cla imed 
she knew something was happening, had gone off to Asia for 
a hol iday. Washington took over two weeks to acknowledge 

democracy had died in Fi j i ,  and New Zealand fretted about how 
it would affect the rugby schedules. The Commonwea lth and the 
UN tried to resolve the crisis with day trips. When it was all over, 
the 200 1 elections held and Qarase in office, h is new cabinet 
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trekked off to Government House to be sworn in .  That was 1 2  
September and no one was watching Fij i ;  the World Trade Center 
in  New York on the other side of the dateline was under attack .  

Fi j i wi l l  not  be a l lowed to get away with a 56-day hostage 
sideshow. The Solomon Islands offers future coup-plotters some 
pause: its coup and subsequent civi l  war were ended two years 

later by large-scale regional mi l i tary intervention. The world has 
decided it can no longer tolerate rogue states. Another coup in  Fij i 
risks regional intervention. The next coup is l ikely to be a much 
bloodier affa i r - perhaps tanked up by disenchanted, well armed, 
unemployed mercenaries back from Iraq. In  200 1 in  various 

l inked court cases over the constitution, j udges ru led that the 
constitution was sti l l  in  place and still val id precisely because the 
coup had fai led .  Provided the next set of coup-plotters brings more 
intel lect to proceedings than Speight did, the message is pla in; the 
only rea l way to protect yourself as a plotter is  to quickly succeed. 

Fij i moves on post-coup :  Pri me M i n i ster La isen ia Qa rase meets the media 

fo l lowing 200 1 e lection victory. Michael Field 
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Fi j i 's churches sti l l  represent a political threat in modern Fi j i ,  
a lthough some leaders have begun to  see the  error of their ways. 
Catholic Archbishop Petero Maraca early in  2005 expressed 
concern over the way some churches and political groups were 
call ing for indigenous unity ahead of elections in 2006.  

'Why cal l  Fi j ians to unite ? Are they under threat ? '  Maraca 
said, asking why Fi j ians needed to unite against Indo-Fi j i ans, 
Chinese, mixed races and other Pacific Is landers. ' Is  the threat 
rea l or imagined ? It would seem that some pol itical leaders want 
to create or rather perpetuate a sense of fear among Fij ians about 
a threat from Indo-Fi j ians and others . . .  We have had enough of  
coups supposedly instigated to protect indigenous Fi j ian rights. 
We have had enough of those who stir up unfounded fears among 
the ordinary people to serve their own agenda. We have had 
enough of  politics designed along racia l  l ines . . .  The church has 
a role to play in the pol itical l i fe of the nation but that role is not 
one of promoting particu lar parties and their agenda . '  

The  much maligned 1 997 constitution remained in  place, 
untampered with, a lthough not for want of trying. 

As for the p layers, it's been a troubled time since: only Speight 
has had it easy, sitt ing in comfort on a tropical island ahead of 
l ikely release around 20 1 0 . 

Seni lol i ,  who swore in the Speight gang, became vice-president. 
In  2004 he was convicted on coup charges . In the k ind of 
staggering double standard common in Fij i ,  he went to ja i l  as 
v ice-president on fu l l  pay and served only four months of his four­

year sentence. When he was released he resigned his job but kept 
his  pension. 

Rakuita Vakalalabure, the lawyer who with great emotion 
was sworn in  as attorney-general in  Speight's l ine-up, went on in 
200 1 to win a seat in Parliament and became deputy speaker. In 
2004 he was convicted of taking an i l legal oath and ja i led for six 
years. 
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Ratu Mara died aged 83  in April 2004, and  three months l ater 
Lady Ro Lala Mara passed away. He d ied bitter; h i s  mult iracial 
dream had ended in  internecine F i j ian struggles. 

Tragedy struck one of the few undisputed heroes of the coup 
in  July 200 1 when Fi j i  Red Cross director John Scott, 53, and 
his partner Gregory Scrivener were murdered in their Suva home. 
H igh Court Justice Nazhat Shameem found the al leged ki l ler, Apete 
Kaisau, 29, was menta l ly unfit to go to tria l  and declared h im 
innocent by reason of insanity. 

Unaisi Nabobo-Baba was devastated by the murder: 'Today, 
the thought of John sti l l  brings a tear to my eye, inexpl icable 
. . .  and today in terms of closing a chapter on John's murder and 
the e lusive murderer, much sti l l  remains to be seen from a j ustice 
system that I think is j ust so wanting. '  

The  biza rre s ight  of 

Speig ht's rebel a ttorney 

genera l Raku ita 

Va ka l a l a bu re, back i n  a 

democrat ic pa r l i ament  as  

depu ty spea ker, ta l k i ng  

with one of h i s  cou p  
hostages Kr ishna Datt. 

Michael Field 
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After the hostage crisis was over, the fami l ies had a h uge feast 
and formal ly thanked Scott and the Red Cross: ' . . .  fami l ies h ug­
ged h im and his team and ce lebrated the man's sense of loyalty 
to his  duties and achievements and it was j ust like John. All he 
ever did to our praise was to smile and thanked his  team and to 
acknowledge the beauty of knowing the famil ies closely . . .  It  
is the memory of the decent man in  h is  white sh i rt and brown 
trousers, standing in front of us spouses dai ly at the Red Cross, 
that I remember; his unfai l ing efforts to l ink us to our loved ones. 
And as he was put to rest, I pondered how he would now jo in 
the many Scotts that have gone before h im, who l ike John had 
also cal led Fi j i and its soi l  " home",  l ike so many of our Fi j ian 
countrymen of European descent and a l l  who have chosen Fij i as 
home. '  

At the time of writing six members of the Coal ition Govern­
ment held hostage have s ince died: Joel i  Kalou, M uthu Swamy, 
Pravin S ingh, Abdul Latif Subedar, Krishna Chand Shama and 
Is irel i  Vuibau .  

Nukulau remains a prison i s land and i s  off- l imits to the people 

of S uva, who once used it for p icnics. In 1 990 I was there for a 
journal ists' conference and among those prominent was one Joe 
Nata . He was complaining about the feminisation of journal ism 
- a problem I have yet to i dentify with . D ur ing the Second 
World War a young Edmund Hi l lary had been a navigator on 
Cata l ina flying boats operating out of Laucala Bay, now home to 
the University of the South Pacific. As he recounted in his book, 
Nothing Venture, Nothing Win, he and a friend went sai l ing from 
the base and pu l led up at a l ittle is land where they met its sole 
resident, Muhammad Abdul lah,  'a most impressive looking man, 
about forty years old with very expressive eyes and a short curly 
beard . . .  D uring the evening I had a long ta lk with Muhammad 
about the problems in India and he expressed his  belief that the 
confl ict between the Hindus and Musl ims was less a matter of 
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religion than of economic d ifference. '  That is land was  Nukulau 
and it  played a small  part i n  moulding a New Zealand hero. 

A year after the coup Torika Rawlinson gave her only media 

interview to Kelera Muavesi and I l isapeci Tamanisau for USP's 
student magazine Wansolwara. 

' I  feel that i n  a way this coup is the greatest thing for George 
and I. Spiritual ly we have found the Lord and the Lord has j ust 
brought us so closer to each other, '  she said .  'It was hard at fi rst, 
especial ly during the coup it  was a soul searching time for me. 
You could never trust anybody to talk to. My communication 
with George was . . .  our relationship was always on the phone. 

I f  we a re not together, we're a lways on the phone. When the coup 
happened, he was taken to Nukulau,  i t  j ust cut out. It's a b it hard 
to get used to. '  

Rawlinson sa id  she and Speight p rayed during Nukulau visits: 
'We always pray for the v ictims. It's sad because in every situation 
l ike this there a re people who suffer and we've asked the Lord for 
forgiveness and I know that hopefu lly  in time they wil l  forgive 
us . '  

A forb idden view : the wha rf a t  N u ku l a u  with the comfortab le  p rison bu i l d i ngs 

ho ld i ng  the cou p  perpetrators a mong the coconu ts. 
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Rawli nson married local businessman Sean Brodie soon after 
the interview. 

Joe Nata and Timoci Si latolu were locked up in tougher 

circumstances in  the main maximum security prison outside Suva . 
Nata has since written an apology to Chaudhry. 

Kubuabola,  who was the opposition leader in  Parl iament on 
the day of the coup and who was a key organiser of Rabuka's 
1 98 7  coup, was never charged with anyth ing l inked to Speight 
and is now Fi j i 's h igh commissioner to Papua New Guinea. Savua 
left the pol ice and became Fi j i 's UN ambassador. 

Speaker Apenisa Kurusaqila has d ied since the coup he witnessed, 
but h is son Wil i soni  was a prosecution lawyer in the Nata and 
S ilatolu treason trial  and in  one of those poignant moments 
h istory offers, he submitted to the court the Hansard which this 
book opened with . 

Romika Nair, the 1 6-year-old girl terr ified on the banks of 
the Rewa River, got work in a garment factory in Nausor i .  Her 
mother remained in the fami ly house, but wanted her to get 
married and leave the country. Over 1 1 ,500 people left F i j i  i n  

the two years after the coup. Most of them were Indian but a 
disturbingly h igh number of educated F i j ians were among their 
number too .  

Parl iament was eventua l ly restored and the dead rebel,  Kol in io  
Tabua, was exhumed at a cost of $ 1 2,000, h i s  remains p laced in  
a special lead-l ined, a ir- and watertight casket and taken to  h is  
v i l lage where he was reburied, with a tomb bui lt on top .  I n  F i j i 

even the dead cannot rest in peace. 
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'This is a civil coup ! ' 

In May 2000 a gang of sold iers and fai led pol iticians, with 

George Speight at their head , burst into Fij i 's Parl iament and 

captured the nation 's government led by its first l ndo-Fij ian 

prime min ister, Mahendra Chaudhry. As the pol iticians were 

seized , hundreds of rebels ransacked Fij i 's capital Suva. 

Th is was supposed to be a coup by ind igenous Fijians angry at 

their loss of power. But as the drama unfolded and Speight's 

rebels continued to hold the politicians hostage, the spectacle 

turned i nto a power struggle pitting Fij ians against each other. 

This cl imaxed in a violent mi l itary muti ny. 

Speight of Violence offers an insiders' view of what happened . 

Extracts from a secret d iary kept by Deputy Prime M i n ister Tupen i 

Baba during his 56 days in captivity tell of Speight's behaviour, 

the conditions ins ide Parl iament, and the beating of Chaudhry; 

and Red Cross letters between Tupeni and his partner U naisi 

Nabobo-Baba reveal the d istress and deprivations suffered by 

the hostages' fam i l ies. Veteran Pacific reporter M ichael Field ,  

who covered the coup and the treason trials which fol lowed, 

reports the barricade, court and media dramas and offers a 

powerful analysis of what it al l  meant. 
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