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Where the Hell is Tuvalu?

How I Became The Law Man of the World’s Fourth-Smallest Country

Philip Ells

[image: Image Missing]
 

INTRODUCTION

BREEZY TROPICAL BEACHES with crunching sand flecked by coconut palms and breadfruit trees. Primordial lagoons encased by uninhabited islets. No nuclear waste, no bomb testing, no civil war, no ethnic cleansing. Fewer than a hundred tourists visit each year and few of this number venture beyond the capital to see the outer islands with their timeless lifestyle bereft of electricity, television, rush hour and smog.

Heavenly. But where is this Paradise?

Look up Tuvalu. It is hard to see. A remote archipelago in the Pacific near the equator and still many hundreds of kilometres away from the nearest countries: Kiribati to the north and Fiji to the south. The Voluntary Service Overseas briefing pack described imported food, infrequent flights, a tiny land mass, an even tinier population. It also stated that I had been offered a position as the People’s Lawyer of Tuvalu, to provide free legal advice and representation to all its citizens as the only lawyer on the island apart from the Attorney-General. Unusually for VSO there was to be no local counterpart with whom I would share my job. Neither was there another VSO in the country. I was to be on my own completely.

So I was far away, facing huge changes. It would be hard, but would give me a unique chance to discover work in a new field, to begin a new life. It was the perfect answer.

It is easy to say that. More difficult, perhaps, to explain the question to which Tuvalu was the answer, or indeed how I came to be in a position to be the People’s Lawyer in the first place.

My first encounter with law came through family driving lessons at the age of seventeen with my solicitor brother-in-law Brian. We’d clamber into the passenger seat of a wrecked, unwashed Ford Cortina smothered in ash, I would swipe to the floor a pile of unopened copies of the Law Society Gazette, and then Brian and I would take off to a quiet spot to practise dangerous manoeuvres.

The Gazette is the weekly legal news magazine issued by the governing body for solicitors in England and Wales, then a dreary information bulletin repellent for its cover alone. When I asked Brian about the contents he explained that the magazines were sent out to all solicitors free of charge and that similar piles of unread material existed on bookshelves, desks and floors – and, in all probability, in similarly unwashed cars – all over the country. If I did ask him a direct question about being a solicitor (and I rarely did) the explanation would produce a sort of shopping-fatigue sensation: my eyes would glaze and mind begin to blank.

In any case, a legal career could not have been further from my mind or my aspirations. The punk generation was in full flow. School cool was a fluffy negation of upbringing and background. Despite the healthy prognosis for the privileged majority from a single-sex public school, the sixth-form centre was a repository of hardcore depression and hopelessness about the future. Punk had catalysed us to despair – but with energy. There was an irresistible attraction in the rejection of comfortable suburban life, of all supposed culture, and the celebration of being young and angry. Or in Hampstead, young and mildly annoyed. I found my own middle way, and feigned peevish.

My parents, understandably mystified by the overnight sourness of their teenage son, had to endure daily my loud duet with Johnny Rotten on ‘Anarchy in the UK’ by the Sex Pistols. ‘I am an Antichrist. I am an Anarchist,’ Johnny and I would scream at full volume in a latent desire to cause someone, anyone, a nervous breakdown.

Along with petty nihilism, my identity was edgy. I had always had contradictory feelings about being Jewish – proud, but uncomprehending, of the intolerance that seemed to go with the territory. In the 1980s, at one of the last religious services I attended in sulky obedience with parental strictures, the rabbi’s sermon concluded that AIDS, drugs, nationalist violence and marrying out of the faith (in order of increasing gravity) were the greatest disasters of the age. Perhaps it was my own brand of right – contradicting that received image of specialness – that led me to the law and the notion of an objective, impartial justice. Or perhaps things just happen. It’s hard enough to create your own path; harder still to find any reason behind making those choices that define us.

On leaving school I did not have the slightest intention of studying anything practical, or taking the vocational training the family would have preferred. So I studied English at York, a city then labouring under a Jewish curse as a result of a pogrom in the twelfth century – a fact that I imagine exasperated my family still further.

Somewhat unexpectedly, at university, I discovered that Judaism was cool and mysterious. Instead of ignoring my own culture, I found there was a cachet in being different. With only four known Jews in a student community of 3,000 I was suddenly an exotic for being . . . well, just being.

Three heavy-reading years later, soon to be released from university with a degree but no technical or seemingly transferable skills, I discovered that there was a vacuum of thought, and my family, abhorring a vacuum, promptly filled it. Brian and particularly my uncle Lou – still shadow-boxing me in his 70s and pinching my shirts saying, ‘We do that material’ – suggested law as a solution. An arts degree was a pretty indulgence but now it was time to work towards something solid and permanent – the substance of a professional qualification. At least, given the current family vogue for dentists, law was a minor novelty. I questioned Brian with an urgency; this time I really wanted to know. He who had heroically listened while I had force-read him an essay, ‘Death, Destruction, Despair – a positive view of King Lear’, shook his head and gave his considered verdict: ‘Don’t do it. You’ll hate it.’ He then laughed menacingly. If only I had listened . . .

A few months later, set on automatic, and with Brian’s incredulity and consoling pat on the shoulder still fresh in my mind, I left York for Chester. The two cities looked similar, with cathedrals, medieval streets and street theatre. Only the dark ochre stone of Chester and its lack of an unending curse from my ancestors distinguished it from York.

The shock of entering the College of Law was persistent: a few breeze blocks of no architectural value, some muddied, sloping fields and an Edwardian home doubling as an administration centre were my new seat of learning. An emphasis on feeling, imagination, rapid volume reading and the skill of communication were to be replaced with a new thought process that was hard, analytical, inclusive and deductive. Now, tedious three-hour memory exams were the form, along with compulsory attendance at lectures, compulsory ‘homework’, and tutorials where individuals were picked on and humiliated.

My group found its frequency within a few weeks. We conformed. We would all sit in the same seats every day, so there was some small feeling of resentment if a seat was occupied as an uneasy sense of ownership began to prevail. A new form of communication emerged: phrases laden with historical and conventional meaning and significance were used with frequency. I noticed my own tentative re-evaluation of language, the care with which I would assert agreement or belief – not to mention the mysterious ‘alleged’.

There were limits to this sheep mentality, however. Although personal space soon became inviolable, the register that was passed round for signature from student to student at each lecture was not. It was surprising to learn that Maradona, Delia Smith, Einstein and Charlotte Rampling all attended class; more startling was the knowledge shown by Tom Jones of the law of contract, though Sid Vicious’s grasp of the finer points of trusts beggared belief. It was the final quiet sigh from a faintly revolting Punk Generation, and the majesty of English law stifled it.

I passed my first-year exams and hoped for an inspirational form tutor to drive me through another year of constant tests for the finals. Instead I got a resplendently coiffeured woman with luminous lips, eyeliner and garish fingernails. Her opening words were to the point: ‘This is the worst year of your life. Get through it, and you can go back to normal next year. Look to the person on your right and your left. One of you will fail and have to do it all again. Or give up. To pass you have to work hard. So work hard. No one in their right mind wants to do this again.’

That speech must have been intoned by her ten times over the preceding years; it had probably been said to her, and to her own form tutor before her. She was, of course, entirely right.

I immersed myself in the intricacies of how to achieve the minimum pass mark to succeed in the examinations and how not to ask essential questions like those of a fellow student who put his arm up and twenty years late argued with a Court of Appeal decision: ‘But that’s wrong, isn’t it? It isn’t right.’

The lecturer, aghast, replied staccato, ‘But-that’s-the-law.’ And that was that.

I have placed my memories of that second year in deep freeze. If it is true that at the moment of death we view our lives replayed backwards, that destructive, lonely and wasted year of resistance will return and a hapless, unhappy and trapped young man will reappear cornered by notes spread in neat, foot-thick piles across a large and glacial room.

In refreshment breaks I spent several months studying the brochures of large, reputable law firms in London. Although there were several esteemed specialist firms about, I was advised to get the best general training possible, then decide where a career would take me. The leaflets were graced by glossy photographs of corporate young men and women usually at their desks (with numerous opened technical books on them). Sometimes they would be standing by an older lawyer, a partner, next to fine carved wooden bookshelves (with ranks of closed technical books). There were few happy faces.

Having written forty or more letters I managed to obtain three interviews. The most tricky inquisition was with a deputy senior partner whose mouth but not eyes smiled. He asked directly, ‘Where do you think you will be in ten years’ time?’ Nothing could have been further from my mind: I wanted to acquire a skill, then to travel and explore and see, but, sensing the right answer, I replied, ‘London. Working.’ It was the greatest of lies, said with outer conviction but no inner belief. I was to keep my own promise. Ten years after that interview I was 18,000 kilometres adrift on the other side of the world, a lawyer still but without a power breakfast or client lunch in sight.

Fortunate to be offered trainee contracts at two of the three firms, I found the decision over which one to join easy. Immediately after one offer, the firm in question dissolved. I was left with a large expanding practice that seemed peopled with friendly staff. I’d also noticed that they didn’t baulk at offering chocolate biscuits in interviews. Chocolate biscuits in law firms are a major political issue. Those friends who started earlier than I did at other firms were amazed to discover that staff were not permitted chocolate biscuits for internal meetings, only those with clients. It was this attention to staff comfort, and my own need for chocolate, that assured me I was doing the right thing in accepting the offer.

On my first day of work I was shown around a large seven-storey building and deposited in a room with a gratuitously unpleasant man whose greeting was ‘Ells, you’re late.’ On my desk was a memorandum about a large-scale industrial dispute that was receiving national coverage. Attached to the memorandum were several complex agreements which the note asked me to read. The note ended, ‘Are, and if so to what extent, our clients bound by these agreements?’ I had seen the same question posed on the TV news the previous evening and in the headlines of the main newspapers that morning. I looked at this sheaf of papers and was immediately overcome with nausea. I flicked through the documents, unable to understand anything, until I received my next shouted instruction.

‘Ells, I want you to find me a mooning gnome.’ At the back of Private Eye was an advertisement for mock figurines. The present was supposed to be a witty gift for a friend who had spent a considerable sum of money on a work of art. It was my first real legal task.

I keenly took a taxi to the factory outlet in south London, only to find the item out of stock. Mooning gnomes were going fast in those days. Miles from anywhere, dressed in my new uniform of suit, shirt, tie and shoes, I set off by foot in light rain along a main road, only to be flagged down by a passing police car. I was told that I was walking illegally along the hard shoulder of a motorway. Rather than arrest me, the police gave me a lift to the next exit, where I made my way to a joke shop in the city and found a small, brown, clay dwarf showing off his posterior. My first success as a lawyer.

Returning to the office late on this, my second, day, I was told to see the head of department on the seventh floor. There, both my morning’s taskmaster and head of department were waiting in a room packed with clients, lawyers from other firms and chocolate biscuits. It occurred to me that either I was now to be entrusted with substantive legal work because of the appreciation drawn from the day’s gnome endeavours or this was a modern form of initiation ceremony of which the SAS would be proud.

I sat at the end of the room assuming an air of authority without comprehension of what business was being conducted, busily trying to refill tea and coffee cups. After another two hours my presence was explained. I was entrusted with an important and singular job: to take single white pieces of paper agreed by the parties and place these precious objects in an empty fruit bowl at the end of the gigantic table. No more than ten agreed pages later, at 5 a.m., I was informed that my services were no longer required and I was dismissed.

I got two pieces of free advice that night. During a break in negotiations when I could shine at pouring tea, the head of department called me over and whispered, ‘Things can only get worse. And remember this, Philip: never ever apologise.’ It was deep stuff and I nodded conspiratorially, as though grateful for this real education.

I can’t understand why my parents were surprised when I came home that morning – indeed every subsequent night of my first week – and, although a virtual teetotaller, knocked back a double whisky straight.

After eight months of company law I moved to the property department, three floors below. Where company lawyers seemed part businessman, part adviser, part egomaniac, property lawyers were generally well organised, tidy and working to endless deadlines. I sat with a partner whose only coherent word or thought in his heavily gurgling adenoidal English was ‘profit’. His left hand would flick sideways continually, like a preying mantis catching its meal, anticipating the telephone before it had rung, and an animal grunt of greeting would follow. He thought I was dim. My chief concern was trying to decode his language.

My final eight months were in litigation with another partner who whispered into his Dictaphone, and to everyone else, and ate bananas all day. There was something of the cut and thrust of conflict, tactics, strategy and war games that appealed here even if it was carried out silently. The noisiest person was our secretary, who, when given some dictated cassettes to transcribe, scowled and shouted, ‘I’m not doin’ that fuckin’ tape.’ Such is the trainee’s life – regarded as beneath contempt by legal and nonlegal staff alike.

Litigators are a complex breed; comprehension of a problem and identification with a client’s needs are intrinsic to the job. But confrontation and victory are their lifeblood. When I was invited to stay on at the firm after qualification I requested a place in that department. Overall it seemed the least potentially pernicious choice.

At that time the firm had taken over the defence of an individual in a high-profile fraud case. It meant nothing at first. But after five months of my trainee period in litigation, to the disappointment and irritation of the yellowing partner, I began to be absent from the office for hours on end. Bag carrying, reading and listing documents in this sensitive matter became a frequent interruption from normal duties. Soon after my qualification, the highly competent solicitor handling the case had gone on maternity leave. At 26 I was entrusted with the daily conduct of this matter under the watchful supervision of the senior partner. It was an extraordinary and fortunate opportunity. From him I learned the art of calm; when things looked especially dire he would smile and say through a patently strained face, ‘I thrive on pressure.’

Three years later this and other profile cases had reached their end. In some the firm had parted with the client amicably, with repeat business established, and in others with a sense of anger at the inconsistencies and trickery of human beings. Evenings and weekends had been and gone in the office and resulted in partial success and virtually no thanks.

‘Don’t take it personally,’ said the senior partner. ‘They don’t pay their dentist either.’ I felt deflated and tired. Work had lost its bite. I had lost my bite.

Most of this legal work had been for substantial sums of money, clients claiming it, recouping it, or more often trying not to pay it. I tried to retain some balance by giving free advice with other lawyers every fortnight at a local neighbourhood advice centre. The strain between the two styles of life began to tell when I took over the conduct of someone else’s file while they went on holiday, and went to court to try to obtain an order for an individual to repay money he had borrowed from a business associate. The borrower attended personally and professed such confusion and ignorance, and so convincingly, that the court refused my application for immediate judgement and said it would have to look at the matter in detail again. The next available date was some six months later. When I told the client what had happened he took it in the spirit of the age.

‘Where’s my fucking money?’ he screamed at me down the telephone. I should thank him. It became easier and easier to leave.

That evening at the neighbourhood advice centre I saw a pamphlet advertising a human rights masters degree. I took the leaflet home, applied and obtained a place, and promptly handed in my notice. There was soon a nasty rumour within the firm that I was a victim of burn-out and that the partners were to blame for thrusting too much responsibility on me too early. The truth was that I had grown disillusioned with the process as much as the distance between myself and clients.

There was another reason for change, too. Stuck at the office for such long periods, I was inevitably going to become involved in a relationship with a lawyer. Where else could you meet anyone? Tentative glances across a photocopier or lecture room, a lift to a summer ball, a joint visit to a Land Registry and suddenly an unexpectedly intense and gentle romance developed, hidden from all at the workplace. What started so promisingly and solidly fizzled out. Foolishly interested in a career at the expense of everything else, I mistook busy-ness for life, put the relationship firmly second, devoted less and less time to keeping it alive, and two years later we concluded that somehow we had lost our light, and parted. I carried on head down. After no contact I had bumped into her in central London and told her of my plans to study again. She was polite but eager to be away, and somewhat caustic. Four months later she was dead, along with the rest of her family, in a car crash. She was the first of my contemporaries to die. With her death, London became an unwanted and hateful reminder and augmented my craving to leave and seek something new.

I relished a precious year of intensive study without clients or interruptions. The human rights course mattered to me in a fashion that working law had not until then, and gave meaning to what I wanted from the profession: justice, tolerance, equality and not necessarily a suited existence. It was an ironic pleasure to receive an impossibly large reading list each week, and delve into a shop of horrors – genocide, torture, refugees – and global systems purportedly erected to reduce their likelihood or police their occurrence. (‘Don’t be too cynical,’ the professor repeated. ‘Just bear a healthy cynicism.’) I left the course determined to use this material in the field.

There was nothing to keep me in London. I applied to Voluntary Service Overseas, the UK-based charity that places volunteers in developing countries in order to share skills with local people. The idea is that a volunteer works alongside a local counterpart – doctor, nurse, teacher or lawyer – and imparts their skill for a minimum of two years. For the pleasure they earn the equivalent of a local wage and live in local conditions.

A few weeks later I received a letter from VSO offering me the position of the People’s Lawyer of Tuvalu. What at first appeared ridiculous over the next few months modified from dismissal to curiosity to interest, and finally – with an air of unbelievability and stolid determination – to acceptance. Having made the decision, I faced an apoplectic family interrogation and uncomprehending friends. Both groups evinced a kind of disbelief, a sense of sorrow that things must be so bad, self-esteem and prospects so low, followed by incredulity and a gargantuan negativity about the enterprise. When it appeared I was serious and could not be deflected, Stage Two arrived. I became a torchbearer, a revolutionary, the mystic who has gleaned a better truth.

I spent weeks arranging my affairs, settling my account with the world, and calmly saying goodbyes. There was no mask; I was excited and desperate to go. In the Gatwick departure lounge my resolution suddenly faltered for the first and only time. I found myself short of breath and a little frightened. It was a freezing autumn afternoon. I tried to call everyone I knew without success. All I could do was to leave pathetic, gasping messages of farewell.

I left in October 1993. I would not return to England until April 1996.
   

1. ALL BEGINNINGS ARE HARD

NADI AIRPORT, FIJI, 5 a.m. As I walked out into the early-morning haze, a peaceful 737 rested in its bay. Next to it must have been the family’s sickly offspring: a tiny craft with AIR MARSHALL ISLANDS emblazoned on its side was revving up a stuttering engine as baggage was thrown into its backside.

The whole morning had been unsettling. Disembarking and transferring from the 747 to another plane required a fresh check-in in an empty hall. At a small desk a solitary official with severe hair scraped back from her head kept rubbing her eyes. As I searched for my passport I was told that I must be weighed with my luggage. When you receive a request like this at an international airport somehow that contract of trust, of paying for and receiving the wonder of flight, is immediately in doubt.

The scales registered that I was carrying a hefty thirty kilograms of rucksack, suitcase and an immense bulging shoulder bag stuffed with books. Surrounded and submerged by these precious things, one pale, exhausted traveller in garish pink baseball cap, khaki shorts, grey T-shirt and flip-flops struggled to maintain his balance.

‘You are overweight. We cannot take all your luggage.’

Having seen passengers ahead of me turned away because they did not have an excess-baggage ticket, I serenely produced the key paper. VSO had advised me to buy food and pots and pans as necessary in Fiji. Knowing it would increase my luggage allowance, this trump card had been intelligently purchased for me in advance and was expected to be an unanswerable response to the New World greeting. All it produced was a scowl from the official, who seemed at first to be mesmerised, considering this a foreign trick, a sleight of hand. A stare – first at the ticket, then at me, then at the ticket again.

I tried to help by pointing at the words ‘excess’ and ‘additional 10 kg’, and then at my name, finally waving my passport. The way she looked at me, I just knew I was being thoroughly unreasonable. But I kept on, hoping that, by flapping this document, which stated clearly and unmistakably its purpose, I would elicit a favourable response.

‘No, we cannot take your luggage. You are overweight.’

There was no denying it: I was overweight. And she would not take all my luggage.

I threw the offensive and ignored ticket away. I’ve never placed much reliance on them since.

‘Your other bag will be delivered.’

Ah. But when?

The other passengers nodded in appreciation of the official’s actions; there was equality before the scales at least, and no fancy administrative loop would protect me.

After the ritual of refusal had been repeated with most of the other passengers and check-in was completed, we were informed that there had been some ‘difficulties’ with transport to Tuvalu and a temporary rescheduling of flights. Difficulties had arisen, I learned some weeks later, because one pilot had landed his aircraft on its nose, damaging its fuselage, while another had landed the reserve plane on a dog, wrecking the undercarriage. I am not sure whether that is a comment on the speed of the dog or the plane. The unsubstantiated rumour was that the animal had been split in two. One half, perhaps both, had been ‘retrieved’ for an unusual Tuvaluan dinner. While dog would have made an excellent diversion from fish, rice and the occasional celebratory pig, how had this compressed beast been served? In sculptured rice the shape of an airfield, or of a dog? Had it been sold to the hungry family as a hairy flatfish, the remarkable product of nuclear testing complete with surprising legs? Diners probably complained of severe headaches for days afterwards.

The third reserve plane was the craft overwhelmed by and next to the jumbo. Next stop, Tuvalu. After the comfort and programmed transatlantic entertainment of a 24-hour ride on the 747 from London to Fiji, this reduced craft was set to take its load three hours away, one thousand kilometres out into the Pacific Ocean. Safety features suddenly seemed more than usually interesting: a belt that refused to shut, an inflatable life vest for that odd crash at sea and oxygen masks that were twisted and stuck to the roof. Toilets seemed to be missing. Fortunately, even at this time of the morning, the sun was baking the tin fuselage to the point that perspiration alone would take care of any excess fluid. As I placed my hand luggage in the gangway with that of fellow passengers my heel kicked against a surprise package underneath the seat: a breakfast tray. Stale bread, a few biscuits, a smelly egg and orange juice. It had to be a condemned person’s meal, prepared on the basis that no one would survive to complain. I pushed it back where it belonged. Straining to get up, the engine took on the timbre of a lawnmower but once we were airborne – fairground dives in bumpy air pockets and the occasional shudder apart – there was a sense of elation that we had finally begun our journey.

I closed my eyes and began to consider the advantages of self-reinvention. I could be a blank slate, choose to throw away those habits, those characteristic, defining tics that categorise us to ourselves and to others – and start afresh. What would I be? Professional hard man? Hit man, even? Possibly. Silent and morose? No, not really me. Ruthless and cruel? I could try, but didn’t think I would be convincing. Cheeky chappy? Perhaps – now and then. Cold intellectual? What – on the equator? Cool love god? Yes, definite possibilities there. My favourite. But how was I going to project this image in a luminous pink cap and round student glasses?

After some anxious jolting three hours into these fantastical (or eminently reasonable) diversions, the plane spun at an angle and descended sharply for our first sight of land. A tiny islet appeared with coconut trees, an empty traditional canoe with outrigger on a deserted beach, and a hut. The copilot produced a camera from underneath his seat and persuaded his colleague to make another swoop over it. Perhaps he was unsure of the route. This was the first land seen in over three hours. He snapped away until we turned towards the main settlement.

A week before, I had met my predecessor as People’s Lawyer of Tuvalu at a London Underground station. I recognised him from a VSO film made of Tuvalu when he had been in office. The film had poor sound quality and pictures of nothing more than sleet, rain and the effects of hurricane wind. Cut to inside and my predecessor giving a long explanation of an acne condition brought on by the climate and food. It was entirely unmemorable. Still, I knew what he looked like. We greeted each other, young and old, as purveyors of a secret flame – he now entrusting me with my Mission Impossible. I noticed that the acne had improved but checked myself from referring to it, at least immediately. Instead, in a smoky London café, I plied him with coffee and bombarded him with dozens of pointed questions about work and the climate. What must I bring? What is in the law library? What cases are left? What do people do in their spare time? Are Tuvaluans friendly? Do they value the legal service presented to them?

My enthusiasm must have repulsed. He must have known I was thinking about his skin. All of these enquiries had been deflected with a reticent and restrained ‘Oh, you’ll get used to that,’ or ‘Don’t worry about it.’ The only concrete information in the midst of evasion was the weather and size – both unchanging. ‘It’s quite hot – all the time. And small.’

We parted and promised to keep in contact. There seemed not a trace of regret in his departure from the Pacific. He did look distinctly lost, however, at the Underground where I left him.

‘Hot’ did not sound a particular challenge. Just another painful, burnt summer holiday with strange, destructive stomach upsets. The difference was that I had signed up for a minimum of two years away: there would be no relieving returns for tea, toast and Marmite. ‘Small’ I took as a description of size and not of mind. But as the plane began its approach towards the skinny, straggling horseshoe-shaped atoll on which half of the population of Tuvalu lived – called Funafuti – anticipation was tempered by realisation. Size began to matter and I found myself glancing at my shoulder bag for reassurance that no books had fallen overboard, and coveting the plastic safety instructions for additional reading material.

Fongafale (pronounced ‘Fō-gah-fah-lay’) was the major islet of the capital island of Funafuti. It seemed extremely green from the air, with tin shed houses partially hidden by coconut palms one side of the short runway. As we straightened up for our descent I could see in the distance an array of romantic-looking islets in a large lagoon comprising the entirety of Funafuti. My briefing pack noted that here the population was 5,000 and rising, home of the nation’s parliament, High Court, the Princess Margaret Hospital, Tuvalu Maritime School, daytime secondary school, government offices, civil servants’ homes – and the office and home of the People’s Lawyer of Tuvalu.

Once we were on the island, the cabin temperature rose rapidly. As we taxied from one end of the runway back to our parking space, we were accompanied by a cloud of coral dust, which reduced visibility to a grass verge ten metres away. When we stopped and the dust began to disperse I had to check my glasses, for the air had begun to wobble, distorted by the intense heat. It took several sweaty minutes for eight bustling passengers to gather their restricted belongings and step outside. Directly in front, about fifty metres distant, was a one-storey windowless structure with concrete floor and interior posts, with a sloping roof. Inside it, a large, silent, watchful crowd of Tuvaluans had gathered. I disembarked last from the plane. Walking down the few steps and across the loose runway I felt a slight breeze. It was of no help, however, as the air was like breathing thick, warm, reheated soup which smelled putrid. I felt extraordinarily self-conscious, like the small independent film maker collecting an Oscar, and concentrated on an easy flip-flop to the hut, walking slowly with a nonchalance that defied my excitement on landing.

It was a Saturday morning, and the entire village, it seemed, had turned out to observe the new arrival. Tuvalu had no airport terminal at that time, and customs officials (there were two) merely carried their own small table and chair to what I learned was the village hall or maneapa (pronounced ‘mah-neh-apah’), and examined passports there. Following the laden pack of travellers before me, I reached the nearest table and was about to show my passport, when a giggling voice shouted out, ‘Ah, the People’s Lawyer. He doesn’t go through customs. Come, we have a car for you to take you to your house.’

I looked up and saw a vast, heavily sideburned and moustached woman of seeming ineffable goodwill smiling. She was dressed in a large – no, gigantic – one-piece blue cotton dress which had gathering large pools of sweat under the armpits.

‘I am Laita [pronounced ‘Lighter’], your secretary and translator.’ She was also my muscles, as, glowing in the heat and laughing continually, she snatched my heavy suitcase and cabin bag as though they were Tupperware, and threw them into a rusting van with sliding doors. Laita chattered proudly with passers-by, proprietorially announcing my existence to the enquiring villagers peering at this curiosity being ‘driven’ to his destination.

It had rained overnight and as we set off from the airport I saw that whatever road there was lay in an appalling condition, soaked in puddles which hid huge holes eroded further by water and foot and bicycle traffic. During a short and exceptionally bumpy drive, Laita did not stop laughing once. In response to her merriment I tried to smile, but I was entirely fazed by the new conditions and my eyes saw nothing but a shanty town with pigs and chickens wandering around aimlessly in and out of incomplete concrete or plywood homes.

Driving through the heat, we turned right from the main road on to what could not have been termed a track, more a long puddle with rocks. This led, after a further turn, to a small clearing. Four homes stood in a row: one single bungalow, two detached bungalows and one basic, ramshackle structure with concrete floor and small wooden outhouse. These homes looked out on to a grass verge by a small maneapa fifty metres opposite. The words LOTO NUI were painted on the facing eaves. Laita explained that this maneapa was dedicated to descendants and affiliates of the island of Nui who lived on Funafuti. Each island, she said, had its own representative maneapa on Funafuti. But this was not the moment for cultural information. ‘Come on, come on,’ she eagerly entreated, keen to show off my new quarters.

We opened the door: two bedrooms, a kitchen with fridge and gas cooker and sink and formica-ish floor. Laita looked at me happily in expectation. I nodded, trying hard not to let any expression come to my face, and, with many thanks and promises to talk on Monday, she left. Having chosen a room, I began to unpack some things. I felt queasy and intensely disappointed at the standard of accommodation. It was uniformly filthy, the furniture minimal and uncomfortable, and my bedroom frankly disgusting. With a porch roof permanently akilter, a sagging concrete wall with cracks, and dust everywhere, civil-servant house C13 was in abject disrepair. It had been vacant for some months between my predecessor’s departure and my arrival. But clearly someone had found a use for this home. As I looked around, I noticed a selection of opened, presumably used, condoms in the corners, on the floors and – most unexpectedly – in the kitchen and in the bedside chest of drawers. There must have been the greatest and safest orgy of all time the night before – but why, please, were the used items in the kitchen? Or was I missing the point: that maybe Tuvaluans, being islanders, were sexually aroused only near water, and the sink would do?

A friendly voice. ‘So what’s happening in England? The name’s Phil, but you can call me the Electrician. I’m moving in today also.’

It was my new housemate, a red-haired Australian volunteer and electrical engineer. He was extremely solicitous and apologised over the state of the house as he had just moved in that morning himself. He even appeared sympathetic when, after a brief interrogation in which I provided him with a year’s history of the world (in other words, covering the length of his stay so far in Tuvalu), I moved speedily to a small airless room which was often to be a special home to me – the toilet.

I examined the bowl face first, salivated and retched desperately. Without a word, I then retired to my boudoir, removed some condoms – as you do – and almost all clothes, and lay down for the afternoon on a heavily soiled, solid and springless mattress replete with bugs. I was unavailable for interview the rest of the day.

So this was home. But not, alas, the Promised Land.

Hours later the Electrician knocked to inform me that there was a foreigner or palagi (pronounced ‘pah-lah-gee’ with a soft ‘g’) party to which I was invited that night. It was only five minutes away by bike. VSO had purchased one for the office, and, sure enough, parked outside our back door near a leaking water tank, was a black Chinese object with two wheels. The People’s Lawyer’s Bicycle was a depreciating item. There were no handbrakes.

‘Everything just rusts here. You pedal backwards to stop,’ the Electrician explained. My predecessor was a tall, gangly man and the seat was a good ten inches too high and, as expected, the adjustment mechanism had stuck. With visible springs sprouting through imitation leather, I soon found that sitting on the People’s Lawyer’s Bicycle was like receiving a rectal examination. The safest and slightly less uncomfortable solution was to stand on the pedals the whole time.

That night, with the help of a small torch, we veered in and out of puddles and holes, and arrived muddied and sticky at an ocean-front home dwarfed by a stack of empty Foster’s beer cans. Inside some twenty Tuvaluans and palagis were busy adding to the pile, munching barbecued chicken and fish. I was introduced to all, but none broke through my shocked state. All I recalled later was the sympathy offered by all the palagis at being a new arrival, and being English (in no particular order), and being left on my own for the senses and stomach to acclimatise.

I sat on a seafront wall, mosquitoes biting, listening to the waves crash and to a large Samoan pastor on his battered guitar playing ‘You’re Just Too Good to be True’. Sensing the torpor and the need to revisit my favourite room, I returned early. I took the wrong puddle, got lost on my way home, and arrived just in time to put my head down the bowl.


2. A POPULIST APPROACH

I AM AN inveterate unpacker. Wherever I arrive I cannot just dump my things: I have this need to fashion my space and make it homely. I think this uncool approach to travel comes from my father, whose experience in World War Two left him with a penchant for military precision in such matters. This order and neatness have been imbued in me and I cannot feel comfortable until things have been allotted their correct place. It was imperative to personalise the bedroom as soon as I could, Blu-Tacking pictures of family and friends joyously celebrating my departure, abstract posters, tennis rackets on the side table, and upright books especially chosen for their size and impenetrability. There, along with a book on chess I never did read, was one on astronomy (untouched) and A Brief History of Time by Dr Stephen Hawking (never opened).

The Electrician kept watch over me like a nurse over a patient in intensive care. Despite the unpacking I was in my own private intensive care, moving from bedroom to toilet and back again. The combination of sickly heat and the smell of listless decay in the home kept drawing from me endless retches. I drank near-frozen water and up it would come again.

In one day the Electrician helped dispose of the condoms and attack the dust, and we together created an order for things in their rightful places. His room was next to mine, larger and backing on to the home next door. It had a large, wobbling, rusty blade hanging over the bed. Although the flow of air from this contraption was even, its precarious balance and the damage a falling blade could inflict would have caused me the odd sleepless night or two. There was no question: if you were asleep and it fell, and if you did wake up, you were unlikely to have the same number of limbs. It was also a disturbing reminder of the beginning of the movie Apocalypse Now, where a shell-shocked Martin Sheen lying on his bed mesmerised by the blades above reflects on his own degeneration. I refused to contemplate a two-year discussion with Mr Sheen comparing broken natures and was far happier with a Sellotaped fan standing on the desk in my room.

With its concrete walls, the house seemed perfectly designed to retain and not disperse heat. There was only one means of chill. It had been raining the night before my arrival. As there was no fresh water on Funafuti we were reliant on rain caught in the sills of the roof and in a dripping concrete tank. This water was then pumped for use in kitchen, bathroom and toilet. After a fresh fall of rain, the shower proved cold (there is no central heating required on Tuvalu). I discovered that the likely early-morning routine was a short guttural exclamation of ‘Ja, jaa, jaaaa’ to accustom the body to the temperature aided by a brisk rub with soap. In his economic quiet way the Electrician mentioned that he had found an object that no one wanted in a home that he was wiring. It would take a few days to sort out, but by adjusting the shower head and, by some magic, inserting a filament which might endanger both of our lives, it was sufficient to provide a hot-water dribble. I promised not to reveal this major luxury item to any other volunteer on the island.

There was more to this Electrician and this electricity business than met the eye.

During the first weekday he borrowed a truck to negotiate the puddles to take me to work. I must still have been in need of care in his eyes for it turned out to be a very short ride. I held on to my bicycle in the back as we lurched from de to side. It was, however, far preferable to riding it.

The Electrician showed me the alternative routes to work. Turn right outside the house on to the first bumpy path and then left to the runway and down it. This was the quicker and smoother ride. It was a road-traffic offence to cycle on the runway, especially at night without a torch – a crime, I discovered, more observed in the breach. The grass verge was extremely uncomfortable with brilliantly camouflaged potholes. On any given ride this concealment would fool me and a distinctly Anglo-Saxon curse would be offered to the god of smooth tarmacs.

For the other route one turned right outside the house on to the jarring track, and right again to an unmarked junction and left on to the road towards the main Vaiaku village settlement. Schoolchildren in light-blue shorts or dresses passed awakened households shaded by pandanus trees and coconut palms. This was the sociable route. As you passed the houses there was a flurry of waving hands, shouts of ‘Talofa’ (pronounced ‘Tah-low-fah’ and meaning ‘good morning’), and incessant sweeping. Home-made brooms brushed tirelessly to fight against the infiltration of endless sand and dust, leaving the houses perfectly spotless and the surrounding sand near the doorway with the look of whisked ice cream. Having seen both routes and wanting to get to work and not discuss the day before I lived it, I decided on the quick way. The total cycling time by this route, I discovered, was eight minutes and by the Electrician’s preferred course an awfully slow eleven.

What a waste of three minutes.

It was a mystery how he could stop the truck at intervals of ten metres and speak to every person approaching him. After a hundred metres twelve people were sharing the back of the truck with me, waving at everyone they passed, shouting and laughing at the walkers who shouted and laughed back. Some took the ride only for a minute before leaping off barefoot down some rocky track near the main road.

After the route investigation was complete the truck eventually arrived at what the Electrician wryly called the central government offices. What I had dismissed on arrival as a comprehensively ugly concrete maze, some awful relic of World War Two that was derelict and unable to be demolished, now showed signs of activity. It was a working eyesore built several feet off a solid base of concrete.

We visited the personnel office, a small air-conditioned room where three women were enjoying country music with exaggerated slide guitar from an old turntable. They all sat before computers. A neat woman with long black hair tied back in a bun greeted me with a laugh.

‘Talofa. The People’s Lawyer. We all know you’ve arrived. Here are your keys.’

I was not sure what kind of response was required. It was said with a mixture of irony and amused challenge. It seemed I should give some, but, as I did not know what she was being ironical about, I opted for the usual polite but inscrutable ‘thank you’ beloved of the English.

Both of her colleagues ceased staring at their screens, stopped humming the tune, and considered the new lawyer in purple flip-flops, pink hat, grey shorts and red T-shirt. In the VSO film my lanky predecessor wore nothing but cricket clothes of white long trousers and shirt. It was his trademark dress. The new man was clearly a little casual for the job.

The office was about three minutes’ walk away. I found a semidetached hut of two rooms next to the runway. Next door in two adjacent rooms lived a friendly family who shook my hands and, after introduction, the mother, in starched nurse’s uniform, left for work on a straining, smoking mini-scooter. Not a cowboy in sight, not even a horse. But they, too, adored country music and played over and over again a track with the mournful refrain, ‘Just Because You Were Mine’.

Left alone, I unlocked the rooms untouched for four months. It was a little gloomy inside. The windows had been closed and constant airport dust and rain had covered them with dirt. Shabby mosquito netting cut out much of the glaring light. Inside my office were two desks, a chair, a ceiling fan and two bookcases. Laita had a desk, chair and wrecked filing cabinet in the other room. Both of us had a telephone with the same number. Outside the front door, facing the runway and reflecting the heat from it, were a rotting traditional canoe and coconut husks. The back door led to a small passageway, a toilet with shower room stuffed with copies of the Watchtower – the monthly magazine of Jehovah’s Witnesses – which, if believed, seemed to offer a complete explanation for the history of mankind, including the fundamental errors of science, with helpful hints on the afterlife. The magazines were to make excellent toilet reading. Next to this loo was a kitchen which had festered and thankfully remained locked. I never did find the key.

True to his word, my predecessor had carefully laid out the 74 live files on which work was continuing in a tidy manner. There were no urgent faxes, telephone notes or pressing stickers on my chair or desk. A four-month intermission without a lawyer seemed of little consequence. Heavy stones rested on the yellow folders to prevent them blowing away. The closed windows fostered a musty smell but there was life. I had my first encounter with a real and intelligent enemy: ants. They formed a dense, living road from the front door near the runway through the office, over the desk and out the back door to our redundant kitchen.

I blinked, sighed, huffed and, observed by a small inquisitive child fascinated by me, put down my bag. My first act as People’s Lawyer was to start stamping my authority. These creatures were faster and larger than the harmless specimens in my own country and their bites carried a painful sting. I sought reinforcements from a small shop passed nearby and purchased a gigantic toxic-spray can to finish the job. After trying hard not to breathe I dutifully sorted out the collection of legal texts and endearingly useless pile of ancient magazines and law reports which had been donated in utmost good faith by aid agencies. I flicked through the Rules of the Supreme Court for 1985, a hefty three-volume series which governed the conduct of civil cases in the High Court in England and Wales – and Tuvalu. I flipped open the inside cover. Inscribed was the name of a female lawyer at a large London law firm. I not only knew her name but my recent flatmate had gone out with her sister. I had even dined with this couple as a foursome a few weeks before. When I wrote to my flatmate to tell him of the connection he seemed nonplussed and simply reminded me that I had forgotten to pay my share of the restaurant bill – could I send a cheque?

This coincidence fitted a pattern of weirdness that quickly became weirdly unremarkable. Either that or my mother, through some worldwide neurotic network of mothers of all faiths and colours, had somehow planted the book in the vain hope it would make me think of returning home. You cease to be able to interpret when all objectivity is lost and the ground rules, but not the ants, disappear.

I walked outside to take a look. There was a painted stencilled sign above the office door grandly proclaiming, THE PEOPLE’S LAWYER, and there in her turquoise tent emerging from the bushes halfway down the runway was Laita. She raised a heavy arm on seeing me. Her movement was a slow lumber. Walking for her was awkward, even more so in the heat, and by the time she arrived there was a sheen on her face from the morning’s exertions.

Crossing her path, going over the runway in the direction of uninhabited swampland and away from the village, old men wearing coloured cloth tied around their waists shifted on splayed, calloused feet. They carried long poles balancing black buckets. The small child still entranced by my every action stared at my quizzical face as I watched the old men disappear.

‘Feed the pigs,’ he said slowly. ‘Sulu,’ he added pointing to the waist cloth they wore.

‘Good morning, People’s Lawyer. Do you like your office?’ and a loud laugh followed. The turquoise tent approached.

‘Talofa, Laita. What’s happening?’

‘What’s happening, People’s Lawyer? This is Tuvalu. Did you want something to happen? Go in and read the files. You are going to be very busy. Everyone in the village is looking forward to asking you questions.’ Another high-pitched cackle.

We agreed to keep the office closed for a few weeks in order that I could become acquainted with the files and the meticulous notes left by my predecessor, who seemed to have been planning his departure for months. But this was interrupted later in the week by a violent banging on the wall. Laita and I had no connecting door between our rooms. This flawless system of communication, of shouting and banging, could not have done the fibre-thin partition much good but we were to carry on with it for over two years.

I was startled by the thump because I was engaged reading a formal government notice stuck to the very part of the wall that Laita punched. It was the first hint of trouble. It told me that the head of the civil service had some months before prohibited any civil servant (and I was one also) from providing to the People’s Lawyer any information that might be used in proceedings against the government without his express written permission. This was an interesting departure. Too many smiles and friendly faces had dismayed me – I wanted, expected, dire and dangerous conflict. I was about to instigate at least a niggle.

Laita shouted at me to pick up the telephone for a longer conversation. ‘You will have to make a bail application. Two men have been in prison for weeks awaiting your arrival.’

I gave an assured reply and asked Laita to arrange an interview with the prisoners. I did not tell her or anyone else that I had never made a bail application.

‘Oh, and there’s a man to see you. But he can wait. Let’s see you in action first, People’s Lawyer.’ And the telephone went dead but the laughter continued through the wall sporadically for another five minutes.

A few days later, looking out of the slatted windows, I saw a young skinny boy and what looked like a cross between an elderly punk without earrings and a Mohican Indian walking across the runway. They were coming from a decrepit concrete bungalow opposite surrounded by head-high chicken wire, were barefoot and wore nothing but a dark-blue sulu. This time I knocked on Laita’s wall and shouted, ‘Who are they?’

‘Your clients. They are coming from the prison. And that’s the prison guard.’

Some five metres in front of the prisoners was a neatly attired man in navy-blue shorts, green socks, black boots, light-blue sleeveless shirt and a spotless blue cap. When they arrived Laita brought her chair round to my room and one prisoner came in at a time for an interview. So did the prison officer. The other prisoner sat on the ground in Laita’s office waiting his turn unguarded. It was with rising irritation that we managed to persuade the prison officer to walk out of earshot so that I could speak to my clients in private.

‘Why shouldn’t I hear?’ he countered to Laita in Tuvaluan. ‘I’m going to find out anyway.’

Under the Tuvalu Penal Code it was possible to apply for bail when appealing against sentence or conviction. First one had to apply for bail before the Resident Magistrate, the most senior judge in Tuvalu. Then one had to prepare written submissions for the Chief Justice, who lived overseas and because of budgetary constraints could attend only once a year for a few days to hear serious civil and criminal cases. Both men had pleaded guilty to their offences. They wanted to appeal against sentence only.

Laita informed me, helpfully, that virtually all Tuvaluans pleaded guilty – partly because they were guilty and when everyone in the village knew what they had done it was shameful to pretend otherwise, and partly because they knew nothing of a legal




































ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

In the Course of writing this book I have been fortunate to receive encouragement and criticism from several people to whom I am indebted: John Pawsey, my agent, James Conway in Tuvalu, Nicola Hill and Paul Davis in Kiribati, Steve Price-Thomas in Fiji, Moses Bikishon, Clive Coleman, Jim Reeve and Brian Scott in England. I am grateful to all of you for your suggestions and kindness.

To Tataua Pese and Laita Vaisemeni, a thank you for their friendship and guidance when living in Tuvalu.

A very special thank you goes to Anne Egseth for the time and thought given to the draft manuscript, and to VSO, without whom this journey would never have been made.

All errors are, of course, my own.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

Where the Hell is Tuvalu?
Philip Ells






OPS/images/logo.jpg





