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Dedication

			To my parents, Dharam and Gauramma, whose sacrifices, dreams, and unwavering belief in the power of education laid the foundation of my life.

			To my sisters and brothers, your presence has always been a reminder of the power of family.

			To my wife, Taraivina Dere Doidoi, the quiet partner whose steady love and dedication have supported everything I do. You’ve always had a way—equal parts funny and wise—of bringing me back to myself, especially when I drift off listening to those old Hindi songs, lost in a world of nostalgia. With a smile and a shake of your head, you’d turn to the boys and say, “Looks like your dad’s gone full Indian today.” Then, with that same mix of laughter and quiet determination, you’d cook up those rich, flavourful curries—just like they came straight from Mum’s pot—especially when I felt like having one. Your humour, your heart, and your ability to keep me rooted in who I am—without ever making a fuss—have kept me grounded, proud of my heritage, and just the right amount of humble.

			And to my two boys, Jonathan and Brendan Lorima, whose energy, curiosity, and love have brought joy and purpose to my life: You have listened, learned, and listened again—over and over—without (much) complaining, even when you’ve probably thought, Oh no, not this story again . . .

			This book is for all of you, the foundation, the heart, and the future of everything I hold dear.



	




 

			Richie’s Eppari Tata: In the Shadow of Empire is not just a memoir; it is a living memory stitched into words, a soul-deep tribute to a people whose pain, perseverance, and pride have long been hidden beneath the shadow of colonial history.

			From the very first page, Richie’s voice rises like a prayer for the forgotten. His writing carries the weight of his ancestors, the girmitiyas who were ripped from their homeland by lies, forced into servitude, and left to carve out a future from soil they were never allowed to own. And yet, from that betrayal bloomed something fierce and beautiful: identity, community, and hope.

			This book aches. It laughs. It remembers. Through the eyes of a boy chasing chickens for a family feast, through the tears of a mother who gave up her dreams for her children, through the silence of a grandfather’s blessing beneath a mango tree, Richie leads us through generations of love and loss. The details are visceral: the smell of rasam after a castor oil “cleansing,” the crackle of the old radio at dusk, the thunder of a storm echoing in the cries of seabirds. Every memory is alive. Every word, a heartbeat.

			But more than anything, Eppari Tata is a promise, a desperate, sacred vow that the stories of those who came before will not be lost. It is more than a personal memoir; it is a cultural odyssey and a eulogy to the Fiji Indian diaspora that asks: How do we honour ancestral roots while planting new seeds? With warmth, wisdom, and truth, Richie Raj invites readers to remember where they come from—and to believe in what they might yet become.

			Eppari Tata will stay with you. It doesn’t let go. And it shouldn’t.



	




To the Girmitiyas and their descendants — may their courage, faith and dreams never fade from memory.

			 



	

Preface

			There is a deep ache in the soul when you realize that the roots that once anchored you to the earth are slowly being forgotten. My family, once bound by the soil of Fiji, now finds itself scattered across the world, and with each passing generation, the sacred ties that once held us together grow weaker. The land that nurtured our ancestors—the land they toiled on, bled for, and built their dreams upon—is slipping further from our grasp, like sand through the fingers of time. I write this book out of a desperate need, a need to remember. A need to ensure that the fierce love, resilience, and sacrifice of those who came before us does not dissolve into the shadows of history.

			Our forefathers arrived in Fiji as indentured labourers, but they didn’t just survive . . . they built, they bled, and they dreamed of a future for us that we must never forget. The struggles they faced, the triumphs they achieved, and the legacy they forged, these are not just stories. They are the very fabric of who we are. Yet, as the years pass and the world turns, fewer voices remain to tell their story. With each new generation born away from the land of our ancestors, the stories fade. The voices grow quieter. And the history that shaped us begins to vanish: unheard, untold, and at risk of being lost forever.

			This book is not merely a collection of memories. It is a lifeline. It is my cry to the world: Remember us. Remember the sacrifices. Remember the land that gave us life, that shaped our very souls. I write this not only for my children but for every soul in the diaspora who feels the pull of their heritage but is too far removed from it to fully grasp its value. Through these pages, I kindle a flame, one born of the land our ancestors walked, the sweat they shed, and the quiet love they carried in their hearts. This is not just a record of the past but a rekindling of its spirit, a living reminder that their stories beat in our veins.

			I want my children and their children to know that we come from strength, from struggle, and from grace. Ours is a legacy worth more than memory; it is a responsibility, a pride, and a fire that must never fade. This book is a reminder. It is a message to every Indian of Fiji—wherever they may be—to never forget who they are, where they came from, and the sacrifices that made them who they are today. The past is not just something to be remembered; it is something to be honoured, cherished, and carried forward.

			The title of this book—Eppari Tata—is inspired by the way I was taught to greet my great-grandfather, the first girmitiya I came into contact with as a very young boy. In Tamil, “Eppari Tata” means, “How are you, Grandpa?” a respectful and affectionate greeting. He would respond by placing his hand gently on my head, a quiet blessing, an unspoken prayer, and a gesture of protection and pride. In that single touch, it was as though he was telling me: You are part of something greater. You carry us forward.

			In that moment, I wasn’t just greeting a man; I was touching history, unknowingly beginning a journey to understand who we truly are and where we come from. That greeting, simple yet profound, now becomes the title of a story much larger than mine.

			[image: ]

			Historical Note: In the Wake of the Girmit

			Before my story begins, there is another story. A story that is older than me, older than my parents, older even than the very town where I was born. It is the story of the girmitiyas.

			The girmitiyas were indentured labourers who came to Fiji between 1879 and 1916, drawn from the villages and towns of India under the British Empire’s promises of opportunity but delivered into hardship and exploitation. They began arriving more than two decades before the city of Lautoka existed, before the mill’s chimneys rose to stain the sky and its roads took shape. Their sweat and sacrifice became the mortar for Lautoka’s foundations, the place I would one day call home.

			Oh yes, Lautoka, the sleepy little town where time didn’t matter, where time was yours. Proudly settled on the western side of Fiji’s main island, it has long been known as the “Sugar City.” Life here moved at its own pace, revolving around the great sugar mill, whose influence spread far beyond the mill gates. Everyone seemed to know each other, and if they didn’t, a simple nod was enough; a quiet, unspoken way of saying, “Yes, we are Lautokans.”

			The rail tracks ran boldly through the town centre, side by side with the main road, shaded by rows of swaying palms that seemed to nod in approval each time the cane trains rolled through. I can still see those mighty locomotives now, steel giants dragging endless wagons, each heaped with freshly cut cane that stretched beyond sight.

			As they crawled slowly through the heart of the city, traffic ground to a halt, yet no one complained. People paused to watch, and children’s eyes sparkled with delight, caught in the spell of the rolling machines. The loco driver, face blackened with soot, would lean out the window and blow the whistle, a long, proud note echoing across the streets. We would wave, and he would wave back, sharing in our joy. The wagons clinked and rattled, the engine hissed and groaned, almost apologising as it inched forward: Thank you for your patience; I’m nearly through. To us children, it was pure magic! Those sounds, those sights, gave Lautoka its heartbeat, a gentle rhythm that made the whole town come alive . . . yet, somehow, kept the world feeling slow, calm, and wonderfully ours.

			The word “girmit” comes from the English word “agreement,” as spoken by those who signed contracts they could not read. They were told they would earn fair wages, work in decent conditions, and have the chance to return home after five years. What they faced instead were endless hours in the cane fields under a burning sun, overseers on horseback, rations barely fit to eat, and the loneliness of being torn from family and homeland. They came from many parts of India—Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh—carrying languages, religions, and customs as diverse as the monsoon rains and the Himalayan snows. In the cramped ships that crossed the kala pani (black waters), they shared not only space but suffering, forging bonds that would outlast the voyage.

			The first ship, Leonidas, arrived on 14 May 1879, at Levuka, Fiji’s capital at the time. The passengers were quarantined on an island called Nukulau before being sent to plantations. After the capital shifted to Suva in 1882, most girmityas landed there before being sent to sugarcane districts like Rewa, Ba, Lautoka, and Labasa. When the girmit system ended in 1920, few returned to India. Some could not afford the passage; others had nothing left to return to. They stayed, building new lives on leased land, raising families, and creating a culture that was both Indian and Fijian. They tilled soil they did not own, built temples and mosques with their bare hands, and passed on their languages and traditions to their children. But there was always a shadow: the knowledge that the land under their feet would never truly be theirs. This uncertainty shaped how they lived and dreamed. For many, education became the new hope, a way to give their children what the land could not provide: freedom from dependence on others.

			My great-grandfather may have arrived in Fiji as a young boy, carrying little more than his name and the clothes on his back. I hear from my mother—who rarely speaks of it but when she does, says just enough—that during the long, gruelling voyage across the ocean, he lost both his parents. They were taken by sickness or hardship; no one ever spoke clearly of the cause. Alone and frightened in a strange land, with nothing but memories and hope, he was taken in by his father’s brother as his own. It was under this quiet strength that he learned to stand, to endure, and to carry the weight of a new life. Though these stories come in soft whispers, the pain and sacrifice behind them still courses deeply through our family, an unbreakable thread connecting past and present, struggle and hope. They awaken within us a quiet but powerful fire, a steady drive and determined energy that inspires us to achieve what is needed, carrying us forward with purpose and belief.

			As a child, I didn’t notice the pain my great-grandfather kept inside, but now I see it in the way he held onto his customs and blessed us. This book is my attempt to walk in his footsteps, to honour his journey and the journeys of all who came in the wake of the girmit. Their lives are more than statistics in a colonial ledger; they are the roots from which my own story grows. Without them, there is no Eppari Tata. And without their strength, there would be no me. They are the reason I can tell this story today, the reason I carry in my heart a deep pride in my heritage, and the reason I feel compelled to pass this on before time erases the voices that once spoke it so clearly.

			Historical Sidebar:

			•The girmit system operated in Fiji from 1879 to 1916 under British colonial rule.

			•A total of 60,965 Indian men, women, and children arrived on 87 voyages from India.

			•Voyages averaged 73 days at sea, often in cramped conditions where disease spread easily.

			•Most worked on sugar plantations owned by the Colonial Sugar Refining Company (CSR).
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Chapter 1

			The Journey of Broken Promises

			Whispers Across the Fields

			History can feel distant until you realise it lives in your own blood. For me, the story of the girmitiyas is not something I read in a book; it is something I inherited. I am the great-grandson of a man who stepped off a ship in Fiji over a century ago, carrying little more than his name, the clothes on his back, and a determination to endure.

			He was among thousands who had been promised a new life and found instead barren land that had to be turned into plantations, the crack of overseers’ whips, and the crushing weight of debt and duty. Debt for the passage that had brought him across the black waters, for the rations and clothing bought at inflated prices from the plantation’s own store, and for every small advance that would take years to repay. And duty, duty to the masters who now legally owned his labour for the length of his contract, duty to the family whose survival depended on his strength, and duty to the ancestors whose culture and faith he was determined to keep alive in a land where everything seemed designed to strip it away.

			Carrying dreams of a better future, many of our ancestors embarked on this journey, believing it would be brief. But soon, the harsh reality set in: They had been deceived. The land, far from the promised paradise, would never truly be theirs, and the future offered no permanence. They were brought here to establish plantations, not to settle, not to own. It was a quiet but constant ache: If you don’t own the land, how can you truly call it home? The soil that held the roots of the girmitiyas’ history and dreams seemed indifferent, held by hands not their own. Without that sense of permanence, deep insecurity lingered, casting shadows over their identity and belonging. Home was no longer a sanctuary but a fleeting illusion . . . a place where they lived but could never truly claim.

			The betrayal must have been overwhelming, but what choice did they have? The long journey across vast seas had cost too much to turn back. Trapped, they faced the bitter truth that this fertile land was no home for them. For some, it must have felt like a prison of their own making, their dreams crushed beneath the weight of ceaseless labour. And yet, this brutal reality did not break their spirits; it forged them. The flames of resilience burned hotter. They became determined to carve out a space for themselves, even if they could never call it their own. They made do, and with each day, the seeds of something stronger took root.

			As my Tata often recounted, his journey to Fiji as a child was one of uncertainty. His family set sail not knowing that months would pass before they reached their destination, nor that the dreams they carried would be shattered upon arrival. Families were torn apart by vast oceans, separated by distances too great to bridge. Yet, from that loss, something enduring emerged, a generation that refused to fade into history, one that carried forward the strength, sacrifices, and unyielding spirit of those who came before them.
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			Roots of Resilience

			The bonds that once held a generation together began to fray. What had been familiar—families, communities, societies, a sense of home—was now distant, fading like memories of a life left behind. Yet, in the face of hardship, my ancestors persisted. Their resilience became their anchor. Day after day, they cleared vast stretches of dense, unforgiving bush that had never felt the hand of a farmer. They toiled with rudimentary tools, sometimes with nothing more than their hands, scraping the earth in harsh, scorching heat. Overseers on horseback, their eyes cold and relentless, drove them forward, demanding more from bodies that had already given everything. The girmitiyas worked until their muscles ached, until their skin burned under the sun, knowing deep in their hearts that the land beneath them would never truly be theirs.

			For some, farming would have been an alien world, the tools and methods unfamiliar, the earth unforgiving. Every swing of the kuddari, a chhurī, and a phok must have felt like a battle against the land itself, a fight to shape something out of nothing. Exhaustion, doubt, and despair would have settled in with every movement, but they kept going. In their fleeting moments of rest, they must have wondered: Had they been betrayed? Had they walked into a prison of their own making, tricked by promises of a better life? But even in the depths of their doubt, they held on. They persevered, not just to survive but to protect what they carried with them: memories, stories, and traditions from a world they might never see again.

			In the silence of the fields, the newcomers’ heritage was more than a mere memory; it was a lifeline, the essence of their identity. Amid the relentless labour in the sugarcane fields, culture acted as a bridge to the past, a beacon that fuelled their strength to endure. Songs, stories, and rituals became their shield, quiet acts of resistance against a world that sought to erase them. Each prayer, every song, and each whispered story passed down—through that time, through those generations—was a testament to their survival.

			These were not merely melodies; they were memories stitched together with longing and hope. Every ceremony held deep meaning. The chathi was a prayer for the newborn, marking the child’s first significant rite of passage. The mundan, the act of shaving the child’s head, symbolized purification and invited blessings for the future. Weddings, too, were rich with symbolism. The drumbeats and sacred fire during the marriage rituals, the seven vows around the fire, the application of haldi and the mehndi ceremonies not only bound the couple together but also tied them to their culture and the traditions of their ancestors

			Each puja, every sacred fire, every step taken in a wedding, and every drumbeat during a festival was an act of survival. With each prayer offered in the fields and each whispered at the family table, they declared: “We are still here. We remember. We endure.” These customs, carried from the old world to the new, were their way of holding on to what mattered most: family, faith, and the unwavering belief that, despite everything, they would continue to thrive and that their children would carry their legacy forward.
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			A Legacy of Hope

			Every day in the fields was a reminder of what had been lost . . . families, homes, a world they could never return to. But through this loss, the girmitiyas built new lives, not just of survival, but of hope. They created homes out of bare earth, families from the fragments of a broken world, communities where love and solidarity could thrive even in the harshest conditions. They held onto the values of dignity and respect for each other, even when everything else seemed to slip away.

			Though the land they worked on could never be theirs, the culture they carried within them was. And so, this generation built more than just farms; they built schools, places where their children could learn, grow, and be proud of their heritage. They built temples and mosques to honour their faith and keep their spiritual practices alive. They forged communities that would continue to pass down the customs of their ancestors, ensuring that what they had carried across the ocean was not lost.

			In this new world, far from the lands of their ancestors, the bonds they formed became family. Neighbours who had once been strangers—who spoke different languages and followed different customs—now became kin. They shared what little they had, food, shelter, strength. They shared their suffering, yes, but they also shared their joy. It didn’t matter who your neighbour was; race was of no essence. Whether by blood or by faith, they became family. During festivals like Eid, Diwali, and Christmas, they came together, casting aside all differences to celebrate the common thread that united them: their shared humanity. In these moments, there was no division. They were bound by faith, by hope, by the knowledge that they were not alone. They celebrated together, laughed together, and prayed together as one.

			In those sacred hours when the air was thick with the smell of incense, the sounds of prayers and laughter filled the night. The walls that separated them, built of history and circumstance, seemed to disappear. For a brief time, the hardships of daily life melted away, and in the warmth of unity, they found emotional survival. It was more than just a festival; it was a declaration that, despite everything, they were still standing, still strong, still hopeful.

			The newcomers had no choice but to rely on one another. The pain of separation, of exile, was too great to bear alone. So, they leaned on each other, their shoulders pressed together in solidarity. In this new land, surrounded by strangers, they created a place to belong. They formed bonds deeper than blood, bonds of shared understanding, quiet strength, and unshakable love. They built a community where their culture could thrive, where their spirits could be nourished. They were never truly alone because, in each other, they found family.

			This is the story I carry in my heart, a tribute to the quiet heroes who came before us. Their fortitude, their struggles, their unwavering spirit shaped our lives in ways we may not always see but will always feel. Their journey— etched with sorrow and hope—planted the seeds for the life we live today. And though time has passed, their sacrifices remain etched in the soul of every Indian from Fiji.

			 

			



	

Chapter 2

			The Beginning

			A Childhood Anchored in Hope

			I was born into a family of six, along with two older sisters, in circumstances that were far from easy. Our home—small, humble, and filled with love—stood not just on timber and tin but on the strength of my ancestors’ spirits. It was a place where fortitude wasn’t just a trait; it was the very ground we walked on. As if, with every passing generation, an invisible thread of determination had been woven deeper into our lives, binding the past firmly to the present.

			Though my story is deeply personal, it is also shared, an echo of countless lives shaped by the same history and heartache. We have more in common than just blood or geography; we share a collective strength born of years of sacrifice, of standing tall in the face of hardship, and of an unwavering spirit that lives in every fibre of our being. For every gruelling day spent toiling in the fields, in factories, or at town centres, there is a story of quiet courage. It wasn’t simply work; it was an act of survival. We were driven not just by necessity but by the hope that tomorrow would offer better opportunities, more freedom, and the possibility of a brighter future.

			Yet, even in the midst of these struggles, we found joy. Our family meals—simple dishes often made from whatever the garden offered—were prepared fresh each day with care and love. There was nothing fancy or elaborate, but those humble meals carried a warmth that filled more than just our stomachs. Around them we gathered, sharing stories and teasing each other, especially over who could handle the extra heat from the chilies! In those playful arguments and bursts of laughter we found release, connection, and comfort.

			These everyday rituals became the quiet strength of our home, steadying us through life’s trials. And without even knowing it then, they became our earliest lessons in survival, teaching us how to make do, to appreciate simplicity, and to hold on to each other through the hardest of times. Through shared experiences—both joyous and sorrowful—we built a deep sense of belonging, a legacy of love and togetherness that we carried forward into every new generation.

			[image: ]

			Building a Strong Foundation Through Family

			As I reflect on my family’s roots, I think of the names of the elders who paved the way: Ram Sami Gounder, Peditally, Papaiyaa. These names echo like whispers from a distant past, carrying the unmistakable essence of our heritage. To some, they may sound old-fashioned, but to me, they are treasures, each one a story of wisdom, endurance, and cultural pride. They connect me to a history that shaped who we are today.

			Our Tamil heritage, especially through my mother’s side, was deeply woven into everyday life. Names like Yenkat Raju, Ram Murti, Ram Chandra, Appa Rao, Parwati, Saraswati, and Adiamma weren’t just names; they were living links to a world our ancestors knew well. When spoken aloud, they seemed to breathe life into our collective memory. Some names were distinctly Tamil, like Murti and Adiamma. Others—like Appa Rao and Yenkat Raju—carried Telugu influences, reflecting the diverse cultural tapestry of South India.

			Over time, through migration and adaptation, these names evolved in both pronunciation and form. In Fiji, where the girmitiya descendants continued their traditions, names blended Tamil, Telugu, and broader Indian roots, becoming unique markers of identity. Each name carried its own weight and character, like melodies in the chorus of our family. Though we now live far from the lands our elders once walked, their presence still guides us, quietly and steadfastly, through every name remembered and passed on.

			Whenever my tata would call home, we siblings would line up like we were preparing for inspection, each of us eager to greet him with a respectful “Eppari tata!” In response, he’d bless us by placing his hand on our heads and then gently touching our faces, a gesture that felt like receiving a royal decree! And he always said, “Nallā irukkanum,” reminding us to be well. I sometimes wondered if his blessings were the secret behind our family’s strength . . . or maybe just the reason we all tried our best to stay out of trouble!

			Oh yes, he was a tough old fella, no doubt about it! At eighty, he had the spirit of a much younger man. I still remember when he climbed a Babri tree to gather leaves for his herd of goats, only to take a tumble and break his leg. But did that stop him? Not a chance! His stubbornness and determination were something to be admired. Even at his age, he made sure you earned your place in his world, and we all knew it.

			In our extended families, marriages didn’t just bring people together; they carried with them a way of life. We didn’t just inherit possessions; we inherited stories passed down by word of mouth, customs that shaped our everyday lives, and values that quietly guided our decisions. These were the real treasures: the wisdom of our elders, the rituals practiced with quiet consistency, and the lessons learned through hardship and survival.

			The bonds formed through these unions became the backbone of our community. They built a network of support that stretched across generations and oceans. These were families who stood by each other through life’s ups and downs, offering guidance shaped by shared experience. The family wasn’t just a source of comfort; it was the very foundation we stood on. It taught us resilience, loyalty, and how to carry each other through hard times. In our family, everyone had a role, and every relationship was a thread that strengthened the fabric of who we were.

			And while we lived modestly, we were rich in stories, in teachings, and in a deep sense of belonging. Our elders didn’t just tell us how to live; they showed us. Through their sacrifices and quiet strength, they taught us what it meant to live with purpose and pride. We listened, we watched, and we learned, absorbing the dignity with which they walked, the patience with which they nurtured, and the endurance with which they bore life’s burdens.

			These early family foundations gave us more than just security. They gave us a sense of duty, a responsibility to uphold the values we were raised with, and to pass them on. It was through that strong family grounding that we first understood unity, the power of togetherness, and the strength of love passed from one generation to the next.
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			The Courage to Dream Beyond the Land

			By the time my grandfather’s generation came of age, he possessed the foresight to recognize that the land would only carry him so far. It wasn’t just the soil that could nourish him; it was the future he dreamed of for his children and their children after. With remarkable courage, he chose to leave the fields behind, venturing into peri-urban areas where new opportunities awaited. He sought not just survival but something greater; a life that could offer his descendants freedom from the ever-present uncertainty of short-term land tenure. He understood what many could not see at the time: The earth, no matter how rich, could not always provide. His vision wasn’t limited to merely surviving; it was about building a lasting legacy, creating a foundation for generations to come where his children and grandchildren would stand on more enduring ground, not tethered to the fleeting promise of leasehold land.

			The focus on getting children out of the confines of leasehold land and into “greener pastures” wasn’t just a dream of my grandfather’s; it became a legacy woven through the fabric of our family from the very beginning. Education, for us, was never seen merely as a tool for learning; it was the key to unlocking a world of possibilities. It was a lifeline to break free from the limitations that had once bound our ancestors. This vision, steadfast and unwavering, was carried forward by my mother and father. They, too, recognized that the path to a better life for their children lay not in the fields but in the promise of knowledge.

			From the earliest days, my parents worked tirelessly, not just to ensure we succeeded academically but to open doors that would lead us far beyond the world they had known. They knew, with every fibre of their beings, that education was the bridge to stability, to opportunity, and to a future where we could thrive in ways they had only dreamed of. And so, just as their parents before them had sacrificed so much to carve a path out of the fields, my parents devoted themselves to giving us the tools to build lives that were no longer defined by the uncertainty of leasehold land.

			Their hard work, their sacrifice, their
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