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Abstract

This paper examines the silences surrounding Girmitiya histories and the
contemporary risk of the compounded loss of ancestral Girmit stories
suppressed under indenture and the undocumented lived experiences of
current Elders in diaspora. Drawing on the lived experiences of Fiji Indi-
an Elders in North Brisbane, Australia, the paper highlights how migra-
tion and adaptation have fragmented cultural continuity. It also examines
community projects co-led with volunteers, themselves Girmitiya de-
scendants. Together, these perspectives reveal how both ancestral stories
and present-day migration narratives remain vulnerable to erasure. By
situating Elder voices at the centre, the paper argues for intentional ar-
chiving of both past and present, ensuring descendants inherit vital
threads of identity, belonging, and resilience.
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Introduction

We were never told is a phrase I often hear in gatherings I co-facilitate
with Fiji Indian Elders and volunteers of the diasporic community in North
Brisbane, Australia. It speaks to a layered silence, one that spans indenture,
migration, and adaptation. The legacy of silence surrounding Girmitiya experi-
ences is well documented by Lal (2000). He describes the cultural and emo-
tional dislocation endured by indentured labourers and their descendants as
fragmentation that continues to echo in diaspora communities. This paper
emerges from a personal and collective urgency for preserving what remains.
The recent activities of a community group, Brisbane Northside Fiji Senior
Citizens (BNFSC), focused on Girmit and family histories, revealed a pressing
concern: we may be repeating the erasure of stories that marked the Girmit era.
Migration often demands adaptation, sometimes at the cost of cultural conti-
nuity. For Fiji Indians, belonging remains complex and layered and for di-
asporic and emerging generations this complexity is even more pronounced.

Fiji Indian artist Shivanjani Lal cautions that focusing solely on archival
histories risks losing the contemporary moments, claiming that places and
spaces of cultural, family and Girmit significance are being lost (Nutkhut &
The Ameena Gafoor Institute, 2021). This insight has deepened my belief that
we must create our own archives, rooted in lived experiences. Rather than rely-
ing only on historical records, this paper proposes honouring the everyday sto-
ries that shape our communities. Our present becomes the past of future gener-
ations. By recording it now, we are sending history forward as a living archive.

The central theme of this paper is what I term double erasure: first, the
loss of Girmitiya stories suppressed under indenture and never passed down,
and second, the fading migration narratives and undocumented lived experi-
ences of our living diasporic Elders. This concept captures the compounding
risk of loss faced by descendants, and highlights the urgent need for contempo-
rary archiving. Without intentional documentation, we risk losing vital threads
of wisdom, identity, and cultural knowledge. Community-led storytelling of-
fers a powerful form of reclamation, reconnecting descendants with ancestral
memory while honouring Elders as cultural knowledge holders.

This work also challenges dominant narratives that render diaspora
communities invisible. It calls for archiving not only the past, but also the pre-
sent, so future generations may inherit a fuller understanding of who they are
and where they came from. This paper will showcase community-led cultural
reclamation work of Brisbane Northside Fiji Senior Citizens, Australia. It will
also demonstrate the urgency of capturing current generations’ stories and
lived experiences of current Elders in diaspora.
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Background: Inception of Brishane Northside Fiji Senior Citizens — A
Community-Based Response

After COVID lockdowns, I became increasingly aware of the social iso-
lation and transport disadvantage Brisbane Northside Fiji Indian Elders (EI-
ders) were experiencing. The nature of migrant settlement is that family mem-
bers normally get occupied and totally engrossed in ensuring economic stabil-
ity of their families and education of their children. Parents/Elders visiting
from Fiji or immigrating here to be closer to family do not always get the so-
cial connections they have access to in Fiji. This isolation, along with the El-
ders’ reluctance to bother their already very busy children, inadvertently con-
tributes to the second layer of erasure. The lack of consistent, dedicated social
spaces means that their current migration stories, their unique cultural
knowledge, and their wisdom remain unshared and unrecorded, accelerating
the loss of vital historical record.

Additionally, as a community, we have observed an increasing diversity
in Brisbane's Northside. This observation is supported by ABS 2021 Census
data, which shows that over a quarter of the population in Brisbane North was
born outside Australia, and a growing number speak languages at home which
is other than English. The Queensland Government’s Diversity Figures Report
(Multicultural Affairs Queensland, 2025) further highlights the region's ex-
panding multicultural profile. Government agencies and communities have not
met this increase with additional support services for multicultural communi-
ties in Brisbane Northside. Historically Brisbane Southside has a greater densi-
ty of diverse populations and, therefore, social activities and support services
are more readily available there. However, the Southside is more than an
hour’s drive for Northside residents. Southside has satellite community hubs
offering language, settlement and social connection support. There is also lim-
ited local access to culturally diverse mental health services in the Northside.
Aged care and disability support are not culturally embedded in Northside
Neighbourhood centres. A map of Brisbane, showing the North and South
sides, defined by their position relative to the Brisbane River is given in Ap-
pendix A.

The BNFSC Group was established to fill some gaps in social wellbeing
support not met by government services. Its core aims are to foster cultural
connection, reduce social isolation, and strengthen Elders’ confidence in navi-
gating health and community systems. Through monthly gatherings, we co-
create a space that evokes memories of life in Fiji; a place to connect, share,
and belong.

BNFSC is open to all senior citizens of Fiji living in Brisbane Northside,
though it is predominantly attended by Fiji Indians from the local area. Most
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members are women, with only a few men participating. Encouraging male El-
ders to participate remains an ongoing challenge. Two male members passed
away, and one has entered full-time care due to dementia. For nearly three
years, we have gathered monthly as a community on Brisbane Northside,
bringing together Elders and volunteers, who are also Girmitya descendants.
As co-lead, I provide strategic oversight to ensure our group runs smoothly
year-round, while also coordinating logistics such as venue bookings, speaker
arrangements, wellness/safety oversight, and financial requirements.

Volunteers are the heart of our gatherings. They help with setup, clean-
ing, transport, excursions, and reminders, while offering warm hospitality,
making chai, welcoming guests, and supporting activities. As a grassroots net-
work, our work relies entirely on the hands-on commitment of volunteers.
Their contributions bring joy, connection, and continuity to our community and
its ongoing activities.

BNFSC is sustained by the dedication of volunteers, the generosity of
Elders, and some philanthropic support from a Fiji Indian-owned business.
Many of us juggle work and family responsibilities, which makes formal gov-
ernance structures an impractical limitation that restricts access to government
and council funding. Despite these constraints, shared care and commitment
keep the group going.

The BNFSC engages Elders through monthly gatherings and culturally
meaningful activities. Our signature Chai & Chat sessions and women-only
events foster social connection, cultural continuity, and health literacy. Table 1
provides details of our activities.

Table 1: Examples of BNFSC Community Activities

Activity Examples

Social & Cultural Chai & Chat and women-only sessions.

Gatherings

Celebrations Cultural and religious festivals. Fiji and Australian national
holidays.

Health & Wellbeing | Chronic pain management, aged care services, physiother-

Education apy, end-of-life care, pharmacy and medication manage-
ment. Chair yoga, movement and dance.

Elder-led Talks by retired nurse and visual impairment facilitator.

Knowledge Sharing | Recipe and various craft sharing sessions

Cultural Learning Indigenous Australian history and culture sessions. Girmit
Diwas.

Excursions Toowoomba Flower Festival, Sunflower Festival, Gov-
ernment House, Parliament, Christmas Lights Tour and a
cruise.
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Participation in BNFSC has had a profoundly positive effect on the lives
of our Elders. Over time, we have seen relationships deepen and new social
patterns emerge. Elders now organise their own smaller gatherings outside of
our scheduled events, and many travel together using public transport to attend
outings hosted by other organisations. They stay in touch through phone calls
and social media, maintaining connections that extend beyond the group’s
monthly sessions. Volunteers too have found a strong sense of purpose and be-
longing through their involvement, feeling deeply connected to a community
of Fiji Indians and to Fiji as a place of cultural memory and shared heritage.

Our end-of-year survey reflects this growing sense of community and be-
longing. Almost all Elders gave the group a five-star rating, and every re-
spondent said they would recommend Chai & Chat sessions to others. When
asked why they like attending Chai & Chat sessions, Elders consistently ex-
press a deep sense of joy, connection, and cultural familiarity. Their reflections
reveal how the group has become a place for friendship, cultural connection,
and emotional well-being, nurtured through communal gatherings and mean-
ingful conversations.

Many describe the gatherings as warm, playful, and nourishing—both
emotionally and physically. One Elder shared, ‘I get really happy when I
come.... People mingle with so much love... If I come hungry, I know I will
be fed’. Another said, ‘Meeting our people and talking over cups of tea is in-
valuable’. A third described the group as ‘a well-thought movement which al-
lows us seniors and sometimes lonely members to meet and share valuable and
happy moments together’. These moments of connection and care inspired us
to listen more deeply to the stories, memories, and legacies our diasporic El-
ders carry.

These moments of connection and care are not merely social; they are
crucial steps in cultural reclamation. By co-creating a space that evokes memo-
ries of life in Fiji, the BNFSC actively resists the fragmentation of identity and
belonging as described by Lal (2000), and addresses the complexities of cul-
tural inheritance in the diaspora. The group offers a grassroots model for pre-
serving cultural continuity and nurturing the emotional well-being of Elders,
who are the living connection to our past.

Listening to Elders: Memory, Loss and Legacy

In 2024, the BNFSC initiated a heartfelt project where each Elder was
gifted a beautifully embossed notebook titled My Legacy — Meri Yaade aur
Kahaniya [my memories and stories]. This project was supported by Corner-
stone Family Law, a Fiji Indian-owned business based in Brisbane. The inspi-
ration came to me after attending a funeral, where the daughter, in her eulogy
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for her mother, said, ‘None of us learned how to make Amma’s halwa and spe-
cial chaa - that is now lost!” That moment stayed with me. Our hope was that
Elders would use the notebook to write down their memories, stories, family
histories, favourite recipes, and then gift it to their children as a present.

Interestingly, many Elders hesitated to begin. They did not want to ‘ruin’
the book, unsure of how to start. Some notebooks remained untouched, held
back by the fear of ‘hum kunchi likhi?’ [what do I write?] or ‘hum nahi janta
kaise start karo’ [I don’t know how to start]. This hesitation revealed some-
thing deeper; a need for gentle guidance and reassurance in reclaiming and re-
cording personal and cultural legacies.

During 2025 Girmit Diwas, I observed an undercurrent of sadness among
our Elders, not only about the past, but also about the future. Many expressed
sorrow over not knowing their ancestors’ names, stories, or having any direct
connection to their Girmitya heritage. Some Elders shared sentiments like: ‘We
do not know about these Girmit stories because our parents didn’t tell us, but
now that we are learning, our own children are not interested. How can we get
them interested? I’m not sure what can be done’.

This generational disconnect is not unique to our community. Nandan’s
(2014) literary work explores similar themes of displacement and emotional
distance, where cultural memory is often fractured across generations. Brij Lal
(2000) has also reflected on the deep rupture caused by indenture, noting how
trauma silences storytelling within families and disrupts the transmission of
ancestral knowledge. These scholarly insights echo the lived experiences of our
Elders and underscore the urgency of cultural reclamation before more stories
fade away.

These reflections from our Elders are not isolated; they reflect a broader
pattern of cultural silence and generational disconnection. Many Elders shared
the realities of their upbringing, such as: ‘Phahile time thoodo time raha’ [In
those days we did not have time]. ‘Din bhar kaam’ [We worked hard all day].
‘Ghar ke aur kheth meh’ [In the home and on the farm]. ‘Bhaiya aur bhani lo-
gan ke dekhbhaal karo’ [We looked after our little brothers and sisters]. Others
expressed the emotional toll of this silence, remembering with sadness the dif-
ficulties experienced by the ancestral Girmityas: ‘Bahot dukh katin Girmitya
logan’ [the Girmityas suffered a lot]. ‘Bahot sooch lage jab iske baremeh hum
soochta’ [when I think and remember this, it makes me very sad].

At a deeper level, these sharing highlight the rupture in cultural transmis-
sion caused by indenture and migration. As Lal (2000) notes, trauma often si-
lenced storytelling within families, severing the threads of ancestral memory.
The urgency to reclaim and preserve these stories is not just about remem-
brance; it is about resisting further erasure and honouring the lived experiences
of our Elders who are with us now.
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In addition to the sorrow surrounding lost Girmit stories, many Elders
expressed concern that their children and grandchildren show little interest in
their ancestral histories. While the concern is about their ancestral stories fad-
ing, it is also about their own stories. Though not always spoken aloud, a recur-
ring sentiment emerged; ‘Who would really want to know about me, my sto-
ries, my experiences?’

From these observations and conversations, several themes became evi-
dent: (1) silence and despair surrounding Girmit histories; (2) fragmented iden-
tity across generations; and (3) a wish to preserve one’s legacy and support cul-
tural reclamation of contemporary Girmitya descendants’ experiences.

When our Elders attend the Chai & Chat sessions, the volunteers make it
a point to remind them that their presence is cherished, and that our Eleders are
our living connection to the past and are still here in the present to help us rec-
ord something we can send into the future. These gatherings become spaces of
honouring lives lived, celebrating resilience, and sharing joy and laughter. Be-
neath the warmth of these moments lies an urgency. I hold a deep responsibil-
ity to preserve the stories, cultural knowledge and wisdom of our Elders. One
day, perhaps decades from now, someone will want to know about them. If we
do not act now, there may be nothing left to find. In the past year alone, we
have lost two Elders, and with them, countless untold stories and irreplaceable
cultural knowledge.

Girmitya Cultural Reclamation refers to the intentional and active efforts
by descendants of Girmitiya to revive, formalize, and celebrate the syncretic
identities, languages, and cultural practices that emerged in resistance to colo-
nial oppression and were suppressed under the Indenture System (Kumar &
Bates, 2024). This is why our work matters so deeply. Capturing the living
memories of Girmitiya descendants is not just about archiving history, it is an
act of cultural reclamation, identity restoration and intergenerational healing.
Through Elder-led storytelling, we are not only preserving the past but actively
shaping the future of the Brisbane Fiji Indian diaspora. These stories are the
threads that bind generations; without them, the fabric of our collective identity
risks further fragmentation.

At the time, we did not realise we were engaging in cultural reclamation,
but that is exactly what our group has embarked on together. These reflections
did not remain as observations; they became the foundation for action. While
the initiatives emerged through collective dialogue with Elders and volunteers,
I consciously shaped and drove them strategically within the group. They in-
spired me to develop a series of projects aimed at supporting our Elders in re-
claiming and recording their stories.
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Response: Initiative for Cultural Reclamation

In response to preserving Elders’ stories and reclaiming cultural identity,
we introduced two initiatives in conjunction with our Girmit Diwas celebra-
tion. These activities were designed to empower Elders as custodians of their
own histories, as well as to strengthen intergenerational connections and
knowledge sharing within the Fiji Indian diaspora.

The first initiative was a Family Histories Session, delivered in partner-
ship with volunteers from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Their www.familysearch.org website provides access to international archival
records and tools for building family trees. Despite some technological literacy
challenges, the session was warmly received. Our Elders showed great enthusi-
asm, with many beginning the process of creating their family trees and re-
questing follow-up support. The platform’s multimedia features, such as voice
recording, video, and photo uploads, offer rich opportunities for legacy preser-
vation. Ongoing assistance is now available through the Family Histories team
and resource centre.

The second initiative was a one-off community-based workshop titled
Their Stories Continue to Live on in Us, featuring Dr Pritika Narayan, a visit-
ing Fiji Indian academic and researcher from Aotearoa, New Zealand. Her re-
search on Girmitiya women and the intergenerational impact of nutritional dep-
rivation resonated deeply with attendees. As someone deeply passionate about
health research translation, I found this session particularly meaningful. It
bridged historical trauma with contemporary health outcomes, highlighting the
importance of translating research into culturally relevant knowledge that our
community can understand and act upon.

Evaluation of the session revealed strong interest in future events of this
nature. High ratings were given for both the quality of information presented
and the cultural relevance of the session’s format and hosting. Notably, de-
scendants of Girmitiyas from Mauritius and South Africa also attended, ex-
pressing curiosity about Fiji Indian Girmitiya histories. Several multi-
generational families participated together. At the Girmitivas Globally Con-

fernce, 2025, 1 highlighted the learningfamilies took away from thesessionand

the meaningful impacts it had on them and their children.

These initiatives reflect a forward-looking approach to cultural reclama-
tion. They centre Elders as knowledge-holders and storytellers, and they
demonstrate the power of community-led models to preserve family histories,
foster intergenerational dialogue, and reclaim narratives that were never told.

The initiative marks an important step in reclaiming our narratives
through community-led efforts to preserve family histories and deepen cultural



Indenture Papers: Studies on Girmitiyas 123

understanding. It is also about creating spaces and opportunities where our sto-
ries can be told, remembered, recorded, and passed on.

Looking Forward: Community Possibilities and Research Pathways

Recent reflections and conversations within our group have prompted me
to consider future directions to deepen cultural reclamation and storytelling.
These ideas are still formative and will be explored in dialogue with our El-
ders, volunteers and wider community. Possibilities include developing a
community archive to preserve oral histories, photographs, recipes and migra-
tion narratives; facilitating diaspora story circles to encourage intergenerational
dialogue; and possibly intergenerational story-book writing to work across
generations involving children and grandchildren. We will also expand our
family histories sessions and encourage Elders to share insights about their an-
cesoral histores in ways that resonate with their lived experiences.

Preserving Elder stories is not just an act of remembrance; it is a strategy
for cultural survival and continuity in the diaspora. As I prepare to undertake
doctorate research on diasporic Girmitiya descendants’ identity, I remain
committed to amplifying community voices, capturing family histories, and
building living archives. Our group’s initiatives may be small, but they are
powerful acts of reclamation. They remind us that even if we were ‘never told’,
we can still choose to ask, listen, record, and remember with respect and hon-
our.
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Appendix A
Map of Brisbane: North and South sides are in reference to Brisbane River. The
north of the river within the orange circle depicts the range of the BNFSC member-
ship catchment
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Appendix 2: Translation of Fiji Baat in conference paper:

Meri Yaade aur Kahaniya: my memories and stories.

Halwa: a semolina based popular sweet offered in ceremony and also enjoyed
as a treat.

special chaa: chaa is chai or tea in Fiji Baat. Every home and family has their
unique way of preparing tea.

Hum kunchi leekhi?: what could/should I write.

Hum nahi janta kaise start karo: 1 don’t know how to start.

Phahile time thoodo time raha: In those days we did not have time.

Din bhar kaam: We worked hard all day.

Ghar ke aur kheth meh: In the home and on the farm.

Bhaiya aur bhani logan ke dekhbhaal karo: We looked after our little brothers
and sisters.

Bahot dukh katin Girmitya logan: the Girmitya suffered a lot.

Bahot sooch lage jab iske baremeh hum soochta: When I think and remember
this, it makes me very sad.
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