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Discovering Fiji: Baba - Levuka

Next week: Lomanikoro, Rewa -  once in a lifetime 

Levuka’s pot of gold
BEHIND Levuka town,

hidden under a canopy of
leaves and branches is

Baba, the suburb of the old cap-
ital.

Baba is a combination of set-
tlements in one.

It is an ethnic melting pot
with a population as diverse as
the vegetation that covers it.

If you look up from Beach
Street in town or the Levuka
waterfront, you will only see
some houses dotting the hill
rising up from town.

But if you climb up the foot-
path which meanders through
Baba, you will see the houses
full of people who call Baba
home.

One of the settlements in
Baba is called Korovou, one
Malekula and there is Kalaba.

My weka from Ucunivanua
who checked me into the Royal
Hotel and took me halfway to
Baba the next day, said when I
asked him who lived in the set-
tlements “na wekaqu, e vaka
nai vosavosa ya, du mai loli ka
dua mai lola, na tamata era tu i
Baba.

“Era duikaikai.”
The hotel staff saw and

called a boy to take us to
Manueli Tulo’s home.

“Cei na yacamu boy?” I asked.
“Paula,” he said.
“O au talega yacaqu o Paula,”

I told him.
“O gone ni vei,” I asked and

got a shock when he said
“Vanuatu”.

I knew Baba had people of
Solomons and Vanuatu
descent, descendants of those
who were brought in four or five
generations ago during the
blackbird era.

Now, there is no first class or
second class citizen.

They are kai Levuka because
they were born and bred in

Levuka. “Levuka ke,” as they
say.

Baba is under the domain of
the Tui Levuka who had put
Ratu Tuivanuakula to oversee
the settlements for him.

I had gone to check the place
which has produced numerous
gold medal winners in
weightlifting in just a matter
of years –– less than a decade.

I wanted to see how and
where they trained, where they
lived and was surprised to
see they do not have the
luxury of a modern gym-
nasium but a simple and
small corrugated iron
hall in the foothills
behind town and the min-
imum and basic of equip-
ment.

Their coach Peni Tawai
said they started the gym
in 2002 and called it the
jungle gym because it
was among the trees and
rocks. 

The gym is at Korovou,
right under the peak
which looks down at
Levuka town.

They said some people
lit a huge bonfire on top
of the peak when Fiji
gained independence in
1970.

Baba had its history of
notoriety for the wrong
reasons but now, it is
famous for weightlifting.

At the 2010 Oceania
weightlifting championship in
Suva three weeks ago, Fiji was
represented by 20 lifters from
Levuka in various categories.

They won a total of 14 gold
medals, two silver and eight
bronze medals.

It is a record personal haul
for a group of lifters from an
obscure and tiny settlement
perched among rocks behind
the old capital.

The lifters from the old capi-
tal include seven students of
Levuka Public School, two
from St John’s College in
Cawaci, one from LPS primary
school, two from Levuka
Convent and eight fulltime

lifters. The famous names in
Baba are Fiji reps Jo Vueti and
Manueli Tulo.

They need no introduction.
They have put Fiji on the

weightlifting map of Oceania
and the world.

Tulo went to Bulgaria
straight after the Oceania for
the junior world champs while
Vueti has a diploma in coach-
ing, only the second person in
Oceania to reach that level.

Some lifters who have come
out of the jungle gym include
Fiji female reps Teresia Tawai
and Maria Liku who is known
as Kupi, Iowana Rasari, Julia
Jimi, Louise Lolohea, Ana
Tiare, Charlie Lolohea,
Simione Virra and James
Roko. Rasari and Julia are
Tulo’s cousins.

Levuka is preparing to host
the Fiji Games at Nasau Park
this month and Levuka team
manager Sunia Uataletale ––
Tulo’s father –– said they want
to show Fiji what they are
capable of. Baba’s weightlift-
ing story has been one of strug-
gle because it has been mainly
a family affair.

However, the whole of Ovalau

The Vueti family house with the chest of medals. At left is coach Peni Tuwai and Fiji rep Maria Liku is at centre
with family

Manueli Tulo’s family in front of Tulo’s trophies in their house. On the left is Tulo’s
father, Sunia Uataletale 

Children from the Levuka police barracks cool off in the Levuka creek. They had
hooked a freshwater eel which was taking them long to pull outThe Jungle Gym, as they call it in Baba, which has produced many gold medal winners for Fiji Pictures: PAULA TAGIVETAUA Maria Liku, or Kupi as they call her, the 2009 FASANOC female athlete of the year

Looking down from Baba to Wakaya Island in the distance

By PAULA TAGIVETAUA

“We used to sell
roti parcels and
went around
asking for
money from
people in Baba
and Levuka
when we were
planning to
build a gym

is rallying behind them
now because of the medals
they have won and for
bringing fame to Baba,
the old capital and
Ovalau.

“Now, support is flowing
in from the whole of
Ovalau,” said Sunia. 

He said their gym was
built from money which
they forked from their
own pocket and whatever
else they could collect
from fundraisings which
they organised around
Levuka.

“We used to sell roti
parcels and went around
asking for money from
people in Baba and
Levuka when we were
planning to build a gym,”
said Uataletale.

“In April, to raise funds
for our trip to the Oceania
in Suva, we had a bucket
in front of PAFCO and
asked the workers for
money.

“We managed to collect
$750 in the bucket.

“It was big money and
we thank all the people
and the PAFCO workers
for helping us get to the
championship.

“We had a gunu sede just
before the Oceania and
when we came to Suva, we
had collected $1088.”

Sunia said there was no
help from the parent body
but soon there is bound to
be because Baba is now the
home of weightlifting in
Fiji. It is like an explosion
in the hills –– kids hang
out near the gym every
day with eager eyes and
high spirits.

They have heard and
seen what their brothers
and sisters can achieve in
the sport of weightlifting
and want to be the next
one. They wait for the
chance to be called by the
coach to join the squad. At
the moment, coach Tawai
holds two training ses-

sions each day.
The women train from

9am to 11am and the men
from 11am to midday and
that’s it for the day.

“All the training we are
doing now is to prepare for
the Fiji Games and the
South Pacific Games in
2011 which will be held in
New Caledonia,” said
Tawai.

There is nothing profes-
sional or a special diet for
the lifters.

They just eat what their
mother puts on the table,
nothing special.

I wondered where they
got their strength from
and I got the answer the
day after I climbed up
Baba. 

Three days after that,
my calf muscles were sore
from all the uphill trek.

Then I realised where
they got their leg power
from –– walking up and
down the rugged terrain of
Baba. It goes to reason
that if your legs are pow-
erful, you will be able to
lift heavy things.

That is how the lifters of
Baba are now champions
of Fiji. 

It has come naturally to
them because they have
been walking up and down
Baba all their life.

Now, Sunia, Tawai, Tulo
and Vueti have left behind
a weightlifting legacy
which the next generation
of Baba will uphold.

They say Baba is full of
gold medals –– the takings
from the SPGs and
Oceania championships.

“I think there are more
than 100 gold medals in
Baba,” said Peni. 

The medal count will go
up, no doubt, in years to
come. Only time will tell
if Baba’s lifters will win
that elusive Olymics gold
medal.

But for now, their pot of
gold promises to overflow.


