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My dear Samoan Family,

Allah’u’Abha & Talofa!

It is with a full heart I write to you on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of our                  beloved Faith on the beautiful Island of Samoa.

I can remember our arrival as if it was yesterday – on a starry night the Matua anchored                           in the harbour.  The sky was full of jewels!        This was after a long journey, by propeller plane, from Tehran, through many countries new to us, and a month’s delay in Fiji.  It seemed we had left a lot behind – a big family, a comfortable home, a familiar place.  But only time would tell that this step which my courageous parents took would be a great gift to us.

There are so many memories I could talk about, but I will give a few highlights of the early history of the Faith here, which are cemented in my mind.

My first recollection is the night we met dear Fuatino Tamasese, on the road outside our house in Papauta.  I remember the road being quite dark… my mother wanted to go for a walk, I think just to break the tedium of being at home hours on end, in a place where we were fairly recently arrived and where we knew no-one.  My sister and I went with her, for company.  This meeting of course led to Fuatino finding out we were Baha’is, telling her father, Mr. Saialala Tamasese, about our religion, which in turn led to him asking to come and meet my parents.  He was such a ready soul – due to his own deep study of the Bible, he quickly recognized the Manifestation of God for this day.  He was a remarkable man and today his legacy lives on in his family.

What a joyous day that was, the day of his formal declaration -  I remember the adults in my family being so ecstatic.  On reflection, I am sure they were also thinking about the joy news of the first Samoan Baha’i would bring to the heart of the beloved Guardian.

The declarations of Saialala’s wife Toalima, and of Fuatino herself and a little later her husband-to-be, Vernon, soon followed.  In fact, I remember they had the first Baha’i wedding on the island.  Of course, with the Tamasese’s other children, they were now a large Baha’i family.  This was also the beginning of a wonderful friendship for me with my very dear Pua, which continues to this day between our families, and which I cherish.

Saialala’s declaration opened so many doors in Apia and all over the island, helping us to meet many people.  As the community grew, so did activities at our home in Papauta – many 19-day Feasts, and children’s classes my mother taught - even though her English was not strong and no-one could read a note of the music in the Baha’i song-books.  But we sang them anyway – and I can still remember one or two of them to this day!

I have strong memories of wonderful gatherings in our home for holy days and other occasions.  One celebration stands out very vividly, when my mother sewed pink dresses for ALL the girls and blue shirts for ALL the boys – and all of us children had to learn prayers and passages off by heart to recite and learn songs to sing.  And of course we got so many sweets!  I also remember the endless cooking done by my mother and my brother Suhayl for large gatherings, where our huge veranda, beautifully decorated by the 
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friends with flowers and leaves, would be set up for meals to share – and of course there was always music and dancing. 

I mentioned how activities increased after Saialala and his family had become part of the world-wide Baha’i community…

There were many trips during weekends to villages to proclaim the Faith – made by Saialala Tamasese, my father Nemat Ala’i  and my brother Suhayl.  There may have been others, but I remember that these three were usually there.  Due to the respect Samoans show to elders, my father was always expected to address the chiefs and others they were meeting – even though he did not speak English at all!  It is a blessing that another positive aspect of Samoan culture is patience – because whatever was said in Persian had to be translated into English by Suhayl, then into Samoan by Saialala – and then quite often this had to be related in turn by the talking chief to the high chief of the village!  Of course, if there were any questions or comments this whole process had to be gone through in reverse!

I remember a time when my brother had to go to New Zealand for a month – but no-one wanted these trips to the villages to stop – so my sister Shahnaz or I would go along – because even though Suhayl was not there, people still wanted to hear from my father (who, by the way, already suffered from arthritis, so it was not that easy for him to move around).  Now there was an added dimension to this long process I have just described.  (Remember, Shahnaz and I were only about 12 and 10 years old, respectively, and English was a new language to us.)

So, when my father spoke, we could only put it into rather childish English.  Fortunately, there was now a friend from New Zealand who had become a Baha’i  in Samoa,

Bill Laing – and he would in turn put it into reasonable adult English which made more sense, this would then be put into Samoan for the talking chief and so on and so on … and of course all the way back!       And when the first Assembly was established in Apia, my father was elected chairman, even though he spoke neither Samoan nor English!  So, you see, language need never be a problem.

You know, in those days the ONLY communication we had with the rest of the world was twice a month when a banana boat from New Zealand would bring our mail and take letters we had written – that will give you an idea of how everyday life has changed on these islands in 50 years!  So, a major activity in those times was a trip to the post office twice a month.  Every two weeks we would all go and wait around for the mail to be sorted, keep checking the post box, being so happy when letters arrived from family and friends – and so disappointed when they didn’t, because that meant another fourteen days before getting news – any news – of births, deaths, marriages, illness, accidents – of whether family members were in good health and doing well.  In my parents’ case, they had three more children in other parts of the world, brothers, sisters and a very extensive family – in Lilian’s case, she had her parents and a brother elsewhere, in addition to friends and relatives.

Today, of course, every form of communication known to man is available here, but I remember very well what it was like in the 1950’s… so you can imagine how I felt when I had the pleasure of being right here in Apia in November 1992:  not only did we have 
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direct satellite link-up with the World Congress in New York, but could see and hear the message from the Universal House of Justice LIVE from Haifa.

For me, another outstanding event since the early days of the Faith in Samoa, was the visit of His Highness, Malietoa Tanumafili II, to the Shrine of the beloved Guardian in London in the 1970’s.  My mother and I were asked to greet him there, when he arrived with Hand of the Cause Dr. Giachery – you can imagine the honour we felt on that exciting occasion.  When I used to go to his home after school to play with his lovely daughter Momoe, who was my classmate and friend, little did I know what the future held.

You have with you today the Knight of Baha’u’llah to the island of Samoa, Lilian Wyss as she was in the early fifties – and I would like to personally extend my gratitude to her for bringing the Faith to these shores.  

I am very happy that my sister Shahnaz is also with you, and through her I extend my love to all of you.

And I would like to pay tribute to the three other early pioneers who are no longer with us.  My parents, Nemat and Ghodsieh Ala’i, and my wonderful brother Suhayl.  I really believe that it was not only their love of Baha’u’llah, but also their love for the Samoan people which allowed them to be instrumental to the progress of the Faith here – and I know that without them, Samoa would not be where it is today.  I thank them from my heart.

People usually say that pioneering is a great sacrifice.  They usually say it with the popular meaning of the word, to give something up – forgetting the rest of this definition – that you are giving up something for the sake of something even greater.  But if we are doing something out of love for Baha’u’llah and for humanity, and we are happy doing it, then how can it be JUST a sacrifice?  It is also a great joy and a great privilege.

However, if we use other meanings of the word “sacrifice”, which the dictionary tells us are “to devote to”, or “to make sacred”, then yes, this is true.  The House of Justice tells us that children who move from their home and go pioneering with their parents are also considered pioneers – and so I am eternally grateful to my parents for making not only their lives, but ours as well, sacred.

On this happy occasion, I would like to offer a small gift to my community in Samoa.

It is a photograph of Saialala Tamasese, the first Samoan Baha’i (who declared in our home in Papauta), with my father, Nemat Ala’i, taken during our early years in Apia.  The other photograph is of Toalima Tamasese with my mother, Ghodsieh Ala’i.  This was taken during the time of the dedication of the House of Worship.  I hope the National Assembly will allow this to be displayed in the Ancillary Building or the National Office – wherever they feel is suitable.

Even though I am not there, my heart is truly with you in my Samoan home.  I send you my deepest love and that of my family – David, Saleem and Shaida, who have also fallen in love with Samoa.                

Tofa, Soifua! 
