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             Preface

         

         TRADITIONALLY, ANTHROPOLOGISTS HAVE WRITTEN about other peoples in the form of academic monographs. The authors of these somewhat sere and austere volumes are omniscient and Olympian in their vision. Not only do they have a faculty of shrewd cultural insight superior to that of the ‘natives’ themselves, but they never make mistakes and they are never deceived by themselves or others. On the maps of alien culture they offer there are no dead ends. They have no emotional existence. They are never excited or depressed. Above all, they never like or dislike the people they are studying.

         This is not such a monograph. It deals with first attempts to get to grips with a ‘new’ people – indeed a whole ‘new’ continent. It documents false trails and linguistic incompetences, refuted preconceptions and the deceptions practised by self and others. Above all, it trades not in generalisations, but encounters with individuals.

         From the strict anthropological perspective, these encounters are vitiated by the fact that they took place not in the first local tongue of the people but in Indonesian. The Republic of Indonesia has many hundreds, if not thousands, of local languages. First approaches are therefore always through the medium of the national language, and its use is a mark of the preliminary nature of the contact involved. Such contacts – over the more than two years dealt with by this book – nevertheless turned into relationships of real personal and emotional content.

         Monographs are written in reverse. They impose a spurious order on reality where everything fits. This book was written in the course of the experience it documents. A quite different work could have been constructed starting from the magnificent Torajan rice-barn that now stands in the galleries of the Museum of Mankind in London, showing how the plan to build it made ethnographic, financial and museological sense. But that is not the way it happened.

         Many people helped in the project that is the matter of this book. In England, the Director and Trustees of the British Museum had the vision to finance such a speculative enterprise. Without the unflagging support and understanding of Jean Rankine and Malcolm McLeod, it could have never come to pass.

         In Indonesia, thanks are due to Ibu Hariyati Soebadio of the Departemen Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan. Bapak Yoop Ave and Luther Barrung of the Departemen Parpostel – all of whom led me by the hand through the official channels that I could never have navigated without their continued good will. Bapak Yakob, Bupati of Tana Toraja, Bapak Patandianan of Sospol and Nico Pasaka were ever helpful. In Mamasa, Dr Silas Tarrupadang is owed warm thanks for his unstinting hospitality and assistance. Professor and Ibu Abbas of Hasanuddin University went out of their way to help me in a time of dire need. One anti-acknowledgement is due to Bapak W. Arlen of the Immigration Office, Ujung Pandang.

         I am also grateful to H. E. Bapak Suhartoyo and Bapak Hidayat of the Indonesian Embassy in London. A special vote of thanks is due to Bapak W. Miftach, also of the Indonesian Embassy in London, for his sustained support, assistance and friendship throughout this project.

         The Torajan Foundation of Jakarta – especially Bapak J. Parapak and Bapak H. Parinding – took a warm personal interest in the Torajan exhibition from its inception and acted as sponsors, as did Garuda Indonesia.

         Without the cheerful friendship, assistance and understanding of Sallehuddin bin Hajji Abdullah Sani, this project would not have been conceived and could not have been executed.

         Above all, thanks are due to the many ordinary Torajan men and women who took me to their hearts and aided me without thought of reward or personal convenience.

         
             

         

         Nigel Barley

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            New Departures

         

         ‘ANTHROPOLOGY IS NOT A HAZARDOUS SPORT.’ I had always suspected that this was so but it was comforting to have it confirmed in black and white by a reputable insurance company of enduring probity. They, after all, should know such things.

         The declaration was the end result of an extended correspondence conducted more in the spirit of detached concern than serious enquiry. I had insured my health for a two-month field-trip and been unwise enough to read the small print. I was not covered for nuclear attack or nationalisation by a foreign government. Even more alarming, I was covered for up to twelve months if hijacked. Free-fall parachute jumping was specifically forbidden together with ‘all other hazardous sports’. But it was now official: ‘Anthropology is not a hazardous sport.’

         The equipment laid out on the bed seemed to contest the assertion. I had water-purifying tablets, remedies against two sorts of malaria, athlete’s foot, suppurating ulcers and eyelids, amoebic dysentery, hay fever, sunburn, infestation by lice and ticks, seasickness and compulsive vomiting. Only much, much later would I realise that I had forgotten the aspirins.

         It was to be a stern rather than an easy trip, a last pitting of a visibly sagging frame against severe geography where everything would probably have to be carried up mountains and across ravines, a last act of physical optimism before admitting that urban life and middle age had ravaged beyond recall.

         In one corner stood the new rucksack, gleaming iridescent green like the carapace of a tropical beetle. New boots glowed comfortingly beside it, exuding a promise of dry strength. Cameras had been cleaned and recalibrated. All the minor tasks had been dealt with just as a soldier cleans and oils his rifle before going into battle. Now, in pre-departure gloom, the wits were dulled, the senses muted. It was the moment for sitting on the luggage and feeling empty depression.

         I have never really understood what it is that drives anthropologists off into the field. Possibly it is simply the triumph of sheer nosiness over reasonable caution, the fallibility of the human memory that denies the recollection of how uncomfortable and tedious much of field-work can be. Possibly it is the boredom of urban life, the stultifying effect of regular existence. Often departure is triggered by relatively minor occurrences that give a new slant on normal routine. I once felt tempted when a turgid report entitled ‘Applications of the Computer to Anthropology’ arrived on my desk at the precise moment I had spent forty minutes rewinding a typewriter ribbon by hand because my machine was so old that appropriate ribbons were no longer commercially available.

         The point is that field-work is often an attempt by the researcher to resolve his own, very personal problems, rather than an attempt to understand other cultures. Within the profession, it is often viewed as a panacea for all ills. Broken marriage? Go and do some field-work to get back a sense of perspective. Depressed about lack of promotion? Field-work will give you something else to worry about.

         But whatever the cause, ethnographers all recognise the call of the wild with the certainty that Muslims feel about the sudden, urgent need to go to Mecca.

         Where to go? This time, not West Africa but somewhere fresh. Often I had been asked by students for advice on where to go for field-work. Some were driven by a relentless incubus to work on one topic alone, female circumcision or black-smithing. They were the easy ones to counsel. Others had quite simply fallen in love with a particular part of the world. They, too, were easy. Such a love affair can be as good a basis for withstanding the many trials and disappointments of ethnography as any more stern theoretical obsession. Then there was the third, most difficult group, into which I myself seemed now to fall – what a colleague had unkindly termed the SDP of anthropology – those who knew more clearly what they wanted to avoid than what they wished to seek.

         When advising such as these, I had always asked something like: ‘Why don’t you go somewhere where the inhabitants are beautiful, friendly, where you would like the food and there are nice flowers?’ Often such people came back with excellent theses. Now I had to apply it to myself. West Africa was clearly excluded, but the answer came in a flash – Indonesia. I would have to make further enquiries.

         I consulted an eminent Indonesianist – Dutch, of course, and therefore more English than the English with his hound’s-tooth jacket, long, elegant vowels and a Sherlock Holmes pipe. He pointed the stem of it at me.

         ‘You are suffering from mental menopause,’ he said, puffing roundly. ‘You need a complete change. Anthropologists always go to their first field-work site and make the hard discovery that people there are not like the people at home – in your case that the Dowayos are not like the English. But they never get it clear that all peoples are unlike each other. You will go around for years looking at everyone as if they were Dowayos. Do you have a grant?’

         ‘Not yet. But I can probably sort out some funding.’ (The saddest thing about academic research is that when you are young you have plenty of time but no one will give you any money. By the time you have worked a little way up the hierarchy, you can normally persuade someone to fund you but you never have enough time to do anything important.)

         ‘Grants are wonderful things. I have often thought that I would write a book about the gap between what grants are given for and what they are actually spent on. My car’ – he gestured through the window – ‘that is the grant to get my last book retyped. I sat up all night for six weeks and did it myself. It is not a very good car, but then it was not a very good book. I got married with a grant to enable me to study Achinese. My first daughter was a grant to allow me to visit Indonesian research facilities in Germany.’ Academics. The culture of genteel poverty.

         ‘You got divorced recently. Did you get a grant for that?’

         ‘No … That one, I paid for. But it was worth it.’

         ‘So where should I go?’

         He puffed. ‘You will go to Sulawesi. If anyone asks why, you will explain it is because the children have pointed ears.’

         ‘Pointed ears? Like Mr Spock?’

         ‘Just so. We have him too.’

         ‘But why?’

         He puffed smoke like an Indonesian volcano and smiled mysteriously. ‘Just go and you will see.’

         I knew I was hooked. I would go to the island of Sulawesi, Indonesia, and look at the pointed ears of the children.

         
             

         

         There may be pleasure in the remote anticipation of a journey. There is none in its immediate preparation. Injections. Should one really believe that smallpox has been ‘eradicated’? – a nice, clean, hard-edged word that was infinitely suspicious. Rabies? How likely were you to be bitten by a rabid dog? Yes, but you can catch it by being scratched by a cat or pecked by a bird. Gammaglobulin? The Americans swear by it. The British don’t believe in it. Ultimately, you make an arbitrary choice like a child grabbing a handful of sweets. How many shirts? How many pairs of socks? You never have enough to wear but always too many to carry. Cooking pots? Sleeping bags? There will be moments where both will be indispensable but are they worth the suffering involved in carrying them across Java? A review of teeth and feet, treating one’s body like a troublesome commodity in a slave market. A time to look at guidebooks and the previous works of ethnography.

         Each seemed to tell a different story. Planning a route was impossible. They could not be reconciled into a unified vision. According to one, Indonesian ships were floating hell-holes, the nadir of degradation, filthy and pestilential. Another viewed them as havens of tranquillity. One traveller claimed that he had travelled tarmac roads which another traveller declared to have been cancelled. Travel books were as much works of fantasy as grant applications. My Dutchman probably wrote them. A secondary problem was that you could never be sure of the values of the writer. One man’s ‘comfortable’ was another’s ‘absurdly expensive’. In the end, the only thing to do was go and look.

         There is a stage at which maps appear essential. In fact, they merely give a spurious sense of certainty that you know where you are going.

         Map men are the true eccentrics of the book trade – wild-haired, glasses-pushed-up-on-forehead sort of people.

         ‘A map of Sulawesi? Charlie, we’ve got one here wants a map of Sulawesi.’ Charlie peered over a stack of maps at me. Apparently, they didn’t get the Sulawesi type here every day. Charlie was the glasses-pushed-down-to-tip-of-nose sort.

         ‘Can’t do you one. We’d love one for ourselves. Do you a pre-war Dutch one with nothing on it. Indonesians have the copyright you see. Frightened of spies. Or you can have an American Airforce Survey but it comes on three sheets six foot square. Lovely bit of cartography.’

         ‘I’d hoped for something a little more convenient.’

         ‘We can do you East Malaysia Political. You get the rest of Borneo Physical Features up the far end and four inches of South Sulawesi to make up the square. But I suppose if you want to go more than ten miles from the capital, that’s not much use. We can do you a street map of the capital with directory.’

         I looked at it. How often had one studied these ambitious tangles of streets and avenues that resolved themselves on the ground into hot, dusty little villages with only one real road.

         ‘No. I don’t think so. Anyway, the name’s changed. It’s not called Macassar any more. It’s Ujung Pandang.’

         Charlie looked shocked. ‘My dear sir. This is a 1944 map.’ It was too. The directory was in Dutch.

         
             

         

         Money being, as ever, in short supply, it was time to phone around the bucket-shops for a cheap ticket. One could not reasonably hope to find one to Sulawesi. The best thing would be to get to Singapore and hunt around.

         What is astonishing is not that fares should vary from one airline to another, but that it is virtually impossible to pay the same fare to fly by the same airline on the same plane. As the trail cleared and the prices declined, the names of airlines seemed less and less real and more and more revealing. Finnair suggested a vanishing trick. Madair was expensive but suggested a bout of wild adventure. In the end, I settled for a Third World airline described as ‘all right once you’re in the air’. In an attic above Oxford Street, I rendezvoused with a nervy little man who looked like a demonstration of the disastrous effects of stress – wizened, twitchy, biting nails, chain-smoking. He was surrounded with huge heaps of paper and a telephone that rang incessantly. I paid my money and he began writing out the ticket. Ring. ring.

         ‘Hallo. What? Who? Oh dear. Ah, yes, well. I’m sorry about that. The problem is that at this time of the year all the traffic is going East so there will be a problem in getting a seat.’ There followed five minutes of placatory explanation to someone on the other end of the line who was manifestly very annoyed. He hung up, bit his nails and returned to writing out the ticket. Immediately, the phone rang again.

         ‘Hallo. What? When? Oh dear. Ah, well. The problem is that at this time of year all the Asians are heading West so there will be problems getting a seat.’ Another five minutes of soothing noises. He sucked desperately on a cigarette. Ring, ring.

         ‘Hallo. What? Oh dear. I am sorry. That’s never happened before in all the years I’ve been in this business. I certainly posted the ticket to you.’ He picked through a wad of tickets, put one in an envelope and began scribbling an address.

         ‘The trouble is that at this time of year, most of the Post Office is on holiday, so there will be delays.’

         It was with the direst forebodings that I pocketed my ticket and left the office.

         
             

         

         And so I arrived at pre-departure depression. Having taken a turn about the room with the beetle-carapace rucksack, I unpacked it and threw half the contents out. I needn’t have bothered. When I arrived at the airport, there was no room on the plane and no other plane for a week. I rang the pre-stressed travel agent.

         ‘What? Who? Well, that’s never happened before in all the years I’ve been in the business. The problem is that at this time of year the extra planes are held up by the monsoon. But I’ll give you a full refund. I’m putting it in an envelope now.’ When the cheque arrived, several weeks later, it bounced.

         
             

         

         It is said that every positive term needs its negative to sharpen its definition and fix its place in the wider system of things. This is perhaps the role of Aeroflot in the airline world – a sort of antithetical airline. Instead of effete stewards, burly mustachioed wardresses. Instead of the fussy congelations of aircraft cuisine, fried chicken. Between London and Singapore, we ate fried chicken five times, sometimes hot, sometimes cold, always recognisable. Rather than lug my luggage back home, I had opted for the only cheap flight that day – on Aeroflot.

         Some strange smell like oil of cloves had been introduced into the air supply. It was particularly pungent in the lavatory – a place entirely devoid of paper – and as a result of it, people would emerge red-faced and gasping. At moments of stress, such as landing, cold air streamed visibly from vents in the ceiling as off dry ice in a theatrical production. This terrified the Japanese who thought it was fire and whimpered until a wardress shouted at them in Russian. Thereafter they were not convinced but at least cowed.

         The only relief from the bouts of fried chicken was the changing of planes in Moscow. Emerging in late evening from the miasma of cloves, we were made to queue on the stairs under 20W bulbs as in a municipal brothel. Wardresses rushed among us inquisitorially shouting ‘Lusaka!’ Or was it ‘Osaka!’? Japanese and Zambians jostled each other without conviction. Our tickets were minutely examined. Our luggage was searched. A scowling young man checked our passports, reading them line by line with moving lips. He insisted on the removal of hats and glasses. Myself, he measured to check my actual height against that alleged in my passport. I cannot believe that the figures matched.

         The girl behind me was French and garrulous, eager to tell her life-story. She was going to Australia to get married. ‘I expect it will be all right when I get there,’ she said gamely. Having a well-developed sense of humour, she found my being measured exquisitely funny. ‘They measure you for a coffin?’ she suggested cheerfully. The scowling young man did not appreciate her levity and sent her to the back of the queue to stand in line again. It was just like being back at school. In fact the whole transit area recalled drab, post-war school-days. Stern ladies wheeled trolleys of chipped cream enamel, meaty faces set in disapproval. Surely these were the very women who had dispensed fatty mince at my primary school while discussing the problems of rationing. The broken lavatories of the airport recalled the outhouses of the school.

         Younger women in olive-green uniforms saluted soldiers sauntering about with rifles. They had the air of those on important state business. An air of guilt and insecurity seemed to invade the Westerners. We all felt improperly frivolous and facetious, like gigglers at a funeral. One day, perhaps, we would grow up into sober citizens like these people.

         All the shops were shut, thus preventing us rushing in to buy nests of Russian dolls and books on Vietnamese collectivisation. More adventurous souls discovered a bar upstairs where fizzy mineral water could be bought from a dour man with no change.

         We had all been issued with squares of cardboard on which someone had written ‘diner 9.00’. There was an area of tables and chairs so here we all sat down looking more and more like refugees. At ten o’clock the school-dinner-ladies emerged, adjusting their headscarves for action. But, alas, there was no mince for us. They served a copious and leisurely meal to themselves, consumed before our envious eyes with great lip-smacking gestures of content. For once, no chicken seemed to be involved. The ladies disappeared and went into a prolonged bout of off-stage plate-clattering. Shortly before our plane was due to leave, they surged out triumphantly with the enamel trollies. One served us two slices of bread, a tomato and black coffee while two others shooed us into tight groups and examined tickets. When all expectation of more had been abandoned, we were served a single biscuit on magnificent china.

         Beneath us, in the space before the departure gates, a lively floor-show was in progress. Two tourists, English by the sound of them, were banging on the glass door of the immigration office. They had tried pushing it. They had tried pulling it. They did not know it was a sliding door.

         ‘Our plane!’ they shouted, indicating what was indeed a large aircraft parked just the other side of the plate-glass window. Passengers could be seen embarking. A rotund official in a sackcloth uniform stared out of the window, his back turned towards them, and worked hard at ignoring the noise they were making.

         ‘You phoned us to come to the airport,’ they cried. ‘We’ve been waiting a week for a plane.’

         Finally, the disturbance grated on his nerves and, unwillingly, he slid the door open an inch to peer at them like a householder wakened by knocking in the small hours. They thrust tickets at him in justification. This was a mistake. He took them, peacefully closed and locked the door, set the tickets on the end of his desk and resumed his untroubled contemplation of the plane. A wardress appeared at the top of the steps, looked briefly around, shrugged and went back inside.

         ‘Call someone,’ the travellers pleaded. ‘Our luggage is on that plane.’

         In response, the official deftly slid the tickets back under the door and turned his back again. The hatch of the plane was closed, the steps wheeled away. The travellers began hammering on the door in renewed desperation. The official began to smoke. We watched for a full ten minutes before the plane finally roused itself to trundle off. By then, the travellers were sobbing.

         Pharisaically, we turned away. Our own plane had finally been called. Following this little morality play, no one wanted to be late. We bayed around the doors like pagan hordes at the gates of Rome. Occasionally, a wardress would appear behind the glass doors and we would surge forward. Then she would disappear again and leave us stranded in foolishness.

         The resumed flight brought no relief, only more fried chicken. A bumptious Indian paced the plane, telling all and sundry that he was an admiral in the navy and only travelled by Aeroflot for security reasons, not out of parsimony. In one corner sat a Seasoned Traveller. She dismissed all offers of chicken with a disdainful wave of the hand, having had the foresight to provision herself with a selection of cheeses and a good loaf. At her feet stood a bottle of wine. On her lap rested a stout novel. Most outrageous of all, she had soap and a toilet roll. We regarded her with the undisguised resentment of those faces at the windows of old folks’ homes. We took pleasure in the fact that, as we began our descent to Singapore, a green-faced man emerged from the lavatory and kicked her wine over.

         
             

         

         Singapore. The Lion City. Its current symbol – current because everything in Singapore is subject to a ruthless process of revision and improvement – is the merlion, a sickly, coy confection of lion and fish worthy of Walt Disney. Down by the harbour, it belched a spume of dirty water for the sole purpose of being photographed doing so by tourists.

         After Moscow it was unmistakably part of the free world but also a place of control and order. The city state’s social charter invokes the name of Raffles, commemorated in place-names all over the island. But its founder, saviour and benevolent despot, Lee Kuan Yew, goes uncommemorated. It is a republic and Lee Kuan Yew is its king. British names have been retained everywhere. To visit the air base is a joy. Bland Chinese officers sit outside bungalows called ‘Dunroamin’, on roads called ‘The Strand’ and ‘Oxford Street’. Singapore has felt no need to obliterate its colonial past. Like everything else, it has been smoothly absorbed.

         If Lee Kuan Yew’s name is not omnipresent, his personality imbues all levels of the state. You may not cross a road except at a traffic light (fine $500), or spit (fine $500), or drop litter (fine $500). It is believed that all problems can be solved by making more rules. Again, as in Moscow, the school is the analogy by which we understand all authoritarian systems. Not, of course, the breeding grounds of vice, violence and criminality that are modern English schools, but those strangely innocent institutions of the post-war years. Public spaces are neat and well-tended, every scrap of ground becoming a park. In the huge, terrifying tenements, all the lifts work and are spotlessly clean. Singaporeans, mysteriously, do not bemerde their own surroundings. Even public telephones work. It is a shocking contrast to the squalid self-mutilation of urban London.

         It is above all a city dedicated to earning a living. Many have praised the industriousness of Singaporeans. But it is a curious form of industry that seems to consist largely of traders sitting in shopping centres, surrounded by goods made in Japan and sold largely to Westerners. Even by British standards the rudeness of salesmen is astonishing, despite a personal ‘Smile’ campaign by Lee Kuan Yew. (Again one thinks of the school – the headmaster rising to his feet in assembly, ‘I should like to say a few words about the general lack of cheerfulness in the school.’) The English spoken is extraordinary. In this polyglot mix of Chinese, Indians and Malays, some people seem to have ended up with no first language at all.

         I stayed with a Malay family in one of the high-rise blocks of steel and concrete that have replaced the old, friendly wooden shacks in which Malays once lived in insanitary ease. By conscious policy, the races are mixed. On one side Indians, on the other Chinese. The corridors are awash with the odours of contesting spices and incense sticks for various gods. Different tongues quack and growl in the stairwells. Inside, five adults and two children dwelt in three small rooms and a kitchen, all spotlessly clean. Stay in a hotel? Nonsense. There is room here. You are as one of our family.

         Malay hospitality is overwhelming. The only burden is the obligation to eat three times as much as you would wish.

         It was my first opportunity to try out the Indonesian language – almost. Malay and Indonesian are in the same sort of relationship as English and American. The television picked up both Singapore and Malay broadcasts from across the causeway that divides the two states. On the Singaporean channel, only good news. Bad events were a truly foreign phenomenon. Singaporeans were shown in a harmony of multi-ethnic progress. See – the new underground. Behold – more land is being reclaimed from the sea. On the Malaysian channel a darker, handsomer people were demonstrating Muslim virtue. The foreign news was of Mecca and new mosques. ‘Are you sure these are not Israeli oranges?’ someone asked behind me.

         Telephone calls within the city are free. In ten minutes my air ticket to Jakarta had been fixed at a third of the price I would pay in London. I began to feel like a bumpkin.

         We settled back to watch a Malay melodrama that seemed to consist of scandalously obvious wives cuckolding their virtuous husbands who were away at the court. The adulterous act was signified by the closing of the bedroom door.

         ‘Listen how she laughs, that one. She is not a virgin.’

         ‘Look. Now she smokes. Wah!’

         Sadly, I was unable to understand a word of the film but the anthropologist is schooled from a tender age to sit through dull seminars, boring conferences, incomprehensible presentations. Patience was rewarded. After the infliction of many wrongs on her poor husband, the wife’s crimes were denounced by the rajah. The court spoke a dialect close enough to Indonesian to be intelligible. The enormity of her crime at last was revealed. She had stolen the rice given her for her stepchildren and sold it to buy perfume. Wah!

         
             

         

         The commercial centre of Singapore is clearly where Westerners go to get away from Asia. It is a place for getting things done. It is full of oil-men, accountants, lawyers and other shady professions in a setting that apes the worst of Dallas. The somewhat puritanical government is engaged in waging a baffled war on the tastes of Western tourists, seeming unable to understand that if you remove squalor, irrational practices and all that is called ‘local colour’, tourists feel that they might as well have stayed at home.

         The current preoccupation was Bugis Street, a name to make many an old British sailor’s loins tremble. It was famous, quite simply, for its transvestite prostitutes. Transvestism is one of the great themes of the East, often a very serious matter indeed, sometimes with religious implications.

         In Bugis Street, however, it was purely for rest and recreation. The government, shocked by ‘outrageous exhibitionism’ and always solicitous of its image abroad, had decided to close it down. Much was made of this in the newspapers.

         ‘Where is it?’ I asked the sons of the house, young men in their twenties. ‘Is it fun to go there?’ They held a whispered conversation.

         ‘We do not know where it is. We have never been.’

         ‘Have you a map?’

         ‘We have no map. But I will ask a friend.’

         They dragged the telephone off into the bedroom on its long lead and made a call. They made three calls, blushing the while.

         ‘None of my friends know. They are all Muslims.’

         ‘Have you any Chinese friends?’

         ‘I will try.’

         Ten minutes later, we were on our way, giggling with conspiracy. We had explained to the father that we were going to look at the lights of the harbour. When we finally found it, Bugis Street was a dark, narrow street of buildings ripe for demolition. Notwithstanding its narrowness, tables and chairs had been set out on the tarmac and a hundred stalls were cooking all manner of food under the stars. Great herds of tourists roamed up and down in search of the thrill of scandal, many taking to eating in despair of other sensual pleasures. I paid for three of the most expensive drinks I have ever had anywhere. A small girl of about five or six was going from table to table, challenging the tourists to noughts and crosses for a stake of $1. She was doing very well. Immaculate Malay policemen patrolled up and down, disapproval heavy on their brows.

         ‘Why are all the police here Malay?’

         The boys laughed. ‘All police are Malay except for the high officers. The Chinese do not like the Malays to know how to fly aeroplanes or fire big guns, so when we do national service, they put us in the police.’

         The tourists were clearly bored. A party of English had found a stray cat and were dedicating their evening to feeding it with fish bought at huge cost. An American suddenly cried, ‘Quick Miriam. There’s one!’ A lone transvestite swivelled and pouted through the tables in a tight leather skirt. Miriam, blue-rinsed and determined, gamely leaped through the throng and hosed the ‘girl’ up and down with her cine-camera. There was a general snapping and clicking of camera cases and swearing in many European tongues as calculations were made about flash. The transvestite played up splendidly, sticking out tongue and buttocks and swaying away on high heels.

         Then doubt set in. It had obviously been a street-walker, but the sex remained unproven.

         ‘Jus’ some ole hooker,’ opined Miriam.

         It would have been a rather sad evening, my Muslim friends disappointed to find that wickedness was not necessarily pleasurable, but it was saved by a hugely wizened Chinese waiter.

         ‘You want other dlink?’

         ‘No thank you. Not at these prices.’

         ‘Psst. You want feelthy picture?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Feelthy picture. You want?’ In a rush, it evoked the heat and dust of imperial service, fresh-faced Tommies disembarking from steamers to the wonders of the East. They would be pictures of belly dancers, or slant-eyed beauties, heavy with silver jewellery and voluptuous promise. He palmed on to the table a plastic folder with pictures in numbered pockets.

         Oriental men are not hirsute, but somewhere they had found specimens with an almost Caucasian profligacy of body-hair. They had legs like lavatory brushes, shown to advantage since they were dressed in ladies’ swimming costumes. Many held feathers and simpered. There was about them something very sad and a little bit funny, like the pin-ups of our grandparents. It was as if they wanted desperately to be wicked but did not quite know how.

         Another police patrol came past, two Malays swinging truncheons. They looked hard at my companions, two fellow Malays, their eyes slid over the book before us. They shook their heads and passed on. My companions looked chastened and ashamed. Once more I was being a bad citizen. It was time to go. As we left, Miriam reached across.

         ‘If you’ve finished with those pictures, honey, I’ve a mind to take a look.’

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            Tales of Two Cities

         

         AIRPORTS ARE THE DECEITFUL BUT UNAVOIDABLE PURVEYORS of our first impressions of another part of the world. Travel brochures are deliberately misleading and we expect them to be so. They can be lightly shrugged off as mere confections of images. But airports are real. They have the rough-edged feel of true experience.

         Singapore airport had been functional and efficient, well-planned and purposeful. It looked as if someone had worked out in advance how much it would cost and it had been paid for on time.

         Heathrow is a muddle, a pretentious mess, slow, cumbersome – a ship constantly being rebuilt while at sea. The staff are barely polite and exult in the enjoyment of petty powers. A scene that stays with me over the years is that of an earnest Chinese student being harassed by a snickering immigration official whose Middlesex whine he could not understand.

         The new airport at Jakarta was superficially attractive, built like a traditional house, open to the world. The total effect was rather like a Pizza Hut afflicted with gigantism. Soldiers stood around idly in indelicately tight uniforms that seemed to leave them with nothing to do with their hands. If you caught their eye, they blushed and played with their boots. We were directed into two channels, one for those with visas, one for those without. I was without. We were asked in Indonesian, one by one, why we had no visa. Everyone was let in after a ritual hesitation.

         ‘Why no visa?’

         ‘Because at the embassy in London, they said I did not need a visa.’ My first sentence in Indonesian to an Indonesian. Would it work? From the outside, a language always looks like an implausible fiction. The official paused, frowned and then broke into a huge grin.

         ‘Very nice,’ he said and patted me paternally on the arm. At that moment, I knew Indonesia was going to be all right.

         The other side of the barrier was raucous with hot, tired people expressing the ritual outrage of bargaining. I was approached by a stocky man with a scar over one eye, lank, greasy hair and very dirty clothes. An obvious pirate. In fact he was very helpful. We launched into bargaining about the taxi fare. He seemed shocked at the venom of my technique acquired in the sterner school of West Africa.

         ‘Am I not a man like yourself? Do my children not have to eat? Why do you insult me by asking so much, etcetera, etcetera.’

         ‘Oh, all right,’ he said. ‘The normal fare is fourteen thousand.’

         He led me to a tiny ramshackle van that stood uneasily among long limousines. Another large man of suspect appearance climbed in. In West Africa, I would have been most unhappy about this. Two against one. The car stopping in a deserted spot. A knife pulled out in the dark. As usual, I dithered, discouraged by lack of fluency. It is very hard to be determined and incoherent at the same time. Too late. We were off.

         My companions conversed in a language of dark consonants and gurgled vowels, that was unintelligible to me. This must be Batawi, the language of Jakarta. We were all introduced to each other in an almost courtly manner, exchanged clove-flavoured cigarettes. Smiles all round. I learned the word for matches. The driver launched into a long tirade that I could not follow, reduced again to dumbness, nodding feigned comprehension. One word kept coming up again and again, cewek. It seemed always associated with notions of misfortune. What was it? The government, the price of petrol, some metaphysical term of the Muslim faith? In the end, it seemed that some comment was called for on my part.

         ‘What is cewek?’ I heard myself ask in the quavering tones of a judge asking for a definition of jazz. They both turned and stared at me.

         Cewek? They held hands out at chest level as if grasping melons and sketched sinuous curves in the air. Ah, it must be the slang term for women. I wondered what propositions I had agreed to.

         We rocketed along in the dark. Hardboard triumphal arches stood by the roadside. Inscriptions announced forty years of freedom. A glow in the sky declared the city, heralded also by a rich sweet smell compounded of human faeces, woodsmoke, badly refined petrol. Fires twinkled in the blackness, railway trucks, burnt-out lorries, shadowy figures picking through heaps of rubbish, the odd desolate shack. Had I been to Indonesia often? No, my first visit. Then, where had I learned to speak? In London. In London, one could learn? Ah, that was good. Yes. Would English cewek like Indonesian men? They would love them. But were they not too small? The best things come in small packages. Wah! That was true. They grinned. Now about this cewek. Where would we go? No, no. Tomorrow. I was tired. Just a hotel. Not too dear.

         They were unabashed. More cigarettes. Normally I do not smoke but it is a useful way of making contact. We pulled up at a small hotel. There was a shouted exchange. Full up. Try round the corner. There it was full up too. Try the new place up there. We stopped at a nondescript building with bare bulbs shining on fresh cement. It was cheap. Everything looked bare and stark but clean. We climbed the stairs for several floors. The taxi men came too. We scaled a ladder and emerged on the roof. Here was a little wooden hut, a hard bed, a fan. It would do. The taxi men beamed. See, they had brought me to a good place. More cigarettes, handshakes.

         The hotel was run by students from Manado, Chinese-looking Christians who had strong but ill-defined links of kinship with the owner. To some, as in the West, the term ‘student’ was a euphemism for dissolute idling. But not to Piet.

         Scarcely had I got through the door, before he came to seek me out. I had made the mistake of describing myself in the register as a teacher.

         ‘I am a student,’ he announced with deep pride.

         ‘In what subject?’

         ‘Filsafat.’ In Indonesian, philosophy is a suety subject. ‘I have read Aristotle and Sartre and John Stuart Mill. I will discuss my thesis with you. It is called “The Dilemma of Man in a Post-Existentialist World”.’

         ‘Er. Perhaps I should eat first. Where should I go?’
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