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‘Like being taken to a magical unknown planet, yet suddenly realising it all takes place on this globe, in mysterious Borneo and Sarawak: a beautifully written, elegant and rich dream.’ John Fowles





‘At once sprawling and intimate, vivid and dreamy, Kalimantaan is a wondrous achievement.’ Tash Aw





‘Breathtaking … a plot summary can’t hope to do justice to the richness and complexity of this extraordinary novel … it is a mesmerising story, beautifully told.’ Observer





‘A first novel of formidable imaginative power … Kalimantaan is the work of a born storyteller … a brilliantly subtle panorama of life forces played out in the face of death.’ New York Times





‘By vividly evoking the humid tropics as well as the authentic mixture of imperial arrogance, innocence, anxiety, dejection, irony, recklessness and cold courage that one finds in so many contemporaneous accounts … C. S. Godshalk carries one deep into the lost world of the Victorian British Diaspora.’ The Times





‘Godshalk has a genius for cutting to the heart of things.’ New Yorker
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Author’s Note





A hundred and sixty years ago a young Englishman founded a private raj on the north coast of Borneo. The microcosm that resulted, boasting three Christian means of worship, stone quays, great swaths of lawn, a recreation club, and musical levees, eventually encompassed a territory the size of England, its expansion campaigns for decades paid for by the opportunity to take heads. This novel draws from that history.






















The name Borneo is a corruption of Burni, itself a corruption of Beruni or Bruni, the capital of that ancient Sultanate bearing the same name … The natives themselves have none, except perhaps the doubtful one of Pulau Ka-limanta-an, the island of raw sago.


S. BARING-GOULD, C. A. BAMPFYLDE


A History of Sarawak Under Its Two White Rajahs


London, 1909





His mother died in a place he put between the red of the Punjab and the rose of Uttar Pradesh on the great relief map in the library, mostly because he remembered her in that colour. Later, they corrected him, fixing his finger a thousand miles to the east, down the long Malay peninsula, then right, to the huge blot of Borneo in brownish violet. There, across the violet, he found the word. Her vague smile, her bones, her cloud of bright hair lay there. He would come secretly to stare at it in late afternoon, tracing the word strung thinly over the paper with his finger. He repeated it in his room at night in what he remembered was her soft cadence, holding the lacquer bull that belonged nowhere in this house and so must have come from her, Ka-li-man-taan, Ka-li-man-taan, Ka-li-man-taan, the walls reverberating with the sound, the alders lifting with it, until he slept.


























The two things he remembered most clearly on the last morning of his life were his mother’s skirt with the little horse heads sprinkled equidistant across its folds, and the moment, the exact instant when, walking down to the sea, he found to his utter amazement and delight that he could whistle. The subsequent seventy-two years, the mystifying ease of achieving the impossible and the agonising impossibility of just living, of linking days together, were wiped out.


























Half the face sags as if something has pulled down on it, the shoulder sloping oddly from the chair. She circles him, then slowly folds herself to the floor and takes the wrist in both her hands. Sunlight slides across the wood and climbs her knees. Her thighbones ache as they ached in her first pregnancy, but she does not move. It is the first time in forty years that she has sat alone in a room with this man without some strain. It was in this room with its few thick pieces of furniture that he mortified her beyond reason, she standing naked but for a little rose-veiled hat.


No one can tell this story. Every time you nail it to earth, it stares up at you with a different face. You think you know; then a word, a phrase in a letter, an expression on a face long dead says it was not that way at all. Lytton tried, He, perhaps, would have been best able, a natural observer, a professional accumulator of information. He wrote ten pages and gave up.


In one of his notebooks there is a description of the Yellow Insurrection in two sentences in the margin of notes on the family of pitcher plants. Two sentences to describe that month of hell and thirty-seven pages on a plant.


Yet the story appears most clearly in the marginalia. Guilt, remorse, rage, desire, sorrow that defies description appear most fiercely in postscripts, addenda. The horror described in the margin of a minor botanical discovery; sexual paroxysm along the edge of a recipe; bastard notes to no one – paper stuffed in cupboards, chests, boxes, written in solitude, meant for no earthly audience – come closest to a true chronicle. Some songs, too, may have escaped with their pure message, and maybe Dawes’ dissertations, for the maniac faced everything head on.


She opens her eyes and breathes in the salt air, the fist like cold lead in her lap. There were singular conditions to that life, holding sway in that place and nowhere else. The eerie speed of some things and the wretched slowness of others. The speed with which one sickened and died. The eternal lagging of a letter. The months it took to work through those forests and the blinding velocity of the rivers, a flash flood carrying you sixty miles in a day. The almost daily attendance of death and the violent inrush of life.


There were other things. The electromagnetic spectrum extended well beyond its known range in that place. It simply kept going, sending out tentacles at either end and these crossing, merging. Colours seeped through the fingertips, the soles of the feet, warmth coated the retina, a throbbing sexuality pounded in the ear. Chairs moved, birds spoke, trees commanded courtesy. And love – blind, skewed, intense – bloomed and bloomed.


There was the currency of heads, their removal and collection, cherished coffers of semanggat.* There was the flow of merchandise, medicinals, light luxuries, rotted dainties, youth disposable as water. Then the mesmeric beauty of the place, its people, its rivers, its music resonating in the bones of the skull, the symphysis pubis.


She hears voices. The night before, she heard Gideon’s laughter as if he were as near as he is now, resonant between rows of daylilies. They stood in her mother’s cutting garden at the start of her life. A large female child and the Rajah Barr in dank wool. She gazed at the gloves in that fist, an idiot’s idea of proper attire in midsummer, and he laughed, tossing them on the hedge.


She had gone with him, out to those rivers and airless forests and plains of mud. A big girl, eyes wondrous, easy to water, one of those women who is, in ways, a natural embarrassment, standing at the brink of it all with a box of watercolours to record her impressions of tropical flora and aboriginal life.


She heard other voices. She heard Dickie. She saw that long muscled body and gilded head, the crooked feet propped on the porch at Lingga. She saw the broad back turned to the memsahibs, the glistening yellow arc singeing the lily beds with a contempt he could not put into words. His cousin, twenty years younger, a more brutal, efficient version of himself. She sat between them in her bridal years and realised she sat between halves of a single organism, their distaste for each other not impeding a queer synergy. It was wondrous how imperfect, incomplete beings accomplish, in the end, more than the rest of us.


Sunlight floods the floor. The wood is dark. She remembers it light, honey-coloured beneath the shoes with little kid inserts, like children’s shoes in a huge size, ‘very French,’ her mother said, deciding them, deciding them on all the trousseau – the hat somehow too small but meant to be cocked to the side, a rakish bit of glamour, on her merely unbalanced. The imbalance continuing, clumsily, always deferring to advice – on cambrics, muslins, dumpy summer frocks, the hiatus of absurd sarongs – never ever appropriate, least of all when naked.


A breeze shifts all the light things in the room. Beyond, a line of people approach along the strand, their clothes lifted in the wind. Some wave to her, smiling. A tall savage in the red of the Lancashire regiment, a boy with an extra pair of eyes in his small jacket, a black man holding a sunbeam aloft. There is a Malay prince of great beauty whom she does not know and a Dayang, her head high as a water snake. All languid, mute. The vestiges, she realises, of his last dream.


Charlotte referred to him in his youth as a phenomenon. Of that time there were only letters, those of friends and his own in that lead box. ‘Surat-surat sudah tiba!’ the slap of the mailbag. Letters were all that were ever left. They were never thrown away. They were read and reread, eventually by eyes that had no knowledge of the sender. They were treasured and saved, not just letters but anything produced from a distance by the human hand – bills of lading, prescriptions, recipes. She could still see Lavransson bent over one of her mother’s pages, embarrassed by the description of a hard birth. ‘Emerald green’, he mouthed in wonder, at the report of a purchase of French taffeta. She often shared letters with the old sea rover, who could read in three languages but never received mail.


The door to the cottage had been open and she had stepped in. At first, she didn’t see him, faced away from her as he was. She circled the chair and stared down at the still bulk. Did she too look this hideous? She had thought herself old at forty, and she had been. Not now. Now she is simply wearing one of those disguises humans wear, as he is disguised, a radiant boy housed in that ravaged box. It is this boy whom she kisses, long and deeply on the mouth.




* Malay and Dyak glossary, beginning page 479
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Surat-surat





Denninghay


August 11, 1845


Dickie,*


You ask of Gideon. Why in hell does it matter? You commit yourself to your cousin’s service as I write.


In any event, I knew the child and youth, not the man. Carolina left him with us when he was six, when she and Edmund returned to India. Tribes of these children were shipped home, to escape fevers, to begin the only schooling that made any sense. They still are. He took it uncommonly hard. What can I tell you after so many years? That he was an obedient child? That at puberty he remained obedient, but with the odd, passionate outburst?


At Norwich they gave similar odd reports, though he was counted an unexceptional student. He would ‘disappear,’ sometimes for a day or two, and then reappear at matins, neither informative about his whereabouts nor contrite. Part of this time he apparently spent on the Wensum in some half-rotted scull. He liked boats. They said he’d often have a friend with him, a tall, fey boy who followed him about like a tail. At Jesus, he was finally sent down, leaving not secretly and in shame but in an open phaeton with bouquets and someone’s sister.


Your Aunt Beryl loved him, I suppose, in her puzzled, birdlike way, but when he became big – and he became very big, much like you – she shrank back. For his part, he never showed much affection as a child but would sometimes lean against her like a little board. When he became older he seemed to hold her in some vague disdain, perhaps because she so closely resembled Carolina in colouring and voice and height, yet with no semblance of his mother’s cold loveliness. It was as if, before they were born, raw stuff for the two sisters was set out in pots – the pigments, the long bones, the quavering vocal cords – and put together, once with genius in his mother, and once as a joke in Beryl, whom you know I loved dearly.


Carolina occupied the deepest recesses of his heart. He seemed always to be saving himself for her, a cold little nut to the rest of the world. He asked after her incessantly in the beginning, and Beryl, not knowing what to do, made things up. Small things, a description of a hat, a fictional picnic, a red boudoir – things in which he took so much delight that she made up more. She hinted that Carolina had a special love for nature: hence, I believe, his lifelong cockeyed interest in botany and birds.


He missed her terribly and for an astoundingly long time. He seemed to have devised a list of things that, when done scrupulously, would draw her back. He would be a good boy. He would love no one else. He would be patient. He would write. He did all these things, and still she did not come. She sent the occasional gift. These – an elephant on wheels, a wooden cow – he animated, adored.


When he came into his manhood, females noticed and he was heartless. What tenderness he showed seemed reserved for the odd, the misfit forms of life. I don’t know why you want to know all this or, frankly, why I ramble on, except there’s little left to me at this age but the pen. You’ve committed yourself to his service and, more than likely, it is to a totally different individual from the one I’m describing. Yet perhaps you’re right to ask. The East, especially such a godforsaken corner, forces up all kinds of buried fare in a man’s head. He has the same mental baggage he hauled around the Cape, but now it is roasted and set on gimbals. Complex souls do not do well. I remember my own early days in India. I clung to what Beryl called my two-dimensionality like a raft.


Gideon, to my mind, had no dimensionality. Perhaps that’s why he was able to squeeze out of so many disasters here. It probably had something to do with putting him on that crazy throne out there.


He was about your age when he first went out. Nineteen, heavily built, watchful in an unnerving way. He went as part of the Company’s spring contingent of third sons, clergymen’s issue, and simple rascals, all full of their new commissions. The East India built on bones like those and younger. Little boxwallahs, half of them dying of ague or dysentery the first year, but the survivors turning their miserable trading platforms into the likes of a Surat or Madras. One could bolt forward. There was little bolting to be done at home, strung between a gentleman’s name and no funds to support it. At first, I thought he chose this route because of his father’s judgeship with the Company. I was wrong.


When he was small, he used to stare at an old relief map in the library when he thought no one was about, stare and stare, and then place his hand on it and close his eyes, as if receiving heat from a point on the paper. Carolina was buried out there, not in Sarawak but Sandakan, in the northeast, where her brother was part of one of those aborted attempts at setting the Company’s foot. It was a voyage she and Edmund planned before returning home. He never spoke of it. She died there, and for him the place had the same connotation as hell.


The rest you know. Gideon returned seven years later. The youth had dried on his skin. Yet in a certain light those eyes still betrayed something of the boy. He had spent most of his lieutenancy on an East Indiaman, then moved himself, on Company wheels, into the Burma wars, where he was issued the steel in his chest. He never said anything about these campaigns, except once, gazing at a display of aspidistra, he said he began his ‘botanical education’ in Burma. His friend out there – he used this word in regard to one man only – was a ‘naturalist.’


He returned amazingly advanced in rank, his lung damaged and so on permanent pension, and set himself up, literally up in bed, in the same little room, cluttered with maps and charts and navigational texts and still all the nursery things – wooden figures Carolina sent back, paper lanterns, cabinets of birds’ eggs, mountains of The Boy’s Own Paper, rotted riding leathers, Indian erotica of a kind I never discovered in all my years out there, and the steel pellets that Norris, the naturalist and some form of surgeon, pulled out of his chest, arranged on the chimney piece. The two had served their first lieutenancies together and developed one of those friendships that only happens when young and at sea, drawing close, guarding each other’s back. Harry Norris was also the only man who almost succeeded in killing him. He treated his lung in Pondicherry and did a terrible job. The man’s surgical knowledge was weak, but he had a remarkable hobby, one that seemed to endear him to Gideon all his life. He could identity and discourse on hundreds of species of flora and fauna indigenous to the Malay peninsula. Norris’ mother, a widow in Penang, chose to educate him herself rather than send him to England with other children coming of age, and the two would take lengthy excursions in the Cameron Highlands, returning with notebooks containing hundreds of drawings of plants, animals, and fish. The man carried these little binders everywhere. Gideon once said they provided him with his only diversion while recuperating at Pondicherry.


The week he returned, he said something offhand but odd. ‘Everything looks so small, Uncle. The basin, the windows, even the trees. All except the bull.’ It was a little funeral bull, one of the cheap painted kind they burn with corpses out there, and it alone was magnified for him. His mother, of course, was always magnified for him. He continued to write to her long after her death, macabre little letters in a small, stiff hand. Norris once told me he continued the habit at sea. As a child, he would stuff them in queer places – an old boot, an empty tobacco tin – viaducts for some telepathic post. I found one and saved it. It was like a little poem.




It will be like this, a huge banyan all wide and sloping and a palace beneath with thick rugs and parrots and a great maranti bed. You shall be my Queen in the Trees. I shall come home in the evening and tell you of my adventures. ‘You have been marvellous,’ you’ll say.





After five months of this invalidism, he appeared one morning at the library door, dressed sombrely and immaculately, and asked his father for funds to buy a third interest in a small merchantman. Edmund, of course, refused. A week later, for some idiotic reason, he relented. It took only six months for the inept little partnership to forfeit both the ship and her cargo at a miserable loss. Edmund travelled through the house in grim vindication. He seemed unperturbed. After meeting him in the gun room one evening with a fistful of maritime listings, I realised he was about to approach his father again. Edmund had been ill and I spoke up.


‘It would seem,’ I said, ‘war’s a stronger talent of yours than trade.’


‘It would seem so,’ he answered. ‘I was lucky out there with the one, but I’m learning the other.’


‘You’re set on a damnably expensive education!’ I retorted. ‘John Company has invested roundly in you and would take you up again with pleasure rather than lose on his investment. Leave the trade to him. He does it well and you do not.’


His face changed. It assumed an expression I had not seen before. ‘I’ll not ship out again in that way,’ he said. ‘Not in this life. I’ll not hold her down while he does the raping and casts me a guinea.’


‘If not the Company, then what? Where?’ I said. ‘Farther east? Out where that maniac has drawn us all into quicksand?’


‘Raffles was no maniac,’ he replied. He described a vision of the Singapore roads, a vast, thriving harbour crowded with more merchantmen than Malacca and Madras combined. Beyond, he said, the whole archipelago lay untouched except for the Dutch, who sat like a bunch of hens, an occasional man-of-war clucking forth in a daze.


That was the end of it. Except later, in the same place, when I asked him the real question. ‘Why go? For what?’


‘To chart, to survey—’ he replied, but I interrupted.


‘What do we have the bloody Navy for? They’ve nought to do but protect the trade and draw pretty pictures. If you’re going to hold some brown bastard by the throat and pick his pockets, I’ll back you. Say it!’


‘I’m going to chart,’ he said coldly, ‘to trade only enough to provision, for I too know my weaknesses. And, if I’m fortunate, to somehow invest my life.’


‘You’re going,’ I said, and as soon as I said it we both knew it was the first piece of truth spoken that day, ‘to her.’ Edmund died in the spring. He took the full thirty thousand pounds left him and bought his ship, a small overgunned retiree from the Royal Yacht Squadron. He had devoured Raffles and some other madman named Earl or Hunt, who described a journey round Borneo a decade before. The place had somehow become a fixed star. It was Norris who enlightened me years later. His reasoning went something like this. The Dutch were finished in Java. We needed only to use what we had to cordon off the entire region. Singapore held down one corner, Port Essington on the Australian coast another. Luzon could be purchased from the struggling Spanish and the north coast of Borneo nailed down by himself. The north coast bordered that great sea corridor and had no important piratical settlements. At least one superb harbour existed, with several rivers feeding into it. From here, trade could be developed with the interior, along with exploration to the great inland lake of ‘Keeny Balloo’ to investigate mineral deposits. Once entrenched, he could move eastward, toward Celebes. The fact that the north coast of Borneo then harboured the greatest concentration of piratical Malays in a two-thousand-mile radius, that the Spaniards had no intention of selling Luzon to anyone, and that Kinabalu was not a lake at all but the largest mountain between the Himalayas and New Guinea didn’t matter. No one else knew any better.




He spent October recruiting crew, his friend thumping chests. The ship’s banner gave little information: ‘The Carolina Barr; schooner, 182 tons, for three years’ exploration, scientific survey, and charting of the Eastern Archipelago.’ No one interpreted it as any more than marauding through Dutch waters. The pay alone was inarguable. I estimated he could keep it up for eight months and then have to meet with phenomenal success ‘charting’ or drown every last man in his sleep. I was wrong. It took only six months to send back that terse little note from Singapore regarding foremast refitting and a sprung topmast. Uncle, I still have it, please honour bills drawn to you to two thousand pounds, and I’ve arranged for deposit of insurance on the vessel as security for repayment. Yet I was wrong twice over, because it was the only debt with which he ever encumbered me, and it was repaid in full.


He’ll shorten your life, but the way you’ve been living it, you’ll do that anyway.


Affectionately,


JARED HEATH
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Denninghay


July 30, 1838


Dearest,*


It is my birthday. As you know, at five this morning I was twenty-seven.


I have my ship. I bought her with Father’s death, yet I am reconciled to this as I believe he would be. She is a 180-ton topsail schooner. Aloft she is two-masted, and her sheer rises in a clean and handsome fashion. She carries thirty-eight men and is well gunned for her size. I have named her, my darling, the Carolina Barr.


I charted her course in my head all those years on the Murdoch Castle, and on that filthy cot in Pondicherry, and then in the little room surrounded by all the trees. I am there now, in this room where you held my hands twenty years ago. My hands. You promised nothing with your vague, sad smile, so I promised everything. To be brave. To be good. To be a king for you. They said that on the morning you left you kissed me as I slept. What good was that to me? That day the sun went down horribly. I began those years of night journeys out to you, travelling in boats I designed and redesigned, in carriages of great speed, in magical shoes, all breaking down and falling apart or sinking.


I didn’t believe them until I saw Father riding alone beneath the trees. If you had been with him they would have dressed me in stiff clothes and set me in a window to wait. There would have been a carriage and boxes and shouting. I knew, seeing his hulk beneath the trees, you weren’t anywhere any more.


I am writing to tell you of my ship. She is a cockleshell with guns and so can travel anywhere with impunity, yet without casting threat. She is like her master, fitting nowhere and everywhere, to chart, to trade, and to fulfil my promise in this room where you kissed me. Or maybe they were lying.


G.







South Atlantic


December 22, 1838


Darling,


We departed The Lizard four weeks ago and sailed down through strong westerlies. The company think me strange, aboard more or less as my own supercargo. Sutton, the master, does the brunt. He’s small but amazingly strong, like a monkey’s fist with legs. He moves in little jolts as if his limbs were wired and screwed and affects a derby hat. His type comes up ‘through the hawsehole,’ berth by berth, shipping as seaman for seven years, then as mate on a Navy frigate. He sorely misses Her Majesty’s tools. He started a man on our second week out. I allowed the whipping but later set him straight. We have no authority to press runaways. As for the rest, cook’s a loss, and a young mid who is simply too pretty. Great blue orbs and rosy cheeks. How could a mother let him go?


I make progress with my Malay, Harry helping, although I fear I’m developing his queer turn of phrase. It was fourteen days to Madeira. Yesterday, we fell in with a large Chinaman, the Hortensia, and by dawn left her well to leeward. These great merchantmen sail clean enough, but in the southeast trade cannot hold on the wind as we. The company is settling, a sour one or two rising like gas. It is best to keep peace until the Cape.


G.










Indian Ocean


March 26, 1839


Dearest,


All hell broke loose on the swing round, a white gale burying us for three days. At one point it abated for half an hour, a sick little sun above, and I saw Sutton crab to the bow, his arms and legs spread, when we were hit again, yawing violently. I was certain he was gone, but when the sea washed off there he was, braced like a fat spider, that hat still on his head.


It was a birth, this rounding. The gale eased to a hard breeze and the green pastures of the Indian Ocean spread before us in sunlight. A following wind has pushed us for days. We passed Ceylon off the Dondra Head last evening, continuing under a moonlit sky. I spent much of the watch gazing into our silvery wake. It seemed I was once again on the broad highway of my dreams, though not collapsing and sinking but running in lustrous shoes, making great long strides. One doesn’t feel this sweet slippage on an Indiaman. The Murdoch Castle ploughed through the ocean like a festering city. Wind continues light. I feel a nearness.


G.







Nicobars


April 19, 1839


My Darling,


This morning, we watched for several minutes the peculiar spinning flight of a fish. At one point, a bright eye and smiling lips appeared beneath our cutwater. The creature was soon joined by others. It was our first greeting in your waters. They are yours, now that we have passed Ceylon and beat to the great corridor. You, in your narrow shoes, came this way before me. I remember your shoes. Brown with six brass hooks. I suppose when one is small and close to the ground, one remembers shoes.


I am learning to work lunars. Harry and I have discovered several flaws in the Admiralty charts, even for these well-travelled waters.


I kiss you and to bed.


G.







Singapore Roadstead


May 19, 1839


Dearest,


Five days ago we cleared the passage at Banda Atjeh and entered the Strait. Then everything stopped, as if something in the ship or in the sky itself had broken down. We drifted like a carcass toward the centre of the corridor, the heat setting us all on edge. At sunset the second day, the wind rose abruptly and slammed into our stern. We were lifted, flying, the coast of Sumatra rushing past to starboard, the ship’s agility surprising even Sutton, as if she had finally sensed her true waters, past Selangor, past Malacca itself, past Bandar Maharani, prahus now slipping northward in the night, once a gong striking in the dark from nowhere and everywhere on the wind, then with dawn a huge junk ghosting near shore, her main flat. We overtook her, passed Bandar Penggaram, Pontian Kechil, then, almost without warning, cutting up through the morass of shoals and coming to rest in the eighteenth hour of the eighteenth day of May in the Singapore outer roads. We slipped between two Chinamen, set anchors fore and aft, and sank into the sleep of the dead.


We are but a speck of the traffic lying off. At least twenty merchantmen and as many junks lie at anchor in our neighbourhood, along with two men-of-war and one twenty-two-gun corvette down from Penang. More of the Strait’s squadron is said to lie round the point.


The town is handsome from the water, although, like all eastern ports, it takes on a different hue and smell up close. The river mouth is lined with shophouses travelling upstream as far as the eye can see, and beyond, a bank of low hills. Did you put in on a morning like this? You would have liked it, although then nothing, not the bright green esplanade nor the row of merchants’ houses nor that Palladian wonder on the hill, existed. Just the start of a dream.


Raffles’ dream. If you were to conjure the most natural entrepôt in all the world, you would conjure this. A superb harbour on a narrow channel through which most of the shipping has to pass, the winds themselves commissioned by those gods of greed on Leadenhall Street. Six months of the northeast monsoon to blow in the junks with their silks and porcelain and tea, then six months of the southwest to shove them back to China and pull in our heavy-bellied boys. He gazed at a miserable fishing village and saw this.


We have been noticed. A lightboat with Her Majesty’s ensign repaired alongside this morning with an invitation from Government House. It seems that my uncle, that sour old corpse who has so testily written us off, has, with the same hand, written ahead to ease our way.


G.
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Crosscoate Farm, Essex


May 4,1880


Tommy,*


Of course I remember him that summer. Even forty years ago, one remembered him. I don’t know where you were with your specimen boxes and pressing plates. Sumatra, perhaps. I was twenty-seven, resigned to being buried out there, an old maid, forever. I had already begun to act the part. I carried an ‘embroidery bag’ to evening gatherings with Father and Mother. I checked for mildew in cupboards, ran my fingertips along mouldings, sniffed chamber pots for lye, and generally drove the house amahs mad. There was an overwhelming sensation of tightness about everything, my clothes, my shoes, even my fingernails.


Two of them came to dine at Government House. The Rajah and the ship’s surgeon. I stood in the doorway between my room and the ladies’ veranda and watched those tall figures wind their way up the garden stairs, the last sunlight catching first one bright head, then the other. They were beautiful, Tom. They climbed lightly, as yet untouched by the climate.


The sense I have of that evening, even after all these years, is very rich, not for anything astonishing done or said but because it was a turning point in my life. Faces, conversations, materialise with ease. I remember Bishop Fuller’s carriage arriving below the garden, our Sikhs rushing to assist. Then, directly under the portico, the Rajah’s voice – Gideon’s voice, for then he was merely a young man, brash and fine but still mortal.


Father looked like a child between them. ‘Young dogs’, he called their kind, small adventurers on small ships. Normally they would never have been invited, but someone had written, a friend from his Delhi years. The three stood with some Trident officers on the terrace.


Father had started his stengahs early and was in his frank mode. ‘In ten years, there’ll be an Englishman at the mouth of every river in the East,’ this little speech began. ‘And the worst will be a vast improvement over the black leech who squats there now calling himself sultan or tunku.’ It was reserved for evenings without Malay guests.


There was, as usual, too much Navy at table, Mother trying to dilute it with people like the Bishop and his wife and a Dutchman up from Batavia. I was seated between Hemmings of the Superb and the Carolina’s surgeon. This man seemed a lighter, gaunt version of his friend. He was very fair and his eyelashes too were blond, giving him, I thought, the gaze of a sheep. But he turned out to be very pleasant and bright.


As for Gideon, you know what he was like. You came to know him far better than any of us. There was nothing about his physical appearance that was extraordinary except perhaps his stature. It was only after he left a room that you became aware of something else being suddenly absent, an energy of some kind. He had one of those faces that, when unfocused, is almost ugly, but when animated by some emotion can be amazingly attractive.


He described their voyage as a charting expedition. This was acceptable. Anyone venturing eastward was soon in Dutch waters, and there was a Dutchman at table. Yet for some reason Father persisted. ‘Charting what?’


He spoke of the isles and shoals of the Sunda Strait, an area that had taken heavy toll of shipping, and the Bornean coast, uncharted in the north. ‘Belknap, I’m told, started up that coast in ’thirty-five,’ he said, ‘but gave up to weather.’


‘Belknap didn’t give up to weather,’ Hemmings slurred. Mother looked at him sharply. She was vigilant at her table. Certain subjects spiralled downward, sometimes hellishly. Yet it was Father who picked up the thread.


‘It’s not shoals that’ll cut you down, if that’s your mark. You must be aware of that or you’re a total fool.’


I don’t know why he was so pointedly rude; it was not like him. Perhaps because the other was young and yet had the aura of one senior. It was off-putting. Everyone began talking of Admiralty policy, and I let myself drift into a stupor of wine and heat.


I remember thinking, Everything must appear charming to him. The orchids, the candlelight, even I could not have looked half bad, sallow as I was, after a five-month journey out. Yet he never looked at me except when I spoke. I felt he instinctively knew the danger of looking at an overripe European female out there. Years later, Harry told me he looked at no one white in those days.


Despite Mother’s efforts, the conversation screwed itself down. They spoke of that region to the east, a zone that ate ships. The few times our ships had gone in on the Bornean coast, they had been scuttled or refitted and used against us. Crews were sold on the Brunei or Sulu blocks, the strongest used belowdecks in their war prahus.


‘The Dutch have lost ten times more shipping,’ Hemmings said. ‘Gelderbloom here can tell you. Your Carolina would be a marvellous piece of luck for them. Shallow draft for those estuaries, yet fast and well-gunned. Perfection!’


‘Luck for whom?’ Gideon asked.


Hemmings gazed at him. ‘Bajau. Lanun. Balignini from the Sulu and Mindanao. My God, man, pirates.’ He described the huge fleets that ran down that coast before the northeast monsoon, cutting under Java and then north through Sunda with the southwest monsoon. ‘I don’t believe they’ve ever run aground there,’ he said. These ships were armed with cannon, powered by sail and slave oar. They took every trader in their path and raided coastal villages in between. That year, Hemmings said, they had been active in the Natunas, carrying off over six thousand captives, half women and children.


‘Sweet Christ.’ The Bishop gazed up from his plate. ‘Why don’t we do something?’


‘They’re in Dutch waters, your grace.’ Hemmings smiled. ‘They belong to Gelderbloom.’


The Dutchman had been more or less silent all evening. ‘They’re our problem,’ he said, through those thick gutturals, ‘as long as you don’t mind losing one of your own now and then. These people are untouchable.’ He turned to Gideon earnestly. ‘They slip in and out before our men-of-war can catch the scent. And when they do, they can pull within two hundred yards of a fleet in one of those coves and see nothing. Verdwenen! The few times we’ve caught up with them, they do as much damage as possible and then run, and of course you cannot give chase.’


‘Why the devil not?’ the Bishop cried.


Gelderbloom glanced at Mother sadly. ‘They almost always have captives aboard. They slit a throat every three minutes and drop the body off their stern. They start with the women and children. It is a bitter wake to follow. Our men have no stomach for it.’


Gideon listened to it all with polite attention. I wondered, suddenly, if he were unbalanced. It was not unusual out there to meet a socially adept individual with pockets of dementia.


‘Gelderbloom is right,’ Hemmings conceded. ‘We’re not immune.’ Conversation turned to the recent loss of the Charybdis, one of our own corvettes come down from Canton to join her squadron. It was a mystery as to why she ventured so close to that coast.


‘Perhaps she was assisted in,’ Hemmings said. Or perhaps it was weather and then assistance. The Commander, in any event, was furious, but they would not release him for a policing action.’


‘It might give Kilcane rare pleasure to cut over now that he’s in port,’ Father mused.


I don’t know if you ever met Kilcane, Tommy. Who knows whom you met travelling your peculiar circuit? He was a great original. Rajah Laut of the Indian Ocean and South China Sea squadrons. His officers often dined with us while he was in port, but he almost never came. It was monstrous for a fleet commander to snub Her Majesty’s governor, yet he was allowed all kinds of behaviour. They had no one to replace him and he knew it. He used ships of the line like personal yachts and survived three or four courtmartials. No one knew where he berthed when his squadron was in. It was rumoured that he kept a Chinese in Changi.


There was the usual heat gathering over the table, and Mother swept up the females.


I was to meet Gideon once or twice again, then not until a decade later, when I was married to the surgeon whom I had so completely forgotten that night and pregnant with our third daughter, and he had his young Ranee on his arm.


You are right to ask of beginnings, you who have studied them so long. His own never fit the life. He said he went out to chart, to survey. He was terrible at it. Harry once said every coastal survey he made on his own was filled with errors. Trade was worse. From the loss of the Deborah, before his father’s death, to the last shipment of Bornean antimony thirty years later, he was pathetic in trade. He said he went out to explore. After twenty years, he couldn’t work his way down the largest of his own headwaters without a guide. His notebooks on flora and fauna were full of contradictory descriptions and childish scribblings, well matching that absurd little museum with its stuffed tapirs and hamadryads. He went out as a child would go, a brilliant child with powerfully neurotic instincts. He went out to be a king. Not a pandering bureaucrat for the East India. Not a mincing lieutenant governor. A king. Medium-sized. Absolute. In a way, it’s what he was best suited to be.


Harry always felt he was drawn to Borneo because she was there. His mother. He never in all his life finished with her, his idea of her. You asked about this obsession. What was she like, so to direct and define a life like that? Old Anna Dean knew her in Benares. She answered simply enough. ‘Nondescript. Auburn hair, tall, and, from all accounts, quite stupid.’ What she was, of course, had no relation to what that small boy saw and felt. That corpse under the mud at Sandakan had no relationship to the woman he carried in his heart.


She was imbued with wondrous qualities in her silence, her remoteness. Of this, his creation of her, I believe he was somehow aware.


Harry once said, ‘My God, what an engine that woman put into our machine! If she had been less stupid, if she had even feigned affection for him, he would be running a small copra plantation in Johore and I would be practicing bad, lucrative medicine in Kent.’


Of course Raffles, his writings, took up any slack. Borneo ‘untouched in her fecundity.’ ‘A political vacuum.’ What he hadn’t counted on was time. Enough had passed to fill the vacuum. By the time he arrived, the place was a hellhole of piracy, swallowing anything that came close enough to devour. For a ship to put in to the north coast in those years was insanity. When he realised the truth of this, it was too late to turn back. Turning back was not something he knew how to do.


By the middle of that summer, he was brittle with worry. There was not money to continue the voyage beyond another three months. They had seen ample signs of the black trade in contraband and stolen cargo over those weeks. It would give a desperate man hope. He was intrigued, but he would never partake in it. The only transaction he effected in those weeks was to hire a ‘guide.’ A little pimp approached them at the bottom of the river road, half Tamil, almost blue, and while conversing alluded to having spent years in Bornean waters. A creature no sane person would hire as guide to a neighbouring pasar was ‘enlisted’ for the next leg of that voyage.


In truth, he was at the point of giving up, of selling the ship and settling with the crew. Then something happened, one of those things that make one contemplate the great joke underlying all of life. In August, the crew of the Charybdis was returned, spewed back by that maw to the East. Four days later, he met Kilcane.


It is of these times that I dream. A dinner of the dead. A handsome man escorting a large-boned girl on his arm. Now, at a time when the paper I scribble on is a blur, I see with crystal clarity the green flowerets on the Ranee’s dress as he presented her ten years later. I see her broad young face, the sweat-beaded upper lip. Of all the faces that come to me, I see hers most clearly. I see her standing in her bewilderment and courage, a child rigged out as a matron. A young interloper in that temple of rivers and forts and mines he erected to some vapid corpse. I sometimes feel that all of it, that dinner with its morbid conversation and the world he created over the next decade, was, in an odd way, only a preamble to her. A tender-hearted usurper.


I am old and only wish to see you.


CHARLOTTE







* Jared Heath to his nephew Richard Hogg, a newly commissioned district officer under the Sarawak raj.


* Gideon Barr to his mother, Carolina Hogg Barr.


* Charlotte Lytton Norris to her brother, Thomas Lytton.
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July was a time of wind. Flying boxes, monstrous butterflies, and undulating dragons wheeled and dove, the rice-paper squadron soaring over five hundred feet. Women squealed, clutching spools to their stomachs, and officers aided the navigation. He and Norris had slipped into the social round with ease.


Hampers were hauled up by syces, and tea was spread on the high grass. They joined Hemmings and some Superb officers, seated with four sisters, all blond and fat.


‘By the bye’ – Hemmings smiled, eyeing the tumult – ‘if you’re still set on an eastern landfall, there is the “other shoe”. Not fare for Lytton’s table. You might inquire of the Dutchman.’ He pointed a gherkin at a heavy figure sprawled below them on a little hummock.


Gelderbloom sat alone under a planter’s hat. ‘Dyaks,’ he said, with odd melancholy. ‘A singular form of life. Those Bornean rivers are infested with them. Van Lutyens can fill your ear with Dyaks. He’s our new Resident in the south. The old one was murdered with his wife and children on their way to Pontianak. They killed her and the children in front of him, and he died two days later. The north is worse. We have nothing there, no control. Their ballehs, their great war flotillas, leave those rivers regularly for captives and heads.


‘Between the Lanun fleets from the north and these abominations, there isn’t a fishing village left on that coast. And when you consider the size of it, three thousand miles, verwonderen!’ He waxed into a description of weapons, of instruments of torture, at one point offering half a chicken, before two of Hemmings’ blondes fetched Barr back.’


There was a burst of female laughter above, a cloud of skirts passing along the upper ridge. Kilcane was at the hub. As usual, all eyes were on him. One could not help it; he cut an absurd figure, Commander of Her Majesty’s Squadron in the Indian Ocean, Chief Guardian of the Straits – a little, red-haired wooden bird.


‘Who’s the man with Miss Peel’s kite?’ Barr asked, leaning back on an elbow. ‘It seems about to launch him over the harbour.’ At that instant, the figure turned and gazed at them. It stood for a moment, then, handing over the spool, it began picking its way down in a stiff, jaunty stride. All the men jumped to their feet.


‘Lovely morning! Who, pway, have we here?’ It was a childish voice with an absurd impediment. He greeted each woman individually, offhandedly saluting the men. When introduced to Barr, the copper eyes narrowed. ‘Small schooner off Hilliard’s yard?’


‘The very same, sir.’ He beamed.


‘I’ve sailed on one like her. Almost as pwetty, but not as well gunned.’ The fox eyes scanned the harbour, locking on to the slender hull. ‘Too small for twansport. What are you doing with her?’


‘A charting expedition, sir. We plan a circuit of the eastern archipelago.’


Kilcane sighed. He withdrew a handkerchief and pressed it to his forehead, his lips. ‘And how many lifetimes have you to complete this junket?’


‘One, sir, and that half used.’ It was the right answer. Light, modest.


The small face broke into a genuine smile. ‘I’m sure they’ve filled your head with Bugis and Dyaks and all those mewwy gentlemen below the wind. In that hull, you’ll make their acquaintance all the sooner. They afford a unique kind of “floating education”.’


He looked up at Barr keenly, then, bowing to the ladies, pinched his elbow in a vice and turned back with him over the heath.


‘She’s a useful size for some things, your Carolina. I’ll wager I’m not the only one who thinks so this fair day. The fact is’ – he stopped, releasing the elbow – ‘we’ve had a bit of news. You may be hearing from his lordship the Governor shortly. An invitation to tea, perhaps. See me after.’ In three strides he was gone, wedging that absurd body between two giantesses in white muslin. His officers rose and set off down the hill behind him.
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Lytton was a middle-aged man who knew how to care for his person in the tropics. He used the few cool minutes of dawn and dusk to take exercise on a well-schooled gelding, changed his linen thrice a day, ate sensibly, taking greater pains with his cooks than with his secretaries, and had a good relationship with his wife, requiring no permanent mistresses. He had met the likes of this one before and knew he had a number still to endure. They were all out there for the same reason, but the cut of these new dogs was somehow more offensive. He was pleased to be able to send one directly to hell.


‘We’ve had some remarkable news.’ He waved his fingers at the subaltern, who left the tea tray and sank into the shadows of the great library. ‘Four days ago the entire crew of the Charybdis but one, who died of fever, arrived on a nakodah prahu in paramount condition. Their story is singular. It seems they ran southwest to avoid a squadron of Lanun and were driven onto the Bornean coast by a squall. They grounded at the mouth of one of those northern rivers, and the local rajah sent men downstream to gather them up. He then proceeded to treat them like visitors from the third heaven and, at the first opportunity, ship them back. At his own expense! All salvageable cargo was shipped back as well. We are, needless to say, dumbstruck.’


‘That is indeed happy news.’ Barr sipped his tea.


Lytton gazed at him. ‘The man, it turns out, is not just some river rajah. If our informants are correct, he is the Rajah Mudah, the legitimate successor to the Sultan of Brunei. The Brunei sultanate is the only valid power east of us. He seems to be a man we would best be advised to cultivate if we are going to extend trade eastward.’ He rose and circled the desk, sinking his buttocks on the edge. ‘This may be a fine opportunity to get our toe in the door. Extend our heartfelt thanks. Gifts in appreciation. Extend, in short, our hand in trade. Our Chinese are very keen.’


Barr said nothing. A breeze lifted all the door nettings, and the afternoon downpour began.


‘An English vessel without much show of force, yet enough presence to be taken seriously, is what’s warranted at this stage. Not Royal Navy. It would be immensely useful to us, to Singapore and Her Majesty – indeed, we would be indebted – if you undertook a survey of the mouth of this river and extended our compliments to this monkey in so doing.’


Barr replaced his cup. ‘I’m gratified, sir, by your confidence in my ability to pass through waters described in such bloodcurdling terms only three weeks ago. I am gratified and, frankly, amazed.’


Lytton controlled himself. He decided on a different tack. ‘Brunei is an unknown power, but that she is a power no one can deny. Nothing passes in war or trade without her knowledge and consent. Even here, when some god-rotting emissary passes through those doors I’ll be damned if I know who first uttered the words he’s delivering. I believe I’ve been in several conversations with her without realising it. In any event, we know the Sultan is essentially non compos, and this Mudah Aziz must be or soon will be the true power there. He has made a markedly friendly gesture to an English stronghold, and we have every reason to believe he will back it up by extending his protection to an English vessel arriving on its heels. You should, by both our own and our Malay estimates, be given clear berth. Quite honestly’ – he leaned forward, distaste finally seeping through – ‘not many of us thought we’d be making your reacquaintance after the expedition you outlined. This is a rare piece of insurance. I’d grab it.’


‘I’m taken for a fool, Harry,’ he said that night. Yet he didn’t look angry to his friend. He looked happy, and very young. There had been a period in those last few weeks when he had begun, dryly, to speak of other possibilities. Of armed cargo runs up the Strait, much desired by the Chinese, anxious to protect their trade. Of selling the vessel and investing in a camphor forest, a coaling station. Then this ‘opportunity’. ‘I don’t know if it was ordained,’ Norris wrote. ‘He believed it was.’


He accepted Lytton’s crazy proposition. Yet what he took away in that afternoon downpour was not just an implausible chance thrown at him but the room, the room in which they sat, the shelves of books, its high-ceilinged grace, the billowing door nettings. He could see ‘her’ as Lytton spoke, brown shoes placed together, ensconced in its shadowy glamour. He would one day construct a facsimile of this room with native materials, years before he had any books.





‘Mawning! Mawning!’ the Hilliard foreman bellowed up from the lighter, a man they had been trying to bribe, to ‘find’, for a fortnight. ‘Hoo! Hoo!’ he said, admiring the bit of gold leaf striking the bowsprit.


Their refitting progressed with sudden vigour. New cargo was consigned, the bulk contributed by the Chinese, eager to extend trade eastward. Gaudy silks, stamped velvets, nankeen, tea, gunpowder, opium, and confections made their way into the hold. To this, he himself added several musical snuff boxes put aboard at Deptford. A few evenings before they sailed, he saw Kilcane. Homer Kilcane was deeply attracted to him from the start. He may have seen something in him that resembled the best in himself, a fifteen-year-old mid come out to Madras, proceeding to climb through the ranks with dazzling speed. The man’s own tragedy was that he became too good too fast. Commander of Her Majesry’s Squadron in the Indian Ocean at twenty-eight, entitling him, as he himself once said, ‘to be pulled in four directions by politicians for the rest of my life.’ He was at heart another wild boy, one who had given up his black chance. He would love Barr all his life for not doing the same.


They dined in the Golden Grove’s beautiful aft cabin and talked through first light. It was a remarkable dialogue, both for its length and for the monumental areas untouched. The reason for taking up the voyage, what he would do when he got to where he was going, the fact that he was already Lytton’s pawn, bought at no risk and no cost, his ‘smallness’ and vast ignorance of the game – all went unaddressed.


Instead, Kilcane spoke of weather. He described the winds that powered the squadrons dropping out of Mindanao. He spoke of Dyaks, outlining the precise characteristics and accoutrements of their war boats. He spoke at great length of silhouettes, how to recognise individual silhouettes on the horizon; he seemed to think this was very important. He must have known he was dealing with a force instead of an intelligence, that the major moves had been called in some private madhouse and all he could do was prepare him on the course. He also understood Lytton. Throwing a small non-commissioned ship at such an opportunity was inspired. It was unlikely to be a diplomatic breach, just some queer incident, the place almost certain to swallow him up. Yet if there were something, such a specimen could well be the shoe in the door, rotting away more or less at a point when it was no longer needed. He understood but did not concur. He did not concur because he had made some effort to know the man. When they emerged at first light, he pulled him back.


‘The Chinese will have bought at least one of your crew. They always send an eye with an investment. It might amuse you to think on who. Cook? Whore? It helps to know, but it’s not necessawy. It can be as useful to you as it is to them. No need to cut lines of communication. Always wegwet it.’


He backed off the rail and watched almost tenderly as the other descended to the pinnace. Then, in a cheerful voice, ‘Goodbye! Goodbye! Scwew yourself in and I’ll come for tea! I’ll bwing my bwoom and help with the housework!’


That’s how they left. With chisels and syrups and toys in their hold and a little pimp on deck. The Lyttons watched them weigh anchor that morning. They sat in the same garden where Norris was to court the spinster two years later, still thick with the scent of night-blooming flowers. The small hull barely moved between the heavy junks and merchantmen; then her topgallants caught the breeze, she heeled, cut round, and disappeared in the yellow steam.
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Voyages across deserts, across water when you are young, always seem something else in memory. It was insane to be travelling that way, cast out on a hook with little interest in what was caught. Yet all his life he would feel the half revolution of the hull through his legs on that morning, the town drifting away, increasingly delicate, like some image a Frenchman painted on a cloud. The amazing fact remained: He was going where he wanted to go. Those rivers and plains and mountain ranges and tribes belonging to him like some medieval fiefdom, the cantilevered house in the crook of that stream, his mines and experimental farms, those armies raised up as if by incantation, dissipating into the leaves, their gory ‘pay’ tied to their waists, would inspire none of the exhilaration of that half revolution through his legs. He faced seaward as the outer winds caught them.


The crazy points of Kilcane’s tutelage were revisited, one by one. Inchi Bawhal, the Tamil pimp, had approached them for more reason than whoring on that broiling afternoon. The little man belonged to the Chinese. Of that he was certain. As to the rest, there was a new carpenter’s mate and a Hainanese cook.


The Tamil stayed to himself the first days out. He carved a lewd little lady out of a piece of satinwood, which he kept in a box. When they questioned him on the huge island to the east, he stared at the Admiralty chart. He placed his hands on it, then removed them. He sighed and rewrapped his sarong. ‘It is not like this, Tuan,’ he said at last. ‘It is fat here, and thin here. It is a clever picture, never mind la, but it is wrong.’ Then Barr taking the stylus from those blue fingers, drawing several vertical lines, bolting the rest of them out of their stupor. He described those rivers falling from the central range northward to the sea, the only traffic ways, the powerful bores, rising well inland, the bars at the mouths, continuing, as if turning pages rapidly. Some of his information was correct and some was not, and it didn’t matter.


Four days of open water, startlingly empty except for the easternmost Tambilans. They came upon the place as one does in a certain nacreous light, seeing nothing, then a long white spit looming and receding. After several hours, a green haze appeared above the white, which extended across the entire eastern horizon. Massive peaks rose above the haze and vanished. They paralleled the coast until midday, then rounded a sharp promontory, the sea turning rapidly green. Sails appeared far to the north but disappeared over the horizon.


There was the paradisaical crossing of a great bight, a white starfish-encrusted bottom. On the ensuing three nights, they put in to coves on small islets studding this bight, travelling northeast. On the fourth morning, they caught sight of three fishing vessels rounding the head of an islet to the east, but these continued out of sight.


Both the islets and mainland were covered with swaying casuarinas. Inland, the clouds evaporated, revealing sunlit hills. By noon each day, the land breeze died and they hung suspended in green glass. Men went swimming. The horror tales told at Lytton’s table were slowly deemed imbecilic. Then again, what better way to protect a valuable resource for future use than by flinging a veil of horror over it.


The place had given warning, yet in a rhythm they could not comprehend. On the fifth day as they prepared to move down the coast, two fishing prahus returned along the line the others had travelled. These boats held their course, although with obvious caution. When fifty yards off, they stopped. Efforts were made to coax them in, and, after much hesitation, they approached. The men in these boats were small and unarmed. The bows of their prahus were carved in fantastic figures. A youth in the nearest held up a basket filled with tortoiseshell. The fellow looked terrified, so that his basket shook, but on more friendly beckoning, they neared the gunwales.


Some chisels and a bit of cloth were placed in a lowering basket, and these they handled but did not take. A greater effort was made to speak with them. Barr moved to call up Bawhal and, as he did so, his eye grazed the point of the islet from which these boats had appeared. A glint, and then another, winked out, a mirage of sunlight on water. He turned toward the capstan, withdrawing his pistol, indicating silently that Norris and Sutton do likewise. Sutton caught the movement and was about to remark when Barr swivelled back and shot the foremost native through the temple. The rest jumped up screaming, withdrawing parangs hidden under mats, flying aboard, the air now filled with a measured bellowing, as if one’s head were stuck in a barrel and the barrel struck in a steady murderous rhythm. The sound came from two huge war prahus gliding smoothly from behind this islet, closing with a speed they had never before seen on water.


They succeeded, with injury but no deaths, in clearing their decks of these people. Sutton was wounded, and at Barr’s urging the topsails were cleared, swinging them toward one of the prahus which had turned broadside to fire. A rising breeze pushed them to the point where a collision was inevitable. They rammed the forward prahu, folding her over their bow and carrying her for several yards in a crush of timber and then, coming apart, the glint now clear in iron shackles attached to limbs below water, these wretches sinking in gasps and bubbles, one agonised pair of eyes of a clear English blue that would haunt him all his life. The two aft boats surged forward, looping hawsers round the split hull, pulling her off while her crew scrambled to either sound deck, cutting loose the flotsam, human and otherwise, and sweeping away as they watched in horror and admiration at this unspeakable seamanship.


He gave no order to pursue. Instead, he retched onto the deck, a luxury he had been known to give himself after such things. Norris went below to tend the injured and within two hours returned topside. The beauty and silence of the place had once again closed in. The whispering of casuarinas, the rising fragrance of a land breeze. It was as if a sweet melody had been interrupted by a howl from hell and then sweetly resumed.


This violent dichotomy was to distinguish the place. The people, the very weather, embodied it. Rain fell with such intensity that one could watch, midst the deafening roar, water strike the earth and be driven up in a thousand fountains; then, abruptly, it would cease and one heard a bird, just one, and its single pure note in the hills.


The people seemed the most intense version of this duality. Honest, gentle, respectful of even their smallest children, cherishing their lore and tales, and at the same time methodically preparing for their gory celebrations, refining torture, training infants to perform these abominations. Yet mild. Born with such mildness of nature, living with it, even krissed with such mildness, the blade slipping between the shoulders as the condemned sat smoking a cigarette with his executioner.





The morning after, they began repairs under Monkhouse the carpenter’s direction. They moved before sundown, finding a little cove farther eastward. Barr took the dogwatch, something he liked to do. He was uncommunicative yet calm, as if a pin had been withdrawn from his spine.


The two of them, the island and the man, both were inaccurately charted. Over the years, they would correct this, one with the other. He, standing on deck that day, the glint biting his eyes, chose. He chose before he thought, the glint and the bullet connecting before reason confirmed, firing, and in firing throwing all of them, the boat at the rail, the ones behind the spit, minutely ‘off’. The place rewarded choices made like this and no others, reinforcing behaviour that in England would have marked a lunatic, yet out there merely identified a well-adapted intelligence. After such a day, and there were many in those years, he did as he did all his life; he said his prayers. Norris once asked him what he prayed, hunched over his bunk or roll or, later, that great burlesque of a bed. He said he prayed what he always prayed. He asked God to forgive him and to take his soul if he should die before he waked.


His character was not something definable then. He was something in flux, in the making. For all his acuity, his alertness, he had a monumental naïveté. He ‘believed’ in things. He believed in some cockeyed destiny, and he drove toward it with such momentum, maleficence simply lost its grip. When he faltered, Borneo herself buoyed him up. Yet of this first encounter, when Norris asked about killing the native with the shell, he said it was Kilcane who had warned him. A war prahu slipping along the horizon can look, the little man said, due to careful artifice, like a fishing boat or trading nakodah. Yet there are signs. She will reduce her speed, but the precision of forced oars creates a subtle jar, a moment of motionlessness that you can see if you do not look too hard; second, there can be the complete absence of deck cargo or cargo placed too far forward or aft; third, and most reliable, a glint, short, repetitive, that you can only see with the sun at your back and can be made by nothing in this world but shackles pulling past an oar slit. Only war prahus use slaves in this fashion. ‘If you think you have seen any of these things,’ the little man said, ‘you have. Attack. They will either wun, and then it’s of no consequence for they will outwun you easily, or they will fight, which means this was their intention all along and now you have the initiative. It is wemarkably unnerving for them to lose the initiative. It’s peculiar, weally. It’s like putting a cat in a bag. For a few moments you can do what you want. I’ve never understood this vacuum in their seamanship.’
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Their courtesy is like a warm shower. They flinch at the bold compliment, the direct question.





There are tricks of the eye over water that are amplified in those latitudes. A bank of clouds on the horizon can turn into half a squadron, a man-of-war fracture into a thousand small birds. They had passed through that murderous doorway. Then, four days later, the ‘Civilised Person’. He glided toward them, a golden egg transmuting, in the sunlit haze, into a yellow umbrella tottering over a man who stood upright in a little skiff. The apparition lay to under their gunwales and the man, Chinese-looking with rich Malay clothing, was helped to board. This was their first meeting with the Pengiran Hassan, a man who was to restore their faith in civilisation and hospitality in those first days. He was nephew to the Sultan and half brother to Mudah Aziz, and the men who became visible on land and in two bangkongs just rounding a spit were his.


The delta and the river, they learned that day, was his province to govern by adat, or sultanate decree. He identified their attackers as Bajau. ‘We prayed for your safety but had no means to ensure it ourselves. We were impressed by the strength of your ship.’ The coastal waters, he said, were plagued by these piratical tribes, and he thanked Allah for allowing them to get through with as little injury as they had suffered. He said it was the Rajah Mudah Aziz who sent him upon their sighting and who now waited up a neighbouring stream to greet them. It was this Rajah, his lord, who had returned the crew of the British ship. Barr noted the uneasy eyes on his own deck.


At midday, several new bangkongs arrived manned by sea Dyaks, short well-made men of slightly darker complexion than the Malays. They were led by these boats to an estuary farther down the coast and guided over the bar. This they cleared, and soon rounded the first bend of a broad river. The glittering universe of sea and wind abruptly vanished, as if a door had been slammed, replaced by an airless green wall. A tightness filled every chest. He stood in the bow, his eyes, his every nerve, poised upstream.


Malay water villages are all of a piece. Near dusk, a rotting hodgepodge of palm huts on stilts came into view on the starboard side of the channel. One of the huts was larger than the rest, and outside it, under a kind of portico, several richly dressed Malays stood gazing at their spars. A middle-aged, tired-looking man in a cloth-of-gold sarong stood in their midst, a handsome ivory-handled kris protruding from his waist. The Rajah Mudah Aziz’s only other adornment was wire spectacles.


That evening, midst the sweet smell of grass mats and the drone of mosquitoes, this man courteously introduced his seven brothers, all nephews of the Sultan, who had no sons. They ran the gamut physically, having different mothers, the oldest so hideous it pained one to look upon him; the youngest, the tall, haughty Selladin, so beautiful he set one’s mouth ajar.


There were the usual polite speeches. Barr extended Her Majesty’s gratitude for the Rajah’s hospitality to the crew of one of Her Majesty’s ships. He explained their purpose was one of scientific exploration. He admired their river and town and shields and krisses. His host praised the ship and the gaudy trash displayed, and then everyone smiled and gaped. It was not until the fifth evening that true communication began. The pace of such things never alters. It is like a dream in which everyone walks and talks and gestures through water. If one imposes any acceleration, things fall apart, sometimes horribly. They learned that Mudah Aziz was indeed nephew and chosen successor to the Sultan and heir apparent to all regions north of the great watershed. He was in this territory at the behest of Brunei, to assist the Pengiran Hassan in putting down a small rebellion.


There it was. The single word one wishes to hear. The reason for it all, the crew returned, perhaps the destruction of the ship itself, rising like a fish from the depths. ‘We are against a handful of peasants and a larger number of Dyaks who have fortified themselves twenty kelongs upriver,’ Hassan said good-naturedly. It was an exercise no one took too seriously.





Stripping and lowering himself into the scuppers was a ritual of Barr’s under way, and he did not abandon it on that river. He stood naked in the dark, sluicing water over his shoulders. It was suffocatingly hot, and Norris joined him. They climbed back and lay on the warm deck.


‘What do we care for their poxed little war?’ the surgeon asked finally. ‘Not once have we spoken of trade. Why risk the ship up this river otherwise?’


‘Ah, Harry’ – he laughed – ‘if luck were to throw both lovely arms around you and press you to her breasts, you’d shove her away. If we’re to screw ourselves in, it is with war. If it is a “poxed little war” all the better, for we’ve not got a bloody regiment up our sleeve. They need us. It’s been four months since the Charybdis, and so they’ve needed us for at least four months. Who are they to call on, the Dutch? They’re already in the south and would overrun them like the plague. For four months those gentlemen upriver have had time to dig in. Aziz and his mates are up against it.’


He stood up, glistening in new sweat.


‘We’ll lend a hand. ’Tis the Christian thing. That sour-looking god Selladin is their temenggong. We’ll have a chat and see how prepared for battle they truly are.’ He dropped down, straddling his friend’s body, grabbing his ears. ‘The question’ – their noses touched – ‘is the “extent of their gratitude”.’ He kissed him.



















Malmsey





The kris is a beautiful and savage weapon. Certain ones are said to have a will of their own. The blade, the mata keris or eye of the kris, is the seat of this power. It was such a weapon that the Pengiran Selladin possessed, a personal daimon between his flat, smooth stomach and sarong. The hilt was carved in the shape of an ape in embrace with itself. It was called Berok Bergayun, and it was said to have killed through several lifetimes. He had been given the weapon by his mother, and he was never without it. This woman, Hassan said, was a Lanun of rank, and this had gained him both the respect and suspicion of his half brothers and of the Sultan himself.


This young man would not come at Barr’s invitation but invited him aboard one of his own bangkongs. He stood waiting at the gunwale with dignified coldness. Yet in the course of the afternoon, he asked intelligent questions regarding the strength of their guns, the manoeuvrability of the ship. After determining distances and a thorough description of the rebel stronghold at Siniawan, a battle plan was drawn up. All during these talks, a woman was present. She sat in a lightly veiled cubicle on deck. She did not sit huddled, as Muslim women do in the male presence, but with her back straight, her head lifted. This was the Dayang Ajar al Selladin, one of Selladin’s wives, then about twenty-eight, older than her husband. Their relationship was unique, for she was said to accompany him everywhere. Her profile was haughty and lovely, although Barr took care not to look at her directly.


He promised to assist them. Five days later he withdrew the promise. ‘The question,’ he said, to Norris’ violent objections, ‘you do not listen, is how much our help is “worth”. Such information must always be forced.’ He had somehow anticipated this, a dialogue that, if he had been perspicacious enough to sift through the possible outcomes, would have resulted in the hesitation that destroyed him. He praised the preparations made by their temenggong. He said he had decided his presence in the balleh was not necessary “to take so small a thorn from the paw of so large a tiger.” That same evening, in that open hutch with its thick grass smell and drone of insects, they offered him the moon.


The province, of which the town of Kuching and the river were only a part, territory belonging to the Pengiran Hassan by adat, was, at the successful conclusion of the conflict upriver, to be ‘left in the hands of Tuan Barr’, who would, in turn, pay tribute directly to Brunei. Mudah Aziz explained that he, as heir to the Sultan, would return to Brunei after the action was completed. His brothers would return with him to help him stake his hold. Hassan could no longer hold this province successfully and would be forced to comply.





In the days that followed, they threw themselves into battle preparations. A cockeyed, tragic little battle. The balleh swelled en route. Chinese from the gold mines inland volunteered to join them, as well as six bangkongs invested by a local sharif. This was a tall, lean man with strong Arabic features. As sharif, he was descended from Arab traders who had entered those waters centuries before, claiming descent from the Prophet and, with it, immunity to law. They were almost always in league with the piratical tribes, supplying them with salt and ammunition. The Sharif Jaffar had an outstanding talent for organising squeeze and blackmail, strengthening his requests with murder. His boats were included because he wished it.


The battleground was reached on the fifth day. It seemed to consist of a mud and stick stockade besieged by several movable bamboo fortifications. These people appeared to fight only from behind walls. From time to time, gongs were beaten, followed by shouted threats and an occasional shot from two decrepit Portuguese lellahs. Amazing rules held sway. No night attacks could be made by either side, and an amount of time was allowed on each side for meals. ‘Sweet Jesus,’ Sutton said. ‘We’ll be here for years.’


Breakfast was served separately for the three Dyak tribes accompanying them, who, when not allies, were enemies and so ate their rice at some distance from each other. Barr was delighted with it all. He decided to lead the advance himself and preceded this by a stroll up to the stockade to gauge the range of the guns that had fired so ineptly on them on their arrival. And this was the pity of it. Those poor wretches had never seen an organised advance before, let alone one led by Europeans and covered by accurate fire. After a short burst of cannon fire, they rushed down the backside of their stockade, to be cut to pieces by Dyaks and with them almost two hundred women and children.


Before sunset, their Dyaks spread into the territory and slaughtered every living thing, including two or three hundred pigs. There was no way to stop the butchery or the head taking that followed, the sole payment extracted by these people. After two days, they proceeded downstream with a miserable column of prisoners and the few upriver Malays who led them. Some of the Chinese asked permission to stay behind and were already mapping out a crude town on the ashes.


That’s how they did it. The broad swaths of lawn, the orchards and gardens, the astana, the gunboats, the interlocking system of forts, the mines, the young district officers – their dewy brides arriving at dockside with crates of crystal and plate – wax seals melting in the sun, tiffin, chintz-covered sociables, the vast shipments of purgative salts, antipyretics, and love letters, all began with that miserable little massacre.


It was not much different from the way any other river and slice of watershed was seized in those three thousand miles of archipelago. He had the wit to throw himself on the right side of a pitiful little war. He then applied ‘the recipe’: the usual promises of increased revenue to the local tunku, to be furnished by improved security and open trade, this in turn causing adjoining river systems to drop into one’s lap. If they didn’t drop, they were encouraged, as violently as resources permitted. It was used with boring effectiveness from Madras to Celebes, although rarely by individuals. There were some.


In later years, he and Kilcane would recite the names of this small, colourful tribe over their gin paheets. Rajah Hare, sovereign prince, mass murderer, gifted cook; Rajah Spring, the only American, small, almost a dwarf, pederast, sublime fiddler; Rajah Hausbuch of Saba, whaler in the Bering Sea, possessor of an Austrian baronetcy, former manager of Dent Brothers, Hong Kong, who convinced the Sultan of Sulu, for five thousand pounds per annum, to designate him Rajah of Sandakan and Datu Bendahara, a man murdered in his seventieth year for a two-acre guava stake in Makassan, all he had left.


The only thing that perhaps separated him from the bulk of ersatz rajahs, tunkus, and small- and medium-range megalomaniacs who sparked and faded over two centuries in that region was his amazing naïveté and the unfailing neurotic source of his energy.





What happened in the weeks and months that followed has no logical chronology. It cannot truly be attributed to what was done, what successes were accomplished on what dates and to what cumulative effect. It lay rather in the interstices, in the set of an eye, the commitment to violence displayed in a lower jaw.


He was curious about the wretches they had brought downstream, imprisoned for days in a rude stockade. ‘Who are these people?’ he asked Selladin one evening, ‘Truly.’


The Malay gazed at him intently, and then into the trees all round. Seeing they had stopped, his men encircled them at some distance. These people were as vigilant over their prince in Kuching as they had been upriver. ‘We are pengirans,’ he said. ‘We are taught to expect submission from all living things. It is thus. We accept it. Hassan carried it into the realm of hell. He extracted everything from these people, leaving them nothing but debt. By law, they then must forfeit their lives or their children as slaves. They are a simple people and try to think on what to do. At first they will part with a child, usually a female infant.’


Darkness had dropped, and clouds of fireflies filled the trees. ‘What if they refused?’ Barr asked. ‘Not rebelled, but simply refused?’


The fine eyes scanned the river. ‘These people are easy to punish. Those of one river do not speak with those of another. They say ‘We of Sadong’; ‘We of the Sut.’ Hassan would simply invite another tribe, a warlike tribe like the Sakarang or Saribas, to claim heads on their river, to burn villages and take slaves. Other spoils would be his as their lord. Here he does not stand alone. It is a way of life for the Sultan himself.’


‘But that’s monstrous! Why in God’s name—’


‘Why?’ Selladin smiled. A finger almost touched Barr’s chest. ‘Because of you. Outside, on the great seas, the Sultan himself has been forbidden. The Portuguese, the Spaniards, and the Dutch allow trade only from their ports. We have nothing left to eat but ourselves. We start with the feet.’


He glanced backward. ‘These people have no warrior blood. They fought with the strength of their despair. Hassan had run out of tribes to set against each other. The Dutch are already in the south and would finish us. The English are cautious in their initial forays. He expected, at most, a small frigate. It would be bribed to do the work at hand and then disappear. Ships disappear all the time.’


It was, of course, what even Lytton expected out of the odds. He had, in effect, been pitched from one little nest of intrigue, over five days of water, into another. That he survived was due to the man himself, for no one counted on his species of life turning up. But it was also due in some real measure to this young Malay.


Selladin, haughty and circumspect, in those days together lost his coldness. He became over those weeks and months, because of some natural sympathy and a deep curiosity about the world beyond his own, a friend. He speaks to Gideon from the heart, Norris wrote, with some jealousy, the way, heretofore, only we spoke. Pleasant afternoons were spent on Selladin’s deck, hours when Barr felt enough at ease to ask questions he would not have attempted with the others. One question had lodged in his skull.


‘With the piratical fleets prowling these waters, trade has all but ceased,’ he said to this prince one day. ‘Yet Brunei, Sambas, Sulu are not dead ports. How, without trade?’


‘There is always trade,’ the other replied.


‘But even black trade can’t account for it. A few tons of antimony or quicksilver by night, a pirated cannon, can’t pay for it.’


‘Not quicksilver or guns,’ Selladin said. ‘Two nakodahs were captured off east Java last month. The crews arrived on the Brunei block. The Malay captives are, as we speak, making their way back to their relatives overland, from sharif to sharif, bribing each in turn. Other captives go into bondage. When a sultan needs slaves, he notifies the left, and they eventually arrive on the right.’ The main commodity in that commerce was people. Thousands of men, women, and children. Their backs powered those great war bangkongs, their hands pruned the royal gardens in Brunei and Sulu, their thighs spread in the pengirans’ harems, their heads hung in upriver longhouses. Two tribes in the upper Sarawak were gone.
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