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'It has been a
glorious day, like giving eyes to a blind man. . . . Such are my
feelings and such may they remain.'

'They will,
Charley. You have a capacity for wonder.'

 


[Charles Darwin
and an officer of the Beagle.]

Irving Stone,
The Origin

 


 


'The kindness
and generosity [of these people] is overwhelming. I hope we as
travellers can enrich their lives without taking away their faith
in human nature.'

An entry in the
visitors' book of a Bangkok guest-house

 


 


(Map: Five years and
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I met a
traveller from an antique land

Who said; Two
vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the
desert . . . Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a
shattered visage lies, whose frown,

And wrinkled
lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its
sculptor well those passions read . . .

And on the
pedestal these words appear;

'My name is
Ozymandias, king of kings;

Look on my
works, ye Mighty, and despair!'

Nothing beside
remains. Round the decay

Of that
colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and
level sands stretch far away.

(Shelley)

 


 


Ever since
reading this sonnet in my late schooldays I had wanted to be that
traveller. The thought of being in a far-off land and alone to read
those passions and to wonder about it all, made me long to be on my
way. This urge to travel had been slow to manifest itself during my
upbringing (firstly in the Spey Valley, the heart of north-east
Scotland's whisky business in which my father worked, and latterly
at school in the Yorkshire dales) but it became obsessive during
the subsequent years at university and work as a
studio-photographer, peat-cutter and cleaner of offshore oil
rigs.

At the age of
twenty-four I set off to work my way round the world with a vague
route in mind and an idea that the journey might take up to six
years. My preference was towards countryside rather than cities,
off-beat and uphill terrain rather than their famous or flat
counterparts, off-seasons as opposed to popular ones and cold
climates as against hot ones. I hitchhiked wherever possible
because this was the only feasible way of covering otherwise
expensive miles, and also because of its unique opportunities for
meeting people. Carrying my pack, an almost equally heavy camera
case and a list of preferences ominously indicative of perishing in
a blizzard on top of a lonely mountain, I had travelled uphill to
the Arctic, zigzagged my way from top to bottom of the Americas and
made extensive explorations in New Zealand and Australia. In the
process I had occasionally found myself in off-beat places in the
hopelessly wrong season and reached hot flat famous ones at peak
viewing time, but these too offered the traveller's reward; a
different aspect of reality, a new experience, provocative
insights. I followed a plan but allowed room for as many deviations
as came my way.

Now I was at
the turning point of the trip, beginning the homeward leg. I had
worn a kilt for most of the journey up until this stage. It had
been the natural choice when I was doing everything else the wrong
way round. It had been my distinctive feature, a conversation piece
and a practical walking garment - its most underrated quality. Now,
for a change, I wanted to travel more discreetly and so the kilt
had been posted home.

Earnings from
several jobs in Australia had boosted my funds sufficiently to
complete the journey if I continued to live on the cheapest level.
I still didn't see myself as Shelley's traveller for I imagined
him, or her, to be a person who had been everywhere and my
itinerary so far traced a modest line on the globe, but it was
intensely satisfying to be working towards that impossible goal. My
experiences on the road had reinforced a feeling of optimism and
this carried me over the odd unpleasant times and the rare
down-hearted moments. Loneliness hardly troubled me but I suffered
quite badly as the butt of my own need for humour. As a goad
laughter is one of life's fundamental driving forces; as a pacifier
it is instantaneous and dispenses with the encumbrance of language.
Whether expressed internally or externally, a readiness to laugh is
essential equipment. At a later date I was to experience serious
equipment failure in this respect, and in most others. There was
nothing funny in being too weak to walk . . . but that was all to
come.

Before leaving
Australia I felt uneasy at the thought of becoming a privileged
alien wandering through some of the world's most populated and
poorest nations. My personal safety would have to depend on luck
and road-wise intuition but any concern for it came secondary to my
eagerness for travel. Ahead of me lay the birthplaces of all the
world's great religions and some of its earliest civilisations.
Amongst the latter was China which had opened its doors to
independent travellers only the previous year and I longed to visit
the country before the impact of this policy brought about changes
in daily life. India was also a priority, especially Ladakh or
'Little Tibet', a remote province in the north. My interest in
India had been aroused by the repeated advice of those who had been
there. 'Leave it till last,' they had all said. 'After India the
rest of the world is an anti-climax.' Nepal attracted me too, not
just because it was all uphill but because, through a distant
branch in my family tree, I was related to a man who might have
stood on top of Everest thirty-nine years before it was recognised
as conquered. I had no intention of trying to follow his footsteps
but had a mind to hunt for those of my grandfather, left behind in
1915 under very different circumstances at Gallipoli.

Finding a
reason to visit a place was never a problem. My reasons for
travelling had diversified over the years, becoming wider in angle
but no less sharply in focus. The elements that lured me on varied
constantly, pulsing into dominance according to mood and moment. I
was travelling with sympathy and curiosity as my keys; to
experience something of the lives and landscapes of others; to take
photographs; to find the excitement of the unknown; for the company
of strangers and new friends; for solitude and the thoughts it
inspires; sometimes for a whim or the pleasure of distance, but
above all because I enjoyed it. I enjoyed trying to understand and
wondering why. Travelling is partly understanding but mostly
wondering and from that comes understanding, and more travelling.
If you lose your ability to wonder you may as well be trunkless. I
think that's what happened to Ozymandias. His legs just stopped.
His trunk disappeared. It happens to a few unfortunate
travellers.

It was to
happen to me, once.
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In Bali the sun
is called mata hari - 'the eye of the day'.

It was evening,
shortly before sunset, and the eye of that particular day was red
and half-closed as it sank from view in a valley where the world
appeared in miniscule. It was filled with terraced paddy fields,
each one an irregular shape and size and isolated from its
neighbour by a low mud wall. Perspective was confused because
puddle and pond had been given equal status and formed a matrix in
which distance was not apparent. It was a tidy landscape with
clearly delineated components, like an expanse of green glass
flecked with blue - the lush growth of rice above tranquil water -
that had been smashed and then soldered together. The water slipped
quietly from field to field except where it dropped down a vertical
embankment to the next terrace and moved from blue to blue as a
gurgling sepia torrent. The only other sounds were the barking of
distant dogs, the whine of the first mosquitos and the rustling of
frayed banana leaves stirred by a breath of wind. It carried the
sweet scent of frangipani and the musty odours of the tropics.

Near me stood
the Queen of Witches, Rangda, who was gluttonously devouring a
handful of children. This evil spirit with bulging striped eyes,
long straggling hair and a demonic grin was allowed to inhabit the
stone carving of herself enjoying an eternal feast in the hope that
she would leave the villagers in peace. She seemed to have driven
them all away for the scene before me was devoid of people. By now
mata hari had disappeared and given way to the eye of the
night. This land was precious and under constant surveillance.
Earth and heaven were merging when a sense of scale returned with
the appearance of a water buffalo whose elegantly curved horns
bobbed in time to its lugubrious plod along a path in the
foreground. Its bulk seemed all the greater in comparison to the
frail mite of a boy who walked behind and drove it with taps of a
stick, a master inversely proportioned to his servant. But that was
typical of Bali, I thought. For beauty and strength of culture it
was a land out of all proportion to its small size.

Bali is
certainly precious, one of the gems amongst Indonesia's 3000
islands. It had enjoyed a relatively quiet history until Europeans
laid covetous eyes on its produce in the early nineteenth century,
despite having stood alone for centuries as a bastion of the Hindu
religion in an otherwise Islamic neighbourhood. Hinduism came to
Bali in the seventh century and was firmly established by AD 1001
when King Dharmmodayanawarmmadewa was on the throne with his queen,
the not-to-be-outdone Gunapriyadhurmapatni. Then came the emperors
who ruled the land for 600 years from 1300 until 1908 when the
Dutch finally gained full control of the island, by default, after
sixty years of messy campaigns. On 18 April that year the Dewa
Agung met the invading Dutch force with a small following, intent
on committing puputan. This ritual act of mass suicide had
been repeated many times during the conflicts with the Dutch,
provoked by Balinese unwillingness to surrender to an overwhelming
force. The Dewa was killed by the first enemy shot, his six wives
immediately plunged their kris blades into their hearts and soon
200 lay dead - some killed by their own hand, others by running
purposely into the soldiers' fire.

Bali's colonial
period was short and remarkably free from corruption. Foreign
enterprises did not exploit the resources or workforce and the
island's unique way of life was allowed to flourish without
disruptive influences. This period drew to a close with the
Japanese occupation in the Second World War and ended in 1949 when
the Netherlands finally conceded independence, after another
ninety-six men had died in a puputan slaughter led by the
folk hero Ngurah Rai. Bali's post-independence history is one more
of natural phenomena; a plague of millions of outsized rats in
1962, the violent eruption of the sacred Mount Agung in 1963 which
resulted in the deaths of thousands from famine and disease, and
tourism. I was now a part of the latter and it was perhaps
appropriate that this was purely as a result of Dutch courage.

I had arrived
in Bali a few days earlier, transported from Darwin, Australia, by
a Garuda - a mythical Hindu demigod, half-man and half-bird - in
the form of a plane operated under the same name by Indonesia's
international carrier. My attempts to find an alternative, less
abrupt way of arriving had met with no success (no ships or private
yachts) and so flying had been the only option. By a strange
anomaly of the travel industry the cheapest fare to Indonesia was
to Jakarta, another 600 miles beyond the nearer (and my preferred)
destination of Bali. It was cheaper to fly Darwin-Bali-Jakarta than
it was to fly on the same plane just as far as Bali. 'It has enough
visitors,' the travel agent told me, 'but no one wants to go to
Jakarta - so that's where the cheapest fares go.' I bought a ticket
to Jakarta but during the first stage of the flight Garuda gave me
two glasses of champagne and sufficient gins to made the challenge
of jumping the plane in Bali appear jolly as opposed to strictly
illegal. When we reached Bali everyone had to leave the plane and
walk to the Transit Lounge where we were to be locked inside for
the two-hour stopover. As we walked towards it our line was
intersected by the passengers from another flight heading towards
the Arrivals terminal. It seemed a god-given chance. I changed
direction and joined them.

The long queue
at the immigration counter was agonising, and the sight of the
officers instantly sobering. All the time I imagined my absence
being discovered and security police bearing down on me. My little
escapade suddenly seemed foolish and reckless. At last it was my
turn. I smiled deceitfully at the young official, and his return
smile and charming manners made my guilt even worse.

'What is your
destination in Indonesia?' he asked.

'Up the country
to Sumatra,' I replied, thinking, 'Come on . . . please hurry up
... '

'Ahh! Sumatra.
I'm sure you'll like it. It is very pretty.' Lake Toba was his
favourite area, he said, and he described it in some detail. 'You
have also just come from Sydney?' I nodded. 'May I see your ticket
please?' It was what I had been dreading as it would reveal my
fraud. My hands dutifully searched in an empty pocket but at that
moment his attention was distracted by a question from a colleague.
When he next turned to me the ticket seemed forgotten.

'Do you have
any dogs, cats or monkeys in your luggage.'

My relief made
me want to burst out laughing but I remained solemn. 'No. No dogs,
cats or monkeys in my luggage.'

He stamped my
passport and waved me on. Customs had a cursory look for dogs, cats
and monkeys in my pack and then I was through, walking quickly and
leaving the terminal at once. Its loudspeakers were blaring,
ejecting the syrupy strains of Edelweiss and I was chased
past palm trees and bougainvillaea by this incongruous
orchestration of Alpine flora. The travel agent had been right.
Bali obviously had too many tourists already, but I was thrilled to
be among them.

Within the
first few miles of my walk towards the chief city of Denpasar,
twelve miles away, it became clear that the Balinese had perfected
two things; smiling and loading scooters. Everyone I met - men,
women and children all said 'High-low' and smiled across the full
width of their face. It was as if the smile was their own recent
discovery. They were a remarkably handsome race and this enhanced
the warmth of their welcome. The scooters, however, were less
agreeable. They appeared to be the main means of transport for half
the population, greatly exceeding cars and marginally more common
than those on foot. Their angry sneers left trails of blue vapour
which wove in and out of each other before forming a haze on the
busy roads. As a source of entertainment the traffic was
nevertheless fascinating, and its noxious elements sufferable. One
scooter came by with a young woman driving and another sitting
side-saddle behind, balancing a tray of fruit stacked into a
pyramid on her head. When they hit a pothole the rear girl's body
undulated like a reflection stirred by ripples but the tray
remained level and her hands remained in her lap. The Balinese are
not easily upset. The next scooter supported a family of four.
Father was driving with a child on his knees and mother sat
side-saddle on the rear with a child hugging her neck and a basket
of food held upright on her knees. As they approached the pothole I
hardly dared look but they wiggled gracefully around it. Then came
a scooter stacked high with bundles of household brooms. Honda and
Yamaha had replaced Coca-Cola as the ubiquitous international
signs, though Coca-Cola hadn't yielded much ground, and the
Balinese obviously put great faith in their two-wheeled lorries.
They recognised no maximum capacity and the largest comfortable
load was quite simply the amount that had to be transported.

There had been
no time to change money at the airport and the only rupiah I had
was a handful of coins given to me by a departing tourist. The
moneychangers had closed or disappeared by the time I reached the
first town, Kuta, the island's prime tourist centre. It consisted
of a splendid beach and an identity in limbo, tottering between
Bali and alternative Australia. Interspersed among the simple
dwellings of the older inhabitants, mainly fishermen whose prahus
with triangular sails protruded above the horizon, were scores of
hotels and hostels for the invasion of foreigners who do not share
the locals' aversion to bathing for fear of sea spirits. Kuta
offered them a pretence that they were at home and was suited to
those who found themselves abroad but uncertain as to whether they
wanted to be. The lanes were full of restaurants, bars, disco
shacks, batik stalls, masseurs and taxi pimps.

Towards the
edge of the town authentic Bali took over. A group of men were
hurrying home with their sarongs trailing in the dust, passing a
temple covered in convulsions of carved figures which devotees had
dressed in cloth. Raised on the walls of individual houses were
offerings to good spirits; fruit, vegetables, rice elegantly
wrapped in woven leaves and coconut cakes. These had been presented
with an eye for colour and balance in decorative piles. The spirits
satisfied themselves on the act of giving and the essence of the
gift. Later the offering would be removed and consumed by the
donor's family. It was a ritual which kept both sides happy. Pot
scrapings and leftovers from meals also lay on the ground as
offerings but these had been left carelessly and without ceremony
for the evil spirits - they could grovel for their sustenance.

I had no need
to grovel for mine. My rupiahs were insufficient for a real meal or
the cheapest bed but my spirits were still bolstered by the
flattering Balinese smiles. A secluded corner in the garden of an
expensive hotel provided me with a place to lay out my sleeping
blanket and reflect on my unexpected arrival. It suddenly occurred
to me that an Australian acquaintance met while hitchhiking had
given me the name of a Balinese doctor, a friend of his, and
suggested I should visit him if the opportunity ever arose. The
details had to be somewhere in my address book and I decided to try
and make contact the following day.

My thoughts
were then interrupted by an unusual sound. A gust of wind caught an
ornament of hollow bamboo tubes suspended from a roof and they made
a resonant clink-clonk as they hit each other. They stopped
the instant I looked up. I stared suspiciously, and then another
little gust made them go again. The wind, it was just the wind. Or
a moving spirit? Did the Balinese like the sound? Or did they like
to know when the wind, or a spirit, was moving around their house?
Perhaps the wind was more important to them than it was to us. It
dries our washing, it touches their soul. Strange - a different
culture, different beliefs, likes and dislikes.

 


 


The address
that had been given to me for Dr Enk was that of a hospital in
Bangli but when I rang and asked to speak to him, it took some time
before someone who spoke English could be found. A man eventually
introduced himself as Dewa Gde Sai and explained that Dr Enk had
left the hospital some months earlier. He apologised for the
disappointment but added that if I was still intending to come to
Bangli he would like me to be a guest at his house. A big festival
was beginning and there would be many things to see.

His kind
invitation took me by surprise. 'But you don't even know me . . .
?'

'That seems all
the more reason to invite you,' was his reply. We agreed to meet at
the hospital that afternoon.

Bangli was
twenty miles away but the road to it was obstructed by Denpasar, a
city crushed unhappily into the squat appearance of a large town.
There was a constant flow of bemos to take me there. These were
small covered pick-up vans acting as buses and with the same
conceit of unlimited capacity as a scooter. Their drivers made them
free-wheel down every favourable gradient, bought petrol in pints
and seldom allowed the fuel gauge to rise above EMPTY. My bemo
drifted to a halt in the city centre, Puputan Square, named after a
particularly hideous incident in 1906. Denpasar was a frenetic
congestion of scooters which choked the narrow streets and poisoned
the dusty air. Buses, bemos and taxis honked continuously to
attract custom, honked when they found it and honked for the joy of
honking as they forced a way through the fringe of
paaaaaaarping scooters and rejoined the vociferous
mainstream. Small shops poured out their wares onto pavements as an
arrested deluge, and vendors walked around pushing food stalls on
bicycle wheels. I stopped to marvel at the variety of fruit on one
counter; mangoes, papayas, jackfruit, guavas, strange mottled brown
apples called salaks, lychees resembling shaggy red horse
chestnuts, the star-shaped pods of blimping, and the large durian
about which a traveller once wrote in 1878, 'some consider its
flavour to be like eating a "garlic custard" over a London sewer'.
I bought one and found it quite pleasant despite its sulphurous
smell (I'm not acquainted with London sewers). A bemo then scooped
me up into its surfeit of passengers and we left the city at full
tilt, full honk and at the head of a northbound trail of blue
vapour.

I was soon to
find that a few miles was the most one could hope to travel in Bali
without seeing something of particular intrigue, and my bemo had
only reached the nearby village of Batubulan when the roadside
suddenly became banked with thousands of statues. The figures were
mainly Hindu deities, Balinese spirits, dragons and dancers
sculptured in paras, a soft volcanic stone. I disembarked and
chatted to a friendly fat mason who was chipping away. He spoke
good English and explained that it took him two weeks to complete
an average figure standing three feet high, but judging from the
way the chips flew and the way the stone was taking shape, it
looked more like the work of a day or two. He eagerly agreed to
pose for a photograph beside a statue and went with a mysterious
wink to one of a little man with a bald head, one tooth, a slanting
grin and a real sarong tied around his pot-belly. Just as I had
focused and was about to release the shutter the sculptor flicked
undone the statue's sarong which fell to the ground and revealed a
monstrous penis hanging down to the ground. This sculptor's
courtyard was full of bald men with one-tooth grins wearing
sarongs.

'Who on earth
buys these?' I asked.

'Many villagers
do to put in their family shrine. These bring strength to men,' he
replied, replacing the sarong. 'And I sell some to tourists.'

I visualised
myself nodding pleasantly at a British customs officer and walking
through 'Nothing To Declare' with my bag of duty free and half a
hundredweight of phallic masonry.

Further on was
a stall selling seahorses swimming in plastic bags, to be cooked
and eaten as aphrodisiacs, and the centrepiece of a nearby garden
was a painted life-sized statue of two deer in the act of mating.
Bali suffered chronic over-population and neighbouring Java was the
world's most densely populated island with just under 2000 people
packed into every square mile. The Asian countries with the least
cause for concern over their fertility have developed a tradition
obsessed with improving it.

Roads were the
islanders' meeting place and as my bemo climbed the last few miles
to Bangli, passing under coconut palms and alongside terraced
rice-fields, it continued to interrupt hundreds of conversations.
Every patch of land seemed to be cultivated and most households
owned a pig and a few hens scratching and pecking at the small area
of ground within individual dome-shaped baskets. When they had
exhausted the spot the basket was moved on a few feet. Precise
rotational grazing was essential on a small island.

Bangli was a
small hill village with wide unsurfaced streets and two large solid
temples which made the hospital look flimsy. Dewa was watching for
my arrival and immediately came out to meet me. He was in his early
fifties, short, thin and serious-looking as a result of heavy
spectacles that seemed to have turned his nose sharply downwards.
He wore a coloured batik cloth similar to a limp shower cap on his
head, a white medical coat and a sarong that touched the ground. We
shook hands and he led the way towards a man waiting with a
scooter. He didn't walk but floated, dropping three inches in
height on the first step and gliding away with his feet shuffling
invisibly under his sarong.

'I am one of
the administrators at the hospital,' he explained when we reached
the scooter, 'and my house is only a few minutes away. This is my
servant. He will come back for you.' Dewa bowed slightly, tucked
his briefcase under one arm, slipped onto the rear seat of the
scooter and was driven away sitting side-saddle. His manner
suggested a quiet kind man with strict regard for decorum. I
imagined all administrators would float and be able to ride on the
back of a chauffeur-driven scooter with the same sense of dignity.
It was quite beyond a European. A few minutes later the chauffeur
returned and beckoned me onto the tiny seat. Then began a painful
400-yard balancing act with my pack and camera case slowly
stretching my stomach muscles and opening me into a backwards
roll.

We stopped
outside the customary wall that obscured most Balinese abodes and I
was led through a doorway and into a courtyard surrounded by the
moss-covered stone walls of the house, a single-storey building of
indeterminate depth. There was no sign of wealth but Dewa must have
been reasonably privileged for he employed three servants. He
introduced me to his wife and their seven children who were lined
up in descending order like organ pipes. 'Seven is really far too
many,' he admitted. Mrs Sai merely smiled because she spoke no
English. She had all her husband's grace and lowered her eyes
whenever she thought he was referring to her. The children shook
hands but stood stiffly in line and didn't utter a sound.

'This is
extremely kind of you,' I said. I refrained from trying to use the
Indonesian word for 'kind' as this was murrah harti,
literally 'cheap heart', which seemed a risky thing to say to your
host. I handed him a present of bars of soap wrapped in a woven
basket. He gave it to his wife and she looked pleased.

'I am delighted
to have you. I like to practise my English.' He said he had studied
it at university, and led me over to one corner of the courtyard to
see his family shrine. It was a podium with assorted sculptures -
there were no bald men with one tooth - and the blade of an old
kris which had lost its handle and was little more than a rusty
undulating blade. It was evidently a family heirloom and he related
how in former days a man might send his kris to represent him at
his own wedding ceremony when his bride was of lower caste and it
was beneath his dignity to attend in person. As we walked over to
an outside table being set with food I couldn't help wondering if
Mrs Sai had been forced to marry that rusty old dagger.

The rest of the
family had disappeared and we sat down to eat on our own. Dewa
asked me about my impressions of Bali and I told him all the things
that had fascinated me and asked about some aspects which were
puzzling. The streets of the villages were lined with tall bamboo
poles that had been decorated to the extreme. Their sides were
frilly with leaves that had been cut into delicate patterns and
woven into origami shapes, and their tops were bent over with the
weight of long tassles festooned with ornaments. What were these
for, I wondered?

'They are
similar to your Christmas trees. We have many festivals here but
the current one is the biggest and equal to your Christmas. In Bali
we love splendour. The poles are called penjores and require
days of work. We do not separate our religion from our daily lives
like most countries. Work is an act of worship and must be done to
the best of one's ability. The penjores will serve for three
days and then be destroyed. This is not important because the good
comes from the devout act of creation.' While Dewa went on to talk
about an important cockfight that would be worth seeing the
following day, we ate from an array of dishes and used our right
hand in place of cutlery. There was gado gado, a salad
smothered in delicious peanut sauce, and dishes of rice, fish, meat
stew and vegetables. Dewa's cat jumped up once and helped itself to
some fish before being brushed away. When it returned a second time
and took a morsel from the edge of Dewa's plate, it was allowed to
stay and they finished the gado gado together.

After the meal
we made ourselves ready for a dance being held at one of the
temples that evening. I had a shower, using a plastic bowl to scoop
water out of a concrete trough and splashing it over me and taking
care not to remove any of the dozen fish kept there as purifying
agents. Then I was dressed up in a sarong which was carefully tied
so that a tail hung down like a long sporran, trussed in a
waistband and had a restaurant napkin set on my head. The servants
were amused - red beards look unusual when gift-wrapped in Balinese
dress. We set off to walk to the temple; myself, two servants, Mrs
Sai and Dewa who talked about the danger of snakes and the need for
great care when walking in grass. The next day I was to regret not
paying greater heed to his warning but at the time I was enjoying
the airy freedom of a sarong, trying to master the art of floating
and tripping every few yards because sarongs were noticeably longer
than kilts.

The dance was
held outside on an area of bare earth where the villagers formed a
tight circle. It was not a participation event but a performance by
a group of professional dancers from another village. Apart from
one young man the dancers were all girls, and the quintessence of
femininity. Some of them wore headdresses that were an extravagance
of real flowers and the creation of hours of devotion. Dewa was an
attentive host and kept me well informed. 'Our dances tell
traditional stories and the movements are very precise. The
youngest Legong dancers start learning when they are five and most
retire at fourteen when their bodies are not so loose.' He pointed
out that good dancers were held in high esteem and performances
were as popular as ever. We stood at the back with other villagers
who must have seen these same stories enacted countless times
before but everyone, including the small children sitting on the
ground, watched with fixed attention. They reacted with shrieks
when the evil Rangda leapt towards them, with laughter as two
dancers mimicked courting bumblebees and in silence when the
fearful warrior, a young girl, cowered with terror in her eyes. I
never noticed the hours go past and sat entranced by the
gracefulness and beauty of the spectacle; the remarkable way the
dancers curled individual fingers and toes backwards, the rigid
discipline of eye movements learnt by hours of imitation and the
intense expressions of a theatre whose members were not acting a
part, but living a belief.

The dancing was
accompanied by a gamelan band comprising a bewildering assortment
of percussion. There were cymbals, drums, gongs, xylophones, bells
and everything else that makes a noise like a bang, bong, clang,
crash, thud or tinkle - and if you say it fast enough this is just
how it sounds. It can be melodic and have a certain magnetic
attraction but it can be very loud and is not the sort of music you
end up humming. When it reaches a frenzied peak it sounds like
Denpasar at rushhour. The loudest musician was a man holding
cymbals the size of dustbin lids which I found deafening at a
distance of ten yards, but even more impressive was his friend's
indifference. He defined new levels of ennui as he sat asleep with
his head on the cymbal player's shoulder.

It was late
when the dance ended, my host had gone and a servant led me back to
the house. I wanted to wash but was unable to find the aquarium
shower. The servant spoke no English but I made him understand with
a mime. To my surprise he led me out through the main gate, round
the side of the building and stopped 200 yards later by a ditch on
the edge of the paddy fields. I questioned him by repeating the
mime but he nodded eagerly and retired to allow me privacy. There
was nothing for it but to remove my shirt, sarong and napkin and
lower myself into the ditch. The water was shallow but I
immediately sank up to my knees in the mud underneath. It was dark,
the water smelt of durians, and bits (of what I couldn't tell) were
carried down in the current and bumped against my legs. I splashed
some water about and returned to the house considerably dirtier
than before.

'You must stay
for the cockfight today,' Dewa said over a breakfast table
indistinguishable from a fruit market. 'There'll be no need to
dress up for it,' he smiled. Within safe limits my travel
philosophy was aimed at encouraging new experiences and placing
myself in situations which, if not expected to be in some way
pleasant or beneficial, would at least let me discover my reaction.
A cockfight sounded predictably gruesome and distressing, but Dewa
was insistent. We took a different path to the temple this time and
as we crossed a ditch containing a sludge of dark water
suspiciously like the village sewer, I felt a shiver of revulsion
on recognising my bath place of the previous night. One of the
servants stopped to urinate. The water must have contained every
bug in the book, and the thought needled my mind. Sometimes having
friends meant living just a little too dangerously, especially when
one's ability at mime was clearly way below Balinese standards.

To buy a cock
for the pot, Dewa explained, would cost about 2000 rp (£1.70) but a
good fighting cock was worth up to 40,000 rp (£35). The winning
owner took his opponent's wager and his dead bird, and great
amounts of money changed hands amongst the spectators. The arena
was square with sides five yards long drawn on the earth and shaded
from the sun by a canopy. A time-keeper sat at one corner with half
a coconut shell and a bowl of water. The shell had a hole in the
bottom and when floated in the bowl it took eight seconds to sink.
When the rim was flooded, the timing stopped. A bird which
collapsed had to rise within this allotted time or it was deemed to
have lost. Only men were present and although women wandered by
with snacks for sale, they did not watch the fighting.

Those with
cocks were gathered in a huddle, taking their prize birds out of
cages, sizing up suitable opponents, weighing them in their hands
and testing the birds' aggression by holding them close to each
other and feigning attacks. These factors were also being used to
assess the betting odds. Eventually two owners agreed their birds
would make an even match. They took out polished wooden boxes
containing an array of knives and each selected one of the longer
blades, about three inches long, and carefully checked they were
the same length. They both set about tying the knives onto the left
leg of their bird just above the claw - a lengthy procedure because
of the many yards of brightly coloured twine, and the necessity of
achieving a firm grip which held the knife horizontally when the
bird was standing but which did not restrict the movement of its
claws. They took several attempts to complete this, one man using
grass as padding around the base of the knife and the other
incorporating some flower petals from a temple shrine. He had been
offered orange ones but refused them and chose yellow instead.
Their hands spun rapidly around the lethal blades causing me to
marvel at how they avoided cutting themselves, but then one bird
gave an unexpected kick and its owner was rushed off to hospital
leaving an alarming trail of blood. That nullified this contest,
the knives were removed and the owners returned to their huddled
consultations.

Another pair of
cocks were selected and fitted with knives. The spectators became a
mass of arms holding out notes, waving them at men collecting the
bets, and shouting out their value and choice. Dewa wagered 1000 rp
on the brown. At this point two policemen arrived, looking
admirably dignified considering they were puttering along in tandem
on one scooter. The crowd fell silent and an official went out to
meet them. He laid his arms across their shoulders, a gesture that
would have got him arrested in many countries, and led them
away.

'Cock-fighting
laws have changed recently', Dewa whispered, 'to try to reduce the
gambling. It's like the children - we do it too much. But it'll be
all right. The police are from here.' Something was passed from the
official to the police who then remounted their scooter and wobbled
into the distance.

In the centre
of the arena a square yard had been marked off. The two men took
their birds to opposite corners and crouched down beside them. Each
began to bait his fighter by tugging on the comb below the bill and
pushing his hand up under the tail until the feathers stood upright
and fanned out. The crowd babbled incessantly, filled with the same
tension and excitement that pervades a bullring, the catharsis of
the spectacle of death, 'rather them than me'. The timekeeper hit a
drum and the birds were released. They rushed at each other and
blurred as a flurry of wings and legs until they became entangled
and lay helplessly on the ground. They were separated by their
owners and brought back to the inner square whereupon they flew
into combat again, the white cock leaping high and scrabbling over
the brown. When they next fronted off the white had blood spattered
around its neck, but it came from a wound on the brown's chest. The
noise of the crowd surged. The coconut sank. Eight seconds without
contact. The owners gingerly picked up their birds and returned
them to the centre. The coconut sank a second time but still they
refused to fight.

They were
retrieved once more. Their combs were tugged, their beaks opened
and each owner blew sharply down the gullets to clear away any
blood and to shock them. The judge came forward and held each bird
back to back a short distance off the ground while a bell-basket
was lowered over them. Birds and basket were dropped - so confined
they had to fight and when they were locked in combat, the basket
was removed. After a while they retired and stood facing each
other. The white one looked weak, the brown one slowly sank with a
steady trickle of blood running down its breast. It fell forwards
and held its head close to the ground. The eyes showed no fear but
stared unblinking as if the creature didn't understand what was
going on, why it couldn't stand up. The result was obvious and
brought laughter and curses from the onlookers. Money was won and
lost. The owner of the white cock claimed the dead victim, but his
cock was badly wounded. He handed the useless hero to an old man. I
watched in horror as he held the bird in one hand, its wings
flapping wildly, and brought a chopper down on its legs as they lay
across a bamboo pole. It took three hacks to sever one leg. He was
in no hurry. He then picked up the leg bearing the knife and
mercifully pushed it into the bird's breast.

I turned away
with a feeling of revulsion. These birds had given man ninety
seconds of entertainment and profit for those who had backed the
white bird. Both birds had served their purpose and everything else
was incidental. The brown was dead and the white was having its
legs chopped off while still alive, the reward for winning poorly.
Already the next two birds were being prepared; the faces of those
clutching money became anxious, the owners smirked confidently. The
cocks eyed each other maliciously unaware of the murderous scalpels
strapped to their legs, and of the old man in the corner. I turned
and hurried away, angered and saddened. Nothing had changed, the
dominant species had not progressed. Ave, imperator, morituri te
salutant. Is this how humanity finds pleasure? Humanity? - what
a grotesque deceit, what a sick parody.

The area behind
the temple opened onto endless paddy fields and in an attempt to
suppress the brutality from my mind, I went for a walk. After an
hour or so the tranquillity and soothing greenness began to restore
some of Bali's virtues. With my trousers turned up to prevent them
trailing in the mud, I made my way back to the main Gianjar-Bangli
road along a narrow path bordered by overgrown furrows. Dewa had
lent me rubber flipflops which made walking awkward on the uneven
surface and inevitably I tripped and stumbled from the path. A long
shape moving along the furrow caught my eye as my leading foot was
about to land on it and my muscles momentarily seized as I realised
it was a snake. My foot touched the tip of its tail as it slid
rapidly away but then, to my horror it suddenly turned and raised
its head. I was caught off balance and the weight of my camera case
pulled me forwards, forcing me to take another step. The snake
lunged towards my foot. I released a panic-stricken moan. It came
involuntarily, a feeble helpless noise, and it shocked me to hear
it. I don't know what happened in that faithless moment as in my
mind the consequence was inevitable - but for some reason the snake
darted around my foot and its body grazed my ankle as it slithered
past. It vanished almost instantly in long grass. I caught my
balance and in feverish haste, gasping for breath, I went on twenty
yards to the next terrace and sat down.

My heart was in
violent palpitations and I trembled with shock, well aware that it
is the degree of shock that decides whether the vast majority of
snake bite victims survive or die. If the snake was anything like
the Australian brown snake that it resembled, then I had had a very
lucky escape.* I still examined my leg, dreading the thought of
finding two puncture marks, but there was nothing. What would I
have done if it had bitten me? Probably the worst thing, rushing
the strenuous 300 yards uphill to the main road. And the camera
case? Leave it behind? Probably not and probably another factor
which would have accelerated the venom through my body. What an
escape. Life never seems so precious as when you have just risked
losing it.

Later I
wondered if the few fighting cocks to survive felt the same
way.

 


[* Subsequent
inquiries failed to identify it. Indonesia has sixty-six species of
venomous snakes, including cobras, kraits and death vipers.]

 


 


My Indonesian
visa was only valid for thirty days and this gave little
opportunity to idle my way up the archipelago. My route was
directed towards Malaysia by way of Lake Toba, an area noted for
its scenery and distinctive style of houses 1300 miles away in the
north of Sumatra. When it was time to leave Bali I started the long
journey by taking a night bus to Java. Several companies operated a
service from a large station in Denpasar and Dewa had advised me to
go for a bus with reclining seats.

'This way,
mister,' shouted one young tout, 'good bus, reclining seats.' In
fact this meant that they had collapsed. The backs of most were
floppy, the upholstery was torn and the armrests were metal
skeletons which had lost their padding. The little salesman grinned
encouragement and I had to admire his enthusiasm for something that
defied accuracy. I selected what appeared to be a good seat and lay
back, releasing the lever which allowed the backrest to lower. When
it reached the comfortable angle the lever sprang back but the
backrest continued to lower until there was a scream from the woman
behind. The seat refused to return until the woman had braced her
knees against it and given a violent push. It sprang up and became
locked in a vertical position where it remained for the rest of the
journey. It was impossible to move because a wonderfully wrinkled
old woman had wedged herself into the adjacent seat by building a
flying buttress of vegetables.

At one point in
the early hours we reached the port of Gilimanuk for the crossing
to Java. The sea was choppy and made the ferry lurch at its
moorings. The vehicle entrance was an absurdly small square hole
halfway along the ship's side. This was of no concern to our
driver. He sat on three cushions in order to see over the dashboard
and wore a huge pumpkin cap which he used as a cigarette case. A
decorative band of elastic at the front of the cap had been
meticulously loaded with a row of cigarettes as if they were
bandits' bullets. He parked the bus with its front wheels on the
loading ramp, the back on the pier, and chewed the end of a
cigarette and exhaled regular monsoons of smoke which greatly
reduced his vision. Meanwhile we see-sawed on the spot with six
inches of ramp on either side until eventually he was given a
signal by ferry attendants. He revved the engine until it howled,
released the handbrake and a blackout of diesel fumes, pounced
towards the hole and slammed on the brakes - he had realised we
would not get through unless the small roof skylight was closed.
Having done this he accelerated into the ship, scattered two
attendants, flung the wheel hard round to miss by inches the bus
parked broadside in front and came to rest touching the bumper of
another. He hadn't missed a single puff, and we were aboard.

I managed to
extract myself to get some fresh air. The ferry began to shudder,
everything that was loose rattled, the sounds of the engines
increased until we had become an entire gamelan orchestra and we
set off as a group of late passengers came running along the pier.
The attendants let the first few leap the three-foot gap, watched
with interest as a woman did well to clear five feet but then
stopped the others from attempting seven. It was only a short
crossing and when we neared the far side the captain looked out
from a window in the bridge. He was a Sikh and looked uncertain of
the way. He shouted something and a sailor ran towards the bow with
a torch. He gave another shout, then a loud groan and broke into
English. 'Oh what are you doing, Raja?' Raja either didn't hear the
captain or he ignored him. By this time he was out of sight behind
some of the deck paraphernalia. The ferry cruised slowly alongside
a pier and a rope went taut. ' . . . Hold on, Raja!' came
the next shout, and I visualised poor Raja being pulled through
three round turns and a block and tackle by several thousand tons
of determined ship. It was hard to believe this was a continuous
service.

Over the next
few days Java showed her landscape to be a worthy second to that of
Bali. The way to Jakarta led past her central chain of volcanoes
and through abundant hill forests, palm trees, rice fields and
plantations of sugar cane, tobacco and coffee. Indonesia was
reckoned to be the world's third richest country in terms of
natural resources but only a small proportion of them was on
saturated Java and large numbers of unemployed men hung about the
streets. Every arrival meant being besieged by grasping touts and
having to run a gauntlet of redundant taxi and trishaw drivers.
Java was without privacy. It seemed that the pantheon of Hindu
deities had been more generous with their favours than Allah; to
the Balinese befell the task of perpetuating the smile while the
Javans had to endure an overdose of the sense of touch.

I reached
Jakarta after a long train journey. The drinks vendor on the train
was a friendly man whose right shoulder had been dented by the
bucket of ice and bottles that habitually sat there. All his
English had evidently been learnt while carrying this bucket. He
wore the characteristic Muslim skullcap and told me he had two
wives. I commented that it must make life very difficult but he
denied this, asserting that he had no favourite and there was no
jealousy between them. One lived in Jakarta and the other 500 miles
away in Surabaya. He said his name was FranTomJohn, and he had
eight children.

'Is that four
from each wife?' I asked.

'No, seven from
the wife in Jakarta, and one from the other.'

'Ahh! So you do
have a favourite?' But again he denied this and it was only after
some repeated explanations that he got me to understand. Each week
for the last seven years he had worked the same routine, making two
round trips Jakarta-Surabaya-Jakarta, but his rest days were always
at Jakarta and it was only rarely that he was able to take a night
off at Surabaya. FranTomJohn's wistful but ambiguous expression
made me wonder if he had joined the railway to escape, or as the
only practical way of getting an occasional glimpse of his second
wife. Then he moved on because the ice in his bucket was melting
and drips were falling on his shirt.

Around evening
a boy came along selling newspapers and passengers seemed to buy
them in threes. He held out the pile to me and said, 'Yak tak bung
see.' I shook my head and explained that my knowledge of Indonesian
was poor. My mimes had now become competent. Then I noticed that
the top paper had a picture from the Falklands War and was long out
of date. I politely pointed this out. With a tired expression he
demonstrated that he was not selling papers to read, but to use as
a sleeping mat on the corridor floor. The average adult needed
three copies.

It was an
enlightening journey and the climax came a little later. Night had
fallen outside, and inside the coach's forty-watt bulb was
distributing one watt for each mile per hour of the train's speed.
It went out at each station. The seats in the coach were padded
boards loosely supported by a wooden frame and at one point, during
a spell of full brightness and maximum shakes, the seat opposite to
mine collapsed and deposited a woman breast-feeding her baby on the
floor. She was laughing as I helped her up and it was indeed hard
not to laugh at the unfortunate woman, but instead I took out my
diary and jotted down some thoughts on the resilience of Asian
mothers. In Britain this incident would have resulted in an
official complaint and possibly in a charge of negligence but in
Indonesia fully-reclining seats were an accepted hazard of daily
life.

Jakarta was
called Batavia until 1949 when Indonesia achieved independence and
Sukharno became the first president. He proved to be an ungifted
leader whose main success was to court confrontation. The violent
unrest and opposition which had marked the final four years of
Dutch rule reappeared at intervals during Sukharno's sixteen-year
sway, and this transitional period was further blemished by drastic
economic decline. Jakarta showed all the signs of neglect despite
Indonesia's general improvement since President Suharto eased into
power. From its centre of bland highrises and monuments of impious
workmanship it sprawls outwards as poor housing, broken streets,
ragged pavements and open drains rife with unmentionables. The
thunderous chaos of its traffic outstrips that of Denpasar and is
one of the city's more interesting sights. I decided, perhaps
unfairly, that whatever pleasure existed in Jakarta required
diligent hunting or was experienced in retrospect.

To reach
Sumatra it was necessary to take a bus west for three hours and
make a two-hour sea crossing on another tired ferry purchased from
the rest of the world's obsolete fleets. This one made Raja's
precarious place of work seem a sensible choice. To reach Lake Toba
involved a further sixty-five hours of surface travel including an
eight-hour obligatory diversion on the cul-de-sac road to
Palembang. I recalled suffering terribly in a bone-shaking bus in
Guatemala two years earlier and seeing a German traveller
apparently untroubled and enjoying the journey. I asked him for his
secret. He gave a condescending smile and explained how the
previous year he had ridden the trans-Sumatran buses. Everything
since was proving a jaunt in comparison.

And yet the
thought of Sumatra's wildness excited me. It possesses the world's
largest flower, Rafflesia, with a head one yard across, an
extremely rare tiger and even rarer one-horned rhinoceros. It is
also responsible for over two-thirds of Indonesia's income,
producing eighteen per cent of the world's rubber and sixteen per
cent of the world's tin, though none of this was said to be
apparent from its vast tracts of impenetrable rain forests. What
does soon become apparent, however, is that Sumatra exists on
rubber time. Minutes bend, hours stretch and days are completely
flexible.

The Musi River
and its industrial port of Palembang were reached after two
sleepless nights and here it was a relief to discover that the
trans-Sumatran buses of Lunas Company had improved since the German
had made the trip. Now they had the appearance of a luxury Mercedes
fleet boasting video entertainment and three complimentary sweets
on departure. Nevertheless there was still a disconcerting amount
of wood visible around the interior, the seats were fixed (which in
itself was something of a distinction), the engine stalled three
times in the first street and I suspected the Mercedes emblem had
been stolen. We left thirty minutes before the scheduled time for
receiving the three sweets and spent the next two hours driving
around Palembang looking for more custom. Asian bus drivers always
seemed to believe that the rest of the population had merely
forgotten to be at the station on time. The city was poor and
sordid, its wide river was muddy and swollen. We passed a cinema
billboard with the words 'Super Action Number One' and below them
painted figures twelve feet high dwarfed passersby as they executed
flying karate kicks resulting in a clinical depiction of a victim
losing an eye. We waited beside this and gained three more
passengers. Then began what, under good conditions, was described
as a journey of thirty hours to the halfway point of Padang.

For the rest of
the day the video played continuous violence adulterated only by
scooter love. Super Action Number Ones used a standard oriental
plot; boys meet girl and compete for her attention, one by fair
means, the other by foul. Eventually they fight (both happen to be
virtuoso martial artists) for ten minutes of unrelenting blows,
each one accompanied by the sound of a substantial plank being
slammed on a table top. Had the punches been in proportion to the
sound effect both filmstars would have been decapitated. The bad
guy, bloody and beaten, goes off to be blown up in a stolen car.
The good guy, without a cut or a bruise, rides off into the sunset
with the girl on the back of his scooter. A triumph of good over
evil - the theme of all Balinese traditional dances - and a
touching recommendation for Yamaha.

The driver was
unable to see the screen, thank goodness, so he played music
cassettes loudly enough to overcome the sound of the video. We
passed houses of milled timber which appeared wealthier than those
of Palembang, and dense jungle punctuated with clearings of fields
squeezed between charred tree stumps. When we stopped for a meal
that evening amid a wild lightning storm, we heard that another
Lunas bus had been following us but had left the road and rolled.
No one had been seriously hurt but our bus was to go and collect
the passengers. An hour later it returned with fifty bruised and
shaken people. A merchant seaman from Palembang said it had been
terrifying. 'People screamed and I thought we were dead already,'
he added and, understandably, consumed half a bottle of raw alcohol
on the spot.

The courier of
our bus apologised but said we could not depart until the matter
had been sorted out. A replacement bus was on its way and there
would be a police enquiry which would delay us 'a few minutes'. The
delay lasted twelve hours and there was little sleep for any of us
on the restaurant floor with the coming and going. The next morning
the replacement bus arrived already half-full and with a puncture.
Our bus was loaded to twice its official capacity (the police had
gone) and the luggage was stacked on the roof to increase its
height by a third. The rolled bus was towed in and it was with
dismay and apprehension that I noticed how easily this wreck
blended in with what remained of Lunas' luxury fleet.

The road had
been sealed in stretches up until this point but hereafter it was a
mass of potholes. We nevertheless averaged 30mph at times but were
more often reduced to a crawl over severe sections where the road
was largely missing. I wondered who maintained it, or under whose
responsibility it disintegrated. The crush inside the bus pressed
me against the window but this was my saving grace and enabled me
to lean out in the cooling breeze. And the splendid scenery took my
mind off the discomfort; we went up and down hills with views into
valleys of banana and cocoa trees; crossed rickety bridges with
sleepers which rippled under our wheels; looked out on chocolate
brown rivers where women thrashed rocks with clothes, naked
children splashed each other, men punted canoes with long poles and
water buffalo lay swishing their tails lazily in the shallows;
jungle, real Edgar Rice Burroughs jungle, with wild monkeys and a
tree with gigantic leaves - five would make a golfing umbrella; an
isolated hill crowned with a natural monolithic spire; a
roadmender, dwarfed by his task, crouched breaking rocks with a
household hammer; small boys flying homemade kites; a group of
womenfolk pounding wooden posts into wooden troughs; a surprising
microwave telephone pylon, and a man climbing high into a coconut
tree. There were vague notches in the trunk and he hunched his way
up like a caterpillar, carrying a machete crossways in his mouth.
He must have had nerves and teeth of steel. Vendors came rushing to
the bus at each village, bringing coconut sweetmeats, fruit, and
spicy fish wrapped in banana leaves. They seasoned an air that was
otherwise dusty, humid and smelt of excess Lunas passengers. Each
village also had a small guardhouse of soldiers who looked young,
delicate and pathetically expendable. Once a large butterfly
appeared with wings as large as my hands, black with bold white
blotches. It alighted for a moment on the trousers of a dozing
soldier and became invisible against the abstract colours of
combat. The journey took exactly thirty rubber hours, or forty-five
normal ones.

After a break
to recover four nights of lost sleep another bus took me the
remaining twenty hours to Lake Toba. No other foreigners had
crossed my path since Jakarta but they began appearing the nearer
the bus came to this popular haunt of off-beat travellers. An
Austrian couple got on at one stop and unfortunately they took the
two spare seats next to mine. I always felt at my grumpiest when
cornered by foreigners in a strange land where it was flattering to
believe one was unique. The girl was a strapping figure, my vision
of a Tyrolean Helga whose yodel sent a shiver up distant goats. The
rest of the journey was another squash because the seats were
designed to accommodate three Indonesians, two Europeans or, at the
most, half a Helga.

 


 


Lake Toba is
the country's largest lake and in appearance it is the tropical
paradise one would hope to find after hacking a way through jungle
for months or a seventy-hour super action bus journey. It is
dominated by the hilly Samosir Island which is made irresistibly
romantic by lush vegetation and perpetually blooming flowers,
lingering mist and the unusual Batak houses with their arching
roofs rising to points at each end as if modelled on the horns of
the island's water buffalo. Here are to be found such villages as
Siborongborong, Ambarita and Tuk Tuk, and the colourful Batak
people.

They were once
cannibals but now they are Christians in a predominantly Islamic
region and they bury their dead under crosses and sometimes under
concrete models of buffalo horn houses. Electricity has only
recently been installed although Coca-Cola arrived long ago.
Mercifully, Yamaha has made no inroads. Accommodation in Batak
houses is comfortable but primitive which means that the people
have been spared the effects of large-scale tourism, and yet
small-scale tourism has produced minor conflicts which, one
imagines, were not present in the days when visitors were put on
the menu. It is only natural that a poorer people should engineer
ways of sharing the wealth of richer people who insisted on
visiting them. Lake Toba was already well-established on the
overland traveller's itinerary for its beauty and cheap living.
Markets sold six avocados for ten pence, house restaurants offered
peppery Padang dishes, pizzas and fruit crumble with custard and
there was often the possibility of finding an old copy of
Stern or Newsweek beside the hole-in-the-ground loo
with its door largely consumed by termites. There was negligible
crime except good-natured cons and mischievously inflated prices,
but rampant inter-neighbour rivalry for custom.

A ferry took me
over the lake to Samosir. My neighbour was a man wearing a fez but
most of the other passengers (apart from the two Austrians) were
middle-aged women returning from market. They lacked the graceful
features of the Balinese and chewed betel nut continuously. The red
juice stained their mouths blood-red and this, combined with their
protruding teeth, was a constant reminder of their unsavoury past.
On their heads they wore loosely bundled cloth in colours which
clashed with their patterned sarongs; the effect was gloriously
shocking. Some had babies bound to their back even though they
looked past their years of motherhood and unlikely to attract
anyone to test it. My neighbour proved me wrong. He dug me in the
ribs, nodded man-to-manishly in their direction and gave a knowing
look. I tried to adopt an unknowing look and smiled at him, an even
match with bushy eyebrows and thick pouting lips, but his lewd
suggestions continued. Eventually I had to concentrate on the water
reflecting smudges of clouds to suppress a trespassing image of
gargoyles making love. Up at the bow, Helga looked divine.

Samosir was
large enough for a grumpy traveller to find his own secluded
corner. I felt more cheerful the moment the boat moored in a bay
fringed with lilac water lilies. Helga and friend turned left and I
cheerfully turned right to Tuk Tuk. Soon I was eating my way
through bananas and avocados in my own Batak house which cost a
standard forty-five pence per night, and looking out over Lake Toba
through a square cut-out in the wooden wall. My days became filled
with catching up on my diary and going for long rambles. The island
was enhancing but the walks were soured by the persistent hustling
of those with rooms to let. 'Where are you staying,' each one would
ask. 'Where? . . . Oh! No good there . . . They'll steal from you .
. . We've got a room, much better . . .'

On one of these
walks I stopped to talk to a woman selling wood carvings and learnt
that a man had died the previous day. The funeral was to be held
that evening and she and her husband were about to set off for it.
I expressed an interest in attending, expecting to be dissuaded,
but she invited me along without hesitation, and confirmed it with
her husband. He was sitting morosely in the background and nodded
in a disinterested way. 'The dead man', she explained, 'is his
father.'

Her name was
Karya and Iwan was her husband. She wore her hair pulled back into
a bun and had a disquieting way of switching from a benign
expression to one of reproach. Iwan looked a man more used to the
second of these but perhaps his nervous manner resulted from his
present bereavement. His skin was dark and he wore a thin moustache
which was carefully trimmed and added to the distinguished
appearance given by his jacket and trousers. He might have been an
insurance agent but as we walked along and made occasional
conversation Karya said her husband was a farmer and woodworker.
She did most of the talking as she spoke more English. It was
remarkably good on the subjects of food, selling and
accommodation.

'Where are you
staying?' she asked after a while, and the usual dialogue followed.
'You must come to our place. We have a very nice room.' I explained
that my present lodgings were fine but she was extremely persuasive
and would not let the subject rest until I had at least agreed to
have a look at their room. The room was a little untidy at present,
she added, but they would soon have it ready for me. Iwan seemed to
become a little more cheerful after this.

A mile later we
came to a house with a crowd outside and entered a room congested
with friends and relatives of the deceased. Children played between
the legs of the adults and some women carried babies on their
backs. It was very much a family affair. A picture of the Virgin
and Child and a poster advertising Smirnoff Vodka were the only
wall decorations. A small gamelan band sat in one corner, their
numbers augmented by a man hitting a Sprite lemonade bottle with a
spoon and another playing a snake charmer's flute - mad capers up
and down the scales without much melody, his cheeks ballooning as
he skilfully maintained a continuous sound through a process of
circular breathing. The band only played whenever one of the guests
slipped the leader some money and there was no shortage of figures
willing to feed the Tuk Tuk jukebox. Most of the mourners were
chatting vivaciously and making merry in a gentle dance of hopping,
bending at the knee and waving ceremonial sashes. The men wore
fringed turbans with western style shirts and trousers while women
went more for colour in bright sarongs or unadorned dresses.

Because of all
the people in the room, it took me some time to notice that the
dead man was in the far corner. He lay propped up in a coffin on
the floor, wearing his suit, a hat and spectacles. Without his
ghastly colour he might have been surveying the scene and merely
feeling poorly. Some young girls were kneeling beside the body and
were the only ones to show signs of grief, occasionally crying and
looking up at the dancing figures with apparent resentment.
Sometimes dancers would approach the coffin and lean over holding
out their arms and rippling their hands through the air as if
imitating a stormy sea. This would go on all night, I was told, and
the body would be buried the following day. Everyone would bring
considerable quantities of food as presents for the bereaved
family.

The son of the
deceased continued to look dispirited until his wife again touched
on the subject of accommodation. I shrugged off any more commitment
to accept and returned my attention to the surrounding
activity.

'You arc liking
it?' Karya asked. I hesitated, uncertain of how to reply. I never
went wild over funerals. Iwan smiled hopefully, so I nodded.

'Good,' she
said, and then twitched her head towards the corpse. 'Tomorrow we'
- she didn't know the word and went through the motions of digging
- 'him, and you can have the room in the evening.'

'Good God! You
mean this is the room you want to rent?'

Yes, this was
the room. Her father-in-law was no longer needing it, she
explained. Her husband's smile had grown to Balinese proportions
and he was nodding enthusiastically. Candles projected the dancing
into shadow puppetry on the ceiling, the air held a musty smell of
old clothes and the flickering lights teased the corpse with
motion. From then on I viewed it with increased repugnance and
alarm at the thought of having its ghost as a bedfellow, until some
time later I managed to slip away unnoticed. By then my host had
turned sombre again and every so often was casting dark glances
towards the coffin. He was back in mourning, bitterly assessing the
years of lost rent caused by the old man having lingered on for so
long.
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The short
flight from Medan in Sumatra to Malaysian Penang is unusual in that
both endpoints appear in the top five international airports
blacklisted by world aviation. Their faults include unsettled and
turbulent weather with frequent zero visibility; exceptionally weak
runway lights and inefficient radio transmissions which are often
blacked out by power failures; inadequate fire-fighting personnel
and safety measures; and radio controllers whose English is
incompetent and who are not unknown to disappear for refreshments
during a landing. This I discovered later and to anyone travelling
in ignorance the flight is an agreeable way to spend thirty
minutes. The coffee is excellent.

The seat next
to mine acted as a clamp on the bulky frame of Brad Roseberry, a
balding Texan with a love of cigars and mysteries. He was a marine
engineer currently on loan as an oil consultant to the governments
of South-East Asia and his summary of the wells he had spudded
across the orient was long, regular and latterly indistinguishable
from hiccups. Much more interesting were his theories on the
Bermuda Triangle, UFOs and Spontaneous Human Combustion. This last
phenomenon, apparently occurring suddenly and causing a person to
be reduced to ashes, was one which he genuinely feared.

'You ever heard
about Jim Thompson?' Brad asked.

I confessed the
name meant nothing to me. 'Did he combust?'

'No, I don't
reckon he did. Let me tell you about Jim Thompson. That's a real
neat mystery.' His fear of Spontaneous Human Combustion seemed
temporarily forgotten as he took out, lit and sucked at an adequate
fuse. 'He was an American, at various times a soldier, sailor, spy,
raconteur, connoisseur of art, and the founder of the Thai silk
industry that made him a millionaire. He was sixty-one years old,
fit, healthy and strong on the day in 1967 when he disappeared
without a trace.'

Jim Thompson
had evidently first arrived in Asia during the Second World War,
dropped by parachute into Thailand by the forerunner of the CIA to
counter the Japanese occupation. After the war he made his home in
Bangkok and transformed Thailand's silk trade from a cottage
industry into a multi-million international business. He often used
to take breaks at the Cameron Highlands, a former colonial hill
station in Malaysia, and always stayed at the same guest house. He
knew the area well but it was from here that he mysteriously
disappeared.

'The area's all
jungle but there ain't no way he got lost,' Brad contended. 'On the
day of his disappearance they say he told his hosts that it was
impossible to get lost in these jungles. All you had to do was find
a stream and follow it down, and its water would keep you alive.
Besides, he had been trained in guerrilla warfare and jungle
survival.' He had acted strangely that day, it was later reported,
at first appearing in high spirits and suggesting to his hosts and
a friend that they should all go for a picnic. When everything had
been prepared he suddenly decided against it. The others had
insisted and he reluctantly went with them but the whole time he
looked nervous and on edge. When they got back he did not join them
for the customary nap but is thought to have gone for a walk. He
was never seen again. A huge search by the army and locals with
trackers produced nothing. Rumours abounded. Had he suddenly
recognised someone or something that made him afraid during the
picnic preparation? An unusually high number of Thai-registered
cars were said to have been seen in the area that day and stories
of high level espionage, underhand business deals and political
intrigue kept the press speculating for weeks over reasons for his
likely abduction and murder. Brad favoured another theory.

'I reckon he
was just acting and it was all a stunt to contrive his own
disappearance so he could start a new life. His home in Bangkok
contained pictures of the Buddhist prince, Vasantara, who did just
that to seek a higher spiritual existence. I guess we'll never know
the truth. Maybe Jim Thompson's still around somewhere all dressed
up in saffron, but in 1974 they officially declared him dead.'

As our plane
descended towards Penang and Brad was once more respudding wells in
Sarawak, I decided to go to the scene of the mystery. Malaysia was
not a large country and the Cameron Highlands could easily be
accommodated on a procrastinator's route to Thailand.

THE MAXIMUM
PENALTY FOR TRAFFICKING AND ILLICIT POSSESSION OF DRUGS AND
FIREARMS IS DEATH. The Words were startling even though the notice
bearing them, positioned on a wall in the customs hall, was no
larger than another nearby carrying a cryptic message from Thai
Airways ('Please have your check-in bags security checked before
check-in, thank you!'). I asked the customs officer if the death
penalty was ever implemented. Over thirty Asians had been hanged
since the ruling came in seven years ago, he explained, and three
Australians, two Britons and a French girl were awaiting trial.
'There are seldom any reprieves. They're having to expand the
gallows now,' he added severely, and gave my pack a particularly
thorough search. There was nothing to find as I had no interest in
getting high, in any sense of the word.

There were many
signs in Penang and one in the taxi from the airport to the main
city requested me not to spit in English, Malay, Tamil and Chinese.
These last three represented the principal ethnic groups in the
country and while Malaysia's economists were primarily concerned
with rubber, tin and inflasic (their improved rendering of
'inflation'), her politicians tried to keep a peaceful working
arrangement between Malays, Indians, Chinese and sixteen distinct
minority groups. The politicians had failed with the largest
concentration of Chinese in 1965 with the result that Singapore
separated and became independent, and were still struggling to
suppress continued guerrilla activity by communist forces which
used the country's seventy-five per cent covering of forest as a
refuge. Malaysia was nevertheless boldly overseeing the marriage of
her various components, having always been used as a relatively
amorphous extension to the empires and trading houses of others,
with a history that was an extension of theirs and a population
that was of their mixing. To a people that were essentially of
Chinese extraction came the Siamese, Sumatrans, Javanese,
Portuguese, Dutch and finally (excluding the cruel Japanese
invasion during the last war) the British who brought over the
Indians to work their mines and plantations and resettled 500,000
Chinese. The result of all this foreign interference, as far as the
visitor is concerned, is a fascinating diversity of religions,
cultures, cuisine and signs.

Brad had let me
share his taxi and soon we pulled up in a Georgetown street between
the Penang Moral Uplifting Association and the Peking Chinese Chin
Woo Athletic Association. Brad was based in Medan when his wife was
with him but when she went for her annual six-week vacation to the
States, he immediately moved over to Georgetown to stay with his
Chinese girlfriend. He waved goodbye and walked off without giving
the Penang Moral Uplifting Association so much as a glance. I set
off in the other direction to look for a cheap hotel, and soon
developed a liking for Georgetown. The standard of living was
sufficiently high to have removed the clamouring street hustlers
that plagued Indonesia, the atmosphere was more relaxed,
bases, loris and motorsikels were better
behaved, and it was pleasant to look at and be an accepted part of
Malaysia's cultural hotch-potch. Not even the thunderous downpour
which made the water level of the drains rise two feet in as many
hours and forced the odd rat out into the flooded streets, dampened
my enthusiasm that evening as I studied a map of the country in a
down-market hotel off Love Lane. The Tye Ann Hotel had been a
natural choice for it was said to serve the best porridge in
South-East Asia and have prices that were immune to
inflasic.

Two days and
six helpings of porridge later I took the ferry over to Butterworth
on the mainland and set off south. Hitching proved easy and a
succession of loris took me across a flat landscape of oil
palms, rubber trees with cups fixed below slanting grooves tattooed
in their bark, and stretches of fence where hundreds of white
rectangles the size of bathmats were hanging - latex that had been
hardened by adding formic acid and pressed into mats ready for
export. My last lift was with a young Indian, Ashok Saxena, who
drove a lorry for the Blue Valley Tea company and was returning to
the factory at the far end of the Cameron Highlands. The foothills
of distant mountains began at Ipoh and Ashok explained that there
was a curfew in force here because of the area's guerrilla activity
and role as a drug smuggling centre. The side-road to the Cameron
Highlands climbed for forty miles in continuous curves and ended in
a cool mountainous region of steep tea plantations neatly clipped
in comparison to the luxurious tangles of valley jungle. The area
was named after a Scottish explorer, William Cameron, who returned
from a trip in 1885 to say he had found a high plateau surrounded
by mountains. It was never certain if this particular area was the
one he had visited but he was given the benefit of the doubt. Ashok
let me out at the village of Tanah Rata and left me his address and
an invitation to stay with his family. 'Our house is only fifteen
miles from here and from it you can easily visit the tea
plantation. If you come in two days' time you can attend a wedding
ceremony. It's a big occasion.' I assured him I would just have a
quick search for Jim Thompson and be there in time.

Tanah Rata was
a sleepy village with wooden or concrete houses painted blue, green
or white lining its angled streets. On a wall inside one of its
cafés was a pitch fork with two prongs whose inner edges were
barbed to prevent the release of a victim's neck - an
'Amok-catcher' - and a sketch alongside showed a crowd chasing an
unfortunate Indian with such a device. Nowadays Tanah Rata never
ran Amok and it seemed to reserve its energy for cooking. Coffee
vendors poured condensed milk into each coffee and mixed it by
emptying the mug into the air and catching the plume three feet
lower down before it hit the ground. At other stalls roti-makers
were vigorously twirling expanding pancakes in the air until they
were the size of latex bathmats. Asian cuisine was not just a
sensual accomplishment but a circus performance.

The village was
shared between Malays and Indians but their influence faded a few
miles further on and was replaced by the more solid and commodious
buildings of a colonial retreat. I walked past the garden and
window boxes of the Old Smokehouse Hotel where a profusion of
flowers threatened to smother a nostalgic recreation of Tudor
England right down to its black and white bird box, past squadrons
of bright and beautiful butterflies impaled by pins inside glass
cases and for sale at an isolated shop, and found a dormitory bed
in the Holiday Chalet for a nightly charge of five ringgit (£1.30).
I used this as a base for two days to scour the jungle.

The jungle
paths turned out to be much longer than anticipated because the
locally sold map of the area was a diabolical piece of cartography.
Cartosic, actually. Nevertheless this did not subtract from
my enjoyment of jungle peregrination - 'walking' is somehow
inadequate in the animistic world of jungle. The way was always
dark and dank, twisting under hanging creepers and past snares of
tangled roots. The canopy of leaves high above glowed translucent
green, patterned by highlighted veins or the silhouettes of lower
branches. They parted occasionally to allow a shaft of light to
reach the ground where pitcher plants held horn-shaped flowers open
to the rationed sky. The few Rajah Brooke butterflies that had
escaped the collector's pin flashed blue over a bush covered in
white silk handkerchiefs that had been laid flat, pinched in the
centre and now hung like the delicate roofs of pagodas. And
millipedes, when touched, curled their orange and black striped
bodies into balls so perfectly formed it was impossible to detect
any joints. Sometimes a bird trilled or an insect screeched and
sometimes there was just silence that made the sound of my
breathing seem desperate. It was impossible to forget that the
Indians of this region, though friendly, still hunted with
blowpipes and darts tipped with a paralysing poison made from the
ipoh tree, and that this really was the ideal place to hide a body.
Naturally I never found any trace of Jim Thompson but his
disappearance no longer came as a surprise to me. If he had merely
gone for a walk then he must have taken the local map and followed
it faithfully.
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