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    Prologue




    It is said the forest is dark, the unknown, the danger of wild animals, the feeling of being alone in a sea of sound and surrounded by tree trunks and foliage high up. No where to run. The rainforest is not known to be a place of comfort. Yet there are quite a few peoples it quite happily living in, or what is left of it. This book is about them; the people whose home is the forest itself. Those who live from growing food, raising cattle and hunting but also those who live by gathering food and hunting. Though this will sound to many that it is about surviving in a harsh environment the emphasis is rather the opposite for it is about living, culture and environment. The rich and diverse cultures who exist in the rainforests of Borneo for thousands of years are surprising, revealing and encompass a wealth of straightforward knowledge, above all, knowledge about their habitat. Borne is a land of extremes too. From the peat swamps near the coast to the higher elevated forests inland in the ecosphere sense, from the coastal peoples who adopted modern lifestyles to the authentic Penan who live solely of what the rainforest provides them and from the lifestyles in the jungle to the industrial city life in places like Kuching, Banjarmasin, Pontianak, Balikpapan, Kota Kinabalu and above all the sultanate of Brunei with capital Bandar Seri Begawan.




    Heart of darkness is felt by those who enter the forests of Borneo without knowing too much about it. Yes it is dark for only approximately 1 to 2% of all light that comes from above and is withheld by the foliage will hit the forest floor. It is constantly damp too for the humidity day and night is practically the same at 80%. And, once the light has gone after sunset it is pitch black. Then only the yes of the animals especially the predators are seen. But is it dangerous?




    Ask any forest dweller and he/she will tell you that it is. Ask some more and it becomes evident that it is not the fear that a newcomer feels that makes it dangerous for him or her. The people are not afraid of the animals, snakes, wild boar, forest cats, not that they are not. It is not the insects either the sound of the birds the apes that swirl in the trees that frightens them. What is it then? Very simple.




    The greatest danger is to get lost and not being able to find the way again; especially when injured this can be deadly. One of the strong and serious advices of forest people to adventurers is consequently: Never go alone in a forest for when you fall over a root of a tree and break your leg there is no one who can help you return.




    Crocodiles in the rivers?




    Yes crocs can be dangerous, but then everybody knows where they are and when they are there and they know how to avoid them. Live and let live is the idea.




    Can you really get lost, I am often asked. Yes is the notorious answer. You can and you will if you do not prepare and listen. I will give an example about people who did not listen. Some tourists insisted on going into the forest by themselves, a group of three. They walked over a path from one village to the other thinking that they knew the way. Somewhere halfway they left the path for a few minutes because they were distracted when they saw a beautiful buttress tree with some orang Belanda in it, coastal monkeys with big belly and big nose. They never found the path again and were found dead just about 20 meters away from it after having walked in circles. The forest is large but where you are you cannot see further than perhaps 20 meters and what you see is tree trunks rising high, there is hardly undergrowth because there is not enough life for anything to grow. So what you see is leaves and wood and fallen debris from the trees and that includes excrements of animals and dead decomposing animals plus lots of seeds of course. Some plants, ferns, are capable to sustain themselves in the slightest of light, but what you see is a wall of trunks and when off the path it will be extremely difficult to find it again. And then of course when injured there must be someone with you who can go to a longhouse to call on people to come to your rescue.




    Longhouse?




    Yes longhouses in Borneo are the way of life. Longhouses used to be rather like villages under one roof, communal villages on high stilts that could extend to as much as 200 meters. Longhouses are precisely that, long houses. They are wide too for approximately half of the house is literally communal. A wide open space divided in three parts that all have purpose runs from one end to the other. The other half are homes of families and accusable via a door. The rooms, bilek, behind the door are private and run to the back of the house where the kitchens are situated. Cattle are kept under the house and are usually cows, pigs and poultry. Apart form a few things that are traded and I will go into that when in a longhouse visiting a tribe, the forest peoples are completely self sufficient. They do grow some cash crops though for trade: pepper (yes the same pepper that is used in your kitchen) and rubber. Rice is grown in many different varieties, black rice too, along with an array of vegetables and of course fruits. The diet is enhanced with the result of forest gathering of food and the forest is the reservoir for medicine too, herbs and extracts of roots. Then hunting will supply the villagers with extra food while the gathering of roots and legumes fresh from the forest adds to the variety. This in short is the economics of life in the forests. Longhouses are designed and built by the people themselves and all help in the effort, which is not a small one. The Penan, forest nomads, do not grow food or keep animals but dwell in the forest and move from place to place to follow the animals who like the Penan themselves know very well which trees bear fruit. Some trees only fruit every five or ten years. Both the Penan and the wildlife are then to be found there. The Penan set up a camp for a few weeks and built if from materials that are around them in abundance. For their hunt they use blowpipes expertly made from hardwoods by burning a hole straight through the middle. The blowpipes in turn are fired with darts of lightwood and which have a deadly poison on them. This poison is won from a specific tee only the Penans know how to find and work on. The forest then is dynamic, interaction between man and forest is such that when man does not tamper with the forest it will provide what man needs. But then man outside the forests of Borneo came to claim that the need for trees and thus wood was great and the felling of the forest began with the selling of large tracts and cut in a ways that the forest cannot recuperate. The indigenous people cut the trees but only small portions are used. And, then after one or two harvest let the forest return in secondary growth leaving land that is used every twenty years fro agriculture and the forest land beyond that is then left in tact. The people of the forest know that when their forest is taken away that then the lifeblood is gone too and floods taking the valuable but thin topsoil away to let it be carried to the sea but murky yellow rivers full of earth. This in a nutshell is the habitat of Borneo of man and animal. This backdrop with a bit of history and with the forest untouched but used as a place to live by man, paint a rough picture of what the adventurer, tourist, outsider like myself might expect. For now, let’s meet the people.




    Sarawak like Sabah is part of the federation of Malaysia. Quaintly it is not physically connected to the mainland. Considering Borneo is one big island the Indigenous Peoples, natives living its large interior, one would think the populations of Peninsular Malaysia and insular Borneo have little in common. But, when you look at the history of the coastal peoples, predominantly Muslim, through their sultanates one finds that these peoples, who traded with the peoples of the interior through middle men, were the local Malay, later the industrious Chinese who actually controlled the commercial dynamics of the island and maintained connectivity between the mainland and the island.


  




  

    Brunei




    An impression –from the splendor of Bandar Seri Begawan to the rugged pipelines in the oil fields of Seria




    Wedged between Sabah and Sarawak, the states part of the federation of Malaysia, Brunei, in full Brunei Darussalam, is a small sovereign nation situated in North Borneo,.




    Brunei became an independent nation because the sultanate, dating back to at least the fourteenth century, did not want to join the Federation of Malaysia when it gained independence. In 1888 Brunei became a British protectorate and it was still when Malaysia became independent in 1963. Brunei gained independence only in 1984. The reason for not wanting to join their predominantly of Malay descent brothers and sisters is because it did not want to share its wealth with other Malays. Rich in oil and gas Brunei is one of the richest nations in the world.




    Independence also meant the Sultan could design its own law system. Consequently there are differences between the two countries for instance; all consumption and availability of alcohol is forbidden. Nowhere officially can you buy beer or liquor. Another example is the prohibition of prostitution is prohibited. So, only non Muslims may drink alcohol in Brunei and there are no brothels either. But there are ways around this and this chapter on the ban on alcohol and brothels I could not have written if there had not been easy access for Bruneians to brothels on their doorstep. And, now that a road between Limbang has been built going to Sarawak is much easier than before. The going by boat and cross over to reach the dreaded place, sinful in the eyes of the Sultan of Brunei, was not tough (less than an hour) but for the authorities easy to do spot checks. So, now with only a half an hour drive or less than half opens up Limbang to the sex starved Bruneian men. But, before I followed their trail, let’s briefly go into how Brunei came to be as to what it is now.




    In the old days Bandar Seri Begawan, capital of Brunei, was a large water village. Most people lived on stilted houses in the river which clustered together and were connected by plank ways above the water. Bruneians apart from being able to control the coasts of Borneo it was the Sultan of Brunei who ruled over the Sultans of Samarinda, Pontianak Banjarmasin as well as Kuching in Sarawak. Brunei was an important trading post but also produced well known silver- and brassware. Bruneian craft meticulously preserved and one can pay a visit to the Brunei Museum to assess the past glory of Brunei. So, both the brass objects being produced here and the imported jars were and are still found in practically every longhouse of the interior. Though Bruneians themselves did not venture inside; the real daring people brought them deep into the forests. The influence of Brunei was felt everywhere and the Sultans of Kalimantan paid tribute to the mighty man in the north of Borneo. The powers of the Sultan of Brunei were consolidated by equally important sultans. Those were the Sultans of Sulu (now Philippines) and of Ternate and Tidore (off the coast of Sulawesi and well known to the Dutch because of the Spice Islands). Together these four Sultans dominated the region and only when the colonial powers arrived; the Spanish in the Philippines, the Anglo Saxons in Borneo North and the Dutch in Borneo South, the powers of the Sultans were gradually being restricted. The power of the Sultanate of Brunei slowly crumbled when the Dutch in the south severed ties with the north and the English began to commercially administer Sabah. An interesting renegade Englishman won the trust of the Sultan of Brunei when he arrived in Sarawak, Kuching, and was asked to deal with the native Iban, the people who were fierce, who fought because did now want to be subjected to the power of Brunei. The Iban, who were known to the Dutch and British as headhunters and sea pirates, were called Sea Dayak. Dayaks became the collective term for all people living in the interior. The Iban fought many a battle but eventually lost and were driven back into the interior. Before the Dutch and British colonizers arrived they fought with other tribes like Kayan, Kenyah, Bidayuh to gain more land to live on. This was because originally the Iban had come fro the upper Kapuas River in Kalimantan. The Englishman James Brooke fought against the natives of the land on behalf of the Sultan of Brunei but eventually took over from him. Though never directly controlled by the Sultanate parts of it were conquered and named Sarawak. While the area reached as far as Limbang James Brooke made Kuching its capital. Now that Limbang is also part of Sarawak it is the land that like a sword splits Brunei into two halves: the mainland with capital Bandar Seri Begawan, with its Kampong Ayer, water village and the largely native populated Temburong. Built in the middle of the Brunei River connects to the Limbang river as it flows into it and empties into the China Sea. Standing at a boat landing for Limbang near Kampong Ayer the sight was impressive.




    I knew things had very changed from the time the Sultan here ruled over Borneo, not the interior of course but practical all coastal areas. And, though Kampong Ayer was still there many more houses were on land now, more built and so Bandar Seri Begawan was now a capital on land. Behind Kampong Ayer for instance stood the impressive mosque and I was there I visited the new splendorous mosque being built then. Next to the mosque at Kampong Ayer is a shopping centre now which through its outlets catered for people who love international brands; all made possible by the riches of Brunei. And for the commoner too these riches are manifold.




    Examples? Medical care and schooling are free. Tax does not exist or is minimal.




    I learned from a Bruneian himself that some people apparently have houses on the river and on land; the houses on land I extremely expensive. No wonder I thought that quite a few people were living on the River. Looking around but still on the landing on my right the sight of speedboats running off to the other side of the river was fantastic, if only for the expertise shown by the drivers in their small boats full of passengers. On my right was a landing for larger boats which sailed to the island of Labuan, smaller and covered ones went to Limbang Temburong. The buzzing waterborne traffic on the river passing me with passengers on the concrete waiting, not very long, to be swiftly transported to other parts of the water village was rather captivating and quite unique




    Brunei is small, very small but it is its riches which makes Brunei a key player in the region; it also secures its independence. Because Brunei is rich because of its black gold and gas and it does not produce much else practically everything has to be imported. Except for some locally produce rice and vegetables nothing is produced there, this unless one has takes the export of empty bottles into account. Of course, that is how Sarawakian joke about Brunei. Seriously now, though Brunei can afford free health care and education for its citizens, there are also darker sides. What catches a foreigner’s eye is that though public transport does exist, one really needs of a car to go around. Distances are too far to walk and it is too hot during the day. After 6 pm the few mostly hourly buses which run during the day come to a grinding halt. Consequently taxis switch to the double night tariff which makes it very expensive to go around. Going on foot is only possible in the centre. In the humid tropical heat it is no fun to go on a walkabout.




    The oilfields are not located near the capital but, on the coast too, near to Sarawak’s Miri. Miri itself is the oil town of Sarawak.




    Next to the virtually non existent city life of Bandar or BSB as it is called, there are lots of things to see and do in Brunei. Where rainforest life is concerned this is the place to be but one has to be a little adventurous as it is totally different from the quite luxurious city life in BSB




    In Temburong for instance where Iban and other Indigenous peoples live. It is large and one cannot go in without expert guidance.




    On the mainland of Brunei but off the cost and o the South, quite close to the famous caves of Mulu, is the territory of the Penans. They are Borneo’s most original people; they are forest nomads. This means they do not have a permanent house or home to stay but live in a self made shelter of forest materials for some weeks, at most two months, then chose another spot of which they know there will be food available. They live off what the rainforest produces and that includes the poison they tap from specific trees to use for the darts in their blowpipes made of hardwood.




    The Brunei Government headed by the Sultan himself likes them to settle down in especially built longhouses. However hardly a soul but for the naturalists or others interested in remarkably agile and self sufficient people venture out there. Since I am of that kind, it is not surprising that I took a boat from the landing in BSB to the small town in Temburong, the jump off point to go around in the rainforest.




    Though a trip into the rainforest is not necessarily dangerous where wild animals are concerned, one could easily lose track and trail and would find it impossible to return. Another important fact about the forest and wandering in it is that it is dangerous to go alone…….. Dangerous you wonder, losing your way and not wild animals, like snakes or wild cats? Yes very, just think of breaking a leg and so you will be unable to walk back. Before you are found, you could have starved to death. These hazards are avoided when with a guide who knows the forest and can find the way back to a village.




    So, on arrival I looked and asked and was forwarded to a small shop cum travel agency:




    “Oh you want to visit the people here?” the proprietress asked me, “yes we do tours but if you like to go alone I can accompany you. I have e a vehicle and we do not need to walk very far. There are several Iban longhouse and we can visit other interesting things too!”




    “Lovely,” I answered happily, “as long as it does not cost too much. I am low on funds these days, but high on interest.”




    “We can go, don’t worry. I will bring the vehicle,” she laughed and mentioned a very reasonable price before she left, knowing I would agree. Where would have thought she would have brought a four wheeler she returned in an ordinary passenger car instead. Seeing the quizzical look on my face she laughed again saying:




    “Oh don’t you worry now; here in Brunei people are all modern. You have to ask them to dress they way they do at festivals. You see our Sultan insists that the people in the interior should not be left behind. They are entitled to what everyone else has: free education and free health care, no taxes are levied,” she explained in smiles, emphasizing the last three words which, incidentally, I heard many more times after this. Yes the Bruneians are proud and talk about these, for them ‘normal’ freedoms openly and publicly. However, privately I heard other sounds, other stories, too so when talking less superficially and in depth, I heard these other noises buzzing around too. Stories like this were told very privately:




    In the 1962 District Council elections, the Brunei People’s Party (PRB) won 54 of the 55 seats. Later that year, the PRB won all elective seats in the Legislative Council. The Sultan delayed convening the Legislative Council and affirmed his intention of joining Brunei with Malaysia. In December 1962, the military wing of the PRB attempted a revolt. This was rapidly quelled with the assistance of British troops. Its leaders were forced into exile and the PRB was banned. No elections have been held since. Disagreements over financial arrangements and difficulties in determining the position of the Sultan among the Malay rulers ultimately resulted in Brunei declining to join the Malaysian Federation. The present Sultan came to the throne in 1967 after the abdication of his father, Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III.




    Parties were organized shortly after self-government was achieved in 1959. However, when the Brunei People’s Party won 98% of the legislative seats in the country’s only election, held in 1962, the sultan barred its candidates from office and outlawed all political parties under a continuing state of emergency. Political parties reemerged in the 1980s, but in 1988 they were banned and many of their leaders were arrested. At that time, the political parties were: the Brunei National Democratic Party (BNDP), founded in 1985, and the Brunei National United Party (BNUP), founded in 1986 by an offshoot of the BNDP. In contrast to the BNDP, membership in the BNUP was open not to Brunei Malays only, but to other indigenous people, whether Muslim or not. The Chinese were left with the option of forming their own party. (Under Brunei’s restrictive naturalization policies only 6,000 Chinese had been granted citizenship.)




    In 1995, the Brunei National Solidarity Party (PPKB in Malay), one of the initial parties that had been banned in 1962, formally requested authorization to hold a convention and elected Abdul Latif Chuchu, the former secretary-general of the BNDP, as its president. As of 2002, its president was Mohd Hatta bin Haji Zainal Abidin.




    Brunei was a British protectorate from 1888 to 1984. In 1959, a new constitution declared Brunei a self-governing state, while its foreign affairs, security, and defense remained the responsibility of the United Kingdom, represented by a High Commissioner. An attempt in 1962 to introduce a partially elected legislative body with limited powers was abandoned after the left-leaning opposition political party, Parti Rakyat Brunei (the Brunei People’s Party), launched an armed uprising, put down with the help of British forces. The Brunei People’s Party aimed to bring Brunei into full independence from the United Kingdom, and sought to democratize the government by shifting the national leadership from the palace to the people. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, the government resisted pressure to join neighboring Sabah and Sarawak in the newly formed Malaysia. The sultan eventually decided that Brunei would remain separate.




    Brunei was, in 2007, the only country in the world not holding elections. Therefore, there is no elected legislative body. Under the 1959 constitution there was an elected legislative council, but the last elections were held in 1962, after which it was dissolved following the state of emergency, when the Brunei People’s Party was banned. In 1970, the sultan decreed that the council would be an appointed body. In September 2004, the sultan convened an appointed parliament that had not met since independence in 1984. A legislative council with 20 appointed members has only consultative tasks. An elected legislative council is being considered as part of constitutional reforms.




    Brunei doesn’t allow political parties to take part in elections. The following legal parties exist: the Brunei National Solidarity Party, the Brunei People’s Awareness Party, and the National Development Party. The news media is extremely pro-government and the royal family retains a venerated status. Absolute rule has meant that Brunei has been one of the most politically stable countries in Asia. Brunei was, in 2007, the only country in the world not holding elections. Therefore, there is no elected legislative body. Under the 1959 constitution there was an elected legislative council, but the last elections were held in 1962, after which it was dissolved following the state of emergency, when the Brunei People’s Party was banned. In 1970, the sultan decreed that the council would be an appointed body. In September 2004, the sultan convened an appointed parliament that had not met since independence in 1984. A legislative council with 20 appointed members has only consultative tasks. An elected legislative council is being considered as part of constitutional reforms.




    Brunei doesn’t allow political parties to take part in elections. The following legal parties exist: the Brunei National Solidarity Party, the Brunei People’s Awareness Party, and the National Development Party. The news media is extremely pro-government and the royal family retains a venerated status. Absolute rule has meant that Brunei has been one of the most politically stable countries in Asia




    Ultimately due to the banned Brunei People’s Party, BPR, or PRB in Malay language, Brunei did not join the Federation of Malaysia and much later, in 1984, became independent from the United Kingdom. Because of its wealth in oil and gas the people of Brunei, though they wanted an elected Government, the prime social advantages the Sultan constructed for they found it hard to demand representational rule. The long term question of course, is; what will happen to Brunei when the oil and gas are depleted? Obvious reasons dictate that this is a question is carefully avoided. Although the present Sultan, Sultan Bolkiah, has the interest of his people and only his people, not the guest laborers instrumental in shaping the country, at heart by maintaining a fine social network, there are potential hazards lurking, the prime one being that there will be an end to the source of income. Oh, not very soon, say around 50 years, but those who govern think ahead so the people, the next generations, are not left with financial problems which could have been prevented.




    Other prime setbacks for the Sultan like, undermining his credibility have occurred when in Government office his brother squandered millions of Brunei Ringgits which brought down the people’s trust in the Government. Subsequently trust in the ability of the Sultan to manage Brunei as a financial centre for the region was questioned and his ability to rule the country effectively tumbled to an all time low.




    “After all the ability to govern is the ability to look ahead,” said an officer of the airline Brunei (Royal Brunei Airlines) to me during a lunch break when we were talking about the prospects of Brunei Darussalam. Surprised I was because not normally Bruneians like to disclose critique on the governance of their Sultan, but this man was clearly upset about what was going on in the highest circles. Later I had the opportunity, the privilege rather, to talk to a man from the banned opposition party of Brunei and asked him about the same thing; Brunei’s future:




    “What will happen when the money from the shores and forests of Brunei ceases to flow like it does now? What will be the future; I am sure even your Sultan knows this oil and gas advantage cannot last forever?”




    “Yeah, that is for sure. Our future is too uncertain and he knows it. The question is can he properly rule, so we are not going down the drain? Of course we should look after our children and children’s children and so we have our plans. We have been advocating a big and comprehensive plan about how we should Brunei’s wealth to put to good use. We should become the financial center of the region. Brunei is part of ASEAN, the EU of the Far East, so there is ample opportunity to use this wealth to our advantage. When we continue squandering it on luxury our future generations have to pay the price,” he unfolded. Then continuing after a pause, he said “this is our source of light and it just might surface if we apply good and prudent governance. Though in the thinking not very well worked out the Government has taken up this idea. Instead of focusing too much on our glorious past, it should take posterity seriously. As it has to diversify the economy creating a center of finance is a good beginning.”




    He clearly showed he was not very happy with this hereditary Government. And, because he and his party were bubbling with ideas and had plans for practically everything it looked like if absolute rule would be abolished and a form of democracy installed that Brunei would then become a more stable small nation, a nation which could play a vital role. However, as the freedom of the press was curtailed there was no freedom these ideas could not be published and consequently would not reach the people. We talked a long time also about the uprising which, with the help of the Gurkhas of Nepal, had been quelled; the leaders either had to flee or were jailed, but also on the absolute rule of the family of the Sultan and its consequences. So realizing this when we were reviewing the tape of the interview for fear of running the risk of getting arrested he decided it should not be published,.




    “When this is published it will cost me too much,” he stressed, “already the threat of getting arrested is there, but now I have spoken openly and without restraint so the Sultan will come and get me. He will skin me alive,” he laughed, but with real fear behind his mask of laughter.




    I liked this man. He did not hate, he did not hate the Sultan or the Sultanate either. He just wanted the people to have a say in things, things which are common, rights even, for many a peoples, things like freedom of expression, freedom of speech, freedom to acquire information. In fact his party through him wanted democratization. He wanted Brunei to be the nation of the people, through representation the land ruled by the people. Still he had high regards for the Supreme Ruler and his family, but




    “Brunei should be a constitutional monarchy, with the Sultan as the head of state but with the people responsible and so its elected representatives accountable!” he said to stress the point.




    What to think of a nation which allows elections but does not honor the results?




    Something similar happened in Burma, now called Myanmar. In 1988 the Burmese uprising led to the 1990 election. There too students who were at the forefront of the uprising were killed, many ordinary people after them, but the military junta did not honor that election it had lost by a landslide of over 80%, a landslide which should have led to democratisizing Burma. Instead of transferring power the junta held on to it by declaring the election result null and void. Worse, the junta persecuted all those who had been involved and many Burans were picked up thrown in jail, tortured and even killed by the thousands. Although the Brunei revolt did not attract as much attention as the Burmese uprising the similarity with the Brunei revolt and the reaction of the rulers are comparable though the consequences, although severe, were not as harsh as Burma.




    “But the hired 1500 Gurkhas, then from the United Kingdom but now stationed permanently in Seria under the command of the Sultan are there to protect the Sultan from its people, so it is an internal protection force,” the man of the forbidden opposition party explained as we parted.




    Having decided to leave out his party and his name some time later I walked back to the old center of Bandar Seri Begawan and stood there gain with open mouth as I looked at the splendor of the city, especially the palace of the Sultan which had many rooms and which once a year was opened to the public.




    Walking in the centre again I came across the evening market, the pasar malam. Lots of food, similar to Malays outdoor, eateries was presented on stalls. The friendly atmosphere added to the quite colorful look there under the smoke of the central Masjid, the mosque towering high above the adjacent water village. Next to food stalls were stalls where hawkers were selling all kinds of clothes and modern gadgets: from traditional sarongs and kebaya’s to western clothing for men and women, all quite fashionable.




    It was not dark yet but sunset was on its way and since I knew the buses would stop running after six or at most seven, not sure when, I also knew I had to leave soon. I stayed with a friend, a citizen of Bandar Seri Begawan, in Berakas and did not fancy taking a taxi.




    In Brunei practically everybody has a car, has to have a car. Hence taxis run between the city and outskirts, airport or nearby villages. So, I strolled back to the main street near the water village with its department store and supermarkets plus coffee shops where the bus station was situated. Luckily there were still busses moving and I could board one, which did not cost much more than a Brunei dollar, to reach the home of my friend who lived near the sea not far from the airport. In the morning he had taken me to town and as he worked in town himself. He was as an engineer of the government organization for roads and equipments and had lot of stories to tell. During the evenings we sat down sometimes and talked about Brunei’s state of affairs and its short and long term prospects. He supplied me with ample inside information which I pieced it together with the information I had gathered in Kalimantan, Sabah and Sarawak and so we had lively discussions which lasted for days. One day he said in conclusion:




    “Though we are rich and we have nothing much to complain about we do want to be free. Generally speaking the people don’t dare to talk about the bleak time in our history and the absolute rule of our Sultan. With being Free of course we mean that we want to be represented, not just ruled. We want democracy. We want to determine our own future and we don’t want people, no matter how much we honor them as Sultan or Rajah or King, gambling with that future. The oil is running out but no plans have been published, not made public. We don’t know the policies of our Government the Sultan appointed. I truly don’t understand either why we are not much more connected with the other peoples of Borneo. Now it is like we are living on an island, with some people making forays in neighboring states of Malaysia and run off to Singapore for shopping. I want, and I am not the only one I can assure you,” he stressed, “I want us to be closer to the Bornean Peoples of the other countries, closer to Kalimantan and Malaysian Borneo, closer to Sabah and Sarawak I feel that that is where our future is. Alienating ourselves to protect our riches created a post colonial attitude and regarding all the hired labor doing all the hard work does not contribute to that goal! In fact it creates envy plus the way we behave make people feel we are arrogant. We come to Sarawak and Sabah, Kuala Lumpur and Malaysia to spend, but we do not contribute anything else but money. This money comes from oil and gas and is extracted by foreign companies like you Shell,” he stressed, “we hardly do anything ourselves. Sometimes I think we are being pampered. Sadly our children and children’s children don’t know how to make a real living! Now Frans, here are addresses for people to meet in Seria and Kuala Belait. Go there and judge for yourself man!”




    A few days later he sent me off to see the oilfields, to experience how Brunei’s wealth was generated there, to see the black gold for myself.


  




  

    Seria Brunei




    Remembering the proud Bruneians telling about their free public healthcare and education I could now closely observe the assets, black gold, which thanks to their Sultan made it all possible. But the oil itself was difficult to detect and so the ride into Serian, the oil capital began with pipelines.




    On the road and coming in from BSB it was impossible to overlook the myriad of pipes I did not realize this at first because a former time I had been flown in by helicopter to portray the offshore oilfields. This time though I had come by bus, a bus service which had a time table of four times a day. I got off in the small town of Seria itself, the town which existed only by virtue of the on- and offshore oilfields so only people working for Shell were living there. Of course there were some ship- and shop-owners living there too, yet the bulk of the houses were of the luxury kind which meant fully equipped with maids especially for expatriates with children. Lined up along the road clustered rows of these houses, many more extending towards the sea, formed a large community of foreign workers, so only very few Brunei nationals. A private club; only for Shell employees and personnel of companies, contractors, working for Shell on a long term basis provided almost anything for them, a leisurely life. And they got it in a grand way! So, Serian is no town for the ordinary. No ‘ordinary’ people there, meaning there are no Bruneians here making an ordinary living. In one way or other, directly or indirectly all live from oil and gas extraction. Expatriates are there in majority but there is also another interesting, large, contingent of people who are not of Bornean descent either. Serian is the town where the Gurkhas are living. They are there to ‘protect’ Brunei from insurrections, resurrections, in short anything that could threaten Brunei’s safety, read the safety of the Sultan. The Gurkhas stationed here are hired soldiers. They were hired to crush the resurrection and Sultan Bolkiah kept them ever since. Gurkhas are famous soldiers. They were made famous by the British who used these sturdy men from Nepal to mop up their own dirt. So the Gurkhas have been there since the Bruneian revolt and when it was still a British Protectorate.




    In this respect the question why Bruneians rose to fight their way to freedom arises. Especially when their ruler so lavishly cared for his people subjects, his people. One plausible answer is that, even though the money pours in as long as the oil flows people tend to be satisfied. But, once used to that the absolute monarchy cannot be satisfactory to everyone. And so critique on the rule of the Sultan grew leading to protest against the autocratic ways of the Sultan, the father of the present Sultan. Political parties were forbidden in Brunei which added to the resentment till it was large enough to launch demonstrations. Due to police intervention these demonstrations went out of hand and the father of this Sultan called in the Gurkhas. Since the British were the de facto rulers of the Sultanate this was possible because of they availed or could call in Gurkha regiments. So, the Sultan, with the blessings of the British, intervened and the Gurkhas attacked the demonstrating crowd. Reeling from the assault the people fled and the leaders of the party had to flee the country altogether. Years later I could secretly talk to one of them. The Sultan housed the Gurkha regiment in Serian so they could protect the oilfields as well as the people who from then on felt their watchful eyes on them. So, the Bruneians don’t defend their country but the hired hands, the famous Gurkhas who defend the Sultan and the Brunei nation do. The Gurkhas are feared and famous indeed for in dire times they selflessly fought alongside the British; just like the Nagas of Nagalim (divided between India’s Northeast and Myanmar’s Northwest) did when the Japanese forced their way into India from Burma/Myanmar.




    Now in Serian it’s quite simple to notice it is the gold that has to be defended; politically speaking without the Black Gold Brunei would have been more than happy to join the federation of Malaysia. But the reality is that it has the Black Gold and so Brunei is a very small but rich country and has no plans, no motivation, no feelings to share its wealth with its brothers and sisters, in fact not with any of the neighboring countries like Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines or Thailand; in fact not with anyone. The new palace of the sultan for instance was predominantly built by Philippinos and most of the construction was done by them too along with labor from Thailand, Bangladesh and Indonesia.




    Import labor




    And because hardly any Brunei soul does manual labor; construction work, work in the oilfields, services etc. lots of foreign laborers work here, temporary as well as permanently. Quite a few worked here all their life but do not, if at all, easily get the Brunei nationality. Hence, Brunei relies on import labor. Bruneians work in offices; Bruneians are primarily white collar workers and, generally men and women, don’t work with their hands. No wonder this continuous situation is prone to create tension. However, with the Gurkhas on guard to protect the wealth of the country, the simmering tension can be contained.




    Visiting the oilfields I was given the chance to picture the guest laborers too. When in Miri Sarawak, an equally important oil town along the same coast but south of Seria and Kuala Belait, the border town, I had seen similar discrepancies. I was then flown in by a large and noisy helicopter and landed on Anduki Airfield, strategically located as it served as an important spot for the defense of the oil and gas fields offshore. I had come to document on the family life of the expatriates working for the Royal Dutch Shell Company. Living there for a couple of years in relative luxury and being part of an enclave gave these women and children the feeling that this life was ‘normal’. Just It was not that there were oblivious about the complete other world outside their enclave but they did not mingle either. In Seria this was understandable because most of the people living in the oil city were working for the oil giant one way or other. I was there with a social scientist and it was out task to make the ways of life visible; how to adapt to it. The results served as practical material for others so they would be better prepared for their life and work. Equally important was how to return to the ‘other normal life’ in the Netherlands when the inevitable time of their term had come to an end. This also gave me the opportunity to visit the offshore oilfields where the men of the women were working. Oftentimes for weeks. So, one day early morning, I was brought to Anduki airfield and boarded a helicopter with a fresh batch of workers who were going to relieve a platform crew. I would be free to shoot from platforms from the air and, once landed, free to move around be on the platform too. Most of the platform workers were people from Sabah and Sarawak; who were experts in charge of the machines, pipes, meters and valves. Almost all managers, overseers, responsible for running operations smoothly, were expatriates. They all had ‘amah’s’ or live in housemaids working for them and for their wives and children. The majority of these housemaids came from Sabah and Sarawak too, even from the remote longhouses most of the high brow oil men would not dare to visit.




    On the chopper and meeting the crew I found out, like the amahs, primarily Sabahans and Sarawakians were working offshore for a long four week shift. So, along from the nearest neighbors those doing the actual productive work were the foreigners, imported workers, import labor. Bruneians are occupied with governmental work, they work in hospitals, schools, road planning, postal services, airport managing or as civil servants. Of course some run shops or poultry farms. Yet not even for rice, staple food in Brunei too, Bruneians produce enough to sustain themselves. As the helicopter approached the sight on several rigs and platforms was overwhelming, astounding, really. So when the pilot of the chopper circled around just for me, I grabbed the opportunity to take aerial pictures. As it landed on one of the platforms the shift of platform workers to be relieved I saw was already waiting. In order to accommodate all personnel the helicopter had to fly two times that day allowing me to shoot overviews of the constructions in the blue waters of the sea. I could shoot details to my heart’s content too.




    Here and now on one of the platform after landing the only ones commissioned to talk to me officially about their work were expatriates. Shortly after we had landed I was introduced to one of them who appeared to be a Dutchman. Since Royal Dutch Shell Petroleum and Brunei Shell Petroleum owned all equipments it was no surprise to learn that quite a few expatriates were of British and Dutch denomination. Royal Dutch Shell Petroleum is an Anglo-Dutch multinational.




    I was impressed with the techniques and technology of the platforms and could not imagine how these were stabilized during a storm when the sea got choppy sea. Though, unlike in neighboring Philippines, there were no hurricanes or typhoons to fear in this part of the world, or unlike in the Gulf of Mexico, a big storm could do quite a lot of damage. The day I visited there was no sign of troubles waters; the sky was blue and there were hardly ripples in the waters.




    I was allowed to freely walk around and so I could shoot anything. I did. These platforms had different functions I was told and the one we were on was a production platform, one of the import laborers said to me. He was from Sarawak and was assigned to show me around. I was impressed by all the pipes around and the rows of valves and asked:




    “How do you know the functions of these pipes?”




    “Oh that is simple,” he smiled, “we have them all drawn up on paper. We know exactly which one does what!”




    “Quite complicated it looks,” I answered.




    “Of course,” he laughed now, “it is with everything like that. When you don’t know what you are looking at you don’t know what it is or what it does. I had the same feeling man when I came here for the first time.”




    “Mind if I take some pictures?” I asked.




    “You are free to do so,” he answered, “do you want us in them?”




    “Yes, but after I have done some close-ups of these valves,” I said. And so right after that they posed like they owned the large platform.




    “On land I saw these oil pumps on land, donkey pumps I believe they are called, so it is obvious the oil is pumped up. On this platform I see nothing of the kind. Yet you say this is a production platform?”




    “Yes, the oil comes up by itself or is sucked out by big pumps. There is pressure and that pressure is regulated. That is the reason for all these pipes and valves, they regulate the flow of oil,” he explained.




    “I see,” I reacted but could not quite imagine. The young Sarawakian saw that and said:




    “I will take you to the Dutchman. He can tell you what is done here. He is on the drilling platform so I will take you there okay?”




    “Okay, thanks, but let me take some pictures first, a few of the other platforms with the boats commuting between them?”




    “Take your time,” he smiled. As it was once in a lifetime experience with this exasperating panorama I felt like clicking for quite some time. But, when finished my Sarawakian guide said:




    “Okay, now let’s go and meet your fellow Dutchman, our boss!”




    We walked down from the highest level while I clicked a few times when encountering something interesting. When we arrived on the level where the man was supposed to be I saw a drilling platform:




    “Hello,” the man, just like the others dressed in an overall, said invitingly while observing two men who were busy lifting the drill head to fit another pipe.




    “Hello to you too, I understand stand we can speak Dutch?”




    “We can indeed,” the man smiled, “let’s go to y office and talk?”




    “It will be easier to talk there,” I agreed.




    He gave the men some orders and told them he would return in half an hour. Then to me:




    “Half an hour should be enough; I can’t spare much ore time,” he stated, “coffee?”




    Having coffee he told me about his work, 4 weeks on then 4 weeks off, his responsibilities and his relationships with the people on the rig.




    “It is about your relationships I would like to talk as well as your life here when you are not on duty,” I told him He thought for a moment and looked at me once or twice before answering:




    “The men working with me here are commissioned by sub contractors. That is the system here, because if they were employees of Shell, Shell would have had to pay them more. They know that and so most of them would like to be hired by Royal Dutch Shell. A good second is the Royal Brunei Oil Company, Brunei Shell but the contractors are being hired by Shell and so their personnel is officially not Shell.”




    “So these contractors pay less and there are less fringe benefits too, I presume?”




    “Right, and unfortunately this creates envy.”




    “Quite something to be away from your family for four weeks and to live in a classy compound could create more envy even?” I asked.




    “The first is the same because all of us work on a four week shift, but you are right about the second. These people know that we are more or less pampered.”




    “You don’t have to pay tax here too, I think?”




    “Right, and we have an international school for our children plus once or twice a year the opportunity to be in the Netherlands too,” he explained.




    “Not many people have these advantages, yes I agree,” he said.




    “Other than here at work, how do you relate to the people of the land?” I asked.




    “We live comfortably in a large compound, so we don’t have much opportunity to actually make friends other than the Bruneians working for Shell,” he said.




    “That means you are bound to be with fellow families and in your compound, people of your own class, right?”




    “We go on holidays to visit the interior of Brunei and Sarawak, We have been in Iban and Kayan longhouses and we have made several treks into the rainforest, like the one into Mulu which is not too far fro the Brunei border, but can only be reached from Miri in Sarawak, you know.”




    “Yes fascinating Mulu caves and lots of people of the interior there too, people like the original Penan,” I added. “But a connection to the people of Brunei, Sarawak or Sabah is a little difficult?”




    “Since we are here for a few years, perhaps five it does not pay to learn the language fluently.”




    “So, you don’t regard this as your home?”




    “We will go back home eventually, perhaps when my children reach an age where they go to university. I would like them to go to a Dutch University.”




    “So, you are guest laborers here,” I laughed a little ironically.




    “Precisely,” he smiled, “in the literal sense of the word of course, because in the Dutch sense this means we are not as high class as we are working and living here.”




    We filled the half hour to the last minute and more and carefully avoided talking about political, religious and other topics relating to the ‘uniqueness’ of Brunei. All the while we were talking he kept an eyes on screens before him, tampered with buttons and clicked on the keys of a laptop computer till he reminded me our time was up




    “I am sorry but I have other things to do,” he concluded.




    “Depending when your shift we can talk when you are free and at home,” I suggested.




    “There are lots of people you can talk to,” he smiled, “but you better hurry up now because I just received word that your chopper is about to leave?”




    “Thanks very much,” I entrusted him as I heard the helicopter starting its engine. Back on top of the rig I quickly took my last chance of shooting some pictures. The pilot, a Philippino, asked e if I liked him to circle some more but now with a window open so there would be no glare.




    “I would appreciate that very much,” I happily replied.




    Moments later we were up in the air and as he circled I was overcome with the sights he showed me. Luckily I had two cameras with e so I did not need to change lenses.




    “I am going back to Anduki now,” he smiled, “no need to invite trouble.”




    “Thanks for these wonderful visuals,” I answered him with gratitude.“




    Back on Anduki airport not too much later I said goodbye to all I had come to know. A driver took me back to Seria where I was due to interview the wives of the expatriates living there. Together with the expert of the Royal Tropical Institute we soon learned they were right in saying there was nothing much to do. The families were off worse if they were not capable of entertaining themselves or keep themselves otherwise occupied. We were not surprised when some disclosed they were utterly bored and that some men and women even indulged in practices of dubious nature. Off the record of course this was one hot topic. Officially of course we heard the women talking about what they had, what their children did, how to fit in when new and what their complaints were. These complaints were not about their lavish lifestyle but about how to be useful, how to relate and how to raise their children in this uncommon environment. Because they had anything at their disposal at first we had a hard time to be emphatic till their complaints focused on work, or rather the lack of it. As qualified teachers a few among them had a in the international school their children were attending. Knowing that in this technical field they had no chance to work for Shell like their husbands most of them complained about their domestic inconveniences. Like one of them exclaimed:




    “How do I keep the jungle away from my house, animals and trees are invading my house is full of ants!”




    Though quite a few said they wanted to be much more involved with the native people of Sarawak, but for a few among them, they did not do it because they wanted to travel in style, travel like they were used to. As they could not sleep in a four star hotel, this was practically impossible. Yet on a week off they could easily reach a Kayan and Kenyan longhouse of the along the Baram River interior.




    They were delighted however by the Niah caves situated south of Miri in nearby Sarawak. Later when Mulu caves was opened to the public, limestone pinnacles nearby these largest caves in the world, and a luxurious rest house had been built next to a small airport where Twin otters could land, Mulu became a hotspot for them too. Expensive? Yes, but they could easily afford it.




    To me all this was rather odd thinking they lived on an island and were surrounded by indigenous people whom they had no contact with. Such an artificial a way of living, I thought and a thought which had struck e when visiting oil platforms. I simply could not escape that eerie feeling as alien as the people working there; that feeling of man building to extract from the seabed while their families were pampered but bored. It felt so artificial.




    In Brunei it was not just the seabed which had oil hidden deep down. On the shores I already saw ‘Ja-Knikkers’ as we call them in the Netherlands, pumps going up and down twenty four seven. But not just Ja-Knikkers were there also pipes with valves like plants in the soil tapping oil from wells deep below the surface, he pressure high enough so pumping was not necessary and the valves just regulated the flow. Though an alien sight, it did not look like much oil was extracted there. Much more visually impressive were the flares dotting the landscape; flares meant to burn excess gasses which to me this was a waste of precious energy. Standing there on the beach with Ja-knikkers and self producing wells fenced in, these very visible flares I got irritated with thinking: ‘How is it possible a technologically advanced multinational company like Shell could not to solve this problem and conserve but let it go to waste? Rather than catching and storing it, was it really cheaper to burn off this gas, the by product of crude oil? Years later when interviewed on television Shell CEO Jeroen van de Veer said Shell understood the critique and was implementing intermediate solutions. Odd because I remembered he admitted a vast amount of gas had been burnt off, gas that could have been used.




    Brunei fares well but with the expertise of conglomerates like Shell, flares on deserted beaches included. And because of its black wealth Supreme Ruler, Sultan Hassanah Bolkiah is capable of keeping his subjects happy, happy enough to avert simmering dissent. On the beautiful but deserted beach I looked at the pumps from a vantage point and pictured the workers who drilled and installed these devices; they stood as silent witnesses to what Brunei Darussalam, in English the abode of Peace, relies on for its independent existence. In backlight I photographed the pipes, valves, wells like it was a forest of oil.




    Back in Seria again astounded by the pipes along the road I portrayed the staggering multitude plus the necessary technological equipment to transport the oil to the tankers for export. It was hard to imagine that this invisible oil, from below the seabed as well as on land and in forests, was consumed by people far away as a matter of fact. I thought however this oil is something so evidently normal hardly a soul would fathom about what has to be done to get it into a petrol station for vehicles fill up.




    Thinking on this while saying goodbye to Seria, kind of a ghost town, and now on my way to Miri, the oil town of Sarawak, I was tempted to stop in Kuala Belait on the Belait River, the last town in Brunei.
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