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To Pei Yeou Khor (Honey)

who saved me in the nick of time


Converts are interesting people. Most of us, if you will pardon me for betraying the universal secret, have, at some time or other, discovered in ourselves a readiness to stray far, ever so far, on the wrong road

(Joseph Conrad, Notes on Life and Letters)


From the Oldest Recorded Town in Britain … to the Jungle

Malaya is a country in which strange things abound

(Philip C. Coote, The Malay States)

The sun shone. Birds twittered outside my studio window. In the distance a cockerel woke and remembered that it must crow.

Opposite, at the mining pool, wading birds and waterfowl descended upon plentiful fish. Early morning fishermen rode, stopped, unloaded their nets, rods and fishing paraphernalia. Those fishermen would fish until the sun became too hot, then they would travel back home to wives, children, cats.

That is where I lived – in rural Malaysia – gradually getting moist in areas that I would, by choice, probably not have wanted moist, watching the breadfruit grow and water buffalo eat my mango shoots.

I had seen jungle-clad Malaysia back in 1981, after my first international flight. I became instantly attached to sleek coconut palm trees catching the morning sun as a braking 747 screeched to land on Penang Island. I was enamoured of the way travellers enter Malaysia and instantly become freshly baked bread – hot and risen to the occasion.

That Malaysian green instantly imbedded itself in my somewhat aging memory. Of course, all that lush green was because of the rain. But it was not the chilled-to-the-bone, can’t-shake-this-ruddy-cold-off English rain, but temperate, warm rain. The sort of rain that encourages children to run around in the street naked – laughing, dancing and singing.

The warm, nurturing rain makes Malaysia green. It feeds the lushness of the tropical rainforests, gives water for the waterfalls and helps the bountiful fruits to grow. It also helps cool off over-heated English men like me. My initial six weeks in Malaysia were memorable. So memorable that, twenty-four years later, I found myself, after a sojourn in India, back in the land of chip butties, battered fish and curious sausages made from pig’s blood, making a hasty exit towards the increasingly sunnier climes of jungle-clad Malaysia.

In 2004, with a small tear in my eye and a large grin on my lips, I bade a fond farewell to the mist layered villages of Wormingford, Little Baddow and Little Henry. I headed, post haste, for the mysterious callings of Tualang Sekar, Membang di Awam and Batu Gajah. And, of course, there was a woman.

One sweet sunny day, sitting in Ampang – near the centre of Kuala Lumpur city – I was attempting to look all James Bond nonchalant while simultaneously leaking like a Chinese colander. I raised one eyebrow and, sipping chilled coconut water, pretended that I was imbibing something shaken and not stirred. It was about then, while I was practically satiated with rich Malaysian goodness, that I looked up and saw the angel who had obviously been sent from Heaven to save me from myself.

I gawped. I became more confused than usual. Was that the sun, or did this vision have a halo around her head? I was agog, enraptured, captivated by this woman. She was to change the rest of my life – as they say in all those slushy novels. She was Malay. I looked into her big, brown, eyes and saw a better me reflected therein – it was lust at first sight.

It truly was a case of condom girl meets cartouche boy – a romance in plastics. We may have been half a world apart, but we had both smelled the musty smell of a full hopper, watched that magical transformation as molten plastic takes shape – for her it was condoms, and for me Avon cartouches and Nescafe lids. It was a transforming experience.

There was the usual cautious courtship period coupled with a generalised anxiety about what to wear or what not to wear, what to say or what not to say, which seems to accompany most new relationships. We were getting to know each other, sizing each other up. I was trying hard not to make a complete prat of myself. It was a time in which many things were to change – bed linen, clothes, minds – engendering yet more change for the future.


Love and Marriage

One side has the curry, the other side has the spoon

Malay proverb

Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship and observance

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 18

Romance blossomed and I very quickly discovered that marrying a Malay woman in Malaysia was not quite that straightforward. Apart from finding the ‘right’ woman, I was a virgin in Malaysian paperwork, and the ensuing bureaucratic systems too.

With the usual courtship – meeting for meals, billing and cooing, becoming enraptured in the sheer enchantment of ‘love’ – there was the natural expectation that our relationship would move on to the next level.

Even in my innocence – or was that ignorance – I knew that to marry a Muslim woman, a non-Muslim man must to convert to Islam. Certainly in Malaysia, Muslim women are not permitted to marry outside of their religion.

In Malaysia there are no means by which a Muslim woman may marry a non-Muslim man under Malaysian civil law. It also follows that, in Malaysia, Muslims who marry or cohabit with non Muslims run the risk of offence under State Syariah criminal law, which prohibits fornication (zina) and close proximity (khalwat).

Faced with the dilemma of carrying on a relationship with my Muslim woman surreptitiously, illegally and/or immorally, or doing the decent thing – converting to Islam and getting married – the choice was simple. ‘I’ll convert to Islam then,’ I said, with metaphorical fingers crossed behind an imaginary back.

It all seemed so straight forward. All I had to do was memorise the Islamic Shahada – waašhadu ‘an l[image: image] il[image: image]ha ill[image: image]-ll[image: image]h, wa ‘ašhadu ‘anna mu[image: image]ammadan ras[image: image]lu-ll[image: image]h – a vow stating an – ahem – honest wish to convert to the Islamic faith, that god is in fact God and that Muhammad was his final messenger and that, as they say, was that. The easy-to-rehearse but seemingly difficult-to-say vow was undertaken in front of the appropriate witnesses at PERKIM (Pertubuhan Kebajikan Islam Malaysia). That is the Muslim welfare organisation lying ensconced in Kuala Lumpur. The ceremony was officiated by an ustaz (religious teacher) and I became a Muslim – it seems that crossed fingers don’t actually count.

I sat in that office, on the fourth floor of the Islam religious office (PERKIM), in Kuala Lumpur. My underarm sweat was beginning to stain my freshly ironed shirt as, nervously, I stuttered. I hadn’t stuttered for a long time, not since I was about thirteen but, nevertheless, I stuttered.

I looked to my fiancé for her smile in support and had to recite that sentence, in Arabic, for a second time. Nerves were threatening to clamp my throat shut. It was a simple thing, really, and it was not as though I had a Shakespearian soliloquy to recite, nor half-hour monologue to perform, but as easy as it was – it was difficult.

The strange thing was that I had been word-perfect the night before. Even my recitation at breakfast was good, yet faced with the bearded representative from PERKIM, and despite having two friends as witnesses and my future wife for support – I was still nervous.

Despite growing nerves, stumbling and stuttering, I did recite the Shahadah, but only in barely passable Arabic, so I then had to follow that by reciting it again, in English. I was told, ‘Please collect your card later.’ Card? What card?

Malaysia loves cards. Cards are an obvious sign of identity, position, race, religion and status – hence the IC (identity card). There is a need for the IC to be quoted in practically all transactions, because identity theft is rife in Malaysia – or so my British bank kept informing me all the years I lived there. Those of us (foreigners) in Malaysia, who do not have our religion stated on our IC, but carry passports instead, needed to have an official card – to announce to officials that we are indeed Muslim. It is somewhat like a Muslim store card I suppose – after seven years I still hadn’t collected mine, and therefore couldn’t claim my soft toy or plastic water bottle.

All rosy cheeked and freshly converted, I was then free to marry the Muslim female of my choice, provided, of course, that she was free to marry and then only after a period of celibacy – as sex before marriage is a big Malaysian Muslim no-no.

Technically that’s it. Easy, right? Wrong.

Converting to Islam and contemplating marriage was an unbelievably difficult process to undertake. It involved weighing up my life, considering the benefits and disadvantages of continuing much the same, or to embrace change and all that it might imply.

Giving up alcohol was not so difficult, or so I thought. I didn’t drink that much, not then, not really. The days of zigzagging across northern roads, heading drunkenly toward a house door in Mill Bank, Halifax, which seemed to sidestep on my approach, were long since over. Gone too were the cider days, not with Rosie but with mates at the New Market Tavern, climbing hills to reach The Wagon and Horses to drink my pocket’s worth of tequila – salt and lime optional.

Pork, well I didn’t eat that much pork – just Sweet and Sour occasionally, and Dim Sum. I couldn’t forget Dim Sum – I did, I forgot the Dim Sum: har kow, siew mai and of course char siu pao. I went through the checklist of what I then understood it meant to become a Muslim, only I didn’t have a clue and had also forgotten bacon sarnies (sandwiches).

Somewhere, at the back of my naive mind, I had also forgotten my love for roast pork with crispy, crunchy crackling and accompanying apple sauce. There were also those nice fruit-flavoured wines – peach wine, raspberry wine and those slightly sweet, chilled rosé wines that I had grown to love over a dinner or three. What was halal or haram anyway? I simply didn’t have a clue. It was not going to be as easy as I had thought.

In the lead up to my sojourn in Malaysia, and my eventual conversion (some say reversion) to Islam, my religious position had shifted from being born a Protestant Christian, singing (badly) in the church choir and ringing church bells, to finally becoming an agnostic. Agnosticism lasted nanoseconds and I became vaguely Buddhist, and then graduated to not knowing where I stood on religious matters. I had respected other people’s religions, my future wife’s especially, and it was with that belief that I finally agreed to perform the acceptance ceremony and ‘embrace’ Islam.

Technically, after conversion to Islam, I was free to marry the woman of my dreams, she of my heart’s desire. The reality of such an endeavour is not always that cut and dried, as we found out – there were forms.

There were forms. There were forms about forms. There were forms about those forms. In fact there were so many forms and places to visit to get those forms, and other forms that we needed to get before those forms that we so desperately needed, and people to inform about those desperately needed forms that, at times, we almost gave up and settled for a life of sin and criminality.

My future wife and I were told, amidst our excitement at spending the rest of our lives together, that we had to register our intent to marry. It is the same in most places – Blighty included. We duly collected the form from the local registry, no problem there. We filled in said form – in Malay of course, so I needed some guidance. We were happy, practically skipping across the punishingly hot car park to return the form from whence it came – only slightly the worse for wear due to a collapsing coffee cup, wayward cats and a crashing thunderstorm or two.

‘And the other form …’ That part-sentence was left smelling in the air like a Yarmouth kipper, or Turkish wrestler’s jockstrap – which according to one Roy Harper was not the ideal item to whiff on a sunny day – KL was full of sunny days, though I not too sure about Turkish wrestlers or their jockstraps.

‘Other form’ – it was both an exclamation and a question. A whole host of colloquial Malay bantered back and forth but went over my head – well not so much over but through it. My (hopefully) future wife cajoled and pleaded with the seemingly intransigent registry clerk. During this exchange I idly wondered what the Malay for ‘WTF’ was. Or maybe I had heard it, just then, at the beginning of my (future) wife’s dialogue.

After the completion of said banter, we were eventually handed a second form. It was a form that we should have had to start with, but did not ask for. We could not ask for the second form because we did not know of its existence, but nevertheless, needed to ask for it. Joseph Heller’s infamous book came to mind.

That was but the start of our travails.

My prospective wife and I were living separately. The diligent but less -than-communicative registry clerk discovered that, despite being less half a mile apart, my future wife and I were living in different Malaysian states. I was, by this time, getting into a bit of a state myself. My wife-to-be, it seemed, was living down the road in Selangor while I, ever awkward, had the privilege of living within the bounds of Kuala Lumpur herself. Not a problem you would have thought, and thought so wrongly – again.

More forms. New forms from a different registry, more forms about those forms – it was getting ridiculous.

One vital form demanded that, as a foreigner attempting the nigh on impossible task of marrying a Malay woman, I must get permission from my government to marry the woman whom I had chosen, seemingly frivolously, to be my wife.

It was another ‘WTF’ moment. Not wanting to be difficult and really, desperately, attempting to understand the local culture, I toddled along with my (possible) future wife, to gain said permission to marry – from the British High Commission in Kuala Lumpur.

The twelve-year-old boy at the counter – and when you become middle-aged most officials seem to be twelve years old – eventually picked himself up from the floor where he was rolling in laughter and said, ‘We don’t issue letters of permission for you to marry. But I can issue you with a letter which says that we don’t issue letters for permission to marry’ for which we had to pay RM256. Was he too young to remember ‘The Goon Show’, or John Cleese’s ‘Monty Python’?

Back we went to the first registrar, and duly handed over our forms. We went to the second registrar and repeated the process with yet another clerk. There were more problems – where was the signature from my wife’s father, giving her permission to marry?

Hold on. Like me, my future wife had slipped by her first blush of youth. She was also, again like me, no stranger to wedlock. ‘Granted’, said the clerks of both registry offices – ‘yes we can see that, and understand – we can also see the divorce papers’. But the marriage could not, and would not, be registered without my future wife’s father’s permission, or another person officially taking the place of her father at the wedding, giving permission in place of my future wife’s father – stamped and sealed – more forms and hello Franz Kafka or Arlo Guthrie.

At this point I was contemplating learning Malay – just so I could swear at these and other jobsworth petty officials – I didn’t, and still haven’t properly learned Malay, on principle.

Finally, Imam (Muslim ‘priest’) seen, forms collected, inspected, stamped, a few lines of Malay learned – because I had to ask for my bride in Malay – and (desperately trying to get the tune to ‘Alice’s Restaurant’ out of my head) finally we were able to perform our modest wedding ceremony. That was in our chosen little blue and white rustically wooden mosque on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. All I then had to do was pay RM40 for my wife – she was, of course, half-price, being a divorcee.

Joy upon joy, we were given a temporary marriage certificate – just to tide us over, legally, until the actual marriage certificate turned up. The temporary marriage certificate was ‘just in case’ – just in case we were disturbed at 3 a.m., some humid morning by the constantly vigilant religious department police, who specialise in such matters, demanding that we prove our marital status. It’s called khalwat – the enjoyment of a natural act, in private, between two consenting Muslim adults – but not married, at least not to each other, and it’s a sin, apparently. It is therefore against Malaysian Muslim law.


Khalwat

And speaking of khalwat, which admittedly we were not, however this is something to bear in mind …

It was a customarily warm night with just a hint of air-conditioning. I was somewhere between counting sheep, sawing logs and chasing nubile nymphets. It was then that the telephone rang. As the noise of the telephone permeated my rousing brain, my instant reaction was to turn over and go back to sleep – my wife, having a greater sense of responsibility, had other ideas.

The insistent phone rang yet again. My wife, guarding herself against the air-con, answered, listened. She dressed and hastened away mumbling something about relatives, and what I thought was Calcutta. She drove out and disappeared until later that morning. It wasn’t until I had awoken properly, wiped the sleep from my eyes that I discovered a note informing me that it wasn’t Calcutta that I’d heard but ‘khalwat’. I was none the wiser, until the following story unfolded.

It was in the heat of the equatorial night, in a small hotel, on the outskirts of the town of Ipoh. There, where reception clerks ask no questions and receive no lies, a young couple were doing what young couples do naturally. They were in that hotel, away, they thought, from prying eyes, going about their own business, enjoying each other’s company, not realising that there were busybodies everywhere. There was certainly one at the hotel.

Early in the morning it was still warm, but dark. While the couple’s ardour was un-doused by the otherwise cooling fan, the flimsy hotel bedroom door burst open and standing there, in the doorway, were religious officers. It was the Malaysian Islamic religious officers’ proclaimed, official, religious, business to see that others, such as the aforementioned young lovers, got up to no monkey business, no shenanigans and certainly no jiggery-pokery in secluded places such as Ipoh hotel rooms.

The previously enthusiastically loving couple were seized and escorted away by overzealous religious officers, and accompanying police. They were frogmarched to the psychologically cool local police cells, and there questioned under Malaysia’s khalwat law. All the salacious details of their night of passion needed to be detailed, transcribed and recorded, no detail left out.

Unbeknownst to many visitors, and forgotten by many locals too is that Malaysia still has very strict laws governing the morality of Muslims, and sometimes those whom the authorities think are Muslims too. The khalwat law is one such law. No two, or more, unmarried Muslims of opposing sexes may stay together in close proximity lest they are tempted to enjoy each other’s company more than the law will permit. On 4 January 2010, BBC News reported that fifty-two Malaysian couples were arrested in Selangor, Malaysia, for potentially coupling on New Year’s Day.

In previous years, the authority’s zeal to enforce the Khalwat law has spilled over to non-Muslims also. An American couple – an ex-policeman and his legitimate wife – visitors to Langkawi Island, stayed in a rented condominium in 2006 and came to be arrested at 2 a.m. one tepid morning, under the Khalwat law. After the shock and embarrassment of the incident, they decided not to retire to Malaysia after all. She flew back to America on the first available flight, while he stayed, repaired his yacht then sailed on to Thailand.

Mr A and Miss B, both consenting adults and both relatives of my dear wife, encountered the very same archaic laws curtailing basic human rights. It has to be said that, on release, said Malaysian couple, baffled and bewildered, then made matters much worse by listening to entirely the wrong village people and absconded to Thailand. There they sought out an imam, married, and had the marriage certificate backdated to before the Khalwat incident – thus committing fraud too. A fine ensued, a court case with each having to attend separately, having to pay fines and risk public humiliation for the sake of a night of passion.

That morning, as I returned to sleep, my dear bleary-eyed wife had to speed, post haste, to the lock-up, tying her headscarf as she went and there, in those early hours of the morning, to hear of the lovers’ crimes, their shame and their embarrassment. My wife had to stand bail for both hapless lovers.

Weeks later, my dearly troubled wife had also to accompany the lovelorn miscreants to the police station and courts, vouchsafe their characters and arrange for the payment of fines incurred, literally, in the heat of the moment. Due to unnecessarily harsh laws, their shame continues.


KL

Up-country there were some tin mines (worked mainly by Chinese) at wide intervals along the foot hills of the main range, but, at a place called Kuala Lumpor, on the Klang River about seventy-five miles from its mouth, was a Chinese town, with two streets, and a considerable number of shops and houses, built of adobe and thatched with palm leaves.

(F. A. Swettenham, British Malaya)

In many respects, that multicultural metropolis Kuala Lumpur (KL), where I was living and whose name means ‘muddy river’, is just like a myriad other cities overflowing with people, traffic and shops. It too has individuals uncertain of their own sexuality/gender/sex, and taxi drivers believing visitors to have a bottomless wallet. It is only the heat – the hallowed humid heat, the oppressive sun sweltering, sick-making heat – that makes Kuala Lumpur different in that respect from, say, London.

There is still glamour to Kuala Lumpur. It’s evident in a myriad of colours, the vibrancy of its three main races – Chinese, Indian and Malay – as they give the city its life, potency and history as well. Chinese and Indian labour built Kuala Lumpur from a small tin town, centred on the Ampang area, to the haphazard, sprawling city it has now become. In the early days, the colonising British, and their peculiar love for Mughal architecture, aided that city’s growth.

In the swelteringly damp city of Kuala Lumpur, many colonial buildings face down the sun and give shade to heat-ridden pedestrians beneath their well-formed pseudo-Mughal arches. Carefully crafted brick pushes up and carves majestic places in the city’s skyline, but increasingly monstrous office buildings and a newly made Art Brut architecture overshadow these edifices of structural design.

Sadly, in a city where little architecture is aged, many older buildings have been savagely torn down to make way for the newer and quite unremarkable rectangular structures. The hundred-year-old Kun Yam Thong Buddhist temple disappeared in 2000; the luxuriant Eastern Hotel (1915) – believed to be Kuala Lumpur’s first hotel – and Chua Cheng Bok’s Bok House (1929) are further examples of Malaysia’s wanton heritage destruction. Kuala Lumpur is not alone in Malaysia’s blatant disregard for antiquity. Prime buildings in Penang and Ipoh fall into dereliction, or are torn down and replaced with car parks.

In the place of graceful colonial buildings, Malaysia has raced with the likes of Dubai, Taiwan and China (and lost) to house the world’s tallest buildings. Presently, Kuala Lumpur’s Petronas Twin towers rank fifth as they raise themselves up on that city’s skyline – like some elderly aunt’s forgotten knitting needles.

In Kuala Lumpur, other architectural additions smack of the modernity that is painting the city with a shock of the new. It is a confused city, not totally Eastern but not Western. Kuala Lumpur seems caught between MTV, McDonald’s and Starbucks on the one hand and former prime minister Tun Dr. Mahathir bin Mohamad’s ‘Look East’ policy on the other.

Maybe Maggie Thatcher was right in her riposte to Mahathir: ‘Prime Minister, you may sometimes look East and sometimes may travel East, if you look far enough East and travel far enough East, you always come to the West!’

I lasted a few years in Kuala Lumpur, languishing amidst the heat and the traffic fumes, trying to discover the authenticity I knew was there, but which seemed to lie just beyond my reach. I would drag my heat-stricken body to and from the local light rail transit system (LRT), heading for heritage buildings which had just been rendered to rubble. I gave up, and began seeking out Bukit Bintang and the Sungai Wang/Bukit Bintang Plaza instead.

In those older malls I would purchase less-than-legal DVDs of films I only vaguely wanted to watch. I would scowl when they either did not work, or were of such poor quality that I would have been better off just giving my money away to one of the many street beggars around KL’s China Town. I was slow to learn my lessons. It was in those days before anyone could download films and TV programmes free from any number of equally non-legal websites. But it kept me busy.

Somewhere, at the back of my still-very-Western mind was a nagging thought: surely this isn’t all there is. I remembered from earlier visits that there was a whole country out there somewhere – jungles, forests, parks, waterfalls. Surely, Kuala Lumpur was not the sum totality of Malaysia. It would be difficult to convince many KLites of that but I was determined to find out.

When I gathered enough courage, I began to drive. It was not as daunting as I had first thought. You throw your Highway Code out and watch; learn how the locals behave and follow suit. The concept of lanes, queuing, signalling seemed to be as equally foreign as the concept of giving way. Though Malaysia was not quite as bad as India – where it’s every man for himself and cows are king, but ‘might is right’ seemed to exist as the Kuala Lumpur road mantra.

In Malaysia the bigger the vehicle, the more respect you get. I soon found that motorcycles deserve little respect – in the Malaysian mindset they are but mechanised insects. Pedestrians have even less rights, on Malaysian roads, than motorcyclists – which is to say that they have none – whatsoever. Malaysian roads were designed for motorised vehicles not, emphasise not, for people who cannot or will not protect themselves with copious amounts of metal and power.

My frequent road diversions led me away from the main part of the city, and its one-way systems. I frequently got lost and found myself literally miles from where I had expected to be. The plus side of being lost was that I ‘discovered’ completely new areas of Kuala Lumpur.

Eventually, with the rusting penny slowly sinking in, I realised that all roads lead not to Rome, but to Kuala Lumpur City Centre (KLCC). With that realisation, getting lost was no longer a chore. I could saunter away the day swimming along the one way system, traversing the highways and byways and still, eventually, head back to Bukit Antarabangsa (international hill) – that small section of Kuala Lumpur where I was then laying my head.

I still relished days on foot.

I could park the family car behind my wife’s college, bribe the toddy-soaked Indian car-minder to let me have a space, and then drift into one of the many fascinating ‘red light’ districts.

Kuala Lumpur has many notorious areas, but none as notorious as Chow Kit. Chow Kit was named after the wealthy Chinese tin entrepreneur Loke Chow Kit. Yet the Chow Kit area had become famed for a certain type of purveyor of the world’s oldest profession – the transgendered male.

I was never in Chow Kit in the evenings – that is when the girls were excitedly plying their trade. I contented myself with watching the girls ease out of the night and into the (for them) early mornings – 9–10 a.m.. Like freshly awoken cats, they would stretch and yawn on their doorsteps as I passed, barely able to purr a ‘good morning’, but attempting to anyway, as they light their first fags of the day. I always waved a cheery wave to them – from the opposite side of the road, no need to get the ladies’ hopes up so early in their collective mornings.

When I did not drive in Kuala Lumpur, I would use the LRT or the monorail for its air-con. I liked the way the rail system cut through the traffic build-ups and eased the parking problem. I soon found that many places were accessible using the rail systems. I also noticed that there were short walks where you could take to link one system with another. The concept of linking different rail systems together via networked tunnels seems a little alien to Malaysia.

As new and as bright as they may be, and fewer were newer or brighter than the huge malls circling Kuala Lumpur, I had very little desire to go to each mall more than once. For me there was only so much I could take of glitzy glary shop fronts selling things I didn’t want, and would never need.

It was just as well. Many of those malls were outside of the LRT/Monorail systems, only accessible via taxi or private vehicle. With my sense of direction, they were quite beyond me. One, a slightly older mall – the Mid-Valley Megamall, built in the same year as the Suria KLCC (1999), was accessible via a train link (KLM) from KL Sentral, also via bus link from Bangsar LRT station – it proved to be the exception rather than the rule.

Ultimately, there was only so much city-watching I could do. The streets began to pall. Getting lost lost its charm and the delights of the city were leaving me – not cold, for I was never cold – but wishing that I could see green, smell unpolluted air and hear less traffic, see more nature.


Skin Tax

Perhaps Kuala Lumpur and Malaysia, is no different from other cities and countries with regard to skin tax. Singled out because of the colour of my skin was de rigueur. It was always with me – right from the first few taxi journeys in KL to the constant haggling for fruit in the rural area I had believed to be my home.

It was a tax on white skin. If the locals could get away with it, Mat Salleh/ Orang Puteh (white men) got to pay more for just about everything. Taxi journeys ordinarily costing RM10, were proffered at RM50 or RM100, or indeed anything they believed that they could get away with. Yes they are not alone there, London ‘minicabs’ might try the same, or ‘taxi wallahs’ in Delhi, but it was a constant bother, especially when I was in a hurry.

Over the years tourists, me included, had been complaining about the KL taxis. Eventually the Malaysian government requested that taxis have meters. Not surprisingly, they seemed to get broken on a regular basis. Meters became fixed remarkably quickly – especially when a passenger took the taxi driver’s badge number, intent upon reporting the matter.

The taxis were relatively easy to deal with – a simple no, followed by haggling would suffice – but it was the secret hoicks in the price of fruits, etc., that seemed to cling to me like a decaying gecko. White skin and maybe even black skin too, in Malaysia, automatically singled you out as a target, a foreigner who obviously has money (like Arabs in London) – and so were considered fair game.

Skin tax lingered everywhere. Even the government were in on it. On entering national treasures like Kellie’s Castle, in Perak, or The Butterfly Park in KL, there was one price for locals and one for ‘tourists’ – and tourists were anyone without a local Identity Card (IC). It did not matter if your spouse was locally born and bred, nor if you had lived in Malaysia for 25–30 years, as some had, you still had to pay the ‘tourist’ price. I had come across this dual price structure previously in India, and had refused to go into the Chennai Art Gallery for that very reason.

In many ways, the skin tax balanced out the obvious preferential treatment. To me, that was just as bad. Restaurant tables become miraculously available because of the colour of your skin, bottles of beer appeared – which was unfortunate because I never could stand beer. I got invited to functions, gallery openings, dinner dances and I don’t think that it was due to my fame, my good looks or my doubtful winning personality.

Over time, I began to get the vague sense of a quid pro quo, a balancing out. Invitations, seemingly, were given with expectations, but the expectations were not always transparent. Free tours were offered, with the rider that articles were written. Invitations were presented in expectation of a good review, publicity, etc. The kowtowing days of the Raj still echoed through those Mughal arches, boomed through the plantations and rippled on the mining pool lakes across Malaysia.

There was always going to be them and us. The term Malaysian, supposedly inclusive of all residents of that country was, in reality, reserved for Malays, Indians and Chinese. There was simply no provision for the concept of a ‘white Malaysian’. Gaining permanent residency, which in some countries is automatic after a spell of five or seven years, still remained like the crock of gold at the end of the rainbow – unattainable for most. Unless, that is, you had contacts in the government and/or amongst the royalty. Attaining Malaysian citizenship was rare, so many were encouraged to sign up for the Malaysia My Second Home package.

M2SH was a nice little earner for the Malaysian government relying, as it did, on foreigners (over 50) to place a deposit of RM150, 000 (about £30,000 at the time of writing) in a Malaysian bank. That amount was returnable only when the depositor left the country for good. It was possible to withdraw up to RM90,000 to purchase a property (between RM150,000 and RM350,000) or to pay for school fees, but a balance of RM60,000 must remain in the bank. In return, M2SH recipients stayed in Malaysia for a period not exceeding ten years, not working, with the option on a further ten – without the rights that citizenship would bring, i.e. voting.


Black is Black

Since stepping off that long-haul twelve-hour flight at Kuala Lumpur International Airport, I had tried, with some success, to avoid employment. I worked, and worked hard too, but preferred self-employment.

There are moments in every man’s life when he is caught off-guard. It was in one of those moments that I was dragged, kicking, and yes, perhaps even screaming towards that sticky morass which is modern day wage-slavery. Before Mr Robinson, forename Jack, knew what had transpired, I was on my way to a dreaded job interview in Cyberjaya.

Let me explain – Cyberjaya was a newly constructed ‘city’, about an hour outside Kuala Lumpur. Built as part of the ‘Malaysia Multimedia Super Corridor’, to be ‘a new Information Communication Technology (ICT) city’, it was launched with very high hopes of being the Malaysian equivalent of Silicon Valley, California – it was not.

Cyberjaya was a devil to reach if you did not have a car. I had no car of my own. To get to Cyberjaya, sans private transport, and without paying the astronomical sum of RM90, each way, to a gold-hungry taxi driver – I had to travel by train, but trains did not go to Cyberjaya. I had to travel by train to Putrajaya – Malaysia’s new administrative capital – a sort of Canberra, but in Malaysia.

From the station at Putrajaya I had no choice but to take a bus to Cyberjaya. That was fine – it said Cyberjaya on the front of the bus. What it did not say, was where in Cyberjaya the bus went. I assumed that the bus would link all the main attractions and, perhaps, eventually double back to Putrajaya rail station – it did not.

With foresight, I asked the Indian bus driver if the bus went anywhere near my required stop. In a roundabout manner, in broken English and with much gesticulating I gathered that the driver would let me know when we were near my destination.

After half an hour the bus stopped. I was the last to get out. The driver beckoned for me to alight. I did. The bus sped off. I looked around. There was no brand new design university, only office blocks, little else. No shops even. It appeared desolate. For a while, I waited. Then I waited some more. It was hot, humid and getting hotter – I was not amused.

I waited, perhaps, another twenty minutes. I began to walk in the direction the bus had taken. By that time I was feeling abandoned. No other buses passed me, few cars either. I walked in the hot sun and found another bus stop. I waited again. Eventually another bus came. It stopped. I climbed aboard and asked once more for my destination. ‘Yes’, said a Malay driver, ’We do stop near there’. With a laboured smile, I reached my destination.

Given a choice, few people wanted to live in such a spread out city as Cyberjaya – miles from the country’s capital. Those who were forced to live there, because of their jobs, mostly inhabited Cyberjaya. Many wished they were elsewhere. The Cyberjaya student population were constantly in flux.

Despite huge trepidations – and trepidations rarely got huger – I treated the whole job idea as an experience. I was caught on a moral treadmill. Though far from satisfactory, that singular interview metamorphosed into a lengthy series of interviews, with me constantly traipsing back and forth, out of and back into KL. Had I but stopped for one second, I would have realised that employment and I are polar opposites, not made for each other – like repelling magnets. However, like some gigantic human metal filing, I was pulled further and further in to that prospective employer’s mighty lodestone.

The atmosphere in my future work establishment appeared, at first glance, a tad regimented. I shrugged the matter off. A note was passed to me. It was a request for me to wear black – all black. I confess to not taking the note too seriously – I was wrong to do so.

That establishment’s dress code was black, dread, dire funeral black; and that should have been a warning to me. The more I encountered staff and students, at that place of work, the more I realised that all of them were under pressure to attempt to conform to that particular dress code with greater, or lesser, degrees of success.

I admit to having felt more than a little discomforted.

It was a cultural thing. I had spent a large part of my life living in a post-war Britain recovering from a protracted war against fascism. I was brought up learning the extremes of the English branch of fascism, and in particular that of Oswald Mosley – leader of the British ‘blackshirts’.

Shirts of an ebony or jet hue, when paired with similar coloured trousers, resonate that uncomfortable air of totalitarianism, even then – some decades from the excesses of the Second World War and the collective known as the British Union of Fascists.

Upper management requested that all staff should attend a meeting in that establishment’s university hall – even I, only a prospective member of staff. It was with an uneasy mind that I entered into that darkened gathering. That distinct unease which had been tickling my spine – grew. Eventually it grabbed me by the back of the neck – and pulled. I witnessed the whole hall filled with people, and they were wearing nothing but black. That feeling of unease slapped me on the back of the head – like some team leader in a popular US Navy crime show.

The tone of the meeting was apprehensive – waiting for the grand leader to appear – Mao Zedong – Stalin – il Duce. It bore all the hallmarks of other rallies, with people wearing a similar garb. Unkindly, I imagined arms stretched out in the Roman salute, hailing some prospective emperor, roars from the crowd at the rise of the Übermensch. The air-con was on, but I began to sweat.

You may want to call it anxiety, but the more I looked around that hall the less I wanted to be there. We – was I already using the ‘we’ word? – were expectant, waiting for the founder to arrive, unable to move until he appeared. We waited and we waited, then we waited some more. After waiting for far too long, shifting in our seats, turning round and seeing a sea of black looking back, we were temporarily dismissed. The grand leader was late.

There was another wait. Then back into that large hall – filled with people wearing ominous black – all black. It was not some far flung corner of the world rugby team black – but uniform black. It was ‘I was only following orders’ black. The black of passing the buck until it eventually stopped at a trial black, black as fearsome night black, black as in dark soul black.

There was yet more waiting: eventually we were informed that the grand leader, emperor of that establishment was not appearing after all. Instead, we were to be subjected to one of his generals praising the emperor in over-blown, over-rated, and positively indecent terms. If it were funny it would have been a farce – it was not funny. In fact, it was all too deadly serious. They were all too deadly serious. After that event, I hurriedly left that hall of black.
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