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Praise for Mataram





  
  ‘Romance, intrigue, warfare, adventure – Mataram has all the ingredients necessary to bring seventeenth-century Java to life. A young Englishman and his Javanese translator struggle to find cultural acceptance during a time of far-reaching religious and political change. Written by an eminent historian, Mataram will be welcomed by all those who see historical fiction as a means of illuminating the past.’ – Barbara Watson Andaya, University of Hawai‘i, an authority on gender relations in Southeast Asia
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Map: Java circa 1610
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Banten (“Bantam”)





  
  
    October, 1608
  

  He smelt it first. Sweet, heavy; carrying a hint of the promised spices amidst simple putrefaction. Bantam struck Thomas Hodges as he staggered up on deck, weak from the scurvy and foul food. After the heat, squalor and mounting despair of the voyage, the busy harbour overwhelmed his senses. Here at last was the reason for their suffering – the jewel of Java, where pepper was to be had for four Spanish reals a hundredweight, so they said. A good cargo could make his fortune, and give the crew the hope they needed to get the cursed ship home again without a mutiny. Bantam was his one chance to make a decent life for himself; to make his bitter wife and her whining family show him some respect.

  Now he saw huts here and there among the trees on shore, and everywhere there were boats. Most were the little fishing canoes he had already seen on the Sumatran coast, with their single sails and an outrigger on one side. They had none of the bulk of an English fishing boat. It was amazing how quickly they sped over the water, but you wouldn’t want to face a North Sea squall in one of those. Then there were bigger vessels that seemed to be carrying cargo, something like the size of a Thames riverboat. One large sail was slung in front of the mast, with a big oar at the stern for a rudder. There were hundreds of these coming and going, but not many ships that came close to the Red Dragon or even the Susan in size. Only the Dutch men-of-war he could now see anchored in the roads, and half a dozen large ships of Asian type – junks, they called them.

  ‘See that there master,’ said a voice beside him; ‘that’s Chinese, you can tell by the folding sail, like a fan.’ It was Jason, one of the Cornish deckhands who had survived the Red Dragon’s first voyage to Bantam. He pointed to a large ship at anchor near the shore, surrounded by small lighters. ‘God knows how those Chinamen find their way here in those clumsy hulks, but we’re lucky they do. If you want to fill your belly, rot your gut with their firewater, find a whore, or get your boots fixed, first find your Chinaman.’

  Talking of Chinamen, Uncte himself was now on deck, and looked excitedly at the Chinese ship. He had lived in Bantam half his life, before being taken to England by Henry Middleton in the second English voyage. ‘China junk,’ he shouted to Hodges. ‘China kampong backside. My house!’ He pointed eagerly to a jumble of roofs on the west side of what appeared to be the walled centre, near where the junk was anchored.

  Though the sailors made fun of his comical English, Hodges had found Uncte indispensable. He appeared to know everything about Bantam, which he called Banten, even if he couldn’t express it clearly.  He corrected the Malay phrases Hodges was trying to learn from Jason and the other Cornishman, who seemed to have learned their few words in the Bantam whorehouses.

  Jason said Malay was all you needed, but Uncte knew Chinese and Javanese as well and kept confusing Hodges with too many words.

  ‘Why are the Chinese not inside the city?’ Hodges asked him now.

  ‘Banten no like pigs, China like.’

  Most of the town could now be seen, with a jagged wall along the seafront. ‘So that’s Bantam,’ mused Hodges. ‘Doesn’t look as if it could stand a siege by good English musketeers for more than a day or two.’ One building projected far above it, with what appeared to be a series of thatched roofs, one on top of the other. ‘Is that the king’s palace?’ he asked Uncte, ‘The one that looks like three hats piled up on a single head?’

  ‘No palace. They call masjid, like church. Mussulmen pray.’ He mimed bowing down.

  ‘Look lively, now,’ shouted a voice behind, and all the fit men busied themselves stowing the last sails. The anchor was rattling down, and the Red Dragon came to rest a healthy distance from the city and the larger ships. The guns were readied and the fittest men positioned with muskets on the poop. You never knew where danger might lurk in a strange port. It was reassuring to see that the biggest ships were Dutch, not Portuguese, but even so you could take nothing for granted.

  Their presence had been noticed. There was scurrying among the small fishing boats nearest to them and on the Dutch ships. The first to arrive were a pair of the fast sailing boats with outriggers, with only two men aboard each. They fairly flew across the water. As they approached the Dragon they lowered their sails and paddled closer. One of the men stood in the prow holding some large fruit aloft. Two of the crew held them in the sights of their muskets, but the bosun beckoned them on. He called on Jason to ask their business. Hodges was pleased to recognise two words Jason and Uncte had already taught him – ‘Mau apa? Want what?’

  They shouted something back and waved their fruits in the air. It was obvious enough they wanted to sell the fruit.

  ‘See what you can get for two crowns,’ offered the bosun. This proved too much for Jason, and Uncte intervened with a stream of Malay evidently explaining the English and their money. He had more trouble explaining the boatmen’s answer in English, and it was Hodges who summed it up. ‘They know nothing of crowns; they want Spanish reals.’

  ‘The devil take them,’ muttered the bosun, ‘as he’ll take those Spanish coxcombs. Very well then, two reals.’

  After more shouting it was agreed they could have the whole contents of the two boats. The Bantammers started clambering up the ropes like cats, a huge pile of fruit on their backs. The bosun stopped them dead with a roar. ‘Not with those cursed choppers. Get those heathen things out of here.’ In truth the knives they wore at their belts were fearsome things, like butchers’ cleavers but twice as long. After more shouting these were left in the boats, the men came aboard, and the crew started grabbing and testing the strange fruit.

  Next to arrive was a skiff under a Dutch ensign, carrying a smartly dressed pair of officers, a barrel of water, some vegetables and a squealing pig trussed in the stern beneath the feet of two oarsmen. These were hoisted aboard as the fruit sellers fled in apparent horror.

  ‘Welcome,’ proclaimed the elder officer stiffly as he stood in the boat below. ‘You will need fresh food if you’ve come from the Cape. Keep that pig away from the Bantammers if you value your lives; but cook it well and you’ll find nothing sweeter. May we come aboard?’

  The master, Pickering, invited them up and sat them in the shade of the poop. Since the Dutch were speaking Portuguese, Hodges was permitted to join them.  His seniors had to admit he spoke the language better than any of them except the Commander himself.

  Thank god he had escaped the village as a lad and talked his way onto a ship in the wine trade between Portsmouth and Porto. Three more years he had spent the whole of the wine-buying season there. It turned out he had an ear for language that made him useful to the English wine-merchants. That same talent had brought him to the attention of William Keeling, newly appointed General of the third East India Company fleet, who was looking for a promising young master’s mate. A linguist himself, Keeling knew Portuguese was the only Christian tongue spoken in the East, and without it there was no talking to the natives.  ‘I can get plenty of men who can crew a ship or cut a throat,’ he had said, ‘but men who know how to survive among a strange people are hard to find. Keep your eyes open on shipboard, and learn as much Malay as you can from those deckhands.’

  Now Pickering apologised to the Dutch. Commander Keeling could not leave his bed, he said, and the chief merchant was not much better. It had been a miserable passage since the Cape, between hostile Muslim ports and the fickle winds. They were becalmed for a month with the men growing sicker every day and five already dead. He thanked the Hollanders for the water and provisions, desperately needed. ‘Is it safe to go ashore? Are there medicines here for men near death? How can we get more provisions? What news of our Englishmen? Are the Portuguese papists in town?’

  ‘One thing at a time,’ laughed the older Dutchman, who had introduced himself as an onderkoopman – would that be a junior merchant? ‘Your Englishman is well enough, and probably on his way to greet you. But don’t believe all his stories. As for the Portuguese, we have dealt with them. There were two ships here when our fleet arrived. They tried to put up a fight but we gave them no chance. We took a pretty cargo of Chinese silks and porcelain before burning the ships. The Portuguese will be no trouble as long as we are in port. There are a few in the town, but they are not so pompous since we sank their ships. Of course, they tell the Javanese all sorts of ridiculous stories about us – that we have no king and no god but money. But our guns speak louder than their prating.

  ‘The Javanese found soon enough what nonsense the Portuguese have been feeding them all these years. Would you believe they claimed that the kings of Spain and Portugal ruled the whole world between them, so there was no point fighting them? When they saw the papist galleons burning in the roads the Javanese could hardly believe their eyes, and when we made the Portuguese women follow us in chains through the city, along with the others we didn’t put to the sword, they began to give us a little respect.

  ‘As for the city, you should have no trouble moving about, once these men of yours can walk. Wait until you’re fit enough to put on a spectacle, or they’ll think you beggars. It’s all show here. Those who don’t have slaves to follow them about will pay all they have to hire some, especially when they go to the court. Your man Scott has been telling the Javanese some pretty tales about the English, so you had better not disappoint them.’

  He was interrupted by a faint cheer from the men on the watch, as they hailed the approach of a small native boat flying a tattered English ensign.

  ‘That will be Scott, sure enough,’ said the Dutchman. ‘We will take our leave – he wouldn’t want us to spoil his stories. But remember we’re not as bad as he will tell you. He’s had a rough time, and the grog has begun to turn his head, poor fellow. He thinks everybody is trying to kill him.

  ‘He can’t do much to help you with water and supplies. Don’t worry. We’ll have our men fetch a couple of extra barrels for you from the stream we found in the hills. Anchor your ship next to ours in the morning, and we’ll see you back on your feet.’

  Hodges rushed to the gunwale to get a look at Scott.  He was the one who had been left virtually alone in Bantam when Middleton’s ships moved on. He had evidently survived, but at what cost? Scott sat in a Bantam outrigger canoe, and without the ensign Hodges would have taken him for a bedraggled Javanese. A half-naked savage behind him held a tattered umbrella over his head. He sat stiffly in the small vessel, only his eyes flashing, with an occasional gruff command to the Javanese boatman.

  Once aboard, his composure suddenly broke. He fell on his knees and sobbed: ‘At last, thank god! At last!’ He threw himself upon Pickering, crying that he thought they would never come.

  Once he had calmed down and joined the officers for a glass of wine, the stories came pouring out about the place he called in the native way ‘Banten’ – usually with an expletive. Fire seemed to be the stuff of most of them, since the houses at Banten, he said, were all made of thatch and straw, and the favourite sport of knaves was to set them alight to make their thieving easier.

  ‘Fire, fogo, api,’ he said, ‘Learn that word in every language, so you hear it even in your sleep. You must have cloth to trade with these villains, but protecting it from fire and thievery is the very devil.’

  Scott’s house was in the Chinese quarter of town, since the Banten people distrusted all foreigners and placed them outside the wall of the citadel. He spoke as though every Chinese and Javanese in the town took his turn to try to burn the English out, or get at what little silver and cloth they kept there.

  Scott would have gone on all night with stories of the villainy he had lived though in the city.  Hodges began to hope the Dutch were right that the grog had got to him, for if his stories were even half true it would be a fool who would try to live here. When Pickering told him he was planning to move the ship’s mooring in the morning to be near the Dutch, Scott let out a string of curses. ‘Better be near the devil!’ he shouted. ‘Be on your guard every minute, especially when they talk all friendly. It’s us English they want to destroy. The damned Portuguese is only a clapped-out braggart whose guns don’t shoot straight. They know it is only we who can rob them of the prize out here. Watch every move.’

  While Scott was spinning his stories, a galley had pulled up with some smartly dressed Bantammers aboard. Their leader was barefoot like the rest but was the only one with a tunic. He spoke enough Portuguese to convey his message. He announced his name at length but Hodges caught only Ali. A lively woman came with him, wearing what looked like a loose Portuguese camisa above her sarong. She was able to clarify Ali’s remarks when needed in much better Portuguese, and even saluted Scott with what seemed to be English – ‘Hello, ol’ fren’. He admitted he had known her ‘too well’ in his first year here.

  Ali made known he was sent by the Shahbandar, the ruler of the port. He asked plenty of questions about the English, whom he called Inggeris. He knew that the Portuguese and Dutch hated each other. Which side were the Inggeris on? 

  In response to Pickering’s questions, Ali made clear that there would be no buying pepper or anything else without what he called the chop of the Shahbandar, which seemed to involve some kind of seal from the king. One of the English must negotiate with this great official and seek his favour. After that, they might seek a base in the city and hope to meet the king himself. He was only a boy, but still honoured as a god even if others made the decisions. Admission to his palace would be the sign that the great ones had accepted the English.

  The woman had seen that Hodges understood her Portuguese better than Pickering did, and she took him aside. She explained the importance of dressing well and having the right gifts for the Shahbandar – impressive, but not as impressive as those to be given to the king or there would be even more trouble. The Dutch had done well with clocks, she said, and if the English wanted to impress they should bring something at least as new and intriguing. When he asked how she learned her few words of English, she just grinned and glanced at Scott.

  Scott himself was allowed only a few minutes at the Commander’s bedside, but that was enough to convince Keeling that this wreck of a man was a menace to his plan for smooth relations with the Bantam court. He was looking for somebody who could make a fresh start. Hodges saw it at once: this was his big chance. It was obvious that Pickering and the other officers had no taste for being the first to step among the cutthroats, even if they resented Hodges as an inexperienced intruder dropped onto the ship by Keeling.

  He would take the risk – if only he were chosen. What had he left to lose anyway? Life with Margaret had become wretched since their boy had died. She seemed to blame him for the accident, rather than face the guilt of her own carelessness.  He might die, yes; but if he succeeded and somehow got back to England, he would be a great man with a fortune. Life would be worth living.

  He whispered to the woman. She in turn said something in Javanese to Ali, who looked Hodges up and down before nodding.  Ali quietly spoke to Pickering, ‘If you send someone with decent Portuguese, like this red-beard here, things will go better.’

  Pickering scowled, but disappeared for a few words with the Commander.  When he returned he barked, ‘Smarten up, Hodges. Grab your kit and go ashore with these fellows, NOW.  Come back as soon as you’re sure it’s safe for us to follow. The sooner we get off this stinking boat the better.’

  Hodges did not hesitate. ‘What about the gifts?  I’ll get nowhere without them.’

  Pickering allowed one telescope for the Shahbandar, some of the English broadcloth they had hoped would be acceptable in the market; and just enough English and Spanish silver to buy essential food for the ship. ‘Find out what others are paying for pepper, but say nothing about our price.’

  So there it was.  Glory and riches or death and dishonour. His moment had come.
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Shahbandar





  
  A cock crowed, as if in the Hampshire village of his childhood; the one oddly familiar thing in an absurdly alien land where no one spoke his tongue. He stretched on the unaccustomed mat and knew this was not that village, nor his cold marital bed in Portsmouth. Bantam, yes, Bantam – or was it Banten? Ashore at last and with some decent food in his belly, even if mostly rice. What a day. It had landed him alone among a barbarous people. He felt for the silver and gifts Pickering had entrusted him with. He must defend them with his life until he could use them to get access to the pepper.

  So here he was, with no friends in a dangerous land. Hodges felt for the sword beside him, and the dagger in his belt – the only true friends in a crisis. This was Ali’s own compound, where the Bantam official had showed him a hut to doss down in and a hole in the ground to do his business. He had had no choice but to trust his own wits in this place where he had no friends, rather than relying on the wretched Scott or the perfidious Dutch. Ali had made Hodges take off his shoes before entering the hut and wash his stinking feet with a great jar of water standing nearby.

  The Portuguese-speaking woman who had come to the Dragon with Scott had told him bluntly, ‘You feringgi from Europe, you stink to us, especially when just off a ship. Here we wash, mandi, and you had better do the same if you want us to think you better than an animal.’

  Hodges didn’t like the idea of taking off his clothes and parting company with his sword. What a chance to cut his throat and steal his precious things! But having sweated in the stifling heat for months on shipboard, the touch of cool water sounded good before he again donned the doublet and hose that would make him hot again. He put on his sword and crept out to check out the compound.

  There was plenty of life stirring, with people moving about dressed only with a cloth around their waist – was that the sarong he’d heard about? They looked calm and cool. There was a sound of splashing on one side of the compound nearest a small creek, close to the hole in the ground Ali had shown him. A man came out from behind one partition, all wet, including the cloth around his hips. So the sarong was the key to the mandi?

  Hodges was assailed by some giggling children, laughing and shouting at him. He could only catch ‘feringgi’, but there must have been much ruder things said. One gestured a long nose, and another tried to pull the hairs of his arm and his beard. It was true they had flattish noses; yet judging by the way they held them while gesturing rudely at him, they smelled something about him that he couldn’t.

  He tried his new word: ‘Mandi?’ One girl gestured to where the man had emerged. She then darted to the next corner of the compound with similar partitions and came out with a woman still drying her long black hair. She seemed oblivious to her nakedness above the sarong until she saw the foreigner. Hodges looked away in alarmed embarrassment — it was years since he had seen a female breast, even Margaret’s. When he looked back the sarong was pulled up over her breasts and under the armpits, though still revealing enough of her smooth brown arms and shoulders to gladden Hodges’ eyes. He tried a cautious smile and a Portuguese bom dia and got a smile back, though with teeth darkly discoloured. A flow of words came out, and when he looked blank she repeated just one – makan, with gestures of putting food delicately in her mouth. Hodges nodded eagerly, remembering how welcome a solid meal had been the previous night.

  Back in his hut Hodges noticed a cloth neatly folded by the mat where he had slept; a sarong, perhaps. He decided to trust himself to the dagger, tucking it into the sarong he wrapped awkwardly around his lower body. Not willing to show his embarrassingly white and hairy upper body as the Javanese had, he put his jacket over the bare skin, clutched the bundle of presents and set off for his mandi. When he returned, a meal had been laid out in the hut – rice, as before, on a banana-leaf, with some eggs, a violently spicy sauce he had to push aside, and warm water. It was welcome to his belly, even though obliged to sit on the floor and make do with his dagger and hands for want of a spoon. He felt ready for whatever Bantam could throw at him.

  It arrived soon enough when a young man came and told him in gestures to get ready. He led Hodges to the larger house at the back of the compound, where Ali greeted him cheerfully on the veranda. ‘Ah, thank God you have learned how to mandi. I had warned my wife we might have to wash the place after you brought all the smells of that stinking ship ashore. The children had a good laugh at you trying to keep that sarong on you, but you’ll learn soon enough.’ He unfolded and refolded his own sarong with a few deft gestures, leaving it miraculously in place.

  ‘Now. Are you ready to meet the Shahbandar?’ He led Hodges out, clutching his bundle of presents. A couple of Ali’s men followed. They were naked above their sarongs, and barefoot, but well-armed like Ali himself with the ornamented dagger they called kris. Ali led the way slowly along dirt paths to a broader road, past little stalls selling foodstuffs and changing money. There were as many women as men out on the streets and selling their wares. Eventually they passed through an ornamented gateway with some fiercer-looking guards who acknowledged Ali. They were then in a quieter, grander walled space which Ali called a kraton, where all the great men of Bantam lived.

  The Shahbandar’s compound was a big one with many wooden buildings, the grandest of which were elevated a little off the ground on wooden stilts. Ali headed for the largest of these, which he indicated was called the pendopo, the audience hall of the Shahbandar. Many men were waiting there, and even Hodges’ unpractised eye could see how varied they were in dress, hairstyle and hue. Ali indicated that Hodges should join them while he went further in to talk with the Shahbandar’s men. The arrival of an unfamiliar Englishman caused a stir, and several addressed him in languages he could make nothing of. One addressed him in tolerable Portuguese, introduced himself as Ah Pong, and was eager to establish the identity of this newcomer.

  ‘I myself am from the great empire the Portuguese and Malays called “China”. In fact there are many languages and peoples in the vast land ruled by the Ming. Nobody there has heard this word “China”.

  ‘Banten,’ like Ali he used the local pronunciation, ‘is full of all the world’s people. There are hundreds of us “China” here, but that one over there,’ he indicated one dressed like himself in a gown-like garment with long hair tied up in a knot, ‘I speak to if I must in Malay, since he is from Canton where their language is like birds twittering. There are many too from what people here call “above the winds” – di-atas angin. Here,’ pointing to a tall, fair man in a turban, ‘is one from Gujarat, and there,’ a darker man in sarong and tunic, ‘from Kling. They bring the Indian cloth that people here will exchange their goods for. Did you bring some on your ships?’

  ‘We have cloth from England,’ said Hodges. ‘The finest woollen cloth in the world.’

  ‘Like your jacket? It looks grand, but people here will find it too hot. If you have silver they will sell you their pepper and spices soon enough.’

  ‘At what price?’ Hodges now eagerly plied him with questions about the market, and how to get hold of a shipload of cheap pepper.

  ‘Everything will depend on the Shahbandar here,’ was all Ah Pong would tell him. ‘But you need to go to the market with somebody to guide you. When you have finished with the great man, I can take you there and show you the way.’

  Ali returned and motioned to Hodges to follow him inside. ‘But leave your shoes here,’ he warned sharply, pointing to a row of strangely diverse footwear on the step. Hodges hesitated, but saw that nobody inside the pendopo wore shoes. These barefoot barbarians have their own ways, he reasoned, and he was in no position to argue.

  The Shahbandar had been sitting on the floor but rose to greet Hodges and pointed to two chairs. ‘I understand you feringgi have got so used to chairs that you have lost the art of sitting properly. So I bought some chairs from the Chinese for you.’

  ‘Thank you,’ said Hodges. ‘You are most kind.’ Gently he unrolled the telescope from its cloth, showed how it extended, and offered it to the Shahbandar. ‘This is fine English craftsmanship, and very helpful at sea in spotting friend or foe.’

  The Shahbandar put it to his eye, played with it, and gave it to a servant squatting nearby with a flow of Javanese instructions. ‘Thank you. I am glad to see that the English make useful things. So tell me: you speak Portuguese but dress more like a Dutchman. What are you Inggeris? Do you have a king like the Portuguese, or do the merchants rule as with the Hollanders?’

  ‘We have a good king, James, and before that a queen. Like the Dutch we fought against the Spanish king who tried to rule the whole world and force us to accept his religious tyranny. We believe Portugal should be our friend, but since their queen married the King of Spain they had to pretend to hate us as the Spanish do. The Dutch are more like us, and value their freedom. But Holland is a small country of traders and fishermen at the mouth of great rivers. There the merchants may be able to govern themselves, but not in a great kingdom like England.’

  ‘Why do you feringgi hate each other so much, even when far from your home and your king? You all say you want to trade in peace, but you have little peace with each other.’

  ‘We English will have peace with all who leave us in peace. We live on an island, like you in Java, and believe we can be free of the wars and tyrannies of bigger lands. But Spain has attacked us, and we must defend ourselves.’

  ‘So why have you come to Java,’ the Shahbandar asked, ‘and how can I help you?’

  ‘We need pepper at a fair price, and other spices your land produces. Ours is a cold land suitable for sheep and their fine wool, but we cannot grow your pepper and cloves. And we would like a chance to sell our woollen cloth here, in exchange for your products.’

  ‘I have seen some of what you call wol,’ the Shahbandar responded. ‘The Dutch gave me a coat of it, but it was hot and scratchy.’ He mimed the itchy feeling. ‘Have you nothing else to offer? You have fine ships and guns – they will be more popular here. I liked Dutch pistols better than their woollen coats.’

  ‘I am sure we will find English products that are good for your market,’ replied Hodges, trying to sound more confident than he was. ‘But first we need your permission to buy pepper in the market.’

  ‘You are free to visit the market for the supplies you need, senhor. But if you wish to fill your ships with our pepper, you will need the sultan’s approval, or at least that of the old Protector who governs in his name. You must seek an appointment with one of them, and make sure you please them. I may warn you that they have grown tired of both the unruly Portuguese, who have attacked too many peaceful Muslim ships but have at least learned our ways, and the arrogant Dutch who honour no king. Perhaps you can convince him that the English would be more faithful friends for our sultan.’

  ‘And how may I do that? Men say that you have the key to his door. Can you arrange for me or my commander to see him?’

  ‘That may take time,’ replied the Shahbandar ominously. ‘Of course I will report to him that you are here and wish to see him, but he has his own ideas and I cannot answer for them.’

  Hodges could see that his time was up, and another supplicant was being prepared for his turn. He made his attempts at polite thanks, and crept out. He had failed.
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Ah Pong





  
  Feeling defeated, Hodges was glad to find Ah Pong still outside, conversing in what seemed to be Malay, but with very different sounds coming out of the mouths of the motley group of traders around him. He broke away to agree to take Hodges to the market the next day. ‘Bring some Spanish dollars if you want to get supplies,’ he warned. ‘And practise your Malay if you hope for a decent price. You want murah, cheap, not mahal, expensive – got it?’

  They were at the market early the next day, with a crew from the ship to transport supplies. Hodges could hardly have missed it even on his own, since the whole town seemed headed that way, some with huge bundles of fruit or coconuts, bags of mysterious herbs, knives or cloths. They started in the fruit area, where they were at once assailed by noisy women. ‘Belanda? – Kom Koop’ one shouted. ‘No Dutch, English,’ he replied in English, not wanting to be taken for either Dutch or Portuguese.

  Ah Pong said something in Malay that set them all cackling, and soon something like ‘Inggeris’ was going around the market. Hodges’ eye was caught by the prettiest of the women selling little oranges. He decided to try his Malay: ‘Berapa – how much?’ Her grin in reply was enthusiastic but disappointing, as he saw the row of blackened teeth. But despite his stumbling language he was able to put together a few barrow loads of fruit and vegetables at prices that seemed cheap. Ah Pong helped him out in translating for the biggest deals, and explaining the unfamiliar items. He felt sure the captain would like the large fleshy fruit called mango, and threw in a few others just for curiosity – the hairy red rambutan and the purplish mangosteen. There was more giggling when a cheeky young fruit-seller compared his hairy arms to the rambutan. Only later, after a few drinks, did Ah Pong tell Hodges what had been proposed about other aspects of his anatomy that set the women cackling and hooting again.

  A couple of attractive young women seemed not to be selling anything except the betelnut they chewed all the time, but they were particularly attentive to Hodges and his men. They questioned the strangers in a mix of Malay, Portuguese and Dutch that they could make little sense of. The most persistent question seemed to be one to which he did not know the answer – ‘How long are you staying in Banten?’

  The Englishmen were happy enough to try to communicate with these beauties with their long black hair and warm brown skin. Simmons, an older Norfolk man who had been the quickest to find women in other ports, was getting very friendly with one of these, to the cackling appreciation of the fruit-sellers.

  Hodges looked to Ah Pong for help to understand what was being said and whether this was going to lead to trouble. ‘Are these whores? They look much like the other market women. Do they have protectors or pimps?’

  ‘If your men need women for one night there are those here who keep slaves for that, and make good money from the Dutch and some Chinese. But the Banten people don’t think well of that business, and won’t let their own women engage in it. These girls are local Javanese or Malays, and they are looking for a trader-husband for at least a few months. This is not like China, where women are married for life. Here, there are many who boast how many husbands they have had – I know of one who had a dozen before she was thirty. It’s handy for the Chinese traders, here for the trading season. My Javanese wife knows the market far better than me, and stays and trades for me while I go back to Amoy.’

  ‘And do you have a wife there too?’

  ‘Of course – who else would look after my old parents? She’s a good woman, and the mother of my children. I am always pleased to see her when I get home – especially for her noodle soup. But these Javanese women know how to pleasure a man – so much more passionate than our China women. It’s always good to come back.’

  ‘And do these Javanese women take another husband while you are gone?’

  ‘No, or if they do there is trouble when the Chinese comes back. If we tell them to expect us next season, and provide the goods to live on meanwhile, they will be faithful. If the man dies at sea, or doesn’t come back with the fleet next year, then the wives are free to marry another if they choose, keeping the house and goods of the first. How is it in the land of the Inggeris?’

  Hodges thought of the dockside at Portsmouth, and the women who came to greet an incoming ship – not as respectable-looking as these women talking to Simmons. ‘There are some good-hearted whores, I’m sure, who would like well enough to stick with one man for a year or more. But the seamen in England are not traders, they have little money and no home except the ship. They may long for a wife but they must make do with a whore when they can afford one for a few hours. In England a marriage is forever; there’s no ending it.’

  ‘As in China,’ sighed Ah Pong. ‘The system here is better, especially for us who have to stay for a few months to wait for the winds to take us home.’

  ‘Our men must be back on the ship tonight; they have little money and no trade goods. They may be gone in a few days. They will be easier to manage if they can do some quick drinking and whoring in safety. Can that be arranged here in the market?’

  ‘Not with these women, if you value your life. My friend Kwee might be able to fix something for them. Tell them to come to the furniture market over there in the afternoon and ask for Kwee.’

  Hodges spoke sternly to Simmons and the others. Ah Pong said something to the women that made them slip quietly away.

  ‘Where do they sell the pepper?’ asked Hodges. ‘I need to tell my master what he’s likely to get for his silver.’

  ‘Over here you’ll find some pepper and spice stalls, in what we call the free market. You could buy a measure of pepper there to show him. But that is just for local needs. The big sellers are all aristocrats – orangkaya – or relatives of the king. They can’t sell without seeing your chop from the Shahbandar. Still, let’s have a look.’

  Sure enough, the women in the spice market would sell no more than the amount that one segment of bamboo would hold. Their prices were cheap enough to make a miraculous profit in Europe, but the woman who sold a portion to Hodges warned him darkly that the Shahbandar’s men kept a close eye on her. She and her friends dared sell no more to the English, no matter what the price.

  The English moved on to the animal section of the market, where Hodges hoped to find a fat heifer he could send to the desperate crew. There were many black squat buffalo there they called kerbau, but they looked like tough eating compared with the Devon cattle of home. Ah Pong pointed to a darker slim man with long hair he called a Kling, tending a couple of white cattle with a hump behind their shoulders. ‘Unless you’re ready to cook the buffalo meat all day, one of those will suit you better. Don’t look too interested or you will pay a bucket of reals.’

  The Kling indeed drove a hard bargain, in his mix of Malay and Portuguese. ‘Dutch buy everything,’ he said. ‘You no like, Dutch pay more.’ Only when Hodges walked off to show more interest in the buffaloes did he get a price that seemed fair. His men eventually walked away with a large cow, the first beef they would be tasting since they left England.

  This done, the men thought they had earned a good drink. ‘You’ll not get one here,’ Ah Pong advised. ‘Some of the preachy Muslims gave a beating to the Javanese toddy-seller who used to be over by the fruit-sellers, and nobody dared stop them. He’s more careful now to sell only from his house.’

  ‘With so many sailors in town, there must be an ale-house somewhere.’

  ‘I don’t know about your ale, but we Chinese know how to drink. The preachers don’t bother with us since we don’t pretend to be Muslim like the Javanese. You’ll find plenty of arak houses in the Chinese quarter, and they’re happy to empty the pockets of the Dutch and Portuguese. Your Scott is there most nights, drunk out of his mind. Get your purchases onto the ship and meet me at dusk at the main gate of the Chinese camp over in that corner of the city.’ He waved towards the southwest. ‘Just ask for kampong China. I’ll show you the arak house where most of the Dutch go. Your men might find Kwee there too if the liquor makes them think of women. He makes sure to visit the arak houses where the feringgi are drinking when their ships are in port.’

  Simmons and the men cheered up at this news, and set about hauling supplies towards the waiting longboat. They returned before dusk with more of the crew.

  ‘Ready for some action, I see. But remember,’ Hodges warned, ‘you’re in a town with no friends and little law. Watch your money, and above all don’t start a fight.’

  He taught them the basics of bargaining in Malay as they strode through the town, but only a few were listening. It was all he could do to pull some of them away from the women selling fruit at a corner near the city wall.

  ‘You’ll be safer in the Chinese camp,’ he said with more hope than conviction. ‘I’m told they are less quick to put a dagger in your ribs, and readier to settle things with money.’

  When they reached the gate in the western wall that led to the Chinese camp, Hodges saw with relief that Ah Pong was there. But from their hats and swords, the men he was chatting with were clearly Portuguese. ‘Papist pigs,’ Simmons muttered. One of the Portuguese understood the tone if not the English, and spat out, ‘bandidos heréticas!’

  Ah Pong reacted quickly to the threatening tone. He took one of the Portuguese by the hand and introduced him to Hodges, whom he called ‘Senhor Hod’ – he seemed to have decided this was all the locals could get their tongues around.  ‘This is Senhor de Castro, who has lived here long enough to know the Java ways. He knows the Banteners are tolerant enough of the feringgi. In many ways they like you better than us Chinese, since you part more easily with your money. But they don’t have any time for the way you fight all the time among yourselves, even when you are guests in a peaceful port like Banten. So as long as there are Banteners about,’ he nodded in the direction of a couple of Javanese with their krisses tucked neatly into their sarongs, and wearing little else, ‘you had better behave.’

  ‘Encantado, senhor,’ said de Castro, pleased to see that Hodges spoke Portuguese. ‘I hear that you English have a king again, who is not so hostile to the true faith as that Elizabeth. What are your plans here? Will you play the mad Dutch game of trying to control all the spices, or do you plot your own course?’

  ‘England is a free country under the noble King James, as it was before with our gracious queen. You will find us as ready as ever to defend our freedom, whether against the arrogance of the pope, the tyranny of Spain or the greed of the Dutch. And what of Portugal? Do you allow the King of Castile to trample on your liberties, or do you too plot your own course?’

  De Castro snarled at this, but their exchange was disrupted by the rowdy English sailors.

  ‘Enough of this papist lingo! Shall we cut their throats now, or will you show us where to drink?’

  Hodges told his men tersely that there was to be no fighting ashore in Banten. ‘Save your bravado for when we need it and have a chance of winning: at sea. Let’s find the ale-house.’

  Ah Pong excused himself from de Castro, and hustled the English out of the gate and into the palisaded Chinese camp – a different world. By contrast with the spaciousness within the walls, here all was clamour and congestion. The lanes were narrower, with no trees, and no chickens running about. The houses for the first time resembled those of a proper town, solid brick, with shops below and dwellings above.

  ‘Where are the women?” asked Simmons. ‘Are you sure this is the right place? I liked the look of those dusky lasses at the market better.’

  Sure enough this looked like a man’s town, with Chinese men selling everything one might need – furniture here, pots there, tools and knives across the road, various cloths further down the street. The only women they could see were inside the houses, or helping one of the Chinese men with his wares. Several of the sailors began bargaining for the clever wooden toys, colourful China bowls and small knives set out for sale.

  ‘Later,’ bellowed Simmons. ‘Let’s find the grog first, and you can come back and spend your money here if you prefer trinkets to trollops.’

  Ah Pong took the English past numerous stalls selling food and what appeared to be liquor, and dived into a small lane where they heard the familiar sound of rowdy sailors. The arak house was distinguished only by some Chinese lanterns outside its narrow doorway, but inside was a kind of hall with tables and benches, lit by torches and leading onto an open area stretching down to a creek, where some revellers were relieving themselves. A Chinese man came over and greeted Ah Pong, who now spoke in a strange language about the new customers he had brought. Switching to Portuguese, he introduced Hodges.

  ‘This is Hong, owner of this arak house. Hong, you should meet Tuan Hod, who speaks Portuguese and is trying to learn Malay. His men need to learn how to drink in Banten.’

  Hong quickly escorted the men to an empty table, and looked puzzled as they began to shout for wine, brandy and grog.

  ‘I will order one glass of your arak for all the men,’ confided Hodges to Ah Pong, ‘if you get me the correct price before these fellows are too drunk to care.’ Some exchanges followed with Hong, a small sum was handed over and a jug of liquor appeared with a dozen small bowls to drink from.

  The English began cautiously, but gulped it down eagerly once they felt its warmth in their bellies. When Hong returned with a second jug, Hodges asked him what it was. ‘Do you bring it from China?’

  Hong needed the help of Ah Pong to explain that it was all made locally, except the most precious Chinese baijiu kept for his rich Chinese customers. It seemed to be made from the juice of a palm like a coconut, but with a smaller nut they
 called lontar.

  In simple Malay Hong said, ‘Lontar juice is tuak, sweet.  Heat tuak with fire, make arak.’

  ‘Ah, like turning wine into brandy – “burnt wine”.  Is this Javanese or Chinese?’

  ‘Tuak is Javanese, but Chinese know how to make fiery strong. The word arak not Chinese. Maybe them.’

  He pointed to a group of the darker Indians they called Kling. Ah Pong recognised one with a European-looking face but well-dressed with a Muslim gown. He introduced him to Hodges in Portuguese as Murad, from Gujarat. ‘This arak is almost good enough to be Chinese, but the word arak doesn’t come from China. Is it yours?’

  ‘The Arabs invented everything worth having unless it came from India,’ said Murad, ‘not you Chinese. Of course arak is from Arabic, just like alcohol. First it meant just sweat, like what your English friend is doing. Then they figured out that if you can make the wine sweat by boiling it, the sweat is stronger, like the kick of a camel.’

  ‘So how come your Prophet condemned it?’

  ‘Just because the Arabs were the first to invent these pleasures, our Prophet was the first to see its dangers. When you Chinese and feringgi have all seen reason and accepted Islam, no doubt the world will be a better place of peace and harmony, without alcohol. Meanwhile, you infidels have your uses. You can buy me another drink.’

  Ah Pong guffawed, but Hodges was distracted by the uproar from the English corner. They seemed to have got into a contest with some Dutch sailors in downing the arak and were now shouting for Kwee and women. A long-haired Chinese had emerged to try to talk to them, but was making no headway amidst a Babel of languages. Simmons had him by the shirt and was looking menacing.

  Hodges dragged Ah Pong over to mediate. ‘What’s the fuss, lads?’

  ‘Does this fellow have the women or not? He makes no sense.’

  Hodges pulled Simmons away and asked Ah Pong to explain what the deal was. Kwee’s voluble Chinese was translated into Portuguese for Hodges, and then into English for the crew. ‘He has a couple of women available this evening, but they can’t cope with all these men. At most two for each girl, if the money is right and your men behave themselves. The others can come back another night and he might try to get more.’

  The men erupted into pandemonium. Some feared to trust themselves to the sinister-looking Kwee, but there were a half-dozen who were starting to fight for the first experiment. Hodges asked Ah Pong to plead a little harder to keep the peace by accommodating them.

  Another flood of Chinese followed, with Ah Pong looking increasingly sceptical. Eventually he turned to Hodges. ‘Some of these southern barbarians have strange customs. Kwee says he has one or two other women, the pick of the Bugis slaves, but they are particular about who they accept. They seem to regard only men with something extra in their manhood as able to get them interested. I’ve heard of such things, but told him I doubt you English have anything to offer in that line. He said the addition could be arranged for a price.’

  ‘Filho da puta! I can’t tell these men there’s something wrong with their pricks. What does he mean, exactly?’

  More Chinese. Kwee gestured to Hodges to follow him across to another table where some locals were speaking in Malay. Kwee and Ah Pong joined in, and soon had them chortling and slapping each other. Eventually one of the men produced his penis for inspection. Hodges saw small round lumps under the skin. When the man shook it they made a tinkling sound. Even without understanding the words, it was obvious he was proud of his exhibit and the conquests he had made with it.

  Sensing an opportunity, Kwee offered, ‘Depending what quality you want, some balls of bone can be inserted for one real, or of silver for five. Very nice.’

  Simmons had joined the crowd of spectators and roared, ‘No wench is going to mess with my prick. This is black heathenry!’

  When the sailors had finished their incredulous merriment about this episode, urging each other to go first, their ardour for women seemed diminished. Only three eventually went off with Kwee, the others preferring to let them try the local wares and report back.

  Hodges warned them to be back on the ship by midnight, and left them to it.
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Bintara and Sri




  
  Hodges returned several times to the Chinese camp. It was not only the easiest way to purchase the small comforts of life, its arak houses were the places to learn how this town worked: what ships were in port, what pepper and spice was expected, and who was paying what price. Malay was the best way to start every conversation, if only with the ubiquitous dari mana, where from? He was always surprised at the answer. There were so many places he had never heard of – Masulipatnam, Tennasserim, Pegu, Johor, Patani, Cambodia, Palembang, Acheh, Banjarmasin, Banda. Then there were the Chinese ports that all sounded the same.

  The English seamen were also eager to return, and had their share of the fights that broke out around the drinking houses. One evening Ah Pong grabbed Hodges urgently as he was trying to understand what a Kling trader was telling him about the cloth trade.

  ‘You must come at once, Tuan Hod, if you want to save your men. You must tell them never to provoke the Javanese.’

  Hodges recognised some of the troublemakers among the crew, evidently allowed on shore for the first time. They looked both drunk and confused, but ready to take on a group of Javanese men with their krisses drawn. Some local women were screaming at them, but they continued tipsily cursing everybody as if oblivious to the looming disaster.

  ‘Stand back!’ Hodges shouted. ‘Just keep quiet if you value your lives.’ Turning to the best dressed of the Javanese, he summoned all the polite Malay words he knew, larded with more exaggeratedly apologetic Portuguese. ‘I am sorry if these Inggeris have given offence. They have just arrived below the winds and know nothing of customs and language. If they have offended I will make sure not happen again. We wish to learn your way and trade peaceful here.’

  Various languages erupted from both women and men, shouting at each other and at Hodges. It seemed clear enough that the sailors had laid hands on some of the women, who had come to buy at the nearby furniture shop. The English were saying the women were ready for play, but the women looked far from happy and their men ferocious.

  ‘These women may look frisky enough, but they are out of bounds. If you want to play at hot cockles I will show where you can pay for it. Any man who gets in a fight over women will be in irons for a week,’ Hodges bluffed, without much hope that Pickering would back him up.

  ‘I apologise for their misbehaviour,’ he continued, now speaking gravely in his pidgin Malay. ‘I punish these men hard. We English want be friends Banten people. This not happen again.’

  He drove the men off in the direction of Hong’s arak house, acting as fiercely with them as he dared. As he cursed them loudly and cuffed the ear of one of the drunkest he whispered, ‘Ask for Kwee if you want a woman without trouble.’

  As the hubbub subsided, Hodges thought he heard a gentle, ‘Obrigado senhor.’ He turned back to find a lovely young Javanese woman being pushed forward by an older one, who evidently had much more to say than the young beauty herself. After another volley of Javanese from the older woman, the young one said in polite Portuguese, mocking his pidgin Malay, ‘My mother wants to thank you for keeping these sailors in order, and to ask if our family can help you in your business here. Perhaps her husband, my father, can help you to “learn our way and trade peaceful here”.’

  Hodges eagerly agreed to visit at the first opportunity. He was running out of time to secure that chop from the palace, and every chance must be taken. He was in any case mesmerised by the exquisite young woman with her strangely elegant Portuguese. How could the rough male cacophony of this trader’s town have given rise to such an enchanting apparition?

  The way to Bintara’s compound led through a maze of paths, the larger ones muddied by the passage of cattle and horses. Ah Pong had given him the general direction, envying his good fortune in finding an opening to one of Banten’s most respected orangkaya, as they called the leading merchants. Hodges had to ask the way half a dozen times of the betel-stained old women selling fruit or pots at the junctions of these paths. He was learning to respond to their ribaldry in kind, as they made fun of his faltering Malay and pointed to his long nose, beard and hat. ‘Lain kali,’ another time, seemed the safest response to all their invitations to buy, to dally, or whatever other indecent suggestions they were making through their cackles.

  Finally he reached a raised gateway in a brick wall that stood out from the surrounding congestion.  A man wearing a European jacket over his sarong stiffened as he saw the foreigner, grabbed his spear and disengaged himself from the group around a Chinese food-seller outside the gate. When Hodges explained his business with Bintara in a few rehearsed Malay phrases, the guard shouted something through the gate. A head soon appeared, then another, and soon a small crowd of men and children were gathered at the gate, pointing to his apparel and ginger beard as if he were from another world. And so he was, he reminded himself. He struggled to think what the villagers in Hampshire might have made of one of these swarthy fellows with sarong and kris appearing at their door. The children would think him a monster, no doubt, just as some of these frightened-looking children appeared to regard him, peeking around the legs of the braver boys.

  The crowd of children scattered as an older man appeared at the gate and said, ‘Please come in, sir,’ in passable Portuguese. He ushered Hodges up the few steps to the open ceremonial gate, and into a compound as ordered as the space outside was messy. In the centre was a raised platform with a high roof, open on three sides. It was the structure Hodges knew they called a pendopo, like that of the Shahbandar. Two men there were playing softly on an arrangement of gongs.
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A NOVEL OF LOVE, FAITH
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‘Romance, intrigue, warfare, adventure — Mataram
has all the ingredients necessary to bring 17th-C. Java to life”
Barbara Watson Andaya, University of Hawai‘i










