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Hong Kong

In 1984, right after getting married, Paul and I moved to Hong Kong: home to seven million people and encompassing not one but hundreds of islands, plus Kowloon and the New Territories at the bottom of mainland China. Back then Hong Kong was still British Crown real estate, and flights still used Kai Tak Airport, a single runway occupying a narrow spit jutting into the city’s chaotic harbour. To land, airliners had to make a hair-raising descent between skyscrapers – giving passengers a peek at condo dwellers cooking dinner or brushing their teeth – before executing a steep, death-defying turn towards the runway. Countless films and TV ads have featured this famous white-knuckle landing – quite possibly you’ve seen it – and I will never forget our own midnight descent, dropping down from the dark into skyscraper neon glittering like an ocean of glass shards.

The eye-popping descent into Kai Tak provided the perfect introduction to the eat-or-be-eaten reality that was Hong Kong. Instantly, the city struck me as the urban equivalent of a striking young woman with nothing more to say than to ask what kind of car you drive. Its skyline, like its people, was obsessively upwardly mobile. The buildings, like the crowds, jostled for space. There was action everywhere but no substance unless you were talking money.

‘A dervishing congregation of self-interests,’ wrote Pico Iyer of Hong Kong in his hit travelogue Video Night in Kathmandu. That phrase says it all. Locals and expatriates alike, Hong Kong’s hordes seemed to have all the trappings of success but no heart. And to me everything about the city was jarring and mercenary, from its jam-packed skyline to the pushing and shoving crowds everywhere.

Still, this should have come as no surprise. For Hong Kong – a spoil of the Opium Wars ceded to Britain in 1841 and returned to China in 1997 – started out a drug dealer and has never much cared how it makes money, only that it grows rich. This explains its status today as a global powerhouse where scruples just get in the way of cutting deals. When we landed there in 1984, Hong Kong had become the Donald Trump of Asian cities and the place every Donald wannabe flocked to. Officially a ‘free trade entrepot’ with few restrictions on wheeling and dealing, the city was the ultimate carrot, a town of raw potential where anybody could make good and end up owning a Lamborghini.

* * *

In fact, Hong Kong had more luxury cars parading around than I’d ever seen before, and it had just two kinds of people: somebodies and nobodies. So whenever anyone talked options they meant stocks, not life choices, because in Hong Kong there was only one choice: to grow rich. And values meant currencies, not convictions, because here there weren’t any.

Nor, from what I could tell, were there any native Hong Kongers because everybody seemed to be from somewhere else – Chinese mainland refugees from way back, Britons, Europeans, Africans, Americans, Australians – which possibly explains why there was no real sense of allegiance to country, only to enriching oneself. But places where life boils down to one big brawl to get ahead tend to strip us of our humanity, and in Hong Kong the pressure to be a somebody was actually taking lives.

In 1985, I joined an international public relations firm as a business writer. A raft of global companies featured among our clients and the person in charge of bleeding all of us dry was Kai, a 20-something single woman with CEO aspirations and kept Armani and Prada in business. The progeny of a British Caucasian and Chinese union, Kai was a lethal distillation of exotic almond-eyed looks and sledgehammer character, or as a colleague of mine rather more crudely put it: ‘She’s all teeth. Sees the gynaecologist whenever she needs a dentist.’

Work was everything to Kai, who was already second in command at the firm. After all, with nobody to go home to, why not stay late every night and make everyone else live at the office too? Nevertheless, Kai did have a knack for digging deep into people and pulling out the best they were capable of. Without her to whip my skills into shape, it’s unlikely I would ever have made it past the proofreading desk. However, her fatal flaw was coming down on every little slip-up like a ton of bricks, especially when new staff were involved.

One day I was tapping away on the computer, churning out some bank’s annual report, when suddenly Kai’s shrill voice rent the air with a string of curse words followed by, ‘Airline stewardessing is all you’re fit for!’ The target of this tirade was a secretary named Jing, a young Chinese woman who had recently traded in her British Airways food trolley for a steno pad and keyboard here. Apparently, some lapse of hers – no doubt something of scant consequence – had offended Kai’s perfectionist sensibilities and by the end of the day word was out that Jing had resigned.

Now when it comes to the Chinese, ‘saving face’ is everything and you do not dare to humiliate anyone in public. In other words, what Kai had done to Jing was tantamount to a tarring and feathering, and the potential repercussions could not bear thinking about.

The next morning all 130 of us in the firm were summoned to the conference room. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some very grave news,’ said our Irish Chief Executive Officer. ‘Jing passed away last night and under no circumstances are you to talk to the press.’

I looked around the room and Kai was conspicuously absent. Then I saw the headline in the morning newspaper: ‘High-rise Death Plunge!’ According to the press coverage, Jing had been undergoing psychiatric treatment because her husband, a closet gay, had recently dumped her for a man. Then along came Kai to push her over the edge, or rather out a 17th floor window.

But why start a book with a tale like this? Because Hong Kong is where my life overseas began, and it marked a fork in the road in more ways than one. After finishing graduate school, Paul and I left Canada for Hong Kong in search of adventure and an alternative way of life to the fast-paced one common in North America. At the time, we weren’t at all clear on what we were seeking. All we knew was that we wanted something different.

With growing dismay, what we found in Hong Kong was a more intense and destructive version of the competitive culture we had left behind at home. As a teacher in an international school, Paul was somewhat removed from the Hong Kong rat race, but I was in the thick of it and the shallow ladder-climbing and 10-hour days churning out PR copy for corporate bottom lines were causing me to wonder, ‘Is this all there is?’ In short, there appeared to be only one choice: chuck it all for a less aggressive and more spontaneous way of life.

Soon after the tragic Jing incident I left my job at the public relations firm to write freelance for newspapers. Not long after that we left Hong Kong, rejecting a place with not much soul that is driven by winning at all costs, no matter the human loss along the way. That departure is where this book really begins: post-Hong Kong on a journey through 30 years worth of unusual experiences.

‘So Long! I’ll Be Back in 30 Years’ is a ramble through an eclectic array of absorbing episodes, adventures, personality profiles and issues of concern to many people everywhere. Its genre is human interest/adventure. Open the book randomly to a chapter and you never know what you’re going to get. In its pages you will encounter humour, disaster, ruminations bringing insight, personal conflict and more. Best of all is the diversity of characters you will meet, including a 10-year-old girl living and thriving in a city dump, an Australian retiree living in a cave, a 50-something married woman who discovered she was gay, and many more.

The stories, all true and some previously published in newspapers and magazines, place you directly into situations aiming to both entertain and prompt reflection. You may not always agree with what’s said, but that’s part of my purpose here: to generate thought and debate.

Finally, my hope is that ‘So Long!’ succeeds in transporting you to other worlds, bringing enjoyable diversion. The stories seek to reveal a lot about our world, and people in general, and my hope is that in reading them you will feel you are actually living them.


Garbage Ghetto

The job: freelance newspaper reporter based in Hong Kong. The assignment: to report on the appalling poverty in Manila, once a thriving and prosperous entrepot dubbed the City of Man, until dictator Ferdinand Marcos started plundering the country. Report filed: January 1990.

Imagine crawling on your hands and knees through the stinking trash of 12 million people to scratch a living. Then imagine calling this home. This is reality for thousands of impoverished Filipinos living in the city dumps of Manila, capital of the Philippines, a nation of volcano-studded islands strung along the western edge of the Pacific in Southeast Asia. Here the rural poor flock into urban centres looking for work that doesn’t exist and end up scavenging garbage for a living. What’s more, they’ve transformed the country’s waste depots into first-class recycling sites.
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Garbage Ghetto, home to 25,000 Manila squatters when I visited, was a slumland so vast that it had the dubious honour of being featured in city tours because greeting visitors was this: a garbage mountain, perhaps 10 or 15 storeys high, that was crawling with scavengers and splotched with shopping bag plastic – pink, white, green, red, blue, yellow – bizarre splashes of Picasso colour that jarred against a bleak backdrop of smouldering refuse and smoky pewter skies.

In a sad twist of irony, the extremes of poverty and luxury were what tourists to Manila wanted to see, and topping the bill in 1990 were Garbage Ghetto and Malacanang Palace. Until 1986 the home of fallen dictator Ferdinand Marcos and his wife Imelda, Malacanang had since earned infamy for its displays of Imelda’s countless designer gowns and 3,000 pairs of shoes. In a single afternoon, you could gawk at outrageous Marcos excesses and then descend into the pits of destitution at Garbage Ghetto.

The ghetto’s sea of scavengers and trucks dumping rubbish below plywood shacks brought to mind those medieval scenes of Hell hanging in the Louvre. In fetid technicolour, this Mt. Everest of yuck provided what the ‘reality’ tourist surely seeks: an assault on the senses; an attack on body and mind.

However, don’t think for a minute that misery prevailed. The garbage mountain was buzzing with productive toil and howled greetings when I arrived, curious throngs grateful to entertain someone from the outside. Scavengers of all ages, from young children to the elderly, were sifting through debris and bundling it into compact packages destined for breweries, junk dealers and factories. Blaring from a battered ghettoblaster, as the garbage-pickers laboured on, was the ‘50s hit ‘Great Balls of Fire’. And ringed around the mountain’s base were rows and rows of neatly bundled and stacked recyclables: bottles, cans, plastic, cardboard, glass, metal, wire and gleaming styrofoam.

It was a tribute to the human spirit, this turning of filth into livelihood and misfortune into productivity. Everything was being crushed, flattened and packaged by hand in a manner typical of a professional recycling facility. Indeed, this was arguably the world’s cheapest and most eco-friendly recycling system I was witnessing, but with recyclables fetching a paltry USD20 cents to 60 cents per kilo, only on a very good day could a scavenger hope to make 50 cents.

On spotting my white face, a pigtailed 10-year-old named Lila who spoke surprisingly good English dropped the grunge she was sorting and grabbed my hand to show me around. First stop was the ‘dump site’ ringing the mountain’s base where dozens of trucks were disgorging acrid cargo at the feet of people, big and small, who were snatching up stinking armloads of the stuff and turfing it into baskets for sorting later on. Everybody was taking part in the smelly treasure hunt, including scads of barefoot children who were shuffling through glass shard-infested trash and emerging from it miraculously unharmed. Even the mountain’s rainy season mud slicks – when there’s the added risk of catching tuberculosis or cholera – weren’t enough to keep people away and nobody missed a day if they could help it.
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With safety regulations for dumping nonexistent, Garbage Ghetto was a very dangerous place. Just the other week a boy Lila’s age, rushing to snatch rubbish from the shovel of a dump truck, had been crushed to death when it reversed over him. Pungent, and possibly toxic, emissions from burning waste often made Lila and her pals feel dizzy. ‘I got sick from it yesterday and had to lie down,’ she told me. Other occupational hazards included rusty nails in feet, tick-borne illnesses such as Lyme Disease and assorted pus-producing skin afflictions.

However, despite the squalor and many threats to life and limb, the ghetto’s people had actually mastered how to forge fun from garbage. Crowds of boys and girls, equipped with rusty nails and tools pulled from the detritus all around, were bashing up wooden crates and turning them into race cars, dolls, airplanes and other toys. Chinwagging women were carving candle moulds from scrap and filling them with molten wax to light their shacks at night. And carts loaded with what looked like skulls kept passing. ‘They are skulls,’ Lila piped up when I asked; bone for carving into jewellery to be sold at Manila’s flea markets. Water buffalo still grazed within the city environs, providing a steady supply of bones for craftwork whenever the beasts succumbed to road accidents or old age.

If necessity is the mother of invention, it was surely here in Garbage Ghetto. Passing to and fro were men, women and children freighting jerry cans of water on their heads. The water, purchased for a few cents per can from city folk with water lines, was the ghetto’s sole source of sky juice and the water coolers on feet were working the thirsty crowds.

Continuing on, we came upon the ghetto’s shanty community, a sprawl of house-proud shacks networking up the back of the mountain over dried out, greying debris. Here cast-off tables and other clutter from a million households had been reborn as roofs and walls. Inverted car batteries had found new life as flower boxes on door stoops. Rusty bedsprings served as fencing between dwellings to keep out stray goats and pigs. Beat-up patio furniture littered the garbage landscape for after-hours socialising.

Then Lila showed me her place: a spotlessly clean shack, its only contents seven floor mats and pillows for Lila, her mother and five siblings to sleep on. ‘My Dad died and sleeps in Heaven now,’ she said. Like most Filipinos, Lila was a devout Catholic.

As for other creature comforts in her home and the others here on the mountain? The toilet was the great outdoors, a hole dug in the ground and your waste buried when you finished your business. The shower was a water spigot in town or toxic Manila Bay. The larder consisted of donated rations or leftovers cadged from restaurant tables or bins. The kitchen was an outdoor fire made of rubbish, the latter also a handy source for dishes, pots, pans and eating utensils discarded by more fortunate others. And then suddenly I spotted in the distance the last thing you’d expect to find sprawling across ashen wasteland: green fields. ‘That’s our herb garden,’ Lila said. ‘Uncle Nitz planted it.’

Uncle Nitz was a health care worker who managed the Institute for the Protection of Children, an organisation with branches all over Manila (including one right here) that provided health care, education and job training to the needy. Nitz had learned about medicinal herbs while growing up on Mindanao, an island in the country’s south, and his hobby was seeding the city’s slums with cure-all plants found only there. Shaking hundreds of flies off a bushy specimen, Uncle Nitz touted its properties for treating eczema, bronchitis, diarrhea and other ailments common here on the mountain. Then he and Lila showed me the school, a warehouse-like building packed with prehistoric desks, the sort with the flip-top table and a drawer inside. Here the ghetto’s residents received instruction in the 3Rs, languages (Lila had learned English here) and livelihood skills such as swine raising. The Institute for the Protection of Children provided the teachers as well as seed money to acquire livestock and initiate business start-ups in agriculture and gardening. As a result, a number of ghetto residents now had fledgling businesses operating around Manila.
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The finale on my guided tour of Garbage Ghetto was the craft studio where those cartloads of buffalo skulls I’d seen were being turned into beaded necklaces, pendants, bracelets and belts. A lively crowd was crafting all sorts of trash, including tiny styrofoam balls and nails, into striking earrings, Christmas ornaments, picture frames and other items destined for the city’s shops. Especially clever were the comical figures made of old table cutlery. My favourite was a pelican with a bill made of two spoon bowls and feet made of splayed fork tines.

‘Last year, the moms and dads sold enough things to make a house with a nurse inside,’ Lila declared suddenly with pride. The art and craft proceeds had indeed financed the ghetto’s first clinic, Uncle Nitz confirmed, and this had shrunk the ghetto’s mortality rates dramatically.

When the time came to call it a day, Lila took my hand and led me to a lookout point. Far below, at the bottom of the mountain, a procession of garbage trucks continued to fill the sooty air with racket. The line of water cans on feet was steadfastly working the thirsty crowds. Candles and toys made of scrap were being churned out faster than you could say, ‘Bob’s your uncle’. Pop tunes old and new were blaring from countless battered ghettoblasters, ending another day on a high note in Garbage Ghetto, where punishing circumstances are defeated by the will to prevail.


Baggage Overload

Two things make travel a hassle these days. First are the tiresome security checks to which even grannies and toddlers are subjected. Incredibly, Cameron once had a toy drill confiscated because the security people thought it looked too much like a gun. The second is baggage. Think hordes lined up for check-in and mountains of luggage tumbling onto conveyor belts. Is all that stuff we pack really necessary?

Last summer I spent a week at the beach with a friend. Her bag weighed 22 kilos. Now you’d think one glance at her bulging suitcase would have given her pause to ask: Do I really need this Mt. Everest of shoes, bags and cocktail dresses when a toothbrush and swimsuit will do? ‘I overpack like mad then spend the holidays in malls!’ she remarked irritably upon greeting me one day, while juggling a bunch of shopping bags.

But once I too thought nothing of buying up Macy’s department store and stuffing it in my bag, never mind that I was a penniless student doing Europe on the cheap. The fashion magazines had turned me into Cosmo Girl on a Eurail Pass, and into my backpack went all sorts of faddish garb that had no business in youth hostels. It took 50-hour bus marathons across India, with motion sick kids upchucking in the aisles, for it to finally sink in that salon nails and trendy togs don’t make much sense on the road, especially out in India’s hinterland where your look is the last thing on anyone’s mind.

My point is, we’re swimming in baggage overload, and I’m not just talking suitcases but the perfection imagery of media and advertising that exerts its brainwashing power over us wherever we go. It tells us not only how to look but how to live, and it accounts for all the shopping, overpacking and buying into nonsense products that we tend to do.

For instance, take my friend’s beautiful 15-year-old daughter who models in her spare time. She does commercials for anti-ageing creams! Her flawless visage appears in poster ad technicolour at bus shelters and other places all over Singapore. Yeah, right; buy the bloody potion and this gravity-challenged mug of mine will look like hers! More effective would be to stand on my head so the jowls hang the other way. Presto, instant face-lift.

Surely the companies marketing these products don’t really believe we’re that gullible? Well, yes they do because people buy the stuff. Think weight-reduction belts strapped on shapely models who’ve never had a flab issue that purport to shake off your fat – if only shedding rolls were that easy – or the latest must-have among some young parents: plug-in warmers for little Johnny’s nappy wipes.

However, most objectionable to me are the gorgeous models and celebrities smirking down on us from billboards wherever we go. When I’m having an off day, they intrude on my emotional space and make me feel painfully ordinary. But that’s the whole point. For the clout in all that perfection imagery out there is in its message, that it’s not okay to be ordinary, the mindset that’s delivered by commercials touting sundry junk we don’t need under slogans such as ‘only for the select few’ and other humanity-as-hierarchy hype that keeps us endlessly renovating ourselves and buying.

Added up this is baggage overload: a vision of life which sets the bar so high that we go around judging everyone and everything with a critical eye and, worse, feeling perpetually dissatisfied with ourselves and our lives. We end up chasing perfection and living imperfectly, smothering life in billboard expectations, when if we’d only follow our gut we’d get it right. In other words, we’d like to believe we’re agents of free will but are we? For example, take my friend Ruth. One day I asked her why despite hating the onerous ritual of going on formal dinner dates with her long-time husband she still does it. ‘I guess it’s the wining and dining couples in ads, magazines and movies,’ she said. ‘You feel like if you don’t do it there’s something wrong with your marriage.’

This just goes to show how baggage overload can even insinuate itself into our personal relationships without our even realising it. Indeed, do we truly have free will? I’m not so sure. The media imagery of attractive couples dining in elegant restaurants conveys the subliminal message that we should be doing the same, so people do. But when you’ve been together 30 years like Paul and I have, sitting in Muzak-filled rooms with starched linens on the table simply serves to stifle conversation, especially when you’re sitting there staring tongue-tied at each other over candlelight in a room where everyone is feeling the same pressure to talk. If you’re like me, you probably sit there blurting inanities or snarling at your significant other to stop sitting there like a blob and say something. In short, there’s no buzz-killer like the weight of expectations and that’s why Paul and I don’t ever dine out in formal restaurants, not even on birthdays or anniversaries.

On the other hand, stick us in a place where there are no expectations, like on a beach? The conversation flows and the romantic romp afterwards is better than after a restaurant. Moreover, since the whole point of dates is partly to stoke the flame, why not try doing something new together? Sky diving perhaps? Bungee jumping? Mile high club? Surely this would do more for our relationships than going out on the same old dates?

The point is, we tend to get stuck in a rut and forget about the importance of new experiences in our lives. There was a bank ad that used to run in Singapore. ‘When was the last time you did something you’ve never done before?’ it said. Talk about rare. An ad with a message that cuts to the heart of our empty ways.

Likewise for vacations. You can have five-star because isn’t the whole point of holidays R&R and maybe some adventure? So why go to resorts where you have to think about tedious wardrobe changes and fiddle with your hair before dinner, when you can go places where the restaurant is a picnic table under the stars and there’s no gasping over the bill at the end? Partly what I’m driving at is something we seem to have forgotten about: simplicity. It’s a whole lot less stressful than loading up life with fuss that detracts from worthwhile pursuits and serves no meaningful purpose.

However, none of this really sank in until 1992 when I met Indra, an Indonesian taxi driver who made me realise how encumbered I was by baggage overload. Worse, its message – that it’s not okay to be ordinary – had become the yardstick by which I judged others. Where I come from, cab drivers are generally regarded as having not made it in life and I’m ashamed of the thoughts that sprang to mind as Indra toured me around Indonesia’s capital city of Jakarta. Why did he seem content with his lot when it wasn’t much? I wondered. Why wasn’t he miserable?

What’s more, it disturbed me how these thoughts kicked in without me actually thinking them, as though my mind was no longer my own but ruled by baggage overload and its anti-ordinary message: a hard-hearted outlook that amounts to an absurd contradiction. For the fact is that most of us are ordinary, and trying to deny it just adds up to perpetual discontent with ourselves, our jobs and our lives.

Indra was lucky because he had escaped this fate. Instead of wasting time denying his ‘ordinariness’ and chasing unattainable perfection – a hopeless treadmill that simply serves to focus us on the inadequacies of everything – he dwelled in everyday things, like tea at a roadside stall or a chat with a passenger.

‘I meet new people everyday, so what more could I ask for?’ he said when I asked him about his life. And there’s the rub. He had chosen this life and who was I to say it wasn’t good enough? In fact, many people choose to be restaurant waiters, house cleaners, construction workers and all sorts of things commonly regarded as falling short of measuring up. Yet many of us still go around passing negative judgement on these people even though they are what they are by choice, not because they’re failures.

In the end, baggage overload and its anti-ordinary message breed the idea that the world boils down to heroes and zeroes. But Indra didn’t fit either of those categories. Nor, from what I could tell, did Jakarta’s throngs. Because when nobody stands out, and everybody’s just getting by, it doesn’t matter where you fit on the ladder because there are no ladders. Instead, it’s a level playing field unencumbered by baggage overload and what results is a kinder, happier place where people seem to treat each other better. Despite Jakarta’s squalor and crowding, its streets were buzzing with chatty cordiality and connecting people was respect, the one thing I find is often missing in other places.

Finally, over the years I’ve met countless Indras who have all taught me the same thing: that contentment resides not in chasing perfection but in feeling comfortable with being ordinary. After all, that’s what most of us are. And do we really want flawless perfection and bottomless pit consumerism anyway? For some the answer is yes, but for many of us these things aren’t a choice but a prison. So why not embrace ordinary and give the baggage the boot?


Cave Dave

It was a long time ago; Christmas Eve 1980. A line of flesh sizzling along a Red Sea beach: Australians, Swedes, Brits, Africans, Germans, Yanks and others. A backpacker fraternity, about 25 of us in all, funnelled here by the whims of the road to pitch tents on Ras Um Sid, a secluded strip of sand tucked beneath cliffs. Situated at the bottom of the Sinai Peninsula outside the town of Sharem el Sheikh. Once a happening crossroads on the nomad trail, today Ras Um Sid is awash in beach bars. But 30 years ago mass tourism didn’t exist here. There were no hotels, no discos, no beach vendors hawking dune buggy rides – just blindingly blue sea, pristine reefs to snorkel on and desert rambling off into oblivion.

Despite the exotic location and fine company of fellow drifters, the mood was decidedly downbeat. Right about now the folks at home in Sydney, Stockholm or San Francisco would be tucking into roast turkey and mashed potatoes while we sat on a hot beach totting up shekels to see if we could afford to splurge on another felafel wrap, and maybe even a beer, at a nearby campsite canteen.

Looking back on it now, I realise that even the down times were good when I was young. Still, that day long ago was a definite low point, lying there cremating on the beach trying to figure out the best time to make Christmas calls home to Toronto, Tokyo or Timbuktu without waking our families in the middle of the night. It wasn’t just missing out on joining kin around the turkey and apple pie. With student days now behind us, we were all at that difficult crossroads trying to figure out what to do with the rest of our lives. We had no answers. We were lost, stony broke and, because it was Christmas Eve, homesick.

Then strolling up the beach came a character in swimming trunks who’s still as vivid now as the moment I first saw him: Cave Dave, shaggy grey hair, a glint in his eye, bushy beard, tanned, bodybuilder-buff and 62 years old. He was carrying a tea tray set with porcelain pots, cups and plates of biscuits, and he ambled over to us and plunked the tray down in the sand.

‘Thought you might fancy a cup of tea,’ he announced in an Aussie accent, introducing himself as Dave Benson. A retired mechanical engineer from Melbourne, Dave had travelled the world designing stage lighting for theatres and ‘priming’ Suzuki motorbikes for international races. He’d been here two years, he said, living in a cave just up the beach. Two years. In Ras Um Sid! When we asked Dave why, the friendly glint in his eye turned steely. ‘One day turns into another and it’s two years gone just like that,’ he muttered, snapping his fingers.
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After tea and some chinwagging, Dave showed us his cave: an impressive cavern tucked under a cliff overhang and done up like a real home with curtains over rock wall openings, a large bed, sofas, chairs, tables, Persian-style carpets tossed over the sand floor, and rows of book cases stacked with fat tomes left behind whenever young travellers moved on.

Out front was a spacious patio area shaded by a canopy of breezy tarpaulins stitched together. This too had plenty of overstuffed furniture and lounging on it were Dave’s five cats: Tim, Sylvester, Simba, Susan, Mimi and Charles. The kitchen was a stone barbecue. ‘The barby’ he called it, fueled by the driftwood lying about. No fridge, so meat or fish had to be caught and cooked the same day. Especially eye-catching was the patio fence made of tidal flotsam including a wave-battered bar fridge, two small cookers, shoes, broken chairs, glass bottles, tyres, styrofoam, boat motors, fish nets and other junk that had washed ashore – in sum total a zany collage to make Damian Hirst’s famous cow in formaldehyde green with envy (the British artist’s ‘cow in a pickle’ with 18-carat gold horns and hooves sold for about US$25 million in 2008).

Dave was an incredible handyman. Higher up the cliffs, set into sheer rock and accessed along rock ledges, he had added two more rooms: a smart looking tiled shower stall fed by cistern water via piping he had put together, and a ‘honeymoon suite’ with a Queen bed and a striking Arabian carpet flung over the doorway. This he used for entertaining occasional girlfriends.

Some of Dave’s furnishings, building materials and food had come from his army pals. Many things he had created himself from what the tides brought in. I particularly liked his sofa made of old life jackets with tires for a base.

As for toilet facilities? Best not be in a hurry or suffer the trots because the loo was up on top of the cliffs in the desert: a hole dug in the sand. ‘Bury your business,’ Dave insisted. He was sick and tired of the little brown mounds ‘inconsiderate’ campers kept leaving along the back of the beach.

Finding water in the desert was difficult, so Dave had befriended some soldiers on an Israeli base nearby and gained access to their cliff-top cistern. Egypt and Israel had been fighting for years over the Sinai (the triangular wedge of desert between the Gulfs of Suez and Aqaba). Israel took it in the Six Day War in 1967. After the Yom Kippur War (1973), Egypt got it back again, except the skinny coastal strip down the west side of the Gulf of Aqaba. This strip the Israelis still held, which explained the army presence here in Ras Hum Sid, but soon it would revert to Egypt under the Israel-Egypt Peace Treaty signed two years before in 1979.

‘Chances are the Egyptians won’t want me squatting here when they take back the Sinai in a couple of years, so maybe I’ll go to Europe or America,’ he said. But with no money, how was he going to buy a ticket to get there? There were so many unanswered questions about Dave. What brought him here in the first place? Why was he still here? Why wouldn’t he let us take pictures of him? Ask him and that glint in his eye would turn stony making us wonder if he had something to hide. Running from the law maybe? Committed murder back in Melbourne? Why was he broke?

‘You know that guide, ‘Europe on Ten Dollars a Day?’ ‘Dave said. ‘I’m writing one called ‘Israel on Five Bucks a Year’.’

We never did get the answers, but it didn’t matter because what he gave was more important than anything he withheld. Dave opened our eyes to new ways of looking at nearly everything. We’d all been raised to believe there was just one way to live: get educated, get a job, buy a house and some stocks, and that’s it for life. Lately, this stifling vision had been getting us down. ‘Life after college? There isn’t any,’ somebody said over beers one evening on Dave’s patio.

‘Nonsense mate,’ he piped up. ‘Have you forgotten there’s a choice? Trouble is, for so long you’ve been told how to live and what to want that it’s all become a muddle. Life can be whatever you choose. People seem to forget that. A good friend of mine who died a while back believed that living meaningfully simply requires looking inside ourselves and listening to what’s said. Don’t get herded into flocking with the pack. Follow your gut. It’s that simple.’

Nor was Dave just another ageing hippie. He was a thinker and resourceful beyond anything I’d ever encountered before. Whatever he needed he hunted, caught or made himself whenever possible. Fascinated by tribal cultures, especially their ability to get by without destroying the environment, he had learned Aborigine fishing, hunting and survival techniques as a teenager. He said: ‘One time my jeep conked out in the Outback desert, 200 klicks from the nearest settlement. When my food supplies ran out, I hacked up a plant, made a spear and snacked on rodents for a week or two until a car came along.’

Fishing was Dave’s mainstay here in Ras Um Sid, and to catch the minnows he used as bait he used another Aborigine method. With bread crumbs in one hand and a big rock in the other, he’d wade out into the sea, sprinkle the crumbs over the water between himself and the beach, and then heave the rock into the water, tossing the hungry schooling minnows up on the sand.

So far so good, right? Wrong. Dave’s five cats knew the routine by heart and enjoyed making sport of racing their master to the flapping minnows. However, Dave had a trick up his sleeve: a shrill Aborigine whistle that usually sent the cats packing. ‘It doesn’t always work,’ he said. ‘They’re so quick that my minnow catch keeps shrinking, so I’ll have to find a bait collecting spot where the sneaky buggers can’t follow me.’

To fish, Dave used a handline. He’d swim out into deep water and hover until he hooked a big one, usually a plump jack or tuna. ‘I used to go out after dark when there’s lots of fish, until a big sucker started bumping me one night,’ he said. ‘I looked down in the water and there was this shark, must’ve been two metres long, circling my legs. Now I fish only in broad daylight.’

Christmas Day morning was spent helping Dave fish and hunt. ‘We’re having the lads from the base over for dinner tonight,’ he announced at breakfast over fruit, pita bread and olive dip served on his patio. ‘Surf and turf tonight so there’s no time to waste.’ Then he threw together some fishing lines and we hovered with him out in the deep, hooking hefty pelagics and tossing them into a floating basket Dave had crafted. Whenever I went fishing as a kid I usually returned empty-handed, but angling in the Red Sea was truly thrilling. Our haul by lunch time? About two dozen trophy catches worthy of hanging on a wall.

Afternoon was spent hunting hares in the desert, a surprisingly breezy and temperate place this time of year. Dave could take out a scampering rodent with a boomerang! He felled a goat mid-flight with a spear. ‘I believe in fighting fair,’ he said. ‘No rifles allowed.’

His spear, fashioned by his own hands from a sturdy desert plant, featured an Aborigine gizmo called a woomera, a lever of sorts which boosted the spear’s speed and distance travelled. ‘You’re looking at what was, until the advent of the self-loading rifle, the world’s fastest-shooting weapon,’ he said. What’s more, the woomera could be fitted with stone or axe add-ons to chop wood, food or branches for making a shelter.

We all tried our hand at the boomerang and spear but talk about hopeless. It brought new respect for Dave’s crack shot aim and timing. The takings that afternoon? Four beefy hares, each weighing about five kilos; a feral goat we tied to a branch and carried back; assorted rodents including dormice and guinea pig-sized hyrax; lots of juniper berries for making baked crumble; and one squat bush to decorate. ‘Gotta have a tree,’ Dave declared. After the hunt, a few of us trimmed it with beach flotsam while he and the others skinned and gutted the booty (the pelts he gave to his army buddies).

Everybody helped cook and it’s amazing what some ground anise, cinnamon and nutmeg can do for roast dormice. Wrap them in foil, bake and they shmeck. Finger lickin’ good! As for the goat? He was stuffed with herbs, skewered head to tush on a branch, then suspended and roasted over a fire on a spit made of sticks stuck in the sand. Eight pans of juniper crumble were laid in a hot stone pit to bake, the morning’s fish haul carved into the freshest melt-in-your-mouth sashimi I’ve ever tasted, and paper cups and plates set out. Finally, the arrival of Israeli troops bearing cases of Arak (licorice-flavoured hooch) and platters piled with felafel balls, hummus and kebabs signalled it was time to party.

There was plenty of fine conversation that night accompanied by assorted guitars, flutes and Dave on his didgeridoo (a nasal-sounding Aborigine instrument usually made of a hollowed out branch or bamboo stalk). And what began as a nasty bout of homesickness on a sun-drenched beach turned into an occasion never to be forgotten: Christmas Day where it all started, right here in the Holy Land.

We all stayed on about two weeks, accompanying Dave on sunrise hunts into the desert and ‘hover fishing’ with him out in the deep. Then one day it was all over. Time to funnel back to the road and go our separate ways to Tel Aviv, Nairobi or wherever. Most likely, we wouldn’t see each other again. Probably wouldn’t even drop each other a line after cuffing shoulders and trading hugs for the last time. No Facebook or touch screen communication in those days. To stay connected, you had to pen your communiques, find a post office and wait in line to buy a stamp. Fat chance of that out here on the backpacker trail, rolling from one adventure to another.

Dave would be 92 years old now. Knowing we wouldn’t see him again, we lingered together a while atop the cliffs watching him boulder blast minnow bait onto the beach and whistle to fend off five cats, a parting snapshot to last a lifetime.


Burglary Night

As if turning 50 isn’t bad enough, imagine having to pack up and leave the city you’ve lived in for nearly two decades because you can’t afford to stay there any more. Back in 2007, not the best of years for me, that’s exactly what happened when we pulled up stakes after 17 years in Singapore. A sudden real estate boom and soaring rents, unaffordable to a teacher-writer combo like Paul and me trying to save for Cameron’s university education and our retirement – if we can ever afford to retire – left no choice. We had to go. But where? Back to America or Canada, with the onerous emotional and cultural readjustments that would entail? As for finding employment at our age with resumes listing places unfamiliar to a surprising number of North Americans? Let’s not even go there.

Furthermore, we weren’t ready to leave Asia yet (fat chance we’ll ever be ready after 30 years out here) and wanted to be able to visit Singapore easily. This left only one option: Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia’s capital city situated 300 kilometres north of Singapore and the only place nearby that had some good international schools where Paul could get work and Cameron could get educated. Paul was actually quite keen on the idea. Like Singapore, KL has a large expatriate community and a demographic made up of Malays, Chinese and Indians. ‘Moving there should be a piece of cake,’ hubby declared cheerfully.
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