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Until They Get Me.
Struggling in Sumatra.

Being the account of an Englishman

trying to make an honest living

in Indonesia.

By Rahmat
“What on earth do you think you are doing?” a letter from home demanded. Don’t ask. I didn’t get where I am today by thinking about what I was doing. Marrying a girl twenty-five years younger than I am who can’t speak English, pretending to change my religion, running an illegal business in a foreign third world country and burning my bridges, that’s what I’m doing.

The characters in this book are, astonishingly, not fictitious

and names have not been changed to protect the innocent.

Except mine of course, to stop them getting me.
With special thanks to;

Mr. Sugar from Berlin,

Drs S. Is. Sihotang MM and Drs Rohobot Gultom

of North Sumatra Tourist Department.

The other Mr. Gultom from Polonia Immigration and his friend

Mr Eduard R Silitonga from Jakarta Immigration.

The whole of Belawan Immigration Department.

Mrs. Sary Siregar, and last but not least,

Ir. Hasan AS, head of KRIDA, Indonesia,

without whom this story would not be.

Dedicated to my wives.

      - and for my friend Chris

who got me into all this,

a friendly kick in the teeth.
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August 1999
Good idea!

I had come to Sumatra eighteen months previously to find a new life: My old one had come to an end when I found myself back in England single again, my capital halved, homeless, jobless, and almost friendless. I had been there before, but this time there was a difference - I was old. I didn’t have high expectations of anything much for what may be left of my future, but if I had to start all over again it wasn’t going to be in cold, monochrome England. My philosophy of life was simple enough. It was a case of choosing between security and adventure - you couldn’t have both. Three broken marriages, a house that had collapsed into its own cellar after I had paid cash for it, and a heart attack had taught me there was no such thing as security anyway, which left only one option. I took what was left after my most recent marriage breakdown and bought a one-way ticket to Sumatra. That’s in Indonesia, which is the bunch of islands south of Singapore, and north of Australia, but you already knew that.

One month after I arrived in the country, although it was nothing to do with me, Indonesia’s thirty-two year dictatorship came to a noisy and bloody end, and Indonesia entered a phase of “Reformasi.” 

Sort of.

*       *       *       *       *       *       *

“What this place needs is a newspaper.” Chris said, cleaning the seeds from the pile of ganja he had recently purchased, and unwittingly finding my new life for me. English Chris was by far my best friend amongst the small band of expats out here in the little heard about island of Sumatra. He was fifty-four, a year older than me but not an ex hippy like me. Chris still was one. Balding but with a pony tail and an unquenchable twinkle in his eyes, he’d been living one of the happiest periods of his life for the past four months, and he thought it would go on forever. Living with a very attractive young Indonesian girl called Devi in an old traditional wooden Batak house on the edge of Lake Toba, a vast stretch of water surrounded by green mountains, he was about to discover just how far he would go for love.

“The Toba Times.” he went on, “A little newspaper to give news and information on this area, and telling it like it really is. Put tourists wise to the rip offs, the cheating, the guides. Tell them the right price of things, like bus fares, motorbike rent, magic mushroom omelettes - and the price of grass here. Do you know I scored this pile here for only one hundred thousand Rupiah? Less than ten dollars! Tourists are paying half of that for a tiny little plastic bag of twigs and seeds.”

“If we wrote that, the local guides would string us up. Selling grass is the only way they can earn money.” I answered, “But what a good idea. Make it a free newspaper and get some advertisers in it. I’m sure some of these guesthouses and hotels would advertise. They all use guides. They would be better off advertising.”

We smoked a while, talking about immigration problems. The immigration officers at Belawan, Medan’s entry port, were notorious and they intimidated all the would-be expats and long-term residents. They would turn people back, even married people with wives in the country. Several people I knew always put money in the passport coming back in after going out for visa renewal every two months, and they rarely had problems, but paying corruption money rubbed both Chris and I up the wrong way. I would pay it, if and when I had to, but not before. It didn’t work that way. When I had done my compulsory visa run to Penang in Malaysia a week previously, I had had a hard time getting back in.

“What are you doing here? Are you working? How can we believe you take a holiday for two years?” After four officers had involved themselves with unnecessary aggression, they had reluctantly let me in.

“They said ’If we see you again we will turn you back. If you want to stay in Indonesia you must get a social visa!’ That’s what they told me Chris. There is no security that we can stay.” We knew about social visas, which lasted six months, but with the inevitable corruption money - thank you money - they worked out more expensive than a visa run. Besides, a sponsor was needed, an Indonesian who would take financial responsibility in the event of illness, death, or any other major problem – normally a husband or wife. All expats who had been here any length of time advised us to stay on a tourist visa for as long as possible. In spite of the inconvenience and expense, it was apparently the lesser evil.

“Go to Singapore mate, the big Pelni liner to Batam Island and a speedboat to Singapore.” Chris advised. “It’s easy – it’s a holiday! There’s a cinema on the ship, six decks to wander around. You can usually find a quiet spot for a smoke, and Batam immigration is no problem, they have people coming through all day. You come back the same day, no need to stay in Singapore. Just have lunch and get the speedboat back to Batam.”

“Hell of a long way to go for lunch.”

“Excellent food though. You can’t get a decent bacon sandwich in Indonesia. Oh by the way - Pelni Lines are dry ships, there is no alcohol, but you often find some guy wandering round selling cans at inflated prices.”

“I didn’t know that. An alternative visa run, a way to avoid those buggers at Belawan who don’t seem to want foriegners here. You are right. You have just demonstrated how useful a newspaper would be. We have both been here long enough to pick up a lot of tips which new tourists would find very useful. The Toba Times. Info on Sumatra.”

Devi brought us coffee. Chris smiled at her fondly. He really was in love with her, almost obsessively so. I envied him a little, I’d had several short-term relationships with local girls in the eighteen months I had lived in Sumatra, and it had been an unexpected and wonderful surprise to find that celibacy was not yet. In my mid fifties, I was suddenly getting attention from girls in their twenties. I had lost count of the times I had been sat at a café drinking coffee on my own and been approached by one, two, three or a group of beautiful teenage girls who just want to sit down and chat. Unlike my eccentric friend Jeremy, I was not particularly into school uniforms, but their contents were disturbingly delightful, and this could never have happened in England where the reaction of teenage girls would not have been ‘See that man in his mid fifties drinking coffee all on his own? Let’s go and talk to him!’ They were always beautiful and sexy without even knowing it, but really, this was nothing to do with sex. It was delightful that I could so easily be surrounded by so much beauty, be made to feel so special, and be given so much attention. When attention is so easily available, there is never a need to indulge in attention seeking behaviour. Fifty something would be invisible in England. Here, I was eligible ass. I had found Indonesians to be naturally friendly, curious, and not ageist. They had respect for age. Younger people called me sir, or pak, meaning father, or occasionally, opung, grandfather, and I had learned not to mind. One of the guides whom I liked, Hakim, had remarked with wonder that in the west, we only have ’You’ to address each other. Here, people were always addressed as pak, father, ibu, mother, abang, brother, kakak, sister, or adik, little brother or sister. It saved having to remember people’s names. 

“What about you Justin? I don’t think I could live here at Lake Toba without a girlfriend, there is nothing to do.”

 “Exactly Chris. That’s half the appeal of the place. Nothing to do. I think after my last experiences with local girls I’ll give it a miss for a while. It’s very easy to find a woman here, but it’s not so easy to find a good woman.”

“Lusi? Or Olga? You got off cheap mate, you could be in prison. Anyway, there is no way Lusi can ever come back to Lake Toba.”

“No, she can’t, the locals would throw her in the lake. She turned nasty the moment she realised I wasn’t going to live in her mother’s village and grow chickens. She told the police I had bought the grass from Yogi’s Restaurant, so Paul and Niki would kick her out. Anyway, I don’t want to think about her. I want to think about Toba Times. It will give me a valid excuse to spend my rapidly dwindling capital on a computer. It beats trying to grow potatoes for sure.”

“How much did you lose on that little venture in the end?”

“I honestly don’t know Chris. What with the economic crisis, the exchange rates varied so much over the period I’ve been doing it I lost track in terms of pounds or dollars. I must have lost between three and five thousand dollars. A year’s learning experience. I’m going to check out computers in Medan.”

Hindsight is a bastard and we would all be better off without it. It inevitably produces phrases like ‘The Good Old Days’ and ‘If Only!’ The Asian economic crisis of 1997 had probably hit Indonesia worse than any other South East Asian country. Prior to ‘Crisis Moniter,’ the dollar had bought two and a half thousand Rupiah. When I arrived in the country it was over eight thousand and reached eighteen thousand for a short period. I had put a mere three thousand dollars in a deposit account when it was at around fourteen thousand and had earned interest at sixty five percent per year - if only I had deposited more! They were the good old days for sure. I cashed it in later when the Rupiah had strengthened to six and a half thousand. I had been living almost free, but as I was about to find out, nothing was free in Indonesia.

A week later I was playing with my new toy, and getting to grips with Microsoft Publisher. I’d written a few articles for tourists on the best places to change money, where to get the bus for various destinations and how much the fare was, and the price of a becak, which was an entertaining form of city transport. I had included a lot of information on Lake Toba and how you could avoid the hazards of Indonesian roads and buses by getting there on the train. There was the confessions of a gigolo, an article about magic mushrooms and the drug scene here, and why chocolate was better than sex. I had put an advert in for Chris to do palm reading, which was his gambit for chatting up girls, an advert for astrological readings from myself for the same reason, and I had gone round several hotels and guesthouses asking if anyone wanted a free advert. Printing costs were not that high, so I intended making one thousand copies and paying for it myself. Only around one hundred dollars to start a new business seemed like a good investment and a small risk. 

I was working on “Quotes of the Month” when there was a knock on my door. A large man introduced himself as Mr Sugar, a German in his mid forties, married to an Indonesian girl in her early twenties. They had a baby and a small guesthouse in Medan, the Sugar Hotel.

“You are Justin? Marion at Romlan’s restaurant said you were making a newspaper?”

“Yes I am. Here, take a look.” I showed him the computer screen.

Lake Toba

  Nearly all visitors to North Sumatera visit this beauty spot. Samosir Island in the middle of Lake Toba is the size of Singapore, and it is a fascinating place to explore by motorbike. If you want to go right around the island from the village of Tuk Tuk, bear in mind the trip takes about 7 hours, so start early. It is best to go clockwise, toward Tomok, that way you will do the most difficult part of the journey up the mountain on a dirt road while you are fresh, instead of coming down it, maybe in the dark. Besides, the views from the top are huge and magnificent, and it would be a pity to miss them because of failing light. Drive carefully, as in the eastern end of the island the roads are very pot holed. An easier option is the 45 km trip to the hot springs on a reasonably good road. Bicycles can be rented to explore the local area. Trekking too can be organized around Lake Toba, with a good chance of seeing monkeys or gibbons, or you can walk across the island to the hot springs near Pangururan. (There are two Guest Houses on the top if you want to spread it over a couple of days.) The temperature of the lake is close to 80 degrees Fahrenheit all year round, so it’s comfortable for swimming or getting wet in a rented canoe or tube. 

  Money changers can be found at Tuk Tuk and in Parapat, but there is no bank, only an ATM which often runs out of money. The nearest bank is in Siantar, one hour from Parapat. There is a big traditional market in Parapat on Saturdays, a smaller version on Tuesdays and Thursdays and the town has a 9 hole golf course. But if you don’t feel too energetic, Lake Toba is the perfect place to take a break from travelling. It’s an excellent place for doing nothing at all and letting the days slide by. There are some good walks, good book shops and libraries, and some good bars to help you relax.

  Lake Toba is the heart of the Batak homelands, but  “Tano Batak” covers an area the size of Belgium.
“Excellent!” said Sugar. “I too want to make a newspaper. I have fliers for my hotel down at Belawan Port for tourists as they arrive, but my fliers are always out of date. I have special offers, like stay one night here and get one night in Bukit Lawang free for example, then the other party at Bukit Lawang pulls out and my information is no longer correct. A monthly newspaper is the answer! We must work together.”

“In what way?”

“Easy! You are English, you have correct English, and you have the computer. You make it, I pay for it.”

The man oozed confidence, too much so. He had an arrogance that was difficult to conceal. 

“I know everybody! Everybody knows me. I’ve been here five years. I will get many advertisers from Medan, I know the head of the tourist department, I know a good Chinese printer. If you join with me we will have success! How much are you charging for your adverts?”

“I’m giving everyone their first one free to get it started. People are a bit reluctant to hand over cash to a foreigner for something that doesn’t exist yet. We calculate advertising costs once we know the cost of production and distribution.” 

We discussed him paying the printing costs and both of us splitting the profit once people were paying for their adverts on a fifty fifty basis. Why throw away money? I thought. I wouldn’t need to invest any capital; most of the risk would be gone. It meant I couldn’t possibly, under any foreseeable circumstances, lose. I agreed.

September 1999

The House of the Rising Sun

On a small peninsular of an island in the middle of the deepest and largest crater lake in the world, on the fifth largest island in the world and in the largest archipelago in the world stood the village of Tuk Tuk. It had been a quiet Batak community of farmers and fishermen which occasionally warred with neighbouring villages and had a reputation for eating their enemies and criminals, until it was ‘discovered’ by the Dutch scientist H.N van der Tuuk, the first European to ever see the lake in 1847. Subsequently Christianised by missionaries at their own request, the Bataks had nevertheless retained their customs and traditions, mixing their newfound Christianity with a little animism and ancestor worship. Not so many generations ago the Batak men were warriors, defending their villages from their neighbours. These days there were no jobs for warriors, or jobs for anything very much, and the men sat around gambling, playing chess, playing guitar, or just sat around. The younger, long haired, denim clad guys - the guides - now ‘hunted tourists.’ 

A dramatically beautiful setting had made Lake Toba a tourist destination for both foreigners and the richer Indonesians. It was such a peaceful, tranquil place that tourists often came intending to stay three days and ended up staying three weeks, or in some cases, like mine, just never left at all. Women and girls washed dishes, clothes and themselves in the lake, carrying their stuff back home on their heads. Naked children swam after the ferries and dived for coins. Men who had spent the day in a dugout canoe fishing gathered in toddy shops in the evening to sing their moving patriotic Batak songs in beautiful harmony. The lake water was clean and fish eagles and kingfishers were well fed. Other exotic birds flew among the tropical trees, and flowers abounded, the village was always colourful with bougainvilleas, hibiscus, datura, amaryllis and a host of wild flowers. The ganja was cheap and there was no paranoia about smoking it. Tuk Tuk had a perfect climate, it was Scotland with palm trees, and compared to some other parts of Indonesia, it was not too difficult to leave the country every two months for immigration requirements. It was full of restaurants offering Indonesian, Chinese and Western dishes. It was cheap. The natives were friendly, but it must have been the emptiest tourist destination in the world. It was a paradise, or as much as a paradise as one can expect to find on Earth. Even when Bali was a paradise it had mangy, howling dogs which made the journey back to your hotel from the bar a sobering experience. The highlands of Scotland were a paradise but they had midges. The west coast of South Island, New Zealand was a paradise, but it had sand flies. Tuk Tuk was a paradise, but it had guides. And mafia and corruption. One had to tread carefully.

“Bernike, do you want to be an editor?” My landlord’s brother and next-door neighbour was my best Indonesian friend. He had lost the use of his legs twenty years ago in an accident and these days spent most of his time in bed, reading, painting, playing guitar, or feeding the fish eagle and other pet birds and the beautiful iguana in the aviary immediately outside his window. He often had tame birds perched on his shoulder while he was painting. He had a beautiful and intelligent girl working for him. Roselyn ran the library, cooked and cleaned for him, bathed him and nursed him when necessary. She was a hard worker, up at six every morning sweeping the road outside the house, and she was as dedicated to him as he was to her. He got around in a very expensive electric wheelchair, a Mercedes Benz from Germany that was worth thousands of dollars. The way he had got hold of it was through his original and very stylized paintings. A German doctor had bought several, taken them home and showed them around, and Bernike suddenly had an order for fifty more. Instead of money, they sent him the wheelchair. It probably made him the highest paid artist in Indonesia. He was extremely intelligent, and although he retained his Batak traditions and even some of their beliefs, he was westernised through having been married to an Australian woman for many years. She had died of rabies the year before I arrived, bitten by her own dog. For one who had had such a tragic life, or more probably because of it, he was a remarkable man, very respected by the people of the village and beyond. The library he stocked with quality English books for tourists and he was obviously well read himself. He knew a good book. Now, he was reading through the half completed newspaper I had printed out. 

“Only, as I’m officially a tourist, I’m not allowed to work.” I added. “I need to make this seem like it’s a local thing.” Roselyn brought us coffee.

“This is great, really great. Lake Toba needs something like this, but why will you give it away free? You can sell it; you can make money with this. I’ve never heard of a free newspaper.”

“They work well in the west Bernike, the advertising brings the income.” A smile of understanding lit up Roselyn’s face.

“So clever you western people!” 

“Well yes, of course I support you one hundred percent.” Bernike said. “If anyone asks about this I will say it is a joint effort by the people of Lake Toba to attract tourists. Not that the people of Lake Toba would ever cooperate in that way of course, they are all far too competitive and jealous of each other’s success. But we need tourists here. Ever since Soeharto fell there have been no tourists. Before that in fact – ever since the forest fires covered Malaysia and Singapore with smoke in ninety-seven. So many guest houses here are nearly bankrupt over the last two years.”

“And now it is nothing but bad press over East Timor and the massacres by the military. News from Indonesia is always bad, but that’s good for me, the Rupiah gets weaker and weaker and my dollar goes further and further. Great anyway, thanks Bernike. The first issue with your name on it should be out next month. Let’s hope there are some tourists to give it to.”

“Justin, you can use this to keep Batak culture alive. It is dying and it should be preserved. You could write a series on some aspects of our culture. Would you do that?”

“Of course Bernike – wouldn’t it be better if you wrote them yourself?”

Aspects of Batak Culture

  Social life in Batak country has its own rules for courteous behaviour and good manners. The most important rule is that the most distinguished person present takes precedent over all others. He walks before the others, who follow in order of rank. He is given the most honourable place. While sitting, one takes care not to turn one’s back on him. One never passes in front of him. If one has to, one apologizes while making a gesture with the right hand and bowing low so as to keep one’s head lower than the distinguished guest. Honour to whom honour is due is the ground rule of courteous behaviour.

  On festive occasions, part of the meat is divided up to be taken home according to the nuances of rank and position. The lower jaw and chin, considered to be the finest pieces of pork or beef, are for the most distinguished guests, the shoulders and neck are second best. If there are many guests, the pieces of meat are small but that does not matter, it is symbolic, and the meaning remains the same.

  When a guest enters a house, the host bids him welcome, a mat is unrolled and both sit down with crossed legs. When addressing his guest, the host uses his title; sir, uncle, aunt, brother-in-law. One apologises for using a word considered offensive or indecent, such as rat, dog, pig, louse, flea or tail. Anything which might hurt the other’s feelings is avoided. One cannot say no to a glass of tea or a smoke. The women and girls keep a respectful distance from the men.

  When a Batak reaches a great age and has many children and grand children, he is comfortably off. The sons and daughters often give a feast to honour their parents, and in former days, they used to go to the forest to get wood for a coffin. When a person dies, the women come to mourn and lament while the men go and inform the people. The gong is sounded. Old people who have passed away often remain above ground for a week before they are interred. Sometimes, food is put on the grave for the ghost of the deceased. After a number of years, the body is exhumed and laid to rest in a concrete tomb, then there is a big celebration at which - so it was believed in former days - the spirit of the deceased took part in the dancing.

Bernike was rushed to hospital the next week with blood in his urine. And Chris told me that Devi had gone to Medan for the weekend and hadn’t come back. 

“I’m going to Medan to look for her. I’m worried, it’s not like her.”

“I’ll come with you; I want to talk with Mr Sugar. Hey, do you know what happened today Chris? Three truckloads of children were driven around Tuk Tuk. The kids were for sale! Apparently some orphanage in Aceh had to close for lack of funds. There are lots of orphans in Aceh because lots of parents killed by the military. So, what to do with the kids? Sell them! Take them to a tourist place where people supposedly have some money and sell them!”

“Jesus. How old were they?”

“Between four and ten. I could have bought a sweet little five year old girl for five dollars, honestly!”

“Paedophile’s paradise. Could be a business there you know, they’d sell for fifty thousand dollars in the States. Did anyone buy one?”

“No. Most people in Tuk Tuk have no money either. Or maybe it’s that Christians don’t want a Moslem child.”

“I wonder what will happen to them all? Aceh keeps tourists away from Sumatra, it is so often in the news and it sounds a dangerous place. It is always included in western Embassies travel warnings.”

As a Gemini I was entitled to have two lives going at once, and although my number one life was in Tuk Tuk at Lake Toba, the necessity of visa runs every two months, bank business, shopping, and friends who I liked to see made the sweaty, noisy, dirty, broken, polluted city of Medan a second home. It was a one-hour ferry ride and a four-hour bus ride to get there, and was a stark contrast to the serene beauty of the lake – but it had girls. Modern girls, girls who smoked cigarettes and marijuana and went to discos and wore mini skirts and even drank alcohol if anyone would buy it for them. 

“Not even tempted Justin?” Chris asked me as we sat at the Watering Hole, he smoking a joint, me drinking beer. The Watering Hole was a large garden with big trees, a boating lake, food stalls and pretty waitresses. It was also one of the very few green areas in the city and was about the only place there was in Medan for people to meet and chat and drink. All the expats used it.

“Very, but although the girls are all very friendly, no one seems to be giving a real come on these days the way they used to. I seem to have lost my sex appeal.”

“It’s because of Madam Olga.”

“I finished with Olga five months ago. There was Lusi since then.”

“All the girls here still regard you as Olga’s property, and Olga is the queen. No one dares cross Madam Olga. Christ, but she’s big these days isn’t she? That striped dress she’s wearing makes her look more like a deckchair for two than her usual beached whale appearance.” I had met Olga the day I arrived back in Indonesia after going back to the UK last Christmas. She was thirty-four and we had had an instant relationship which had lasted for four months.

“Yes, she always was a bit large, but now - well, I couldn’t now. I suppose it doesn’t help that I often sleep at her place, but we don’t sleep together.”

“Your place, you paid for it, but Olga is the reason you haven’t scored here for so long. She always sits next to you and no one will make a move on you while she is there. I haven’t found Devi yet, no one is talking but I’m sure some of these garden girls know.”

There were the Tuk Tuk expats and the Medan expats. Those that chose to stay in that sweaty, uncomfortable environment included Robert, a Dutch tennis coach who earned enough in three months to spend nine in Sumatera. Olga called him the king playboy, but there were others who fell into that category. Some were looking for serious relationships, others weren’t. They had discovered an alternative, cheaper version of certain parts of Thailand. There was sex here, but it was not quite yet a sex industry. Jaz, a pleasant young English guy who was into computers and had his own web page wanted a serious relationship but not marriage. Another English guy, Craig did exceptionally well at attracting pretty girls - so well that he had deliberately missed his plane home - and Eddy, also English and an amateur astrologer like myself, was another who was reasonably successful at short term rather than short time relationships. I seemed to be his hero. I had met him a year previously and had apparently said something that had changed his life, but he never told me what. Then there was Dutch Freddie, the crazy captain, claiming to be an ex NATO officer with a fat pension. There was English Duncan who could bore the pants off anyone within five minutes or make enemies in half that time. Rumour had it he was paid “stay away money” from his family and everyone could believe it. An Australian named Alex had arrived looking for a wife, and the guesthouse manager where he stayed in Aceh introduced him to a beautiful young virgin girl whom he married within a week. It seemed to be working so far. There was Pascal, a young Dutch punk who had had a steady relationship with a local girl called Ica which had been going on for four years and there was American August who had lived a year in a dormitory. And now there was Chris. Who out of these people would I have chosen as friends in England? Chris certainly, but not so many of the others. But we were all in the same boat, we were all struggling in Sumatra, and it was necessary that we got along to a degree or at least tolerated each other. You never knew when you might need help.

Sugar Hotel’s sign was written SUmatra GARuda HOTEL.

“That is what I want the newspaper to be called.” he said. “SUmatra GARuda. You can play with the design on your computer so that SUGAR stands out.”

“It was going to be Toba Times; there isn’t much in it about anywhere else.”

“Then put ‘Special Feature on Lake Toba’ on the front cover. It must be SUmatra GARuda.”

It seemed a small compromise, and in fact, if the idea caught on there was no reason it should be confined to Lake Toba. There were other tourist spots and destinations, and we needed advertising revenue, but I had my first suspicions that this might not work. This was my newspaper. I decided on the content and appearance. I wasn’t working for Mr Sugar. We worked out prices for advertisers and a few other details, but it was too late in the month to get one printed for October so we agreed on a November launch. He knew the local beer company through owning the hotel, and was sure they would advertise, but I left already disliking the man and headed off to Olga’s house. 

Olga’s house. My house. The House of the Rising Sun as Chris fairly accurately named it. Ex girlfriend Olga and I were still friends in spite of the rip-off she had so brilliantly executed. Back in March when I had my first potato crop and had been paid about two and a half thousand dollars, or seventeen million Rupiah in front of Olga’s eyes, she suddenly came up with a brilliant idea. She still spoke no English, but had been the best teacher of Indonesian I had met. When we lived together for brief periods, I had to learn quickly or there was very little communication, but Olga chatted away expressively, using her whole body and facial expression to get her meaning across. She really wasn’t my type physically, short and on the heavy side, but she was such a happy person and we laughed such a lot, I enjoyed her company. 

“Justin, in Jakarta I had a salon. I still have all the equipment. I could get it all sent here and open one here in Medan, but I need the rent money. How about fifty fifty on the profit if you pay the rent on the building?”

“How much?”

“Five million Rupiah.” She said, looking at the seventeen million on the table. She talked some more over the next week, convincing me, until we went to see a Notaris to draw up an agreement, fifty percent of the profit in the first year for me. My contribution was just the rent; Olga would do all the rest, the equipment, telephone, promotion and so on. I was feeling confident enough about the potato business back then, sure it was going to work. It didn’t, and this latest little business venture with the salon had not even got off the ground. As soon as she moved in she wanted another two million Rupiah for decorating the place. I said no, and the Salon never opened, it just became Olga’s house. But it was more than that. It was a ‘free’ place for me to stay when I was in Medan; it was a drop in centre for just about everybody and a crash pad for a variety of her friends.  I met a lot of people there, a lot of girls there, and one of them, Sary, a thirty year old married woman, was definitely flirting. I flirted back. I wondered what sort of reputation the house had locally. It was always full of pretty girls, and at times I had the grace to feel vaguely embarrassed to be seen coming out of the house surrounded by a harem as we left for the Watering Hole. It must have looked very suspicious to the Moslem neighbours. Later Chris rented a room there. But what pleased me most was that, whatever else the house was, it was also a haven for Yuni. 

Everyone knew Yuni because she was crazy. I had met her shortly after I first arrived in Medan. Most men do. I had a genuine fondness for her. She had started work at the age of sixteen as a prostitute in Batam, an Indonesian island just off Singapore that was a weekend playground for rich Chinese men. She did too many drugs, had a baby, went crazy and was kicked out, her mother keeping the baby. Everyone’s explanation was that she was too popular with the men, and the other girls “did Black Magic on her.” Now aged twenty-four with a smile that was too beautiful for her own good, she often slept rough when she didn’t have a client, and sometimes got raped. Although her English was awful, she only accepted western clients, never locals, but occasionally she could hold down a job as a maid for a month with understanding employers. Until they had had enough of her turning on water taps, blocking the toilet and using a whole bottle of shampoo to wash her hair, or take exception to her frequent semi nudity or her taking a pee in front of the man of the house, and she would be on the street again. I had occasionally paid for a cheap room in a cheap hotel for a night so that she could get some sleep. The staff were always surprised I didn’t want to stay there with her. No way – she was not only a prostitute, she was a crazy prostitute. Now, Olga had taken her in as a free servant.

“Slave would be more like it Olga, really, calling her in from outside when she is hanging out the laundry just to turn your cassette over, and then demanding a massage is taking the piss.”

“I’ll give you a massage later.”

“Great, but keep your hands out of my pants. Yuni, what is this I hear about you going back to Batam? You have friends or family there?”

“No. Business.”

“What business?”

“Business mine. Business fucking.”

“Yuni, you make sure they always use a condom, understand?” Yuni laughed.

“I don’t need condom! AIDS no problem! I’m strong!” I made a mental note to include that one in “Quotes of the Month.” After all, it did happen, and maybe tourists who were that way inclined, like Duncan for example, should know that not all of these girls were worldly wise and clued up.

Back at the Watering Hole, Chris was not happy.

“Devi is with another guy, an Englishman called Stewart. They are sitting over there, look.”

“Oh Chris I’m sorry.”

“He’s got more money than me, that’s it. I’ve got no capital, just the rent from the boat in England, but it’s enough to live well out here. I’ve spoken to them; they are off to Bali in two days.”

“Money. Is that what it boils down to in the end? What will you do? Go back to Toba?”

“No. Bonnie, your ex, is staying at the House of the Rising Sun with Olga on a temporary basis. I think I’ll ask her if she would like a holiday.” 

Bonnie had been my first Indonesian girlfriend, about a year previously. Twenty-five years old, gorgeous and at that time a virgin, Bonnie reckoned it was time she got married. She had come to Tuk Tuk with me on the understanding that she was to remain a virgin. She had a habit of referring to herself by name.

“Or we must get married. I hope you will marry Bonnie; Bonnie is already twenty-five years old! But we can play sex as long as Bonnie is still a virgin.”

In fact, she said one of the nicest things anyone has ever said to me. It was: “Justin, when we are married I want you to teach Bonnie everything about sex.” (Fair enough Bonnie I thought - this is normal Bonnie, everyone does this.) She also delighted me by saying, while naked and pointing, “In here okay, in here okay, but if you want in here, you must marry Bonnie.” As Chris later remarked, I probably got the best of Bonnie. She left three weeks later on good terms, still technically a virgin for all that meant, naughty girl, but my long celibacy since my wife had left me some years earlier was very definitely over. I’d heard she had had a German boyfriend after me who had broken her virginity and her heart. When she left she had said to me “It’s alright if you don’t want to marry Bonnie Justin, I’m still young, I’m still beautiful, I’m still a virgin.” I hadn’t seen her since then but I met her again at Olga’s house with Chris. 

“Hello Bonnie. Still young, still beautiful.” I said, and was gratified to detect a blush on that flawless, innocent, chocolate complexion. She and Chris went off to Java together, her third boyfriend at the age of twenty-five. If we were in the west it would be bordering on normal, maybe even a little deficient. But here, in the eyes of local people, Bonnie was now a prostitute.

Before I left to go home to my lake, American Mr August told me he had an advert for me. Tall, white haired with a flowing white beard, a dignified face and bearing and a dedicated chess player, he had been staying in the dormitory of a popular backpacker’s hotel in Medan for months and wasn’t planning to leave. I couldn’t understand why anyone would choose to live in Medan - unless it was for the girls - and while several expats fell into that category, he didn’t. Other expats used to swear that if he donned a black turban he would sail through immigration as the Ayatollah. 

“These people will pay for an advert;” he said, handing me a business card. “I didn’t mention your free introductory offer. Are you paying commission?”

“Of course August. Fifteen percent. Get me some more.”

Before I left the noisy chaos of Medan for the peace of Lake Toba, I discovered fifty thousand Rupiah had been taken from my wallet at Olga’s house. There was only her, Lamsiar and Yuni in the house. I didn’t want to believe it was Yuni, she had never done anything like that before, it must have been Lamsiar. Whoever it was, I wouldn’t be staying at the House of the Rising Sun anymore. It had been fun while it lasted, and in spite of the fact that it was more of an introduction agency than a salon, I had had my share of massages, facials, haircuts, manicures, pedicures, a bed for the night and free laundry.

I loved going home. Through the palm and rubber plantations, the padi fields, the slow climb from the town of Siantar with the air getting cooler by the mile, watching the flora change as we climbed until the conifer forests indicated we were on the crater rim. I always believed I could smell the freshness of the lake miles before we came over the top of the crater and saw it stretched out into the hazy distance. I loved being greeted by the local people when I arrived at the harbour town of Parapat, making me feel I belonged. I loved the ferry trip which dropped me at right at my lakeside house, and I loved entering my room and closing the door and being alone. I was enjoying being single, something relatively new for me. The only hassle was Mr Popy, my landlord. He had tried every way imaginable to get money out of me over the three months I had rented two of his adjoining rooms, and he hadn’t given up yet. Like most Bataks - like most Indonesians it seemed - he thought I had a bottomless chest of money and that, should it run out, I would simply go back to England to pick up another suit case of the stuff. I’d had enough.

“A fish farm Justin! Your money back in three months – don’t believe other people, Batak people are very bad, they will cheat you, don’t trust anyone! We just buy stone to make an enclosure in the lake, only five million! Don’t believe other people; Batak’s are only thinking about money!”

“I know Mr Popy, I know. You are right. All Bataks are liars and cheats and just want my money. Goodnight.”

The ex pats living in Tuk Tuk included American Bill, in his forties with his Batak girlfriend Rose. Bill had money; he played golf, played with his computer and enjoyed an easy life, his only other consuming interest being food. He just got fatter and fatter. There was fifty five year old American Ken who had a young Moslem girlfriend from Medan called Wilda. They wanted to marry but the family were objecting; yet a more harmless, good natured, inoffensive guy it would be hard to find. Bambi, a Dutch woman of fifty-two lived opposite me, renovating a derelict house and often brought me fresh baked bread or cakes. She had recently married a rich English plantation manager but they didn’t, and never would live together. It was a marriage of convenience. As a married man her husband had a twenty thousand dollar a year extra allowance, half of which he gave to her. There was the French hippy Paul and his Batak wife Niki who ran Yogi’s Guest House and employed Kiki, my favourite Batak girl. They would spend half the year here running the restaurant for very little money but an easy life, then haul a load of batiks and other crafts back to France every summer - via Thailand or Nepal - to sell them at the summer festivals. They had a good life too, apart from the hassles from Niki’s family about a woman running a business. Another American, Wayne, was compiling the ultimate English - Indonesian dictionary and was always a mine of information on Indonesian political developments but never came out of his room after two in the afternoon, and there was English Jeremy, early forties, whose life oscillated from healthy keep fit, hiking cycling clean living periods, to alcoholic binges which could go on for months. He didn’t like the Bataks at all, especially the men, but he loved Lake Toba. There was Annette and Marion, German ladies who had married Batak men and who had been running successful restaurants in Tuk Tuk for years, and a recent arrival, German Peter, who had married a Batak girl and built a new restaurant. There were maybe half a dozen others, but their lives rarely touched mine.

Bill was the social one, always dropping in and inviting people to join in his favourite hobby, dinner. Twice a week several of us would get together for a meal. I decided to invite Kiki, the twenty-three year old girl who worked for Paul and Niki because she was the only girl from Tuk Tuk who really attracted me, and I’d been in Indonesia long enough to know that, ageing, skinny wrinkled little guy that I am, I was still a good catch. Petite and beautiful, she had the sort of face that seemed to have been kicked around the graveyard more than once, and unlike most Batak girls, she never asked for anything. She accepted the invitation, and accepted again when I offered her a job selling advertising, distributing, and being a general dogsbody at a salary of thirty dollars a month. 

“You will have to come over and spend some time every day learning the computer.” I said. The smile I got in return was I thought, most encouraging.
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Sugar is Sweet

“A lot of people don’t want to advertise because they say this is Mr Sugar.” Kiki reported, “Annette from Tabo Cottages, Sony Cottages, Mas Guest House - many!”

“But why? Did they say?” I asked, mystified, irritated, confused.

“They just say if Sugar is involved they don’t want to.”

I had sent Kiki out around Tuk Tuk with a print out of the newspaper with the adverts I had collected so far and the new SUmatera GARuda cover. What had this guy done? This was a serious problem and it was the name of the newspaper that was causing it.

“That’s it then Kiki, Toba Times it is. I don’t need him, he needs me. We’ll do it alone.”

“Oh, and I saw Ken. Wilda has left him, gone back to Medan. Her family won’t give permission for her to stay here with Ken unless they are married, and they don’t approve of the marriage.”

“What? She is twenty-six! How old will she have to be before she can lead her own life? Poor old Ken. What about you Kiki?” I asked hopefully, “Are you still with Alberto?”

“Bah!” she said, making me fall in love all over again, “We are always arguing. I’m looking for a new boyfriend.” That was the good news. “Oh yes, and Marion from Romlan’s and Mr Anju say you must have a licence to make a newspaper.” was the bad.

I sent a fax to Mr Sugar, explaining as tactfully as I could that he had somehow upset a few people in Tuk Tuk and that we were losing advertising. Later I spoke with him in Medan.

“So, we make two newspapers, just the cover will be different.”

“There is no point in two identical newspapers and if they are not identical it’s twice the work for me. Why not change the title? You can still have a lot of advertising inside and other hotels would be more likely to advertise. As it is everyone can see that this is mainly a promotion for your hotel. How about Info Sumatra?”

“No. It is meant to be a promotion for my hotel. But don’t worry, this is not a problem, we will get big advertising, these small guest houses we don’t need.”

“We certainly need them until we get big advertising, and anyway, I want these people to be able to advertise, a lot of them are my friends. And apparently we need a licence.”

“Okay, don’t worry, no stress, this is not a problem, I’ll see to it. I will come to Tuk Tuk and see everyone myself.”

“He is going to ruin it before it starts Chris. He is such an egoist and a bully; he just bulldozes his way through every objection. How did it go with Bonnie?”

“Not so good. It was okay but she is a bit clinical about everything. But then, I did talk a lot about Devi I suppose. In some guesthouse we picked up body lice, and Bonnie had to shave off every bit of my body hair. To be honest I’m in a bit of a state of shock at the moment. Devi is already back in Medan, she and Stewart finished in spectacular style - she tore up his plane ticket and cut his credit cards in half. But that’s not all, apparently she is pregnant by him, and she got married to some local kid two days ago. I would have married her. I can’t explain it Justin, I’ve had relationships of course, but I’ve never felt like this about anyone. I’d die for her.”

“Jesus Chris. Come back to Toba and stay at my place for a few days. You are going to have to forget her. Look how many eligible girls there are who would marry you tomorrow. I mean, cheer up mate, she’s already twenty-seven, you can get a younger model.” I said, but it brought on a sudden vivid recollection of my landlord Mr Popy trying one of his money raising tactics by saying to me earnestly when I first moved in, “Justin, if you want a girl it is easy! Just give me fifty thousand and I will rent a motorbike and bring you a girl from the mountain. You can give as you like, thirty or forty thousand. Very young! How old you like them? Fourteen? Much blood!” He couldn’t have put me off paedophilia more if he had tried, but what was more disturbing was the realization that some families on Samosir Island were desperate enough to sell their children. If you have eight kids and no money, you sell one to feed the other seven. And anyway, motorbike rent was only thirty thousand.

“Anyway,” I continued, pushing the images away, “I have to go on a visa run in about ten days time. I’m going to Singapore like you suggested, but I’m worried about the timing, it’s the day of the general election, there will be riots and demonstrations if Megawati doesn’t win, and I fear she won’t. The news is full of demonstrations, over East Timor’s referendum for independence as well. I tried to change the sailing date but I can’t.” Ms. Megawati, daughter of Indonesia’s first President was without doubt, the popular choice. She stood for election largely on an anti corruption platform. No one I spoke to had any doubt that she would become President. I did.

Chris came home with me. I decided the time was right to make some sort of move on Kiki and, sensible girl that she was, she turned me down. She also said she couldn’t work for me after all, and I was surprised at how disappointed I was, I sulked for a couple of hours. She was not at all well, and at the insistence of Paul, Niki and myself she went for a check up. Tuberculosis was diagnosed. Shocked, I agreed to pay for her six-month course of treatment. A few dollars a month seemed a very small price to pay to save my favourite female Batak. 

A few days later I was in Singapore, and as Chris had predicted it was easy enough, but the military were out in force on Batam Island, very visible and heavily armed. I had another two-month visa and Indonesia, in spite of protests, demonstrations and riots, had a new President. To many people’s surprise it was neither Habibe, the guy who had been vice president before and therefore thrust into the limelight when Soerharto fell, nor Megawati, but a lame, blind old man called Abdul Rahman Wahid, affectionately known by his supporters as Gus Dur. This was a new democracy. The people chose their Parliament. The Parliament chose their President. Megawati became vice president the next day, which quelled most of the demonstrations. Our new leader commented, “Now we have a President who can’t see, and a vice president who can’t speak.”

Coming back for more?
Sixty days is just not enough time to see Sumatra, let alone the rest of Indonesia. For people who are thinking of returning to Penang for visa renewal and coming back, there is an alternative, little used, very comfortable, and inexpensive way to do it. Pelni Ferries run every 4 days from Belawan Port to Batam Island. You can book your trip both ways in advance, whether you are travelling economy or in a cabin. (Economy fare Rp 100.000, 2nd Class Rp 175.000) Otherwise buy a return on arrival at Batam, either from the ticket touts (only slightly more expensive) or from the ticket office by the departure hall. (Which only opens shortly before sailing.) You may only be able to buy an Economy class ticket here, but you can upgrade on the ship as it leaves at 5.00 pm if you want to. Next, take the speedboat to Singapore - they run every 40 minutes or so. The speedboat costs 26 S$ return at the ticket office on Batam, or the equivalent in Rupiah. You dock at the World Trade Centre in Singapore, and although you will not have much time for shopping, you will have time for a tasty lunch. If you don’t have a return ticket for Batam, buy one on the second floor, from where you disembark to go back to Batam. (Remember an onward ticket is an Immigration requirement.) If you get back to Batam by about 4.00 pm local time you will have plenty of time to get another Pelni Liner back to Belawan, which leaves at 5.00 pm that night and arrives at Belawan around 9.00 in the morning. (Pelni ships do not sell alcohol.) So, no need to stay in Singapore unless you want to. If so, you can return 4 days later. Other entry / exit points are Singapore to Tanjung Balai, and Dumai to Malacca. There are also some very cheap return flights from Polonia airport, Medan, to Penang and Kuala Lumpur every morning, and you can be back in time for lunch!

On my return I learned that Olga had thrown Yuni out for an accumulation of the usual crimes. Her water bill had been the final straw. So Yuni was sleeping rough again. I met her that night, standing on a street corner by the Grand Mosque and asked her if she wanted a room for the night. She said she was safe, and to demonstrate it she lifted her dress in a crowded street to show me that she was wearing two pairs of panties. But she took some money for food. 

Now that the House of the Rising Sun was not an option, I stayed at one of the several cheap backpackers hotels clustered around the Grand Mosque. The call to prayer from its minaret, combined with painful feedback and amplified through hopelessly inadequate speakers would wake me at 4.30 am and irritate me to the point of taking drugs for the rest of the day, but the hotels were conveniently stagger-home-drunk distance from the Watering Hole. Chris had commented that electricity was the worst thing that ever happened to Islam. The noise level was intense, and when all the other mosques within a few square kilometres joined in but out of time, it was a cacophony of discord which, combined with the ever-present traffic noise amounted to what I considered severe pollution and personal stress. The call to prayer became my signal to roll one up.

Also in the over seventy decibel club was Mr Sugar, who burst into the dormitory room I was sharing with August and some other travellers at seven thirty the next morning, grinned, and boomed loudly at everyone, “We have a problem! But I have the solution!” Later he explained he would get me a working visa, as it was a job no Indonesian could do, and which he couldn’t do either. He would employ me. And the newspaper would be called SUmatra GARuda.

“And one more thing. I want you to change the format. Using A3 paper is too expensive. Use legal size. That should make it about twenty smaller pages instead of twelve large ones. I will get you your work permit, don’t worry. And don’t tell anyone.” he urged, but later as I was explaining to Ken and Wilda, Chris, August, and Ted - another American I’d met on the ferry coming back from from Singapore - a work visa was like gold dust. 

“No more visa runs, no more immigration paranoia. I could plan ahead. I could legally earn money. I’ll kiss his ass for one of those.” I admitted.

“But everyone hates Sugar.” Ken argued. “What about the business?”

“He says people may not like him, but they can’t cheat him.” I replied. “But now I’ve got to rush home and spend about twenty computer hours changing everything into a different format. What is happening with you two? Are you coming back to Lake Toba Wilda?”

“I want to, but I’m not allowed. I’m not yet married.”

“And both the father and one of the brothers object to our getting married.” Ken added. “So we will keep on seeing each other, but I’m not staying in Medan.”

“As the guidebook says, it’s no one’s favourie city, but I think I’m staying.” said Chris. “Devi is still here.”

A quick dash back to Tuk Tuk to do the necessary alterations to the newspaper, and I was back in Medan again with the finished product. Sugar bullied the printers to have it ready in three days. “What I want – I do!” he declared. We collected the thousand newspapers a few days later, and in spite of the compromises, I felt a warm glow of pride. It was gratifying to see a couple of months of work bearing fruit, both tourists and locals reading it at the Watering Hole, although one or two of the local guides objected to my phrase book page.

“Why did you write ‘I am not a bank, I am not an ATM?’” 

“What’s this? ‘Go away,’ ‘Don’t be stupid’ - ‘I want to be alone?’” They weren’t too happy about some of the Quotes of the Month either.

Quotes of the Month.

(Outraged Canadian female, 24.) “I’ve decided to dislike all Indonesian men under 30 at first sight. It saves time in the end.” 

(Outraged American female 23:) “Really! Honestly! Some of these guys are just life support systems for their cocks!” 

(Bemused Dutch male, 34.) “Batak music? It’s okay but I prefer diarrhoea. It doesn’t last as long and you can read a good book while it’s happening.” 

(Indonesian prostitute, 24.) “I don’t need condom, AIDS no problem, I’m strong! ”

It had seemed harmless enough at the time. Mostly, the little newspaper was well received.

Mr Sugar told me he had made an appointment with the Government Tourist Office the next day, and in my pressed trousers and ironed shirt I was introduced to Mr Sihotang, the head of the department, and to two newspaper reporters. Sihotang liked the newspaper very much, he pointed out various small mistakes, offered us the use of an office, and the reporters from the national newspapers made notes and took photos of us shaking hands with each other. Our names, but not the photos, appeared in the national press the next day, and Sumatra’s first free newspaper was launched. Mr Sugar, with his ‘Resistance is Useless’ attitude, began telling Sihotang and everyone within a hundred yard radius about the corruption at Belawan immigration, which was the entry port from Penang in Malaysia, the nuisance and total redundancy of the local guides, and generally trying to reorganize Indonesia German style. Mr Sihotang listened patiently, told him he supported the paper and that we could say so on the front cover of the next issue, but;

“You must change the name. I cannot be seen to be promoting one small hotel. Call it North Sumatera Tourist Information.” 

I raised one eyebrow, a knack I’d learned as a teenager, and smiled sweetly at Mr Sugar. 
November 1999

In Black and White

I quickly realised that having the Government involved in the shape of the Tourist Department was not going to make my life any easier. I had to write a letter for them in Indonesian, stating my intentions, which would earn me a Letter of Recommendation from them to present to the immigration department. It meant finding an interpreter, who needed a bit of thankyou money. It meant being made to go back to correct one word and print it out again in an Internet cafe. It meant staying in Medan day after day after sweaty day, going from one office to another. In the end I thought, bugger it, Sugar can do it all, and went home to start the December issue, taking great delight in deleting SUmatra GARuda and inserting North Sumatera Tourist Information on the computer, even though I didn’t like the new title either. I wanted to just call it ‘Info Sumatra’. Delivering copies to all the advertisers was fun too. They saw themselves in black and white print and beamed with delight. “Thank you Justin.” “Dengan senang hati. Mau lagi?” - “It’s my pleasure. Do you want another one?”

Now that there was a physical thing that could be held in the hand and read, several more hotels and small businesses in Tuk Tuk wanted to advertise in spite of the Sugar connection, especially those that had a western partner - Annette from Tabo Cottages, Esron from Samosir Cottages, Marion of Romlan, Sue from Bagus Bay and German Peter who had just built the beautiful Panorama Cafe and Bistro. They all knew the value of advertising, and they always had guests staying because they knew what westerner’s wanted – clean toilets, good service, trained staff.  But I needed more advertisers, many more; several had dropped out when they knew they had to pay for the next one. The conservative, traditional Bataks were much harder to convince than westernised locals. They wanted me to flood Thailand with the newspaper, or get them on CNN television. 

“And what happens if no one answers my advert? Do I get my money back?” This was not going to be an easy haul.

By mid month it was complete except for a few gaps, but the wet season had been exceptionally wet, and frequent power cuts had caused the computer to close down unexpectedly so often that it had damaged the hard drive and I could no longer start the thing up. Bill, who knew about these things, fixed it, and over the years it wasn’t to be the last time. Ted, the American whom I had met on my visa run turned up in Tuk Tuk. Like me, he was also in his fifties, but much better preserved. He liked the Lake and thought it would be a good place to write a book. Chris came up as well to collect the rest of his belongings, which I had stored for him, and along with Bill, Ken and Jeremy there were many social evenings and pork curry get togethers before I returned to Medan with a completed second edition.

“No, I don’t like this name. We keep SUmatra GARuda.” Mr Sugar was frowning.

“But we promised Mr Sihotang…”

“Not important, this is already a month ago, everyone has forgotten about it. Oh yes – why did you take out the “Quotes of the Month?” I liked them. Put them back in. And good news! I have more adverts for you!”

“Wait, wait. There is no room Mr Sugar, it’s full, it’s complete. I can’t change it now without going back to Lake Toba. No way. It wouldn’t get printed in time. Why didn’t you contact me before?”

“You have no phone. And also I don’t like your map of Medan, I think mine is better, it shows the traffic lights.” Sensitive soul that he is, he noticed my expression. “Did it take you long to make that new map? Don’t worry about the extra adverts; the printer can put in a new page and include the Quotes of the Month, and I have some information on white water rafting. I can fill those pages. What I want, I do.” He declared, and he did. His map showed his hotel prominently. A ‘new page’ was in fact four new pages because of the way the pages were folded. His restaurant’s menu went in. His special offers went in. Those new pages mostly declared the fantastic value and wonderful offers available at Sugar Hotel. This was not a newspaper anymore; it was just a big promotion for a big ego.

Medan: Even apart from the fact that the city had Duncan in it, it could be trying. No one obeyed the rules. Traffic lights did not guarantee anything, one way streets meant nothing, yet there were very few accidents and I never saw dented vehicles, unless you counted those totally battered machines that were twenty or so years old. On more than one occasion when I was walking the obstacle course of pot holed, broken pavements with a female Indonesian friend I would hear a hissed or whispered “Get his money!” or impolite insinuation as to the financial side of her relationship with me. There were the constant “Hello Misters,” the occasional “Fuck you’s” and people in your face trying to sell you something you didn’t want or bum a cigarette. Even crossing the road could be more of a hassle for westerners than it was for local people. I would wait five sweaty minutes for a gap in the traffic which gave me a fifty fifty chance of survival if I made a dash for it, when a becak or taxi would pull up in right in front of me, blocking my way and asking where I wanted to go, necessitating another five minute wait for a repeat performance. Sometimes becak drivers would kerb crawl, following me one hundred meters or more trying to get me to take a ride. This would push my buttons so hard that on many occasions I would snarl, lift the wheel of his machine with one hand and tip him off into the path of oncoming traffic, grunting in satisfaction as his head split open under the wheel of a truck and walk on feeling much better, allowing the fantasy to play itself out. I watched to see how the locals crossed the road. It seemed the best system was to wait for a gap of two to five meters, depending on speed, then step slowly into the direct line of hundreds of tons of hurtling metal with a firm belief in God and the arm held at thirty degrees from the hip, waggling the wrist the whole time. I tried it. It worked.

“Of course slowly.” Olga explained, “Then they can see you. If you run and dart you are unpredictable. They won’t run into you deliberately. They would have to pay the police.”

But there was Duncan too, who knew no social or conversational taboos, who stayed in Medan ’for his sins,’ as he put it, and who’s declared mission was to popularise science and logic.

“Justin! Where are you going?”

“I’m going for dinner in hotel Garuda Citra.”

“I’ll come with you, what’s that book you’re holding?

“Captain Corelli’s Mandolin.”

“If you were going to read it with your meal that’s okay, I shan’t interrupt.”

At the restaurant Duncan shouted the length of the room for the staff to turn the television down, and when a musician went to the keyboard and started to play he cried “Oh God No!” stood up and carried his dinner pointedly to an outside table. As I followed meekly a car pulled into the drive, dazzling Duncan who screamed at him “Lights! Lights! Turn your fucking lights off!” I opened my book.

“Yuni’s not a bad fuck you know.” he observed. “Hey, I nearly got duffed up the other day, I was lucky to get away. Now I always carry an umbrella. It’s an animal instinct you see, like carrying a stick, the monkeys think twice before trying anything.”

“You are always nearly getting duffed up Duncan, how do you manage it?”

“I don’t know. Which do you think is the most important Justin, Chess or Backgammon?”

“I don’t play either Duncan, I have no interest.” I looked hopefully back at my open book.

“You must have some opinion.”

Medan

  Although Sumatera is the second most populous island in Indonesia, (41 million people) population density is far lower than Java or Bali. Medan is the capital of North Sumatera Province, the largest city in Sumatera and third largest in Indonesia, with a population of around 2 million. Many travellers stay around the Grand Mosque, or Mesjid Raya, where there are a number of budget hotels as well as star rated ones. The Mosque, one of Indonesia’s largest, was built in 1906 in the Moorish style. Remember if you want to look inside to dress respectfully, no shorts or bare shoulders, take your shoes off before you enter. The nearby Maimoon Palace is also open to the public. 

  A local city bus to take you around Medan costs Rp 900. Longer trips to bus terminals may be Rp 500 more. There are no special ‘bus stops,’ you can stop them anywhere you like and get out when you want to. If your bag takes up a space that a person could occupy you may be charged for it. 

  A becak, motorized or pedal driven costs around Rp. 3000 or 4.000 for an average journey in town. You may be asked for more, but you can bargain. However it is worth noting that the word ‘Becak,’ (from the Cantonese,) originally meant ‘without food.’ These are poor people in poor times, so if an extra Rp 500 or 1.000 (about 5 or 10 cents US) is not a big deal for you, be generous. It is greatly appreciated by your driver, who has a family to feed. 

  Medan does not get very good write ups in some guide books and many tourists don’t think of staying very long, but it can be a fun place. It has bars with live music, cinemas, disco’s, you can go 10 pin bowling, play pool, swim, or take a city tour. It’s also the best (and at 30 cents US per hour the cheapest) place to catch up on your e-mail or surf the web.
Sugar had done nothing about my visa. Perhaps that was just as well, if it was like this working with him, what would it be like working for him? I decided to ditch him. I really didn’t need him, he needed me. The newspaper was obviously going to work; I didn’t need Sugar’s financial contribution, which apart from grief was all he contributed. Within a few months there would be enough paying advertisers and I would be in profit. He couldn’t do this without me, his English wasn’t up to it and he had no computer. A Sugar Free Millennium coming up.

Chris and I booked tickets for Singapore together for early December, and I returned home to a dead computer which even Bill’s considerable skills failed to fix, but to a lot of local support. Esron from Samosir Cottages, by far the most popular hotel on the island, told me he supported me strongly and that he would tell the Tourist Department and the Immigration Department. 

“We want this man! We will help you Justin, you don’t need Sugar. He is too arrogant. No one likes him.”

“After trying to work with him for two months, I understand why. I’ve lent him a million Rupiah to fix his hotel after it got broken into.” I said. Esron laughed.

“You won’t see that again.”

“Oh I don’t know Esron, he’s a bully and he’s sombong, but I don’t think he’s dishonest.” Esron just laughed again. “The thing is,” I added, “he’s getting advertising from airlines and Bintang beer, so it could be big money coming, but we are not like partners, it’s like he is my boss! ‘Do this Justin make a web page get on the Internet e-mail all these travel companies.’ I’d rather do it alone, I don’t need a boss.”

“You can, we will support you. We need this newspaper. But Mr Sugar is going to be angry; he may try to make problems for you with the Tourist Department or Immigration. He is going to lose a lot of advertising money.”

“I don’t look forward to telling him I must admit.”

“If you are going to Medan on Tuesday I’ll give you a lift. I’ll see Sihotang with you.”

“That’s a great help, thanks. I need to take the computer in for repair.”

On the way to Medan, one little mystery which had puzzled me every time I did this trip was solved. One long stretch of road which passed through a rubber plantation, always had scores of small stalls selling soft drinks. It was the sheer quantity of them which made me wonder.

“Esron,” I asked, “how do all these people make a living selling nothing but warm coca cola just ten minutes out of town?” Esron chuckled.

“It’s a place for drivers to stop and rest. Look more closely.” he said, slowing down. “See? All the girls are young!” he laughed as he pulled off the road. “All beautiful, they are all wearing lipstick. They are not only selling coca cola.” He parked and we climbed out, and four giggly girls sized me up as we drank warm coke.

“Do you want to play? Which one do you like? It’s very cheap. She will take you to a small tent back in the plantation” Esron explained.

“No thanks Esron; I can sort myself out in Medan.”

But every time I did the trip in the tourist bus, and it was frequently, I began waving to them all as we drove by. Within two months they all knew me, and all smiled hugely, as only Asians can smile, and all waved back.

December 1999

Crimes of the Century.

“So I would like to make this on my own Mr Sihotang. I really can’t work with Mr Sugar, but I would need a work permit. He was going to get me one. The December issue will be out any day, it’s at the printers.”

Esron, who had brought me here, added his views and I left the Tourist Office with a rough draft of a letter of recommendation and a promise of Sihotang’s personal sponsorship. I was happy and confident – after all, sponsorship from the head of a government department guaranteed that I would get the visa.

My computer was fixed free under guarantee, although I needed a new hard drive and so lost all the information. I collected the two thousand December issues, now with a red coloured cover, and began the distribution process. Most copies went to the immigration department at Belawan, where Mr Sugar paid an officer to hand it out to all western tourists as they arrived, but all the advertisers had been promised copies as well. If I was going to go it alone, I would need a different system at least until I got the work visa, so I contacted the ferry companies from Malaysia and offered free advertising if they would do the same thing - distribute the newspaper on the ferry along with the immigration card. Then I offered cheap advertising to the tourist bus companies to give newspapers to all tourists using their buses.

I persuaded Olga to take Yuni back. 

“It’s my house Olga, and I say Yuni can live here.” I said firmly. Yuni walked into the front room wearing her impossible smile and nothing else, stark naked, dripping wet and making for the front door. Olga scolded her, driving her back to the bathroom with a broom.

“You don’t know what it’s like living with her. You take her in, take her to Tuk Tuk.”

Yuni was in fact fascinating to me. I had worked in the mental health field as a social worker back in England, and she really did appear to be something I’d never seen before - a lunatic. Consistently, she got crazier toward full moon and saner once the moon waned. She wasn’t always crazy, and her behaviour even when she was was harmless, mostly staring into space, pointing and giggling, but there were times when she seemed much more normal than, say, Duncan, to pick a tourist at random. As normal as anyone, whatever that was. Sometimes it became a bit hard to tell, the local people were a mixture of different ethnic groups all with their own standards of normal, and the expat community were, as anywhere, an eccentric bunch at best and a bunch of misfits at worst.

Chris and I went off on our visa run to Singapore together, and he showed me how he hid his grass in a flowerbed at Batam before going over to Singapore for a few hours, coming back with a new visa and picking it up again. I asked him if he had ever been busted in England.

“Loads of times, it became almost a joke. I was up before the magistrates for possession so often that in the end I thought, fuck this, I’m going to fight. They were so used to seeing me and me pleading guilty that they were surprised when I pleaded not guilty and went for Crown Court and jury. I was in possession after all.” 

“What were you going to do for a defence?”

“I didn’t know then. But on the day of the trial I went early and sat on the grass outside the court and rolled what appeared to be a spliff, except it was coltsfoot herb, not marijuana. I’m rolling it up on a bible. The next thing I see four pairs of shiny shoes and a voice says, “You’re under arrest for possession of illegal drugs.” They thought I must be making some sort of stand, or political protest. I stood up and said “That’s very presumptuous of you officer, you haven’t even searched me yet.” I handed him my coat, which he looked through, and I asked him if he would like to search my jacket. When he took that I ripped off my shirt and stripped of my pants and bent over – stripped naked on the lawn in front of the court with a crowd gathering. They realised they had made a mistake and got me inside quickly.”

“And in court? What happened?”

“I swore on the bible, and then I used it as my defence.” Chris frowned as he concentrated, then he recited.

“Genesis: And man shall have dominion over all the plants of the land….” He droned on in priestly voice to the end of his memorized quote.

“I told them I wanted to call expert witnesses to explain to the court exactly what this meant. The case got adjourned. A few weeks later I got a letter saying the charges were dropped. They couldn’t risk it you see? It might have got national press coverage; it could have meant church against state. ‘Expert witnesses’ in religious affairs would be people like the Archbishop of Canterbury. Too much to risk for one ageing hippy. Mind you, the police beat the shit out of me about a year later.”

On deck on the way back to Medan we talked on deck with an American and his Indonesian wife. They were fleeing Aceh, Sumatra’s most northern province, where armed struggle between the military and those seeking independence from Indonesia had been going on for nearly thirty years, with thousands dead.

“It’s not that we are particularly a target, but it just gets more and more dangerous.” He was explaining. “Five houses in our street have now been burned. We are moving to Jogjakarta. I suppose we are refugees in a way. Even so, five million people cannot be allowed to disintegrate a country of two hundred and twenty million. The Government cannot let it happen at any cost. If Aceh goes so soon after East Timor, it will be Irian Jaya, Kalimantan, Bali. Indonesia would fragment like Yugoslavia.”

Chris commented that the national press were not sympathetic, referring to the Acehnese as terrorists, cannabis growers, fanatics, guerrillas and criminals.

“It’s no wonder the rest of Indonesia doesn’t care if the army shoot them all, and they seem to be trying to.”

There was a sudden commotion, people running about and shouting.

“Someone has jumped overboard!”

It turned out that some young guy had been caught without a ticket and had jumped. The ship stopped for ten minutes, searching in the dark, and then moved on. Life was cheap here.

At the Watering Hole with the crowd, Chris, August, Robert, Duncan, Olga, Yuni, Lamsiar, Adek, Elly and other Garden Girls, a pretty girl of around twenty-two introduced herself to me.

“Hello Justin, I am Risma, you know my older sister Tior who is now working in Singapore.” I remembered her sister very well indeed, and hoping for a repeat performance from the younger, slimmer and prettier version, I bought her a drink. An hour later she had accepted my invitation to Lake Toba, but she said I had to ask her parents permission. This seemed normal enough, thinking of Ken and Wilda, and they could only say no at worst, so I promised I would meet her the next day and she left. By the end of the evening it was just Yuni and I in the garden.

“Where are you sleeping Yuni?”

“We go Irma Hotel together?”

“No Yuni, you go alone. I pay.”

The next day, slightly apprehensive because I was not sure of the rules, I called at the address Risma had given me. She was not yet home, and I spent an embarrassed half hour explaining to a stern looking mother and a vaguely disinterested father, making it up as I went along that, yes, I was looking for a wife, my intentions were honourable, I would take care of her. I wasn’t really getting anywhere.

“Look, I’ll come back later when she is here.” I said, getting up to leave, but as I walked back up the road I saw Risma arriving, to my horror, in school uniform. She didn’t look twenty-two anymore, she looked fourteen. I tried to escape but she dragged me back in for another round, which mercifully came to an end some fifteen minutes later. Mum’s verdict: ‘She must finish her schooling. Come back next August and ask again.’ 

“Really Chris, it was embarrassing, but I just don’t know what the rules are in these situations. I think if I did go back next year mum would probably let me drag her sixteen year old daughter off to Lake Toba.”

“It took me a whole year to learn the rules here.” Chris replied, “There aren’t any.” Another classic, if unprintable, quote of the month. I bought a U.P.S. – Uninterruptible Power Supply – to protect my fixed computer, and returned to Tuk Tuk. Yuni tried to persuade me to take her with me, put up to it I suspect by Olga. Sometimes I wished I could. She was not even crazy at the moment and her personality when she was sane was absolutely magnetic. Her sanity was convincing - she even had her seven-year-old daughter with her, mum had allowed Yuni to take the child with her for the moment. Maybe she really had been so popular that the other girls did black magic on her. Maybe it was wearing off.

With effectively a new computer, there wasn’t much time to get the January issue ready. All the adverts had to be redone and articles rewritten, but I was enjoying it, until I got a message from German Peter to go and see him urgently.

“Mr Sugar got attacked yesterday at Bukit Lawang by the guides. He had to jump in the river to escape. He said he had to hide in the water, breathing through a bamboo, like in the Vietnam movies, the monkeys were looking for him everywhere!” Peter cracked up with laughter. He seemed to find it vastly amusing, but then, he didn’t know what was in store for him. I was horrified, not so much for Mr Sugar as for what it meant for my business.

“Oh shit no! Why? Is he okay?”

“He is back in his hotel, sore and bruised but okay. He has an armed policeman staying in the hotel to protect him. But of course he has to pay for that.”

The story unfolded. Sugar had gone to Bukit Lawang, a small village in the jungle just three hours from Medan, which had an orang-utan sanctuary and was a popular tourist destination. He was trying to sell advertising, but late in the evening there was a knock on his door, and outside were about thirty guides – according to him - who had taken exception to “Quotes of the Month” and Marion’s advert for Romlan’s Restaurant which proclaimed “No Guides, No Hassle.” Without any discussion they had set about him.

“Oh shit, I’d already taken the Quotes out, Sugar wanted them in again.”

“But that’s not all.” Peter went on. “Next day he goes to see Mr Sihotang, but finds there is a delegation of the guides already there in his office. I think what outrages Sugar most is not his beating, but that Sihotang sided with the monkeys. He has withdrawn his support. You have to stop making the newspaper.”

“Stop? Stop making it? Fuck! That big arrogant bully has killed my business?”

“That may be the least of your worries. The guides know you and Sugar work together on this. I wouldn’t go to Bukit Lawang if I were you.”

“I’m not going to let him ruin my business, fuck it, I knew I should have pulled out before I started.”

“But you wrote the Quotes.” reasoned Peter.

“And Sugar wanted them in again. They didn’t cause problems in the first issue. The guides all hate Sugar anyway. I think they just used this as an excuse to have a go at him. The guides here in Tuk Tuk haven’t reacted like that.”

“Several have made comments. They think the quotes are insulting.” Peter opened the newspaper and read: “Outraged American female 23: ‘Really! Honestly! Some of these guys are just life support systems for their cocks!’ I can see why it might upset them.”

Hungry Monkeys

The orang-utans at Bukit Lawang have all been captive bred in one way or another. They are therefore not afraid of humans, but that does not mean that it is okay to touch them or give them bottles of coke or shampoo packets to see what they do with them. The DNA in orang-utans is so close to that of humans that they are very susceptible to the same diseases. Even the common cold can kill them. These amazing beings only exist in Sumatra and Kalimantan and they are being quickly wiped out by deforestation, forest fires and neglect by humans. Therefore, it is becoming difficult to preserve them and conservationists estimate that in the next 10 years it will be impossible for them to maintain their population, and in 30 years time they will be extinct in the wild. So; if going trekking, please do not feed them or attempt to bring them close. Consider what is good for them and not what is good for you. They are incredible creatures and we are fortunate to still be able to observe them in a natural setting. Let us hope that we can preserve them for our, and their, future generations.

I went home to write an ass licking, sympathetic article about the guides. Later I talked with Bernike and Esron about this latest development but they were not too concerned, advising me to go and see Mr Sihotang and remind him that I had already ditched Sugar and wanted to go it alone.

“Tell him he can proof read it before you print it. Carry on writing it, but you may have to wait a month or two for things to quieten down before you publish.”
Back in September when I began writing experimental articles, I had written a short article about the guides called ‘Confessions of a Gigolo.’ It was never published. Had it been, I might still be hiding in a river swapping bamboos with Mr Sugar. I had befriended one of the guides, Hakim, one of the few Moslems in Tuk Tuk and one of the few guides who didn’t have long hair. He was intelligent and had conversation topics which were not limited to sex, football, or borrowing money, and he enlightened me on their lifestyle. The ‘job’ of the guides was to hang around in Parapat, the little town on the mainland from which ferries to Tuk Tuk ran hourly, and “Hunt Tourists.” They would meet the local and tourist buses from Medan and surround any westerners who arrived, thrusting fliers and photo albums in their faces showing pictures of restaurants, rooms and western toilets. They would receive commission from their guesthouse for every tourist they brought of one thousand five hundred Rupiah, enough for the cheapest brand of cigarettes, which all of them smoked when they were not smoking other peoples. Unemployment in Indonesia was in the tens of millions, and unemployment figures did not include women.

“The commission is obviously not enough.” Hakim explained. “We don’t get wages but we get fed and have a bed in a shared room. All the guides get money from selling marijuana - you watch how they always approach people they think are smokers first when the tourist bus arrives. But the best way to get money is to get a western girl.”

“I’ve noticed. You are a bunch of gigolos.” 

Hakim laughed. “Yes of course, if we can sleep with a western girl we are very happy, but sex is only second. Sex is the way to the money. Sometimes a girl will take one of us with her to Bali, paying for everything. We know it is cheap here for westerners.”

“Yes Hakim, no problem. You are all very pretty boys and the girls are on holiday and a long way from home, so of course this happens sometimes and why not? But you seem to think that all western girls sleep with just anyone, and they don’t. Because some of you occasionally score, you all keep trying everyone, and the place gets a bad reputation. Tourists tell each other that the guides hassle you. It would help if some of you could take no for an answer.”

“I know that, but you must understand we need money. It is not enough to be given a trip to Bali or fed for a couple of months, we need money. Usually if the girl doesn’t give us some we make up a story, like ‘my little sister has to finish her schooling because we don’t have the school fees,’ or ‘she needs the dentist,’ or something like that. I got one hundred thousand Rupiah from the last girl - she was French and I speak a little Français - because I told her I was studying French but couldn’t afford a dictionary. But I haven’t had many western girlfriends.”

“Do you ever steal money Hakim? Or just con it out of the girls.”

“I never steal, but some do. They wait until she is asleep and find her money. If there are ten one hundred thousand notes for example, they may take one. Hendrick stole one hundred and twenty thousand from your friend Jill.” 

I had turned the information into an article to warn female tourists and, fortunately, showed it to Hakim before anyone else. He told me what would happen if I printed it. My turn with the bamboo  Sugar.

“Thanks anyway Hakim. Have a cigarette.”

“No thank you, I’m fasting. The holy month of Ramadhan has begun. But I’ll take a couple for later.”

Guides

Please understand that the current economic situation in Indonesia means that many people have no job. Therefore no money, no food. Millions of people are extremely poor, and even those who are ‘better off,’ working in tourist areas, the waiters, waitresses and cooks who serve you every day are often working for food and a bed, but no wages or extremely low wages. Many people get their only cash income from commission. This costs you no extra. For example, if you want to buy a ticket for Penang, take a guide with you. He will get Rp 5.000 commission, enough for some cigarettes and a bowl of soup, but your ticket will cost no more. The same applies if you follow a guide to a hotel – even if you were going there anyway. The fact that there are probably more guides than tourists at the moment can make it a bit overwhelming, but it is not their fault that there are so few tourists. There is no social security system here, and everyone must make a living as best as they can. These guys are just trying to do their job, the only one they have. The majority are honest, reliable, and want to provide a good service. The lack of tourists makes the competition a bit intense, but 99% percent of the young guys who are offering some service are trustworthy and are only anxious to please.

On my way to Medan I got ready to wave, but the young, smiling, lipstick wearing girls selling warm Coca Cola by the side of the road just ten minutes outside town had all gone. Ramadhan. No eating, drinking, smoking, or sexual activity. No customers. Business was on hold for a month.

A bruised Sugar limped around his hotel, blaming me for everything.

“Life support systems for their cocks! I didn’t even know what ‘cocks’ meant until yesterday, I though it meant their chickens, the fighting cocks! Sihotang has withdrawn his support! What sort of country is this when a foreigner can get beaten up and the authorities do nothing, they side with the attackers! And we have to write a letter of apology! Us, apologising! But now I have a plan. I will get the guides on my side. I have ordered fifty tee shirts with the Sugar Hotel Logo and I will give them free to the guides. I will get them identity badges. If we must have the guides, we must organize them. We will make the January newspaper anyway”

“Well look Mr Sugar, I’m sorry, but you did ask for the Quotes to go in again.”

“They tried to kill me!”

“No they didn’t you jerk, if they had tried to kill you you would be dead.” seemed a cruel thing to say, so I said, “I hear you made a heroic escape. I don’t think I want to be involved I’m afraid Mr Sugar, I’m out of here. Sorry, but after what happened to you, I’m not risking my life for this. You will have to do it alone or find someone else.”

“That is no problem. Just give me your list of advertisers and the money from the Lake Toba advertisers.”

“You can see who the advertisers are if you look through your own newspaper you dickhead.” came out as “You can see who the advertisers are if you look through the newspaper. We will have to sort out the money, I’ve got some from Tuk Tuk but you have collected money from Medan, and there is the million you borrowed.” Goodbye Sugar. Goodbye million?

One of Chris’s Indonesian friends had contacts who had other contacts, and the next day I found myself introduced to reporters and journalists, who led me to the plush office of Mr Sihotang’s superior, a regional director, a real VIP. Sihotang was only the head of the North Sumatra Tourist Department, not the whole of Sumatra. It was with some surprise that I saw he was holding a copy of the December newspaper, with a scary amount of text highlighted with a yellow marker pen. I tried to read it upside down, recognizing ‘nothing has a fixed price in Indonesia,’ the article on drugs, and my Tuk Tuk address. Looking down his nose through his glasses he read aloud, slowly.

“Batak music? It’s okay but I prefer diarrhoea. It doesn’t last as long and you can read a good book while it’s happening.” 

He peered over his glasses at me enquiringly, and back to the paper.

“Indonesian-prostitute-twenty-four-I-don’t-need-condom-AIDS-no-problem-I’m-strong!” 

I cringed inwardly. “Hmm. Hmmm. Yes. Mr Justin, I understand you helped Mr Sugar with this? Because he is German and your English is good, is that correct?” 

“Yes, but I – we – that quote, Pak, these things do happen. There are prostitutes, as anywhere, and some tourists will find them. I just wanted tourists to be aware that some of these girls are not well educated about….”

“I agree. We like this idea. But you cannot write things that show Indonesia or Indonesians in a bad light. If your object is to promote tourism in Sumatra we will support you. If not we will stop you. I will speak with Mr Sihotang. But don’t do anything until you have his permission. We are investigating Mr Sugar’s visa.”

“I believe Mr Sugar is still going to make an edition for January, but I assure you it will be nothing to do with me.”

Later when I saw Sihotang, he looked at me long and hard. He didn’t smile. 

“What is the name of this newspaper?” he asked eventually.

“North Sumatra Tourist Information.” I replied evenly. His face relaxed.

“Mr Sugar promised to change the name. I was very angry. Look! It is even in the newspaper here, in black and white.” He showed me a cutting from the National newspapers that had interviewed us. “The new free monthly bulletin will be called North Sumatera Tourist Information!”
“I promise you Mr Sihotang, future editions will be one hundred percent Sugar Free.” He laughed! I was in. In to what exactly, I wasn’t quite sure, but I was in.

“Bring me a blueprint in January, before you print.”

“It’s okay!” I told Chris and Devi, Olga, Yuni, Craig, August and other friends at the Watering Hole that night. “But I can’t make one for January; Sihotang has to square it with the authorities. And they are checking Sugar’s visa! I bet he will be out of the country within six months. They don’t like the arrogant bastard either. Hello Craig, are you going to introduce me? How do you do it?” Craig was a sweetie. Everyone liked Craig. Softly spoken, thinning hair, short, mild mannered, even the prostitutes slept with Craig for free. August had just had an unpleasant experience near Bukit Lawang. He had been there a couple of days trying to get some advertising for me but the guides were still convinced this was some scheme of Sugar’s and he had only met hostility. He decided to leave but had missed the last bus.

“It’s only about eighty kilometres.” He said, “So I thought I’d walk, maybe find a shed or somewhere to lie down later. I’d walked about fifteen kilometres when I was offered a lift to Medan, but they asked me for eighty thousand, so I declined. I didn’t like the look of them. They drove along next to me at walking speed for a while, trying to persuade me to get in, and then drove off. It was dark of course, so I saw their brake lights go on. Sensing trouble, I nipped into the palm oil plantation and hid. A game of hide and seek followed, and it went on until about three in the morning. They were driving up and down the dirt tracks in the plantation looking for me. If they had had flashlights they would have found me.

“You think they were going to rob you?” Craig asked.

“I think they would have tried to kill me. I’d had a good close look at their faces after all, and the vehicle registration number. By three in the morning I’m pretty sure the police were involved as well, there was aloud hailer and I heard a two-way radio. Only the police and military are allowed to possess them.”

“How did you get out in the end?”

“Waited until light, went back to the road and stopped the first bus, which had a load of schoolchildren in it. I didn’t get any sleep that night though.”

Chris had continued to pursue Devi even though she was now married, and they still spent regular evenings together at the Watering Hole and in the cheap hotel Irma, where I used to put Yuni up occasionally.

“Lusi was here a moment ago, she ran off when she saw you coming.” He commented.

“With anyone or alone?” I enquired, interested.

“Alone.”

“Pity, if she was with a tourist I would warn him about her.” I said, remembering her smug smile as I was led off to the police station.

“Duncan was here too. He left on a circuitous route to his hotel. He is running out of ways he can safely walk home. And Devi is not pregnant.” Chris continued, “She claims to have had an abortion but she may have been lying about the whole thing. I think her husband might know we are still screwing - maybe he approves because I give her money - but Devi has been trying to marry me off to that girl sitting over there. She’s only nineteen - has some sort of family problem and is staying at Devi’s place at the moment. She’s very sweet, but really, I am only interested in Devi. Shall I introduce you? Her name is Aan.”

“Nineteen is okay, not too embarrassing anyway. Would she come to Tuk Tuk?”

“Like a shot. She wanted me to take her, but she is after marriage, which she no doubt sees as an escape from whatever is bothering her at home.” I looked at the beautiful, petite, longhaired girl and felt a familiar longing. She was smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. Not a good little Moslem girl then.

“Fifty three and nineteen is a bit of an age gap, but where else but in Indonesia would I even have the opportunity of a gap like that? And it does seem as if it’s been a long time.” I replied, staring at her, imagining. I had an English friend, John, currently living in Thailand, who had arranged to come for Christmas and who was arriving in two days time. After talking with Aan for an hour I told her that if she was still interested after Christmas when my friend had left, she would be welcome to “follow me” to Tuk Tuk. Later I saw Olga whispering urgently in her ear.

John enjoyed his visit and I enjoyed having him around. Sometimes I really missed old friends whom I had known for years from a former life. Christmas was pleasant, and considering where we were, very English: Christmas trees, tinsel, fairy lights, Christmas carols, traditional Christmas dinner. I was still lazily pursuing Kiki, and told her that I had waited some six months for her, and that if she didn’t agree to be my girlfriend right away, I was going to bring a girl up from Medan.

“I hope you and she will be very happy Justin.” She said. Such a sensible girl, it was no wonder I was so attracted to her.

“Sugar out of the country by June 1st.” I said to Bill. 

“No, I doubt it. He is both clever and stupid at the same time, but he is tenacious. He will hang on.”

“I’ll bet you ten thousand Rupiah.” I said. We shook hands on it.

I saw John off in Medan after a pleasant week, and joined the group at the Watering Hole. I was pleased when Aan still wanted to come home with me, but asked me if we could bring Yuni with us, and Olga put pressure on for me to agree. Yuni wasn’t too crazy at the time, and as neither of them spoke English it suddenly seemed an excellent idea. I wouldn’t have to entertain Aan twenty four hours a day, and could work on the newspaper and computer. They would keep each other amused. 

They kept me amused too. Back in Tuk Tuk a fantasy life began. Ted visited to find Yuni sewing my jeans and Aan cooking my meal, sexy panties drying on the clothes line and a smug look on my face.

“I must say I envy your domestic arrangements.” he smiled.

“They are up at six cleaning the place, they go through all my stuff, they smoke a weeks worth in a day, and they play Indonesian pop music all day long. But I’ve got no complaints.”

And it had been a surprise. I hadn’t really known what to expect from Aan, we had not even held hands and now she had moved in and we were expected to sleep together. Yuni and Aan took a shower together while I wondered what was going to happen, and they came out naked. It was of course, the first time I had seen my new nineteen year old girlfriend naked, although not the first time I – or half of Medan for that matter – had seen Yuni in a similar state, but it was the first time I had seen her naked on my bed.

“You want fucking Justin?” Yuni smiled her smile. “Aan, it’s okay yeah?” Aan joined her on the bed. 

“It’s okay lah!” 

Say yes to everything.

January 2000.

Rethink

The new millennium dawned delightfully as I woke naked between two nubile young bodies. ‘What a nice way to end a thousand years,’ I thought as I snuggled between them. ‘What an excellent way to start the next thousand.’ Both had satisfied my pent up libido completely, but what had surprised me was that, unlike Aan, who in bed was what my friend John would have called ’a bit of a starfish,’ Yuni was not only passionate, but loving. I knew I wasn’t just another client. We had, after all, known each other some time, but I couldn’t quite believe the way she clung to me, caressed me, gazed into my eyes and wanted more. Still, in spite of the attractions of their unbelievable smiles and fantastic bodies, (and before coming to Indonesia, how many decades since I had played with bodies like these?) I lay next to them thinking, and thinking hard: I can’t do this. I can’t have two girls living with me, not here, not in Tuk Tuk. Unacceptable behaviour. The locals would drive me out. They would see both of these girls as prostitutes. I had seen it happen time and time again. It depended on whether a western or Indonesian definition of the word was used. Many girls had formed what they thought were serious relationships with western tourists, hoping for marriage, only to find they had waited more than a year for him to return and have to reluctantly admit he wasn’t going to. No local man would want them now, so they must look for another tourist. And the next. And the next. Until they scored, until they escaped. Some did, but many western guys just enjoyed having a pretty, dark skinned girlfriend for two months, and moved on with vague promises of coming back. Aan was looking for a husband, preferably a western man, and was doing what she thought was necessary to get one. But Yuni was a prostitute. I couldn’t understand why she still had anything to do with men, she had once been gang raped by six Indonesian guides in the jungle at Bukit Lawang. I had fed her and housed her now on many occasions, trying to protect her to some small degree, so why was I in bed with her now, with a wonderful afterglow, joining in the abuse? It began to be a difficult question until Yuni’s hands started wandering and suddenly I didn’t care. Because she wanted me to and because it has been seven months since I’d had sex. And Yuni was simple, not complicated. She wanted me to and I did. My God but she’s good at her job! I can’t believe my luck; I’m living a fantasy, two pretty girls together. Two pretty young girls together. Dirty Old Man? Probably. Privileged Old Man, certainly. Most men my age only dream about it. I was doing it and I was damned if I was going to feel guilty. 

Yuni knew I had some blue movies because she had gone through the entire contents of my house. She kept demanding that I put them on, and when I eventually did, the lesbian scenes fascinated her. 

“But why?” she asks with a genuinely puzzled frown. “No boyfriend?”  And then she cleans the house, does the laundry, cooks, giggles a little, stares at herself in the mirror, and drags me to bed. 

Tuk Tuk is beautiful in January, unbelievably green with the new rice coming up, hills and white clouds reflected in the calm waters of the padi fields and terraces, but I was a little preoccupied with more animated beauty. I wanted to just hide in my room with them forever, but I had to see people and get my newspaper started again: I had to go outside and face all the knowing grins from the guides.

“This your new girlfriend? Very young hey? Lucky man!” 

I spoke about the missing month around Lake Toba and got some very positive responses. Marion from Romlan’s Restaurant said she wouldn’t go with Sugar but would advertise with me. Annette from Tabo Cottages wished me luck. Even German Peter from Panorama Bistro decided I was a better bet than one of his own countrymen. His English was not so good and on a few occasions he had asked me to translate some promotional stuff he had written for his own restaurant into better English.

“I want a half page advert on the back page in your next issue. But can you help me with this, make it into a nice smiley text?” he asked. I read through it. It read like he spoke.

“This wonderful place is designed and promote from both sides, looks like from the road and from the lake side = 3225 Sq M. So we have a very special attractive looking from the roadside, to our special Panorama Cafe and Bistro, with a very great spot over Lake Toba. If you have a very superb kitchen, no problem for twenty people every night visit this place. What do you will more?”

“I can probably do something with that part Peter, but what is this bit, about the history of the Batak?” I asked. It was unintelligible. Peter looked at it and read it aloud. He looked up.

“How can I explain it to you when I have already explained it to you?”

Aan went back to Medan for the end of Ramadhan, intending to come back but leaving just Yuni and I in the house. Knowing this was going to be severely frowned on by my neighbours and potential advertisers we followed the next day, where I booked Yuni into one hotel and me into another. Chris called, a huge grin on his face.

“Your reputation precedes you mate. Aan has already told everyone you were all fucking in the same room. Olga says you ought to keep Yuni as a housekeeper.”

“There is even some temptation there Chris, but I would have to move out of Tuk Tuk, and it would probably be the same anywhere else. Besides, I’d be crazy to take in a crazy girl.”

“She probably wouldn’t be crazy. All she needs is a bit of love and stability and a roof.”

Yuni, vivacious, sparkling, sane, had everyone at the Watering Hole doubled up with laughter as she described in detail the sexual acrobatics of the last week. A dozen people rolled with laughter, encouraging her to further embarrassing and humiliating revelations. At least, I should have felt embarrassed and humiliated, but I didn’t. The rules were different here. There were no rules here. But only a few days later Yuni was crazy again, dirty clothes, sarong wrapped round her head - always a sure sign – sitting alone and giggling constantly. Olga and I took her to the health clinic for a check up, but the doctor couldn’t get her out of his surgery quick enough. I asked Olga to take her back in, telling her I wouldn’t be taking either of them back to Tuk Tuk, but she refused. I tried to get her into a hotel but no one would take her. She smiled her smile and walked off to find somewhere to lie down.

I saw Devi leave the Watering Hole with the elderly Dutch man known as Crazy Freddie, or the Captain. Possibly an ex NATO officer, sometimes this man would be seen in full Navy Whites, staggering drunk, with piss stains on his uniform, screaming abuse at the mosque’s blaring minaret or at the local people.

“Shut that fucking noise! Or at least get some decent fucking speakers! The human voice! Just the power of the human voice you monkeys - shut it up! You Moslem women, you are no good, all cheats, all liars! Sluts!” 

I couldn’t understand why no one had yet slipped a knife between his ribs, but he was tolerated because he had money, and everyone wanted some of it. The fact that several girls had often succeeded in conning some out of him was what usually led to him screaming abuse at everyone. It had mortified Chris when he found out that the Captain had previously had a relationship with Devi, which had lasted a year and which had come to an end in a memorable fashion. They had been drinking at the Watering Hole one night, when Devi had excused herself to go to the toilet. She never came back. The Captain reported her as a missing person two days later, and a few days after that the police had contacted him and asked if he could identify her body in the morgue. Badly upset, probably drunk, he confirmed that this petite, rather mangled body was his own true love, and the story, along with the captain’s photo, appeared in the local press the next day. So when Devi went to visit her family a few weeks later, casually walking in without knocking, they screamed and fainted, sincerely believing her to be a ghost. What was she doing with that awful crazy man again? Whoring? I couldn’t tell Chris, but I wished he would leave her and find himself a nice girl.  

Jasmine had good English, good common sense and was not afraid of work. She had been working as a waitress in Tuk Tuk, but came to my place to answer the advert I had placed in my own newspaper for a worker to replace Kiki. As a test I sent her to Bukit Lawang to smooth the troubled waters there. I needed Bukit Lawang on my side, but I certainly wasn’t going to go there myself yet. I also thought it would be safer to send a woman.

“It was really difficult and very intense.” she reported “All the guides were against me, they still think this is Sugar’s newspaper even though I explained it was nothing to do with him.” By all accounts she had been brilliant; explaining to a hostile crowd slowly and patiently, going through the newspaper page by page to show there was not one mention of Sugar or Sugar Hotel, and that there was a sympathetic article about guides. She had found the guides leader, and then his boss. She had done her best.

“I’m so sorry, I don’t have any advertising for you at all, but they are calling meetings. I think you will have some adverts for next month. Really, it was difficult. I actually saw guides snatching newspapers from tourist’s hands, and ripping them up and throwing them in the river! They hate Sugar! They hate the Quotes of the Month as well”

Bukit Lawang

  Tigers are found everywhere in Sumatra and are very numerous in some districts. On the whole they are useful animals, as they keep down the numbers of boars, which are harmful to cultivated fields. But when the tiger is old and no longer fleet enough to catch wild boars, deer and apes, it has to be satisfied with poorly armed human beings. Such a man eater spreads terror in the neighbourhood and is a hindrance to social intercourse. ‘Sumatra, its history and people,’ Edwin M Loeb (1935)                    

  The Sumatran Tiger is no longer the ‘hindrance to social intercourse’ that it once was. There are only about 500 left in the whole of Sumatera, about 60 of which live in the park - one of the largest populations left on the island. Your chances of seeing one of these magnificent creatures is extremely slim, and sadly, they are not the only endangered species in Leuser Park. The Asian elephant, clouded leopard, marbled cat, crocodile and sun bear live here too, and all have dwindled alarmingly over the past 50 years. The park is also host to Indonesia’s most endangered animal of all, the Sumatran Rhinoceros. About 40 of these shy creatures are still believed to live in Leuser, in the south western corner in an area out of bounds to trekkers.

  Of all the endangered species, the only one you have a good chance of seeing is the orang utan. Thanks to the work of the rehabilitation centre, over 5.000 now live in the park. Other primates that you are likely to see include the white breasted Thomas leaf monkey, the long and pig tailed macaques, the white handed gibbon and the cuddly black siamang. Back on the ground, there are four species of deer, the ajak (a wild dog) and in the upper reaches of the park, a fairly large mountain goat population. Flying squirrels, flying foxes, bats, tortoises, turtles and several species of snake are also present, including the king cobra and the magnificent python, the biggest snake in Indonesia at over 10m long. 

  The Leuser Ecosystem lists over 382 species of birds, 105 species of mammals, 103 species of reptiles and 35 species of amphibians. The flora contains some 3,500 plant species, and in one hectare you can find 130 different tree species. (Compare this to Britain, with about 50 native trees for the entire country.) 

  The area is largely limestone so there are some caves, one of which is 2 km, or 25 minutes walk south from the Bus Terminal, and which is the home of thousands of bats. Take a torch or flashlight with you. Orang-utans feeding time at the Sanctuary is at 8 am and 3.00 pm daily, but get there earlier. It is a 2 km, very pleasant walk up the river from Bukit Lawang to the Orang-utan Station and then a short climb to the feeding site. Get your permit from the PHPA office and bring your passport. Permits are valid for one day. (2 visits.) The Tourist Information Service, Visitor’s Centre, and Permit Office  (PHPA) are all close to the bus terminal.  

    Tubing on the river is great fun, you can carry your tube up river as far as you want to so that you can see the river first, and float back. Or float from Bukit Lawang to Bohorok, about 12 kilometres away, in an inflated tube which you can rent cheaply from many places. Stop at the bridge and return  to Bukit Lawang by public bus. Check the river conditions before setting off, and ask the guides if you are unsure. 

  White water rafting can also be arranged down the Bohorok or Wampu rivers, and of course, Bukit Lawang is a natural centre for jungle trekking, whether it is just for one night or for a week or more. Bukit Lawang is a very popular spot for local people from the towns and cities at weekends, when it can be quite crowded. 

  To get  there from Medan you can go by Tourist Bus, which will pick you up at your hotel, by public bus which leaves Pinang Baris Bus Station every two hours, or by shared taxi.  

So: I can’t make the newspaper Chris and I originally imagined, warning tourists of potential rip offs and hassles, but I can make a newspaper. I sent Jasmine to Berastagi, a hill station with a cool climate, where tourists went to climb an easy volcano. When she came back with information and adverts I realised just how much juggling was involved to complete a newspaper on time. There were deadlines. There could be no gaps. Every article must reach the bottom of the page. 
My friend Bernike had come into some money and was building a room above his own – above the library. I asked him if I could rent it when it was finished, sometime in April. As my official editor, responsible for the content of the newspaper, including the controversial Quotes, he agreed readily to having me so close by. I was happy because, at last, I would have a landlord whom I could trust. 

Ted, now comfortably settled in Tuk Tuk, asked me if I would proof read the book he was writing on the position of the Church at the end of civilization, and I agreed. People began approaching me for advertising, they wanted this newspaper. I got the March issue ready for Sihotang, and went back to Medan.

Yuni had a black eye. She was homeless and clinging. Olga had given up the lease on the House of the Rising Sun six weeks early because the toilet was blocked, and she couldn’t pay the water, electricity or telephone bills. She and Yuni were sharing a room at the Irma Hotel, but the hotel owners wanted Yuni out. Chris had been renting a room at the House of the Rising Sun as well, and was irritated at having to leave it unexpectedly. 

“Mind you, it has been a bit of a rough passage at Madam Olga’s. I was sharing a room with Annie, another of Olga’s lodgers, and had been for several nights. I wasn’t interested in her, we weren’t sleeping together or anything, but she was flirting like crazy one night and – you know how it is – we did, and she offered me a drink afterwards. She drugged it! I must have slept for forty hours! When I woke up my money and a one hundred dollar traveller’s cheque were gone and I was locked in the room – I couldn’t get out! I was shouting through the bars on the window to the becak drivers, but they looked at me as if I was crazy and just cycled away even quicker.”

I had seen him coming but it was too late for evasive action and I was exhausted. Rumour had it that Duncan had been seen hanging around well known lady boy haunts and I didn’t want the details right now. He stopped me in the street. It was hot. I needed to sit down in the shade. I needed a drink.

“Hi Duncan, I was just...”

“Hi Justin, do you know, I just had a bit of a narrow escape. Last night I went to the Village and hired this girl, but I wanted it absolutely clear that she would take it up her ass.”

“Duncan, I’ve got to....”

“So I thought it was all agreed, the negotiations went on long enough. We were fucking and then once we got down to it she didn’t want to, there was me trying to get it into her and she’s wriggling about and making it impossible.” The sun beat down mercilessly. “So naturally I didn’t want to pay, she hadn’t fulfilled our contract, and she got upset and called her pimp.” My vision clouded. Sweat stung my eyes. I felt dizzy. ”He’s trying to claim I’ve fucked her anyway and I’ve got to pay the full amount, which was only fifteen thousand but that’s not the point.” My legs buckled and I dropped to the ground.

“Hey are you alright Justin? Wait, let me help you. Anyway I didn’t get any discount, but it was quite nasty for a moment.” He helped me to a chair.

“Just a bit dehydrated.” I said. “Can you get me some water Duncan?”

“Oh, what? Yes of course, but not from this cafe, they short changed me two thousand a few months ago, I’ll get one from round the corner, hang on, I’ll be back.”

“No it’s okay Duncan, I’m alright now.”

“You never seem to get into any hassles, how do you avoid it with these monkeys? You don’t even carry a weapon! I always carry an umbrella and a knife”

“I’m more diplomatic than you are Duncan.” I said with vast understatement. “For example, Mr Udin, the leader of the guides asked me if I would advertise their organization cheap. I said I would do it free. He said ‘You have just made one hundred and four new friends Justin.’ It’s better than hiding in the river breathing through a bamboo.”

“One hundred and four? Is that how many guides there are?”

“That is the number of registered guides in Medan. There are more than that.”

“For about eight new tourists per day? That’s thirteen monkeys on every tourist’s back!”

“It’s a lottery Duncan. Eight out of one hundred and four young men will earn enough commission to eat and feed their families.”

“And gamble and drink and smoke. The rest of them will steal and cheat, then gamble and drink and smoke.”

After seeing Aan at the Watering Hole with Devi, and telling her she wouldn’t be coming back to Tuk Tuk, I went to collect my Letter of Recommendation from the Tourist Department, but failed because Mr Sihotang was away until Friday – the very day my visa expired. I wanted to get my newspaper to the printer before I went to Singapore to renew it. 

“No working visa this trip, but I’ve given the printers the go ahead on the newspaper anyway. We shall be doing another visa run together Chris.” 

Travelling with Chris made what was normally an increasing inconvenience a real pleasure, but as we shared a smoke on deck he talked about Devi. He could talk about her for hours, and I worried about him. This wasn’t love, it was obsession. When we got back to Medan after spending two nights on a huge ship, all for the sake of the immigration authorities and with only a bacon sandwich as compensation, we found that Olga had moved out of the Irma hotel and into a more expensive one, and Yuni was on the street again. It made me wonder where Madam Olga was getting her money from. Chris rented a room in the Irma so that he could be with Devi for a short time, and gave the keys to Yuni later so that she could have a good night’s sleep. 

And I collected two thousand copies of the first edition of “North Sumatera Tourist Information.”

February 2000
Competing with myself

Olga had got a job, working in a salon that employed lady boys, as most of them did. Consequently the final days of the House of the Rising Sun had had three lady boys renting rooms there. The attitude of the community was very tolerant of these people, accepting them into their homes should one call selling cosmetics, or applying for a job as a waitress or sales girl. Sary, who was a real lady, and whom I had met many times at the House of the Rising Sun, came to my hotel room to flirt and I took her for a meal, buying her some sexy underwear as well  so that there would be no confusion later. But my chores in Medan were done, and while I was packing to go back to Lake Toba, Mr Sugar came to my room.

“Justin, now that you are not making a newspaper anymore you won’t need your computer. So I will buy it from you. My newspaper is ready, I collect it today!”

“I’m sorry Mr Sugar, my computer was not only for making the newspaper, I use it for watching videos, playing music, writing letters, helping the local guides out with their fliers and menus. And I like playing games as well. Anyway, as it happens, Mr Sihotang wants me to continue making it.”

“Continue? You?”

“Yes, we talked when I took my letter of apology in.” 

Chris came to the railway station to see me off. He had a bicycle and usually cycled around Medan, and he had learned the knack of hanging on to a local bus and being towed through the busy streets. This time, to the amusement of the driver, he was hanging on to my becak. Sugar also followed our becak on his motorbike shouting, “They will cheat you! They will deport you!” and at the station he followed us into the station café. I told him that Mr Sihotang had been very angry with him for not changing the name of the newspaper. Sugar was bristling with anger himself.

“I will go to see Sihotang now!” he stormed, and roared off on his bike. Chris laughed.

“He’s going to shoot himself in the foot mate. Don’t worry about him. I’ll send a copy of his newspaper to you.”

In a last ditch attempt to persuade Kiki that I was, in spite of appearances, Mr Right, I invited her to come on holiday with me to Thailand. She didn’t have a passport so I bought her one. Both Paul and Niki put pressure on her, persuading her to go for it.

“But right now may not be a good time.” Paul added. “Did you hear the news? President Wahid has ordered Wiranto, the head of the military to resign because of the Timor massacres and he has refused to step down. There could be a military coup about to happen any day. You may not get back in Justin.”

“I suppose you are right. We live in interesting times. Three presidents since I have been here, and he is not going to last long. But think about it Kiki.”

I began to distribute newspapers to the advertisers around Lake Toba, and collect the money. As expected, there were those who said they were sorry - could they pay next month? - but I was collecting a core of genuine advertisers who would continue. I got a real thrill watching the newspapers disappear from reception desks, seeing it stuck in someone’s back pocket, seeing a tourist bus pull up full of tourists reading it, pointing out various articles to each other. 

A few of Sugar’s newspapers appeared in Lake Toba as well. Barring the cover, which now had an eagle on it and the editorial signed by Mr Sugar from Berlin, it was a total copy of my December issue. It was a farce. It not only had restaurants offering Christmas dinners and New Years Eve parties in February, it also contained information on how to behave during Ramadhan, long over. It even had all my advertisements including the one I had put in for a sales representative, which Jasmine had answered. It was complete plagiarising. But fair enough, he wasn’t breaking any laws as far as I knew.

Bill, Jeremy, Ken and I were having a pork curry together.

“People are not going to pay him as well.” I reasoned, “He is just throwing money away. Nearly everyone here has paid me. Aren’t their any laws about plagiarising in this country?”

“I doubt it, unless you have a patent or registered it in some way. It’s just a tactic.” Bill replied, “If he has got some advertising, he may attract more. You gave free adverts to get it started. Are you going to rent Bernike’s room when it’s finished?” 

“It’s beautiful isn’t it? All wood, really warm and cosy, fantastic view. Yes I am, I’ve got to get away from Popy, he is driving me crazy with the constant attempts to beg or borrow money. Two days ago his daughter had toothache, needed the dentist, and the guy is crying on my doorstep. He rushed in last night and unfolded a newspaper full of grass and begins sharing it out on my floor, even while I’m telling him I don’t want any. He ignores me, just says ‘Oh, so how much do you want?’ My contract with him includes electricity and a fridge. The fridge broke down almost immediately and he got sixty thousand out of me as a deposit to get it fixed – his job – but still no fridge and no sixty thousand returned. Then he is says I’m his brother and he wants me to stay a long long time. Meaning pay a further years rent.”

“Did Jasmine do any better at Bukit Lawang this time?” Ken asked.

“We got a couple of small adverts yes, and from Berastagi.”

“You’ve got your foot in the door, they will come eventually. Hey, has anyone got any ideas for raising money for some kids?” Jeremy asked. “I met a family today where both kids have got hare lips. Now I know a Dutch doctor at Siantar who specializes in hare lips and cleft palate operations. I’m going to foot the bill myself, but if anyone feels like chipping in….”

Bill said that he was having dinner the next night with some rich Americans and would ask them. They turned out to be all right, e-mailing other rich friends back home and raising more than enough. Jeremy set up a fund to do some more.

Jasmine told me there was a tourist staying in Abadi Hotel who wanted to talk with me, and that he would be calling later. She had got herself a boyfriend, a nice young English guy called Jason. A lot of the waitresses in Tuk Tuk eventually hooked a westerner. It was why most of them were there, but unlike the girls from Medan, these Batak girls were not only outrageous flirts but professional virgins.

“And he is content to wait until you are married for sex?” I asked her. Jasmine was a very traditional Batak girl, so at the age of twenty four was still, naturally, a virgin. We had finished talking business, but I really liked Jasmine, she was a hard worker, intelligent, motivated – I didn’t want to see her get hurt. Some succeeded in finding a good man who really was serious about them, others didn’t, and some of those who had tried and failed went the slow road to prostitution. Sometimes there was no other road to take.

“He will wait. He respects me. But Justin – sex – I know it’s – I mean I know about it – but – can I borrow one of your movies? I want to know all.”

The tourist who wanted to speak to me was a young, good looking Italian guy who wanted to place an advert for his girlfriend’s café in Bukit Lawang, Lusiana’s Restaurant. He was giving me the details and telling me about Lusiana and how he was helping her to set up in business, when a nasty suspicion began to form in my mind.

“Lusiana? Lusi? Is she called Lusi? Big eyes? Big front teeth?”

“Yes, do you know her?”

“Yes I know her, maybe better than you do. I’m sorry, I’m not advertising her.” He looked at me, surprised.

“Why not? She’s okay, she works hard man.”

“You probably don’t want to know why.” I answered. But he did. He really did.

“Well, she hits beneath the belt, she got me busted, got the police on me because I wouldn’t give her some absurd amount of money.”

“Money for what? Oh - you slept with her?” 

“She slept with me. Why? I’m not young, I’m not handsome – why would someone like Lusi sleep with me? And believe me, I’m not the only one; I know there was Ken before me, although I didn’t know that at the time. He took her to Nias Island and had some problems with her. I was taken in too, I didn’t know who she was, but she’s a prostitute, or at least she was one and she admitted as much to the police. She cost me one and a half million Rupiah. I’m sorry but I’m not kidding, she can be dangerous. It did have its humorous side though. I wrote a poem about it, I’ve got it here somewhere. That’s if you really want to know”

Hell hath no fury.

I’d ditched my previous girlfriend on the grounds she was too fat,

she was also quite expensive but I won’t go into that.

I thought I’d like to be alone, stay home and save some money,

but news that I was single had spread like runny honey.

One, who had waited patiently started coming on real strong,

Why not? It won’t do any harm I thought, believe me, I was wrong.

A week of sensual delight, treated like a king, 

Food and drinks, house all clean, laundry, everything.

She wanted to live like a westerner, (a life of idle bliss!)

So she drank a whole bottle of whisky, she could really take the piss.

“It’s alright, I feel okay.” she said as I fetched the bucket,

then projectile vomit splattered the floor, noodles and fish too fuck it.

And then one day a local man who had a dirty mind,

suggested money was her motive! How ignorant! How unkind!

Righteous wrath from the lady, she wanted me to fight!

I’m too old for this I thought but I said “Oh alright.”

So I went out to speak to him, but he had disappeared,

and I went back into my room – the lady’s acting weird.

She takes the key and shuts the door. Turns the key to lock it.

Picking up a bottle, the key goes in her pocket.

Then the horror show begins, two bottles raised in threat.

This isn’t the girl I thought I knew, but what you see is what you get.

I don’t care much for arguments, I’d really rather flirt,

but her eyes are big as saucers, and those teeth would really hurt.

“I’m really angry now!” she screams, “I don’t care anymore!

Put your money on the table or I’ll kill you.” says the whore.

“No.” I said. “Not a chance. Nothing at all for you.”

Bottle number one gets smashed. She raises number two.

Evasive action was required, but the sound of breaking glass

brought my landlord to the rescue, that bottle saved my ass.

She let him in and I explained and he took her away,

I got pissed and went to sleep to fight another day.

Next day I packed her stuff and the bus fare to Medan,

I know you’ll think that generous, but that’s the kind of guy I am.

She wouldn’t take it, saying, “Give me a million now!”

“You don’t want this bus fare? Okay walk you stupid cow.”

There are many wise old sayings that should have had me warned,

like Hell having no fury, like a woman scorned.

Back at home I smoked a joint, and then I smoked some more,

and no sooner had I stashed it than the police were at the door.

She told them tales of drunkenness and sexual deviation,

I wasn’t really worried, they could see the situation.

But then that demon woman pointed to a pot, 

and I thought oh shit oh fuck, that’s something I forgot.

It’s where I used to chuck the seeds each time I rolled a joint

“You can’t smoke that you know.” I said. They said “That’s not the point.”

Dollar signs were in their eyes as we went to the station. 

I’m about to learn a lesson. Indonesian education.

The prostitute is looking smug. Imagine how I felt.

I’ll make her pay for this I thought, that was below the belt.

In a room with two police, I’m looking at ten years.

If this wasn’t Indonesia, I’d be getting close to tears.

But then they turned all friendly, all reassuring smiles.

“We can settle this matter here and now. Finished. Close the files.

Trust us, we can help you, are we making ourselves clear?”

“Perfectly.” I answered them, “You mean the buck stops here.”

They gave a price. I bargained. And that’s the way it went, 

They got rid of the girl and knocked off twenty five percent.”

He stared at the paper for a long time, and unlike one or two others who had read it, he wasn’t laughing.

“What I’m most worried about is AIDS. I never used a condom. She told me she had only ever had sex with her husband.”

“She told me the same, a marriage arranged by her mother? Only lasted one month?”

“Yes. Maybe that part of it is true.” He sat staring out of the window at the calm, silver lake and the backdrop of mountains. “One and a half million. Well, I’ve already spent more than that. I think it was just a measure of her desperation at the time. She is okay with me. Anyway it’s history now, won’t you give her a chance to make good? She works hard in that café.”

“Who will be paying for the advertising? You or her?”

“Me. I’ll pay up front.”

I thought about it. If she continued advertising, I would get my money back in three and a half years. I agreed, put the advert in, made up a few readers’ letters, and finished off the March edition ready for Mr Sihotang to proof read.

Some Basic Guidelines for Polite Behaviour in Sumatera.

· When receiving and giving things, including money, always use the right hand, however inconvenient it can be at times.

· Use only the right hand to eat food.

· When eating with fingers, clean them in the water bowl provided for the purpose.

· Wait until everyone has finished eating before you go to wash your hands.

· If using spoon and fork, leave them backside up as a sign you have had enough.

· Placing the hands on the hips, even casually, is a sign of arrogance or anger.

· The whole of the right hand is used for gestures to another person.

· It is rude to place one’s feet in such a way that the soles are facing another person.

· Take off your shoes when visiting someone’s home.

· If you visit someone’s house, you may be asked if you have already eaten. “Sudah Makan?” The polite answer is Sudah. (Already) But if a meal is spontaneously provided, it is impolite to refuse. 

· When leaving it is polite to thank the wife, even if she has spent all evening in the kitchen. And if a single woman is at home, one is expected to politely turn down an invitation to come in.

· Men touching men and women touching women is commonplace and completely acceptable, but touching between the sexes is rarely done in public.

· Avoid visiting Moslem homes during prayer times.

· Burping is normal. Farting is not.

· Don’t throw things to anyone. It is more polite to hand it over even if it means moving. 

· “Dress up” when visiting Government Offices. Use shoes, long trousers and shirt with collar. Shortsleeves are okay. Women should not show their shoulders. 

· On the beach, nudity is not in line with religious beliefs. Western style swimsuits are considered outrageous. Please be modest. Use shorts when swimming. Women are better off using a tee shirt. 

Chris was a bit desperate. He had rented a small house in Medan which, although cheap, was frankly depressing. His income was the rent from his houseboat in England, and it hadn’t arrived. He was spending the last of his cash – about fifteen dollars - on phone calls to his mother and niece, trying to borrow the airfare home to sort it out. I lent him four hundred thousand Rupiah. 

“Chris, has it occurred to you that most of the girls we know, in Medan anyway, the Garden Girls, are considered prostitutes by locals?”

“Yes I know. I read a statistic that ninety eight percent of girls here are virgins when they marry, or at least have only had sex with their husbands. But we never meet them, they are all in the kitchen or the rice field. We meet the two percent, and I’m not complaining. There is more available pussy in this Moslem country than you could poke a stick at.”

“Chris, you have such a way with words. Yes, but they are not all prostitutes, just because someone had a western boyfriend once.”

“Or twice. They are not virgins. It’s the same thing here. And money is usually part of the equation in some way. You remember Annie who locked me in at Olga’s and stole my money? She wasn’t a prostitute, but she planned that night all right. Olga says she will sell me my hundred dollar travellers cheque back to me for fifty dollars because she can’t cash it. I didn’t get a refund because I have no record of the number, so I’ve agreed. Olga is acting as go-between, and she had the cheek to ask me for commission! I told her she will have to get it from Annie.” He told me too that Yuni had ‘had some business,’ but had ended up being gang raped yet again, this time by more than a dozen office workers.

“She broke down and cried, sobbed her heart out. Poor kid, she’s in love with you you know.”

“Me? Don’t be ridiculous, Yuni is too crazy to fall in love.”

“She’s always asking for you. I think you are the only guy who has ever shown her any consideration and care. You watch her reaction when she sees you walk into the Watering Hole tonight.”

He was right. Her face lit up with that smile, and she stuck to me all evening. Maybe it wasn’t love; maybe she just needed a meal and a bed for the night. I would have provided one, but she disappeared. Maybe she found a client.

The newspaper waited in Mr Sihotang’s office for four days, and each day I was told to come back tomorrow. He was out. He was in a meeting. I resented hanging around and paying hotels every day, and I resented that he didn’t seem to think it important enough, but I used the days to chase Sary and chase more advertising, both with a moderate degree of success. Eventually I got him on the phone, when he gave the go ahead to print.

Chris got his borrowed money through and flew back to England to sell or rent his boat. He intended to return in about three months, and I knew I was going to miss him. Sary turned up and asked me to invite her to Tuk Tuk for a couple of days, which I did. 

“I think Olga will be angry.” she worried. I tried to reassure her that Olga was history. Later Olga lectured me on the dangers of taking a married woman to Tuk Tuk, making slit throat gestures, but Sary reassured me that her husband was also history. I thought she meant they were separated, and only found out later she still lived with him. She couldn’t stay long in Tuk Tuk because she had three children and one of them was changing schools, but we enjoyed each other for three romantic, fun filled days, and my next relationship had begun.
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A little crazy

The Tourist Bus Company delivered my newspaper to me in Lake Toba and I was delighted with it. It was improving with each issue. Mr Sugar’s newspaper also appeared, and had changed. It did contain some different material, although about twenty percent was still copied from my last issue and he had still not only included several of my advertisers, but used my adverts without redesigning them. He didn’t appear to have many new advertisers of his own. The Toba hoteliers and restaurant owners were by now used to me calling round once a month for money. Paddy, an old friend in England who had lived in Tuk Tuk a few years ago and rescued one of the waitresses by marrying her, remarked to me in an e-mail that he had written to the Pope to declare a miracle – getting Bataks to hand over money!

Horas!

Formed by an Earth splitting eruption 73,000 years ago, Lake Toba is now the home of the Batak people. It is the largest and deepest Crater Lake in the world. 906 meters above sea level, a water surface area of 1,265 square km, 90 km long with a coastline of 285 km, and with an average depth of 450 meters. The population of Samosir Island is approximately 120.000, or 157 per square kilometre - nearly twice as densely populated as the rest of Sumatera. ‘Horas!’ is the local greeting - delivered with enthusiasm! 

    The Batak people love their lake and island, and many traditional local songs are written about it. You are sure to hear some of these Batak songs on a visit to Lake Toba, it is a part of the local culture - walk past a toddy shop any evening after local men have consumed a few glasses of Tuak, or palm wine, and you will hear it for yourself. It seems everyone can play guitar or pipes and sing, and indeed there are some very talented musicians at Lake Toba as well as some very fine wood craftsmen, as a glance at any of the local souvenir shops will confirm.

  Lake Toba is the heart of the Batak homelands, but ‘Tano Batak’ covers an area the size of Belgium.

In Medan, ready for the printer, I was let down at the last minute on a half page advert and had a gap to fill. Well, if Sugar can plagiarise me he can’t really complain if I cut out his nice half page map of North Sumatra and paste it into the gap.

Sary kept turning up at the Watering Hole looking for me. So did Yuni.

“Why do you like me Yuni? Why do you want to live with me? Is it that you want to run away?” Yuni had moved in with Devi, two prostitutes sharing a small wooden house. I was sure that Devi would pimp for Yuni and give her very little of the cash, probably just food. There would be some purpose to her taking Yuni in while Chris was still away.

“Because you’re good.” She looked at me adoringly, and then flashed that irresistible smile and squeezed my ass. Where could I get that sort of attention except from a crazy, slightly desperate, exploited Indonesian prostitute? I thought I could handle it too, except for the reaction of my local community, but I didn’t allow myself to think that way too much. It had been nearly three months since I had last slept with Yuni, but one night the temptation of sincere requests that I did proved too much, and once again I was astounded by the depth of her passion and somewhat surprised that she didn’t ask for money the next morning. Chris was right. She had fallen in love with me, demonstrated later that night when she came to the Watering Hole to find me chatting with Rini and her fat friend. Yuni threw her glass of water at me and shouted “Playboy!” She looked furious. How did this happen? She was jealous! I didn’t think someone in Yuni’s situation could get jealous. Rini, twenty two and half Chinese, was so desperate for a western boyfriend she was already promising blow jobs if I would take her to Tuk Tuk, so long as she remained a virgin, and I was still astounding myself by saying no. It was only two or three years ago that I was so lonely and desperate that I was answering adverts in the personal columns of local English newspapers. Now, I could turn down blow jobs from twenty two year olds. I certainly had no regrets about moving to Indonesia. The next morning I saw Yuni arm in arm with an Australian man whom I had met and written off as a real creep, and I felt a stab of jealousy myself. If only I could get her away from Medan. She was such a sweet, damaged girl, scrupulously clean when not crazy, her mental health could be stabilized with medication – I found myself thinking about her more than I should. I resolved not to sleep with her again. It was beginning to drive me crazy too. Why did I care about her? I didn’t know. Because of her smile? Maybe it was my social work background. She would be so easy to help if we were in England.

Once again it took four days to get hold of Mr Sihotang for his approval to print, days spent going to and from the Tourist Office on smelly polluting becaks, where a Mr Rohobot had been assigned to deal with me. Both were over friendly, arms around my shoulder, offering me facilities should I decide to move to Medan to live.

“We must work together! You are our brother now!” they beamed happily.

“We could go together.” Bill said. “Me and Rose, you and Yuni.” The idea of going to Pulau Weh, an island off the north coast of the troubled province of Aceh, had been around for a few weeks. “Get Yuni out of Medan for a week; take her snorkelling over coral reefs. It could only do her good. But Justin – don’t marry Yuni”

“Bill, really! I’ve got no intention – I do feel very fond of her, but it’s certainly not love. It’s kasihan, pity, compassion, protectiveness, and yes okay, possessiveness too, I don’t want her to get hurt. I asked her not to sleep with anyone while I’m away and asked her if she would like to go on holiday when I got back, and she said I would have to pay her loss of wages. She is crazy but not stupid. Okay, after I get back from my visa run later this month, let’s do it, let’s get Yuni out of there and go to the beach.” I wasn’t getting obsessed like Chris of course, it was nothing like that

I stayed four days in Singapore, checking what I needed for a business visa. It is such a Space Age city, such a contrast to Medan. I loved to visit it but I thought I’d hate to live there, it was full of clones. On the way back I met a Chinese man on the ship who told me some of the atrocities that had gone on during the riots of May ninety eight in Jakarta, when Soerharto fell and the Chinese communities were the victims of riots.

“The military were in on it as well. Not in uniform of course, but you can tell the military, the haircuts, the confidence. They too were throwing babies out of high windows or into fires. Children were being raped in front of their parents.”

“I heard it was one thousand dead, many trapped upstairs in burning shopping malls while looting.”

“This is true, but many of the atrocious crimes against the Chinese – Indonesian citizens! - have never come to light. No one is accountable.”

The ship was always crowded, economy class passengers bringing their mattresses up to second class and camping out on the floor in doorways, under reception and information windows, on the stairs. It always made getting on and off absurdly difficult. This time they had cleared everyone out of the way but it was still absurdly difficult, and my medical kit got stolen from my backpack in the crush.

Yuni had not kept her promise; she was still seeing the Australian Creep but, more tellingly, she was wearing her sarong tied round her head. I refused to buy her a meal, telling her to ask her boyfriend. I was told that both Devi and Olga were pimping for her, taking one hundred thousand Rupiah from the tourist and giving Yuni five thousand. It didn’t surprise me; I had been in Indonesia too long. I tried to book her into a hotel, but three in succession turned her away, and in the end I sent her back to Devi’s place and God knew what, in a becak.

The newspaper was ready and, as ever, looking good. Sugar told me he would repay the million he owed me when we had gone fifty-fifty on the money from the December issue. I only made about two hundred thousand Rupiah profit, so was happy to cooperate on the spot, but Sugar blustered and wanted the details from my computer.

Sary had had one previous western boyfriend, a Dutch guy called Uli. The affair had lasted a whole year and her heart had been broken when it finished. She was waiting for me at the Watering Hole, but the light wasn’t good enough to see if it was love, lust, or dollar signs in her eyes.

“Tell me, what is it you want Sary? Are you looking for a boyfriend? A lover? A new husband? What?”

“I need fun! My life is so boring, there is no love between me and my husband.”

“Is he a bad man?”

“No, no. But we live separate lives, he doesn’t care for me. There’s no love. I need something, I’m going crazy like Yuni.”

“Do you want to come to Tuk Tuk again?”

“I’d like to be able to visit you for a few days, just for a break and a bit of fun.” Fun was fine by me. 

“And money?” I asked suspiciously.

“Up to you. But this must be secret. Secret love.”

“Suits me.” In fact a part time girlfriend who was unavailable for marriage is just what I think I want.

April 2000

Island in the Sun

I asked Yuni to come to Pulau Weh with me, Bill and Rose, but she wasn’t speaking to me. Some of the Garden Girls told me again that she was in love with me and was jealous because of the time I spent with Sary and Rini. 

“She is scared of losing you Justin.”

“She’s still working though; she’s with that Australian creep. I see I’m not supposed to be jealous.”

“Are you?”

“No, really I’m not. Disturbed. I wish she wouldn’t. She will be dead before she’s thirty.”

“What else can she do? No one will give her a job, and she does seem extra crazy at the moment.”

I checked into the posh Danau Toba Hotel for a night of passion with Sary, and the next night into the cheap Irma hotel with Yuni so that she would be there for the bus in the morning. I didn’t sleep with her, and I intended separate bungalows in Pulau Weh. She was too crazy at the moment to be desirable anyway, wandering around in the night and turning on taps. In the morning on the way to the bus, she spotted a tourist she may or may not have already slept with, and ran off after him twenty minutes before the bus was due to depart. Jasmine and her boyfriend Jason, who were taking my newspapers to the airport before going to Thailand for a few weeks holiday, saw me searching for her and told me she had asked them where a moneychanger was, as she had some Singapore dollars to cash. I checked my wallet. My Singapore dollars, about thirty of them, were gone.

So it was just me, Bill and Rose who caught a Pelni ship to an attractive and unspoilt island off the north coast of Aceh. 

Pulau Weh

  On the island of Pulau Weh, thatched beach bungalows are scattered through the palm trees around the beaches. Although one or two offer Air Con and a little luxury, most are basic but adequate, and all have mosquito nets. Monkeys often visit; climbing over the trees and roofs, so don’t leave things on your balcony while you are out. The two main beaches, (although there are others,) are Gapang and Iboih, three and a half kilometres apart and only a few km from the misleadingly named ‘Point Km 0’, supposedly Indonesia’s most westerly point. (It’s not.)
  There is some first class diving and snorkelling here with some impressive, deep landscapes and a huge variety of marine life: lots of sting rays, moray eels and lion fish, barracudas, turtles, manta and eagle rays, Napoleon wrasses, fields of sea fans, reef shark, The Island is also visited by hundreds of dolphins. Contrary to what is said in a certain popular travel guidebook nicknamed the bible, there is plenty of live coral at Gapang beach - and it’s a good place for spotting turtles as well. The coral gardens and underwater landscapes are magnificent, and diving is the ultimate way to experience Pulau Weh. (Glass bottomed boat available for the faint hearted!) Boat trips to Rubiah Island, off Iboih, or to other good snorkelling spots are easily arranged locally, as are trips to see dolphins. Motor bikes can be hired to explore the rest of the island, which also has hundreds of large fruit bats, hot mud pools, a small steaming volcano, some hot springs, a swallow cave, and a waterfall hidden in the jungle with a cool pool for swimming.

  The best way to get to Pulau Weh is by ferry from Belawan which leaves at 2 pm and arrives at Krueng Raya (a pier and ticket office) at 9 am, from where you catch the ferry to the island or a bus into Bandah Aceh, but check Pelni’s sailing dates.

Although the toilet facilities left something to be desired, the snorkelling was excellent, and so were the lobster and other wonderful fish that we ate so cheaply every night. Bill was in his element. There was a real community at Iboih beach, it was another place where travellers would spend their whole two-month visa, renew it, and go back again. A number of westerners had unofficially attached themselves to the local dive schools and had been there a year or more. The dive schools and several of the guesthouses took advertisements. Everyone seemed to know everyone, but were friendly to newcomers. The island was as yet undeveloped. I imagined Thailand’s Koh Samui must have looked a little like this some thirty years ago. 

A few of Sugars’ papers arrived on the island, brought up by travellers. There was still a lot of my stuff, twisted around and with new captions, and a lot of new stuff that wasn’t really new at all; it was taken from various other guidebooks. There was almost no advertising. The Germans from Lake Toba, Peter, Marion and Annette were in there, all of whom paid me. Bill wanted me to play games with Sugar, but frankly I didn’t care what Sugar did as long as he left me alone. Let him plagiarise. Tourists didn’t care where the information came from, and expats and local people knew what was going on. I was going to make the better newspaper and he wasn’t going to take my advertisers. My only real worry was that he might shop me to the Immigration Department. In spite of the support of the tourist office, I was working illegally.

Once back in Medan I found that Chris had already returned, having re-rented his houseboat in England. I was pleased to see him, it gave reason to be in Medan. He told me with delight that Devi had asked him to take her to Pulau Weh, and that they were leaving the next day. He already had a story to tell. Staying at the Irma hotel, a dozen or so soldiers checked in, on the way to Aceh themselves. Chris had got them talking and they had allowed him to photograph them all holding their weapons. The following morning he was woken at seven by a knock on the door. 

“I stumbled to the door, half asleep and when I opened it there are three of these military guys, half my age and certainly half my intelligence, and they are pointing machine guns at my belly! I jumped back shouting and thinking what the fuck? -  and then they just cracked up laughing and said ‘Only joking!’ Scared the shit out of me, I nearly had a heart attack.”

Sary, Rini with fat friend, and Yuni were waiting for me. A little juggling was necessary. I confronted Yuni about the money and she giggled, but she sat alone and apart from the group at the Watering Hole and giggled less frequently as the evening went on. She left late, headed for heaven knew where alone, and I felt sorry for her. Rini and Sary separately invited themselves to Tuk Tuk in about a week’s time. Sary I suspected, was thinking mostly of money. Rini, promised blowjobs notwithstanding, was Christian to the degree that it mattered.

Once back in Tuk Tuk, Creep turned up and came to visit me in my beautiful new room above Bernike’s library. He seemed to think I was his friend and he wanted to confide. Yuni was still sharing Devi’s place in Medan, so Creep had met Devi through Yuni while Chris was away, and had fallen in love with her. What was it about this Devi - Devil woman? Black Magic? One week with her and –

“She said she was leaving this guy Chris, but then he came back from England unexpectedly and dragged her off to Pulau Weh! I know she didn’t really want to go, in fact I think she is afraid of him.” 

“She has been with him about a year in between other customers,” I commented unsympathetically. “She asked him to take her to Pulau Weh. Obviously she wouldn’t want the two of you to meet. Anyway, she is married to an Indonesian.”

“No, her marriage is already finished. She is scared of this guy Chris you know, Devi doesn’t say, but I think he beats her around. I know she really wants to be with me, she said so and she was so sincere, so incredibly loving, I’ve never been treated like that by any woman, she massages me, treats me like a king. I think she’s in love with me.”

“Yep.” I agreed, “She’s good. She’s a pro alright.”

But he went on and on. He was as obsessed with her as Chris was. In the end I had to excuse myself.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve heard it all before.”

I bumped into Mr Sugar at German Peter’s Panorama cafe and gave him the December accounts thinking, foolishly, that I was about to be given some money.

“Can you please tell me what colour your paper is going to be? In March we were both blue! And why are you not advertising me?” Sugar demanded.

“I’ll advertise you if you want. If you pay of course.” 

“I’m not looking for the small adverts myself, too much hassle. Oh yes, you wrote about Pulau Banyak. You realise you cannot write anything about Aceh, you are North Sumatra Information. Maybe you didn’t realise that Pulau Banyak is in Aceh. I will cover all of Sumatra.”

“Of course I know where Pulau Banyak is.”

“You knew? You will have problems between North Sumatra Tourist Office and Aceh Tourist Office – and you realise you cannot ask for money for advertising in this. This is a government publication, they are not allowed by law to take money, I’ve checked. They must pay you a salary.”

“I wouldn’t take it.” I replied, “It would put me under their total control. This is free enterprise supported by the government. Don’t worry, there is plenty room for two publications. Good luck with yours.” I had decided to be very Zen with Mr Sugar. Do nothing. At least, don’t throw petrol on the fire. A few pleasant weeks passed in Tuk Tuk while I prepared the next edition. There were a lot of new adverts to design from Pulau Weh, new articles to write and new logos to scan. I would write about Aceh if I pleased; Mr Sihotang was the final judge, not Sugar. When the printing deadline approached, it was ready for Medan and I was ready for some female company. Neither Sary nor Rini had come to visit me.

I had hoped to find Chris, but found the Creep instead. He was a little happier, having hired a girl to accompany him for four days, but he was also pissed off that it had ended badly.

“Did you pay her?” I asked.

“Yes of course I gave her something, I gave her twenty thousand.”

“Twenty thousand? You’re joking! For four days! Three dollars! You’re taking the piss!”

“She threw it back at me, said it wasn’t enough. But really, I gave her a nice time, a nice holiday, we stayed in nice hotels which she would never normally stay in. I bought her a dress for fifty thousand as well.”

“She is working! Working! You paid her less than a dollar a day; of course she was pissed of, she would earn that in the rice field!”

“She said she wanted a serious relationship. They all lie, all the girls here lie. I don’t like it.”

“Yes, they all lie, but of course she wants a serious relationship, she wants out!. You had better get used to it or go home.” We were sitting at the Watering Hole and I was getting more and more irritated with him. I moved to another table, where Sary was sitting with a few other girls. Did she know I was coming? Or has she become a Garden Girl now? Yes, they all lie… Olga was now staying in a better class hotel, but she had no job again..... she really did appear  to have become a full time prostitute, but because of her lack of English it seemed she only catered for local clients - and the crazy Captain. 

“Justin,” she giggled, “Listen. The Captain took me for dinner at Garuda Citra Hotel. You know what he is like. He sees some long haired Indonesian men and says ‘Look Olga, monkeys.’ But a Dutch man in the hotel overheard him and came over, asking ‘Who are you calling monkeys?’’ So I said quickly, ‘Me, me monkey, Captain joking with me.’” Olga collapsed, shaking with laughter. “Easy money! Captain gave me two hundred thousand for saving him!” she spluttered, tears rolling down her fat cheeks.

“Olga, do you really sleep with that horror show?” I asked. She wiped her eyes and smiled, whispered behind her hand with the other on my knee.

“He’s not strong like you. He can’t do it anymore.”

Yes, they all lie. Even when they don’t need to.

I sat in the Tourist Office for two hours while they proof read the next edition. To pass the time I read some of their own leaflets and promotional literature. What have we here?

The Department of Education and Culture Directorate General of Culture, The North Sumatera Government Museum:

“Some collections in any relation with the natural consist of kind of stones, galaxies, elephant evolution since Eosan age up to now, stone adz, from Homo Erectus toward modern man, human bone, natural description of North Sumatera, formation of earth and some of animal fossil.”

I picked up another one.

The Equipment of Life Cycle.

In Batak society, there are some ceremony in any relation with the living cycle, begun from the ceremony of pregnancy, birth, term of baby, growing to adult, marriage and death. Period of transition in a level to the furthermore level there was found the crisis, full obstacle and danger, not only for the individual but also for its society. To avoid that crisis in order to safely for furthermore phase so there was performing some ceremonies.

Oh go on, one more.

Art of Performance.

One of traditional art had been known well since past time in North Sumatera, there was a performancing which using a mask. A mask is thing to cover the face constituting the imitation of human or animal face. Previously, a mask is constitutes an important element in the faith of society - in those rites a statue and mask constitued the medium to convey the worship in order to continuously saved and avoid from danger. Gradually, the function of mask changed from the means of religious rite, warding off misfortune until become a performance in the term of confort

In order to get a better understanding and appreciation of the objects in the exhibition hall, the public may request guide service either in Indonesian or English.

My proofreaders called me in.

“We appreciate you very much Mr Justin. This is good, but can you improve the quality? Glossy cover perhaps? Photos?” Sihotang asked.

“Later I hope so, but at present I don’t have enough advertising revenue to cover it. Tourism is badly hit by the economic crisis as you know, and most of these people have a job to pay for black and white. I shall work towards it.”

“Good. Now, we need to decide what to call it, it’s not a newspaper, newspapers are daily.”

“It’s a brochure.” said Mr Rohobot.

“Well not really,” Sihotang said thoughtfully, “I think of a brochure as a glossy thing advertising a resort or hotel or something similar.” 

“No - a newsletter? News sheet?” Mr Munthe supplied.

“A magazine? They are often monthly.” From myself.

“Yes but the content of this doesn’t change that much each month, so it’s not a magazine.” Sihotang objected.

“A booklet. A free booklet.” Rohobot announced triumphantly.

“No no,” his boss replied irritably. “What is it? What is it? It’s a bulletin! Yes! A monthly bulletin! A bulletin updated monthly! Now, we shall have to get job descriptions drawn up for Mr Munthe and Mr Rohobot – Ha! We can’t have you doing all the work yourself! Mr Rohobot will take you to the immigration department to find out what must be done to get your status regularized.”

The boss’s decision was final. The important decisions made, the meeting was closed and I was taken off to the immigration department on the back of Mr Rohobot’s motorbike to find out what was necessary for a working visa. The verdict, after several hours wait, was that I must go first to Jakarta to apply for it and then to Singapore to collect it. Rohobot took me from there to Sihotang’s superior again, who explained that it was only in his power to request visas locally for foreigners working in travel agencies, hotels, or education. His hands were tied, but Mr Sihotang would personally sponsor me, and I would be a Consultant to North Sumatera Tourist Department. Mr Sihotang made long phone calls to Jakarta, but in the end he told me I would have to get one more tourist visa. There was no time to organize everything before my current visa expired. They had already had three months.

I spent a lot of time in Sary’s company while I was in Medan, going to the movies, having meals together, and together we went looking for Sugar to sort out the money – he had already had four months. We were told he was down at the immigration office and I was instantly worried.

“Either sorting out his problems, or creating some for me.” I said to my official girlfriend.

May 2000

Breaking up is hard to do.

“The Garden is closed!” Chris was mortified. “Closed for renovation! Where will we all go now? There is nowhere else in Medan.” Indeed, the loss of the Watering Hole was a severe blow for the expats and long-term tourists. There really was nowhere else to go within easy reach of the backpacker’s hotels area. Hotel Irma, one of the few who allowed tourists to stay with their Indonesian girlfriends before they were married, had recently opened a pavement café, and most people now gathered there, but it didn’t have the same atmosphere as the garden. Chris and Devi went off to Bukit Lawang for a few days and Creep decided he had better go and rescue Devi, and followed them. I earnestly hoped he would take her off Chris so that he could be free of her. Besides, they deserved each other. But I suspected that Chris would pulverise the guy.

Mr Rohobot came to see me in my hotel to tell me that a business visa must be issued in my own country. I had to go back to England for it. He looked concerned, worried.

“Very expensive for you.” he said thoughtfully.

“Out of the question. Besides, if I’m not here there will be no newspaper.”

“Bulletin. Yes, exactly Mr Justin. It is a problem, but don’t worry, I am at your service twenty-four hours a day. I know an immigration man; he has a brother working in Jakarta. We will go and see him in his house - not in the office.” he added conspiratorially. “On Friday, at four o’clock.”

“But I was going home tomorrow.”

“I think it would be better if you waited a few days.”

Shit.

“Right Mr Sugar, it is time we sorted this out. I made two hundred thousand Rupiah profit in December. I think you made five hundred thousand, with the beer companies and airline? So I give you one hundred and you give me two hundred and fifty, or one million one hundred and fifty thousand with the million you borrowed. Yes?” We were sat in the café which had taken the Watering hole’s business. Several tourists were reading my newspaper, which looked better than ever.

“I’ve got a bit of a problem with the lease on the hotel at present. Typical Indonesia, they let you get a business up and running and then try to take it from you. The same will happen to you, don’t trust Sihotang. These people, these advertisers,” he said, pointing to my latest May bulletin with its Pulau Weh section and advertisements. “Do they all pay?”

“Not all. Some are free in exchange for a service. It’s cheaper than paying wages, and I still give anyone their first advert free.”

“But Pelni? Garuda Citra? Sibayak? They pay?”

“Yes, they pay.”

“How much?”

I told him the price for a half page advert. The calculator in his brain went to work.

“So that is – you make a profit! – It means that you are more successful than me!” Rarely had I seen such genuine astonishment on a human face. He glanced again at my figures, or at the gross figure anyway. Ignoring my expenses while making a point of including his own, plus the cost of printing, he somehow calculated that he now only owed me half a million in total, and wouldn’t budge.

“But you are not taking my expenses into account; commission I paid, trips to Medan purely for the purpose of the newspaper. My profit was only two hundred thousand. And you had income from adverts too. Our agreement was I did the work, you paid.” Sugar was getting red with anger.

“And the loss? This was my idea! You use my printer. You use my format. I introduced you to Sihotang! I got beaten up because of what you wrote! And you win and I lose. It’s not fair. It’s not fair”

“Mr Sugar, I think you will remember you came to see me at Popy’s guesthouse because Marion told you I was making a newspaper. You do not have sole rights to that particular printer; or the size of a newspaper. I am quite capable of approaching the Tourist Office myself, and they probably would have found me anyway. The Quotes of the Month went in a second time on your insistence. And you are right, it’s not fair. You still owe me over a million.”

“I’m not paying you a million. I will pay you half a million. When I have it”

“I knew you wouldn’t, I was warned. Your reputation precedes you. I expected nothing less of you Mr Sugar.”

The man doesn’t have fifty dollars after being here for five years?

Friday 4.00 pm arrived, and on the back of Rohobot’s bike I went to see the immigration man in his own house. I was interested to see if it was relatively opulent, so many stories of corruption abounded, but it was modest. It had a fridge and television, but a concrete floor and worn furnishings. I felt slightly easier. In the end I was only asked for fifty thousand Rupiah to cover the cost of phone calls to his brother in Jakarta. Rohobot however, had a hidden agenda, and “on the way home,” we stopped at a school where he supplemented his insufficient salary with part time English teaching. I had the honour of taking his class for an hour.

Sary caught me sharing a meal with Rini. She knew what was going on and she cried. I excused myself with Rini and tried to talk to her, but she was sobbing real, wet tears. She was inconsolable. 

“My heart is like a diamond! Like crystal! Now broken. I love you Justin, I love you. You don’t understand.” I felt confused. Love? No one had said that for ten years.

“Sary, you are married. You have three children. I can’t break up a home like that.”

“If I leave my husband can I come to Tuk Tuk and stay with you?”

“Let’s talk again when I get back from Singapore.” Rini watched silently and listened to everything. When Sary left she smiled.

“I’ll come with you tomorrow. But my darling, I’m scared.”

She did and she was. It was a nightmare. Her first observation was that I had no pictures of Jesus on the wall and that there was beer in the house, and it went downhill from there. 

“Rini, put the kettle on for some tea would you?”

“Eh?”

“Heat some water? Make some tea?”

“Tea?”

“Yes Rini, a nice cup of tea. Hot  water.”

“Me?”

“Yes you Rini, I am talking to you, there is no one else in the room.”

“Eh?”

“You. Rini. I am speaking to you. Heat water. Masak air, saya minta teh, kasih tolong. Understand?”

“Me?”

She crept into bed fully dressed, gave the promised half hearted attempt at a blow job but gave up after two minutes, did nothing in the house to help, constantly wanted something including that we pray together, and then she asked me to buy her some new clothes as she hadn’t brought any with her.

“Why didn’t you bring a bag?”

“We can buy some here.”

“Why should I give you anything? What do you give me? You won’t even make a cup of tea or tidy the bed. You offer nothing. It’s just begging Rini.” But I wasn’t getting through. After she left three days later, Jasmine told me her opinion of Chinese women.

“They are lazy!” she said contemptuously. “Because all the Chinese are rich, they all have servants, so they never learn how to do housework; they are not used to it.”

The seasons turned. The unreal green of the padi terraces had given way to yellow and black stubble as fields were burned off. It was the dry season and it hadn’t rained for weeks, but the villagers had got the rice in and were content. When the wind occasionally caught a fire it would sweep up the mountain, sometimes burning for days, turning the green of Samosir Island to black.

“What an awful shame!” I commented to the waitresses as they served me a meal.

“Bah! It doesn’t matter. Nobody lives there.” was the response. Every year this happened, and every year I was amazed at what one week of rain would do, transforming it to green again. 

Mr Sugar appeared again in Tuk Tuk, stubbornly distributing his new edition of SUmatra GARaruda, Sumatra’s first free newspaper, the only independent newspaper for tourists. He had lifted the four whole pages I had done on Pulau Weh, complete with their advertisements from my bulletin. I met him at German Peter’s place.

“Congratulations on your newspaper Mr Sugar. A big improvement this month.”

“I - you - you stole my map!”

I didn’t need to make any comments about plagiarising; others would do it for me. Bill would make some sarcastic comment. Paul and Nikki let Sugar think they were tourists and listened while Sugar explained that I had never been to Pulau Weh and that I was copying him, before they told him that they had been in my house at the time I was typing it out. I wondered if he would copy the horoscopes I had done for June and put them in his July edition.

Back in Medan, Lazy Rini, accompanied as usual by her objectionable fat friend whose name I made a conscious effort not to remember, turned up at my hotel wondering “if her darling was hungry.” No he wasn’t, no more free meals for you. I got ready for the tourist office. It was 36 degrees, but following my own advice to tourists – ‘Dress up’ when visiting government offices. Use shoes, long trousers and a shirt with collar – I left looking as respectable as I was capable of, and arrived with my hair drenched and sticking to me, looking like a sure winner in a wet tee shirt competition and with one eye shut, stung with sweat. Thankfully both Sihotang and Rohobot were away for a few days, and I decided I was well in with them enough to risk printing it without proof reading. It hadn’t altered much from the month before and the new articles were uncontroversial. I didn’t intend hanging around in sweaty Medan, paying hotel bills which cut into the slender profit the paper might make for longer than necessary. My printers were Chinese, as were many businesses in Medan.

“Indonesians are lazy,” he observed. “If all Chinese leave Indonesia, Indonesia is finished!” This was probably true. I had read a statistic that claimed the Chinese comprised three percent of the population, and owned seventy percent of the business.

I saw Sary arrive from my hotel window, and surprised myself by running down the stairs to grab her and kiss her. I didn’t think she would show up.

“Oh God Sary, you are a real woman. I didn’t sleep with Rini honestly, but I don’t expect you to believe me. I was just fascinated by her Chineseness, but it was awful.” This woman loves me I thought. That might be a damned good reason to love her back. She was beautiful, but not the most beautiful, young, but not so young. Better than I deserve, better than I could hope for in England. Intelligent, articulate, nut brown, petite, big hair, lovely body, sexy, and twenty-five years younger than I. It was not allowed to take women to my room in this Moslem hotel, but Sary breezed through – “Got to talk with my boss.” – and came up to my room to massage me, caress me, make love to me, sing me love songs and tell me over and over how much she loved me. Could I do better? I could marry an eighteen year old virgin for sure, but I’m fifty-four next week. A thirty one year old seems the more sensible choice. She asked if she could bring her youngest daughter to Tuk Tuk. We arrived at the café which, since the Watering Hole had closed, had now become expat Headquarters - HQ - arm in arm, so that Rini would be left in no doubt. Rini began chatting up other tourists, all touchy feely, and kept glancing over to see my reaction. My God, she is actually trying to make me jealous! A Garden Girl in the making, someone would get impatient with her one day and pull her knickers off.

Letters

Dear Editor. I have been coming to North Sumatra regularly for several years, and whenever I was in Medan I always went for a meal and a drink in the evening at the garden restaurant, the Taman Sri Deli next to the Grand Mosque. This was a delightful place to meet other travellers to swap news as well as being a good place to meet local people. It is now closed, overgrown and beginning to look derelict. Is it going to be allowed to rot for a year or two before developers move in? It is after all prime real estate, but it would be a tragedy. There are few enough green areas in this large city and few enough facilities for tourists, and to me, it seems that the heart has now gone out of Medan. Can you tell me if it is going to reopen, or are there other plans for it?

Chris Wood.

The visa run was upon me again like a bimonthly curse. Sary came to the port of Belawan to see me off and came on board the big Pelni liner, giving me a romantic kiss on deck.

“I wish I was coming with you. Why don’t you buy me a passport?”

“Really Sary, it’s not worth getting you a passport for a few hours in Singapore.”

“We could go to Thailand together, but anyway, I could stay in Batam alone for a couple of hours until you get back from Singapore.”

“Maybe next time.”

“I can’t spend the night with you on your birthday my love, but I can the night before, so you can wake up with me on the day, but I’ll have to leave by lunchtime, I’m sorry.”

The visa run went smoothly, there were no problems with the Batam Immigration, and I had a visa for two more months. Drinking a beer on deck later I was approached by an attractive woman in her late twenties, who sat down to talk to me. I’d noticed there were a lot of Saudi Arabians on board, the women dressed from head to toe in black, with a slit through which to see the world. 

“I don’t suppose there are many lady boys in that country.” I said, “But then again, who would know? Maybe there are. Maybe they wear kinky underwear and split crotch panties underneath.”

During the course of the conversation she found out that I was about to celebrate my birthday with a few friends, and asked me where. When I told her, she invited herself too. We shared the bus to Medan, her hand on my thigh under the bag on my lap.

“How was your birthday? Sorry I couldn’t make it.” Chris asked a few days later.

“Great. I burst a blood vessel in my dick if that’s any indication. Sary stayed with me in the Danau Toba the night before, Paul and Niki, Jasmine and Jason, Eddy and a few others came in the afternoon, then a woman I’d met on the visa run turned up for the night. Sary is very clinging now. How is it with you and Devi?”

“Not too bad, but that Australian Creep turned up in Bukit Lawang and stayed in the same guest house as us, right in the very next room.”

“Jesus, did you hit him?”

“No need to; he was always too drunk. Devi isn’t interested in him, she just needed money. I think she has realised that at some level, she loves me.”

Yuni arrived with Jasmine, Jason and Paul and Nikki who were about to leave for France for six months. Yuni was clean, respectable, and not crazy. She had a job as maid again.

“Hello Pak Justin. You want to sleep with me in Irma Hotel?”

“No Yuni, never again. You stole my money. No more help for you, I can’t trust you anymore. You never stole before.”

“I sorry Pak Justin. I sorry. Sometimes confused I. Give Yuni one thousand for becak, I go home.”

“Do you know how much she got for your thirty dollars Justin?” Jasmine asked me. “Forty thousand Rupiah. Five dollars. She didn’t know how much it was worth.”

The June edition was ready a couple of days early, and while Jasmine and I were distributing them around Medan we saw Chris on his bicycle. He hailed us.

“Justin, good news! You will love this.” he called as he swerved across the busy road. There was a huge grin on his face. 

“I am your fairy godmother and will grant you a wish.”

“What? What are you on about?”

“Sugar has been deported!” 

“Deported? Sugar’s gone?” I did a yeehah in the street. “Gone! Thrown out! My competitor, my pain in the ass, my plagiariser, my debtor, gone for good! I won’t get that million now but Bill owes me ten thousand Rupiah. I won that bet with three days to spare! Oh I’m so happy”

“Let’s go to his hotel tonight and celebrate.” Chris said. “His wife is still here.”

“If she’s got any sense she always will be.”

And that night we danced on his grave, inviting the guides in, who had never been allowed in before. Sugar Hotel had been a guide free zone, probably the only one there was. It wasn’t anymore. Boys selling peanuts and shoeshine boys wandered in, and Sugar’s wife let them. Fifty tee shirts with the Sugar Logo were up for sale, cheap. 

“It’s a delight to see, and I wish Mr Sugar could share this moment with me.” I said to Sary. “When are you coming to live with me?”

“Soon. Very soon.” 

June 2000

Summer in the City

A few days of normal life followed when I got home. Roselyn, Bernike’s helper, hand fed the pet eagle and iguana while birds perched on her head, as normal. Bill invited me to dinner as normal. Jeremy was pissed and pissed off with the local people for not respecting him, as normal. The guides dropped in to ask me to make fliers and posters for them on the computer, all as normal. I delivered newspapers – bulletins – and got new advertising, as normal. Then Rini telephoned.

“Hello my darling I come to Tuk Tuk with my friend never mind?”

“No! No! Don’t come, don’t come, you understand?”

But she did. I wouldn’t let them in, telling Rini clearly that Sary was my girlfriend. Next morning there was salt sprinkled on my doorstep. Roselyn said she had seen Rini sprinkle it and I asked Bernike why. He said it was magic to ‘melt my hard heart.’ I saw her later in the day and she asked me if we were finished.

“How obvious do I have to get? Yes, finished, finished! It never started.”

“Why?” she asked, all genuine puzzlement.

“Because Rini, because you are lazy, because you won’t fuck or even kiss, because you’re a religious fanatic, and because all you want is money. It’s just take take take. What do I get from you? Nothing. Finished. No more money. No more food. No more drinks. Finished. Understand?”

“Yes my darling I understand. No food, no drink. Maybe you can just buy me a ring or some clothes?” Later in the day she said she had lost her money and could I ‘lend’ her some to get back to Medan. No I couldn’t. Absolutely incredible, I thought admiringly, such tenacity and lack of shame. Sary arrived the next day with two daughters and a niece instead of the one daughter she had said she would bring, and although I was a little irritated that I had four mouths to feed instead of two, we had a couple of fun filled days and passionate nights. 

“Hi Olga, hello Yuni, Lamsiar, Hi Adek, how are you Elly? Hello Devi, hello Agnes, hello Rini.” Sary and I sat chatting with the Garden Girls once back in Medan. There were so many pretty girls, so many good reasons for certain expats to live here rather than at some idyllic beauty spot like Lake Toba, but it was not compensation enough for me. Again I asked Sary if and when she was moving in with me but again she was evasive, talking vaguely about her kids and her niece and money. Even after so long in Indonesia, I still got culture shocked occasionally. A mere conversation could shock because conversations like this could never happen in England. I hadn’t understood much of it when Sary and I were buying some medicine in a chemist shop, but there was much laughing and nudge nudge behaviour between her and the chemist. I asked her about it outside.

“He wanted to know if you have a big banana.”

“What did you say?”

“I said it was huge. He asked, ‘You already try him?’ I told him ‘Of course! It’s like I’m a virgin! He split me in two!’” she laughed gaily.

“Sary really, for god’s sake, do you know him?”

“No.”

“Why do you let people talk to you like that?” She laughed again.

“Of course! I want them to be jealous!”

We went to a concert where one of my favourite Indonesian singers, Iwan Fals was performing, and for a meal and a drink with her friends and some of the Garden Girls afterwards, but once again I found I was presented with a bill for far more than we had had. There were drinks and cigarettes on the bill, but as I got up to complain, Sary pulled me back and realisation dawned that her friend’s orders were all on my bill. She kept reaffirming my suspicions. I had already learned to say No when she asked me if I needed anything from the supermarket and would detour her away from clothes or shoe shops when we were walking. Later in the hotel I got a little angry and laid down the rules, at least as far as money was concerned.

Once again Mr Sihotang was not around, attending conferences in Jakarta, and Mr Rohobot didn’t have the authority to give me the go ahead. I left a note for him to give to his boss requesting that proof reading be delegated to one of his staff, and sent it to the printers anyway. I was getting more than irritated with the Tourist Department, they only made my life more difficult and expensive, and apart from some degree of protection from the Immigration, they did nothing for me. They had an office at the airport, but that office didn’t help with distribution there. Instead, I paid a man to meet tourists from the planes and give them all a bulletin. They had not brought me any advertising. They had not contributed articles or information, or contributed financially or in any other way. It was all one way. Endless trips to their office to be kept hanging around and told to come back tomorrow. Five months involvement with them had produced no visa, nothing but hassle and expense and wasted time and hanging around and killing time in Medan.

Killing time in Medan

If you find yourself stuck in Medan for longer than you wanted and are bored, you could try the Library, an excellent collection of reference books and novels, including many classics in English. Tourists can join, taking two books for a deposit of Rp 25.000 each book. 

  Or if you want to be entertained and educated at the same time, you could visit the Indonesian Palm Oil Research Institute at Jl. Brigjen Katamso 51, Medan. Everything you could ever want to know about palm oil production, cloning, eco pest control (breeding owls to control rats) and the dozens of uses the tree can be put to, from furniture to fuel and compost to cosmetics. Drs. Is. Witjaksana speaks good English and is happy to show you around. Tel (061) 762466
  The Medan Tourist Workers Association (MWTA) at Jl. Sisingamangaraja No 76 can organize a city tour which takes in all the sights or can be tailored to suit your wishes. They can also arrange transport to any destination or organize jungle trekking, including the 3 day trek from Medan to Berastagi. They can also help to sort out any problems you may have.   

  A cheap, pleasantly cool afternoon can be spent at the picturesque swimming pool at Danau Toba International Hotel for around a dollar, and their popular Tavern Bar in the evening for live music, or you can go to one of the shopping mall’s cinemas, where many of the Western world’s latest releases are being shown. But if you really have to get out of the city for a day - go to the beach. Pantai Cermin is just one hour, or 45 km north. Take the Sumbar Jaya bus from Amplas bus terminal to Derbaungan city, (Rp 3.000) and a blue mini bus to the beach. (Rp 3.000) An easy day trip. 
August brought me another advert for Sarah’s guesthouse in Medan.

“I won’t advertise them.” I said flatly. “Olga and I checked in there once, arriving on the tourist bus from Lake Toba at three in the afternoon. We had a shower and went out for the evening. When we came back the owner kicked us out, literally kicked Olga’s bag into the road. ‘You can’t bring your prostitute here!’ He was spitting mad. ‘If you were a younger man I’d tear your face off!’ he said. I pointed out that he had a western girl staying there with an Indonesian man, and he replied ‘That’s different, everyone knows western girls sleep with anyone!’ No, no way, I won’t advertise him.”

I had agreed to teach Rohobot’s students again because he was always saying things like “You help us, we help you. You are our brother now.” and other utterances with similar sentiments. It was in fact quite enjoyable, and I spent an hour answering the questions of teenagers.

“Have you met David Beckham?”

“Do you know Prince William or Prince Harry?”

“Why are you so tall and thin?”

“Do you like Indonesian women?”

“Will you take me with you when you go to England?”

Damn right I will you impudent sixteen year old beauty with the unbelievable breasts.

Twenty two year old Rini seemed to have found herself a tourist at HQ and was draped on a tall Austrian man of about sixty called Nicolas. I had met him because he was staying at the same hotel as I, and when he told me he was taking her to Pulau Weh the next day, I asked him if he knew she was a virgin. He was astonished, and after some thought decided he would delay one day and spend a night with her in Medan before they left. I had had enough of Medan, and didn’t want to spend another five or six days waiting for the bulletin to be ready. I wanted to go home, even if it was only for a few days.

July 2000

Honorary Payments

They were a pleasant few days. Rini’s deserted fat friend was in Tuk Tuk with Yuni, and Yuni was as sane as I’d ever seen her. She sparkled; she was witty and gregarious, but as flirtatious as always. I bought them both a meal and Yuni asked for pork steak. Pork is the last taboo among the Moslems I had met. They may drink alcohol and excuse it in themselves and each other. They may fornicate and still regard themselves basically as ‘Good Moslems,’ much as Christians might, but they would never, never eat pork. It was after all, the eaiest of the three to do without. It must be said as well that, of the Moslems I had met, there was not one that I would describe as fanatic, extremist or fundamentalist. Sincere yes, believers yes, but Medan was a very moderate and tolerant city.

“You can’t Yuni; you know you are not allowed to eat pig.” I said. She pouted, and then lit up the restaurant with her smile.

“It’s okay if the pig is clean.” 

And so back to Medan, where Sary was being helpful by driving Jasmine around on her motorbike distributing the bulletin and getting new advertising for me. Nicolas, the tall Austrian was still in the hotel.

“Hi Nicolas, did you go to Pulau Weh with Rini?”

“Oh my God, she was terrible. I sent her back the same day we left; the ferry ride with her was enough. She’s talking about marriage within the first hour!”

“But you stayed a night in a hotel with her before you went? I mean…”

“Yes! You were right! She was a virgin!”

And another Garden Girl was born.

Rohobot was alarmed that I had printed the bulletin without permission but relaxed a little as he looked through it. As Sihotang was still away I was taken to see his second in command, a Mr Sembiring. He spoke no English and my Indonesian was not yet good enough to follow the conversation, but I felt uneasy. Five names, including Sihotang’s, were printed on the front cover of the bulletin at their insistance. My name, obviously, had never yet appeared. Mr Rohobot explained.

“He wants to know about honorary payments.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Honorary payments. You know, like thank you money. It doesn’t need to be much, fifty or a hundred thousand.”

“For who? For what?” There was no eye contact.

“For these people.” he said, pointing at the bulletin.

“But the bulletin is not even making a profit yet!” I protested. “A small theoretical profit yes, but there is cash flow, not everyone pays for their advert on time, and I haven’t recovered my outlay yet, I can’t pay all of you, it would just be straight out of my own pocket. What is the money for? What are you doing for it? I can’t employ you all.” Mr Rohobot conveyed this to Sembiring. He looked disbelieving. There were columns of figures on a notepad.

“Some of those adverts are free.” I explained.

“Free? Why?”

“Some provide me with a service, like distribution or the use of a motorbike once a month. Everyone gets their first advert free anyway. Then I pay commission to local people who sell adverts for me and - look, I will produce a half yearly report,” I said, exasperated, “showing all the financial details, distribution, content, style, circulation, responsibility, future potential, everything. You will see that there is just not enough money. Please see that Mr Sihotang gets it.”

I was feeling very let down and disappointed as I left their office, but by the time I met Chris later it had turned to anger.

“Thank you money! For fuck’s sake, they should be paying me! I do all the work, it’s all my time and energy and money, for no profit as yet. I’m doing their job better than they do, they do absolutely fuck all and they want me to pay them? Really, whenever I go down there the staff are always in the canteen drinking coffee, doing crosswords, reading the paper, playing chess. They never even have any contact with tourists. Where is my thank you money? I’d rather stop making it than pay them.”

“Corruption and religion are holding this country back a thousand years,” Chris observed, ”but Sugar did warn you. Have you seen his latest newspaper? He has somehow produced another one from exile.”

“How? My God that man is more tenacious that a Pit Bull. What is it like?”

“Much as before, but the editorial is worth a read.” Chris grinned. “I have been deported in mysterious circumstances blah blah; someone who has an interest in my hotel blah blah; my love for Sumatra is as strong as ever etcetera. There is a Schwarzenegger style ‘I’ll be back’ and he says his wife is fighting to get him reinstated. He will get a shock if he does come back, his hotel is full of guides and his wife is already seeing another tourist. Are you back to Toba tomorrow?”

“Yes, but via Berastagi. I’m going to stay a few days. I need an agent there, it’s no good sending Jasmine there every month to collect money, the cost of collecting is too high.”

Anyone who has travelled at all in Asia will understand the term ‘Banana Pancake Trail.’ I don’t know who started it, probably some hippy back in the sixties or someone who worked for The Lonely Planet guide book, but some early traveller told every restaurant that catered for tourists that banana pancake was the staple diet of westerners, and it was on every tourist menu between Turkey and Papua New Guinea. Berastagi was on the Banana Pancake Trail because of the climbable active volcano looming over the small hill town, and there were several traditional villages, waterfalls and parks in the area. The first person I saw as I got off the bus was Teger, a local man I had met during my first week in Indonesia and whom I liked very much. We used to stay up until two in the morning talking. He actually had a copy of my bulletin in his hand when I met him, and he readily agreed to act as my agent. I stayed at one of the hotels that advertised with me, and met Jaz and a few other Medan expat faces taking a breath of clean air in the mountains. I also overheard a telephone conversation between a tourist and someone he was calling Lucy.

“None of my business.” I said after he finished, “but is that Indonesian Lusi with big eyes and big front teeth? Running Lusiana’s Restaurant in Bukit Lawang?” It was, but she had quit the restaurant along with the previous boyfriend. When I warned him she could be dangerous, his reaction was dismissive, saying there was no problem, but a few hours later he came over to me, wanting to know more. I told him everything. It’s not over yet Lusi, it never will be while I am in Sumatra. At some point they would have an argument about something and he will bring up what I told him and she would know I’m still around. It’s not over yet.

Teger and I drummed up some more business, and I enjoyed the break. I realised too just how happy I was in spite of the hassles and corruption, what a good life I had here compared to the life I would have in England, and it is always good to notice when you are happy. Besides, they weren’t hassles, they were challenges.

Things were moving on in Tuk Tuk. Jeremy had left in disgust at what he felt was the lack of respect he got from local people, but it wasn’t the first time and everyone knew he would be back. Ted had also left, headed for Java. He wasn’t sure if and when he would be back. Bill and Rose were getting married the next week, Kiki had a new Scottish boyfriend whom she was about to accompany to Pulau Weh, which was a big step for a local girl. It was an announcement. “I am no longer a virgin and you can think what you like” and it took courage. Jasmine returned with enough advertising to justify an extra four pages in the bulletin, which was now up to thirty six pages. I wrote the promised detailed half yearly report for the tourist office. Wayne enlisted Ken and I to help make some language cassettes with a local couple, and handed over his scanner on semi permanent loan so that I could scan logos. Sary arrived for one night, bringing with her advertisements from Guinness and Greensands, which pleased me no end. I wanted prestigious advertising in order to attract more. Esron from Samosir Cottages told me that if anyone on the island ever gave me a problem, to let him know, and it felt good to have the rich and powerful on my side. Yuni turned up with a young German guy, still sane and delightful company, and they visited a couple of times, but I was a little concerned over his plans for her.

“I will take her to Germany, but she will have to learn German, and there is a small problem. I will only be in Germany for six months of the year. She would be on her own for the other six months.” I held my tongue. A week later he came to see me on his own. 

“Yuni is now behaving very strangly.”

“Is she turning on taps?” I asked. He looked at me, startled.

“Is she wearing a sarong tied round her head? Giggling? Pointing at things?” 

“How do you know?” I told him to send her around and explained as tactfully as possible that he had not met his future wife, that there was no way Yuni would still be there if he left her for half a year. He said he couldn’t cope with her in her present state and that he had given her money to go back to Medan, but she wouldn’t go.

“She just wants to stare into my eyes the whole time. She is turning on the water taps everywhere. She emptied the tank at the guesthouse. We are staying at Romlan’s. The owner was angry. She points at other tourists and just laughs at them, and she pours baby oil all over her, her hair, her clothes, everywhere.”

I told him to bring her over to me, and tried to persuade Popy to let her stay a night, but after seeing the greasy state of her he declined. I told her she could sleep in my room and she accepted, but after putting on a red shirt I had owned for seventeen years and which I was never to see again, she went outside and ran off. I was going to Medan the next day and although the next morning everyone tried to persuade her to come with me, she just ran off again, laughing. A total eclipse of the moon was due any day.

It was always worse anticipating the visa run than actually doing it. Two weeks beforehand it would be constantly on my mind as an upcoming hassle, but usually I quite enjoyed this unnecessary trip. Why couldn’t the Indonesian Immigration just give extensions, and pocket the money instead of lining a Malaysian ferry companies pockets? I saw Rohobot before I left, and explained patiently that it was not possible to insert one extra page about some festival or other, I should have had the information by the printing deadline, as I had told him on many occasions. 

Sary had persuaded me to take her to Batam with me, and would have lunch there while I went across to Singapore for an hour or two to renew my visa. 

Batam

Batam, one of the largest Indonesian islands that form the Riau Archipelago, is Indonesia's fastest growing tourist destination after Bali, in terms of visitor arrivals. It is an ideal entry point to Indonesia, the ferry ride from Singapore takes only 40 minutes, and from Batam you can travel by air or ferry to numerous destinations. The island has a beauty which is unspoiled by the excellent growing infrastructure. There are 5 star hotels with first-rate facilities as well as budget hotels, providing opportunities for island hopping golfers or water sports enthusiasts, as well as sun worshipers who just want rest and relaxation in this latest Indonesian holiday playground. Places of interest include the Tiara Indah Handicraft Centre as it has a huge selection of crafts from most of Indonesia's 26 provinces; Dapur Dua Belas offers a glimpse of a way of life which has vanished from Batam; the beautiful stretch of sand at Nongsa beach, and Pulau Buluh, a traditional village with houses built over  water.

  Away from the bustling islands of Batam, Bintan and Karimun near Singapore, the Riau islands remain a sleepy backwater ideal for leisurely exploration of an old fashioned way of life which is rapidly disappearing. Pekanbaru is the capital city of Riau province, and has several buildings designed in traditional Riau architectural style, among them are Balai Dang Merdu, Balai Adat and Taman Budaya Riau.

We travelled expensively in first class, and it was a honeymoon. A cabin of our own, hot showers, privacy among the thousands, and best of all, a television with BBC World. I loved it, it was just so English. We made love several times during the day, and Sary insisted in wearing a low cut top and a skimpy mini skirt on deck. I knew how it looked. Old man with young prostitute, but she gained acceptance from the crowd and embarrassment from me when she took the microphone and sang songs at the karaoke bar. August was on the same trip, another victim of Belawan immigration’s aggressive policies seeking the sanctuary of the quick, efficient Batam immigration service. He was travelling economy class. We saw him sitting squashed between a number of Batak families who had camped out on the stairs. He wasn’t enjoying himself. We were, but the fact that Sary had hit me for two hundred thousand Rupiah as we left Medan “to take care of the children,” had rankled, and when no change came back from the substantial amount I had given her for lunch because she had spent it on a dress, followed by the fact that she invited a cosmetics salesman into our cabin to spend a little more of my money brought the trip to an uncomfortable end. In spite of her protests of love, I strongly suspected she was another triple M, Main Motive Money. The first class trip two ways had cost enough, but it seemed no amount was enough. Everyone seemed to just want to get money out of me. 

“It’s a real shame Sary, but you are telling me that you can only stay in Tuk Tuk if I pay one million a month for your children. Why? You told me you and your husband’s combined income was seven hundred thousand. His income is still there, so where do you get the figure of a million? I’m sorry Sary really, but I can’t afford you. You need a richer boyfriend.” We went our separate ways in Medan. Bob, one of the guides, asked me where she was and I said I didn’t know.

“Justin, I can get you a girl, a good one, not like her. And if one day you are happy with her – don’t forget your friend Bob!”

Chris had been trying to free himself from Devi, her recent nocturnal activities reminding him that he had fallen in love with a prostitute. He had a new girlfriend, and had just returned from Bali with her. He sighed.

“Leah, she’s a sweet girl, but – I thought she would get my mind off Devi - but I just keep comparing her. I’m trying to persuade Devi to come back to Bali with me. She doesn’t want to be working all her life.”

Several wasted trips to the Tourist Office brought no luck by the weekend, Sihotang was still away and Rohobot told me I would have to wait until Monday, because as yet no one had been delegated the job of proofreading. I didn’t need another weekend in Medan, especially as on the Monday I was told he wouldn’t be back until Thursday. Angry, I took the bulletin to the printers and went home. Every month I was having to pay unnecessary hotel bills because of these people. Six or seven adverts, wasted.

When I got back to Tuk Tuk, Yuni was still there. Marion from the guesthouse Romlan’s had thrown her out. The police had been called and had taken her to Medan, but she had turned up again the next day. She came to my room and I asked her where she was staying but got only nonsense answers. “There are many rooms in Tuk Tuk.” she explained. She was found asleep in various guest houses over the next few days, emptying water tanks, lighting small fires, and she was looking dirty. I took her to my room to give her some clean shorts and a tee shirt, but she wouldn’t put the tee shirt on, and wandered around my room topless, going out onto the balcony as ferries were passing. Roselyn visited to find a semi naked Yuni wandering around my room and staring at her self in the mirror. 

“It must be very hard for you.” she said, thinking I must be overcome with lust. 

“Only that I don’t know what I can do with her.” I answered. She was getting a bit much; I couldn’t let her out of my sight. I began to see what Olga had meant. I hadn’t brought her here and she had been here before with other tourists. I hadn’t introduced her to Tuk Tuk, but the neighbours, and Bernike too saw her as my responsibility. I said I would feed her, let her sleep outside on my balcony - in view of the road - and give her the fare for Medan the next day, but she still didn’t go. She was as crazy as I had ever seen her, wearing different clothes every day which she obtained from God knew where - possibly clothes lines - and her skin and hair were lagged in oil. Popy, Bernike and I had a conference. We agreed not to let her in, and to try to frighten her onto the ferry the next day with a stick, but nothing worked. She laughed, ran away, came back later and just sat quietly on my doorstep all day like a faithful puppy. Only when I got a phone call from the printers to say the bulletin was ready did she agree to accompany me to Medan. I let her sleep inside on the floor that night, but in the early hours she climbed in to my bed, straddling me. 

“Not now Yuni.” Not while you are crazy I thought to myself. Not ever in fact. But nice to see your delightful body again. No objection to that at all. Thankfully, she came with me to Siantar the next morning where we met up with Jasmine, and on to Medan by train, where she was as good as gold apart from whispering State secrets and classified information into the ear of some of the other bemused passengers. When we arrived at HQ I gave her twenty thousand Rupiah for food and left her to go and collect the new edition of the bulletin. When I saw her again later that evening I barely recognized her. Her long black hair was gone. She was totally bald, she had spent the money having her head shaved.

Two westerners had been arrested, tried, and found guilty of sexually molesting children in Medan and were in prison. Duncan went to visit them. He had at last found, quite literally, a captive audience who like himself, did not follow conventional conversational taboos, to whom he could expound his views on life. I couldn’t help wondering whether the prisoners looked forward to his visits or regarded it as further punishment. No other expats went to visit them.

Sary’s motorbike was punctured, and somehow, after a pleasant making up scene, I paid for the repair. It didn’t escape my notice though, that she spent fifteen minutes with me, and an hour and a half with August, who had just returned from a visa run to Penang. He had brought me an advert from a hotel there, which pleased me because there was an untapped reservoir of cash in that city and I wanted to get my hands on some of it. Between them, Jasmine and Sary accomplished the Medan end of things, and after one more visit to the Tourist Office, where I was told to go and see Mr Sihotang at his home in Berastagi next week, I was free to go home to my lake.

August 2000

Corruption

A party was waiting for me in Tuk Tuk. Bill came back from honeymoon with his bride Rose, and a there was a small celebratory gathering with Ken, Wayne, Bambi, Jeremy - who was back already - and Nicolas, who had moved to Tuk Tuk. He was beginning to despair of finding a girlfriend but seemed to be taking an active interest in Roselyn. Along with her and Bernike, everyone helped everyone else to catch up on news. Bill had craftily escaped the rigours of a full Batak wedding by slipping the Pastor half a million Rupiah for a quick, private affair. Jeremy was arranging for more hare lip operations, Bambi was renovating and living in a semi-derelict house opposite my place; Ken still made trips to Medan to see Wilda, and Wayne was still involved in compiling dictionaries, phrase books and language cassettes and refused to come out of his room after two in the afternoon, unless it was for an occasion such as this. 

“I’m putting colour inside the bulletin now.” I told Mr Barbara, a new client from the nearby village of Ambarita who wanted to advertise his guesthouse. When I told him the price for colour he asked me who my printer was.

“I know a printer in Medan who could do this a lot cheaper. I’m going in later this month, why don’t I give you a lift when you are ready to go, and we’ll go and see him. He does my promotional stuff, the quality is excellent. You will save a lot of money”

“I don’t mind saving money, yes, I’ll meet him.”

“ – and because he is a friend of mine, I can pay you for a black and white one, but he can do my advert in colour as well.” Mr Barbara laughed.

Yuni was back in Tuk Tuk. Chasing me? She knocked on my door again, her bald head attracting stares and laughter from the local people. She seemed reasonably sane, and I explained to her carefully that she couldn’t stay. I was getting a playboy reputation in the village and it would do me no good, Bernike was already embarrassed by it. There had been Bonnie, Olga, Lusi, Aan, and since I moved to Bernike’s, Rini, Sary, Yuni, and two other girls whom I had allowed a free night, friends from Medan. There had been no question of sex, they were just friends who were ‘sleeping over,’ but in this culture, no one would believe that. Even if they did, it just wasn’t polite.

“My reputation Yuni, you understand? For me it’s no problem, but so much blah blah in the village. I can’t let you stay here. My landlord will be angry. He is already talking about asking the magic man about you. Yuni, you know you are sometimes a little crazy, maybe the magic man can help you.”

“You’re a good man Justin.” was all she said as she walked off. What a strange relationship I have with her.

The “Magic Stick”

  A Batak magical staff is 1,80 meters long and 5 to 6 cm in diameter. Old Bataks tell us that in former days these staves were carved out of a certain kind of hardwood by the priest / magicians themselves. As often happened with old works of art, there was no clear unanimity as to what a magical staff should look like. That is why no two staves are exactly the same. Nevertheless, they have some common features. Nearly all staves show a vertical accumulation of human and animal figures squatting one on top of the other. The genuine, original staves mostly have seven human figures, besides a serpent, a lizard and a cow. At the top is a male figure and under that a female figure. All human figures have conspicuously big heads. The head of the figure at the top wears a turban with a tuft of horse main. The staff ends in an iron point, enabling the magician, the datu, to stick it into the ground.

  Many stories about the magic staff are still in circulation, with incest as their central theme. The staff was used to ensure welfare and happiness and to ward off calamities. It also functioned as a bearer of disaster, disease and death, as a counsellor to rulers, a bringer of rain in times of drought, a dispeller of clouds during the wet season and a mouthpiece of supernatural beings. The magic staff brought fertility to people, animals and the land. It was used to extinguish fires, ward off diseases and epidemics, track down thieves and murderers. There are no original and genuine staves left in Batak country, all are kept in museums. The staves on sale are replicas. (But none the less carved with great skill. They are made in three pieces so can be taken apart for carrying or posting.)

Berastagi was cold. The volcano was cloud shrouded when Teger and I caught a local bus to Mr Sihotang’s plush government residential home a few miles from the town. We sat in opulent surroundings waiting for the man while being waited on. I was on my best behaviour and in my best clothes, remembering to call him ‘Pak’ frequently as he signed the papers. 

“I’m sorry for being so hard to get hold of but I have two jobs now, I’m still the head of North Sumatra Tourist Department, but I am also temporarily the head of the Karo Regency. Very busy. Proofreading can be delegated to Mr Rohobot from now on. Tell him also to do the necessary to organize your visa.” He light heartedly pointed out that there was an increasing amount of space in the bulletin dedicated to Aceh Province rather than to North Sumatera – he thought it was quite enough in fact - but I’d got myself a sponsor. He asked how I kept the information up to date and I explained that often tourists e-mailed me with a correction or with other information.

“Why don’t you print some of these letters?”

Because they say things like ‘thanks for the info on the Pelni ship to Singapore, but you didn’t warn me about the cockroaches, the dangerous overcrowding and no smoking notices being completely ignored.’ Because there are lengthy complaints about sexual harassment of girls by the local guides while on jungle treks at Bukit Lawang. Because most ask me can’t I do something about this or that? And if I printed them I would lose all my advertisers and your proofreader would be horrified and the guides or someone would come and get me. 

“Because they are usually too lengthy and - they are not always suitable Pak.”

He asked me my views on how to increase tourism and I suggested that a three-month visa, or at least a month’s extension, would increase tourist revenue by thirty percent. He was genuinely interested. The thought hadn’t occurred to him, he wasn’t an immigration man after all. But he was a man with power. A man who had played his part in Sugar’s deportation. Not a man to fall out with. Not someone you would want as an enemy.

Tourist Tip 6

If you are climbing volcanoes, remember you are climbing mountains over 2,000 meters high, and mountains demand respect. Sibayak is relatively easy to climb unaided, but people have been lost. Visibility can be reduced to two meters if the weather changes suddenly, and sheer drops may be close by on slippery ground. Don’t panic. Sit down and wait. The cloud will not last forever, there will be gaps. Just wait it out and go back the way you came. Take a guide with you if you want to be sure. For Sinabung volcano, a guide is highly recommended. 

Mr. Sihotang told his chauffer to drive Teger and I back to Berastagi, where I lingered a day or two getting my face known by my advertisers and potential advertisers. I liked the town. I even thought of moving there. It was normal. It wasn’t only a tourist spot; it was an ordinary little market town going about its business. One was not surrounded by guides the moment one got off the bus, it was cheaper than Lake Toba, and it would be easier to get to Medan. If only it wasn’t so bloody cold!

Lake Toba has a dry season, a wet season, and a windy season, sometimes known as the power cut season, but it wasn’t cold. Apart from the power cuts, I didn’t mind the weather, in fact Lake Toba had my personal perfect climate, never too hot, never too cold, but at times dramatic. I watched whole sheets of water lifted from the frothing lake, lightning illuminating the mountains and skyscapes. Branches crashed down on roofs, roofs blown off. One power cut lasted three days, and although I had completed the bulletin, it was irritating to find there were three new adverts in my e-mail when the power came on again. Too late, they would have to wait for October.

The September edition complete, I was ready to go to Medan so phoned Mr Barbara and we set off in his car. He asked me for the ferry fare as we crossed to the mainland and I didn’t think too much of it, but when he pulled in for petrol and asked me for a contribution I felt irritated. I thought he was giving me a lift. Not having small money I passed him a fifty thousand note and waited in vain for change. He filled his tank. My lift to Medan cost me more than double what the tourist bus would have charged, or four times the cost of going by train. Another example of Bataks earning their reputation I thought, and I knew I couldn’t trust this man. He took me straight to his printer, urging me to put down a deposit immediately and no doubt thinking of his commission for introducing me, but I told him I would have to get a quote from my own printer first, naturally.

August had been to the States for a week or two to replenish his money. Rumour had it that his money was from a cannabis farm in California, that the cash was literally buried in the ground, and that August had swum the Rio Grande to get both in and out of America with his hoarde. He was now running a small, illegal money changing business, getting the guides to collect foreign coins from tourists, and buying them cheap. He knew a moneychanger in Penang who would change them. 

Sary was not around, but the girls told me she was missing me. I watched Rini trying unsuccessfully to pick up tourists. Chris and Devi were back from Bali and seemed happy, at least, Chris did. Nicolas was in town on a visa run, after which he was going to find a girl and take her to Tuk Tuk. Olga promised to help find him one. Duncan was there too, only slightly subdued by the beating he had received from local people who suspected - as many expats did - that he had been playing with little boys. The versions were mixed, but all agreed he had hit an old man who had accused him of sexually molesting his young son, and all agreed that a mob then set about him and he had ended up in a storm drain being pelted with stones. He had a black eye. He had given his attackers money to let him go. August had advised him that he ought to have a photo as evidence of the black eye in case the police got involved, and took a close up portrait.

I checked with my printers the next day how much it would cost to print with the new colour pages, and it did seem I would save close on a million Rupiah if I went with Barbara’s printers. I looked at some of his work and agreed to let him do the job.

Mr Rohobot proof read, found nothing to correct other than wanting me to change ‘older brother’ to ‘elder brother,’ and declared that “honorary payments were now appropriate.” I explained in some desperation that the advertising prices had not reckoned on half a million or more Rupiah extra production costs, and that it would lose money if I had to pay. It was still only breaking even. Distribution and collection of cash was still costing too much, and you bastards don’t lift a finger to help I thought, but I wasn’t getting through. 

“I will just have to stop making it then.” I said simply. “I don’t mind working to help Indonesia, but I’m not going to have this thing costing me money, it was meant to make me money. Initial investment is one thing but this is an unexpected ongoing production cost. Sorry, but I’ll have to stop.” He looked worried. 

“Maybe these honorary payments can come out of a budget from this department, not from your pocket. Mr Sihotang is going to ask for a budget from central government for this.” 

“Fine, I don’t care if you all pay yourself extra, just leave me alone. I can’t afford it.”

“Oh, and Mr Justin, can you take my class again? They are all asking for you.”

Jeremy was in town, but didn’t want to come back to Lake Toba. He, Chris and Nick who lived in Bukit Lawang were sat in HQ and getting drunk.

“They don’t respect me. I get these operations done for the kids but the Bataks are never satisfied, it’s never enough. One of the guides called after me ‘Hey Jeremy, still alive?’ What did he mean by that? They don’t appreciate me dude.” 

“Oh I think that’s just a way of speaking Jeremy, but I’m having the same problem. Sihotang and Rohobot are Bataks.” I agreed. “They never do any work you know, they just sit around talking and think I should pay them for what I do. I’m just a resource to them, free money, free English lessons.”

“It’s just corruption. It’s inevitable, look at their salaries.” Chris commented. “The Government pretends to pay them and they pretend to work.” Chris could always sum it up nicely.

“He took me to see Mr Gultom, that immigration man in his home again, but it seems I do have to go to Jakarta. He needed another fifty thousand for telephone calls, that’s one hundred so far. I’m going to keep a record of the cost of this business visa, every becak ride, every ferry fare, every coffee they leave me to pay for. It’s all business expense, and pushes the date I’ll be in profit back by months.”

“It won’t stop them asking for their thank you money.” Nick said. “They won’t believe your figures you know; they will just think you are making them up the way they would, lying like they do. It doesn’t matter whether the figures you give them are true or whether you lie, they won’t believe you anyway. They are so used to lying themselves.”

“If I move into Irma Hotel tomorrow will you come and see me?” I asked Sary. “But you must understand, no money. You can have love but not money. We are not going shopping. My capital is just too low now. When I have an income, you are welcome to share it, but that is not yet. When my newspaper is more successful I hope I’ll have cash. Are you still interested?”

“Of course. Money! Money is bullshit. I want to Justin, I want to come to Lake Toba with you, but I’m scared.” 

I moved to the Irma hotel and stayed there for six days, but Sary never showed up and I was a little disappointed at having my suspicions confirmed yet again. I decided it was over between us and would tell her so, if she ever showed up. Lamsiar, whom I had not spoken to for a year because I was sure it was she who had stolen some money back in the House of the Rising Sun, had not given up speaking to me and sat down at my table in HQ.

“Sary and you finished?” 

“It looks that way. ‘No money no honey’ as you all say. Tell me, because it doesn’t matter now and I won’t be angry. I just want to know. Did you take that fifty thousand?”

“No. It was Olga. I didn’t take it and I know Yuni didn’t. Can I sleep with you? Please?” 

“Well, at least I know the price. Yes, okay, why not?”

Mr Rohobot took me to see Mr Gultom again, where I was given a bank account number and told to transfer one and a half million Rupiah to the man in Jakarta, a Mr Silitonga. This didn’t seem too bad since there was no route I had ever heard of other than paying the corruption money or thankyou money, to obtain the visa I needed, and I had heard that five million was a more common figure. That done, Rohobot kept me waiting an hour or two while a new letter of recommendation was typed out, then we sped half way across the city on his motorbike to get it done again on a computer and printed out. I was told to buy a ticket for Jakarta. I hated the idea of the long trip, but at least it would be my final visa run for six months.

I opened one of the boxes and studied the new bulletin. It wasn’t brilliant. I was disappointed, but it would have to do. There was no time to get it done again and it would probably be no better if I did. It was passable, but I would be back with my old printers next month.

Jasmine arrived in Medan, just back from seeking a visa in Jakarta herself. She wanted to go to England to visit Jason and meet his parents, but had been refused.

“They said I was too poor to go to England.” she sobbed.

“You are too honest Jasmine; you should have lied on the form about your salary. They expect you to lie, or at least exaggerate. When is Jason coming back?”

“In December. We will get married then. Where is Yuni?”

“No one has seen her for a week or so. I’m worried about her, I have images of her tied up in someone’s room, or being gang raped in a police cell. I hope she is with a tourist, but she’s far too crazy to get one at the moment. Anyway, phone Sary to help with the newspaper distribution again.”

“Do you think she will help now that you and she have finished?”

“She will if she smells wages.”

Mr Rohobot looked happy.

“Good news Mr Justin! You don’t need to go to Jakarta, only to Singapore. Everything is arranged. Your visa is ready for collection there. Come, we will go and see my brother Mr Gultom. He has the same name as myself, we are from the same Batak Marga”

In Gultom’s house I was told who to ask for in Singapore, and they were both at pains to explain to me how much money they had saved me on airfares and hotels in Jakarta. 

“But I was going by ferry, I’ve already bought the ticket. I’ll have to cancel it and buy another one. And the hotels in Jalan Jacksa are only thirty thousand a night.”

“Where is Jalan Jacksa?” asked Rohobot the tourist officer.

“It’s the backpacker’s tourist area for Jakarta, the same as Mesjid Raya is here.” I, the tourist explained. The reality was I lost fifty percent when I cashed my ferry ticket in, and then found prices had risen by sixty percent when I bought a new one for Batam. When we left, Rohobot mentioned that a thankyou payment to Mr Gultom was necessary.

“You know that this is the way things are done in Indonesia.”

“Yes, I know. How much do you think would be appropriate?” I asked, willing a figure of two hundred thousand into his Batak head.

“Oh, the same as his brother in Jakarta of course. One and a half million will do it.”

When Sary, Jasmine and I began unpacking the boxes of bulletins there was a further disappointment, one verging on disaster category. The one box I had inspected had been passable, whereas most were not. Blank pages, pages upside down, colour bleed through, colour missing. August looked at them.

“You can’t use them, you will lose advertisers. Look Justin, I don’t want you to tell anyone this, but I will go halves with you on the cost of printing another thousand with your old printer. I want to see this little venture succeed. They would be ready when you got back from Singapore.”

“Thank you August. That’s really generous of you. Already Ravinni Hotel have said that “they will not pay for that ugly advert.” Combined with the cost of the visa and printing twice I’m going to make a big loss this month, and in nearly one year I’m nowhere near making a net profit yet. Thank you.”

September 2000

Business as usual

The Pelni ship was practically empty, probably because of the sixty percent rise in fares, and it was a comfortable trip. Four days in Singapore produced what I had come for, and my status was upgraded from a mere tourist to Consultant to North Sumatera Tourist Department. I had a business visa.

When I arrived in Medan the reprint was ready, and August told me that as he now would be going to Bukit Lawang every month for his coin collecting business, he would deliver bulletins and collect moneys from there if I gave him authorization. He also had written a complimentary letter to the editor to print in the next issue, and an advert for his coin collecting business. Uli, Sary’s ex boyfriend offered to drive me around Medan once a month for bulletin distribution and money collection, something Sary was apparently not too happy about because of lost extra income. Yuni was gloriously sane, charming, witty and the life and soul of the evening gathering at HQ. When she wasn’t crazy she was a magnet for men and women alike, she held centre stage whenever she spoke, all eyes were on her and everyone listened and laughed as she told her outrageous stories. She had her seven year old daughter with her - Yuni’s mother only rarely considered her daughter sane enough to take the child out. If she was like this when she worked in Batam before she went crazy, it was no wonder she was so poular. If only she could always be like that.

Mr Rohobot explained the etiquette and niceties of paying corruption money. It must be done at the man’s home, not in the office, and after being served a glass of hot water with the two men from the same marga and indulging in small talk for twenty minutes, we stood up, I offered him a brown envelope with over seven times the amount I had hoped it would be, thanked him, shook his hand and we left. Mr Rohobot drove me back to my hotel.

“Mr Justin, you know how much I have helped you, and I am always at your service. I realise our bulletin doesn’t make much money yet, but could you make an honorary payment just to me? We would have to keep it quiet from the others. Our secret.”

Money Matters

The Rupiah has been hovering between 8,750 and 9.000 to the US dollar throughout August and was strengthening as we go to press. However, the currency is still volatile and you are unlikely to get the rates quoted in newspapers and on CNN unless you use your credit card. Some ATM’s will charge a fee of Rp 25.000 per transaction if the ATM does not represent your own bank. Cirrus and BNI are two of these. Some of the best places to cash money in Medan are the Bank Buana Indonesia, Bank Lippo, Bank Bali and the BII. One of these will generally have the best rate in town, but money changers are often very competitive. As rates change daily you may find it difficult to change money at banks before 10.00 am, or until the new rate comes in. At some, money can only be changed between 10.00 am and 12.00 noon. If you are changing cash rather than travellers cheques you may find that even slightly soiled, creased, or stapled notes are not acceptable. Cash, if clean, usually gets a better rate than travellers cheques. Rates will generally be better in Medan than elsewhere in Sumatera. Tourists can open bank accounts with Rp 100.000. This will give you an ATM card which you can use at many outlets in Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia with a limit of Rp Two million per day, but you may have to wait about a week to ten days for your card.    

At the BNI, you can have 3 types of account.

Savings Account. In Rupiah. Passbook, ATM card. Account earns interest.

Deposit Account. In Rupiah. Deposit for one month minimum, with a roll over. Account earns good interest.

Dollar Plus Account. Cash remains in Dollars and earns interest, but you cannot withdraw dollars. You can withdraw Rupiah at today's rate or you can transfer money out of the country still in dollars. However, you can only draw cash at the branch where you open the account, so is only useful for people who want to stay in one area for a few months.  

Duncan was furious. 

“That treacherous bastard! August promised no one would see that photo of my black eye. He has been giving copies away to everyone! He has even got an enlarged photocopy in his window for everyone to see! What a turncoat! I thought he was my friend!”

You don’t have friends Duncan, you just know people.

“He’s threatening to make it into a tee shirt.” I joked, but Duncan had no sense of humour, so I didn’t tell him what I had done in Photoshop TM on my computer with the copy August had given to me, or the slogan I had written underneath it, or who I had given printed copies to.

“Justin! You are back! You have been away ages!” Bambi was feeding Bill, Jeremy and Ken pizzas and lemon meringue pie in her newly completed, beautiful, if somewhat rustic house. I hadn’t tasted the latter for nearly three years so naturally I joined them. A thunderstorm raged, marking the onset of the rainy season – and the low season would mean cancelled adverts.

“So are you Jeremy,” I answered taking a mouthful of lemon meringue, one of the few things that had held my last marriage together through its failing years. “I knew you would be. Yes, three weeks hassle and a total of four point two million Rupiah in all, but I’ve got my visa, I’m allowed to earn money. I shall need to, it will take at least three or four months to get that back the way it’s going. I don’t have a lot of time to get the next issue ready, and then it will be back to Medan yet again.”

“A little over four hundred dollars, that’s not bad for a year. You need a proofreader! Can you employ me? Get me a business visa?” Bill asked.

“Hey Justin, guess what. German Peter tried to phone Sugar because he owes Peter money as well. Sugar is in prison in Germany.”

Bernike and Roselyn had agreed to let the fish eagle go. He was convinced that its droppings were making him ill. It had lived in the aviary outside his window for most of its young life, and was completely tame. Roselyn, who had hand fed it for a year, brought it upstairs to my room to launch it. She gave it a kiss, and after a few hesitant flaps it took off and flew. The film Toy Story said it better - it fell, with style. In a slow descent it came in like the space shuttle and landed on the glassy surface of the lake about two hundred meters from shore, and sat there like a duck. Within a minute it had been spotted by a young Batak man, who dived in and swam strongly for it. Roselyn, horror struck, ran down the stairs and dived fully clothed into the lake herself. Bernike and I watched the race together. 

“He wants it to eat it.” Bernike explained. Both were swimming strongly, and it was close, but the boy got there first. A silent discussion took place out in the lake for some minutes, and Bernike let out a sigh of relief as the bird was handed over once more to Roselyn’s care.

The master copies of the October edition safely in my bag, I was back in the steamy city. Jaz, Chris and I sat out the thunderstorm at HQ. Jaz had been trying to get a teaching job, but had been refused because, although he was British and born there, his appearance was Indian. “A weird sort of racism, I’m not white enough apparently.”

Chris said he knew that Devi had been entertaining someone in his house while he had been on a visa run.

“The roaches from joints. I know they weren’t mine or hers, so someone has been smoking in my room.”

“Really Chris, you would be better off without her. There is no shortage of eligible girls after all.”

“You are still single? No one at the moment?” he asked.

“No one I’m interested in.” I sighed. “I haven’t seen Sary, but Lamsiar and Rini keep draping themselves over me. Rini wants me to book into Danau Toba hotel for a night. I don’t really care right now. If I cared I could stay in The Village and have a different girl every night for three dollars. But I don’t.” I had first heard about The Village in Penang on my way to Indonesia two years previously. A German hippy had kept telling me I must go there, but he was drunk or stoned or both and wouldn’t say why. The Village, about two hours from Medan, was on the side of a mountain and had nothing to offer in the way of tourist facilities. I had gone there out of curiosity when I saw on the map it was en route to Lake Toba when I first arrived.  Checking into a moderately expensive hotel I was asked first if I would like a drink. The next question was ‘Would you like a girl?’ and the mystery was solved. I said yes. I usually say yes to everything. I had never been back since.

Again my best friend Mr Rohobot justified his position as proofreader by wanting a change in the October bulletin; he wanted the staff’s names shown more prominently. Again he hassled me for his ‘secret’ thank you money, and again I wriggled out of it, but I knew I couldn’t hold out forever. 

“Mr Sihotang wants a meeting next Saturday.” he told me, leaving me the choice of hanging around in Medan for a week, which was unthinkable, or going back to Toba for only a few days before having to return. I took the bulletin to the printers, and accidentally met Mr Barbara, whose printer had cost me a wasted one point two million. He insisted we go back ‘to complain,’ but in fact only to try to persuade me to give his printer another chance so that he could collect his commission. He never paid for his advert either. 

I spent the week in Tuk Tuk working on the next bulletin, returning to Medan on the Friday to find the meeting had been postponed until Monday, giving me an unnecessary and unwanted weekend in the noisy city. Again, the Tourist Department was costing me money, dipping into the profit from the bulletin for unnecessary fares and hotel bills, and in all probability an unnecessary meeting. Not wanting this to be a total waste of time, I checked into the Danau Toba hotel and telephoned Rini. I had some unfinished business with her.

October 2000
Money and Marriage

That Monday morning feeling almost made me feel nostalgic. Shined shoes, pressed trousers and shirt, and off to work at the office by eight thirty, calling at the printers to collect the latest bulletin on the way. After the now traditional two hour wait, Mr Sihotang, Mr Rohobot, Mr Sembiring, Mr Munthe, Mr Damanik - the names which appeared on the cover of the bulletin and who were eagerly awaiting their thankyou money - were sat round a highly polished table with me, examining the new edition. With my new status, I had put my name on it for the first time, on the front cover with the others.

“Mr Justin, I was wondering why you put “Produced by Justin.” on the front cover?” Sihotang asked me.

“Well, now I have a business visa I thought I was entitled to put my name on it. I make it. I produce it.”

“No. You don’t produce it, we do. You must put ‘Produced by North Sumatera Tourist Department.’ Certainly you are entitled to have your name on it, but your title is Consultant. I am taking fifty copies to Jakarta next month, central government. We should be able to get a budget for producing this, but please correct the cover. And can you give us the profit and loss accounts each month? I realise these things take time to get off the ground, but when you have a little more advertising we shall have to do something about these honorary payments for the staff. For myself I am not bothered, but of course on the other hand, if you do well…”

Tourist Tip 

A few newly arrived tourists in Medan suffer “expensive lessons” in ways which, with hindsight, could be avoided. One precaution is to know who you are dealing with. If the person is a tourist guide he or she will carry an I.D. card with name and photo. Ask to see it. Write down the name. That should stop potential problems.
“What it boiled down to Uli, was ‘We are going to help you to make some money so that we can have it.’ And they are going to get money from Jakarta, but I won’t see any of that of course. They are a bloody nightmare, and I can’t escape them now, I can’t just go it alone, vultures are circling overhead, watching.” Uli, Sary’s ex boyfriend, had driven Jasmine and I around Medan to collect the advertising money and deliver bulletins, which was a lot cheaper than using becaks, or Sary’s motorbike for that matter. I saw Sary for the first time in ages, she and Yuni were at HQ, and she told me she still loved me. Yuni was very quiet.

“I haven’t finished with you you know.” Sary whispered, smiling.

“Well I’m sure I would have noticed if I had a girlfriend.” I replied. “I waited for you six days in Irma hotel, you never came. You never came up to Tuk Tuk either. Sary, I wanted to see if you were there when you knew there was no money and you weren’t.”

“I’m not interested in money - I’m scared - I want to be with you but - I don’t think you are serious.”

Quite honestly Sary, neither do I. When she left, there was just a subdued Yuni.

“Where are you sleeping Yuni?” 

“We sleep Irma?” she asked hopefully. When I shook my head she pointed to the derelict garden, the old Watering Hole.

“If I pay for a room, you won’t take anyone else there?” She shook her head.

“Where have you been Yuni? It’s been weeks. We were worried about you.”

“Batam.” She answered, staring into the middle distance.

“For your business? Business fucking?” I enquired politely.

“No. Business lesbi.” She grinned for the first time that evening. “With girl. Man only looking. Remember movie your house? Good idea!”

Rohobot telephoned me at my hotel as I was packing to go to Bukit Lawang with Jasmine, asking me to come to the office urgently so that they could give me a letter to ease my passage at the immigration office, where I was required to present myself once a month. Why? I never found out. Chris was wrong, it seemed there were rules. Most people apparently had to pay yet more thankyou money every month to get the immigration to do their job and actually stamp the passport, or get given the runaround – come back tomorrow, the boss isn’t here, we need a photocopy of your grandmothers identity card - and they wanted to protect me from that. When I got to Rohobot’s office he got a piece of paper and began to write. 

“We just need your name, date of birth, and address in England.” Exasperation overflowed.

“Mr Rohobot, I’m sorry but really, you do know my name, and you could have asked me the rest on the phone. Besides, you already have many photocopies of my passport with that information. I was going to go to Bukit Lawang today, on business. Now I have missed the tourist bus. A wasted day. More expense.”

“I’m so sorry Mr Justin. You can collect this letter on your way back from Bukit Lawang. It will be ready I promise.”

“But I wasn’t intending to stop in Medan on my way back, I was going direct. I don’t need another night in a Medan hotel.”

It was only the second time I had been to Bukit Lawang. It was a pretty spot, a village built alongside the banks of a fast flowing river, with only footpaths and bridges, no roads for cars or motorbikes. On my previous visit I had rented an inner tube and done a scary fast ride down what was one of the gentler parts of the white water river. It had been really good fun, but I didn’t need to repeat the experience. I knew one person there from my first year in Sumatera, a girl called Wydia who had hung around with a small crowd of unemployed young women, the female equivalent of the guides.

“Hi Wydia, how are you keeping? Got yourself a western boyfriend yet?”

“Justin! What are you doing here! How nice to see you. No, no luck. There was one a few months ago but he’s gone and I haven’t heard from him.”

“I see you have got some breasts now.” I said, staring at them. Wydia smiled coyly.

“Not real I’m afraid. When are you going to Thailand again? Help your friend Wydia!”

Wydia was a reasonably convincing lady boy, but all the local girls accepted her as one of them. On a trip to Thailand a year or more ago she had asked me to get her some hormone tablets so that she could grow real breasts.

“I felt so sad! My boyfriend was very nice but when he put his hand there – nothing for him!”

I hadn’t obliged. At one of the girl’s ‘Going Away to Europe to Get Married’ parties to which I was invited, I was offered the settee to sleep on while Wydia slept in the bedroom with five pretty girls. It made me wonder whether I should adjust my sexuality. She looked as exotic as ever, in fact she was probably a real asset to the restaurant she worked for. An extrovert, as overt lady boys must be, she had such a wonderful sense of humour and such a huge sense of drama that word of mouth (“Hey, go and have a coffee in that restaurant over there.”) had made it one of the most popular places in the village.

Bukit Lawang however, was as empty as Tuk Tuk. Tourists just weren’t coming to Indonesia, and the guesthouses were desperate for business. Competition was intense. Ten kilometres before we had arrived, the bus stopped to allow half a dozen guides to jump on to tout their hotel or service, and for ten slow kilometres we had one guide after another thrusting photographs of bedrooms and western toilets under our noses and telling us how much we would enjoy sliding around in the mud on a three day jungle trek. There was in fact very little to do at Bukit Lawang apart from see the orang utans feed, mess in the river, or go jungle trekking. Reports on treks from tourists varied from brilliant to awful, and I had noticed many web bulletin boards and local hotel comments books had bitter stories from western girls of sexual harassment from the guides in the jungle. There were no reports of rape, but being threatened with abandonement three days into the jungle can be a frightening experience. Jasmine and I found there was still little enthusiasm for our bulletin, but we collected a few new adverts.

“This bulletin is seen by practically every tourist in Sumatra.” I said to Jasmine on our way back to Medan. “We send it to Penang and to Malacca to encourage people to visit Sumatra and tell them it is safe here. I’ve been doing it a year and many people have advertised for a year, because they know it works. Tourists read every page of this thing, they read every advert. How come these people think employing a long haired guide to jump on the bus and try to give everyone a high five, stick dog eared photos of toilets in your face and hassle you to take a jungle trek tomorrow is more effective?”

A walk in the park.

There are any number of different treks in Gunung Leuser Park, which you can either follow or adapt to your own requirements. You can do a 6-day trek between the two entrances to the park at Bukit Lawang and Ketambe, and if you want to make a one-day trek from Ketambe, the walk to the nearby sulphurous springs is very worthwhile. These springs are popular with local wildlife as a source of important minerals, and though the spring water is scalding, when combined with the fast flowing Gurah river water in the nearby pools, it is wonderfully warm. On the way back you can take a short detour to the foot of a beautiful waterfall.

  To really experience the park however, it’s much better to spend at least one night in the jungle. There is a 4 day trek to Danau Marpunga, a small lake near a sulphurous gully where many animals, including elephants, come to feed. There are also treks up various volcanoes that feature a variety of different types of flora, from lowland jungle to the mosses and lichen of the highland slopes. The most accessible peak is Gunung Bendahara, (3012m), a 6-day hike there and back from the village of Seldok, near Ketambe. The trek to the top of Gunung Perkison, to the north east of Kutacane, takes 7 days, with spectacular views overlooking the Alas valley, and a lot of wildlife to see on the way. The mother of all trekking routes however, is the draining, 2-week hike through untouched forest and mountain meadows to the park’s highest peak, Gunung Leuser. (3440m.) At the top there is a small monument, and you will be rewarded with some marvellous views. 

My letter was ready, just as Mr Rohobot had promised, but Mr Sihotang was not around to sign it so it was useless, and there was one more unnecessary, wasted night in Medan before I could go home. Over the next week Mr Rohobot telephoned me frequently on Bernike’s telephone, urging me to return to Medan. Bernike, still technically the editor, was getting angry.

“Don’t go! They don’t own you; I know they just want money from this. They don’t care about Indonesia; they don’t care about you; they don’t care about us; they only care about their pockets.”

“In many small ways they prevent me making a success of this Bernike. They cost me too much in expenses. I spend far too long in Medan because of them, paying double rent, and they still want me to dip into my pocket every month. Give me money, give me money, give me money everywhere I go. Sometimes it seems like a nation of beggars and I get sick of it.”

“Stop making it. Just stop for a month. Make them realise they can have a bulletin and no money, or no bulletin and no money. No money either way. It’s all bluff, but we can bluff too.”

“I could tell all the advertisers that the next issue will be January,” I said, suddenly eager for a month off, “but tell the Tourist Department I have stopped for good, and see if they want me to start again without honorary payments. I’ve got to go to the immigration office for my stamp soon. I’m not going to give them money; I’ll go back on a tourist visa first. The timing is quite good actually, because my son is coming to visit me soon. I will have time to show him around.”

“Good. Leave it for December, don’t make one. I will write to the Minister for tourism in Jakarta. This is war.”

“I didn’t come here to make war Bernike. This is crazy, I’m helping to promote tourism and I’m at war with the tourist department?”

“We will win.” Bernike said confidently, but before I left Tuk Tuk again, he was back in hospital.

“Why are there no Chinese businesses here Esron?” I asked. “They are such good business people. Hundreds of Chinese come here from Siantar and Medan frequently, every bank holiday. I’d have thought there would be at least one Chinese restaurant.”

Esron had also been in hospital for a couple of weeks with some mysterious stomach disorder. He had signed himself out, preferring to rely on traditional medicine.

“We don’t let them. This is Batak land.” he replied. “Javanese people too. They can go so far but no further. The man who sells noodles from the back of his bicycle is Javanese, but we wouldn’t let him set up a fixed food stall.”

“And westerners like me?”

Esron laughed. “Don’t worry Justin, you help our community.”

Not everyone thinks so, I thought to myself. Plenty of people were irritated with me, some were even angry, simply because I wouldn’t advertise them free, or include their business on the bulletin’s map of Tuk Tuk that declared, “Showing our advertisers.” If enough people wanted you out, you were out. There were plenty of examples. The Bataks didn’t really like outsiders settling among them, especially if they were successful.

August visited Tuk Tuk. His coin business was taking off and he now regularly visited Bukit Lawang, Berastagi and Lake Toba to collect the coins from the moneychangers he had recruited. His system was quite good. Realising there was nowhere in Indonesia which would change coins and knowing that all tourists always had spare change from the last country they visited, he approached many money changers to recruit guides to collect them. “Have you got any coins for my coin collection?” became a frequent cry from the guides and appeared in print in the bulletin at August’s request. They would collect a couple thousand Rupiah for their cigarettes, the moneychanger would make ten percent, and August would hump twenty kilos of coins over to Penang every two months where he could change them. He offered to do the bulletin distribution and collect revenue there and elsewhere, and began to involve himself more with the content and style of the bulletin. He suggested I put a price on it instead of making it a free publication, and when I told him there would be no December issue, he wanted to reprint November’s with a new cover, and charge Rp 2.000 for it. Is this a takeover August?

Before I went to the immigration office in Medan, I called at the tourist office for the letter that was supposed to ease my passage there. For once, all the staff were busy. I had never seen them working so hard. They were all doing aerobics to loud music. Within two minutes of finding him, my best friend Mr Rohobot asked for his honorary payment. I slapped one hundred thousand in his hand. Ten dollars.

“Make the most of it, there won’t be any more, I’m stopping, I’m not doing any more. No more bulletins.” He looked horrified.

“Please, Mr Justin, look, don’t worry about it next month. Mr Sihotang is in Jakarta showing this to the Minister. He will get money from them.”

“Fine, I don’t care. I’ve had enough. I’m stopping because I think it’s unfair that you make more out of this than I do. You only proofread, which I don’t need but which you insist on. I make it, I pay for the printing, I write the articles, I sell the adverts, I design the adverts, I distribute it, I spend money to collect the money – I do everything for no money, sometimes it costs me money. I didn’t start this to make money.” I lied, getting into my stride, “I started it to help Indonesia, but it costs too much. I’m bankrupt, and you make one hundred thousand. Enough is enough. It says here” - I stabbed the cover of the bulletin - “Produced by North Sumatera Tourist Office, so okay, produce it. I’m your Consultant. Consult me if you need any help - but I will want a consultancy fee if you do.” Rohobot was laughing nervously.

“Wait wait Mr Justin, let’s go and see Mr Sembiring.” And in Mr Sembiring’s office the first words I heard were:

“Ah, welcome Mr Justin. We have been waiting for you. When do we get these honorary payments?”

“You don’t. I’m bankrupt and finished. Here is the proof.” I gave him copies of the accounts since I had started.

“But I calculate you make about five million per month.”

“No. Everyone gets their first advert free. There is the cost of printing and distribution, commissions to pay to sales representatives. If none of these were free, if everyone paid, I would make a small profit, but this is Indonesia so of course not everyone pays for adverts they have requested. And what can I, a foreigner do about it? Take them to court? Perhaps you can get them to pay up and earn your honorary payments.” 

Mr Rohobot took me to the immigration office, but they told me to come back in ten days time as my visa was not due to expire until then. While I was there I found out that the visa was only for six months, not the year I had been led to believe.

“Does that mean another three million in four month’s time?” I asked Rohobot. “Because if so, no way. I’ll go back on a tourist visa.”

“No no,” Mr Rohobot assured me. “That was a one time thank you money payment. Now you only have to go outside the country every six months to renew it.”

Chris and Devi had gone off to Bukittinggi, a twenty-hour bus ride away. Rini, Yuni, Lamsiar and Sary were trying to get me to sleep with them. I must be getting old because all I wanted was a joint and a beer in my room with the BBC World Service, but after a few days I felt my resolve slipping. I did want some sex after all, and out of the four of them, I really only wanted to be with Yuni. She was so sparkly, so sane and vivacious, so sexy and attentive, and so eager to get me into bed. In a way, she was the least complicated choice. But I didn’t. Having the choice was enough. I had never expected to have so much choice, but they all wanted marriage and I didn’t. Not with Yuni obviously, not with Sary because in the end, I didn’t trust her, and certainly not with Lamsiar or Rini. I was happy as a single man, free to choose when and whom I had sex with. If I wanted to, if I felt like it. I didn’t want a young wife. I didn’t want anyone at all. I was quite content the way I was. More than that, I was happy the way I was. But Olga had different ideas.

“You would be better off with a wife. Already you have a reputation as playboy and you can’t carry on taking young girls to Tuk Tuk forever. Marry a nice girl, a virgin. I want to introduce you to Leny. She doesn’t speak English, but you have enough Bahasa Indonesia now, and she would make you a good wife; she would help with your business too. But you would have to become a Moslem.”

“No way! Me a Moslem? Personally I think it’s the most oppressive religion in the world, especially toward women. The Koran was written by men for men, it is addressed only to men and tells them what they can and can’t do with their wives and relatives and servants. Look at the Taliban! Good Moslems who will not allow girls an education. How old is she anyway?” I asked, suddenly seeing things from a different angle.

“Nineteen and very beautiful. Will you meet her? Go on! You can change back to Buddhist after you are married you know.”

“Oh? Really? What do I have to do to become a Moslem then?”

“Just say some words in Arabic. That you believe Allah is the one God and that Muhammad is his prophet.”

“Is that all? No instruction? No ritual?”

“Only getting circumcised.”

She was beautiful, but she looked fifteen rather than nineteen, while I looked sixty-four instead of fifty-four. The three of us had a fruit juice together, and after an hour Leny agreed that she would marry me, providing I converted to Islam. There was no question of her converting to my faith, whatever I pretended it might be. Her parents lived in Padang on the west coast of Sumatra, but she stayed with her aunt in Medan, whom I would have to meet to ask their permission for marriage. 

That night I lay for hours alone in my bed thinking about her, and about the whole concept of this marriage thing. My track record was not that good, wives kept running out on me. But when it was working, before things went bad, I had always enjoyed married life. Maybe it wouldn’t be with Leny, but the more I thought about it the more I realised the truth of Olga’s words. I couldn’t carry on taking young girls to Tuk Tuk, getting older myself every year, into my sixties. I didn’t even want to. I supposed that I had in fact, been looking for a partner, I just wasn’t sure how I would adjust to having someone around me twenty-four hours every day. As sleep began to overtake me I murmered into the night “Oh alright. I’ll get married next year. To someone.”

The next day, on autopilot, I went to meet the family. Leny’s aunt was the same age as myself and I knew she was looking at me as a dirty old man, so I was a little stunned when she readily approved of my marrying her young neice within the next couple of weeks. I said I needed a little time to study Islam first, which brought nods of agreement, so when my son James arrived I was able to introduce him to my lovely fiancée, some years younger than his own wife. 

“You are still married to Heather in England aren’t you? Did you get a divorce?”

“No, not yet, at least I don’t think so. I had better I suppose. Heather seems light years away, another world. I don’t think it would matter much if I didn’t bother. As a Moslem I can have more than one wife anyway. Four is a reasonable number apparently.” 

James had a good time. In Medan I introduced him to Chris, Jeremy, Ken and Wilda, and all my friends and most of the Garden Girls, one or two of whom he sampled before he left. Over the few weeks he was here he got to see my lifestyle and I caught up with his. Bambi lent him her bicycle so we could explore Samosir Island together. I was free, I was a tourist. I didn’t have a bulletin to make, and I had time to be with my boy. 

November 2000

All’s fair in love and war.

President Wahid was under attack.

“I never asked to be President anyway!” replied the leader of this new democracy.

.

There were endless trips between the Immigration Office and the Tourist Office, both miles apart, going to and fro with bits of paper. There was endless waiting about.

“But my visa expires next Wednesday Mr Rohobot, what can I do?”

“I’m not sure yet, but Mr Sihotang is your sponsor and only he can sign the sponsorship form. He will be back on Sunday. Maybe you had better go to his home on Sunday night. I will come with you; I am on call for you twenty-four hours a day my friend. The November bulletin looks very good, better every month.”

“Sunday would work okay. My son is here at the moment and we want to go to Bukit Lawang together, which will give us a few days there first.”

I had just got back from buying tourist bus tickets for Bukit Lawang when Jasmine burst into my hotel, looking shocked.

“Justin. We must go to Lake Toba at once. Bernike has died.” I was stunned. My friend, my landlord, my editor, gone, just like that. I’d had news that my older brother had died only two months earlier. Did these things go in three’s? 

“And what will happen to Roselyn? Where will she go?” Jasmine asked.

“I don’t know. It will be interesting to see who grabs what. His wheelchair is worth a fortune and I can see it being stripped down for parts to mend someone’s water pump.”

My son James went to Bukit Lawang alone. Ken had to go back to America for a few months and said he would appreciate it if I gave Wilda a call when I was in Medan. On the way back to Lake Toba with Jasmine and boxes of bulletins which contained photos of Jeremy with his hare lip children, I considered my future. The bulletin was not making money, due partly to the Tourist Department swallowing up the small profit it might make with unnecessary lengthy stays in Medan. My capital was almost exhausted, only a couple of thousand dollars left here in Indonesia. I had an emergency fifteen thousand dollars in England and that was it. I hadn’t ever intended ever bringing that money here, that was restart money if I failed to make a living here and was forced to return to the UK. One scenario was that I moved to Penang in Malaysia and made the bulletin there, out of reach of the Tourist Department and the Indonesian immigration. They couldn’t touch me there. Penang too could use a free bulletin like this. I could send them across on the ferry. It would mean I could write what I liked, no more proofreading. August and Chris could collect and distribute. I fantasized idly as the train rattled and bounced its way up to Siantar. ‘North Sumatera Tourist Information – The Truth!’

Tourist Tips.


If you wish to return to Indonesia a second or third time, put fifty or a hundred thousand Rupiah in your passport at immigration for a hassle free entry. 


Never call the police for anything; it will only cost you more. 


Never lend money to anyone, especially Bataks.


Remember, there are no rules here.

· English phrases and their local meanings.


Hello friend


Give me money


Where are you going?

Give me money


Stop and take a rest
                Give me money     


I can help you


Give me money


You are our brother / sister
Give me money


Wait!



Give me money


Be careful with your money
Give me money


I need to borrow your money
Give me money

· Sibolga: Don’t go there.

· There is no such thing as a free fuck.

But this was only for an unimaginable future, unimaginable partly because I would have to change my drink and drug habit. Besides, I now loved Lake Toba like a Batak, and couldn’t bear the thought of having to leave. Obviously I couldn’t write negative stuff in the bulletin, I would lose my advertisers and be living with paranoia that they would come and get me. But I could write an editorial about the Tourist Department and the Immigration Department, telling it like it is as long as I was safely away from their clutches in another country. Most of my advertisers would love that.

There was a large crowd outside my room in Tuk Tuk. Roselyn hugged me. Bill and Rose looked sombre. Jeremy and Bambi stayed away but August had come up from Medan for the funeral. Bernike was so well respected for his intelligence and honesty he was almost a village guru, people used to turn to him for advice, and Roselyn had loved him unconditionally even though she was ‘only’ the maid. This girl who hand fed eagles and iguanas, who could speak to animals and of whom I was in absolute awe turned my values upside down by calling me ‘Sir’. A large percentage of the village turned out to sit on the road outside Bernike’s house around the open coffin in which he lay, complete with his spectacles. Song’s were sung; His family and friends from the handicap centre gave impassioned, emotional speeches in his honour; old ladies brushed the flies from his face until it was time to bear him the few hundred yards to his burial place, where everyone threw a handful of soil onto the coffin. Goodbye my friend, I’m glad I knew you.

Batak Culture Part 6

“Them bones them bones them, dry bones...” has a special significance for Batak people. Exhuming and re-burying the bones of ancestors is still practiced today, only slightly modified by Christianity. This honour is not accorded to everybody, only to those who had many male progeny, when the deceased is exalted to the status of sumangot, or patron saint. But the descendents must be willing to hold a big feast. Before the feast begins, the forebears are exhumed. They are believed to take part in the feast, after which they are laid to rest in a concrete tomb, examples of which can be seen all around Lake Toba. Reasons for exhumation vary. It may happen that a series of calamities cause descendents to consult the datu, or wizard, who may advise it, or a family may feel thankful to their forebears for their good fortune. There are two sorts of exhumation; one is called pesta turun and is the more honourable feast. Several buffalo are killed and many guests invited. Only rich people can afford this. The more common feast is pesta gombar, and lasts two or three days, but nowadays, there is usually just a prayer meeting. Under the direction of the pastor the bones are exhumed, washed, put into a casket and later taken to the new tomb.

Roselyn was offered work as a waitress with one of Bernikes four brothers, who was going to move the library into his restaurant and continue running it. His wheelchair was, thankfully, donated to the local hospital, but only just. The hospital staff had actually arrived to collect it when some older, respected member of Bernike’s family reported having a dream in which Bernike had instructed the wheelchair to stay put. Popy and the other brothers were quickly convinced. It looked touch and go, but Bill came to the rescue by asking what time the dream had occurred – because funnily enough, he too had been visited by Bernike while he was taking a nap only an hour previously.

“He changed his mind, he told me it must go to the hospital after all.” 

Jasmine gave up her job as the bulletin was taking a break and Jason was coming soon to marry her. My editor was dead, my worker resigned, the bulletin was finished. Everything was on hold, for now at least.

Back in Medan after the funeral, Mr Rohobot was holding a church meeting when I arrived at his home, so I had to wait an hour. He chain-smoked my cigarettes as we caught a taxi to Mr Sihotang’s private house, which oozed wealth greater than the substantial salary the man earned. I had been told to bring a gift of fruit for his wife.

“I’m sorry to disturb you at home Pak, but I have to report to the immigration office and I need you to sign the sponsorship form.”

“I know Mr Justin, but I am not happy about it. If you do anything wrong, break the law for example, or get into trouble, or if you were to need repatriation or hospitalization, or if you died, it would be my responsibility. I would have to pay. Mr Sugar’s sponsor had to pay the cost of his deportation because the man had no money. Now, what I suggest is that Mr Rohobot writes out a separate contract, absolving me of any financial responsibility.”

“But Pak, while I will agree to a contract like that, there isn’t time. My visa expires on Wednesday, just three more days. If I don’t get this done tomorrow I will have to leave the country to be out in time.”

“Mr Rohobot can write it tomorrow in Medan, bring it to me here in Berastagi, I will sign it and send it back with him.”

“By which time the Immigration office will be closed.” I said, and silently in my head I fumed. “Look, for fuck’s sake you corrupt fucker, you are supposed to be my sponsor but you won’t accept a sponsor’s responsibilities. I’ve trusted you for ten months; can’t you trust me for a few days? Just look at all the time and money I have put into this thing, improving your status for the last ten months you slime bag. If I overstay my visa it’s twenty dollars a day, as you well know. Christ, you don’t ever even meet a tourist, so you never hear the praise they give me. I tell them what thet need to know. They love this thing.” 

It took three hours without a cigarette before I could leave with the necessary piece of paper. On the way home of course, Mr Rohobot was very hungry, and he needed the bus fare back to his house as well. Taxi, fifty thousand; apples twenty thousand; food and bus fare, fifteen thousand. Eighty five thousand Rupiah, or a quarter page advert as I couldn’t help but think of it, and a wasted day for something they should have done months ago. 

Time slowed, the days were eternities. The following morning I arrived at the Tourist Office at eight thirty as requested. Nothing was ready, and it was a few hours before I was escorted to the immigration office. Mr Sihotang’s sponsorship letter was fine – but they needed a photocopy of his identity card, and he was still in Berastagi. With a degree of cooperation, they told us that Mr Rohobot could come back the next day to pick up my stamped passport. By midday we were back in the Tourist Office, where I waited in vain for four hours to sign the new contract between Sihotang and myself, but eventually it was time to lose my temper and walk out. They were swallowing my time. It was driving me crazy.

Yuni had a sarong tied round her head that night and was giggling. I felt like doing the same myself, it would be easier in the end. Olga turned up with Leny to arrange a January wedding and I let her. I wasn’t the one running my life after all, just say yes to everything. Leny and I held hands, she chatted easily, and I asked her if she would follow me to Penang, or to Thailand or even to England if it were necessary.

“When we are married darling, everything is possible.”

“And before?”

“Kiss. Play. Shall we go to your room?”

“Will you come to Tuk Tuk? You ought to see where you are going to live.”

“Yes, before we are married I will, but not yet.”

Sary showed some signs of jealousy and also warned me that Olga was only after commission, but all the expats, Jeremy, Bill, Jaz, Ken, Eddy, August, all of them, were telling me to go for it. Maybe that is what they all came here for, to marry a teenager. It wasn’t my ambition, but it was being handed to me on a plate and I couldn’t find a good reason to say no. Why shouldn’t I marry a young girl if she wanted to marry me as well? I was pretty sure she would be loyal, faithful, dutiful, hard working, but her life experience was very limited, I would have to teach her everything. I wondered often if that would that be a pleasure or a hassle, and of course, I could never take her to England, it would be awful. Everyone would just assume I had bought a Philippine wife. I wouldn’t even be able to go shopping in the supermarket with her, people would justifiably think she was a grand daughter. In England she would look fifteen. Here we get the odd stare, but here I’m used to being stared at.

A new day dawned, but there were no omens to say it would be any better than the last few and it wasn’t. I arrived at the Tourist Office deliberately late with an unrealistic fantasy playing in my head that they might be pacing the floor waiting for me, but the contract still wasn’t ready. At the immigration office I was asked for two hundred thousand Rupiah and paid it, not knowing whether this was more corruption money or whether it was legitimate. Back in the tourist office again I found Mr Sembiring was checking the finished contract, and next, to Mr Sihotang’s house to catch him before he flew to Jakarta, to get a photocopy of his identity card. 

“Two hundred thousand? That is corruption money. Tell them they must write me a letter to explain what it is for.”

“As if the bastards will do what I tell them you idiot, get on the phone to them for Christ’s sake.” I muttered once out of earshot. I began to think that I was more intelligent that this important, rich government man. He flew of to Jakarta with bundles of bulletins in his case in order to get hold of Jakarta’s money for producing it. A secret thrill ran through me. Try explaining why you stopped making it the moment you got the money creep. And if you don’t tell them, I will. This is war. I didn’t come here to make war, but if it is necessary there will be a final issue made in Penang, naming and shaming, and shipped across. But really, I know I am a pawn in a game. What a pity Bernike was dead, he wanted this fight. Sometimes I thought the only hope for this country was for it to be colonized again.

I telephoned Wilda because Ken had asked me to look her up if I was in town. She came to see me in my hotel room saying she was bored and would I take her to the movies. Needing the diversion and some female company I agreed. A meal afterwards had me feeling much better, and I had Wilda laughing. Back at my hotel she complained of a stiff neck and asked for a massage.

“Oh that is so nice. Leny is so lucky, Ken never does this for me.”

I know an invitation when I see one and it has been quite a long time, but Ken is a real friend. And very, very fortunately, I didn’t fancy her anyway.  

James came back from Bukit Lawang where he had enjoyed going jungle trekking. The usual crowd were at HQ, and Chris was back alone, but said everything was fine between him and Devi. Personally, I doubted it.

“I got the jungle trek cheap because I was your son dad. You’re famous, everybody knows you. Absolutely everybody.”

“I know they do James, I never intended to get so visible. But at least they are not trying to get me. I seem to have got them on my side. They find they can use this bulletin and they realise it is promoting tourism generally, which has to be good for them. They even offered to support me, their leader was going to get one hundred of them to go to Sihotang’s office and demonstrate. Don’t I said, for fuck’s sake don’t, but even ‘though it was only talk, I’m glad they are on my side. It’s better than breathing through a bamboo in a river.”

Lamsiar had been threatening to sleep with me all evening, but she never came to my room so I was robbed of the opportunity of turning her down. I found her the next morning in bed with my son.

“I didn’t fuck her, but I shaved her pussy.” he chuckled, “So I felt quite justified in refusing her the three pounds she asked for.” Chris, who couldn’t stand Lamsiar, liked him immediately. The three of us went to Berastagi for a couple of days, and while James climbed the volcano, I spoke to my advertisers there about missing a month, and why. They were sympathetic, I wouldn’t be losing them, and it was the low season anyway. 

Madam Olga introduced Ika to Nicolas when he came through Medan as promised. She was twenty-two years old, very beautiful and a friend of Leny’s, but her baby boy of about one year caused Nicolas’s interest to wane rapidly. Olga’s role as Leny’s chaperon, insisted on by her aunt, suited me well but Leny was working that night and couldn’t come out. Olga hassled Chris, Ika and I go ten pin bowling, which is a sport designed for looking at people’s asses. 

“It’s broken.“ Ika smiled sexily as she fiddled with the zip of her jeans.

“It’s not a problem, it doesn’t show.”

“But I’m not wearing any underpants.”

“Oh really? I’ll buy you a sexy pair.”

“Yes, I’d like that, but not in front of Olga.”

Is she trying to steal me from her mate? I still couldn’t get used to being seen as a sex object. A marriage object would be a more accurate description of course, but I preferred sex object. Sometimes I couldn’t understand the fuss some feminists made. Olga brought Leny with her the next evening, and Leny talked about my conversion to Islam.

“I know your heart will not change and this is not a problem for me.” Leny told me “It’s also okay if you drink beer, but you must be circumcised, and you must give up pork. This you must do for me.” She had raised the issue before, but it had only been in a joking manner.

“I’m the way God made me Leny, I really don’t want or need that. Do you care that much?”

“No, I don’t, but it is required. They will want to know. They may want to look if they don’t believe you, because you are a foreigner.”

“You mean I have to get my dick out at the wedding? No way. How about if I just do this the Indonesian way. Pay a doctor to give me a note saying it’s already done.”

“Justin! You can’t do that!”

“Of course I can, this is Indonesia. You can do whatever you like if you pay.”

But Leny was getting tearful. This teenager was crying real tears because ‘she loved me, but she loved her family too.’

I had only been back in Tuk Tuk a few days when Olga turned up with Ika, supposedly to see Nicolas, but they spent most of their time with me. Olga whispered quietly.

“If things don’t work out with Leny, do you want to marry Ika?”

“Olga, for God’s sake! Why, does she want to marry me?”

“Yes, she wants to, really.”

“You women are incredible. My God, Indonesia, Indonesia.” Olga laughed at my total lack of understanding. “Hey!” I added, the dirty old man inside me getting out for a moment, “She already has a baby, does that mean she would she sleep with me before marriage?”

“I’m sure she will, why don’t you ask her?”

“Ika, do you want to sleep with me tonight?” I asked later that evening.

“Yes, I want to if we are going to get married, but I can’t. I would be jealous later if you married Leny, and if we sleep together Leny will be jealous. See what happens with her first.” 

When they left, life in Tuk Tuk returned to normal for a short while. I wrote to Mr Sihotang saying I could not make the December bulletin or any future editions because I could not afford to make the honorary payments. I was stopping, giving up. Then I wrote to all the advertisers I hadn’t already seen to explain that the next bulletin would be January. With no bulletin to get to the printer on time, I didn’t really have to go to Medan again, but I wanted to see Leny, and the contract between Mr Sihotang and me was at last ready for my signature. Mr Rohobot was panicking. He had seen the letter.

“Mr Justin, please, I must ask you to withdraw that letter. Mr Sihotang is away and hasn’t read it yet. I will not ask for money again I promise, but please….” I was poker faced, but that was exactly what I wanted to hear.

“Okay Mr Rohobot, no problem, tear the letter up.”

“And where is the December bulletin Mr Justin, you did make one really didn’t you?”

“No I didn’t. I told you already, I’ve stopped. I meant it. It’s too much hassle and too expensive. So many people don’t pay for adverts they have asked for, and having to come here to this office so often is usually an expensive waste of time. I don’t need it; I’ve had enough of it. I’ve done nothing wrong, I’ve always done everything I’ve been told to do, but it never ends. I can’t afford it, it’s finished.“

“Mr Justin, we will support you, please, you cannot stop now. No more honorary payments I promise, not to me or anyone. Mr Sihotang will get money from Jakarta.”

“Why don’t you take it over? Produce it yourselves? You can copy mine. You try collecting the advertising money.”

After half an hour of hammering it home that I was not going to make any more bulletins, I began to soften. I asked him to clarify my position. Was I expected to pay out more millions after the visa expired in March? Was the two hundred thousand a month legitimate or not? He took me to the immigration office yet again to make sure everything was clear, and said there were definitely no more large payments, that had been a one off expense - thankyou money - but I must pay the two hundred thousand a month which was legitimate, and for which I would get a receipt. I would have to go to Singapore in March to renew the visa for a further six months. Back at his office Rohobot, without a trace of embarrassment, asked me to give him one hundred thousand Rupiah, not, he was quick to explain, as an honorary payment, but because his family were sick and he needed the money for medicine. For the second time in his company I lost my temper.

“Why are you asking me? Why not your rich boss or your friends or family or Marga, why me? Because my skin is white? Sell your motorbike, sell your television, sell your fridge, sell your kids, I don’t care. It’s not my problem; I’ve got my own problems. What happened to your promise?” He must think foreigners are very strange.

It seemed just about everyone was discussing my circumcision, and everyone agreed it would be no problem. 

“It just means three days of wearing a sarong and sitting with a fan between your legs.” August, who was recovering from Dengue fever had moved out of the dormitory and into a room where he had installed a fridge, had taken a devilish delight at raising the subject in company. All the tourists in the hotel knew, and it was breakfast conversation. All the guides and those becak drivers who hovered like vultures outside backpacker’s hotels knew, and most of them were Moslem. I had to agree publicly that I was going to get it done, but privately I knew I wouldn’t. Leny and I spent some time together under Olga’s absentee supervision, but my refusal to be circumcised was obviously a problem, and a few days later Olga told me Leny had been grounded by her aunt, the silly girl had discussed the situation with her. 

Olga also had a story from the local press, which was cracking her up with laughter. Apparently a male teacher was suspected of having sex with one of his students. The girl denied it; so two female teachers held her down and pushed a vegetable into her vagina. It slipped in easily enough, so the police were called and the male teacher was arrested. Olga thought it hilarious. I was aghast. Nothing had been done to the two female teachers. No one seemed to think it strange that the girl had been subjected to a lesbian rape; no one even seemed to understand the very concept of human rights. I learned only that evening that all Moslem girls here in Indonesia are circumcised within the first two years, and was both horrified and mystified. The girls I had slept with had clitorises. Olga explained it was a very small cut, a token, just a pinprick, but I was still outraged. There was a convention going on in Africa at that very moment I explained, trying to get the practice banned worldwide.

Leny appeared. She had slipped out unnoticed and run to find me to tell me that she loved me and would come with me to Tuk Tuk tomorrow morning. It seemed that if she had to choose between me and her family, maybe with the help of a little coercion by Olga, she wanted to stay with me. Her main concern was my playboy reputation, and that I would ditch her in a month’s time before we were married. Maybe that was the reason so many wanted to get married next week. She said she would meet me in the morning to come to Tuk Tuk with me for a week, after which I would have to return to Medan to get my monthly stamp at the immigration office again. 

She never showed up.

December 2000  
The long way home

The holy month of Ramadhan was still going on when I came back to Medan a week later, and I didn’t intend staying any longer than it took to get my passport stamped. I found the city noisy and oppressive and wanted to get home as quickly as possible. I went alone to the immigration office feeling confident, queued, and was told dismissively by an unsmiling dragon of a woman that my passport was full, and that I needed a new one. 

“Next!” She never looked up.

“No wait, it’s not full, there is only one small stamp on this page, can’t you fit it in there?”

“No. We need a full page. You must get a new passport. Next!”

“But my visa expires today! How will I get a new passport today?”

“You must leave Indonesia. Go to Penang or Singapore.”

“What – now? Today? It’s already two o’clock, the ferries have gone.”

“So you must fly. Next!”

I enlisted the help of one of the many young men who were just hanging around, squatting in the car park for no purpose I could fathom except that everyone has to be somewhere, and he took me upstairs to see someone with more authority. It did no good, he grilled me about what I was doing here in Sumatra, and when I showed him the bulletin he didn’t even look at it. - “Is that all?” - he asked.

“He thinks you may be CIA, or come here to spread a new religion.” My helper explained once we were outside. “Come on, I will take you to your Consulate on my motorbike. Maybe they can help with putting some new pages in your passport.”

They tried to be helpful, but they were no longer allowed to add new pages, and after phoning the Embassy in Jakarta, I was advised to leave the country.

“We could get you a passport in about four days, but that would be a four day overstay. Maybe more.”

“Could you clear something up for me?” I asked. “I have it from the Internet that the fine for over staying your visa is in fact twenty five thousand Rupiah per day. If that is true it will be cheaper than flying to Singapore. But here in Medan they charge twenty dollars a day. Which is right?” I heard a sigh.

“It’s, ah - it’s at their discretion. They are a law unto themselves. I wouldn’t risk an overstay if I were you, it may be marked in your passport and you will have difficulty in the future.” 

My helper dropped me at my hotel and I offered him twenty thousand Rupiah for his trouble. He stared at it but made no move to take it. 

“It’s not enough.” He said to an already dangerously pissed off man.

“It’s a day’s pay. If you don’t want it that’s okay with me. You offered to help; you didn’t tell me I was employing you. You ought to be clearer in future. Thanks. Goodbye.”

At seven o’clock that night I found myself fastening my seat belt for take off. I hadn’t come prepared for this; I had only brought an overnight bag when I came to Medan. I was supposed to be abducting a nineteen year old girl, not flying to Singapore with insufficient luggage. The new passport took four days, and I used them to study the Indonesian language, write my first full-length letter to Leny in Indonesian, enjoy the cleanliness and architecture of the city, and eat bacon sandwiches and lamb chops every day. Once back at the airport in Medan, the immigration officer studied my new passport and tapped the computer keys. There was a carved wooden sign on his desk which read ‘If you respect us, we will respect you.’ which I had been in Indonesia long enough to translate as “Give us some money and we will let you in.” He looked puzzled.

“But you have a business visa?” he enquired.

“Yes yes, in here” I fumbled for my old passport and handed it to him.

“This is invalid. It is single entry. You cancelled it by leaving the country.”

“Oh for God’s sake – the immigration department told me to leave the country! I work for the Tourist Department. I make this.” I said, showing him the bulletin. “Okay, this is no problem for me, just give me a tourist visa; I will sort it out with the Tourist Department.” 

“This is a big problem for you. I can’t give you a tourist visa; I know you have a business.”

“But the Immigration Department told me I had to leave. I have only done what I have been told to do by your government Pak, so why am I having a problem?

“You must obey the regulations! Come with me.”

“Regulations! This visa should cost four hundred and thirty thousand Rupiah, I’ve paid four point two million for it and it’s cancelled?” was in fact, better left unsaid if I wanted to get home.

“Pak, Mr Sihotang is the head of North Sumatera Tourist Department. He is waiting for me to come back and produce next month’s bulletin. He is going to be very angry.”

In the office, ten minutes conversation with the correct number of “Pak’s” and a servile attitude won me a week’s visa. Half an hour of phone calls later he let me in for the full sixty days without my even having to pay him.

“I think Mr Sihotang doesn’t understand the immigration rules.” He said as he stamped me in. “You must go and see him at once.”

I didn’t need prompting, but Mr Rohobot seemed unconcerned, saying that this was only an administrative thing, and that one hundred and fifty thousand Rupiah from me would sort it out. The money was supposedly for phone calls and faxes and registered post to and from Jakarta. He had a copy of my contract with Mr Sihotang in English, and after reading it carefully I signed it. Basically the eighteen-point contract boiled down to the fact that I could not, under any circumstances whatsoever, ask Mr Sihotang or his department for money or involve them in any expense.

Ramadhan

The Moslem holy month of Ramadhan began on the 27th November and finishes on 27th December, after which Moslems celebrate their ‘new year,’ or Hari Raya, 1406 years after Mohammed. During Ramadhan, most Moslems fast between the hours of sunrise and sunset. Fasting includes not smoking, and abstaining from sexual activity. You will notice that all restaurants are screened from public view, so as not to tempt those who are fasting.

  You will still be able to eat, drink and smoke during daylight hours, but please remember you are a visitor here, and don’t do it in public. Eating or smoking in the street can be seen at best as bad manners, and at worst as provocation. Hari Raya Idul Fitri is the celebration of the end of Ramadhan - party time, and you may well be invited to join in the festivities at that time. You could even consider joining in the spirit of the whole thing and fasting yourself until then.

  In cities it can be very noisy at night because young men go around the streets banging drums at 3.00 am to wake everyone in time to eat before sunrise. Transport is usually very booked up for the week following Hari Raya as families move around the country to visit each other. Fares are normally higher during this period, so if you have to travel, reserve your seat in advance. 

Leny could still not come to Tuk Tuk. Ramadhan demanded that she go to Padang to see her parents, but she promised she would come for Christmas. Olga said that she would have to come as well as chaperon, but I put my foot down.

“It is not romantic with three Olga, definitely not. You are only after a free Christmas dinner anyway.” I retorted accurately. Olga laughed.

“Justin, you know Sary is very jealous now that you are getting married.”

“She had her chance; she didn’t want me when I was single for seven months.”

“Darling,” my fiancée put her hand on my knee. “I will come to Tuk Tuk with you, but if I make my aunt angry, she won’t give me the bus fare to Padang.”

“Who has money?” Olga snapped at her. “Your aunt or Justin?”

She never did arrive in Tuk Tuk for Christmas, but friends from England did. There was Paddy and his wife Dina, a Tuk Tuk waitress who had achieved what most of them aspired to. He had met here in Tuk Tuk many years ago, taken her to England and married her. They were visiting Tuk Tuk to get married again, Batak style, because in the eyes of the family and community the marriage certificate meant nothing. No Batak was really married until they had had a Batak wedding, killed a pig and fed the whole village. In fact, Paddy was one of the reasons I was here. I had first met him in 1985, when I was doing the worst job I had ever had in my life. I had been unemployed for a while, and applied for a job as a gardening supervisor with the charity Age Concern. I quite enjoyed gardening. I didn’t take much notice of the ‘supervisor’ bit. The job consisted of keeping sixteen football hooligans in line, the long term unemployed youth, and getting them to dig old ladies gardens through the coldest winter in forty years. The team and the job were a nightmare. The one exception was Paddy. He was of course much younger than I, but we had both travelled a bit and had something to talk about, and we became friends. When I later lived in Portugal for six years I lost touch with him, and when I met him by accident at a bus stop in Bristol with his Batak wife, I got invited to dinner. Dina fed me Indonesian food and smiles, and together they changed my plan of living in Bali, and persuaded me to look at Lake Toba first. I did, and I was still here. It seemed odd that one of the worst jobs I had ever had, some fifteen years ago, had led to my being here, doing this. 

The other friend was Kate, a woman I had known for about twenty-five years. She was an artist, and she hit it off with Bambi immediately. On Christmas Eve before joining Bambi for dinner she was quietly painting in my room and I was quietly working on the computer. Neither of us had spoken for over an hour, absorbed in what we were doing. Suddenly Kate cracked up laughing.

“What is it?”

“We are just like an old married couple!” 

Bambi had a lot of friends to dinner. She was concerned about my getting married.

“You would be better off with someone like Kate or I, someone you can communicate with, someone on the same wavelength. It would be far more sensible.” she reasoned.

“Bambi, I have no reason not to marry. I don’t need to, I choose to. I have lived as a single man for five years and have thoroughly enjoyed it – the last three anyway. I’m not desperate. I can get sex if I want it, so it’s not for that.”

“But there is the age gap. And the culture gap. And it sounds as if her religion is important to her. Your belief systems are incompatible. You wouldn’t be able to have deep, meaningful conversations. Communication will be limited. I don’t want you making a silly mistake, it could be over in a year and it could cost you a fortune.”

“But Bambi, I don’t expect satisfaction from one person in all areas of life. I can get deep, meaningful conversations with you and Kate and other people, it’s allowed. It is only sex that isn’t allowed with other people, and Leny will provide that and I’m a lucky man to have such a lovely young wife. I can’t go on bringing girls here into my sixties, it would be better for my reputation to be respectably married.” I said, echoing Olga’s words. “Besides which, I’ve had three serious, committed, till-death-us-do-part relationships with western women which have come to nothing anyway. It makes sense to me to marry a girl from a culture that doesn’t believe in divorce. Never mind ‘Give Love a Chance,’ I’m going to give duty a chance. It may work better. Besides, I want another chance myself to be a good husband.”

“Wouldn’t someone thirtyish be more sensible? Why someone so young?

“Because it’s there. Because I can. Anyway, there are not many divorcees in this country, and widows have already got four kids. And if they are still unmarried at thirty there is something seriously wrong with them.”

“And what about love?”

“We can learn. It can’t be that difficult.”

I went to Medan to see Kate off and find Leny. Leny was ill and had been for some days, which was why she hadn’t shown up in Lake Toba and why she still hadn’t left for Padang, thus missing the important Idul Fitri feast with her parents. The Watering Hole was open temporarily for the end of Ramadhan, and there was a party going on. There was music, girls in bikinis with big python snakes wrapped around their bodies, and everyone was singing, eating and drinking with enthusiasm. It was nice to see the garden come alive again, to feel Medan’s heart beating again. While there, Olga introduced me to a man from the Islamic Religious Affairs Office, who promised a package deal of conversion to Islam and a quick marriage for seven hundred and fifty thousand Rupiah, no circumcision necessary - he would lie and say it was already done - and no need to show divorce papers. He seemed really keen to get us married quickly. I shook hands on it.

Wilda came to find me at my hotel.

“What’s happening with you and Leny?”

“Nothing much. Nothing yet. Nothing at all really. Why?”

“Ken is not coming back. I haven’t heard from him for over a month.”

“What, nothing at all? No letter, no phone call, e-mail?”

“No, nothing. Only the first letter which said his government wouldn’t let him come back. I’m looking for a new boyfriend, Ken and me are finished.”

“Really? Are you sure? What a shame. I’m going back to Tuk Tuk for New Year’s Eve, then I’m coming back in a few days to see my friends off. We will be at the Danau Toba hotel if you want to join us.“

“Yes, I’d like that. I’ll come and see you in the evening.“ she said with a mischievous grin.

“And stay all night.” I added. She was always flirting, even when Ken was around, but so was I. It was this sex object thing again. It was fun. I liked it.

“No. Bill and Jeremy would find out.”

“Bill and Jeremy will be in Malaysia.” I said truthfully. “Have you tried to contact Ken?” 

“I don’t have any number. He promised to phone me, but nothing. Will Bill and Jeremy really be in Malaysia?” she asked. I nodded. “Okay, I’ll ask reception for your room number.” The atmosphere had changed. We were not in flirt mode anymore.

“Would you stay the night?” I asked again. 

“I’m a woman. You’re the boss. I just say yes to everything. Easy to just say yes.”

But I wouldn’t, would I? Even though Ken wasn’t coming back, I wouldn’t. Would I?

Leny got better and left for Padang, and I went home. The real millennium drew to a close in Bambi’s house with several of her friends and mine. Everyone was a little surprised about the loss of Ken to our community, he would be missed. Nicolas still had his eye on Roselyn and took her to dinner most days, and Jasmine and Jason were planning to get married at about the same time as Leny and I. 

But at times, lying in bed, I did wonder. What on earth was I was doing?

January 2001 
Waiting for a wife

New Year Resolutions: Get married to Leny or someone. Get rid of the tourist department. What I want, I do.

I checked into the Danau Toba with Paddy and Dina for a last evening with them, wondering if Wilda would call and what I would or wouldn’t do if she did. Flirting with Wilda when Ken was around was one thing. This was very definitely another, but although flattering, I didn’t really fancy her and she was Ken’s girl anyway, or perhaps I could fancy her if she wasn’t Ken’s girl, and Ken wasn’t coming back - so there was a bit of an adrenalin buzz when there was a knock on the door, and a bit of a shock to see Sary standing there instead of Wilda. She walked in, made herself at home and within fifteen minutes we were making love and the whole time I was expecting another knock on the door and wondering what might happen then. Mercifully, it never came. Sary couldn’t stay the night but was back at ten the next morning for more. I didn’t even have to buy her a drink - she paid for mine. A free fuck at last.

“Are you really going to marry Leny? Do you think she will love you like I do?”

“It is all being arranged, although I haven’t really seen much of her what with Ramadhan and her being ill.” 

Sary seemed happy. She didn’t appear to be jealous or resent my marrying someone else. At the time I thought she just wanted to prove to herself that she could have me whenever she liked, and although the thought crossed my mind that she may be plotting some trouble between Leny and I, I dismissed it when I saw her again at HQ that evening, sitting with her ex boyfriend Uli. I joined them.

“How is Lake Toba?” Uli asked.

“Full. Completely full. Many Chinese people couldn’t find anywhere to stay in Tuk Tuk, they had to go back to Parapat. Guest houses which have been empty for two years were crammed full. But at least everyone has made a little money and no one will be quite so desperate for a few weeks.”

“Well that’s good news.” said a familiar voice from behind me. I turned to see a smiling Ken. Wilda, a little behind him, mouthed a ‘sorry,’ and they sat down with us. I was stunned.

“Ken! Welcome back! I thought you were never coming back again.” Ken looked puzzled.

“Why think that?”

“Wilda said she hadn’t heard from you, only that the government said you couldn’t come back. I guess they were recommending Americans to stay away.”

“They were, but they can’t forbid it. I wrote to Wilda every week and telephoned regularly. What are you playing at Wilda?” he asked with a fond smile. She laughed and stroked his arm.

“Just teasing!”

The bulletin was late being printed because of the Idul Fitri holidays, and Leny was going to be late back from Padang because transport was all booked up after Ramadhan. Mr Rohobot called to tell me my visa was not yet sorted out. The guy from the Religious Affairs Office asked me if Leny and I were ready to get married next week. I told him I supposed so. Chris went back to Bukittinggi and his Devi devil woman, and Paul and Niki were back from France but were still experiencing intense difficulties with Niki’s older brother who wanted the Restaurant for himself. It was unusual in Batak culture for a woman to own anything; it all went to the males. Kiki who had been running the restaurant while they had been gone, had been severely harassed by Niki’s brother, being called a prostitute because of her Scottish boyfriend, and she wanted out. Even Niki, who had got married to Paul in France was sometimes called ‘prostitute,’ because they had not yet had a Batak wedding which would cost a fortune and be attended by the whole of Tuk Tuk village and a good proportion of Samosir Island, all of whom expected a piece of pork.

“It doesn’t bother me.” Paul explained, “It is sometimes better in a place like this that people will not talk to you. It means they are not asking me for anything. When I get anything that looks like a serious problem, I tell them I will go to see the Magic Man again and pay him a lot of money. That scares them.”

“Have you ever had a serious problem?”

“Only once when we got burgled and had our stereo and a lot of other stuff stolen. I went to the Magic Man and everything got mysteriously returned a few days later. The only other serious problem is Niki’s brother, as you know. But you do have to tread carefully, last week we had some guests staying who wanted a barbeque by the lake. Niki and I organized it and about fifteen people showed up. It was a nice party, but next day several of the guides turned up, really angry.”

“Why - should you have invited them for some reason?”

“No no, they were having a full moon party the same night, which tourists have to pay to go to. They said we took their business. It nearly got violent.”

“You can’t even have a private party?”

“They said we should have had it the day before or the day after. They wanted me to pay them compensation.”

The Batak Calendar

Originating in India, the Batak calendar takes into account the succession of the seasons and the time for the planting of the rice. There are three different years. The Great Year of 360 days, the Rice Year of 6 to 7 months and the Maize year of 3 to 4 months. In fixing a good day for a Feast, the datus also took into account the position of the stars. The Calendar, (Porhalaan) was carved on a piece of bamboo and shows a number of small squares, 12 or 13 lengthways denoting the months, and 30 across denoting the days. The Bataks also have a lunar year, which begins when the constellations of Orion and Scorpio appear in the sky together, the former in the western sky, the latter in the east. When the crescent moon in the west passes north of Orion, we have the beginning of the first month of the Batak year. (April.) The Batak calendar is not a calendar in the modern sense of the word. Rather, it is a diviners instrument to decide whether a day will be auspicious or not. The diviner was consulted before any important event: The planting of rice; the fixing of a wedding day; the building of a new house; the laying out of a new village; a sacrificial ceremony in connection with a birth; a name giving; a burial; an exhumation of bones - a practice which is still continued in certain places. The calendar is only used to fix a favourable day for the start of an undertaking, not for its continuation. The various calendars sometimes differ in detail but all have the 12 or 13 months and the 30 days. The 7th day is always unfavourable and no important undertaking should be started on that day. The differences between calendars give the datus a chance of proving that their calendar is the best. Not all datus have the months begin on the same day. The calendar shows a number of empty squares. Those days promise well for the future. In between are squares which show symbolic figures and Batak letters, and these days may be lucky, doubtful or unfavourable.
My money was running out. The cash I had bought to Indonesia to start a new life was nearly gone, and all I had left in the world was fifteen thousand dollars back in the UK. There had never been any intention of bringing that money here, that was for if I failed to make a go of it out here. I faxed my bank to send it over and close the account. Whatever, it was going to last longer here than it would there. It was always a problem convincing local people that money wasn’t an endless commodity for westerners. Once, when I had had my laundry done a shirt came back ruined by a severe iron mark. I complained. The girl shrugged.

“You can buy another one.” No apology.

“I’m not a rich man. When I arrived here I had some money but that was a long time ago. It’s nearly all gone.

“You are still rich. You eat in the restaurant.” She replied. 

The day Leny was due back in Medan I waited and waited, gave up and went to bed. Olga woke me up at one o’clock in the morning, knocking on my door, with another beautiful girl in tow who she introduced as Sary.

“Another Sary?” I asked, pulling a tee shirt on and greeting her.

“Sari with an i.” Olga replied. “Listen, Leny has only just got home. She will see you tomorrow evening at five in HQ. Justin, can I have the becak fare home?”

They stayed five minutes and left, but a moment later Olga popped her head back in my door.

“Sari very beautiful yes?” 

What is Madam Olga up to now, dishing out girls like cards, ‘pick a girl, any girl, shuffle them, don’t look…’

My reunion with Leny the next day was hardly encouraging. Naturally I took some apples for her aunt, and Leny seemed genuinely pleased to see me, but she had to accompany her sister to the doctor and she couldn’t stay. I told Olga I was disappointed, that I hardly knew the girl and that there was always some reason why I couldn’t see her. I was about to marry a stranger. Arranged marriage was not so unusual in Indonesia and they usually worked, but loving parents who were concerned for their child’s happiness arranged them. This was not a loving parent, this was Madam Olga, who had already ripped me off and whom my last girlfriend was constantly warning me about.

“If Leny can’t marry you, do you want Sari?” Olga asked innocently.

“You are determined to get me married Olga, why?”

“I owe you a favour.” she laughed.

“Are you sure you are doing me one?”

“I’m just introducing you to girls who want to get married, especially to a western man. The rest is up to you.”

“They want to marry for money.”

“No Justin you are wrong. Leny, Ika, Sari, none of them speak English, none have had a western boyfriend. They have not yet been corrupted by money.”

“Tell me about Sari then.”

“She was married but is divorced, she has a daughter of ten, her parents were from Java but they are dead and she lives with her sister and family. Moslem, but not fanatic.”

“And she wants to marry me after a five minute meeting? She must be crazy or have a warped idea of who I am.”

“Yes. No, I recommended you. She already knows a lot about you from me.”

“What have you been saying? No, don’t tell me. Well, I have no objection to spending an evening with a beautiful girl. Arrange a meeting.”

“Tomorrow,” Madam Olga said confidently. “After Leny goes home.”

The next day I waited in vain for an hour for Leny to show up. Feeling irritated, I caught a becak to her house. She told me that she couldn’t come out because her aunt was angry about something or other. I let her know that I too was angry; I hardly ever saw her and we were supposed to be getting married any day. She hung her head and I made a decision, said goodbye and left. There were plenty of emergency back-up wives waiting after all, and it was only January, I still had plenty of time to fulfil my New Year resolutions. Back at HQ Ken and Wilda were talking with Olga. Ken told me he had just rented a nice house in Tuk Tuk, but my bad mood showed.

“I agreed to everything, but it’s obvious Leny’s family have got too tight a hold over her. They would always be interfering. It isn’t going to work.” 

“Don’t worry Justin, Sari will marry you.” Olga comforted me. “Or do you think Ika is more beautiful?”

“What the hell is it with you women?” I said, brushing her off. “I only said hallo and goodbye to Sari. How can she possibly want to marry me? Doesn’t she believe I’m not rich? She won’t be having trips to England or Thailand and be dripping with gold jewellery. She would have to work!”

I met Sari later that evening and we went for a meal. I poured myself a beer.

“Sorry, do you want some?” I offered.

“If you drink beer, I drink beer,” was I felt, an encouraging start. I knew Ken occasionally had a bit of a run in with Wilda on the subject of drinking. I liked Sari, we laughed a lot, and she had such a wicked laugh. She didn’t want more children, her marriage had lasted about seven years, and she had had a couple of boyfriends since, one of them a married man. Classical music was playing quietly in the background.

“Have you ever heard of Beethoven?” I asked her.

“No. Who is he?”

“Bob Dylan?”

“No.”

“Neil Armstrong?”

“No, why - is he a tourist? I don’t know any foreigners.”

“What about Einstein?” 

She frowned. “Einstein?” 

I found it really refreshing. I told her I wasn’t circumcised but she just shrugged and said it wouldn’t be a problem.

“How not?”

“I’ll tell them you are already done. Problem over.”

“But isn’t that admitting we have had sex before marriage?”

“As long as we do get married, so what? I’m not a virgin.”

“You don’t want more children, what about contraception. What is available?” I asked, wondering if this was normal conversation on a first date before we had even held hands.

“There is the coil, condoms or the pill. Which do think is best?”

“Try the pill? It seems okay for most women, and it’s the least hassle.” I suggested.

“I would forget to take it.”

“I’ll remember. Contraception is my job too. Nine o’clock every night, when I open my first beer, you take your pill.”

“And then?” Her laugh bounced off the walls, turning heads.

“So, do you want to marry me?” I asked after the standard hour’s courtship. She grinned and shrugged.

“Yes. Okay.”

“You are weird. I know it’s no good asking you why, but why? I can sort of understand you wanting to marry a westerner, but why an old man? Why not a handsome young man?”

“Young men are no good. My husband was forty when I married him, I was only eighteen. My married boyfriend was fifty. I have no interest in a young man.” 

“You think older men are rich? I’m not rich, if I was I wouldn’t be trying to make a business here. You would have to work. Work with me I mean.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve never had money anyway. I can help with your business. It is boring with nothing to do except cook and clean.”

“Okay then, if you come with me to Lake Toba and we can live together in one room for a few months without any problems, I’ll marry you. If you still want to marry me of course.”

“Why do all western people want to live together before they are married?”

“So that you can see what I am like when I’m angry, or when I’m bored, or sick, or upset. So that we know who we are marrying. If we only see each other on dates we only see the best of each other. It’s not the whole truth.”

“My elder sister Nestri doesn’t approve, but I’ll come with you. Tomorrow?”

“Yes, no, I can’t take you now. Everyone in Tuk Tuk is expecting me to bring my child bride Leny home. I just can’t turn up with a new girl now.”

“No one there has seen her. We could say my name is Leny.” She gave her wicked laugh.

“No; wait a week or two, until I come back with the next bulletin for printing. I will explain to people in Tuk Tuk that Leny’s family are objecting to the marriage, but that you are my new fiancée. It won’t look too odd. Not in this country.”

But it was odd, I mused as I lay in my cheap hotel room. The situation was somewhat reversed. In England, in the west, it was largely females who got to do the choosing. A man of my age wouldn’t have much in the way of choice of females, especially in the teen and twenty arena, but single females up to around the age of forty anyway, would be likely to have several suitors, even if she didn’t actually fancy any of them. In this country, I got to choose. I could have this one, or this one or that one. Extra points for dead parents who can’t interfere, points for beauty, intelligence, sex appeal; points for tolerance of drugs and alcohol, for agreeing to live together first, for a compatable sense of humour. Points for youth and / or maturity. It made choosing quite a responsibility. But Sari had scored extremely high.

Mr Rohobot visited my hotel to let me know that Mr Sihotang was not cooperating about my visa because he wanted to know why I had not made a December edition. I reminded him that I had written a letter explaining why, but that he had torn it up because it named him and other staff members as the main cause of the bulletin’s non-appearance. I had only done as I had been told I said, as I had said on many previous occasions, but I would re write the letter and give it back to him.

Olga, Sari and I went ten-pin bowling, and my fiancée passed that test with flying colours.

“Nice ass Sari.”

“I know.”

We had our first kiss as she left, a kiss on the lips, and again, and tongues met on the street outside the Grand Mosque.

Sary saw Sari and I sitting at HQ and joined us. She was looking a little flabby and flushed. When my fiancée left to see her daughter Pipi, she followed me to my room.

“I’m pregnant Justin. I’m sorry, but it’s yours. Danau Toba hotel.”

“How do you know it’s mine?” I asked, feeling vaguely punch drunk. What was this? I wouldn’t put it past her to…

“Only you, and my husband once, but he always wears a condom, because we can’t afford another baby.”

“Christ Sary, what do you want to do?”

“And you? Do you want me to come to Lake Toba with you and keep the baby?”

“Sary - “

“It’s not too late to change your mind. How long have you known Sari? You have only just met her. I will leave my husband. We can work out the money. I love you Justin.”

“Sary - “

“If not, I’ll have an abortion, only I don’t have the money. The nurse says the injection is four hundred thousand.”

“Which nurse? Where are the test results?”

“Chris’s nurse, the one who cured him of the clap. Justin, did Olga give Sari to you?”

“She introduced us.”

“Oh Justin, it’s no good. Olga is only after money. She will ask Sari for money and Sari will get it from you.” 

I was ripped off !!!

  If this is your first trip to an Asian country, it will be to your advantage to get to grips with bargaining. Some places of course have fixed prices - Restaurants, Supermarkets and so on, but many things and services are negotiable. A service is worth whatever you both agree on, and agreement indicates that both parties are happy enough with the compromise. Bargaining is always more successful if done with a smile, in a light hearted way and in a friendly manner. It is after all, just a means of communication, similar to talking about the weather. (“How much are your onions this week?” “5.000. They have gone up.” “Why so expensive?” “Oh, there is a shortage. No rain.” “I think I’ll look around.” “Okay, 4.800, they are good quality, look, - how much will you pay?…”) Just passing the time of day, communicating - making a living. How often have you overheard a conversation where somebody says something like “I was ripped off, he charged me Rp 8.000, it should have been Rp 5.000?” The fact that someone else bargained more successfully than you does not mean you were ‘ripped off’. No mate, you agreed to pay. This does not mean you should trust everyone blindly of course, but as Peter Moore says in his amusing travel book “The Wrong Way Home” - “The ability to instantly assess the motives of people is a skill you learn pretty quickly when you travel. Nearly every day you are put in a situation where you have to decide whether or not to trust someone. You have to decide whether they’re ripping you off or helping you out. And it’s a fine line to walk, but if you take it as read that everyone is trying to stiff you, you’ll have a horrible time and rob yourself of some really wonderful moments of generosity and hospitality.” 

Sary: I’ve known her quite a long time. She is mature, intelligent, motivated and hard working, a far more sensible choice than the teenager I had seriously been contemplating. But she cheats on her husband. And she always needs money. She was not a prostitute, she didn’t sleep with other men to my knowledge - gossip of that sort was hard to suppress - and she never asked me for money immediately. But I reckoned I had not had a free fuck yet, except for the time in the Danau Toba hotel recently, and I had wanted one to see if she was there when the money wasn’t. We went together to see the nurse and I saw the test results. I thought about it. It may not be mine. On the other hand, if it was, it was going to cost more than four hundred thousand. I paid, witnessed her having the injection, and Sary’s problems were over. She wouldn’t be emotionally scarred the way my wife in England had been, in Indonesia there was not enough cash for such luxuries. They were still on survival mode, which was one reason so many would marry a westerner, any westerner, rather than suffer the uncertainties and the lack of status of being single. 

But I knew now that I never did get my free fuck.

February 2001 

Offers I can’t refuse

A letter arrived from my bank in England, requesting a signed copy of the fax I had sent them asking for my money to be sent over. This meant it was going to be at least another two weeks before the money arrived, and I would have to make a visa run before that. I also found out that I had to leave a minimum of fifty dollars in the account to which the money was being transferred, which was fifty dollars I couldn’t use. I didn’t have enough. I was broke in a foreign country. There was advertising money to collect from the new issue, but I couldn’t rely on it in time. I couldn’t rely on anything. It’s only February and just look at my life so far this year, a broken engagement and an abortion already.

In Medan Sari slept at her sister’s house while I checked into one of the cheap hotels. We were not yet married and she didn’t want to sleep with me on her own turf. I wanted to go to Bukit Lawang before I went home to Lake Toba with Sari, and I wanted her to begin to understand the business and try to sell some advertising space. We didn’t manage to see any orang utan as there was plenty of food in the jungle at that time of year and they were not hungry, but we had a degree of success with the adverts. The main achievement though, apart from the sexual ones, was enlisting Nick as my agent there to collect the moneys and sell advertising for me. But really, the sexual achievements were the best part. 

We celebrated Sari’s thirty first birthday in her sister Nestri’s house, and I tried to ease any tensions there. Pressure was being applied for a swift marriage. Nestri, as elder sister and stand-in parent, wasn’t too happy about this living together business. It was in fact against the law in Indonesia, but the law was only enforced if neighbors or other people complained. Then it was enforced, and the police would enter the house and force one party to leave.

“Surely a four or eight month engagement is normal in Indonesia?” I asked her.

“Yes, but there is a lot of gossip. All the neighbours know you have already had Olga, Leny, Ika – is Sari just number four?” Nestri asked.

“I haven’t had Leny or Ika!” I replied indignantly. “Well anyway, I’m not going to rush this for the sake of the neighbours. I will buy an engagement ring, or I’ll sign a promissory note, but I want to get married on my birthday. The end of May, that’s just over three months away. And I’d like to know more about Islam first.” There were nods of agreement from Nestri, who conceded this was a good idea, and she told me she would arrange for one of her neighbors who spoke English to answer my questions. But I thought, if Sari messes me about I’m out of here. I’m making some of the rules too, and I won’t bend any more than I will pay the Tourist Department for doing their job.

“We are disappointed that you have not replied to our letter of August 15th 2000” the e-mail began. “Failure to do so could result in heavy costs.” it ended. My wife in England was trying to divorce me and I hadn’t known. No such letter had ever arrived. I sent a cooperative reply. 

“It would be tidier to be divorced before I got married.” I said. Paul, Niki and I were sat on the hotel roof overlooking the Grand Mosque sharing a smoke. He knew about my financial problems, that I was waiting for money from England, and he lent me $120 so that I wouldn’t run out of money on the visa run. I was particularly concerned about being refused re-entry with so little cash, especially as my money from England being sent to Indonesia. August too had lent me a few hundred thousand Rupiah, telling me not to pay it back but to print some extra copies of the bulletin for him, but there was Sari’s birthday to pay for, and an engagement ring to buy. I was living on borrowed money. Chris turned up from Bukittinggi and joined us.

“So how is it with you and Devi Chris?” I shouted over the Mosque’s amplified, distorted call to prayer.

“Something is going on but I don’t know what.” He bellowed back. “I met her husband, her Indonesian husband in Bukittinggi. I asked him what he was doing there; he said it was some family party or other. But I was suspicious and had Devi followed by a couple of the local guides, because she would never let me meet her grandfather. She said he wouldn’t approve of me and it would cause problems. She never sleeps with me at night because she is supposed to be looking after him. It turns out she is staying with her husband at night. Yet granddad is supposed to be incontinent and needing a lot of care. She is a very convincing liar.”

I told him how low my cash was and he too lent me another half a million Rupiah, and I collected some of the advertising money from the Medan hoteliers. It was enough, and the visa run to Singapore went smoothly, although my status was checked on my way out.

The February bulletin was ready and I took fifty copies down to the Tourist Office. They sent me back for twenty more. I walked, sweating the whole way, just to save the becak fare, to save the profit from one small advert. When I returned Mr Sihotang called me in.

“I hear you are saying we must not interfere?” he said. I was genuinely puzzled.

“No. I’m not saying that.” I replied. He didn’t look happy.

“We have drawn up a new contract. Please sign it and bring it tomorrow. We are having a meeting about the bulletin then. Please come at nine.”

The contract was in Indonesian and I needed help to understand it. Kongres, a man who sold the occasional advert for me, translated. 

“It says at number one, that any profit from the bulletin is for him.”

“What! No way, what does he think I am? Does he really think I’m going to work like this for nothing? I can’t sign that!”

Sary arrived at HQ with August, looking like a couple, and while Sari and Sary chatted, he told me about the shit he had to put up with from the guides doing his coin changing business. He was thinking of starting a library for tourists, as there was nowhere in Medan for tourists to swap or buy second hand novels in English, and nearly all travellers carried a couple of books.

“If we want to make business here it seems we have to take the shit.” I agreed. “My visa is still not sorted out, and of course the one hundred and fifty thousand I paid them to sort it is not coming back. Sihotang has just torn up our contract, which was valid for a year, and written a new one which I can’t sign because the first item says that any profit goes to him. I need a new sponsor urgently; I’ve got to get rid of them. Sihotang says he is not responsible if I break the law, and then tells me to break the law by working on a tourist visa. Yes, we take the shit alright. Are you going to start a library here? In your room?”

“Yes, there are always tourists here, it should work well.”

“But you would be very visible August. You would only have to upset one of the guides, a simple telephone call to the immigration - go and look in room three - and you would be deported.”

“It’s a chance I’m prepared to take.”

Sary had come to my hotel room to see what was happening, saw a photo of Sari and I looking happy, broke down and cried.

“Who would you choose if I wasn’t already married Justin?”

“Sary, you know how I feel about you. I didn’t finish things between us. I waited for you, but, well frankly, when you knew there was no money you lost interest. I know you need money, but you need a richer boyfriend. I never got a free fuck.”

“I know you have no money now. You want to?”

“Sary, you think I’m a good man. You keep telling me so. Would you still think so if I cheated on my fiancée?”

“I’m too late then?”

“Too late Sary.”

“We are still friends? I can still help you with the tourist office and with the bulletin.”

She came with me to the meeting, and in the canteen before it started she explained to a sympathetic coffee drinking, crossword solving, chess playing staff that there was no way I could sign the new contract with Mr Sihotang. It allowed me to seek money from anywhere – and hand it all over. They all agreed with her.

“What happened to the previous contract?” I asked. “That was supposed to be valid for a year. He can’t just tear it up at his convenience and draw up a new one.” Heads nodded and shook in agreement.

Mr Sihotang, Mr Munthe, Mr Rohobot, Mr Sembiring, a lawyer, Sary and myself sat in the smoke free zone of Sihotang’s office. Before the meeting was five minutes old the lawyer explained.

“Any foreigner making a business here must pay fifteen thousand dollars a year in tax.” Fifteen thousand dollars. All I had in the world. It didn’t ring true to me, but this was the hand I was being dealt and I had to play it. I stood up.

“Well that’s it then, it’s finished. I can’t pay that.” There was a silence that stretched as I gathered up my bits of paper.

“I’m sorry Mr Justin, but our hands are tied. The rules are from Jakarta.” Mr Sihotang said.

“I’ve spent a year, a lot of effort and money making this, helping promote Sumatra as a tourist destination. All for nothing. I’m upset, why let me do it for a year? This could have been found out at the outset.” I pushed my chair back to leave, when the obvious thought struck me.

“What if I was married to an Indonesian? It would be her business; she wouldn’t have to pay that sort of tax.” They all looked at each other. The lawyer nodded at Sihotang.

“That would work.” Sihotang too stood up.

“Make a bulletin for March.” he said briskly. “And get married quickly.” The meeting was over. As we left Sary turned to me.

“Why not with me Justin? I know the business, I speak English, I got you the Bintang and Guinness adverts, and others. Your advertisers know me. Put the business in my name. Sihotang has no power over me, I’m Indonesian, I don’t work for him, I wouldn’t even let them proof read. We could do it alone, get rid of them. Think about it, you don’t know Sari that well yet; if you lose your wife you lose your business as well.”

It didn’t only seem like a good idea, it seemed like the only idea there was. I badly wanted to be free of the tourist department – I had resolved to be free of them. I agreed with her.

Sari came with me to Tuk Tuk, and it only took a day or two to feel comfortable in each other’s presence. The sex was easy and wonderful. “My body is all for you.” she said simply. “What you like?” and I was one happy, lucky old bastard. There was a message asking me to see my new landlord, Bernike’s brother Simpson. I went, suspecting I was going to be asked to vacate the room early, my rent expired at the end of March, but in fact he wanted to offer the whole building to me. Bernike’s old room and the library room, the kitchen and downstairs toilet. This was a stroke of luck, the library had done well and the building had a good position from a business point of view. It was in “Down Town Tuk Tuk,” close to the popular Samosir Cottages. Sari and I discussed what sort of business we could run there, coming up with second hand clothes, cosmetics, an expat food store, video rental – it was important that we were not in competition with our neighbours and other Batak people if we were to be accepted. I was English and she was a Javanese Moslem. If we succeeded, the nature of the local Bataks would not have been congratulatory; it would have been intense jealousy. We distributed bulletins around Tuk Tuk and collected the advertising money. The financial crisis was temporarily eased, but still my money from England had not arrived at the bank.

German Peter advertised Panorama Restaurant with us, but he was having a difficult time. His marriage, less than a year old, was already in severe trouble. He claimed she was stealing money from him, and so were his staff. He was slowly discovering that just about everyone he had had dealings with since he arrived in Indonesia had been cheating him, from his lawyer to his gardener. He was in a permanent state of anger and frustration, which I could understand, but I knew that this attitude only made things worse. I didn’t think he would last. Like Sugar, he had made too many enemies, and if the local people wanted you out, you were out.

“You need endless patience here.” I agreed. “I seem to have spent all my life learning patience yet here I am learning it again!” I thumped my fist on the table. “Sometimes you just have to accept things the way they are. Be Buddhist about it.”

Sary and August arrived in Tuk Tuk, and I offered her the job as editor on a salary, and wrote out a contract and job description. My fiancée showed no resentment or jealousy. August agreed to proof read before I printed, and paid me some money to include the Dalai Lama’s “Instructions for living in the new millennium,” plus some more cash to print an extra two hundred and fifty copies for him. He wanted to spread a little Buddhism in this, the largest Moslem nation in the world, and I didn’t mind helping. He also had a couple of adverts and an article on health he had written for me as well, and again I wondered what his angle was, he was certainly getting very involved – was this a take over bid?

Instructions for living in the new millennium, from the Dalai Lama.
· Remember that not getting what you want is sometimes a wonderful stroke of luck.


Learn the rules so that you know how to break them properly.


Don’t let a little dispute injure a great friendship.


When you realise you have made a mistake, take immediate steps to correct it.


Spend some time alone every day.

Open your arms to change, but don’t let go of your values.


Remember that silence is sometimes the best answer.


Live a good, honourable life. Then, when you get older and look back, you’ll be able to enjoy it a second time.


A loving atmosphere in your home is the foundation for your life.


In disagreements with loved ones, deal only with the current situation. Don’t bring up the past.


Share your knowledge. It is a way to achieve immortality.


Be gentle with the earth.


Once a year, go someplace you have never been before.


Remember that the best relationship is one in which your love for each other exceeds your need for each other.


Judge your success by what you had to give up in order to get it.


Approach love and cooking with reckless abandon.

The proof read done, the bulletin was ready for the printer. Proof reading was a great help. August had pointed out that on more than one occasion I had not been paid for an advert because of an incorrect phone number or something similar. The four of us went back to the city, where Sary took me on her motorbike to the tourist department. Mr Rohobot did a quick and pointless proof read, but said he wanted his name taken off the front cover. No problem for me I thought, I want you all off the front cover. Later that day Sary introduced me to a Mr Hasan, the head of a Non Government Organization called KRIDA, or “The Young Indonesian Creativity Foundation for Rural.” as it said on the business card he handed me.

“Rural what?” I asked. Hasan looked confused. “Rural development?” I suggested. He smiled. 

“This is why we need you! We are interested in helping you.” Mr Hasan told me. He was in his mid thirties, spoke very little English, but was impressed with the bulletin. “You must understand we don’t want your money. This bulletin is good for Indonesia. We can protect you from the tourist department and the immigration. We have lawyers. You can continue making this bulletin under our name. Carry on as before; just put a small KRIDA logo somewhere on the front cover. We will protect you. If anyone asks, we, KRIDA, are making this bulletin now.”

“And what is in it for you if you don’t want money?” I asked, a little suspicious.

“Prestige. Status. We will become better known. The more visible we are the more chance there is of obtaining government grants.”

He said the organization had been formed two years previously and I asked him for something in writing to explain exactly what they did and what they had achieved so that I could introduce them properly in the next editorial. We shook hands.

Once home again by my tranquil lake, Jasmine and Jason were about to depart for Bali, intending to come back in time for their wedding early in March; Bill and Rose were getting on fine and enjoying married life, Nicolas was still courting Roselyn in old fashioned style, Paul and Niki were still having a hard time with Niki’s brother trying to assume control of their restaurant while drunk. Kiki was gradually falling in love with her new Scottish boyfriend, Ken rattled around in his big empty house with an absentee fiancée, German Peter was staying in Samosir Cottages for a temporary separation from his wife, and I had a loving girlfriend who rolled me joints while I was working on the bulletin, cooked my meals, did my laundry, made love to me and made me know I had a wife. I already knew I was going to marry her. Sometimes I couldn’t stop looking at her, so beautiful, so exotic looking, so alien, so brown, so female, so foreign. Someone not like me. Yet we had only just met. We were still strangers. Fucking strangers. It could be that, now I had decided to marry her, I was falling in love. 

March 2001 
Change of ownership

“August put the four extra pages in those extra copies he had ordered. He hadn’t asked me. If he had asked, I would have said no.”

“He paid for them though.”

“Yes, he paid for them Chris, but it is seen as my magazine. People will think I‘ve done it.”

“Well, it’s not a disaster, he has just duplicated stuff.”

“But it looks stupid, another ‘learn the language’ page from Sugar’s old magazine which duplicates thirty four words I already have, and the Dalai Lama’s instructions for living, augmented by August. Two ‘instructions for living’ from the Dalai Lama in the same magazine that are not the same. How come August thinks he can improve on our leaders words of wisdom? Even I, the founder member of the NPB’s, the Non Practicing Buddhists wouldn’t have presumed to have explained what his Holiness meant. August said I could be angry if I liked, which means he knew it was an iffy thing to do. He wanted his full page advert, okay, but I could have filled the other pages with a map, or a calendar or horoscopes.”

“Do you think that is the reason it’s a whole week late being printed?”

“Frankly, yes.”

“Oh Justin, I just remembered I got a new advert for you. This bus company want a hundred copies a month; they operate to connect with the Dumai ferry for Malacca. They will distribute your bulletin in Malacca. It’s getting around. What about a lonely-hearts column? I bet you would fill pages with them.”

“In fact I have only just turned two down adverts from girls. The general consensus was if I started it, it could only go one way. You are right, there would be pages of them, and it would look like a prostitute’s page. I can’t afford to risk it here. Pity really, it would probably be more lucrative.”

“A pity, yes. I’d have put one in. When are you going back to Toba?”

“Tomorrow, on the train.”

Lake Toba - by Train.

  Much of the journey to Lake Toba from Medan can be done by train. It leaves Medan at 10.05 am and arrives in P. Siantar at about 12.30 pm. The cost is Rp 10.000 Bisnis kelas, or Rp 16.000 A/C Eksekutif. Food and drink are available on the train, your seat number is on the ticket, there is generally plenty of space - unless it is a public holiday - and they usually leave on time. To get to the railway station get the white mini bus MRX for Rp 900 to the Post Office (Kantor Pos) and walk across the square to the Railway Station (Stasiun Kereta Api) or get a Becak for around Rp 4.000.

  At Siantar, walk out to the main road and flag down a mini bus to the Bus Terminal, Rp 700, or take a Becak from the station, approx Rp 4.000 and there you will be shown the bus to Parapat for Rp 2.500, a one hour ride. 

  The return journey from Lake Toba to Medan is remarkably easy and means catching the 10.00 am ferry from Tuk Tuk Harbour to catch a bus to Siantar, to connect with the train which leaves at 1.15 pm, arriving in Medan Station at about 4.30 pm. Tanjung Balai can also be reached by train.

Jeremy was back in Tuk Tuk after having sampled enough of Penang, and Aceh too where he had stayed only one day. Ted was also back, as a married man with his new, stunningly attractive young wife. He had married Desy, a girl from Bandung in Java seven months ago and he described their marriage as sheer hell. The two of them were constantly arguing, leaving each other and getting back together again. We attended Jasmine and Jason’s Batak wedding. They would be off to England shortly to live, and I was glad for her. Jason had a good woman there, and she too seemed to have chosen wisely. Sari and I discussed what to do with the shop that had been Bernike’s library. It had to be something new and it had to be something that required very little capital. A video rental shop seemed the most obvious. Many guesthouses had VCD players and a small collection of movies, but I knew which films westerners wanted, and it was not Karate, Kung Fu or Indian movies. Sari still wanted to do cosmetics and second hand clothes. We could do them all, and see what worked best. 

Sary and August visited Tuk Tuk together again, and still Sary flirted with me unsuccessfully, although her thigh constantly pressing against mine as we worked on the computer didn’t escape my fiancée's eye. Sari wasn’t worried; she could see I wasn’t interested and was more than content with the beautiful, sexy woman I had chosen to marry. August had new adverts from Penang and did the proof reading again, and Sary told me that Mr Rohobot had two letters waiting for me in Medan from Mr Sihotang, and I could pick them up when I go there next. I knew it could only be bad news.

“I should do your visa run before you pick up those letters Justin.” August advised. Why is it that the Tourist Department, the Tourist Department, are making it so difficult for me to promote tourism? So many tourists had congratulated me on the bulletin; I knew I had a good product. It had grown not only in size but also in quality, more refined and more informative every issue, and advertising was coming in from afar. A full page, two-colour advert was faxed to me from Aceh; Nick sent a lot of new stuff from Bukit Lawang. It was finally beginning to take off. It was finally going to make me rich. 

I designed a new cover with a prominent KRIDA logo, dropping the word ’North’ from North Sumatera Tourist Information because we now had adverts from Aceh, West Sumatera and Penang, but really for no other reason than to piss Mr Sihotang off. I took both versions with me when we went to Medan, letting Sary, the editor, choose which one to use. She chose the new one. Tourist Department out, KRIDA in. My borrowed cash ran out before I went to Medan but my credit was good in Tuk Tuk. I had to make lists of who I owed money to. Mr Hasan wrote a letter in Indonesian to Mr Sihotang, from me, saying I was unable to continue making the bulletin on financial grounds, and was handing the whole thing over to KRIDA. I signed it.

He would know; Sihotang would know. This was like declaring war. This was getting distinctly risky.

April 2001

Rules? What rules?


“What on earth do you think you are doing?” a letter from home asked me. Don’t ask. I didn’t get where I am today by thinking about what I was doing. Marrying a girl twenty-five years younger than I who can’t speak English, pretending to change my religion, running an illegal business in a foreign third world country and burning my bridges, that’s what I’m doing. Before I left for Singapore on my visa run, and thinking of the Dalai Lama’s advice about knowing the rules so that you could break them, I asked Nestri if instruction in Islam could be arranged quickly, which pleased her immensely. Sary was trying to persuade me that we should spend one night together before I became a married man, and she was becoming almost obsessive about it, promising untold delights. The Crazy Captain was back from Hong Kong or somewhere similar and was being abusive to the Garden Girls. He sat alone, surly faced at HQ, while half a dozen pretty girls sat at the table I shared with Nick. Jasmine and Jason passed through as well, en route to Jakarta once again to apply again for Jasmine’s visa for England. 

When I returned from another uneventful Singapore trip, only vaguely remarkable in as much as I was the only white man on board a ship of two or three thousand souls, Ken and Wilda had finally persuaded her family to consent to their marriage, which was to be in a few days time. It seems that getting married was about the only thing that could be done quickly in Indonesia. Everything else was ‘jam karet’ - rubber time. It meant we were busy. A dash back to Tuk Tuk to distribute bulletins and collect cash, and back again to watch, with considerable interest, Ken stumble through the wedding service in Arabic. It was an easy, informal affair in someone’s living room, and Ken had borrowed my tie for the occasion. My turn next.

Sary took me to see Mr Rohobot, who gave me Mr Sihotang’s letters.

”What do you think Mr Justin? He says he must withdraw his support, and that you must stop making the bulletin.” Rohobot had a copy of the last bulletin with the small KRIDA logo in the corner of an otherwise unchanged front cover. He was anxious to please. He didn’t want a scene.

“The Indonesian Government’s Tourist Department wants me to stop promoting Sumatra as a tourist destination and helping to bring tourists here? Okay.” I replied. Sihotang is a stupid brain-dead fuckwit who is not only shooting himself in the foot, but is also trying to kill the goose that lays the golden egg, I would like to have added, but instead I said, “I already have stopped. I have given it all to Mr Hasan and KRIDA, and good luck to them, it’s too much hassle for me. I’m getting married, just as Mr Sihotang told me to back in February. I always do as I’m told. I’m going to set my wife up with a video rental shop in Tuk Tuk.”

“Good idea, good idea,” Mr Rohobot enthused, “This is getting too much for you. Too much stress.”

Caused by you, you self-centred jerk I thought savagely. I was having some difficulty in accepting what was happening. They had realised I was not going to pay them, so the bulletin was no use to them. Bernike had been right, they didn’t care about tourists, or advertisers businesses, or me. He and Sary spoke in rapid Indonesian, but I followed the gist. He knew I would still be doing it, and he was happy to turn a blind eye - for a slice of the new cake. You never give up do you? I thought, and of course Sihotang has withdrawn his support. It’s not only because of the money, he has realised that if I marry an Indonesian and this is her business, he would no longer have any control at all over the bulletin and its content. It would be no good him talking to me, I would simply refer him to my wife.

Jeremy, Bill and Bambi gave us a pile of videos to add to those I had bought, and Bambi helped Sari choose second hand clothes in the market for resale. Ken and Wilda’s wedding had given me very little time to get the next edition of the bulletin done, and August’s increasingly picky proof read wasn’t helping. 

“I think that should be in brackets.”

“I don’t like the font in that advert.”

“Shouldn’t that be a semi colon?”

“Can’t you do something better with that advert?” There is no time August, no time.  For two days I worked from 5.30 am to 11.30 pm, and Sari was wonderfully patient with me when it was printing time. I spent all day on the computer, piles of scrap paper building up on the floor, ashtray getting fuller by the hour, getting short tempered, and she would soothe me with joints and tea and massaged shoulders and smiles and kisses. I bought her an iron, so I knew I was getting serious about her. Without noticing it, we were setting up home. Mr Popy got me to buy the refrigerator he should have supplied when I rented his room, the one I had paid a deposit on to get repaired. It had sat in the repair shop for over a year with a bill of six hundred thousand Rupiah owing. We got a cheap refrigerator.

Another summer was coming, and once again Paul and Niki left for the French festival season to sell their batiks and other Indonesian crafts.

“If anyone deserves to succeed here Justin, you do. You have learned the language, the rules, the customs, you have made no enemies, and you work hard and put up with a lot of shit. We wish you success.”

“I will still be here when you get back. I’ll be here until they get me.”

In Medan when I collected the new bulletin with its blatant KRIDA logo, I found August had been to the printer and removed an article I’d written on how to keep bugs out of your bed and luggage. He didn’t like the article and just instructed the printers to pull it out, inserting instead a free advert for Mr Ben’s expat shop, and an article on Medan Mall which he had written. For a westerner, this was definitely overstepping the mark. If Hasan had done it it would have been excusable, but August knew there were rules. On the other hand it seemed Sihotang thought that I was overstepping the mark. Sary told me he was very angry indeed. It was an angry sort of day. Chris was angry too. Growing ever more suspicious of Devi he had had her followed, and found out that not only was she living with her young Indonesian husband, she was working full time as a prostitute at night. The incontinent grandfather she was supposed to be looking after didn’t exist, he had in fact died years ago. Chris was still merely another client, even after two years together, and he couldn’t quite stomach it. He was sure she loved him at some level, but underneath the anger and bitterness he was heartbroken, and he knew it really was over between them this time. I felt a mixture of sadness and hope for him. He would be better off without her, as soon as he had got over his broken heart.

Roach Tip

Arachnophobic? Paranoid about bugs? Cockroaches, ants, bed bugs, spiders and other wildlife which you would rather stayed out in the wild - and not in your bag or in your bed - can easily be persuaded to stay away. 

  “Bagus” is the trade name of the local ‘Roach Chalk.’ and comes in an orange and yellow packet which you can buy in larger supermarkets as well as many local markets and shops. This is literally a chalk, with which you can draw circles on the floor around your bag, backpack, around the legs of your bed, and around those biscuits you didn’t finish last night. Cockroaches, spiders and other bugs won’t cross the line. (Ants will, but they will die.)

  But if it will keep even indestructible ‘roaches away, perhaps wash your hands after using it....

“What really happened,” said Duncan, “was that I had had some photocopies done by this old guy, and his kid was there and I was playing with him. But the photocopies were unreadable so I refused to pay for them. That was months ago. Then I met his kid again in the Watering Hole, but he was being a pain in the ass and I pretended to clip him over the back of the head. Kid goes running to dad, who comes at me and hits me, no doubt still upset at the ten thousand Rupiah he thinks I owe him. Now, he’s an old guy, and I let him hit me three times before I hit him back. Then all hell breaks loose and I’m in a storm drain with stones being thrown at me and accusations of buggery!”

“Awful for you Duncan.”

I had hoped for a bit more instruction in the ways of Islam before I converted, but there was little chance. No one had been able to find a book in English explaining it, so I had the arranged chat with a Mr Bambang, the friend of the family who spoke English. I didn’t want to let him off too lightly.

“Tell me, do you agree with the Taliban blowing up those ancient Buddhist statues in Afghanistan? And if not, why not? They are good Moslems aren’t they?” He wriggled on this, saying there were many paths to God.

“What about the position of women?” I asked, elaborating with an example. “In the Mosque the men sit in front, the women behind. It is the same in Heaven yes?” He agreed that was the way of it. “So we have a man in the back row of the men. He has only just scraped into paradise. Basically a good, kind, charitable man, but he cheated on his wife, and he liked a drink, and once he had a bacon sandwich. He is in front of the woman in the front row of women! A woman who has led a blameless, devout life! Is this so? Is it reasonable?” Here he was on much safer ground.

“Yes! God favours men.” he beamed. 

“I see. Yes - but.... Right. Thank you. I think that sort of covers what was bothering me most. No more questions.” 

The next day, after putting on the hat, holding Sari’s brother’s hand and muttering the magic Arabic words several times until they were happy with it, I could officially call myself Rahmat. I celebrated that night with Chris by drinking my standard three beers. Nothing much had changed, but my dear old mum would be appalled. In fact, it proved to have advantages. In Christian Tuk Tuk, everyone knew that this was for marriage and “Identity Card” purposes only, and that my heart had not changed. Most people in fact knew I was “Buddhist,” not because I ever admitted it publicly, but because I sometimes burned incense sticks in my room to drown the smell of cigarette smoke. Whereas in Moslem Medan, I got a lot of respect for entering the faith. It is no wonder, I thought, that Islam is the fastest growing religion in the world, they will take anyone, even a Non Practicing Buddhist Atheist like me.

There could even be some grounds for the immigration department’s suspicion of my coming here to start a new religion. I was, as I have mentioned, the founder member of the NPB’s, the Non Practicing Buddhists. As a philosophy and technique for living I couldn’t fault Buddhism. It was not a religion, it didn’t require that you take this big step of faith in something unbelievable and it gently led you into ‘right thought, right action and right livelihood.’ But I still squatted mosquitoes and I still ate meat. I knew others in the same position, and after some theological discussion about what or who else you were or were not allowed to squat and still be a member, my church grew to about twenty members worldwide the last time I counted, although I expect some have lapsed by now.

May 2001 

Love and Marriage

“I thought you were just a playboy, I didn’t know you were serious.” Sary had just collected the May bulletin, which was looking excellent, and we were about to have a KRIDA meeting, but she was crying again. I was cynical enough to wonder if the tears were for me or for lost potential income, but my heart melted somewhat when she hugged me, said that she had made a mistake, and that she was sorry.

“I took the bulletin to the Tourist Office and gave some to Mr Rohobot.” she said, drying her eyes and turning to business. “He told me Mr Sihotang wanted to see me, but I said I was too busy, I’d said maybe I’d see him later.”

“This is great. No way could I have said that.”

“We will protect you from him Mr Justin.” Hasan added later at the meeting, “But if we are to have any influence we must have an office in Medan, and that costs money. Staff need paying.”

“I can’t afford an office in Medan; I don’t need an office in Medan. If you need one that’s up to you. I’m not buying you an office.” Kongres, Mr Hasan, Sary, Mr Gabi and I sat at HQ, and they were trying to get money out of me.

“How about if you paid us ten percent of the profit?”

“And what happens when there is no profit? How will you keep track of it? With not everyone paying on time there is cash flow. If I make a loss one month and a profit the next, I would want my loss back before we count profit.”

“What about we pay all production expenses and pay you a salary?”

“No way. This is my business, I only need a sponsor, I’m not giving the business away after building it up for this long. I will write out a contract and you see what you think of it, but the number one priority is my business visa. Without that there is no business.”

I was angry with August for pulling my article, but he was unapologetic. He was extremely anti chemicals, and said if I printed it in the next issue, he hoped I would have the courage to print his reply. I promised I would, but I thought to myself that if he pulled a stunt like that again, I would pull all of his adverts and articles.

Roach Tip ll. The Herbal Doctor on Bugs.

Bugs, and our relationship with them, that is the question. Is it nobler in the mind to kill them all on first sight, because we define ourselves as the “higher” life form, and may delude ourselves into thinking we have the ability to do so; or to distinguish who is friend and who is foe, and in doing so perhaps arrive at a more Buddhist understanding of our place in this tangled web-of-life on Earth.

  Sure, do take up arms against this sea of troubles, but let us rout them in ways that won’t kill us in so doing - let us use our larger brains. Bugs come in three main types: first our friends, then those that only annoy us, and thirdly those that could kill us, mainly through the diseases they can carry. Our friends include 99.9% of the many species of spider. My room is a veritable spider sanctuary; as a part of their normal diet they eat mosquitoes, and mosquitoes are one of the main bugs here in Asia which could kill us. Ants, cockroaches, and the common horsefly may annoy us, but they are mostly telling us we are being lazy in our food habits. Wash those dishes and put extra food in a vermin proof container. Okay, if you want to kill a few of the bugs which annoy you, buy yourself a plastic fly-swatter. It is fly mating season anyway, so you can get them two at a time. Sex makes them a bit stupid and easier to swat. Bed bugs I don’t like, but they are still only an annoyance. They live mostly in the mattress and bed frame. Take these out into bright sunlight, which bed bugs do not like, and kill them mano-a-mano as they scurry about. Mosquitoes need to be taken seriously, especially if you travel in a malarial area. Wear light coloured clothing, sleep under a net, use citronella oil as a safe herbal repellent, and the best idea - take a heavy daily dose of vitamin B complex. At four times the minimum recommended daily amount, you will smell bad to the little bloodsuckers and they won’t bite. For me this is 99% effective, and the citronella will warn off the other 1%. The larger amount of B complex is good for you anyway; it is a brain food and will help strengthen your immune system. As for mosquito coils, only an idiot could think it good to breath insecticidal smoke; and to presume to light one in a dormitory without asking what your fellow dorm-mates what they think about it - that is a crime my friend, Big Time. The same goes for that “Bagus school-chalk death-kit” that was touted last month in this publication.

Sari and I began to set up home, and I liked it. I was more and more in love and I liked that too, and I had a tropical garden to play with. We bought a cooker, the refrigerator was delivered, and carpenters started fixing shelves up in the shop to display the videos. The name of the shop suggested itself, several times a day in fact.  Bambi painted the shop sign, “The Wicked Laugh” and my mini skirted Moslem wife-to-be got ready to begin the first job she had ever had in her life. I didn’t feel the intense infatuation I had felt when I first met my last wife, nor the type of obsessive love Chris had for Devi. It had just grown, and it was wonderful. I kept looking at her while she was sleeping and asked myself how I managed this? How did I get such a wonderful, beautiful, sexy, funny, loving young woman who was so easy to love in return? Never in those dark months after my wife had left me single, homeless, jobless and old did I imagine I would eventually be so very grateful that she did.

With the June bulletin ready for printing and Bambi’s maid looking after the video shop, we went to Medan and were pleasantly surprised to find the Watering Hole open again, but it had lost most of its atmosphere along with most of its light bulbs, pretty waitresses, clientele and more importantly, Garden Girls. Chris was with his new girlfriend Leah and had cut off his ponytail, but he was still a hippy and out of earshot of his new girl he still talked of Devi. He also said he had put an advert in the local newspapers for a travelling companion and had had about fifty replies - ninety percent from guys - but he had found his new girlfriend that way. The old Sugar Hotel had reopened as Gecko’s Hotel, run by an American with an Indonesian wife, and Sary had managed to get a half page advert from them. Sugar’s wife had teamed up with Eric, a Swiss guy, and they had opened the Spoutnik coffee shop. They too took an advert. Mr Sugar it seemed was not in jail in Germany, the police had merely questioned him over maintenance payments for three children he had there. In fact, so he claimed on the phone to German Peter, he was busy running a chain of hotels in Berlin.

The day I had been dreading, my fifty-fifth birthday arrived. The day began at 5.30 am in the cheap Irma Hotel, to all intents and purposes as a single man, and ended around one in the morning in the plush Danau Toba Hotel several hundred hand shakes later, as a bigamist. It had never been an ambition of mine to be a bigamist but the Indonesian postal system forced me to do it. My new, second wife was unconcerned. She too had had a slight problem getting the Indonesian equivalent of a decree nisi, but as a Moslem woman she had to prove she was free to marry. As a Moslem man, I didn’t. It may be a problem for Justin but it was no problem for Rahmat. 

“Saya terima nikka Elfita Sari binti Ali Saganya marhanya satu cin - cin emas tiga gram, tunai!” 

“I receive in marriage Elfita Sari, daughter of Ali Saganya for one gold ring, three grams, cash!” 

My wife didn’t have to speak.

A brightly coloured tarpaulin shaded the narrow alley in which Nestri’s house nestled. Hundreds of people sat around or milled about. Bowls of food and a huge birthday cake with ’55’ were laid out. The band started playing. The wedding was a bit of an ordeal and included a photo shoot of my bride and I in fancy dress, traditional Malayo costume for some reason, the results of which ended up on several fridge doors in England, but the day was eased considerably by the presence of Chris, Bill and Rose, Mr and Mrs Ken, Wayne, and Eddy. Bill was not in the happiest of moods because a motorbike bag snatcher had grabbed Rose’s bag on the way to Sari’s house, and had got away with nearly a million Rupiah and her passport. I was surprised and touched when a handful of the guides from Tuk Tuk also turned up and sang some of my favourite Batak songs. Olga came too, grinning hugely and accompanied by Ika, but Leny and Sary stayed away.

“Happy now Olga?” I asked her.

“Very happy! Quits now?” she laughed.

“Quits. So don’t try to get any commission out of Sari.”

My wife’s brown body was covered in white soap bubbles as she stood up in the bath in the Danau Toba hotel. I held her, looked into her eyes and whispered.

“I’m leaving you darling. I mean it.” She just laughed her wicked laugh. She knew my visa run was due. Suddenly it just made no sense to me at all that this beautiful young woman had chosen me to be her husband.

“Why do you love me Sari?” I asked, half seriously.

“Because you are my husband of course.” She grinned, about one quarter jokingly. 

We had got married four days before my visa expired, and once again I was holding a Pelni ticket for Batam and Singapore in my hand shuffling through the ticket barrier. For the first time since I had been coming in through Batam immigration, I was questioned.

“You have been here six months already!” 

I didn’t try to disillusion them. “Yes, I love Indonesia.”

“You cannot keep coming back like this. Are you working? If you want to stay longer you must get a social visa. You must go back to Singapore on the next ferry and see the Embassy to apply for a social visa.”

“Pak, I understand that, I shall be getting a social visa, but right now I’m on honeymoon Pak, look.” I showed him my marriage and conversion to Islam certificates and a photo of Sari. “We are just married, four days ago. My wife is waiting for me to take her to Bali on honeymoon. After that I will apply for the social visa if we stay in Indonesia, but we will probably go to England.” I lied, “She will sponsor me of course.” His face relaxed and he smiled.

“You like Indonesian women? How old is your wife? Twenty five?” he asked, studying the photo with interest and glancing at me.

“Thirty one. Very beautiful, I’m a lucky man Pak.” His smile broadened and his hand rose.

“Congratulations.” he said as the stamp thumped down. “But get a social visa.”

June 2001

Give us your money

Sary appeared to have teamed up with Craig, the guy who had deliberately missed his last date for flying home and who was doing some illegal teaching work for money to live. She was friendly and polite, but there was no trace at all of the previous flirting. I was now a married man, out of bounds, an untouchable. As such, Sari and I were allowed to stay at Sari’s sister Nestri’s house, but Nestri had been rushed to hospital with an asthma attack. She had just found out that her husband had a legal second wife in another town, and the upset had left her a bit breathless. 

Yuni’s head was freshly shaved. She asked, as always, if we could stay at Irma Hotel together.

“Yuni, I’m a married man now.”

“No problem for me.” she said simply.

The next day the hotel asked me to pay for her room; she had promised them I would.

“Check with me first in future please. Yuni may be crazy but as I have remarked before, she is not stupid.” 

When the KRIDA members got together in their small office in the Railway Station building, I presented them with the contract I had worked out. I would make a one off payment of five hundred thousand Rupiah to set up their office but would not be responsible for any running costs. I would give them all the information on floppy disc and papers showing the accounts since they took over in April. Basically, I would give them all that was required to make it appear that they were producing the bulletin, and I would pay them fifteen percent of any advertising they sold for a six month period. They could sell adverts at any price as long as I got my price for them. I would open a bank account in Mr Hasan’s name for payments from advertisers, and he would empty the account every month, giving it to me to pay for the next printing. They must get me a business visa quickly, before my next visa run in two months time. While I was there Mr Sihotang telephoned, wanting to speak with Mr Hasan. I waited nervously as the conversation lengthened.

“He wants to see me, and he is monitoring your bank account! This is very dangerous Mr Justin. You must make sure none of the advertisers pay into your personal account. Trust us, we can protect you. We don’t want your money. With a Medan Office we will get Government money.”

“But the Government are already paying something for this to Sihotang.”

“It is the time of ‘Reformasi.’ Times are changing in Indonesia. We will expose Sihotang’s corruption. They are only after your money.”

Oh God I thought, please don’t. And anyway, they didn’t get actually get my money; you have already had half a million out of me.

Tourist Tip 

In rural areas, tourists are often asked for gifts, or for money. Don’t take this too seriously or feel embarrassed. It is often just a way of speaking. However, on occasions you may be shown some special courtesy or hospitality and want to show your gratitude, and a gift like ink pens or other small, useful items can at times be appropriate. 

Sari brought her daughter Stefi Joe, sometimes known as Fifi, or more commonly, Pipi and her cousin Tanti back to Lake Toba for a few days, and we played happy families. I loved seeing my wife change from mini skirted, braless glamour girl to housewife, scarf around her head, apron on, doing the ironing and shouting at the kids. Pipi called me daddy with a shy smile. She didn’t seem to mind that her mum had married a stranger and almost disappeared out of her life. Medan was her home, where there was a house full of other kids and cousins and aunties and uncles. The extended family system had a lot going for it. 

Tuk Tuk news was that Bambi was building another new house in her back garden, just for the hell of it. Nicolas had been turned down by Roselyn. Ken and Wilda were not getting on too well but were going to Thailand for two months - Wilda hadn’t made any real friends in Tuk Tuk. Ted asked me to proof read more of the book he had just spent two years writing, Jeremy was doing three new hare lip operations for children, but had moved guest house because he had - not for the first time - telephoned the owner to come out in her car to pick him up at 1.30 in the morning when he was drunk, and she had refused.

“What is her problem dude? I can pay!” he fumed. “She won’t even apologise! I’m out of there!”

Junaidi the grinning policeman called about the video shop. I had never trusted him since he had busted me over Lusi. He had been grinning on that occasion too. It was only the lack of the grin, and uniform I suppose, some three weeks after Lusi had helped enrich his bank balance that had caused me not to recognize him. I had been on the bus to go and see my potato crop and pay the labourers wages. There was only one other man on the bus.

“Maybe you want something?” he said suddenly.

“What do you mean?” I asked suspiciously.

“Perhaps something to smoke?” he suggested.

“No! I’m sick of it; everyone in this place is a drug dealer. No, I do not want any drugs.” The rest of the journey was in silence, and it wasn’t until a little later, seeing him again in the village, that I realised it was my very own grinning policeman. Had he been trying to set me up, or did he just want to sell me a smoke, knowing that I did? Now he was in my shop, grinning again.

“You need a licence Justin.”

“You will have to speak with my wife, it’s her business.” I said, and went upstairs. I was called down again.

“Then there is tax. You are not registered as a shop or business.”

“Yes, maybe, I don’t know or care. Why are you talking to me about it? It is not my business, it’s hers. Talk to her. If you want to take a couple of videos it’s okay, no charge” I said, trying to keep him sweet by offering something, but I knew what this was all about, and after a bit of verbal fencing began taking the videos off the shelves.

“We don’t want to be breaking the law honey, it’s better we close.” 

The grinning policeman began putting the videos back up on the shelves. 

“Christmas is coming. If you don’t give me money Justin, I am going to make your life absolutely impossible.” he said. He didn’t in fact, but he might just have well have. It came out as: “This is only a small problem Mr Justin, I can help you. I can stop anyone else making problems for you. Otherwise people will come and want to check all your videos, one by one, to see if there is any pornographic content. Also you realise all these videos are pirates, they are not censored. But I would like to borrow a movie. Have you got a Mafia movie?”

A video showing him how to do it - a pirate copy of “The Godfather,” and two hundred thousand Rupiah sent him happily on his way, and that’s paid the protection money for the year. It could be irritating at times, but then, so were windowed, brown franked envelopes that used to drop through my letterbox every week in England, demanding money for invisible things like tax, water rates, community charge, sewage, road fund licence, house insurance, contents insurance, car insurance, missed National Insurance stamps, tax returns and on and on and on. I got none of that here, I just got a grinning policeman.

We started renting videos and I designed an advert to advertise our shop in the bulletin. I hid all traces of bulletin production by keeping it in Bambi’s house, and hid it on the computer as well. This didn’t feel like the usual paranoia with which I was familiar, I did after all, have a Government Department monitoring my bank account. I wasn’t going to give this up easily, I had invested too much in it, and there was no money left for a try at anything else. It was make or break now. The income from the bulletin and the video shop combined was still not enough to live on, although the shop was becoming a drop in centre. Capital was still diminishing. Something was going to have to happen soon.

August turned up to collect his kilos of coins, try to buy up every good book in Tuk Tuk for his library, proof read for me, and take the master copies to the printer in Medan, leaving me with nothing to do for ten days except enjoy being by the lake, and the still novel delights of married life.

“You just don’t know, you don’t understand.” she said, watching me squirm as she picked the eye out of a fish head and pop it into her mouth. “It’s delicious! So are goat brains.” She laughed at my expression of disgust. “Everyone in Popy’s thought I was only twenty five.” Sari said happily.

“Yes, that’s about right, I’d say twenty five, which is okay because thirty one is much too old for me.” I agreed.

“It’s because I am happy. I will always look like this. I looked like this when I was seventeen. You will never see me looking old.”

“That’s true enough to. No time. I doubt you will see me look very much older either.”

“No, Lusi never did that, she didn’t like it.” I murmured in answer to Sari’s question in bed that night. 

“I know!” she laughed triumphantly - what a wicked laugh! 

“How do you know?”

“Junaidi! The policeman told me!”

July 2001 

A broken heart

“The thing is that I know if she turned up in Medan today I would just melt.” Chris explained. “Leah is lovely and she takes a lot of shit from me, but Devi – you know, I think she does love me really, at times it shows. She is just promiscuous and damaged.”

“Chris, look at her. Face it, you were always just a client, nothing more. You fell in love with a prostitute. She will never change. How can it ever be right between you again?” 

Chris and Nick, who was my agent from Bukit Lawang and I were sat in Gecko’s, the old Sugar Hotel. Chris had just given me a short article about Bukittinggi and an advertisement from a travel agent there. He sighed.

“I know, but I still love her. I can’t get her out of my head or my heart. What can I do about that? By the way, Nick here has got a part time teaching job here in Medan. We have just rented a house together.”

“In Medan Nick? Why? What about your house in Bukit Lawang?”

“I need the cash, I’m broke.” Nick explained, “So I work three days a week here. It’s a hassle, but the best of it is the school have got me a KITAS, a working visa. No more visa runs, no more immigration office visits. I’m clear of all that shit for a whole year. That’s what you need, a work visa, not a business visa. How is it with you and Sari? How is the bulletin business?”

“Sari and I are great. I’m getting her a passport so we can go to Thailand together on a delayed honeymoon. The bulletin won’t be ready until the fifth. I don’t know whether I should thank you for that idea or kick you in the teeth Chris. It was such a good idea, but it’s been a bit of a roller coaster. I’ve just seen Hasan. He says there has been no money paid in from Aceh, nothing from Berastagi, and worst of all, Sary has disappeared to Lake Toba with a tourist and with the advertising money from Medan. She said she had paid it in. Is Hasan lying or has she run off with it or what? What’s going on?”

“I can still take some bulletins to Bukit Lawang and collect the money.” Nick said, “and I know the guy who has taken that new full page colour advert, his name is Jader. He’s Swiss, been here for years and runs a travel agent and white water rafting company. If he and Hasan got together I’m sure they could get you a business visa. Offer him a cheap advert.”

A couple of days later Sary was asking me indignantly how I could possibly think that she would disappear for a mere million Rupiah, but I was glad to hear Mr Hasan tell her off and that she must pay in all moneys collected to the KRIDA account, and he would pay the commissions and expenses. The bulletin looked great with its photo of an orang utan on the cover instead of the Batak house logo my friend Kate had drawn for me and which I had been using since last Christmas. We had gone to full colour for the first time. I hadn’t really approved, it put production costs up quite a bit, but it really was looking very professional. Perhaps it would attract more prestigious advertising, something we needed badly. The majority of adverts were of the ‘small box’ variety, the cheapest I offered. I knew that the star rated hotels regarded it as a backpacker’s magazine and backpackers were not their clients. Sary had sold most of the prestigious advertising we already had, the beer and the soft drink companies, but we only had one three star hotel and as yet no full colour adverts. Once the advertisers on the back and inside the cover saw their upgraded advertisements they may agree to pay the higher price for them. Maybe Hasan was right, a little more investment might tip the balance.

President Gus Dur was being impeached on corruption charges. It had been going on for months, and he had stated he would not stand down. He was calling on his supporters to support him, and thousands were pouring into Jakarta sworn to die defending him. Again Indonesia was in the news and it didn’t look good. He promised to declare a state of emergency if he was impeached, a sign to his supporters for jihad, or to start riots if necessary. But in the end he went quietly, and in a bloodless change over, Megawati, the people’s choice, was finally President.

There was a total eclipse of the moon due, and as an amateur astrologer I had been jokingly predicting dire and catastrophic events. Yuni just disappeared. When I got back to Lake Toba I was greeted with a list of calamities. A bus had gone over a cliff, killing people: Bill had been threatened with a sword by a local man who was convinced Bill had ruined his business: John, a guy who had fixed a problem on my computer was involved in a head on motor bike collision with  Junaidi the grinning policeman, who was in hospital - that was going to cost: The Dutch guy staying next door at Popy’s and who was our best video customer got his face messed up in a fall: Silvana, a friend of Bambi’s nearly had her arm sliced off by a falling sheet of glass when a window banged shut, and needed hospitalization: Ted and Desy got evicted from their guest house and were stranded with all their considerable belongings on the harbour pier. They were leaving for America in a few days so we took them in. German Peter had attempted to stab his wife Sinta. She was bruised rather than cut because it was a table knife, not a kitchen knife with a real blade, but Peter was in prison. Then there was a phone call from Sary.

“Justin, uh, this is Sary. It’s Chris.”

“Oh. Hi, hello. Chris?” I heard the phone being passed over.

“Hello? Hello Justin, this is Nick. Chris is dead. He died last night.”

It was two hours before I could cry.

Obituary

Mr. Chris Rudland Wood from England died suddenly and unexpectedly in Medan on July 14th from a heart attack. He fell in love with Indonesia and had been in Sumatera for more than two years. 

  The idea of starting this monthly up-dated Bulletin came from him, and at times he contributed articles, as he did this month, extending our coverage of Sumatera by including Bukit Tinggi. He made many friends here, with tourists, with expats and with local people, and all will deeply miss his valued friendship, intelligence, and wit. “It took me a whole year to learn the rules here,” he joked once, “when there aren’t any.”

Nick filled me in on the details. Chris had been fine until the evening when he complained of a chest pain, which got rapidly worse. Nick got him to a hospital who took too long trying to verify that Chris could pay for treatment, but eventually he was admitted, given an injection, put on a drip and left. 

“He was obviously in a lot of pain. Then he started coughing blood. The hospital was useless. You don’t cough blood with a heart attack, there was some other problem they missed.” Nick said bitterly. His daughter and niece were flying in for a Buddhist cremation, and I couldn’t get him off my mind the whole time I was in Tuk Tuk preparing the next edition. His face would smile at me from the computer screen. 

When I got back to Medan for the printer, they told me they couldn’t open one of the floppy discs, and I had to go back to Tuk Tuk to re-do it, so missing my friend’s funeral, but I joined the wake in the Watering Hole that night.

“I put a good handful of grass in his coffin.” Nick smiled. “His daughter has a good story.”

“We went looking for something to put his ashes in to take them back home,” she told me, “because the earthenware pot we were given won’t survive the journey. I’ll get something nice at home, but I wanted something just for transport.’ she explained. “I found a stainless steel rice warmer, and when I went to pay for it the assistant said ‘Oh, that’s only a small one, only for one person.’ I said, ‘Yes, that’s right, just one person.’” 

Mr Hasan had been to a conference on tourism at a smart local hotel. He was smiling. He had publicly accused Mr Sihotang of corruption, asking him in front of a large audience what he had done with the money from central government, and why he had not supported this bulletin. Sihotang was, not unnaturally, furious. Hasan had also taken the bulletin to the Governor of Medan, who had seen it several times before and approved of it, and explained that KRIDA were producing it now. The Governor got straight onto the telephone to ask why Sihotang had stopped supporting it.  I wondered what on earth he could have said.

Through Nick, Mr Hasan and Mr Jader had got together and agreed a formula for my business visa. The only problem was it seemed that, once again, the various papers I needed wouldn’t be ready before I had to leave for my visa run. The best compromise was that Sari and I would take our honeymoon in Thailand, and when we got back to Penang, the papers would be waiting for me there. The August bulletin wouldn’t be printed before we left, but Hasan assured me that Sary and Kongres or other KRIDA members would take care of distribution and money collection. I could forget it all for a week or so. I was on honeymoon.

August 2001 

Burned again?

The ferry to Malaysia, with which I was far more familiar than I really wanted to be, showed dreadful videos and was air conditioned to the point of shivering discomfort. The door to the outside deck was locked until we were at sea, which meant that all the confirmed smokers - myself and about twenty Batak men – poured out onto the small deck to light up the moment it was unlocked. I lit up thankfully, and someone asked to borrow my lighter. I handed it over, and as it was passed back another man requested it. And another, and another, until my lighter had been passed to every single man on deck. I thought it quite silly and amusing that not one of these guys carried a lighter. They cost one thousand Rupiah, less than ten cents, or the same price as a packet of the cheapest cigarettes, so naturally… 

Sari was sea sick all the way to Penang, where we met Jeremy, Bill and Rose, and Ken and Wilda, all doing their respective visa runs. August was there too, staying in the same hotel as we were until he left in a bad mood because a tourist had lit a mosquito coil in the dormitory. With such a collection of expats around the place, the honeymoon was put on hold until we reached Krabi in Thailand, but it was worth waiting for. It was everything honeymoons are meant to be. The only vaguely negative thing I noticed was the reaction of some of the tourists seeing me with Sari. Unlike some Indonesians, who would simply voice their opinion, western tourists were far too polite to say anything. They didn’t need to; their facial expressions and body language said it just as loudly. Sex tourist. Sex worker. Fair enough I suppose, not so far from the truth.

Back in Penang some ten days later, no papers were waiting for us, but Jeremy, Ken and Wilda were still there. So was Duncan, already taking circuitous routes home round the town out of concern for his safety. Jeremy liked Penang and intended staying a few months, so sold us his big television and sound system which was still sitting in Lake Toba, at almost half what he had paid for it. He reckoned tourists would pay to watch a video in private rather than at their guesthouse. Ken had decided to apply for a social visa, as fed up as we all were with the regular visa runs. 

I telephoned Sary about my papers and got a confused reply, so I e-mailed Hasan and Jader to ask where they were. I needed them urgently because I was running out of money. A tourist delivered a few copies of the new August bulletin to my hotel, and although the quality was fine, the advert for Jader’s business was in Indonesian instead of English. He was pissed off about it and wouldn’t pay, as his e-mail confirmed, but he said he had handed all the papers to Hasan a week ago. More phone calls revealed that Hasan had still not posted them. I got angry. Staying here day after day was costing money, and it really was too low. He could have posted them or sent them over on the ferry. I didn’t have enough cash to pay for the hotel and the visa and eat, and I carried no plastic money. What was he waiting for? The only way we were going to get more money was to sell some advertising, which over the next several days we did. It was so easy in Penang compared to Sumatra. We sold a full page, full colour advert to a restaurant which then invited us for a free meal. Everyone wanted full colour, quarter page adverts and were happy to pay. I was surprised at how many hotels and guesthouses already had old copies of our bulletin lying on their reception desks, it was everywhere. I saw tourists reading it in café’s, and one guy commented, ‘No one in Sumatra needs any other guide book.’ But although we were selling, it still wasn’t enough, and I had to accept when both Ken and Jeremy offered to lend me money.

Medan’s Sister City.

Penang’s capital city, Georgetown, named after King George 3rd of England, must be one of the most fascinating cities in S E Asia, and has an extensive heritage environment of shophouses and villas. Its special attraction is that it has retained its historic communities and living traditions. The historic core of Georgetown can be admired on foot or by trishaw, the cultural diversity of the place is expressed in the minute details of the architecture and life style, and is best experienced at a slow pace. The tourist office, now located in the Komtar, can give you a map of most of the attractions, which will take one and a half to three hours walking, depending on how long you linger.

  The city is a blend of old ancestral Chinese architecture, Hindu temples with their decorative sculptures, churches and mosques. There is Fort Cornwallis, and Chea Kongsi and Khoo Kongsi - a magnificent example of intricate woodcarving - and there is the world’s 4th largest reclining Buddha, at 33 meters long. There are botanical gardens where you can find free roaming monkeys, and the funicular railway to the top of Penang Hill, with its cooler atmosphere and panoramic views of Georgetown and across the water to Butterworth. The Kek Lok Si Temple, one of the largest in S. E. Asia covers an area of 12 hectares and features distinct Burmese, Thai, and Chinese architectures. The turtle sanctuary and the unique 7 tier pagoda of 10.000 Buddhas are two more of Penang’s attractions, and the bridge connecting Penang to the mainland (and a beautiful bird park,) is one of the longest in S E Asia, at 13.5 km long. 

Two weeks of walking up and down Penang’s Chulia Street is more than enough when there is no money to spend and there is Duncan to avoid, but eventually an e-mail said the papers would arrive the next day on the ferry. Even then, we had new delays waiting for us. The Indonesian Consulate told us the boss was away – come back tomorrow. The next day they wanted to see an outward ticket from Indonesia. I had one, from Batam to Singapore, but it was not accepted. It had to be from Penang to Medan and back again. This was irritating, as I already had a return to Medan, and the ticket I would have to buy was only valid for three months, where my business visa was valid for six. I couldn’t get a refund on that ticket here, only in Medan where I bought it. Spending borrowed money, I bought another ticket and returned to the Consulate. It was a Thursday. They told me to collect my passport on Monday.

“Why not tomorrow Pak?”

“We are closed. Indonesia’s Independence day.”

We had twenty Ringget left when we left Penang, but we left with a business visa. I was ready to go home.

It was already well past the printing deadline by the time we got back, and I resigned myself to the bulletin coming out a week late. It would be a virtual copy of the previous one as there was no time to do anything new. But before I could go back to Lake Toba to do it, there was a KRIDA meeting. Hasan was angry.

“Jader’s advert! It is in Indonesian! This is your mistake; you took the advert in to the printers. This has caused so much bad feeling, Jader accused Sary of lying, August involved himself unnecessarily, Sihotang is phoning me daily, he has got the Minister of Justice investigating this now.” 

“The Minister of Justice? Why? Who has rattled his cage? Anyway, regardless of the mistake, you had the papers on the 2nd of August. Why didn’t you just post them? I’m stuck in Penang with no money for two weeks because of that.” I was angry myself. “You have cost me a lot of money.”

“Now,” said Hasan, “it’s going to be like this. First, you will have to see Mr Jader and apologize to him for your mistake. Next, we are going to reorganize the bulletin’s finances. Everyone who sells advertising will get fifteen percent of the advert price, for as long as the advert runs. Most of them are yours anyway so you get the biggest share. What is left over after printing we divide, thirty percent for you, ten percent for Sary, and five percent for Gaby, Kongres and me. If you don’t agree, this is finished. We will cancel your visa.”

“We don’t want your money Justin, you must trust us, we don’t want your money.” I mimicked. “Mr Hasan, do you really think I am going to pay the printing and pay everyone fifteen percent forever? It can’t be done. This thing doesn’t make a living for one, how do you think five people are going to get a share?”

“No, we pay for the printing. KRIDA pays, KRIDA collects the money, and KRIDA pay out the commissions. KRIDA are responsible for this publication. Do you agree? If not, believe me, this is finished.”

“Ah. That’s different. Let me sleep on it, I’ll tell you tomorrow.”

I worked out the figures that night with Sari. It wasn’t ideal by a long way. There would be arguments about whose advert was whose. Even if everyone paid up, my small income would be reduced still further. But there had been many months when I had lost money even when there was a theoretical profit, because of cash flow or visa stamps or corruption money or having to reprint. I agreed to this split for the duration of my business visa, after which we would all have a chance to think again.

“We are putting a full glossy cover on it. That should attract better class advertising.” Mr Hasan told his subjects the next day. “A friend of mine is a printer, he will do it cheaply.”

“Mr Hasan, you are surely not thinking of changing printers now? At this time of the month? It’s already the 28th. Our regular printers promise they can get it out by the 8th of September, which is already a week late. If you change printers now it is going to be very late indeed. Your printer doesn’t have the artwork for half of the adverts, or the information on where to put the dots on the maps – it only takes a small mistake for an advertiser not to pay. And the bulletin can’t support the cost of a glossy cover yet, really. The advertisers on the cover page are only paying for one colour, they are not prepared to pay for more. The glossy cover last month caused a loss and we haven’t had any new adverts. You will make no money, you will bankrupt it. Look at the figures I gave you.”

He wouldn’t listen. He talked about getting money from central government and that it was therefore important that it look professional. I didn’t want the government involved at all, I had already had a taste of that. Two days later and the master copies were still being played with, not yet having gone to any printer. As the month was over I asked Hasan to hand over the two million Rupiah in the KRIDA account and to get the money from Sary for the Medan advertisers from the August edition, which she had collected while I was in Penang. We went together to the ATM, where he suddenly remembered that he had had to fork out another six hundred thousand Rupiah for a Notaris over my visa - which I should pay – and that he had left his ATM card at home. That is when I should have hit him. He said he would be back in two hours and I asked him to bring the receipt from the Notaris with him. I tried in vain to contact Sary for the million or so she had collected, but all I could find out was that she was supposed to be sick and couldn’t come out. As a result, I had to go to the bank and cash more of my dwindling dollars, and the exchange rate was the worst it had been for months. I didn’t trust either of them any more. 

“I’m angry August. I’m sure Hasan is using that money to print the next edition and I’m pretty sure Sary is cooperating. I have tried to get the Medan money from her for weeks. They have no right to use my money against my will; we had a contract, which they wrote up, saying they paid for the printing. That was my money from the August edition, when I paid for the printing. Our agreement was for September.” August laughed. He had just returned from his visa run from Penang.

“Contract! It’s worthless! This is Indonesia! You win if you have money. Anyway, I’ve got some money for you. Several of the Penang advertisers have paid in advance for October as well.”

“There may not be an October edition, I may have to stop for the moment. If Hasan and I fall out over this he might cancel my visa, and if he does I will have to leave in three weeks, back on a tourist visa again. Really, they are worse than the Tourist Department. At least they only asked for money. KRIDA seem to have just taken it. ‘We don’t want your money Justin!’ How come I believed it after all this time? Of course he’s corrupt, he has a position of some authority. And he uses his mate for printing, which is nepotism, jobs for the boys. Nothing changes in Indonesia. Reformasi? It will take generations.”

“Why don’t you try for a social visa like Ken?”

“I may do, I don’t know. I haven’t seen Hasan since he left me waiting at the ATM machine. I’m going to have to have it out with him. What happens then is anyones guess.”

September 2001 
Confrontation

In Tuk Tuk the rainy season had begun. Lake Toba finally had a server for the Internet, and Bill hooked me up. Three weeks went by the way it does in Lake Toba, quickly, uneventfully, and enjoyably. Normal life. Normal, except Chris was gone and had left a huge gap. 

Bukit Tinggi (by Chris Wood)

Situated in the heart of the Minangkabau in the highlands of central West Sumatera, Bukit Tinggi is a cultural, commercial and tourist centre famous for its spectacular scenery and cool climate. This prosperous and clean city offers most facilities for travellers and tourists, with a wide range of accommodation, several Internet cafes, western restaurants, travel agents and cinemas. Most banks have ATMs for all major credit cards. The central shopping area and adjoining markets are the largest to be found in Sumatera, and include a bird market on Saturdays. Within the city are several places of interest including a clean zoo, Jam Gedung, Fort de Cock (now a ruin,) the Japanese cave and Sianok canyon, and views of the surrounding countryside and volcano are visible from most places in town. Many horse drawn Bendi’s make local transport a cheap, and often shared pleasure as you enjoy the sights. Local bars offer live music at night, and traditional dancing can be seen at the Cultural Centre on Saturdays.

  The picturesque Lake Meninjau is two hours away by bus, and guides will take you to the surrounding peaks.

  Bukit Tinggi is a 12 hour bus ride from Lake Toba or Dumai, Padang is three hours away, from where you can get a Pelni ferry to Jakarta, or to off shore islands. It is also possible to connect by boat to Singapore or Malacca through Pekanbaru and Dumai.

My marriage was still in the honeymoon phase and somehow I imagined that it always would be. I was in love and so, astoundingly, was my wife. I didn’t think she loved me, I knew she did. She couldn’t hide it anymore than I could. I worked above with the computer, she worked below in the video shop and learned to cook western food and speak English with a thick but delightful accent. In the evenings we would watch some of our videos on Jeremy’s big surround sound television and then make love. The sex just blew me away. Whatever the reasons were for marital breakdowns, they always boiled down to one thing; disappointment that one’s partner had not lived up to one’s expectations. Sari exceeded mine in every way.

Kongres telephoned on the 10th to say the bulletin would be ready for the 12th. In between was September the 11th, a day which changed the world and was to affect me personally in not so small a way either. Ted called to store his belongings while he went back to the States to try to get his book published. On the 15th there was still no word and Sari asked me if I should telephone to find out what was happening.

“I’m not spending money on phone calls to be told a load of bullshit. It will be ready when it’s ready. In some ways I’m quite pleased, I can tell Hasan ‘told you so!’ Some of the advertisers are already complaining, quite justifiably so. The month is half over.”

It finally came out in Medan on the 21st, three weeks late, and I didn’t receive them in Lake Toba until the 24th. Bill, who paid for an advert for his sister in law’s bookshop, sent KRIDA an e-mail complaining that he had paid for four weeks advertising, not one. He got no reply. 

“I’ve been doing this for two years Bill. How does Hasan think he can just step in and take over with no experience? He’s going to make all my mistakes all over again. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“You’re right.” Bill agreed, “But the glossy cover is nice isn’t it?”

“My usual printers could have done just as well in a fraction of the time, but the bulletin can’t afford a glossy cover yet. That is cutting into the income - my income. Hasan insists he is the boss and makes policy decisions, but the man knows nothing about the business.”

I collected most of the money from Tuk Tuk, a little over a million Rupiah, and set off with a completed October edition for a confrontation with the head of KRIDA in Medan. I wasn’t going to hand the money or the master copy over until I had been paid what I was owed, three million Rupiah at least.

“Good morning Mr Hasan, Sary, Kongres, Gaby.”

“Good morning Justin. How did it go in Tuk Tuk? Did you collect the money?

“Some of it yes, not all, it never is all. Several advertisers were very angry about it being so late.”

“How much did you get?”

“About one point two million, but before we talk about the September money, let’s sort out the August money. You never came back to the ATM as you promised. You said two hours, it’s been three weeks. So I think it is about one million from Sary for the Medan advertisers, about two and a half million from Aceh, and the money from Teger at Berastagi, about another half million. So about four million I think. Can I have that first?” An uncomfortable silence followed.

“We used it for printing.” Hasan said simply.

“No, that was my money as you well know. The contract, which you drew up said KRIDA would pay for the printing. If you had asked to borrow that money I would have said no. You just took it. That is stealing.” Sary tried to defend him.

“And you Sary, I paid you a wage in August to do a job for me. I paid you to collect the advertising money and give it to me. You kept it. I lost not only what you collected, I lost your wages too. What did I pay you for? Why have you jumped ship for a loser like him?” Hasan grew red with anger, demanding that I withdraw the accusation of thief.

“It wasn’t your money. You knew it wasn’t your money. You stole it.” I insisted. He became conciliatory. 

“Your money is still here Justin.”

“Give it to me then. Or are you are just another small time con man? It is impossible to make business here. I paid to make the August edition, you collected the money you had no right to, and spent it on a printer I advised you strongly against! Then you collect from that edition as well! Do you really think this is ethical? Can’t you see that you are a thief? You fucked up. You are a liar and a cheat and a petty criminal. I have spent two years building this business up and you smash it in one month.” A spiteful smile crept across Hasan’s face.

“Yes, I have. I will smash you too.” He was really angry now, but controlled. At some level this whole episode did not surprise me; I had been in Indonesia too long for anything to surprise me anymore, but I hadn’t honestly expected to be seen as the bad guy in all this. I had accused him unjustly. Not just Hasan, but Sary and Mr Gaby too seemed to think everything was all my fault. Only Kongres could see my point of view. My sin, my crime against humanity seemed to be that I hadn’t just given them all a pile of money. 

“I need a new sponsor. Again.” I said to Nick. “Someone rich, someone who doesn’t need my pitifully small amount of cash. God, this can be a great place to visit but it can be a hard place to live.”

“Why don’t you try Guinness or Bintang Beer? They have been advertising with you long enough. Something like “This information brought to you free by Guinness,” with their logo all over the front cover?”

“That’s a good idea, I will. It has got crazy. It has become an indecent scrabbling for unpaid advertising money. KRIDA are now trying to collect bad debts from before they were even involved. Sary was down at Spoutnik Café asking for the money today and I heard Hasan is even thinking of sending her up to Aceh to get money. The thing is, Hasan didn’t raise enough money to pay his printer.”

“Has August got any bright ideas?” Nick asked.

“August is still in Penang on his visa run, and collecting money for the advertising there. I have left a note under his door explaining things, but then, so has Sary. I hope I can rely on him to do the right thing.”

“Are you going to make the October edition?”

“I’ve made it, but I’m not handing it over to him and I can’t print it alone, Hasan would shop me.” 

October 2001 

Hi-jacked

August came back and handed over the money from Penang, some of it payment in advance. He had also brought back a pile of books and expanded his own business empire with the library in his room at the hotel. Shelves of books ‘of literary quality’ as his advert said, were for sale, rent or swap. It was risky and he knew it.

“In a way I’ve sort of had enough of Indonesia. If they tell me to go, I’ll go. Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, South East Asia is a big place.” he reasoned.

I checked the beer companies for sponsorship, and although they were keen, consent had to come from Head Office in Jakarta, and I knew it was a hopeless case. There was talk of ‘sweeping’ in Jakarta, local fanatics wanting to throw all Americans and Brits out of the country because of the American led war against Afghanistan. Tourists had stopped coming, afraid to fly, afraid of terrorist attacks, afraid of Moslems. The video shop was hardly doing any business. Tuk Tuk, which was capable of holding maybe two thousand guests, had only around twenty.

Hasan summoned me to his office. He had lists and papers in front of him, and after a preliminary ramble about printers and Tuk Tuk advertisers he began,

“You must pay…” I interrupted.

“Mr Hasan, if this meeting is merely to try to get more money out of me you are wasting your time and mine. Frankly, you have more chance of pushing butter up a porcupine’s ass on a hot needle than you have of getting money out of me. You owe me about four million, I owe you just over one million. You are winning at the moment. Enjoy!”

“You are finished!” he shouted. “I will get you! I will phone immigration today to cancel your visa. You must leave this country immediately. I will get you deported.”

“Form a company in your wife’s name” urged Zak, the new owner of Gecko’s. “We have just done it ourselves. If it is your wife’s business they cannot touch you. As long as they don’t catch you working that is.” 

“Sihotang advised me to get married quickly, but then he withdrew his support. I suppose he realised that if I did, he would not have any control over it. Nor of course, any money. But my wife doesn’t speak any English, how will anyone believe she makes it?”

“Don’t be silly, Hasan doesn’t speak English either.”

Mr Jader, the Swiss man who had helped organize my visa and who worked with a travel agent and white water rafting groups chaired the meeting Hasan had called for all KRIDA members. Sary, who had worked for me prior to KRIDA. Kongres, likewise: Gabi, only a KRIDA member for two months, and Hasan, who probably was KRIDA in its entirity. As my visa was involved it was prudent to attend, and Jader was helpful, keeping the peace, pointing out that he was Swiss and therefore neutral, and pouring oil on troubled waters. Mr Hasan wanted me out of the country permanently, tomorrow, and demanded that I withdraw the accusation of thief. He was very anxious that I didn’t speak badly of him to others. I promised I wouldn’t, but I didn’t withdraw the accusation. Jader pointed out that my visa only had three weeks to run, expiring on the 20th of October when I would be due for an immigration stamp. He also commented that only the immigration department could deport me, and that no new bulletins were planned this month. Not wanting to look like the bad guy in front of everyone, Hasan reluctantly agreed to let me stay until then.

Anyone for white-water?

Enjoy thrills and spills? Only a couple of hours away from Medan there are some excellent opportunities to enjoy the excitement of white-water rafting. Other rivers in the interior of Sumatera are world class, and the world championships are being held in Sumatera next month.

  Whitewater Rivers can be descended by inflatable raft, or kayak or canoe through adrenaline pumping rapids between gentle glides across some of Sumatera’s finest and wildest scenery. 

  There are two rivers which can be tried by anybody between 16 and 60 and in normal physical condition. The Bingei River is fine for beginners, although it still has a long string of rapids up to grade III - grade IV in high water conditions. The flow of the river is quite sustained as it enters a canyon and the rapids are almost non-stop. It culminates with a 3 meter “Dragon’s tongue” drop on the right side of the river, (but this can be avoided by going left.) The descent takes a minimum of three hours, according to water conditions, through a succession of dramatic landscapes until you reach the carpet of rice fields surrounding Namo Sira-sira.

  Wampu river, which flows near Bukit Lawang is also an excellent introduction to whitewater and to the dramatic Sumatran landscape, with excellent opportunities for spotting wild life along the way. From the moment you enter the boat it is non-stop rapids for the first hour as the river enters a canyon, and as you leave it there are hot springs for a warm bath. From here the rapids progressively calm down after passing “Waterfall” (Grade III) for you to start enjoying the serene environment of Leuser National Park, with views stretching into the distance.
I had nothing to do. I tore up the October edition I had put so many hours into, went home, and busied myself writing letters.

Dear Advertiser.

I am writing to inform you that there will be no issue of ‘Sumatera Tourist Information’ for October or November. The next issue will be in circulation on December 1st. There are three reasons for this.


It is the low season and many advertisers have cancelled their advertisements until December.


The current world situation means that no new tourists are coming to Indonesia at the moment.


My sponsors, KRIDA, have cancelled my Business Visa, and my wife and I are forming a new company in her name, CV. INFO Sumatera, to continue producing the bulletin under that name. We look forward to continuing to do business with you. Yours sincerely.

In Jakarta students demonstrated outside the American Embassy, demanding that President Megawati cut all diplomatic ties with America and Britain, and there was talk of attacks on those foreign interests here. The British Embassy was closed. My friends at the BBC World Service advised me once again, to stay in my home. Suits me. I didn’t want to go out anyway.

“Hello dear, are you alright?” The concern in my mother’s voice was obvious, even over the telephone.

“Hello mum. Yes of course I’m alright. How are you?”

“Worrying. I keep seeing these pictures on the television and thinking of you out there.”

“I’m safe here mother. I’m in the mountains on an island full of fierce Christian Bataks who are my friends, surrounded by five miles of water, like a giant moat. No way are hoards of Moslems going swarm over the mountain to invade Samosir Island just to kick out a dozen travellers.”

An October issue of the ‘Sumatera Tourist Information’ bulletin suddenly appeared in Tuk Tuk. It had a full glossy cover showing a superb photo of white water rafting, courtesy, almost certainly of Jader, whose full page colour advert still appeared, correctly, in English. They had made my bulletin without me! They had not only stolen my money, they had hi-jacked my business! I studied the bulletin with considerable interest. All the coloured Penang centre pages were out. Obviously, they were expensive to print and they would not be able to collect the money. Instead, there was a reader’s letter, a ‘special rafting supplement,’ and a crossword. All the adverts were in, even ours. Like Sugar before them, it was page-by-page plagiarising. I couldn’t believe their nerve. How could he look me in the eye again?

A few days later a smiling, friendly Mr Gabi appeared in Tuk Tuk, trying to collect money. I knew he had only moderate success because my advertisers told me.

“I told him.” said Kiki. “I used to work for this magazine I said. This is Justin’s business, why are you trying to take it from him? He asked why I didn’t support local people instead of foreigners. But I didn’t pay him.”

“Thanks Kiki. Some did, but KRIDA were crafty. They phoned all the big advertisers in advance asking if they wanted another advert. Annette of Tabo, Esron from Samosir, Marilyn from Romlan’s. They didn’t know what was going on and said yes, of course they wanted one, they always advertised. So when Gabi asked for money they felt morally obliged to pay. But I don’t think they will get much. Roselyn gave them a mouthful of abuse. So did Bill. I will be surprised if they cover their printing costs.”

Mr Gabi took his winnings back to Medan, but they were obviously insufficient, because a few days later Kongres and Hasan knocked on my door. I invited them in. Kongres smiled.

“What do you think then?” he asked.

“I think it’s quite funny.” I replied.

“Funny? Why?”

“Your Special Ratting Supplement, for one thing, the fact that it is almost a total copy of September’s bulletin except for the editorial, which is one I wrote two or three months ago.”

“Yes, we noticed the Ratting Supplement mistake, and we spelt Oktober the Indonesian way. If you see other mistakes could you let us know? And if you have any information on Lake Toba, can you pass it on to us?”

“Come on Kongres, KRIDA takes my money and then tries to take my business and then you want me to help you? I have no objection to you copying my bulletin; I have no problem at all if you want to go into competition with me. You will lose. What are you going to do? Just reprint it the same every month?”

“No, we will find new information. Would you give us the password for the e-mail?”

“I’m afraid not, it contains my personal mail as well. If the quality of English in any new material you put in is up to this standard you will certainly provide some entertainment for tourists. Look at this, the sentence underneath your crossword – which can’t be done by the way – which says ‘If You ok, Bring to Krida Your Result, We Bring You….Pavor (Souvenir.)’ I think what you probably meant was ‘First correct entry wins a prize.”

“You are not going to carry on making one are you?” Hasan spoke for the first time and yes, he could look me in the eye.

“Not yet, don’t worry; I’m not making a bulletin for November. You go ahead. It’s really good entertainment for tourists. I’ve spoken to several about it.” 

“You are not to speak badly of KRIDA or Mr Hasan.” Kongres said.

“Of course not, I wouldn’t dream of it. I haven’t said anything bad about Mr Hasan, but I do have to explain to my advertisers something about what is going on, and when tourists speak to me thinking I have made this I have to put them right. You wouldn’t want me taking credit for this would you? So of course I have to explain. All I say is that Mr Hasan cancelled my business visa and then made the magazine without me, which is true, is it not Mr Hasan? I presume this is normal practice in Indonesia so it’s not saying anything bad is it? I don’t say anything about the money you stole and I won’t tell them you are now asking me to help you steal my business as well. By the way, please take our advert for the video shop out of your bulletin. And now you may leave. Thank you for calling.”

In fact, I didn’t care if my advert was in or out, but if it was out they would have to find something to fill the gap. Once there were a few gaps they could no longer just copy, and they would find just how difficult it was to produce a monthly bulletin. I didn’t think they had any chance of success. They didn’t have the three essential ingredients for success, capital, a computer, and a good grasp of the English language. I knew too that support for me personally was strong, at least in Tuk Tuk and among the backpacker’s hotels in Medan. The other Medan advertisers I wasn’t so sure about. Sary had always collected the money and Sary would carry on collecting the money if KRIDA continued. Some of them, like the beer companies, had never even met me. If KRIDA made another magazine they would probably get the main share of the Medan advertisers. Once Hasan and Kongres had left, I walked the Tuk Tuk circuit to see what the damage was locally, and to reaffirm that I would be making my next bulletin in December. Everyone, without exception, ordered an advert from me. Several hoteliers were surprised to see me; Hasan and Sari had told them that I had been deported when they had tried to collect the money. I told them KRIDA were talking bollocks and that Hasan was a thief. I calculated that they had collected about one third of the cash that was due from Lake Toba.

Tuk Tuk was empty, a ghost town. A village almost exclusively devoted to tourism, and tourists were not entering Moslem countries, especially countries that threatened to throw all foreigners out. ‘Sweeping’ was in the news every day, local fanatics wanting foreigners out of the country. This was happening mainly in Java’s larger cities. I was sitting at HQ with Esron and a couple of young guys, and they had asked me whether I thought there would be any sweeping in Medan. I said I was sure there wouldn’t be, Medan was moderate and even when there had been the bombing of churches last Christmas, no one reacted and bombed mosques, knowing this was the work of provocateurs. The general opinion was that this was ex President Soerharto’s crowd trying to stir up trouble and destabilise the country in order to bring Big Daddy back. I added that it was a little hypocritical for Indonesian Moslems to blame Americans for killing Moslems in Afghanistan, when Moslems were killing Moslems in Aceh every day. My words were printed in the national newspapers the next day. Esron’s companions had been newspaper reporters. But America’s war against terrorism dominated the media and tourists were not coming. Images on television of youth dancing through the streets of Jakarta with twenty-foot high models of the Twin Towers, complete with embedded aeroplane had probably put them off. The video shop suffered. Everyone suffered.

“Bin Laden is bankrupting good Moslems like me all over the world!” I protested a little drunkenly to August, Nick and Eddy in the Gecko hotel while we watched the world going crazy on television. No tourists were going to Egypt, Morocco or even Malaysia. Sari and I were on our way back to Penang together, and I was going to try to get a social visa. It wasn’t necessary for Sari to be there, but I thought it might help.

“I’ve been round some of the hotels here.” said August. “You haven’t lost them all.”

“Tomorrow I will go and rescue a few more.” I replied.

“I saw Sary.” August went on. “They didn’t collect enough money to pay their printer, so I don’t imagine they will be making any more.”

“No November bulletin! How will tourists manage? I have a nearly completed print out of the December edition, which I will take to Penang. If any who paid in advance for October want a refund I will give it to them. I hope they don’t see KRIDA’s pirate version, they will wonder what is going on and they don’t need to know.”

“Just tell them you will hold it over until the December edition.” August suggested. “I’m sure most of them will be quite happy, there are no tourists in Penang either.”

Sari wasn’t sea sick on the way to Penang this time, and we met Jeremy almost immediately. Wayne too was passing through on his way to Thailand, and during the few days we were there we also bumped into dreadful Duncan who insisted on taking us to his favourite Indian restaurant. Unfortunately, someone was doing a little renovation there and the sound of hammering echoed from the back.

“Don’t be so noisy! Jangan ribut!” Duncan called out. “Hey!” he said, suddenly inspired, “What is Urdu for stop that noise?” he asked, grabbing the sleeve of a passing waiter. The waiter mumbled something and tried to move off.

“What? I didn’t hear.” Duncan said, hanging on to the poor guy. The waiter mumbled again. Duncan got it on the fourth attempt but failed to notice that the banging had stopped as he bellowed his new phrase into the silent room. Why were so many expats half crazy? Sometimes I thought I was the only sane person I knew, and indeed, I had been voted “The Most Normal Expat” among the expat community themselves. This might have quite pleased me but for the fact that the voters, by definition, were not normal. Not exactly crazy, but not normal. Jeremy, a prime example, wasn’t thinking of coming back to Lake Toba just yet. He bought us drinks and got Sari drunk enough to speak English. As it was the weekend and we had to wait until Monday for the Consulate, we went around the hotels and Restaurants who were advertising.

“There are no tourists as you know,” I explained. “No one is flying. With the current world situation, we are not making an October or November bulletin. The next one is the December, Christmas and New Year edition.”

There was no need to mention KRIDA; it would only make people lose confidence. Most remembered Sari and I from two months previously, and all but two were happy to leave the money with us for December. I had renamed the bulletin INFO Sumatera, as I had always wanted to, but on the printed out version I had with me I had ‘Penang’ included in the title. It probably won us a few extra advertisements.

Sari did made getting the social visa easy, but it was going to take three days. Three days that could be spent finding out train schedules to other destinations, how to get a Thai visa, writing articles about Penang, trying to sell advertisements, socializing with Jeremy at his smart health club, and eating wonderful food. Bacon sandwiches? Come on, I’m a Moslem.

Little India 

The Indian Quarter in Penang’s Georgetown consists of about 150 shops and restaurants within the boundaries of Lebuh Pitt, L. Pantai, L. Bishop and L. Chulia. Its busy, colourful streets, filled with the aromas of spice and incense and the sounds of Indian music will bring back memories to those who have been to India, and give a quick taste to those who haven’t. This area contains the majority of the moneychangers, but it is a good area for shopping for more unusual items. If you want your nose pierced, the jewellery shops will do it for you for between 20 and 28 RM. You can buy henna powder; there are herbal and ayurvedic shops, herbal toothpastes, silver jewellery, sarongs, dhotis, sarees, and materials. Metal and glass bangles. Indian hairdressers, herbal clinics and acupuncturists. But above all - there is the food! The many restaurants and food stalls feature wonderful food from the north to the south of India, served on a banana leaf.

A message in my e-mail reminded me I was not yet divorced in England, and a series of messages were sent back and forth, arranging for me to send them a fax, stand by the machine until their reply came through, and fax the acknowledgement back to them. It worked except that the quality was awful, and I couldn’t reply immediately because there were too many impertinent questions on the acknowledgement form like ‘Have you remarried?’ and questions about money. 

We collected my passport with a social visa stamp, and our re entry into Indonesia was shared with Eddy on his visa run. We were the only westerners on a crowded ship. No one was coming to Indonesia. Belawan port was hassle free, even friendly, the immigration officer tickled by my having such a young and attractive wife. In Medan I checked with my printers, but they were so booked up with Christmas and Idul Fitri promotions they needed five weeks notice, and December was only four weeks away. Besides, it wouldn’t be ready for printing for at least another week; I hadn’t even started it yet. I couldn’t be late with this one, August would need some copies before he next went to Penang early in December, or we could lose all those advertisers. Before we returned home we set Sari up with a bank account in the name of CV INFO Sumatera, and she went off to a Notaris to register a company in the same name. Previous enquiries had led us to believe that for a Tuk Tuk company, we must go to the town of Sibolga to register it, which was on the other coast and would mean long bus rides, and hotels and delays.

“Okay, we use your sister’s address here in Medan, if she doesn’t mind.” I said. “This is a Medan based business. Tuk Tuk is just a branch office. Anyway we don’t even need an office, only a phone and computer.” 

“It’s not cheap darling. The CV is two point seven million Rupiah, but she promised me it would be ready by December the 1st.”

“Two point seven million? I wonder if this will ever get into profit? We make a profit which gets immediately swallowed up with corruption and visas and thieving and forming companies. But it’s important that it is legal and ready on time. We don’t want to be making this thing illegally, we are far too visible now, but I am going to get an edition out for December the first.”

November 2001 

Phoenix

Tuk Tuk was as dead as I had ever seen it. We were renting about one video a day. Even Esron’s ever-popular Samosir Cottages only had four rooms rented out, from a total of over forty. The equally popular Brando’s Bar, where Kiki and German Peter’s wife now worked, was also empty. Not even the locals were out. I wrote the December editorial.

Editorial

  First and foremost, a very happy Christmas and happy Idul Fitri to everyone. We hope the New Year brings you everything you need.

  We have renamed this bulletin to include Penang, (where we now send a considerable number of bulletins) It is Medan’s sister city and a major gateway into Sumatera and Indonesia. The message we most want to get across to potential visitors and new arrivals is that, whatever your embassies and the TV are saying, Sumatera is safe. Since the world changed in September, tourism has been hit badly in many countries, but particularly here in Indonesia, because of concerns over safety through watching and reading the media. Indonesia consists of some 13.000 inhabited islands. There are trouble spots on about four of them. You are not a target, and in Sumatera you will be warmly welcomed wherever you go, including Aceh. There have been no demonstrations or talk of ‘sweeping’ here.

  A huge bonus for travellers is that Sumatera is still very inexpensive. It is probably cheaper than any other South East Asian country, and is a real bargain at the moment because tourism is down so drastically. In many ways there couldn’t be a better time to visit Sumatera, one dollar will take you on a four hour bus ride, or ten bus rides around town, or buy you a meal. It will get you a room in a losmen in many places, and for five or ten dollars you can get 3 or 4 star accommodation.

  Sumatera is a land of contrasts, from steamy coastal swamps and deltas to volcanic mountain ranges with spectacular crater lakes and wonderful climates. There are hundreds of islands with deserted palm lined beaches and coral gardens. Some of the best diving, surfing, and white water rafting in the world can be found here. Harder to find are the many endangered species of wildlife hidden in thousands of hectares of primary rain forest, but it’s fun looking, and treks to suit your needs (and stamina) are easily arranged locally.

  Times are hard for those in the tourist business. We rely entirely on advertising to publish this monthly bulletin so please, if you use any of the services advertised here, tell them where you saw their advert. That way we can continue to give free, reliable and up-to-date information. And if you have any info which needs to be passed on to other travellers, contact us at sumnews@hotmail.com      Elfita Sari

Wilda reminded me that her brother Insan, whom I had met at her wedding, was a printer so I telephoned him about printing the bulletin for December the first. He assured me he could make the bulletin on time, and with little other choice, I agreed. The family connection helped, plus of course, the fact that I was a Moslem. Sari and I spent ten days in Tuk Tuk completing the December edition, then went back to Medan to meet Insan and give him the floppy discs. Ramadhan had begun again, and Insan wanted me to go to the mosque with him to pray. He gave me some pages on Islam to study. I made excuses, saying I knew I would make mistakes and be a distraction for others, and that I would prefer to make my first trip to the Mosque after Ramadhan, when it would be quieter. But although I read the pages, I was still a Non Practicing Buddhist at heart.

“Honey, my younger brother is in prison because of marijuana. Can I have some money to go and see him? My sisters are going as well.”

“How much?” I asked suspiciously.

“Oh, not for his freedom, that is seven million.” she laughed. “Just for cigarettes and to pay for the police.”

“Pay the police for what?”

“To let me see him. They won’t let me see him if I don’t pay. Just fifty thousand.”

“Why don’t your sisters chip in?”

“They have, Nestri and Dewi have already paid fifty each. Visitors must pay or the police won’t let you in.”

“Justin, the police have been looking for you in Berastagi.”

“Why Pascal?”

“It’s your bulletin. They think you are working illegally and want you to pay them.”

“Is it a problem for you my seeing Sary?”

“No problem at all Craig. But be careful.”

“I’ve had to give up my teaching job, which is a hassle because it’s my only source of income.”

“Why did you have to give it up?” 

“The police knew I was working illegally. I paid them at first but the price kept going up.”

Sari’s daughter Pipi came back to Lake Toba with us as schools were closed for the holy month. Jaz was also in Lake Toba with his girlfriend Adek, and two years after he first suggested it, he made a web page for the bulletin. All the information and many of the special articles that had appeared since I began got pasted into www.geocities.com/infosumatra/. I decided to write the story - this story - of the making of the bulletin and put it as a link to the home page. Not only was it useful reading for anyone thinking of spending time here in Sumatra, it would give me a special buzz to know the whole thing was out there, naming names and laying blame. August telephoned to say Insan had delivered an advance two hundred copies of the bulletin so that he could take them to Penang, and that they were looking good. He sent a few up to Lake Toba for me to look at. 

“Your brother has done a good job Wilda. I’m pleased with it. Full colour cover, but not glossy. How was your first trip to the immigration Ken?” A social visa allowed a stay of six months. At the end of the second month and every month after, a trip to the local immigration office was required for a passport stamp – one which took up a full page, every time. Ken had obtained his visa before me, and I watched his progress with interest.

“Well, it appears I am not registered with the police because I rent a private house, like you do, like Bill does. If we stayed in a guesthouse, checking in automatically registers us. So, after a five hour wait, they took three hundred thousand off me to take care of the problem. But they treated me like dirt.”

“On top of the two hundred you are supposed to pay?”

“Yes. He told me he would take care of it, but I think I had better talk to the police here, and make sure.”

“Me too. I’m going to learn from you Ken. If you see the grinning policeman, ask him to call would you?”

I spoke to my landlord about it and he made the arrangements to register me, but we had inadvertently opened a hornet’s nest. All the long-term residents in Tuk Tuk were paid a visit by the police and told they needed to register. Without any leaflet or papers of any kind they told us the price was two hundred and fifty thousand Rupiah, valid for four years. As Bill pointed out, it was Christmas and Hari Raya, and they needed money. Several expats wanted all of us to go to the police station together and make a stand, but there were too many different agendas for consensus. I just wanted a piece of paper that the immigration would accept. I didn’t look forward to my turn at their office.

Sari and I were trying to explain to one of our major advertisers in Medan, a tourist bus company who got cheap adverising in exchange for giving the bulletin to their customers, and for delivering it to far-flung places like Bukittinggi. We were trying to get them to pay for their advert.

“I have been making this for two years. It is only the sponsorship which has changed.” I said. “KRIDA sponsored me before but they cancelled my visa. Now my wife sponsors me.”

“But my contract was with KRIDA. I’m not paying for two.”

“Fair enough, but where is KRIDA? They didn’t make a November bulletin, there is no sign yet of a December one.”

And at that very moment Sary turned up to contradict me, claiming that Mr Hasan was making a December bulletin.

“Okay.” I said, “Wait and see his, then you can choose who to go with.”

“Justin, you must go and see Mr Hasan urgently.” Sary told me.

“Sary, tell that jerk Hasan if he wants to see me I am at Gecko Hotel and he must make an appointment. And when he does I shall refer him to my wife, whose business this is.”

“But, I didn’t get any wages from him. If you are still making it I can help you again. I will still get my commission though?”

“No Sary. You have had your commission. It was your job to sell adverts. You have been paid. And as I said before, you were paid a salary by me for the month of August even while you were working for Hasan. It’s over Sary, you backed a loser.”

“If you are not going to pay me you must stop advertising Bintang and Guinness and Semarak Hotel, or Eric Travel or Ernie the money changer - they are all mine.”

“Sary don’t be silly. If they want to advertise with me they can. If they want to advertise with Hasan, they can.”

When I recounted this to August, he admitted that he knew one of the advertisers in Bukit Lawang who had owed for three months adverts and then dropped out without paying, had in fact paid Sary the money. It also transpired through a few of the Garden Girls that the abortion she had persuaded me to pay for back in January was almost certainly for Uli’s baby, not for mine. She had managed a temporary fling with her ex boyfriend. I remembered. The night in the Danau Toba hotel, her being so happy after we had made love, and then finding her with Uli the next day, the same day Ken had arrived back unexpectedly. Enough. More than enough. She was out.

December 2001 

They think it’s all over.


“Some more adverts from Penang.” August told me on the phone. “I like the cover photo. The guy walking that long road into the jungle seems to symbolize nicely what many of us are doing here.”

Not owning a quality camera, I was stuck for cover photos, and now that we were a registered company I dared not risk using postcards as I had under the KRIDA umbrella. I had asked among tourists in Gecko hotel until I found a suitable photograph. It had been a long time coming, but the first issue of INFO Sumatera was in circulation.

The tourist bus company withdrew their advert, not having paid for two of them. 

“I’ll get them back easily enough” I commented to Sari as I typed the local bus prices into the next edition, mentioning that tourist buses existed, which would pick you up and drop you off sat the hotel of your choice – but were more expensive. Wrong. I was now the villain. I was the one who was destroying their business.

I cut a local guesthouse which had advertised for three months but so far had only paid for one, along with a bunch of promises, out of the bulletin. The owner came to our house, drunk and angry.

“I understand that if I don’t pay my advert is out, but why did you take me off the map?”

“Because the map says, “Showing our advertisers.”

“Bullshit! It costs you nothing to put me on the map!”

“But you are not the only person to ask me. There is no room on this map to show every hotel, guesthouse, money changer, motorbike rentel, travel agent…”

“Are you putting me on this map or not?”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Maybe.”

“I will put you on the map if you take the cheapest advert, only ten thousand Rupiah. If you can’t pay one dollar then we can’t do business together. I don’t make money from this, I do it to help Lake Toba.”

“Fucking bullshit liar! You help Samosir Cottages, Romlan, Bagus Bay, Tabo Cottages – Western people!”

“Look, I bring tourists to Tuk Tuk. Do you have a problem with that? Where they stay is not up to me, it’s up to you! If you come to my house and accuse me of lying, this conversation is at an end. Why should I waste my breath talking to you if you don’t believe what I say?”

“Right. I’m keeping an eye on you. I have friends in the immigration department, I’ll get you deported.”

My wife was on the phone to her sister. I couldn’t follow all of it but I could tell it was important, and it was trouble. I waited patiently for her to finish.

“Mr Hasan has got a lawyer who has been phoning my sister, accusing us of copying his magazine. He has phoned her several times.”

“Copying his magazine? Is he crazy? He just copied mine! Does he really think he can get away with that? Why is this lawyer phoning Nestri? Why not us?”

“That is the head office of INFO Sumatera, remember?”

City Crime

  Crime is a problem in every city in the world and many of you, depending on where you come from, could be safer here than in your own home city. However, as western travellers and tourists you are more visible in  South East Asia than you are at home, and as westerners are generally perceived to have money, you can be more of a target for opportunists and criminals: So, take a few sensible precautions.

  The unguarded pocket, the watch, the jewellery, belt pouch, shoulder bag or backpack are all potential targets. The strong-arm grab from a fast moving motorcycle is a common method, and there have been several of these recently. Make no mistake about it, these guys are good. They are pros at what they do and they do get to make the first move which is a big advantage.

  A few simple precautions can improve the chances of someone not spoiling your day. Try wearing a tee shirt or jacket over the belt pouch. Carry two wallets, the more exposed one being the dummy, with only ‘small money’ in it.

  The U.S. Embassy provides one good idea among the 18 pages of travel warnings that they currently give out about Indonesia. Carry a photocopy of your passport, including a photocopy of your latest visa stamp. It is also a good idea to put your cash and passport inside a zip-lock plastic bag. You can’t change damaged or degraded foreign money here, and visa stamps can disappear if they get wet.

  Another potentially high-risk activity in Medan can be riding in the back of the local city buses at night. If it is late it is better to call a taxi. You could be alone on a city bus versus three or four people working together. It is better to wait for a bus with an empty front seat - then it is just you and the driver, who will be a good guy. If you experience the bad guys, try yelling “Pencuri!” (Pronounced Penchuri - Thief!) Sometimes the good Indonesian people will give out instant justice.

By Mr August.
I spoke to Esron about it. I wasn’t sure whether to be worried or not, nothing seemed very logical or guaranteed. He said Hasan was only trying to scare me into stopping, but that there was a point. CV. INFO Sumatera was a new company owned by someone who technically was nothing to do with KRIDA, and the magazine had a new name as well. It could look like a takeover. There was only one issue from pre KRIDA that had my name on it, along with Sihotang and the gang. I had kept my name off all other issues for a variety of reasons, chief of which was lying low and trying to remain fairly invisible. The more people who knew that I made the thing meant more people trying to get their fingers in the till. I decided not to worry. After all, all this information, word for word, was now freely available on the web. Anyone could copy it.

There were still no tourists. Everyone was broke or experiencing cash flow problems and we collected very little advertising money when we went around the village. Some people were still surprised to see me.

“We thought you had been deported! Mr Hasan and Sary said you had gone back to England!”

“And he doesn’t want me to speak badly about him? I’m going to tell the whole world about this asshole. Don’t worry about the lack of payments love, they will pay at Christmas.” I reassured Sari, “When everyone has made some money. Tuk Tuk will fill up for Hari Raya Idul Fitri and again for Christmas and New Year. People will have money then. But you need a little capital to be able to run this business, which Hasan doesn’t seem to realise. How does he think he can produce this bulletin with no capital, no experience, no computer and no English? And telling people I’ve been deported? How does he think anyone will ever take him seriously? He must be even more stupid than I imagined.”

“He has no intention of making a newspaper, only of making trouble for you. He lost money, he lost face and he is jealous.” My wife replied.

“Well most people here seem to think he is stupid. They are laughing at him. I don’t need to do anything. He ruined his own reputation.”

There was a telephone call from Bambi who had gone off to Jogjakarta to see a doctor who had been recommended to her. She had a lump in her breast.

“It’s cancer. I shall be back within a week but I will have to move down here for treatment. I may only have about six months to live.”

Ken had just finished obtaining his monthly immigration stamp. He was stressed.

“It took five days. Longer than doing a visa run, and I was treated like a piece of shit. The police here in Tuk Tuk didn’t get me the piece of paper saying I was registered in time, but you remember last month I paid an extra three hundred thousand to have that problem sorted out? At Siantar office they made Wilda and I wait five hours before sending us off for another photocopy. They wouldn’t let us use their machine. Then they tell me that they will only give me a two-week visa. Finally he says he can’t deal with it here and I would have to go to Medan. In Medan it took another four hours of waiting for them to give me another form to take back to Siantar again, where they kept me waiting all day. There were more officers than customers. I think it is because I have an American passport. What was it you said the other day when all of us had to pay to register with the police? ’We can’t change anything here. We all stay until we can’t take anymore, then we leave.’ Well I’ve had enough. I’m leaving. I’m going to Thailand where it’s easy, at least they make you feel wanted there.”

“With Wilda?”

“She hasn’t helped at all. She resents being involved and having to come to the immigration office with me. She would rather I went back to doing visa runs. She can come to Thailand or stay here, but I’m leaving when this social visa expires. I’m not going through that again.”

“That bad eh? My turn coming. Have you noticed Ken, that “Long Termers” here means people like you, me, Bill? We meet very few people who have been here twenty years like you find in Thailand. Four or five years is a long time to survive in Indonesia.”

“I know. I can think of about a dozen people who have left either because of the immigration or because the locals drove them out.”

Various long-term tourists who had become friends from Medan, Aceh and Berastagi began to arrive in Tuk Tuk. Lake Toba was 99% Christian, whereas there was very little Christmas spirit in other parts of Sumatra. Craig, who had now missed his plane by some eleven months, arrived and Jeremy was back from Penang. He watched videos on the equipment we had bought from him, but he wasn’t staying. He was arranging another operation for a child and was headed back to Penang as soon as it was done, another man who had felt driven out in spite of the good works he had done here. Wayne had already left, going back to the States for a few months as he did every Christmas. The Indonesian to English dictionary he had laboured over was almost complete. Bambi returned from Jogjakarta in cheerful mood. If she only had six months to live she was going to party, and if she lived - well, she was a party animal. It made me wonder how I would react myself. With two heart attacks already, I knew I could go before she did, but unlike her I didn’t have an expiry date. It must affect one’s sense of priotities to know the end is getting close. Her house and garden lost their importance. She spoke her mind more forcibly than ever.

German Peter visited and I was shocked to see how thin and gaunt prison life had made him. He had been incarcerated for three months, but had now paid the police ten million Rupiah to be allowed to wander freely and eat in Restaurants, although they still held his passport. I had never really befriended the man, but I felt sorry for him. He had come to Sumatra two years ago with high hopes, big ideas and one hundred and fifty thousand US dollars to invest. He had built a beautiful guest house and restaurant, been the first to provide sailing facilities on the lake, married a local girl and had a baby boy, but he had failed to learn the rules. Chris was wrong, there were rules here. While none of the expats who lived here condoned the attempted stabbing of his wife, most could understand the pressures that led up to it. She had married an old man for his money and it had gone wrong within the first few months. She had learned that money doesn’t bring happiness, and Peter had been cheated and lied to so often that he eventually cracked. His dream was broken. He was a broken man.

“I have no money now. I have assets in Germany but I can’t turn them into cash right away, so my wife has agreed we will sell the Panorama, and we split sixty forty because I will keep the boy. My case is finished on January 5th; I have been told it may be a fine of twenty million. But did you hear what happened to us last week?”

Peter had found a new girlfriend who had helped him considerably since his arrest, and was spending a few nights with her in his own Panorama guesthouse. He was not yet divorced, and his wife still lived in the village, working in a popular bar. When a foreigner marries a Batak, tradition demands that he be ‘adopted’ by a local family and take a Batak name. Peter’s new girlfriend was of the same Marga as he. In spite of being a German, he was now also a Batak, and it was not permitted that they should sleep together.

Batak Culture: Part 8

The Marga

  The family tree is very important in Batak society, the branches of which are called marga, clan. The marga grows through its male descendants, one belongs to one’s father’s marga, and a man and a woman from the same marga may not marry each other. A partner must be sought outside one’s own clan. This gives rise to an intricate network of relationships. The three most important clans to a Batak are his own marga, the marga from whom his marga takes brides, and the marga to whom his marga gives brides. Every marga is therefore both bride giver and bride taker.

  These three relationships are at the heart of Batak tradition, and are symbolized by the three hearth stones in every house. It gives rise to a social hierarchy, because the bride giving marga is seen as superior to the bride receiving marga. Giving a bride gives fertility, good fortune and prosperity, which every Batak man hopes for for the sake of his marga’s strength and glory. The ulos, the traditional Batak cloth, the fruit of women’s hard labour and creativity, (which can be seen all around Lake Toba,) was also believed to bestow fertility, vitality, good fortune, and protect a person’s soul from evil. At Batak weddings the bride givers symbolically lay an ulos across the shoulders of the couple and their closest family.

“There was a knock on my door around midnight.” Peter went on. “I asked who it was, and couldn’t it wait until tomorrow, but he said it was important. When I opened the door there were about twelve of them. They came in and beat us. They called my girlfriend filthy names, and they held me, pulling down my pants to show everyone my penis. ‘Not so big’ they said. It is not possible for me to live here anymore.”

“Jesus Peter. We have always known that if they want you out, you are out. What will you do now?”

“I must sell the guest house. Can you advertise it in your magazine?”

“Of course. Did you know KRIDA are now trying to sue me for copying their magazine?” Peter’s tired face broke into a broad grin, and as I gave the details he laughed long and hard, until he was wiping his eyes.

“Oh my God,” he spluttered. “Indonesia, Indonesia!”

Stressed out expats
Indonesia, South Korea and Vietnam are the most stressful Asian countries for expatriates to live in, while Japan, Malaysia, the Philippines and Thailand offer the least pressure, a regional poll showed. The Political and Economic Risk Consultancy (PERC) said the survey of more than 1.000 expatriates in the region in June and July showed anxiety levels were already rising well before the September terror attacks on the US. On a scale of 1 to 10, ten representing the most stressful situation, Indonesia scored the worst average grade of 7.33, dislodging last years most high pressure country for expats, Vietnam, which has improved noticeably.

Reprinted from the Jakarta Post, 31.11.01

The end of Ramadhan was on the 17th, when the January bulletin had to be given to Insan. My visa expired on Christmas day. Sari went ahead of me to join her family for the Idul Fitri celebrations in Medan, letting me off the endless hand shaking that would be necessary if I went too. I followed when it was all over, psyching myself up for the immigration office. Sari’s brother had a car and was happy to help with bulletin distribution every month. He drove us to the dreaded office. It took only half an hour, the staff were helpful and friendly, and my wife was brilliant, somehow combining respect with flirting. I was told to pay the standard two hundred thousand at the cashier, and I was so happy I reached through the grill to shake the officer’s hand, slipping him fifty thousand. He looked surprised. 

“What for?” he asked. 

“For excellent service. Please remember my face Pak.” I smiled. “I’ll be back next month.” 

In every way I grew to love Sari more and more. I had been lucky beyond belief. I remembered the start of our relationship, the first date. “Do you want to marry me?” “Yeah, okay.” And we did it. She wasn’t scared of Hasan. “If he want fighting, I want fighting” she said in English. She was happy to take on the practical side of running both the video shop and INFO Sumatera, and she was hugely popular in Tuk Tuk, attracting customers and friends into the shop with her wicked laugh and her sexy clothes. More than once a tourist had asked “Is this your wife?” with a look of surprise on his face. How very fortunate that Leny had not been permitted to marry me. How would she have dealt with immigration officers, forming a company and having lawyers phoning her up threatening to sue her? How would she have coped with me?

Christmas was celebrated in a pleasantly low-key way. It had none of the commercialism and three-month build up that was so exhausting in the west. Children played with bamboos and lighter fuel, making small explosions for a few weeks. Christmas trees, tinsel and fairy lights appeared and people greeted each other with a friendly “Selamat Natal,” and socialized more, but that was about it. Rebecca from Aceh, whom I normally ever only met in Medan or Penang on our respective visa runs, came to Lake Toba for the holiday season and caught us up on the latest news of the Province, and the gossip about the military and the Free Aceh Movement, GAM.

“The military tried a new tack. A lot of cannabis is grown in Aceh, and it is young men who smoke it. It seems the military found a plantation and sprayed it with some ghastly poison. There were several deaths, guys coughing up blood and in a lot of pain.” The sudden shock hit me like a physical thump.

“Chris! Chris coughed blood! You don’t do that with a heart attack! He smoked a lot of ganja, and the stuff you buy in Medan is mostly from Aceh. I wonder...was it actually the Indonesian military that got him?”

Another year was over. I didn’t have enough capital left to see the next New Year in unless I could make a living here. It was nearly all gone, only a few thousand dollars left. I ought to go home, but I was home. At any time during the past three years I could have said enough is enough and gone back to the UK. I didn’t. In spite of everything, I wanted to stay here. It was better here, although it was difficult to pinpoint why. Even before I got married it was better here, I ate in restaurants every day, I never had to wash the dishes or do the shopping, life was free of so many of those time consuming chores that had filled my life in England and in Portugal. Certainly the climate here suited me perfectly, the ordinary people were friendly, the country was beautiful, it was cheap, and now I had a beautiful wife who reminded me daily in so many ways daily that she loved me too, and whom I would probably have to leave behind if it came to the crunch. But perhaps one of the main appeals of the place was, perversely, the lack of rules. In England there would be a video camera pointing at me wherever I went, and I would be inadvertently breaking the rules all the time, forgetting to put on my seat belt, parking in the wrong place, trying to bargain a price, talking to strangers in buses and restaurants. Even with a normal, average job, there was and would be that constant stress about money and paying all the bills on time. I would soon have to face that particular stress here, but I might as well face it here as back there. I remembered a diary entry I had made some months before leaving England forever. It read “Worked, ate, slept.” I couldn’t go back to that. What worried me most was that I thought I would stay, even when I was spending my airfare back to England.

January 2002
Coming and going

Bambi left for Jogjakarta to die, or as she more optimistically put it, to begin her treatment, leaving Roselyn to take care of the second house she had built in her back garden and the animals. Since Bernike’s death a year previously Roselyn had been working for his brother in one of the smaller guesthouses as a waitress, child carer, and as a maid, but she had not been very happy about it. Nicolas was still courting her even though she had turned him down a couple of times. Suddenly, thanks to Bambi, she had a beautiful house of her own, money in the bank, a salary and freedom, or as much freedom as her traditional Batak upbringing would allow. Not enough for Nicolas I fear. 

At last it seemed I could cut down the number of trips I made to Medan. The bulletin was now Sari’s business, she could do it. I only needed to go there for my monthly immigration stamp. While she went to finish up the delayed business of forming the company INFO Sumatera and distribute the new bulletin – while she worked - I lazed at home. I liked married life.

Ted and Desy arrived back in Tuk Tuk, Ted having successfully published the book I had proof read for him. Their marriage had improved dramatically and they were talking about building a house here. Nikki and Paul also showed up, intending to stay for two months, but Ken’s social visa was about to expire and he was off. He and Wilda were going to Thailand intending to stay at least three months. He doubted he would ever come back to Tuk Tuk to live, and I knew he would never live in Medan. I also doubted Wilda would ever go to America with him. It seemed they needed to find a place to be, and unless they succeeded their young marriage was simply going to dissolve. There was a newcomer too, a young guy called Adam who had met, and married within a week, a beautiful Acehnese girl. Wani was from Pulau Weh, the island off the north tip of Sumatera which was so popular with divers and snorkelers. A nice guy, if a little out of his depth, he had run out of cash after paying for the wedding and was going back to England for three months to earn some more.

There was an e-mail from Jasmine, now well settled in England. She was training to be a nurse and learning to drive. She liked it, she enjoyed the cleanliness of supermarkets and frozen chicken breasts, the privacy, the orderliness, the politeness, but she was having a hard time getting to grips with the climate, and what had surprised her most - she was bored.

“We earn good money compared to home, but it is only enough to live on. We never go out for a meal or to the cinema, we just work, come home, eat, watch TV and go to bed!” Exactly Jasmine. That’s why I’m here. For the stress one has to live under in England, it’s just not enough.

Before he left forever again, Jeremy came daily to watch videos and listen to Wagner on the home entertainment centre he had sold us. Pascal, a young, aggressive Belgian Punk who was still into the Sex Pistols and who played computer games with me whenever he was in Tuk Tuk, had taken up with Eva, a married woman who owned a guesthouse and who was one of my advertisers from Berastagi. They were spending a few weeks in Tuk Tuk, and a lot of that time was spent watching our videos in our video rental room, but Pascal had a bee in his bonnet about the fact that his previous girlfriend of five years standing, Ica, still had his tapes and CD’s and books and other personal stuff. He wanted them back, he was one very angry punk. Eva, married to a coin dealing Dutch man who ignored her, was so happy at the use of the video room that as we left for Medan she thrust one hundred and fifty thousand Rupiah into our hands for the key so that they could continue watching them. Jeremy had had a good idea there, we would get our investment back within a year easily and it was easy money. It amused me to think we were making a living simply by owning a nice television set, it reminded me of men in India earning their livlihood by owning a set of bathroom scales, or a typewriter. We charged for the room with the movie of their choice, and sold beer and soft drinks. Unlike renting out a guesthouse room for the same money, this room was only occupied for two hours and there were no sheets to wash afterwards. Usually.

Sari and I met Zeul, the new printer, and handed him the floppy discs for the February bulletin. Zeul had promised to do it better for the same price as Insan, but with glossy cover and centrefold. As it was a Friday when I handed my passport in I didn’t expect it back until sometime well into the next week, so I was quite pleased when I was told to come back and pay on Monday. 

Bill and Jeremy arrived in Medan, Bill on his visa run, Jeremy leaving forever. Jeremy was pissed off with me. 

“Do you know what Nemesis means?” he thundered as we got together in a classy local restaurant that had recently taken out an advert.

“Jeremy, I had to rent the room....”

“I sold you that TV cheap on the understanding that I could use it while I was in Tuk Tuk. But it’s okay mate, I love you dearly. If you got one hundred and fifty thousand from that no good little punk, good on you. I don’t like him.”

You don’t like anyone Jeremy. But I hope you find somewhere to be. Jeremy was always his own worst enemy, and the longer he stayed somewhere the larger the number of places there were which he couldn’t or wouldn’t go back to. Romlan’s was the most recent example. He had been staying there, and Bill had joined him for a meal.

“Hello Bill, hello Jer.” the waitress greeted them as they walked in. 

“My name is Jeremy, or Mr. Jeremy!” he bristled as they sat down. They ate, and Jeremy called for a beer.

“Hey, Scooby Doo, one beer please.”

“My name is not Scooby Doo Mr Jeremy, it’s Delima.”

And Jeremy would never, could never, go back there again.

German Peter, gaunt and thinner than ever, his clothes hanging off him, also turned up in Medan to meet a friendly Chinese moneylender recommended to him by the crazy Captain. He had had to borrow the bus fare to Medan. The Chinese moneylender had asked him how much he wanted, but when Peter told him his passport was with the police he rapidly changed his mind and said he couldn’t help. Because he was not allowed to leave the country, yet had to comply with visa regulations he was being sponsored by his lawyer, who knew of Peter’s assets in Germany and that the guest house was for sale. Peter was completely out of cash, already having sold his speedboat to Annette and the small catamaran to a local man. All the removables in the Restaurant had already been removed, fridge, television, CD player, coffee maker, chairs and tables, telephone, wiring, toilets, taps, all stolen. Peter, I fear the worst is not over yet. 

I had no cover photo for the bulletin again. Like last month, I was reduced to asking tourists if they had a photo they could spare for the cover. With the usual cliff hanging last minute rush, I found a nice colourful one and finalized details with Zeul. Mr Hasan and Sary had been busy going around all the Medan advertisers telling them not to pay “these crooks” who had taken over his business. We lost several high-powered advertisers, including the star rated hotel, Bintang Beer, Coca Cola, Guinness and Greensands, and worst of all, the tourist bus companies who had helped with distribution. Mr Hasan and Sary had done some real damage. Yuni, also damaged but far more delightful, was still around with a sarong tied around her head which was freshly shaved. She seemed permanently crazy now. She smiled and said hello, but she was gone. Even that fabulous, famous smile was hollow. Nobody home.

Using Sari’s brother in law’s car on the Monday, we returned to the immigration office and after being made to wait three hours, I paid my monthly dues of two hundred thousand Rupiah and waited for them to hand back my passport. I was told to collect it on Thursday. It wasn’t the guy I had paid my thankyou money to the previous month, it was the dragon who never smiled. The same woman who had sent me off at a few hours notice to Singapore for a new passport a year earlier.

“That is absurd! One week to get my passport stamped? A week of hotels! It’s quicker and cheaper to go to Penang!” I said to Sari, dejected at the thought of three more days expense and hanging around in Medan.

“Don’t worry honey, go to Berastagi today, and on to Tuk Tuk, I will wait for your passport. I’ll see you at home on Friday, but before you go, our lawyer wants to ask you a few questions about KRIDA and your contract with them, so that he can talk to their lawyers.”

So while Sari stayed in Medan to collect my passport, I went to Berastagi to revive flagging interest in the advertisers there. Over the last three months several advertisers had dropped out because there simply were no tourists around. Teger still wanted to be my agent, but he had had to “borrow” the advertising money for the previous few months, without asking me first, and had not transferred it to our bank. We calculated how much he owed me and I agreed to let him pay it off by not taking his commission until it was cleared, but that was going to take quite a while. I was more than a little irritated, I was in no position to be lending anyone money. I checked all the advertisers past and present and won a few back again, then bumped into Craig.

“Hi Craig, taking some mountain air or holed up with some gorgeous female?”

“Both.” He grinned

“Rumour has it you left Gecko’s hotel owing a fair bit of money, is it true?”

“Yes, but they’ll get it. I’m making some arrangements for some money from England. I’m on credit here too, but they know me.”

“I hope I never get to that position, but it seems to be coming fast.”

Berastagi  

  A nice thing about Berastagi is that it is just a small, normal, busy Indonesian town which, unlike some other tourist destinations, does not rely entirely on tourism, and everyone is busy going about their own business. The area around Berastagi is the main fruit, vegetable and flower growing area for North Sumatera, and is famous for Marquisa, or passion fruit, which is made into a popular drink and which is grown only in a few parts of Indonesia. Berastagi’s elevation of some 2.300 feet above sea level gives it a cool climate, so it is a comfortable place to stay. There is a golf course walking distance from the town centre, and just ten minutes from ‘Marquisa town’ by bus (Rp 700) is Tahura National Park, a beautiful spot for exploring the jungle. There is a good waterfall and many clear and easy paths. You will almost certainly see wildlife a short walk into the jungle, gibbons or other primates, and a good chance of seeing a hornbill or some other exotic bird. The Park also has elephants and horses if you fancy an  hours ride. It can be very pleasant just riding around Gundaling Hill for the views and the cool air. Admission to the Park is Rp 1.000.     

  There is more to do around Berastagi than just climbing volcanoes, it is also an excellent centre for jungle trekking and other activities. It’s only a short bus ride away from Sibolangit Botanical Garden - there’s a circular path around the perimeter and many paths within. There is wildlife apart from huge trees and exotic flowers. Wear appropriate clothing (unless you love leeches!) 12 km south of Berastagi is Kabanjahe, from where you can walk 4 km to the ancient, traditional village of Lingga where the design of the houses with their horn-shaped roofs has remained unchanged for centuries. Five or six families (or from the Karonese perspective, one extended family,) live in each house, but each has its own family stove. Berastagi is a perfect spot for day trips to a variety of places, although its main attraction remains its two active volcanoes. Sibayak, the closest to town,  is 2,100 meters high but  fairly easy to climb. It takes about 3 hours and the hot springs at the base are a must after you come down. It  is easy to reach by public bus, and if you feel invigorated enough to walk back to town, there is a little used path through the forest which starts in the village by the Springs. The local villagers will point you in the right direction. 

  The other volcano, Sinabung, 2,400 meters is higher, steeper, harder work - you need your hands to climb at times - but it is very rewarding, you can see Lake Toba from the summit and there is the pleasantly scenic Lake Lau Kawar at the bottom where you can swim or camp. 

I had never done any of these things of course. I had never ventured out of the main street of Berastagi, apart from one trip to the hot springs a couple of years ago. I had never climbed either volcano and had no intention of doing so. I’ve done volcanoes. I was writing for travellers but I was not one myself any more. I liked to go home at the end of the day. That was what was so nice about living abroad, it had the flavour and some of the excitement of travel, but at the end of the day I could go home. In Berastagi I stayed at Eva’s place, Latersia Cottages, because she had said I could stay there free, and it was beginning to matter. She was there, having had to come back to Berastagi to re-register her business, but she was in a panic.

“Justin! This is awful! Pascal telephoned to tell me he had got into a fight with Ica’s new boyfriend about his stuff, his cassettes and books. He broke a billiard cue over the guy’s head at Bagus Bay Hotel and about twenty guides set about him, he is beaten black and blue. Now the guides have blocked all exits from Tuk Tuk to try and catch him. He is trapped, he can’t get out.”

“Oh shit Eva, what can we do?”

“I have friends in the Military.” Even through her concern she giggled. “They owe me a favour because they use my place for short time – you know - and I often find them girls. I will telephone them.”

Half an hour later Eva had promised half a million Rupiah for Indonesia’s military to turn up, armed and in full uniform, detoured for a day from their trip to the tense Province of Aceh where a general strike was happening, to go and rescue Pascal. Before she left with her armed escort, Eva was thoughtful enough to offer me the use of her maid Anna for the couple of nights I was staying  - to keep me warm in chilly Berastagi - but I declined. I was a happily married man.

“You are weird. She’s got big tits you know.”

Once home in Tuk Tuk while I waited for my wonderful wife, I was approached by two people who had advertising previously but had ended up not paying and were in the bad debt column. One owned a pub and the other a discotheque, and they both wanted to advertise again.

“Sure, no problem, but you must pay what you owe first.”

“Oh come on, this is already a long time ago.”

“I know. It’s a long time to owe me money.”

“I’ll pay for this one.”

“Look, if I come into your place and drink two hundred and seventy five thousand’s worth of beer and then say sorry but I can’t pay and walk out, then I come back a year later and say sell me a beer, what would you say to me?”

“Ah - come on - you are not friendly anymore. You used to be friendly.”

Sari telephoned to say she had been back to the immigration office on Thursday to collect my passport and had been told to come back again on Friday. The run-around had begun. There is no easy way to stay in Indonesia a long time. Everyone had always said, ‘Stay on a tourist visa as long as possible.’ But you can’t. “You have been here six months already! You must get a social visa!” was the usual response from immigration officers. More and more I wondered how this was going to end. Why pay corruption? It was never enough anyway, and in just a few months I wasn’t going to be able to afford to pay it. I may just as well see what happens now. If this was going to be the norm, I could work my schedule around it. This month I could go to Berastagi, next month to Bukit Lawang, the month after, Pulau Weh. Why even bother to collect my passport? I don’t actually need it. Why not just turn up a month later in time for the next stamp, saying “My passport is still here. I was sick,” or “I had to visit my family in Jambi.” Because there are no rules here, and as Ken once pointed out, it was fatal to think logically, that’s why.

Sari told me her sister Dewi, who looked after my stepdaughter Pipi had had a motorbike accident. A taxi had sideswiped her. He hadn’t stopped of course, but Dewi’s face was a mess and she had lost eight teeth. There was no money for a dentist. Knowing other westerners experiences when there was some emergency in the family, I thought I was going to be asked to help, but there was never a hint of it. I married well.

Zeul telephoned to say the bulletin was ready and looking very good the same day Sari telephoned to say my passport was stamped and that she was coming home. My willing wife was only home a few days before she had to turn around and go back to Medan to distribute it and collect cash. There was some risk in my running the video shop alone, I was not allowed to work on a social visa. I felt happy enough serving tourists and locals whom I knew, but I would not have served an Indonesian stranger or a “Malaysian tourist.” More than once the immigration department had set up married westerners. In Tuk Tuk and in Berastagi there were examples. A group posing as Malaysian tourists would wait until the wife was out of the restaurant and then demand to pay, saying they were in a hurry. The guy takes their money, a camera flashes and he is busted. Deportation. Or pay of course, one can always pay.

Befriend an expat!

We know some are a bit strange, reclusive, or not always sober but there are exceptions. They have survived several years in Asia and it can be a tough school, but ask the right questions and you may get some valuable insights and useful information – of the kind that you won’t find in this bulletin.

February 2002 

Not Wanted

The bulletin did look good, at first glance, the best yet. The photograph I had borrowed from a tourist for the front cover was superb, and Zeul had done a good job on the whole thing. But with the lost advertising we would only break even, even if everyone paid on time, which they never did. Another thing Sari brought back from Medan was our completed two point seven million Rupiah’s worth of CV. Only three months later than promised, but ‘CV INFO Sumatera’ was now an independent registered company in her name and no one could interfere, not even the tourist department. Advertisers and guides allowing, we could write what we liked. Further good news was that the CV was not only good for publishing the bulletin, it was good for practically any business we cared to run, import and export, selling, supplying and so on, with the exception of money changing, brokering, or money lending. The police would get no more corruption money out of us now - maybe - but we would be liable for tax, a whole new ballgame which I had no doubt worked exactly the same way. The problem was thinking how we could use the CV with virtually no capital. Mr Bambang, the friend of Sari’s family who had enlightened me on the ways of Islam before I got married had no shortage of ideas, but like me, no capital.

Twelve months had flown by since I had sat with Sari’s family trying to wriggle out of a quick wedding, and it was her birthday again already. We had lived happily together and the time had flown, but just as I had become free of the twice-monthly trip to Medan, I had to go back there because Sari wanted to spend the special day with her daughter and family. Sister Dewi was mending, her face was better but she needed new teeth. I was not in a position to give her the money, but suggested I lend her one million Rupiah and that we would stop making monthly payments for Pipi until it was paid off. Dewi was the easy going sister, it was Nestri who Sari said was ‘a little bit fanatic.”

“Tell me Sari, if Nestri wasn’t around, you would have had Dewi as the boss, but you tell me she says it is up to you. If you want to marry, marry, if you want to just live together, up to you.”

“Yes, true.”

“So would you have insisted on marriage yourself?”

“No, not insisted, or at least no rush. I’d be happy just living together.”

“So we got married only because Nestri was ‘a little bit fanatic?” 

Sari laughed. “Yes, but she is not anymore, not since her husband married another woman without telling her. Since he left her, she has spent all her money, fourteen million Rupiah on magic men to get him back!”

Medan was recovering from recent floods which, although severe and had the airport under water for several days, were nowhere near the scale of the disaster in Jakarta, where several hundred had died and three quarters of a million people were homeless after the worst flooding in thirty years. There had been four confirmed deaths in Medan, but scores of people were missing. The rising waters had enabled a number of crocodiles to escape from the crocodile farm into Medan’s rivers, where people bathed and washed their laundry, and went missing. The expat community in Medan was buzzing with the news of a German tourist who had been killed in a drunken fight with local men, another tourist who had been stabbed, and a motorbike bag snatcher who got away with seven thousand US dollars. In Gecko’s hotel I met the girl who had supplied the bulletin’s beautiful cover photo. She had just returned from Aceh on the local night bus and lost all her belongings when the bus got held up at gunpoint. This was the first time I had heard of tourists being held up, although there had been isolated instances of military roadblocks in Aceh where the soldiers had taken advantage of the situation.

“Where is your permit?”

“What permit?”

“No permit? Tourists must have a permit. You must pay one hundred thousand Rupiah.”

The advice I gave in the bulletin said that generally, if the buses were running, it was safe. The times were changing. There was more desperation, leading to more and more short term thinking – ‘How can I get some money today?’ I would have to change the advice I gave in the bulletin.

Blangkejeran, Aceh 

  This 72 km stretch of worn tarmac and potholes is another scenically spectacular ride. For the first 2 hours the road follows closely the course of the Alas river as it winds its way through Gunung Leuser national park. Apart from the orderly squares of paddy fields that hug the river, the landscape is fairly wild and rugged, with only a few tiny villages along the way. After an hour the road passes through Gumpang, an important market town, before beginning the climb up the slopes to the east of the valley. Thirty minutes before Blangkejeran the road passes above Agusan, a small town in the Alas valley and the starting point to climb Gunung Leuser. 

  Then the scenery changes dramatically. Lush jungle gives way to rolling hills of pasture and tree stumps - you have left the national park! The busy rural town of Blangkejeran stands at an important crossroads; as well as being on the main Kutacane - Takengon highway, it also has connections with both the east and west coasts. An appalling road from Blangkejeran heads to Simpang Trangon, north of Blangpidie on Aceh’s west coast, and a similarly hazardous road from the village of Pinding, 15 km east of Blangkejeran, connects the town with Pereulak on the east coast.

  Blangkejeran also lies at the heart of a region which grows tobacco - as well other herbs which can either be smoked, or used in cooking.

  You can expect military road blocks if going through the Province by bus, and there are occasionally incidents such as hold ups and thefts, especially on the night bus. Travellers are advised to go by the day bus, Pelni ship, or fly.
Ken and Wilda were in town, en route to Thailand. 

“And after?” I asked Ken.

“I shall go on home to Washington, Wilda will come back to Medan. I may come back in six months or so, but I’m never going to get another of those social visas.”

“Back with Wilda? Or are you thinking it isn’t viable?” Ken sighed.

“I have strong reservations. I have just found out that, out of the money I have been giving her, she has put down a deposit on some land in Medan. She knows I will never, never live in Medan. And she has been lying to me, she said her bank account was down to eighty thousand, and when I put three million in it I found out the balance was now over five million.”

“It’s difficult if the trust is gone.”

“An emotion I’ve never had in any other relationship entered this one. Pity. I felt so sorry for her. I had never met anyone so poor. And she had tuberculosis and had to have that six-month course of treatment, like Kiki did. Now she only has one lung that works. Her family life was just so empty, so boring. She sweeps and does the laundry and ironing. That was her life. And the religion of course, the fanatic father and sister. Insan has just given me another load of books and papers to read on Islam.”

“Sounds like she needs something to make sense of it all.” I said, noticing that Ken was referring to these feelings in the past tense. “I think that was the case with Yuni and I. I got involved. I pitied her. She is still around occasionally, I saw her last time I was in Medan. Her head was shaved again and she was sitting alone. She seems to have got worse, very few sane patches any more.”

Robert, ’king play boy’ wanted to step down from the position because he had finally either fallen in love or was also the victim of black magic. He joined us having just done a visa run by ‘plane, to Penang and back the same morning. 

“Any immigration problems?”

“Yes. Polonia airport immigration tried to get money out of me going out of the country; they had me in the office asking if I had an onward ticket. I don’t, because my flight back to Holland is from Kuala Lumpur, not from Indonesia. I told them I am a traveller, I don’t yet know if I will leave Indonesia from Batam or Medan or Jakarta. There was no way I would give them money while I’m leaving. What will they do? Stop me going?”

“But you were back four hours later. What happened?”

“The fact I didn’t have an onward ticket was already on the computer. I knew I might have a problem so I put fifty thousand in the passport, but he didn’t see it and called someone to take me to the office. I followed, and the guy looked in the passport and saw the fifty. He was surprised, and told me to wait a minute while he went back to speak to the officer who had missed it. When he came back he asked me if I could make it a little more. I said I didn’t quite understand, and my Bahasa Indonesia was not so good, so maybe it would be better if I could telephone my consulate to get them to explain. In the end I said I was sorry, but fifty was my limit. They let me in.”

“But your Indonesian is good.” Ken said.

“I never speak Indonesian with them. They know the game; they know the language better than I. That puts them on top. I know English better than they do so I will only speak English with them. It tips the scales back my way. But now of course it will be on computer that this guy pays fifty thousand, so it will be at least fifty from now on.”

“Nicolas had the same problem a few weeks ago.” I told them. “He’s an extremely tall, very Germanic, stern looking man. He put fifty thousand in his passport and had the usual hassle - What are you doing here? Working? - he glared down at them and spluttered indignantly ‘What are you talking about? Working here? In Indonesia? With forty million unemployed? If I want to work I go somewhere I can earn some real money. Business in Indonesia? Are you crazy? What is your problem, I’ve given you fifty thousand.’ ‘It’s not enough.’ they said.“

“It’s a weeks wage for a labourer.” Robert remarked. 

“I’m on my own visa run.” I said. “I don’t have to leave the country, but it would be quicker and cheaper to.”

“Reformasi hasn’t reached Medan yet. Indonesia has improved though. A year or two ago it was the most corrupt country in Asia and the fifth most corrupt country in the world. The other four were African. Now I think Vietnam has the top position.”

“It is going to take generations to stamp out corruption here, it’s a way of life.” I said. “They may stamp it out at the top eventually, but the local grinning village policeman? The local immigration man? No way.”

“No,” Ken agreed, “not for fifty years anyway. The current price to join the police force is about eighteen million Rupiah. That money to be borrowed from family and friends, who are happy to lend it because they now have a guy with a secure lifetime job. But that money has to be paid back. How? Not out of a policeman’s salary for sure.”

“I think that price is already out of date.” I told Ken. “The other day I agreed to help out an Indonesian friend of mine who runs an English course. He wanted me and him to tout the local schools to find enough students to start an English Conversation Class. It was weird, we went to the local school and when we entered the first classroom there were about thirty students, all well behaved, but no teacher present. I gave a talk, and on to the next class. Again, no teacher, and on to the next, and the next – no teacher! I asked my friend what was going on. He told me that a teacher must pay forty million to get the job, which is for life. You cannot get sacked unless you rape a student or something similar. So, why go to work? I asked why the headmaster doesn’t do something about it. He said the headmaster was rarely there.” 

“It’s outrageous.” Ken agreed. “President Soerharto did one good thing – apart from keep the country stable – he provided a school in every village in this whole vast country. But where are the teachers?”

“Well, immigration officers and police get extra cash through the obvious method, but teachers can’t get cash out of students, so they take time off instead. But to get back to our original point, I think we are just not wanted here. They don’t mind tourists passing through, but they don’t want long termers like us bringing our heathen ways and screwing their women.”

“That reminds me - has anyone seen Craig?”

“No, he’s not in Berastagi anymore.”

“He was totally out of cash. He left an outstanding bill here. I wonder where he is?”

Indonesia in the Top Ten!

1st
largest Moslem population in the world, (170,310,000) and the world’s biggest coconut producer.

2nd
longest coastline in the world and 2nd worst deforester!

3rd
biggest rice producer, and 3rd worst volcanic eruption of the 20th century. (Keluit, Java, 5,110 killed.)

4th
most populated country in the world, 4th biggest coffee producer, the 4th country with the most secondary school students, the 4th most endangered animal in the world, the Javan Rhinoceros, and the 4th most densely populated city, Jakarta.

5th
largest tea producer, the 5th country with the most primary school students and the 5th longest inland waterway network.

6th
largest producer of manufactured gold jewellery. 

7th
largest banana producer, 7th largest gold producer and manufacturer in the world, 7th among countries with large areas of inland water - and 7th country in the world with the most dollar billionaires.

8th 
largest fishing industry in the world, 8th country with the largest areas of rainforest, and the 8th country with highest Girl Guide & Girl Scout membership.

9th
Indonesian / Malay is the 9th most widely spoken language in the world, the 9th country to have the most protected areas, and the 9th wettest inhabited places in the world, Bogor in Java and Padang in Sumatera.

10th
tallest residential tower in the world, Amartapura Condomoniums, Tangerang, 54 stories, 165 meters high.

All data 1998

Back at Lake Toba there were ten days of making the next issue and making love. Ted and Desy had moved in next door at Popy’s and had started the process of buying land to build a house near Tuk Tuk. Popy himself had become Mr Nice Guy since Bernike’s death, when he had given up drinking and gambling. Tourists were slowly coming back, the video shop began to pick up and most days we rented the video viewing room. In fact, the video business was earning far more than the bulletin. 

Kiki left for Jakarta to apply for a visa for the UK to join her Scottish boyfriend. Another girl escaping paradise, and I was happy for her. She had been right to turn me down - I would never have taken her to England. At least a score of girls who had worked as waitresses in Tuk Tuk or the Garden Girls in Medan had married westerners over the four years I had been here, and some came back to visit, westernized, happy, and fat. More were getting married all the time, and in the opinion of Jeremy, Duncan and a few others, the introduction of some new genes into the Batak race wasn’t a bad idea. Before I went back to Medan, Ted, Desy and I attended a full on Batak wedding between Frini and Ernest, a Dutch man who had sometimes helped with my potato business a few years earlier, and there was another wedding between Garden Girl Elly and Jurgen as soon as I got to Medan to get my passport stamped by the immigration office again. 

Rumour, and the experience of friends like Ken had warned me that each visit to the dreaded office became progressively harder, but the first mistake was mine. I planned to get to the office on Friday so that I could pay on Monday and hopefully be out of there by Wednesday. I should have read my own bulletin, which clearly stated that that particular Friday was a bank holiday, Hari Raya Idul Adha, the Haji, or pilgrimage to Mecca, which all good Moslems must undertake if they can afford it. Fortunately, I couldn’t. It is, the BBC World Service assures me, the biggest single movement of human beings on the planet. So one holy, noisy weekend later in which seventy seven out of the one hundred and fifty that died at Mecca from crush or dehydration were Indonesian, and a weekend made worse by the fact that Duncan was back from Penang because he had run out of places he could go, I handed my passport in on Monday morning, and was told to come back on Wednesday.

We urgently needed new advertising to replace those lost through Hasan and Sary. The bulletin wasn’t making money, it had actually been losing money since Kridagate and my capital was now down to exactly $4.000. August was making more out of the bulletin than we were with his fifteen percent commissions. I had arrived in the country in April 1998 with around $25.000, sure that this was plenty with which to start a new life here. Wrong! 

I went canvassing the airlines and high-class restaurants, but while there was a lot of interest there were no firm commitments. There were however, several new enquiries in the e-mail about advertising, and one message from a tourist offered me cover photos for the bulletin. After I had met the guy, I was sorted for covers for the next six months. I chose a photo of five smiling, pretty young Moslem girls from Aceh, wearing gilbobs, the Moslem headscarf and leaning out of a highly decorated window.

“The friendly face of Islam.” I said to Zeul as we discussed printing arrangements. “That should go down well at the moment.”

“We don’t really like your bulletin you know.” Duncan stated.

“Who is we?” I asked, not unreasonably.

“Ah, that would be telling. We like you, but we don’t like your bulletin. Still, given the choice of having you here with a bulletin or no bulletin and no you, I suppose we would still have you.”

“Why don’t you like my bulletin Duncan? It is not meant for people like you anyway, it is for tourists, for new arrivals.”

“We don’t want tourists coming here screwing our women. But I’ll write an article if you like. How much do you pay for articles?”

“I don’t.”

“Well sod you then.”

On Wednesday, Mr Bambang drove us to the immigration office, where the dragon who never smiled gave us a sealed envelope and sent us to another office, ten kilometres away. They opened the letter and told us to come back on Monday.

“According to plan.” I said triumphantly to Bambang and Sari as we left. “We knew this would happen so we will use the time. I’m not waiting around in Medan. Mr Bambang, could you drop us at the bus terminal for Bukit Lawang?”

“No. But I will drive you to Bukit Lawang myself.”

March 2002
The Monthly Cycle 

There were bulldozers in the jungle. A large area of hillside at Bukit Lawang had been cleared of trees, leaving a huge brown scar on the green landscape of the National Park. The government had decided to beautify the place by relocating all the residents, coffee stalls and souvenir shops that littered the river’s edge, and make a landscaped garden. It was true that the riverside at this once pretty spot had deteriorated over the years. Unchecked development, bamboo racks lining the riverbanks with clothes drying on them, and the amount of grey concrete was increasing yearly. It was no longer a natural jungle river. Plastic bottles and litter floated in back eddies. There were a handful of tourists there but, as in Lake Toba, nowhere near enough to justify the amount of tourist accommodation. I met the guide who had taken my son trekking over a year ago and he tried to persuade Sari and I to take a one day trip into the jungle, but we opted for the much more demanding task of trying to sell advertising. Two days of slogging it up and down the jungle path produced little interest; no one wanted to spend money. We left with one small advert for one small coffee shop, and went back to Medan to continue chasing the elusive visa stamp. On Monday morning we were back at the immigration office. They were not very helpful. We didn’t offer them any money.

“Is this the new bulletin? I think the cover will put people off.” Robert and I were sitting in Gecko’s. His new found love Beby was just leaving.

“Why?” I asked him, “It’s the friendly face of Islam.”

“Speaking as a retired playboy, if I saw this magazine in Penang or Thailand, it wouldn’t make me want to come to Indonesia. How did it go at immigration today?”

“They gave us an envelope to take back to the original office, who opened it and told us to come back on Wednesday, but I’m going home tomorrow, Sari will collect it. I just want to go home. That will be thirteen days since I came to Medan. Thirteen days out of the month, during which the video shop is closed and losing business and I’m paying double rent and having to eat in restaurants. As a tourist, a visa run to Penang or Singapore costs around half a million Rupiah every two months. With lost profits and hotels this has cost us two million for one month. I think Sari ought to write to the newspaper saying that just because she married a foreigner her business has to be closed fifty percent of the time. Also, it doesn’t give us time to go anywhere like Bali or Sulawesi should we want to. Not that we do want to, but that’s not the point. Something has to happen. I can understand Ken leaving; I’m not doing this again. When is your next run?”

“At the end of this month, but I shall be going back to Holland for a while.”

“And Beby?” I asked. Robert shrugged. 

“Frankly I doubt she will be here when I get back. Or let me put it this way. If we get together when I come back, I would have to start using condoms again, and I don’t want to.”

I bought some new videos for the shop, all the academy award nominations, and spent over half a million on six bottles of French wine because no one else in Tuk Tuk was selling it. After attending a birthday party for twelve year old Pipi, paid for by her father whom I had still never met, I came back to Tuk Tuk and again Sari waited behind to collect my stamped passport. In Parapat waiting for the ferry across the lake I gave out the new bulletin to my friends the guides. They normally wanted copies to approach tourists with, especially if their own guesthouse was advertised inside. Several guides gave it back to me after a few minutes, having only looked at the photo on the front cover.

“Here, I don’t want this. This is Moslem.”

Bambi telephoned from Jogjakarta.

“How is it going? How are you feeling?” I asked.

“Fine, just fine. The lumps are getting softer, pain levels constant but bearable. Just tired. When are you guys coming down here to visit?”

“Not yet Bambi, I seem to have to report to the immigration every two weeks.”

“Listen Justin, I’ve been thinking about you. You are the only one here who has to work for your living. All the others have money. Now, I won’t be coming back to Lake Toba whether I live or die. Your contract on your house expires at the end of this month and you will have to pay another seven million Rupiah at least, for rent for the next year.”

“That’s right Bambi.”

“So move into my house. You wouldn’t need to pay me rent, but you would have to pay half the electricity and water, shared with Roselyn, and the odd bit of maintenance. It will work out at a couple of million for a year. What do you think?””

“I think you are already an angel Bambi, I shall ask Roselyn what she thinks.”

“She approves, I just finished speaking to her on the phone.”

Roselyn was still living in the other house Bambi had built in her back garden, still taking care of her dogs, cat, and the goose for a salary. She and Sari got on well, but Sari got on well with everyone, they all loved her. I had been lucky there too, the local Bataks hadn’t taken to Wilda. They wanted foreigners to marry Christian Bataks, not bring strangers and Javanese and Moslems to Lake Toba. Sary and Desy also spent hours together, but Ted was making preparations to take her to the States for six months or so, then come back and build their house. With excellent timing, they lent us their furniture to help fill up Bambi’s beautiful, if rather rustic and sparsely furnished house. After they left it seemed very quiet in Tuk Tuk with Ken and Jeremy gone, Wayne not yet returned, and Bill away in Cambodia on a three week trip. Only Paul and Niki were regular visitors, and sometimes Kiki with her boyfriend, excited about leaving for England. 

At long last new advertising came in, people wanting the back cover and willing to pay for it. Since I had gone to a full colour cover last May I had naturally changed the adverts on the back and inside cover to full colour as well, but full colour hadn’t been requested and wasn’t paid for. They all knew they were on a cheap ride until full colour advertising arrived. The back cover of the bulletin had remained almost unchanged for nearly two years, and now that there were two prestigious advertisements there, I was sure more would follow. One was from an upmarket restaurant in Medan and the other from a high-class resort in Sibolga, an area I had never had advertising from before and which had a terrible reputation for hassle and rip-offs. In the four years I had been here I had heard innumerable tales of woe from the place. The police, the becak drivers, the touts and the guides, in a remarkable display of cooperation were working together. Tourists were so few and far between that an attitude of getting whatever was available by any means available had developed, and getting it now. On Nias Island too there were horror stories. A guy comes out of the toilet in time to see the surfboard he has rented being deliberately scratched by its owner. Another guy is told his board hit someone while surfing and a doctor’s bill of two hundred thousand Rupiah needs paying for a dislocated shoulder. If it isn’t paid the family will beat him up. If he goes to the police for protection, they will protect him of course - for two hundred thousand Rupiah. Drugs got planted in bags. Ferry tickets were being sold at ten times the normal price. Deposits bought worthless bits of paper.

Sibolga and Nias Island

  Sibolga is the ferry port for Nias and other islands off the west coast, as well as the gateway to West Sumatera, but it has attractions of its own in terms of its historical background, lovely beach, coral gardens in a sea dotted with islands - and wonderful food! There is also a golf course 12 km from town. Internet at Rp 5.000 per hour is available at the post office. A becak from the bus station to the port should be +/- Rp 3.000

  Nias Island lies 125 km off the west coast and has been host to the World Surfing Championships. It is the surf which brings people here, but the place also has a history and a unique culture.

  Gunung Sitoli is the capital, and access is via Bineka airport, 19 km from town, or Pelabuhan Angin, the island’s harbour, 5 km away from the town. The bus from Gunung Sitoli to Teluk Dalam costs Rp 30.000 and takes about six hours, on a bad road made worse by last year's floods, 

  The traditional houses in the north of Nias are oval in shape, and the older houses are entered by a ladder to a trap door in the floor. Some can be found just 5 km from Sitoli, and also nearby is the stalactite hung cave of Togi Ndrawa, (meaning foreigner’s cave) which was formerly used as HQ for buying slaves.

  There are several sites and villages around the island featuring ‘Rumah adat’ as well as megalithic parks containing huge old stone carvings dating from 3,000 years ago, (the oldest megaliths in Indonesia according to Rumbi Mulia, 1980.) Tetegewo, 13 km from Lahusa, Tunorumbawo and Tundrumbaho, are three of these, but just about every village has its share of ancient stone carvings. Bawomataluo is the oldest village, at 400 meters above sea level, and is reached by climbing 88 stone steps. The single gateway is guarded by two stone animal carvings, and inside are 136 traditional houses. These are centred around the King’s house, the biggest traditional house on Nias, built on massive decorated wooden beams. Stone jumping and traditional dances can be seen here and also at Hilisi maetano village, which is more accessible.

    But it is still the beaches and superb surf which attracts people to Nias, and the surf is at its best right now, between April and October. Lugundri and Sorake beaches on the south coast have several kilometres of white, palm lined sand about 12 km from the town of Teluk Dalam, and all the accommodation provides mosquito nets. There are other, smaller islands off the west coast of Nias. Bawa Island is a two hour Rp 5000 / 10.000 trip by daily public boat from Sirombu harbour, it has excellent surf as well as a sheltered beach on the east coast, and a lake with crocodiles. Asu Island can be reached by boat charter and offers surfers left hand reef breaks in the north, as well as sheltered beaches for swimming or snorkelling. And a tip from tourists - contrary to what you may be told in Sibolga, there is plenty of beer for sale on Nias Island, so you don’t need to take crates of it across....

I was feeling vastly encouraged as I worked on the April edition, until August telephoned from Medan. 

“I’ve just got back from Penang. I’m sorry but we have lost all but two of our advertisers there.”

“How come? Are they pissed off about something? Mistakes in the ads? What have I done?”
“No, no special reasons - no tourists, can’t afford it this month, that sort of thing. Not a very successful trip all round, though I did buy a load of new books for my library, which is doing much better than my coin business.”

“That’s four whole pages of full coloured adverts gone. Shit.” 

“I’ll be up to Lake Toba later this month.”

This was a blow; it reduced the gross advert sales considerably. Looking through some of the old promotional stuff I still had from the Tourist Department, I found a list of addresses for practically every hotel in the northern half of Sumatera and sent out over one hundred bulletins with an introductory letter in both English and Indonesian, with a price list. This thing had to work, and quickly. Ted had remarked that I was extremely tenacious, hanging on in there against all the odds, but Ted didn’t know I had no options. My alternatives had run out.

When August turned up in Tuk Tuk to give me details of the lost Penang advertisers and proof read, he was more irritated than I about the lost advertising, but then, with his commission he was making more out of my bulletin than we were at the moment.

“Any problem coming back in?” I asked.

“I put fifty thousand Rupiah in the passport but they called me aside anyway. ‘One more.’ they said. I gave him ten Ringget. Fifty thousand isn’t enough any more. I’m only here in Tuk Tuk for two days, but if you get them ready, I’ll take the floppy discs to Zeul in Medan.”

“Justin! Help.” My wife called. I went downstairs to the shop.

“I think this tourist want know if for twenty five thousand Rupiah he can see two film in room, but,“ she faltered, tried again, and stuttered to a stop. “I’m sorry, my English finished.” Sari laughed.

“Oh! I see, the Wicked Laugh! Now I understand the shop’s name.” The blond Scandinavian laughed too. We settled him in the viewing room with a beer.

“It’s really not difficult.” I told Sari. “English is difficult to read and write, and you need never bother with the grammar, but it’s not difficult to speak.” I encouraged. “Often Indonesian has to use many words where English needs only one. ‘Menyusun diatas rak-rak untuk video’ is a long way to say ‘video shelf,’ for example, and Helo yang memuat gambar-gambar wanita cantik, is a really clumsy way to say ‘Hello girlie.’ And ‘Orang yang suka sekali memperlihatkan kecakapan-kecakapannya’ is a hell of a mouthful for ‘exhibitionist,’ which you are. Sari, that skirt is far too - but I like it. Don’t worry, your English is coming on fine.”

For the first time in my life I began to have some real, experiential understanding of the menstrual cycle. The PIT’s, or Pre Immigration Tension would set in every month about five days before the visit, coinciding with the time I was completing the bulletin ready for printing and getting me short tempered. The depression and tension would ease a little as the flow started and we set off to Medan to check into Gecko’s hotel, but were replaced by sweats and lack of energy and appetite. While I hoped that this might be a light month and only last a couple of days, I knew it was probably going to go on for a week. On a really heavy month like last month it could be two weeks. This time, Sari was determined to ease the pain. We went to the office on a Friday and after endless photocopying were told to come back on Tuesday, when we would be sent to the central office again.

“That is going to make it about next Friday before it’s finished.” Sari said. We were sat with August, Jader, and Eddy and Robert who were both leaving the next day for several months. “But you have signed the papers, so you go home, and I’ll stay and finish it off as usual. By then Zeul will have the new bulletin ready and I can distribute it and collect cash before I come back.”

“Sari likes to stay in Medan don’t you Sari? All those discos and bars.” August said, grinning. 

“I see you still run my white water rafting article sometimes, thanks for that.” Jader said. “Do you ever see Hasan these days?” 

“No, no sign. He seems to have stopped trying to sue us. I haven't seen Sary either. No one has, they are both lying low.”

“I saw Hasan. He’s just a guy trying to make some money.” Jader said, ordering a beer for me. I held my tongue. “I saw Mr Rohobot from the tourist department the other week as well. He sends you his best wishes and would like to meet you again.”

“Really? Why, short of money perhaps? Anyway he must see my wife.”

“Justin, I’ve got a proposition. Your web site is getting a lot of hits. You are in the top ten at number eight. Lonely Planet is number one of course. How would you like us to manage your site? We can do it free, with links to ours.”

“Number eight? Hear that everyone? I haven’t looked at it for months. Well done Jaz. Yes sure, and thanks. I’ll bring all the info on disc next time I come to Medan. Number eight eh?”

I woke in Gecko’s hotel to sounds of an argument in the room next door. Straining to hear the words I gathered it was a domestic, but couldn’t get the gory details. When I eventually saw the contestants emerge from their room I recognised Adam, the young English guy who had gone back to earn some cash a few months ago, leaving his new bride behind to wait. Apparently she hadn’t. I spoke to him later. It seemed Wani had been sleeping with a friend of his, and Adam, who had brought his father with him, was not a happy man.

“I can’t go back with her, it’s finished. But all my stuff is in Pulau Weh and I know there would be a problem if I went there alone to get it. I don’t know what she is telling her family. My motor bike, stereo, CDs, all my clothes. I’ve got to get them back somehow.”

“Leave it for now Adam, really.” I advised.

Bambi’s husband visited to make proper arrangements for renting her house. He was retiring in one year and said he may want to move in himself then, but it depended on what happened with Bambi.

“Home alone?” Bill asked, just back himself from his Cambodia trip. “You must come round for pork curry before she gets back.” 

“At least I was only away two days this time, not two weeks. I can cope with that. And I didn’t see Duncan and we didn’t close the video shop so it’s been a good visa run so far. Whether it remains that way depends on how long before Sari gets back. Ica and her boyfriend, the guy Pascal smashed a billiard cue over, agreed to watch the shop so they could also watch videos all day. They sold some wine as well. How was your trip? Any problems coming back in?”

”Trip was good, no problems coming back in. In five years I have never been questioned or hassled. Fifty thousand in the passport every time.”

“But Bill, that just ensures the practice will continue.”

“I don’t care. It works like this. Don’t forget that the tourist visa is free, and lasts for two months. If you want four months you must go out and come in again. If you want six months, they reckon you have been in Indonesia long enough to know the system, to know how things work. So pay. Hell, I didn’t come here to change the system; I came here for an easy life. Six visa runs per year is three hundred thousand Rupiah corruption money. Thirty dollars a year for a hassle free life. I pay for service.”

“The price seems to be one hundred thousand these days.”

“Okay, so what, sixty dollars a year. So it’s not really a free visa, so what? It’s a cheap visa. How much have you spent on visas? Millions!”

“I don’t want to think about it.”

“Do you want a hand moving stuff?”

“No, thanks anyway. Sari and I will manage, there isn’t that much to move.”

“What about your phone? You don’t want to apply for a new number. I’ll ask Lundo if he can string a wire across the street and move your phone over. Telcom will take weeks and cost you half a million Rupiah or tell you you have to reapply for a phone. Lundo will do it for fifty thousand.” 

Sari telephoned to say the Zeul had delivered the April bulletin and that she had distributed it, but that she still hadn’t yet got my visa stamp. 

“I spoke with the head of immigration to see if there is some other way we can do this. It won’t be until Monday at the earliest. I got angry with them because I said my business is closed. I have to spend so much of my time coming here.”

“So you won’t be back until Tuesday. That is thirteen days again. This is absurd. We have to change this.”

The choice seemed to be to spend half of my life in Medan in a hotel, or half of my life at home, working illegally with an absentee wife. I don’t know why it took so long for me to realise the solution had been staring me in the face all the time. My social visa didn’t allow me to work, but Sari was the director of a company. She could employ me, not on a business visa which still necessitated monthly immigration visits, but on a working visa, known as a KITAS. She could legitimately employ me on a year’s visa to do a job no Indonesian could do, the same visa Sugar was going to get me over two years ago. The same visa English teachers were given, the same visa that Nick had. That would solve all my problems. Surely.

April 2002

Home and away.
A week later and Sari was still in Medan, the visa business still incomplete. I had to pack and move house on my own, albeit only to the other side of the road. I was astounded by how many trips I had to make, how much stuff had been accumulated over four years, especially in the last twelve months. I had arrived with a backpack in April ‘98. Now there were fridges and desks and tables and chairs, cookers and gas bottles and toasters and food blenders and kitchen equipment and computers and televisions and wardrobes. And hundreds of videos, and boxes and boxes of stuff, and still other boxes of stuff to burn. But once everything was into Bambi’s house, it was a real pleasure getting it looking as if we had always lived there before Sari came home. With visas and probably discotheques on her mind it almost certainly wouldn’t have occurred to her that the move would take place without her. She knew that Sampson, our landlord, wasn’t bothered if the move took a week or so. I could have waited for her, but my feelings were mixed as I crossed and re-crossed the road with our possessions. I had been happy in Bernike’s house, happier than I had ever been. Bambi’s place was much bigger and lighter than his, but I would lose the view of the lake. I used to love waking up and pulling the curtains to see what mood the lake was in, but now I woke up to a colourful tropical garden, tended by a black magic woman, Roselyn. While crossing the street for what seemed like the hundredth time with a box of something I’d forgotten I owned, German Peter wandered up.

“I can see you are busy, but can you stop for a coffee break?” he asked.

“A tea break, yes. The coffee hasn’t made it across yet. I’m English Peter. The tea, naturally, was on the first trip. Come in.” Peter was happy, smiling, but he still didn’t fit his clothes. 

“I think my problems are nearly over. The court case is settled and I have my passport back. Now I must just sell Panorama. Or rent it.”

“How much was the fine if you don’t mind me asking?”

“As expected, twenty million Rupiah, but in all, with lawyers and costs, the whole thing has cost me one hundred million. Ten thousand dollars. I invested one hundred and fifty thousand dollars here in Tuk Tuk with Panorama.” He laughed, a genuine laugh. “Justin, I am changing, my body is changing. Now for three months I have only eaten Batak food, rice and some vegetables, but only small portions. I still need to see immigration officials and my lawyer who was sponsoring me, and always they want money. I don’t have any!” He chuckled. “I just turn my pockets inside out and show them - empty! It makes life easier. They can’t have what I don’t have. There will be money, my mother is very rich, but eighty one years old and sick. I have a house in Germany. The problem is time, not money. I don’t suppose you are in a position...?”

“I’m so sorry Peter. As you see, I work for my living. If I had money I wouldn’t be doing this.” I thought of my own mother. She wasn’t rich, but she owned a small property. Aged eighty seven and sick. I pushed the thought away. It kept coming back.

Although we had only moved to the building opposite, it was obviously a private house, not a shop with shop windows. Bambi’s brilliantly painted sign ‘The Wicked Laugh’ was prominent enough, but more encouragement was needed to persuade tourists to walk in. I painted a sandwich board to advertise Video Rental and the Mini Cinema and put it out on the road. The video viewing room was a lot smaller than the previous one but it had character, parts of the wall were solid rock, making it cave like. It was in fact, only our tiny living room when no one was renting it. Thinking Sari would turn up the next day, I worked hard getting the place looking like home. I worked until there was nothing left to do, nothing left to clean or put away. There was even a vase of flowers in every room. Then I waited. And the days rolled by.

“So, what are the alternatives?” I asked my much missed wife on her return after she had cleaned her new house and put everything away again in different places. “Sixteen days to get a one month visa is too much. Sixteen days in the month separated from you or sixteen days living in a hotel room in Medan. Sixteen days of either breaking the law by running the video shop, or sixteen days in the month with the shop closed or having to pay wages.” 

“Sixteen days without sex.” Sari added. I am such a lucky bastard.

“Lets see.” I said afterwards. “My social visa expires this month and I shall have to go to Penang, where I shall of course buy loads of pirate videos. What are the options? One: Go back on a tourist visa and put one hundred thousand in the passport when I come in like Bill does. Two: You could employ me and get me a year’s working visa but it’s probably expensive. Three - ”

“No, that’s not possible.” my wife interrupted.

“Why? You own a company, the company needs to employ a native English speaker.”

“Yes, but not you. A woman can’t employ her husband.”

“Why not?”

“The head of the immigration told me it’s not possible. But a husband can employ his wife.”

“I don’t believe this. Is this law? Or tradition? Or just the head man doesn’t like the idea? Okay, three: We can get a divorce and then you can employ me. This is crazy.”

“This is Indonesia.” Sari laughed. “But number four, you could get a social visa again but leave after four months instead of six. The first couple of times signing on were not too bad. The last two have been awful. Ken and Wilda had exactly the same problem.”

“But it is just so stupid. I have to fill in a form every month saying why I am applying for a month’s extension. Answer, surprise surprise, I’m still married. Or, five, we pay someone at the immigration office to be our friend and sort it out for us. But there is no cheap way. It seems a foreigner can’t be poor here, and I’m about to be, unless the bulletin takes off properly within the next couple of months. I have a really excellent, sought after, successful product here. Successful for everyone but me.”

Wayne returned after a four month absence. He had met up with Ken and Wilda on Koh Samui in Thailand. Ken hadn’t changed his mind about coming back, and to me the prognosis for their young marriage didn’t look too good. Wayne was now into his second dictionary, the Indonesian to English version, and had brought me a few other free publications for tourists from Cambodia and Thailand to give me some fresh ideas.

“But your sign says open from 2.00 pm to 8.00 pm. You mean we can rent the mini cinema after eight?” the Dutch tourists asked.

“Yes of course. Up to midnight or one o’clock.” I replied.

“You want to take that sign down. You are losing business. We thought you closed. We would have rented it the last three nights if we had known.”

I made a new sign. “Open all day until late.” If I was going to live in Asia I needed an Asian mentality. Work was from when I woke up to when I went to sleep. Life was work. Work was life. We began renting the mini cinema three times a day. It was going to work.

“I’m sorry, the back page is already booked for May.” I heard Sari on the phone. “It’s first come first served. If you pay in advance we reserve it for you, and if you pay six months in advance you get an extra month free. For May you can have a quarter of the inside front cover or half the inside back cover - save half the inside back cover.” She called to me, covering the mouthpiece. It was beginning to take off. It was going to work. 

The remaining days of my six month social visa sped by in the comfortable routine of domestic life, but it had never become a dull routine. We liked our life, we were happy and what’s more, we knew it. I had noticed that my life was no longer full of girlies flirting and trying to marry me tomorrow, I was out of bounds now. But I didn’t miss it, I had Sari and wanted no other. I had started looking forward to my Penang trip, as my e-mail told me both Ken and Jeremy were there. After six months in Indonesia I was ready for a short break, and it would be an opportunity to try to sell more advertising. We had decided that, out of the options we could think of, another social visa seemed the best choice, but within the next four months we would look properly into the business of Sari employing me on a one year, hassle free, just-leave-me-alone working visa, as further enquiries had led us to believe that the head of the immigration department may be talking through his bigoted ass. It was always difficult to get official information, there were never any leaflets or government pamphlets telling you how it should be done or how much you should pay. Different people told you different things, but it seemed it was possible, and the price was apparently not too expensive if corruption could be avoided, which of course it couldn’t. 

Before I left Medan for Penang I called into my favourite shopping mall to check out the latest pirated videos. The stall was gone.

“The police came and took everything away.’ a shop assistant explained.

“Didn’t they pay the thank you money?” I asked.

“I think not!” she laughed. “But they will be back as soon as they do.”

“So what are your plans now Ken?” 

“I don’t really know. Maybe back to Thailand. We had a good time there. Maybe rent a house here but it is just so damned hot. Maybe I will make one try at going back into Sumatra on a tourist visa.”

Ken, Wilda, Jeremy, Nick and myself were sat under a swirling fan in the Noble Guest House, Penang, catching up on gossip. Earlier, Nick and I discussed the idea of looking for sponsorship again for the bulletin, and he also told me of a Chinese agent who might be able to help sort out the working visa without the hassle of a trip to Jakarta, the agent who had arranged his working visa.

“Did you hear what happened to Craig? He owed Gecko’s hotel two million, he borrowed another two million from a tourist, and ran up a bill for a further two million in a Berastagi hotel. The police caught him and he spent one month in jail. Then apparently the British consulate bailed him out and sent him home first class.”

“I’m amazed. He didn’t seem the type. A real sweetie.”

“Poor guy just got himself into a mess. He loved Sumatra.”

“Has Nicolas married Rose?”

“No, gone back to Austria for a month or so. It’s not going to happen.”

“And Niko? Did you hear Niko died? He got drunk and fell off the balcony at Lekjons restaurant.” 

“Really? Poor old bugger.” 

“Do you expect a difficult visa run Justin?” 

“No. I handed my passport into the consulate and have a free weekend before I collect it on Monday. No one seems interested in advertising though.” I had only got one new advert so far, through Jeremy. 

“And you Jeremy, what next?” I asked. Jeremy was managing to combine his two hobbies, drinking and keeping fit, by getting drunk in the evening and hiking the twenty eight kilometre round trip up Penang hill and back the next morning to repair the damage.

“Sabah. I’ve heard good reports of Sabah dude. But I’m okay here for a while yet. There are plenty of good spots around the island.”

Around Pulau Pinang

  A scenic 74 km drive around the island gives you the best of Penang, with its golden beaches, lush greenery and enchanting fishing villages. From Fort Cornwallis, a drive along the waterfront will give you glimpses of the way of life of the stilt Chinese clan house settlers. 

  A visit to the snake temple, (free admission) with its collection of pit vipers can be a memorable experience, and the Bukit Jambul Orchid and Hibiscus Garden and Reptile House are nearby. A drive through the hills of Balik Pulau takes you through clove and nutmeg plantations, to typical Malay villages where you may see batiks being made. 

  The butterfly farm at Teluk Bahang covers nearly one hectare and is home to 3,000 specimens of over fifty species of colourful butterflies, frogs and scorpions. 

  The north coast has some fine beaches with many resorts of international standards, but if you want privacy, head for Teluk Duyung or Monkey Beach, Pantai Keracut and Pantai Mas only accessible via the trails in the Pantai Aceh Forest Reserve from Teluk Bahang. Pasir Panjang beach on the southwestern tip of the island is also a good clean stretch for swimming and can be reached by a 25 minute walk over hills from Betong.

I sailed through Belawan immigration with my new social visa and several dozen undeclared pirate videos, and I stayed in Medan two days to distribute the latest bulletin and work on the new web page with Jader before going home to my beautiful lake.

“Cover photo by Justin. Just to let Sihotang and Hasan know I’m still here. Zeul wants to come up to Lake Toba and go over the magazine with me. We can improve the quality a little further.” I said as he and I examined the new May edition. 

“All these advertisers with web pages we can give a free link to your page. Free initially anyway. Once they see how many hits they are getting we can withdraw it unless they pay.” Jader said as he typed.

“I think I need someone like you Jader.”

Home in Tuk Tuk, Adam and his father turned up and rented the house Ken and Wilda had lived in, prepared for a lengthy stay. They talked about what sort of business they could run there. Bambi telephoned from Jogjakarta. I told her off for allowing us to rent her lovely house so cheaply.

“We are totally spoilt now Bambi. When we have to leave next March it will be awful going back into one room at three times the rent.”

“Don’t you worry about it.”

Kiki was about to leave the country for England, which she would tour with her boyfriend before going to live in Scotland. As Paul and Nikki had already left for France again, stocked up with Batiks, she had stayed with Sari while I went off to Penang. She was still there when I got back, and after a drunken night out with two of my favourite females, I waved goodbye to my first Batak love, another Tuk Tuk waitress who had successfully hooked a westerner and escaped. Why did they all want to marry westerners? The usual answer was “Big nose, white skin.” But the reasons were as numerous as they were obvious.

May 2002

Back to the Island.

“Justin? It’s August. I’ve had a visit by, I presume, the immigration. It may have been mafia, but I don’t think so.”

“About your library?”

“Yes. The most damning thing they have against me is my advert in your magazine. Anyway, I’m going to Penang tomorrow, I’ll do my visa run a bit early and stay out a week. The manager here has promised my room will remain locked, but you had better drop the advert for next month.”

“Will do. Okay August, good luck.”

I hung up the phone. Another advert lost.

The wet season was ending, but before the days turned glorious and the nights star dusted, morning showers persisted and with a few days of high winds, power cuts suddenly hit Tuk Tuk on a daily basis. Video rental suffered badly and the mini cinema unwillingly became our living room again. I couldn’t work on the bulletin, but the wine was selling. Again, we had cornered a market, at least for the moment. Nowhere else around Lake Toba was selling it, and many travellers just couldn’t resist it in spite of the price, not having had a glass for maybe six months. We had bottles and four litre boxes which, although better value, didn’t sell at all until a tourist walked in with an empty plastic water bottle and asked us to fill it. Why hadn’t we thought of that? We began selling it by the glass in the mini cinema and filling small and large plastic water bottles, and we had a small winner. We were urgently looking for ideas to make money. I put an appeal for sponsorship in the bulletin, a cry for help without hinting at defeat. I’d even bought up a few dozen pairs of cheap sunglasses in Penang to resell and got Zeul to make copies of an excellent book on learning Indonesian. We were on countdown to being broke. What I still laughingly referred to as my capital, though decreasing more slowly than it used to, was nearly gone, and we were still not earning our living.

“Sari, as part of your compulsory education, we are going swimming over coral reefs. I want to go to Pulau Weh for my birthday and our wedding anniversary, and there is no visa duty this month.”

“Not swimming.” Sari said adamantly. She had never once got into the lake since she arrived in Lake Toba. Not that I did myself that much either.

“Swimming. I’m your husband. You must obey. Be a good Moslem wife. Swimming. It’s for your own good.” Sari thought about this.

“Yes, it is true that I must do as you tell me on important things, but swimming? Up to me!”

“Sari, do you ever feel embarrassed, or even jealous when you see local girls with handsome young tourists? And you with an old man? Because I think I’ll be embarrassed when we are on the beach.” Sari gave her inimitable laugh.

“Never. You really don’t understand do you? It’s like this. Older men know more, they are more experienced, at life, at business, at sex, at everything. So I follow my husband because he is wiser. It is natural to have respect for older people, at least in Indonesian culture. If I married a man my own age I wouldn’t have a natural respect for him, so we would be arguing all the time.”

“I begin to see. You need someone to look up to, is that it? You respect my judgement?”

“Of course.”

“Right. You are going swimming.”

Bambi telephoned every week. She sounded fine. She was making long-term plans about opening a campsite on Bangka Island off the north coast of East Sumatera, she had bought a car and she obviously had no intention of dying. But it was May already. The doctor had given her about six months to live last Christmas. 

Zeul visited Tuk Tuk, and together we went over the June bulletin, exchanging software so that we had compatible programs, and stayed up late getting it all onto discs before he went back to Medan to start printing, then we closed shop for a while and left for Medan ourselves to celebrate my fifty sixth birthday and our first wedding anniversary with a holiday by the seaside. A second honeymoon. With Sari that is. Counting other wives, my fifth.

The noise and heat of Medan hit me like a brick. Wilda was in town. Ken had flown home to the States for a while and she had come back from Penang with Bill, who was returning from a visa run. She was sure her husband was coming back. I wasn’t, but I’d been wrong before. Maybe it would all work out for them, I hoped so. Kongres too turned up, wanting his job of selling advertising back, but also asking for commission on an advert we had secured recently, claiming he did the groundwork months ago under KRIDA.

“Then KRIDA can pay you. Kongres, could I remind you that you and Sary helped Mr Hasan hi-jack my business. Hasan cost me around four million Rupiah. I’m not feeling very generous, but if you like we will start again, I will put your name in the bulletin for your credibility, and we will see what you can do. Sell some advertising!”

And for the first time in months, I bumped into Sary in a shopping mall, with a local man who may or may not have been her husband. The conversation was extremely cordial.

Sari and I went to see the agent Nick had recommended about a KITAS, a working visa with Sari employing me. The Chinese girl serving us assured us it was possible at a cost of four point one million Rupiah - about half a million more per year that it was currently costing me, but with the advantage of no immigration visits or visa runs for a year. I asked if there were any other ongoing expenses and was told that police registration was required at a cost of seventy five thousand Rupiah every three months. I told her that I had already paid for four years but she just looked confused. She gave us a list of the various documents we would need to photocopy, and when Sari mentioned that the immigration department had told her that a wife couldn’t employ her husband she nodded in agreement.

“That is true in fact, but in Jakarta they need not know. Only that Elfita Sari is employing Mr Justin. Don’t worry about that, it’s not a problem.”

“What do you mean there is no ferry for five days? You told us on the phone there was one tomorrow.” I was in the Pelni Shipping office in Medan, and I was irritated.

“No, that was wrong. Five more days.”

So we flew, and a ten hour bus ride was covered in forty five minutes. We stared out the window as the vastness of Aceh’s National Park slowly unrolled below us. There were tigers down there, and thirty foot pythons, and orang utans and rhinos and the military and police and GAM freedom fighter and terrorists, and other endangered species. 

“It all started twenty years ago with one man.” Uncle explained. We had checked into “Uncle’s Homestay” because he was the only guest house in the city of Banda Aceh to advertise with us and he - like several other advertisers - was behind on payments. True to his advertisement’s promise, he “took care of all those special little needs,” and got us mightily stoned. He experimented, he said, with different seeds from Europe, and was trying to make hash oil. He began to tell stories. 

“One man. He was an important local government official who had put in a tender in connection with the oil and gas here. He didn’t get the contract and was upset. Central Government in Jakarta offered him a ministerial post but he refused it, and demanded independence for Aceh. He was a popular local man and got a lot of support.”

“Thousands dead as a result.” I said, wanting to hear more.

“Twenty six years of murder and robbery. Whatever the politics, the individuals who make up the military come here with one thought only - to get rich. Rich Acehnese people with nice cars get stopped. ‘I want to borrow your car’ they say, showing their guns. You know that if you don’t lend it there will be trouble.”

“Like what?”

“Maybe your house is burnt down. Something like that. How can the people of Aceh believe Jakarta anymore?”

Uncle was a charismatic character, and among the other ‘special needs’ he had taken care of for one Australian tourist, Alex, a year or so ago was finding him a virgin wife within a week. They were now living happily in Queensland. It seemed he had recently provided a similar service for another Australian.

“Maybe you know him? Australian. Scott. He spent some time in Medan.”

“The name rings a bell.”

“He had got mixed up with some no good woman called Devi.”

“Oh, The Creep!” I said without thinking. “Yes, I remember him! He’s married now?”

“Yes, I introduced him to a nice girl. He converted to Islam.”

“So did I.” I said. Uncle chuckled.

“No, he really converted to Islam. He knows more of the Koran than I do. He wears robes, he preaches, he tries to convert others.”

“Him? He was alcoholic. I thought he was an awful man. I’m sorry, is he a friend of yours?”

“He doesn’t drink any longer. Yes, he is a friend,” Uncle said gravely. “He lives nearby. But sometimes we argue, and I know he beats his wife. And once, well –“ Uncle turned away. “I just had to hit him.”

“Pak.” Sari asked, “Should I wear the gilbob in town?” This was the Moslem women’s headscarf.

“If you don’t want a hard time, yes. People won’t bother you if you do. But if you don’t cover your hair, and are seen with an older man, a rich foreigner at that, people will draw conclusions”

“Why does everyone have such a dirty mind?” I muttered. “Come to that, why does everyone think I’m rich?”

The last time I had seen my wife wearing the Moslem headscarf was at our wedding a year previously. Shoulders and head uncharacteristically covered, she and I went into town to look around. We had the occasional stare, but nothing that made either of us feel uncomfortable. Sari wouldn’t smoke a cigarette with her coffee though, justifiably thinking it would be akin to walking down the street in a mini skirt and fish net stockings. The Mosque, as my article said, was beautiful, but had signs all around it proclaiming you were in an area where Moslem dress was required. There is a photo of my wife looking devout with the Mosque as a backdrop, and another, taken the next day, looking like she had just won a wet tee shirt contest. That day was my birthday, we had caught a bus to a beach thirty minutes from town, and Sari had learned how to say Sun, Sand, Sea and Sex. The beach was deserted, only our footprints leading to a hollow in some dunes, only our bodies being thrown around in the warm champagne surf. Only us watching the stars and planets blaze in an inky sky, the only lights around. Only the two of us sharing the bottle of brandy we had bought with us, knowing the Province was dry. We were happy. We were in love.

Going to Aceh?

  Aceh has become very popular over the last few years, but many travellers stay away, scared by the political unrest that so often hits the headlines. While Aceh is as safe as anywhere else for tourists, we recommend that you travel by sea or air as there are occasional incidents on the local night bus. There are a variety of other ways to go. 

  Pelni ferries from Belawan cost Rp 90.000 economy class. Sailing dates for June are 1st, 11th, 13th, 15th, 25th, 27th and 29th, then Aug 8th. Return dates from Banda Aceh one day later. 

  Garuda Airlines fly from Polonia airport in Medan, cost Rp 400.000 and a flight leaves every day at 9.30 am, with a second flight at 1.20 pm on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Sundays.

  Non-Stop Buses. Kurina, Pushka, and Anugerah, 3 bus names, one company. Non-stop, executive buses leave from the Medan Office at Jl. Gaja Mada, which has left luggage, toilet, showers, TV lounge and lots of street food nearby. Price Rp 90.000 one-way. Get a becak to their office for Rp 10.000 to 15.000. The Banda Aceh Office is at Jl. Muhammed Jam behind the Grand Mosque, but buses are also available at the central bus station (known as the Stuey.) Departure time from both Medan and B. Aceh is 8.00 pm.

 The Province of Aceh is beautiful, the people are welcoming, friendly and hospitable, but if you want to check the latest developments before going, talk to local people or use the Internet.        

  Please remember to dress politely in Banda Aceh. It is greatly appreciated if women cover their shoulders in the city. The beautiful Baiturrahman Mosque was originally built in the 12th Century but was burned several times. The present building was built in 1883 by the Dutch Military Government, and is extraordinary in its architecture and ornamentation. There is also a museum, with many antiquities including a large bell given to the Acehnese by the Emperor of China in 1414. And Gunongan, a man made miniature mountain built by a Sultan for his wife early in the 17th century, and it’s a good spot for a panoramic view of the city, and for watching the sunset. 

“You can fly to Pulau Weh you know.” the American tourist told me. “Just a twelve minute flight, only seven dollars! I’m taking it tomorrow.”

“I’ll see you there, but we are taking the ferry, I need to research my bulletin. Besides, I like to see the dolphins on the way.”

Sari and I sat on our beach bungalow balcony. Large fruit bats flew overhead. Two large monitor lizards crept over the tree roots, making for a small rubbish dump. A dog spotted them and there was a high speed chase down to the water, where the reptiles made their getaway. A group of monkeys tried to break into the thatched bungalow next door to ours but had to be content with the empty Coca Cola bottle that had been left on the balcony. I was here on this beach two years ago with Bill and Rose, and without Yuni. It was as delightful as ever, more so in as much as the toilet and washing facilities had been slightly upgraded, and I had the incomparable pleasure of watching Sari go from panic to laughing with sheer delight as she discovered snorkelling over a coral garden. 

“So you are from Lake Toba? Maybe you know Adam?” We were eating a delicious evening meal of fresh fish, and a couple of local women had started a conversation.

“Yes, we know Adam, nice lad, he’s at Lake Toba with his dad. They seem to be planning to stay.”

“Is he coming up here again?”

“I expect so, he still has a lot of his stuff up here somewhere, but he and his wife Wani have split up.”

“Oh not for good surely. Won’t they get back together again?”

“I doubt it. Adam went back to England for three months, came back to find she had been sleeping with other tourists, one of them a friend of his. He’s angry, he lost a friend as well as his wife.”

“No - Wani was here....”

“I heard them arguing in the hotel in Medan. She admitted it. There is no way they will get back together.”

“They must! They must! I’m Wani’s mother.”

“Oh. Sorry.” I said, feeling uncomfortable.

“It’s not possible she was with another man, she was here, sick every morning with Adam’s baby. Wani is not to come back here without him. Their room is as they left it. Here, come, look for yourself.”

And in the very nearest house to the restaurant we were eating in was Adam’s old room, his stereo, CD collection, clothes, motorbike, books, the stuff of home. His mother in law was getting emotional and tearful.

“Maybe she did play around,” she sniffed, ‘She is still young and itchy. But they must come back. There can be no other solution. How will I...” she broke off. “Wani has three brothers.” She said meaningfully. 

“I think it’s better Adam doesn’t come.” Sari said to me later that night.

Always prepared to mix a little business with pleasure, we did the rounds of the guesthouses and restaurants, and picked up several new advertisers. I wanted to confront one of the dive schools that still owed me nearly three million Rupiah for advertising from nearly two years previously. He looked surprised when I handed him his account, fumbled in a draw and produced a bank transfer receipt, to Mr Hasan of KRIDA, dated August last year. So Hasan had lied about that too, he claimed no money was ever received from Aceh. This brought the amount of my money he had got away with to nearly seven million Rupiah. Later in Medan I checked with a lawyer to see whether there was anything I could do about it. There wasn’t. He hadn’t ripped off INFO Sumatera, it didn’t even exist then.

“Oh, hello again. How was your twelve minute flight?”

“Fantastic! It lasted over half an hour. Listen to this. We were almost over Pulau Weh’s coast when one of the passengers calls to the pilot that he has to turn back - he’s forgotten his gun! Left it in the airport! So we fly back to Banda Aceh, land, the guy runs into the airport and comes out with a plastic bag, and we take off again. He may have been military or police of course, but he was in plain clothes and might just as well have been a terrorist. ‘Sorry for the delay in hijacking your plane, but I forgot my gun.’” 

I laughed. “Yes, I’ve just heard another one. Apparently there is a night bus, executive air con that does the trip from Medan non-stop. It doesn’t stop for the military roadblocks, because the bus company have already paid them off.”

“Which company is that? The Terrorist Express? What a perfect vehicle for them!”

We caught the Pelni ferry back. Forty five minutes by air, ten hours by bus, sixteen hours by ferry. It was an easy trip, but when we got back into Gecko’s hotel the first thing we heard was;

“Hi Justin, Hi Sari, welcome back. Hey, guess what! August has been arrested. He’s in prison!”

They had got him.

June 2002

Money matters

I watched Robert’s girlfriend Beby picking up a French Canadian at Gecko’s hotel as I sorted two thousand brand new bulletins into piles for distribution. Rebecca from Aceh, who had spent last Christmas with us walked in, followed by Adam with his wife Wani. Man and wife said hello but neither were smiling, and they disappeared quickly into their room. 

“He’s trying to arrange for her to go to Pulau Weh with him to get his belongings back.” Rebecca explained. “But she won’t go. Can’t go home. And, sweet lad that he is, he’s helping her to make arrangements for a visa to go to France so that she could join her new boyfriend.”

“We met Wani’s mum. Sari thinks it’s a bad idea for him to go up there right now. Three pissed off brothers.”

“Well fortunately, he is pretty sick and doesn’t feel up to the journey right now.”

“Good. Can you take some bulletins to Aceh for us?”

“Sure, of course.”

Before we left Medan to go home via Berastagi, Sari told me we could have a room in Dewi’s house from now on, but that it needed floor covering, curtains and a fan. If we bought the necessary, we could use it free whenever we were in Medan. One week’s rent in Gecko’s hotel would cover it. I handed over the cash.

“The police want one thousand dollars from August!”

“August is already free, he is in Tuk Tuk!”

“August is at the police station!”

“August is leaving for India!”

“August is already back in his room!”

“No, not prison.” said August. “Just down to the police station. They called within an hour of my getting back from Penang.” I had found August, back in his hotel room which was looking bare without all the shelves of books for rent and photocopied sheets of paper with foreign coins decorating the walls.

“Someone is obviously watching you then. What happened?”

“I’ve got to close down both the library and the coin changing business, especially the coin changing business. I got a bit irritated and tore up some two Ringget notes in front of them.”

“That would have pissed them off. I spoke to the hotel manager.” I said. “He told the police it wasn’t a business, you were just helping the poor people, changing coins for them to buy cigarettes. How much did it cost you?”

“One hundred and fifty dollars. But without my little business interests, there isn’t much point in staying here in Medan. I’m moving up to Lake Toba, into Popy’s. I’ll be your neighbour. And, sorry, but I can’t help with the bulletin anymore. If they are watching me and see me distributing or collecting cash it could be serious. And you know, they are watching you. Your name was brought up several times, and I didn’t raise the subject. I wouldn’t put it past them to set you up.”

“Okay, thanks August. But I’ve lost my man in Medan! That’s a bit of a blow; you have been a real help, sending bulletins to Penang and other places with tourists and collecting money. Now we will have to collect money from all those far flung places you used to do on your bike. But fair enough, I understand.”

“I can still do Penang for you. What’s left of it anyway.”

Wold Cup football dominated television, and in our hotel in the blissfully cool temperature of Berastagi a score of travellers were clustered around the set. I’d watched the last World Cup here in Sumatra. I’d survived over four years here, living on, using up my capital, and it was coming to an end. I was beginning to realise I would have to go back to the UK, and leave my wonderful wife behind. She would hate England’s cold climate and lack of spicy food, she would be lonely without enough English language, and even getting her there would mean trips to Jakarta for visas and beurocracy and thank you money and - oh, forget it, it’s not going to happen. I’d have to get a job in England and earn some money. The bulletin was actually losing money again; it was not going to work in time. To make matters worse the Rupiah had strengthened suddenly against the dollar, reducing the remains of my cash still further and increasing the cost of production. The video shop and cinema provided enough money for food and rent and other basics, but not for immigration, police registration, maintenance for Sari’s daughter Pipi, necessary trips to Medan, any unexpected medical emergency and more importantly, a beer and a smoke. The thought of going back to cold, wet, monochrome England and signing on for work was so depressing I refused to think about it, burying my head in the sand, going for broke and quietly whining to myself that it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair. So much was going so well. We had cheap, secure accommodation, we had a small successful video business and we had an excellent marriage. I had worked hard, I had learned the language, traditions and customs. I had played the game and paid the corruption, I had avoided making any enemies, I had a quality product that was appreciated by all, and it was costing me. Where was the sponsorship? Why was there no e-mails or telephone calls bailing me out? Why doesn’t anyone help? Why doesn’t anyone care?

Help came in small ways when our Berastagi hotel wouldn’t take any money for the room, on account of the bulletin, which they didn’t even advertise in but which they appreciated very much. They gave us fifty percent off the bus fare back to Lake Toba as well. We got a free meal from Pascal and Eva, although Sari told me afterwards that Eva wanted to end the relationship but was scared of Pascal’s reaction. She had seen him in action several times and didn’t want a billiard cue over her head. Before leaving for home I had a chat with Teger about transferring the advertising money earlier in the month, as I needed it to pay for the printing.

The phone rang.

“Hello again Bambi. How are you?” It hadn’t escaped my notice, and hers, that her prognosis of six months was already up.
“I’m just fine, how is that wicked wife of yours?”

“Wonderful. We just had another honeymoon.”

“You are an extremely lucky man. Listen Justin. Don’t worry about the contract on the house finishing. I’ve spoken to John about him moving there next year when he retires. He can have the other house in the back garden. Roselyn won’t be there by then, she will be running a campsite on Bangka Island. She is flying down here next week, I’ve arranged it. Can you guys go to the airport in Medan with her?”

“Yes of course, we are going to Medan as usual for the bulletin and to sign on at the immigration again. Bambi, the house....”

“I told you not to worry about it. I’ve told John it is my dying wish that you should have it until the lease expires, that’s about another seven years.”

“Bambi, thank you, thank you so much, we love it here. Really, how are you?”
“I’m okay. Sleep was the worst problem; I’m tired all the time, and cold. I couldn’t live in Tuk Tuk now, too cold. But I’ve got some excellent medication recently and the pain level is bearable, so I can sleep. You take care now. A kiss for Sari.”

I had no sooner put the phone down than it rang again. It was Bambi’s husband, John. He knew Roselyn was going down to see her in the next week.

“Warn her would you? She may get a shock when she sees Bambi. She was always skinny but she is very skinny now. Her face has aged about ten years too.”

I was ageing myself. My hair was greying rapidly and I had recently lost a couple of teeth, but Sari still appeared to love me so I didn’t mind. Yet another ageing gentleman, with long white hair a flowing white beard moved into Popy’s restaurant with his fridge, bicycle and typewriter.

“How is my new neighbour? Are you settling in?” I asked.

“Yes, I’ve cut a deal with Marion of Romlan’s on the books.”

“I thought you would August.”

“Honey, the police have been here several times. It’s a new policeman. Junaidi has left. He seems okay though.”

“What does he want? Money? Is our protection money due again?”

“No. He just rents videos, but very cheaply, he just gives small money. But he is asking questions about your visa. I told him you have a social visa. I think he is okay.”

“Tell me the next time he is here. I’d like to meet him.”

The World Cup killed video rental for the month, but we continued to sell wine, and occasionally the video shop would look more like a theme wine bar, with a small group of elderly Dutch tourists on day four of their two week tour of Indonesia, asking for another glass, drunk and shrieking with laughter. Rich bastards.

“Honey, the policeman is here, do you want to meet him?” Our grinning policeman had been replaced by a Mr Sembiring who was probably about thirty years old but to me looked sixteen. He spoke no English but my Indonesian was now good enough to talk business. He asked to see my police registration form, the one I had paid a quarter of a million Rupiah for some seven or eight months previously. I showed it to him.

“This is out of date.” He said with a puzzled frown.

“No Pak, I was told it was for four years.” I said. He laughed.

“There is no such thing as a four year registration!”

“Then someone has lied to me.”

“Maybe. But this is out of date. It needs renewing every six months.”

“That’s very expensive for registration. A quarter of a million every six months?”

“No. The price is one hundred and fifty thousand Rupiah.”

“Then I’ve been cheated. I paid two hundred and fifty thousand. “

“Look Mr Justin. I am new. I don’t know what happened before. Frankly, I don’t care whether you register or not. But if you don’t, the police will not help you if you have a problem. Remember when Niko died? He was staying in a guesthouse but they hadn’t registered him. So the police told the guesthouse to sort it out, it was not our problem. Besides, the immigration will ask you where the form is and you will have to pay them or come back to Tuk Tuk to get it.”

That was all I needed to hear to hand over the money. He brought the form round the next day and refused the thank you money I offered him.

“Honey, how is it that I only asked to meet the guy and immediately I’m poorer?”

“Really, I think it is okay darling, he is new and he is checking on all the long term residents. I think Bill needs to be careful. He is married but still on a tourist visa.”

The Internet was down in Lake Toba, and stayed down for two weeks, long enough to miss some important correspondence concerning the bulletin on advert alterations and new information. I was working on the new Pulau Weh articles and adverts when two more of my more prestigious advertisers telephoned and pulled out, which meant INFO Sumatera would probably lose money again for July. And by September there wouldn’t be enough money left to print another edition. Feeling like a kamikaze pilot, I cashed half of the dollars I had left once we were back in Medan and handed most of them over to Zeul. Then another twenty-five dollars to the immigration department for permission to stay with my wife for another month, accomplished relatively easily in three trips to their office in three days.

Open Door?

From an Interview with M. Iman Santosa, Indonesia’s Director General of Immigration by PT Harvard International.

Harvard. How big a problem is corruption within the Immigration Service, and what steps have been taken to combat it?

DG Iman. - Our orientation at this time is toward reforming the system. Once we have reformed the Immigration system, - then we can severely punish any officers that remain corrupt. If we need to fire them, we fire them. But the problem that we face now is that there are still many loopholes in our laws and our system that are taken advantage of by foreigners and the public and not just the immigration officers. - We must acknowledge that the salaries of Indonesian civil servants is very low. When they are offered money, who wouldn’t want it? If we want to reduce corruption, we must also address its root causes. We have to take care of the physical and non-physical welfare of our immigration officers. - We want to reform. - I admit (corruption) has taken place. But must we be blamed forever when the public is also involved? The corruption wouldn’t take place if the public didn’t offer or request it.

 - I would just like to say that any foreign businessman or expatriate executives having immigration problems or complaints that can’t be resolved normally is welcome to approach me. I have an open door policy. 
We had seen Roselyn off to the airport for her trip to see Bambi. It was her first flight - her first ever trip to Medan for that matter, and we had moved into our new free room at Dewi’s house where we lay under our new fan. The temperature was thirty nine degrees.

Kongres came looking for me. I needed a new man in Medan to replace August, and although I thought him far from ideal I had put his name in the magazine as staff, and gave him some advertising price lists.

“When will I get paid? Hasan never paid me anything.”

“You take your commission on new adverts before you hand me the money, so if you sell, you earn. Of course Hasan paid you nothing. Hasan is a liar and a cheat and a thief. He is just another petty criminal. He steals.”

“I don’t think so. Hasan isn’t a criminal, he just made some mistakes.”

“He stole the money from Aceh, he’s a thief.”

“He never got the money from Aceh. Why are you saying this?” 

“I’m telling everyone. What’s this then?” I said, showing him the bank transfer receipt dated last August for two and a half million Rupiah into Hasan’s account.

“He did?” Kongres studied the receipt with interest. “I’m going to speak to him about this. He never paid me.”

“Do you still see him?”

“Yes, quite often.” 

“I promised I wouldn’t speak badly about him before, but now I’m telling everyone. I consulted a lawyer to see if I could do anything about him, but I can’t because he hasn’t ripped off INFO Sumatera, as it didn’t even exist then. He just ripped me offf. I can’t bust him but I’ll see what I can do about his reputation. You can tell him that Justin is speaking badly of him, telling people he is a thief. Tell him he is invited to deport me if he doesn’t like it. He can’t, he is powerless, he is small, he will always be small, he is nothing, he cannot win. Tell him too that if he interferes with my life again in any way, I will pay the mafia whatever they want to cut his right hand off, so the pig will have to eat with his left. Tell him.”

That’ll scare the bugger.

“Hello Adam, hi Ron, back safely from your visa run?” I had been watching World Cup Football in Gecko’s when Adam and his father walked in.

“Visa no problem. I get divorced tomorrow.” Adam said, but he was looking stressed. “I have to say that I want to marry an English girl, that I never gave Wani any money and that, well, basically, that it’s all my fault.”

“Who says you have to say that?”
”The Religious Affairs Office.”

“Jesus, no way Adam! You’re a Moslem for Muhammad's sake. Your wife is a Moslem from Aceh, a strictly Moslem place. She has been unfaithful. There are four witnesses to say so. As per the Qur’an you want her buried up to the neck and stoned to death under strict Moslem law mate. Don’t let them get you like that. You did nothing wrong, tell it like it is.”

“Yeah, maybe. Anyway, once that is over I’m going up to Pulau Weh to get my stuff back.”

“Yeah Adam. Maybe. Maybe not.”

The heat was draining, but more tourists were arriving, the scare stories in the media having died down, and perhaps the increasing strength of the Rupiah giving confidence that the country was stabilizing. I on the other hand prayed for another economic crisis, my remaining dollars were still devaluing daily. HQ cafe was doing good business, and Sari and I were having what passed for a meal when Yuni wandered in. The Yuni of a year ago would have been doing good business here too, but now she was walking around dressed inappropriately, with a mud pack on her face, asking me and anyone else who would listen for ‘small money.’ How would her story end? I could no longer help her, not even with small money. What must she think of me, the nice, kind, rich Englishman who had fed her, housed her, bedded her, cared for her, and who now wouldn’t part with one thousand Rupiah - ten cents - so that she could get a ride home? I passed her my barely touched and suddenly distinctly unappetising meal. She tucked in and gave me a smile. It warmed me to see there was still a touch of the charismatic, cheeky, sexy, beautiful, carefree, funny Yuni in that smile. She was still in there somewhere.

The visa run was over. The new police registration supplied to me by our new village policeman was required, endlessly photocopied, and I felt it was money well spent. Sari stayed in Medan to wait for Zeul to complete the July bulletin so that she could distribute it, and I went home to open the shop and try to make some small money. 

July 2002

The final countdown



I had only been back in Tuk Tuk a couple of days when Kongres telephoned, asking when I would come to Medan. I told him I had only just got back and that I wouldn’t be coming until near the end of the month.

“Why Kongres? Have you got some new advertising?” I asked hopefully.

“No, but we have a proposal. I have been talking with some people, journalists and reporters. If you join with them we could work together. You would keep all the advertising money but they would pay for printing.”

“I seem to have heard all this before Kongres. I have only one question. How much money will they give me?”

“Eh? No, not like that - “

“Then I’m not interested.”

“But they can save you money.”

“In that case I might be interested. How much can they save me?”

“The printing costs. Can’t you come to Medan?”

“No. If they are that interested they can come here. What is in it for them? Anyway, telephone Sari and talk to her. She’s the boss, it’s her business. She is still in Medan distributing the July bulletin so you can catch her there.”

“It’s better we talk with you.”

“Look Kongres, after Hasan I don’t really trust anyone. If they cheat me there is nothing I can do about it.”

“Of course you can! There will be a contract.”

“A contract means nothing in Indonesia. I’ve had them torn up on me before. If they cheat me I would have to go to the police and a lawyer, both of who will want money from me. Money is the only law here and if you haven’t got it you lose. That’s how it works and you know it. And again I say, speak with Sari, it is her business, she is the boss. If she is interested, we will give it a try.”

It was worth coming straight back home rather than stay to help Sari. The World Cup was over and the videos were renting like fried bananas. They didn’t cost much more than fried bananas either. All of them were pirate versions, picked up in Medan for about fifteen thousand Rupiah, less than a couple of dollars, and even cheaper over in Penang. In Medan I would often go to a shopping plaza’s six-screen cinema to see what was currently showing, and then go downstairs to buy them on laser disc. The quality varied, and some I would have to ditch immediately as unwatchable. Sometimes they had been filmed in a cinema and audience laughter could be heard, or the shadow of someone making their way to the toilet would impose itself on a passionate screen kiss. Even the disc’s labels were pirated. The write up on the back cover of Spielberg’s ‘Artificial Intelligence’ dismissed it as sentimental rubbish. ‘September 11th,’ a documentary about Manhattan's fire department on that day and introduced by Robert de Niro had a photo of the man, gun in hand, with jet fighters screaming overhead in the skies of New York. ‘Lord of the Rings part 3’ turned out to be an old Tom Cruise movie called Legend. But the mini cinema was occupied for most of each day, and regularly customers would take a glass or two of wine while they watched their film. Occasionally tourists were ecstatic at finding the movie viewing room. It was like being at home - a takeaway pizza, a glass of wine and the telly, in private. That is what we were selling really, a bit of home, a night off, a break from travelling and other tourists and the sometimes unwanted attention of local people. I had remarked to Bill that, before we moved into Bambi’s house, we advertised it as a video viewing room and only rented it out about twice or three times a week. Calling it a private cinema had increased that more than tenfold. Money flowed in and it was easy money, but even at maximum capacity it wouldn’t be enough to live here. Small money. A local man could live on it, but a local man didn’t have rent to pay, didn’t need to make the trip to Medan every month to pay the immigration and leave the country every six months or less. He paid local price rather than tourist price for everything and he owned some land from which came his rice and some food. He had extended family to support him in times of need. I didn’t, not really. I couldn’t just move into Dewi or Nestri’s house and let them feed me forever once the money ran out. The nearer D-Day, Departure Day came, the faster ideas came. What about converting the shop into a wine bar! Start with a couple of plastic tables and chairs, put some out on the terrace where there was already a nice antique stone table and stone chairs. Paint “Wine Bar” under “The Wicked Laugh.” Something new in Tuk Tuk, at least until everyone copied me. Get sponsorship for the bulletin from the Ministry for Tourism in Jakarta! Sihotang did it, Hasan was going to do it, why shouldn’t Sari do it? Send Sari out selling Avon cosmetics door to door. Sell munchies in the cinema. Get Roselyn to bake fresh bread and donuts every day and sell it to tourists.

Roselyn had returned from her trip to see Bambi, staying in Yogjakarta and visiting Bangka Island where Bambi wanted to open a campsite. A country girl who had never even been as far as Medan before, she had enjoyed it immensely, but she didn’t think she would be moving down there.

“It’s too far from Lake Toba.”

Kongres telephoned yet again, still trying to persuade me to come to Medan, and to convince me to join with this new organization, who were apparently about to publish their own magazine when he had told them about me and INFO Sumatera.

“What did Sari say? Did you phone her?”

“Yes. She said it was up to you.” 

The next day Sari telephoned to say she would be delayed because the bulletin wasn’t ready on time, and I asked her if Kongres had telephoned her.

“Yes he did, I told him I wasn’t interested. We are better alone, and if we go bankrupt we go bankrupt. These people will probably pay the first month and then later you will find they are costing us money or they are stealing our business. Don’t even consider it.”

“Kongres said you told him it was up to me.”

“No I didn’t! Kongres lied.”

“August told me the police might be trying to set me up, catch me working. I’m wondering about these so called reporters.”

“Refer everyone to me honey, I’m not going to let them get you. Don’t trust Kongres. It may have been him who got August busted.”

While waiting for Sari to return, and with the mini cinema renting four times a day - dong as well as it was capable of - our friendly local neighbourhood policeman called to find me working in the shop. He wanted to rent some videos, and I was about to find out what sort of judge of character I was. He picked three, and with an apologetic smile offered me five thousand Rupiah, two thousand short of the going rate for a local, and half the price a tourist would pay. If I took it I would be breaking the law. I thought about August’s warning that the police may be trying to set me up, and the stories of others busted in similar circumstances, and took the money.

“Ma’af Pak, istriku belum pulang.” - Sorry sir, my wife hasn’t come back yet - she is still in Medan distributing the bulletin, trying to increase tourism here.” I added. But I got a warm glow out of the fact that a Batak policeman had paid me money! Write to the Pope! Declare another miracle! 

John, a tourist I had met before who had fixed my computer back in July last year just after Chris died, turned up in Tuk Tuk again with a new, Batak, pregnant wife. It was he who had had a head on collision with a local policeman on their motorbikes. Although John’s injuries had been superficial, both he and the officer had been hospitalised. Most expats felt he had got off lightly, only having to pay the policeman’s hospital fees, repair of the bikes and so on – no hint of corruption money – but while in hospital the Rolex watch he had bought in Thailand had gone missing. He complained to the head policeman, who was visiting his injured colleague. Some time later, after their baby girl was born and he was attending the local immigration office for his monthly stamp, and trying in vain to get the baby on his wife’s passport so that a two month old girl wouldn’t have to do a visa run, his bus got a puncture on the way home and he decided to hitch a lift rather than wait.

“Only three cars went by before one stopped. I jumped in and guess what! It was the head policeman! He recognized me and I recognized him. He said his colleague still had headaches and back pains.” I made the appropriate understanding grunts.

“But then I noticed the watch. He was wearing my watch!” John laughed. I laughed too.

“Did you say anything?”

“I couldn’t! What could I do? Accuse a Head Policeman of theft while I’m in his car miles from anywhere?”

Sari returned home with her sister Nestri and the husband she had unwittingly been sharing with another wife. She also brought her daughter Pipi and a couple of other pretty thirteen year olds, and along with another friend of hers from Medan we had a full house for a couple of days. It was ex - ‘little bit fanatic’ Nestri’s 40th birthday and she enjoyed knocking back a few whiskeys. Although it was early days, she seemed to be reunited with her husband. Sari said she had never seen her so attentive to her man, and obviously Nestri thought the fourteen million Rupiah she had spent on magic men to get him back was money well spent. 

Jaz and his girlfriend Adek also returned for a short holiday from Thailand, where they were now living. He, Bill and another part time English expat whom everyone knew as Opung Chai, someone who had written for the bulletin, brainstormed on how to keep the thing alive.

“It’s like this.” I said. “I’m down to one thousand dollars in the bank. Not much more than my airfare home. It would be foolish to spend five hundred of them on an ailing business. Since Krida and Hasan it has either broken even or lost money. Not all of it Hasan’s fault, although he certainly cost me, but we lost a lot of Penang full colour advertising as well. So it seems to be over, and I wish I’d said goodbye in this current issue.”

“Cut your printing costs. Cut the glossy cover. Reduce the number of pages.” Bill said.

“If I were a business doctor, I’d look at what works and what doesn’t.” Opung Chai said. “This!” he said, pointing at a couple of articles which were not supported by advertising, “Costs you money. Cut it. Cut all these small ads. You are subsiding every advert in here. Prune prune prune until you are left with what pays. Never mind getting rid of the glossy cover, get rid of the whole magazine. Print a newssheet instead. One page of A3 paper, folded like a tabloid newspaper. No colour. Only your big, regular advertisers, who share the cost of the printing plus a profit for you.” 

I listened.

“Or,” Bill offered, “Keep some of your reliable small advertisers, and let the big ones pay for printing. The small ones are your profit.” 

I listened some more.

“That’s right.” Jaz agreed. “You aimed at fifty percent advertising space but never got it. Get it. Make it that way. If you can’t get the adverts reduce the information. You can easily prune a lot of it and condense what is left. I’ll help with the web site if you continue. Maybe you should just push that? No printing costs at all, and you would still get a few to advertise and make a small profit.”

“Jader was going to do that. He still might,” I replied, “but his computer crashed seriously with some awful virus and he lost a lot of info, so it’s not his immediate priority.”

“Weren’t you going to go for a year’s working visa with Sari employing you?” Bill asked.

“Yes I was, but now it’s not worth it, there is no time. With the decreased value of the dollar the cost of a year’s working visa is now five hundred dollars. It wouldn’t even leave my fare back to England.  I may well have to go back before my current visa expires anyway.”

Ted arrived back from America, but without Desy. They had been getting on quite well before they left for the States, but it hadn’t worked out and she was still in the USA being taken care of by the local church they had both joined. His computer and a lot of his stuff had been stored in our house while Bambi was still living here and we had some of his furniture on loan. While retrieving what he wanted, Ted said we could keep the furniture for now, maybe for years, and he added another box of useful bits and pieces that he didn’t need. He still wanted to make a go of his marriage and was only intending to stay a few weeks. He didn’t agree with cutting the magazine to a newssheet, saying I couldn’t go from a glossy, professional, well laid out magazine to a black and white sheet of paper which would just get thrown away. Better to let it die and try to revive it two or three months later, when it would be missed or when we had found funding.

“A few hundred dollars a month is nothing to some people, they earn that per hour. They want something to spend their money on. Let it go for a bit. You have all the old copies, it’s all on computer, you can get it going again at an instants notice once you have the funding.” 

I played with various formats on the computer, cutting pages, changing the full colour adverts back to black and one colour, seeing how much I could get onto one page of A3 paper, effectively cutting the bulletin from its current thirty six pages to eight. I was hacking my baby to bits in order to try to keep it alive. Cutting the full colour pages would save printing costs, but would also reduce the income from advertisers still further, but whatever I did, I couldn’t take a financial loss on any future edition. That was fine when I was thinking of it as investment, thinking it would really take off any day now and make me rich. It hadn’t. It wouldn’t. I had to make a profit from it as it stood. Redesigning the front cover with no photograph, Wayne came up with some beautiful pen and ink drawings from Wallace’s book, “The Malayan Archipelago.” on which any copyright had long since expired. He had just had a pleasant surprise. The Indonesian to English dictionary he had been working on for the past five years had just been published, by far the most comprehensive dictionary in the country, so almost certainly in the world as well. He hadn’t even realised it had been published, he just stumbled across it in a Medan bookstore.

“So are they paying you?” I asked. “Surely they should have told you they were publishing it? Are they ripping you off?”

“The agreement was they give me a share of the books, ten percent of the print run, and I promised not to sell it in Indonesia or Malaysia. I can sell it in Singapore, or anywhere else of course. Maybe they lost my e-mail address. They have put my name on the front cover after all.”

“Maybe Wayne. I must be getting a bit cynical.”

The mini cinema was doing so well it was only a matter of time before someone copied us. One restaurant who relied entirely on food and drink sales because they had no rooms for rent, often rented videos to show at meal times, hoping to entice tourists inside. The owner would ask my advice on which films were currently popular. 

“This is nice,” he said, poking his head inside the tiny room with the big television. “I think I will make one as well. Only I shall have a giant flat screen. Perhaps you can write me out a list of films which tourists like? Oh, and Justin, can you help me?” He handed me his restaurants menu. “Could you redo this on your computer? The prices have changed.”

“Why is it that people expect me to help them steal my businesses?” I asked my wife later. “Not that I’m too worried, he doesn’t know which films to buy. Besides, there is room for another cinema, we can’t rent more often than we already are, we are turning people away sometimes. It’s like having four rooms for rent.”

“Tourists might rent videos here and watch them there.”

“That's okay, tourists rent videos and take them out anyway. Hey that reminds me, two police were here from Ambarita while you were in Medan. They took two videos, free of course, but they wanted to try the wine.”

“Did you let them?”

“No. They wanted me to open a bottle. I’m wondering if I should have given it to them, but it’s too much. It’s always too much. They can’t just walk in and take what they like. Well, they can really of course.” 

Our house nestled under a truly colossal Hariara tree which was perhaps four hundred years old. When the wind blew, twigs and leaves and other debris would fall noisily onto our tin roof, raising a real clatter when combined with a heavy downpour of rain. Occasionally a larger branch dropping would make us both jump. One night as we went to bed there was a one hell of a bang above our heads, and I went outside to investigate. Four men were in our garden, and they had a gun. They hadn’t seen me, and I kept in the shadows, watching. There was much excited whispering as three of them helped the fourth to climb up onto my roof. My heart was beginning to thump in my chest, but then there was a triumphant cry from above, and a dead fruit bat was thrown down to the waiting men. Satisfied, they wandered off into the dark. I went back inside to reassure Sari.

“They shot a fruit bat out of the tree. Do they eat them? I’ve seen a few hanging from a stick, for sale in Medan by the roadside before now.”

“Yes. They are expensive too. But no, not for eating.” Sari explained, “For medicine. They open it and eat only the heart. It is supposed to be good for asthma.”

“Bullshit!”

“Yeah, bullshit.” she laughed. “Frogs too, and baby rats are used the same way for other illnesses. Traditional medicine. Traditional bullshit.”

“Much of it, yes.” I agreed. “Certainly if I get bitten by a scorpion I don’t want ten crushed papaya seeds or a rats heart, I want a hospital, but some of these guys can reset broken bones, and many herbal remedies are known to work. But a fruit bat’s heart? Who though that one up?”

“Someone who needed money I expect.”

“Hi Adam, welcome back. How did it go in Pulau Weh?”

“Fine, the guys on the beach were very supportive. I’ll probably go back up there soon. Mum was a bit emotional but it’s all okay.”

“Have you got your stuff?” I asked, prepared to be surprised.

“Not yet, but it’s cool, not a problem. It is still all there.”

“And your divorce?”

“Not yet. It was supposed to be final on the seventeenth of this month but I’m missing some piece of paper.”

“I think you will find that it’s called a one hundred thousand Rupiah note.”

“Justin, I was drinking Tuak in the bar last night with local men, and your name came up. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard anything negative said about you.”

“What are they saying Chai?”

“Well - it’s all jealousy of course - but it’s your mini cinema. They are jealous that they didn’t think of it first. There may be a mini cinema boom about to happen in Tuk Tuk, but that’s not it really. They say people are using the private room to shoot up drugs. Heroin.”

“Oh shit, we don’t need those kind of rumours. Why should they think that? There isn’t a scrap of evidence, no suggestion of it.”

“It’s the locked door. What is going on inside? The concept of privacy is not something local people are brought up with. As you know, they read your book or your letter over your shoulder; they ask ‘What’s in your bag?’ They walk in and out of each other’s homes without knocking and open drawers and fridges. That’s why they would never have had the idea of a private video room; it’s not in their way of thinking. Oh, and another thing. Several people said you are not really married.”

“I don’t care about that, I can prove it if I have to. It’s because I didn’t have a Batak wedding and kill a pig and feed the whole village. But maybe I’ll tell Sari to relate the gossip to our new policeman.”

He called a couple of days later to return videos. Adam was visiting at the time, and Pascal and Eva were in the locked mini cinema smoking marijuana. He asked if everything was okay and Sari, with her wicked laugh, told him the latest gossip about us while offering him a glass of wine.

“I know how this gossip started.” she explained. “Justin has syringes for refilling his computer’s printer with ink.” She asked me to fetch one. “Once they are empty we keep them, without the needles, to use as water pistols. Very useful for squirting the cats that come in and steal food.”

I demonstrated what excellent cat repellents they were by squirting a dog sleeping in the road and placed the spent syringe on the table. He laughed and told us not to worry - adding that there were a lot of drugs, especially marijuana in Tuk Tuk.

“If you want to smoke marijuana, smoke upstairs, not down here in the shop.” he smiled as he sipped the wine. Sari winked at me. He got chatty and stayed for over an hour, explaining that he couldn’t find a girlfriend because everyone was afraid of the police.

“I’m just a normal guy. I just want to be treated like a normal guy.”

“He wants a friend.” Sari said later. 

“We’ll be his friends.” I replied.

August visited. Many, many people visited in fact. Our house was a drop in centre for the small expat community and usually there were people in the house from 10.30 in the morning until 10.30 at night. I had begun to resent it. This was my office and my home. I was at work, I wasn’t available to sit around and listen to idle chat. I had a bulletin to produce, letters to write, e-mail to answer, faxes to send, telephone calls to make, circuits of Tuk Tuk to collect outstanding money, and bored expats with nothing to do would congregate around our kitchen table and talk to each other. Why here? Why in my place? Didn’t they have homes to go to? Didn’t they have a life? But August had called on business.

“Hello Justin. Look what I’ve picked up.” He showed me a slim book on Reiki Therapy, with pictures. “The good thing about it is it tells you how to do it on yourself.” he went on. “And I’m moving my books up here to Popy’s Restaurant. It’s not really working out with Marion.”

“Isn’t that a bit dangerous August?”

“Not if I’m not involved with taking money. Anyway, the reason I called is I’d like you to put a new advert in for me. I’ve written it down.” I read it. 

“Holistic Reiki Healing offered in Tuk Tuk. Relax with 45 minutes of “whole body Reiki Therapy” from an experienced master. Rp 25.000 at my place, Popy’s Restaurant (see map) or Rp 30.000 at your hotel. Tel. (0625) 451291”

He gave me the money. I took it.

“I knew my carefully cultivated eccentric appearance would come in useful one day.’ he chuckled as he left.

I spoke to Esron, Annette, Marion and others about losing the full colour pages on which their adverts appeared. Fortunately, no one was too concerned. The price of their advert would drop and there was no other medium in Sumatra for them to advertise. I calculated the expected income for the month of August, which was only three and a half million Rupiah. Six months ago it was double that, and printing costs had risen since then. Theoretically, without the glossy cover, we should make one point seven million Rupiah on this next issue if everyone paid, which they never did, and if everyone paid on time, which they never did. It was difficult now to get around this cash flow problem. Although new advertisers paid in advance, there was a large core of advertisers who had started with a free one and then always paid in arrears. Sometimes very in arrears, sometimes not at all. Paying up front for these people was difficult because it meant paying out for two months or more in one go, and they were finding it hard enough to pay for one. The only way around that would be to miss making it for a month.

Bambi’s husband John dropped in with more boxes of wine for us to sell and he introduced us to the Indonesian girl he was with. Mildly embarrassed, he explained that they were ‘an item,’ and that Bambi knew, and that it was okay. We sold six litres of the wine the same day, and another four litres the day after that. It wasn’t cheap, but tourists would always pay for something they wanted. If we could continue to sell enough of it, at one hundred percent profit, it could be our salvation. We didn’t need a special licence - we already had one in the form of the company Sari had registered as INFO Sumatera. 

“She is much better.” He said. “I saw her last week, she is having some sort of electrical acupuncture now, but she has no pain at all. She is still planning to go and live out her days on Bangka Island.”

“Good. But she knows Roselyn won’t be joining her?”

“Yes. Has Roselyn decided that for sure?”

“Yes. It’s too far away from Batak land.”

“I think the reason is more likely to be because Nicolas is moving in with her.”

“Is he? Really? Living together? Not married?” I asked, taken aback. True, Nicolas spent a lot of time up there with her in the house in our back garden, but Roselyn living with someone without being married? It was unthinkable.

“So it seems.” John said, amused.

“Well I’m damned. She has spent too much time with Bambi being a bad influence. He has certainly persevered; he must have been courting her for nearly two years. Brave girl to go against her traditions. Good luck to both of them.”

Such a Lovely Place....

On the Lake Toba ferry,

Cool wind in my hair,

sweet smell of the kretek

rising up through the air.

Up ahead in the distance

I saw the guesthouse light

I’d been travelling all the way from Bangkok, 

I had to stop for the night.

There she stood in the doorway

I heard the church bell,

and I was thinking to myself

this could be heaven or this could be hell.

Then she gave me a smile,

and she showed me the way,

there were voices from the Batak house,

I thought I heard them say

Welcome to the Island Samosir,

such a lovely place, such a lovely face.

Plenty of room at the Island Samosir,

any time of year, you can find it here...

Geckos on the ceiling,

warm Bintang on ice,

we are all just prisoners here,

Batak food and rice.

Relax said the tour guide,

We are programmed to deceive,

you can check out any time you like,

but you can never leave.

So I call to the waitress,

Please bring me palm wine,

She said we haven’t had any tuak here 

since this morning, half past nine.

And still those voices keep calling

from far away.

Wake you up in the middle of the night

just to hear them say,

Welcome to the Island Samosir,

such a lovely place, such a lovely face.

Plenty of room at the Island Samosir.

Any time of year

Magic mushrooms here... 

                          Thanks Marcus.     Elfita Sari, Editor.

Making arrangements to keep the video shop open, we packed for Medan. Zeul took the master copy and discs to print our downgraded August edition, and pointed out that we should be paying tax.

“We haven’t been operating for a year yet.” I protested, “And we have made an overall loss since the formation of INFO Sumatera.”

“You can file a nil tax declaration, its not important that you pay, it is important that you fill in the forms. If you haven’t done so you will be fined. You should submit a monthly return.”

“Why am I only finding this out now? Shouldn’t our Notaris or someone have told us? How much is the fine?”

“Fifty thousand a month. Six months, that will be three hundred thousand.”

I checked my bank account as I cashed more dollars to pay Zeul a deposit. It had enough left for one single airfare back to England, and that was all. Effectively, my bank account was now closed.

Bottom line plans are often ill thought out. I remember years ago when I was doing a ‘round the world trip’ with one of my previous wives that I thought my bottom line plan was a mud hut in Bali. I hadn’t considered visa runs and other trivial details. My bottom line plan now, somewhat better thought out, and should it really come to it, was to fly back to England penniless, hitch hike to a town like Reading or Brighton, and sleep rough where I would be found by outreach workers. In the brief and unhappy period after my previous marriage ended some eight years previously in Portugal, and I had found myself back in England, single, my capital halved, homeless, jobless, and almost friendless, I had worked for a year with the Salvation Army - not as a Christian, uniform wearing, tambourine shaking do-gooder, but as a well paid outreach worker. My job had been to get rough sleepers into accommodation, and I knew there was a wealth of help available for people who fell into the category of ‘Rough Sleeper.’ In England at that time, about eighty five percent of rough sleepers were also alcoholics or heroin users. Ten percent had mental health problems, leaving only a handful of characters who were simply down on their luck. Like me. They would put me into a hostel; they would help me to apply for my benefits. They would council me; help me to find work, contact charities on my behalf. Within two months, if I played the game and obeyed the rules - which England had plenty of - I would have a small, sparsely furnished flat. As a qualified social worker who was completely out of touch with modern social work practice and law, I wouldn’t be able to compete for jobs in the local authority sphere, but I would be able to get a job as a carer, looking after some confused old man in his own house for a good salary. I had done it before and it was, frankly, a most boring and depressing job. I would be living the life of an eighty five year old man, but, living in, I would not be able to spend money. I could save enough to get back here to my wife and my life in, say, a year or two. Sari would wait and carry on running the video shop - as long as the Bataks let her. It was a horrible plan. It was unthinkable, totally unthinkable. There had to be another way. To confirm my thoughts, Kiki telephoned from England. She was crying, she missed Lake Toba, she missed her friends and she hated the weather in Scotland. She wanted to come home.

The immigration office was routine, almost friendly. I asked them what I should do in a few months’ time if and when ‘I have to go into hospital and won't be able to attend.’ I was assured it was no problem, my wife could do it if she brought the signed form from me, and suddenly, just like that I was free of visa runs, but at the price of an absentee wife. Next month was the month it would get difficult and the two week run-around would begin, and we had long ago decided that I would go to Penang and buy a new social visa rather than go through that again. I began to think it was more likely now that I would be buying a ‘plane ticket for England, not a visa to return home to my wife. Sari and I had just recklessly spent another seven hundred thousand Rupiah on six bottles of wine to resell, and were sat in Gecko’s hotel trying to figure ways around the money problem when Robert and Beby joined us. He was back from Holland for another eight month stint, back with Beby and, in answer to my discreet enquiry, yes, he was using a condom. Eric from Spoutnik Cafe had gone back to Switzerland with his wife - Mr Sugar’s ex-wife - without cancelling his advert, another that probably wouldn’t get paid for this month. Rebecca too was passing through, having driven down from Aceh and having passed a burning bus on the way. In a week or two the Government was to decide whether or not to declare martial law in the Province, and many were fleeing, or trying to. Olga also joined us. It was some time since I had seen her. She claimed to be married, but was ‘having problems with her husband.’ I mentioned to Sari that she had been alright after all, never asking for money or trying to get her commission for getting us both married off.

“You are joking!” she laughed. “If you were not here she would be asking me as usual - Lend me fifty thousand Sari! - She is always after money. She doesn’t believe me when I say you don’t give me money, she pats my pockets to see if I’m lying!”

Mr Jader also turned up and joined us.

“Hi Justin, I’m sorry I haven’t got back to you about the web page, but I have just been so busy. Give me another month. How is the magazine going?” 

“Dismal. The August edition will be the last issue. It just continues to lose money because people don’t pay and there is nothing I can do about it.” I answered, giving him an outline of my financial situation.

“Shame. But look, why don’t you write a travel article on Lake Toba? I’ve got some contacts. I may be able to get you about five million for it. Could you do that in two weeks?”

“Yes, definitely Jader. Really? Five million? You are still involved in white water rafting aren’t you?” I was interested to see if I could buy or rent a couple of kayaks from him to rent to tourists. There was nothing on the lake apart from the ferries and dug out canoes. 

“I could rent you two.” he replied. “I will be in Toba near the end of August after I’ve taken a group down the Asahan river, so I will have a couple of kayaks with me. I’ll call in and give a demonstration.”

Ken had also arrived back from America, and although he and Wilda didn’t intend staying longer than Ken’s new two month tourist visa, they accompanied me back to Lake Toba. Sari stayed behind to finish the immigration business and deal with distributing what I felt was almost certain to be the last issue of INFO Sumatera. 

August 2002
Hope and despair

I received an e-mail from an organization called the Netherlands Management Cooperation Program, explaining that they were an independent organization that assigned senior advisors to foreign companies in trouble. Basically it seemed they stepped in as managers to rebuild the company. The service was free - we would only be required to pay the cost of accommodation, cost of living, local transport and office facilities. I thought of my office, which was a computer in our bedroom surrounded by coffee cups, full ashtrays and bits of paper. I sent a reply thanking them for their offer, but explaining that it was too late, INFO Sumatera was already bankrupt and we couldn’t supply the facilities.

When Sari returned, I was pleased to see the bulletin still looked good. Zeul had done an excellent job on the new, non glossy cover and it was well received by the advertisers, but I was in no hurry to begin writing another issue as it would only get printed if enough money was collected from the current edition, which seemed unlikely. Sari told me that a Ms. Marita Vugts, from the organization who had e-mailed me had telephoned her and met her in Gecko’s hotel. It seemed she admired the bulletin very much and wanted to help. I telephoned her, and she explained.

“We can’t give you money, but we may be able to help you find a sponsor. For example, the Bukit Lawang orang utan sanctuary is funded with EU money. The woman who started it, Regina, lives in Switzerland. If they could use your publication as a platform to tell people what they were doing, they may put some money into it. I can’t contact them without your permission, but I could give you some e-mail addresses.”

“And how about if I asked you, nicely, to contact them for me? I’m not legally allowed to work or raise money.”

“Certainly. I understand. Leave it with me for a few days.”

I had a long talk with Sari about the probability of having to go back to England and spend a year earning some money. The video business would be enough to keep her fairly comfortably, and she would get a local girl or one of her female friends from Medan to stay with her and help if it came to that. There weren’t two airfares available, plus there was the whole business of trips to Jakarta for her visa, but the thought of not having this happy, laughing, beautiful woman beside me was unimaginable. Besides, although she would follow me anywhere, she would hate England. She would be lonely and isolated, I would be working the whole time and without sufficient English there would be nowhere for her natural friendliness and outgoing nature to be expressed. I had written to a friend in England a month or so back and his reply had contained a photograph. It had been taken through the windscreen of his car in a traffic jam, on a rainy August day. On the back it said ‘On the way to the supermarket. Don’t come back.’ What would she do while I was earning money to get back to our life? She wouldn’t even know what to eat! I knew if I went back alone I would spend all my waking hours thinking about her. There had to be a way. I had a life here, I had nothing in England apart from my family, and they had their own lives, which I imagined didn’t have much space for a spare dad hanging around. I counted how much money we had several times a day, hoarding it, willing the pile to grow. Collecting advertising money on time was always uncertain, but enough was coming back to cover the printing costs, and money from Aceh, Penang and Berastagi should arrive before the end of the month. Hopefully.

“I’ve just got back from Penang. No money from the advertisers there because I couldn’t show them any of the latest editions.”

“Oh. No problem August, I’m going there myself this month. Either for a new visa, or to catch a bus for Bangkok and a flight to England, I don’t know which yet. Your new library is looking good.” I added, and told him about the Netherlands Company offering to step in and manage INFO Sumatera.

“But you have been resisting that idea for ages!” he said indignantly.

“Not really August, I’ve only been resisting it from you.”

“I’ve got a great idea!” Bill burst into our shop carrying a bag. “Borrow this, my CD burner. You could copy tourist’s photos from their digital cameras. Lots of tourists are carrying them now, and their cameras are full up. Save their photos on compact disc and free space on their cameras again. It would cost you almost nothing and you could charge fifty thousand Rupiah. No one else in Tuk Tuk is doing it.”

“Thanks Bill, excellent idea. I’m going to need to keep this bulletin going somehow if only to advertise my own services.”

“You will need to buy a card reader when you go to Penang, but Wayne will lend you his in the meantime. They are about fifty dollars. I know you have no cash, but your money will be back inside a month.”

“Roselyn seems happy with Nicolas doesn’t she? She really does make excellent bread. Can’t you persuade her to bake every morning? Just the smell coming out of your door would sell it.”

“I’ll speak to her again about it Wayne. Thanks for the card reader.”

“Try one of these.” Pascal and Eva offered Sari and I a piece of cake. “Space Cake!” beamed Pascal, after we had eaten it. “You will be very stoned in half an hour. Maybe you could sell it to tourists?”

“A friend of Wilda’s had a video shop in Medan. She has closed down and has four hundred videos to sell cheap, plus a television. All the movies are originals apparently. I’ve got her phone number here.”

“Thanks Ken, when are you back to Thailand?”

“We leave next week, but we will spend a few days in Bukit Lawang before we go.”

“You don’t want to live in Indonesia anymore?”

“Not until they change the immigration rules.”

“Play Station Justin. Some tourists would spend all day on it, and the locals would quickly get addicted. There is a place in Berastagi that is full of Play Stations and it is always full of people. You have the space, and no one else is doing it in Tuk Tuk.”

“That’s true. How much are they Adam, do you know?”

“In England I could pick up a second hand one for ten pounds, here I don’t know. I’m off to Penang with my dad for a new visa in a few days; I’ll try to sell some advertising there if you give me an authorization letter to collect cash. The same goes for Aceh, we are going back up there once we’ve got new visas, I want to get my things back. I’m sure I can get you some new adverts. I can transfer the money to your account.” 

One way and another, people were rallying round to try to keep me here, and Bill’s idea of storing tourist’s digital photos caught on immediately, every day brought new customers for a while. A useful offshoot of this was that I rapidly built a large database of images of Sumatra and other places in South East Asia, which could go on our web page. There were always one or two really excellent shots among the fuzzy wild life pictures and photos of tourists grinning in front of a temple or something similar on most people’s camera chips. Once I had collected enough photos I could even start selling discs as souvenirs. Two thousand photographs of Lake Toba, five dollars. Not mine to sell strictly speaking, photographs are the property of the photographer, but I couldn’t imagine anyone would really mind. As it was, every time I did a disc for a tourist I gave them a free folder of photographs of orang utan or more photos of Lake Toba. Most people were happy enough to join in the swap system. I took twenty or so of their non personal shots, and gave them around five hundred photos from other tourists. The cinema too continued to thrive, word of mouth was now helping considerably. One tourist who had just travelled down Aceh’s beautiful west coast remarked that he had only met four other tourists on the whole journey. 

“When they heard I was heading to Lake Toba, all of them said ‘Oh! The Wicked Laugh!’ You are famous mate. Your magazine is too, it’s really helpful, it got me all around Aceh, I haven’t used my guidebook once, and the list of Indonesian words is fantastic. It’s the best collection of words and phrases I’ve ever seen anywhere. How did you decide on what to include?”
”Mostly the words I learned first. They must have been the ones I needed most.”

Look on my works ye mighty, and despair. Famous! Famous but unrecognized. Apart from around Lake Toba and central Medan, I was just another tourist, but mention the bulletin and everyone knew who I was.

My moods swung from pessimism to optimism daily. Every month since I had been in Sumatera, I had had to cash my dollars. With none left, I didn’t think we would be able to make enough money to stay another month. And the month after that. Would life now be a constant cliffhanger or would I get used to it? As the days rolled on, to my immense relief and considerable surprise I knew that I had at least one month’s reprieve. As the time approached for me to leave for Penang, there was enough money for the round trip. “It’s not the despair I can’t cope with.” I explained to Sari. “It’s the hope.” This had been a good month, we had made enough cash to pay the bills, but it was peak season, and although to me it seemed busy, tourists remarked on how quiet and empty the place was. I suppose I had just got used to it being that way, but come October it would be quiet. The village filled up temporarily for Indonesia’s Independence Day, as it always did on special bank holidays. Affluent young Chinese would come to Lake Toba to party at times like Christmas or the Chinese New Year, and for a few days there would be big shiny cars driving round the narrow roads, and for a few days, everyone made some money. 

The article I had worked on about Lake Toba to give to Jader was finished and, rather late in the month, I had started to put another edition of INFO Sumatera together when it was my turn for one of those things that only happens to other people - a computer virus, and I was locked out of both my article and my bulletin. Nicolas came down from the house in the back garden where he was very happily settled in with Roselyn, and spent twelve hours not fixing it. Bill took it back to his place and spent a day on it, somehow bringing me back a totally different computer, but with all my files on it, three days before printing deadline. Teger telephoned to say we had lost four of the six adverts from Berastagi but an e-mail from Bukit Lawang paid in advance for six months. I shut myself in, away from the constant visitors and went to work. Three days later it was complete, but obviously I was still having it too easy. Somehow, in one of my increasing moments of absent-mindedness brought on by age, love and too much ganja, I managed to delete the whole file from the computer while attempting to copy it onto floppy discs. All gone. Most of the adverts and articles had all been saved separately, but not all of it, and I had to begin all over again, jig sawing everything back into place, and the printing deadline passed. Yes of course I looked in the recycle bin, but my hard drive was pretty full up and there were a pile of tourist’s photos in the bin. Delete.

Kongres telephoned again wanting to know when I was coming to Medan. I told him I would be at the Gecko hotel in a day or two. “I’ll meet you there. We have got many things to discuss.” he said. Sari gave me my shopping list for Penang and reminded me not to trust him before I kissed her goodbye for a few days. At least it was only going to be a few days, not a year. The first news I heard once back in Medan was that Jader had gone home to Switzerland, permanently. I had wondered why he hadn’t turned up in Lake Toba with the kayaks. Apparently he had returned for personal reasons, but my new web page wasn’t going to happen and my painstakingly worked on article on Lake Toba was not going to appear in some glossy travel magazine. I would need to contact Jaz in Thailand again. It’s not the despair I can’t cope with….

Drinking a cold beer in Medan at Gecko’s, one of the guides approached and invited me to be guest speaker at a meeting they were having in Medan’s Museum entitled “How do we become more professional?” The new head of North Sumatera’s tourist department - Mr Sihotang’s replacement - along with the head of the forests department, and a representative of the tourist police were to be there. Kongres was also there.

“Justin, you forgot to put my name in the bulletin this month.”

“No I didn’t. We gave you a trial for a month. Your job was to sell advertising. You didn’t sell any.” A little nonplussed, he told me about the reporters who wanted to work with me. I still wondered if they were the same ‘reporters’ August had been conned by, and if not, what their agenda was. Again I explained that Sari made those decisions, not me.

“Because she knows Indonesians better than I do. She knows how it all works, she knows the rules. I just work on the computer, nothing else. And she said she wasn’t interested.”

“But if you met them, they could persuade you and you could persuade her afterwards! We don’t want your money Richard.”

“No, if she meets them, she can persuade me afterwards. I will let no one but Sari persuade me. And I’ve heard that line before, many times.”

I was called up to speak. Give me that mike!

Ken and Wilda were still in town, and so were Robert and Beby who were in the process of splitting up. I supposed they would both go back to their previous professions, she a prostitute, he a playboy. Adam with his father Ron were back from their visa run and headed for Aceh to get Adam’s belongings back. The evening was full of stories of tourists being turned back at Belawan immigration. When this happened it meant spending the night on the ferry and being taken back to Penang again the next day. There was a new dragon at Belawan port, one who did smile, all the time, even as she turned people away. It was rumoured she was the new head of the department, and had been appointed to clean up the act and stamp out corruption there. She had told several long-term tourists on leaving, Wayne and August included, not to come back without a social visa. She seemed to be taking her job seriously, so much so that some people were planning to come back via Singapore and Batam just to avoid her. 

“The next time I do a visa run I’m carrying a tape recorder.” Ron said determinedly. “I’ve got nothing to lose if she turns me back.”

In Penang I met some of those unfortunates who had been turned back with ‘Entry Denied’ stamped in their passports. One was a young lad who had supplied me with April’s cover photo. He had been teaching in a town outside Medan, waiting for his working visa to be organized by the school he worked for. It wasn’t ready in time, naturally, so he tried to come back on a tourist visa and was turned away. He lost his job. Another guy had been asked before being turned back, “Can you prove you are not working?”  

“Can you prove you are not corrupt?” he shot back.

Getting my social visa was simple enough. Getting home wasn’t. Malaysia had given a deadline for all illegal foreign workers - mostly Indonesian - to be out of the country or face imprisonment and the cane. There had been a bit of an outcry between the two countries about this, with the Malaysian government advising its citizens that it might not be such a good idea to visit Indonesia right now, and Indonesians burning the Malay flag outside their embassy in Jakarta. So the ferries were full and I had to wait, but there were a number of friends and people I’d met in Lake Toba in town, in fact Ted was sharing my dormitory, about to fly home for a possible reconciliation with Desy, and August passed through on some banking business. Jeremy had gone to Sabah and e-mails indicated he was enjoying it. So they were good, social days and somewhat drunken nights. Finding an Englishman married to a Malaysian to act as my agent and money collector in Penang in exchange for a free small advert was another useful accomplishment. But there was no avoiding an evening with Duncan. 

“I realised I did have a bit of a problem, I seem to get into trouble more than most people, but I’ve read this fantastic book called ‘Non Violent Communication.’ I’ve turned over a new leaf since about four months ago. Funny thing is no one seems to have noticed.” He was explaining as we finished our pizzas. “So your cinema is doing alright then?”

“It’s doing great, really popular. After all, there isn’t much to do in Lake Toba. Tourists lock themselves in and have a few hours privacy, which is not so easy in Asia. We are selling an evening at home in front of the telly.”

“Of course! Of course, it would be so much easier to get someone into the cinema than back to your room! Could I rent it if I came to Toba?”

“I expect so Duncan.”

“How young a person would you let me take in there?”

I made comments to the effect that it was time I went home for a beer before turning in, trying, unnoticed, to say goodnight.

“I’ll walk to your hotel with you. We can have a beer on the way.” Duncan led me down several dark alleyways, avoiding the main street wherever possible. I pointed to a bar.

“No, not that one.” He said adamantly. I pointed again. “No, they banned me. How about the one we passed back toward my place?”

“Oh come on Duncan, there must be one nearer you are allowed in.”

“White trash!” hissed a street vendor as we passed.

“She always says that.” Duncan chuckled. “It’s amazing how many tourists are fucking animals these days.” He added as we walked into a Chinese restaurant and ordered a beer.

“What sort of conversations do you have Duncan? And with whom?” I asked, sitting down. Duncan was still hovering in the doorway, looking in turn at both of the occupied outside tables.

“I’d rather sit outside.” He said. “I’m sure that couple wouldn’t mind moving over with the other couple.”

“Leave it, they were there first. Duncan, I’m curious. Knowing your appetite for sex, where do you find it here? Other than those awful lady boys on Chulia Street?”

“Oh I found a cheap brothel.” He said, reluctantly sitting down. “But the buggers won’t let me just lie down for ten minutes afterwards. I have to time it so that I shoot ten minutes before my time is up. I think I’ll ask that couple to move.” He announced, getting up.

“No Duncan! They were there first! Forget it.”

“I won’t be a minute.” 

“If you ask them to move I’m leaving.” I said. “And if you even mention it again I’m leaving.” I added. He sat down again. Three and a half minutes later, I got up and left.

I’d got my visa. I’d got my dozens of new videos and blank CD’s for burning tourist’s photographs. I’d invested a massive chunk of my money - fifty dollars - in a camera chip reader. I’d got a bump and a scab on my head from falling down drunk. I was ready to go home, so a twelve hour wait in the ferry port with a crowd of Indonesians fleeing to escape a caning, and getting increasingly angry at the delay and lack of information was not what I needed. From 8.00 am to 8.00 pm we all waited, trying to get some information. Eventually, at 8.30 I was shuffling through the barrier and handing in my boarding pass.

“Would you prefer to stay the night and go tomorrow morning at 8.00 am sir? The hotel is at our expense.” asked a friendly uniformed woman.

Would I prefer an air-conditioned room with an inside toilet and hot water and an ice-cold beer, to bouncing across the ocean until two in the morning?

“Why did you only ask me?” I enquired as I followed her to the waiting car.

“Oh you know, the night crossing can be a bit rough, we were just asking people with small children and...”

And old people with bumps on their head I thought. But there was an added bonus to staying apart from the hot shower and the beer. It was Malaysia’s Merdeka Day, Independence Day. The fireworks that night and the beautifully colourful processions the following morning as I walked to the port made me glad things worked out the way they did. I love Asia.

Tourist Tips, Penang.

Thai visas (2 months, extendable) take two working days and cost about RM 40 through an agent.

When going by ferry to Medan, get your boarding pass the day before to avoid queuing in the morning.

Post Office open 8.30 am to 4 pm,  (5 pm in the Komtar.)

Shopping Malls open 10 am to  9/10 pm but many shops don’t open till 11.

Shops open 9 am - 6. pm

Taxis are not metered, so agree a price in advance. RM 3 to RM 6 is normal for short journeys in town.

Trishaws cost around RM 4 or 5.

Smoking in buses, trains, cinemas, shopping malls and government offices is prohibited.

All buses go through the Komtar. Exact fare is needed. Ask at your hotel for bus numbers.

The tap water in Penang is safe to drink. (Really!)
Train timetable, see p. 31
There were two queues for the immigration counter at Belawan. I chose the wrong one. As my queue turned the corner, I had picked the Smiling Dragon. An elderly white man ahead of me reached her and was questioned for several minutes before being led off into a room with darkened windows. When my turn came she asked me where I would be staying in Indonesia.

“At Lake Toba.”

“Why?”

“Why? Well, it’s very beautiful.”

“Don’t you have any lakes in your own country? Come with me please. Follow me.”

A nice friendly welcome to Indonesia I thought, but my heart sunk. What now? I was led into the room where the dejected elderly tourist sat, facing the prospect of a long night on the boat and a long wait for the night and a long trip back to Penang. I didn’t want to share it with him. She opened my passport.

“There!” she smiled triumphantly, thrusting it in the face of the seated man. “That’s what you need if you want to stay in Indonesia a long time! A social visa!” She turned her smile on me and led the way out.

“But I’ve only got a bag of dirty clothes - I guarantee I’ll get one next time.” an Australian accent called after her. 

“Your guarantees mean nothing.” she laughed pleasantly as the door closed.

She stamped me in.

September 2002

The times they are a’changing.

The tourist high season was ending. Students were heading home to continue university studies and Tuk Tuk slowly began to empty. The rainy season was heralded by nightly showers.

“Wayne has just been turned back to Penang by the Smiling Dragon. He’s in Thailand getting stoned with Ken and Wilda. A red stamp in his passport.”

“Really? Poor Wayne, what will he do Bill?”

“Spend a month or so there, go back to the States for Christmas and come back with a new passport. I’m due for a visa run in a few days. I’m going to have to get a social visa aren’t I?”

“You are Bill. The time has come. You’ve had a good run, over five years on a tourist visa, but ten dollars in the passport will not turn this lady.”

“She seems to have accomplished what she set out to do, clean up Belawan.” 

“Besides which the newspaper says the Director General of Immigration has proposed no more free visas from January. The tourist department disagree, but even they agree to cutting the visa from sixty days to thirty so there will definitely be some changes.”

“That’s crazy! It will kill tourism!”

“Their statistics show the average tourist stays ten or twelve days and spends one thousand dollars.” I said, quoting the Jakarta Post.

“Backpackers spend the same over two months, direct into the local economy, not to some multinational hotel group.”

“Their statistics probably include Batam where rich Singaporeans come for cheap weekend sex and golf, and package tourists in Bali of course. But places like Sumatra, Flores, Sulawesi and many other islands will be badly affected for sure. So will Batam for that matter, I imagine with a fifty dollar surcharge the sex and golf isn’t so cheap anymore. Perhaps Sari should write an editorial to stir up our advertisers to lobby their members of Parliament.”

“You have always avoided politics.” Bill reminded me.

“Yes, but Sari doesn’t have to. We need tourists too. If they stop coming I’m finished here, really.”

“Their thinking is warped.” Bill mused. “If they think the free visa is encouraging drug dealers and people working illegally, paying twenty or fifty dollars won’t deter those people. It will only deter tourists, especially backpackers. Backpackers open up new destinations. It was backpackers who opened up Phuket and Koh Samui - look at them now! Everyone starts in Thailand because the flights are so cheap, and from there you have a choice of Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, Vietnam and Malaysia. Even China. Indonesia has plenty of competition. And they are turning tourists away.”

“Paying for the visa is fair enough.” I reasoned. “Other countries charge. But Indonesia is huge and getting only thirty days would deter most people. I know many people do ‘round the world’ trips, they land at Bangkok and take off from Bali for Australia. I’ve done the overland trip from Bangkok to Bali myself a couple of times, via Penang, Sumatra and Java. You need two months for that.”

“This is going to affect all of us. Just about all the people we know. I feel my time at Lake Toba is coming to an end. I’ll go back to the States with Rose within the next year. It used to be a paradise here, but now, what with the immigration, my landlord cheating on our contract, nearly everyone left or about to, it’s not the same anymore. Jeremy, Ken and Wilda, Ted and Desy, German Peter, Wayne, Bambi, all of them already gone - who else? Jaz, Eddy, Craig. All gone. Maybe you too. Only August and Nicolas left.”

“Going to England does begin to look inevitable,” I agreed glumly, “but while I have twenty thousand Rupiah in my pocket I’m staying. I wonder if Adam and Ron will get back in?”

“Maybe not. Ron said he wouldn’t pay them. I hear that Paul and Nikki too have finally given up and are going to let her brother take over the restaurant because they can no longer face him coming round drunk, waving a knife about and throwing chairs around.” Bill said, looking dejected.

“But German Peter is planning to come back, in spite of everything.” I reminded him. “What is it about this place that makes us stay in spite of everything? As you know I’ve had quite a ride living here, but I don’t want to leave. I’ll do whatever is necessary to stay.”

Both Bill and Nicolas left for Penang for visa renewal, and a few days later Bill was back with his brand new, first social visa. Nicolas had remained on a tourist visa and put fifty thousand in the passport as usual and had been hauled up before the Smiling Dragon. Nicolas is not the most patient of men, but he had managed to keep his cool while she asked him for one hundred US dollars to allow him in, and even when she asked for him for his watch, but he was adamant he that he wasn’t going to give her either. It was when he had told her he thought it was a stupid game - he got no visa and she got no money - that her smile broke into a laugh, and after a bit of fencing and Indonesian style bargaining, she accepted seventy five dollars from him.

“What is so depressing is that these people are supposed to be extra careful, looking for terrorists since September 11th, but the way they work they would let someone in to bomb their own people for a few dollars. Anyway, it would have cost me more than seventy five dollars to go back to Penang and pay hotels for four days.” Nicolas sighed. “I said that for a social visa I need a sponsor, so I have to come in to get the paperwork from them. She is certainly cleaning up corruption at Belawan. She’s charging Saudi Arabians one hundred dollars to enter as well. The price has just gone way up.”

It made me think. A lot of tourists would pay a good commission for a year’s hassle free working visa. August for example, was also concerned about the new visa proposals.

“It would finish Indonesia for me. I’m not sure where I would go next. If only I could get some other sort of visa. Did you read in the paper what happened in Aceh? Two tourists were questioned and imprisoned recently for carrying out ‘Untourist-like activities whilst on a tourist visa.’ One was a university student writing a thesis on the Acehnese situation, the other was helping refugees.”

“Idiots! There was an Australian deported for photographing a peaceful women’s demonstration in Banda Aceh a few weeks ago as well.” I replied.

“I know. And now the Jakarta Post reports some top General up there has said ‘What are tourists doing up here anyway? If they want to picnic, let them go to Bali or some other tourist place. This is a war zone!’ I bet some of your advertisers in Pulau Weh are well pissed off.”

“It may mean more cancelled adverts from the dive schools there. It is so frustrating trying to run a business here, I can’t get through to Aceh on the telephone and the internet has been out of service for weeks. Faxes won’t go through either.”
Help Wanted

If you have found this bulletin useful, you could help us by taking a handful with you and leaving them in hotels and guest houses at your next destination, and by bringing it to the attention of potential advertisers. Copies can be obtained from Gecko’s Hotel, Medan, Raymond Café, Berastagi, and The Wicked Laugh Video Rental, Tuk Tuk.

“Honey, do you want another business to run?” I asked Sari later that night. “Because, you know there isn’t enough cash left for me to get a working visa, but you are a company director and you could employ other people.”

“We don’t need to employ other people, we can’t pay them anyway.” she said disinterestedly, not looking up from the task that was absorbing her.

“No, they pay us.” I explained. “People like Nicolas. Like Bill. And Robert and August and Eddy and Wayne....for a commission of, say one million Rupiah each. Most of them would pay for a year free of immigration hassles. Ken and Wilda might even come back from Thailand. We could help them and ourselves. INFO Sumatera needs researchers, reporters, translators, graphic artists and designers, photographers, office staff.” I expected Sari to laugh and dismiss the idea, but she became interested and stopped doing the ironing.

“Are we making a magazine this month? Because if we are I will go back and see that agent in Medan next week. It may be possible. I don’t want you to go back to England. What else can we do to earn money?”

“Yes we are printing, this month anyway, but I will stop it for November. There won’t be any tourists to give it to. For December, we will have to wait and see. I’ve collected just about enough to cover a limited print run, but there is still a lot of money due. Adam’s idea of a Play Station might work, but it would take eighty hours rental before we got our investment back. It’s low season, so that would be at least three or four months, minimum - unless we could get the guides addicted to it - and it would cost half of our available cash.”

“Let’s buy one.”

“Is it safe in Indonesia?” was the most frequently asked question on internet bulletin boards. It was safe enough in Sumatra as anyone who had been here would know, but there was an incident in Medan, reported in the Malaysian press, which was not going to be helpful in attracting tourists from Penang in the short term. A member of the military had been arrested for possessing a rather large quantity of cannabis and was in jail. His mates went to the police station to free him which, if they had used the time honoured tradition of handing over a brown envelope containing some money, might have ensured the transaction went smoothly, but they didn’t and it didn’t. They used a hand grenade and bazooka instead. Six police and two innocent people were killed in what became a running street shoot out. In the end, sixty prisoners were set free by the military and one and a half tons of marijuana was liberated from the police station. What one and a half tons of marijuana was doing in the police station, the newspaper didn’t say.

Before we left peaceful Tuk Tuk for the excitement of battle torn Medan to get the discs for the October issue to Zeul, and to buy the new toy which might or might not earn us some money, Pascal and Eva rented out mini cinema for a marathon, day long film watching session. By the time they staggered out into the real world, the video was broken. This was not good timing, it was the major source of our income, and fixing it once we got to Medan was expensive - another fifteen cinema rentals before it would be paid for. Sari enquired about employing foreigners to work for INFO Sumatera and was told that she could have only two, but that they would not be able to leave Indonesia during the twelve months without paying the fiscal, a tax of one million Rupiah which all Indonesians have to pay if they leave the country. They must also hold a university degree. That cut out several people, but Nicolas was still interested. 

Want to stay longer?

  The free short stay permit of 60 days currently offered to visitors on arrival seems to only be valid for two consecutive entries. Recently, many visitors have been denied entry and turned back at Belawan Port, being told to obtain a Social Visa if they wish to stay longer. 

  This is not difficult, all you require is an Indonesian sponsor and their letter of invitation and photocopy of their identity card. The cost in Penang is RM 160 which entitles you to a 2 months visa, extendable up to six months. After the first two months you are required to register at your local immigration office and pay a monthly fee of Rp 200.000.

  There has been much talk in Parliament and in the press over the past few months about changing the immigration rules. The proposal is to reduce the time tourists can stay from 60 days to either 30 or 14, or to charge for an entry visa, or both. This could deal a badly battered tourist industry a fatal blow. In a small survey carried out by INFO Sumatera questioning one hundred tourists during September and October, 91% said they would not have come to Indonesia if the visa was for only 2 weeks, 68% would not have come if the visa was for one month, and 42% said they would not have come if there was a thirty dollar visa charge.

Lake Toba is the result of one of the planet’s biggest explosions. For only half a dollar you can cruise on this vast stretch of water for nearly one hour and witness the dramatic results some seventy three thousand years on. For three times that price you can spend the same length of time playing a game of simulated football or drive a formula one racing car while sitting on a cushion in a darkened room. The Play Station got off to a good start, filling in the gaps between movies, and one advantage of the wretched thing was that its addicts came back, time and time again. The average age of our new customers was about seven years, but tourists were few and far between, and the day which had been looming for so long finally arrived. There wasn’t enough money to pay the bills. We had to prioritize whether to pay Dewi for Pipi’s maintenance, the water bill, Zeul the printer, or for the wine which Bambi’s husband John was about to deliver. I knew that if I couldn’t put rice on the table for my wife, I would have to go. The alternatives were to spend my airfare first and then cry for help, or run up bills like Craig did, until I was flown home first class with my passport confiscated. 

Sari went back to Medan to collect and distribute the new bulletin, which she didn’t have enough cash to pay for. She took what cash there was and left me alone with twenty thousand Rupiah - a little over two dollars. I took another look at a pile of books which we had inherited from Bambi when she left, sorted through them and went across the road to visit August and his flourishing library.

“Yes, I’ll buy them from you. Did you know the police have been here, asking Mr Popy about these books? Someone has been talking, saying a westerner is involved. Probably Popy’s brother from Bernike’s old library, the old Batak competitive jealousy rearing its ugly head.”

“You ought to get married August, it makes things relatively so much easier, but Sari said you will never find a wife here until you shave off that beard. You always knew you were taking a risk with the library.”

“I think I’d rather have the beard. But what worries me most is if I have to leave here, it might be difficult to take all the books with me.” 

October 2002

The end.

“I know honey, I know. If Gecko’s can’t pay for their advert now, tell them to pay your sister and tell your sister to collect it from there. That will nearly cover Pipi’s maintainence. Come back home as soon as possible so that we can start to collect money from some of the advertisers here.” I hung up the telephone scratching my head. It had been years and years since I had been broke. I wasn’t used to it, and even when I had been broke before, I had a property worth money. Now, everything was gone. The question was not whether I should or shouldn’t go back to England, it was how to survive the low season here. If I stopped the bulletin for November, the cash we collected this month should see us through and I could try to get everyone to pay in advance for December. I needed to get everyone paying up front to eradicate cash flow problems. With no November issue to pay for, no one would have to suddenly pay two months to get in advance with their payments. On the other hand, I probably wouldn’t collect enough money to make a print run worthwhile; no one ever had any cash at this time of year. The low season kicked into full gear in the first ten days of the month. Video rentals dropped to a mere three or four a day, but the cinema continued to attract a little business. It was somewhere to go on a rainy day, which at this time of the year was most of them.

Bambi telephoned.

“How are you coping for money now Justin? There can’t be many tourists left in Tuk Tuk now.”

“We are at the recycling tea bag stage Bambi, but I’m still here and I’m staying while there is still money in my pocket. Or until they get me.”

“Look, I’ve sent some money to Roselyn to cover electricity and water until Christmas.”

“Oh Bambi, what can I say? I’m no good at this charity thing…”

“Don’t think about it, just say thank you Bambi. You hang on in there.”

“Thank you Bambi.”

“Nicolas and Roselyn are moving down here to Bangka Island next month.”

“Really? How come I don’t know that when they live in my back garden?”

“They have been discussing it since Roselyn came to visit me last June but have only just made up their minds. I shall be coming to Tuk Tuk to pick up the stuff from their house and ship it down here, sometime in November.”

I was surprised. I asked Nicolas later about his plans, and whether he would marry Roselyn.

“Maybe, but this bit of paper means nothing to me. I always told Roselyn that we must live together for at least one year first, but you know how difficult it is for these Bataks to break with their traditions.”

“Roselyn is a remarkable girl, but yes, very traditional.” I agreed. “Still, you persevered for two years and you finally won her heart. Congratulations.”

Nicolas grinned. “We have been sleeping together regularly since five weeks after Bernike’s death. Nearly two years we kept a secret from Tuk Tuk. Eventually someone found out, so one reason not to move in together was removed. She still gets the odd comment - ’When are you and Nicolas getting married?’ Ah! These Bataks! Marry marry marry! But we will be better off in Bangka. As long as I can cope with Bambi.”

“And will you marry Roselyn?” I asked. Nicolas sighed, began to answer, and began again.

“I’m sixty. Roselyn is now twenty three. I will be an old man in ten years, I…”

“You will.” I said confidently. “She will ensure you have absolutely no reason to say no.”

Our friend the local policeman called to remind me that registration time was due. Six months had flown by already and I had to hand over half of our months savings, but several of the local boys had began renting Play Station, and we knew the word would spread quickly. Sari came back from Medan and told me that a couple of our advertisers there had asked me to write a letter in English complaining about the proposed new visa regulations. They would put their name to it and send it to the local and national newspapers, both English and Indonesian. I certainly didn’t want my name on it, Wayne had once written a letter to the Jakarta Post and received a pile of hate mail in his inbox for his efforts. Sari had brought the new bulletin back with her, on which Zeul had done a marvellous job with the front cover, using a photo of an orang utan from the growing collection I had from the digital camera jobs. I sent a copy to Regina in Switzerland, the woman who had started the sanctuary some twenty years earlier, in an effort to get hold of some sponsorship money. Sari told me she hadn’t been able to pay for the printing in full, but that it wasn’t a problem with Zeul, we could pay him later. Praise for the publication was a daily occurrence from tourists who came into The Wicked Laugh Entertainment Centre / Branch Office of INFO Sumatera, and many offered to help with distribution by taking copies to wherever they were headed next, whether they were still travelling or headed home. Our bulletin went worldwide. 

Bill was angry. Knowing his internal visa run to the local immigration office would coincide with Ramadhan, he had got Rose to telephone to find out if their office would be closing.

“How long have you been married?” they asked. “Two years.” she replied. “So why is your husband still on a tourist visa? He breaks the law! We will put him in prison!” they said. 

“Ramadhan is coming! They need money!” Bill exclaimed in exasperation. “So what I will have to do now is go out every two months as usual, but apply for a social visa every time. It’s just put the price up!”

“If you can afford it, it’s better that than a slanging match at the immigration office.” I agreed. “You may win the battle but you won’t win the war.”

“It really pisses me off. They abuse their position to make dirty telephone calls to my wife. They said to her that she only married me because westerners have big dicks, but that maybe the problem could be sorted out if she cared to visit him one night.”
Adam and his dad visited to tell their visa run story. Everyone had one these days.

“Adam was brilliant.” Ron said proudly. “When the Smiling Dragon asked why he had come back to Indonesia, he said ‘For Ramadhan of course.’ She looked really nonplussed. He added ‘If it is a problem and I can’t come in, can I telephone my Imam to explain why?’ She stamped him in, then it was my turn. She wanted three hundred dollars to let me in, so I said I never carry cash, only credit cards. I asked if there was an ATM nearby, knowing there wasn’t. She asked me how much cash I had and I showed her a wad of money, but it was all one hundred and five hundred Rupiah notes, and Adam was still there saying if his dad couldn’t come in he couldn’t either, and could she stamp him out again. In the end she took the money, but it was only about two dollars in all.”

“Well done you guys, it’s good to win sometimes.”

“But apart from that, they kept asking us if we were going to Aceh. They said all tourists must be out of Aceh by December the first. I seem to remember the government had set some December deadline for the freedom fighters to disarm, or the military will move in to do it for them. Another East Timor situation coming up?”

“Yes, I remember that. Indonesia feels like a sinking ship at the moment. It probably means I lose all Aceh advertising as well. Did you get all your stuff back from Aceh yet Adam?”
“Er, not yet, no. Guess who we saw in Medan Justin.”

“Who?”

“Mr Sugar. He is staying at Gecko’s, his old hotel.”

“Why? Is he back for good? What is he up to?” I asked, secretly pleased that he would see that my ‘newspaper’ was still going three years after we had started it.

“He has come to collect his boy and take him back to Germany.”

Security is always illusory. Disaster can strike at any time. One minute life is normal, the next you find yourself wired up in a hospital bed with a heart attack, or you watch your house collapse into the street, or you come home from work to find your wife has left you. I know. Salvation can be equally sudden and unexpected. 

Annette from Tabo Cottages visited with several smartly dressed Indonesians in tow, and introduced the head of the Tourist Department of Singkil, a Regency in Aceh Province which was outside the conflict area. I remembered that Hasan had hopes of getting money out of them when KRIDA were mismanaging the whole thing. Singkil was the coastal town for Pulau Banyak, a group of ninety nine islands off Sumatra’s west coast and well off the banana pancake trail. Very few tourists went there, and those that did were never on the same island at the same time, so rarely met each other. There were very few facilities and little infrastructure there either, but there was a tourist department with a budget to spend, and nothing to spend it on.

“They want to advertise on your front page.” Annette explained. 

“That is a little awkward. I’m waiting to see if sponsorship is coming from the Bukit Lawang sanctuary.” I replied, “I’m still hoping, but as you know, the Internet has been down in Lake Toba for the last three weeks, so I’m not yet sure what is happening.”

“What if we sponsored you?” asked the man with the money.

“Well, I’m not making a November issue, but if you want the front page for December I suppose you can have it if we can agree a price - as long as we keep the INFO Sumatera logo and the date.” 

“Of course.” he replied, fishing in his wallet and offering me a wad of money. 

“Oh don’t give it to me.” I said, “Give it to the boss. I only play with computers.” He handed Sari half a million Rupiah. 

“That’s a deposit, I’m sure we can agree a price. And how much if we went back to full colour?” he asked, flicking through past copies.

“Uh, I’d have to check with the printer.” I said, taken aback at a tourist department giving me money instead of asking for it.

“We will give you some information on Singkil and Pulau Banyak to put inside. We have a budget from central government and we need ways to promote our region, we have no tourists! Don’t worry!” he laughed. “Your problems are over. Annette told us you may have to stop making this excellent publication because of financial problems. Give us the front cover and a couple of pages inside, and you won’t need to worry about the money any more. We can sponsor your magazine.”

“You won’t want to proof read it before I print it?” I asked, older and wiser.

“No no, of course not, as long as information on our area is always included, you don’t mention us very often.”

“No advertising to support it I’m afraid, but this changes things completely.”

Singkil & Pulau Banyak

  A mini archipelago of 99 islands with fantastic beaches, fine coral reefs, virgin rain forest and rich wild life. As yet undeveloped, it is only a matter of time before the area becomes a regular tourist destination. Because of the lack of tourists over the past few years due to the economic crisis and the fact that this is a part of Aceh Province, many of the beach bungalows have deteriorated, but several still operate, and finding accommodation with local people is very easy. If you love adventure and don’t mind simple conditions you will love Pulau Banyak. Singkil, the jumping off point for the islands, is a small town, (market day on Thursdays,) and has three or four cheap and friendly guest houses. Ferries go to P. Banyak on Mondays, Thursdays and Fridays, return on Sundays and Wednesdays. 

  To get to Singkil from Medan, see page 6. From Banda Aceh or Tapaktuan, there is a direct bus (CV. BAS) at 8.00 pm.

From Kutacane, Mini Bus to Sisikalan, change for Subulussalam, and another bus to Singkil.
While we were still talking about it, a group of tourists walked into the shop and asked if we were INFO Sumatera. I admitted that, despite appearances, we were. I was plied with questions for ten minutes, most of which I could answer. 

“It seems funny,” one of them remarked, “but it was local people sent us to you, they said you knew more than they did. Your magazine is great. Would you like us to take some copies up to Thailand next week? That is where we first saw it, in our guesthouse in Bangkok.” 

They were perfect. The men in suits were impressed. They stayed an hour chatting and they didn’t try to bargain when I gave them a price for the front cover. After they left Sari looked at me.

“I think they are okay. Does that solve our problems?”

“Until we find some new ones, I think it does, yes.” I said, the reality and implications sinking in. Singkil Tourist Department’s contribution practically covered the printing costs. As long as I had some other advertisers I would at last begin to make money. I felt a burden slipping away from me.

“Then you won’t be going home?” she asked, coming over to put her arms round me, a new hope in her eyes. 

“I am home honey.” I hugged her. “You know, I ought to write a book about this whole thing now that we have a happy ending.” 

Security is always illusory; disaster can strike at any time. One day life is normal. The next was October the 12th.

It was headline news throughout the world. We were thousands of miles from the explosion but we felt the blast. A bomb went off in a nightclub in Bali which killed nearly two hundred people, mostly tourists. A terrorist attack, aimed at specifically at westerners. Tourists were queuing up to leave. Special empty ’planes were flying in to ferry them out of the country. The consensus on the BBC World Service was that no new tourists would be arriving in Bali, or anywhere else in Indonesia for some considerable time. Embassies throughout the world, as well as my friends at the BBC were telling people to stay away and advising residents to leave. It wasn’t the first time they had told me to get out either. We had ten dollars in the till and a single airfare for one person back to England in the bank. 

It was no longer relevant what new regulations the Immigration Department passed or didn’t pass. Tourism was finished in Indonesia for the foreseeable future. There would be no tourists to rent our cinema or Play Station or our videos, no digital cameras to empty, no one to buy our wine, no one wanting to buy advertising, and no one to give our bulletin to. 

It was all over. They had got me. 
Appendix
For readers not familiar with currencies where the cost of everything is in thousands, a very approximate rule of thumb guide is to knock off four zeros. Rp 10.000 = 1 dollar. So Rp 100.000 is 10 dollars and one million Rupiah is one hundred dollars. In fact the exchange rate varied between around 7.500 and 13.500 over the period I write about, but it was around 9.000 for a lot of the time. 

Prices and amounts in this book may sometimes seem trivially small, but the cost of living is perhaps ten times cheaper in Indonesia than in the west. The average wage for a shop assistant or agricultural worker was a dollar a day – 300.000 Rupiah per month. Teachers, civil servants such as immigration officials, nurses and office workers made about fifty dollars a month. Waitresses in tourist areas only got five or ten dollars per month, plus bed and board. Tourist’s budgets obviously varied enormously, but it would be fair to say that spending ten dollars a day was a typical budget traveller’s budget – 300 dollars, or 3 million Rupiah per month. I had been aiming at a minimum income of around four million Rupiah per month – one hundred dollars a week - in order to live comfortably and pay immigration costs. It was no wonder local people thought all westerners were rich. Comparatively, we were, and we were seen as rich because we ate steak in restaurants at the astronomical price of a dollar fifty cents. We blew 2 dollars a night on a room with a spring bed and hot showers; we drank beer when it was a day and a half’s wages per bottle. We used the tourist bus for forty thousand Rupiah instead of the local bus for eight thousand and we smoked Marlboro Lights for sixty U.S.cents instead of a local brand for ten. We had an airplane ticket and a credit card in our wallets and in our home countries we were capable of earning a million Rupiah per day.
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