Bali

This is not a story but fragments of memories, memories that create 

images and images that connect us to each other. 

“Salamat Pagi, good morning Madee Arthur”, 

“Salamat Pagi, Mr Derek, are you ready for breakfast?” 

This was the morning ritual. At about 8 am every morning we heard Madee Arthur sweeping below us. And before 8 am we were awaken first by the sounds around our bungalow. Roosters in the distance, frogs in the marshes, the duck herder clapping two sticks together, a sharp sound to move the ducks from one rice paddy to another, a lone moo of cow in the field nearby and birds that filled the air with cacophony. Madee Arthur arrived 15 minutes later, his tray  laden with vegetable omelets, fresh fruit and orange juice. I had already made the coffee and we sat on the balcony taking in the view of the rice paddies on three sides of our little oasis. 

“Salamat Makan, enjoy your meal”. 

“Terima Kashi, thank you, Madee Arthur” 

Before we sat to eat I asked, 

“would you like to play my guitar Madee Arthur?” 

This too was a ritual.

I brought out my guitar, a small backpackers guitar that I had purchased the day before we left Boston. I had been working on a Bach fugue before we left and it was stuck,  a maggot in my head,  so I needed to continue practicing it.  I bought this guitar that was small enough to travel with.  I had taught Madee Arthur a few chords and he practiced them every day as we ate breakfast. Sitting on the balcony overlooking rice paddies I watched the duck herder, a tall skinny man wearing a large straw hat and holding a long stick with small colored flags flying from it. He guided the ducks though the rice paddies and called out to them constantly. In another field nearby I watched a woman bent from the waist picking rice. The duck herder moved the ducks to another part of the field. 

“What is he doing?” I asked Madee Arthur. 

“ He is using the ducks to fertilize the rice.”

“ Fertilize the rice?”

 Yes they go in the rice paddies.” Madee Arthur smiled at me. 

“I looked over at my wife and said,  

“Maybe you are right, maybe we should be washing the rice before we cook it.”

A few days before we arrived in Denpasar and walked into a world different than anything we could have imagined. Bustling street filled with motor cycles flying by, cars with wailing horns, vendors hanging out of shops selling wares. 

“We need to go to Two Brother’s hotel” I told the taxi driver who was sitting outside the airport waiting for a fare. He looked at me, surprise in his face. 

“Two Brothers? Why do you want to go to Two Brothers?” he asked. “I know of a much better hotel, I can take you.” 

“A friend has made a reservation for us there.” I told him.  We got in the taxi 

In fact our friend Rosanne had made a reservation at the Three Brothers hotel but after reading the guide on the plane for many hours we could not find a Three Brothers but we did find a Two Brothers hotel listed. Maybe we didn’t hear her right and I thought, why be concerned about one missing brother. 

After much maneuvering through hoards of people we arrived at the Two Brothers hotel. It was a small hotel. I understood why our driver was concerned. There was almost no room to move into the foyer of the hotel. 

“Has anyone left a message for us?” I asked a young man at the front counter of the shoebox. 

“no, there is no message, but yes we do have a room.” 

We had not traveled with much and the room was just large enough for our suitcase and backpacks.

“is there a shower?” was asked. There was none in the room. 

“yes down the hall.” He pointed to a small stall and we took a quick shower, the water cold, the space limited. We dried off with chamois cloths we had bought from Eastern Mountain Sports. There were no towels in sight. We were just happy to have a shower. After spending 26 hours on a plane, arriving in the Singapore airport to be inadvertently locked out of the international lounge, and having spent the night on the floor of a closed restaurant, we needed to feel clean.  

We sat on a small veranda and had tea and listened to traffic and birds and I took the Bali guide and began to read again. There was a town next to Denpasar called Kuta. In Kuta was a hotel called Three Brothers. We had missed it completely. Somewhat embarrassed we thanked our host, paid him some money for the shower and the tea and took a bus to Kuta, about a half hour away. 

We arrived at Three Brothers and what a difference a brother can make. The hotel was beautiful, bright colors with lush grounds and the room large. The shower was outside surrounded by palm fronds and banana leaves and there was hot water. 

We unpacked our bags and went to visit Rosanne  who was lying on her bed with vertigo. She looked up at us and said, “Welcome to Bali.”

As we walked around the town venders called out, “looking looking, just looking, don’t have to buy, just looking.” Their hands beaconing, palms down, fingers together, a gesture of respect we were told. We entered a store filled with beautiful masks and other objects. 

“how much is this?” I asked. 

“50 R.” 

I stopped for a second and began to put my hand in my pocket. The brief hesitation was enough. 

“I give you a better price. How much you want to spend?” 

I thought for a moment. How much was not a question I was used to. 

“45 R?” I said. 

“45 R?” again another hesitation as the vendor said the price I had quoted. “I give you better price. I give you late afternoon price. How much?” I thought about this and said,”30 R” taking a stab at some number. 

“30 R?” he cried out. I can’t feed my family on that. I give it to you for 42R.” I realized in that moment that this was not about the price, it was something else. We agreed on the price. As we left there were smiles and we had made a new friend. Our willingness to bargain was the key, the willingness to engage and make that connection.  Over the time we were there bargaining was a daily event for any and everything. I learned that there was no way to buy something without bargaining and that to bargain was to make a connection with the people. And so I began to learn the fine art of bargaining. 

“how much is this?” 

“for you that is 30R” 
”I will give you 12R then.” 

“12R, you are making a joke sir. How can I feed my family on that small sum? 28 R is a good price.” 

“28R? How can I pay 28R. Do you see my wife there? She has skinny arms. Look at them. If I pay 28R then I will not have enough money to buy her food to eat and if she starves then I will lose her, she will leave me. I will not have a wife and will have to find somewhere to live but then maybe I can come and live with you. Do you have a daughter who might want to get married?” By the end we were laughing and a good price was decided upon and when we saw each other again our connection was already established. 

“looking looking, just looking. I give you a good price. Evening price.” 

Kuta was too noisy for us, we wanted to be in a more peaceful place. Jan, a friend of Rosanne’s told us about the bungalow in Ubud owned by Madee Arthur. “Go there,” she said,  “you will love the place. “

“What are you doing today Mr. Derek?” this was the daily ritual, the question Madee Arthur asked as he served breakfast. 

“We don’t have plans yet. What do you recommend?” 

“There is a cremation today, you can go and watch it.” 

“A cremation? For the public?”

“Yes, we like having people be a part of our ceremonies.” 

A few days before we were told that a wedding was taking place a short walk from our bungalow. 

“you are welcome to attend,” said Madee Arthur,  “you just need to bring something, coffee, sugar or money.” 

We made our way down a path to a small canopy where people sat in folding chairs, some standing, mostly Balinese all dressed up in beautiful clothing. In the front of the room was a small alter around a bed and on another small bed nearby the bride and groom to be were lying with people around them.

“what are they doing?”  I whispered to someone.
”this is the tooth filing ceremony.” 

It seems that before a couple can be married any sharp teeth had to be filed down so that no sharp points could be seen. Sharp points was the sign of evil. 
I was glad that I was already married. 

We arrived in the middle of town in the afternoon to see the street filled with people all dressed in sarongs and covered in flowers. A large truck held the coffin and men with instruments, gongs and drums and horns playing music as they led us up the hill to a large field. In the middle of the field was a pyre, a great stack of wood that accepted the coffin. Around us were hundreds of people standing around to watch the blaze begin. Men surrounded the pyre and with a torch lit the wood and a great ball of flames shot into the sky. There was an almost reverent silence as the coffin began to burn and people stood and watched the flames. “Hey is that a thigh bone sticking out?” A man took a long stick and pushed it back in the coffin that was now burning fast.  Someone nudged my elbow and I looked around to see a Balinese woman offering to sell me Coca Cola from the basket on her head. On the other side a woman offered people film and another walked around selling sarongs. The cremation was yet another place to make money, a place for commerce and ceremony. 

Madee Arthur decided that a trip to the volcano was a good idea. “You can drive through the villages,” he said. “the views are very beautiful.”

This was indeed true. We drove through mountains, overlooked miles of rice paddies all terraced with various shades of green, rice swaying in the breeze. Bamboo stood so tall that they seemed to reach the clouds and coconut trees so high that coconuts looked more like golf balls.  As we passed through villages we saw that each one did a different type of art. Wood carving, mask making,  stone carving, painting. And everyone worked. Grandmothers painted the faces of masks while children rubbed show polish on carvings of wood. Stone carvings sat in clumps, stone that was so soft that after a short while it washed away. “this way the stone carvers keep their craft going, they have to keep carving new carvings.” That is what we were told one time when asking why they chose soft stone. After seeing so much art work I understood two things. I finally knew where Pier One did its shopping.  The second thing I understood was why there was no word for art in Bali. Everyone did it and it was just a way of life.  

We arrived at the top of the volcano, paid our fee and began a trip down a road that suddenly ended and as we began to turn around a young man came running out. 

“hello, come I will be your guide. If you want to see where they bury the dead above ground I can take you. I will be your guide, I have a boat. That is the only way to get to the island.”

We looked at each other, why would we want to see the dead above ground, I frankly prefer them to be where they were supposed to be. However we were here for adventure so we agreed and after bargaining for awhile a price was reached and we agreed that he would take us in his boat and take us to see the dead who lived above ground. 

We parked the jeep in front of a little store that was boarded up and walked down to the crater lake. The day was beautiful and sunny, the lake calm and tranquil. I looked for his boat, there was none. 

“Come,” he said, “we will go in my boat.”

“where is your boat?” I asked and he pointed. 

I looked again and saw a large log that had been crudely hollowed out. He proudly said, 

“get in, it is a very good boat.”

We began to paddle slowly toward the other side of the lake. The air was cool and on the shore we watched a woman with long black hair that hung down past her waist comb her hair as it sparkled in the afternoon sun. We had been rowing for awhile when I noticed that my feet were getting wet. I looked down and saw that there was a large amount of water piling up at the bottom of the boat. I pointed this out to him and he gave me the oar and he began to bail out the water with a small tin can. I looked around for a large bucket but there was nothing to be found. He bailed as we rowed and I looked longingly as motor boats came past us heading to the very spot we were going. I did begin to wonder if we were being taken for a ride but then he looked up and said to me, “you have large muscles.” I flexed them a bit to remind him of this fact if he did want to do something to us but he just continued bailing out the water that was slowly but surely filling the boat. We worked hard rowing and bailing and finally we made it to our destination. We arrived at the place of the dead above ground and there an argument ensued. The man in charge wanted us to pay more money but I had already made a deal with our captain and he was trying for more money as well. I flexed my muscles again and looked him in the eye and suddenly  it was all okay and we were on the land and walking among the scattered graves where the skulls and bones of dead people lay. I would like to say that the trip was worth the time and effort but I can’t make that claim. We had fallen into a great tourist trap.  We walked around for ten minutes and then informed our captain that we were ready to go back. By now the wind had picked up and not in our favor. We rowed fast and he bailed fast and I looked again longingly at the boats going past us. As the boats rode past people waved and so did we. We kept rowing hard against the wind. We finally arrived at the shore, happy to be back and went to our jeep. There were people surrounding it and I was informed that we had to pay something for parking. I was not surprised. I flexed my muscles, began bargaining and eventually we settled on a fair price and I  gave the woman of the shop some money and we left, all smiling and in good spirits at the deal we had made. 

We wanted to explore another part of Indonesia but were told that there was malaria on many of the islands and we had decided to not take malaria pills. We chose Sulawesi to visit. 

We flew from Dempasar to Ujung Pandang and arrived in the city with a very different feeling from Bali. Whereas Bali is Hindu Dempasar is Muslim and Christian and they could not be further apart from each other. We found a hotel, the bus station and a restaurant and went to sleep after a mosquito killing session that lasted 45 minutes. At 5 am someone leaned over and yelled in my ear. Next to our hotel was a mosque and the loud speaker of the muezzin pierced into our brains forcing us up and out of the room to have a quick breakfast and then to the bus station. The bus we were taking was going to Rontaipao, a village in the mountains,  an eight hour bus ride away. The ride was long but scenic and with only a few stops we finally arrived in the town, a small town with very few tourists. We were recommended a hotel and made our way there and were ready for adventures. I was on a journey for good coffee, something I could not find in Bali, it had all been exported to Starbucks. We took hikes, visited more graves sites, coffins that ware buried in the sides of the mountains, a baby grave of children that were buried high in the trees to be closer to God. As we walked we were treated to the most beautiful scenery. 

“there is a funeral you should attend, everyone is goingOnce again we were told that it was an honor to have outsiders attend funerals or weddings and we were to bring coffee, sugar or money. The funeral we were to attend lasted 7 days with a few thousand people attending. Surrounding a large field were houses that were built for families to stay in for the week. The couple had been old and the man had died some time before the wife. When she died they decided to bury them together and made effigies of them which were present at  the funeral. People walked past the effigies, families did various ceremonies in the circle, a huge fire was made and pigs were roasted on the fire for people to eat. Dancers were performed and songs sung and more pigs killed. As we left this place we stepped over pigs tied down to be sacrificed. A man who was doing the honors looked at us and said in English, 

“you should come tomorrow we are killing 70 buffalo.” 

I thought of those buffalo that I had been seeing so lovingly tended to as they were taken to the rivers to be bathed and washed and the houses we passed that had dug in the yard a large pool that housed a lone buffalo who lounged in the water. 

We stayed in Rontopao for five days, walking, seeing the country, meeting people of the town. I did find my coffee in a small place where they were roasting the beans. On the wall of the store was a guitar, I motioned to someone and I was given the guitar. After tuning it I began to play a calypso, the boys with laugher in their faces and eyes moved their bodies to the rhythm.  The man who owned the shop invited us into his house and there he offered us dark sweet coffee and a newspaper in English. It was the most delicious coffee ever I bought as much coffee from him as we could carry and we thanked him as we left. 

We decided that we didn’t want to take the bus back down the mountain for the 8 hour drive. We went to the Marparti airlines building, a small shack and  entered the store where a young woman sat behind the counter with a large book of the names of people who had flown the airline recently. They were all handwritten in very good handwriting and we asked about the plane taking us back. 

“yes there is a plane that goes a few times a week but not too many people take it, it often crashes in the mountains, “ she said. We thanked her and declined the opportunity and instead went to get out bus tickets. 
Our world is small I keep learning. We found a café called the island café and decided to have lunch there. In the café were five young men who sat and played checkers. The café was empty and on the wall of the café was a guitar. I played it while my wife wrote postcards and soon our lunch was brought and we sat and ate and watched the flowing river below us and pondered our time in this magical place. The door of the café opened and in walked a woman and two men, the woman was obviously American from her speech and the men were her driver and guide. We only have enough money for something small and light she said and Trish looked over and suggested that she try the pumpkin soup. She looked over at us, thanked her and said, “hey I know you, I met you two years ago in Washington at the Smithsonian institute. You were representing the Bahamas, you and I danced together.” 

We sat and talked. She was an anthropologist and was visiting Indonesia. After talking for awhile we got a ride back to our hotel to get the bus. 

The bus drive down the mountain was long and eventful. We were awaken by a boarding of the police in the middle of the night and again at 2 am when I woke with a start realizing that the bus had stopped. I looked outside and saw that there was another bus next to us going in the opposite direction and a group of men standing around pulling against a long rope. I grabbed my flashlight and began to get off the bus to help. “Where are you going?”  “I’m going to help”  “But what if they are bandits?” 

We had been told that buses sometimes get hijacked in the mountains. I flexed my muscles. My curiosity got the best of me and I went out where the men were standing and talking. Two men were pulling the rope and the other men stood with sarongs open when one of the men began to wrap up the rope as the other men closed in. the bus driver of the other bus started up the bus and began to slowly move the wheel of the bus over the rope and suddenly it was revealed. It was not a rope but a 12 foot python and the men closed in and wrapped the python in the sarong and tied it up.  ”What will they do with it?” I asked someone nearby.  “They will sell it to a zoo most likely. “ was the reply. 

We arrived in Denpasar late morning and it was like being home. 

We walked the streets. I had my camera with me. The women called out,  “take my picture take another one.” “looking, just looking” a cry from a store nearby. We entered a store, bargained awhile, bought some things and made some friends. 

I was watching the TV a few months ago and saw the images of Asia shown as fast moving scenes that we have come to know so well played over and over again. One day I saw a man on the screen. He was about 5 foot 7 or so, a bit round, his skin was my complexion and he was working hard trying to find the bodies of loved ones. He didn’t have a smile on his face but in that moment I remembered Madee Arthur. I could see him standing up with my guitar on his shoulders playing a few chords that I taught him. I could hear the sounds of the duck herder and the ducks as they fertilized the rice fields, I thought of  the bargaining we did and the friends we made during that time. I could see the faces of the people, the toothless old woman laughing with me as she knew that no matter how much we bargained she was getting the better end of the deal. But now the deal is not so good. We sit and watch, “looking looking, just looking.” That is what we were doing now, just looking. But we can do more, so much more. 

This was not meant to be a story but fragments of memories, yet memories turn into images and images into stories. It is then these stories that connect us to each other. 

