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It was a once in a lifetime opportunity!  Celebrating Christmas in a tribal village in the upper reaches of the Baram River in Sarawak, Malaysia.  I grabbed it with both hands.

For the past fifty years the area had been logged so what was lost for the villagers in terms of environmental diversity was partially compensated by a serviceable road and better access to goods and services.  Before the road there had only been the river.  My friends would tell the story that when they were children their father announced one day that he was hungry and returned ten minutes later with a deer.

Those times had long gone and few of the younger generation stay in the kampong.  They have spread out all over Malaysia and indeed to other parts of the world, with professional jobs in the oil industry, education and health to name a few.   Those who do stay have the chance to compare the two worlds, and in some cases have returned to the village, having made their choice.

Still, it was not easy to persuade transport companies to deliver building materials for instance, and after the fire which destroyed the largest longhouse two years earlier ceilings were not yet installed in many rebuilt homes.

There is a primary school, but for later studies all children must move elsewhere, at least for the school term.  Typically they stay with relatives in towns or go to boarding school with other tribal Sarawakians.   The woman who invited me, Ann, came from a fairly prominent family in the village, her father had been the local headmaster for thirty years.  With little more than a primary education himself, this gentleman, affectionately know as Cekgu (teacher) spanned the two worlds with ease.  The very same man who had hunted the deer in record time in Ann’s childhood days had also gone on a fact finding mission to Australia, visiting some of our remote schools.

I was taken on a tour of the school.  With its timber walls and iron roof it was situated in lovely grounds near the river.  I could imagine many a longing look was cast at its waters on a hot tropical day by the young charges in this venerable institution.  Frangipanni and orchids graced the schoolyard and I wondered where most of the children had gone now, with the families spread far and wide. 

By this stage there were so many of the nine children in Ann’s family plus their children and even a great grandchild in this section of the longhouse that cooking and washing up became an ongoing event.  Grandma had a brainwave.  Instead of plates we would use banana leaves.  From then on kitchen duty was significantly simplified. 

One of the highlights of Christmas was the children’s song competition.  This started typically late, around 9 p.m. and as just about every child in the village participated the judges didn’t announce their verdict until 1 a.m.  Most of the kids sang the same song, one about baby Jesus.  I happened to be invited to be a judge, which was a great honour but it also meant that there was no escape.  I had to laugh the next day when one of the family said it made it easier to judge because everyone was doing their own version of the same song.

Another great privilege was being invited to sample some Christmas cheer (much of it homemade) at various women’s houses.  They asked me about my life.  I asked them about theirs.  Ann’s niece Shirley acted as translator when necessary.  They said the kampong nowadays offered the best of everything, with easy access to town (just a day’s drive) but without the time driven pressure or the anonymity of urban life.  

We sipped our rice wine and I asked them how they made it.  Each had her own style of course, but what was common to all was that every ingredient was organic.  Even the catalyst to set off the fermentation came from a local tree in the forest.

The final day of our stay was cut short because if we hadn’t taken the 4 wheel drive truck then we would not have been able to get one again for several days.  In the morning the older people came out decked in their traditional finery… including intricately embroidered hats woven from palm leaves.  One older fellow went around the village playing a flute… through his nose.  Other ancient instruments were produced and strummed.  One or two women were bare breasted, many were bare backed.  

That was just a glimpse of how things used to be, and as we were waved off Cekgu told me “Please come again”.

