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Hannah woke up earlier than usual. It was a gloomy morning with a couple rays of lights across the sky. She quickly brushed her teeth and got dressed for her breakfast before setting off to school for the heritage trip. She was all excited to travel with her friends. 

There was practically no traffic in the early morning on that day, so she reached earlier and met up with some of her friends and teachers gathering to board into the buses.
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Everyone was looking for their friends and deciding who they wanted to seat with. Once everyone was settled in the bus, the vehicle started moving. They passed through various routes which left the children in awe from time to time. The view of tall buildings was slowly phasing away as they got further into the highway. A Couple hours into the journey, the children got noisier when they spotted some paddy fields, horses, cows and chickens along the road.  Later, they were curious when they saw some people throwing red ribbons on to a tree.

The bus made a stop at one of the rest area, so everyone could stretch their legs and to go to the toilet to freshen up. While waiting for the others, Hannah and her friends decided to walk around the area. They crossed the street and realized the beach was mere a few steps from them. The tree with all the red ribbons was nearby too. Hannah and Rissa asked a lady who was seating nearby, “excuse me, do you know why those people are throwing the ribbons on to that tree?” The lady smiled and replied: “It is a wishing tree. People come here to ask for blessings and those passing by will stop here to make their wishes and throw the ribbon on to the tree. Legend says that tree bestow blessings and make wishes come true.”  
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Upon learning about the tree, the girls were tempted to make their wishes but the bus driver and one of the teachers started calling for everybody to return. 

Not long into the journey, the bus stopped again. This time, it was an open area for the children to take photos of the beach and the sea. The children opened the bus windows and could feel the sea breeze and see some islands far away. The sea was calm and the sky crisp and clear. Nearly half of the bus wanted to get down for photos and the remaining children wanted to stay in the bus to play games and chat with their friends. Hannah and some of her friends asked: “May we go down to take some photos and play a bit around the beach?” “Of course, my dear”, said Mrs. Malton. Mr. Bernard, one of the teachers travelling with them decided to accompany them.

A mere few steps onto the beach, Hannah said: “Wow!!! The reflection of the water on to the sand is amazing. It is like a mirror”.

“Indeed, this is one of the places you can have stunning photos taken. The water on the sand and the sky blends beautifully” replied Mr. Bernard.

“It looks like a sky mirror,” said Rissa with a big smile on her face.

“Look, I just took this photo, there are 2 of us, one in the sky the other on the water reflection... so cool,” said Jonas.

So, everyone there pose and snapped photos for their memories before heading back to the bus. About an hour later, they reach the destination, the main house at the Paddy Field Home Stay. The area is surrounded by rice paddies and water streams.    

Time was passing by fast for the children, they came out of the bus all excited and eager to explore the area, but Mr. Bernard called out: 

“Lunch time, lunch time, all to gather at the main big house entrance with your bags. We will assign the rooms after lunch.”
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It was a late lunch, they served a blend of Malay and Indonesian food like nasi lemak and ambeng, a traditional Indonesian large plate cover with banana leaf with steamed rice, fried chicken, beef rendang, anchovies, salad and ‘serunding’ - shredded beef cooked with coconut and spices. The aroma of the food made the children hungry and all rush to seat around the table in a swift. 

Hannah and Jonas, who were not used to taking spicy food were a bit careful when choosing their food. 

“Don’t worry, the food is yummy, it is not very spicy and some of the food does not have chili in it” Alexei said to Hannah while eating his food. “Yummy, yummy!!!”

After lunch, the children were put in groups to share the huts and small houses around the paddy field to rest and to stay the night.

The scenery during sunset was breathtaking. It was like a postcard. Palm trees on one side, coconut trees on the other side and in between the sunset shining over the paddy fields and water streams. The place made the children eager to explore and go around the paddy fields.  On their first attempt, they were told by Pak Din not to do so, since it was getting dark soon. 

As the sun sets, the rice paddy workers and planters changed their clothes to elaborate outfits. They had woven horse props and Malay-Indonesian warrior’s outfits. They performed a show based on a folk story of a prince and his enchanted horse adventures showing bravery, loyalty, love and magic. 

The children’s attention was on the performers with their exquisite attires. They were amazed by the woven horse battle skit and the fire breathing dancing at the end. When the show finished, the children couldn’t stop talking about it till sleeping time. 

Next morning, everybody woke up early and eager to ask the rice paddy workers how they did the fire breathing dance without getting burn or hurt. 

Over breakfast, the children asked: “Can you show us how to do the fire breathing?”  “That will be another time, today, we have something more exciting to show you all. We are going to learn “noodling” replied Pak Din, the team leader of the paddy field workers.

“What!!! I don’t want to do learn how to do noodles” ... said Jonas with a sad face.

“It is nothing to do with noodles, although it sounds and spelt similar” replied Pak Din with a smile on his face.

“We are going to learn to catch fish with bare hands” said Mr. Bernard to all. “That’s right” confirmed Pak Din.

The eyes of the children sparkled, and you could hear a couple of ‘phew’!!!!!!! in the background.

“Now, all of you need to change your clothes and be prepared to get wet and muddy,” said Pak Din. “Today’s lunch will be fish, so all of you need to catch at least one fish each” Teased Mr. Bernard.

Off they went to change to their rough clothing and some to their swim gear and waterproof shoes.

Once everybody was ready, Pak Din took the children and the teachers to an area with a slightly larger stream of muddy waters. “Everybody lined up this side, before you enter the muddy waters”, said Pak Din.

“Slowly immerse yourself into the mud and use your hands to lure the catfish. Once you feel something, you need to grab them through their mouth or gills. If you grab them by the body, it will be slippery and the fish will be able to escape easily, those who have and brought fishing gloves, you may wear them” said one of the paddy workers who was assisting Pak Din and the teachers to look after the group. 

“But... it is not dangerous to catch the fish with bare hand? Specially catfish?” asked Hannah while waiting in line to jump into the mud.

“No, no, the fishes in this mud area, had their whiskers cut off, so they will not poke your hands” replied Pak Din. “That’s right!”, added Mr. Bernard.

Minutes later, Jonas stood up from the muddy waters with a big smile on his face full of mud. In his hand a tame catfish.

“I got one! I got one! shouted Jonas thrilled with his catch.
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“Quick, quick put the fish on the basket with water” Mr. Bernard said.

After putting the fish in the bucket, he jumped back to the queue to go into the muddy water again.

Then a bit later, Rissa and Hannah got their catch too. Both with big smiles on their faces.

“Those who haven’t managed to catch their fish, don’t worry. We still have some time left. Let me give you another tip: go to the more shallow and more murky area, your chances to get the catfish will be higher there,” said Pak Din.

Couple of hours later, the bucket was nearly full of catfish. The whole group returned to the main paddy field house, everyone exhausted but very happy with all the catch. After shower, they headed to the hall for their lunch. Hannah went to look for the fishes; she taught they will prepare them for the lunch but end up finding out they were all transferred into a bigger bucket and placed inside the bus on the first-row seat behind the driver’s seat.

After lunch, everybody went to pack their stuff and bags to head back home. They thank you Pak Din and his team for the fun they had and hop into the bus. 

Few hours later, the bus reached the city and then to the meeting point. Parents and relatives were waiting to pick the children up. Each child could take a live catfish home. Hannah and Rissa declined asked the driver to take theirs home or help them to release it into a pond. They bid farewell to their friends and teachers, tired but feeling happy for the wonderful experience.
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