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• ONE •


The situation in Sarawak as seen by Haddon in 1888 is still much the same today. He found a series of racial strata moving downwards in society and backwards in time as he moved inwards on the island.

C. D. Darlington, The Evolution of Man and Society, 1969



As a former academic and a natural history book reviewer I was astonished to discover, on being threatened with a two-month exile to the primary jungles of Borneo, just how fast a man can read.

Powerful as your scholarly instincts may be, there is no matching the strength of that irrational desire to find a means of keeping your head upon your shoulders; of retaining your frontal appendage in its accustomed place; of barring 1,700 different species of parasitic worm from your bloodstream and Wagler's pit viper from just about anywhere; of removing small, black, wild-boar ticks from your crutch with minimum discomfort (you do it with Sellotape); of declining to wear a globulating necklace of leeches all day long; of sidestepping amoebic and bacillary dysentery, yellow and blackwater and dengue fevers, malaria, cholera, typhoid, rabies, hepatitis, tuberculosis and the crocodile (thumbs in its eyes, if you have time, they say).

A rubber suit, with a pair of steel waders, seemed the obvious answer. But then the temperature runs to 95°F in the shade, and the humidity is 98 per cent. Hose and McDougall's great two-volume masterpiece The Pagan Tribes of Borneo (1912), Alfred Russel Wallace's The Malay Archipelago: the Land of the Orang-Utan and the Bird of Paradise (2 vols, 1869; a book even richer than its title indicates), Odoardo Beccari's Wanderings in the Great Forests of Borneo (1904), Hose's The Field-book of a Jungle-Wallah (1929) and Robert Shelford's A Naturalist in Borneo (1916) offered no immediate solution. And then meek, dead, outwardly unimpressive, be-suited and bowler-hatted Uncle Eggy came to my rescue.

Reading Tom Harrisson's memoirs of the war against the Japanese in Borneo, World Within (1959), I came across the following passage. Harrisson, sent out of his own unit on a secret mission, faces his selector:


In the relics of a Northumberland Avenue hotel, I was interviewed by Colonel Egerton-Mott… Mott offered me Borneo… adding that I was about the last of their hopes. They had already (he said) asked everyone with any conceivable knowledge of the country, including my colleagues of the 1932 Oxford expedition. When I practically leapt at the offer, he shed his cavalry veneer of calm for a second in pleased evident relief. For, in a tiny way, the British services at that moment badly needed to find a few men to go back into Borneo and try to save some of the face, chin-up, lost to the Japanese.

For the next few weeks my lately softening feet hardly felt ground. Special Operations Executive, “SOE”, the British centre of cloak-and-dagger, was a most efficient organisation, in a different class from the ordinary army or civilian services. Parachuting, coding, disguise, hiding, searching, tailing, burglaring, stealing trains, blowing up railway bridges, shamming deafness, passing on syphilis, resisting pain, firing from the hip, forgery and the interruption of mail, were some things one could learn in intense concentration. None of them would be of much use in the east. But the acquisition of so much criminal and lethal knowledge gave a kick of self-confidence.



So now, at last, I knew how my mild-mannered uncle had really spent his time, the nature of that “something in the City” and those “interests in the East” of which my aunt would speak with such disdain. Armed with my newly-revealed ancestor, I decided to seek help from the intellectual descendants of the Special Operations Executive.

The training area of 22 SAS near Hereford is the best place on earth from which to begin a journey upriver into the heart of the jungle. The nearest I had ever come to a tropical rain-forest, after all, was in the Bodleian Library, via the pages of the great nineteenth-century traveller-naturalists, Humboldt, Darwin, Wallace, Bates, Thomas Belt—and, in practice, a childhood spent rabbiting in the Wiltshire woods. My companion James Fenton, however, whose idea the venture was, enigmatic, balding, an ex-correspondent of the war in Vietnam and Cambodia, a jungle in himself, was a wise old man in these matters.

Still, as the gates swung open from a remote control point in the guardroom and our camouflaged Land Rover climbed the small track across the fields, even James was unnerved by the view. Booby-trapped lorries and burnt-out vehicles littered the landscape; displaced lines of turf disclosed wires running in all directions; from Neolithic-seeming earthworks, there came the muffled hammering of silenced small-arms fire; impossibly burly hippies in Levi jeans and trendy sweaters piled out of a truck like fragments of a hand-grenade and disappeared into the grass; mock-up streets and shuttered embassies went past, and then, as we drove round a fold in the hill, an airliner appeared, sitting neatly in a field of wheat.

“What's that?” said James.

Malcolm and Eddy forebore to reply.

We drew up by a fearsome assault course (the parallel bars you are supposed to scramble over with enthusiasm reared into the sky like a dockside crane) and made our way into the local SAS jungle. Apart from the high wire perimeter fence, the frequency with which Land Rovers drove past, the number of helicopters overhead and the speed with which persons unknown were discharging revolvers from a place whose exact position it was impossible to ascertain, it might have been a wood in England.

“What a pity,” said Malcolm, “that you can't come to Brunei with us for a week. We could really sort you out and set you up over there.”

“What a pity,” I agreed, moistening with sweat at the very thought.

“Some people just can't hack the jungle at all,” said Eddy.

“Now,” said Malcolm, taking a small green package out of the newly-designed Bergen back-pack, “it's all very simple. You find two trees eight feet apart where there's no evidence of any silt on the ground—the rivers can rise eighteen feet overnight and you don't want to drown in a wet dream, do you? Check the tree trunks for termites. Termites mean dead branches and dead branches, sooner or later, mean dead men. We lost a lot of men like that, in storms at night. Tie these cords round the trees, put these metal stiffeners across each end like this, and there's your hammock. If the CT [Communist Terrorists] are very good, they can pick you up by the cord marks on the bark, so brush them down in the morning. Now— here's your mossie net and you just tie it over your hammock and peg it out by these strings to the surrounding bushes until it forms a good tight box like that and you really want to watch it, because malaria pills only give you 30 per cent protection. Here's your top cover— take some tape in case it tears round those eyeholes; mine always did after two or three months— and that's it; there's your genuine basha.”

A long green tube had materialised above the brambles in front of us, seemingly in a minute or two.

“Stop around three or four in the afternoon,” said Malcolm, “give yourself plenty of time. Light one of these blocks that makes no smoke and boil up a cup of tea. And just sit by your tree until dark if the enemy are about. Now—who's going to test it?”

I looked hard at James.

James looked hard at a bush.

The hammock was about five feet off the ground. So this was it, the first piece of action, day one… Darwin, I remembered, had had excruciating problems trying to get into his hammock, but I just could not quite recall how he had solved them. I took in a great deal of air, which is how the grouper fish breaks surface, and got airborne backwards. Nets, ropes, parachute cords, canvas sheets and metal stiffener rods strung me up from throat to ankles.

“It's a good job the trees are young and fit, anyway,” said Eddy, “or you'd have brought the whole lot down on us.”

Back at the quartermaster's stores we signed for our new kit. One Silva and one prismatic compass (black and heavy as a little bomb in its canvas belt-case); two parangs—thick knives eighteen inches long which had chopped and slashed their way through the Indonesian confrontation from 1962 to 1966; torches; belts; pouches; powders; insect repellents; parachute cord; water bottles; water purifying tablets; stoves; fuel blocks; mess-tins; the complete basha equipment and rations enough (Menu C) for three patrols moving in groups of four for three weeks.

It was Test Week at Hereford—the final week of the selection course during which the SAS take their pick of the eager volunteers from other regiments, and as we piled up our booty a young man with glazed eyes walked silently in, deposited his compass on the counter, and left.

“He's done well,” said Malcolm. “No messing there. He's the first back today. Forty-five miles over the Beacons. Fifty-pound Bergen. Twelve-pound belt kit. Eighteen-pound rifle. If you add in the hills it works out at three marathons on the trot, so they say.” I was glad we were merely going to the jungle.

“Good luck lads,” said Malcolm, sending us off to see the Major in charge of the Training Wing. “We've left a lot of men in Borneo— know what I mean?”

The soft-spoken Major, veteran of Special Forces campaigns in occupied Europe in the Second World War, of the war in Malaya, of Jebel Akhdar, Aden, Borneo and Dhofar, was huge. It was vastly reassuring to think that so much muscle could actually squeeze itself into a jungle and come out again undiminished. And his office, hung with battle honours, Special Air Service shields emblazoned with the Regiment's motto, Qui ose gagne; with a mass of wall charts documenting the progress of his latest candidates; with cartoons of all the wrong ways to resist interrogation; and libraried with strictly practical works in natural history—on edible fungi, on traps and tracking and poaching, on different recipes for the cooking of rats and instructions on the peeling of cockroaches—was an impressive place. Determined young men stared down on us from the line of group photographs of each year's successful applicants. Several of them, I noticed, had two diagonal lines drawn across their bodies with a felt-tip pen. In just one helicopter crash in the Falklands eighteen men had been drowned: the regiment's largest single loss since 1945.

“You'll find the high spot of your day,” said the Major, “is cleaning your teeth. The only bit of you you can keep clean. Don't shave in the jungle, because the slightest nick turns septic at once. And don't take more than one change of clothes, because you must keep your Bergen weight well down below sixty pounds. And don't expect your Iban trackers to carry it for you, either, because they have enough to do transporting their own food. So keep one set of dry kit in a sealed bag in your pack. Get into that each night after you've eaten. Powder yourself all over, too, with zinc talc —don't feel sissy about it—you'll halve the rashes and the rot and the skin fungus. Then sleep. Then get up at five thirty and into your wet kit. It's uncomfortable at first, but don't weaken—ever; if you do, there'll be two sets of wet kit in no time, you'll lose sleep and lose strength and then there'll be a disaster. But take as many dry socks as you can. Stuff them into all the crannies in your pack. And, in the morning, soak the pairs you are going to wear in Autan insect repellent, to keep the leeches out of your boots. Stick it on your arms and round your waist and neck and in your hair while you're about it, but not on your forehead because the sweat carries it into your eyes and it stings. Cover yourself at night, too, against the mosquitoes. Take them seriously, because malaria is a terrible thing and it's easy to get, pills or no.

“Get some jungle boots, good thick trousers and strong shirts. You won't want to nancy about in shorts once the first leech has had a go at you, believe me. Acclimatise slowly. The tropics takes people in different ways. Fit young men may pass out top here and then just collapse in Brunei. You'll think it's the end of the world. You can't breathe. You can't move. And then after two weeks you'll be used to it. And once in the jungle proper you'll never want to come out.

“It's a beautiful country and the Iban are a fine people. I was on the Baram myself, but to go up the Rajang and the Baleh will be better for your purposes. That's a good plan. The Baleh is very seldom visited, if at all, upriver, and the Tiban mountains should be very wild indeed. They look small on a map, those mountains, but they're tough going. One steep hill after another. And you have to be good with a compass. Any questions? No. Good. Well done, lads, Goodbye and good luck.”

James and I drove out past the guardroom and the police post in a stunned silence, the back of the car bristling with serious, dark-green and camouflage-brown equipment; and we fell into the King's Arms. Some hours later we found ourselves in the cathedral, mutely surveying the Mappa Mundi, drawn on vellum by Richard of Haldingham c 1300. Jerusalem was there all right, plum in the centre; Borneo was nowhere to be seen; but its inhabitants, for all we and Richard of Haldingham knew, had strayed across his big brown chart of the earth; there they were: the Philli (“test the chastity of their wives by exposing their new-born children to serpents”), the Phanesii (“are covered with the skin of their ears. A bat-like people with enormous drooping ears”) and the Essendones (“it is their custom to carry out the funeral of their parents with singing and collecting a company of friends to devour the actual corpses with their teeth”). Was it time to stay at home?



• TWO •

There remained but one obvious authority to consult, John Hatt, author of The Tropical Traveller (1982), the modern equivalent of Francis Galton's The Art of Travel; or, Shifts and Contrivances Available in Wild Countries (1855).

For a man who had been everywhere Hatt seemed far too young, until I realised, with some misgivings on our own account, that the speed and force with which he both talked and Dunlop-green-flashed about the room in his gym shoes was a genuine expression of his genetic make-up; and that a circumnavigation of the globe once a week at the double would probably pose him no particular problem.

“Let me see,” said Hatt, skydiving towards his sofa and collecting a notebook from a table in mid-flight. “Oh yes—take lots of postcards of the Queen, preferably on horseback, and showing all four legs, because they think she's all of a piece. And for the Headmen, packets of salt and aginomoto, sarongs, waterproof digital watches. For yourselves—Hatt's tips for travellers—those sealable transparent document bags, Tubigrip bandage for every part of your anatomy and, as well as your jungle boots, gym shoes. Because in the longhouses you will have to dance every night. It's simply impossible to refuse. Three or four girls will come and pull you up and then you have to do your thing in front of the assembled tribe—just twenty minutes or so. No problem really. And then you must sing, of course. Why not learn a duet? A duet would be splendid, absolutely splendid. The lives of the primitive farmers are pretty monotonous, after all, and isolated and lonely when they are staying out in their huts on the hill-padi fields, so when they are in the longhouse together they snatch any chance to have a party, and you'll provide a good excuse. You're expected to entertain them in any way you can; and you're also expected to get very drunk indeed. Rice-wine, tuak, is deceptively mild, and rice-brandy, arak, is every bit as lethal as it tastes. There's really no escape. Even where you're flat out on the floor, when the bundles of heads in their rattan nets start to jiggle about and wink at you, you're not off the hook. The girls hold your nose; and when you open your mouth to breathe they tip in another glass or two. Then you'll discover just how arak can supercharge an ordinary nightmare. I used to dream that I'd wake up with a palang.”

“A palang?” we asked, uneasily.

“Oh, it's quite a simple little operation, really,” said Hatt, “although sepsis is always a problem. They clamp the penis in an instrument that looks like a small bow; and then drive a six-inch nail through it, just beneath the glans.”

“Hang on,” said Fenton.

“No—it's perfectly true,” said Hatt, darting at his bookshelves like a kingfisher into the water. “I can even give you a reference. Here we are. How's that? The Sarawak Museum Journal volume VII, December 1956. It's a by-the-way in an article by Tom Harrisson on the Borneo rhinoceros:


“One of the exhibits that excites the most interest in our museum is that of the palang. This is the tube or rod of bamboo, bone, hardwood, etc. with which the end of the penis is pierced among many inland people, principally the Indonesian Kenyans, but also many others—and lately even spreading to the Kelabits in the uplands. In each end of this centre-piece may be attached knobs, points or even blades of suitable material. Some men have two palang, at right angles through the penis tip.

“The function of this device is, superficially, to add to the sexual pleasure of the women by stimulating and extending the inner walls of the vagina. It is, in this, in my experience decidedly successful.

“We also have a ‘natural’ palang, exhibited alongside. This is the penis of a Borneo rhinoceros. In the natural state this powerful piece of the anatomy has, about four inches behind the tip, a similar sort of cross-bar, projecting nearly two inches out on each side. When tense, this becomes a fairly rigid bar, much like the human palang in general implication. The one we have on show in the Museum has had a hardwood rod fixed in it (to keep it rigid). As such, these things were included among the esoterica of inland longhouses, along with sacred stones, beads, strange teeth and other charms used mainly in connection with human head and fertility ceremonies.

“Many who have handled this pachyderm device have been unable to credit that it is ‘genuine’. However, in the untouched state it can be even more impressive. The penis of another male (with not full-size horn) in our possession measures over a foot and a half (relaxed), has a longer tip and cross-piece than the Museum's displayed one…


“Well,” said Hatt, helpfully, “if Harrisson can have it done, I don't see why you shouldn't. And I'd be grateful if you could test two other little ideas of mine: could one of you take massive doses of vitamin Bi (thiamine) at about three o'clock every afternoon? And then let me know if it keeps off the mosquitoes?”

“Do we make a comparative count of bites? Or will the first to get malaria decide the issue?”

“Yes, yes—either will do. And could you get your chemist to make this up? It's a possible new repellent.”

Hatt handed Fenton a page of notebook on which was inscribed:


2—EPHYL—1—3—HEXANDIOL 846. gr/1 and N, N—DIETHYL—M—TOLUMIDE 95/gr/1


“But Hatt,” said Fenton, “how do we know that this isn't dynamite?”



• THREE •

At Singapore airport, carrying my Smith and Wesson, well wrapped in its cardboard box, a Malay policeman escorted me through the luxurious corridors of the new building towards the Customs Strong-room.

“Why you travel with a gun?”

“Well,” I said, “we're going to try and reach the Tiban mountains in the very centre of Borneo. Up the Rajang river. Up the Baleh to its source; and then we'll march through the primary jungle. No one's been since Mjoberg in 1926—and he went in from the other side. Besides, there just might be a Borneo rhinoceros or two still about on the higher slopes. Who knows?”

“You go just to see rhinoceros?” the policeman said, appalled. “But they eat people in there! They're cannibals! Blowpipes! Phut. Phut. You die. No noise. Very better than a gun.”

I must not, I thought, tell James, who, as a hard-working man, was in any case all for a little holiday snorkelling over the northern coral reefs, a stroll up the pretty Mount Kinabalu in Sabah and a visit to the eastern island of Bum-Bum-Tutu. Surrounded by sympathetic officials, I deposited the Smith and Wesson for the night.

When I returned, James was talking to the official in charge of airport security.

“Hey, Redmond, my friend here says that in the middle of Borneo they're all cannibals still. We are going to be eaten.”

“Oh, nonsense,” I said, “but let's have a few more drinks, just in case.”

In Raffles that night I cheered myself up with a secret re-read of the introduction of Smythies's great classic The Birds of Borneo, in which he remarks that “Borneo is the third largest island in the world, after Greenland and New Guinea, and five times the area of England and Wales. It is one enormous forest. Estimates prepared by the Forest Departments from aerial photographs show that 75 per cent of the island is under primary forest, and a further 10 to 15 per cent under secondary forest.” The “general picture… is of a central mountain chain, or spinal range, running down the middle of the island (axis NE–SW), and throwing off several long spurs like the arms of a starfish. Towards the coast there are often extensive lowlands, and also flat swampy areas associated with the estuaries of the larger rivers… From Mt Murud to Mt Batu-Tibang the spinal chain is inaccessible and little known, and has been reached or crossed by Europeans at a limited number of points only; its exact position on the map is not known to within 20 miles, no points on it having been fixed by triangulation or star observations.”

We came into the little airport at Kuching over the slack muddy windings of the Sarawak river, the mangrove swamps, the stretch of forest broken only by outcrops of ochre rock. On the tarmac, crossing to the airport sheds, the heat of the equator hit me for the first time. It squeezed round you like the rank coils of an unseen snake, pressing the good air out of your lungs, covering you in a slimy sweat. Fifteen yards of this was enough; a mile would be impossible; five hundred miles an absurdity.

“How do you like it?” said James.

“Wonderful,” I replied, smiling through the coils, trying to breathe.

Between the drops of sweat that ran off my forehead and over my glasses I could just make out an enormous notice on the wall of the customs shack. “10,000 YEARS” (or thereabouts) it proclaimed. “FOR THOSE CARRYING SMITH AND WESSONS.”

“Why you bring gun?” asked the Malay officer, with a weary grin.

“It's —er— for shooting wild pig.”

“No, no. It's because you think we all just down from the trees here. You think only England civilised country.”

“Er—not at all—this is a wonderful country.”

“Very true, my friend. So you not need gun. I take it for store. You make British Council write for you. We let you take it away—when you go away.”

Much ashamed, I watched the departure of my oily, shiny, black companion.

“Don't fret,” said James, thoroughly relieved, but in the tone of voice he might adopt to comfort a toddler whose lollipop had just been nicked, “we'll find you something equally nasty. A really big bow and arrow—something like that.”

“But don't you understand? This means we'll have to go in with just our dicks in our hands!”

“And a good thing too. You'll be altogether calmer with your dick in your hand.”

A Malay taxi driver agreed to take us into Kuching, to a cheap lodging house. Even suburban nature seemed aggressively lush, rampant with excessively large palms; with trees covered with ferns, ferns like fans, ferns sprouting like bullrushes in every fork of every tree. The roadside undergrowth was neck high. Some of the outlying Malay houses were built on stilts, the odd monkey swinging idly beneath the bases of the houses.

It was Chinese New Year, and all the shops in the little streets were shuttered and locked. Mangy dogs, a little like African wild dogs, but with droopy ears, lay in the shade of the alleyways. And there were tiny cats, too, each one seemingly docked at the tail. Robert Shelford, Curator of Rajah Brooke's Sarawak Museum from 1897 to 1904 and a world authority on Blattidae, the cockroaches, was obviously a man to trust in small matters. The Borneo cat, he writes, is possessed of “large ears and a body so short and hindlegs so long that it altogether lacks the sinuous grace which even the most mongrel English Grimalkin exhibits. The tail is either an absurd twisted knot or else very short and terminating in a knob; this knotting of the tail is caused by a natural dislocation of the vertebrae so that they join on to each other at all sorts of angles.”

We took two rooms in the lodging house which, in the absence of its Chinese owners, was staffed by very young, very sleepy, very friendly Land Dyaks. It was easy to see why the Rajahs Brooke considered them to be the least enterprising, the least troublesome of all the peoples in the territory. Our four attendants lay peacefully around the tiny reception desk, one on the floor, one on a sofa, and two in chairs. It made one yawn just to look at them. In fact everything seemed calm and easeful, and as it should be. Shutting my door, I was undisturbed by a cockroach, as big as a mouse and markedly faster on its feet, which shot out from under the bed, brown-blurred its way across the linoleum and swung a right through the door of the bathroom partition. Following along behind, I was not disgusted by the stray faeces which lay on the tiles and which had obviously escaped from the combined shower and lavatory exit hole in the corner. The cockroach must have gone that way, so presumably all could still be partially lost through the remaining passage. A gecko was enjoying itself, amplifying its chirps from a singing post somewhere in an overflow pipe. Bored mosquitoes drifted in and out of the broken window. Palm trees grew opposite, and someone had built a hut with a corrugated iron roof in the grounds of a large, ruined, English-colonial house. The squatter was growing maize where, presumably, a lawn had once stretched down to the road. Lush, tangled scrub grew round the edges of his little plantation. As I watched, a bird that looked like a magpie and flew like a thrush, perched in a tree to my right, and began to sing, like a robin. The sweat trickled down my back. I decided to take a siesta.

I took the third edition of Bertram E. Smythies's The Birds of Borneo out of my Bergen. I found the black, white and blue bird on plate XXXI. It was a Magpie-robin: my first positive identification of a Borneo bird. Turn to page 300, said the key, for its description. It so happens, as I know now, that a printer's error has eliminated all trace of the full-page discussion of the Magpie-robin from the third edition of Smythies, by entering a double heading for the Rufous-tailed shama, Copsychus pyrropyga (Lesson) 1839. I decided that this tiny, sinister mystery did not worry me, either.

I put Smythies aside and lay back on the bed. A fusillade of Chinese fire-crackers went off in the street on the other side of the lodging house, followed by sharp single reports, like snipers' shots. I shut my eyes, and then opened them again. I was startled to see my tutor from undergraduate days at Oxford, fifteen years before, the kindly John Jones, standing at the end of the bed. His large head was unaccountably swollen to the size of a hundredweight sack; his eyes bulged like light bulbs. He put his knuckles on the mattress and leaned forward. “Yes, Redmond,” he said, in his intense way, giving each word its full share of time in his mouth, “but what have you ever done in life?”

I sat up, sharply; and my tutor disappeared. I decided that I was very worried indeed. I went to the Bergen and, trembling slightly, drew out the whisky bottle.

That evening, we walked the temporarily half-deserted streets of Kuching. At the upper windows of the houses we could see Chinese families, the generations gathered, the lanterns lit, celebrating the beginning of the Year of the Pig. The occasional very old man, invariably with his very young grandson beside him, loitering in a downstairs doorway, impassively admiring the opposite rooftops, taking the eveining air, would flick a fire-cracker under our feet as we passed.

On the larger buildings, above the neon signs and fairy-lights, roosting White-bellied swiftlets chattered to each other from every ledge. We wandered down to the waterfront where small cargo ships were moored, near the quay where James Brooke first landed.

An ex-officer in the Indian Army, an English gentleman-adventurer with a private income and a private yacht, Brooke, inspired by the career of Sir Stamford Raffles, the founder of Singapore, arrived in Sarawak in 1839. The local ruler, Pengiran Muda Hasim, a prince of the Sultanate of Brunei which held nominal sovereign power over northern Borneo (the Dutch governed the south and south-east of the island from a rich base in Java) was hopelessly entangled in civil war against a coalition of local tribes: Brooke, with great courage and panache, led Hasim's men against the rebels, won the war, and demanded and received the province of “Sarawak Proper” (roughly the area included in the modern state's First Division) as his reward. He then, with initial British naval support, cleared his coasts of Malay-led Sea Dyak pirates (the Malays traditionally kept the goods, and the Sea Dyaks the heads, of their victims) and extended his influence up the major rivers. Thereafter, the Foreign Office refused to be interested in Brooke's impoverished kingdom and in 1868 the embittered old man bequeathed his private country to his nephew and successor, Charles Brooke. Charles, tough, austere, his idea of his role as Rajah formed partly by an arduous early career in hazardous outstations in his uncle's service, partly by his assumption of the social attitudes of the Victorian squirearchy, governed Sarawak for fifty years like a country gentleman managing his estates. Charles died in 1917 and was succeeded by his son, Vyner Brooke, a man who liked his rank but disliked the administrative duties that went with it. After Pearl Harbor the Japanese relieved him of both; and, when the war was over, feeling unequal to the burden of re-building, Vyner Brooke ceded his state to the British Crown. In 1963 Sarawak joined Malaya, Singapore and Sabah (British North Borneo) to form the Federation of Malaysia (from which Singapore was expelled in 1965).

In general, the history of Brooke rule in Sarawak is one of paternalistic benevolence, of a protective legislation marred only by the frequent use of Sea Dyak levies on punitive expeditions which were intended to keep the peace, but which also licensed head-hunting and founded enduring dynasties of blood feuds. But then there was no alternative, no money to pay for a regular, disciplined army (the Sarawak Rangers were a tiny force). No one could accuse the White Rajahs of exploiting the peoples in their kingdom (there was not much to exploit).

Which is probably why, in the long view, a deaf-mute Malay suddenly felt impelled to sidle out of the shadow of a warehouse wall and shake us both by the hand. He made curious grunting noises, as if attempting to clear his throat of phlegm without result. We set off up the waterfront road towards the Chinese temple on a hillock at its head. The deaf-mute padded along behind us. In the almost empty street a flashing sign drew us towards its housefront: “SNACK BAR SNACK BAR SNACK BAR” it said. James mounted the stairs, I followed, and our companion waited in the street.

“Good evening,” I heard James say, as he reached the top, and then “Oh I see, so you're a brothel.”

We fled down the stairs. The deaf-mute, much excited, was jumping up and down, pointing at his penis.

“Yes, spot on,” said James, pointing at his mouth, “but we're hungry.” We all three opened our mouths, like birds in a nest.

The deaf-mute led us up the street, past the Chinese temple, along a broad road that followed the bend of the Sarawak river to a new cluster of Singapore-style modern concrete buildings. And there, to our traveller's disgust, to our actual delight in the presence of all the nastiness we were supposed to have left behind, stood the Holiday Inn, Kuching. Our guide waved goodbye and walked back towards the town.

“James,” I said warily, over the cognac, “how's your dream-life been? Did you have a siesta? Did you sleep this afternoon? Did you?”

“Just a bit,” said James, “yes. I had a zizz. I read a little. I made some lists—we must remember to take cigarette lighters. And at least five cartons of ciggies.”

“But did you dream?”

“I had a dream or two. The odd dreamette. Why? What's the matter with you?”

“Well—my old tutor called to see me. I sat up and he disappeared.”

“Oh, that's simple,” said James, grinning. “You wish to kill your father.”

“Don't be silly. Didn't you have a nightmare, too? What did you dream about?”

“As it happens,” said James, “I am much troubled by a leering Chinaman. But it's nothing to worry about. It's a common occurrence when you first come to the equator. The brain just cannot believe its own dials. It sits there and looks at its instrument panel and it says to itself ‘Hang on. We couldn't possibly have lost all that sweat from the tanks. And the temperature gauge has bust a thermometer. I don't believe it’; and so the brain crash-lands itself, and then your old tutor pays a
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