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Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves.
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A NOTE TO READERS





In our ultrasensitive times, a word about the title of this book is in order. Allah’s Torch is meant to stand, as the alert reader will know, for the light-giving qualities transmitted through Islam, one of the world’s great traditions. Like all things great and good, however, that same torch, when hoisted in human hands, can be used either to illuminate the darkness or amplify it. How it’s wielded in our world today, and to what end, rests, as I hope the following pages will attest, on the actions and intentions of all of us, Muslim and non-Muslim alike. You should also know that this is a work of personal experience, memory, and opinion, all anchored in firsthand observation; in a small number of cases, it has been necessary to change names and physical details to protect people’s privacy. Finally, all journeys are by nature unique. Other travelers will churn up other visions of Indonesia and the dramatic events now shaping its neighborhood in Southeast Asia. This one is mine.


TRACY DAHLBY
 New York City, 2004











PROLOGUE:


Radical Mystery Tour





February 4, 2003, 4 P.M.


The sky above the sprawling slums of north Jakarta was the color of molten lead and roughly the same temperature as I worked my way deeper and deeper into the dusty mazelike streets. With the U.S. military gearing up to invade Muslim Iraq any week now, it was not the ideal time for a lone American to be roaming the back alleys of Muslim Asia. But there I was, tall and luminously white, inconspicuous as a radar tower, and dogging the heels of my Indonesian friend and interpreter, Norman Wibowo.


Norman had stopped to check the address in his notebook, when a trollish man stepped from behind a small iron gate, smiled at his shoes, and then silently led us down a narrow chute between the crumbling camel-colored buildings and across a dank green courtyard into the compound of Habib Mohamad Rizieq Shihab, one of Indonesia’s fieriest anti-American preachers. When I heard the gate clang shut behind us, my pulse began to race.


Rizieq was no Osama bin Laden, mind you. He was either a selfless holy man or a small-time hood depending on whom you talked to in Jakarta’s large and varied Muslim community. At the same time, his private militia, the Islamic Defenders Front, was not the sort of outfit easily confused with the Boy Scouts. In normal times the Defenders had a reputation for waging a hit-and-run campaign against the symbols of American culture by trashing bars and discos, slashing billboards advertising alcohol and slinky lingerie, or by “sweeping”—code for ordering visiting Americans to get the hell out of Indonesia, which they not infrequently did at a trot.


With Iraq on the boil, however, the Defenders had vowed to get really tough. Three months earlier Muslim fanatics had firebombed two popular nightspots on Indonesia’s resort island of Bali, murdering 202 people thought to be mainly American tourists but who were, in fact, mainly Australians. Rizieq had played no part in those atrocities. On the other hand, he now was actively recruiting jihadis to fight the American infidel in Iraq, and the betting was that all hell would break loose in Jakarta as soon as the first U.S. bomb fell on Baghdad. Hundreds of anxious foreign residents had already packed their bags and left Indonesia, and the U.S. State Department was warning Americans to stay out.


But I was in of course, and much farther than I wanted to be. Our guide waved Norman and me into a shedlike vestibule, which smelled faintly of damp earth and boiled eggs, and told us to wait. Pretzeling my legs under me on the tattered carpet, I was trying hard not to think about Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal reporter who had been beheaded by Islamic thugs in Pakistan in 2002 after following the promise of an interview into a trap, when I suddenly heard footsteps on the path outside.


In the next instant two wiry, unshaven young men had barged through the door and plopped down in front of me. From the way their bulging eyes traveled over my body as if it were a side of beef, I could picture my future, or what was left of it, unfolding with grisly predictability—the quick lunge, the sharp, workmanlike tap to the back of my skull, and the ensuing brisk, incoherent ride to oblivion in the back of a dilapidated van.


But fear isn’t always the same as reality, as I have to constantly remind myself, and that didn’t happen. Instead, the pair swiveled their heads in unison, gave Norman the same pop-eyed once-over, and then, exchanging faint, knowing smirks, got up and left the room. I looked over at Norman and saw his Adam’s apple quiver in the dim light. “Boss,” he said, rolling dark eyeballs, “what have you gotten me into?”


Dry-mouthed with fear, the best I could manage was a tight, sheepish grin. Yet I had to admit it was an excellent question: What in God’s name were we doing here?


 


The simple answer is that like so many ink-stained Asia hands before me I’d been seduced by Indonesia. Sweeping 3,200 miles from the jungles of New Guinea in the east to the Indian Ocean in the west (the same distance separating Ketchikan from Key West) and four-fifths water, the country is a huge porous sponge of some 13,677 islands, scattered through combing, cobalt blue seas, and as such presents the writer with an irresistibly complex and tantalizing puzzle. Its human registry is magnificently scattered, too. For though Indonesia is nearly ninety percent Muslim, and the world’s single largest concentration of believers, its 238 million people are also Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist, and further divide themselves into 300 ethnic groups and speak 300 distinct languages. “Socially,” says one Indonesian friend, “it’s the United States on steroids.”


Heaven knows I’d come to this intriguing arena late enough. Though I’d covered Asia as a journalist for many years, I’d somehow managed to largely skip over Indonesia until November 1999, when my editors at National Geographic magazine asked me to go there and see if I could shed any light on where this big, strategically important Jupiter of a country, the geographical pivot of Southeast Asia, was headed. They had certainly picked an historic moment. It was just over a year since a crashing economy and weeks of violent antigovernment rioting had toppled the thirty-two-year rule of former President Suharto, and the country was churning with such comprehensive ethnic and religious strife that even the Indonesians had a hard time keeping track of it. Yet it was a deliriously promising time, too. The strongman’s ouster had opened the door for the republic’s first democratically elected government in over forty years, and on nearly every street corner peril fought with promise for the country’s future. With democratic reform, or reformasi, as the Indonesians called it, seemingly on a roll, the betting—or more accurately, the prayer—among the relatively few Americans who paid any attention to the place was that the Indonesians, with their characteristic grit, intelligence, and waggish good humor, just might pull it off.


The optimism was short-lived. With the terror attacks on New York and Washington on September 11, 2001, America’s generally rosy view of the planet quickly darkened, and virtually overnight Indonesia was transformed in Western eyes from a game if wobbly new democracy into a den of Islamic terror. Under the circumstances, it was not so wild a nightmare. Vast and virtually lawless, with its endless unpatrolled coastlines and blue volcano-studded redoubts, Indonesia made an ideal hideout for the discriminating terrorist on the lam from the U.S.-led invasion of Afghanistan. Videotapes discovered in the rubble of Al Qaeda hideouts in Central Asia indicated, at least circumstantially, that Osama bin Laden was intent on expanding his franchise operations in Southeast Asia. Early on, and not unreasonably therefore, President George Bush and his advisers identified the area in general and Indonesia in particular as a next important front in GWOT, America’s Global War on Terror, and set about trying to persuade the Indonesians, longtime U.S. allies, to join in the fight.


That was where the really tough sledding began. For while we Americans were radically altering our view of them, the Indonesians had been radically altering their view of us. Although the overwhelming majority of Indonesia’s Muslims are decent, even-keeled people, and generally about as warlike as Ohio Presbyterians at a church picnic, the U.S.-led air strikes on Al Qaeda and Taliban targets in Afghanistan, with their inevitable collateral killing and wounding of innocent Muslim civilians, had put people in a very sour mood. The reversal in America’s popularity was nothing short of breathtaking. (In one typical public opinion survey carried out by the respected Pew Global Attitudes Project, the number of Indonesians expressing friendly feelings toward the U.S. went from seventy-five percent in 2000, higher than any other Muslim country, not to mention France and Canada, to an abysmal fifteen percent three years later.) Meanwhile, even thoughtful Indonesians began to suspect that the CIA may have actually instigated the Bali atrocities to give Islam a black eye.


Given the rising anti-American tone, and viewed from the gauzy distance of the United States, it took little imagination to conclude that it was Indonesia’s Islamic fundamentalists, not its democrats, who were hitting their stride. Although in early 2003 Bali still marked the biggest single terror attack anywhere in the world since 9/11, Indonesia had been hit by a string of smaller bombings (churches, car dealerships, fast-food restaurants, even the Jakarta Stock Exchange) attributed, variously, to the country’s many interlocking terrorist cells. Growing numbers of nonviolent Islamists openly worked to turn secular Indonesia into a purely Islamic state. Others grandly envisioned Daulah Islamiyah, a Muslim superstate that would one day stretch in an unbroken arc from Aceh at Indonesia’s westernmost tip to Zamboanga in the Philippines, and along the way sweep in Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand, and a population of nearly four hundred million people. In Jakarta, meanwhile, the democratically elected government of President Megawati Sukarnoputri seemed frozen in place, caught between U.S. demands that it go after the terrorists in its midst and the view popular with most Indonesian voters that there were no terrorists to go after. And to top it off, pretty much all fundamentalists fundamentally agreed: Once they managed to make shariah, the stern Islamic legal code, the law of the land, the poisons of rampant political corruption and godless global consumerism would—Inshallah, God willing—burn cleanly away.


That rather stunning shift in mood in a country unknown to most Americans might easily have been ignored but for the inconvenient fact that in our inner-connected world Indonesia’s wellbeing is directly connected to our own continued good health. Stretched out majestically along the floorboards of Asia, it is by far Southeast Asia’s biggest economy and helps anchor, figuratively as well as literally, the dynamo economies of the South China Sea, which in turn account for a cool quarter of the global GNP, and could harbor trillions of dollars in undersea oil and gas deposits. What’s more, its encompassing seas boast three of the world’s most strategic shipping routes, the Malacca, Sunda, and Lombok straits—blue, zigzagging slots that carry over half the commercial shipping on the planet. Trouble there would inevitably mean fewer low-priced sneakers, hand towels, backyard barbecues, and other essential Asian imports down at the local Wal-Mart; somewhat more seriously, it might also crimp the flow of Middle Eastern oil to places like Japan and send world stock markets into a dangerous swoon.


And of course that was precisely the point—if the world’s biggest Muslim country suddenly became Fundamentalist Central, or merely fundamentally dysfunctional as a nation, like Pakistan or Afghanistan, to name only two, then where in the world would that leave the rest of us?


That is what I wanted to know, and to be honest I was surprised and chagrined that I didn’t already know it. Thanks to my Geographic assignment, I’d spent months traveling the country from stem to stern, plunging myself, however briefly, into some of its many pockets of turmoil. Not unreasonably, I suppose, I prided myself on knowing a little bit about the place. Now suddenly, after 9/11 and the surprise attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, it appeared I’d missed the story completely, which is to say Indonesia’s alleged big-time connection with Osama bin Laden and worldwide Islamic revolution. Plenty of others far more knowledgeable than I—scholars, diplomats, and spies—had missed it, too, mind you. But the fact remained: I’d missed it.


Luckily, I knew what I had to do. As soon as I could figure out how to pay for an independent reporting trip, I’d leave my newly terrorized but comfortable island of Manhattan to revisit the chronically turbulent islands of Indonesia. My plan was to build on what I knew while looking for new clues as to how Indonesia’s troubles might be connected to what had happened in my own backyard through the vehicle of militant Islam. I’d explore its teeming cities, eat its fiery curries, tramp the dusty village roads, and visit the mosques and religious boarding schools that were said to be incubators of anti-Western hatred. How deeply had Al Qaeda sunk its roots in Indonesia? What was the nature of its kinship with local militant groups? If my luck held, I would return with a clearer picture of who or what we were up against and what we really meant when we talked about a war on terror.


 


It had seemed like an excellent idea at the time. Then, in the way one thing quickly leads to another, Norman and I had slipped into that airless little room at the back of Rizieq’s headquarters, and were sitting there exchanging worried glances, when a grim-faced young man, thin as a cadaver in his embroidered white tunic and skullcap, came in to announce, “The imam will see you now.”


Norman, up and nimble, was at the door in a flash. Turning to see what was keeping me, he said, as if I really had any choice in the matter, “Hey, Boss, you don’t want to miss the fun, do you?”
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HOLY WAR





May 11, 2000, 7 P.M.


The moon was shining over the harbor at Makassar, the storied old spice port nine hundred miles east of Jakarta, when Norman and I stood in the steamy night, staring up at the huge steel flanks of the interisland passenger liner the M.V. Bukit Siguntang. With its upper decks wrapped around a large single funnel, and bathed in a garish yellow light from intertwining floodlights, the vessel resembled a giant wedding cake from hell. Dozens of embarking passengers, shoving and yelling, and using their luggage as battering rams, fought for a foothold on the rickety gangway. Every now and then, pairs of gimlet-eyed cops in maroon berets and camouflage would yank some poor devil out of the mob, probe his deteriorating cardboard box with the snout of a machine gun, and haul him off into the shadows.


Alarmed by the chaos, I grabbed Norman by the arm, and said, “Remember, pal, we’re here for a look—but that is all. If anything, and I mean anything, seems dangerously out of whack, we’re off the ship immediately. Comprendo?”


Norman nodded in agreement, but from the way his eyes dilated with excitement I could tell he wasn’t really listening. In the next instant he raced ahead to the base of the gangway, waved for me to join him, and then suddenly disappeared into the levitating mob like a man being sucked up into the bowels of an alien spacecraft.


I froze. Without Norman I was absolutely and forever sunk—just a confused, ignorant bule, or “white face,” stranded on a dock in the middle of nowhere. And so I took a deep breath, walked forward on legs of concrete, and burrowed into the scrum. Halfway up the ramp a blunt object struck me square in the forehead—thunk!—and my skull rang like a brass bowl. When the ringing stopped, I was inside the belly of the ship.


It was dark and strange in there, the underpowered fluorescent tubes casting everything in a sickly greenish hue—the long rows of wooden bunks, the surging crowd, the sea of oily bobbing heads. But when I finally managed to locate Norman in the mob and we reached the broad lobby outside the first-class cabins, there was something far more sinister to worry about. All around us now, hunkered down on dirty strips of cardboard or old pieces of straw matting, were large numbers of very unhappy-looking young men.


Mostly in their late teens or early twenties, and eerily silent to a man, they had the look of shipwreck survivors clinging to the wreckage. Those not rocking on their haunches, mumbling noiselessly over dog-eared copies of the Koran, stared fixedly into the middle distance. And unless I very badly missed my guess, I knew that we were staring into the face of a shadowy new Islamic terror brigade calling itself the Laskar Jihad, or Holy War Army.


 


I can’t say we hadn’t been forewarned. The Jihad’s founder and spiritual leader, a man named Jaffar Umar Thalib, had vowed for weeks now to hurl his holy warriors at eastern Indonesia’s far Molucca Islands, which happened to be our destination, too. Jaffar held the view, shared by many local Islamists, that a United Nations–sponsored independence referendum in predominantly Christian East Timor in 1999 had been part of an evil scheme hatched by then-president Bill Clinton (who was identified in militant propaganda as head of something called the “American Church”) and his fellow capitalist cronies to break up Indonesia by creating a Christian republic in its distant watery gut.


It was to thwart that alleged plot that Jaffar had publicly proclaimed the establishment of the Jihad in January 2000 from his base in Central Java. And now, four months later, he boasted a strike force of ten thousand fighters, the largest of a small but dangerous constellation of radical Islamic organizations using reformasi freedoms jujitsu-style to undermine democratic society by raising private armies. Jaffar’s call to adventure in defense of Islam was particularly popular with the alienated young men from Java’s impoverished tobacco- and coffee-farming belts, and delicious paranoia made the glory of dying shahid—a martyr for Islam—all the sweeter.


In Jakarta, meanwhile, Jaffar’s threats of holy way had duly alarmed President Abdurrahman Wahid, a moderate Muslim cleric and Indonesia’s first democratically elected leader since 1955. But when Wahid sent an order for Jaffar’s arrest through constitutional channels, to both his armed forces chief of staff and his civilian defense minister, he was promptly ignored. Indonesia’s military didn’t cotton to Wahid’s reformist plans to curb its vast powers, and so in the great wormy can of Indonesian politics, the Laskar Jihad had become—as an authoritative report published by the Brussels-based International Crisis Group later put it—“the greatest symbol of the government’s impotence.”


Jakarta is an inordinately gossipy place, and word on the street had run that Jaffar was looking for a way to inject three thousand jihadis into the Moluccas to begin cleansing them of their one million Indonesian Christians. And now, judging from the squatters on the decks of the Bukit Siguntang, the Laskar Jihad had found its opening—and, as luck would have it, Norman and I had found the Jihad.


“Sweet Jesus,” I gasped, as we dove inside our tiny, cell-like stateroom and locked the door. The sly, sharklike grins we’d encountered while picking our way across the jihadis’ cardboard archipelago had encouraged my stomach to contract into something roughly the size of a baseball. But this was no time to panic; I needed to think. Sitting down on one of a pair of grimy bunks, I said to Norman, as calmly as I could muster, “Why don’t you pop up to the bridge and see what the hell the captain thinks is going on around here.”


“Sure thing, Boss,” said Norman. Firing off a snappy salute, he was out the door in a flash, and glad to be gone, I wager. Norman really was an excellent traveling companion, full of rakish good humor or fire-and-fight as the situation required, but I was very upset with him just then and he knew it. Riding into a holy war with a bunch of wild-eyed jihadis wasn’t the trip he’d promised me. Far from it. What he’d promised was a rare glimpse of an untrammeled tropical paradise, a place of soaring green vistas and sparkling white sands—a place called the Banda Islands.


 


The Bandas, thirteen jots of volcanic rock located in a stretch of far ocean between the Java and Arafura seas, north of Australia and west of New Guinea, were interesting for a variety of reasons. It was there in 1512 that sailors, swabbing in the squadron of the Portuguese explorer Antonio de Abreu, had followed an alluring fragrance smack into the fabled islands to discover an incredibly large treasure hidden in a deceptively small package—the golden, walnut-sized fruit Myristica fragrans, otherwise known as the common nutmeg.


It is hard to fathom today just how popular the nutmeg was in Europe in those benighted days. More than three hundred years before the invention of anything remotely resembling either modern refrigeration or miracle drugs, the humble fruit, dried and grated, was prized (correctly) for keeping meat from rotting, and (wrongly but understandably) as a poultice for warding off the Plague, a.k.a. the Black Death, which had wiped out a full third of Europe’s population and was still at its deadly work. In addition, the nutmeg’s use as a tranquilizer, sleeping potion, and a medieval form of Viagra led to a stiffening demand that set its price in the bourses at Rotterdam, London, and Paris on a par with silver and gold.



And that was when it was available at all. Up to the time of Abreu’s discovery, the nutmeg had arrived in Europe as if by magic—traveling from the Orient by caravan through the bazaars of Central Asia, passing through many hands, exact point of origin unknown. When the Turks conquered Constantinople in 1453, effectively cutting off Europe’s fix, it was collective nutmeg withdrawal that helped propel Europe into its vaunted Age of Exploration. Christopher Columbus had been searching for a sea link to the “spiceries” of the East when he’d had the rum luck to bang into North America. When the luckier Abreu found his way into the Bandas two decades later, the tiny archipelago, the only known source of nutmeg on earth, quickly became a focal point of the global economy. As author Giles Milton notes in his riveting history Nathaniel’s Nutmeg, the shipyards of Portugal, Spain, England, and Holland went into “a flurry of activity that sparked what would later become known as the spice race, a desperate and protracted struggle for control of one of the smallest groups of islands in the world.”


With nutmeg now selling FOB Europe at fantastical markups northward of 30,000 percent, the European spice hunters, and the merchant princes who backed them, were only too happy to make their money the old-fashioned way, which is to say through murder and theft. After outmaneuvering both Portugal and Spain, Holland seized the Bandas in 1621, and set about “pacifying” the native population. According to one historical account, the Dutch briskly killed or displaced 14,400 of the 15,000 Bandanese islanders.1 Less successful in uprooting the well-armed British, who had managed to grab the harp-shaped island of Run, the most prolific natural nutmeg factory of them all, the methodical Hollanders eventually struck a deal. Under the Treaty of Breda, signed in 1667, the English gave up their stake in the Bandas in return for New Amsterdam, a larger but comparatively unpromising Dutch trading post on the same chilly northern island where I now happened to live—Manhattan.



Manhattan?!


“We can actually go there?” I asked Norman when he’d first told me about the remotely magical Bandas and then managed to persuade me he wasn’t pulling my leg. We were sitting in the elegant lobby of the Regent Hotel in Jakarta at the time, having coffee at the base of its grand staircase, as Norman fixed an appraising Javanese eye on our curvaceous waitress, who sashayed among the tables in her tight-fitting sarong. But he was excited about the Bandas, too.


“Yes, Boss,” he said, his nostrils flaring as if already processing the sweet scent of island spices. “That’s where we’ll see the real old-time Indonesia!”


I was smitten. From that relaxed and cozy vantage point, the thought of visiting a sun-splashed backwater whose jungles had grown up around one of history’s great geographical ironies struck me as wildly seductive. Looking back on it now, I guess I should have been more alert to the fact that Norman had never actually set foot in the Bandas, either. But though like most journalistic hacks (and here I exclude the increasingly chirpy anchors who play journalists on TV) I am a deep and terrible skeptic, I trusted Norman to the highest degree possible. First, he was impressively overqualified for the work he was doing with me. He’d graduated from a job as a photographer for Tempo magazine, Indonesia’s top newsweekly, to run his own successful photo studio in Jakarta. Tall for an Indonesian, with a long, angular nose, high cheekbones, and a head of wavy black hair, he’d even played the romantic lead in a film, by a rising young Indonesian director, about young love at bay amid the spooky ruins of court life in the old Javanese capital of Surakarta.


When the same Asian economic crisis that drove former President Suharto from office also forced Norman, like many of Indonesia’s bright and ambitious young people, to scramble for ways of earning hard currency, he’d hired himself out as a local fixer for visiting foreign photographers and film crews. And there was nobody better at it than Norman. Having studied in the United States, he was a veritable multitasking, globalized, digitized marvel, who was incessantly juggling dueling Palm Pilots, lining up interviews on one of two cell phones, sometimes both, and was intimately plugged into the steady flow of gossip on which Indonesia’s capital thrived. In addition, Norman had a grasp of loyalty rare in young men in today’s world. That was because generations of Javanese ancestors on his father’s side had lifted swords to defend the mystical kings of Old Java. (“Wibowo is not my real name,” he once confided to me; his real name was inscribed on the hilt of a kris, or Javanese dagger, buried in a secret vault in old Surakarta. “But if I told it to you, I’d have to kill you.”) In short, Norman represented the ideal global man—in touch with both the brave new rhythms of life in a high-tech, interconnected world and the sacred cultural bedrock.


Thus I had taken Norman at his word, and his word on the Banda Islands was that they were loaded with the kind of unsullied charm you look for in a tropical paradise, complete with a towering volcano and abandoned Dutch forts with ghostly cannon pointed out on sleepy turquoise lagoons. And unlike much of the rest of Indonesia now, there wasn’t a single McDonald’s, 7-Eleven, or KFC within many a far mile.


In fairness to Norman, he did suggest it might be a little tricky actually getting to the Bandas. That was because they were, geographically speaking, a subset of the Moluccas’ much larger, California-shaped archipelago, also known as the Spice Islands, and the Indonesian government had at least technically banned Western journalists from traveling to the area because, as Norman had explained, there was this “fighting and stuff” going on there between Christians and Muslims. I know people generally assume that anybody who writes for the National Geographic is automatically some kind of whiz at map study. But that is not the case with me. To be honest, I had only the haziest notion of where the Bandas were actually located, and I was so eager now to part the palm fronds and see the islands for myself that I didn’t give their precise location much thought. In fairness to me, it is my distinct memory that Norman never actually used the phrase “war zone” in describing our travel plans.


Instead, he stressed that the Bandas were the ideal place to catch a glimpse of Indonesia’s colorful past—“Indonesian history in a nutmeg shell,” as he put it; the place that had originally inspired the Dutch, in their lust for spices, to cobble together an entire country, the Dutch East Indies, which was mainly designed for pumping out the area’s vast natural wealth, its coffee and cloves, tea and palm oil, and of course the lucrative nutmeg and its valuable cousin, mace, the spice grated from the nutmeg’s sun-dried outer husk.


Norman also stressed that the Bandas were a convenient window on today’s Indonesia. Having escaped the general fighting in the wider Moluccas, the islands had taken in thousands of refugees from more murderous areas. From talking to them, he theorized, we could piece together a picture of the ambient religious war but vicariously, like observing flashes of lightning on a distant horizon, while we kept tabs on Banda’s large and rollicking dolphin population, sunned ourselves under the volcano’s green cone, and ate our way through the twenty-seven local varieties of bananas said to grow among the nutmeg groves on gentle island slopes. As for the government’s travel ban, Norman suggested we simply ignore it.


Then a few days later, in the zany way things can sometimes happen in Indonesia, I boarded a flight in Jakarta and promptly evicted a man who had mistakenly deposited himself in my assigned seat. The interloper turned out to be none other than Des Alwi, a very big wheel in the Moluccas, and top banana, so to speak, in the Bandas. Ketua orlima, the islands’ elected leader, as well as their traditional high chief, he owned the best hotel in the Bandas, one of the best in Ambon, the regional hub, and was considered the great impresario of business and tourism in the whole beautiful, beleaguered area.


“People call him king or sultan,” said Norman, but the title was less important than the simple fact that, if you had any business in the Bandas, Des Alwi was the man to see. And it wasn’t hard to see why. For one thing, Des was utterly charming. Very relaxed for a king, he spoke his English in a thick, rolling accent, and had a voice as rich and creamy as a mango pudding. When our flight landed in Makassar, so-called Gateway to the Spice Islands, I apologized for my boorish behavior on the plane, but Des waved it off with a big fleshy paw. He said, “Tracy, if you want to know about Indonesia, Banda is the very place. You must come visit me.”



Then in a confidential tone, as if to sweeten the deal, Des said, “I have built a new shark pool next to my hotel, Tracy.” His eyes twinkling with merriment, he suggested it was a tourist attraction but also a solution—“if there are any tourists we don’t like, you see.” As he chortled at his joke, his face dissolved into a series of smiling concentric folds.


“Come see me in Banda, Tracy,” he repeated, his bushy eyebrows arching dramatically. “Have Norman call me, and we will set it up—one, two, three!”


Having watched one too many Clark Gable, soldier-of-fortune movies as a kid, I immediately felt the old tug of high adventure. With visions of visiting a tropical paradise dancing in my head, war canoes zipping across garlanded seas to greet the returning king and his honored bule guest, I said to Norman, “Okay, let’s fit in a trip to the Bandas, if you’re reasonably sure we can do it without getting killed. Ha, ha!”
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UNBOTTLED LIGHTNING





The trouble in the Moluccas started on January 19, 1999, when a pair of Muslim youths, Usman and Salim, are said to have boarded a minibus in the leafy provincial capital of Ambon and tried to rob the driver, Yopy, a Christian, at the point of a big curved knife called a pisau badik. Yopy went for a bigger knife, a machete, and chased his would-be assailants into a Muslim market nearby.1


Rumors flew—Muslims were attacking Christians and vice versa. (In an alternate version of the story, popular among Muslims, Yopy played the villain.) A few hours later, as eyewitnesses remembered it, the first columns of smoke were climbing over the city’s green hills, neat white houses, and its forest of TV satellite dishes. Then in no time at all, greater Ambon, a place of 350,000 souls, former center of the spice trade, proud of its status as an up-and-coming regional center, a city with good restaurants, tidy hotels, ATMs, Internet cafés, cinemas, and a university with a world-class fisheries institute, had started its astonishingly brisk descent into hell.


Having literally torn itself to pieces, Ambon existed now as a cluster of barricaded communities where Christians and Muslims lived separate lives, each with their own schools, hospitals, and supermarkets. In between lay corridors of scorched earth and rubble, haunted by sappers and snipers, and coursing with a peristaltic violence that periodically surged into a new round of arson attacks on churches, mosques, commercial buildings, and private homes. Ninety percent of the buildings in Ambon had been destroyed. On the surface, it was a jaw-dropping mystery—the Ambonese themselves were at a loss to explain how a routine stickup could lead to such cascading violence.


Not all that surprisingly, though, the answer lay buried in the tangled coils of local history. The Europeans, in their eagerness to extract the area’s spices, had injected the Moluccas with a passion for Christianity (“Cannonballs off the port bow, Bibles off the stern,” as the old saying went), as Arab traders had earlier seen fit to sow the seeds of Islam. With the population of Ambon (both the city and its encompassing island) more or less equally divided between Christians and Muslims since the late 1500s, the two communities had long basked in a reputation for interfaith neighborliness that was the envy of Indonesia’s feistier neighborhoods.


Below the charming surface, however, life in Ambon was never as blissful as the foreign guidebooks or the Indonesian media let on. Ambonese society was in fact chronically edgy, and the edge had always gone to the Christians. In colonial times the Dutch looked kindly on their co-religionists when it came to doling out limited schooling and civil service jobs. Christians became the teachers, the police constables, and the clerks and quill-drivers down at the local colonial office, while Muslims scooped the trash and picked the papayas. When Indonesia finally won its independence from Holland in 1949, and gave the Dutch the long-awaited boot, members of the Christian political elite suddenly had serious second thoughts. Taking a hard look at the founders of the republic in far-off Jakarta, most of whom were Muslim, they decided, all things considered, they’d prefer to live in something they called the Christian Republic of the South Moluccas. A vigorous thumping by Jakarta’s security forces brought the separatists back into line, but not before the renegades had put many a Muslim in an early grave, torched many a Muslim village, and scored many a Muslim heart with grief and grievance.


Slowly, the tables turned. By the early 1970s, Christians were in fact under siege—not by wild-eyed Muslim fanatics, however, but by the bogeyman of demographics. Forced out of the surrounding islands to look for work, desperately poor Muslims ventured into Ambon, put down roots, and thus tipped the population balance in favor of the progeny of the Prophet. Leading the way were the Bugis, the very race of seafarers whose piratical ancestors had proved so discombobulating to early European travelers that they in fact contributed the word “bogeyman” to the English language. The Bugis now struck fear into local hearts, not with the blade or the hook, however, but by settling in economically depressed neighborhoods where they proceeded to procreate the daylights out of the Christians.


The Christians responded with the usual favor of viewing the Muslim newcomers as oversexed, subhuman interlopers and set about denouncing their neighborhoods as incubators of crime and squalor. When Suharto’s government belatedly moved to level the playing field for the migrants with affirmative action policies in the 1990s, many Christians, now directly challenged for their prized civil service jobs, looked at the upwardly mobile Muslims and saw the fruiting of their old paranoia.


Looked at another way, the story of Ambon was just another chapter in the old, complicated saga of Indonesia itself. The archipelago’s mad ethnic and cultural chemistry (matched only in modern times by the old Soviet Union) was converted into a political entity four hundred years ago when those enterprising Dutch joined together scattered bits of geology belonging to Australia, Asia, and the Pacific Islands into a geographical container whose volatile ingredients they then kept under control by virtue of their superior technology, mainly musket and cannon, and a long-running and highly successful divide-and-conquer strategy that kept the empire’s sultans, rajahs, and tribal chieftains too busy fighting one another to fight the Dutch. (It was a familiar trick among European colonialists—as Norman Mailer has put it, “Let the madmen duke it out, then jump the one or two who are left.”)


After independence Indonesia’s founding fathers sought to make up for the sins of the Dutch by showcasing their country’s many “summits of culture,” and pressed the ringing national slogan of “unity in diversity.” But behind the scenes they relied on a modified Dutch formula—a blend of charm, cunning, and military muscle—to keep the country’s feral forces in check. And nobody was better at ordering the chaos than General Suharto. As a rising Army officer, Suharto (who like many Indonesians uses only the one name) fought to expel the Dutch from the main island of Java. Then in the 1950s, he helped out Sukarno, the republic’s first president, by crushing a variety of popular uprisings around the country. When the puckish, womanizing Sukarno lost control in the midsixties (a scalding time remembered as the Year of Living Dangerously, after a line from a Sukarno speech, and immortalized in a shrewdly beautiful novel of the same title by Christopher J. Koch, as well as an excellent 1982 Peter Weir film starring Mel Gibson), Suharto corked the bottle with a crackdown that cost a million lives or more, and made the not infrequently brutal Dutch look genial by comparison.


His own stupendously sinful record on human rights notwithstanding, Suharto went on to translate two oil booms into impressive economic and social gains, lifting much of his big country above the poverty line, and fueling aspirations among many ordinary Indonesians for a democratic voice. But despite Indonesia’s connections with the International Monetary Fund and other progressive global organizations, Suharto insisted on dragging his country into the modern world by ruling it like one of the feudal kings of Old Java. From his gilded palace in Jakarta, he cemented fealty by doling out patronage or cracking skulls, as the situation required, all the while projecting the flat enigmatic smile that earned him the nickname the “Smiling General.”



What emerged over the years was a vast kleptocracy by which Suharto and his cronies siphoned billions of dollars out of Indonesia’s provinces, with their mighty stores of timber, gold, oil, and gas—and created a vast sucking sound that was music to the ears of what Indonesians referred to as “progress” or the Suharto mafiya, depending on which end of the money hose you happened to be on. And because most Indonesians were kept well away from the nozzle, the Smiling General used his military to keep the grumbling to a minimum. Suharto’s Java, always the center of Indonesia’s administrative web, with two-thirds of the country’s population, became even more central as the cash flowed in, and resentments against “Javanese imperialism” simmered and grew in the fleeced provincial islands.


Then beginning in 1997, the Asian economic crisis hit the foundations of Suharto’s elaborate Ponzi scheme like a tsunami. Overnight the value of Indonesia’s currency, the rupiah, plummeted, and its economy experienced the biggest single one-country free fall since the Great Depression of the 1930s. When Suharto was finally forced to resign on May 22, 1998, his many warlords, assistant warlords, hangers-on, and a few out-and-out psychopaths were scrambling to preserve their stakes, and Indonesia, from Aceh in the far west to Irian Jaya in the far east, had devolved into a sort of murderous, equal-opportunity jumble.


Viewed in that light, it was the conflict in the romantic old Spice Islands that set an appalling new standard for how bad and bloody things could get when people really put their hearts and minds into it. First, the stain of violence allegedly set off by that failed bus station heist in Ambon just kept on spreading out, island by idyllic island, until anywhere from three thousand to thirty thousand people were dead, depending on whose numbers (none of them particularly reliable) you believed. Victims met their ends in horrifyingly Neolithic ways—burned alive in their homes, blown apart by homemade grenades, or dispatched by machetes, long knives, spears, arrows, or slingshots. Small wonder then that an estimated five hundred thousand people, equivalent to the entire population of Portland, Oregon, had fled their homes to mill frantically around the islands, looking for a safe place to alight. There were some dark places in Indonesia, all right, but if you were looking for a worst-case vision of what the entire country might become if the post-Suharto experiments at democratic reformasi collapsed in a steaming heap, it was the storied, romantic Spice Islands.


 


I was not totally ignorant of the situation. As the weeks rolled by, and Norman worked out the details for visiting Des Alwi’s kingdom in the Bandas, I caught up on my homework, reading scattered press reports on the troubles in the Moluccas. Having belatedly unfurled a map long ago provided me by my thoughtful editors at the Geographic, I now knew that the Bandas, which resembled a little bell attached to the bottom of the anchor-shaped Spice Islands, were centered on a spot approximately 4° S, 129°E, and therefore well inside the danger zone. For all that, though, Des had assured us that traveling to the Bandas was entirely safe. And according to Norman, nobody had a better feel for Indonesia, its endless contradictions, or the mystery of how all its moving parts were organically linked, than Des Alwi.


I’d only met Des that once on the tarmac in Makassar, and so my faith in him was less certifiably religious. But as everyone knows, travel of any sort requires a leap of faith, the willingness to put yourself in trust to those who know the territory better than you, and so I was satisfied that accompanying the king was the kind of travelers insurance you couldn’t find on any Web site at any price. I mean, who in his right mind, Muslim radical, Christian renegade, or freelance vigilante, would mess with the king of the Banda Islands?


Then two weeks before our scheduled departure, Des threw us a curveball. The king and I were standing on the front steps of the Regent Hotel, squinting into the intense Jakarta sunshine, when, big and bearish, his black peci cap tilted at a rakish angle, he said, “Tracy, I have been called away on urgent business to Europe, so very unfortunately I cannot go with you to Banda. But don’t worry. I am sending my daughter Tanya to accompany you. You’ll be okay.”


You’ll be okay? That isn’t exactly the ringing endorsement one looks for when one is headed into a war zone. Whatever feelings of confidence I’d had about the trip rested entirely on traveling in the protective company of the king. Frankly, being fobbed off on a young woman I’d never even laid eyes on sounded a good deal less than okay to me.


But Tanya in the flesh turned out to be a lot of fun, and highly resourceful, too. In her midthirties, she was a tiny woman, with ruddy medallion cheeks, a shrewd, sweet smile, and the fizzing energy of a very small nuclear reactor. When the interisland passenger ship into the Spice Islands from Makassar suddenly seemed too risky for travel because of the potential presence of Jaffar’s jihadis, Tanya made an alternate plan. We’d fly from Jakarta to Makassar on a commercial jet as planned, but instead of taking the ship, we’d simply switch planes and fly on to Ambon.


When I expressed my concern about flying into the eye of the fighting, Tanya said, “No worries, Pak Tracy. I’ve got a friend in the Navy in Ambon who can fly us to Banda on a Navy plane. The military shares the runway with the airlines at Ambon, so we can fly in and out without ever leaving the airport. It’s faster and safer that way, yah?”


I confess that given the mounting risk I now had nearly zero enthusiasm for seeing the Bandas by any means, ship, plane, or time machine. But I’m a sucker for personal initiative, and in the face of Tanya’s unstoppable zest, I went ahead and agreed to pay two thousand dollars in crisp American bills for her Navy flyboys to drop us into the Bandas and then pick us up again when we were ready to come home.


It was shortly thereafter that the flaws in Tanya’s plan began to emerge. The morning of our departure, for example, the Navy in its wisdom announced its intention to throw up a total military embargo around the Spice Islands to prevent the Laskar Jihad from going in and causing trouble after hundreds of jihadis had already been allowed to go in and do just that. I was ready to pull the plug on the whole loony escapade when Norman and I met Tanya in front of the check-in counters in the dim, cavernous interior of Jakarta’s Soekarno-Hatta International Airport.



Tanya had just got off the phone with Captain X, her prized military contact in Ambon and a high-ranking local commander. According to the captain, approximately two thousand Laskar Jihad troopers had boarded the good ship Bukit Siguntang in the East Java port of Surabaya the previous day, and were currently steaming toward a stopover in Makassar, where they would arrive by late afternoon. As Captain X delicately phrased it over the telephone to Tanya, taking the ship under such circumstances would be suicide.


But not to worry, he’d said. The Navy ships wouldn’t be in position to enforce the embargo for at least another twelve hours. That gave our little crew just enough time to hop into the islands before the curtain rang down, and the good captain would take us from there. When we tried to buy our air tickets for Ambon, however, we were told the airport there had suddenly shut down for security reasons. Absurd, said Captain X, when Tanya got him on her cell phone again. He could see the planes taking off and landing from his office window. The airlines people in Jakarta must be confused!


To further complicate matters, Norman, for reasons as mysterious to me as they were incredible, insisted on arguing strongly in favor of taking the ship. But Tanya wouldn’t hear of it. “Forget the stupid ship!” she said, with surprising vehemence. And so under the potted palms on the departure concourse we were experiencing a quintessential Indonesian moment, full of conflict and indecision, when Norman drew me aside. “Boss, I don’t trust this captain guy,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I’m getting the vibes.”


That brings us to a central fixture in Norman’s Javanese worldview, which was his faith in the so-called Anchor of Java, the mythical opening to the spirit world that is said to exist among the blue volcanoes of Central Java not far from the old rival court cities of Jogjakarta and Surakarta, or Solo, as it is now generally called. Norman often referred to receiving signals from the Anchor, which he jokingly portrayed as a sort of psychic conning tower. But I knew he was only ever half-joking, and now I’d had it with his spooky, paranormal hoodoo.


“No wonder people in this part of the world put so much stock in the supernatural,” I blurted out angrily. “Being clairvoyant is your only hope of figuring out what the hell is going on around here.”


“Boss, trust me,” he said soothingly. “I really think the ship will be okay.”


“How can you possibly say that, Norman,” I cried, finding his persistence beyond belief. “Why on earth would the military talk about stopping the ship if it didn’t spell big trouble?”


He said, “How do we know the military is going to stop the ship?”


I was flabbergasted. “Because Captain X said so, that’s why,” I said, as if nothing could be plainer. “Why would he say the ship wouldn’t be let in if he didn’t have solid intelligence?”(I submit this as a sample of the antique thinking that allowed Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, and other Bush administration “strategists” to persuade the American people they had solid intelligence that would lead them straight to Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction.)


Norman regarded me expressionlessly for a moment, and then brightened, as if replying to a question on a TV game show.


“Money?” he said.


Waffling and unable to agree, Tanya and Norman pressed me to fly up to Makassar to investigate further. When we got there we discovered that the airport in Ambon was in fact shut down tighter than a proverbial drum. Pretty much to humor Norman I agreed to go take a look at the ship, but only on the clear understanding that if there was a single jihadi on board, we’d fly straight back to Jakarta saying we’d tried our best. And since we’d already been told on good authority that the ship was loaded to the gunwales with jihadis, I knew there wasn’t a chance in hell that we’d be taking that ship.


As a veteran newshound you pride yourself on developing a keen eye for the nasty logistical surprises that can befoul any trip. What I’d overlooked in concocting all my various nightmare scenarios, however, was the simple fact the pier that night in Makassar was in such chaos that, before I fully realized what was happening, a tidal wave of bodies had literally sloshed us into the bowels of the ship, depositing Norman and me in our stateroom, Tanya in hers, and then effectively acted as a stopper in a drain, preventing us from reversing course.


And so it was I found myself sitting on a greasy bunk in that tiny sweltering cabin, nearly catatonic with fright, as disturbing visions began to flicker through my head. Accused of working as Christian spies, humanitarian aid workers had been viciously harassed in the Moluccas in recent months. At least two had been killed. And now the last remaining foreigners were being airlifted out of Ambon as I was headed in. Under the circumstances, it wasn’t all that hard to picture the ship exploding in riot before we got to the islands, the islands exploding in riot once the Laskar Jihad got there, or me, bule gate-crasher, watching goggle-eyed as I was gutted like a pompano and tossed over the side into the horrible night sea.


Thus I was entertaining unmanly thoughts of jumping ship when Norman returned from his information-gathering mission to the bridge. Stepping in briskly from the harsh light and noise of the companionway, he did a neat little pirouette, and bolted the flimsy sheet-metal door behind him. “Bad news, Boss,” he said, his eyes widening dramatically. “The captain confirms—it’s the Jihad.”


No big surprise there. The more disturbing news from my point of view, however, was the fact that the captain had heard nothing at all about any Navy embargo and was sticking like a barnacle to his schedule—Ambon in two and a half days, the Bandas in three.


“Holy crap, Norman,” I blurted out, more as an indictment than needless repetition of fact. “We’re on a ship headed for a holy war!”


“Looks that way, Boss,” he said nonchalantly.


His attitude was indescribably irksome. “And just how would you propose we survive a trip with all these jihadis on board?” I asked.


“Try to remain inconspicuous?”


Inconspicuous? “For chrissakes, Norman,” I yelled, jabbing a thumb toward the companionway and the jihadis, “we’re both Christian!”


Well, Christian enough, anyhow. Norman’s reputation as something of a ladies’ man in Jakarta’s ferny coffeehouses notwithstanding, he’d attended one of the city’s top Catholic prep schools, and the national ID card he carried in his wallet clearly identified him as kristen. And of course any bule traveling in this neck of the woods was automatically Christian, whether he liked it or not—those four unhappy centuries of life under the Bible-thumping, nutmeg-hoarding Dutch masters had long since seen to that.


Frowning in thought, as if considering our burden of faith for the first time, Norman said at length, “Okay, so that part doesn’t look so good.”


Grimacing, I glanced down at my watch. It was ten to eight. That gave us ten minutes before the ship sailed. The embarking mob had thinned out sufficiently now that if we hurried, and kept our elbows up, we could still make a run for it, down the gangplank and back up the hill over the harbor to a lovely little Mediterranean-style resort hotel I fancied. I was contemplating a nice bedtime gelato and the prospect of stretching out between clean sheets when Norman said, “Look, Boss, I really don’t think they want to kill us.”


“That’s extremely reassuring that you think so,” I muttered.


“I’m
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