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“For believe me! -- the secret for harvesting from existence the greatest fruitfulness and the greatest enjoyment is: to live dangerously! Build your cities on the slopes of Vesuvius! Send your ships into uncharted seas!”

Friedrich Nietzsche 1882


PART ONE (2006)


Chapter One – Welcome to Bali!

As the ash continues to fall and stack up like the gray feathers of millions of dying birds pooling into toxic sludge around us, some of the romance of volcanoes is disappearing from our situation. Trees are snapping under the weight of the heavy rain-laden ash and crops and gardens are lying flat in the fields swamped with gritty pumice that can’t be washed off no matter how hard the monsoon rain falls. People are standing in the streets, stunned and often weeping, as the rivers of Java swell with the water that’s pooling up behind mud and lava dams, then bursting free to swallow entire riverbanks of homes and trees as the rioting streams break out of their channels and roar through villages.

Clouds of super-heated, six-hundred-degree poisonous gas are racing down the flanks of Mount Merapi at over 100 kilometers per hour, faster than people can drive, let alone run, and tens of thousands of survivors are crowding into emergency shelters that are themselves being overtaken by the eruptions. This is the biggest the very active volcano has gone off in recorded history, raining down misery on much of the island of Java, interfering with flights throughout the region and turning our little experiential adventure in what may be the world’s most dangerous country into the kind of life or death proposition that makes me wonder how the hell I got us into it. And how we’ll get out.

Volcanoes are among the most destructive natural forces on earth and individual ones have more than once erupted with such violence that they’ve disrupted the entire world’s weather for years and changed the course of civilizations. My wife and I like them for their less aggressive features, such as hot springs, weird mudpots and geysers, and the kind of wild energy they exude, like being around someone genuinely crazy who can be warm and friendly one moment and then suddenly go sideways on you.

I’ve been around volcanoes for most of my life. I was born and spend a lot of time near Yellowstone National Park, one of the world’s largest calderas, which when it erupts can severely alter North America. The Big Island of Hawaii is another of our favorite haunts and is dominated by two massive volcanoes including one of the most active ones on earth.

So volcanoes are one of the attractions of Indonesia for my wife and I when we decide to visit in the fall of 2006. As the most volcanically active nation on earth it actually attracts some tourists because of it, many of them a form of schadenfreude watchers who cruise the world looking for disasters. That isn’t us, and there are actually other good things about volcanism. Indonesia and Malaysia’s volcanoes are literal hotbeds of biodiversity, underwater as well as above. They also create enormous amounts of geothermal energy, and entirely new, very fertile land.

But there is admittedly an adventure travel aspect to them as well that consists of a voyeurism tinged with naivete: maybe we’ll see a big eruption, some lava and the kind of stack-blowing that makes for dramatic photos. It could also be educational and important to our research. You can’t try to talk about Indonesia without talking about volcanoes and if the opportunity presents itself to view a big one going off firsthand it should be considered.

For the moment the closest thing we have is a big new mud volcano in Java. Unlike the cute little belching mudpots in Yellowstone, however this one is devouring whole villages. And instead of being an entirely natural feature it looks like it’s the result of a gas-drilling blowout. Or at least that’s what the Indonesian government is blaming it on, citing various companies, including Halliburton, for the fiasco that’s displacing thousands of people, costing millions and filling emergency dikes and a river with poisonous mud at the rate of two hundred thousand tons a day.

It’s bad timing for a big annual golf tournament being held in Nusa Dua for oil-company executives from all over the region. When I ask the club pro if any of them are talking about the “incident,” as they’re calling it, he turns terse and finally mumbles, “The government really didn’t handle that very well. The drillers asked them for help right away when they could have plugged the thing, but the government didn’t respond.” When I raise my eyebrows Harriet nudges me, so I change the subject.

“What are those big birds up there?” I ask, pointing to the distant southeast sky where several dozen large raptors, or possibly vultures, are flocking.

The pro looks up, consults with one of his ground crew and says, “I’ve never seen them before.” Odd for a man who has spent fifteen years here, most of it outside. I hope he isn’t a microcosm of the westerners who live and work here.

Meanwhile, for the moment the “drilling mishap” is the only volcano news in the country and we don’t know volcanoes will eventually become a central part of our story. When we arrive in Bali they’re just one piece of the area’s volatile mix. Mount Merapi has in fact erupted just before we get there, something it does every few years, killing half a dozen people and putting on a show. But it doesn’t necessarily overshadow other trouble including the first human-to-human transmission of the bird flu in Sumatra and a 6.2 earthquake that rattled the cultural capitol of Yogyakarta. At least the quake didn’t touch off another of the horrific tsunamis that killed two hundred and thirty thousand people in the region in 2004.

Indonesia has weathered natural and political disasters forever, it seems, but has been especially beset recently. Two terrorist bombings in Bali in 2002 and 2005 killed over two hundred people, received global media attention and put a severe crimp in the famous island’s once-booming tourist industry. As the nation with the most Muslims in the world, Indonesia is home to some extremist elements of Islam that are carrying on the same kind of Jihad seen all over the Middle East, directed at westerners in general, and Americans and Australians specifically, for our governments roles in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Indonesia is also a desperately poor country composed of roughly eighteen thousand islands, six thousand of them inhabited and often almost autonomous, frequently referred to as virtually ungovernable and one of the most corrupt democracies on earth. Stretching from the southern tip of Thailand almost to Australia, it spans nearly five thousand kilometers and the equator, multiple cultures and ethnicities, and from the Stone Age to the current day. To most non-surfing Americans and westerners, Indonesia is probably familiar, if at all, mainly as the mother ship for Pier One and Nike products. Otherwise it’s most often in the news for catastrophes, including massive tectonic upheavals, terrorism, pandemic disease, regular ferry sinkings, plane crashes, political turmoil and sectarian violence. And when you include more mundane problems (Bali belly, sea snakes, insane traffic, oppressive heat and smoke), the list of Indonesian dangers is long.

“Sounds lovely,” says Harriet’s mother when she hears about our travel plans. “Who wouldn’t want to go there?”

She has a point, of course, but there’s also a lot to recommend this part of the world. The people, the beaches, the water, the culture and the wildlife are all worth some inconveniences. If some of its best attributes are endangered (orangutans, elephants, tigers, birds, reefs and so on) it’s all the more reason to go there while there’s still something left to see and experience.

Besides, we’ve been around. I’ve been in riots in Paris and Washington, was in Laos when Saigon fell following the war in Vietnam, fought forest fires in Montana and dodged avalanches skiing the Rocky Mountains. We also survived one of the deadliest winters in history in the Alps while writing a travel book. So we think we can handle ourselves.

We’re not there long before we discover that it’s easy to let the more serious stuff that can go wrong over here play on your mind, but pointless. Otherwise days become infused with a vague dread, and nights echo with sweaty exaggerations of the normal: the odd stuttering chirps of geckos, huge waves rolling in and the four a.m. call to prayers. It’s either exotic or paranoid, depending on the malarial degree of your displacement dreams. Is that just a lizard scraping outside the door or a Komodo dragon? The throb of a laboring air conditioner or the low, freight train rumble of another big trembler? Simple surf or a gathering tidal wave? A truck backfire or an armed attack? It makes the Mel Gibson film The Year Of Living Dangerously, which is set in Indonesia, seem like a Disney trailer.

Feeling mugged by forty hours of travel, the International Dateline and the heat when we first get there, we quickly learn that Indonesia’s main excitement, and perhaps its most dangerous single feature, is its traffic.

As with any third-world country the streets are narrow and crowded, jammed with every imaginable kind of cars, trucks, buses, bicycles, motorbikes, chickens, dogs, children, ducks and cows. It strikes us as particularly lunatic because they drive on the other side of the road from America. But none of that matters to the motorbikes that pass our cab on all sides no matter how congested the street or how many oncoming vehicles. It’s especially interesting to us because we’ve rented a car starting the next day. Friends who have been here before regard this as crazy self-indulgence. The staff at our hotel, it turns out, regard it as just crazy.

They’re alarmed to hear that we’ll be having a car delivered and we’re beginning to wonder about it as well. But we’ll just have to learn as we go. I’ve driven in ridiculous conditions all over the globe on either side of the road. How bad could this be? It’s not India or China. But it does have the fourth largest population in the world, right behind the US, at two hundred and forty million, and it seems like they’re all on the roads, streets and highways in some form at any given hour of the day or night.

This is why apparently very few guests ever choose to drive themselves here and the staff at our hotel are concerned. Enough so that when we go to use the car, a dinged up Toyota Kijang SUV, it has a Hindu offering placed on it for our protection and good luck. When we ask for directions to the famous Uluwatu temple on the southern tip of Bali, they give them to us several times, dumbed-down for foreigners of questionable judgment and competence. That’s because if we weren’t somehow reasoning impaired they know we would have hired a car and driver instead of doing it ourselves. Unfortunately I’m confused by their map.

“When we get to the McDonald’s intersection, here,” I say, pointing at the diagram they’ve provided, “do we go straight or left?”

“Yes.”

Hmm. “Okay. What I mean to say is, here at the McDonald’s?” And our butler and concierge nod their heads enthusiastically. “Where the other road comes in, do we go straight?” And I indicate straight with my hand. “Or left?” And I indicate left with my hand.

“Yes, bopah.” Bopah means father, more or less. “You must go straight left.”

Uh-oh. “Would that be south, or west?”

“Excuse me, bopah?” Now they’re confused too. And I don’t have my Balinese phrase book with me to find out how to say the points of the compass in their language.

“Straight left?” I ask.

“Yes, bopah, Straight left.” They are relieved.

As I wheel cautiously out of our hotel parking lot with most of the staff watching in obvious alarm, it’s okay, and then I’m on the wide, semi-quiet boulevards of the Nusa Dua resort area, great learner terrain that emboldens me to think, well, hell, this is easy. It’s just driving. And then I’m out on the streets and its utter madness.

Most of the roads are strictly two-lanes, though the main one from the airport is actually four. Either way there are four lanes of traffic, at least, at all times, everywhere. Including in driveways. Furthermore, our Kijang has a manual transmission and shifting with my left hand is tricky. Every time I do I hit the windshield wiper lever and their sudden, unexpected slapping just adds to my general confusion. Throw in mobs of schoolchildren, wandering animals, omnipresent little bemo buses and other random vehicles parked in the middle of the streets, and it’s like a video game on bad acid.

Harriet can’t get the words out fast enough to warn me of each impending disaster, they’re coming so thick and fast. “Those motorbikes are passing on both sides, really close-!” “You almost hit those kids-!” “Look out-!” Finally she just resorts to frequent gasping, such as I haven’t heard in years. We may have to do more of this.

Given all the action, our directions become further muddled. Fortunately we’re surrounded at stoplights by motorbikes, often carrying whole families, all of them able to hear us easily when we ask for help. And they do, first when we ask for the McDonalds, then at that intersection when we ask for Uluwatu. And everyone points left. Kind of straight left, in fact, because there are actually two streets going left here. We make the turn and I’m bombing along, happy that people are helpful, with my confidence up and the traffic at a momentary lull in front of us when Harriet points out, “We could go a little slower.”

Yes, I guess we could. “But you can’t see what I can see in my mirrors,” I alibi. And she twists around to take in the charging swarms of motorbikes, buses, dump trucks and other traffic closing on us from behind. “So it just seems prudent, you know, to stay on our toes and keep moving until we get where we’re going.” I don’t think she agrees, but this approach at least delivers us, after forty-five minutes of high drama, to our destination with few real problems beyond cramped knuckles and twenty years of premature aging.

Uluwatu is an eleventh-century seaside temple perched on high cliffs and jealously occupied by Bali’s ubiquitous gray macaque monkeys. When we stop for food at a row of street vendor huts, or warungs, near where we park, we’re the only visitors around. The air is full of the smell of nasi goreng (rice and vegetables) with seafood, pungent with the scent of papayas and breadfruit ripening and the peanut sizzle of chicken sate. I’m starving.

Eventually three or four more tourists arrive, but that’s the total crowd for one of Bali’s most famous temples. It definitely seems slow. The Sulewi family owns the stall where we eat, and the daughter, Dewi, who’s maybe forty, says, “No tourists,” and just shakes her head. Later she takes us on a tour of the temple.

Guide books and signs and the people who rent you sarongs to wear on the temple grounds and Dewi all warn that the monkeys -about the size of pit-bulls with fangs to match - are aggressive and known to steal sunglasses, jewelry, cameras and anything else not battened down. This includes the bags of peanuts that local vendors sell you for feeding the monkeys while you’re touring the grounds.

“In other words, they’re selling us protection and the monkeys are stealing it,” I tell Harriet, a proud tradition amongst vendors anywhere there are monkeys. And one of the friskier big macaques immediately jumps right up against her chest and grabs for the peanuts in her hand. Dewi is nearby and shoos the monkey away with a stick. Most of the macaques, however, are nice and not that pushy, taking peanuts from our fingers as gently as a baby would, if for some stupid reason we were feeding peanuts to infants.

The temples and grounds of Uluwatu sweep along an expanse at land’s end about the length of a good nine-hole golf course, seemingly spot-welded to the very edge of two-hundred-foot-high, white cliffs with the wild Indian Ocean rumbling at their feet. Big surf breaks, famous around the world, are visible from here, with names like Padangpadang and Nyangnyang. I could watch these massive sets of frothy green waves rolling into shore forever. I guess that makes it a good location for temples and the meditating business. Also for battlements, which in the eleventh century is pretty much what many of the bigger temples were. It’s a jaw-dropping spread and a nice home for the monkeys.

Later we buy some sarongs and t-shirts (“For luck,” everyone assures us, making small scraping gestures with the money). One of mine is black and says FUCK TERRORIST in big white letters, then down below, “black October 1th, 2005, Bali.”

Maybe the only thing as scary and erratic as the driving here is the sectarian violence and the sudden outbreaks of religious terrorism. Though they have had similar episodes for centuries, multi-theistic Indonesia is proud of its reputation for religious tolerance. This may seem a little surprising to outsiders. Though the country is predominantly Muslim, and frequently referred to as the world’s most populous Muslim nation, it does also permit other religions. Not all other religions, however. Judaism, if not surprisingly, still rather glaringly is not allowed, throwing a kink into any claim for religious tolerance.

Indeed, Indonesia has only just this year returned Confucianism to their accepted list that also includes Catholicism, Protestantism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Islam. Followers of the latter make up about eighty-six percent of Indonesia’s population. But the vast majority of them do not agree with the more radical interpretations of their religion. Many Indonesian Muslims have even assimilated some elements of ancient Hinduism and the old Javanese animism into their version of Islam, ignoring the Koran’s prohibitions to worship only one god. In the context of global pan-Islamic extremism, this really is pretty moderate and tolerant.

Furthermore Bali, unlike the rest of the country, is ninety percent Hindu. I don’t mean the annoying, shaved-headed, panhandling-assholes-in-the-airport kind, or even the Rolls Royce driving yogis Warren Zevon sang about: “Krishna Murti says I’ll set you free/ Write a check and make it out to me.”

Bali’s much more sincere and thorough Hinduism was the result of the influence of ancient traders from India, and by the seventh century Bali had fully embraced their religion. The difference between Bali and neighboring islands was that Bali never gave up on Hinduism when Islam became dominant in the rest of the country. This is because artists, intellectuals and nobles from the Majapahit Hindu kingdom retreated to Bali when the rest of their realm was conquered by Muslims in the fifteenth century. Thus the remarkable temple we just explored, one of Hinduism’s greatest outside of India.

Balinese Hinduism’s blend of magic, animism, mystery and eroticism imbues everything with sentience, vibrancy and a kind of languid urgency, from the way the flower petals are arranged on our bed to the way the women walk and balance jars of water on their heads. All things have meaning and import, but nothing is necessarily real. Within Bali’s tropical and sometimes torrid artistic and spiritual atmosphere is a hedonistic center that makes it a very popular tourist destination even among Indonesians.

I first became aware of the appeals of Indo, as surfers call it, years ago while traveling in Nepal and Southeast Asia. In that part of the world you tend to meet many Australians. Feeling isolated geographically, Aussies start traveling as soon as they can afford it and I encountered them in droves, most having arrived in Thailand, Laos and Burma after traveling overland the entire length of Indonesia, no mean feat. They were virtually unanimous in urging me to go to Bali. Indeed, many Aussies made it no further than here, thirty-five hundred square miles of pristine beaches, beautiful women, friendly Hindu/hippie culture and widely touted magic-mushroom-omelets in an area smaller than the Big Island of Hawaii. But the rest of the world is big and it has taken me until 2006 to get here.

On the way back to our hotel the pace of the driving feels a little less frantic and we turn into a burgeoning real estate development called Dreamland, with a huge statue of Vishnu hovering above the security gate out front. Construction seems to have all but halted. Small desultory groups of workers mill around, a golf course is half finished, trucks and equipment sit empty and idle. It’s a sprawling project that probably covers five hundred acres or more, and seems to typify the stalled status of most of the high-end development we’ve seen.

This one has access to an especially beautiful and legendary stretch of beach called Dreamland, and we pass through an odd, kind of funky, extra security gate and bump down a dirt road to a rutted parking lot tilted out toward the ocean. Below us is a beach that’s everything Nusa Dua isn’t: extra-wide, flour-white, fronted by brilliant turquoise waters and under-utilized. The ocean is glassy and there are big coral heads dotted throughout it. A number of nice warungs are situated back off the beach with cafes and shops and we vow to return and spend a day snorkeling and swimming.

Driving back to Nusa Dua I discover a more pot-holed back road and stop to check out one of the state-owned Pertamina gas stations where fuel is forty-five hundred rupiah per liter, or under two dollars a gallon. As an oil-exporting nation Indonesia can offer prices substantially less than we pay at home, but its still dear when you make the hundred and fifty dollars or less per month the average tourism worker does in Bali. No question why motorcycles are so popular.

Our safe return to the Kayumanis is greeted with shock and relief. It seems a small adventure, but the locals realize its true dimensions. When one of the staff asks how the driving was, Harriet replies, “Completely insane!”

He smiles and nods and says, “Welcome to Bali!”


Chapter Two – Security And Insecurity

(Tommy Can You Hear Me?)

Security almost everywhere is fairly intense. Just to get into our Nusa Dua Beach area, covering five miles or so of oceanfront, you have to clear a post where they search the interiors of all vehicles and use mirrors on sticks to look under them. More guards are posted well out in front of most hotels, where they repeat the same processes. Then, once you finally gain the doors of many of the luxury properties, they have still more guards and you have to pass through airport-style metal detectors. It’s an achievement just reaching your room.

All the terrorist bombs have gone off in this part of Bali, within a few miles of where we are. It is the heart of the tourism industry, teeming with westerners and infidels. The first two went off on a Saturday, the twelfth of October in 2002 in a bar and a busy nightclub in Legian on Kuta Beach, the most happening scene on Bali, with lots of young people there. The third exploded at a Marriott Hotel in 2005. Also in October, during Ramadan. Ramadan doesn’t always happen in October, but it does this year and security is even tighter than usual.

The popular take on the bombings in Bali is that they’re mostly about business, with wealthy Muslim Javanese trying to get their piece of the big tourism business going on in Bali. Everyone else seems to see it as fairly clear-cut terrorism. Altogether, more than thirty people were arrested for direct involvement in or aiding and abetting the bombings. That temporarily mollified Australians, who lost two hundred and two citizens in the blasts and have long been the primary drivers of Bali tourism. But now, just since we’ve been here, another wave of those convicted and imprisoned for complicity in the killings have been released, leaving only six still in jail. The Australian government has understandably gone nuts and vowed that their people will never return in their former numbers, a threat already being made good.

Australians have always had a keen interest in Indonesia because it’s so close and populous and an important neighbor in the volatile region. It is kind of to them what Mexico is to the US. That’s why Australian director Peter Weir was able to make a movie in 1982 based on a 1978 book about events in Indonesia in 1965, a momentous time in the country’s history that people in the rest of the world hardly know happened.

The book’s name, The Year of Living Dangerously, was taken from a 1964 speech by then Indonesian President Sukarno quoting Italian dictator Mussolini’s motto “Live Dangerously,” which was in turn lifted from a Friedrich Nietzche quote. The movie had a stellar cast. Linda Hunt won an Oscar for her portrayal of a male Indonesian videographer, Billy Kwan, whose love for his country ultimately conflicts with his hopes that an Australian reporter, Mel Gibson as Guy Hamilton, can write stories that will help. Through Kwan, Hamilton gets to know something about Java and Indonesian culture and is turned on to several huge stories while also being introduced to Sigourney Weaver, an embassy aide and possible spy. With the fall of President Sukarno, the rise of the Suharto dictatorship and the crushing of the Indonesian communist party as backdrops, it is a romantic thriller with a genuine feel and heart for its subject matter. It introduces Hamilton to a world of political and personal danger that he sees more as a story and a step up on a career than the devastating human tragedy that it is for Kwan. It’s a distinction that has some meaning for me.

Forty-six years later, the essential story in Indonesia hasn’t changed that much except that the dangers for visitors, journalists and most especially the residents, are far enlarged beyond the political ones of the book and movie, and the simmering anti-Western sentiment it notes that traces back to centuries of colonialism that still isn’t entirely gone.

Thus the very early prison releases that have all been made for good behavior at the discretion of apparently thoroughly impeachable officials, as most in the Indonesian justice system are said to be. Money often plays a big role, but so does ideology, and the chance to show the West that Indonesia isn’t run just to accommodate their wishes any more. The releases were timed to coincide with Ramadan when many sentence commutations and reductions are traditionally made. It’s now nearing Idul Fitri that celebrates the end of Ramadan, and locals are nervous. It was a year ago, about this time that the last bomb went off.

That helps explain why there are so few tourists. The beautiful new Art Pasifika Museum in Nusa Dua contains a wide collection of artists who have worked in the region, from ancient Iryan Jawa artifacts up to current times, with heavy doses of the European painters who first made Bali’s topless women famous starting in the sixteenth century. That’s a theme now left mainly to photographers. But just try telling your wife that. Anyway, we are the only ones visiting the museum and someone has to precede and follow us from room to room and building to building turning lights and fans on and off. It’s all a lingering consequence of the terrorism.

There are advantages to being some of the only tourists around, of course, and we seem to have the run of the place. We figure we might even have Dreamland to ourselves when we finally head back there for some diving in the calm, beautiful water and to get in the kind of perfect beach time we’ve, you know, dreamed about. But before we go back we learn a little about it. That weak secondary security gate we encountered blocking the public dirt road to the beach has been set up to raise money for the small shop owners whose warungs line the beach. They’ve been there for many years, but are being threatened with eviction by the developer who’s name is Hutoma Mandala Putra Suharto, better known as Tommy.

For thirty-two years, up until 1998, Tommy’s dad, General Suharto, purportedly ran Indonesia like a private store for the family, becoming one of the most notorious strong-arm leaders in the world and making friends and family super-rich. Time magazine once estimated the Suharto family fortune at fifteen billion US dollars. Suharto’s wife and their five children were said to have been considered untouchable. Mrs. Suharto, Ibu Tien, was known as Madame Tien Per Cent because she supposedly controlled the state monopoly on wheat. Daughter Tutut allegedly made her first fortune after getting a 1987 contract to build the Jakarta toll road. By 1989 Tommy purportedly held a monopoly on the cloves used in the kretek cigarettes that everyone in Indo smokes. He has been widely reported to have once been worth eight hundred million dollars and to have his hands in many Indonesian businesses, including oil, construction, forestry and finance. Dreamland is one of them.

Tommy was found guilty of corruption and weapons offenses in 2000 by a Supreme Court judge who gave him eighteen months that was later annulled. Before the annulment Tommy went into hiding and was later convicted of hiring hit men to cap the judge. When the assassins were quickly caught they fingered Tommy and he was hunted down and sentenced to fifteen years. For murdering a judge. That’s either an unpopular judge, or a well-connected defendant. By the time we get to Dreamland that light sentence has already been pared back several times and it appears they’re getting ready to release Tommy.

Dreamland, in the interim, has languished as the next big thing in Bali real estate for reasons beyond terrorism. We pay our voluntary toll and pull in happy to help the locals try to hang onto their land. Then we notice why the guide books say it’s a well-known surf spot. The placid sea of a few days ago was an aberration. This time its more normal and going off with big rollers breaking for miles all along the coast. Including right where I’m planning on snorkeling. I don’t even take my gear out of the car.

One of the warung owners named Rambo rents us some wooden beach lounges while I discuss t-shirt ideas with him, such as Tommy Can You Hear Me? from the famous song by the Who on the front, and Tommy Sucks on back. After we pay without haggling for the chairs and tip him he brushes the bills on the umbrella. “For luck,” he smiles.

The beach boys of Bali, aside from being a good alliterative women’s porn film title, are also a time-honored industry and tradition. They can set you up with just about anything, including famous Balinese massages. Which we are looking forward to but I want to swim first. I was planning on snorkeling and still need some kind of exercise, so I go for a dip and a closer look at the surfing. I ask Harriet to be sure to keep an eye on me because I don’t think anyone else will. Soon I’m floating even with the guys outside the break waiting for waves and getting a great view. People are catching rides to either side of me and for as far as I can see down the coast. Gradually I’m aware that the waves are pretty good-sized and there’s a strong outbound tow but I’m forgetting that I don’t have my flippers on.

By the time I fully realize I’m being rapidly pulled out to sea and that most of the surfers and people on the beach are getting tiny, it’s a little late. I’m fucked. I put my head down and start swimming hard, wondering why I’m such an idiot, occasionally sneaking glances at a shoreline that doesn’t seem to be getting any closer until I finally drag myself up on the beach about half an hour later and half a mile away from where I went in. I’m beginning to really appreciate all of those good luck gestures from the locals. When I come staggering and wrung back to our spot, Harriet is in the midst of a massage from Rambo’s mother.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on me. I almost drowned,” I whine.

“But you didn’t,” she points out. “Now lay down. It’s your turn.”

In the morning we drive to the ocean temple of Tanah Lot on streets leading practically through the heart of chaotic Denpasar, a city of two million with the worst traffic the island has to offer. The streets are jammed with motorbikes carrying entire roadside stalls worth of merchandise, not on trailers but precariously balanced all around and above them. We follow two small guys for several blocks on a 125 Suzuki carrying a four-by-eight-foot sheet of heavy plywood in a balancing act to make Cirque du Soleil jealous.

Tanah Lot, while not far from exploding Denpasar, is a surprising oasis. The drill with this site, one of the top tour bus draws on the island, is to go just before sunset to take the photos everyone gets, of a blaze-orange sun sinking into the Indian Ocean, silhouetting the fantasy-like temple that’s built into a small chunk of headland separated from the rest of the shore by some brief reefs and frequent high waves. Hundreds of visitors, at least, show up every evening, creating as much of a spectacle as Tanah Lot itself. Confronted by big thunderheads building on the western horizon, we watch the temple and a very obscured sunset from our hotel grounds with cocktails in hand and make the walk over along the craggy coast the next evening.

Like Uluwatu, Tanah Lot is part of the legacy of the Majapahit kingdom that guarded Hinduism on Bali after Islam became dominant in the rest of the country. The stacked, fluted-roofed temple and lush vegetation fairly drip off the tiny, tall island, while giant waves crash along nearby bluffs. Little girls hawk big stacks of postcards and swamis crouch in hollowed out caves in the hillside. Smiling, yellow-saronged Hindu priests pose for pictures and keep vigil so that non-Hindus don’t enter the temple grounds on the landward side of the island, where wave remnants surge through small tidal pools and tourists throng the shore. After another sunset dulled by heavy clouds takes its toll on people’s own photos, business picks up for the postcard girls.

Back at the hotel the gamelan players who are normally out front by the entrance during the day are playing with a bigger orchestra down by the streams that run through one of the dining areas. The delicately repeating and overlapping strains of the instruments echo among the bamboo stands, with the beat augmented by the ocean. It sounds like temple music, very soothing, verging on muzak, almost intentionally hypnotic rather than virtuosic.

Gamelan orchestras can be large, up to forty players, or as few as six, that include drums, hand cymbals and primarily metallophones, a kind of bamboo xylophone instrument with bronze keys also known as a saron. For big performances they may focus on the classical pieces, learned by rote, never written down, their complex rhythms and structures learned through endless repetition. Or they may be part of a new wave of gamelan orchestras appearing in Bali, revering old techniques and material but also forging new directions for what has essentially been a fairly static musical form for centuries. At the hotels and other big venues, much of this has been synthesized into big revues that include Bali’s famous dances, from the kecak to the legong and the baris. In any of these formats gamelan can really rock, at least sporadically, before slipping back into operatic- and ballet-riffs that give it much more variety than when its not being danced to.

What we’re seeing mostly are two metallophone players in our hotel lobbies, a little less formal than a whole orchestra, where they always invite us to sit down and learn how to play. Harriet does well and is always encouraged. In my case, my total lack of rhythm and talent can’t be overcome by just wanting to be a musician. I suck. But its fun and the players always appreciate some attention and a tip, since their presence is often largely ignored by other guests who just assume the music is piped in from somewhere, elevator-style. What gamelan, in its two-person hotel-version, sounds a lot like is the kind of flute-based New Age Navajo stuff you hear in the American Southwest at cafes and art galleries. Not entirely offensive, but not really inspired, either.

On the road to Singaraja on the north coast the next day we ascend into the central highlands of Bali, much the way you do crossing the Big Island of Hawaii. A jagged green, Lost-World-looking volcanic ridgeline reaching nearly ten thousand feet divides Bali in two as it runs east and west. So far we’ve only glimpsed the hills from a distance, often obscured by clouds and smoke. The former is understandable in the rainy season. The latter is troubling.

Bali is almost heavy-industry-free, so some of its pollution comes from hordes of dirty two-stroke motorbikes, badly tuned cars and buses and criminally polluting old diesel trucks. The air on the roads and in the city smells like more than just exhaust – it’s as if the cars and all of their contents are literally on fire. That’s because much of the smog is caused by actual smoke. Indonesia is not a non-smoking country.

Tobacco, for instance, is a major export here, ranking as the neighboring island of Lombok’s chief crop. Therefore many of the locals smoke, often the infamous clove cigarettes that make even smoking here more dangerous than most places. More significantly, many Balinese still survive at subsistence levels and use fires for cooking in the mornings and evenings. They also burn their trash, including everything from palm fronds to the plastic water bottles bought by tourists.

Centuries old slash-and-burn agriculture contributes alarmingly to the problem. We see whole hillsides smoldering and rice paddies are routinely torched prior to replanting. Constant plumes of smoke appear everywhere, creating an overall pall that, were it anywhere less vivid and colorful than Bali, would be even more noticeable. As it is, Bali still shines through.

This year the smoke is being substantially supplemented by huge wildfires burning out of control in Sumatra and Borneo. When we were flying from Singapore to Bali we saw a massive column of smoke rising from Sumatra and seeping across a hundred and eighty degrees of the horizon. Indonesia has been getting big doses of fallout from it, and so has neighboring Malaysia. In Singapore it’s been so bad they’ve had to close their important international airport for several days at a time.

The environmental degradation from the fires is appalling as they destroy huge tracts of some of the country’s last remaining rainforests, and with it habitats for such endangered wildlife as Sumatran rhinos and leopards. The Jakarta Post reports that the denuding of Indonesia’s forests is occurring so quickly that none at all will be left in fifteen years if it continues at the same pace. In Borneo, peat bogs five hundred feet deep are burning and could do so for years. They are waiting for the rainy season to extinguish the flames. As in America, the Indonesian government says it simply doesn’t have the resources to fight the fires. The difference is that here I believe them.

As we start climbing above Denpasar and switchbacking up toward the hill town of Bedugul the smoke and smog and traffic lighten up a little. Rising past steeply terraced rice paddies and browning hillsides, we pass beautiful Lake Beratan and a shiny silver mosque nearby before we begin our short-but-steep descent to Bali’s northern coast along the Bali Sea.

Passing Lake Buyan and starting our decline the highway goes through a monkey forest and we stop to feed dozens of them populating the roadside for several miles. Here vendors sell bananas instead of peanuts to feed them and since plantains are pricier than peanuts most Balinese are inclined to keep them and let the monkeys fend for themselves. But it really is amazing how many locals who can probably ill afford it do bring along food for the little sad-eyed creatures. The woman riding on the back of the motorcycle in front of us tosses Indonesian apples along the roadside for miles until she runs out.

Singaraja is the former Dutch capital of Bali. While the second largest city on the island, it doesn’t come close to Denpasar’s scale and is almost relaxing, displaying flashes of old colonial architecture, wide streets and a level of traffic that doesn’t seem completely out of control. A lone highway heads west and we take it looking for our poorly marked hotel, the Puri Bagus Villas on the Lovina coast. In fact they are so well hidden that I actually agree with Harriet urging me to stop and ask directions, twice, before we can find them. But its worth it once we do because our perfect little bungalow is less than fifty yards and about five feet in elevation from the ocean, with nothing to obstruct the view.

The clientele, what there is of it, is mostly European. It isn’t long before we learn that they get very few Americans here and we’re the first they’ve seen in at least six months. The pace and ambience is instantly more relaxing than Nusa Dua, much less tony and aggressively touristy. The beach boys are just quiet local guys and women, not the professional and organized hustlers down south. The sun sets with a fiery flamboyance behind a couple of strategically anchored, elaborately carved and painted wooden boats that a cynic might think had been placed there just for photos.

On our second day we cruise back into Singaraja and eastward along the coast on a busy but pretty, strand-style drive to reach the Art Zoo, a residence/studio of the American-born artist Symon who also works in Ubud. Currently it turns out that he’s in America, of course. Bali is famous for its art, especially paintings, and there are many art students on the island selling poor copies in the style of Bali’s most traditional works. Symon, however, is something entirely different. His work is brash, modernesque, and, for Bali, very original, centering on pop paintings that look like a cross between Warhol and Gauguin, and subjects that are often frankly sexual.

The Art Zoo climbs part way up a hillside above the road, with great views out to the sea, blue mannequins adorning the roofs, Hindu iconography, phallic sculptures and bright canvasses everywhere. We’re the only visitors, and two largely disinterested, androgynous teenage boys open several gates and doors and let us go wherever we want.

While heterosexual Balinese men are much more open about displaying affection toward other men than we are in the West, there is also a large openly gay element on the island, and indeed throughout Indonesia. Bali is famous, especially in Europe, for gay vacations. It seems like one of the real attractions for Symon. Proudly proclaiming it’s Outsider Art status, the Art Zoo feels like a humid, equatorial bordello melded to a gallery. I guess that’s actually a description that, without the climatic limitations, could apply to many artists studios.

On the way back to Lovina we stop at Pura Maduwe Karang to re-steep ourselves in the traditional. It is one of the north coasts more intricate and intriguing temples and includes a famous bicycling image created in the late 1800s, right alongside Vishnu, Shiva and many other non-mechanical deities. While it was steamy in southern Bali it’s stifling on this coast, where we are that much closer to the equator. Fortunately we tour the temple with two little kids who know their business and don’t linger.

The next morning’s drive to Taman Nasional Bali Barat, Bali’s only National Park, is on some of the least pressured roads so far. Most people we’ve asked seem to regard the park as does Wayan Yuda, one of the beach boys. “It’s a lot of trees,” he says with a shrug. “Not much to see.”

Wayan is a name everyone who has visited Bali has heard frequently. Balinese tend to name all of their first-born males Wayan. They do the same for the fourth-born and the eighth-born. “For twelfth,” explains this Wayan, “they will try to find something different. Maybe even for eighth.” Not having so many children, he explains with an embarrassed smile, isn’t considered an option that often.

Like the highway we took yesterday this one also follows right along the sea most of the way, but in a different direction, northwest toward Gilimanuk, a port town where you can catch the ferry to neighboring Java. Wayan initially seems right about the park, which we traverse so quickly that we don’t even know for sure we’ve gotten there until we’re past it and suddenly in Gilimanuk. When I take the wrong road we’re almost forced to get on the next ferry, a huge, listing behemoth of a boat just leaving for the very visible shore of Java to which it seems you could swim were it not for fierce currents and sharks. These are the main problems when Indonesia’s overloaded and ancient ferries sink, as we so often hear about in the news, and six hundred people at a time die.

After we escape from the ferry landing we finally find the only two turnoffs from the highway in the entire park. One leads down to the ocean for boat access to the nearby island of Menjangan, famous for its pristine snorkeling and diving. The other turnoff bounces along a rutted dirt road to Menjangan Resort, an eco-style place with several small lodging facilities, full horse stables and a remarkable round, five-story, open-air tower built with massive vertical-log posts made from local pilang trees.

Views from the top of this unique structure reach from Java to Mejangan Island and the Bay of Bajul just below, with its resident pearl farmers and crystalline waters. Sweeping across the southern panorama is inland Bali, a sharp ridgeline descending into the Park’s parched-looking (that’s their natural state) monsoon forest, the last such protected woodlands on Bali. This is the dry end of the island and it depends on the imminent rainy season for nearly all of its annual precipitation.

West Bali National Park, as Bali Barat is also known, is an important part of the island’s remaining natural habitat and environment and a major accomplishment in a country as poor as Indonesia. They are justifiably proud of it and we have come because of a story in the International Bali Post. The quality of the English writing in the local newspapers is usually very good. In this case, though, they may have just been unclear on the whole concept, or so excited they could hardly get the words out. In a story of perhaps two hundred lines only a few are comprehensible without lots of work. Here’s their description of the Park’s purpose, for example: “The conservation effort toward the ecosystem at this park goes to three objective activities as follows: 1. To protect the ecosystem those support the life. 2. Pickling the variety of flora and fauna including the habitat. 3. Exploiting everlastingly the nature resources including the ecosystem.”

Though it takes some guess work it’s possible to eventually glean some meaning from most of that. They want to protect the ecosystem (which should certainly include supporting its life), and preserve it (which could be the same thing as pickling, we decide), and allow it to be enjoyed (which really isn’t the same thing as exploiting it, in western jargon, and sounds a bit off-putting when they phrase it that way).

As near as we can decipher, the park includes over forty thousand acres, including more than eight thousand of ocean. “The condition of coral reef at this park is highly varied with unique combinations and multifarious of habitats. In year 1998, it was recorded 110 kinds of coral including 22 mushroom corals and up to now, it was recorded that this park own 222 kinds of fish.” In addition there are fourteen varieties of protected animal life, including wild pigs, gray and black monkeys, civet cats and several kinds of deer.

We are, surprise, the only visitors on this day. After lunch on the top of the tower we hire a park ranger/guide named Wayan (another surprise) Sunirta Atmaja, to show us around. “Since the resort opened five years ago,” he explains, “illegal hunting has declined by sixty percent. It is because before there were not enough rangers to patrol it all.” There still aren’t many, but with the additional resort personnel and visitors the park is much better monitored. Poaching, however, continues to be a large problem and no one is optimistic for the long-term survival of most of the park’s wildlife.

Wayan tours us through the rest of the resort in our Kijang where we see three different varieties of deer in the sere timber, including several rare barking deer and mouse deer. I’m really amazed to see any animals at all, let alone such unique species. Wayan also points out some very rare Bali starlings and black monkeys and takes us to the resort’s stellar beaches and low-profile ocean-side bungalows to watch angel fish flitting around in the shallows and collect huge sand dollars.

One of our big goals in traveling here is to see as much endemic wildlife as possible and we’re surprised to be off to such a good start with it. Back at the hotel we decide that even though dolphins aren’t an uncommon sight to us, since they’re a big attraction here we should check them out. So we charter a small, motor-powered outrigger that picks us up at six-thirty a.m. on our last day to go see some. Though repeatedly warned that they’re getting harder to find, we spend a couple of hours virtually surrounded by them. In truth, and to our dismay, the dolphins are so aggressively pursued by us and other tourist craft that it’s no wonder they sometimes tire of the sport and disappear altogether. The best part of the trip is just sliding out across the shiny Bali Sea, seated only inches off the water as the wooden outriggers skip and slice from swell to swell while we catch misty golden sunrise views of the coast.

Afterwards I have a good snorkel out in front of our hotel, where the water is as warm as sweat. I still can’t get used to it not cooling me off. It was perfectly comfortable in the south but this is the most equatorial point on the entire island and my first exposure to water that’s about the same temperature as me. I think you could float in it for months without getting out or losing appreciable body heat.

Big, pizza-sized, blue sea stars are scattered everywhere, the corals are florid and largely undamaged and visibility is good to at least seventy-five feet. Near the end of an hour and a half of poking about I come across a length of black and white braided rope mixed in with some trash. It looks like the kind of line used to tie boats to buoys or docks. I’m just reaching down to grab it, as I’ve done with numerous shells and other items of interest so far, when I notice it pulsating. With my hand only inches away I suddenly realize it may not be rope at all, and even if it is, why do I want it?

Then I realize it’s a sea snake, even though it’s larger and more distinctive than I anticipated. Quite toxic, they are allegedly not aggressive, just… curious. A condition that, in a sea snake capable of moving much faster in water than clumsy humans, can be difficult to distinguish from aggression. Especially if, like a curious toddler eyeing some dirt, it decides to have a taste of you. I’m sure this one will be curious as hell if I grab hold of it. So I back quickly away and then begin to notice them everywhere. But none seem even mildly inquisitive. In fact, they’re all just lying on the ocean floor, barely moving at all, doing a good job of imitating rope.

Back on land Harriet is talking to some of our beach peddler friends and is finding out some things we’ve wondered about. Wayan Yuda, who is a silversmith, explains that he and his wife have two children and don’t want more, an attitude much different from their parents. They own a motorbike that cost six million rupiah (about six hundred and fifty dollars) and he pays on it every month. It takes his family between twenty five thousand and fifty thousand rupiah (three to six dollars) to get through an average day, exclusive of the cost of their kid’s schooling and any medical or other unexpected bills, and with a diet strong on rice. We figure Wayan doesn’t make over two thousand dollars a year, about the average for Bali.

Later, walking along the sands that change frequently from silky gray to grainy shades of peach and dun then back again, we find a variety of small and medium-sized shells and lots of polished sea glass. At one point I pick up a piece of blue and white porcelain and ask another of the beach boys, Made Coklat, whom everyone calls Chocolate since Made is another common Indonesian name, about it. I figure its just more trash, but he says that these pieces are actually prized by tourists like myself, raising his eyebrows to convey that he doesn’t get it.

These waters were plied exhaustively and almost exclusively by the Dutch for three and a half centuries when they owned most of Indonesia and built much of their country’s national economy on the spice trade. Today the primary reminders of that trade, beyond some old colonial buildings and a few botanical gardens, are the pens in nearly every hotel made from sticks of fragrant cinnamon. A nice touch, but actually using one leaves your fingers smelling like you work in a mulled cider factory.

Those Dutch ships sank almost as frequently as the ferries do now in these troubled and pirate-ridden straits. And their contents, often including Meissen and Ming Dynasty dishes, are still washing up on shore. On our last day in Lovina I’ve apparently come across a piece of seventeenth century Chinese porcelain and I’m keeping it.


Chapter Three – Art and Death

Once they’ve gotten over the notion that you’re certifiable for doing it, there is a local theory about driving in Bali that goes something like this: Obvious green signs are posted everywhere to tell you where to go, and in the event that you somehow miss them, Balinese people will graciously provide you with directions. All you have to do is ask.

We’ve been putting this theory to the test from the first moment we began motoring about here, and there’s some truth to it..Alas, those green directional signs are not so frequent or obvious as one might wish. On too many occasions they either don’t exist at locations where they would be especially helpful (such as complex and busy intersections), or have been entirely overgrown by huge green trees. Especially around Singaraja.

And while it is a fact that the Balinese, or even the other Indonesians who are moving here in droves for work, are almost never so rude as to tell you to buzz off, not all of them know where you’re talking about when you ask directions. Sometimes I’m sure they’ve just never been to the places we’re looking for. Other times I know I’m not saying the names right.

Thus we roam vexingly around Singaraja for half an hour or more the next morning trying to find the road back to the other side of the island. It seemed like a pretty substantial highway when we came here on it and I didn’t think it would be that tough to find again. I even stop frequently to ask for help, only to be rewarded with blank, time-consuming stares. This is an issue because we have a tee-time at Bali Handara Kosaido Golf Club near Pancasari, up in the highlands, and each further delay seems to insure we’ll be late for it.

Sometimes I think we’re just missing the signage because of distractions. It may be a troop of uniformed school kids jogging alongside the road in formation, some huge archaic truck tying up traffic and blocking our view, or big swarms of motorbikes traveling together and surrounding us at stop lights in a manner that would give pause to the Hell’s Angels. Not that the motorbikes are really menacing. How can they be when they’re only 250cc Yamahas whose riders are usually small and smiling? But they roar around in these desperate-seeming packs, so heedless that you fear hitting them at every moment and then being stoned to death by their companions. And in some parts of Indonesia they really do ride in gangs and rob drivers at stoplights. I don’t suppose laughing hysterically at a mob of petite bikers on Mopeds would be the best response to that situation, but it might be hard not to do.

When we finally manage to escape Singaraja, the switchback climb into the mountains is as fraught as the city driving with disastrous potential. Oncoming traffic is often on our side of blind corners, because they’re passing some oxcart, motorcycle or truck. When that’s not the case, we’re on the wrong side of the road for the same reasons, so the next hour resembles nothing so much as one long, extended and hair-raising game of Chicken. And of course there’s nothing like a leisurely, relaxing cruise to the golf course to really set you up for a good round.

It’s also helpful to arrive late and discover that a big tour bus full of Japanese has just disgorged, flooding the course with other players. This club is more remote than the island’s other two, making it less expensive and, therefore exponentially more crowded. Our caddy, Puna, directs us to the sixth hole and we start there.

The location at four thousand feet is spectacular, nestled into a vast, ancient volcano crater clad in jungle on three sides, providing major elevation changes. While the course is ragged in places, with less than perfect greens and hard fairways that are, like everything else, awaiting the rainy season, it still makes for a wonderful round that wends its way along cobbled cart paths, past huge, purple-flowered African tulip trees, with muezzins echoing in the background. The setting is singularly beautiful with probably two dozen or more varieties of trees and gaggles of little kids who dart out from behind them to sell us golf balls, thankfully, or my round would end early.

Afterwards our drive on to Ubud that should take sixty minutes turns into two and a half hours as we miss turn after unmarked turn and find ourselves severely bogged down in threatening Denpasar traffic. Ubud is the art and cultural heart of Bali, less than an hour from the ocean but verdantly ensconced in the allegedly cooler hills where city folk retreat to beat the heat. It’s also much more spread out than we anticipated and even once we finally stagger into the general vicinity, cranky and flummoxed, we’re still more lost than found.

Our destination is what was Bali’s first luxury lodge, Kupu Kupu Barong, built in the late 1980s. Fortunately it is well known hereabouts so that eventually we do find it. Upon arrival I’m so over the driving, especially on this part of the island, that we decide to park the Kijang and call the rental company to come and retrieve it a couple of days early. It and we are still intact, which after two weeks seems a minor miracle and one we probably shouldn’t push any further.

By now our moods are frazzled and Harriet is openly suspicious of our accommodations. The street that leads to them is kind of funky and as we’re led down a steep path to our villa her distrust deepens. Our personal butler, Gede, takes us into a pretty, open-air room where Harriet whispers, “Well, I hope they have lots of mosquito coils,” then grumbles, “That bed is way too small,” about a canopied bale overlooking a stunning river gorge. Then she realizes this is only the entryway as Gede takes us through a door and into the next room. This one is larger and fully enclosed, with big windows, marble tile floors and a nice couch, television and bar area. As we’re led down a flight of teak stairs to the rest of what is actually a beautiful two-story house, Harriet starts to smile.

Below is a huge, bamboo-paneled bedroom and bathroom area where the water in the big round tub is completely covered with pink and red flower petals, the giant bed has more of the same spelling out WELCOME on it, and our windows not only overlook the magnificently terraced and plunging hillsides down to the Ayung river, but also another lower third level of the villa’s grounds where sits our large, private swimming pool.

We’re now officially in shock. We could easily live in this villa, which is the nicest hotel room we’ve ever seen, let alone rented. And we’re paying one tenth of what something its equal would go for in Hawaii. Gede notes that it’s their Royal Suite, the best of their nineteen villas, and the one in which Mick Jagger stayed during a visit in 1991. It seems like the perfect place to have possibly written the title track for his solo Wandering Spirit album (“I’ve made love from Batambang to Baltimore”), which I’ve always regarded as a great theme song.

Anyway, we like Kupu Kupu Barong. Ginger blossoms scent all the rooms like paradise while plumeria drift fragrantly in the pool. The river churns scenically by four hundred feet below, surrounded by cascading green rice paddies and big walls of fronded jungle. A full staff awaits to bring us whatever we need, at a moment’s notice. This could be a huge mistake. Getting used to something like this could spoil us forever.

A soothing afternoon tea is followed by an excellent dinner and we adjourn to our beflowered bed, after which I spend several minutes extracting petals from various parts of my body. Large geckos roam the high rattan ceilings and call out from the nearby coco-palm in their distinctive “eh-urrr, eh-urrr,” (or what some call “geck-oh, geck-oh”) incantations. I’ve become more adept at replying in gecko than Indonesian, so I chirp back at them regularly. If they repeat their little refrains seven times it’s said to be lucky. We’ve heard many go six times but this one does it seven times over and over. I feel like it’s our real welcome to Bali.

The next morning I get a workout in by making make four laps on a self-created circuit that starts at the hotel lobby, descends part way on their paved path, then leaves their property for a crude dirt and stone trail the rest of the way down the steep hillside to the river. I explain to the puzzled staff that this is the Kupu Kupu Barong fitness center. It involves exiting the grounds through a hole in the fence each time and descending a short, precarious wooden ladder where workers urge me to “Be careful, mister.”

It isn’t easy for me to walk away from our Kijang parked in the KKB lot and get in one of the hotel shuttles to go downtown. But I do. I expect someone to come and pick up the car today. We had fun with it and then we didn’t any more. I’ll be glad not to take our lives in my hands every time we leave a hotel now.

In the shuttle we pass a remarkable cremation bier being built for a member of the Balinese royal family who has died recently. It’s in the form of a giant gleaming black bull with golden horns and other details and adornments still being worked on. When its done, the driver tells us, they will wheel it through the streets with the deceased’s body to a cremation grounds a few miles away and there have a private ceremony. For the less wealthy and important there are regular mass cremations at various temples. It may not be quite as spectacular of a send-off, but at least you don’t tie up so much traffic for your last official act on earth. Funeral processions aren’t something you want to get stuck driving behind anywhere, let alone where you’re being led by a fifty-foot-high bull on a slow-moving oxcart followed by a thousand people marching on foot, which is what they’re expecting for this occasion.

Death and how people choose to celebrate/mourn it is both very personal and very cultural. In Ubud they don’t separate it much from their art. I think all people can go a little over the top on occasion and when they do it’s often in deference to all the ceremony and ritual they can cram into the event. Most religions and cultures allow a lot of leeway for that. How they treat the deaths of major personages, especially those who have significant roles in their religious communities, reveals a lot about a culture. That’s why the events themselves so often become pieces of history and legend (there’s an entire community on Sulawesi that’s a tourist attraction specifically for its uniquely Christian forms of burials). For Hindus it’s all about dharma, or sacred duty, and they will go to great lengths to fulfill it, especially when someone important to them dies. I appreciate the devotion and the general statement that’s often being made, and this one should be quite a spectacle when it all comes together, but I’m not unhappy we’ll miss it.

The area around the Ubud Palace constitutes what might loosely be described as downtown Ubud, or at least a good jumping off point for strolling around. It is literally jammed with art galleries, restaurants, gift shops, basket stores, markets, wood carvers, mask shops and on and on. Their sheer numbers are amazing and there doesn’t seem to be the business in the off-season to support them all.

Once free of most of the taxi-and-tour touts we start walking past beautiful brick and stone temples that crowd the streets along with all the commerce. Quickly we realize that in spite of Ubud’s much lauded elevation, it’s oven-hot and humid. Of course it’s also the absolute peak of the day for heat. And being here in it makes us prime marks as customers. There aren’t a lot of other tourists around, for good reason, and we’re clearly out of our minds, probably addled by the heat, delirious and anxious to spend money.

The visual effect of all the open-air galleries selling bright, tropical paintings is almost hallucinogenic, as if they’re multiplying in front of our eyes. It reminds me of Haiti. We alternate between the paintings and the air-conditioned gift stores until I make the mistake of looking too long at a mask in one shop. The clearly desperate proprietress is on me like the heat. “Five hundred thousand, for you. Very cheap. I hungry.”

Wild and weird enough to have caught my eye, the mask has a delicate hinged apparatus so you can put it on like a helmet, and long, horsetail hair, neither of which features will survive being stuffed into our luggage for the rest of the trip. The owner models it for me and does a kind of weird, drunken dance that only encourages me to try to get away. But with no haggling on my part the price goes to four hundred thousand and lingers as I head for the door, then quickly descends through three hundred to two hundred to a hundred and fifty thousand rupiah.

I really don’t want it and have done nothing but shake my head and try to retreat from the shop. But when she hits fifty thousand I think about Wayan Yuda, on the beach at Lovina, and know it’s probably just enough to pay her expenses for another day. By now she has hold of me and is nearly weeping and I relent. For the equivalent of five dollars and fifty cents she’s thrilled. I feel like I’ve inadvertently bargained with someone destitute, for something I didn’t want, that isn’t worth what I paid for it.

A tour through the nearby Puri Lukisan Museum begins with a wonderful display of several centuries of the various forms and styles of traditional Balinese art: Wayang Style, I Gusti Nyoman Lempad, and the Pita Maha Periods. Paintings and sculptures include some of the great masters. Some are complex and heavily detailed scenes from Hindu and Balinese mythology, like wall-sized tattoos that you could stare at for days and still not see everything. Others are similarly intricate and lush Balinese landscapes full of wild birds, beasts and people. Rame is a Balinese word meaning “busy, full of activities, crowded” a sign tells us, and is a term that applies well to the paintings that represent that condition. Because the classic Balinese styles are so often imitated by local art students it may be one reason almost everything in Ubud looks virtually identical from gallery to gallery, as if the whole Bali art scene had been invaded by endless, cheap giclées. Which in fact it has.

The grounds of the museum, featuring nice lotus ponds, are pretty in a neglected kind of way. A second building showcases outstanding contemporary Balinese art, and the third building is hosting a fascinating visiting exhibition of historical news photos of Bali from the last fifty years.

We make it through everything at an accelerating lope, as though its all downhill and we started at the top. I’m hurrying because the temperature feels almost nuclear and seems to be reaching some kind of critical mass as we stagger back outside from the last un-air-conditioned building and stand gasping in the shade of a big plumeria tree, inhaling its almost narcotic blossoms.

By three o’clock we’re indulging in side-by-side massages back at KKB in their famous Mango Tree Spa, which is actually high up in a huge mango tree. One that turns out to be almost on top of our villa. Don’t ask why it took us twenty minutes to find it, but I really needed the massage by then.

This is definitely the off-season, so even small boutique properties such as our hotel are far from full. But clearly the worry everywhere right now is that the lack of business could be more permanent than seasonal. Tourist numbers that plunged to half of their former selves had just returned to pre-2002 levels by the end of 2004. Then the 2005 bombing happened and no one knows what to expect.

Everyone talks about how much business is down, and they blame more than the impending rainy weather and even terrorism. The worry is that the country has long-term problems that the government is having trouble handling. A story in The Jakarta Post today sums it up tragically well: “Two years on, the government has admitted that it still has a long way to go in lifting Indonesia out of the mire of poverty, unemployment and slow economic growth that the nation has got stuck in.”

A report on the performance of President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s administration so far declares, “This is due to the Herculean tasks we are facing and the many challenges that have come our way.” The report’s title, Struggling To Rebuild Indonesia, reflects the difficulties that the government has had to cope with, “including the need for political and legal reforms, earthquakes and tsunamis, an avian influenza outbreak, terrorist attacks and the persistent danger of sectarian conflict.” The recent surge in crude oil prices, while good for their overall economy, hasn’t helped encourage travel, they note. In fact, they have so many problems they don’t even include overly active volcanoes in their threat assessment.

Doing our part to prop up the tourism, we have Bali Adventure Tours (“Still the Ones” as their pamphlets say) pick us up at nine the next morning for a raft rip on the Ayung River. We’ll float right past our hotel, where Harriet saw rafters the day we checked in. Having been down to the river myself, I’ve been skeptical of what kind of craft could fit in such narrow and technical water. But after some five hundred or so steps down the hillside to a piece of quiet water in a deep green gorge, we find out. They’re twelve-foot, self-bailing Avon Pros that normally hold at least four people and the guide. But because someone has backed out at the last minute, probably once they met me, we get ours all to ourselves.

Raft trips here are a big business and we have Yanks, Japanese, Russians, English and Germans with our group. One of the families with whom we make the walk is from the US Embassy in Yogyakarta. They arrived there just before the tsunami and are leaving soon, having weathered the recent earthquake, the eruptions of Mount Merapi and the current mud volcano fiasco. They ask about our itinerary and he says he hears the muck diving in northern Sulawesi is some of the best in the world. She says it sounds like we’re going to see more than they have during their entire stationing here.

I’ve done a lot of rafting over the years, but never like this. The water comes from the volcanic mountains inland at elevations up to ten thousand feet, but is still tap water warm by the time it gets here. After the rainy season it roars, rising one and a half to two meters, and you’d have trouble stretching the five and a half mile trip to forty minutes without a stop, says our guide, who identifies himself as Paul Newman. Today we’ll spend two hours floating and frolicking in water that’s clear, narrow and shallow, with lots of boulders, pocket water, rapids and ricocheting drops.

Waterfalls, springs and water draining from the rice paddies pour into the river everywhere while we glide under overarching stands of huge bamboo, past sheer vine-and tree-covered canyon walls and taro leaves the size of dining room tables. Absurdly exotic kingfishers with long red bills glide by, and two different eagles swoop low through the canyon. Our guide says those are what I saw flying over the golf course at Nusa Dua and that they make regular migrations from Australia through Indonesia. Iguanas sun themselves on the rocks and a small green water snake slithers past our boat in one backwater.

I guess it wouldn’t be Ubud if there wasn’t an art gallery on the float. Actually there are no concessions of any kind allowed along the river, which is really nice. The art gallery is a long panel of beautiful, high-relief carvings in the stone of the canyon walls that’s a depiction of elements of the Hindu Ramayana epic, including Sita’s kidnapping by the evil king Rana. The work is still in progress as carvers balance on bamboo scaffolding and try not to spend all their time ogling the girls in the boats.

Our guides like to bounce the rafts off the boulders and rock walls and do most of the paddling. We stop for showers under the waterfalls and at one point our guide takes a running jump from a boulder into a hole in the current. By now, scrunched into my life jacket and dorky helmet, I’m roasting, so I quickly follow suit. Several times.

Sobek also works this river, as do other companies, and there are a variety of boats afloat, including some bright red Maravias from a Taiwanese tour company that shares a couple of miles of the river with us. Several of us jump in and float the last section before reaching a very fancy take-out area and climbing back up to the road above, another five hundred steps, this time through swarms of souvenir hawkers.

“Is this stuff any good?” I ask Paul Newman. I’m curious because Harriet has just stopped for about the fifth time in two minutes to look at bad carvings and other apparent junk.

He very subtly shakes his head and quietly explains, “Not so good. Some fake. But I can’t say because some of them know me, I know them and they get mad. If you just say no and keep walking, they will leave alone.” It’s hard to persuade Harriet of this approach, and the hawkers don’t exactly retreat when we ignore them, but we finally make it to the street and to where we can shower and eat lunch.

At four p.m. Gede has arranged for a driver to take him and us to a reputable art gallery he knows, Agung Anom, so we can buy good paintings without fear of being fleeced. It is in yet another part of Ubud that we haven’t seen, and once more full of a variety of shops and businesses that make it seem as though they must get ten million tourists a year here.

The actual numbers were nearing one and a half million island-wide before the last bomb. And of course, Denpasar is quite close, two million strong and consuming madly, although how many fifteen-foot-high, manically carved sandalwood statues of Vishnu ripping the heart out of some adversary can they be buying? In addition to the exceptional gallery where we buy two beautiful paintings, we also visit one of the premier wood carving outlets in all of Bali, Ida B. Markar, deep in a neighborhood of nothing but wood carvers for many square blocks.

Markar’s is one of those places they bring kings, queens and presidents on state tours. We know this because they show us the clippings that include John and Jackie Kennedy. Once again we’re the only visitors and they have to turn on the lights for us. The shop literally covers about half a football field with one building that is completely full of unbelievable carvings and sculptures. Shipping, we are assured, is not a problem. Even for a trio of entwined teak lovers made from a single delicate root, twelve feet high and eight feet wide. But we still can’t persuade ourselves to make a purchase.

In the morning we are met by a different driver whose name is, you’ll never guess, Wayan. “The big one,” he says, smiling, so that if we need to ask for him again the hotel can distinguish him from several other Wayans they have on call.

While it can always be good to have a big Wayan, heh-heh, today it seems especially nice. Because we’re out for a long tour and Gede has told us that he thinks people around the famous Besakih temple, where we’re headed, are unfriendly and perhaps worse. That kind of warning, from an easy-going Balinese in a country gaining a reputation for random violence, makes us think it would be nice to have someone who knows the locals well and can handle himself. Someone such as big Wayan.

Our first stop is the Taro Elephant Park where we are fitted out to ride on Sumatran elephants named Phoebe and Sandur. We’re accompanied by their young mahouts who brought them here from Sumatra. The mahouts take very good care of their animals, including bathing them four times a day to keep them from overheating.

“Elephant hate heat,” explains Harriet’s mahout. They also eat up to five hundred pounds of food a day. What kind of food? Pretty much anything they want, though of course they aren’t carnivores.

“No egg or meat. Otherwise elephant eat everything,” says the mahout with me. “Sometime get in trouble. Eat flowers along path and make manager mad,” he smiles.

As a result of their prodigious appetites they also poop constantly and in large quantities. The mahout with Harriet put it succinctly, “Elephant eat and poo, eat and poo, eat and poo.” Once you throw in the occasional stroll around the grounds with tourists on their backs, that pretty much describes our elephant’s days.

During our circuit of the grounds we learn that most elephants, unless they’ve been abused, are very wise and gentle, which seems obvious on contact with them, but I realize that may also be me anthropomorphizing based on them being adorable. We’re also told that only the male Asian elephants have tusks, while both genders do in African elephants, something I know but can never keep straight. At the end of our ride, because there aren’t any more customers waiting, our mahouts ride us into the bathing pond for photos, then have the elephants pose standing on their hind legs beside us and also raising us individually and together with their tusks.

Just as with visiting a dolphin show in Hawaii, I have mixed feelings about treating elephants as glorified pets and objects for our touristic fancy. I think they, like dolphins, should have seats at the U.N. and I should be serving them drinks. But it’s still a really remarkable experience, to be able to get that close and spend that much time with them.

After a serpentine and beautiful drive through incredible hillsides of rice paddies, we arrive at Bali’s “Mother Temple,” Besakih (pronounced Buh-socky). This sprawling temple complex climbs a hill at the base of nine thousand eight hundred and eighty-eight-foot Gunung Agung volcano and we hire a young guide named Auguste to take us around. Besakih was begun in the eighth century and now occupies what has to be close to fifty acres. As this is the first day of Idul Fitri, the grounds are fairly humming with visitors, presenting us with the sight of a major Hindu shrine packed full of vacationing Muslims. Indonesians are traveling in force right now and we’re seeing huge, sleek tour buses everywhere, most originating in Java where the vast majority of Indonesians reside.

[image: image]

BALI’S FAMOUS ISLAND-WIDE IRRIGATION SYSTEM IS ONE OF THE WORLD’S MOST REMARKABLE AND EFFICIENT, CREATING THE DAZZLING TERRACING YOU SEE SO MANY PHOTOS OF. VERY SUBJECT TO SEASONAL RAINS, IT’S AN ESPECIALLY “GREEN” SYSTEM WHEN THEY HAVE WATER, AND MANY FEEL IT IS THE ISLAND’S GREATEST ACCOMPLISHMENT.

While we’re busy demonizing Muslims in America, it’s good to keep in mind that they’re out traveling in the world, visiting other cultures, gaining knowledge and being tourists the way we all should. They don’t disdain visiting the shrines of other religions any more than I might avoid Notre Dame or the Blue Mosque. They don’t hate the West, but instead seem anxious to understand and even emulate it. And of course they are not even a monolithic “they,” just individual people like all of us.

Besakih, meanwhile, is very lively, with weddings and other ceremonies being conducted in several temples, while the rest are busy with picture takers and gawkers such as us. Because it’s a big day for visitors there are many ceremonies going on and the air is perfumed with joss and incense at every turn, from scores of small offerings and holders, even overpowering the burn-off smoke from the rice paddies on the mountain above us. Hinduism is really the only religion with its own scent, and that scent is primarily joss. It’s easy to associate the sweet, quaint smell with old school hippies who burned it to hide the odor of pot and then grew to like it. There are those who will tell you that places like India, Nepal and Bali have a specific smell, and they’re right, but that smell is mainly from incense being burned by Hindus, not because they just have a funny odor.

Though the numerous pagodas and shrines stair-step formidably up a hillside, from below they blend into the backdrop in a way that suggests a Bauhaus architect eating heavy Asian food full of violent little peppers and dreaming of Samurai palaces. It’s only up close, on their own level, that each temple stands out in a kind of wild-assed relief indicative of fraught visions and deeply compulsive craftsmanship.

Almost all the stone surfaces are heavily carved in some fashion, from complicated deities to simpler architectural embellishments. Pagoda-style roofs rise in decreasing column stacks up to ten tiers high over a single, small building. Others have soaring roofs of intricately filigreed rafters that point up at the end toward the sky lending them the look of elaborate dunce caps, similar to the Buddhist Wats of Thailand. Various colorful offerings adorn many shrines, black and white yin/yang sarongs robe the statues, and small, primary-colored flags flutter everywhere.

Like so many Balinese temples, several of Besakih’s are fronted by spectacular tall, narrow, ornately formed stone tower/walls that are split almost exactly down the middle like bookends to create the entrance. They seem like very South Seas precursors of our classic western ranch gates.

Overall, Besakih is reminiscent in scale of such places as Mandalay Hill in Burma or Shwayambunath in Katmandu. Their size alone makes them major sights, they are impressively old and the sheer amount of labor involved to create and maintain them is difficult to grasp. Why did Southeast Asia go on such a frenzy of temple-building during this period of time everywhere from Sri Lanka to China? And how did they get anything else done?

[image: image]

BALI’S BEAUTIFUL LAKE BATUR AND SURROUNDING VOLCANOES ARE THE BIG VIEWS FROM RESTAURANTS LINING THE ROAD THROUGH THE HIGHLANDS TOWN OF KLNTAMANI. THIS IS GUNUNG BATUR WHICH HAS DESTROYED WHOLE VILLAGES AND LAST ERUPTED IN 1997. IT’S PART OF THE MOST ACTIVE AND DANGEROUS VOLCANIC REGION ON EARTH.

Our next leg of the drive takes us on what is surely the island’s most beautiful road at nearly five thousand feet, right along the spine of Bali before we arrive at the village of Kintamani overlooking famous Lake Batur. So famous that all of the huge restaurants with aerie-like views of the lake are completely jammed by tour bus crowds, though we finally get fed. More importantly we get to spend an hour or so surveying the grand vista as we hover hundreds of feet above a caldera lake bracketed by two volcanoes, Gunung Abang to the east and Gunung Batur, which has destroyed entire villages and erupted as recently as 1997, quite near.

“Do you think we are far enough away from it if it erupts again?” asks a tall Korean man at a nearby table with a smile as both of us try to frame good photos of the sight.

“Probably not,” I chuckle. “It would serve us right.”

It’s not just an abstract question around here the way it is most places. But there’s nothing you can do about it. The earthquakes and tsunamis here are similar problems. You know they happen more often than anyone would like, and you just hope you have some warning with them, but you often don’t. I’ve always been terrified of the thought of a tsunami. And I can’t image the horror of the one these islands recently endured. It was a result of the third largest earthquake ever recorded, registering 9.1 to 9.3 on the Richter scale and lasting up to ten minutes. Ten fucking minutes shaking like the whole island was on a huge, berserk trampoline. Tidal waves over a hundred feet high battered fourteen countries that border the Indian Ocean. No other single natural cataclysm of modern times has killed more people, nor done it so broadly, quickly and without warning. Now every time there’s even a small quake in places such as Banda Aceh on Sumatra where the quake hit hardest, people run out into the streets and away from the ocean as fast as they can. I would, too.

Right now, however, I wouldn’t make it very far because the only eruptions I’m worried about are in my stomach. Since about midnight, after returning from our drive, I’ve been brutally sick and amusing myself trying to figure out what did it to me. I’ve had this happen before, in Nepal and Mexico, and it’s miserable. I’ve picked up a microbe somewhere and my stomach, normally difficult anyway, is now in full Krakatoa mode. I’ve no doubt my entire gastrointestinal system would leave my body altogether if it could. It keeps trying.

Of course this has happened on the day we leave for Lombok with plane reservations that were almost impossible to get because of Idul Fitri. Was swimming in the Ayung River two days ago on our raft trip my big mistake? These things can have delayed gestations. Did I get tainted bottled water at the big tourist trap restaurant yesterday? They had punched holes in the bottle caps and pushed straws through the holes. It seemed weird, but what doesn’t? Or should I not have eaten, and swallowed, that vanilla bean the guy gave me at the coffee and spice farm where we made our last stop yesterday? I thought it was something else and that he was handing it to me to taste. But he was alarmed when I bit into the thing.

“Not for eat,” he jabbered, shaking his head.

It was bitter as a piece of tire, and besides, as Harriet points out, it had been watered regularly from what are undoubtedly bacteria-ridden sources. My money’s on the bean. But if you’re going to do stupid things on a serial level, you deserve to never know for sure what came back to bite you.
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