Comparisons:
a place

I was finally returning to the place of my childhood, Singapore, the land in
which T had grown and loved. T may have only spent five years here, but they were
the five years of my childhood that hold the most memories. I remembered the food
stalls at the end of my village, five separate huts with a small shelter between them. I
remember my mother ordering the country’s indigenous dishes from each of the stails,
fried noodles from one, cooling coconut juice from another, and ice kachang from the
last for dessert. It had been a quaint establishment to say the least. Each store owner
had respected the others’ businesses, and they all operated for the benefit of the entire
set-up. No-one attempted to steal customers, making for a homely atrnosphere at the
place. The smail eatery had remained undisturbed by the country’s rapacious appetite
for success at all costs. It had been a lasting memory from the days of yore, when
people were more human. I was eager to revisit the spot.

I stepped out of the plane and like a barrier of smog the humidity of the
country hit me. I hadn’t remembered how hot it was, and it took me a couple of
seconds to get the breathing right, accommodating the moisture in the air. 1 looked
towards the airport and its immensity struck me. As I recalled, Singapore’s Changi
airport had been a minor terminal with fewer than seven lounges. The sign on the
gate before me read “Gate 23”. 1 finally fought my way to taxis but before I haited
one I spied a huge advertisement for the new Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) system that
the city had built. I figured T would catch one of their monorails as close to my old
village as I could.

As I sat in the Star Wars-ish carriage, which evidently would take me all the
way to my village, I gawked out the window at the Singapore of the 90’s.
Skyscrapers now dominated the skyline which at one time had been disturbed only by
the then massive, six storey Parliament building, and Bukit Timah Hill We sped
through slums that had sprung up on the city’s outskirts, and I marvelled at how some
of the nation could have transgressed with the overflowing wealth and prosperity the
trade boom had brought the nation. Suburbia had spread like a juicy Hollywood
rumour throughout the small island, and as we approached my oid village, I could see
that it too had now become engulfed in the development rage. As we approached my
stop, I saw monstrous hotels and resorts surrounding the pristine reservoir which had
once been a place of wonder and beauty masked from civilisation by nature’s
impenetrable barrier of trees and 1vy.




I walked from the station directly to the stalls. The area had changed
remarkably, the nation’s wealth had flowed into my old village, and in turn it was
engulfed by the city’s suburbia. Not that this was a bad thing, it meant tourist dollars
and more jobs for the villagers, but it left me with a hollow feeling in my gut, for it
was my childhood and past that was being torn methodically and efficient from
existence, for without the place lasting, my childhood became only a memory. The
atmosphere had left the town. No longer would I be able to play with my friends in
pools of water on the dirt paths, for they had all been concreted over. The ability to
wander through the village barefoot, the cool grass a refuge from the heat, was lost to
the hot asphalt that now covered the place. No longer did recalcitrant, shrivelled old
men walk across the paths as they once did, preaching their senility to all. Now they
were shunned by the new society, imprisoned in their houses and flats by ill-mannered
adolescents with no respect for their elders. The nature of the town, and indeed
whole country, seemed to have rapidly degenerated in the decade of my absence.

But there was still hope, for even if the rest of the neighbourhood was gone, [
would be contented if just the food stalls had remained untouched. I had pictured in
my mind walking around the corner, approaching the corner, and smelling the
traditional Nasi Lemak dish being cooked, and the small shelter still standing, with old
women gathering beside the stalls and children playing in the nearby jungle. If only
this dream of mine could be realised, I would leave gratified.

As soon as 1 reached the corner, I reeled at the sight of the grotesquely huge
bank standing in the place where I remembered the stalls were. Its mirrored walls
reflected the sunlight directly into my eyes, and it represented all the atrocities that
had been committed tho this country by business and greed. I hated it so much. I
wanted it smashed. I wanted it destroyed. But the hate didn’t last long. Evidently,
nothing did in Singapore. The culture, the stalls, the feel of the place. All had been
lost, and I realised that it was foolish to think that the bustle of the city would not
overtake the small, insignificant stalls at the end of my street.

Slightly comforted with these thoughts, I began to head away. But then, a
familiar smell wafted to me. Funny how smells can trigger more in one’s mind than
many of the other senses. The smell of Summer, the smell of home, the smell of Nasi
Lemak That was what the smell was! Nasi Lemak! But how? AllT could see was a
huge bank, but now I could distinguish a wisp of smoke penetrating the glare from the
Sun. I ran to the end of the street and saw what I had wanted. There were more
stalls there, probably a dozen, but in the centre of the court stood the small shelter,
and the five original stalls. It was remarkable that this place had lasted, and I thanked
providence profusely for allowing me to revisit the place. T ordered a plate of satay,
and asked for ice kachang and tea to be brought out later, and sat under the shade of
the shelter, as I had done all that time ago with my mother. Iwas at peace.




Malaysia: Worth 1t?

As Isit in the air-conditioned lounge, sweat trickling down my raw skin and breathing
in the humidity of the Malaysian Summer, [ ask myself if this trip has been worth it.
After all the pains and mishaps that have accompanied me on my trek through this
exotic country, will I ever return, fresh for another adventure in the land my parents
called home? Western society has softened us all. We take clean water, our health,
transport and a good night’s rest for granted. But having to rough it for three weeks
in the tropics has been a real eye-opener for me. My journey started in the heart of
Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia....

I remember stepping off the Jumbo Jet onto the walkway at the K.L. International
Airport. The stifling humidity hit me without warning, as if someone had appeared out
of nowhere and stuffed a pillow into my face. The warmth and moisture in the air is
unbelievable during Summer, so I strongly suggest a visit sometime around September
to avoid the mine-month monsoon season. The airport seemed vaguely familiar, I think
it is somewhat like the airport in Rio de Janeiro. The long walkways seem annoying at
first, but they do allow some time to lock out the windows and marvel at the huge
jungles that surround the city. The jungles of Malaysia are still untamed in parts;
Tigers and huge rhinoceros beetles are still reported by locals, the latter ranging in size
from the palm of your hand to the monstrous dimensions of a dog.

The city, however, appeared very civilised. This impression was quickly lost when I
discovered that the hotel did not have running hot water and all tap water must be
boiled before drinking. I found Kuala Lumpur quite typical of most South-East Asian
cities. The traffic and crowds were horrendous, partly due to the condition of the city
roads but more so to over-population. The main street, Petaling Street, is a bonanza
for bargain hunters, with market stalls packed like sardines for a good three kilometre
stretch along the roadside. And for the culinary daredevils amongst us, just five
minutes away is the largest hawker centre in the whole country, Petaling Jaya, with a
variety of foods that allure to the very essence of the orient. But, no matter how
exotic and beautifuil this whole scene may be, the real Malaysia does not start until you
leave the city and head further North.

The next stage of my journey was a road trip to the most famous natural attraction in
Malaysia, the Cameron Highlands. The bus I caught was a real reminder of how easy
life is back home. Parts of the roof had rusted away, allowing dust and exhaust fumes
to enter, and I was forced to stand for the entire seven hour pilgrimage. Jammed
between two burly, corpulent men, sweating profusely and on the verge of
dehydration, I seriously considered the merits of my so-called “holiday’. [ began to
have doubts about whether I should have even lefi the comfort of my cosy Melbourne
home. But before [ started plotting my escape from this apparent hell-hole, we arrived
in the Highlands and my perspective completely changed.

Pleasant temperatures up to 23°C made these hills a wondrous escape from the heat of
the lowlands, and the beauty these peaks possess simply have to be seen to be believed.
Towering waterfalls, rugged cliffs, dense jungle and a profusion of wildlife make this
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place one of the world’s greatest sanctuaries. Even though the locals insist that tigers
no longer inhabit these forests, on long, lazy strolls through the misty rainforest, one
cannot help keeping a wary eye for these mysterious creatures. The intrigue of the
Cameron Highlands leads people into these thoughts, and this hint of magic lingers
long after you have left. Ileft the Highlands with great remorse, but so refreshed that I
couldn’t wait to get to the sunny beaches of Penang and Kota Kinabalu.

Just a short two hour flight from the foot of the hills and I was disembarking at the
most popular tourist destination in South-East Asta. Penang’s friendly and relaxed
atmosphere carried with it a sense of real sincerity, so that everyone visiting cannot
help having a great time. Arriving at the hotel T was going to stay at for the next week,
my spirits sank to an all-time low. The ramshackle, old building would have been
condemned long ago in Australia, but here the authorities are more than happy to turn
a blind eye in return for a small payment. A decaying rat was the centrepiece in the
reception lobby, and the owners told me not to use the pool because of monitor
lizards. My room stank of urine and the bathroom was falling apart. A word of advice
to anyone who is still contemplating 2 trip here; do all your bookings through the
RACV or something similar. After staying at the Resort Ratana for just one hour, 1
grabbed my bags and left, ducking past reception and speeding off in the first taxi.

The Sheraton resort where I was lucky enough to eventually stay was set against the
backdrop of pearly white beaches and a sea so blue it melted into the sky at the
horizon. Of the five days I spent there, the weather was terrific, reminiscent of our
Gold Coast, and T did not once find myself sitting in my suite with nothing to do. Once
again hawker stalls cater for a wide range of tastes: on Tuesday I had a curry laksa
(pative Malay cuisine); on Wednesday I tried fried fish (which actually turned out to be
sting ray) with noodles; on Thursday I allowed myself the luxury of a seafood banquet
with crayfish, mudcrab and prawns the size of my fist; on Friday I experienced the
wonderful satays they had on offer; and on Saturday I was too full to eat anything
more than a burger from the local McDonalds. The most amazing thing was that the
total bill for these five meals came to less than twenty Australian dollars, and that’s
what T call getting your money’s worth!

And how did I spend my days there? Just imagine lazing on a deserted stretch of
beach, swimming in a freshwater lagoon with giant turtles and fish, taking a bushwalk
beneath the hyperactive chatterings of thousands of monkeys, and joining the local
residents in games of mahjong and blackjack at a makeshift casino set up on the main
street. This sort of activity was all too much for me and my slowly adjusting stomach;
come Sunday morning I was as sick as a dog and admitted into hospital with stomach
flu. Perhaps not the perfect end to a vacation, but upon reflection I know that, for all
its drawbacks, Malaysia is close to the perfect holiday destination. Definitely worth it.




