LETTERS FROM KALIMANTAN

Judith M. Hudson

From January 1963 until May 1964,
my husband and I lived in Kalimantan
(Indonesian Borneo), where we did
anthropological research. The bulk
of our time (April 1963-April 1964)
was spent in the small village of
Telang in the province of Central
Kalimantan, where we collected
ethnographic data on the Ma'anjan,
a Dajak ethnic group. During the
course of our stay in Kalimantan, I
wrote a series of "letters home,"
in which I recorded our experiences
and impressions in a more personal
form than field notes could have
provided. The following passages
are excerpts from this "journal."

Bandjarmasin, 20 March 1963

On the 4th of March we finally managed to get away from
Bandjarmasin on our first trip up into the Barito drainage.
After returning on February 13th from a necessary but time-
consuming visit to Palangka Raja, the capital of the province
of Central Kalimantan, the vicissitudes of puasa (Ramadan)
forced us to delay our upriver departure for an additional three
weeks. The Bandjars are devout Moslems, and most of the river
traffic, which is almost entirely in their hands now that the
Chinese position in this sector has declined, comes to a halt

during puasa.

We were not happy at the prospect of more delay, especially
since the pleasant University mess where we had stayed prior to
the Palangka Raja trip had been taken over by the Front Nasional
as an office building. Our new quarters on a less centrally
located sidestreet were rather cramped, and it was impossible for
us to supplement the mess' meager fare because all Bandjarmasin's
restaurants were closed during daylight hours for puasa.

We occupied ourselves collecting a few Dajak word lists and
discussing the Telang area, that is to be our center of research,
with various Ma'anjan friends. We also spent some time wandering
about Bandjarmasin. The older part of the city is laid out
along the banks of the Martapura River and its tributaries. A
network of small canals formerly provided the only links between
various parts of the city. For most of Bandjarmasin's population
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these canals still serve as bathing facilities, and one always
sees canoes transporting vegetables, large earthenware pots, and
other goods by canal. Even now, some areas of the city are
accessible only by water; the problem of constructing roads in
such swampy terrain is considerable. The houses along the river,
being built on piles or log floats, are protected from the tidal
flooding that occurs in large sections of the city at full moon.
The "modern" houses in some of the newer quarters of the city,
however, are occasionally inundated by the rising water level
that accompanies these flood tides.

ERE R L L

On the evening of March 3rd, as we were visiting the night
market, we were fortunate enough to meet Tjilik Riwut, the
governor of Central Kalimantan, who offered us a spot in a
provincial boat headed for Buntok, the administrative center of
the Barito Selatan kabugatén that is located about 150 miles up
the river. The next afternoon, in the company of five others,
we set off in a stempel, a very long, narrow craft powered by an
outboard. The stempel travels at a good speed, riding close to
the water so that one is constantly getting wet. For passengers,
the quarters are relatively cramped, as one can neither stand
nor move about. Often a stempel has no roof (though this one
did), and thus one may also suffer from the intensely hot sun.

We travelled north from Bandjarmasin, up the muddy Barito
which was one to two miles wide in most places.(l) Along the
banks of the river's lower course we passed villages inhabited
by Bandjars, who live primarily from fishing or from handsawing
huge logs into planks. The river towns are all laid out parallel
to one or the other bank of the river, about one or two houses
deep. Consequently, even towns with a relatively small popula-
tion are strung out for perhaps a mile or so, and take on an
aspect of grandeur when viewed from a slowly passing boat. All
the towns along the lower Barito are Moslem, and each has one or
two mosques tucked away in the trees, some with quite ornate,
though often unaesthetic, domes and spires. As we entered the
Dajak area to the north, we began to notice Christian churches;
many upriver towns with mixed Bandjar and Dajak populations have
both mosques and churches. Along the river banks we saw small
plots in which rice had been planted. These plots depend upon the
annual monsoon flooding for irrigation, but such cultivation is
risky, since the entire crop may be ruined by abnormally high
flood waters.

Since it is dangerous to travel by stempel at night (one
cannot see well enough to avoid the huge logs and other debris
which float down the Barito), we planned to stop in Djenamas, the

(1) See Map 1l: The Southeastern Barito Drainage.







