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A few days before her frantic struggles against Ping, everything 
had been different. Ping was just a nice man she had just met. 
During the last fourteen seconds of her life, as her convulsions 
became weaker and her legs stopped kicking, she remembered 
everything.

How did she find herself in Beijing to die alone there? It was 
like this; Beijing was stuck in the past. Although bicycles were 
no longer in as much use as eight years beforehand, they had 
been replaced with eight million new cars a year. The roads were 
jammed. It took over half an hour to cover a distance of two 
kilometres.

Along the streets, casuarina trees proudly displayed their 
needles, unafraid of the cold weather, while other trees had 
already killed themselves. They were all shedding leaves. By the 
end of 2007, Beijing already had four subway lines and for the 
2008 Olympics, it got five more.

The temperature fell to 5 degrees Celsius, and towards noon it 
would climb back to 10 or 12 degrees. Spring usually started 
on February 5th but Beijing, which means Northern city, 
experienced longer winters. Professor Anyss’ breakfast at the 
hotel didn’t taste very nice. The fried rice was swimming in oil, 
and the fried pancakes were too sweet. There was a cup of hot 
coffee. Batul’s words in Kuala Lumpur kept playing in her mind 
until her plane landed in Beijing: Prof, you have become a target. 
I already reported it to the Special Rapporteur on the situation of 
human rights defenders in Geneva.
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Two days beforehand, Cathay Pacific CX722 flight had taken 
off a little behind schedule, at 14.30 instead of 13.45. When the 
announcement for boarding was made, she hurried to get in line 
to board the aircraft. She stood at gate C37, waiting to sit in her 
window seat, 61K. Before the plane defied gravity and rose in 
the air, Professor Anyss managed to perform her zohor and asar 
prayers.

She got lost in her thoughts several times but she felt 
uncomfortable because the seat where she was sitting felt 
small, the space was tight and the passenger in front of her was 
inconsiderate. He kept reclining his seat, making it difficult for 
her to read, write or eat. She grumbled. The food served was not 
tasty, Emirates flights were much better.

Beijing. Did she really need to take a break here? A lot had 
happened in the last few months. It had all happened so fast. As 
she flew over the Tonkin Straits towards Kai Tak, Hong Kong 
airport, Professor Anyss jotted down a few ideas in her notebook. 
She wanted to propose that what they already had now be sent 
directly to Geneva. The next Universal Periodic Review should 
discuss this issue.

When the plane landed in Kai Tak at 6.30 p.m., Professor Anyss 
hurried to follow the other transit passengers. She walked fast. 
It was quite far away. She held her boarding pass carefully in 
her hand. Kai Tak airport was large and busy; if she missed her 
gate she would have to rush to find the correct one. Finally, she 
arrived in the hall. She was still looking for gate 42. She decided 
to ask an employee wearing a uniform. She had to take the 
escalator down to the third floor, then take the train to gates 33 
to 80. Near gate 42 was a prayer room ‘for all faiths’. Professor 
Anyss rapidly performed her prayers there.
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One hour later she was in an airplane again. Flight KA 906. 
The aircraft was small, and passengers who had made an early 
request were served Muslim food. The meals in question were 
composed of rice and fish curry, with a piece of Indian bread and 
a cube of hard cheese. There was also Haagen Dazs ice-cream. It 
seemed that the flight attendants had identified those passengers 
before the flight. The seat beside her was empty. She felt relieved.

Without wasting any time, Professor Anyss filled in the orange 
customs declaration form, the dark yellow entry card and the 
white health declaration, with the words written in Chinese 
beside the English. They all asked for her name, passport 
number, date of birth, flight number, the place where she 
would be staying, and her visa number. Professor Anyss opened 
her personal notebook. She would be staying at the Hua Fu 
International Hotel.

After eating, Professor Anyss went back to her thoughts. She 
saw Batul’s worried face. A target. This word kept coming back. 
Professor Anyss arrived in Beijing at around 11 at night. An 
employee hired by her organization in Malaysia was waiting for 
her with her name written in large letters on a manila card. The 
man introduced himself as Ping. He warned her to be careful, 
not to answer the peddlers who would cheat her with counterfeit 
money, be careful, because our mood will be spoiled by cheats 
who have all kinds of tricks at the ready. According to Ping, this 
counterfeit money was produced by Taiwanese, and because 
travellers did not know the kanji alphabet, they were easily 
cheated.

Her luggage was placed in the car. Professor Anyss sat at the 
back. Ping sat beside the driver. The night in Beijing was still 
cold, even though winter was over. The driver of the rental car 



8

How Anyss Went To Heaven

who had quite a fat stomach and chubby cheeks kept glancing at 
her in the rear-view mirror. Professor Anyss felt uncomfortable.

Ratu’s face appeared before her eyes. She had been raped. 
Violated. Her story was so sad. She was passed around, roughed 
up, beaten, raped, manhandled and abused until she was badly 
injured. Her organization had saved Ratu and sent her to 
Singapore for treatment. A target; the word appeared again.

Suddenly, Ping’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. Ping, who 
spoke Malay fluently, was a graduate of Beijing Foreign Studies 
University.

When the car turned into the road where the hotel was located, 
the clock showed 12.30 at night.

“This is the address of your hotel. Room 3026, No 53, Dong An 
Men Dajie, Dong Cheng District, Beijing, 100006, China.”

He gave her a card. In the dim light, Professor Anyss saw the 
address on it. She leaned back against her seat. When the driver 
unloaded her luggage, he stared at her with a strange expression 
in his eyes.

Beijing. She had been here for two days now. Eating. Sleeping. 
Two days before, she was in KLIA, then she flew to Hong Kong, 
then on to Beijing and yes, here she was. She was having breakfast 
while waiting for Ping.

The email sent by Batul which she had read at dawn was 
bothering her. Professor Anyss felt as if she was standing in 
front of Batul Khan, scrutinizing the face of the manager of the 
organization that she was heading. She was standing at the gate 
in Kuala Lumpur International Airport two days ago, and Batul 
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Khan was talking to her: 

“It’s a good idea for you to take a break. These gangsters will not 
have the nerve to do anything. Police reports have been made 
already, and the authorities have promised to offer protection. 
Don’t worry. Besides, we have already contacted the Special 
Rapporteur on the situation of human rights defenders.”

Professor Anyss stared at Batul Khan’s frowning face. 

“I’m not worried yet. But I am still weighing everything. Argh, 
look at the frowns on your forehead.”

Batul Khan nodded. 

“If Ratu contacts you again, tell her that love is the source of 
everything. It’s the source of strength in life. Hatred, hatred and 
revenge only destroy love until there’s nothing left.”

Professor Anyss drank some coffee while writing in her diary. 
This issue should be close to the hearts of Muslims since the 
universal, grand and true essence of Islam, as it was taught by the 
Prophet in Mecca, was to free minorities from being oppressed 
by unjust authorities.

“I feel guilty, going to Beijing on a vacation. And leaving you all 
to deal with the storm here.”

Batuk Khan moved closed to Professor Anyss and patted her 
back. 

“It should look like this. We talked about this when they broke in. 
The evidence is safer in Beijing, isn’t it?” Batul almost whispered.
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Professor Anyss held her bag closer to her chest.

“You need to rest. Get some fresh air. You have become their 
target.”

Professor Anyss scratched her nose, held her cup by its handle 
and drank a few more sips of coffee. She put down her pen and 
thought, how could anyone not be moved by the title of the 
article published on 18th May 2012, “Penan Muslims Set Up 
Blockade at Bintulu, Six Held”, which said, among other things:

Six Penan Muslims were detained by police last Wednesday under 
suspicion of setting fire to a plantation where they had set up a 
blockade to demand that the land be returned to their families. 
The six were picked up by the police on May 16 after the plantation 
developer, Sebekai Plantation Sdn Bhd, alleged that they had set 
fire to the plantation.1

See, the Penans are not just pagans and Christians. Some of them 
are Muslim. Anyway, why wouldn’t we feel sympathy for them 
and help them, even if they were not Muslim? Islam does not 
teach us to behave that way.

Batul’s voice echoed in her mind: “Hatred, hatred and revenge 
only destroy love until there’s nothing left”. She wanted to argue, 
to answer that Islam teaches that love is the centre of everything. 
In Islam, everything revolves around faith. And faith is more 
than love. What is real faith? Isn’t real faith to love for the sake 
of Allah, to hate for the sake of Allah, to love what Allah loves 
and to hate what He hates? Professor Anyss stopped for a while, 
before letting her pen dance on the paper again: “Fudhail bin al-
Yasar, one of the most prominent Sufis, once said: what is faith, 
if not love and hatred?”

1  http://www.malaysiakini.com/new/198312
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She remembered her defunct husband’s words. She knew that if 
he was still alive, he would have approved of what she was doing.

She drank more hot coffee. It was delicious. Professor, you have 
become their target. This came back in her mind, again and 
again.

Professor Anyss kept writing, she had a large weight to release from 
her chest: “The famous organization, National Geographic, said in 
a statement: the Penan face fewer and fewer resources, and their 
culture itself is on the verge of extinction.” 2

Where is Ratu? What does she want to achieve, actually? Does 
she really want to get revenge? Would she contact her again? 
Professor Anyss was neither a psychologist nor a psychiatrist, 
but as a woman she knew instinctively that a rape victim could 
no longer sleep peacefully at night. She felt that she was back in 
her office in Seremban, looking at the news article entitled Rape 
of Penan Women Did Occur, with its upsetting contents:

A special committee, set up by the Women, Family and Community 
Development Ministry, revealed that sexual abuses against Penan 
women and girls by timber workers as reported by The Star last 
year did take place in the Baram district. The special committee, 
set up last October to investigate the allegations, documented at 
least eight cases of rape and molest of Penan women and girls in 
its report. The report said one of the victims was raped by a timber 
worker when she hitched a ride in the company’s vehicle to go to 
school. 3

Professor Anyss had recorded everything but had not yet put 
everything in writing. Including the interview of the five rape 

2 http://www.nationalgeographic.com/features/00/earthpulse/rainforest/gallery2.html

3  http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2009/9/11/nation/4696153esec=nation
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victims that she had conducted in Sarawak. No, this was not 
fiction. These women had been viciously raped, passed around 
among the loggers and humiliated at the end. She was not out 
to oppose the government. She could not understand how some 
people could relate the victims of rape to animals in a zoo:

What we do is collect reports on all the good and bad things 
written or said about the country and send them back to Malaysia. 
Issues range from politics to petty issues like animals in zoos and 
the Penans in Sarawak. 4

That simple statement by the Malaysian High Commissioner 
to the United Kingdom, Datuk Seri Zakaria Sulong, should 
be condemned for equating the fate of oppressed people with 
baboons in a zoo. Professor Anyss could not believe that this 
blunt statement could come from the mouth of an experienced 
diplomat. Batul Khan floated before her eyes: you have become 
their target.

Love. Hatred. Where are you, Ratu? Professor Anyss closed her 
notebook. The email from Batul that she had read that morning 
came back to her mind. Batul wrote that the police had identified 
the men who had broken into their office in Seremban. It was 
three teenagers who refused to confess. They had only managed 
to steal old newspaper cuttings. They had also destroyed the files 
that connected the loggers with well-known figures. Luckily, 
these files were but copies. The original documents and evidence 
had been sent to Osaka a few months beforehand when the 
situation had become too dangerous. They were safe with her 
son, Mustaqim. Nobody would be able to trace them for the time 
being. The evidence given by the five rape victims was safe with 
her. She had taken it with her to Beijing.

4 http://www.theborneopost.com/2012/02/10/embassy-wary-of-ngos-out-to-discredit-country/
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She finished her coffee quickly when she saw Ping stepping into 
the restaurant located on the ground floor of the hotel.

“Ping, what does your name mean?” 

“A fabulous bird”, he had answered when greeting her at Beijing 
international airport.

“Where are we going this morning, Ping?” 

She felt guilty about visiting Beijing, while the staff of her 
organization was busy dealing with the storm back home.

“Tian’anmen,” he answered in one word.

Professor Anyss drew a short breath. She knew that Tian’anmen 
Square was the main square in the centre of Beijing.  It was 
named after Tian’anmen Gate, meaning “Heavenly peace”, 
which was located in the North. The gate separated the square 
from the Forbidden City. The square itself had been enlarged 
as much as four times in the 1950s, and was considered to be 
the largest square in the world. Tian’anmen had its own cultural 
and historical significance in China. Take the events of 4 June 
1989, when the army shot and killed 400 to 800 unarmed 
demonstrators who were mostly university students. Ping rented 
a car. The driver was the same pot-bellied man as before.

In the rental car, Ping did not stop making small talk. He 
asked if she had slept well, if her breakfast was good, if she had 
rested enough. Anyss replied with brief answers. She didn’t 
feel like talking. In her mind, suddenly, the face of Professor 
Shahrom Tsani appeared. He was a forensic pathologist that 
she knew personally at university. Two years beforehand, when 
the organization headed by Professor Anyss had exposed the 
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repeated cases of rape of the Penan girls, it faced some hurdles. The 
official tests carried out in the laboratory of the Sarawak General 
Hospital on Tun Ahmad Zaidi Adruce street in Kuching did not 
show any results. Anyss felt that the pathology department was 
hiding something. But she could not prove it. Then she used her 
personal contacts to test the evidence provided by Ratu, with an 
inside man. Professor Shahrom’s face appeared again: 

“Anyss, I can tell you that I found some semen. This is because 
sperm possesses a high concentration of acid phosphatase, and 
the phosphatase test on Ratu’s fabric sample exceeded 25 units 
K.A. So it is positive.”

Anyss felt angry. Outraged. She felt as if she had been set on fire, 
and her heart shred to pieces. Professor Shahrom had examined 
the photos taken of Ratu’s body one hour after the rape. The 
close-up photographs told the whole story.

“Look here, there are bruises and abrasions on her left breast. 
Look, this one is near the areola.”

Professor Shahrom was using a magnifying glass. Anyss saw the 
bruises near the nipple on Ratu’s left breast.

Anyss no longer felt embarrassed. She had had a crush on 
Shahrom when they were both studying at MARA Junior 
Science College, but that was history. How old were they now? 
60 and 63? Or 65 and 68 years old?

“This indicates that the victim’s breasts were roughly squeezed 
and pinched.”

Professor Shahrom pointed at the round bruises which were 
about two centimetres apart from each other. Anyss had been 
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startled upon hearing the words ‘squeezed’ and ‘pinched’, but she 
quickly regained her composure.

“This straight abrasion was caused by a fingernail.”

The photos of Ratu’s thighs showed a huge bruise. Bruising could 
also be seen on her posterior. The medial and lateral parts of her 
thighs showed some scratches.

“These bruises were likely inflicted when Ratu struggled.”

Professor Anyss closed her eyes, which were full of tears. She 
could not bear to think about the cruel loggers ripping off Ratu’s 
clothes and forcing her legs apart.

“On her posterior, as well as on her shoulder-blades, we can 
see traces of mud, soil, green matter… perhaps grass. Ratu 
was probably raped and held down in an area with bushes and 
stones.”

“Animals.” 

Anyss only said one word. She was shaking with anger.

Professor Shahrom did not answer, and instead asked her: 

“Do we have swabs of Ratu’s mouth and lips?”

Anyss handed him the medical test sheet that she had secretly 
copied from the Pathology Department of Sarawak General 
Hospital. 

“There are traces of lacerations,” commented Professor Shahrom 
after a glance at the document.
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Silence filled the room. Only the whirring sound of the air-
conditioner could be heard.

“Yes, there are traces of sperm in Ratu’s mouth. Her rapist 
probably wanted more satisfaction, so he forced his penis into 
her mouth and ejaculated.” 

Professor Shahrom put the copy on his desk, and went back to 
studying the photographs. 

“Look, there are bite marks on the shoulders and around the 
genital area. There is an oval-shaped bruise here. Actually, we 
could get more information with a dental forensic expert.”

Anyss drew a long breath: 

“More information?”

“I mean, since the bites were so sadistic, we may be able to 
determine the blood type of the assailant from the antigens in 
his saliva. So we may be able to establish a DNA profile of the 
suspect.”

Anyss shook her head. She felt angry. Frustrated. In pain. She 
did not know how to express her feelings.

Professor Shahrom remained silent for a moment, examining 
the victim’s medical examination forms. 

“Ok, I can see that they found foreign pubic hair. The medical 
examiner must have combed Ratu’s public hair.”

Anyss added: 
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“Yes, Ratu told me that they cut her pubic hair, put it in a plastic 
bag and labelled it.”

“And all that evidence is now missing?”

Anyss nodded without saying a word.

“Shit, when will things ever change…”, sighed Professor Shahrom.

Anyss agreed in her heart that this was indeed shitty. Professor 
Shahrom looked at the photograph of Ratu’s vaginal area again. 

“Based on my experience as a forensic pathologist, Ratu’s hymen 
was of the septate type, and look here… it is torn at 6 o’clock… 
indicating that there was penetration by a foreign object, 
probably a penis. And there is a tear in the posterior vaginal wall 
as well.”

Professor Shahrom compared the photograph with the report 
in his hand. 

“The examiner wrote that the hymen is swollen. This indicates 
that Ratu was still a virgin when she was raped. He also said that 
there was leftover tissue from the torn hymen. He noted redness 
in the labial region and vaginal opening.”

Anyss was speechless. She closed her eyes and wanted to scream 
at the top of her lungs. Ratu’s face appeared in her mind. She 
almost started crying.

“There are defensive wounds, which proves that this was a sexual 
attack.”

Professor Shahrom took a deep breath and took off his glasses. 
He then stared at Anyss. 
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“Anyss, is it really worth it? You’re putting yourself in danger.”

Anyss suddenly felt annoyed by that question. 

“After seeing all this, don’t you want to help?”

Professor Shahrom realized that his friend was under enormous 
pressure. 

“Don’t get me wrong. I’m just worried about your safety.”

“This is a pattern of violence, Shah, it’s systematic. I mean, 
these rape cases happen frequently and they are committed by 
the same group of monsters. They have been hired to rape the 
women of the Penan community to scare them. So that they 
move and run away. Some of the victims are just 9 years old, the 
oldest is 57,” said Anyss in a high-pitched voice.

Professor Shahrom swallowed hard. 

“That’s cruel. So evil.”

“They are gang-raped, and it is sanctioned!”

The vehicle headed for Tian’anmen Square lurched forward.

“Who was raped, Doctor?” Ping looked surprised. Just hearing 
the word ‘rape’ was enough to startle people.

Anyss came back to reality, in Beijing. She felt embarrassed. She 
did not reply to Ping’s question, and he probably thought that 
she was still deep in thought. The driver kept stealing glances at 
her. She was aware of his strange behaviour, but she kept quiet. 
Perhaps he had not seen many Malay women before?
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The car was moving slowly. Too slowly. There were many armed 
policemen and plainclothes officers around. Ping explained that 
there were five thousand members of parliament in session in 
the Great Hall of the People in front of Tian’anmen. Anyss asked 
Ping to describe a lot of things around Tian’anmen Square before 
entering the Forbidden City.

In the Square, Anyss asked him: 

“Are you married, Ping?”

“Yes,” he said, raising one finger to show the number one.

According to Ping, Chinese people were allowed to have only 
one child. This policy had to be observed, or else their house 
was seized and their belongings confiscated. Of course, some 
disobeyed, and this usually occurred in the countryside where 
villagers had a second or third child in secret in the mountains. 
While in Tian’anmen Square, Anyss asked Ping about the 
students’ riots of 1989. Ping, a university graduate, seemed 
embarrassed by the question. 

“Doctor, don’t talk about this, ok, this is a sensitive issue,” he said 
with a sombre expression on his face. 

It was obvious that some wounds were not healed yet.

Ping started talking again, explaining to her the section of the 
Square that faced the Forbidden City. 

“It was built in 1417 during the Ming dynasty. Towards the 
end of the Ming era, a war broke out between rebel warrior 
Li Zicheng and the Qing emperor. Tian’anmen gates suffered 
serious damage. The Square was only repaired and rebuilt in 
1651.”
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Professor Anyss nodded. In between Ping’s explanations, she 
would hear Batul’s voice: You have become their target, prof.

“In November 1958, the widening of Tian’anmen Square started. 
It was completed in August 1959. It was Chairman Mao’s vision 
to make this Square so big that it could accommodate half a 
million people. Many historical buildings and houses were 
demolished to realise this vision.”

Cold gusts of wind blew now and then.

“Let’s go to the Forbidden City now.”

They walked side by side.

Without prompting, Ping began his narration again. 

“As you certainly know, the Forbidden City was the official 
palace of the Chinese emperors, from the Ming dynasty until the 
end of the Qing dynasty. It was the cultural, artistic, traditional 
and political centre of Chinese rulers for over 500 years. Its 
construction started between 1406 and 1420. It comprises 980 
buildings and 8,707 rooms, covering a large area of 720,000 
square meters, or 7,800.000 square feet. I believe that this is an 
extraordinary example of traditional Chinese architecture.”

Anyss interrupted him, out of breath. Ping walked quite fast. 

“The Forbidden City has been declared a World Heritage Site, 
hasn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s right. UNESCO listed it in 1987. One of its distinctive 
characteristics is that it is the largest wooden structure in the 
world.”
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Professor Anyss caught her breath. She was bracing herself for 
a tour of the vast collection of artefacts and art works that had 
been gathered since the Ming and Qing eras.

“I’ll rest here.”

Anyss frowned.

“There will be special tourist guides provided by the museum 
for visitors,” Ping explained, worried that Anyss might have 
misunderstood him.

“Alright then,” Anyss replied cheerfully. 

She was relieved to be rid of Ping for a while. She would be able 
to go to the toilet and to ‘inspect’ every corner of the Forbidden 
City by herself. Then she would be able to sit down somewhere 
to take notes and contemplate her next move. Five women had 
been raped. Ratu wanted revenge. Someone wanted to destroy 
the evidence. And Ratu’s voice rose clearly, at times pitiful, then 
urgent, or perhaps even fearful: you have become their target.

“Let’s meet again here, in two hours.”

“Only two hours in the Forbidden City?”

Ping chuckled. 

“Two hours is plenty of time. More than enough. You won’t be 
able to stand much longer than that.”

They parted. Anyss followed a licenced tourist guide who 
was fluent in English. There was a large group of Westerners 
following him.
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Several times, Anyss trailed behind in parts of the Forbidden 
City. It was a huge complex, enormous, with more than eight 
thousand rooms, and fifteen layers of bricks. The palace was 
amazing. A moat surrounded it. It served as a palace during the 
Ming dynasty (from 1368 to 1644) and the Quing dynasty (from 
1644 to 1911) before being turned into a museum in 1925.

The three big halls, namely the Taihe, Zhonghe and Baohe halls, 
were the main tourist attractions in Beijing’s Forbidden City. All 
three halls had been used by the successive emperors to conduct 
their affairs and hold important ceremonies. The Taihe hall 
which was approximately forty metres high was the tallest and 
most luxurious building in the Forbidden City. Inside, there was 
the emperor’s throne which was covered in gold, and thirteen 
thousand carvings of dragons, which was the emperor’s symbol. 
The open space in front of the hall measured thirty thousand 
square meters. 

Anyss knew that the construction of the Forbidden City had 
attracted all the experts and skilled craftsmen from all over China. 
The arrangement of the buildings, the various shapes of roofs, 
the decorations on the doors and the walls revealed a unique and 
mesmerizing sense of design. For instance, the eight-meter high 
terrace of the Taihe hall was covered in white marble, not just to 
create a more impressive appearance, but also to prevent water 
from seeping through the soil. Many beautiful dragon heads 
carved in white marble adorned the three-tiered marble terrace 
front. The dragon heads were not just for decorative purposes, 
but they also facilitated the drainage of water. When it rained 
heavily, the thousand dragon heads expelled water through 
their mouths at once, forming an amazing sight. There were also 
four rows of houses within the Forbidden City. However, they 
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were filled with rocks, having been designed by the architects to 
prevent fire from spreading.

The Forbidden City is the largest well-preserved ancient palace 
complex in the world. According to historical notes, a total 
of one hundred thousand craftsmen and a million labourers 
contributed to the construction of the City.

As it was also the imperial palace, over a million precious 
artefacts were kept in the Forbidden City, which represents one 
sixth of all the artefacts in China, many of which are unique 
pieces unrivalled in the world. 

The tourist guide told them that Beijing’s Forbidden City was 
over 580 years old, and that the total number of visitors reached 
ten million per year. In order to protect the ancient building, 
the Chinese government was doing preservation works stage by 
stage, which started in 2003. The restoration would take twenty 
years to complete. 

At times, the guide’s explanations were not very clear. There 
were too many tourists, and many areas were under renovation 
in order to accommodate even more visitors.

Batul Khan’s face appeared to her again. Leaning back against a 
stone bench, Anyss sipped some mineral water and Batul’s voice 
echoed in her ears. “The native people need your protection.”

Anyss replied: 

“I know, it’s my jihad, my battle. The Penan, Kayan, Kenyah, 
Dayak, Iban, the indigenous people, anyone… anyone who is 
being oppressed.”
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“Jihad?” asked Batul, as if she was uncomfortable hearing this 
word in association with the Penans.

Anyss opened her notebook, in which she kept several 
newspaper clippings which she brought everywhere with her to 
keep her spirits up, to reignite any dying sparks. She read one of 
the clippings, even though she had read it many times before:

UTUSAN CONSUMER April 1990: Opposition on land 
rights and power in Sarawak. A few timber tycoons are filthy 
rich while the natives live in pathetic conditions.

Beneath the forest crisis in Sarawak, a battle of  interests has 
been taking place between farmers who are native people 
and several millionaires and politicians. RAPHAEL PURA 
brought the issue to light in the Asia Wall Street Journal of  7 
February 1990. The following is an excerpt from his article.

UMA BAWANG, MALAYSIA – Under the evening sun, 
24 farmers are hard at work on a steep hillside covered with 
burnt stumps and timber. Their faces and hands covered 
in soot, they use long wooden sticks to make holes in the 
ground. Protected from the sun by their large hats, the 
women place grains of  rice in the holes.

These farmers belong to the Kayan tribe who lives for 400 
kilometres along the Baram river. 

The Kayan look like rebels, but they actually only defend 
themselves against attacks by loggers. The farmers left the 
head of  their village, opposed the government, and tried to 
block the roads leading out of  the concession operated by 
the most powerful timber tycoon in Sarawak, Senator Tiong 
Hiew King. A total of  42 Kayans have been put in jail for 
that.
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“We believe that this is our land, but all its benefits are taken 
away by strangers,” said Jok Jau Evong, the 38 year-old 
leader of  the splinter group said, under the flickering light 
of  an oil lamp. “This community will split up and we’ll try 
to defend ourselves.”

About 400 kilometres to the west of  Kuching, Sarawak’s 
capital, its Chief  Minister Abdul Taib Mahmud does not 
share that view. According to him, opposition to logging was 
a phase of  the development process.

From his office gaudily adorned with various decorations 
which included a man-made water fountain, Tan Sri Taib 
declared: “Logging has brought significant changes to the 
natives in the jungle. Many of  these changes reveal serious 
inequalities in terms of  needs… but the benefits will come 
later.”

But who will reap those benefits and when, is a sensitive 
political and economic issue especially when the jungle 
itself  has already been divided up between the handful of  
politicians and businessmen who control the timber industry 
in Sarawak.

For instance, Tan Sri Taib, who has been Chief  Minister 
since 1981, lives in a well-guarded house in Kuching and 
drives a Rolls Royce. He is always impeccably dressed, and 
wears huge diamond rings. 

In 1987, Abdul Rahman Yaakub, his uncle and former 
political rival and Chief  Minister, revealed that Tan Sri 
Abdul Taib’s family and cronies owned 1.6 million hectares 
or approximately one third of  the State’s timber concessions. 
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Another example is Senator Tiong, who was appointed to 
the Parliament by the Sultan of  Malaysia. Senator Tiong is 
the major contributor to the party that formed Tan Sri Taib’s 
mixed government. He is the head of  a family business 
located in Sibu that collects $185 million a year from their 
timber business.

The 54 year-old businessman and politician is one of  the 
largest individual concession holders in the world.

Senator Tiong owns 800,000 hectares of  timber concessions 
and logging contracts, including the jungle in Uma Bawang 
where the rebel farmers live and partners include Tan 
Sri Taib’s brother, the Sarawak government, the Islamic 
Foundation, and another influential senator.

Outside of  Sarawak, there is also an ongoing battle to obtain 
land and power. The most prominent piece of  land is 9.4 
million hectares of  rich jungle in South East Asia.

But this struggle is not just about saving the ecology 
of  the forest. Awareness about the environment is one 
of  the factors, as well as politicians who fight each other 
to determine who will reap the benefits of  the forest 
exploitations. The people of  Sarawak, from Kuching to the 
remote areas such as Baram, debate about their rights over 
the forest and the rewards reaped from all the logging.

This debate is often portrayed as a contest between wealth 
and privilege – state politicians and a few ethnic Chinese 
who had become timber tycoons, versus the natives who 
have been living in or near the jungle for generations.
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“The real issue is who should be involved in its equity,” said 
an officer from the Malaysian Forestry department who 
declined to be named. “The natives are saying, if  you’re 
getting benefits, why not me?” That is the real question.

The issue actually focuses on the roots of  the local social 
structure and the economy of  Sarawak, and will determine 
the future of  politics. 

From a historical perspective, the natives live in an unofficial 
system on their land and while some of  them are recognized 
by the state laws, the land reforms have obscured their rights 
and passed them by.

The reforms allow state officials to abolish half  of  their 
customary rights. Sometimes, native communities would 
have no idea about the change in the status of  their rights 
over their land until loggers appear to claim what they say 
belongs to them.

“The main conflict here is regarding the land rights between 
the Dayaks (commonly used to refer to natives who live in 
the remote areas of  Sarawak) and the people in Kuching,” 
commented an Iban lawyer from Miri. “Without timber, the 
Sarawak government does not exist; this would change the 
entire political situation in the state.”

It is difficult to estimate the effects of  logging on Borneo. 
Since the 1970s, royalties from logging have accounted 
for about half  of  the state’s income. The logging industry 
comprises 50,000 workers, most of  whom are unskilled or 
semi-skilled natives.
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In the last few years, the logging industry has seen an 
exponential growth, with twice the output compared to 
two decades ago, to an estimated production of  about 15.4 
million cubic meters per year, which is expected to rake 
in about $1 billion in foreign currency. From the timber 
exported, 90% is high-quality hard wood which is sent in its 
unprocessed form to Japan, South Korea, Taiwan and Hong 
Kong.

According to the government, the logging industry has 
transformed Sarawak’s society for the better. “It has 
increased the population’s mobility and brought basic 
facilities to areas that had none,” said Tan Sri Taib. The 
Chief  Minister also explained that logging had brought a 
new set of  skills to the natives of  Sarawak and put money 
in their pocket. “It benefits many people,” he said. “You can 
see Ibans and Kenyahs driving lorries; some make as much 
money as university graduates.”

Some forestry experts disagree. In a study conducted in 
1988, the International Tropical Timber Organization 
(ITTO) said that timber company owners got almost all the 
wealth from Sarawak’s jungles. (ITTO was created under the 
International Tropical Timber Agreement and comprises 43 
commodity traders and consumers in Malaysia.)

Large profits have been made through the timber 
concessions in Sarawak. It is however doubtful whether the 
distribution of  those profits was carried out fairly, for life 
has not changed in the state since twenty years ago,” the 
report further noted.5

5 Utusan Pengguna April 1990. Pages 139-140.
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Batul’s face appeared. You have become their target. Those 
words were grating into her. She suddenly thought of her only 
son, Mustaqim: Mama, you might be killed. Anyss blinked. She 
gripped her pen and started to write:

12. Twelve is a magic number. 12 areas that are rebelling. 12 areas 
that refuse to listen and have decided to fight. 12 strongholds. 
The 12 strongholds were:

1. Long Napir 

2. Long Selidong 

3. Tutoh Bridge 

4. Long Kidah 

5. Long Leng A 

6. Long Kevok 

7. Long Iman 

8. Long Balau 

9. Long Bangan 

10. Long Late’ 

11. Long Beluk 

12. Uma Bawang

Anyss’ eyes watered. She unfolded another old newspaper 
clipping, which had been pressed between the pages of her thick 
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notebook. Tears welled up at the edge of her eyelids as she read 
the article:

UTUSAN CONSUMER June 1987: Human barricades in 
Sarawak.

This is the oldest story in the world, and the greatest one 
too. A little group of  people are defending their land and 
their way of  life, against much stronger trespassers.

It is happening now in Sarawak. In a remote part of  the 
forest, where thousands of  natives form human barricades 
across roads in logging areas. They stop lorries from bringing 
the timber out of  the logging camps. They also stop food 
from being delivered to the camps.

Native men, most of  them seasoned warriors, familiar 
with the ways of  the forest. Women, old and young, some 
breastfeeding, as well as hundreds of  children.  

Armed with nothing more than a few hunting spears, 
their own bodies and a burning spirit to seek justice. They 
position themselves across the sandy roads, day after day, 
always vigilant.

They are up against powerful timber tycoons who want to 
pilfer the products of  the forest as quickly as possible. They 
face pressure from the state government, the military, and 
the police.

In the last five to ten years, bulldozers, lorries and chainsaws 
have been used to advance into the forest to clear it. To erode 
the soil in the forest and turn the water from transparent 
to dark brown. To destroy the trees, animals and plants as 
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well as the water upon which the natives depend for their 
livelihood. 

The loggers trespass on the land that belongs to the natives, 
build roads across their land, cutting down their trees 
without permission or fair compensation.

Protests have been going on for years with no results. The 
natives’ living conditions suddenly got worse. In desperation, 
they decided to form human barricades. After one group of  
natives started in the middle of  March, other groups began 
to follow suit. 

Now, there are 30 groups of  natives involved in that action 
in about twelve areas, scattered across Baram and Limbang.

Recently, Teresa Apin, a researcher from Utusan Consumer, 
visited four of  the blockade areas, namely Long Napir, Long 
Bangan, Long Late’ and Uma Bawang and interviewed the 
people there.

Timber is a product of  high value in Sarawak. Trees can 
bring in millions of  ringgits. Almost all the forest left in 
Sarawak has been licensed for exploitation. During the last 
elections, voters were told that prominent politicians owned 
millions in timber concessions. 

Hundreds of  thousands natives live in the forest and rely on 
it for their existence. At 150 years old, it is the oldest forest 
in the world.

This forest, like tropical forests elsewhere, is also being cut 
down so fast that it will be hard to find anywhere in the 
world in twenty years from now.
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The Sarawak natives are making one last attempt to protect 
the forest. It is theirs, as much as it is ours.  When the forests 
disappear, our natural, scientific and cultural heritage will 
disappear with them. These natives have lived there since 
time immemorial.

The following is their story…

HUMAN BLOCKADE SPREADS TO 12 DISTRICTS

Thousands of  natives from three tribes, namely the Penans, 
Kelabits and Kayans, are involved in forming blockades in at 
least 12 districts in the north of  Sarawak, including the areas 
of  Limbang and Baram.

Most of  them come from 24 Penan villages. The Penans are 
the last of  the forest-dwelling tribes still living in Borneo. 
They are the ones who have been the most affected by 
logging activities as they depend on the forest for their 
survival.

However, the blockades now also involve the Kayans 
from Uma Bawang and the Kelabits from Long Napir and 
Kampung Pundut. Makeshift barricades are built on the 
logging roads that cross their land. The natives claim that the 
timber companies have no right to build roads on their land.

Timber worth millions of  ringgits has been left abandoned in 
logging camps as lorries cannot pass through the barricades. 
At least nine timber companies are affected by that action. 
They include Limbang Trading, Wong Tong Kwong, Samling 
Timber, Merlin Timber, Sarsin, Keruntum, Marabong and 
Baya Lumber. 
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The military and the police were sent to the affected districts 
to help solve the problem. In some of  the blocked areas, the 
natives agreed to retreat temporarily to allow the cut timber 
to pass through. But just two months later, they decided to 
resume their blockade until their demands are met.

They face the presence of  the armed soldiers and policemen 
with courage as they watch their barricades under the hot, 
punishing sun and in the cold nights. Hundreds of  men, 
women, breastfeeding mothers, old people and small 
children form these human barricades supported by unstable 
wooden structures built across the logging roads.

The natives take turns to rest in makeshift wooden huts that 
they have built near the barricades, since they have left their 
homes. They have had to sacrifice a lot in order to keep up 
their fight.

Since the beginning of  the blockades, they have had to 
stop looking for food, some of  them have left their family 
behind, ignoring their pain in order to defend themselves, 
and walk for days to reach a barricade.

Most of  them keep watch while only eating once or twice 
a day, a meagre meal of  rice and tapioca leaves. The elderly 
and the children also share the same diet.

And yet, the natives are determined to continue their protest 
for they feel that they have nothing to lose.

“Before the timber companies came, we were already living 
on this land,” one of  the men told me. “This land belonged 
to our ancestors, and their ancestors before them.”
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“The forest has almost disappeared, cut down bare,” another 
native said to me. “If  we don’t do anything now to save 
whatever is left of  the forest, there will be nothing left for 
our children.” 6

Twelve. 12 human barricades. 12 who will not give up and are 
determined to fight until the end. Anyss took out a tissue from 
her bag to wipe her tears. She felt compelled to tell the world 
about what happened in Long Napir, Long Selidong, Tutoh 
Bridge, Long Kidah, Long Leng A, Long Kevok, Long Iman, 
Long Balau, Long Bangan, Long Late’, Long Beluk and Uma 
Bawang. The epic tale of the 12 barricades did not have enough 
coverage. The 1987 newspaper clipping was folded again, with a 
stinging feeling in her heart.

“That’s a lot of writing and reading.”

Ping was standing in front of her. Anyss was startled. She lifted 
her head up, embarrassed. The glare from the sun blinded her 
for a moment. Ping smiled:

“Busy writing, Prof?”

“You have to seize inspiration when it comes,” answered Anyss 
with a smile.

“Is it a poem? A pantoun?”

Anyss burt out laughing and instinctively covered her mouth, 
embarrassed that she had behaved unladylike.

“Do I look like a poet?”

“You’re not a poet?” said Ping, frowning.

6 Utusan Pengguna June 1987, pages 20-21.
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Anyss shook her head.

“I am just a person who helps others.”

Ping was confused.

“Are you writing about Beijing?”

Anyss laughed again.

“Yes, of course. A little, yes. Come to Malaysia, Ping. I can be 
your supervisor. Come be one of my graduate students. Are you 
interested?”, she tried to tempt him.

Ping’s smile widened.

“I want to study sociology. Just like you, prof, to help solve 
society’s problems.”

“But you have to be brave. You have to. If you don’t even have 
the courage to answer a simple question, forget about being a 
sociologist,” Anyss answered his ambiguous remark.

Ping kept quiet. Perhaps he felt insulted. There was burning 
ember in his eyes.

The sun was going down over the horizon. When Anyss walked 
with Ping towards the car, the driver was on the phone. He ended 
his conversation abruptly, and stared at Anyss. She felt that she 
had to ease the tension between them, so she tried smiling, but 
the driver’s sour expression remained unchanged.

Whatever.
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They brought her to an Uygur restaurant for dinner, A Fun 
Ti, which served delicious dishes. There was a group of Iraqi 
athletes (perhaps a football team) waiting for their food. After 
she finished eating, Anyss pleaded with Ping.

“I have to perform my prayers. After that, I’ll feel better going 
around the city.”

Anyss was worried. She did not know what time was the zohor 
prayer in Beijing but the sun had gone down quite a bit and it 
could be near the time for the azar prayer on such a winter’s day.

Ping looked at Professor Anyss. For a Malay woman in her sixties, 
she was still beautiful. Elegant. Her laughter had a warmth that 
filled your soul. Ping swallowed and said:

“Let’s go to the Nan Dou Ya mosque.”

Anyss could not hide her enthusiasm. She was thrilled.

“The 300 year-old mosque?”

Ping nodded.

The drive to the mosque was not long. Anyss took the 
opportunity to record other sides of Beijing. It was amazing that 
for a communist country, there was so much development. This 
was because the communists had chosen to allow capitalism in 
by stages. Evidence of Beijing’s development was everywhere. 
Luxurious tall stone buildings competed with one another in 
height.

In front of Nan Dou Ya mosque was a donation box. Anyss 
hesitated. She did not know how much she should give, but since 
she was a traveller, she gave only 100 Yuan. Inside the mosque, 
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as usual, the praying areas for men and women were separated. 
Some men were chanting Allah’s name. All around the mosque, 
there were buildings and apartments, and a row of shops faced 
the entrance of the mosque. The Shuntianfu market was located 
nearby. Beside the mosque, ethnic Uygur pedlars were selling 
packets of sweet nuts. Each packet of about half a pound cost no 
more than 10 yuan.

After performing her prayers, Anyss felt better. To her, prayer 
was a religious duty. To save herself in the hereafter.

“Where are we going now, Ping?”

“To eat,” Ping answered curtly, leading Anyss to the car. The 
corpulent driver immediately took place behind the wheel.

“Halal?”

You’ll see,” answered Ping, as if he was annoyed by that question.

The words you have become their target, prof kept ringing in 
her ears.

The drive to Mat’am Salami restaurant, which was supposed to 
be short, took one hour and twenty minutes because of traffic. 
Anyss had time to take a short nap. She was not hungry yet, but 
she would have to eat, she mumbled before dozing off.

At the restaurant, Anyss read a newspaper clipping from Utusan 
Consumer dated 15 February 1990. Batul had suggested that the 
report entitled “Who controls the wealth of Sarawak’s forests?” 
be sent to Geneva. Anyss got engrossed in reading the document 
marked as a translation of the article published in Utusan 
Consumer on 15 February 1990:
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WHO CONTROLS THE WEALTH OF SARAWAK’S 
FORESTS? Companies have an income of  $2000 million 
but only make $3 million profit. By Rapheal Pura, Asian Wall 
Street Journal.

A close look at the ownership structure of  the 16 timber 
concession areas in Baram shows that the rights to exploit 
the timber in Sarawak is monopolised by a few Chinese 
timber traders. Sometimes they work in partnership with the 
leader of  the local tribe.

The documents kept at the department of  registration of  
companies in Malaysia show that only four Chinese groups 
hold the licences or the contracts to exploit a large portion 
of  the forest in that area, whether directly or otherwise.

Marabong Lumber, a sub-contractor of  Plywood Sarawak, 
was formed in 1985 by the Tiong family, and is today fully 
owned by ethnic Chinese, including more than twelve 
members of  Tiong’s family.

Company documents show that Marabong began its 
operations in 1987 and recorded a profit of  $4 million 
(US$1.5 million) by the end of  1988. Senator Tiong’s 
companies made most of  their business dealings among 
themselves. For instance, Sarawak Plywood’s accounts show 
that in 1988, the company had more than $100 million in 
deals with businesses owned by the Senator’s relatives.

The Tiong family has shown interest in other ventures along 
the Baram river. Its company, Rimbunan Hijau Sdn Bhd, 
operates in at least two other logging areas along the river.
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Records show that Rimbunan Hijau has raked over $350 
million a year in profit since 1985. This figure gets even more 
obscene when added to the income from the 24 subsidiary 
companies and the other companies owned by Rimbunan 
Hijau; or the investment arm of  the Tiong family, Tiong Toh 
Siong Holdings Sdn Bhd.

Among the Tiong family’s business partners are Senator 
Ahmad Urai Mohideen, speaker in the Federal Senate and 
joint holder of  two timber concessions in Baram; and 
Datuk James Wong, Sarawak’s Environment Minister, who 
is a partner in a 180,000 hectare concession in the nearby 
Limbang area.

Senator Tiong admits the existence of  these relationships, 
but does not regard them as suspicious. “I think of  it as a 
privilege to do business with them (his business partners), 
even though they are involved in politics or have family 
members who are politicians,” he explained.

Timber tycoon no 2

There are other millionaires living off  the revenue from the 
timber in Baram. The companies controlled by the second 
largest timber tycoon in Sarawak, Hiew Teck Seng, 51, based 
in Miri, are directly or indirectly involved in five concessions 
as licence holders or contractors.  

The company belonging to Mr Hiew, Samling Timber Sdn 
Bhd, one of  the largest contractors in the state, operated on 
a few of  those sites.

In some concessions, Mr Hiew has joined forces with Mr 
Wan Abdul Rahman Bujang, son of  the previous Chief  
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Minister of  Sarawak (Chief  Minister is a post held in the 
four states that do not have a Sultan as the head of  state).

Another famous company that controls the logging area in 
two concessions is the WTK Group owned by Wong Tuong 
Kwang’s family, based in Sibu. His son, Wong Kie Yik, is a 
Federal Senator.

WTK’s partners include Edward Jeli Belayong, the elective 
State Representative for the Baram district. At least two 
other large timber concessions were held by relatives and 
partners of  Sarawak’s previous Chief  Minister, Tun Abdul 
Rahman Yaakub. However, in 1987, Tan Sri Taib recalled 
these concessions and the other logging licences that 
covered an area of  1.25 million hectares from his relatives 
and political allies.

According to Sarawak businessmen, a clever trick generally 
allowed Chinese timber tycoons to avoid suffering losses 
when the political war between Tan Sri Taib and Tun Abdul 
Rahman erupted.

“They supported the government but at the same time 
they sided with both parties,” explained one elected State 
representative. “The Chinese use politics are a stepping 
stone to control the economy.”

Strangely, apart from the expenditure incurred for payroll 
and local services, official records show that all the logging 
activities do not contribute much money to the Baram 
community nor do they increase the income from taxes.

For instance, Rimbunan Hijau raked in about $2 billion 
between 1976 and 1987. But the financial statements of  the 
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company show that it only made a profit of  $3.2 million 
after taxes. The records also show that Rimbunan Hijau 
paid its directors and shareholders fees and dividends that 
amounted to $3.6 million, almost the same as the amount of  
taxes paid to the Federal Government ($4.8 million).

The Businessman Defends Himself

Senator Tiong said that the fierce criticism thrown at him 
and the other timber tycoons involved in politics was 
unfounded. While answering questions about his business 
activities, he explained that logging was a capital-intensive 
and high risk business that required financial resources to 
succeed.

He added that political involvement in forestry policies 
could not be avoided because of  the importance of  timber 
for Malaysia.

“In developing countries, the underprivileged are quick to 
resent the rich who make big bucks.” He also added that 
critics often forget about the job opportunities and salaries 
generated by logging and provided by the timber tycoons.

Sarawakian leaders have not shown any signs that they are 
willing to change the concession system. Theoretically, all 
the forest belongs to the state government. It has only issued 
licences for 4.9 million hectares for a period of  25 years. 
The decision to issue those licences is made by the Chief  
Minister as part of  the planning of  the state’s resources. The 
licences issued do not involve any competition.

Tan Sri Taib said that he has reduced the influence of  politics 
on the process of  licence distribution and gave the example 
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of  the recall of  Tun Rahman’s licences in 1987 as proof. 
However, he did not explain why he only took action after 
six years in office, and only after Tun Rahman threatened to 
challenge him.

The Chief  Minister also defended the fact that logging 
activities are controlled by wealthy Chinese tycoons. 
“Sarawak needs to give the concessions to those who can do 
the work (logging) or cooperate with them,” he said.

“I don’t just let anybody get involved in the timber business,” 
the Chief  Minister added.

This explanation still does not satisfy the people of  Malaysia 
or the foreign critics about the concession system. For 
instance, last year, a group of  delegates from the American 
Congress who came to Sarawak to study the state’s forestry 
policies reported that a great deal of  attention was focused 
on the political manipulation of  the concession system. 
There was also evidence that suggested that government 
officials were making money, directly or indirectly, from the 
highly profitable timber concessions.7

Anyss folded the clipping and slipped it back between the pages 
of her notebook. Her fingers held the chopsticks daintily. She 
barely paid attention to the delicious food in front of her. She 
knew that she was going against a powerful capitalist monster, 
one that had been in power for far too long. She also knew that 
she may lose her life in the end; but she was determined to fight. 
She had given her word. So, she would keep going.  You have 
become their target. Batul’s voice kept coming and going in her 
mind.

7 Utusan Konsumer 15 February 1990, pages 141-143.
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After dinner, Ping brought her to Beijing Acrobat School.

“I was instructed by Batul to bring you to places that wouldn’t 
require you to think.”

Anyss sighed and thought: Aah Batul, as if I could ever stop 
thinking! However, she was later thankful to be able to rest her 
mind for a while. She waited about 40 minutes in a small theatre 
crowded with tourists, some of them westerners. There was a 
Chinese baby who attracted everyone’s attention, and Anyss was 
drawn to his antics. She wondered what would happen to the 
children of his generation, who had no siblings. What would 
happen to them if their parents passed away? They would be left 
with nothing.  And worse than that, in 20 to 30 years from now, 
these children would be part of a generation of single children 
that would create all sorts of social problems. 

The acrobatic show started. There were several mesmerizing 
performances although she could see tiny flaws. Acrobatics, or 
gymnastics for that matter, sometimes felt very sinful to her, 
especially when it featured young girls who had just reached 
puberty, or boys who started to grow hair on their chin. In their 
skin-tight clothing, every inch of their body was clearly visible. 
By 8.40 p.m., the performance ended. 

Outside, the temperature had dropped, freezing one’s nerves and 
bones. There were five other small acrobatic theatres in Beijing 
that had been built for tourists. There were also kung fu shows, 
with tickets priced at 180, 280 and 380 yuan. The 1 hour 40 
minute-long kung fu show was based on a story, with a cause-
and-effect narrative. Anyss reached her hotel by nine. All she 
wanted to do was cleanse herself, perform her prayers and sleep.

It had been a tiring day.
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In her sleep, Anyss dreamt that she was walking in the jungle. 
The sound of a pagang8  floated on the edges of leaves and 
branches in the thick of the forest. Ratu Sago was beside her. Her 
head was oddly twisted, turning from left to right as if enjoying 
the melody. In Ratu’s hand was a spear that had been dipped in 
tajem9. If there was a mousedeer or a wild boar, it would have 
been speared to death. They walked past a tiny abandoned house 
underneath a meranti tree. A hornbill soared above, echoing the 
sound of the pagang with its own strange voice.

“My grandmother is a rengend10 , something’s coming towards 
us, redo dja-au11 .”

Anyss shuddered.

“Something, like what, Ratu? Is it that melody?”

Ratu did not reply. She was wrinkling her brow. She rubbed her 
large nose, her eyes closed.

“Redo dja-au, you must leave. Go… go far away… don’t stay near 
us.”

Anyss held Ratu’s hand. Ratu took something from the basket she 
was carrying on her back. She handed the professor a keringon12.

“Here, if you get in trouble, blow with your nose and call the 
keeper of time. The keeper of days. The keeper of every second. 
The keeper keeps it all. Together with God, the keeper rules the 
universe.”
8 Pagang: a musical instrument made out of bamboo, which is only played by the Penan 

women.

9 Tajem: poison made from the antiaris tree.

10 Rengend: An ancient Penan with a lot of spiritual knowledge.

11 Redo dja-au: Respectful name to address an older woman.

12 Keringon: a type of flute.
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Anyss studied Ratu’s face.

“I don’t know how to use this.”

“It doesn’t matter. The sound it makes is not important. The 
melody is not important at all.”

Ratu Sago stared directly at Anyss’ face. It was unusual for a 
Penan to stare at a guest or a stranger in the face like that.

“This is the pagang that was played by Antiaris.”

Anyss was speechless. She was familiar with the story; the Penan 
community obtained the poison for their darts from the antiaris 
tree, and this tree, in their mythology, used to be a beautiful 
virgin who had been betrayed, and therefore produced the 
poisonous tajem. 

They stopped for a moment. The sound of wild birds echoed 
from one tree to another. Ratu sat on a root that had surfaced 
above ground. Anyss let out a long sigh. She glanced at Ratu, 
whose chest was exposed. The nipples were pointing forward. 
The breasts were still firm, although they sagged quite a bit.

Ratu realized that her companion was staring at her bare breasts, 
and said:

“Redo dja-au, Niaru Beti from Long Iman, she’s the latest one. 
She was raped by the men who drive the Komatsu giant13. After 
raping her, they cut her up with a Stihl saw that was still hot, as if 
they were cutting the trunk of a meranti. One by one, they threw 
all the parts of Niaru Beti’s body to the dogs to eat.”

Anyss swallowed hard. Her eyes widened in shock.

13 The Penan use that name to refer to the Komatsu machines



46

How Anyss Went To Heaven

“They raped her under the turmeric bushes in Ulu Tinjar. There 
were six of them. It was like a party. An afternoon event.”

Anyss choked.

“Niaru Beti had just returned from the river. Her wet cloth was 
roughly pulled up. They pinned down her hands and forced her 
thighs open. They dragged her from the riverbank. One by one, 
they penetrated, stabbed and groped her until she was badly 
wounded. Niaru Beti cried and screamed for them to stop. She 
flailed. She screamed, it hurts, it hurts, please stop! Don’t you 
have a mother, stop, think of your mother! They all laughed. 
Their laughter echoed in the jungle. One of the men thrust too 
hard into her, she wailed and cried. He thrust so roughly, so 
hard, that Niaru Beti’s shoulder broke, and her right thigh bone 
was crushed under the pressure. The six men did everything 
they wanted to her. The last one felt disgusted because there was 
already a pool of sperm from the other five men in her vagina. So 
he turned her over, grabbed her hair from behind, forced her to 
spread her legs, and thrust his penis into her anus. Afterwards, 
they shoved wood dust in her vagina so that she would know 
that the forest belonged to them, forever. They…”

Anyss was sobbing while covering her ears.

“Stop!... Stop, Ratu… Please stop… I can’t bear to listen to all 
this.”

Ratu Sago opened her eyes wide and stared at Anyss. 

“Don’t you want to tell the people in Petra Jaya about all this? 
Let everyone in Kuching now? And those people in Putrajaya?”
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“They don’t care. They are the ones who started all this,” Anyss 
said through her tears.

“If the people in Petra Jaya don’t care, maybe those in Putrajaya 
will?”

“They don’t care either. They’re blind.”

Ratu Sago paused. She was stunned. She felt as if all hope had 
vanished.

“Are there no other human beings who want to know what is 
happening to us? It’s like we are animals!”

Anyss wiped away her snot. Her sobbing was subsiding. She 
touched Ratu Sago’s cheek tenderly.

“Redo dja-au, can you promise that the whole world will know?”

Anyss neither shook her head nor said no.

“I will tell everybody until somebody takes action.”

Ratu Sago fell silent. For the first time, she stared directly at the 
professor’s face.

“Do you promise, redo dja-au?”

Anyss’s voice was firm: “Yes.”

“But you’ll die because of this, redo dja-au.”

Anyss held the keringon tightly in her hands.
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“Allah will help me. My life is in His hands. And I will ask for 
help from the keeper of time, the keeper of the universe. I will 
call upon the keeper with this keringon that you have given me.”

Ratu Sago smiled. She held the professor’s hand.

“You are indeed a noble woman. But be careful. You must be 
careful. The worst enemies are often very close to you.”

After sleeping for perhaps three hours, Anyss’ sleep was disturbed 
by the voice of a Chinese woman speaking loudly outside her 
room. She looked through the peephole in the door, and saw a 
Chinese woman shouting into her cell phone. She was standing 
right in front of the third floor staircase.

After performing her dawn prayers, she slept another half hour. 
Then she got ready to go downstairs and have breakfast. Ping 
arrived in the lobby at 7.20. Ten minutes later, they were in the 
car on their way to Mat’am Salami again. The second floor of the 
restaurant was packed with tourists from Malaysia. Some people 
were fighting over the food, and the atmosphere was tense. There 
were several groups of tourists, and one of the tourist guides 
spoke fluent Malay.

One of the tourists from Malaysia recognised her. 

“Anyss? The controversial Professor Anyss? Aren’t some of your 
books banned?”

Anyss could not avoid him. 

“I am not controversial. What’s controversial is the issues. I am 
just a messenger.”
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“Many of us are with you, championing the rights of minorities. 
Don’t worry.”

The man in a yellow shirt held out his hand to shake hers, but 
she declined politely. She rarely shook hands with men. For no 
reason, the words you have become their target appeared in her 
mind.

Ping proposed to leave for the Great Wall. The car sped along the 
Badaling Expressway. The Wall was impressive, with a length of 
6700 kilometres that spanned 9 provinces from east to west. In 
Beijing there were five designated places where you could climb 
it. Many parts had crumbled. The part they were about to visit 
was in Shuiguan, where the Mongolian troops had regularly 
launched their attacks. It was called the gates of Badaling. On 
the way, Ping told her stories about Xian which was a capital for 
eleven dynasties. The Terra Cotta army was there too. If she ever 
visited China again, he said, she could go to Xian.

Ping dozed off not long after the car started moving. The driver 
paid attention to his steering. He was careful, alert and efficient. 
Not wanting to waste any time, Anyss retrieved the documents 
that Batul had put together for her from her bag. The translation 
of the article published in Utusan Consumer of 15 February 
1990 caught her attention. This report described the tragic fate 
of the Penan community.

SURVIVAL OF NATIVE TRIBES UNDER THREAT

The Sarawak government has invited an international 
mission to study the condition of  the jungle in the state. The 
Penans and other native tribes have written to the mission 
to express their views, but to this day they have not been 
invited to do so.
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On the one hand, the state government continues to insist 
that the jungle is being well looked after, and claims that the 
protests of  the natives against logging is a result of  being 
manipulated by environmentalists. It also claims that logging 
does not hurt anyone.

However, the situation is getting worse, especially for the 
Penans. At the end of  January this year, the chiefs of  the 
Penan tribes had a meeting to discuss the problems they are 
facing.

The message that they want all the Malaysians to hear is 
the following: “Our situation is getting worse. Please do 
something to help us, quickly.”

The following report was provided by the Malaysian Friends 
of  the Earth office in Murudi, Sarawak.

On 20 January 1990, the Sarawak Penan Association 
(registered last November) held its first official meeting in 
Murudi.

The Association said that the widely-publicised government 
aid for development projects and promises to provide 
government service centres have yet to become reality.

The State Cabinet Committee on Penan Affairs has not 
made any honest attempts to study the problems faced by 
the Penan community. The natives complain that the officials 
in charge of  their situation are unsympathetic towards them. 

Their livelihood is threatened by logging activities, and their 
mode of  living is affected as well. Food supply is decreasing 
and many natives are looking malnourished.
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Logging activities on the rise

Representatives from twelve Penan settlements report that 
logging activities have increased in their area despite their 
protests.

“Instead of  reducing the number of  companies involved 
in logging, there are in fact many more companies being 
allowed to cut trees,” said Juwin Lihan, the President of  the 
Penan Association.

There is also evidence of  waste. According to Ngot Laing 
from Long Liliam and Abang Kalok from Long Liweu, 
many trees are left to rot in the areas that have been cleared. 
“Even the Community forest reserves are not spared. We 
can no longer get rottan to make handicrafts to sell. It’s all 
gone,” said Ajang Kiew from Long Beluk Apoh.

Health is suffering

The disappearance of  natural resources from the forest has 
caused a shortage of  food. The natives complain of  hunger, 
and malnutrition is rife among their families and friends.

“My grandfather passed away from hunger in September 
1989. If  the logging continues, many more Penan people 
will die,” said Wak Malong, a village chief  from Long Latik, 
Apoh.

“The edible shoots and plants are all gone,” lamented 
another Penan, Kurau Kusin from Long Kidah, Megah.

The pollution of  rivers and streams has also brought about 
various skin diseases and stomach-related illnesses that 
affect almost all the Penan settlements.



52

How Anyss Went To Heaven

Ngot Laing from Long Lilim, Sungai Patah explains: “We 
depend on the Sungai Patah and Lilim rivers for our water 
supply. The Sungai Patah is muddy now due to the sludge 
from the logging activities. Soon, the Lilim will be affected 
too.”

Logging activities increased in 1989

Sarawak exported more timber between January and July 
1989 than during the same period the previous year. “The 
total amount of  wood exported increased from 6.3 million 
cubic metres to 7.9 million cubic metres (which represents 
an increase of  25.4%). Timber accounts for 89.4% of  the 
total export figure (Sarawak Timber Industry Development 
Corporation).

The Penans renew calls to stop logging

The Penan Association has renewed its calls to the Sarawak 
state government and the Federal government to:

Stop logging activities in all Penan settlements with 
immediate effect;

Expedite approval of  the Penans’ request for a Community 
Forest Reserve to protect the areas concerned from being 
exploited;

Provide basic facilities like clean water with immediate effect;

Take the necessary measures to provide or improve health 
services for the Penans;
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Withdraw or drop all the suits made against the Penans and 
the other native tribes under Section 90B of  the Forestry 
Ordinance. This unjust law needs to be abolished;

Stop branding the Penans as ‘subversive’. Those who 
deserve that title are the logging companies and those who 
issue logging licences, for they are trespassing on the lands 
belonging to the Penans;

Inform the Penans of  every development project concerning 
them and their land14.

After a two-hour drive, they reached the Great Wall at Point 888. 
There were hawkers everywhere, selling drinks, clothes, watches, 
crafts and souvenirs. At first, Anyss did not feel like climbing the 
steps of the wall, but after seeing a few youngsters climb excitedly 
she began to feel a little motivated. The young people climbed 
all the way to the red flag marking the top. The steps were very 
steep going up and down the slopes. Patches of frozen snow were 
still clinging to the sides of the hills and mountains. At the top 
of the wall, vendors were selling drinks and food and some of 
them were almost forcing tourists to buy their goods. There were 
also photographers taking photographs of tourists posing with 
camels or statues and pressuring them to pay for them.

Classical Chinese music was playing wistfully, coming from far 
away. Anyss was gasping for air after climbing. She took some 
photos, and while descending, she felt dizzy and scared. She was 
afraid to faint and tumble all the way down the steps. Seized by 
the cold, her heart was beating fast. 

14 Utusan Konsumer 15 February 1990, pages 146-147.



54

How Anyss Went To Heaven

At point 888, Anyss made a plate with her name on it. She also 
bought a key-chain with her own photo inside. For a while, she 
forgot that she was a target.

Later, Ping brought her to the Golden Palace Restaurant in 
Changping. The restaurant was beside a handicraft workshop 
making cloisonné, or enamelware. It was named Jingtai after the 
emperor who had patronized this craft during his reign (1450-
1456) which was set during the Ming dynasty (although this 
craft is believed to have existed since the Yuan dynasty).

Lunch was delicious, and there was a prayer room on level 3 
(which was reserved for Muslim customers). Although it was 
small, it was rather comfortable.

“Do you want to go shopping, doctor?”

Anyss shook her head. Ping correctly interpreted her gesture.

“Shall we go back?”

“Yes, please. The Wall has tired me out.”

Ping responded with a chuckle.

The car sped all the way back to Beijing. After they arrived, the 
driver kept staring at her until she disappeared from sight. As if 
she owed him money. Ah, whatever, she thought. As soon as she 
arrived in her hotel room, she collapsed on the bed. She did not 
remember falling asleep, but she only opened her eyes when the 
sun was emerging over the horizon.

That morning, the weather forecast was announcing that the 
temperature would fall to 1 degree Celsius. Anyss did not look 
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forward to the cold. She had not brought many warm clothes. 
She cursed herself for not preparing more jackets and sweaters. 
While brushing her teeth, she left the bathroom door open, and 
turned the television on. On the TV, CCT9 journalists Feng 
Jinchao, Qu Shijing, Mao Xuzhi, Gan Yisheng and Wang Xin 
reported about the Chinese parliamentary assembly.

After performing her prayers, she took a quick shower and 
hurried to the hotel lobby at 7.15. After (another) breakfast at 
Mat’am Salami, Ping took her to Fu Huang Water Pearl, next to 
the Temple of Heaven. Anyss only posed for a few photos before 
Ping took her across the city to the Summer Palace. Known as 
Yiheyuan in Mandarin, the palace was built in the 18th century 
and was the residence of one of the Qing dynasty emperors. 
Anyss was still exhausted from the previous day.

Two-thirds of the palace was water, while the rest was an 
impressive garden. The man-made lake was an imitation of 
Kunming Lake. According to Ping, the earth that had been dug 
up to create the lake was as high as a mountain. On top of it, they 
built a sort of pagoda. Anyss was left alone to wander in the area. 
As she enjoyed the fresh air and was lost in her thoughts, she 
could not stop thinking about Ratu Sago. Where was she? Ratu’s 
face appeared and disappeared. Her voice was insistent: you 
have become their target. If she had not given her word to Ratu, 
she would not have memorised the Declaration ratified in the 
Second Workshop on Native People on 15 September 1987. The 
dynamic declaration included the following official statements:
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‘We, the native people from different indigenous communities 
in Sarawak met on 15 September in Marudi, Baram.

To recognize that the native people and their ancestors have 
lived on Native Customary Rights (NCR) land for several 
generations.

To recognize that the native people and their community 
rely entirely on the NCR land for their survival

To acknowledge that the native people and their community 
are facing and will continue to face serious problems due 
to the irresponsible logging carried out by several logging 
companies on their NCR land.

To acknowledge that many logging licences have been 
approved for land that includes NCR land.

To recognize that the state and other government agencies 
have not taken any action to protect the NCR land.

Therefore, we have made the following decisions:

All logging licences that encroach on NCR land and/or 
longhouse boundaries are to be cancelled and/or withdrawn;

The government and the relevant authorities must 
acknowledge our customary rights on our land;

All the boundaries of  the native communities and longhouses 
should be determined and identified to prevent any future 
dispute;
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The police should act fairly and not be seen as instruments 
used to look after the interests of  logging companies;

Compensation must be paid for all the damages caused 
to NCR land, plants, burial grounds, and other important 
resources by logging companies;

Our barricades are legal because they have been erected on 
our own land to protect our rights;

All the community leaders should cooperate and champion 
the interests of  their respective community instead of  their 
own interests;

Development should not destroy nature and our environment. 
Development must acknowledge the customary rights of  
the native people and not take them away. Development to 
the Penans does not mean that they should settle down in 
one place. Development to the Penans means that they have 
the right to choose and keep their way of  life;

The newspapers should report the news in a fair and 
responsible manner without bias. Reporters should tell the 
truth and do their job properly;

We have all agreed to join the Native Rights Action 
Committee (NRAC) with the following objectives:

i) to function as an advisory and educatingbody for native 
communities by collecting and spreading  i n f o r m a t i o n 
from and to other native communities;

ii) to identify and define the rights of  the natives;
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iii)to take measures to develop, advise, announce and enforce 
these rights;

iv) to advise and offer all the necessary assistance to native 
people in relation to these rights;

v)  to take any measure deemed necessary for the welfare 
and development of  native people.’15

Anyss had written an academic paper on that declaration. The 
declaration had been signed by twenty representatives from 
the native community who had attended the second workshop. 
As far as she remembered, they were from the longhouse 
communities of Batu Belah (Tutoh), Linei (Tutoh), Long Napir 
(Limbang), Uma Bawang (Baram), Long Bangan (Tutoh), Long 
Leng (Layun), Long Belok (Apoh), Long Lilim (Patah), Long 
Kawi (Patah), Long Itam (Patah), Long Lutin (Patah), Long 
Tepen (Pelutan), Long Paloh (Layun), Long Lateik (Apoh), Long 
Iman (Tutoh), Long Daloh (Patah), and Sungai Abang (Akah). 

Sometimes she asked herself, why did she need to go through 
so much trouble for a fight that wasn’t hers? Then she would 
toughen herself up, and steel her determination: wasn’t this what 
the Prophets did? To represent the little people until they rose to 
fight the force that had enslaved them?

You have become their target. The words kept echoing in her 
mind.

15 Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the Earth Malaysia). 1990. Perjuangan 
Mempertahankan Hutan Sarawak (the fight to protect Sarawak’s forests). World Rain Forest 
Movement. Pulau Pinang, pages 184-185.
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Anyss walked leisurely until she reached the man-made island 
at 11.40. Thankfully, the weather was not very cold, although it 
was foggy, and the fog was hiding the beautiful scenery behind 
a curtain of mist. Anyss knew that a first more significant 
workshop had taken place. She had read somewhere that it 
had gathered more than a hundred participants. It was held 
in the courtyard of a church in Marudi. On the first day, the 
participants had listened to many heartbreaking stories from 
several communities. This included the Kayans from Uma 
Bawang; the Kayans from Long Pilah; the Berawan community 
from Batu Belah Kiri; the Penan community from Long Kubok; 
the Iban community from Gudang; and the Penan communities 
from Long Kawi, Long Dumin, Long Late and Tinjar. She 
still remembered the main resolutions of the first workshop, 
although she could not remember everything.

‘Representatives from each community explained to the 
workshop the problems that they faced due to logging. The 
most common issues were the following:

a) Cutting down the trees on their land had caused the loss 
of  plants needed for food and other uses;

b) Land erosion caused by logging damaged their nearby 
fields;

c) The wildlife needed for food and other uses had 
disappeared from their land;

d) Obvious pollution caused by logging occurred in the 
rivers as a consequence of  stilting and the use of  chemicals, 
affecting their source of  drinking water which was also 
needed for bathing, washing clothes, etc.
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e) As a result of  the harm done to their basic resources and 
to the ecology, the communities faced more problems of  
food shortages as well as health problems such as diarrhea, 
vomiting, and a rising child mortality rate.16

The participants then discussed the causes of their problems. 
The root cause was logging and related activities. They agreed 
that the main problem was the weaknesses and loopholes of 
government policies that relied on customary land laws. The 
native people should have full control of the forest and the land 
around their settlements.

Anyss knew that the workshop had been organized in order to 
discuss the measures that were needed to prevent the problems 
from reoccurring. She was also aware that the natives had all 
come together to make a historical declaration.

‘Their resolutions were the following:

a) The state government should acknowledge the natives’ 
rights on their land as stated in the state laws;

b) The government should conduct an operation to mark the 
boundaries of  the land owned by the various communities 
in order to avoid any confusion among the natives;

c) The natives refuse to be removed from the jungle and 
their ancestors’ land to join community schemes;

d) The natives wish to take part in development, but for 
them, development must be in their best interest and not at 
their expense. In this context, they define development as 
follows:

16 Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the Earth Malaysia). 1990. Perjuangan 
Mempertahankan Hutan Sarawak (the fight to protect Sarawak’s forests). World Rain Forest 
Movement. Pulau Pinang, page 174.
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 (i) acknowledging their rights on their land;

 (ii) stopping logging on their land and their forest;

 (iii) providing a clean water supply, proper health   
       facilities and better education for their children.’

The compact summary was written as a declaration which 
was affixed with the thumbprints and signatures of sixty-one 
representatives of the native people. The full resolutions of the 
first workshop on Indigenous rights held in Marudi in July 1987 
were as follows:

‘Resolutions and demands from the First Native Workshop 
held in Marudi, Baram area, Sarawak, on 15-16 July 1987.

We have been living on this land for many generations. 
During the Brooke administration, the government decided 
that we should determine our own land boundaries. These 
boundaries still exist nowadays. The law recognizes the 
rights of  our villages over the land and the forest that 
we use. But the truth of  the situation nowadays is that 
our rights are no longer recognized because logging 
companies have been given licences to cut down our 
trees. Despite protests lodged with the logging companies 
and the government, our trees are still being cut down. 
Our forests have almost disappeared, our rivers are muddy 
and polluted, and our farming activities are also affected.

For these reasons, we ask the Sarawak state government to 
reinstate our rights over jungle settlements and customary 
land. We ask the government to organize an operation 
to visit every longhouse in Sarawak to negotiate with the 
Dayaks and to determine the boundaries of  the forest and 
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customary land of  each village. The boundaries for the 
Penan tribes who do not live in longhouses must also be 
determined.

The customary land and forest thus determined must 
be recognized as the property of  the Dayaks. Complete 
maps must be drawn to show the various boundaries. 
Our own tribes must have the irrevocable right to use 
our land and our jungle according to our own methods to 
preserve the environment and our natural resources.

The committee in charge of  determining the land boundaries 
should comprise renowned researchers and anthropologists 
as well as officials knowledgeable about customary law and 
matters pertaining to our land.

Lately, some parties have suggested that a solution to our 
problems is through resettlement schemes. We disagree with 
this suggestion. It is meant to remove us from our land so 
that the logging companies can cut down all our remaining 
trees, which will destroy the entire jungle and our land. For 
this reason, we strongly protest against this scheme which 
is meant for the purpose of  moving us away from our land. 
This resettlement scheme is a negation of  our rights over 
our own land.

Other parties have also claimed that we oppose development 
by refusing to leave our land and our forest. This type of  
statement gives a wrong idea of  our opinion. Development 
does not mean taking away/stealing our land.

That is not development but theft of  our land, our rights 
and our cultural identity.
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For us, development means:

a) The recognition of  our rights over our land as practiced 
by all the Dayak people.

b) Ceasing logging on our land and our forest so that we can 
live there.

c) Ensuring the provision of  clean water, proper health 
facilities and a better education for our children. 

This is the type of  development that we want. Why are we 
not getting it?

We have seen in newspaper reports and government 
statements that the problem involving logging and our land 
is referred to as the ‘Penan problem’.

It is indeed true that the Penans are suffering due to logging 
because they live in the forest. But all the other native tribes 
are also involved. This problem is a common problem for 
the Iban, Kenyah, Kelabit, Kayan, Lun Bawang, Murut, 
Berawan tribes as well as others. In fact, this problem affects 
at least half  a million natives in Sarawak. The government 
must settle this big problem, and not just imagine to be 
settling it by giving money and welfare to the Penans only.

It is essential that the government recognizes the rights of  
all the Dayaks on their land.

Some parties claim that our obstructions are legally wrong. 
However, we wish to affirm that we are only defending our 
rights on our own land. The law allows citizens to defend 
their possessions. 
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Until the issue of  our rights over our land is resolved by the 
government and the courts, we ask the police to stop siding 
with the logging companies. We know that the duty of  the 
police is to look after the weak and the oppressed. We plead 
for the police not to arrest us, the Dayak people, who are 
looking after our land and our forest in a peaceful manner.

In order to further confuse the public, many politicians have 
said that our actions are controlled by outsiders, foreigners 
and certain politicians. This is not true. This type of  
accusation insults our intelligence and our ability to think 
and act for ourselves.

Our actions and our requests are derived from the problems 
caused by logging. These problems have become unbearable 
since the last few years, to the point that we have been 
forced to take action. However, we welcome and accept any 
support given by our friends, including lawyers who wish to 
provide legal assistance to us, Sahabat Alam Malaysia and 
other social groups, journalists, government officials and 
ministers who have promised to help us.17

After walking around the man-made lake for a long time, Anyss 
returned to the main entrance gate to the palace. Her stomach 
was growling. Ping understood and brought her to a Muslim 
restaurant. It was not far, only about 5 to 10 minutes from the 
‘harmony garden’ of the Summer Palace.After eating, Ping 
brought Anyss to a mosque in Madian to perform her prayers. 
According to Ping, the mosque was 400 to 500 years old; Madian 
meant ‘horse market’. The mosque was built for the descendants 
of the Muslim Mongolians. Anyss donated 100 yuan to the 
17 Sahabat Alam Malaysia (Friends of the Earth Malaysia). 1990. Perjuangan 

Mempertahankan Hutan Sarawak (the fight to protect Sarawak’s forests). World Rain Forest 
Movement. Pulau Pinang, pages 175-183.
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mosque, performed her prayers and took photographs. The 
mosque had a beautiful abattoir, built in antique architectural 
style.

Outside the mosque, Anyss bought half a kilogram of walnuts in 
sugar for 30 yuan. She gave some to Ping and the driver, whose 
name she did not know. The driver looked wary and he muttered 
something in Mandarin. Ping translated: “He says he doesn’t like 
walnuts.”

Anyss acquiesced with a nod. 

As evening came again, Ping brought Anyss to the Red Theatre 
at 44 Xing Fu Da Jie in the Chongwen district of Beijing to watch 
The Legend of Kung Fu. The play about the legend of the Shaolin 
temple in Northern China was an extraordinary performance. It 
was truly spectacular. There were seven acts linked together by 
kung fu. The protagonist was Chun Yi. Anyss had never watched 
such a performance; she was amazed.  The kung fu was linked 
to a narrative. The music was embellished by dancers, acrobats, 
kung fu, which were all beautifully linked together, while the 
lighting, audio and dance effects were all perfect. The handsome 
actors were on cue, and the rapidity of the Chinese martial art 
was rendered well.

Afterwards, Anyss was driven back to her hotel. She performed 
her prayers as soon as she arrived. Then she tried to sleep, but she 
had too many things on her mind. The words you have become 
their target kept haunting her. She looked at the clock, it was not 
even ten o’clock. She made the decision to get dressed: she put 
on her bra, chose suitable clothes, wrapped her head with a thin 
scarf that had been given to her by Mustaqim, and went out. She 
wanted to see where her feet would take her.
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She chose Liulichang road. She walked from the front of 
Baojinzhai, turned left into Liulichang Dongjie. There was 
a row of food stands resembling a large night market on the 
escarpment. The smell of strange food made her sneeze several 
times. She passed Hongguangge and on the right, the junction 
leading to Baoguzhai and Ruichengzhai. There were neatly 
aligned stores selling some sort of souvenirs. The loud voices 
of people arguing rose in the night. Anyss stayed on the same 
road until she passed Huaiyin Shanfang. There was a shop selling 
women’s clothing. She was tempted to go in but she thought that 
she had only one suitcase and that she had not come to Beijing 
to shop, so she changed her mind. She thought that she saw the 
potbellied taxi driver. She tried to find him again in the crowd 
but the crowd was too dense at the junction in front of Ziyuxuan. 
Then, just like a flash of lightning, she saw him again, this time 
with a woman. Where had she seen that woman before? It was 
only later, when she was being attacked by Ping, that she knew 
for sure: that was the woman who had been speaking with a loud 
voice and had oken her up a few nights before. 

Anyss decided to forget about this. Perhaps the driver was out 
looking for dinner before going back home to wherever he lived. 
But where had she seen the woman who was with him? At the 
crossroads, Anyss hesitated whether to take the road on the right 
which led to Beijing Anhui Sibaotang or not. If she got lost, she 
could just come back to the main road, walk straight towards 
Hongbaotang and take the same curve to return to the hotel. She 
finally chose that way, while looking at the many goods for sale. 
Nothing attracted her attention. In fact, everything seemed fake 
and insignificant.

Anyss finally felt tired. She went back to her hotel, and as soon as 
she reached her room, she let herself drop on the bed. Without 
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having to force herself, she was soon fast asleep. She was at the 
Great Wall near Badaling. She saw herself hurrying through 
the northern gate. She dashed towards the north in direction of 
tower 4 to climb the hill. She saw herself getting out of breath 
while climbing tower 8. Then she went down the steep slope, 
walked again, went down, and finally climbed several thousand 
steps to Dr Zhan Tianyou point. She then took a train at the 
Qinglongqiao station to return to Beijing. She travelled for 58 
kilometres. In the train, her carriage was full of sago, and all the 
passengers were Penan natives.

The image became blurry and finally disappeared. She was 
now all alone, crossing the lane in front of China’s Museum of 
Technological Science. On the main Beisanhuan Zhonglu road, 
she saw herself lost in Madian Qiao, saw the Xihuang temple but 
was lost again in front of Renginghu Garden. She heard voices 
calling to her, that tried to outdo one another; Dong! Some 
protested, asking her to go another way. They were shouting Nan! 
Other voices were calling to her to choose Xi. Then there was a 
cacophony of voices urging her to go north, shouting Bei many 
times. She had a quick vision of a group of men wearing loin-
cloths and holding blowpipes looking at her with sympathy. She 
wanted to follow them but their image faded and disappeared.

Anyss was back in the train. She was in Beijing’s main station, 
going in direction of Chongwenmen Dong Avenue across the 
Guangqumen Bridge. She took the large highway that went to 
the Guangming Bridge. From there she turned right then right 
again at the first junction and saw the magnificent Red Theatre 
after a few blocks. Suddenly, Anyss was in the front row. She saw 
a strange performance. All the actors were exposing their bare 
breasts, including three women.
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Then, Anyss was shocked; she watched a dreadful and 
suspenseful episode. A group of men armed with guns came out 
from both sides of the stage. They surrounded the three women 
who screamed to get attention. The men were naked, as if ready 
for a celebration. They each owned a spiky tree trunk, and the 
women were surrounded and stripped naked. One after the 
other, they expressed their joy. The first woman was stepped on 
and beaten. She cried, pleading for the men to stop hurting her. 
The theatre audience clapped their hands to encourage the men. 
Then the men stuffed the woman’s underwear into her mouth to 
keep her quiet. Only her tears were still asking for mercy. Next, 
it was the second woman’s turn. Several of the men pulled down 
her garment. She was like a pathetic fish, naked, rolling on the 
stage in distress. And one after the other, the men crushed her 
under their weight, poked and pulled the flesh of her buttocks 
so they could abuse her without difficulty. The third woman, 
understanding her fate, chose not to fight. She let her garment 
drop to the floor and let the men take their pleasure. She seemed 
resigned, as if fighting had no use.

Anyss jolted when the first woman who was lying on the right of 
the stage cried and called her name repeatedly.

She woke up suddenly, with sweat rolling down the back of her 
neck, her armpits and between her thighs. This time, she really 
felt like a target. She was hot. She could feel the heat of the air. 
Then she said Allah’s name several times. It was just a nightmare, 
brought about by exhaustion. Anyss remembered that she had 
turned the air conditioner off before lying down on the bed. She 
turned the device back on. A stream of cool air rushed into the 
room.
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She got up, washed her face, and took out two packets of walnuts 
and cashew nuts from the hotel fridge. She drank some mineral 
water. She put a few cashew nuts at once in her mouth. She was 
actually quite hungry. Anyss turned on her laptop. She did not 
know what to look at. She wanted to check her email but she 
changed her mind. There would be countless bad news from 
home. She opened a folder entitled “Scanned media materials”. 
She clicked on the file named “Translation of the article published 
in The Star of 18 June 1987”. She started reading while chewing 
on the nuts:

Natives plead for their rights to be recognized

The visit by twelve chiefs and representatives of  the native 
people of  Sarawak to Kuala Lumpur to get assistance in 
order to settle the problem of  the rights to their land has 
drawn the attention of  the public. Their plea has touched 
the people of  the Malay Peninsula who were not aware of  
their situation. By: Khor Kok Peng.

Their stories have touched the feelings of  everyone who 
has heard them. Juwin Lehan, 42, an old man from a Penan 
village in Baram, has told the story of  his family and his 
community for several generations and how logging has 
destroyed the natural resources and the wild animals that 
they need to survive.

Janging Tambilong, 50, a Kelabit from Limbang also told a 
forum why they had to come to Kuala Lumpur for the first 
time in their life, to plead for protection for their family. 
When he was talking about his wife and children and he was 
wondering whether they had had any food to eat since he 
had left them to come to Kuala Lumpur, his voice broke and 
he had to stop himself  from crying.
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These natives do not only represent their own villages but 
also the hundreds of  indigenous communities who live deep 
in the forest in Sarawak. For hundreds of  years, they have 
lived an easy life, depending on resources from the forest. 
But since five or seven years ago, their life has become 
difficult due to trespassing logging companies which have 
cut down the trees in the forest and caused soil erosion and 
the pollution of  the rivers.

Unlike villagers and land-owners in the Peninsula, they do 
not have proof  of  ownership of  their land. According to 
Sarawak’s land laws, they have been given customary rights 
over the land and the forest where they live, and strangers 
cannot take over their territory.

Unfortunately, this law has weaknesses. For instance, the 
state government can take this land. A settlement official 
from the Land and Survey Department only needs to issue 
a settlement order to abolish the natives’ rights on that land 
(according to section 94 of  the Land Ordinance). Under 
section 5 of  the same law, the Interior Minister can also 
revoke customary rights on any plot of  land in the state.

Notices of  abolition of  rights are published in the Sarawak 
government gazette and if  no objection is received within a 
certain time (6 weeks if  the order was issued by a Minister), 
this land is taken over by the state government. It can then 
be used for any purpose, whether for the benefit of  the 
community or given to certain individuals.

Suddenly, the natives will discover that a logging company 
has been given a licence to cut down their trees. That 
company will then build a road to connect the remote jungle 
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area with a river, and this road will perhaps cross the natives’ 
farming lands and forest.

Protests made with the logging companies have remained 
unheeded. They have expressed their problems in letters 
sent to the District Officer, the Forestry Department and 
the Chief  Minister. No answer was received from anyone. 
So, they built human barricades and blockades on the roads 
that cross their lands.

They have succeeded in paralyzing the logging activities in 
the Baram and Limbang areas.

With the help of  Sahabat Alam Malaysia, they have come 
to Kuala Lumpur to present their case to the Federal 
Government and the people of  West Malaysia. Their case is 
simple: “This is our land. We have the right to own it. Stop 
logging in the places where we live.”

Their request is reasonable and most people can understand 
and agree with their standpoint, especially farmers and 
people whose life depends on land. But owners of  timber 
companies and their elite partners will object: “How can 
we let these natives continue to live according to their way 
of  life in the forest when we need timber to develop the 
country’s economy?”

This is an unjust and uneconomical defence. They have 
destroyed the jungle in Sarawak. The rich tropical forests 
have been turned into parched soil that cannot be used by 
the people who live in those areas.

These resources are not supposed to be reserved for traders 
and timber tycoons only. Products of  the timber industry 
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only profit a very small group of  people, namely the timber 
tycoons and the politicians who own thousands of  hectares 
of  logging concessions.

Furthermore, the state’s income and the jobs offered in this 
sector are only short term. Thirty per cent of  the forests 
in Sarawak have been cut down and sixty per cent of  them 
have been given as concessions. In a few years, the forests 
will have disappeared, and the state’s revenue as well as the 
job opportunities will disappear with them.

For the time being, thousands of  people who depend on the 
forest will also lose their livelihood.

What is happening in Sarawak is a conflict between traders 
and politicians who want to profit from logging on the one 
hand, and the natives who want to continue to make a living 
from the forest.

These traders only want to make a lot of  profit in the 
shortest time without a care for the welfare of  the natives 
and the condition of  natural resources in the long run. 
Unfortunately, politicians also side with traders because they 
own the logging concessions.

We must put a stop to the use of  the forest’s resources for 
the benefit of  a small group of  people and for a short-term 
profit which has already destroyed the forest. The forest 
must be seen as a place which thousands of  people depend 
on for their existence.

The natives’ total dependency on the forest’s resources is 
completely ignored by politicians and policy-makers who are 
blinded by their own self-interest.
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Those who depend on natural resources for their existence 
must be allowed to use them without being threatened by 
outsiders who unjustly take over their rights, abetted by one-
sided laws. It is only when these principles are upheld that 
social justice and the lives of  the natives will be guaranteed.

The life crisis of  the Sarawak natives encompasses the issues 
of  the protection of  the environment, the economy, social 
justice, human rights and the constitutional rights of  a large 
part of  the Malaysian population.

Because public awareness of  these issues have increased, 
firm measures must be taken. All logging activities must 
cease and the logging licences which have been issued must 
be cancelled.

The natives’ rights over their land and their forest must 
be recognized and the land laws must be amended so that 
these rights cannot be abolished by anyone. Their choice 
to maintain their way of  living and their customs must be 
respected by the country’s policy-makers, and they must not 
be regarded as outdated and in need of  modernization. 

As an old Penan man, Juwin Lehan, said: “Don’t 
misunderstand, we do not reject development; we want 
development, who doesn’t? But development doesn’t mean 
that the logging companies can trespass on our land. That 
kind of  development, we don’t want!”

“First of  all, we want our rights on the land that we have 
been living on for generations to be recognized. We want 
to continue to stay on our land and use it without being 
disturbed.”
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“Then we want development, in the form of  schools for our 
children, and clinics to get healthcare; we want to improve 
the condition of  education and health. All this can only be 
achieved when logging stops and our rights on our lands are 
recognized.18 

A target. Anyss felt mentally exhausted. She drank some water 
from her bottle, chewed some salty cashew nuts and opened the 
audio file of her interview of Ratu Sago. Her raucous voice rose 
in the silence of the room. The interview had been conducted 
in Bario, in a Lutheran church that was giving shelter to several 
Penan rape victims:

Anyss: Why is your name Sago?

Ratu: It is a delicious food.

Anyss: Which type of sago is your favorite?

Ratu: The most common type is the uvud that we find on  hill 
slopes. But the iman sago is the sweetest one, and it is my 
favorite. The leseh is nice too, but it is hard to get sago 
flour from it. We cook sago flour with a little bit of water 
until it becomes sticky, then we wrap it in leaves, and we 
stuff it with pork meat. Then we roast it on a fire and we 
call this dish grumut.

Anyss: When you are sick, where do you get your medicine?

Sago: The government clinic gives us paracetamol. But we get 
worse. We prefer to use leaves from the forest: buhaw, 
sapungan, gatimang, bhut and batah… These are all 
medicinal plants for us. But now, they come and take 

18 The Star, 18 June 1987. Pages 42-44.
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our land. We are always sick, our water is dirty, and the 
medicinal plants are no longer there.

Anyss: When we die, where do we go?

Sago: To Mukun, the world of the dead… but not me, I’m not 
going there.

Anyss: Why?

Sago: I want to become a pennakoh.

Anyss: What’s that?

Sago: A ghost. I want to get revenge.

Anyss: When you make the human barricades, does the police     
   help you?

Sago: I piss on them. I piss, and they go away.

Anyss: Are you angry?

Sago: The loggers disturbed me.

Anyss: Disturbed?

Anyss turned off the recording. She became angry every time 
she listened to that part. Ratu Sago told her how four men from 
the logging camp followed her when she was coming back from 
looking for sago. She ran. They ran after her. She fell down, her 
foot stuck in an ant-hill. One of them grabbed her. Two of the 
men pinned her arms down. Another held her feet. The fourth 
one dropped his trousers and thrust his penis into her several 
times before ejaculating. The foul-smelling liquid dripped down 



76

How Anyss Went To Heaven

her thighs when she was being stripped naked and her feet and 
hands tied up. Ratu Sago still remembered. In the bushes, she 
was raped. She still remembered the basket of iman sago that 
she had picked, scattered on the ground. She was raped next to 
her basket of sago. She sobbed. She asked the God of the whole 
universe to send someone to save her from the pain. She could 
only shout oh savior many times. She did not know who would 
come to save her. Then she was dragged to a pile of meranti logs. 
There, several other men took advantage of her. She was tied up 
in a tent for three days. Without food or water, she was abused 
the whole time. She was raped repeatedly. When she had no 
more strength, her body was thrown into a boat and pushed into 
the Melinau river. At that moment, a hornbill perched in a teak 
tree was watching her. Ratu Sago knew that the soul of a dead 
person had come to visit. And since then she had made up her 
mind to curse all the evil loggers and authorities. She wanted to 
become a pennakoh, and she would hunt them down.

Anyss still remembered Ratu Sago’s last words in the interview 
that she had recorded secretly: My vagina is torn. My vagina 
hurts. Such words were shocking. But the Penan women were 
being raped, and the whole country refused to hear about it. 
No one was speaking up for them. The whole world was deaf. 
During the Universal Periodic Review at the United Nations in 
Geneva, the claims that she had made were easily refuted: There 
was no proof. Therefore, she had decided to go there again. She 
had decided to collect proof and expose it at the next lobbying 
session at the end of the year.

“Why do Malaysians think that helping Palestine will bring them 
closer to paradise, while the Penans are being victimized in their 
own backyard?” Mustaqim had once asked her.
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“Yes, donating money and looking out for Gaza will bring you to 
paradise. The Penans? They are indigenous people, pagans, they 
don’t count. Is it possible that God will not ask us why we didn’t 
do anything to help them?”, Anyss had agreed with Mustaqim’s 
gripe.

Anyss wrote a short report, about the organized rape of the 
Penan women, which was published in Times magazine. “My 
vagina is torn. My vagina hurts.” She included these words in 
her Times article, and they were picked up in the harsh title 
– “Penan Women: Torn Vagina. Suffering From Pain.” She 
instantly became the focus of attention. The local mass media 
passed judgment on her instantly. Everything went very fast. 
Her organization was promptly condemned by concerned 
parties. It was accused of receiving foreign funds. Shortly after, 
her office in Seremban was broken into. Her five academic 
books were banned. According to the Minister of Home Affairs, 
“this professor is evil”. Very quickly the ultra-nationalist body 
urged the authorities to treat her like Harrison Ngau, who was 
the Kayan representative for Sahabat Alam Malaysia. Anyss felt 
threatened. She was just a university linguist-anthropologist. She 
liked to collect data and study native languages that were fast 
disappearing. Her brief experience with the Penans had made her 
feel sorry for them. Then, without meaning to, she had become 
a human rights activist. She thought, Prophet Muhammad who 
was the guide for Muslims was sent to improve people’s morals, 
and to teach them about the true religion based on one God that 
would free them. Yet, people were not free. The vast majority of 
people were still shackled and enslaved by a small number of 
individuals in power.

A target. She had become an easy target.
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She knew about the other targets before her. On 5 July 1992, 
eight environmentalists had seized several boats used to tug 
timber and cranes in Sarawak. Their goal was not violence but to 
protest against logging. The logging industry was indeed a focus 
of interest for British environmentalists from the Rainforest 
Information Centre based in Australia. Most of the members of 
that organization were also members of Earth First.

The eight men were arrested, namely: 1. Anja Light from the 
Information Centre on Tropical Forests, Sweden; 2. Angie Zelter 
from Earth First Organization, United Kingdom; 3. Garsten 
Huettche from Robin Wood, Germany; 4. Jake Kreilick from 
Earth First, USA; 5. Deborah Witkin, an independent individual 
from the USA; 6. Ralf Schmitt from Robin Wood, Germany; and 
7. Nancy Rolfe from Earth First, Australia.

As far as Anyss knew, those eight activists had made a blockade 
on a ship carrying timber in Nantes, France; they had besieged 
the Bremen harbor in Germany, demonstrated at the meeting 
of the Group of 7 Industrialized Nations in London, and at 
the Embassy in The Hague and in London. Their actions were 
regarded as successful, and they continued until 7 October 
1992 which was later declared International Action Day for the 
Penans.

However, Anyss was not an outsider. She was not an 
environmentalist extremist either. She was just a woman who 
hated anyone who oppressed women. Moreover, the Penans 
were victims that nobody wanted to know about.

It all ran on a winding cause-and-effect trajectory. After all that 
had happened, she felt that she was being hunted and she was 
exhausted. Thus, everyone urged her to take a break and relax 
for a while.
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Anyss suddenly came back to the reality around her. She was in 
Beijing. Yes, still on a holiday. But her mind was not relaxing, 
and neither was her body. There was no holiday for her. She still 
felt that she was a target. Enemies were lurking. But who was her 
invisible enemy?

Anyss performed her dawn prayer, took a shower, and got ready. 
She wore light make-up. As usual, she had to be in the lobby 
at twenty past seven. Today, many roads would be closed in 
Beijing, so Ping would take her to a restaurant a bit further away 
for breakfast. He told her yesterday that it would take more than 
40 minutes. This was due to the session of the representatives’ 
assembly in Tian’anmen Square.

While waiting for Ping, Anyss looked at the tourism brochures 
placed on the registration counter of the hotel. The main 
brochure in English described Wanch Hua Fu which was located 
at the famous Donghuamen night market. It started east of 
Donganmen road until north of Chenguang road. In the night 
market, there were more than 60 stands selling over 100 types of 
sweets and snacks from all over China. Hua Fu was also found in 
Wangfujing Business Street. Perhaps later that night, if she was 
not too tired, she might go for a walk again, like the night before.

Anyss was brought to have breakfast in a restaurant that was 
used to catering to Malaysian tourists. According to Ping, it was 
called Sai La Ma. After eating, Anyss asked permission to go buy 
several boxes and small bags of tea to bring back to Malaysia as 
gifts. The shop selling tea was located across the road from the 
restaurant. She bought some lychee tea, Oo’long tea and tian qi 
flower tea.

For some reason, time was flying very fast. It felt like she had 
spent a long time having breakfast and buying tea. It was almost 
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time for the zohor prayer. She was brought once again to Madian 
and she immediately went in to pray. When she stepped foot 
in the prayer area after taking her ablutions, she remembered 
the nightmare of the night before. She still could not shake the 
bad feeling. She gave ten ringgits to an old woman, and another 
5 yuan to a younger one who was reading the Qur’an in the 
prayer area. Then Ping brought her to the Beijing zoo to see 
three pandas which rarely came out to see visitors and preferred 
to spend their time chewing bamboo. Anyss bought several 
souvenirs bearing pictures of pandas. After that, Ping brought 
her to a bazar between Yeushaw and the Kutai Royal Hotel, 
where she spent over forty minutes. She just followed the plans 
made by Ping.  She bought four t-shirts with the words Beijing, 
China printed on them, at 15 yuan each – for Mustaqim, Rosli 
the young man who worked for her organization in Seremban, 
Batul, and (perhaps) Ratu Sago. She bought another t-shirt for 
herself which said Beijing Olympics 2008, and which cost 20 
yuan. Finally she bought four cute stuffed panda bears for 40 
yuan.

The Penans were occupying her thoughts.

At the beginning, many had denied the rape of the Penan women. 
However, the media finally admitted that it had happened and 
they published a short story, which was insignificant. It was 
squeezed between news of the Permata kindergartens and the 
paparazzi chasing Justin Bieber. “Rape of Penan Women Did 
Occur’; ‘Sexual abuses against Penan women and girls by timber 
workers as reported by The Star last year did take place in the 
Baram district19”. The local media were appalling. 

19 http://thestar.com.my/new/story.asp?file=/2009/9/11/nation/4696153esec=nation
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The Penans’ lives were considered insignificant. Humanity was 
fast disappearing. The existing laws did not protect them well 
enough. Section 5(1) of the Sarawak land law which recognized 
the rights of the indigenous people as they stood on 1 January 
1958 was useless.

Today, if someone were to take a boat on the Tinjar River, he 
would see piles of timber on both sides of the river. Even the 
river itself would be covered with floating logs, waiting for a 
Japanese cargo ship to load it. On certain places on the banks, 
some of the timber had started to rot because it did not find any 
foreign buyer. It was considered low quality.

And thus our forest was destroyed.

A target.  Anyss had not closed her eyes yet; she saw Batul saying 
the word target. Then she saw her office, in a mess after the 
break-in. Finally, she saw the face of the driver of the rental car 
who made her feel so uncomfortable.

She fell asleep and was not disturbed by any nightmares that 
night.

It was soon a new day. Spring usually came early in Beijing. In 
China, it usually started on the 2nd or 3rd of April. So this was 
considered a late Spring this year. Anyss got up quickly at half 
past five, performed her prayers and showered. She was ready.

The first destination that morning was the Red Rose restaurant, 
located in the north of Beijing, for breakfast. After eating, their 
car passed by the Malaysian Embassy which was next to the 
Embassy of Israel. Ping took Anyss to Beijing Underground 
City, an underground bunker or tunnel built by Mao Tse Tong in 
1969 during the China-Soviet Union confrontation. According 
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to Ping, there were similar tunnels all over China, but Beijing 
had the largest number of them. Some were now open to 
tourists. And as expected, at the end of the tunnel, there were 
stands selling souvenirs. After wasting her time there, Anyss 
was brought to Judehuatian or Mat’am Islami restaurant to have 
lunch. She did not eat much. She almost did not touch her rice, 
as she was still full from breakfast. In the car, the driver kept 
glancing at Anyss in his side-mirror. Anyss did not pay him any 
attention, and instead she opened her notebook and read an old 
newspaper clipping:

Natives bring case against logging companies and 
Sarawak government to court.

BACKGROUND OF THE CASE

Plaintiff: the indigenous people of  Sarawak

Defendant: the state government and logging companies

In November 1988, two representatives from the Kayan 
tribe from Uma Bawang village filed a suit against Marabong 
Lumber (a logging contractor), Sarawak Plywood (holder 
of  a timber concession) and the Sarawak government. The 
Plaintiffs asked the Kuching High Court to declare that:

- They had the customary rights of  indigenous people on 
their land;

- Therefore, the Sarawak government could neither jeopardize 
nor take away any of  the native people’s customary rights.

- The declaration by the Sarawak government in 1951 which 
abolished the rights of  the native people was a legal disaster.
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- The Sarawak government is forbidden to issue any logging 
licence which may affect the plaintiffs’ rights.

- The logging licence issued by the Sarawak government to 
Sarawak Plywood is illegal and unconstitutional.

- Marabong Lumber is trespassing over the native people’s 
customary land.

The plaintiffs also requested an order to forbid timber 
companies from entering and trespassing over their land, 
and claimed compensation for all the damage done to their 
source of  income.

In August 1989 the defendants applied to dismiss the 
plaintiffs’ case. Their claim was as follows:

- The plaintiffs did not have a case against the defendants 
and the plaintiffs’ case was vexatious, irrelevant, troublesome 
and an abuse of  the court process.

- If  the plaintiffs wanted to challenge the 1951 Declaration 
made by the Sarawak government and the issuance of  
logging licences, they should have filed a suit within three 
years of  the said Declaration.  Therefore, the plaintiffs had 
exceeded the time set by the law, and they could no longer 
take action in 1988.

- Considering the fact that the plaintiffs did not take action 
right after the 1951 Declaration or the issuance of  the 
licences in 1976, they were barred from taking any action 
now as a result of  their tardiness and of  their tacit agreement 
(through their behaviour).
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The Kuching High Court heard lawyers for both the 
plaintiffs and the defendants.

The judge, Mr. Haider Mohd Nor, will give his decision on a 
date to be determined later.

If  the plaintiffs are successful, this case will proceed to a 
full trial. On the other hand, if  the defendants manage to 
have the case dismissed, the plaintiffs will have to stop their 
demands over their customary rights to the forest where 
they live.

The native people’s case.

Below are extracts of  the plea from the lawyer representing 
the indigenous people, Mr. G.S. Nijar, presented during the 
trial of  Uma Bawang.

What are native customary rights?

“This case involves an important issue regarding the rights of  
the indigenous people of  Sarawak, especially in establishing 
the contents and the extent of  these rights.

It is the understanding of  native customary rights that has 
created controversy in this state between the native people 
on the one hand and the loggers or holders of  logging 
licences on the other hand.

In this context, the most important issue is to clarify the 
contents of  native customary rights.

It is an undeniable fact that native people have customary 
rights. What the defendants are saying is that these native 
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customary rights only apply to the temuda land (occupied 
and cultivated areas and forest).

We say that these rights cover the cultivated and occupied 
land as well as the menoa land (which includes the temuda 
and the primary forest). It is not restricted to the temuda 
land but instead involves all the land that they use. This 
represents an essential issue.

Is there anything in the Sarawak Land law that does not 
include understanding about customary land rights covering 
menoa land?

The Land law itself, in section 5(2), stipulates that native 
customary rights can be acquired by:

 - cutting down trees in a virgin forest

 - planting fruit trees in the forest

 - occupying or cultivating land

 - using the land as funeral land or as a source of     
   food

 - using the land as a passage

 - any other method which is not illegal

What does ‘method which is not illegal’ mean? We refer 
to the methods used by the native people to practice their 
customs. In order to introduce this right we have to go to 
court to determine the customary right to the menoa as part 
of  the natives’ customary right.
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For this purpose, we must call the native chiefs from all 
the villages as well as those individuals who handle matters 
related to land such as District Officers and Settlement 
Officers who played an important role in studying customary 
rights in relation to land at the time of  occupation, and 
actually occupation officers as well.

Therefore, the issue is whether the right to the menoa land 
represents a real issue or fantasy.

If  we look at the history of  Sarawak’s administration and 
law, we will see that the concept of  menoa has existed for a 
long time.

We are talking here about the rights of  the community such 
as the rights on rivers, taking plants for food and medicine 
from the forest, and similar activities in the virgin forest. 
In our claim, we explain that due to the silting of  rivers as 
a result of  logging, we no longer have fish. If  you take the 
products from our forests and our medicine you transgress 
our rights. 

The native people are a fully self-sufficient community. 
The community’s customary rights are similar to the native 
customary rights that have been recognized in New Zealand, 
Australia, Canada and other countries.

It is clear that native customary rights do not concern 
just cultivated land but also the picking of  products from 
the forest without a commercial purpose. A circular from 
Sarawak’s administration recognizes this.

It is clear that the plaintiffs’ claims are far from unimportant. 
The native people have the right to bring their case to court 
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to ascertain their rights on the temuda and menoa land which 
were established on 1 January 1958 and were recognized by 
the law.

Are the natives’ customary rights taken away?

“Referring to Section 5(1) of  Sarawak’s land law which 
recognizes the rights of  native people as they appeared on 
the first day of  January 1958. The customary rights of  the 
native people from the village of  Uma Bawang were not in 
fact abolished.

Moreover, there is an assumption that the law does not intend 
to take away or abolish these rights. If  you are a person, you 
must have special laws to take away these rights.”

These limitations cannot be used for actions that are 
unconstitutional.

“The plaintiffs claim that the issuance of  a logging licence to 
Sarawak Plywood is unconstitutional because it contravenes 
item 13 of  the Federal Constitution (Item 13 states that 
there must not be any acquisition of  land without sufficient 
compensation). It also contravenes item 5 which states that 
an individual’s life can only be taken according to the law. We 
say that the right to live also includes the right to determine 
one’s own way of  life.

Licences are also given based on the law, including the 
Forest Ordinance. We declare that the laws and any actions 
taken under them which jeopardize the customary rights of  
native people are unconstitutional. Therefore, any action 
which violates the constitution cannot be affected by 
limitations (such as the time frame within which an action 
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must be taken). Thus, the court must take into account this 
constitutional matter as a right without referring to time.

In our case, where the native people depend on the forest 
to survive, they are denied of  the recognition that this 
constitutes a violation of  their constitutional rights. Is it fair 
to take away their rights through a declaration in the 1951 
government gazette?

They have the right to be present in court without being 
mistreated.

Is the issuance of  logging licences legal?

“What is written in our affidavit describes a shameful 
situation. What we condemn is nothing else than the issuance 
of  licences by the state government which in this context 
threatens the plaintiffs’ customary rights. We have already 
explained whom the licences are issued to. This includes the 
former Chief  Minister of  Sabah and relatives of  the current 
Chief  Minister of  Sarawak.

What is shameful? Our claim or the facts themselves?

By using the principles of  administrative law, we have the 
right to show the situation around the issuance of  licences. 
Therefore, it is not an insignificant claim.”

Our claim cannot be affected by tardiness or agreement.

“If  the native people did not know of  the existence of  a 
situation (the fact that the native customary rights had been 
abolished in 1951), tardiness in taking action cannot be held 
against them.
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They only knew their rights were threatened when loggers 
trespassed on their land in 1987. And from that moment on, 
they started to protest.

In any case, we declare that there is no agreement due to 
tardiness. The defendants claim otherwise.

All these facts are being questioned, and we thus need a trial 
in court to confirm them.

This case touches many issues and these issues must be 
settled in court. As such, the plaintiffs’ case cannot be 
dismissed at this early stage. 20”

After lunch, Anyss asked Ping directly to take her back to the 
hotel.

“Why Dr?”

“I just want to go back to my room.”

“We still have a few places to visit,” Ping insisted.

His face showed disappointment. The driver who was standing 
next to him also looked ill at ease. Would they lose money in the 
form of wages and tips?

“I want to go back to my room, I’m going back to Malaysia 
tomorrow,” Anyss said in a firm voice. “I’ve already reserved my 
ticket.”

Ping and the potbellied driver exchanged a look.

In the car on the way to the hotel, everyone was silent. Ping 
looked angry. The driver had a sour expression on his face, for 

20 Utusan Pengguna, May 1990, pages 164-165.
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some reason. Anyss did not pay attention to them. She marked 
an important paragraph in the book that she had been bringing 
everywhere with her:

“According to Bibi, besides being illiterate, she did not report the 
incident to the police because she did not know how to go about 
it. She did not tell her family who the rapist was either because 
she was scared. The people of her village often hitched rides in 
the logging company’s vehicles because there was no other mode 
of transportation21.”

She marked that paragraph with her pen. Obviously, ‘the Report 
from the National Level Action Committee to investigate the 
claims of sexual abuse of the Penan women in Sarawak’ presented 
cases of rape of Penan women. Although the report showed that 
the rapes had occurred because of ignorance, she still felt that 
what had happened to Ratu Sago ought to be told.

Anyss was lost in her thoughts. She wanted to go back early and 
sleep, if she could. She was planning to get up early, at 3.30, to 
get ready. She imagined that she would go down to the lobby at 
4.45 to check out. If Ping and the driver did not want to take her 
to the airport, she would take a taxi at around 5 to go to Capital 
airport. She knew that the trip took 40 minutes.

She also imagined that she would fill the customs declaration 
forms and perform her dawn prayer behind some columns. If 
she had finished checking in her few pieces of luggage by 6.30, 
she would go directly to the immigration counter. Of course, 
she remembered to fill in her exit form. The immigration officer 
would inspect her bag carefully, because it was different from 

21 Secretariat of the National Level Action Committee to investigate the claims of sexual abuse 
of the Penan women in Sarawak.  2008. Report from the National Level Action Committee 
to investigate the claims of sexual abuse of the Penan women in Sarawak. Department of 
Women’s affairs, Ministry of women, family and community development. Page 50.
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others. She saw herself the next day in seat 69A, by the window. 
Before the plane took off, she might take more notes to present 
in Geneva later. Anyss knew that the flight to Hong Kong would 
take 3 hours and 20 minutes, on flight CX 725. She would arrive 
at gate 65. She was expected to land at 12.35.

She would go to transfer gate W1, and go through security once 
more. This time, on the flight home, she would sit in seat 69E. 
The flight would take 3 hours and 20 minutes, and by 4 o’clock in 
the afternoon she would be in Malaysian air space. She expected 
Batul Khan to pick her up at KLIA around five. Oh yes, she 
needed to email Batul. Before the call for the maghrib prayer she 
could be in Seremban. After a rest, she could receive guests or go 
to her office for a while. Anyss took a different clipping, this time 
from Utusan Consumer of October 1989:

117 PENANS HELD IN JAIL

A total of  117 Penans and Kelabits have been arrested since 
two weeks ago and face charges of  building barricades on 
logging roads that cross over their land. At the time this 
report is written, they are all still being held in remand in Miri, 
Marudi and Limbang. According to reports, the condition 
of  the men and women thrown in the overcrowded jails is 
quite dismaying.

The barricades have multiplied quickly. Eight of  these were 
destroyed by police in the Baram and Limbang areas. But 
the natives still continued their protest in Baram and Belaga. 
They comprise hundreds of  men, women and children 
from 19 different Penan communities and eight Kenyan 
longhouses in Belaga.
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Their action is the last attempt of  the native people to show 
the increasingly horrendous situation they are suffering 
since the logging companies started working 24 hours a day 
in remote areas of  the jungle. According to the Penans, at 
this rate, their forest will have disappeared in only a year.

“Our trees are cut down, our source of  food is destroyed, 
the wildlife has disappeared, erosion is happening on a large 
scale, the rivers are polluted and fish is disappearing as well,” 
said Juwin Lehan, President of  the temporary committee of  
the Association of  Penan Indigenous people of  Sarawak. 
“Our situation is getting more difficult. All we are getting 
now are threats and unfulfilled promises.”

The arrests represent the only action taken by the government 
after the many pleas made by the native people asking for 
help because their life was threatened by the activities of  the 
logging companies. By arresting the native people, the police 
and the forestry officers have shown whose side they are on 
in this conflict.

Those arrests are not a solution, and there are totally unfair 
to the native people who have been suffering for years as a 
result of  the extensive logging carried out on their customary 
land,” said the President of  Sahabat Alam Malaysia, Mr. S.M. 
Mohd Idris.

This was the second group arrest for the Penan community 
in Sarawak. From December to January as many as 128 
native people were arrested for building barricades on 
logging roads. Some of  them were held in remand for a 
month before being released to appear in court later.
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National newspapers did not mention anything about the 
barricades or the second wave of  arrests, although these 
events had received wild publicity outside the state. We were 
even told that “our forests are safe”, as was printed recently 
in the NST newspaper.

In Sarawak, logging concessions are in the hands of  the 
ruling elite and all efforts to protect the forest are in vain.

Sustaining logging in Sarawak requires the cutting down of  
more than 6.5 million cubic metres of  timber per year. In 
1987, logging had already produced twice that amount.

Logging in hilly areas is done with heavy machinery which 
not only destroys almost half  of  the original layer of  soil 
but also makes it difficult for plants to grow back. The 
companies ignore the rule to rebuild the damaged slopes in 
order to prevent erosion, just as they disregard the rule to 
avoid cutting several species of  trees that are used by the 
native people.

Forestry officers in Sarawak spend all their time destroying 
the barricades built by the Penans. If  there is any political 
influence at all, it is not sufficient to monitor the logging 
activities taking place in the state.

‘HEAVY-HANDED’ ACTION BY THE POLICE

Several local people from Pekan Belaga who exposed their 
problems and gave information to the representatives of  
Sahabat Alam Malaysia were interrogated and manhandled 
by the police. They were told that if  they spoke or cooperated 
with anyone working for SAM, they would be arrested.
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“After such heavy-handed action by the police, we started 
losing people who used to give us information. If  we want 
to meet with them, it has to be done secretly,” they said.

However, the representatives from SAM are still received 
with open arms when they visit the native people who live 
in remote areas of  the forest. Hundreds of  natives tell them 
their problems caused by logging within the boundaries of  
their customary rights land. They have been suffering for a 
long time and they always welcome any help to settle their 
problems.

The first barricade in Belaga was erected in Long Geng in 
mid-September after native chiefs were kicked like footballs 
between the logging companies and a top-level government 
official in Kuching.

In Long Geng, there are more than 1000 Kenyah-Badeng 
natives who live in eight longhouses along the Keluan River. 

No less than three timber companies are operating within 
the boundaries of  the natives’ customary land, and claims for 
compensation for the damage done have fallen on deaf  ears. 
The companies are ready to discuss as long as the logging 
does not stop. When negotiations for compensation failed 
to reach an agreement, the companies asked the natives to 
get in touch with the Chief  Minister of  Sarawak in Kuching.

So representatives from Long Geng went to Kuching to 
meet the Chief  Minister. Unfortunately, the latter told them 
that he did not have the power to interfere to settle problems 
between the locals and the logging companies. Instead, he 
asked them to negotiate directly with the logging companies 
concerned. 
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Feeling disappointed with the Chief  Minister’s attitude and 
his refusal to settle their problem, upon their return from 
Kuching, the native people built barricades to affirm their 
position.

LOGGING IN SARAWAK IS WIDESPREAD

The forest in Sarawak is being destroyed at an appalling 
rate because loggers, worried about the possibility that the 
government might order logging to cease, are operating day 
and night.

According to reliable sources, as a result of  the large-scale 
protests mounted by native people in rural areas and the 
actions by international environmentalists, the authorities 
are now planning to reduce logging operations in Sarawak 
and Sabah.

This might include restrictions or a ban on the exportation 
of  timber or restrictions of  logging to specific varieties of  
trees or to trees of  a certain diameter only.

In July, the federal government banned the exportation of  
several types of  sawed wood in Peninsular Malaysia, where 
the ban on the exportation of  raw timber was enforced. 
However, Sarawak and Sabah still exported timber and this 
has actually caused the widespread cutting of  trees.

In Baram, Sarawak, logging now goes on for 24 hours a 
day in three shifts, which causes anger and distress among 
thousands of  natives. In less than a year, their forest will 
have completely disappeared.

The forest in Sabah has been almost totally destroyed. A 
study by FAO which was submitted to the state government 
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showed that the remaining trees in the forests that have been 
commercialized will be gone by the year 1995.

Reports from Japan state that imported timber from Sabah 
will decrease by half  before disappearing completely in the 
next few years. Sarawak plans to fill this void by increasing 
its exports to Japan from 5 to 10 million cubic metres.

According to the Japan Tropical Forest Action Network 
(JATAN), the Sarawak government has guaranteed that they 
can export ten million cubic metres to Japan each year for 
the next decade. “Japanese timber traders estimate that the 
timber from Sarawak will have disappeared within 7 to 8 
years,” said the director of  JATAN, Mr. Yoichi Kuroda.

Logging exploitations in Sarawak cause the destruction of  
hundreds of  communities due to damage to their farming 
land, erosion of  the soil, the destruction of  resources from 
the forest and the pollution of  rivers.

Within the last several weeks, groups of  native people 
have been planning to build new barricades to hinder the 
movements of  the lorries transporting timber. This includes 
the barricade built by the Iban tribe in Bintulu and the 
Penans near the Akar River.

Anger and frustration are felt among other native 
communities as well. Despite several protests, pleas and 
promises of  official action, their situation has become worse.

“We want a ban on all the logging in Sarawak so that the 
disputes between the natives and the loggers can be settled,” 
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said the representative of  Sahabat Alam Malaysia, Harrison 
Ngau.

“It will be difficult to convince the Sarawak state government 
to ban logging or the export of  timber, because almost all 
the forest in the state has been distributed to influential 
politicians, relatives and friends22.”

Anyss closed her notebook and put it away in her handbag. She 
looked out the window. There were none of the tall buildings 
that were the landmarks of Beijing. Outside, she could see 
nothing but leafless trees and stone houses that looked old and 
abandoned.

She became suspicious.

“Ping, where are we?”

“There is still a lot to see,” answered Ping who was sitting in front.

Anyss got angry: “Eh, don’t you understand?! I want to go back 
to the hotel. I am tired and I want to get ready for tomorrow.”

The driver stopped abruptly. The tires screeched on the tar. The 
car stopped on the side of the road. Anyss was projected forward 
and her head bumped into the front seat. Quick as lightning, 
Ping came out of the car and opened the door at the back. Before 
Anyss could do anything, Ping was already pressing his hand on 
her mouth and her nose; she only had time to see the potbellied 
driver’s eyes staring at her before everything went black.

22 Utusan Pengguna, October 1989. Pages 110-113.
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A word echoed in her ear before everything turned to darkness: 
target.

In the thick darkness that surrounded her, Anyss was visited by 
Ratu Sago, her low voice asking her politely: “Tei hinok kelok 
sebile ke?23”

Before Anyss had time to answer, Ratu Sago asked her another 
question: “Melakau tong tan aju, su ya?24”

Anyss was twisting, trying to fight. Her hands and feet were 
tied. She thrashed about vehemently. After pulling with all 
her strength, the ties on her hands and feet came undone. She 
jumped to her feet. She looked up. It was shady. There was 
luxurious green foliage. The wind was blowing in the leaves.

Anyss walked in the forest.  The melody of a pagang could be 
heard floating in the air. She knew that the music was guiding 
her to come out of the enveloping darkness.

Anyss followed a path which opened in front of her. The bushes, 
still wet with drops of rain, seemed to move away to allow her 
to walk. The pagang certainly belonged to Ratu Sago. She could 
imagine Ratu Sago twisting her head to the left then to the right 
as she enjoyed the strange melody. Anyss knew that if she met 
Ratu Sago, she would be safe, because the native woman had 
extraordinary skills with her spear smeared with poison. Any 
enemy would be killed instantly.

Anyss heard a soft voice calling from far away: “Redo dja-au, 
redo dja-au, redo dja-au, come…”

23 Where are you going, my friend?

24 Are you going far into the jungle?
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“Redo dja-au, you are almost here. You went far away, and you 
died.”

Anyss saw the keringon given by Ratu Sago in her hand. She 
remembered her whispering, a long time ago: 

“If you get in trouble, blow with your nose and call the keeper of 
time. The keeper of days. The keeper of every second. The keeper 
keeps it all. Together with God, the keeper rules the universe.”

Anyss had muttered: 

“I don’t know how to use this.”

“It doesn’t matter. The sound it makes is not important. The 
melody is not important at all. The important thing is that it calls 
the Savior.”

Ratu Sago’s voice seemed to be telling her what to do. Anyss took 
a few careful steps. There were birds and wildfowls flying low 
from tree to tree.

“Redo dja-au, you have kept your promise to tell the whole 
world.”

“Yes!” answered Anyss to the voice which was becoming clearer 
and nearer.

“You have kept your promise.”

Anyss replied sadly: “But I did not manage to finish.”

“You have accepted it, you will surely be praised and rewarded.”
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Anyss held the keringon tightly with both hands. She lifted the 
instrument to her nose and blew in it as strongly as she could. A 
melodious sound came out.

“Call him with the keringon that I gave you.”

The sound that was produced by blowing into the keringon was 
deep, plaintive and sad, like an eagle that soars high in the sky 
before floating motionless. The eagle lets the cold air envelop it 
and carry it. A soft melody was floating around her.

“Why, why did you do it, redo dja-au?”

Anyss arrived in front of Ratu Sago who was sitting graciously 
with both legs to one side under a tall meranti tree.

“Where did you go, Ratu?” sobbed Anyss.

Ratu Sago took Anyss in her arms.

“I am here. Shush…. I’m here…,” replied Ratu Sago as she 
hugged her tightly.

Ratu Sago was holding Anysss’ hand, smiling.

“You look more beautiful than before, Ratu,” said Anyss.

“You too, redo dja-au. Here we stay young and beautiful,” 
answered Ratu with a smile. “This forest is a paradise,” she added 
in a whisper.

“What is going to happen from here?”

Anyss followed Ratu Sago up a hill on top of which a very bright 
light was shining.
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Ratu smiled calmly: “This is not our business.”

Anyss took a moment before saying: “Why? I am sad, then, in 
this case.”

Ratu Sago pulled Anyss by one hand: “Come, there are beautiful 
women waiting for us over there. We shall be happy there, 
without anyone to interfere.”

“Without any loggers, you mean?” Anyss asked with glaring 
eyes.

Ratu Sago shook her head.

“What will happen after this, Ratu?” Anyss repeated her question.

“Do you really want to know, redo dja-au?”

Anyss looked at Ratu Sago’s sweet face, which was glowing with 
happiness.

“Come, let’s go a few steps up this hill. From there, we’ll be able 
to see what is happening at the bottom.”

They walked up the hill together with quick steps. Anyss could 
not wait.

They stopped at one level. They turned around to look at what 
they were leaving behind and below them. Anyss saw a muscly 
young man with a thin moustache blowing in a keringon in a way 
that touched her soul.

“Do you know him?”
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Anyss swallowed hard. Her heart was beating fast. Wasn’t that 
Mustaqim?

“He… he’s my son,” Anyss said as she burst into tears.

“See, the keringon is in his hands. He is the rightful owner now,” 
said Ratu Sago while putting one arm around Anyss’ shoulders.

“But he’s not strong enough, he doesn’t know how to do this!”

Ratu Sago pulled Anyss by the hand until they reached a higher 
level.

“He will learn. If you want, you can send him a message.”

Anyss stopped walking and let Ratu Sago’s hand go.

“Why?”

“Is it possible?”

“What, redo dja-au?”

“To send him a message?”

Anyss did not see any doubts or worries on Ratu’s face. No 
frowns. No trace of the fear that she had seen on her face after 
the medical treatment and counselling in Singapore a while ago.

“Why not? Tell him what you want, with truth, and with 
patience.”

Ratu Sago was gently caressing Anyss’ hand. Anyss remained 
silent. Lost for words.
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Anyss saw that Mustaqim was alone. He looked sad. He was a son 
facing a tragedy and grieving. He was a child crying. Mustaqim 
was grown-up, of course, but now that she was no longer there, 
he missed the love that she had given him.

“Speak,” Ratu Sago encouraged her. “Once we go higher up the 
hill, we shall only be able to see. If we absolutely need to, we can 
go down. But it rarely happens.”

Anyss breathed out. She looked up. The sky was bright blue. 
Clear. A pleasant royal blue hue. She would soon be joining 
beautiful women in the clouds.

A moment later, in a steady voice, Anyss said:

“Mustaqim, whatever you do, seek guidance. Do not flee. 
Remember that Allah said: ‘And We wanted to confer favour 
upon those who were oppressed in the land and make them 
leaders and make them inheritors.’ Grab this keringon of mine, 
Qim. Play the sacred song for safety when you need it.”

Down in the world, far away, she saw Mustaqim looking all 
around him. For a short time, he looked puzzled. He stood up 
and looked again. Soon afterwards, he clenched his fists, nodded 
and seemed to have found determination.

Anyss smiled happily.

“Come, let’s go up there.”

They walked together up the hill and slowly flew to the top of 
the sky, perching on the thin white clouds. A group of virtuous 
women was waiting for them.

And that is how Anyss went to heaven to be with them.
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CARROTS by Faisal Tehrani

(Translated by Zedeck Siew)

WHEN ustaz Idrus arrives in Bangi, Hashimah Shim is smitten. 
Ustaz Idrus’s hair is wavy, its waving lines a clamshell pattern. 
His eyes, little like a rabbit’s, are animal, magnetic – very black, 
very sharp in their staring. Hashimah often feels pierced by their 
naked gazing. Ustaz Idrus, with his wavy hair, moved to Bangi 
from Singapore. Hashimah’s stepmother says Singapore does not 
welcome Muslims.

“They are not very good people,” her stepmother pronounces. 
Hashimah Shim has no idea who “they” are. She has never been 
to Singapore; in all her twenty-two years she has only been 
to Kuala Lumpur four times. So she trusts her stepmother’s 
judgment.

“Ang Mo Kio. What kind of name is that for a place?”

Hashimah Shim nods again. She is certain in her stepmother’s 
certainty. After all, her stepmother’s name is Iman Binti Haji 
Yakin. On its own it is a name that inspires utmost confidence.

In Bangi town, Hashimah Shim waits tables at her stepmother’s 
coffee shop. Since her father’s passing from cancer, Hashimah 
has been her stepmother’s dutiful daughter. She used to call 
Iman “mother”. But a year or two after Bashar al-Assad becomes 
President of Syria – this is in 2002, or 2003 – Iman asks that 
Hashimah Shim call her “ummi”. It is more Islamic, says she. 
The Prophet Muhammad did not call his mother “mother”. 
Hashimah Shim wanted to enquire further. Hadn’t the Prophet 
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Muhammad lost his mother at a very young age? Did he really 
have the opportunity to call his mother “ummi”? But Hashimah 
has nobody to ask. Iman is all she has. She cannot remember her 
birthmother’s face. Her father had been a lorry driver, hauling 
biscuits. She does not know where the two of them first met. 
Her stepmother has always been her mother, as far as she can 
remember. 

The name of her stepmother’s coffee shop is Taqwa Coffee Shop. 
It used to be named Saadiah Coffee Shop, after a long-dead Malay 
film star. Then, one day, ustaz Haron Min stops by for a cup of 
coffee. He suggests that her stepmother change the name of her 
shop. “ ‘Saadiah Coffee Shop’, this sounds like idol worship,” he 
says. “As if we sit here groping in benighted ignorance.”

Hashimah Shim does not question the name Taqwa. Every day 
she is greeted by such nice, right names. Ustaz Haron Min says 
that it is right to use such names – they are like lights, guiding 
the people of Bangi. For example: the sundry shop Salam, selling 
“Hikmah”-brand yellow noodles; where “Barokah”-brand frozen 
curry puffs are also found; as well as keropok lekor sticks in in 
packaging emblazoned with the word “Jihad”. As far as Hashimah 
Shim remembers, the people of Kampung Bangi, Kampung 
Bahagia, Kampung Batu Lima, and Kampung Rinching – they 
have never questioned these words, these guiding lights, these 
visitations upon their communities.

Hashimah Shim’s stepmother tells her she must be a proper lady. 
She irons her shabby baju kurung – let it be stain-specked here 
and there, let it look musty – as long as it looks clean! Somebody 
who waits tables at a coffee shop must always practice good 
hygiene. And isn’t cleanliness is a part of godliness? Also: don’t 
be smelly! So Hashimah shaves her armpit hair twice monthly. It 
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is not because she is a hairy person – only that Iman tells her she 
must be neat. When she starts secondary school, her stepmother 
Iman tells her she should apply deodorant on her armpits.

“But don’t put powder, Shim, otherwise your armpits will 
become black.”

Hashimah Shim has curling black hair, not too lengthy. Her neck 
is just right. Her legs are long. She is lanky, like her father – but 
even with her height, her behind is well built. Her fingers are 
well tapered. She is not too fair-skinned, but frequent ablutions 
have given her a glowing complexion. Her stepmother only 
worries she might end up like Puteri Che Sulong, in the story of 
Raja Donan.

“What about Puteri Che Sulong, ummi?”

So Iman recites a pantun verse from that old epic:

“These spinach stalks are nice and healthy,

Now fry them all in oil and heat,

The Princess she is young and pretty,

Yet falls because of a blemished teat.”

The pantun shocks Hashimah Shim. “What must I do, ummi?”

“Lengthen your hijab, keep your looks safe.”

And from that day forward, Hashimah Shim wears a purdah.

Ustaz Idrus often comes to Taqwa Coffee Shop. When he does 
Hashimah Shim spies on him from the kitchen. The ustaz 
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always orders kopi tarik – “Less sugar!” While waiting for his 
nasi lemak, or his fried mee, she watches the ustaz munch on a 
carrot. Sometimes the carrot is short – halfway scraped, cracked 
off, and chewed. Sometimes the carrot is long and crunchy – still 
fresh.

Hashimah Shim hears the ustaz tell her stepmother about his 
habit, eating carrots. Carrots are rich in the Vitamins A and B. 
They help one’s body to maintain good eyesight. Good eyesight 
is essential, so that one might read the Quran every day. Carrots 
are also good for fighting cancer. They are well known to increase 
one’s immunities. Too bad Hashimah’s father hadn’t known all 
this! If only he had eaten carrots every day, like ustaz Idrus – he 
wouldn’t have been beset by tumours. Carrots are also full of 
beta-Carotene, alpha-Carotene, and lutein. These reduce the risk 
of heart disease. Most importantly, carrots are good for the skin. 
They are rich in Vitamin A and antioxidants, able to shield one 
from the harshness of the sun. This is why the ustaz’s skin is so 
clear and soft, unblemished by neither scar nor pimple; this is 
why he doesn’t look old at all.

Ustaz Idrus tells her stepmother: “Mak cik, my carrot is not only 
fresh and crunchy. It is also blessed by verses from the Holy 
Quran.”

“You are a hafiz?” Iman asks, amazed.

Ustaz Idrus nods. Listening in from a distance, Hashimah is 
floored. Later, she finds a half-eaten carrot, left on a saucer. 
She does not know whether Ustaz Idrus left his carrot there, on 
purpose. But her stepmother is sure. “How could such a pious 
man waste food like this? Wasting food is the devils’ work.”
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Her stepmother has no doubt: the abandoned carrot is a gift, 
a blessing – so they too might taste something imbued by the 
power of the Holy Quran. Her stepmother, being noble and self-
sacrificing, hands the half-eaten carrot to Hashimah Shim.

“This is manna, Mah, from a holy man. Eat it. Finish it. We too, 
will reap its virtue. You eat it, you will be enlightened, like him.”

Hashimah Shim consumes the half-eaten carrot. Afterwards, she 
sees ustaz Idrus often, in her dreams. She believes her dreams 
are visions, full of signs and wonders, not the devils’ idle fancies. 
In her dreams, ustaz Idrus is a fiery preacher, extolling the 
magnificence of a nation under Syariah. In such a country, those 
who fornicate will be whipped one hundred times, or stoned 
until dead. Apostates will be burnt alive. The lesbians and the 
gays, ustaz Idrus says, will be carried to the top of a high tower, 
thrown off, and their bodies smashed by their fall. Followers of 
deviant teachings? These must be roasted until a red colour, then 
their skin forcibly shed. Harlots? Beheaded by the roadside, a 
single sword-stroke for each head. All such punishments must 
be public, so all may learn their lesson. An Islamic state is a 
bulwark against dissolution, the ustaz says.

And yet, in other dreams, she sees fat carrot stalks burst from the 
ground, and thrust skywards, like Jack’s beanstalks in Westerner 
fairy tales. Out from the foliage, ustaz Idruz appears. Here, he is 
tender: he kisses and nibbles on her nape. He offers her a carrot. 
He runs the vegetable along her cheek, down her neck, and to 
and fro along her thigh, and traces the valley between her calves. 
Thankfully her legs are shut, and ustaz Idrus has no opportunity 
to insert his carrot in between them. His carrot merely kneads 
her shoulder and tickles her armpits. It dances on her lips – the 
upper lip, and then the lower. She cannot imagine him shoving 
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his carrot into her mouth. Surely she would retch and vomit. 
His carrot is large indeed. After such dreams Hashimah Shim 
wakes up and begs Allah for forgiveness. She prays prayers of 
repentance. To think of an ulama, an ustaz, so passionately – she 
is consumed with the shame of it.

Hashimah believes that the Islam taught by the Prophet 
Muhammad is the same Islam ustaz Idrus teaches. She believes 
people in Kuala Lumpur value material things and venerate 
money. Ustaz Idrus’s fervour – his drive for jihad – is very great. 
He was willing to move from Singapore to Malaysia, as the 
Prophet Muhammad and his followers moved from Mecca to 
Medina.

Hashimah Shim likes ustaz Idrus’s looks. He is a fair-skinned 
man. His moustache is always neatly trimmed. His beard is long, 
and full, and wiry; intentionally left ungroomed so it seems 
bigger. “Muslims must look fierce. They must look manly. The 
lion commands respect, because of its fearful mane.” The ustaz 
often wears robes that don’t quite reach the floor. She sees his 
Crocs and his uncovered calves. His leg-hair is thick there. 
Ustaz Idrus is a hairy man. Once, while serving him coffee, 
Hashimah Shim notices that the ustaz’s arms are strong and 
veiny: his fingers big, rough; the back of his hands carpeted by 
black hair. His chest is broad. It must be a hairy – and his chest 
hair must spread downwards, to his belly, where it meets hair 
growing up from below? The ustaz has a footballer’s buttocks: 
round and firm, like the bum of David Beckham. Sometimes 
the ustaz wears tight trousers, and on such occasions his hard 
glutes will show. Or – or the long shape of his private place. If she 
sees such things Hashimah quickly looks away. She begs Allah 
for forgiveness. She cannot fall to devilry while the ustaz fights 
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heresy. The ustaz does not like to wear underwear. The Prophet 
and his companions never wore underwear.

Ustaz Idrus’s voice is thick, like a coconut milk and syrup mix. 
She tastes its tones when he speaks. “He sounds like Hail Amir,” 
her stepmother says. Hashimah Shim does not know who Hail 
Amir is. A great ulama from an earlier age, probably, the author 
of many commentaries.

She likes listening to ustaz Idrus speak. It is never idle speech. 
In the mornings, people crowd the coffee shop’s tables, to listen 
to his lectures. They order nasi lemak or fried noodles, a glass of 
tea or cup of coffee – the ustaz pours his knowledge upon them, 
and they lap up all his wisdom. In his sweet, sweet voice, she 
hears him speak of Rububiyyah, and Uluhiyyah, and Asma wa 
Sifat. She hears him explain the concepts of tawassul, of syirik, 
of takfir.

Hashimah Shim is smitten with ustaz Idrus. What is love? She 
does not know. Can love be so one-sided?

Ustaz Idruz has never thought of her. This, Hashimah knows. She 
is uneducated. She does not know how to read or speak Arabic. 
It is the language of heaven – is Hashimah condemned to hell, 
because she only knows Malay? She does not know the hadiths 
of the Prophet by heart. She reads the Quran in fits and starts. 
One day, ustaz Idrus invites university students to sit with him 
in the shop. Their conservation is riveting. They quote the names 
of scholars and books, all in Arabic. Ibn Abi al-‘Izz al-Hanafi, 
Sharh al-Aqidah al-Tahawiyyah. Sulaiman bin Muhammad 
bin Abd al-Wahhab, Taysir al-‘Aziz al-Hamid fi Sharh Kitab al-
Tauhid. Solih bin Fauzan al-Fauzan, al-Irshad ila Sahih al-‘Itiqad 
wa al-Radd ‘ala Ahl al-Shirk wa al-Iljad. Muhammad bin Solih 
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al-Uthaimin, Sharh Kashf al-Shubhat. Ibn Taimiyyah, Qa’idah 
Jalilah fi al-Tawassul wa al-Wasilah. In Bandar Baru Bangi and 
Kajang, in his lectures, the ustaz references all these texts and 
personages. The students have smart faces. Many wear glasses. 
Their lips are red, even without smoking, and their bodies are fit.

One night, ustaz Idrus preaches at a mosque near Semenyih. 
On his way back he visits Taqwa Coffee Shop. Her stepmother 
offers him a plate of spicy fried noodles, free of charge. It is full of 
carrot slices. The shop is full of customers. They are all so taken 
by the ustaz. Some kiss his hand. Some embrace him, and kiss 
his sideburn-ed cheeks. The ustaz finishes eating. He sips hot 
coffee. There are many followers of deviant teachings, here in 
Bangi, he says. They must be dealt with! We cannot become like 
Singapore, where anything goes and all is permitted, in the name 
of freedom of religion. “Human rights! The greatest falsehood 
ever invented since the fall of Ottoman civilisation at the hands 
of Kamal Attaturk!”

People listen with their mouths hanging open.

The night draws on.

Hashimah Shim listens from a distance. She sits in the kitchen, 
at a table, behind the counter where her stepmother keeps the 
till. She faces pots and woks and ladles, hung from nails in the 
wooden wall. She wants to go closer, but she is shy. She has no 
learning, no right to sit out there with the others, to catch such 
pearls of insight. Hashimah Shim keeps her ears pricked, while 
pretending to read a book about the threat of Liberal Islam, and 
its conspiracy to lead the ummah astray.
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She nods in and out of consciousness. Again she sees the field of 
carrot stalks, bursting from the ground, growing wide, growing 
tall, thrusting up into the air, into the sky. Suddenly, out of 
nowhere, she realises ustaz Idrus is standing behind her. He is 
right there. Her face is uncovered; she has no time to put on her 
purdah. Ustaz Idrus is so close she hears his breathing: in, out, 
in, out. She catches the scent of his attar, sweet and sour. She feels 
his urgent touch on her shoulder. Instantly her breasts tighten 
and her nipples are erect. Her heart ticks fast in her chest, ready 
to explode into molten feeling. Ustaz Idrus whispers softly: 
“Come, let’s go.”

She can barely remember them leaving by the coffee shop’s 
back door. She can barely believe it. Did nobody notice? Maybe 
her stepmother will be looking for her. If she is dreaming she 
must beg Allah for forgiveness, many times over. And yet here 
is the ustaz, asking Hashimah Shim to take the handles of his 
motorcycle. He rides with her, behind her. He hugs her from 
behind. It is a tight embrace. He sticks to her. She feels his lips, 
his bristly beard nestling her neck. Her pulse is pounding. She 
cannot believe ustaz Idruz wanting her, in this way.

Maybe this is a dream. A devil’s trick.

The motorcycle speeds towards Kajang town. It rounds a bend, 
into a road that winds through darkness. On both sides thick 
forest rushes past. Sometimes the North-South Highway’s neon 
lights wash across their way. The motorcycle wobbles. Hashimah 
Shim feels something hard as they are bounced together. The 
ustaz whispers mischievously: “It is a carrot. Just a carrot, 
rubbing through my pocket.”
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The ustaz tells her to stop at Istana Puteri Bongsu, on the left 
side of the road, not far from the university campus. The palace 
grounds are dark. The sky is a muddled shadow. Not far from the 
ruined palace building, there is a shallow stream. Here there are 
carrot stalks, poking their heads out from the bank. Hashimah 
Shim notices this without blinking. They have not gotten off the 
motorcycle, but ustaz Idrus is on her already: his hands go into 
her baju kurung, they undo the hook they find there; now they 
are squeezing both her tits. Ustaz Idrus aims his mouth at hers. 
He is breathing raggedly. Hashimah Shim feels like fainting. She 
manages to hold on. She wants to stop him – to tell him not to 
do this. This is wrong, what they are doing. It is sin. But she is 
not strong.

The ustaz wants Hashimah Shim to undress. Isn’t this what she 
wants? 

Entreatingly, she murmurs: “Don’t, don’t, don’t ustaz.” Then, 
more earnestly: “It’s haram, haram.” And then: “I don’t want, 
I don’t want.” Then, in a bitter tone: “Please stop, please stop.” 
But the ustaz hears all this as little whimpers of pleasure. The 
whining of a poor orphan, who has never known the love of a 
father.

“You’ve wanted me, haven’t you? All this while you’ve been 
watching me. This is love … this is love.”

Hashimah Shim wants to struggle. She is too weak. She is frozen 
with fear. She begins to cry, and calls for her ummi. With rough 
hands ustaz Idrus plunders her. His face dips and his beard 
scrapes across her body. 

The ustaz’s oxytocin invades her.
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Hashimah Shim hears herself moaning, asking the ustaz to stop: 
please, stop. She feels crushed by his weight, and when he pushes 
into her – pain. There is a thrust. It hurts. A second thrust. It 
hurts, it hurts so much. She closes her eyes and tries to scream, 
but her voice sticks in her throat. She sees carrots dance on the 
surface of her retinas. Long and crunchy carrots. When she 
feels liquid sprinkle on her breast she sees the sky explode in 
fireworks. Who is playing with fireworks? The sprinkling sparks 
are very pretty. They assume carrot-like shapes. There – carrots, 
carrots, carrots, exploding in space, without a care.

Hashimah Shim stops groaning only after ustaz Idrus stops. He 
falls asleep while still on her.

Some time passes.

Afterwards, Hashimah Shim gets up. She sways and walks 
slowly. There is a burning in her crotch. Over and over she 
says to herself: “This is just a dream.” She smoothens her baju 
kurung. She finds her headscarf in the grass. Ustaz Idrus is still 
snoring. Does she have to wake the ustaz? She walks past the 
ruined Istana Puteri Bongsu, and there between the fruit trees 
the round pale moon is shining.

The clouds have floated off, and the night is clear, lit by calming 
moonlight. There are no more carrot shapes or sparking 
fireworks anywhere.

Hashimah Shim does not know what to do. She sobs and sniffles. 
She feels stained, unhygienic. The moon in the sky reminds her 
of her mother – not ummi, not her stepmother. Her real mother, 
her birth mother. It is the first time she sees her face, the first 
time she remembers. She sees her mother’s face appear on the 
moon’s surface. It wears a wistful expression.
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Filled with sadness.

Hashimah Shim is weeping now. Her tears are streaming. She 
weeps as she walks, with no direction. She does not know where 
to go. She tries to believe this is not a dream. This is no dream, 
this thing that has punctured her purity. She does not know 
where to go.

She does not know. She is truly an orphan, and she has nothing.

In her sorrow all she can say is: “I’m an orphan, I’m an orphan.”

*Carrots is one of many short stories written by Faisal Tehrani, or 
Mohd Faizal Musa.






