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INDEPENDENCE DAY 2003: 
CHILDREN USE DANCE TO ILLUSTRATE THEIR FREEDOM 
By David Booth
Dear friends

This months Newsletter is very special, documenting the historic events of the 16th and 17th of August 2003 in the remote village of Ban high in the barren hills of east Bali. Here, it is not just another Indonesian Independence Day commemorating the country’s freedom from colonization, as it was never really known or understood in this isolated region before our programmes started in 1999. It is instead a time chosen by the whole of the East Bali Poverty Project (EBPP) team and our children to celebrate their own personal freedoms: freedom from illiteracy, malnutrition, iodine deficiency and gloom – and the start of a new generation of self-sufficiency leading to the eventual elimination of abject poverty in this area. I report below primarily on the exciting events of the 16th of August,  a day that certainly opened a new chapter, not only in the lives of the six hamlets that benefit from EBPP’s programmes, but also in the whole community of over 2,000 families of Desa Ban. This Newsletter is dedicated to the children of Bunga, Cegi, Pengalusan and Manikaji and credited to the creativity, hard work and commitment of every member of East Bali Poverty Project’s staff. 
The eve of Indonesian Independence Day, 2003
On a windy, moonlit night, total amazement and glee were the expressions I saw in the soft glow of the generator lights on the faces of the huge audience of local children, fathers with infants on their shoulders, mothers with babes in arms, local youths, grandmas and granddads – many of whom had trekked over two hours to be there - when they saw the first group of 20 boys and girls walk proudly on the stage in complete Balinese costumes and make-up. 
[image: image2.jpg]f,
myASTY
Diiﬁﬁmnwum




These were the children from Bunga hamlet, ranging in age from eight to thirteen, who, only one week earlier were still grappling with the difficult body and finger movements necessary to represent the true Bali-Hindu expressions in dance. All were unrecognisable from the children we all knew from day-to-day: the boys with tops from their own ceremonial costumes, complemented by black sarongs wrapped with traditional kain poleng (black and white chequered material) and made-up with pencilled-in moustaches, eye liner and lipstick; the girls also wore their immaculate ceremonial dress, carried traditional Balinese dance fans and were transformed with make-up that had never been seen in the village before, highlighting their beautiful faces. They all glowed with self-assurance and pride whilst gradually accustoming their eyes to the two floodlights. Considering these children had never been in front of a crowd, and were performing for their first time ever after only one month’s practice, they oozed confidence and many were even giggling with excitement. It was clear that they knew they were giving an historic performance that would inspire the whole audience and certainly sow new seeds of hope and enthusiasm throughout the whole region.  It was apparent this evening would never be forgotten.  

On this simple stage, built by EBPP staff only one week before, from local bamboo and timber, in the centre of a dry river bed in the valley between Mounts Agung and Abang at almost one kilometre above sea level, history was made at 7pm on the 16th of August 2003. At least 400 people from the furthest reaches of this scattered village of over 70 square kilometres saw Balinese dance for the first time in their lives. Another first for their village was that never before had so many people gathered together from nine different hamlets and stood shoulder-to-shoulder with people they previously regarded as almost enemies! A new era was beginning that may finally see the nineteen individual communities of Desa Ban uniting as one – through the joy and harmony of their children. It made me realise once again that this village in mountainous East Bali, adopted by the East Bali Poverty Project since 1998, is truly the other side of Bali.  

The evening’s performances were opened by Semeng and Sade, two sixteen year old girls from the lower hamlets of Desa Ban, who East Bali Poverty Project have been sponsoring for secondary education since 1999 in a boarding school in Singaraja, north Bali. They performed a memorable version of the Puspan Jali dance, a traditional welcome dance. The next hour of the programme was sheer delight: seeing our children from the four hamlets give their very best in different sketches played to Balinese song and dance: amazing – and often very funny – performances, that were the highlight of the weekend and the opening of a new chapter in the sustainable development aspirations of the whole population of Desa Ban. 
The four different dance troupes that performed were all children of EBPP’s integrated education programmes in the hamlets of Bunga, Cegi, Pengalusan and Manikaji. None of these children or parents had ever seen Balinese dance before nor heard the amazing rhythms of traditional Balinese songs. But tonight, each group of children were seen as accomplished artists, performing 10-15 minute events, each with a different theme, designed to convey a message that they had chosen – not only for the audience, but also to thank to EBPP team and the Gods for their new-found freedoms. The most remarkable aspect of the children’s performances was their impeccable delivery of the songs and dance movements: bearing in mind all were totally illiterate 2-3 years ago and had never seen or heard Balinese dance before. They learnt in only 20 hours over a period of four weeks – a feat that I would normally only associate with professionals who had been performing their whole lives!
· Bunga children opened with a Balinese Janger dance demonstration, a dance originally created to portray the happiness of farmers and youth working together, planting seeds to provide food for many people. This was followed by a very cute jaranan (horse song and dance), with the three smallest boys hilariously trotting around the stage on cardboard cut-outs of horses: the laughter from the whole audience created such a congenial atmosphere – to filter through the ensuing events - that even the cold winds could not dampen;  
· The children of Pengalusan then demonstrated an exciting version of the well-known local genjek performance – usually attributed to small groups of youths, with vocal expressions accompanied by a simple bamboo stick providing the constant rhythm. Their theme however was very unique and totally special: their continuous chant was about succeeding through education, and getting a school certificate before marriage: not really surprising as they are the first generation ever in their hamlet to get formal education;
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Cegi children performed to a genjek style but with a very different and special theme: through their hand-clapping and simple Balinese dialogue, they were expressing their thanks to EBPP for helping them to go forward, as a unique way of showing their gratitude after more than three years of integrated education;  
· Manikaji children had yet a different theme and style, and more distinct costumes: they performed a combination of the Janger and Kecak dances based on the traditional Ramayana chapter depicting the war between Rama and Rahwana – good and evil – with emphasis on youth following the good, and banishing evil from their lives. They were so professional that it looked as though they had been performing for their whole lives! 

The evening’s programme was appropriately rounded off by EBPP’s Ms. Rosmara (Ros) Dewi, coordinator of our integrated education programmes and the inspiration behind this whole event, with the Taruna Jaya dance. In this dance, Ros acted the male character in traditional Balinese costume and custom. She chose this dance in order to illustrate to the community the stronger eye and hand movements that are customary for Balinese male dances.    
The ending of the dance performances opened a new door for the evening. It was cold: probably about 15ºC, yet the wind-chill made it seem like a frosty night. A row of simple tents, erected nearby for the children and parents to sleep in, did not interest many of the children. Yes, they were a little cold and tired, but they were still on the high of their evening performance buzz, so we built a camp fire. We weren’t surprised, and had previously bought over 30kg of potatoes for baking. You may all remember that potatoes were introduced to the children and their parents two years ago, but they had never realised how simple it was to just stick them in the fire embers. By ten-o-clock, when the first potatoes were pulled out of the fire, now with skins of charcoal, looks of confusion greeted me: “what do we do with them now?” young Ketut asked. I responded with a munch of the first potato skin: a new trend in potato cooking was launched. 

Before dawn broke on the 17th August 2003, almost 200 children were doing warm-ups and preparing to have their breakfast of bread and butter sandwiches, an apple and an orange. Although some had not slept more than a couple of hours the night before, the adrenalin was running higher than ever: today they would compete against their friends from the other programmes in six exciting sports events, and each was determined to be a winner. 

f course, they all knew they were winners before they started, whether they came first or last: they had each won the fight for literacy and good health through sheer determination and motivation – and a little help from their friends. 

On the 18th of August, I sent an SMS to almost 20 people which said “I was lucky to be the happiest and proudest person in the world on the 16th and 17th of August 2003”. 

To close, I must thank the following donors who supported this happy event: Bali Dynasty Resort, Janice Tierney, Sandra Tierney and Ibu Win, Sharon Greenman, Theresa Harris, Eliot Cohen and Reskiana Ramli
If you would like more information about The East Bali Poverty Project, or would like to make a donation, please call me on: (62) 0361 410071 or email: info@eastbalipovertyproject.org
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