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CULTURAL CONTRASTS

By Rachel Lovelock

The heat of the sun had not yet penetrated the rugged mountain valley, as the 4-wheel-drive vehicle bounced along the rough track towards the tiny village hamlets of Cegi and Pengalusan. Ahead of us the mighty volcano, Gunung Agung dominated the skyline, scraggy fields of meagre cassava crops lined the side of our route and the parched reddish brown earth was baked and cracked. We stopped at a water hole - a pool fed from a natural spring. But the flow of water had reduced to a mere five litres per minute, leaving precious little for the local people to collect and carry up the steep mountain slopes for drinking, cooking, and tending their animals. The rainy season had not yet arrived in this arid mountainous region of East Bali. Another few weeks and it will probably present a very different picture, but nevertheless an equally hostile one, as the currently longed-for rain will, as always, produce landslides and new hazards.  

It was 8am and I was with the staff of the East Bali Poverty Project (EBPP), a foundation that was established to help the remote villages of this region where, forgotten by time and progress, the people were living in unimaginable poverty. They have no electricity, no running water, and no toilets; they are isolated from the nearest health-centre and market and, until recently, had no hope of an education for most of the children. 

I had already been up for three hours and we had almost reached our destination. We had left the asphalt road and our own car behind us, and for the last 10 kilometres had been travelling in the EBPP’s Ford Ranger. The 4-wheel-drive vehicle was a donation to the project from the Standard Chartered Bank in Jakarta, and essential for negotiating the precipitous track, accessing the communities and assisting the villagers with the transportation of water, supplies and building materials. On previous visits I had been a passenger on the back of a Suzuki Trailbike and, at that time, the route leading into the village hamlets had been impassable. 

In the two years that I have been visiting these mountain villages, I have been amazed and overwhelmed by the changes that have taken place. Education projects for the previously malnourished children and their illiterate parents have transformed their lives. Just four years ago, no one was aware of the problems experienced by these 11,000 people, living in nineteen isolated hamlets, scattered over an area of ninety square kilometres. Lack of education in every aspect of their lives had affected their productivity, health and future; 95% of the population had never left their village. Now the children are receiving the schooling that they had never even dreamed of. They are not just learning to read and write, but are also being educated in health, nutrition, personal hygiene, sanitation, and the potential of their land through organic farming. Every one of the EBPP’s programmes is aimed at helping these people to help themselves. The children have learnt how to produce their own organic fertilizers from worms, and now grow, harvest and cook a huge range of nutritious vegetables that they had previously never even seen! Their parents have learnt how to use appropriate technology to build bamboo-cement water tanks to harvest precious rainwater from their roofs, and to cement-stabilise their roads. Tangible hope has now replaced the despair that dwelt in these people’s hearts. 

It had been four months since my previous visit, and the first change I noticed was at the water hole where we had stopped. As well as collecting their drinking water from here, the villagers use this place for bathing and washing their clothes. Previously, the excess water used to accumulate, forming a muddy swamp. But now, the water from the spring is directed into the pool via a bamboo pipe, thus eliminating wastage and, with guidance from the EBPP staff, the villagers have built a concrete channel that drains any excess water into a “banana circle”. This is a little soft soil plot, with a hole in the centre where banana and pineapple trees have been planted in a circle around the hole. These particular fruit trees thrive on the nutrients contained in the soapy water used by the villagers. The plot is bordered by large flat stones for washing clothes, and a bamboo fence has been built to dry clothes that were previously laid on the dirty ground. Thus the problem of mud, dirt and wasted water has been turned into a beneficial solution.

Climbing back into the Ford Ranger, we headed up to two of the most remote hamlets, Cegi and Pengalusan. We were now driving on volcanic gravel, nuggets of lava and rock that would have caused the wheels or any other vehicle to spin on the steep track. We had already travelled four kilometres from the watering hole, I still find it hard to believe that every day of their lives the villagers have to walk this distance up such a sheer mountain slope, carrying buckets of water suspended from a yolk over their shoulders. The final stretch of the track had been widened and stabilised since my last visit, allowing relatively easy access for the Ford Ranger to transport breezeblocks, building materials and jerry cans of water to Pengalusan. For here, in a small flat area below the villagers’ single-roomed, windowless, bamboo houses, the community is building a new school and community learning centre, designed by EBPP, with funds raised by a small town in Holland. 

Indeed, joining us on this visit were two members of the Dutch fund-raising team. The connection between these two diverse communities is another Dutch couple, Tjeerd and Jenny, and a young Balinese girl called Jebeh, whose father originates from the village hamlet of Cegi. Jebeh’s father moved away shortly after the devastating eruption of Gunung Agung in 1963 and settled in Sanur, a popular tourist area on Bali’s southeast coast. Jebeh has, for a long time, been close friends with Tjeerd and Jenny, who first met her several years ago when they were holidaying in Sanur. Struck by her outgoing personality, intelligence and thirst for knowledge, Tjeerd and Jenny offered the brave-spirited Jebeh the unique opportunity of a university education in Holland, which she began this year. She is also involved in bringing awareness to the Dutch children of the Oppenhuizen & Uitwellingerga Elementary School about the simple, and harsh, lives of the Balinese mountain children. 

This exchange of information is reciprocal, and has been included in the school syllabus for the children of Pengalusan and Cegi. Following the concept of twin-villages, each child has been paired up with a pen pal; providing them with the opportunity to exchange letters and drawings typifying their very different lifestyles. Jebeh, in Holland, is translating the letters. On this visit, the excited kids of Cegi each received their first communication from the Dutch schoolchildren. Sitting in a circle in their little makeshift schoolroom in the Bale Banjar, I watched the delight and astonishment on the faces of these 6-14 year old youngsters as they received the very first letters of their lives. These were in reply to an initial set of letters and drawings that the Balinese children had sent to Holland, via Tjeerd and Jebeh. The Dutch children had eagerly responded with short reports about their lives in Holland and, after introducing themselves, they had written about the weather, their hobbies, their families, their homes, their pets and their school. Drawings and photographs were included - a picture of one girl riding her pony, a boy with his dog, a photo of the family car, Dad’s tractor, and a colourful painting of a Dutch house, its windowsills adorned with pots of red tulips. 

The previously locked-up creative talents of the mountain children have only just been released. They are now learning how to make handicrafts that can be marketed, bringing more income to their communities. But it is in their art lessons that they have truly excelled. The coloured crayon drawings that they had prepared for their Dutch pen pals astounded everyone. Beautiful pictures of their environment - mountains, trees, flowers, fields and crops, drawings of their simple bamboo houses, birds, chickens, cows, goats and skinny dogs. Many of them had illustrated a “day in the life”, presenting images of their fathers working the fields, and their mothers preparing the cassava. Together with pictures of themselves studying at trestle tables in their little schoolroom, and tending their organic vegetable plots in their school garden. 

Maybe one day some of the kids in Holland will have the opportunity to visit the village hamlets of Cegi and Pengalusan and see for themselves the struggle that these communities have been through, merely in order to survive. Hope, good health, pride and creative talent were things that these mountain people knew nothing about. Now, because of the extraordinary work of the East Bali Poverty Project, their lives have been enriched and they can move forward towards a sustainable future. 

For more information about the sustainable development programmes of East Bali Poverty Project, please call 0361 410071, fax 0361 430785 or email: info@eastbalipovertyproject.org; Homepage www.eastbalipovertyproject.org
