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CHAPTER I

AT HOME

H

us S A I N and his father, whose miIne was Mat, and his .
mother, Habiba, with Sap, his baby brother, lived in Malaya, which,
as you know; is in Asia. It is just north of the equator, south of
China, and between India and Australia. They lived on the edge of
the ·paddy-that is, <rice'-fields of Kedah in · a little Malay hut
like the one you can see at page 11, with its walls and thatch made
of nipah palm, raised off the ground on poles, like a boy mounted
on stilts. A v~ry pleasant home it was, too, with the canal-or parit, .
as it is called in Malay-running right past its doors. Everyone
bathed and fished in the canal, and every family had its own boator perahu-on it. When they went to shop in the little town of Alor
Star, or when Mat and the other men went to the mosque, as they did
on Fridays, they all took their boats and went by the canal.
Several families lived near Hussain, and he and the other children
played together in the shade of the coconut-trees. Sometimes they
played blind-man's-buff, though they called it Blind Chinaman, and
sometimes they kicked balls of plaited grass about. Again, sometimes
it was the wild-bull game, which was splendid for children with bare
feet. One boy would be the bull and had to run about on all fours while
the rest scampered round him, teasing, but always keeping clear of his
heels, for if he managed to kick anyone below the knee that boy had
to be the bull.
Then there was a cockleshell game (rather like the knucklestones
still played by English country children), which was a favourite with
the little girls. It needed a quick eye and nimble fingers, and much
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practice, had made them very skilful. First they set out a little collection of shells on the ground. Then each player picked up a shell, tossed
it in the air, caught it, and picked up another shell at the same time.
No matter what they were doing, most of the children generally
had to mind a small brother or sister, and Hussain often had little Sap
astride his hip as he ran to join in the play. One of Hussain's favourite
amusements was known as < fighting fish.' They used to catch fish no
bigger than minnows in the canal, and keep them in glass jars. The
fun qmsisted in bringing two jars of fish together so that the tiny
prisoners could see each other. They seemed to 'struggle furiously to
get at each other through the glass, and sometimes turned quite blue
with rage! This sight always tickled the little boys enormously.
Mat worked in the rice-fields, and when he had a little time to
spare he wove mats and bird-cages and baskets. Hussain helped him
sometimes, for there were grasses and bamboos to be cut and dried for
this work, and he was learning to make very nice things himself, too.
When they had finished a g90d number of things Mat sold them in the
market at Alor Star, and on those occasions they did not travel by
water but by road. Hussain would load the baskets and mats on to the
cart while Mat harnessed the great kerbau, or water-buffalo, to it,
and then off they would go to the town.
Hussain was still too yourig to help his father in the fields, so 'he
went to school. He had not far to go-only across the canal by the
rickety little bridge and down the road a little way. He generally met
other boys and went along with them; sometimes a little sister came
part of the way as well. One morning he saw his friends Osman, Ali,
and M ydin, with little Minah trotting at their heels, and ran to catch
them up, for he had something to tell them. His father was making a
monster of a scarecrow to put in the paddy-fields.
« Just you wait and see," he boasted. «Our scarecrow will be the
best in the world! You'll be frightened, Minah. It'll scare you as well
as the birds."
Minah, however, was scornful.
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"Scare me indeed!" she cried. "Not it! I'm the one to do the
scaring, let me tell you. I'm going to have a rattle to swing this year,
and perhaps a horn to blow as well. That will keep the birds offbetter
than your old scarecrow, which won't be able to make a sound .... "
She paused, and then went on cautiously, for she was quite anxious to
hear more about it before it appeared in the fields, just in case it should
be rather frightening. "What is it like, Hussain? Is it very big and
dreadful? "
"Listen!" he, boasted. "It looks just about like old Awang, who
makes the walking-sticks and comes out after us when we tease his
buffaloes. It's got arms stretched up like this ... and it's going to
hold a stick in one of them. It's got a huge body stuffed with bundles
of lalang [tall reed grass]. It looks .exactly as though it's alive and
could run after you, and you'd think it was just going to shout out
loud. I tell you, no one has ev~r made anything like it before!"
Just then the school-bell began to ring, so the b()ys had to run, and
Minah was left behind to wander home by herself. .
There was a little excitement in the kampong-that is what Malays
call their villages-,t hat morning, and Minah was just in time to see
her grandfather set off for the open fields, followed by the elders of the
village.
It was time to plant the. rice, and as he was the Pawang~r Wise
Man-of the district, he was going to tell the men just where to plant
the seeds, and on what day and at what hour they were to begin. No
one in Kedah would have dreamed of beginning such a piece of work
without, first asking the Wise Man's advice.
, Minah loved the old man, and called him "Datok." She would have
liked to go after him; but her mother was calling, and she had to run
home instead .
. '< Ho-la! Minah, come here!" repeated her mother, whose name was
Fatimah. She was standing underneath their hut, which was just like
the one Hussain lived in, feeding the goats which were tethered to the
long poles.
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Come quickly," she called again.
I have work for you to
do. These pots must be washed first of all. Then we have the
big feast to get ready for the Pawang. He will be hungry when he
returns ."
So Minah went down to the canal with the pots, as she was told, and
cleaned and polished them with sand and water until they shone.
Grandmother was busy there too.
<t

<t

- She was down by the waterside, fishing. Old as she was, she could
do that. She sat beside the stream which ran along the edge of the ricefields, waiting patiently, like all good fishermen, with rod in hand .
Her sarong was piled up on the top of her head like a turban, to protect
her from the heat of the sun. She was glad to be helping, and though
some days she dangled her bait for hours before she got a bite, on this
morning she soon had a whole basketful of fish _~or the feast. They
would be cooked with rice and spices to make a fine savoury dish for
the party when they returned from the fields.
In this way the morning passed rapidly, and presently Hussain and
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the other boys came running home from school, swinging their slates.
They wanted some dinner too, and Hussain went in to his mother to
see what she had got for him. He found little Sap already having some
rice and banana mash.

-'~I ~jrff;I'~
-ll

Your father is on his way back, and everything is ready now for
work in the fields," Habiba told him.
I shall be glad when you can
do a man's work. Father needs help. But there is one thing you could
do now. The durians must be getting ripe. See if Osman can go with
you, and then run along to the grove and see how they are getting
on."
<t

<t
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Hussain needed no second bidding. This was a task after his own
heart, for the durian is a favourite fruit with these people . . .lt is large
and luscious and creamy, and fairly melts in the mouth. Unfortunately,
it is as much liked by the wild animals of the jungle as by boys like
Hussain and Osman, so it is necessary as they ripen to keep a sharp
look-out if any are to be saved and brought home Even tigers are
said to like durians. So Mat had made a little house of bamboo and
palms up in the trees, as a shelter for those who went to watch over
the precious fruit. Hussain liked getting up there among the leaves,
where the sweet scent of the fruit made him sniff until his mouth
watered for a taste of the fruit . He certainly did not need to be asked
twice to go and watch the durians and to bring back any that were
rIpe.
There had been some showers during the morning, and now a perfect
rainbow was flung across the sky. Hussain looked up at it nervously.
He had been taught to call it < Ular Danu,' and the story ran that it was
really a snake with a horse's head, but that never, since the world
began and all the people on earth were 'good, had anyone seen the
.head of the rainbow. Sometimes there was a second arc inside the
first, and then the Malayans said the snake had a child with it, and
this was considered a good omen for those who saw it. The < child'
was like a shadow of the big snake, with aU the same colours repeated,
but more lightly.
The Ular Danu had no child with her on this day, but the rainbow
hues were unusually bright and clear. Hussain was glad when he met
Osman and they set off together for the grove of durians. As they ran
it seemed to them that the rainbow ended exactly .over the group of
trees for which they were making. They could see it shimmering
through the branches.
My goodness, what would you do if you saw the head of the Ular
Danu?" asked Osman.
Me? Oh, I'd ask her to give us a ride," Hussain replied boldly.
I will, too. Come on, quickly, before she goes."
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