The Sixth Sense of ‘Garak’

We all have been sold a cat inside a bag. The rest of us have been cheated by the central government more than any idiots can take. We, Minangkabaus, are not fools. We can read the light in the dark and the dark in the light. We are bestowed the capability to launch the mission in the dessert should it be stuck in the water. I have done my contribution in PRRI battles and war, hoping so sincerely that they will remind the central government that the republic will disintegrate if they again betray the people from the twenty four provincies. (My Uncle, Tambi Tando, when telling me his cause of fighting the civil war of 1957 in West Sumatera)

It was in the beginning of nineteen sixties in Padang, the capital city of West Sumatera. The ammunition smell of the civil war, called PRRI, was still hot in the air in the province this time around. That was the war between the central government of the Repulic of Indonesia and the people of West Sumatera, culturally nicknamed Minangkabau. The resuming smell of the war was the hottest in a palace called Parak Ino which was neighboring with a military compound called Tarandam Military Dormitory. An advanced level of  querilla war was yet to begin here. A proverb in Minangkabau says : When the mission could not be launched in an open water, it should be sniped in a dessert. I never could fully understand the meaning of this Minangkabau proverb which is the favorite of My Uncle, Tambi Tando as much as I had no idea whatsoever why he insisted on finding a house to rent in Parak Ino which was only a stone-throw away from the most feared military compound. 

In my logical opinion, My Uncle’s choosing Parak Ino as a place to stay would simply be a suicide. Those soldiers from the central government who had been assigned to fight the rebels in PRRI were mostly accommodated here. They were still in the trigger-happy syndrome for having lost quite a number of friends in the ambushes in the very last minutes before the cease fire was signed and even after the signing of it. Their grimm look, their rough language and their restless body movements all showed that they were indeed so very angry. Any small misdeed in the side of the local people had already triggered them to act cruelly and brutally and inhumanely. So Parak Ino was the hottest point, in the cooling down period of the PRRI civil war. 

So, I thought it would be safe for My Uncle to choose any other places quite a distance from the Tarandam Military Compound considering the fact that he was one of the remnant fugitives of war who was so very hotly hunted by the military from Java. He was actually on the very top list for his notorious reputation in several bloody ambushes in several points in Solok and Pesisir Selatan areas. The ambushes took place during and after the cease-fire periods and had caused quite a considerable casualties in the side of the central government army. And yes, he was so elusive. Several attempts to catch him had been all shameful failures in the enemy sides. Several times, his hideout was found in the very last minutes of his escape in the witnessess of the still-burning fire-wood and his wet and oversized under-wear hanging by the top of the door. Five million was offered for his head – live or dead. The price that had blinded his friends and thus offered some hints to the central military for some rewards and other privileges. Betrayed by his jealous friends of his oversize popularity and legacy, he was so close to be captured a few times. Very close indeed. In spite of his having been cordoned so closely, however, My Uncle managed to escape and caused quite a dent in the Central Army side. They could smell his odor as his oversized underwear was there. In each escape it was always there. It was always hanging there with a special smell. They were so anguish in anger. No one dare to imagine how they would treat my uncle should he be caught by them by then. Yet, he escaped and again escaped so many times. For this fact, he was said to have mastered the sixth sense of  reading the steps and maneuvers of enemies, which in Minagkabau was called ‘Garak’. He would know it by mere instinct when the enemies were getting closer, and in the very last minutes, he escaped by a hairbreadth leaving his wet oversized underwear hanging somewhere there for the enemy to smell and sniff to find out how long ago he actually escaped from the spot. 

They were wondering why he always left his wet underwear there in the spots where he was almost captured several times until one day a Gurkha, a mercenary from a place in India used a herder retriever to capture him. The Gurkha who was promised ten million rupiahs was so embarrassed to find the fact that the very well-trained dogs he used to retrieve my uncle had been perplexed and dizzied by the smell of my uncle’s underwear. Instead of going forward to find out my uncle’s next whereabout, it had gone backward to find out where my uncle had been before. Thus, the hunting for my uncle had been disrupted to the point of embarrassment, not to mention the fact that the dog was specifically trained by the Scotland yard in England and earned several awards from the queen of England. And the Gurkha mercenary himself had been in Vietnam and African hot-beds on several contracts, awarded several medals for his merits in saving a number of American armies and causing a lot of damages to the Vietnamese. The Ghurka found his better match in my uncle who cheated him several times in a querrilla tactics that he thought he was second to none. ‘I have seen it all in every querilla war in every country’ He said arrogantly. I have been to Vietnam. I have been to those querilla hot beds of African countries’ How can I be beaten by a local boy from this unknown place called Air Dingin. I will get him eventually. It’s now me and him. It’s for my ego and all the medals of merits that I have earned. They are all at stakes. I do not care anymore how much I will be paid. I shall get him to get even for all those embarrassments that the Ghurka unit have suffered. Wait for me Tando Tambi! I shall return and get you. I promise the sky and the earth and all the devils in hell. He said while hitting his wide and formidable chest.  

More for arrogance and haughtiness that caused stupid carelessness, the Gurkha mercenary soldier failed to execute his vain mission. To the contrary, he was the one who was at last trapped by my uncle in a hide and seek game, more precisely one-to-one human hunting game. He was in the hole of pig-trap for two days when my uncle came to pull him out - a very tired sorry-looking soldier. A very special underwear, which had carefully been prepared by my Uncle, was put around his head and another piece was wrapped around his mouth. The poor Ghurka died in such a peculiar way. Not because of anything that my uncle did as he did not do anything to him other than tying his hands up and wrapping his head and his mouth with his best oversized underwear. The doctor’s diagnose informed them, however, that what his retina recorded the very last thing before he died was the shadow of someone’s natural and original mandom-trademark, the size of which had perhaps embarrassed and shocked the poor Ghurka, as it indeed it was much bigger than his, even bigger than the one that was announced as the winner in his hometown Nepal. In addition to that, as confirmed by the chemist, the antique smell of My Uncle’s underwear had contributed quite significantly to his peculiar but horrible death. His face contorted in such a way refluxing the anguish and the anger from the humiliation of having been capped by an underwear that had the most offensive smell. Thus the sighting of the extra size natural manhood trademark had just been the trigger to the conclusive toll to his humiliated death.

What’s the hell of a smell had there been in my uncle’s underwear? No one ever broke the spell. The facts recorded, however, that it had helped my uncle survive one attempt after another of the enemy to capture him. Later, I  was told that his power of the seventh sense to read the enemy’s steps and maneuvers was all originated from his underwear and its unique smell that confused the enemy to the degree of desperation. The look of his oversized home-made underwear, not to mention its antique smell, had at least provoked the enemy to the point of highest anger and highest anguish and highest irritation, of course. Consequently, it had made them unable to think logically and smartly. Their taking some time in their being bewildered and being provoked by the oversized underwear had been intelligently used by my uncle to silently sneak out his way into some point in the forest behind our village which was actually  his play-ground where he had been raised since he was born. 

I am quite confident to say that the so many hat rick escapes that my uncle made in the enemy’s attempts to capture him in real battles would have embarrassed Rambo inspite of his ever soaring popularity in his action movies. I have read those adventures of Fidel Castrol and Che Gue Vara in their gurrilla activities in some parts of Latin America. They are not much of a comparison to those escapes made by my uncle in his guerilla moves which were all executed by himself. He was all alone. I could never imagine untill now how my Uncle could survive the so many attempts by the enemy to capture him. And how he, amidst the so tight cordoning for his head, could get to our pathetic-looking folks’ huts in not so hidden points in our village quite periodically and frequently to collect some food and some coconut oil and kerosene and of course oversized underwear to survive in such a huge forest around our village. If not for the power of Garak that God bestowed him, so people in my village Aie Dingin said, he would have been captured and of course tortured to death by the enemy. Actually, he did not only cheat the enemies, he had cheated deaths as well, so people in Aie Dingin strongly believed. Seeing the so hot and so intensive pursuance by the enemy for his ass, the villagers had foreseen his being captured and tortured. This thought had traumatized his relatives and loyal friends. Their fanatic belief that he was bestowed by God the power of the seventh sense of reading the Garak, however, gave them quite an assurance that My Uncle would not be captured.

The so many ambushes that my uncle made and the so many escapes that he could manage had made the enemy so very angry. Not to mention the embarrassment from having to sniff and smell the still-wet underwear of his again and again in the trail of his successive escapes. Not knowing what to do after some series number of tremendous embarrassment, they cowardly kidnapped my aunt and eventually killed her along with their only child. Actually, my uncle offered to surrender himself for the exchange of my aunt’s release. The Central Army did not keep the promise and planned two kill two birds with one bullet– they killed the two in the last minutes of my uncle’s surrender. Sensing what actually had happened, my uncle again escaped in the last minutes and still managed to leave his oversized underwear. 

He was so shattered by the death of his beloved wife and the only child. But to my surprise, he did not shed any single tear as naturally expected in most cases like this. It was to his extra-credit and bonus that my uncle was also bestowed a very strong faith in God. After a long brooding silence, he slowly shook his head and said so solemnly that they do not actually belonged to him. They belonged to God, The Almighty. Anyhow, they would have suffered more seeing me being chased and hunted by those army from the central government. The thought of seeing me one day being captured and tortured would have given them more painful pain than that of death. After all, we all belonged to God, the Almighty. What comes from him will eventually return to him. It’s only matter of time. We ll be back to him too when our numbers due. He said. And in spite of his successive wins in the querrilla battles, he keeps saying that we, humans, are so ephemeral and weak indeed. My winning streaks in this hide and seek game with the central government army had all been possible for the approval of God. I would not be captured if He did not approve that to happen. Other than the power of Garak and the unique smell and size of my underwear, that God bestowed me, he said, we are just the same.  

The death of the Ghurka, the very highly heralded mercenary, and the so many wins of his in hunting games in the forests with the enemies and the so many years in the war had made my ulnae so addicted to this primitive human game called battle and war. I was perhaps born to fight endless wars. He said, while looking at his thin face in the mirror one day. I might have been destined to die in one of those battles, maybe, someday. Honestly, I just could not sleep well enough when there goes no challenge of war in my life. Now they have signed the cease fire. They said the war is over. To them, of course, it’s over. They are all cowards. To me, it is just the beginning of me realizing myself that I have another war to win to prove to myself that I was born to fight more and more wars and battles in my own way in which I am talented and gifted with some so special, so natural equipments and resources. Thus, to me the war with the enemy is never over. As we had failed to push the mission in the water, I will push it in the dessert all by myself. I never fully understand what my uncle really meant by all what he said in my going along with him. It would have been more sensible if he said he was adamant to continue to wage his war for the sake of taking a revenge on the death of his wife and his only son. To me, however, he was a living legend.  A living hero in our homeland who had given us some pride to remember inspite of the fact that we actually lost the civil war in that nineteen fifty seven.   

You are my special nephew, My uncle said. You are the line that inherited the symbol of pride of our ancestor blood  that is bestowed by the best size of heart as much as the best size of manhood. Real symbol of manhood, indeed. I saw you stone-fighting those children of the soldiers of the central government army. You beat them so intelligently so many times. And when you thought you would lose, you escaped in such a very intelligent way. You are my nephew. You are my pride and we are of equal size in heart and in manhood mark. Yes, the symbol of Minangkabau wisdom in assessing the war and the battle. Minangkabau fights with their wit and wisdom and the reading of garak. We would not continue the battle in one course if we do not see any sign of glory in its end. So now, you would not ask me more than once why I chose Parak Ino to start a new life for you and another course of battle for me. I will teach you and train you and give you opportunities to live a life of a trader that can survive and grow in hard situation and condition. As to my wife and son, they are now in the best hands of God. His place is the best place in all measurements and meanings. We should not cry too long as it will weaken our heart to resume the fight that never ends – the fight to retain back the glory of our family and homeland.

So, uncle and nephew, we started to trade vegetables and rice in a small market called Pasa Tarandam about two meters from the military compound to the south and about two hundred metres from Parak Ino to the east. Getting out from the forest of querilla war, my uncle did not have any single cent to his credit. In another factor of life, however, his working capital was immense. Those traders from Alahan Panjang trusted him more than they trusted the religious people who taught them religion. They offered anything my uncle would like to try to trade. He was allowed to pay the next time they met. My uncle kept a business note which was perhaps as good as those kept by the Hollanders’ traders. His paying them on time and his so clean a record in his business deals had earned him even more credits from those traders from Alahan Panjang who gave him merchandise and even working capital. His business prospered in quite amazing pace. Soon he was offered another more prospective place to trade in other makets and other cities. 

To my surprise and dismay, my uncle refused their sincere offers blindly and puzzlingly. Why did not my uncle respond to bigger opportunities and more prospective business? Instead, He said : Pasa Tarandam is enough of a place for me train you to trade and learn this real life. After all, I have got no other responsibilities to shoulder. You are the only nephew that I have now. Honestly I do not have that capitalistic drive to grow bigger and bigger. As once you set your target on that basis, you will never find a resting place to stop. It’s exactly like a motobike race, once you start the race on the track, you have to drive faster and faster. You will for sure crash at some point as you race with the drive of greed to be richer and richer. You will push yourself beyond your limit. And down the line on this track you will trade more valuable human values with those we call profit, gain, money, growth, and wealth. You will get lose amidst all this hunting for more and more. I have been told of so many stories of my Uncle’s struggle in the battle of his civil war. I have not been told that he was also a very wise man. Still, I was very disappointed by his attitude about business.

There was quite a long silence before My Uncle continued. I am not for this kind of trading race. I have seen it all. I am trading to kill my residual time and to be of some use and benefit for those who come to buy my stuff. That is what father and grandfather taught and instilled in me in my early years. To be useful to the people around me. Things that will never be taken away by any other principles of life phylosophy. My grandpa taught me to dedicate myself to the dreams that I am set. And he insisted on me to do something in a very thorough and rigorious way. The war is not yet over. The glory and redemption have to be regained and thus have to be fought for. I told you that to me the war is never over until we get even. This trading is my way to realize my duty , as an uncle, to teach you a way of life that will help you survive in respectable ways. Tarandam is the only place where I can perform it all. To continue my battle and to teach you trading skills, a way of life to survive in respectable and honorable ways.

Another silence came in between his speech. Anyway, he continued, you do not have to follow all my tracks of life that I have lived. Each one of us has one life to live and each one of us has the right to decide what track of life he wants to choose. You may take that competitive track of trading you suggested to me one day, if you choose to do so. Some time, soon, somehow you have to leave me when you feel fit to stand on your own. When you think you have learned enough to lead your own life the way you want it. Just tell me when that time comes, I will gladly let you go. But to me, Pasa Tarandam is my place to continue my war and battle. What kind of war and battle? I asked. He did not answer my question. Instead, he said : Maybe it wont be of any benefit to you to know it all from me about me. A long the way you will have to learn by yourself and learn the reality that there are things about somebody that we do not need to know. 

I was so sad and disappointed not to see my uncle’s fighting spirit in business the way he so consistently showed it in his waging his guerilla war. I did learn a lot from my uncle, though, on how to succeed in business. He treated all his buyers like those servants serving the king. The way he treated the buyer was tremendously caring and . Customer satisfaction, focus, 

Time went by so fast. On my first request, I was allowed to run a business on my own in Muaro Bungo a city about one hundred kilo meter from Padang. I was released by by my Uncle with a very special smile of optimism and a whisper : You have everything what it takes to be rich in life. I saw such a tremendous passion in your eyes when you are counting the fulus. I will not be surprised to see you one day one becoming the richest Minagkabau trade. I left him with some tears of pride and respact and love for my Uncle. I promised him to always keep in mind to always read Garak with head first then with heart. My uncle was right. My personal hunger for getting richer, my reading of book on capitalism and my business blood as a Minangkabau pushed to no limit in my pursuance to be one of the richest in the new market. I prospered. I was so overwhelmed by the race of getting richer and richer. It was only after a year I could again make time time to meet My Uncle inPsa Tarandam. 

He did not prosper. His business became smaller and smaller. He was losing and losing. He did not seem to prosper as when I left him. The number of transaction actually grew in number. But he did not seem to make the profit the way he should make it in normal business setting. He seemed to be in so many peculiarly relationships with those women buyers who came to buy his stuff. 

The next time I visited him, I did not see him in the spot where he used to sell agricultural produce with me. My heart was sinking to see the reality that somebody else was there. Before I could ask anybody as to where My Uncle’s whereabout, I was taken by hand by a porter who used to help my Uncle during our days there. I was taken to a very lonely corner behind the public toilet only to be told that my uncle had moved to another place he did know where. And that my Uncle was chased by the so many husbands of the women buyers who lived in Tarandam Military compound. The finding of his trade mark there – a peculiar oversized underwear had sent the compound into a harbinger that was only close to that of Pearl Harbour when suddenly attacked by the Japanese army. I was whispered by the porter at the market that I, too, had to leave. He feared that the sodiers who hunted my uncle might kidnap me to get to where my uncle was. Sensing the danger, I left so quickly to save my ass. The porter gave me a small envelope in which I later found a letter in a language that only we two, my Uncle and I, could understand. I was informed his next address. 

Sensing the danger that I might be followed by Tarandam Military Soldiers who might have smelt my coming back to see my Uncle, I did not immediately find the adddress of my Uncle as given in the envelope.  It was only after a month I came to visit him in the next address he told me in the secretly coded letter.      

In the next address I found him with one of the women buyers who used to live in Tarandam Military Compound. My uncle told me that He married the wife of the sodier Aie Dingin whose husband died in a war in Aceh. They killed my wife. I married one of theirs. I returned bad indeed in good one.  Hope I would be forgiven for the sins that I committed, for I actually did it all in the trap of war and revenge that came as its domino consequence. After all we are all the creature of God. We are walking on the same earth. We are under the same sky. We are actually sharing the same ancestor.

Time went by so fast. On my first request, I was allowed to run a business on my own in Muaro Bungo a city about one hundred kilo meter from Padang. I was released by by my Uncle with a very special smile of optimism and a whisper : You have everything what it takes to be rich in your life. I saw such a tremendous passion in your eyes when you are counting the fulus. I will not be surprised to see you one day one becoming the richest Minangkabau trader. I left him with some tears of pride and respect and love for my Uncle. I promised him to always keep in mind to always read Garak with head first then with heart. My uncle was right. My personal hunger for getting richer, my reading of book on capitalism and my business blood as a Minangkabau pushed to no limit in my pursuance to be one of the richest in the new market. I prospered almost immediately. I was so overwhelmed by the race of getting richer and richer. Shame on me! It was only after a year I could again make time time to meet My Uncle in Pasa Tarandam. 

As usual, I helped him count his money when the market wasover. I knew for sure that his business did not prosper. It  remained just the same. He was running in the same place. He did not grow at all. He was just like as when I left him. I witnessed that the number of transaction actually grew in number. But he did not seem to make the profit the way he should have made it regarding the business setting he was trading in. Nothing changed, except that he seemed to be in so peculiar relationships with those women buyers who came to buy his stuff, especially those who came from Tarandam Military Compound. He gave them so special a discount.

The next time I visited him, I did not see him in the spot where he used to sell agricultural produce with me. My heart was sinking to see the reality that somebody else was there. Before I could ask anybody as to where My Uncle’s whereabouts, I was taken by hand by a porter who used to help my Uncle during our days there. I was taken to a very lonely corner behind the public toilet only to be told that my uncle had moved to another place he did know where. And that my Uncle was chased by the so many husbands of the women buyers who lived in Tarandam Military compound. The finding of his trade mark there – a peculiar oversized underwear had sent the compound into a harbinger that was only close to that of Pearl Harbour when suddenly attacked by the Japanese army. My seventh sense of Garak whispered to me that I, too, had to leave. The whisper was so clear that the sodiers who hunted my uncle might kidnap me to get to where my uncle was. I left so quickly to save my ass. The porter gave me a small envelope in which I later found a letter in a code that only we two, my Uncle and I, could decipher. I was informed his next address. 

My Garak continued to whisper the alert that I might have been followed by Tarandam Military Soldiers who might have smelt my coming back to see my Uncle. It was only after a month I came tiptoeing to visit him in the next address  in the secretly coded letter.      

In the address I found him with somebody with a quite familiar face - one of the women buyers who used to live in Tarandam Military Compound. In a face tone I could not fully understand, My Uncle told me that he married the woman which actually was the wife of the sodier who kidnapped and killed his wife and his only boy. This very soldier died in a friendly fire prompted by his uncontrollable burst of anger having been sent from his wife’s address a bulky envelope and having been refused a short leave to go home to find the owner of the oversized underwear that was coiling a smaller one, which is flowerly-embroidered. He killed my wife. I married his. I even sent him my sincere and naïve trade-mark. I sincerely have returned a bad deed with a good one.  Still, I hope I would be forgiven by God for the sins that I committed before this. For, I actually did it all in the inevitable trap of war and revenge that came as its domino consequence. After all, we are all the creature of God. We are walking on the same earth. We live under the same sky. Not to mention the fact that we are actually sharing the same ancestor. He killed my wife. In return I married his. May God bless me. Now the war should be over.

I did not fully understand what my uncle was tring to explain. I thought that even at my best I would never be able to understand the so many sophisticated things in my uncle’s brain. Besides, by then, I thought I should be more focused on the objective business objective in Minangkabau spirit – to wander everywhere to get home richest and proudest. After all, as my Uncle said, we have only one life to live in a very limited time. My Uncle has made his. Now, I have to make mine. I left my uncle while he was playing football with a boy – the shadow of his enemy. Yet, I saw only a tremendous love in his eyes, a true love of a father who only had love to give ahead in the so well-hidden darkest past. True love, nothing else, but true love. As the ammunition of war does not smoke anymore. I am so convinced of it. I can tell it from the sweetest smiling and hand clapping of my new aunt, Mbak Iyem, when seeing her only son Toto scoring the goal of so very bright tomorrow. 

There are some group customer that he treated even more satisfatorily.

The spices, the complete spices. The aphrosidiac, the aphrodice?

Lose and gain. 

He married the wife of the sodier Aie Dingin whose husband died in a war in Aceh. They killed my wife. I married one of theirs. I returned bad indeed in good one.  Hope I would be forgiven for the sins that I committed, for I actually did it all in the trap of war and revenge that came as its domino consequence. After all we are all the creature of God. 

We are walking on the same earth. We are under the same sky. We are cactually sharing the same ancestor.

He eluded and cheated death quite several times.

Why was My grandfather was so happy to have a grandson that inherits his proudest God-gift?

Every woman will love him for the same reason.

The highest degree of climax is when we have one in the mission of taking a revenge.

An uncle who was very famous for his guerilla strategies. Like that of Fidel Castro

My uncle did not accept the loss of the war. He continued his guerilla.

Escaping by hairbreadth from several ambushes by enemies as well as friends’ betrayal

Dating and banging some wives of military members

The fall of the most intelligent pandeka.

Caught red handed by a very young nephew ( the I ). The too generous gift. His being caught in the act, with his pants off.  

I was reading a book titled the Guerilla War of Fidel Castro. A friend of mine lent it to me. We were discussing it after a few days.

