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I intended on writing this during our three-hour train ride from Kuala Lumpur to Ipoh, the
third largest city in Malaysia. Ipoh is surrounded by karst mountains and is the gateway to the
Cameron Highlands where tea plantations and strawberry farms exist in the cool mountain air. We
will spend two nights in Ipoh which was once a tin-mining boom town, the Malaysian equivalent of
San Francisco and Dawson City, Yukon during the gold rush. Then we will head into the hills for two
nights. Those were our plans.

I had just stowed our luggage and almost sat down when a young Malay A Buddhist
man introduced himself as he relocated to the vacant seat across the aisle. A
temple roof in
short time later we were friends and 3 hours after that the conversation ended.
Ipoh.
He was in his twenties and on a high from just returning home from a study trip
to Japan. It was the first time in his life he had been on an airplane and I
represented a way to extend his foreign service. I, in turn, was the fortunate recipient of valuable
insights into the Malay societal culture. Everyone has a backstory, and no matter where in the world
you encounter them their situations are familiar. What varies is how people respond to their lot in life
depending on the society they live in. This young man’s father died 2 years ago and his mother, at
59, was a breast cancer survivor of 17 years. Ariﬀ is her oldest son and as such he is now
responsible for his family. He has gained weight from stress which he knows will make it more
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diﬃcult to find a wife, but he has bigger things on his mind. His
priorities are to take care of his mother, get a job, lose weight,
buy an apartment and then get married in that order. I didn’t
have any of those things on my mind when I was his age
because I was busy traveling in SE Asia, only thinking of
myself, and of course, Carol.
I learned that there were more females than males in
university, nearly 2 to 1 but interestingly there are quotas for
hiring graduates that are almost the reverse. When you do the
math, a female graduate has roughly a 30% chance of getting
the same ‘professional’ job as a male. That excludes a career
as a mother, but of course for that, you need to get married
and the family of a female university graduate will demand a
much larger dowry than would be expected for a less educated
bride. At the end of the day, young females in Malaysia are
better educated, more motivated and harder working than their
male counterparts yet most of them are pretty much
unrewarded for their eﬀorts. At this point, many of you may be
ready to storm your local Malaysian Embassy and demand
equal rights for their women, but you may want to restrain
yourself just a bit. My immediate instinct was that the quota
system is in place to suppress women, but upon further
thought, I expect it is actually designed to promote women in
the face of the reality of Malaysia's societal and religious
realities. I have not had the opportunity to have a heart to heart
talk with a Malay woman about this, but based on my casual observations, they may not be as
upset at their current lot in life as we are for them as we project our biasses onto
them. One of the privileges of travel is learning to observe objectively. I have no
The beautiful, tropical,
concept what it is like to be a woman, especially a Muslim woman. I just hope that countryside.
they are as content and happy as they generally appear to be.
We got to Ipoh and took a Grab to the hotel and were the beneficiaries of
another informative conversation. This one, however, informed us that going to the
Cameron Highlands on Saturday would be frustrating and foolhardy as there were
elections occurring there and the traﬃc would make the roads almost impassable. The concierge at
the hotel confirmed the fact and 15 minutes later, I had us on a weekend train to Penang and two
days at the Holiday Inn on Batu Ferringhi Beach. Goodbye Strawberries, hello snorkeling. That’s
how it goes with independent travel. You go where the people lead you, go with the flow and learn
what you can along the way.
I will close with a look back at KL, which I may have presented in a somewhat negative light
in my previous episodes. Every day we spent there was better than the one before as we discovered
new possibilities and gained an appreciation for what was there.
Singapore, the
The last evening as we wandered the streets having supper and
Philippines, Malaysia, exploring, we came across a busker group on a street corner who
entertained us, and others for about a half hour. A young woman in
and Indonesia, are
a burka belted out Abba songs and the back-up singer oﬀered up
some Bryan Adams in our honour, as just having us there seemed
known as “Little
make them happy. It doesn’t matter if it is a Dancing Queen on a
Tigers” because of to
street corner, a pumped-up student on a train or a Grab driver, the
people here are genuinely gracious, accommodating and seemingly
their fast-growing
very, very happy. Take a look at the strangers around you as you go
“tiger” economies
about your business tomorrow and gauge how they present
themselves. I’m just saying…
and industrial

enterprise.
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