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Personal reflection

Kate O’Shaughnessy

In February 2000, when I was 23, I went and lived in Indonesia for seven
months.

It was the first time I'd lived overseas, and only the second time I'd left
Australia.

Packing a backpack, a passport and a Lonely Planet travel guide and setting
off into the world was a well-worn path for young people of my generation.
But most of them were still going the same way as my parents had in the
1960s and 1970s — north to the United Kingdom and Europe. Not many
were getting off the plane just four hours into the journey, Echols and
Shadily’s distinctive purple, green and pink /ndonesian—English Dictionary
in hand.

At the time, it felt like I was taking a mini-break from the uncomfortable
experience of being an adult. I'd just finished a degree in Australian history
(with a minor in Indonesian) a couple of years earlier and had been working
at the Western Australian Museum helping curate exhibitions. I liked it.
But a nine-to-five job felt like being shackled all the same, and I wanted my
days to be free. ACICIS seemed like a way to control my own time, and that
was really all the thought I put into it.

I didn’t know that this semester would in fact be the beginning of 25 years of
working in and thinking about the world outside of Australia. That it would
spark lifelong curiosity about other people and places. That it would lead
to a diplomatic career far from Indonesia, instead taking me all over Africa,
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Europe and finally to Mauritius as Australia’s High Commissioner. And that
I'would be able to navigate the strangeness of all these new places only because
of the experience of navigating that first strange new place, Indonesia.

Starting out

I wasnt an obvious candidate for an intensive Indonesian-language
learning course in the country’s oldest and most famous tertiary institution,
Yogyakarta’s UGM. I was a monolingual, middle-class country kid.

Growing up in the 1980s in Kalgoorlie — an isolated gold-mining town
in regional Western Australia — Asia wasn't exactly front and centre of my
world. In the country pub that my parents ran, conversations focused on
local cricket clubs and the price of gold. The occasional honey chicken with
special fried rice was the closest I came to Asia.

Still, I'd been fascinated through childhood by my parents’ tales of their
travels as young adults — to England, France, Italy, Spain. The road out of a
country town seemed unclear, but I thought it would start with study.

So in 1994, at the age of 18, I moved to Perth to start a Bachelor of Arts
at the University of Western Australia. On enrolment day, a friend signed
up for Indonesian, so I did too. But I don't think I had — prior to that —
even heard of Indonesia the country or Indonesian the language. Nor can
I say I really gave it too much thought during my studies. I was 18 and
just followed instructions until I popped out the other end in 1998 into
full-time work.

Yogyakarta 2000

The first thing I noticed when I landed in Yogyakarta in February 2000
was the smell of cloves — an ingredient in Indonesian cigarettes. Everyone
says that about the first moment they set foot in Indonesia. It’s a real travel-
memoir cliché. The whole country smells sweet. The very opposite of
crackling dry Western Australia.

Yogyakarta is just four hours from Perth as the crow flies. It was another
planet to me.
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Of the 50 or so students that semester, I was the only one not currently
at university. And with five years gone by since I had studied Indonesian,
I could only recall a handful of words. Unmoored by the realisation I was
almost mute, I clung to the company of my new, more capable friends.

We had to find our own place to live. In 2000, the only way to find a room
in a kos was to knock on doors and ask for one. I tramped around the
neighbourhood asking middle-aged Javanese women if their kos might have
avacancy. I rarely understood the answer, but somehow found myself by the
end of the week living in a room on Gang Seruni, in the university suburb
of Karang Asem Baru.

Every morning for six months, I walked along the selokan (canal), past
warung (small shops) selling breakfast food and through the backstreets
of the campus to my classroom. Indonesian students, friendly and curious
about foreigners, would come by in the breaks to chat. At night, more
Indonesian friends would turn up at my door, inviting me to eat nasi
gudeg (a Yogyakarta speciality of rice with sweet jackfruit curry) on the
mats vendors laid out on the sidewalk at dusk. Over rice and hot sweet tea,
they asked me about Australia and warned me away from the places in the
neighbourhood haunted by Javanese spirits.

On weekends, I'd join fellow ACICIS students or my kos mates on a train or
a bus to a new town or city — my body (I am six feet tall) squeezed into tiny
seats between villagers and sacks of rice. On trains, passengers and travelling
vendors would stop to quiz me about my origins and share their own stories.
With the country still dealing with the effects of the 1997 Asian financial
crisis (krisis moneter — krismon), many of these stories were tough — tales
of lost jobs, lost savings, lost opportunities. In contrast, I was green and
unworldly and privileged, and my weekend conversations on trains made
me see that.

Occasionally I'd find myself completely discombobulated. Introverted and
shy, I never quite knew what to say to the perpetual Indonesian question
posed to solo travellers — kok sendirian (why are you alone)? I was confused
by the different body languages of politeness in Java, the respectful drop of
the arm to lower yourself as you passed someone, the swiftness with which
my Indonesian friends dropped from their chairs to join me if I sat on the
floor. I accidentally sparked the ire of my kos mates once by pointing at
something with my foot — a horribly offensive gesture in Java.
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The road beyond for me

The semester went by.

I finished the course with a middling grasp of Indonesian and went back
to Perth in September. But I was now more curious and interested in the
world, and Yogyakarta had showed me that I could navigate it. I moved
to the United Kingdom for a backpacking year and then — on return to
Australia — enrolled in a PhD in Indonesian history with a year’s fieldwork
in Yogyakarta between 2004 and 2005.

At the end of it, I found myself speaking good Indonesian, glad I'd done a big
research project on my own, but unenthusiastic about the life of an academic.
I wanted to learn more languages and live in other places. So I applied for
a graduate traineeship in DFAT and to my surprise was selected.

My diplomatic career never took me to Indonesia. It’s a well-worn trope.
Diplomat joins the foreign service speaking a language pretty well. Foreign
service sends them elsewhere. So it was with me. In 2009, DFAT gave me
French training and sent me to work at the Australian High Commission in
Ghana, and then to Lebanon, Nigeria, France, and finally as Australia’s High
Commissioner to Mauritius and Seychelles and Ambassador to Madagascar
and Comoros.

People often express surprise that I never served at the Australian Embassy in
Jakarta. But the truth is there’s an element of choice in diplomatic postings.
You have to put your hand up. And I never put my hand up for Indonesia.
What had seemed terrifying in 2000 became — after a semester-long course
and a year of fieldwork — close, achievable and familiar. But Indonesia is the
reason I went to all these other places, and it’s the reason I loved them all.
I never went back to work in Indonesia, but I took it everywhere I went.

Something happened to me in that year. In between learning how to eat
with my right hand and getting scolded for accidentally pointing my feet
at someone, I also learned how to feel comfortable with not understanding
where I was and what my place might be in this new location. That’s a
lesson that has shaped the entire course of my life — it gave me courage
to try difficult things and an ability to look at complex problems from
other angles.
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In fact, I can think of no better training for new diplomatic recruits, or
indeed anyone, than to spend a year living in a place where they don’t speak
the language and don’t fit in. It’s an experience that teaches you tolerance
like no other — that where you come from and how you see the world is just
one of many ways of being in and navigating the world.

And as our region faces unprecedented uncertainty, it’s a worldview that is
needed more than ever.
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