Reading

Student Background Reading for The Third Notch
From Frederick M. Denny. Islam and the Muslim Community. New York City: HarperSanFrancisco, 1987, pp. 103-4) Reprinted with permission.
Stories by Shahnon Ahmad were written and published for various newspapers between 1970-1975. Although the story “The Third Notch” can be interpreted in many ways, it does reveal the confluence of environmental elements, local and Muslim traditions. Ahmad was born in the Malaysian state of Kedah where the story is set. This region has a long, rich history, and the majority of its population is comprised of Malay Muslims. It is also

known as the rice basket of Malaysia, reflecting its tropical, equatorial environment and agricultural traditions.
“The Third Notch” is written in the form of a letter by a Malay Muslim back home to his sister living in a rural village setting. The bulk of the letter contains rather detailed instructions on how to handle the imminent death of their mother and arrange for all the proper Islamic rituals and local customary practices to be carried out for her funeral

and burial. It thus shows aspects of the considerable complexity entailed in the localization of Muslim religious practice in Southeast Asia.
These local practices of Malay Muslim death rituals are built around a framework of more universally recognized Islamic scriptural and legal injunctions. Simply framed, the necessary Islamic rituals of death include the following: 

1. At the approach of death, the dying person should turn his or her face towards Mecca and say, “There is no god but God,” in preparation for questioning by the two angels (translated as Gog and Magog in the story. that Muslims believe each individual faces at death.
2. The 36th sura of the Qur’an is often recited to the dying person, after his or her death, and at the funeral.
3. After death the deceased person’s body must be washed.
4. The body is wrapped in a plain white cloth.
5. Islam law requires that it be buried the same day as the death, if possible.
6. After the burial, those who have gathered may again offer the funeral prayer, or salat, for the dead. 
Reading

The Third Notch
Shahnon Ahmad Translated from the Malay by Harry Aveling
If things have gone as far as you say, my sister, it is good. There is no need to discuss alternatives.

Taking her down the wooden ladder would be difficult. If the person at the top slipped, so would the person at the other end. Mother would fall.

You’d have to build a hammock to carry her in. The actual bearing would not be easy either. Especially now that the rains have started. Many of the paddy field walls are broken, with gaps of six to twelve feet. It would wear Mother out carrying her to the main road. Then you’d have to wait for a taxi.

Not all the members of the village could wait at the hospital. They would have to get home again. She would be left to flounder on her own.

Ask her yourself. If she can still speak, she’ll tell you she doesn’t want to go.

You’re right. If she is to live, she’ll recover at home. If not, she’ll die at home.

It all depends on Almighty God.

Let people say what they like. We’ll do what religion requires. Talk to the family. If they say there’s no need to take her to hospital, don’t. If they say feed her the roots Grandfather Kenali gave you, feed her. If she won’t eat, feed her again.

Don’t be shy of Grandfather Kenali. If you give her the medicine a number of times and it makes no difference, tell him. Tell him straight out. He knows best. Ask his advice. If he says to go and get Udeng Batan Besar the Ritual Healer, go and get him. If he says get Useng Kapak Api, get him. If he says get 

Wahab the Religious Teacher, get him. If he says get Healer Saad Cik Awang Teh from Durian Burung, get him. Ask Kaseng to help. Ask Kitol. Ask Cit Awang Dollah.

If nothing works, start reading the ‘Yasin’ chapter of the Koran. Keep the salt water in the half coconut shell near Mother’s head. It’s easy to drop a little on her lips with a sliver from an areca palm. Have plenty of prepared betel nut. If you fetch a new Healer, get new incense. Get a new water shell. Lime new betelnut. And don’t forget to pay him for his services.

Make sure that there is always enough food in the kitchen. There will be a lot of visitors. Make sure that there is plenty of coffee. Ask Leha to help you roast some. Ask her to help you grind it. There must always be plenty of rice. If there isn’t, ask Kiah, Cik Awang Dollah’s wife, to help you dry some. Ask her to help you pound it. Have a few tins of hard biscuits ready. And three or four slabs of Javanese tobacco. Ask Kiah to keep an eye on the rice and curries. Get ten extra kati of herrings. And ten kati of dried mackerel. Keep them on the shelf. Ask Leha to keep an eye on the coffee.

If there isn’t enough money, sell a few pikuls of rice. If that still isn’t enough, sell the water buffalo with the drooping horns. It belongs to Mother  anyway. She cut grass for it, watered it, and put thatch on its stall. Be as careful of other people’s feelings as you are of Mother’s health. 

That’s how it ought to be, my sister. Before father died, he started asking for things that were out of season. I guess you haven’t forgotten. If Mother wants Thai water-melon, ask Usup to help you. He’s always going to Haadyai. He can buy some at Padang Besar or Kodiang. If Mother wants the fruit of the kelubi palm, ask Ya Chen. Ya Chen often goes to the forest to trap doves. If she wants holy water, try to find out who is just back from Mecca and ask for a few drops of theirs. But if she insists on dying in the Holy Land, tell her straight out that we can’t afford it. She’ll understand. In short, don’t disappoint her, if you have the resources. If her life is destined to be short, make sure she dies happily. We don’t want her grumbling in heaven later on.

Sister, look after her, please.

Care for her the way we care for the village. If she wants me to come, with my wife and children, tell her straight-forwardly that we can’t afford it. We don’t have the money. The fare is too expensive. She’ll understand.

If the shell of salt water and the betel nut make no difference, start reading ‘Yasin.’ Don’t wait too long. Ask Hamid the Prayer Leader to recite the prayer: ‘In the name of Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate.’ After you finish the chapter, start again.
Ask Jab the Mosque Elder to help. When he finishes reciting, start the chapter again. Don’t pass the Koran around for just anyone to read. Ask them to read in the room Mother is in. Read ‘Yasin’ on the right-hand side of Mother’s head.
Don’t leave her, Sister. Sit on her left, near her head. Keep dropping water on her lips with a sliver. Don’t forget. Don’t go fussing about the kitchen. Let other people look after the kitchen work. Let Leha. Let Kiah, Cik Awang Dollah’s wife.
Leave the windows in mother’s room shut. Leave them shut, it won’t matter. That’s how she likes it to be. How do we know the will of God? A lot of guests will try to come uninvited. The more that come, the harder it will be. The more people there are, the more they will annoy her.
If someone insists on opening the window, say

Mother wouldn’t allow it. It doesn’t matter what people say. She’s our mother. We are her two children. Father has gone. There is only Mother, you and I. She is old and sick. Let her die in peace. We’ll meet her in heaven.
Pray that she enters heaven. Pray that Father, who died a year ago, enters heaven too. They never stopped declaring that there is only one God, Allah. They never missed one of the regular prayer hours. They always kept the fasting month. They always gave alms. The only thing they didn’t do was make the pilgrimage to Mecca. But that isn’t an obligation if one doesn’t have the money to do it. Only if one does. Father always wanted to fight in a holy war. He fought the damned heathen near Bukit Selembau at Guar Cempedak. Mother was the same. She didn’t fight, but she sharpened Father’s sword. The final judgment belongs to Allah. As far as we can tell, Mother and Father did everything Muslims are required to do. Except go to Mecca. God is omnipotent. We can only pray.
Please don’t cry. You mustn’t. That is the only thing I really insist on. I know it’s hard. Father passed away a year ago. If God has decreed that Mother is to follow him, let her go. But don’t cry. There is nothing unusual about death. We begin in a state of death. Allah Himself says so in the Koran. We begin dead. We are given life. Then we die. Then we live forever. There are like the notches climbers use when scaling a tree. If you weep, you are trying to stop Mother moving a stage closer to the top.
We are now at the second notch. Mother, you, me, all the members of our family who are still alive. There are two more stages. Four in all. Father is lucky. He has reached the third notch. If God wills, Mother will move to that stage too, leaving us to suffer at the second. How happy they will both be.
Let her go to the third notch in peace. Don’t cry.

Please. 

The various problems—buying a shroud, tearing it, arranging the coffin, praying over the body, the feast for reading the kulhu prayers, digging the grave, washing the corpse, planing the planks, the whispered recitation of the Profession of Faith to the dead, the incense, lifting the coffin into the grave, reading the Koran at the graveside, the three days and nights of feasting, the feasts after seven, fourteen and forty days, after one hundred days—ought not to be discussed within Mother’s hearing. She will lose heart if she knows. She will be sad, dispirited. She must not hear a single word. 

Talk about them outside the room. Ask Grandfather Kenali, Elder Jab and Prayer Leader Hamad their opinion on the verandah. They know about corpses and funerals.
Try and decide how long Mother is before you buy the shroud. Add a yard at both ends. Try not to buy the cloth in the shop of a heathen if possible. She should be as pure as possible when she goes on to the third stage. There should not be a single stain on her.
Let Cik Awang Dollah tear the shroud. He knows how to tear and fold a winding sheet. Not a single thread should be lost. The tear should not go right to the edge. Don’t let the sound of tearing be heard in Mother’s room. She would be upset. He should preferably tear it in his own house.
Has Brother Mud moved to new land yet? If he

hasn’t, let him make the coffin. If he is no longer in the village, then you’ll have to call Sanung. Brother Mud is a skilled and careful craftsman. Sanung’s work is rough. He is also careless. Brother Mud would plane the wood smooth and nail the pieces close together, matching them as he does so.
Only call Sanung if Brother Mud is unavailable.

Watch him all the time. To get him to work properly,

you’ll have to stand beside him. Don’t let him leave the wood furry. Make sure he nails the pieces so they fit together exactly. Don’t forget what he did to Haji Lebar’s coffin. The wood was chipped in various places, the end was so badly fitted that the whole thing looked like a fishtrap. If you have to use Sanung, keep an eye on him. The seepage water in the grave mustn’t filter into the coffin. Tell him how long Mother is. How long, how broad and how deep the grave will be. 

If the grave runs with water, as Father’s did, the

planks must be so tightly fitted that they present a single surface. Water mustn’t get in before the final earth is heaped on top. 

Tell him that the planks must fit tightly, Sister, then tell him several more times.
Ask people if you’re uncertain about anything.

Grandfather Kenali will give you any advice you need.
Leave the washing of the body, the placing of the

incense and the prayers over the corpse, to Hamad the Prayer Leader. Get someone else to cut down banana tree trunks to rest the body on while it is being bathed. Two trunks will be enough. The king-banana tree trunks are best. There is a clump of banana trees near our fields, isn’t there? Take two which have not yet flowered. The pith of the king-banana trunk is not too sticky. Tie the two trunks together with rhea grass or young bamboo. One binding at the end for her feet, one for her head.

That will make it easier for Hamad the Prayer Leader to put Mother’s head in his lap.
Bring the water pot up from the foot of the front

stairs, so people can have water to ritually purify themselves. Is there any left of the sandalwood incense we used for Father? Check carefully in the cloth cupboard.
Leave the praying over the body to Hamad the Prayer Leader as well. He is the leader of the congregation. He knows all the intricacies of good prayer. If he asks you to invite the Elders from the religious school at Kampung Raja Bejang, invite them. Give the money to someone else so they can arrange the alms-giving. Let Ya Chen do it, if you’re busy with other things. Or Usup. 

Have the coins ready in advance. Ten dollars worth of ten cent coins will do. Give it all away. Give ten cents each to the boys sitting around the Koranic school as well.
After the Profession of Faith in Allah and His

prophet is chanted into her ear, have two dollars ready for Hamad the Prayer Leader as well. Don’t let anyone see you give it to him. Tell him it’s for tobacco. He’ll refuse it at first and try to give it back to you. Put it in his jacket pocket and leave straight away. He can smile or not, as he wishes.
Before you begin all this, see how Mother is. Try to have ‘Yasin’ read day and night if the medicine is ineffective. Only when she looks extremely tired, is unable to talk, begins to withdraw, and it seems that there is no further hope, should you retire to the verandah and start the discussions.
I know some people will tell you that you shouldn’t start making arrangements before she closes her eyes for the last time. That’s only idle chatter. Let them say what they like. We can’t stop her following Father on to the next notch. We don’t want her to go. But we will be simply doing our duty.
If she follows him, we should give thanks to God for letting them reach the third stage together. We will be left behind, at the second. If she doesn’t go, we should thank Him for letting her live and work by the sweat of her brow with you in the village.
Give thanks to God, whichever He wants. If He

calls her, let her go and thank Him. If He forbids her

going, we accept her and thank Him. 

It will not only help the living if you start making the arrangements before she goes, it will also help her.
There shouldn’t be too much debate about her departure. There should be no unnecessary delay. If she is invited to go, she should go at once. She shouldn’t dillydally. If the preparations have been made beforehand, she can go at once. If she goes at midday, she can be face to face with Gog and Magog by late afternoon. Once the questions are asked and the answers given, she can be on her way again. 

If she goes in the afternoon, the interrogation can be over by sunset.
Don’t wait for anyone else to come to pay their last respects. Who else in the village will come apart from us? We don’t know many people. Hardly any. We have never asked for help. No one has ever asked us to help them. What could we give apart from our prayers? We have never given anything, we have never asked for anything.
That we have never had anything has never mattered. Nor does it matter that we will die with nothing. We are poor. And we thank God for our poverty.
Sister, do everything you can so that she can leave quickly.
There is no need to have the grave dug until she actually decides to follow Father. But you ought to mark the place in advance. It should be near Father, under the saga tree near Kitol’s scrub. Mark out the site with pegs.
Once she draws her final breath, ask Kaseng and

three or four others to help. Digging the grave is  easier than washing the corpse or making the coffin. The grave can be dug while the prayers for the dead are being recited. Everyone in the village lives by a combination of hoe and earth. We dig fields of eight acres, this is simply a grave six feet deep.
Don’t worry about the grave. Let’s talk about other things. But once you ask Kaseng, ask him again. You are not to make a niche in the bottom of the grave for the body. We want to use a coffin. Once the diggers are four feet beneath the saga tree, they will strike water. Imagine what it will be like six feet down. The coffin will have to be nailed very tightly to keep the water out.
After the body has been washed and bound, ask

Hamad the Prayer Leader when it should be taken down the stairs. You should lend a shoulder when she is first lifted. Be careful leaving the house. We don’t want her coffin to fall, as almost happened with Father’s. Try to get new steps put in if you can, made of rambai wood.  With handrails on both sides. Don’t use bamboo. It is too slippery and has too many joints. It can splinter into a person’s hand as well. Use Malacca cane. 

In brief, be very careful when you take her outside. Cover the coffin with the same batik cloth we used for Father.
Don’t take the coffin across the rice-fields the way we took Father. The rains have started. Many of the walls will be broken. Many of the walls will be too narrow for a group of people to walk on easily.
Take a track at the foot of the hill. It’s farther, but it will also be safer.
You will have to widen the gate near Cik Awang Dollah’s land. Otherwise the coffin won’t go through.

The gateway will be too narrow. If it is hard to widen it, tear the fence down and make a new one later on.
The steep side of Becah Bedung will be safer with half dozen steps carved into it. If anyone loses their footing on the moss or slipper grass, they will fall.
Jungle hogs use the track where it winds around near the foot of the hill. Send some boys ahead to see whether there are any bulldog-ants or fire-ants. The ants are always on the lookout for soft calves to bite. Sometimes there are centipedes and scorpions waiting to be fed. Wasps and hornets often build at the tops of trees.
Try to clear the track a little beforehand.
Going up the steps of the mosque is a chapter in itself. A good many pillars have been eaten by white ants and have rotted to the ground. Lift the coffin straight on to the verandah if possible. One group of people can lift from above, those on the ground can push. Slowly, Sister, very slowly. 

Once the corpse had been prayed over, taken to the grave, and the prayer recited in her ear, then you can start worrying about the various feasts.
Start the recitation of the Koran that night. Carry on for three days and three nights as we did for Father. 

Sell the rice in the rice-barn if you need more money. Pawn Mother’s three-quarter acre langsat orchard near the swamp. Use all the hens. Sacrifice Mother’s two geese.
You will need to have money on hand all the time. You will have to pay to have the Koran chanted at the graveside for seven nights. After the three nights, give a feast so that her soul may rest in peace. After seven days, another feast. After fourteen days, another. And after a hundred, yet another.
If we have to pawn everything and go into debt, it doesn’t matter. Sell whatever you need to for the feasts. Our economic destiny is in God’s hands.
Let outsiders say that we are wasting our resources, we don’t care. As long as we are happy. As long as Mother goes peacefully. As long as it makes us feel better. 

What do they know anyway, Sister?
Look after Mother carefully. We are poor. But we are content. We should give thanks to God for our generations of poverty.
It is His way of blessing us.

Unit Glossary

Bukit Selembau and Guar Cempedak Locations in

northern Malaysia near the Thai border.

Gog and Magog This English translation’s gloss for

Munkar and Nakir, the two “interrogating angels” that

Muslims believe each individual faces at death.

Kati (also spelled catty) A unit of measure in Southeast Asia and China equal to about 1¹⁄³ pounds.

Kulhu prayer Refers to a 112th sura of the Qur’an, often recited in ritual contexts.

Langsat An fruit tree native to Malaysia that now grows throughout Southeast Asia and into southern India.

Pikul A unit of measure used for rice in Malaysia.

Saga tree Commonly known as the Red Bead Tree, its small yellow flowers turn orange and smell faintly of orange blossoms. When the seeds become dry, they split and liberate brilliant red seeds. The strong red color is thought to be associated with passion and the seeds are a symbol of love.

Shroud A cloth used to wrap a body for burial.

Sura A “chapter” of the Qur’anic text. There are 114 suras in the Qur’an.

Yasin Sura or Chapter 36 of the Qur’an, a popular reading in many Muslim societies, often used in ritual contexts.
Guiding Questions

Using the story “The Third Notch,” choose appropriate passages (a sentence, a phrase, and a word) as noted below. Copy the text onto this sheet, recording page numbers.

1. First, choose a full sentence from the story that contains a reference to religious tradition of Islam. The sentence may be chosen because it is particularly poignant, because it contains some tradition or direction that surprises you, because it is similar to or different from your traditions, or simply because the writing is striking in some way. Page number: _____  Passage:










2. Choose one phrase (a part of a sentence—three to five words, usually) that highlights elements of environment (this would be a reference to food, geography, weather, seasons, clothing, or building material, for example) that plays a role in the preparations. Page number: _____  Passage:










3. Choose a single word from the story that seems representative of the experience, emotions or traditions that are shared.  Page number: _____  Passage:
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When all students have made their choices, responses will be shared aloud. Students will read their sentences (#1, below) in turn, without comment. If someone chooses the SAME sentence, it should be read again by each student who has chosen it (this simply emphasizes the significance of the passage). When all sentences have been read aloud, students will begin to share their phrases in turn—again without comment or pause. Finally, students will share their single words aloud, one student at a time. Consider the themes that emerge from the passages shared. A class discussion will follow. 
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