
		
			
	[image: Jakarta]



		

	
		
			
			Jakarta

		Biography of a City

					Herald van der Linde

														Monsoon Books

		Burrough on the Hill

	


		

	
		
			
	
							New and updated edition published in 2025 by Monsoon Books Ltd

www.monsoonbooks.co.uk

No.1 The Lodge, Burrough Court, Burrough on the Hill, Melton Mowbray LE14 2QS, UK.

ISBN (paperback): 9781915310446

ISBN (ebook): 9781915310453

Copyright©Herald van der Linde, 2020

First published by Marshall Cavendish Editions, Singapore, 2020.

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Frontcover illustration by Derek Bacon (derekbacon.com)

							




		

	
		
			
	Contents

	
						
	
		Dedication
							
	


						
	
		Preface
							
	


						
	
		A Note on Non-English Terms
							
	


						
	
		Timeline of Events
							
	


						
	
		Indonesian Archipelago
							
	


						
	
		Present-day Greater Jakarta
							
	


						
	
		Introduction: A Word of Warning, a Fortuitous Meeting and a New Home
							
	


						
	
		1. From Kelapa to Batavia
							
	


						
	
		2. Trijntje and Souw Beng Kong
							
	


						
	
		3. Beyond the City Walls
							
	


						
	
		4. A Grisly Execution, an Outbreak of Malaria and a Massacre
							
	


						
	
		5. The Travails of Slave Girls and Chinatown Reborn
							
	


						
	
		6. Moving the Capital, British Invasion and the First Taste of Luxury
							
	


						
	
		7. A Dutch Bestseller, Batavia’s Robin Hood and a New School
							
	


						
	
		8. The Murder of a Housewife, Japanese Occupation and the Seeds of Independence
							
	


						
	
		9. An Attempted Coup, Deep Purple’s Debacle and a Jakarta Love Story
							
	


						
	
		10. Thinking Local: Why Jakarta’s Kampung Spirit Can Save the City
							
	


						
	
		Acknowledgements
							
	


						
	
		Further Reading
							
	


						
	
		Bibliography
							
	


						
	
		About the Author
							
	


						
	
		By The Same Author
							
	


						
	
		List of Illustrations
							
	


			




		

	
		
			
	
		1

		

								

	
				To my mom and dad, my loving wife, Teni, and my son, David.
 
	

			
			


		

	
		
			
	
		2

		Preface

								

	
				If you have picked up this book, you must have at least a passing interest in Jakarta. Indonesia’s capital is a fabulous place. To many, this statement might sound odd. The city conjures up images of endless traffic jams, hot, dusty roads, immense shopping malls that all sell pretty much the same thing, and, of course, floods.
 But to me – an itinerant Dutchman – Jakarta is more than the political, economic and cultural heart of Indonesia. This metropolis of more than 30 million people is a vibrant, bustling place, an immense labyrinth of small alleys and streets where children still walk to school, vendors sell bakso (meatball soup) and women operate tiny street-side stores stuffed with everything from snacks and noodles to batteries, cigarettes and stationery. There are small barber shops, motor repair shops – most advertising the ability to perform magic on any vehicle regardless of condition – badminton courts and small mosques. Street traders effortlessly move vast quantities of goods around on motorcycles and handcarts through these intricate villages, or kampung.
 At dusk, these small shops light up, creating an atmosphere of convivial good cheer. In the warm evenings, I enjoy sitting outside, smoking a kretek cigarette (a habit I am still trying to break) and ordering sateh or nasi goreng from the passing hawkers. This neighbourhood spirit harks back to the days when these kampung – now absorbed into the broader metropolis – were originally small villages and settlements set apart from the city.
 Jakartans are as diverse as they are friendly. It is difficult to find anyone who is not up for a chat, even with complete strangers. They come from all corners of the sprawling, multilingual Indonesian archipelago, bringing with them their own folklore, languages and dialects, traditions and cuisines. Every Jakartan knows where to get their noodles from Aceh, beef rendang from Padang, or coto, a soup from Makassar in Sulawesi. Jakarta can leave its mark on visitors in many ways – whether by its sheer size, outrageous traffic congestion, imposing landmarks or its variety of colonial architecture – but its real beauty lies in the kampung.
 The aim of this book is to make the city more accessible and enjoyable for tourists, occasional visitors and expats, as well as long-term residents and Jakartans themselves. Understanding its history is a great way to start. This is neither a historical treatise nor an academic study. It is a narrative woven with my own experiences, deep dives into the city’s archives, the discovery of long-lost relatives, stories found in dusty old books written in Old Dutch, and the memories of family members, friends and acquaintances. Think of it as a patchwork quilt that stitches together personal observations, past events both momentous and long forgotten, a colourful cast of characters, and some very ancient history.
 Much of this book is set against the broad sweep of the battle for colonial posessions in Asia that started in earnest around 1600. It traces the historical ups and downs of Jakarta, spanning the seventeeth to the twenty-first centuries. For the first half of this period the Dutch East India Company (the VOC) was all-powerful; later the city’s fortunes were buffeted by the rise and fall of Napoleon Bonaparte. Later still, the green shoots of nationalism were nurtured by two violent world wars that eventually lead to the end of Dutch rule. In between, there are guest appearances by Captain James Cook, the great British explorer, and Sir Stamford Raffles, who went on to found Singapore. There are also juicy sex scandals, gory executions, a brutal massacre, an outbreak of deadly fever, bungled uprisings, murder most foul and a particularly sadistic public flogging of the unfortunate daughter of a Dutch official. Much later on, a disastrous concert by English rock band Deep Purple gives a whole new meaning to the word head-banger.
 This book is peopled by businessmen and women, complete and utter rogues, mistreated slaves, and ordinary citizens, rich and poor. Take for example Jan Pondard, a watchmaker who lived in the city in the early 1800s. The little we know about this man comes from two newspaper advertisements, one promoting his business and the other informing customers of his shop’s move to another part of Batavia, the name the Dutch gave to what is now Jakarta. It is likely that he witnessed the British invasion of the city in 1811, so we can imagine his fear as soldiers marched right past his shop as they captured the city from the Dutch. Even with such meagre sources of information, we can paint a picture of what it must have been like, for a humble watchmaker, to live in the city at that time.
  
 [image: Engraving of the Tijgersgracht in Batavia by Johan Nieuhoff. Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague]Engraving of the Tijgersgracht in Batavia by Johan Nieuhoff. Koninklijke Bibliotheek, The Hague

  
 Another compelling personality is a young woman called Trijntje, who arrived in 1622 from the Netherlands with a fine business head on her shoulders, and Si Pitung, a kind of local Robin Hood figure who lived in the city in the late 1800s. Others who make an appearance are still with us and offer dramatic eyewitness accounts of more recent events in the city from the last few decades.
 And then there are the members of my own family. A few years ago, during a visit to Jakarta’s archives, I stumbled across references to people with the same surname as me. One I know for certain is my great grandfather many times over – we are separated by about ten generations. Others are very likely to be family members. They were a very mixed bag: some were successful, another ended up in a miserable marriage, and one girl died in poverty in Batavia’s orphanage. Still more witnessed and may have even taken part in one of the city’s darkest events, the massacre of the Chinese population in 1740. It was digging into these archives that provided me with the inspiration for this book.
  
 [image: Artist’s impression of ships at port of Batavia. © Rob Tuytel]Artist’s impression of ships at port of Batavia. © Rob Tuytel

  
 But enough of the past. What does the future hold for this great city? Jakarta faces immense challenges. It floods regularly at enormous cost to residents and parts of the city are slowly subsiding into the mud. There is also a big wealth gap, and the poor are far too often pushed to the fringes of society. This book does not pretend to offer big picture solutions – we’ll leave that to the politicians, urban planners, architects, engineers and economists.
 Yet the ingenuity of the people who live here is remarkable. History tells us that the city has bounced back from adversity on numerous occasions. Residents have come back together after massacres and riots, rebuilt neighbourhoods after floods and re-invented parts of the city which had become uninhabitable. The people of Jakarta have an extraordinary ability to rebound from even the grimmest of circumstances.
 This book makes mention of places that don’t exist anymore but also plenty of others that do and that are well worth a visit. They include Kota, the old town of Batavia, and the Portuguese church outside the old city walls in an area now called Gereja Sion. A few old colonial estates along the old Molenvliet road (now Jl. Hayam Wuruk/Jl. Gajah Madah) as well as the atmospheric Pancoran Tea House are still around.
 After visiting the famous landmarks, be sure to wander around the places that capture the essence and the soul of this city – Jakarta’s labyrinthine and magical kampung.
 Herald van der Linde
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		A Note on Non-English Terms

								

	
				The aim of this book is to make Jakarta a more accessible and enjoyable city to visitors and residents alike. With that in mind, decisions with regard to names, references and spelling were made to make reading easier.
 The term ‘Jakarta’ refers to an administrative unit with precise boundaries. Depok is just south of Jakarta and Bogor is another city. Over time, these satellite towns became glued to the growing city and are now effectively part of the larger conurbation, ‘Jabodetabek’, an acronym for Jakarta-Bogor-Depok-Tangerang-Bekasi. In the book, we loosely refer to this agglomeration as Jakarta.
 In the text, Malay refers to the older version of Indonesian that was spoken across the archipelago. Indonesian as a language used today, Bahasa Indonesia, is actually a codified version of Malay.
 In modern Indonesian, the word for street is jalan, often abbreviated to ‘Jl.’. Thus, Theewater Straat (in Dutch) is in English Teawater Street and in Indonesian Jl. Teh. Current Indonesian spelling has been used for place names and streets. Thus, instead of the colonial Passer Baroe or Pasar Baroe, this book uses Pasar Baru, as this is how the place is known today. We also refer to Bogor although at the time, the Dutch name was Buitenzorg. Sometimes it is quite obvious that two words stand for the same place, such as Harmonie in Dutch referring to today’s Harmoni, a well-known junction in Central Jakarta, just north of the presidential palace in south Petojo.
 Knowledge of a few Indonesian words can help make reading street names a bit easier. Besar (large) and kecil (small) often show up in street names and in such cases might refer to the size of the road or mean either ‘main’ or ‘secondary’. A pintu is a door or a gate. There are also regular references to kampung, which is a mostly rural settlement, somewhere in between a hamlet and a town. A town or city is a kota. Other names commonly found on maps are sawah, a paddy field, and rawa, which means a marsh or swamp. These names adorn many signposts across the city and remind us of the bogs and fields that used to litter the area.
 There are also Dutch names in this book. Some might be difficult to pronounce. Trijntje, for example, is pronounced as ‘trin-tee’ and the name Coen is pronounced as ‘koon’. The ‘ch’ in the name Chastelein is pronounced like the ‘ch’ in Bach. The letter ‘d’ or ‘z’ at the end of a name indicates the position of a son or daughter. Thus Trijntje Willemsd is ‘Trijntje, the daughter of Willem’.
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		Timeline of Events
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		Indonesian Archipelago

								

	
				[image: The Indonesian archipelago, showing Jakarta (labelled with its earlier names) and Malacca situated on key shipping lines. The Spice Islands are to the east.]The Indonesian archipelago, showing Jakarta (labelled with its earlier names) and Malacca situated on key shipping lines. The Spice Islands are to the east.
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		Present-day Greater Jakarta

								

	
				[image: The present-day greater Jakarta area, showing landmarks and major ring roads. ear the centre the Manggarai sluice directs river water around the city.]The present-day greater Jakarta area, showing landmarks and major ring roads. ear the centre the Manggarai sluice directs river water around the city.
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		Introduction: A Word of Warning, a Fortuitous Meeting and a New Home

								

	
				1990–2000
 ‘Avoid it, at least as a first point of entry.’
 That was the first advice I was given about Jakarta. As a 19-year-old student I had saved some money and decided to spend it on a low-budget backpacking trip to Indonesia, my first trip outside Europe. It was 1990.
 The advice came from my uncle who had visited the city several times. In all fairness, he was not suggesting that I avoid Jakarta entirely, but that I should start my trip in peaceful Bali rather than plunge into the sound and fury of Jakarta. He thought I should save the capital for the end of the trip. And so I did. I bought my tickets and in August flew to Bali via Singapore. I vividly remember my very first impression of Indonesia. Upon descending the airplane stairs, I stood still on the tarmac and inhaled an incredible concoction of aromas – a mixture of ripe fruit, fried meat, wet grass and burned rubber.
 I hopped around Bali for a few weeks and made my way east across a string of islands. On a ferry trip between Bali and the neighbouring island of Lombok I came across a family visiting friends. Their 9-year-old daughter was seasick, and I gave her an aspirin. A few hours later, we landed at the southern tip of Lombok. I had planned to take a bus northeast to visit a few quiet beaches and start my exploration of the island from there. On my way to the bus terminal, a passing car honked, slowed and the tinted windows were lowered. It was the family of the little girl and they asked me if I wanted to come with them to Mataram, the capital of Lombok. As it was on my way to the beaches, I jumped in.
 A problem immediately started to manifest itself – I did not speak Indonesian. Before I left I had followed a television course in the language, but all I remembered were a few words. I was far from conversational. In the end that did not matter. My willingness to struggle with the language combined with the friendliness and patience on the side of the Indonesian family and their friends ensured that we got on very well. In the end, I decided to stay a few days in Mataram and the family took me to local restaurants, taught me more Indonesian, introduced me to a variety of local dishes and showed me around town.
 When we parted they made me promise to visit them in Jakarta, where they lived. I then continued my journey to some of the other islands in east Indonesia. A few months later I hobbled into Jakarta by train, arriving at Gambir, the train station right in the city centre. My first views of the city were the houses and gardens that lined the rail tracks, the clothes hanging in the sun to dry, children running along with the train and the long queue of cars lined up at the level crossing, waiting for the train to pass.
 After I checked into a backpacker hostel, I called my Indonesian friends and a few hours later I found myself in a house in Pasar Minggu, a district in south Jakarta, surrounded by the whole family and their friends. A few neighbours popped in to say hello to this somewhat dishevelled Dutch fellow. In the months and years thereafter I would repeatedly stay in their home, become close friends with the rest of the family and improve my language skills. Meanwhile, I started to explore the rest of the city. I took buses around town and got to know the various districts where some of my new Indonesian friends lived – Tanah Abang, Menteng, Kalibata, Blok M, Slipi, Depok and Jatinegara.
 I’d learned about the Dutch East Indies at school but was surprised to find so many remnants of the colonial past. There were old Dutch buildings, some Dutch words were still in use in Bahasa Indonesia and, despite a colonial period that stretched over nearly 350 years, a generally positive disposition towards Belanda, the term used to refer to the Dutch. Also, many people I met had family in the Netherlands.
 Repeated return visits over the following years allowed me to soak up Indonesian culture, become fluent in Bahasa Indonesia and gradually discover an affection for Jakarta, that urban jungle I had avoided as a port of entry on my very first trip. But that first time will always have a special place in my heart.
  
 ***
  
 After a gap of a few years, following my graduation from a Dutch university with a degree in economics, I decided to try my luck in Jakarta in 1995. I found myself working for a bank in the city and living with a few other foreigners that I had befriended. During the weekends, I would visit my first Indonesian friends in south Jakarta.
 I used my holidays to explore lesser known parts of the archipelago, from Nias, an island off the coast of Sumatra in the west of the country, to Flores in east Indonesia. In 1997, on a plane back to Jakarta I found myself chatting with one of the other passengers, a rather attractive Indonesian lady of my age. Later, at the luggage conveyor belt, I saw her again and was brave enough to ask for her name – Teni – and her mobile phone number. For months I tried to meet up with her, but every time I tried, Teni told me she was travelling. Eventually I decided that she was probably avoiding me. In a last attempt, I decided to do something that is rather uncommon today – I sent her a postcard with a few friendly comments and my telephone number. The ball was in her court.
 It worked. Teni called back. Two weeks later, we met at the O-la-la Café in south Jakarta’s Blok M. A few months later, we were backpacking together across Ternate, Tidore and Banda, the famed Spice Islands in the Moluccas in east Indonesia.
 One day, she asked me to come to her home in south Jakarta. And so, on a Sunday morning in October 1997, I made my way to meet the family for the very first time. Upon arrival at her home in Lenteng Agung, I found her father sitting outside his home drawing slowly on a thick, white Dji Sam Soe kretek cigarette. He had one daughter and four sons and was quite eager to meet the man who had caught his only daughter’s eye.
 When I approached, he stood up, introduced himself and asked, ‘You are Dutch, aren’t you?’ in Indonesian. Upon confirmation, he told me that he had shot at the Dutch in Indonesia’s war of independence. I responded by saying that I hoped he would not make a habit of it.
 Over the following months I would meet uncles, aunts, nephews, nieces and all kinds of other, less easily identifiable extended family members. Some of the older generation greeted me in fluent Dutch, spoken with a beautiful Indonesian-styled staccato and a rich vocabulary common in 1930s Dutch schools. Some had fought in the war against the Dutch in the late 1940s. But with the incredible hospitality typical of Indonesians, they considered this more of a reason to bond than to stress our differences. ‘We have been friends for over 350 years,’ they joked. I was made very welcome in the family. Teni and I married in 2000.
  
 ***
  
 My own grandfather had told me that our family had a history in Indonesia, but nobody was sure who they were and where they had lived. I decided to visit the national archive to see if I could find some fossilised evidence of these ancestors. For some people, going through archives sounds like an act of self-flagellation, but I loved it. With a great sense of excitement I poured over masses of old documents, looking at the stories that they held: divorces, wills, church records and files of court cases, all written down centuries ago.
 For two days I flipped through old files and catalogues of the city archives of Batavia (what Jakarta used to be called by the Dutch colonial masters), when I came across the following commentary:
  
 Johannes van der Linde, senior merchant and captain of administration at the castle, born in Batavia on 5 Feb 1707 and died 15 Oct 1742. His family coat of arms is in the Church in Zwolle. [1]
  
 This, I knew, was an ancestor as he was mentioned in a family book that I had read in the Netherlands.[2] And our family coat of arms is still in a church in Zwolle, a city in the eastern part of the country. I had discovered a direct connection, an arch between the two of us spanning about ten generations.
 Thrilled, I went looking for more evidence and in the next few days I found a few more entries labelled ‘van der Linde’ in the Batavia city archives. The earliest record I found was of a Barbara van der Linde who, together with her husband, arrived by ship in Batavia in 1650. In 1710, another Van der Linde was recorded as a carpenter and in 1714 another, possibly his brother, was thrown in jail after failing to pay his debts. Either one might have been the father of the senior merchant who was born in 1707. In 1798, there was an entry for Jacob van der Linde as the chief surgeon at a city hospital, which still exists today. In 1861, one Van der Linde started a business with a man called Leendert Bras. In 1916, another started a trading company with someone named Teves; the Linde-Teves enterprise seemed to have flourished.
 How would the city have looked in their day? Would I be able to recognise some of the houses or buildings where they had lived and worked? If they wanted to go for a cold beer or dinner, where would they have gone?
 Thus, I set out to get to know the history of Jakarta, the city I had got to know so well, where I had made so many good friends, met my wife and where my ancestors had made a living over the last few centuries. The idea was to dive into archives and university libraries to find more books, stories and evidence that, put together, would create a story of this city as made by the people who lived in it.
 This book is the result of my endeavours. It’s not a conventional history book, but rather, an attempt to introduce this much-maligned city to a broader audience who may, like me, learn to love Jakarta.
 Whenever Jakarta comes up in conversations, most people tell me what they don’t like about the city. It’s crowded and lacking in parks and open spaces; most entertainment is found in the city’s large shopping malls; traffic is a nightmare. I have to admit they have a point. But there is so much more to the city than congested roads and endless malls. What makes Jakarta so enjoyable are its people and the many stories that have unfolded over the centuries. The city’s quieter allure lies in the small alleys and roads that run through the kampung, spinning a large cobweb which surrounds the skeleton of Jakarta – its thoroughfares, highways, ring roads, museums and monuments. Call it the Jakarta’s soul or consciousness, it is here, in the kampung, that the real beauty of this city is found: vivid, ethereal, and hidden in plain sight.
 I hope this book will allow readers to gain a better appreciation of the city. I hope it will inspire a reader to get a taste of its rich history by visiting the National Museum to learn about Hindu and Buddhist culture and the lifestyle of the early humans who inhabited the area. Or delve into the colonial era by checking out the old buildings dating back to the days of the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC) – the Dutch East India Company – the trading giant that dominated the spice trade and saw off the British in that part of the world. Some are now home to the Museum Bahari, the maritime museum in the old Sunda Kelapa harbour area.
 Alternatively, visit the Museum Taman Prasasti, a cemetery built by the Dutch colonial government in 1795 as a resting place for their prominent countrymen. Among the impressive array of tombstones, there is a skull embedded in one of the walls, a story related to a Batavian conspiracy in the early 1700s. Then there is the Reinier de Klerk mansion, the home of a former Governor-General of the East Indies. It was later owned by an illiterate Pole who had to hide his Jewish identity and lived a remarkable rags-to-riches story. Beaten as a servant in the mansion, he swore he would eventually own the property, which he did after a successful career with the VOC.
 This book traces the evolution of Jakarta from pre-colonial times to the giant metropolis it is today. In each chapter, we look at some of the people who walked its streets and, insofar as history and archives allow us, try to follow their lives.
 Chapter 1 starts with the oldest available evidence of people living in the area we now call Jakarta: script chiselled onto a stone around the fifth century. It takes a look at life in the city of Kelapa, which was renamed Jayakarta in 1527. After repeated wars for influence over this city, the Dutch took control in 1619, establishing their own city of Batavia. Chapter 2 features an entrepreneurial lady named Trijntje, who arrived in Batavia in 1622 and survived an unsuccessful attempt by a Javanese army to wipe Batavia from the map.
 Chapter 3 shows the city spreading into the regions surrounding Batavia in the later 1600s; in Chapter 4, we see the negative consequences of this sprawl as the city faced a mysterious disease in the 1730s and witnessed an orgy of violence in 1740. In Chapter 5 we meet Captain Cook, who was not impressed by the city in 1770, and discover how Weltevreden, located a little further south, became Batavia’s playground for the rich.
 In Chapter 6, watchmaker Jan Pondard witnesses the arrival of the British in 1811 and their retreat a few years later. Chapter 7 features the legendary Si Pitung, Jakarta’s own Robin Hood, and the rise of Indonesian nationalism in the 1880s. Chapter 8 compares the city to a kettle on slow boil, with racial and class tensions highlighted by the murder of Johanna Maitimo in 1916.
 Chapter 9 is about crowd control. After Indonesian independence in 1945, Jakarta experienced an explosive population growth as people from all over the archipelago poured in. The last chapter ponders the city’s challenges and how it might rise to meet them in the future.
 But let’s go to the beginning.
 It all started with the discovery of a stone.
 


	Batavia city archives, Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia (ANRU), Jakarta. All mentions of ‘van der Linde’ in Batavia come from entries in this archive. ↵


	Linde, S. van der. 1973, p 1. ↵
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		From Kelapa to Batavia

								

	
				Pre-1619
 Compared to some of the largest islands in Indonesia, Java is small. The spine of this slender strip of land comprises a string of volcanoes that nourishes its soil, moistens its rivers and has a penchant for sudden eruptions. Add to this the throbbing heat and intensity of the tropical sun and the result is one of the most fertile places on our planet. On its western edge, the Salak and Gede mountains are also the birthplaces of five large rivers – the Cisadane, the Angke, the Ciliwung, the Bekasi and the Citarum – that spread out like a fan from current-day Bogor towards the northern seashores. Ci means ‘river’ in Sundanese, so Citarum is the river Tarum.
 This fecund land has been inhabited since Neolithic times but it is difficult to exactly pinpoint when and where the first humans settled down in the area that we now define as Jakarta or ‘Jabodetabek’, an acronym that sews together Jakarta with the surrounding cities of Bogor, Depok, Tangerang and Bekasi. But while the time frames and locations of these first human settlements in what we call Greater Jakarta are clouded by history, there are some artefacts left from those days.
  
 [image: Map of the western part of Java, showing the five rivers – the Cisadane, the Angke, the Ciliwung, the Bekasi and the Citarum – flowing from the mountains of Gunung Salak and Gunung Gede.]Map of the western part of Java, showing the five rivers – the Cisadane, the Angke, the Ciliwung, the Bekasi and the Citarum – flowing from the mountains of Gunung Salak and Gunung Gede.

  
 One day in 1863, not far from the city of Bogor, close to Ciampea in what is currently Kampung Muara, a Javanese man walked along a river and spotted a huge bolder with inscriptions of two large feet and sinuous, curvy writing on its smooth surface. Scholars were called in to take a closer look at these strange, alien-looking messages and eventually identified it as Pallava, a script in use thousands of miles away across the Indian Ocean in southern India. The inscription was translated as follows:
  
 The powerful, illustrious and brave King the famous Purnawarman (of the) Tarumanagara (kingdom) whose (print of the) foot soles are the same (as those of) God Wishnu.[1]
  
 How a large boulder came to be inscripted in a language from across an ocean, thousands of miles away, can be traced to travel and commerce. In the fifth century, sailor-traders along the coast of Sumatra, Java and Kalimantan made acquaintance with merchant communities in Indian ports, exchanging anything from fruits to cloth, cotton, axes, turtle shells, feathers and spices. Around the same time, Indian traders who sailed around the Indonesian archipelago found it worthwhile to establish local branches in their trading network where they left people behind to secure regular supplies of regional specialties to their markets. They paid tribute to the local heads of these ports who in return adopted Indian royal titles such as raja or maharaja, or adding the royal suffix -varman, to their names, as these were familiar to Indian merchants with whom they traded. Just like King Purnawarman.[2] 
 These Indian traders brought with them Hindu and Buddhist ideas and the Sanskrit and Pallava scripts. Some of it seeped into the Sundanese and Javanese languages, which explains the writing on that large boulder. The boulder came to be known as the Ciaruteun inscription and it still lies where the Javanese farmer had discovered it well over a century ago.
 King Purnawarman appears to have been a prolific builder and was eager to leave evidence of his power and achievements for posterity. It seems he ordered more of these stones to be chiselled with statements and so far seven have been discovered. These chiselled pillars were large and immovable, and archaeologists have postulated that they might have been focal points for ceremonies in open spaces. The oldest of these stones, the Prasasti Tugu, was discovered in the small town of Tugu and is currently on display in the National Museum in Jakarta. The writing on it tells us about the slaughter of a thousand cows to celebrate the opening of a long canal. It also mentions that at that time Purnawarman had already been on the throne for about 22 years.[3] 
 Assuming that it did not make sense to dig a canal in the middle of nowhere and that waterworks of this type required a huge amount of manpower, it is reasonable to say that there must have been a flourishing city worthy of a stone inscription for future generations to read about it. These large boulders then, are the very first artefacts pointing to the existance of a city in the area that we now call Greater Jakarta.
 We now know that this city was called Sunda Pura (‘Sunda city’), and was probably located near present-day Bekasi in east Jakarta. Even now, the people in West Java are referred to as Sundanese. The people in Sunda Pura grew bananas, cucumbers, onions, ginger and garlic, and raised fish, ducks and chickens. They also enjoyed alcoholic drinks made from palm and sugarcane and at ceremonies, they feasted on rice, chicken and vegetables on palm leaves. This city was a focal point in a commercial network of villages and ports across West Java from which professional vendors operated. They were buyers of cows, goats, buffaloes and pigs and sold these in nearby villages. Farmers would trade rice, fruit, cotton, clothing, salted fish and cooking oils in local village markets. In particularly strong demand were locally made stone axes, a handy tool for farmers living in and close to rainforests, who needed them to fell trees and clear undergrowth. Archaeologists have discovered[4] that axes were made even well before the era of Tarumanegara and Sunda Pura, at ancient sites in what is now south Jakarta: Pejaten, Condet, Tanjung Barat and Kelapa Dua.
  
 ***
  
 Kingdoms came and went, and by around 1300 it was the Pajajaran empire that ruled over large parts of West Java. It was in the days of this kingdom that Indonesians would notice new groups of traders on the international trading circuit. These were Muslim traders from Arabia, India and China who arrived with increasing frequency at ports dotted along the archipelago. They brought with them the Islamic religion, carried with them books written in the Arabic alphabet, and valued the title of sultan over raja. At the same time, Indonesian merchants went and sold goods in Indian ports controlled by Muslim merchants, increasing the number of touchpoints these Indonesians had with Islam. The religion became increasingly popular, culminating in 1470, when Demak in Central Java was proclaimed a Muslim kingdom.[5] 
 It was in the twelfth century, just before the rise of the Pajajaran empire, that there was the first report of a harbour town called Sunda Kelapa,[6] a name that referred not only to the Sundanese empire but also to the kelapa, or coconut, presumably because of the abundance of these lanky trees along the seashore. Today, Sunda Kelapa is still a small district in the very north of Jakarta. The very first foreign mention of Kelapa is on a fourteenth-century Chinese map, where it is called ‘Chia Liu Pa’. At the time, Kelapa was a small entrepot for traders and sailors who stocked up on rice, cloth and pepper in the seaside town and then sailed around the archipelago. These traders were dependent on the monsoons; they would sail in one particular direction during one monsoon and conduct business, buy new goods, repair their ships and wait until the monsoon winds changed, allowing them to navigate their vessels back home.
 But while Kelapa was an important trading hub, it was not where the Sundanese royals of the Pajajaran empire lived.[7] They preferred to withdraw to a fortified court in the cool, leafy foothills of Mount Salak in what is now the Batu Tulis district in Bogor. From Kelapa, it was a two-day walk to Pakuan, the capital of the Pajajaran empire. And it is here, in the foothills of the mountain, where probably one of the first accounts of the city of Kelapa is found, written down by a lonely travelling prince-monk who grew up in Pakuan. We know of this monk because of the existence of his writings on old palm leaves, presented to the Bodleian library in Oxford, England, in 1627 by a merchant called Andrew James.[8] A Dutch scholar of Sundanese languages, Dr J. Noorduyn, rediscovered these palm leaves in 1968 and started translating them, bringing back to life the story of the wandering prince-monk from Pakuan. His name was Bujangga Manik.
 In the latter part of the fifteenth century, this young Sundanese prince decided that the royal life of lavish feasting on the cool slopes of Mount Salak was just not for him. He preferred to live the life of a man of religion and decided to leave Pakuan to wander alone around Java. He made two journeys, both on foot and each covering well over a thousand kilometres. It is through his writings that we get a first-hand glimpse of Java in the fifteenth century. He detailed the mountains he saw, the rivers he crossed and the villages he frequented. He travelled all over Java and then crossed the sea to Bali, which he judged to be a dreadfully busy place (despite being centuries before the days of mass tourism and regular visits by Australian rugby league clubs in search of rest and recreation). Somewhere on his travels he met a female ascetic, who asked if he could be an elder brother and mentor to her. At a minimum, that would suggest that they travel together. But Bujangga Manik was not tempted. He held up a book and said, ‘Just like fire when it comes near to palm fibre, it will surely inflame, thus it is with men and women.’[9] With that, he continued his journey alone.
 He then made his way back from east Java by boat and after half a month’s sailing, reached the port of Kelapa. Although he does not mention it, small local boats, perahu, would have littered the bay, full of goods to sell in the market. He would also have seen large Chinese junks, the pan-regional bulk carriers of the day.
 Eventually, he stepped ashore at Kelapa, situated on the west bank at the mouth of the Ciliwung River. He might well have stayed there for a few days to soak up the atmosphere but the ascetic monk did not relish places with lots of people. Still, he would have seen the wooden houses covered with roofs made of palm leaves that stretched out along the riverfront into the interior. In the rainy season, the whole area turned into a large swamp. It was a crowded place and no surprise that fires regularly damaged parts of the city.
 As he walked the streets and alleys that criss-crossed the town, he would have seen people selling rice, vegetables, fruits, pepper, cloth and meats. Many of these people would have been local Sundanese, but there were also Chinese, Arabs, Tamils, Gujaratis and Malays. These foreigners were mostly sailors waiting for monsoon winds to change in their favour. They were allowed to stay outside the walled city, gathering regularly at the equivalent of a local tavern, probably nothing more than a small wooden shack, where arak (rice wine) and other alcoholic beverages were for sale.
 Walking further, Bujangga Manik would have seen that the streets opened up to a large square and an adjacent large wooden palace for the prince of Kelapa. This prince paid tribute to the King of Sunda who lived in the cool, lush mountains of Pakuan further south. But Bujangga Manik made surprisingly few references to all this. Instead, he wrote about how he made his way to Pakuan and crossed the Ciliwung River several times while visiting eleven towns, which suggests that the area surrounding Kelapa was already well populated.
 All the villages and towns he mentioned are long gone, except one. A town he visited is referred to as Ancol Tamiang which, he writes, is located near a great forest. This is probably current-day Ancol in north Jakarta, these days better known for its large theme park.
 Elsewhere he mentioned crossing the Cileungsi River, which still flows northward through Greater Jakarta towards Bekasi. He also came across the Citarum, the river that now traces the eastern perimeter of Greater Jakarta.
 He eventually arrived in Pakuan and saw his mother, who was overjoyed at his return. Here, he was tempted again, this time by a young princess. Things got a little steamy: she offered him a betel nut which she prepared by rolling the leaves and nut over her thighs and breasts and by binding them with a thread from her dress, as ‘to bind a young man, to excite a bachelor’s desire’.[10] But the monk wouldn’t have any of it, refusing to be lured back into the luxurious life of a prince. Bujangga Manik eventually settled on a mountain somewhere in West Java where he spent the rest of his life – alone.
 This then is probably one of the earliest written records of the city of Kelapa, enscribed on palm leaves in the last part of the fifteenth century. More frequent mentions of the city Kelapa appeared when Portuguese traders arrived in the archipelago.
  
 ***
  
 The Portuguese arrived in Southeast Asia in the early 1500s and initially focused their attention on Malacca, a key node in the Asian maritime trade network on Malaysia’s western coast. New foreigners arriving in Malacca were nothing new – the Chinese, Gujaratis, Tamils, Javanese and Sumatrans had all preceded the Portuguese. These foreign traders assimilated into Malaccan society, often marrying local women and gradually infusing the local culture with the culture and traditions they brought with them. Any dealings these foreigners had with the local king or sultan were conducted through the kapitein of their communities.
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 But this coexistence was not always peaceful. In 1511, the Portuguese decided to take things into their own hands. They laid siege to Malacca for forty days, after which they were able to enter and pillage the city and make it their own. After taking control, they kicked out the Muslim traders, who were the biggest trade rivals and who now had to look elsewhere for an alternative base. Kelapa seemed a good alternative where the Muslim traders could conduct their business without interference from the Portuguese. This was not to last: a few years later the Portuguese set their eyes on Kelapa too, in search of its fabled peppers.
 When the first Portuguese ships anchored off the coast of Kelapa, they stepped right into a geopolitical hornet’s nest. At the time, two new competing kingdoms were on the rise: Banten to the west of Kelapa and Demak to its east. With this threat in mind, it is understandable why the local ruler of Kelapa showed great interest in the firepower that the Portuguese carried with them and why he was open to Portuguese demands for a fort in town.
 Thus, an agreement to ensure the defence of Kelapa was signed on 21 August 1522 by Portuguese representative Henrique Leme and the Sundanese king, commonly known as Ratu Sang Hyang. In return, the Portuguese got about a thousand sacks of pepper. In the Portuguese fashion of the day, to mark the event, they hammered a padrão, a large stone marker, into the ground. Over time, this stone was lost but in 1918, during the erection of a new building in north Jakarta, construction workers discovered the elongated stone with Portuguese inscriptions that read ‘The Lord of Portugal, The Hope of The World’.[11] The stone is now on display at the National Museum in central Jakarta.
 One of the Portuguese men wandering around Kelapa in 1522 was Tomé Pires, an apothecary from Lisbon with an eye for detail and a habit of noting down his impressions, which allowed him later to publish a real doorstopper with the title Suma Oriental. He explored the town of Kelapa and gives us a glimpse of what it must have looked like. He described the town as a magnificent port with courts, clerks and traders busy selling peppers, rice, vegetables, fruits, livestock, slaves and cloth. Pires must have been impressed because he noted that ‘it was the largest and best port of all’.
 Tomé Pires also made an effort to see the famed Pakuan in the foothills of the nearby mountains, a journey that took him two days, just like Bujangga Manik a few decades earlier. In the Suma Oriental, he wrote of dense forests with trees that had branches reaching to the ground, pigs, buffalos, stags, and counts forty elephants. Upon arrival in Pakuan he observed that the houses were well built from wood and palm leaves. He also noted that the Sundanese were heathens but, despite this, they were ‘chivalrous, of good figure, swarthy and robust’.[12] These Sundanese traded in long pepper (presumably chilli), tamarind and slaves. Shops along the roads sold rice, vegetables, pigs, goats, cows, wines and fruits. For trading, cash was used, a kind of pierced coin, presumably imported from China. When he asked locals what the city’s name was, people misunderstood him. Instead of ‘Pakuan’, they told him this was the royal city, ‘Dayeuh’ in Sundanese, and so he scribbled the name ‘Dayo’ on his maps. And that’s how the Portuguese would remember it for centuries thereafter.[13] 
 Meanwhile, the neighbouring kingdom of Demak started to plot its move to take Banten and Kelapa. This is when a general by the name of Fatahillah enters history. He is now considered one of Indonesia’s national heroes and a kind of founding father of Jakarta. Little is known about this man and there is even some confusion about his name; sometimes he is referred to as Falatehan. But it appears he was born a common man in Pase in northern Sumatra and his father was an Arab from Gujarat.[14] At the time, Pase was a religious centre and it seems that this somehow rubbed off on Fatahillah because he travelled to the city of Mecca to study Islam for a few years. When a few years later Fatahillah returned from Mecca, he showed up in the Muslim port town of Jepara in Java, not far from Demak.
 The king of Demak was interested in this fresh arrival from Mecca and Fatahillah must have impressed the king with his military skills as he was given the task of conquering Banten. Fatahillah promptly set off with an army and, after a short military incursion, succeeded in getting Banten to submit to Demak. His next stop was Kelapa, which he also conquered.
 One of the first things he did there was to kick the Portuguese out of town and change the name of the town from Kelapa to Jayakarta – ‘the victorious city’. The exact date of this victory and the proclamation of the new name is lost to history but some historians say – although with little evidence to show for it – that this all happened on 22 June 1527, now the official birthday of the city of Jakarta. We now also find the first mention of the name ‘Jakarta’, written down a few decades after Fatahillah’s victory by Portuguese historian João de Barros. In 1552, he refers to the city ‘Xacatara’.
 In the late sixteenth century, a new set of European explorers sailed into the seas near Jayakarta. Sir Francis Drake was the first Englishman to arrive in the archipelago when he circumnavigated the world from 1577 to 1580. At the time, cloves were one of the prized spices that the English, like the Dutch, wanted to get access to. When the English arrived in Jayakarta, they set up a lodge on the western side of the Ciliwung river in north Jayakarta.
 The first Dutch ships arrived in 1596 under the command of Cornelis de Houtman. By 1611, the Dutch had agreed with the Muslim prince of Jayakarta, Pangeran Wijayakrama, to set up warehouses on the eastern side of the Ciliwung River, facing their English adversaries on the opposite bank. The Dutch named these newly constructed storerooms Nassau and Mauritius.
 But building warehouses on the soggy soil proved to be a challenge and the Nassau started to sink into the swampy foundation. Another problem was the risk of supplies going up in smoke as fires were a regular occurrence in the densely packed city. It was decided that the walls would be constructed with stone and, to reduce risk further, the Dutch negotiated the demolition of wooden Chinese houses adjacent to the Nassau and Mauritius warehouses.
  
 ***
  
 By now, these two countries had set up companies to spearhead the profitable trade in spices. The Dutch named theirs the Vereenigde Oostindische Compagnie (Dutch East India Company), abbreviated to VOC; even today it is still referred to by Indonesians as the kompeni. The English equivalent was the East India Company. The operations of the VOC were governed by a board of seventeen gentlemen running the operations from Amsterdam. The Heeren Zeventien were powerful, but the day-to-day operations in Batavia were managed by a governor-general. He and his local council ran a private company that acted as a quasi-sovereign which could issue legislation and decide on matters concerning the law.
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 This is where Jan Pietersz Coen enters the scene. This controversial figure is seen by some as a visionary who kick-started the rise of a Dutch colonial empire, while others consider him a murderous psychopath. The less flattering reputation was earned in 1621 when he ordered a genocidal mission to the island of Banda, one of the original Spice Islands, where nutmeg and cloves were sourced. In a matter of days, the Dutch violently reduced the number of Bandanese from 14,000 to only 480 with the help of Japanese samurai, Dutch soldiers and a few Javanese prisoners willing to provide a helping hand.
 After setting up camp in Jayakarta, Dutch trade flourished and the VOC needed more than the two small warehouses for storage. What they wanted was a proper headquarters in Asia, preferably an easily defendable fort, that would help coordinate their trade across the archipelago. Jayakarta – they called it ‘Jacatra’ – offered a number of advantages, such as proximity to a narrow sea lane – the Sunda Strait – where Dutch ships entered the archipelago from the Indian Ocean.
 Jayakarta was at the time under control of the city of Banten, which had increased tariffs, much to the displeasure of Coen, at the time the second-ranked man for the VOC in the archipelago. Eventually, it was decided that Jayakarta was the perfect place to establish a regional headquarters for the Dutch. The local prince of Jayakarta was initially open to the idea, hoping to grow rich from all the new trade that had come to his city. In addition, he thought these new Dutch friends with guns could prove be useful. It was likely that he was hoping to establish an independent kingdom with the help of Dutch firepower.
 Thus, by 1618, a number of competing interests had their eyes on Jayakarta. First, there was the city of Jayakarta and its ambitious prince. Then there was Demak, located to the east of Jayakarta and in control of the city after Fatahillah conquered it. The growing empire of Mataram, much further away in Central Java, was also starting to show an interest. Add to this the Dutch, who at the time were keen on using Jayakarta as a trading base but had intentions to control the city, and lastly the English, who had a small presence in town and were eager to see the Dutch leave. With so many suitors, things were bound to go horribly wrong for Jayakarta.
 Tensions rose when Coen ordered soldiers to fortify the warehouses. The prince of Jayakarta considered this an act of defiance and started to erect his own fortifications. It was the English who lit the match that finally set off this geopolitical powder keg. On 14 December 1618, the English seized a Dutch ship. Upon hearing the news, Coen promptly ordered his men to burn down the English lodge on the opposite bank of the river.[15] Matters rapidly spun out of control. The English sought to retaliate and the time seemed ripe when the arrival of several English ships meant they outnumbered the Dutch. Coen set off for the Moluccas – the group of islands at the centre of the spice trade – in search of Dutch reinforcements. But that meant leaving the Dutch behind at the mercy of the English.
 Or so they thought. While the English were preparing an attack, troops from Banten arrived. The last thing its leader, Arya Ranamanggala, wanted was for the English to take control over Jayakarta after the Dutch were kicked out.[16] Thus, instead of allowing the English to attack the Dutch, he started to wrangle with the English over future power arrangements and eventually drove the English out. By then, the English had decided that India might be a more suitable place for its colonial ambitions; it would be a few centuries before they returned to Java. The Banten forces also gave chase to the Jayakarta ruler, who fled to the mountains. Banten was now in control of the city.
 Meanwhile, the Dutch were holed up in their small fort and their warehouses. Realising they had avoided immediate annihilation, they decided to celebrate the delay of the attack by consuming copious amounts of beer and rice wine. There was even more cause for celebration when news arrived that Dutch ships had been spotted in the seas north of the city. On 28 May 1619, Coen stepped ashore with reinforcements from the Moluccas. He was not in the mood for negotiations and promptly burnt the whole town of Jayakarta to the ground. After chasing Bantenese forces away he proclaimed the founding of a new city with the name ‘Batavia’, a reference to an ancient Germanic tribe.
 The Dutch were now fully in control of the city for the first time. It was not for three centuries that the names ‘Jayakarta’ or ‘Jacatra’ would be used again.
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