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A Note on Spellings

Modern Indonesian uses a delightfully logical and consistent spelling system, and so I have stuck firmly to Modern Indonesian spellings for the names of places and people throughout this book. The British and Dutch used their own systems of representing local words during their time in Java, and these appear in some of the direct quotations. The colonial version is usually close enough to the modern spelling to need no explanation, but there are a couple of exceptions: Yogyakarta (which is colloquially pronounced – and occasionally written – as Jogjakarta), was usually written by the British as ‘Djocjocarta’, or just ‘Djocjo’; the British outpost of Bengkulu in Sumatra was known as ‘Bencoolen’.

There is something of an academic convention of writing Javanese words as they ‘should’ be with an A where the typical pronunciation involves an O. But no one ever spoke or wrote colloquially of a town called Sala or a prince called Dipanegara, so they will appear as Solo and Diponegoro here, and others like them will follow suit.


Glossary

Alun-Alun the great grassy square at the centre of a traditional Javanese city

Babad a Javanese chronicle, usually written in verse in formal language

Bibi an Indian term of address for a woman; in the 18th and early 19th century it was often used by the British in Asia as the term for the native concubine of a European man; the Dutch used the term nyai to the same effect in Indonesia

Candi a Javanese Hindu or Buddhist temple

Dalang the puppet-master in the wayang kulit, and in metaphorical terms anyone who orchestrates events from the background

Djinn an invisible, and often malevolent, spirit. The term is of Arabic origin, and djinns are mentioned in the Koran as beings resembling humans, but made of fire. In many countries, including Indonesia where it is usually spelt jin, the term is used as a more generic catch-all for all sorts of ghoulies, ghosties and things which go bump in the night

Dukun a shaman, witchdoctor or spiritual healer

Dwarapala the monstrous guardian statues that flank entranceways of Javanese temples and palaces as a deterrent to evil spirits

Gamelan Javanese orchestra featuring gongs and xylophones

Haji a Muslim who has completed the Haj pilgrimage to Mecca

Jago a fighting cock, or the head of a rebel band or criminal gang

Jawi the modified Arabic script traditionally used for writing Malay before the 20th century

Joglo a Javanese tiered pyramid roof, traditionally reserved for the homes of royal or noble families, or those of the descendants of the founders of a village

Kampung a settlement or group of houses; in rural terms a hamlet; in an urban setting a quarter

Kawi classical literary Javanese, a language with its own Sanskrit-derived script used for many of the chronicles and epics of old Java

Kebaya a lightweight Indonesian woman’s blouse, traditionally made of silk or cotton

Klenteng a Chinese temple

Kraton a Javanese palace or royal residence

Kris a ceremonial dagger and essential part of the outfit of a formally attired Javanese man, often an heirloom object, and frequently believed to have magical powers

Kromo High Javanese, the respectful form of the language used for addressing those of superior rank

Memsahib a hybrid Anglo-Indian term for a white woman. Sahib, pronounced ‘saab’, is a respectful Indian term for a man in a position of authority; it was given racial connotations when the British misappropriated it and applied it to themselves. They ditched the correct feminine equivalent – sahiba – and came up with memsahib for their wives

Ngoko Low Javanese, used between equals, or to inferiors

Pasisir literally ‘the Littoral’; usually used for the northern coastal regions of Java, and in Javanese terms implying an area outside the cultural and historic heartlands – if not beyond the pale, then somewhere very close to it

Patih the prime minister of a Javanese court

Pendopo a traditional Javanese pavilion, usually topped with a joglo roof

Perahu an Indonesian open boat

Peranakan literally ‘descendent’, usually used for people of mixed Chinese and Malay or Javanese origins

Pusaka sacred Javanese royal regalia and heirloom items

Ratu Adil ‘The Righteous Prince’, a messianic figure in Javanese folklore, first mentioned in the 12th century Joyoboyo Prophecies, set to save the island in times of trouble

Sayyid an Arabic title for a man claiming descent from the Prophet Mohammed

Sajen offerings of flowers, petals and other small items, left at tombs, temples and other places associated with spiritual power

Sepoy an Indian soldier in the army of the British East India Company

Stupa a Buddhist monument

Susuhunan the royal title taken by the kings of Mataram, and retained by the rulers of Surakarta, sometimes abbreviated to sunan. It was originally the title given to the semi-mythical Muslim ‘saints’ who brought Islam to Java

Tapa Javanese ascetic exercises and meditation, practiced in search of mystical power and enlightenment and ranging from tapa ngalong – hanging upside-down from a tree – to tapa metak – eating nothing but rice for long periods.

Wali Songo The semi-mythical ‘Nine Saints’, said to have converted Java to Islam

Wayang Kulit the Javanese shadow-puppet theatre


Introduction: The Past Perfect

‘It would have been better if we had been colonised by the British, not the Dutch.’

I remember very clearly the first time I heard that strange and discomfiting sentiment voiced by an Indonesian. I was sitting at the head of an air-conditioned classroom beneath a whiteboard scrawled with tortuous explanations of the past perfect continuous tense; a callow young English teacher in an oversized shirt and a terrible tie, not long arrived in the seething Javanese city of Surabaya.

This was my favourite class. The other groups I taught were reticent undergraduates or obese infants who fiddled sulkily with their mobile phones throughout their twice-weekly hour of extracurricular English. But this class was different. There were eight of them, senior high school students whose conversational tastes ranged well beyond shopping malls and celebrity gossip. They were clever, boisterous and funny, and they had a talent for leading me down tangents away from tenses. That was what had happened now: we were talking about Indonesian history and politics.

All of them were from the privileged elite of Indonesia’s second largest city, young men and women bound for Singaporean healthcare and American educations. But they partook with gusto in the peculiar Indonesian pastime of doing down their country in extravagantly hyperbolic terms, bemoaning its corruption and chaos.

I tried to remonstrate with them, to point out calmly that despite its manifold problems Indonesia had actually done remarkably well during its improbable half-century existence. For a start it had managed the formidable task of not disintegrating; it had achieved impressive economic development, attained near-total literacy, undergone a successful transition to democracy, and seemed to be forging a strong course in a new century.

But I couldn’t convince them. They were wealthy enough to have travelled; they had seen how the other half lived.

‘Look at Singapore and Malaysia,’ they said. ‘Look at how much richer and more modern they are!’

I pointed out the unfair advantages of their pint-sized neighbours. Indonesia has 17,000 islands, several hundred languages and an infinity of divergent histories. Malaysia has a population of less than 30 million; Singapore is the size of the Isle of Wight.

But they would not have it, and what was more, they had a neat historical explanation for the fact that life was better on the other side of the Straits of Melaka: ‘It would have been better if we had been colonised by the British, not the Dutch.’

It was enough to stop an earnest young Englishman in his tracks. It certainly stopped me in mine and they roared ahead with tales of the gold-paved streets of former British territories. Look at Singapore’s skyscrapers! Look at Malaysia’s motorways! Look at Hong Kong’s hotels and shopping centres! These were places they had visited on holiday; they knew. Look at India …

‘India?’ I muttered dreamily, still off-kilter, and started to protest. But they ignored me; they knew their current affairs and India was a rising superpower. Bangladesh, Pakistan and vast swathes of Africa were blithely dismissed as irrelevant aberrations; for them the evidence was irrefutable: the centuries of Dutch rule were to blame for all Indonesia’s problems – if only the British had conquered these islands instead then all would be prosperity and progress.

It was not a sentiment I had expected to hear from the bright young things of a rising postcolonial nation – a retrospection and regret, not that their country had been colonised at all, but that it had been colonised by the wrong people …

By the time I had recovered my repose we were out of time. Class was over and the past perfect continuous tense would have to wait until next week. The students wandered out into the corridor nudging each other triumphantly – they had put paid to my carefully crafted lesson plan yet again, and in the next room a horde of obese eight-year-olds with mobile phones were waiting.

* * *

I first came to Indonesia to travel and to learn the language – the national lingua franca which will get you by from the tip of Sumatra to the marches of Papua New Guinea – and then, a little while later, to live and to work as an English teacher in Java. From my base in Surabaya – a warm, earthy Javanese city of potholed roads, slithering canals and spicy sauces – I travelled whenever and wherever I could. I climbed volcanoes in Bali and Lombok, walked through green uplands in Sulawesi, endured terrible bus rides in Sumatra and chewed betel nut with ancestor worshippers in the scattered outposts of Nusa Tenggara. But above all, I explored the heartlands and the hinterlands of Java itself, the lodestone of the archipelago, heading out of Surabaya on weekends and holidays on my battered little Honda motorcycle. I saw the countless classical Hindu and Buddhist temples that still stud the countryside, nailing the green carpet of Java onto its historical floorboards, and I spotted the little piles of leaves and curls of burnt-out incense in the inner recesses, suggesting that centuries after the island turned to Islam, someone was still venerating these places. I shivered in morning mists amongst pineapple fields and casuarinas, and stopped my bike on the elbows of mountain roads to wonder how this empty green space could be the most densely populated island on earth. I wrestled too with the big cities, and saw the blunt ugliness of modern Indonesian suburbia, tempered only by good food on roaring roadsides.

And as I travelled on the ground I journeyed into the past too, hungrily consuming every book I could find about Java and the island state beyond it. I read of the heady years of new nationhood in the middle years of the 20th century, and of the upheavals that had gone before; I read of the 19th-century colonial heyday and of the days of spice and piracy when Europeans had first plied the waters of the archipelago. And I read of the glittering realms of Old Java, the dynasties that had left the island speckled with temples, palaces and legends: Sanjaya, Singosari, Majapahit and Mataram.

But even long after I had become hopelessly hooked on this green and sprawling land’s limitless supply of stories and strangeness, and had moved on from English teaching to the tenuous trade of freelance travel writer, the history of Java seemed irredeemably distant. The past, they say, is a foreign country. I had already dabbled in the historical episodes of 19th-century India, and there I had found a mass of manuscripts written in my own first language, by men from my own country – Britain. Characters, incidents and episodes had come cascading clearly down the decades from the flimsy ink-splattered sheets and colonial gazetteers. But in Indonesia those same sources would be written in Dutch and classical Javanese; even Standard Indonesian was of little use. I was left to make do with the overviews and the academic texts, and they made for a poor substitute – an almanac of dates and names, a declination of dynasties and a rote-learnt recitation of colonial contexts. It was hard to populate this second-hand past with palpable figures. Dutch governors-general were distinguished only by their dates of retirement and their administrative reforms; Javanese princes were little more than an unpronounceable name and a year of ascendancy. Whole dynasties were diminished to a paragraph, and battles were fought out over a single sentence. In my mind entire generations of colonial Dutchmen amounted only to an amorphous image of red skin, white trousers and coal-black tops and tails.

I had long since grown used to hearing that unsettling comment I had first encountered in that air-conditioned classroom: ‘It would have been better if we had been colonised by the British, not the Dutch’. I had heard it from market traders and businessmen, mystics and punk rockers. And though I always tried to proffer a polite counterargument, at times I was almost inclined to agree with them, if only because a British-dominated colonial Indonesia would have left me with much easier access to the past.

But the slabs of standard Indonesian history did offer one small, glittering jewel that instantly fired my imagination. At first glance it seemed only to be a glitch, a curious anomaly in the list of grandly named Dutch governors-general. In the first decade of the 19th century, the colonial possessions of the Netherlands in Southeast Asia were ruled by a man with the mellifluous name of Daendels. He was succeeded early in 1811 by the spiky-sounding Jan Willem Janssens, and in 1816 the post was taken by the initial-laden Baron G.A.G. Ph. Van der Capellen. But between Janssens and Van der Capellen there was a gap. For five years there was no governor-general; instead there was something called a lieutenant-governor, a man with a name that was unmistakably English, and not just English, but also vaguely familiar – Thomas Stamford Raffles.

Java and the core of colonial Indonesia, it turned out, had been ruled by Britain, albeit for just five years.

* * *

I set about trying to find out more about the episode known today as the British Interregnum, but the details were elusive. Major histories gave the topic a few paragraphs at most: it was little more than an obscure footnote, and the most far-flung sideshow of the Napoleonic Wars. If I wanted more, I realised, I would have to dig deeper. I started tentatively, with a couple of modern reprints of early English accounts of Java. I read them during a bout of travelling in the tiny, stepping-stone islands of Indonesia’s far southeast where Asia runs out towards Oceania. On the top decks of rusting ferries, rolling under blank skies, I snatched excitedly at 200-year-old descriptions of places I knew well, and underlined accounts of military manoeuvres. While seasick pigs grunted unhappily in the hold and old women dozed on dirty blue mattresses, I envisaged columns of red-coated Indians and Englishmen marching along the Javanese roads that I had previously peopled only with those hazy black-coated Dutchmen. When the journey was over, and bookshops and internet connections were back within reach, I tracked down more reading material.

The British occupation of Java had been dealt with for a general audience in one context and in one context only – in the middle chapters of the myriad biographies of Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles. I had, like many people, been half-aware of Raffles for years, had stumbled over his sainted name every time I passed through Singapore, and held somewhere in the back of my imagination a loose vision of jungles, exotic flowers, temples, scholarship, decency and heroism. But already, after what I had learnt about the British occupation of Java on those long-haul ferry rides, I wasn’t entirely sure that this was the whole story. I needed more to go on.

I ordered eye-wateringly expensive and aggravatingly obscure accounts from the small body of academic work that deals with Java under Raffles; I scoured the scholarly journals, and then, finally, I went back to the source. Over a long, hot summer back in the United Kingdom I slept on friends’ sofas in London and spent eye-straining days in the bowels of the British Library. The archive material dating from the British occupation of Java was a mere drop in the eternal ocean of the old India Office Records, but Raffles’ own personal correspondence alone – bound and bundled in burgundy boxes – amounted to hundreds of thousands of words. There were five years’ worth of weekly newspapers on microfilm, countless reports from provincial administrators marooned in remote Javanese hill towns where the arrival of a British tourist would still raise eyebrows even today, replies and responses from Calcutta and Batavia, maps, measurements, account books, secret missives, journals, and much else besides.

Out of it all a picture slowly emerged – of both the period, and the people involved. The strange half-decade during which Java and its outlying satellites had belonged to Britain, not to Holland, had been far more than an irrelevant interlude, far more than a mere change of the name above the door. For a start, the conquest itself had been all high military drama amidst muddy ditches, and more bloody battles had followed. Raffles had tried to institute radical administrative reforms – and had failed badly in the attempt. He had ordered the creepers stripped from the flanks of epic temples, and, in jealous contest with a gaggle of other scholar-administrators who produced a shelf-full of competing compendiums, he had laid the foundations for modern Southeast Asian Studies.

But the period had been characterised by controversy and bitterness as much as by study and scholarship. The whole occupation itself was a rogue operation, a wilful overstepping of the Supreme Government-defined mark. Disgrace and scandal came sniffing around Raffles’ Buitenzorg back door; military men fell out with civilians, civilians fell out with other civilians, and everyone reported tetchily back to headmaster in Calcutta. There was tragedy and death, hatred and hypocrisy, drama and drunkenness, and some very dark doings indeed. And as for Raffles himself, it didn’t take long leafing through those sheets of creamy white paper in the Reading Room of the British Library for the liberal vision bestriding the burgeoning skyline of modern Singapore to melt into something else entirely, something rather less savoury. In Java, I soon discovered, Raffles made for a very strange sort of hero.

And then I stumbled upon another source, one which the Raffles-worshippers had always ignored: the other side of the story. An account existed of the years when Raffles ran Java, laid out in the allusive stanzas of high Javanese, written by a local aristocrat. It revealed in stark relief what I had already begun to suspect – that the strange half-decade of British rule had been an episode of sustained and epoch-changing trauma for a centuries-old society.

And suddenly, with a return to Indonesia and a desk in a rented room in Yogyakarta at which to write beckoning, the real significance of the story came into focus. The Anglo-Dutch rivalry, the reforms and surveys, and the schoolyard feuds of the colonial administrators were all well and good. But the grand set-piece of the British Interregnum had been an event of such earth-shattering impact that I simply could not understand why everyone in Indonesia, not to mention Britain, seemed to have forgotten it. Just one year into his rule in Java Raffles had ordered something which no Dutch governor-general in the preceding two centuries had ever dared or dreamed to do. In an effort to impress the people of Java with the might of British power, Raffles had attacked, wrecked, cowed, and humiliated the most powerful native court in Java, Yogyakarta, the glittering receptacle for all the inherited magic and mythology of an ancient order. It was an event that would set the tone for a century.

The beating heart of the story of the British invasion of Java, I now felt, was a clash of civilisations, between a new and energetic European colonialism and the grand old courts, between a class of men for whom profit was the order of the day, and a world where power descended from long-dead dynasties and where sultans consorted with the mythical Queen of the Southern Ocean. It had been threatening for centuries, but it came to a head in the brief window between 1811 and 1816 with Raffles leading the charge for the European side.

All too often Indonesians today express that strange and disquieting regret that their country was not colonised by Britain. But it was colonised by Britain, and though the experience was by no means a happy one, the forgotten episodes of the period were of enormous consequence. Exactly two hundred years later, I knew for certain that it was a story well worth telling.


The Land of Promise

The little boat ground onto a suppurating shoreline scattered with dead fish and a man leapt out with a shriek of delight. He was dressed as a pantomime pirate. He skipped over the lengths of waterlogged driftwood and tiptoed around the banks of rotting seaweed. The tassel on the top of his red fancy-dress fez swung in wild circles as he went. At the head of the sticky beach a dreary expanse of mud, marsh and morass opened, shimmering in the yellow heat of a dry season afternoon. It was hardly a promising spectacle, but the man was exhilarated none the less. He took a deep breath of the fetid air, waved his antiquated pistol at the bleached tropical sky, and brandished his Sinbad-style cutlass at a gaggle of scrawny hens that had been picking through the flotsam and jetsam. They clucked irately. The man drew another deep breath and sighed with delight. Java! Java! The Land of Promise lay before him!

It was 4 August 1811. A short way from the landing spot was the ramshackle fishing village of Cilincing, a cluster of stilt huts at the mouth of a muddy river on the north coast of the great green island of Java. Eight miles west through the marshes and fishponds stood the grand old colonial capital, Batavia, Queen of the East. This pestilent Javanese littoral, with its trade, immigration and malaria, had been a possession of Holland for the best part of two centuries, but the pantomime pirate was no Dutchman. His name was John Leyden. He was a Scottish scholar, a posing polymath and a poet of the very worst kind, and with his spectacularly self-indulgent leap from the bows of the landing craft, he had just made himself the first foot soldier of the British invasion of Java.

Behind him the broad bight of Batavia Bay was bristling with tall ships. Eighty-one frigates, sloops and cruisers rode at anchor on the slick white surface. Union Jacks and the red and white ensigns of the British East India Company fluttered at their topmasts.

Back down at the water’s edge the other occupants of the first landing craft were scrambling ashore with a little more decorum than John Leyden. They were all professional soldiers, their grey breeches already smeared with mud, their red jackets already sodden with sweat. They watched the be-tasselled Leyden striking his pose on the skyline with expressions of distaste. But what could they do? He was a man of letters and a part of the inner circle, one of the clique of sainted civilians gathered around the person of a certain fey young man with a lazy eye and a seedy wife who had the ear of the Governor-General, and who was, right at this very moment, breathlessly watching the unfolding scene from the deck of a ship moored just offshore. If the proud arrival of mighty Britannia on the shores of the island of Java and the opening of a brave new chapter in the history of European imperialism was to be heralded by a versifying orientalist dressed as a pirate and met by a flock of angry chickens, then so be it.

The soldiers came stomping up the beach, boot leather squeaking, gun metal clinking, brass buckles jangling. At their head was a tough forty-five-year-old colonel with the improbable name of Rollo Gillespie. He was a small Irishman with foxy features, furious sideburns and dark receding hair that rose in wayward tufts above a broad brow. Despite being blighted with a moniker more appropriate for a music hall entertainer – and despite being decidedly short of stature – he was a ruthless, determined and talented commander, a hero no less, and a man with a testy temper to boot. He had killed more men and bedded more women than he could ever count, and had fought furious battles all over the globe.

Gillespie brushed past Leyden and looked back to the north. Offshore, things were not going entirely to plan. The commanders of the fleet had chosen this spot for their invasion carefully, for reconnaissance had revealed that the Dutch usually left it unguarded. They had decided on a precise and orderly schedule of landing: each longboat was supposed to crunch onto the beach at its allotted moment, artillery pieces coming ashore at the same time as their gunners, horses prancing through the shallows in time for their officers to leap into the saddles. However, they hadn’t counted on the vagaries of nature. A warm, damp land breeze was blowing offshore from the line of distant volcanoes, carrying with it all the strange and unsettling scent of the island beyond, and the tide run was flooding out of the Cilincing estuary and racing for the open sea. It was as if Java itself was trying to deflect the invaders.

The rowboats backed and spun in the current. Oars crashed together; there were collisions, terrified horses whinnied and frantic oarsmen bawled at one another. Here and there a redcoat slipped and plunged into the murky waters of the bay as he struggled down a rope ladder to disembark from the frigates. It was impossible to maintain order; an exasperated command was given to land freely, and the overloaded boats began to pull for the shore willy-nilly. It was fortunate that the only defence of Cilincing had been that offered by the chickens – and Leyden had already vanquished them.

Gillespie was followed up the beach by the overall commander-in-chief of the entire operation, Sir Samuel Auchmuty. There was nothing they could do about the shambolic order of landing, and so, as the British Army came ashore in Java piecemeal, they hurried on across the marshy flatlands between lines of drooping palms, thundered across a low wooden bridge over the river, took possession of Cilincing village and raised the first British flag over Javanese soil. There was not a Dutch soldier in sight, and the road to Batavia lay open before them.

Back in the bay, on the high rear deck of a dapper little frigate with the rather inappropriate name of Modeste, a clutch of overheated civilians had watched the sabre-wielding party-pirate’s hostile encounter with the chickens, and the subsequent chaos of the landing with breathless delight. Foremost amongst them was the dandyish sixty-year-old Governor-General of the British East India Company’s Asian possessions, Gilbert Elliot, the first Lord Minto.

Standing beside him was a man precisely half his age, who had laboured for the past year under the rather wordy title of Agent to the Governor-General with the Malay States, but who was destined for much greater things. As the coppery sun slipped down over the dark line of the coast and the loaded longboats continued to make their lumbering progress onto the Cilincing beach Minto’s young companion was filled with a sense of perfect delight. It was, he later wrote, one of ‘the times in which I am as happy as I think it possible for a man to be … one of these life inspiring moments’.

Modesty had never been one of his most notable characteristics, and he had a decided tendency to overstate the importance of his own role in great events. But as a humming tropical dusk fell over the long low coastline and the green, mountainous hinterland to the south, Thomas Stamford Raffles did indeed have good reason to be excited. The improbable event that he and the pantomime pirate had dreamed of for much of the past year had actually come to pass: Britain was invading the old Dutch colony of Java, a land loaded with all the unsettling strangeness that Asia had to offer for romantic young Europeans. And what was more, Raffles, who had been little more than a clerk twelve months earlier, was assured of the key post in the new administration.

If, as he stood on the deck of the Modeste that sticky August evening, Raffles could have known all that the coming five years would bring – the violence and the sickness, the scandal and the failure, the uprisings and bitter arguments, the economic catastrophes, the ruined reputations and the endless round of personal tragedies – perhaps he might have smiled a little less broadly. But he would not have changed course. Raffles, a nobody risen from nowhere, was a man of insatiable and aggressive ambition, and Java would be the making, or the breaking, of him.

* * *

Swimming on its side under the equator, beneath Borneo, southeast of Sumatra and punching well above its weight, Java has long been the jewel in the Southeast Asian crown. A rough, horizontal oblong, it is only 600 miles in length, and barely a hundred miles across at its widest point, but it has nurtured mighty civilisations. Variously influenced by Chinese trade and Indian religion in the first millennium, and then by Islam and European colonialism in the second, it has been home to emperors and sultans, and has given rise to some of the greatest artistic and architectural traditions on earth.

And yet, for most of modern history, Java and the shattered island arc of the Indonesian archipelago have lain just beyond the horizon of the western, English-speaking imagination. There are some half-familiar superlatives: the world’s largest archipelago state, and its most populous Muslim-majority nation, covering a distance, top-to-toe, equal to that between Dublin and Baghdad. More than half of that mighty populace, and most of the Muslims, are crammed into Java, the lodestar of the archipelago, an island the size of England with 138 million inhabitants. In that context a vision of Jakarta – the modern capital, squatting atop the bones of Dutch Batavia – as a howling Third World megalopolis and a dark maelstrom of hungry humanity makes perfect sense. But how does that fit with those other images of an island-long chain of jungle-clad volcanoes, of concertinaed rice terraces, and the most productive agricultural land on earth?

And the same confusion surrounds the peoples and the cultures of Java: there are the tumbling scales of gamelan music, the late-night flicker of a wayang kulit shadow puppet, a recollection of refinement, classical dance and sumptuous batiks beneath a lavender haze of humidity. There are crumbling temples and stone gods in the forest and slender girls in tight sarongs and lacy kebayas. Quite how all that interlocks with newsreel footage of skinny youths throwing stones, bombs in international hotels and angry Islamist radicals with smooth cheeks and sparse beards is impossible to say. The place-names are left as an evocative confusion: Jakarta, an image of concrete and greenery; Surabaya, a place at the end of the world to which rakish sailors run off; and Java itself, a whiff of sweet black coffee, earthquakes and petrol bombs.

It all amounts to a place beyond the pale.

At the turn of the 19th-century Java was all the more baffling a prospect for Europeans. If we had been able to take wing on the hot tropical air in those years, and to follow the wheeling cattle egrets upwards on the eddying thermals, we would have seen the island laid out below us like a long green lozenge.

At each of its furthest extremities are shallow droplets of dense jungle – Ujung Kulon in the west, Alas Purwo in the east – places of ghosts and tigers. At the northwest tip of the island stands Banten, the little sultanate that once housed the rival trading houses of the spice race. Fifty miles to the east are the mildewed mansions and pestilent canals of Batavia, the colonial capital – and beyond it that little fishing village at Cilincing. All along the meandering northern coast, runs a slab of level, fertile country, alternately narrowing and broadening as the highlands push forward and ease back. Here solid ground gives way uncertainly to the shallow waters of the Java Sea – long stretches of cloying mud open at low tide, and tangled ranks of mangroves mask whatever foreshore exists. This is a private sea, walled off by great hulks of land from the storms of the Southern Ocean. The waters are calm and benign – hidden sandbanks notwithstanding. There is much shipping here, and wherever a river the colour of milky coffee pushes through the drowning fields and slippery mudflats there is a port. Some are nothing more than a cluster of stilt huts and a muddle of moored outrigger canoes, but others are grand international entrepôts.

Heading east from Banten and Batavia we can pick out the mildewed red rooftops and the cluttered laneways of Cirebon with its royal courts, the point where Java-proper starts,1 of Tegal, and of Pekalongan with its batik workshops. [Footnote 1: Not everyone in Java is Javanese. The most westerly third of the island is the realm of the Sundanese, ethnically and linguistically a world apart from their eastern counterparts.] Beyond that we see the old-established colonial town of Semarang. Crowding its river there are boats of all countries – Gujarati dhows find moorings alongside Chinese junks; amongst the Dutch trading ships there are a handful of permit-paying merchantmen from other European nations, and a few worn-out Portuguese hulks from the forgotten outposts of Timor and Flores. On either side are tied dozens of white, high-prowed padewakang schooners, Bugis boats from Sulawesi which ply between the islands and out as far as the lost northern reaches of Australia. Sweeping low over the steaming alleyways we can catch the rising babble of strange languages: Javanese in soft and harsh versions from the locals of varying classes; pared-down Malay tossed back and forth between the immigrants; the chatter of Balinese and other unidentifiable tongues belonging to lost eastern islands from the load-carrying slaves, and other, more outlandish languages too – bubbling Bengali or Gujarati; chirruping Chinese dialects, sand-scoured Arabic rasps, Dutch demands and a few snatches of pidgin Portuguese.

Heading on eastwards along the coast we skim the housetops of Kudus, Demak and Jepara, the anteroom of Islam in Java. Onwards, beyond a stretch of wilder coast, a southern turn takes us past the one-time Muslim powerhouse of Gresik, and neighbouring Surabaya, another polyglot port with a colonial quarter, Chinese klenteng temples full of Confucian and Buddhist altars under clouds of incense smoke, teakwood mosques where old men of Arab extraction teach the Koran to small boys in white skullcaps, and crowded Malay kampungs with fighting cocks under wicker baskets. Madura Island rides offshore and ships shelter in the channel; a few more minor harbours – Pasuruan, Probolinggo, and Situbondo – swelter on the yellow flatlands and then Java is cut abruptly short before Bali.

This strip of northern shore is known as the Pasisir, ‘the Littoral’ – the place where the sea and all its influence leaches into Java, making it by turns more Dutch, more Muslim, more Chinese, more Malay, rougher, tougher, cruder, and less refined. But rising right behind the Pasisir in great purple cones, some of them still trailing smoke from their hollow summits, are the volcanoes, walling off this heterogeneous antechamber from the Javanese heartlands.

The mountains run the length of the island, rearing below us from a blanket of creamy cloud. They begin in a knot of green ridges south of Banten and Batavia, thicken to the east, pushing their outliers right down to the uneasy southern shore, rise higher still behind Semarang and then tail out towards the end of the island in a series of punchy up-thrusts. Up amongst those mountains there are sacred springs where, when the moon is full, the invisible gateway to long-fallen realms opens. There are the tombs of Muslim saints who are also Chinese holy men. There are hermits practicing mystical mortification of the flesh in hidden caves, and secret places to meditate in search of the great energy that runs through all of Java. And in the deepest forest on the steepest slopes there are the camps of robber bands and rebel princes, men with tousled, shoulder-length hair and the gifts of second sight.

South of these great green fire-mountains is a coastline very different from the soft shores of the Pasisir. Here Java has teeth – sharp black outcrops of basalt – and they bite into an angry sea. There are few harbours along this coast with its buttressing green headlands, its pockets of dark jungle and its wave-lashed beaches. There is only a scattering of fishing hamlets where a few sun-scarred men protected by powerful amulets dare to work in the realm of the Queen of the Southern Ocean.

Between these two coasts, and amongst these monumental uplands, are the basins of the great rivers: the well-watered cradles in which kingdoms have grown, teetered, toppled, and grown again. There is the Brantas Delta behind Surabaya that once nurtured the Hindu Majapahit Empire, the narrower saddle between the Tengger and Arjuno-Welirang massifs that harboured the Singosari Dynasty. And then there is the power-charged triangle of rich green land in the very middle of Java, running south from the sharp summit of the Merapi volcano, threaded by the pale, winding bands of the Bengawan Solo, the Progo, and the Bogowonto Rivers. This country above all others has spawned kingdom after kingdom. The people who built the great Hindu and Buddhist temples that we can pick out here and there between the treetops ruled from here; the mighty Sultanate of Mataram came to prominence from this quarter even as the Dutch were rising in the 17th century, and even now it is still home to a pair of magnificent rival kingdoms – Yogyakarta and Surakarta.

* * *

The first European travellers came to this long green island following the sweet, musky scent of spice. In past centuries the Indonesian archipelago was the condiment store of the world. Pepper grew in great strings like green necklaces in the hills of West Java, and there were other, still more exotic aromas emanating from the spreading starburst of islands beyond: cloves burst from the branches in the orchards of Ambon and Ternate, and nutmeg, the base-note of a thousand Christmases, was found only in the Bandas, an archipelago of miniscule landfalls like a cluster of old acne scars on the smooth face of a tropical sea. Maluku – the scattered confetti of watery landfalls including Banda and Ambon which fills the gap between the vast, turkey-shaped mass of Papua and the dancing spider of Sulawesi – found a place in fable as the Spice Islands, and its fragrant harvests launched a thousand ships. Java became the final way-station on this maritime spice route.

Traditionally the flow of spices into Europe had been controlled by the Arab traders who crossed the Indian Ocean in fast-sailing dhows, and the Venetian middlemen who channelled their wares to cold northern kitchens and apothecaries at astronomical prices. But at the end of the 15th century the Portuguese, sailing in castellated carracks with long banners streaming from the topmasts, rounded the southern tip of Africa, headed east, and managed to tap directly into the source. For a century these Iberian pioneers had the trade to themselves. They ousted the Arabs, built forts among the nutmeg groves, signed treaties with island kings, threw their own spicing of vocabulary into the stew of the Malay lingua franca – the words for butter, windows, tables, flags, churches and Sunday – and launched a thin, cracked halo of Catholicism through the eastern archipelago. But with each darkening generation, as the communion wine soured and the mildew sprouted on the white walls of the churches, they drifted further from home. When the competition turned up in the early years of the 17th century, they were in no position to fight back.2 [Footnote 2: The Portuguese were the first in and the last out. Though theirs was nothing more than a vestigial empire even by the 17th century, they lingered on years after the Dutch and English had faded from the Asian scene. Goa, that long-declined seat of conquest and Catholicism, remained Portuguese territory until the Republic of India invaded in 1961 (as did the tiny enclaves of Daman and Diu); East Timor mouldered under the disinterested auspices of Lisbon until 1975, and Macau only went back to China ten days short of the end of the 20th century.]

Though English ships did ply the Indonesian seas, and did drop anchor off the coasts of Java, in these early decades – and though their crews did indeed take part in all the violence, treachery and debauchery of the period known to the Dutch as the Wilde Vaart, the ‘Wild Voyages’ – it was Holland that ultimately came to dominate the trade. Their first fleet to reach the Spice Islands had returned a 400 per cent profit, and in 1602 a consortium of Dutch trading houses set up a conglomerated spice company on a truly global scale. They gave their new monopoly the exhaustingly spiky name of Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compangnie, the United East India Company, known forevermore in the interests of brevity as the VOC, the corporation that became an empire. Before long they had ousted the last of their European rivals from the tropical seas of the archipelago, and had established the city on the north coast of Java that would become a grand colonial capital in the coming centuries – Batavia, Queen of the East.

Batavia was founded in 1619 after an absurd three-way battle between the Dutch, British and Javanese. There had long been a small port called Sunda Kelapa – named for the local abundance of coconuts – at the mouth of the Ciliwung River, but a century earlier it had been hyperbolically renamed Jayakarta, ‘Glorious Victory’, and turned into a vassal of the Sultan of Banten.

Rival British and Dutch fleets got tangled up in a dispute between Banten and the recalcitrant vassal prince of Jayakarta, and then turned on each other. A small force of Dutch shopkeepers and feverish sailors ended up besieged in a little fort beside the river, while their governor-general, Jan Pieterszoon Coen, fled to the Spice Islands in search of reinforcements. When he returned three months later, all fired up for a great battle, he found that both the British and the Javanese had lost interest and vanished, and that his countrymen inside the fort had spent most of the siege getting drunk, praying fervently to a Calvinist Christ, and dying of malaria. The highlight of the episode had come on 12 March 1619, when some unnamed Dutch soldier, inspired either by religious mania, inebriation or malarial delirium, came up with the idea of renaming their miserable outpost after a much-mythologised Germanic tribe who had stomped around the marshy flatlands of the Rhine Delta two thousand years earlier – the Batavi. The old Dutch headquarters in the East Indies had been far away at Ambon in the Spice Islands; Coen had long planned to shift operations south to Java, and now he had both a convenient location, and a suitably patriotic name for his capital.

As the spice trade gradually went to seed in the later 17th century, the focus of the VOC’s empire shifted from the Spice Islands and consolidated in Java, where there were other export commodities to be found. The Dutch built barn-like churches beneath the volcanoes, and upland mansions with heavy shutters on the green hillsides. And they became ever more entangled in the convoluted politics of the native courts. Batavia, meanwhile, grew as a grand and dignified city. By 1670 it was home to around 130,000 people. It had a grid of canals lined with broad-canopied tamarind trees and flanked by heavyset buildings with whitewashed walls, shuttered windows and hipped, red-tiled roofs. At the head of the town stood a stocky, four-cornered fort with cannon-lined ramparts; behind it was the canal-cut walled city, and beyond that the outlying garrisons gave way to the coconut groves and the rice fields. Batavia’s climate was atrociously morbid; the whole place teemed with malaria and dengue (a new arrival from Europe was said to have no more than a fifty-fifty chance of surviving his first year), and the city was occupied largely by slaves, immigrant Chinese, and the kind of Dutchmen one early governor-general described as ‘the scum of the earth’. For all the downsides, however, Batavia was probably the most sophisticated European settlement east of Suez.

But for the other nascent colonial nations of Europe, not least Britain, none of this was of any interest whatsoever. The English East India Company was becoming increasingly entrenched in India; the days when nutmeg cost more than gold had been forgotten, and Indonesia and Java had fallen off the map, vanishing into a historical obscurity from which they would never return – except during that strange five years between 1811 and 1816.

* * *

The events that led – by many tortuous byways and detours – to John Leyden’s fancy-dress pratfalls on the Cilincing beach in 1811, had taken place a decade-and-a-half earlier, and many thousands of miles to the west.

In the chilly tail-end of December 1794, a world away from the Javanese tropics, the rampaging Corsican general Napoleon Bonaparte sent his French Republican forces across the frosty flatlands of northwest Europe and into Holland. The fifth Prince William of Orange fled across the choppy English Channel in a small boat, begged the protection of the British, and was installed in what critics regarded as indolent luxury in the genteel London suburb of Kew. He quickly began sending begging letters to the governors of his colonies, ordering them to surrender their territories to the King of England. The Netherlands had been by no means stable in the previous decades, and support for the House of Orange was by no means universal, so it was not entirely surprising that few of the far-flung Dutch governors, sweating behind the shutters of mildewed mansions on Indian Ocean islets, immediately ran a Union Jack up the flagpole. They waited to see which way the wind was blowing, and as far as the British Government was concerned the sum total of Dutch overseas possessions – a scattering of remote landfalls in sultry seas, a few forgotten ports on muddy shores, and of course, the strange green island of Java – became enemy territory.

Of course, Java was beyond the pale, and there were much more pressing concerns in Europe itself. But over the coming years a few tentative forays were made into Dutch waters. In 1797, outposts in Malaya and Maluku were seized by British fleets, and that same year the prime minister, William Pitt the Younger, stressed to the governor-general in India the need for tackling Java itself. Almost nothing was known about the place beyond the facts that it was green, fertile, Muslim, and apparently woefully mismanaged by the Dutch. But still, Pitt felt that Java had potential, and would make a useful staging post on trade routes into the South China Sea and beyond.

In the event, however, more pressing distractions in India itself saw the Prime Minister’s plea politely ignored, if not entirely forgotten, until 1810 when back in Europe Napoleon set about consolidating his empire. He annexed Holland and placed his brother Louis on the throne; the country was no longer simply a conquered French vassal: it was actually a part of France. There could be no more procrastination. The Secret Committee of the Britain’s East India Company – still running India on quasi-commercial lines on behalf of the crown at the time – gave urgent orders for the Dutch to be ousted from Java. The following year that huge fleet of eighty-one frigates, sloops and cruisers sailed for Java.

Four decades earlier, in 1770, the celebrated Captain James Cook had come limping through the archipelago aboard the Endeavour at the end of his first successful round-the-world voyage. He had crossed the Pacific, mapped New Zealand, and made first contact with the East Coast of Australia. Cook and his crew had experienced every hostile climate from the dreary doldrums to the storms of Cape Horn; they had dodged crocodiles and poison arrows, and had coped with scurvy and shipboard dysentery. But they decided that Batavia, with its mosquito-ridden drains and cloying humidity, was the unhealthiest place they had ever seen. Indeed, Cook declared that the Batavian climate ‘was a sufficient defence or preservative against any hostile attempts, as the troops of no nation would be able to withstand, nor would any people in their senses, without absolute necessity, venture to encounter this pestilential atmosphere.’

But now, whether in their right minds or not, whether compelled by necessity or some darker driving force, an army of Englishmen and Indians were on their way down the Straits of Melaka with every intention of making this pestilential place their own. And for the man who would have the key role in the adventure, whether it proved to be a triumph or a catastrophe, any ominous warnings about the effects of the Javanese climate would have been blithely dismissed. Thomas Stamford Raffles was on the brink of the future he felt he deserved. He had come a very long way in a very short space of time.


The First Sigh of the East

The island of Penang rose out of a milky sea in the lavender light of a tropical dawn. A misted bank of hills stood above a ledge of foreshore and beyond it the dark forests of the Malay Peninsula rolled away under the swelling saffron stain of the coming sun. The ship was scarcely moving over the cloudy, shoal-stirred water. The sails hung limp and heavy in the moist air, shifting and settling uneasily from time to time on the whispers of a warm land breeze which carried with it a strange, unworldly scent: a hint of heat, leaf mould and unknown blossoms, of dry, scratchy coconut husks and fresh-cut teakwood, a whiff of sweat and steam and Chinese laundries, of fish cooked in hot oil, and an odour of tar, spice, old rope and cluttered drains.

The passengers stood on deck, not yet sweating, but skin still clammy from sleeping in cramped cabins in the hot darkness. They looked out at the slowly rising island, taking in that strange smell as they did so. Even for those long familiar with Asia it was a powerful moment of arrival, but for the first-timers it was utterly intoxicating. Joseph Conrad would write of his own experience of this ‘first sigh of the East’ eight decades later. It was, he declared, ‘impalpable and enslaving, like a charm, like a whispered promise of mysterious delight’.

For one of the passengers standing on the deck of the ship that September morning in 1805, six years before the British fleet moored off Cilincing, the promise carried in that first scent of the land must have been particularly tantalising. He was a twenty-four-year-old clerk, newly married and newly promoted; a small man, with hunched shoulders and limp brown hair that flopped down from his brow in a damp and unkempt fringe. One of his eyes pulled slightly askew of true and he had a nervous tendency to shift and fidget. Thomas Stamford Raffles had arrived in the East.

* * *

Raffles is one of the strangest, most conflicted and conflicting members of the vast and motley crew of thieves, heroes, geniuses and charlatans who make up the dramatis personae of the British Empire. He has also, despite having been something of a disgrace by the end of his own career, ended up with a posthumous reputation rendered from pure Teflon. Though here and there an angrily patriotic Dutch historian, or a drearily earnest post-colonial scholar has tried – in the obscurest annals of academia – to portray him as the devil incarnate in a frock coat, in popular consciousness he has become precisely what he never was in life: a hero. A new adoring biographer has emerged in every generation since his death, each polishing and plagiarising the work of his predecessor in a ceaseless relay of beatification, until the Raffles reputation, inextricably braided into the shimmering status of modern Singapore, has assumed an unassailable air. A Good Man in the East, they say; a sensitive scholar and an administrative genius, and the Last Colonialist It’s OK to Like. While Mintos, Mayos and Victorias have been righteously obliterated from the roadmaps of India, Raffles remains like a rash all over Singapore, his name immortalised in schools, hotels and hospitals.

Though Raffles’ own most notable characteristic was furiously energetic ambition, even he, as the ship called the Warley swung into the Georgetown dockside in Penang, could not have imagined such an outcome. But still, at the age of just twenty-four, he had already done rather well for himself.

Raffles was born on 6 July 1781 aboard a slave ship called the Ann, lumbering north from Port Morant, a sweltering harbour town of rum and bananas on the southeast coast of Jamaica. His father was the captain of the ship, which belonged to Hibberts and Co., a firm of Glasgow slave brokers. Raffles was the first of six children. One of his younger siblings, a boy, died in infancy; those who survived were all girls, and he grew up an only son. Raffles himself was responsible for writing the first draft of the myth that his future biographers would so eagerly embellish, and in later years he liked to proclaim a past of penury, most notably claiming that his family had been unable to afford candles during his childhood. It certainly seems that Captain Raffles made no great fortune from the slave trade, and left no great inheritance when he died in the last years of the century. But at worst the life that he provided for his wife and his children was that of the frustrated lower middle class, rather than the hand-to-mouth grind of true poverty. Raffles grew up in a ‘genteel substantial dwelling house’ in Islington, and was schooled at ‘a respectable academy at Hammersmith’.

When he was fourteen a shadowy maternal uncle pulled some strings, called in some favours, and got him a job as a junior clerk in the offices of the British East India Company. The position brought his formal schooling to a terminal halt, but for a middle-class youth in the late 18th century an entry into the world of work at fourteen was nothing unusual, and a post in the ranks of the East India Company, no matter how lowly, was a point of departure with serious potential. For Raffles it would be the first way-station on a long and mercurial journey eastwards to Java and Singapore.

East India House, the headquarters of the East India Company, stood amongst a jumble of chimneypots on Leadenhall Street in the City of London. It outstripped its space amongst the inky offices of long-forgotten little trading companies like a cuckoo chick in a wren’s nest, a forest of Doric columns soaring from the pavements towards an apex crowned by a statue of Britannia in all her haughty glory. The Company, formed in 1600 with spice in mind, had grown exponentially – and earned a little more respectability – since the early days of pillage and piracy. Like the Dutch VOC, its advance into territorial acquisition had been, if not entirely accidental, then by no means part of the original plan. But by the end of the 18th century the Company had turned into a quasi-empire, and the Leadenhall Street headquarters had become home to a sprawling pseudo-civil service and an army of underpaid clerks.

Raffles spent a decade at his desk in Leadenhall Street, coming of age in the department of the Company’s secretary, William Ramsay. At night he schooled himself in all he had failed to learn in his two-year academic career, and by day he pored over account books and reports, round shoulders hunched over the ink-splattered table-top as he totted up totals of incomes and outgoings for obscure posts in Indian backwaters he had never seen and could never imagine. These inky years, on £70 per annum, were Raffles’ apprenticeship.

As a clerk and a junior administrator he was certainly energetic. He could produce vast quantities of paperwork in an improbably short period of time, and when he had been given a task by a superior he would go to it with admirable determination. Raffles’ eager diligence did not always endear him to his co-workers, if the reminiscences of another young company servant who accompanied his father on a visit to East India House in 1803 are anything to go by. While the father went in to a meeting with the Company directors behind an oak-panelled door, the son ‘was left in a room occupied by two clerks’:

One of these was standing in front of a fire, when the other came and, with a kick, sent him away. The one who was removed from the fire in so undignified a manner was Mr Raffles who became the celebrated Sir Stamford Raffles.

There would be plenty of others who would seek to land a firm kick upon his person in the years to come.

Doubtless Raffles’ employers were pleased with his hard work, but still, his rise from obscurity in East India House was sudden, unexpected, and has never been satisfactorily explained. In 1805 he was plucked from the ranks on a salary that had increased by a factor of two thousand per cent, and shipped off for an administrative post in Southeast Asia. He had been gazetted as assistant secretary to the newly appointed Governor of Penang, a freshly upgraded British outpost drifting off the Malay coast near the head of the Straits of Melaka.

There are two stories, neither entirely convincing, to explain how Raffles came by this remarkable and exotic promotion. The first – that told by the Rafflesophiles – has it that the East India Company Secretary, William Ramsay, was so impressed by the young man’s earnest pen-pushing abilities that he felt compelled to exert his influence and offer him an almighty leg-up. The other version, whispered maliciously by the Rafflesophobes, is positively scurrilous. Just six days after the official notice of Raffles’ new appointment came through, a low-key but distinctly unusual wedding took place in the parish church of St George in the scholarly London district of Bloomsbury between a twenty-four-year-old clerk with suddenly improved prospects, and a thirty-four-year-old widow with a murky past. The two events, the gossips hissed, were by no means unconnected.

Olivia Mariamne Raffles (ex Fancourt, née Devenish) was an enigma wrapped in a mystery swaddled in a scandal. Her origins were shady, her character dubious, and the responses she elicited from the men who met her were utterly contradictory. She prompted poets to verse and cynics to sneers; some grown men tumbled headlong into the pools of her ‘flashing black eyes’; others sniggered and muttered of mutton dressed as lamb. Raffles’ second wife – who was also his first biographer – sought to expurgate her predecessor entirely from the pages of history, and despite the aggrieved protestations of the man himself he was never entirely able to shake off the rumours that his first union, sealed in the Bloomsbury church that March morning, had been not just a marriage of convenience, but one of outright connivance. The eager-to-please clerk from the Secretary’s office, the gossip-mongers said, had sacrificed himself at the marital altar to rid his boss of an embarrassment, and shamelessly to advance his own career. Olivia, they claimed, was the mistress of William Ramsay, and he was desperate to offload her, either because of her advancing years and diminishing charms, or because she had simply become too much of a handful. It was not a very nice thing to suggest, but some years later the claim even made it as far as the pages of the Biographical Dictionary of the Living Authors of Great Britain and Ireland, which stated that ‘Mr Raffles went out to India in an inferior capacity, through the interest of Mr Ramsay, Secretary to the Company, and in consequence of his marrying a lady connected with that gentleman’.

Whatever the truth of the matter, the first Mrs Raffles was certainly a little odd. She was born, most probably in India, in 1771, and seems to have sprung from a subset of a clan of Irish gentry, though family legend would have it that those flashing black eyes were the product of an exotic descent. Olivia’s mother, rumour had it, was a Circassian.3 [Footnote 3: The Circassians are a magnificently ambiguous people, straddling the imaginative gap between Orient and Occident. Their homeland lies in the Caucasus, and for those peering fascinated from points west they have always managed to have one milky-skinned foot in the courts of old Europe, and the other in the harem. Like their Caucasian kin, the Armenians, they were everybody’s Other, with low-key diaspora communities scattered from Calcutta to Cairo. Their women were said to be very beautiful indeed, and they have popped up – skin whiter than white, eyes blacker than black – in the seraglio of the mind’s eye of orientalist poets and painters since time immemorial. In later ages their image was used to sell beauty products.]

Whatever the genetic origins of her looks, by the age of twenty-two she had already put them to effective use and as a consequence her reputation was already marked by an indelibly scandalous stain. On a ship called the Rose, sailing from England to Madras, the young Olivia had flashed her black eyes at the captain, a much older married man named Dempster, and trusting to old clichés about the passing of nocturnal ships the pair embarked on a torrid affair. Nine months later a little girl called Harriet was born in an outraged Madras. Dempster demonstrated an admirable sense of duty: he took the child on, raised her, and eventually made her his heir. Olivia, however, seems to have had nothing to do with her illegitimate daughter after the birth, and showing a remarkable resilience to scandal she had found a willing suitor with honourable intentions within the year.

She married her first husband – an assistant surgeon in Madras by the name of Jacob Fancourt – while her second husband was still a scrawny thirteen-year-old, reciting his times-tables in that ‘respectable academy at Hammersmith’. The physician was apparently not equipped to heal himself however, for he died of fever in the Punjab in 1800, and the next time the widowed Olivia emerges from the ether it is as she presents herself at East India House in 1804, demanding a pension on the strength of her deceased husband’s service (she got one – one shilling and eight pence a day). She may have first encountered the barely post-pubescent Raffles at this point, but it is hard to imagine that they had much in common.

Raffles displayed a typically British reticence about his relationships with women in his otherwise expansive and emotional writings, and between that and the obliterating editorial efforts of his second wife it is rather hard to gain a firm impression of Olivia. But she did sign up as a committed – and occasionally unhinged – player in Team Raffles as her husband’s star rose, and whatever its original motivations their marriage does seem to have become a close, if somewhat strange, one.

And in any case, the half-young-half-not-so-young couple had plenty of time to get to know each other. In April 1805 Mr and Mrs Raffles set sail from London for the five-month voyage to Penang. A turbulent decade would pass before the younger spouse saw his homeland again; his wife would never return to Europe.

* * *

Penang, a crushed cube of land some fifteen miles long, lies across a murky channel from the dark green foreshore of the Malay state of Kedah. In the early years of the 19th century it was the preeminent port of the Straits of Melaka, and an unlikely British toehold in Southeast Asia. It had been leased in 1786 from the Sultan of Kedah on behalf of the East India Company by a gallivanting sea captain from Sussex by the name of Francis Light, and a little European township called Georgetown had been laid out amongst the palms at the head of the island. The outpost grew quickly under Light’s command as a ‘port of refreshment for the King’s, the Company’s and the Country Ships’, and it soon drew trade away from Dutch harbours further down the Straits and out in the islands beyond. It was also chosen as the spot at which to develop new shipyards replacing scarce English oak with abundant Asian teak, and in 1805 the East India Company’s government decided to upgrade Penang from a mere outpost to a presidency, a territory under the rule of a governor on par with Madras, Bombay and Calcutta. Raffles – now on £1500 a year – was the most junior member of the new administration.

For the old-established administrators of Penang, the arrival of the new presidency government, shipped in wholesale from overseas, was akin to a very large elephant suddenly boarding a very small boat. The place had long been used to toddling along at its own pace, and more than a few sunburnt noses were put badly out of joint as a consequence. But the new arrivals – and the new money – did bring a certain buzz to the little island. There were banquets, buggy rides and drinks parties. A newspaper was founded which filled its columns with adverts for ladies’ dresses and six-month-old news from Europe. There were occasional shooting parties in pursuit of green pigeons; of an evening the ladies would sing cheery airs to the off-key tinkle of damp-ravaged pianos, and alcohol was consumed in oceanic quantities. Even before the 1805 upgrade Penang seems to have laboured under the effects of mass alcoholism. In one eighteen-month stretch of bacchanalia in the 1790s the island’s Government House alone had managed to put away 1,020 bottles of claret, 588 of beer, 300 of port, a relatively modest 30 of cherry brandy (for the ladies, perhaps?) and a head-splitting 1,404 bottles of Madeira.

Meanwhile, beyond the confines of the drink-addled European society, Georgetown grew as a polyglot port of many races. There were Chinese shopkeepers, Indian labourers, Malay sailors, and all manner of hawkers, hookers, cooks and criminals.

For the young and ambitious Raffles, in the thick of all this, Penang was a place of possibilities. He spent five years there, living in a little bungalow on the forested slopes behind Georgetown, and rapidly expanding the remit of his job description to take on every vacant role as fever, incompetence and corruption felled his fellows. Though he had landed in what was indeed ‘an inferior capacity’, before long he was a veritable paragon of multitasking. He assumed the role of acting First Secretary when the official occupant of that post fell out with the Governor and was shipped off on an extended leave of absence; he became the Agent for the Navy, the licenser of the press, and even took over the role of official Malay translator to the Government.

According to the hero-worshippers, Raffles, with his love of self-improvement and formidable intellect, was already fluent in Malay by the time he disembarked from the Warley at Georgetown in 1805. He had spent the five-month voyage from England earnestly poring over the primers and conversing with the Asian crewmen.

Malay, as far as foreigners were concerned, was the ‘Hindustani of the East’. An Austronesian language loaded with Sanskrit and Arabic ballast – as well as with a subtle spicing of Chinese, Persian and Portuguese – it most likely emerged from the basin of the Palembang River in the steamy south of Sumatra sometime in the 7th century. It had become the first language of those regions, and of the Malayan mainland. But Malay was a much longer tongue than that alone, and it licked the shores of every landmass in Southeast Asia. It was the linguistic starch that bound the polyglot Pasisir ports of Java; a little pidgin Malay would get you by on docksides everywhere from Bangkok to Dili, and a Malay missive mailed to any corner of the sprawling Indonesian archipelago stood a good chance of being understood.4 And all this utility was coupled to a relative ease of acquisition. [Footnote 4: Today Malay remains by far the most widely spoken language in Southeast Asia. As well as the national language of Malaysia and Brunei, it is also one of the official tongues of multilingual Singapore, and is spoken in dialect form by the Muslims of southern Thailand. There are also pockets of Malay dialect spoken in Burma and amongst Southeast Asian-descended communities in Sri Lanka and on Australia’s Christmas Island; a few words are still remembered by older members of South Africa’s Cape Malay community, descended from exiles of the colonial era. By far the biggest body of Malay-speakers, however, is in Indonesia. The national Indonesian language, spoken from the tip of Sumatra to the marches of Papua New Guinea, is simply a rebranded form of Malay, chosen as a unifying vehicle of nationalism by 20th-century independence activists. As Bahasa Indonesia it is spoken by at least 200 million people, and though the versions used in Indonesia and Malaysia reflect the divergent histories of the two nations – with Javanese and Dutch vocabulary added to one, and English loanwords to the other – they remain mutually comprehensible.]

For this reason the oft-repeated claim that Raffles’ facility with Malay made him somehow unusual needs to be taken with a certain pinch of salt: most old Southeast Asia hands could speak the language quite well; many of them could speak it much better than Raffles. In the Dutch territories there were some who spoke it by preference, especially amongst the locally-born Dutchwomen and the Indo-Europeans. Also, the claim that Raffles knew the language perfectly is not entirely sound. He certainly seems to have made energetic attempts to improve his fluency from the outset, but, he could never make much shift with the written language. He always relied on translators to pen his letters to native courts,5 and indeed, even after he had been in the region for several years he often had verbal translators on hand for his meetings with kings and courtiers. [Footnote 5: Malay (in both Malaysian and Indonesian forms) is written today in the Roman alphabet. Until the early 20th century, however, it was usually penned using a modified Arabic script called Jawi, and students of the language who wanted to read the sagas and write to the kings would need to knuckle down, go right to left, and learn their alif-ba-ta …] And judging from the way Raffles transliterated Malay vocabulary in his own writings, he never learnt to detect the subtle but crucial terminal consonant of many words: when he listened and when he spoke, it seems, Raffles could not differentiate between a house-brick – bata – and the people of the North Sumatran hinterlands, the Batak. And in any case, at the time he stepped down from the decks of the Warley it is highly unlikely that Raffles could manage more than a few halting, ill-pronounced sentences, and as official ‘translator’ his role would have been mainly one of supervision.

But still, at a very tender age, Thomas Stamford Raffles had arrived in the corner of the globe that he was to make his own. He had a wife who, in his own words, ‘would soothe the adverse blasts of misfortune and gladden the sunshine of prosperity’, he had a rudimentary facility with the local language, and all manner of prospects as a growing fish in the poky pond of Penang.

The image of Raffles during these early years is that of a man of prodigious energy – perhaps a little too much for some tastes. Rival writers have given varying versions of Raffles’ status in Penang society over the years. Some have made him the object of ostracism, an outcast beset by scurrilous rumours about his marriage. Others leap to his defence and crowingly quote contemporary sources that make him the very life and soul of the Penang party. At a glance the two visions seem contradictory, but in fact they probably both represent the truth.

For old-established stick-in-the-muds who had been in Penang since the days of Francis Light, Raffles – with his rapid rise, his swottish tendency to leap into any vacant position, and his infuriating ability to do most jobs well – likely became the lightening rod, the figurehead for all they resented. Rumours about the reasons for his preferment had almost certainly been shipped out in private letters from Leadenhall Street and propagated in dockside taverns, and the fossil of Olivia’s earlier scandal had doubtless been prised from the memory of rum-sodden country-boat captains sailing in from Madras (rumours and circumstantial evidence also strongly suggest that Olivia was a little too fond of a drink herself – not that that would have counted against her in Penang). On the other hand, there seems no reason to doubt the writings of an acolyte who stated that Raffles was ‘of a cheerful lively disposition and very fond of Society’, or those of the visitor who stated that he was ‘the life and soul of what little society (European) there was gathered up and down among the cocoa-nut trees’.
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