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The Background to 

My Birth

In my opinion, the first forty years of the twentieth century constituted 
the high-water mark of Dutch colonial rule in the Netherlands East Indies 
or what I will refer to from here on as Indonesia. By the early 1900s 
Dutch control of the vast archipelago of over 15,000 islands was virtually 
complete: from the provinces of Aceh in the west to Papua in the east 
the Royal Netherlands Indies Army (Koninklijk Nederlandsche Indisch Leger, 
KNIL) and the Dutch Civil Administration (Binnenlandsche Bestuur, BB) 
enforced what became known as Pax Neerlandica (Dutch Peace). 

Although Pax Neerlandica created a feeling of safety and reassurance 
in Dutch rule from Sabang to Merauke,1 it also brought with it the seeds 
of its own destruction. No sooner had the wars and rebellions finished, 
than the first signs of a nationalist awakening began to emerge. 

Young educated Indonesians eagerly used the newly created, unified 
geographic and political entity of Indonesia to pursue a greater say in 
the politics and economy of the colony. The first nationalist movements 
arose during the early years of the twentieth century and were inspired 
by the Japanese defeat of the mighty Russian navy in 1905. For aspiring 
Indonesian nationalists, it dispelled the myth of European invincibility and 
convinced them that their long-term goal of an independent Indonesia 
was achievable. 

1 After the transfer of sovereignty in 1949, these two towns located at either extreme of the 
Indonesian archipelago became a famous phrase often repeated by Indonesian leaders to define 
the limits of the new nation. 
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Dutch control was strong but benign — at least around the East 
Javanese region of Kediri, where I grew up. I have since learned that 
this was not the case everywhere in Indonesia at the time but during my 
youth I did not have any recollection of any violence towards or from the 
Dutch. In fact our household enjoyed a very good relationship with the 
Dutch. My parents were always visiting Dutch people and doing business 
with them. I had Dutch friends my own age and we frequently played in 
each other’s houses. 

I can say that the Dutch tended to treat the races as three distinct 
people. Thinking about it now, maybe the Dutch policy was deliberately 
based on a hierarchical separation of the races. The three distinct groups 
of Dutch, Chinese and indigenous Indonesians maintained their own  
cultures, while interacting with each other socially, economically and 
politically. In commerce, for example, the Europeans controlled the lucrative 
large-scale export-import trade; Chinese maintained the intermediate trade 
while most of the food production, unskilled labour and small-scale trade 
remained in the hands of native Indonesians.

Another area where people were treated differently was in the education 
system. At Primary School level, Europeans went to their own schools, 
called Europeesche Lagere School, ELS; the Chinese to the Hollandsche-
Chineesche School, HCS; and only the best and brightest indigenous 
Indonesians went to the Hollandsche-Inlandsche School, HIS. From these three 
types of primary school only the smartest could continue on to the very 
few secondary schools (Hogereburgerschool, HBS) and eventually tertiary 
education, either in the Netherlands or, from the 1920s, in Indonesia. 

Such was the Dutch educational policy in Indonesia. Indigenous 
Indonesians received only basic education, if they received any education 
at all, and only the brightest went on to get the same level of education 
as the Chinese and the Dutch. In the HIS, HCS and ELS schools all 
teaching was in Dutch, as it was for all secondary and tertiary schooling. 
If you could not speak Dutch in Indonesia, your educational opportunities 
were virtually non-existent, no matter how intelligent you were. 

The involvement of Chinese in the Indonesian archipelago dates back 
centuries, but did not lead to large-scale migration until encouraged by the 
Dutch in the early 1800s. After Indonesia’s independence from the Dutch in 
the mid-twentieth century had ended the steady influx of Chinese migrants, 
the total population of people of Chinese descent living in Indonesia had 
exceeded two million out of an estimated total population of sixty million. 
The Chinese filled a niche in the social order sandwiched between the 

02 IBSn.indd   6 7/30/08   10:39:12 AM



THE BACKGROUND TO MY BIRTH

7

mass of native Indonesians at the bottom of the hierarchy and the small 
number of Dutch as colonial masters at the top. 

Our family was involved in trade and, apart from hiring indigenous 
labour and leasing land from them, all the important matters, such as 
finance, buying and selling material, and supplying produce to factories 
were conducted with the Dutch or other Chinese. 

My Father’s Background

My father’s name was Tan Ting Bie (born circa 1880 in Kertosono, died 
1966 in Kediri). Tan is my family name and Ting Bie is the Chinese 
equivalent of a first or personal name. In Chinese, Ting Bie literally means 
“plenty rice”, but is more correctly translated as “prosperity”. Rice was, and 
still is, the staple food crop throughout Asia and the Chinese used it as a 
metaphor for abundance — the more rice you have, the more prosperous 
you are. My father was the second generation of peranakan Chinese born 
in Indonesia2 and the second born of four children, having an older and 
a younger sister and one younger brother.3

My grandfather on my father’s side was Tan Tik Ie (born circa 1860, 
died in the mid-1920s). He was born and lived most of his life in and 
around Kediri. My grandfather’s first wife had died in the late 1880s and 
by the time I can remember meeting him around 1916 (when I was four 
or five), he had already remarried. He died when I was in Batavia (which 
from now on I shall refer to as Jakarta) while I was attending Teachers’ 
College during the late 1920s, but unfortunately I could not get leave 
to attend his funeral. Even though my grandfather and his second wife 
lived near where we lived, they did not exercise anywhere nearly the same 
influence on me as my own parents, or even my maternal grandmother. 
They were quiet, while my parents and my maternal grandmother were 
much more dynamic, determined people. 

I never met my great grandfather, Tan Kim Hok. He was dead a 
long time before I came into this world, but I was told by my father 
that he was born near the coastal north-eastern Chinese province of 

2 Peranakan Chinese are those born in Indonesia and includes Chinese of mixed parentage; totok 
Chinese were born in China. According to An, it was better to be peranakan than totok because 
it meant you were culturally oriented towards Indonesia, not China.   
3 See Family Tree (Appendix A).

02 IBSn.indd   7 7/30/08   10:39:12 AM



MEMOIR OF A CHINESE INDONESIAN FAMILY

8

Shandong, alongside the Yellow Sea in the late 1820s, or perhaps the 
early 1830s. He started his professional life in China as a textile merchant 
dealing in cloth made from cotton and especially Chinese silk. In his 
youth he travelled to many locations throughout Asia, including Taiwan 
and Indonesia, to expand his textile business and to gather raw material. 
Tan Kim Hok came to Indonesia as a trader when he was a young man, 
possibly in the early 1850s, and established himself in the East Javanese 
city of Kediri, conveniently located on the Kali (river) Brantas, which was 
navigable by barge down to the busy port of Surabaya. In the mid-1850s, 
he married a locally born Chinese girl from Kediri whose surname, I 
believe, was Liem.

When my great grandfather arrived in Indonesia, he spoke only the 
Chinese Jiaodong dialect of his native province, making it impossible for 
him to converse with Indonesians (who mainly spoke Javanese or Bahasa 
Melayu, which later became Bahasa Indonesia), Europeans (mainly from 
Holland, who spoke Dutch) and also fellow Chinese (who, predominantly 
coming from China’s southeast, spoke Cantonese or Hokkien). 

After he was married, my great grandfather continued to travel back 
and forth between Indonesia and his homeland in Northern China but, 
according to my father, something happened back in China during the late 
1850s that caused my great grandfather to settle permanently in Kediri.4 

When his circuit of international textile trade was broken, he turned to 
trading locally in a then new product that was quickly becoming popular, 
kerosene.5

The family lived modestly in a rented house on the main road of 
Kediri, Jalan Alun-Alun, which was owned by a local Chinese family who 
would later become related to the Tan family by marriage. According to 
my father, great grandfather Tan died in Kediri around 1890.

My grandmother arranged for father to be tutored at home for literacy 
and numeracy until she died, when I think he was around 9 years old. 
After her death, my father went to work for his late mother’s brother-in-

4 During this period in China, there were periodic bouts of civil unrest, such as the Taiping 
Rebellion of 1850–64 and this may have caused great grandfather Tan to cease connections with 
his homeland.  
5 According to Tan Swan Bing (An’s older brother and only surviving sibling at the time of 
writing this memoir), great grandfather Tan made a modest living as a wholesaler of kerosene, 
which he sold from a shop at the front of the family home in Kediri. This trade was continued 
by his son, Tan Tik Ie. 
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law, Tjioe Djie Kwie, who was a successful commodity trader in Kediri. 
As a teenager, he started off by assisting his uncle in any way he could 
and along the way saved a little bit of pocket money to help out his 
family. In return, my father’s basic literacy and numeracy were advanced 
under his uncle’s tutelage to the level needed of a businessman. He 
became proficient in reading and writing a number of languages including 
Arabic, traditional Javanese script and Melayu. He spoke all levels of 
Javanese including the highest, which is spoken at the kraton (palace). In 
his adulthood these linguistic skills would give him an advantage when 
dealing with high-ranking Javanese officials. He could also speak passable 
Dutch and Hokkien.

Over the next ten years his uncle also taught him all the necessary 
attributes of being a successful trader. From an early age my father bought 
and sold many commodities such as rice, soy-beans, and corn on behalf 
of his uncle. Towards the end of his informal apprenticeship, when he 
was now in his late teens, he was paid ƒ15 (Dutch guilders) a month plus 
board at his uncle’s house in Kediri. I vaguely remember someone telling 
me that he did not get along with his stepmother. 

Tjioe Djie Kwie (and the Tjioe side of the family) was much wealthier 
than the Tan side of the family. It seems that Uncle Tjioe took my father 

Kediri, East Java in the early twentieth century. (KITLV #26313)
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“under his wing” to give him a better opportunity in life after the unexpected 
death of my father’s mother. 

By the early 1900s, my father was making a small name for himself 
in the district as a trader and his business was beginning to prosper. But 
Uncle Tjioe did not limit my father’s education to just financial matters. 
He was a sophisticated, cultured man who introduced my father to many 
activities that my father’s own family could not afford. 

For example, Uncle Tjioe owned his own gamelan (a Javanese orchestra 
playing traditional native music) and employed a full time kapelmeester 
(bandmaster) who taught my father how to play. Years later, when my 
father was a successful and wealthy trader in his own right, he established 
his own gamelan orchestra and spent many enjoyable hours seated on floor 
mats singing and playing various instruments alongside other musicians in 
the orchestra, also teaching local villagers how to play. 

My Mother’s Background

My mother Njoo Hing Tjie (born 1884, died 1964) was the third generation 
of peranakan Chinese born in Indonesia. She was born and raised in 
the port city of Makassar (recently known as Ujung Pandang) in South 
Sulawesi. But apart from that small scrap of information, I do not know 
when the first member of the Njoo family arrived in Indonesia or what 
he did. However, my mother told me that by the time she was born in 
Makassar her family had become very wealthy and influential. 

Her father, Njoo Djie Kiem (born in the late 1850s) supplied food and 
equipment to the Dutch army garrisoned at Fort Rotterdam in Makassar 
and had extensive business interests throughout the eastern region of the 
Indonesian archipelago (Sulawesi, eastern Java, and possibly the islands of 
Nusa Tenggara).6

He may have been a Christian because he was one of the earliest 
graduates of the colony’s first Dutch High School established in Jakarta, 
being educated there possibly in the late 1860s or early 1870s.7 He married 

6 For several centuries the Dutch used Makassar as the civil and military centre for their control 
of the eastern half of Indonesia. Large numbers of troops and a sizeable number of naval vessels 
were stationed there to transport soldiers to any trouble spot in the eastern archipelago.
7 Koning Willem III (King William III) School was established in 1859 in Jakarta, where being 
a person of influence, Dutch-speaking and a Christian were prerequisites of entry. 
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Djie Djioe Nio of Kediri in the 1880s and had two daughters, one by 
adoption (Njoo Hong Tjie) and my mother by birth. 

According to my mother, her father’s business interests often took him 
away from Makassar for long periods of time and this possibly explains 
why my mother was adopted and placed under the protection of the 
Sultan of the local Kingdom of Gowa, who was also a school friend of 
her father. During these long absences, he left his power of attorney with 
his brother in Makassar. Unfortunately, his brother either embezzled or 
badly mishandled funds to the extent that my grandfather became bankrupt 
in the late 1880s. 

Apparently much of the documentation (ledgers, accounts and bills) was 
destroyed at the time, so without any written proof my grandfather was not 
able to recover monies owed to him. Some people did feel honour-bound 
to repay their debts, but it was insufficient to save the business. Within a 
few years my grandfather died a broken man at the relatively young age of 
thirty-something, leaving my grandmother a destitute widow in her early 
thirties. My mother was only six years old at the time.

In 1893 or thereabouts, after the death of my grandfather, my Oma 
(grandmother) Njoo returned to her birthplace of Kediri, taking her two 
daughters with her (my mother then aged about nine and the older sister).8 
She was now poor but Oma Njoo made enough income through dressmaking 
to maintain appearances and even employ a servant. As was the custom of 
the time for a Chinese widow with children, she never remarried. 

Decades later, my grandmother’s brother and his children came to 
visit us in Kediri but my grandmother refused to see him. To this day, I 
do not know his version of events. By the time of my childhood in the 
late 1910s the two sides of the Njoo family had irreconcilably gone their 
own separate ways.

When my mother reached maturity, my father’s uncle Tjioe Djie Kwie 
and his wife brokered a marriage between the Njoo and Tan families, to 
whom they were both related. My parents did not know each other before 
the marriage and the first time they met was on their wedding day.9 Both 
the Njoo and Tan families were equally poor in wealth and status, but I 

8 All grandparents were addressed by the Dutch form of either oma (female) or opa (male). 
9 According to Chinese custom, young girls after the age of 12 rarely, if ever, ventured out into 
public alone. They stayed in the home assisting their parents and learning how to become a good 
wife, being instructed in such matters as cooking, cleaning, sewing and running a proper household. 
On the rare occasions they left the house, they went with the family or a chaperone.
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think the reason why the two families agreed to the arrangement was that 
my father, who was still working for Uncle Tjioe Djie Kwie, appeared to be 
the best available person to raise both families out of their lowly position. 
In other words, he seemed like a good catch. 

My Family’s Beginnings

My mother and father were married in December 1902 in Kediri at the 
ages of 18 and 22 respectively. As they were not well off, it was not a big 
wedding and perhaps only about 50 people attended.10 After the marriage my 
father continued working for Uncle Djie Kwie and received an increase in 
wages to ƒ25 per month. In about 1910 my parents relocated to Ngronggot, 

10 Traditionally, weddings in Indonesia were viewed as an outward demonstration of one’s wealth 
— the more guests you have, the wealthier you must be. Some wedding ceremonies involve thousands 
of guests and take several days to complete but even the average wedding has hundreds of people 
attending. To invite only a few dozen people is a clear sign of your financial hardship. 

A typical kampung in East Java in the 1920s. According to An, Ngronggot 
was very similar. (KITLV # 25625)
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several kilometres off the road between Kediri (18 kilometres away in one 
direction) and Kertosono (about 15 kilometres away in another direction). 

At this time, Ngronggot was a small underdeveloped rural kampung 
(village) with possibly less than a thousand inhabitants who were exclusively 
asli (native) Indonesians. No Chinese or other foreigner had ever lived in 
the village before my parents arrived. 

Uncle Djie Kwie advised him to go there and possibly lent him some 
money to establish himself.11 My father started out by building new roads 
in the area for the Dutch colonial government. Up to that time there were 
only tracks through the countryside.12

My father began by developing local quarries to produce the road-base, 
then paid local labour to lay the road-base to create new and wider roads to 
the village of Ngronggot and beyond. In return, the Dutch paid him a set 
amount per kilometre of roadway constructed.13 As soon as the government 
contract to improve the roads into and around Ngronggot was fulfilled, my 
father quickly reverted back to his chosen profession of trading. 

His first private venture involved buying the entire district’s surplus 
copra from the locals and transporting it along his new roads to the large 
market town of Kediri, where it was sold for a profit, most likely to Uncle 
Djie Kwie. By about 1912 my father felt secure enough financially to buy 
two blocks of land right in the centre of the kampung. On one he built 
the largest house in the village, a house we would call our family home 
for the next twenty years or so. On the other block, opposite the village 
pasar (market), my father erected Ngronggot’s first general store (toko 
kelontong), where the local people could buy goods such as pots and pans, 
textiles, kerosene lamps, torches and batteries hitherto only available in 
Kediri, a day’s walk away. 

It was never my father’s intention to operate the store himself. In 
fact the purpose was to provide an income for his recently widowed 
younger sister, Kira, whom I only knew as Tante (Aunt) Kira. Tante Kira 

11 The Dutch colonial government had restricted Chinese to living in the major towns and cities 
of Indonesia, but this limitation was officially lifted in 1910, inducing a large number of Chinese 
to move into small country towns and take up residence. It is likely that An’s father moved to 
Ngronggot after these restrictions were removed.    
12 Ngronggot was linked to the main Kediri-Kertosono road by a meandering track through the 
open countryside and rice fields that took an hour or so to walk. Its narrowness severely hampered 
the movement of goods. 
13 An’s parents were possibly sent to Ngronggot to satisfy a Dutch contract secured by Uncle Djie 
Kwie to provide a new road connecting Ngronggot to the Kediri-Kertosono rail line.
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arrived and soon had the store running smoothly. The venture proved 
to be very popular with the locals, who were now receiving regular cash 
payments from my father for their copra and wanted to spend it on 
personal, farm and household items, such as tobacco, clothes, cooking 
equipment, and farming tools that were previously unaffordable. From 
this time Tante Kira started paying my father rent. Within a year or 
two Tante Kira, who as a childless widow was always eligible to marry 
again, felt financially comfortable enough to look for another husband.14 
Shortly after, she agreed to marry Kwee Soen Sian, a local-born Chinese 
from Kediri, as her second husband and together they continued to run 
the store in Ngronggot. 

By the mid-1910s, my father was buying in seed and teaching the 
local people how to better farm and grow a number of different cash 
crops such as rice, soy-bean, and corn. Of course, any money the locals 
accumulated was usually spent at the general store operated by Aunt Kira 
and her husband. 

14 According to Chinese tradition, widows without children were actively encouraged to remarry 
while widows with children were discouraged from re-marrying.

Interior of a typical Chinese shop in East Java in the 1910s. 
(KITLV # 4212)
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My father watched the small village develop and with more produce 
being grown, traded, and transported, saw a need for an enlarged and 
modernised market. He convinced the village elders to sell him more land 
in the centre of town on which he expanded the existing pasar (market) 
by building nine new shops. He also constructed seven more shops outside 
the pasar on the main street near our house. Within months they were 
fully leased to merchants, craftsman, retailers, public notaries and other 
business people who were attracted to the growing town. To avoid any 
possible criticism that he was favouring the Chinese, my father made sure 
that the tenants were mainly indigenous and the local people genuinely 
appreciated him for it. 

With sixteen new commercial premises producing regular income, 
together with the existing rental income from Auntie’s store and high 
returns from his ventures in trading seasonal crops, my father had quickly 
become the largest landholder and the wealthiest citizen in Ngronggot. 

We even had our own gamelan orchestra at our disposal. Before my 
father’s arrival in Ngronggot, the village did not possess such a luxury, which 
in Java is regarded as a sign of a community’s sophistication and wealth. 
Realizing this, one of the earliest initiatives my father implemented after 
he got established was to create a fifteen-piece gamelan orchestra. 

First he purchased all the instruments — percussion instruments 
of wood and brass — and then paid for a music teacher to come from 
Kediri to train the local villagers in playing them. After the orchestra was 
established and a band leader or kapelmeester appointed, they played at 
weddings and other celebrations in the local area with my father always 
paying the musicians a small fee. 

Every forty days, coinciding with a regular market day my father had 
“open house” at our home.15 All the villagers could come and partake 
of finger food while they listened to their gamelan orchestra along with 
a dalang (story-teller), whom my dad had hired to entertain the locals 

15 The Javanese week, which was still being used extensively in the early twentieth century in 
rural Java, is of only five days duration and the frequency of market days was determined by the 
size of the township. A village such as Ngronggot had one market day a week (i.e. one every 
five days); small towns had two market days every week and places like Kediri had a pasar every 
day of the ( Javanese) week. Forty is an auspicious number in Javanese society and is believed to 
originate from religious practice. For example, naming ceremonies for a baby occur forty days 
after birth; mourning traditionally proceeds for forty days after death. Therefore An’s father 
organized “open house” in the kampung of Ngronggot to take place every eighth market day, or 
once every forty days.
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with tales of love and war in the wayang (shadow puppet play) tradition 
that drew on stories from the great Hindu epics of Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata. The local people loved these evenings for they regarded such 
events as putting their little town “on the map” and were grateful to my 
father for making it happen. 

Once the orchestra even played at the Regentswoning (Regent’s house) 
in Kediri, which the villagers regarded as a great achievement.16 From my 
perspective, in just over a decade of astute business practice, my father 
had personally turned a sleepy backwater of a kampung into a thriving 
and vibrant community and the villagers admired him for it. By the time 
I was a little girl in the early 1920s, everyone in Ngronggot addressed 
him as Ndoro, which in the local Javanese language means “gentleman of 
noble birth”. 

Looking back, life for me as a young girl in the village of Ngronggot 
was peaceful, enjoyable and idyllic. I had no concerns about my safety, 
nor for the safety of any of my family and I was totally quarantined from 
the anti-Dutch and anti-Chinese sentiment that was growing ominously 
elsewhere. I basked in the reflected admiration the villagers held for my 
father and I adored him totally.

16 Regent is the Dutch equivalent of district head, now bupati.
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