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Around the start of the twentieth century, Gerrit
Adolfs, railway employee and semi-professional
photographer in Java, and also my great-grand-
father, wrote countless letters to his family in the
Netherlands. A great number of these letters, dating
from 1899-1901, were compiled and paired with
photos taken by the author himself. After being han-
ded down from person to person over the years, the
two bound volumes, entitled Letters from Insulindia,
ended up with his granddaughter Julia Groen, who
presented them to me a few years ago, wrapped in
a tea towel.

The collected letters read as a chronicle of the colo-
nial era during this period, observed with a certain
distance and a sense of humour. I selected a small
part of the material and had this reworked into con-
temporary Dutch and translated into English. This
publication contains an estimated five per cent of
the original content. It is likely that more letters
were written before and after this period, but those
have never been found. I limited myself to selecting
only characteristic passages about recurrent the-
mes, such as family, work, social relationships, poli-
tical beliefs and experiences of living overseas. Long

IMAGE The Adolfs family from Amsterdam, with Gerrit on the left.



before there was Facebook, my great-grandfather
felt an urge to share his experiences, and enhance
these with clarifications, emotions and picture-per-
fect snapshots. Photographs, also of daily life, were
glued to the pages with great precision. They some-
times bore messages on the back, expressly encou-
raging Gerrit’s mother — who most likely compiled
the letters — to show them to friends and contacts
in Holland.

Gerard Cornelis Adolfs, known as Gerrit, (1871-
1945) grew up in the heart of Amsterdam, in a family
of small retailers, likely with German roots. His fa-
ther was a cobbler, his mother ran a haberdashery.
Some evenings, his parents gave dancing lessons to
earn a bit extra. The young Gerrit couldn’t find his
niche, however, and embarked for the Dutch East
Indies in 1894 to try his luck there. He turned out to
be an ambitious man, who within a relatively short
timespan rose from the rank of ticket inspector to
stationmaster at the Semarang-Joana Steam Tram
Company and at a much later stage presumably
became something of a director for the Surabaya
district. In his spare time he trained himself as a
portrait photographer, a skill that he continually
managed to capitalise on in terms of expanding his
network and saving up money. He had his mother
send him equipment from the Netherlands, put
local craftspeople to work and convinced both in-
digenous nobility and ‘the common man’ to pose
before his lens.

In his reflections, Adolfs regularly and approvingly
quotes the Dutch writer Multatuli (Eduard Douwes
Dekker, 1820-1887), who in his book Max Havelaar,
or the Coffee Auctions of the Dutch Trade Company
denounced social wrongs during colonial rule.
Nonetheless, Adolfs himself was part of the colonial
system, and he talks about the Javanese in ways that
many contemporary readers will find offensive.

In these letters, Adolfs repeatedly mentions Transvaal,
where at the time the Second Boer War (1899-1902)
was about to erupt. Adolfs identifies strongly with the
Dutch-speaking Boers from the South African Repu-
blic and the Orange Free State, who took on the Bri-
tish Empire in the battle over African territories.



Adolfs also gives special attention to the position
of so-called Sinjos, young men of mixed descent
born in overseas territories, also known as Eura-
sians, but better known these days in the Nether-
lands as Indos or East Indian Dutch. This is the large
group of people ‘of mixed blood’ who were conti-
nually set apart from both native Indonesians and
‘full-blooded white’ Dutchmen living in the colony,
also called Belandas or totoks. A substantial number
of white colonial men married a woman from the
East Indies, and so did Gerrit Adolfs. His wife, Hen-
riétte (Jet) Adolfs-Donkel, herself came from a line
of European fathers and Asian mothers that can be
traced back to the Voc era. She grew up in Sema-
rang, where her father worked as a stableman for
a hotel and also rented out two horses-and-carts of
his own for people transport. She would have been
of Indonesian, Dutch and Chinese ancestry, mostly
spoke Javanese and, although she had the mixed
parentage of a typical Eurasian person, she did not
enjoy their legal rights. However, the eight child-
ren that Gerrit and Jet Adolfs eventually brought
into the world did belong to the group of people ‘of
mixed blood’ with Dutch passports; one had a ligh-
ter complexion, the other a darker one - in other
words, a family with so-called ‘layer-cake children’.

The eldest child, Gerard Pieter Adolfs (1898-1968)
would later become a reasonably well-known painter
of an idyllic Dutch East Indies. The eldest daughter,
my grandmother Julia Jaarsma-Adolfs (1899-1975),
is referred to in these letters as Juultje, the apple
of Gerrit’s eye with a remarkable talent for the dra-
matic. This would serve her well in her later career:
she was to become the first female criminal lawyer
born in the Dutch East Indies, and of mixed blood
to boot. As a lawyer in high-profile criminal cases,
an advocate of property rights for Eurasians and a
dignitary with many ancillary positions in pre-war
and post-war Surabaya, she was at least as ambiti-
ous as her father. She, in her turn, married a white
Dutchman from Friesland, a legal scholar who had
written a dissertation about the laws governing
land ownership in the Indies — but this is a story that
unfolds elsewhere, in Legacy of Silence, a project that
spans three generations of family history.

Janine Prins
Jubbega-Schurega, August 2019
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

Oh, we love our children so dearly, mother!
If my heart and mind keep their strength
for long enough, if I will be able to bring
them up myself, preferably surrounded by
nature as I do now, with trees, greenery,
the Javanese, birds and flowers, then they
will be the genuine article when they’re
grown up. Gerard and Juultje are both
growing fast. Gerard is already talking so
much and so well; he speaks Dutch, Malay
and Javanese.
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Here you can see the studio and the darkroom,
which are almost finished. On the right are the two
old carpenters, in the front the old kakeh, our coolie.
The carpenter on the left is the man who talks all day
long, the one on the right is the better worker. Kebon
(indigenous gardener) is standing in the background
with a whitewash brush. The trees in the background
provide shade throughout the day, so that the stu-
dio is nice and cool from dawn till dusk. It’s just so
European in there. It’s a delightful piece of land.

I'm now having a stand made for the enlargement
of small portraits. This too will be made of wood.
The carpenters are busy working on it and one of
them in particular is a rather skilled cabinetmaker
who is an expert at making the finer items. And it all
comes at such a low cost because Javanese carpen-
ters like him only earn 15 guilders per month.

In our district, in the entire area, there is a cattle
plague: one of the most dreadful things to befall a
Javanese. A cow here and a buffalo, goat or sheep
there: there are cases everywhere. Little of it is
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brought to people’s attention, but many of the na-
tive Javanese have been set back for ten years. Their
water buffaloes and their paddies are as dear to
them as the other members of the family.

The Petroleum Company is buckling. I too had to
give up one third of my pay and, believing that I can
earn more being out of the Company’s employment,
handed in my resignation as an agent. Poor share-
holders. I know where your pennies are kept. My
heart truly bleeds for you, but, oh Dutchmen, may
it be done to you according to your word. From the
East Indies the pennies have flowed into your Treas-
ury. And so they will find their way back, at least in
part. You have become great because of the Javanese,
and because of them you shall grow small again.

I am currently working on a three-quarter view por-
trait of a Chinese that looks good and will probably
be satisfactory. I would like to concentrate on photo-
graphing the native Javanese for a fair price and make
a good job of them. There are a thousand times more
Javanese than there are Chinese and Europeans.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

At the moment, I am fully absorbed in the
construction of my studio and darkroom.
The inside is finished in natural wood re-
sembling European oak. This will be oiled
and polished. When my beautiful back-
drops arrive and I lay my real Smyrna rug,
it will look luxurious. I had mother Don-
kel buy a Smyrna at auction and acquired
it for 20 guilders. It must have been worth
200 guilders, but the Javanese, who al-
most never cover their floors, don’t know
its true value.




brought to people’s attention, but many of the na-
tive Javanese have been set back for ten years. Their
water buffaloes and their paddies are as dear to
them as the other members of the family.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

I'm busy printing a whole set of photos
from Blora; a shot of the Regent with
magnesium lighting. It’s too ugly to send
to Holland, perhaps if something better
comes along.
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Everything is babbling along like a gentle brook,
we’re enjoying such a peaceful and happy life here.
What does upset us (or me, at least) is that we have
a cattle plague here which in my vicinity has killed
over three hundred buffaloes already.~ What it
means to lose buffaloes I know you will appreciate
when I tell you they are worth more than horses,
cows, sheep, pigs and goats to a European farmer.
No buffalo; no ploughing. No ploughing; no sow-
ing and harvesting. No harvesting, no rice. No rice:
hunger. That is sad.

I am now going to give you a simple description by
illustrating how I normally check the train. Slowly it
rolls into the station where the native Javanese have
been waiting for a long time with their goods. I am
standing outside and get a morning’s greeting from
the engine driver and stoker. Shortly afterwards the
ticket inspectors arrive with the train report, the
post and whatever else there is to receive in terms
of ordered and freight goods. I open the postbags
and look for letters from home. Two rings of the
bell signal that the engine driver feels the time to
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depart is upon us. The engine has taken on wood
and water. ~ We steam through the desa (a rural vil-
lage with surrounding fields) as if through a green
portal. The bamboo hisses over the roof of the wag-
ons, on the left and right clucking chickens fly away,
and there are groups of local Javanese here and
there still shivering in the morning chill. ~ Cours-
ing through the rolling hills, we speed on faster
and faster amid flooded paddies. Now comes a part
that offers us views over magnificent fields, with
delightful forest on the horizon, behind which the
Merbaboe and Merapi peaks loom up in all their
glory. ~ The mist disappears entirely and we reach
the first halt. ‘Tram stop’ it says on the sign on the
left. T usually get off here. By then I've had enough
time to collect the tickets or to go over the checklist.

The two loops in the foreground are ropes belong-
ing to my improvised tripod. Both bridges span a
tributary of the River Lusi, a lovely flowing river. I
often get off there to stare dreamily into the flowing
water below. The indigenous Javanese usually bathe
there and it all makes for a very charming sight.



The Javanese man who is posing there is the epito-
me of the mountain Javanese. Strong and muscu-
lar, with a very tough constitution, straightforward
and accommodating in his requests, easy to rule,
and ignorant. A working machine that returns your
investment with interest. Strong as a buffalo, but,
like a buffalo, he can be mollified and tamed by a
child. I like having them around, and I get them to
do anything.

I read in the telegrams that Her Majesty visited
Bronbeek and in my mind I can hear the hurrahs of
the invalid soldiers, who still have a spark of fire in
their bodies. There is a certain sweetness in it and I
believe she would do well to fire up the soldiers on
Atjeh here in the Indies for a change.” This brings
me back to Napoleon. I can feel and understand that
his guards were utterly devoted to him. Napoleon
was a giant on all counts, and all other rulers look
small in comparison. I can understand how France is
still proud of such a person to this day. I think about
Transvaal. Will it come to war there, I wonder?



I have been taking a lot of photographs in recent
days, and I am so very glad to have already recovered
the cost of my studio. I am waiting impatiently for
a letter with information about frames and chemi-
cals. Of course, I am somewhat peeved again that it
is taking so long.

Your package has arrived. It triggered a cry of joy.
The tin soldiers are being lined up in ranks and files.
They will later represent Napoleon’s guards in the
battle of Waterloo. Equally put to good use will be
the kit box, which will figure as the Rajah’s Palace in
the Lombok War. We thank you for the lovely little
dresses for Juultje and also for the photographs,
especially the one depicting three generations.

I have been taking so many photos during the last
couple of days, it’s been an absolute dream. Groups
on bicycles and horses, and in carriages. Also repro-
ductions of long-forgotten fathers of the Chinese.
And they all promise to send their wives too, in a
kind of garbled Malay, enough to make you cringe.
They pay generously and are as trustworthy as the



Java Bank.” I also delivered the bicycles today. I
earn 75 guilders for each one. Iwouldn’t want to sell
to Europeans with their silly pretentiousness, but
don’t mind the long-tailed Chinamen who know
what they want. But they’re also solid and trustwor-
thy. I'm not afraid to invest my cash for those folk.
They too pay in cash and bow and thank me for my
help. ~ No wonder then that I'm busy and on the go
from morning till evening.

I can sometimes experience a childlike joy at trav-
elling again, and now not so cramped, but com-
fortable and carefree. Look up all those old places,
and see you again, and then head back to complete
what I started here.” I've also taken out a magazine
subscription since I've been promoted. It’s such
a pleasure to see those lovely magazines and read
about Europe. The yearning for Europe is kept alive,
and despite everything we still keep somewhat up
to date about all the goings on in the faraway West.



-7

Forery o Qgt_.c; ‘.'/' 0. .t-r!-'l.’ -.:J_,{}':-9 ., P S ﬁ.....—-.‘f

Y Lot »é’#,{_a.eq_’. Ae 2L-.-¢n&d-£ﬂ_&-l h«d&?'&m&%’ 5

o e

-y ck_? ;ni orars @f{n&ﬁ-‘.}mlﬁ‘
D foiny A fr@nesnahend .

4? zaeld wwoardF 2y eum Z:-unr.)«f‘_'

iz --éf(oyffg A,
e, o LC zzgfpe:
B ook siisrcten d.’,‘;'z
€ Zck pct {:,(.,‘.z.r-’
;;r Lecracte, 25k gy nat
| Hewoins 2y

boiin Fock rey et

B2, wmntt ol Austl

/7

g
S oo Laflond @a

B osntae.b

| TR an&w{g.;{
B fntsinn D
bR ocan Jounae (Hoaks e,
e A;..eifz_;,/z....z\



Java Bank.” I also delivered the bicycles today. I
earn 75 guilders for each one. Iwouldn’t want to sell
to Europeans with their silly pretentiousness, but
don’t mind the long-tailed Chinamen who know
what they want. But they’re also solid and trustwor-
thy. I'm not afraid to invest my cash for those folk.

They

help. LETTERS from INSULINDIA

from

I can

elling I look at colour plates with Gerard, and
fortak these days the history of Napoleon is on
and st the programme. ‘This man dead yes, dad,
what yes, kassian (sad), yes?’ I, of course, try to
subsc stimulate his perceptivity and have him
a ples count the number of horses and cannons,
about flags: ‘Where is the red, white and blue col-
and d oured flag?’, so that he will learn to distin-
to dat guish red, white, and blue, and truly learns

by playing. For Juultje I play the piano and
violin and she is not ungrateful.
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We’ve had a couple of heavy showers again. The
animals are getting lively and the air resounds with
glee. Wells that had run dry are filling up, and the
local Javanese can bathe again. This is impossible
for the vast majority of locals in this area, especially
in the dry season. They have to walk three kilome-
tres to the kali (river), which is a tiresome affair for
them. Their clothes are also washed in these first
showers. I can see them all standing and walking
about in their fresh clothes, whereas they stank to
high heaven yesterday and were sticky with grime.

On 1 November new tram rates will be introduced
for people and animals and freight. There will also
be three classes, and the third class is specially re-
served for coolies and orang ketjil (common people).
The upper-class Javanese and the Europeans who
are short of money can now enjoy a more decent
ride. The first class sometimes costs eight times as
much as second class and it’s no wonder that many
see no other option but to take seats amongst the
‘riff-raff’. If T had to pay for myself, I would go there
too, because the difference lies only in the people



and not the carriages, at least not in any way worth
mentioning. By the way, those tram carriages don’t
offer much ‘comfort’ as it is — it’s all hard benches,
which are best suited to cope with the heat and the
Javanese fleas.

I would just like to express my hope that my pho-
tographic equipment will arrive soon, that you will
often write to us, that Truus will buy us some paper
soldiers, not glued to anything and small; Turks on
horseback, French and German infantry, Cossacks
and the like. Infantry, artillery and cavalry etc. Then
some of those wooden cannons that cost 3 cents a
piece in the French bazaar. Anything to complete
our army.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

This November it will be five years since I
left Europe. I'm still not bored and I can
last a long time here this way. Today I pho-
tographed the Regent of Blora in full re-
galia. It could well be that I will never see
my fee, but soedah (so be it). He calls me
his best friend and the native population
now holds me in high regard. He’s a good
bloke, but poor, despite his sizeable yearly
allowance of nearly 9,000 guilders. He has
alarge family, and a number of concubines.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

The paddies have been sown and the
sawah (paddy field) ahead of us has been
transformed into a giant billiards cloth.
I've enclosed a photo of what we call
‘harrowing’ here. It involves flooding the
sawah with a good amount of water. The
man sings his morning tune and the sap-
pis (cows) leisurely step forward in time
with the song. He steers with his whip. The
harrow is made completely of wood. In the
background you can see our tramway. The
copse behind it is the edge of Desa Koen-
doeran (Kunduran village). The earthen
dyke is the so-called ‘Galangan’ and is to
the Javanese what irrigation is to Europe.






They started things off in Transvaal and I'm eagerly
awaiting a first battle in which four Boers and 4,000
Englishmen lose their lives. It will only have to hap-
pen a hundred times over to see them taken down a
peg or two. O, how I hope with all my heart for a splen-
did revenge for all the insults we have had to suffer.

So whereever you have a mild climate, as in Koen-
doeran and the surrounding area, that provides the
Javanese with timely rain, the bread can be seen
growing from the ground. During harvest time we
can buy 62 kilograms for 2 guilders, that’s 1.25 cent
for a pound of rice. Is it any wonder then that Java
is such a gem?~ It’s more expensive in the cities be-
cause of the added transport costs. In any case, it’s
proof that life is truly not so expensive in our boun-
tiful Indies. And let me add that thousands of Sinjos
who are married earn just 25 guilders per month.
Even so, they employ a baboe (nursemaid) and a
cook and a boy servant. How they can pull that off is
a mystery to many. ~ The key is that the sinjos (born
here, Eurasian youth of mixed race) hold far greater
sway over the Javanese than us ‘totoks’ (native Euro-



pean). They speak Javanese like a coolie and as if it is
their ‘mother tongue’, and know the adat (customs)
down to the minutest detail. They can get a Javanese
for free, while we Belandas (fully white Dutchmen),
the rich, must pay them more than their share. For
them they work for a plate of rice with sambal, but,
working for us, they steal half of our belongings and
insist on being paid a good wage.

These days everyone is up in arms. The old farthing
(a two penny piece was worth eight farthings) has
been abolished and now all the Javanese have to ex-
change the farthings for pennies. Of course the little
Javanese has been duped by history again. They can’t
exchange their counterfeit farthings and it’s precise-
ly those false copper discs that represent three quar-
ters of the supply. But the Chinaman knows all too
well how to slip those into Javanese hands.

In the evening I went out with Jet to buy toys for
Gerard: a sabre, rifle, and a helmet with waving
plume. A castle or stronghold with an English flag,
which we changed for the flag of Transvaal, sentry



boxes and more of such war paraphernalia. Finally
some gardening tools and a train you can pull along
on a piece of string. All in all, it was to be a real St
Nicholas feast for Gerard. Juultje got a coloured ball.

I've been doing a lot of thinking. Among other
things, about the present state of affairs in Transvaal,
the unjust rule of our colony and the discrimination
against the sinjos. I naturally feel for sinjos since my
own son is one.

Never trust the judgement of those who are newly
arrived in the Indies, because it never fails to be
wrong. It is only gradually, after we ourselves have
become accustomed to all the foreignness, after
we ourselves have taken to eating hot peppers and
most of the Belandas have started drinking whisky
soda, etc., that the way we talk about sinjos slowly
changes. I have since met so many good and just
people among them that my judgement is now dif-
ferent from when I still lived with foolish prejudice.
The less cosmopolitan a Dutchman is, the longer
his judgement remains wrong.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

Juultje is an angel, but a naughty angel; a
little Lucifer. Let’s hope that we won’t have
to chase her out of paradise or Heaven.
Juultje has a sensible face, I'm sure she will
grow up to be a pretty girl.
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Transvaal. This war is the most natural. The mil-
lionaires and gold diggers have helped prop up
Chamberlain with the sole purpose of annexing the
goldfields of Transvaal.

Now that Juultje has a healthy appetite again and
has returned to good health, we look forward to the
next one with joy. It is true, of course, that if there
are a lot of pigs the swill is spread thinly, but if a
native Javanese who lives on bread and water blesses
his wife for bearing him twelve children, how could
we not be happy to have three? And my children,
such delightful angels they are. Before children go
to school they don’t cost any money, so we’ve decided
to save up for those more costly times.

Juultje, your granddaughter is one year old. She is
already trying to walk and is starting to misbehave,
which is to say, she knows how to get her way by
pouting, crying and yelling. However, as such a lit-
tle doll fears neither God nor man and cannot tell
right from wrong yet, I guess it’s alright to give in
to her now and then. By the way, whatever such a



‘swell girl’ asks or whines for she has a great need
of: usually her bottle with milk or other drink. If
only Chamberlain were satisfied as quickly and rea-
sonably, then we would have peace in Transvaal.

Javanese New Year: a few damp fire-crackers have
livened things up, but otherwise it’s been quiet,
even quieter than usual. I haven’t observed any-
thing out of the ordinary, although much goes on
in the hearts of the Javanese at end of the great fast.
Still, this year’s coming harvest has partly failed and
many Javanese will face hunger again. Basically, the
problem is that the start of the rainy season was a
bit unpredictable.

Juultje is growing like a ‘savoy cabbage’ and is as fat
as bacon. Gerard is as mischievous as an Amster-
dam street urchin.

We still have no evidence that the nonbelievers are
right. One thing is certain: the churches are mainly
filled with annoyingly conventional good burghers,
and of the more civilised folk the only ones who



attend are those who stand to benefit from going to
church or worshipping God.

And the devout Netherlands? What has this honest
Holland done for the Javanese and the Sinjos? Are
there enough schools and can they prepare them-
selves for the hard knocks that life delivers in an
economic and good and thorough way? Are there
any schools for agriculture and technology? Haha,
this Holland is a priceless parish. No, instead it is
rather like the pastor with his bulging belly who
exhorts the hungry to pray. Didn’t I recently read
about that socialist Van Kol - who is most likely
damned to all eternity — accusing the Netherlands
of having stolen 800 million guilders from the Dutch
East Indies? ~ He hit the nail right on the head. But
Holland rubs its chin and strokes its belly, perhaps
raising its eyes to heaven, enraptured at hearing
these figures. Well, those 800 million are but a frac-
tion of what has actually been stolen.

Now about our dear children again. I will start with
Juultje who has an extraordinarily stubborn char-



acter. Of course, I mustn’t neglect to bend the lit-
tle twig before she grows into a tree, and then do
so skilfully so as to smoothe out her brittle nature
without harming what’s charming. I feel it is safe to
say that this sister will give her brother some hard
times later in their lives.

Our friends in Africa are giving half the world anx-
ious moments. The tidings make our freedom-
loving hearts sad. Yet despite everything, I cannot
believe in the subjugation of so many brave warri-
ors. I still cling to the hope that they will surprise
the enemy even in Bloemfontein or blow up their
whole headquarters.

Yesterday morning, a man came to visit me at my
home. He was a cobbler, Dutchman and had served
in the military. He had seen action in the Lombok
War and could tell me all kinds of details about it
that you couldn’t find in books anywhere and whose
importance often outstrips that of knowledge
gleaned from books. ~ I can confirm that his heroic
acts were far from alluring, but one has to experi-



ence war first-hand before one can pass judgement
about barbaric behaviour. Yet I consider myself
incapable of chopping off somebody’s finger even
in the heat of battle in order to steal his ring or of
torturing a Chinese for six hours before hanging
him. ~ Another thing I heard was that 500 prisoners
were scheduled for transport to Surabaya by steam-
ship, and that the steamship had returned within
two hours, having simply drowned the 500 chaps
at sea. Those poor sods must have formed a high
opinion of our conduct of war now that they have
experienced themselves what they promised to do
to our men.

I finally received the telegram yesterday morning.
Well, mother, that will be the third angel. Isn’t Heav-
en getting populated nicely?” Jet says that Truusje
has blue eyes. It may seem strange that black and
brown can yield blue, but with Mother Nature every-
thing is possible.

Now it’s time for some news again, dear mother!
What has been hanging over our heads like the



sword of Damocles has now fallen: we will have to
say a heartfelt goodbye to my dear Desa Koendoeran
(Kunduran village). I had been counting on mov-
ing to Rembang or Lasem, but now I will head in
the other direction, which is Gundih, a kind of
railway junction where three railway and tramway
companies meet. I have now climbed one more
rank.~ Now I will have to gain my spurs before I will
be elgible to become a first-class employee on the
new stations further ahead.

Gundih is to Java a bit like Utrecht is to Holland,
as far as the railways are concerned. Not many peo-
ple live there, but as a station it’s of some impor-
tance because of the freight services. We will get our
own house there, a well-kept building for which we
must pay 10% of my contract as rent. I have some
reason to feel pleased and only hope that by work-
ing hard at photography I will be able to save up a
decent sum. We will need close to four or five train
carriages to transport our furniture. It’s just that I
think about all the things I'm leaving behind here. I
have felt so happy in this house.
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We are now going to decorate our house
and my ‘fancy room’ is lovely and truly
agreeable. That’s where I have my colour-
ful bookcase and fine photo equipment,
the display cabinet with Jet’s pretty luxury
articles, the piano on top of which lie my
violin and good flute, an oak table with a
big marble top and six beautiful chairs, an
Oriental carpet on the cement floor and
your table cloth. In a word: it’s truly a nice
place to sit, with a Dutch atmosphere.
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Dawn approaches at 6 o’clock. The indige-
nous Javanese shamble to the pasar (mar-
ket), carts bump along with their lanterns
still glowing. At home the work is already
starting. The gardener has gone to get wa-
ter and the boy is sweeping the floor and
dusting. The baboe comes in with Truusje
and Juultje. Jet and Gerard are usually
still asleep. After a great deal of effort, Jet
finally had her way and got an extra serv-
ant. In order to balance the accounts, all
my clothes and Jet’s are being washed and
ironed at home. So we both got our way in
terms of running an economical and com-
fortable house.
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I've been busy. Trains have been constantly arriving
from all directions, bringing freight to Gundih to
be forwarded by our Company, and reams of paper-
work are being filled in.

Yesterday afternoon we took the railway truck eight
kilometres towards Semarang. I had promised to
take a big group picture and it was well worth the
trouble. The railway runs through charming valleys
and past villages with decrepit huts and grand scen-
ery. Rustic bridges and the rapid-flowing Serang
River popping up beside us every now and then. The
bridge itself is a fine piece of iron and rock.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

Sometimes I go out on the tram to breathe
the early morning air. I then ride along as
far as Toroh and then head back home by
bicycle. The road has many a vantage point
and in the forests the monkeys cry out
amazed and excited. The pigeons coo and I
always enjoy the sense of peace of the land-
scape and in my own heart. In these con-
ditions, work can be described as a great
pleasure, I should think. Often, when I
return in such high spirits, I think about
Holland where one plods and slaves away.
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Yesterday I read in the ‘union journal’ the opinions
of many ‘full-bloods’ about the Dutch East Indies
and its population. Anyone who heads to the Indies
is said to be tired of life and the Indies are also
called a ‘bagnio’. There is a stench hanging over the
Indies, ‘Lord save us’.” It’s rich how Holland taps
its belly so contentedly, has the Javanese plant cof-
fee and rice, has boozed itself to bursting point from
the coffee and clove yields, has enriched its chil-
dren, has constructed railways with Javanese sweat
that causes a ‘stench’ and now those stinkers (they
stink of the money they earned here or had others
earn for them) claim that Java or the Indies is a pris-
on, a place for crooks or bandits, a ‘bagnio’.” It’s
only right that people are wondering here if it isn’t
time for us to separate ourselves from Holland, first
using legal measures, then, if necessary, by force.
For believe me, mother, that is when the Indies will
be best-matched against the Dutch scum that the
fatherland has sent here as its defenders. A bagnio
is what this wretched fellow calls his cash cow, the
cash cow of Holland. Because it’s with money from
Java that they operate their railways there, it’s with



money from Java that they dig canals for the benefit
of greater Mokum (Amsterdam), and without Java
Holland would be the Jewish quarter of Germany.

People forget that Holland would go bankrupt with-
out Java, because how many thousands make a liv-
ing from the exports going our way? Java is being
plied with cart grease, but we can make our own
grease here. They force us to buy all sorts of things
here that we don’t need. The domestic and home-
woven clothes are falling out of fashion, and the Ja-
vanese have taken to wearing cottons from Europe
that are whorish and of mediocre quality.

The trade in bicycles is wearing thin. Money is dear
these days and I don’t do business on credit.

It’s easy for people to talk about things in Holland.
Over there everything is smooth sailing, but here
things are measured according to a different scale.
For example, you ask sincerely if I couldn’t just ride
my bicycle to Surabaya. The distance is about as far
from Amsterdam to Paris.



You should tuck into mangga (mango) and not
judge the food by its ‘first’ flavour. This is true for
other things too. When I first disembarked in Su-
matra in the Indies at the Emmahaven, most of the
people who were familiar with the region made a
beeline for a waroeng (food stall) without going by
first impressions, they just tucked into the food. I
myself didn’t know quite what to find more upset-
ting. There was a stench, dirty hands, dirty chairs,
unsightly stall keepers; nauseating to look at and
smell. They are typical affairs in the Indies, which,
in due course, we all end up learning to under-
stand and appreciate.~ Take ‘trassi’ (shrimp paste)
for example. Trassi is a product that I put on a par
with truffles. It’s a delicate flavour enhancer and is
mixed in with many a ‘sauce’ or ‘sambal’, etc. The
colour resembles a bad ulcer and so does its mucky
consistency. When the product is fresh it reeks of all
variations of stench.” We eat this concoction daily,
in large or small quantities — the Belandas who are
in charge only after more considerable time - and
after a while we rate any dishes that do without it as
‘insipid and bland’.
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Truusje has already worn your earrings.
They look so beautiful on her because she
is so translucently white. Juultje is a light-
er brown, and blue looks better on her. Up
to now, Gerard is browner than Juul, and
Juul in turn is browner than Truus. Peo-
ple say that Truusje will remain a Belanda
(fully white person), but Juultje will carry
the mark of Java. The three of them are
absolutely adorable. Our bedroom looks
like a boarding school with all those beds.
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I could just devour Juultje. The things she
sings are hilarious: I, youngling, I son of
daddy, I air kelapa (drink coconut water),
I taki kuda (eat horse dung) and play in
the sawah. She also sings something like:
Clap your hands, nobody is at home, only lit-
tle Juultje is guarding daddy’s... HOME! She
sings the last bit so loud and in a hundred
different ways: ‘hoom’, ‘howm’, ‘hewm’,
‘hoam’ at the top of her lungs. She expels
that word from her throat in such a comi-
cal way that I am helpless with laughter.












Javanese New Year has passed again and I believe
I've had a good day. The Regent of Purwodadi held
his customary reception and wrote to me ahead of
time asking if I could come and take a photo of the
kumpulan (gathering). I took two shots, one of which
I enclose one here. It stands to reason that I will sell
a lot of these. How well-defined are all those folk
and how peculiar is the character of all those native
Javanese. Their clothes, particularly, at official occa-
sions like these.” There was but a limited display
of fireworks. There is unprecedented poverty, or
rather: a recurrent poverty which only allows them
to buy the bare necessities. Rice, or some other rem-
edy against hunger, that’s their main worry. They
didn’t forgo new outfits, but these will probably end
up at the pawnbroker’s later today.

The group in the middle are the top brass. The
Regent Rhaden Mas Adipati himself is seated next
to the Assistant Resident Hoeke who is flaunting
his smart uniform. The inspectors are also smart-
ly dressed and in love with themselves. The gen-
tleman in black is the president of the Landraad



(court of law for native Javanese), and beside him
the retired infantry major, Smidhamer. They’re all
good acquaintances and I've earned money from
all of them. Otherwise, they’re private persons from
Purwodadi and Gundih. The bald one is the school-
master, and the gentleman with the black uniform
and black coat is a missionary. Then there are four
indigenous bureaucrats in order of merit and a few
local foresters. Noteworthy is the lieutenant of the
Chinese in official uniform. ~ The four youngsters,
native Javanese, in the second row are carrying
sabres, a kris. These are both the Regent’s children
and grandchildren. The reason is that he has many
wives and marries again from time to time. He also
smokes opium, so he’s a rather worn-out old Lord.
He is very friendly, by the way, and, so far, has paid
me better than his colleague from Blora.” I usually
sell the large photos for 2.50 each. When the people
can spare the money, it makes for a nice supple-
ment. The Regent starts with a dozen for 25 guil-
ders and 3 frames; one for the Resident, one for the
Assistant Resident and one for himself. I don’t care
much for those upper-class Javanese because they



are grand but poor. The friendly Regent of Blora
is still 25 guilders in my debt and I've decided to
write it off because he’ll probably never pay me. ~ It
wouldn’t hurt to be a bit careful around those big-
wigs. This would have an additional advantage,
namely that I get to talk to those influential people
and they would want to do me a reciprocal service.

Everything in Europe points towards dramatic
changes. The strikes and the granting of the peo-
ple’s demands give them confidence again. For
so long, they have laboured under the moneyed
classes and under religion. This feels like a spark of
holy fire for freedom and the right to be happy. The
people will have their steak, said the good Multatuli
and he meant well by it. ~ Well now, the people will
finally take their steak and those who are vegetar-
ians (this is slowly but surely catching on) will take
a head of lettuce and endive.

It’s been banjiring (pouring down) a lot these past
days. The railways can’t be operated here and there
because the rising water extinguishes the fire. Some



don’t receive their bread and meat, others wait
for their ice or other foodstuffs. The mail bags are
returned and a hundred such inconveniences. In
these conditions, the trains are usually run with
two engines, one pushing forwards from the back
of the train. If the fire of the pulling engine is extin-
guished, the pushing one can be used at once to
pull the train and bring it back. ~ Subsidence and
diversions come at a big cost to the company. The
force of the high water is so great that it flattens en-
tire dykes and leaves the rails hanging in the air.

I see how the missionaries trick our poor native
Javanese and promise them paradise, but the poor
sods don’t benefit much from it. You can see in the
New Year’s Day photo a couple of these gentlemen
who offer God for sale. A Javanese certainly doesn’t
outrank them in terms of civilisation, but he does
in terms of sincerity. It’s best not to believe in all
this missionary work. The Javanese will just say
‘yves’ and hope that will end all the claptrap. He will
become Catholic or Protestant or Muslim for tup-
pence. Hunger is a relentless taskmaster.
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At the moment I am working on a large photo of the
Lusi bridge. I have earmarked it for the reception
room of our head office in Semarang. The bosses will
take it for what I intend it to be, a decoration of the
reception room and evidence of my capability. We are
living in times of advertising, and to reach my goal

LETTERS from INSULINDIA

You should know that a kilometre from
here a colossal embankment was built, on
top of which lies the new tram line. To this
end the infamous Monggot bridge was
engineered and after that follows excava-
tion work for which we all tremble. The
embankment is shifting and sinking and
devouring thousands of guilders in coolie
wages for repairs, a bit like the Honds-
bossche Seawall. It was constructed the
wrong way, they started it wrong. And the
embankment is sinking, sinking, sinking
and the ballast is being delivered day and
night. Still, all the work looks formidable
and everything has been constructed in a
grand style. They spared no expense.
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At the moment I am working on a large photo of the
Lusi bridge. I have earmarked it for the reception
room of our head office in Semarang. The bosses will
take it for what I intend it to be, a decoration of the
reception room and evidence of my capability. We are
living in times of advertising, and to reach my goal
people must talk about me. I have used all available
means to that end and this is part of the programme
that I managed to implement. Now all I need is a gra-
tuity, a reward, which may be handed out according
to our Regulations to those who propose measures
that will result in the promotion of transport.

Yesterday I was visited by my old sobat (friend)
Tjokro Ngoro, Regent of Blora. He was so happy
and paid his old debt. Everybody was watching and
wondered how I got to move in such ‘high’ circles.
What’s more, he yelled his ‘sobat’ so loudly and
had me walk arm in arm with him that half Gun-
dih crouched down in fear. The engineer invited us
for dinner, but I thought that was too much. I also
thought it would be more modest not to overdo it at
this one instance. ~ I was pleased that, after having



enjoyed his meal, he came to my house where we
looked at the camera lenses and photos again. He
was blown away by it again: ‘It’s as if everything’s
alive, my friend?’

Truusje hasn’t been well the past few evenings. Her
front and back teeth have been coming through at
the same time, and the pain and itch appear to have
been unbearable. Jet and myself and the old baboe,
we watched over her for two hours. I felt so kassian
(sad) for the darling, but it didn’t do her any good,
unfortunately. At times like this, you appreciate a
good Javanese baboe who soothes and sings and
hovers around tirelessly, for hours on end. Truusje
didn’t even want to join Jet that night. It’s still the
same baboe who looked after Gerard for a year, and
Juul for a year, and is now looking after Truus for
a year. She sleeps on a mat in front of the bed and
takes care of all three of them at night when they’re
thirsty or want to go for a pee. She really is a good
baboe, although old. A photo of Jet, enjoying her
new dress.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

The Javanese are hungry, and have little
work. They prefer walking to travelling by
tram. They can’t afford the 17.5 cent fare
to Purwodadi. We wouldn’t find a Haar-
lem-Amsterdam trip so expensive, but
it’s enough to feed a Javanese and his wife
for two days.
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Ialso taught my children to treat the servants in just
as friendly a manner as I do. Where most people ‘or-
der’ a Javanese around, in my home we say ‘please’;
we make requests. I know from my own experience
that this can spoil a servant, but this is not the
big deal it is usually made out to be. Anyone who
doesn’t respond to my requests, anyone who tries to
ignore this ‘veiled order’ out of laziness, will soon
fall out of favour and knows that beyond the pagger
(fence) lies the ‘public road’, and will be sent away.

In the meantime I have had two days of leave to visit
Semarang. The 108 kilometres to Semarang can be
travelled in two hours. The feeling of being free for
two days after almost three years of uninterrupted
service is indescribable. The bell rings to announce
departure, and in this case it is the signal that I can
head out myself, my first ride on a Dutch Indies
train to see something different.~ The carriages
are pleasantly fitted. At first the landscape is famil-
iar, later less so and past the rustic Serang bridge
everything is new to me. Our first stopping place is
Karang Sono. I feel good seeing the neat switches



and the clean platform, which can sometimes
leave much to be desired at my company.”~ We ride
through newly planted djati (teak) forests that waft
with coolness. Pretty and well-thought-out master-
pieces that divert little kalis (rivers) and allow the
water to pass through have already given me much
joy. I enjoy these things because I know about
and have witnessed the effort involved in creating
these feats of engineering. Lovely places where you
would gladly live and die pass in front of our eyes
by the dozens.” Then we pass by the fast train to
Solo. A couple of old-fashioned locomotives draw
my attention. Very old shunting engines with little
speed but a lot of power. The sun is burning hot.
Dust is starting to settle awkwardly and, mixed with
sweat, our hands and faces get that uncomfortable
feeling of being covered in wet sand. Many travel-
lers have joined us who speak Chinese amongst
each other, pig dealers and Arabs who sell fabrics.
The train makes the dust rise high, we eat powdered
sand and close the windows for a moment. Still, I
lean out on the observation platform to see the
train fly through the arches. It’s such a royal sight,



those couple of hundred axles spinning at lightning
speed. We stand in awe of this steam-powered horse
and its strong mechanism.

The newly born is now washed by the midwife and I
can see instantly that our Willem is ‘born little’. His
head is round and his hair like black silk. I expect
it will become brown, as it did with Juultje. Juultje
calls her brother ‘stoat’, she means the stork that
she heard mentioned during labour.

Gundih Station has been a robbers den for so many
years. People have been misappropriating mer-
chants’ goods terribly. There was complete anarchy
amongst the coolies, mandoers (indigenous fore-
men), ticket inspectors, stationmasters. Everything
was rooted deeply in evil, a kind of inheritance from
one stationmaster to the next. Incidents were treat-
ed with indifference. Horrible laziness guaranteed
countless mistakes and gave the station, along with
the company, a reputation that was far from respect-
able. People mumble things when in fact they should
be crying out, but such is the Javanese state of affairs.
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those couple of hundred axles spinning at lightning
speed. We stand in awe of this steam-powered horse
and its strong mechanism.

The newly born is now washed by the midwife and I
can see instantly that our Willem is ‘born little’. His
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

Gundih used to be a forgotten place. With
the construction of the Gundih-Surabaya
Steam Tram life and industry were intro-
duced. There came a period when Gun-
dih thrived. There was a school and a
clubhouse, parties and festivities. Gradu-
ally, Gundih declined again. Of the fifty
Europeans, around eight will remain.
The number will drop further when our
company’s connection is completed. No
wonder I want to leave here. No people,
no photographs, no full deposit book. I'm
already hoping for a transfer.
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In my next letter I hope to send you photos of the
children again. There’s also plenty of news about
the railway company. We are busy constructing and
testing bridges.

My sister would turn up her nose many times here
in the Indies. And people soon forgive this kind of
behaviour, knowing that all ‘totoks’ are like this
when they are newly arrived. Later they will also eat
‘pedis’ (spicy food) and ‘petel’ (stink beans), ‘rawit’
(bird’s eye chilli) and ‘¢trassi’ (shrimp paste). I some-
times look on amazed when those fine ladies are
in the kitchen or in the living room and babble in
Malay with the kitchen servant about the market
prices. Some of them cannot conquer their repul-
sion and stay Dutch, get homesick or die of sadness
or soon return. These are rare cases, however. The
lion’s share by far look for a wife or husband, start
a new family and reconcile themselves to the heat
and the cook’s dirty fingers, eat with relish every-
thing the Javanese brings to the table, finally think
of Java as a good place after all where they can live a
decent life and enjoy the country’s bounty.



Since I came to Gundih, I have done so many good
and sensible things that I have drawn attention to
myself and hope to keep it there. Because of my
proposals relating to goods transport and the pro-
motion of fair service, one of the locomotives will
carry my name - a great achievement. It’s a shame
that one can only receive such an honour after one’s
death. This next letter will explain things better:
‘Dear Sir van Vloten, Salatiga, I can report that the
transshipments from and to the Vorstenlanden (Princely
Lands) and elsewhere are being done under my su-
pervision and that only I have been made answerable
and responsible for the right procedure. Owing to the
telephone connection to all stations situated near the
sugar factories, I am more capable than anyone else to
represent your interests here. Etc. etc.’ ~ Meanwhile I
am applying for a permit for our ‘Cat’ and I have
reserved some extra wagons for the transport of
‘bibit’. By the way, by bibit seed I mean sugar cane
cuttings. If I were to tell you that my ‘colleague’ at
the competing Dutch East Indies Railway Company
wants to put the proceeds of my work into his own
pocket, you will understand that he’ll have to get up



earlier to catch me napping. Because we now trans-
fer goods transported from Semarang at Gundih,
our company is enjoying great benefits. The wagons
that now arrive here loaded can be sent back load-
ed, whereas they used to be returned mostly empty.
This is a real European idea of mine, which I note
in my Daily Report with great satisfaction. You must
understand that everything here moves so slowly
that I can only excel.

This year has been a limited success compared to
other years. The company’s yields went down by one
quarter and as a consequence our premiums also
went down by a third. The trouble is not that any
division is yielding less, but the new route expan-
sion cost a lot and yields but little. Nevertheless,
the company was forced to construct those sections
because otherwise the competition would have
done so.”~ What’s more, there is great poverty in the
areas which our lines cross so that the volume of
goods transport has decreased. All the same, we will
all receive 9.5% of our salary based on so many mil-
lions, still a handsome profit. Passenger transport



has increased by almost 30%. At the NIS (the Dutch
East Indies Railway Company), our competitor, it
has gone down by 36%. This is because we lowered
our rates for the Javanese.

In general we can state thatJava is declining in wealth.
The question of the Indo-European society is also at
the forefront of everyone’s minds. The young people
who are born here have a low grade of development
and live in great poverty. Of course, the Netherlands,
which has sapped Insulindia of its strength for over
a hundred years without revitalising the spent body,
gets most of the blame and to a great extent deserves
it too. The writer Multatuli has predicted this all so
masterfully that I do not doubt his prophecy.

I took a nice photo a couple of days ago. The Mong-
got Bridge was inspected by the commission. For
these occasions the railway bridge is loaded with lo-
comotives to test how much it sags. I captured that
moment and sold many copies. Unfortunately, my
earnings have to be relayed to the doctor so to speak,
but I'm still pleased we haven’t been set back.
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LETTERS from INSULINDIA

This is Clown ‘Juultje’, the family’s clown.
Only she can pull funny faces like this.
Here she is a pointsman, and she’s able to
pull a hundred funny, stately, silly, foolish
and other kinds of faces in one minute.
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No further news from our station. The lat-
est news is the strike among the staff of
the Dutch East Indies Railway Company.
The affair was a complete washout, how-
ever. After they had fired the twenty ring-
leaders, all the others kept silent.
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adat, system of traditions,
common law

baboe, indigenous nursemaid
or servant

banjir, flood caused by
heavy rain

Belanda, Dutchman of fully
white parentage

bibit, seedling

desa, rural village with
surrounding fields

djati, Indonesian teak

kakeh, old man

kali, brook, river

kassian, expression of
compassion

kebon, indigenous gardener

koempoelan, gathering

kokkie, indigenous
kitchen maid

kris, indigenous dagger,

possibly with mystical powers

mandoer, indigenous foreman
mangga, mango

NIS, Dutch East Indies Railway
Company

orang ketjil, ‘common people’,
hoi polloi

paddy, a flooded field where rice
is grown

pagger, fence

pasar, market

pedis, spicy, hot

peteh, stink beans, bitter beans

Rhaden, a title of nobility

rawit, bird’s eye chilli

sappi, water buffalo

sawa, paddy field

sinjo, Eurasian boy of
mixed race

sobat, pal, friend

soedah, expression of
resignation: ‘so be it!’

totok, native European in the
Dutch East Indies

trassi, fermented shrimp paste

waroeng, food stall or
roadside shop
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