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The magical field is an unseen realm where the energy of the universe whispers softly, flowing like a secret light dancing between the heavens and the soul.
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Bakpao or Bāozi 包子– A Chinese steamed bun made from soft wheat dough and filled with various ingredients such as pork, chicken, vegetables, or sweet bean paste. In Indonesia it is known as bakpao, derived from the Hokkien words bak (meat) and pao (bun), though modern versions may contain many different fillings.

Bao Sheng Da Di 保生大帝– The Great Emperor Who Protects Life, a revered Taoist deity of medicine and healing, believed to safeguard health, cure illnesses, and protect communities from disease; widely worshiped in Southern China and among Chinese diaspora communities, especially in temple rituals seeking healing and well-being.

Barongsai 舞狮– Traditional Chinese lion dance performed during festivals to bring good fortune and ward off evil spirits.

Bedug – A large traditional drum used in Indonesian Chinese Temple and cultural ceremonies.

Cap Jay 杂菜– A mixed vegetable dish influenced by Chinese cuisine, commonly served in Indonesia.

Cap Go Meh 十五暝– The fifteenth day of the Lunar New Year celebrations, marking the closing of the Chinese New Year festival.

Cheng Beng 清明– Qingming Festival, a traditional Chinese ancestral tomb-sweeping ritual honoring departed family members.

Ciam Sie or Qiān Shī 签诗 A fortune poem obtained through the kau cim divination ritual in Chinese temples. Worshippers shake a container of numbered bamboo sticks until one falls out. The number corresponds to a ciam sie, a slip of paper containing a classical poem that is interpreted as guidance or an answer to the person’s question.

Fa Kong Ti atau Fa Kong Thay Ti (Hua Guang Da Di 华光大帝) – A Taoist deity also known as the Great Emperor Hua Guang, revered as a powerful protector and guardian against fire and evil spirits; often associated with martial strength, spiritual authority, and invoked during temple rituals and festivals for protection and divine justice.

Gudeg – A traditional Javanese dish made from young jackfruit cooked in coconut milk and palm sugar.

Hiolow 香炉– A ceremonial incense burner used in temples or ancestral worship.

Jaelangkung – A traditional Indonesian spirit-calling ritual used to communicate with supernatural entities.

Jathilan – A Javanese trance dance involving horse effigies, often associated with spiritual possession.

Kie Tok Kauw Hwe 基督教会– Hakka term referring to a Christian church congregation.

Kim Cua 金纸– Spirit paper, gold-colored ritual paper offerings burned for ancestors or deities.

Kio 轿 – A ceremonial palanquin used to carry deity statues during religious processions.

Klenteng 庙 Miao– A Chinese temple where people worship deities, ancestors, or protective spirits in Chinese folk religion, Taoism, or Buddhism. In Indonesia, a klenteng serves as a religious and cultural center for Chinese communities, where rituals, offerings, and festivals are held.

Kopi Tubruk – Indonesian-style coffee prepared by directly brewing ground coffee with hot water without filtering.

Kue Ku 龟粿 Guī Guǒ – Traditional glutinous rice cake shaped like a tortoise shell, symbolizing longevity and prosperity.

Kue Mangkok 发糕 Fā Gāo – Steamed rice cake that blossoms on top, symbolizing fortune and happiness.

Kwan Im or Kwan Im Posat 观音菩萨 Guān Yīn Púsà – The Goddess of Compassion in Chinese Buddhism, also known as Guanyin.

Kwan Kong 关公 (Guan Gong) – A deified historical figure based on Guan Yu, a legendary general from the Three Kingdoms period of China; revered in Chinese tradition as the God of War and a symbol of loyalty, righteousness, integrity, and justice. He is widely worshiped in temples, businesses, and homes for protection, moral strength, and prosperity.

Liong or Long 龙 Wǔ Lóng 舞龙– Chinese dragon dance performed during festivals and ceremonial celebrations.

Lo Fong Pak (Lu Fang Bo 罗芳伯) – A historical Hakka Chinese leader who founded the Lanfang Republic in West Borneo in the 18th century; remembered as a pioneering figure among Chinese communities in Kalimantan and regarded as a symbol of leadership, migration, and early Chinese self-governance in Southeast Asia.

Lóng zhū 龙珠 – Literally meaning Dragon Pearl or Dragon’s Pearl, a sacred symbol in Chinese mythology representing wisdom, spiritual power, prosperity, and cosmic energy, often depicted as the luminous pearl pursued or guarded by a dragon in traditional art and ritual performances.

Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong (Ma Zu Shen Mu Niang 妈祖神母娘娘) – An honorific devotional title for Ma Co (Mazu), meaning “Holy Mother Goddess Mazu”; venerated as the divine protectress of the sea, guardian of sailors and coastal communities, and a maternal spiritual figure believed to offer guidance, protection, and compassion to her devotees, especially among Chinese maritime and diaspora communities.

Nasi Langgi – Javanese rice dish served with assorted side dishes and grated coconut seasoning.

Nasi Rames – Mixed rice served with a variety of meats, vegetables, and side dishes.

Pai-kui or Bài Guì 拜跪– Ritual act of bowing or paying respect before ancestors or deities.

Partai Komunis Indonesia – The Indonesian Communist Party, an influential political organization in mid-20th century Indonesia.

Pawai Lampion – Lantern parade held during Chinese cultural or religious celebrations.

Pawai Tatung – Procession featuring tatung spirit mediums during festivals, especially in Singkawang.

Oseng-oseng – Indonesian stir-fried dish cooked with spices and chili.

Ritual Bakar Naga – Dragon-burning ritual symbolizing purification and spiritual release.

Ritual Buka Mata Naga – Ceremonial “awakening” of a dragon figure believed to invite spiritual power.

Ritual Cuci Jalan – Ritual cleansing of streets before religious processions to purify the surroundings.

Sambal Goreng – Spicy Indonesian dish cooked with chili paste and coconut milk.

Satay – Skewered and grilled meat served with sauce, commonly peanut sauce.

Shui-Sian or Shuǐ Xiān 水仙– The Water Deity in Chinese belief associated with protection over water and seafarers.

Siau-poi or Jiǎo Bēi 筊杯– A pair of crescent-shaped wooden or bamboo blocks used in Chinese temple divination. Worshippers toss the siau-poi on the ground to ask a deity a yes–no question. The way the blocks land—one flat and one round, both flat, or both round—indicates the deity’s answer.

Sin Nyen or Xīn Nián 新年– Lunar New Year celebration in Chinese tradition. The most important traditional festival marking the beginning of the lunar calendar, celebrated with family gatherings, temple visits, offerings, and festive rituals.

Tatung or Tiao Tong 乩童 – A spirit medium in Chinese folk religion who enters a trance state and becomes possessed by a deity. During religious festivals or temple rituals—especially in places like Singkawang—a tatung performs acts believed to demonstrate divine protection, such as piercing the body with blades or skewers while delivering blessings or messages from the gods. Teh Pai – Tea offering ritual performed as a sign of respect to elders or ancestors.

Thay Pak Kung atau Du Ti Kung (Da Bo Gong 大伯公) – A revered Chinese earth deity widely worshiped in Southeast Asia, regarded as the guardian of the land, protector of local communities, and bringer of prosperity; often honored in temples and shrines by overseas Chinese communities, especially in Indonesia and Malaysia.

Tingang – Sacred hornbill bird symbolizing nobility and spirituality in Dayak culture.

Tulou or Tǔ Lóu  土楼– A traditional communal earthen building built by the Hakka people in southern China, especially in Fujian province. A tulou is usually large, circular or rectangular, with thick rammed-earth walls designed for defense and communal living, housing many families of the same clan within a single fortified structure.

Wajik – Indonesian sweet made from glutinous rice cooked with palm sugar and coconut milk.

Warung Kopi – Traditional Indonesian coffee stall or small café.

Wayang Gantung – Hanging puppet performance tradition.

Wayang Kulit – Traditional Javanese shadow puppet theater made from leather figures.

Wayang Orang Tionghoa atau Huárén Píyǐng Xì 华人皮影戏– Chinese-style human theatrical performance influenced by wayang traditions. A form of traditional Chinese-Indonesian performance influenced by Chinese opera traditions and local theatrical culture. In Indonesian contexts, Wayang Orang Tionghoa refers to stage performances by Chinese communities that combine elements of Chinese storytelling, costumes, and music with local theatrical forms.

Wayang Potehi or Bùdài Xì 布袋戏– Traditional Chinese glove puppet theater brought to Indonesia by Chinese communities. A traditional Chinese hand-puppet theatre originating from Fujian, China. The puppets are operated by inserting the hand into a cloth puppet body. Brought to Indonesia by Hokkien immigrants, Wayang Potehi tells stories from Chinese history, legends, and classical literature, and is often performed during temple festivals and community celebrations.
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Cultural Notes
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Tatung: Trance at the Festival takes readers into Singkawang, a small coastal town in Indonesia often called the City of a Thousand Temples, where sea, mountain, and human settlement form a landscape long believed to be alive with spiritual presence. Each year this quiet town transforms into one of the most extraordinary sacred festivals in the world during Cap Go Meh, the final celebration of the Lunar New Year. Beneath the celebration lies an ancient understanding shared by generations—that Singkawang stands within a living magical field, a spiritual geography shaped by temples, ancestral memory, and devotion accumulated over centuries.

In local belief, sacred power does not exist in isolation but flows through space, connecting temples, streets, mountains, and human lives into a single invisible network. The positioning of temples, the movement of ritual processions, and the descent of divine spirits are understood as acts that maintain balance within this unseen field. When harmony weakens, rituals are performed to restore equilibrium between heaven, earth, and humanity.

Unlike ordinary festivals, Cap Go Meh in Singkawang is believed to be a moment when the boundary between the human world and the spirit world becomes thin, allowing divine forces to move freely among the living. The festival marks the fifteenth night after the Lunar New Year. In many places it is celebrated with lanterns and family gatherings, yet in Singkawang it becomes a sacred journey through which cosmic balance is renewed. Dragons are awakened, streets are ritually purified, divine spirits are invited to descend into the world, and finally returned to the heavens through fire. The events portrayed in this novel draw from traditions that continue to live within the community today.

At the center of these ceremonies stand the tatung, spirit mediums who enter trance during the festival. According to local belief, protective gods temporarily inhabit their bodies, transforming ordinary individuals into vessels of divine authority. While in trance, tatung perform acts that appear impossible—walking upon blades, piercing their cheeks with metal rods, or standing upon nails without injury. These acts are not intended as spectacle but as sacred protection, performed to cleanse the city from illness, misfortune, and destructive spiritual forces. Through their suffering, the magical field of the city is purified and strengthened.

The dragons that move through the festival are likewise regarded not as decorations but as living spiritual vessels. Through the Eye-Opening Ritual, priests invite divine energy into the dragon’s body, allowing it to live and move among the people during Cap Go Meh. When the celebration ends, the Burning of the Dragon releases that sacred presence back to the sky, completing a cosmic cycle of descent and return. Life, spirit, and renewal are understood as movements within an eternal rhythm linking humanity with the heavens.

A guiding presence throughout this spiritual landscape is Kwan Im, the Goddess of Compassion. Revered across East and Southeast Asia, she embodies mercy, protection, and unconditional love. For many believers, Kwan Im is not distant mythology but an active spiritual force capable of guiding destiny and restoring harmony when imbalance threatens the world. Her presence is believed to stabilize the spiritual center of Singkawang itself, anchoring the magical field that protects the community.

The cultural roots of Singkawang’s traditions lie in centuries of encounter between Chinese migrants, indigenous Dayak spirituality, and the broader Indonesian world. Ancestor worship, Buddhism, Taoism, local cosmology, and communal ritual coexist naturally, forming a spiritual culture where belief is lived collectively rather than defined by rigid boundaries. Participation in ritual often transcends religious identity, reflecting a shared understanding that harmony belongs to the entire community.

While grounded in living ceremonies, Tatung: Trance at the Festival ultimately tells a human story shaped by memory, longing, faith, and love. Amid sacred processions and supernatural encounters, individuals confront separation, identity, and the fragile mystery of human connection. Within the charged atmosphere of Singkawang’s magical field, personal destiny unfolds alongside divine presence.

In Singkawang, the gods are believed to descend among humans, yet it is often the human heart that undergoes the deepest transformation. Between ritual and reality, devotion and desire, the festival becomes not only a celebration of faith but a journey into the unseen—where culture, spirit, and love continue to shape lives long after the drums fall silent.
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Chapter 1: Prologue
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After finishing his prayers and casting the siau-poi, divination blocks, before the altar of the Goddess Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong, or Ma Co, the tatung, spirit-possessed performer, climbed onto the kio, the sedan chair. Again and again he rocked the bamboo poles, sharp at their ends, on either side of the kio, testing their strength for the moment he would stand upon them. In the thick haze of incense smoke that choked the breath and reddened the eyes, possessed, he rose proudly, his red robe fluttering, a sword gripped in his right hand. He carried the atmosphere of the temple back into China’s distant past. His eyes rolled upward until only white remained, for the spirit of the war god had entered him, borrowing his body to wage battle against every evil force. Then he sat once more upon the chair made from rows of unsheathed blades, his hands moving as though dancing.

Accompanied by drums, gongs, and cymbals, the tatung emerged from the Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong Temple, cutting through the swarming crowd in the courtyard toward the Fa Kong Ti temple beside it. There he descended again from the kio, prayed, and cast the siau-poi to ask permission to perform the Road Washing Ritual. After the prayers he climbed back onto his kio. In front of the temple, someone ignited a chain of firecrackers, baozhu, forcing the spectators to step aside. From atop the kio the tatung danced without pause, displaying his invulnerability as he sliced his thigh with a cleaver, not a single drop of blood appearing. Terrifying. With his entourage he moved toward Thay Pak Kung Temple in the northern city center, followed by the clustered gaze of the people.

While the tatung had left the Ma Co courtyard, the next tatung took his turn praying and casting the siau-poi before the small shrine of the earth god Du Ti Kung. He asked permission to begin the Road Washing Ritual. If one siau-poi landed facing up and the other facing down, it meant the god had granted permission to continue. If not, the casting had to be repeated until approval was given. Once permitted, he entered the temple to ask Ma Co herself. The atmosphere grew more ominous beneath the pounding of drums, gongs, and cymbals behind him. Filled with spirits entering the tatungs, with the dense scent of incense and the ringing of bells, the Ma Co temple became intensely sacred. The tatungs arrived one after another, some descending from their kio and staggering toward the offering table. With a fan in his left hand opening and closing, an assistant placed the siau-poi upon it and from there it was thrown to the floor. After two castings, the tatung was allowed to continue the Road Washing Ritual.

Suddenly from the crowd appeared a tatung dressed entirely in black, his face, hands, and feet smeared with black ink until his whole body resembled a black ape in trance. He moved like a monkey, the deity Sun Go Kong who delights in helping humans. With drums, gongs, and cymbals accompanying him, the monkey-god spirit tatung crawled behind Ma Co’s altar searching for something. An assistant quickly followed, guiding him back to the offering table to cast the siau-poi. Staggering, his mouth foaming continuously, he threw them down. Once Ma Co granted permission, the Sun Go Kong tatung pierced his right cheek with a thin sword straight through to the left cheek, without blood. After that he departed again, followed by his entourage whose deafening instruments never ceased.

Behind him stood a tatung in a white robe, newly possessed by a god. He lay flat, rolling before the altar, then crouched. He rose and struck his hands repeatedly on the offering table. His eyes were overturned, his tongue protruded, hissing sounds escaping along with saliva. He pulled his tongue with his left hand and with the broad cleaver in his right he sliced it again and again. I closed my eyes at the horror. An assistant extended the siau-poi atop the cleaver and cast them to the floor. This was repeated twice, and at last permission was granted.

Behind the white-robed tatung appeared another, dressed in black Dayak attire adorned with golden ornaments. On his head he wore a thick crown of tingang, hornbill, feathers. His cheeks were pierced with several wire rods passing clean through from left to right without blood. He descended from the kio with eyes rolled white. This possession was heavy, causing him to sway not only side to side but forward and back. Accompanied by the sound of Dayak kollatung gamelan, he danced as he threw the siau-poi to the floor. An assistant picked them up, and the god had granted approval. Dancing, the Dayak tatung returned to his kio and climbed up. Laughing loudly, he shook the poles of the kio and then performed the feat of standing upon the edge of an unsheathed sword. The kio swayed like a ship crossing the seas of Nanyang, Southeast Asia, beneath the protection of the ocean goddess Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong. With music pounding painfully in the ears, the tatung’s procession left the temple to continue the road washing ceremony. The kollatung harmonized strangely with the Chinese drums, gongs, and cymbals filling the entire temple space. The temple elders stood beside Ma Co’s altar, returning pai, paying respect to the tatung and his followers.

All these tatung performances unfolded in the small Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong Temple, south of Singkawang’s Chinatown. Yet these tatung did not only visit Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong and Thay Pak Kung in the city center, but also many other temples around Singkawang. Thus not only the temples, but the entire city that afternoon was washed, filled with spiritual force to welcome Cap Go Meh, in Hakka called Sip-ng Miang, the fifteenth day of the Lunar New Year. The rhythmic gongs, drums, and cymbals of hundreds of tatung shook the hearts of the spectators. The drizzle made the ritual even more solemn, especially when joined by the crackle of firecrackers. The colorful mystery of the tatung and the plaintive kollatung seemed to drive all evil spirits from the earth of Singkawang.

Suddenly the great drum in Ma Co Sin Mu Nyong Temple was struck, followed by the harsh ringing of bells, a sign that the city god—called Sang Fong Sun in Hakka, Cheng Huang Shen in Mandarin—had arrived to join the ritual. The incense-filled temple grew even more sacred. The drummer and bell-ringer wore serious faces without smiles, beating as though themselves possessed. The temple elders knelt, endlessly performing pai and pai-kui, bowing again and again. Spirits cloaked the temple like mist, shifting colors from red to pink, pale blue to deep blue beneath the temple lights. My hair stood on end as I watched the spirits of the gods move through the temple and out into the street. The roads, wet with early February drizzle, became more hallowed beneath the unceasing music. The entire city was wrapped in divine presence, alive with blessing and the roar of crowds.

One day before Cap Go Meh is the magnificent Road Washing procession, lasting from morning until late afternoon. Singkawang becomes like a vast ship moving dynamically, possessed by gods and goddesses. Beyond being a ship, the city’s landscape transforms into a theatrical stage filled with enchantment, where spirits are invited to celebrate Cap Go Meh. The city as an economic hub pauses, turning into a ritual theater of life. Singkawang becomes an imagined temple, where every shrine is an altar visited by tatung seeking permission to join the road washing rite.

During the ritual, Singkawang is veiled in the fog of divine spirits driving away evil. The city becomes an ark sailing toward the perfection of the new year. The Year of the Goat arrives with fortune, for misfortune has been washed from every street, and Singkawang is renewed. Tatung and city merge into one within this spiritual ceremony. The tatung unite humanity in a city space bursting with color, alongside the spirits of the gods that sanctify the city. Ma Co Temple in the south stands as guardian, while the tatung procession moves toward Thay Pak Kung Temple in the north.

The first time I saw a tatung, I could hardly believe a human throat could be immune to the graze of a sword. My eyes could not accept that a tatung could stand upon an unsheathed weapon. Not only that, their cheeks could be pierced by rods or blades from one side to the other without blood, and tongues sliced by cleavers remained intact. Singkawang is truly a city of sorcery, filled with spirits that make it wondrous beyond reason. Cheeks pierced without bleeding become miracles logic cannot grasp. Thought and space seem to halt during Cap Go Meh, and the city becomes a realm of mantras heavy with charm.

The word tatung comes from the Hakka dialect, referring to one who is possessed by a spirit or deity. In a broader sense, a tatung is an individual who serves as an intermediary for spirits. In ritual trance, the spirit or god that enters is believed able to declare its identity, recount its origins, explain its duty, and deliver messages or guidance to humankind.

In many communities, especially among the Hakka, tatung are often asked to assist in spiritual practices such as religious consultation, traditional healing, seeking the causes of misfortune or illness, and conducting protective rituals for villages or communities. Thus, the essence of the tatung lies in ritual possession, becoming a vessel through which spirits or gods communicate with humans, not merely in festival spectacle.

The attractions displayed during celebrations are only one manifestation of spiritual power, while the deeper role of the tatung is as a sacred medium and guardian of tradition. For this reason Singkawang is often seen as a city of spirits, a place believed to radiate a powerful magical field.
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Chapter 2: Yogyakarta 2010.
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One Morning

Ko... here is your coffee, my wife said as she placed a cup of coffee on the table. I have always loved coffee with only a little sugar, I mean the thick, rustic tubruk, Indonesian-style unfiltered coffee, brewed and pressed through a French press. My wife already knew the coffee I liked and the way I wanted it served. To me, she was the finest barista. The blend she made was almost the same as the coffee I used to drink at Warung Kopi Brazil, coffee shop ,  so delicious when steeped. Her voice overcame the drums, cymbals, and gongs that accompanied the tatung. That voice, so distinct in my ears, always came to me, bringing warmth.

I awoke from a dream of tatung, of sorcery and all the wonders of Singkawang. A dream above the wheelchair where I sat one morning, when I was already eighty years old. I do not know why I was always haunted by dreams of tatung, of the road washing celebration, and the long sequence of Cap Go Meh festivities. The temple and the altar of the goddess Ma Co stood vividly in my memory. Even more, the scent of incense in that temple seemed never to leave my nostrils. For me, it was all a reflection of heaven in the small city of Singkawang, a place filled with the colorful theater of gods. The temple’s red, green, and yellow paint softly caressed the carved dragons along its pillars, the roof ridges alive with fish, flora, and swirling reliefs. Lion statues and every cosmological creature offered blessings and protection to those who believed.

Now I was old, my hair white, my teeth slowly crumbling like the bones in my legs and hands. My wife, too, was old, though she was five years younger than I, yet she was still beautiful. Not only beautiful, she was also a loyal wife and a prayerful guardian of this family, so that we might live in sufficiency. Beauty and faithfulness were gifts of God beyond measure, inseparable from one another. I remembered when I was so ill that I was taken into the ICU, it was my wife who waited for me in the hospital day and night. Even when my child told her to go home and rest, she never stopped keeping watch.

Thank you, I answered, looking into her calm eyes and her soothing face. Every morning I would fall asleep, sometimes even snoring amid the bustle of the day’s beginning.

Still sleepy? If you’re still sleepy, just sleep again, she said with a smile. The beauty of her youth had not vanished at all. An eternal beauty that always made my heart tremble, though more than half a century had passed since she became my soulmate. We had three children now: the eldest, a son, ran a gold shop in Ketandan; the second, a daughter, worked as an accountant in Jakarta. The youngest, a son, managed his architecture office in Yogyakarta. The restaurant in the front part of our house was cared for by my daughter-in-law and my grandchildren.

Asleep until you were dreaming? she asked. Yes, about the tatung who never leave my memory, I replied.

Indeed, I had become old. My face was wrinkled, my skin spotted with age. A man as old as I could only sit at home, rarely going out. If I went out, it was always to the hospital, accompanied by my grandchild, still young, for an appointment with the neurologist. Yes, my grandchild was young, as I once was, when I still watched the tatung performances in Singkawang. Now stroke had struck me, and I had to use a wheelchair. Ten years ago, when my right hand and leg were weak, I used a cane. A year ago, after I fell in the bathroom, I was forced into this wheelchair. I truly disliked it, because it stole my freedom to move.

Even seated in a wheelchair, I still loved to read, newspapers and books alike. Until my vision blurred, I kept reading. The doctor said my eyes had cataracts and needed surgery. I followed his advice. After the operation on my right eye, my sight became clearer. After both were done, it became clearer still, and I read even more eagerly. I, an old man, no longer had a future. But I still had a past that I held against my chest. I wanted to write a novel about that past. I did not dream of it ever being published, I did not even care. What mattered was that through this novel of memory, I had done something within the frailty of my body.

Whenever I felt my age, my mind drifted endlessly backward, to the life I had already lived. Life is full of if only, attempts to mend the mistakes made in time gone by. The past seemed like a new place, an imagined place, though reality was so very different. If only I were young means walking backward, toward somewhere that has never truly existed.

When I was young, people looked at me with respect. They waited for me. They read my writing as though it were always something worth seeing. I was an important man, always sought after. I met with friends to plan the next week’s coverage. Whatever left my mouth, they listened. I had reached the highest point of my career. Could all of that ever be repeated in my old age? The sun has not changed, rising still from the east, yet my face and body have changed, and I can no longer follow the motion of that same unchanging sun.

Truthfully, I loved telling stories of my past, because life in the past was beautiful to me. When I was strong, when I met my wife, when I held her hand walking into the church for our wedding blessing, slipping the ring onto her fourth finger, these were memories that always returned in my imagination, in my dreams, and would only vanish with my body when it was buried. The past was a time unbound, no longer tied to a wheelchair. I remembered my college days, carrying a backpack and cycling along Malioboro to Siti Hinggil in the south. My worn shoes that I never replaced, my Gazelle bicycle, my clothes soaked with sweat, all seemed still clinging to me. Chatting with friends at the pecel stall felt as though it happened only yesterday. The laughter before entering the lecture hall was still clear in my ears. The past lives endlessly in memory, arriving at any moment to carve beauty upon the eyelids of an old, wrinkled face. I wanted to return to my campus, I asked my grandchild to drive me there. But everything had changed. Universitas Gajah Mada, Gadjah Mada University, had moved to Bulak Sumur. And most heartbreaking of all, my college friends were no longer there.

I lived within the chambers of the past, places that could make me smile, rejoice, and also burn with anger. The past became an imagined realm where I gained the freedom to reshape what had been, making it more beautiful than reality. From that imagined past came inspiration toward a future not yet created, a future I would never reach with the frailty of my body.

A Package from Karen

AS USUAL, I ALWAYS fell asleep at eight in the evening and woke at four in the morning, perhaps because I was already old. Each day I sat in the central room near the well, beneath an open roof that served as ventilation for our long house. Around that well, since long ago, various flowering plants had been placed, orchids and bonsai trees in pots.

Every morning I sat in the same wheelchair, eating cakes, drinking coffee, and chatting with my wife. We gazed at those beautiful bonsai trees with gratitude, thankful that God had granted me life until this day. The green of the orchids above us brought coolness and peace into our family. I believed my life was a balance between what is visible and all that is supernatural, a balance between the worldly and the heavenly. I was grateful for a life always shared with my wife, with my family, whom I loved.

The sounds of footsteps, bicycle bells and becak, and the roar of car exhaust outside our restaurant were clearly heard. The city’s morning voice was always present in my life. That sound brought such calm that I often fell asleep in my wheelchair. The sudden blast of a car horn did not startle me awake, but seemed almost rhythmic. The voices of buyers and sellers bargaining became the street’s music that I loved and longed for. It was a morning atmosphere that felt like God’s blessing to me.

I sipped the coffee my wife had served, and it reminded me of Warung Kopi Brazil in Singkawang, always crowded with visitors morning, noon, and night. As I drank, my eyes drifted toward the wall on the right. Hanging there was a photograph of me, once snapped by my friend Karen, in front of Warung Kopi Brazil. Looking at the picture, now blurred with age, I always remembered my experience covering Cap Go Meh and the life of the Chinese community in that city in 1955. Surely everything had changed greatly since then.

Amid the bustle of the restaurant guests, from where I sat, I heard the voice of a courier. Package..., he shouted at the front of the restaurant. Yes, sir, answered my granddaughter, now twenty-one years old. She wore a yellow T-shirt, brown shorts, and her hair was tied back. Her face was beautiful, as beautiful as my wife once was. For Chen Ming-Hsien. Yes, sir, that’s my grandpa, she said as she received the package and signed the delivery receipt.

After taking it, my granddaughter carried it into the central room, where I sat talking with my wife. Grandpa, there’s a package from a friend, she said as she handed it to me.

I was puzzled, because since retiring twenty years ago I had never received a package. From the thick envelope she called a package, I read the sender’s name, it was from my friend in Canada, Karen Lynn Summer. I did not open it immediately, instead I looked at my granddaughter’s face.

From who, Grandpa? she asked. From Karen, my friend in Canada, I replied, studying the package. Long ago we met in Singkawang, I added. Singkawang? Grandpa once said that kong-co came from Singkawang, what’s the story? Her lovely face was full of questions. She pulled up a chair and sat before me. My wife only smiled. The past was always fascinating to my granddaughter, who had never heard it. People always wanted to know where they came from, and an old grandfather’s story was always compelling.

Singkawang is a city of Hakka people like Grandpa, I said. Not everyone there is Hakka, but most are, and the daily language is Hakka, I explained. And Grandma, what is she, is she also Hakka? she asked, glancing at her grandmother, who smiled.

A young girl like my granddaughter would be drawn to the stories of her family’s past. The past becomes a source of identity. Through it she would know who she was. In this modern age where communication is effortless, where everything is measured by modernity, the past is still something people want to embrace, never to abandon. When Apollo landed on the moon, many believed that modernity was all humanity needed, and that the past, which bound people, should be cast away. Yet in truth, human beings cannot live without the past.

The past reminded me of pho-pho, my grandmother, now gone. Every story of her life that she once told me, I would never forget. A hidden chamber of life, strange yet deeply fascinating. And so it was with my granddaughter, always thirsty to hear the stories of her ancestors. Stories of my father and my pho-pho belonged to a distant, almost unreal world, far from the world where my granddaughter now lived.

Tell me, Grandpa, tell the whole story so I know the tale of my ancestors. Yesterday someone from Taiwan asked me about my roots, and I didn’t know anything at all, she said with a smile, clapping her hands together.

If I were asked who my ancestors were and where they came from, I would be the same as my granddaughter, because I only knew the stories of a-kung and pho-pho, beyond that I knew nothing. I believed this was true for everyone. Like my granddaughter, our family’s past was an era hidden behind a thick curtain. Even so, the stories of a-kung and pho-pho were ancestral tales worth hearing. We could not go to a library to trace them, because there were no written records to guide us. Only oral stories from old people like me could soothe my granddaughter’s curiosity about what came before.

For Chinese people, knowledge of ancestors is very important. There are even ancestral temples with altars and tablets, sinci. For the first son, it is his duty to carry the ashes of the ancestors. The belief that ancestors bestow blessings and prosperity never disappears. Even though many Chinese have become Christians, ancestors are still placed in a position of honor.

Knowledge of ancestors gives identity to descendants. That is why curiosity about lineage is so strong, not only from the father’s line but also the mother’s. My granddaughter also wished to know the ancestral line of my wife. My story was only a fragment of the many ancestors she should know. The past was a new world to her. It was a unique tale she would remember until she was old. I saw my wife smiling, wanting to hear it as well.

Though the past could not change my physical condition, seated in a wheelchair, leaving home only for the hospital, the stories of my past shaped an impression of my greatness in youth, in a world so different from now. My memories seemed to give me spirit to continue living with this frailty. All because my past carried such beautiful recollections, worthy of gratitude.

I began to tell her about pho-pho, about a-kung and a-pak, and my granddaughter listened intently. Pho-pho’s real name was Lim Mei-Ling, a-kung was Chen Jing-Bing, a-pak was Chen Chuen-Han, and my father was Chen Chuen-Ching. My mind worked to recall what I had heard from pho-pho decades ago. The story carried us into a world of the past, filled with beauty.
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Chapter 3: The Early Twentieth Century 
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Pho-pho

Pho-pho was a Hakka woman steadfast in tradition, independent, hardworking, and always giving her best for my father. The harsh habits of life in China she adjusted to the life of Yogyakarta, shaped by Javanese culture. That was why I admired pho-pho so deeply, for her ability to adapt herself to a new world. She was the one who motivated me never to surrender in the face of hardship.

A photograph of pho-pho at the age of thirty-five hangs on the wall of the front room of my house, in a very large frame. Thirty-five is the age of a woman’s maturity. In that photograph she wore a cheongsam, the dress of Chinese women. Her body was slender and firm, wrapped in the tightness of the cheongsam, astonishing to behold. She smiled beautifully, with only light makeup. Her lips were slightly parted, showing her white front teeth. Her gaze was sharp, clear, and stirring to the heart. Her eyes had no visible eyelids, yet they were perfectly proportioned to her gentle face. Her dimples made her seem radiant to everyone. That beauty made every man who looked upon her fall in love. Her hair reached her shoulders, with a single jasmine flower tucked behind her ear, suggesting she was always someone who cared for herself. The photograph gave the image of a woman who was soft, yet possessed extraordinary firmness of heart, a beautiful woman who worked tirelessly. During her life in Gandekan, now called Pajeksan, though she was a single woman without a husband and many men fell in love with her, her loyalty to a-kung and her devotion to the Goddess Kwan Im kept her from ever marrying again.

To me pho-pho was a perfect figure, fair to her grandchildren. One day, when I was eight years old, wearing my pajamas, I fought over a bolster with my older brother. Papa became angry, and it was I who was scolded, while my spoiled brother was left alone. When Papa was angry, he would strike my thigh until it turned blue. Seeing this, pho-pho became furious and told my father that if he was angry because children fought, he should not beat only one child but both of them. Papa fell silent, not daring to argue, and so I was spared. That was why, even into adulthood, I was always close to pho-pho, who to me was a goddess of compassion.

There was a time when I was frustrated because my thesis was not approved by my supervisor, and I looked utterly hopeless. Pho-pho saw me and spoke in blunt Javanese ngoko, telling me that when she first came to the Nederlands Indie she had nothing at all. She carried my father, still small then, with her. Their life was terribly difficult, finding food was not easy. Yet pho-pho kept struggling and never once gave up. She advised me to be the same, never to despair, whatever my situation I must continue fighting to solve my problems. There would always be a way. Pho-pho continued, saying her own schooling had been very low, while I would soon become a university graduate, so I should not be afraid, I must keep striving toward victory. Her words have given me strength until today. She said again, life is an opportunity to become better, therefore never stop trying, there will always be a road forward. I remember pho-pho as the spirit of life within me. And beyond all else, loyalty to her husband was everything to her.

Pho-pho was a woman of authority. In her famous restaurant known as Rumah Makan Nyah Kathok, she was respected by her assistants, most of them women. Pho-pho always rose before the rooster crowed in the morning and led her helpers in cooking the many dishes that would be sold that day. If an assistant fell ill, she would immediately help them recover. The helpers did not sleep at the restaurant but returned to the mes, a house pho-pho rented for them. Pho-pho’s relationship with her workers was not one of employer and servant, but one of kinship, and so they served with great dedication, and the restaurant was well managed.

Pho-pho was extraordinarily skilled at running a restaurant. She went straight into the kitchen and tasted every dish she sold. Many kinds of food, kikil with green chili, soy-braised chicken, asem-asem, stir-fried pete, stir-fried bitter melon, fried cap jay, and so much more, were served in large basins, and customers simply pointed to what they wanted. Besides these dishes there were also fried tofu, tempeh, and delicious choipan. I was often amazed at pho-pho’s quickness in managing the food and calculating the prices. When a customer finished eating and paid, she counted everything in her head with incredible speed. I always thought pho-pho’s intelligence surpassed the computers of today.

Remarkably, pho-pho never seemed tired, working endlessly. Her diligence inspired her children and grandchildren to follow her example. She was also very warm toward her customers, so they always returned to eat there. Even for the people of Yogyakarta, though pho-pho’s restaurant was small, they felt proud to have eaten at Nyah Kathok. People would say, you have not truly been to Yogyakarta if you have not eaten at Rumah Makan Nyah Kathok.

Tulou

THE STORY OF PHO-PHO is the story of a Hakka village woman, or Kejia, always portrayed as resilient and strong, her feet large compared with the women of China in that era whose feet were bound, making it difficult to walk. At that time in China, a woman with small feet was considered more feminine. Pho-pho herself was swift and never stopped working. The Hakka, whose name means guest, originally came from central China and migrated south because the heartland was filled with war and hatred. They were people always seeking peace, and they found it in southern China.

That extraordinary pho-pho was born in a village in Yongding, near the city of Xiamen in southern China. A village set upon highlands, lush and serene, with wide rice fields terraced in steps, and plantations of tobacco and tea. The village, so green, seemed as though it had been lowered from the heavens to soothe the eyes. In that peaceful place, one could see the walls of houses, pale brownish white. A village where homes clustered together, some round, some square. These were no ordinary houses, they were tulou, great enclosed dwellings like fortresses.

Inside the tulou, filled with people, life was bustling. Children played, people dried rice after harvest, others ate noodles on the terrace. In Yongding there were several tulou, both circular and square. Among them lay ponds with fish, which according to fengshui symbolized prosperity.

The outer part of a tulou was a thick wall, built high from packed earth. Around the building ran a stone footpath. Outside the wall were stacks of firewood used for cooking. The shadow of the great roof cast cool shelter below. Those thick walls served as a fortress, defending against attacks from outsiders such as bandits who might raid the settlement. Thus a tulou rose three or four stories high, impenetrable to enemies. Only on the fourth floor were there windows, not for light but as openings to watch for danger and defend the home. In contrast to the harsh exterior, the interior was a comfortable wooden construction for living. With such design, in summer the tulou remained cool, and in winter it did not grow cold.

Within a tulou there were two rings of buildings. The first ring consisted of one-story structures usually used for bathrooms, and for housing buffalo, pigs, ducks, and chickens. Between these smaller buildings were corridors often passed through on the way toward the open central courtyard. Though bathrooms existed inside, because they were limited, people often still bathed in the clear river nearby.

The second ring was a four-story building divided into equal sections. Each family received one portion from the first floor upward. The first and second floors served as storage for rice and as kitchens, while the third and fourth floors were living quarters. On the first floor there was a chest about one and a half meters high for storing kitchen tools. Beside it stood a staircase about 1.2 meters wide leading upward.

There were three entrances to a tulou, the main gate as wide as three meters, and two smaller doors about 1.5 meters wide on the left and right. Before the main gate lay an open ground with a fish pond. In times of danger, the gate and the two doors were shut, and everyone kept watch inside. Above the gate were also the second floor for storage, and the third and fourth floors for living.

In that village there were several tulou, one of them belonging to the family of a-kung and pho-pho. Pho-pho came from the Lim clan, and after marrying a-kung she lived in the Chen clan tulou. The Lim tulou was not far from the Chen family’s home. Pho-pho lived on the fourth floor with a-kung, a-pak, and my father. Everyone living in this round building bore the Chen surname, settled here for generations. The tulou itself was built at the end of the Ming dynasty.

In the tulou where pho-pho was born, before her marriage, there was only one clan, Lim. According to Chinese belief, one should not marry someone with the same family name, and so pho-pho of the Lim clan married a-kung of the Chen clan. Marriage was a grand event, when the groom came to fetch the bride from her tulou, and she was then brought to the groom’s tulou. Pho-pho was met by a-kung at the Lim tulou, lifted into a sedan chair, carried to the Chen tulou while a-kung walked beside her. Upon arriving at the Chen tulou, where red ribbons had been tied to the gate as a sign of marriage, pho-pho descended and entered a home already filled with guests celebrating. Then a-kung brought pho-pho to the ancestral altar to pray, to perform pai-kui to the elders, and teh-pai, the honoring with tea. Afterward they sat before the ancestral hall to feast.

Every morning a-kung went to the rice fields not far from home. He plowed and hoed his own land, while pho-pho cooked and managed the household. Near the tulou flowed a clear river where pho-pho washed clothes. Though their ages differed, a-pak and my father always played together, inside or outside the tulou. They often wandered along the row of kitchens on the first floor, where the wooden floor creaked underfoot. They loved walking there, along the corridor that circled the tulou, meeting friends and joking. They also played ball in the wide courtyard, careful not to disturb the elders working on the terraces. They loved splashing in the river until their clothes were soaked, and pho-pho would scold them. In the evenings they flew kites with other children near the rice fields.

At the gate, open during the day, children ran laughing, while men and women passed carrying baskets toward the fields or transporting harvests. In the courtyard a woman arranged tea leaves for drying. Yongding, being highland, was an ideal place for tea gardens. At the narrow gate one could see people carrying bundles of dried tobacco. The tobacco carriers moved through the children playing in the passage. The tobacco was unloaded, and women sorted it again to sell in the market. My father and a-pak also loved to play near the gate, and pho-pho feared they might be struck by someone carrying heavy loads.

At the gate there was a long bench for sitting and lingering, chatting, drinking tea with neighbors, discussing the issues of the day. This gate was often the meeting place for tulou residents. The gate space, directly connected to the outside, served as a reception room for visitors before they were led to the household they sought. Because of its role, the gate became a communal heart, a center of togetherness and harmony. In such communal life, when Mao Zedong undertook the famous Long March, the Hakka people contributed greatly to the growth of communism in China.

Within a tulou there were one or several wells, where goldfish were kept. Around the well, which never ran dry, women washed vegetables for cooking. People took turns drawing water. The sound of buckets and voices was lively. Sometimes men came to draw water for bathing. Besides the gate, the well was another place of conversation. If the gate belonged to men’s chatter, the well was the women’s domain. It was natural that while washing vegetables, fruit, and household tools, they spoke of daily life. Often gossip about matchmaking arose here, later pursued seriously. Near the terrace stood jars of drinking water drawn from the well.

On the upper terraces, with narrower corridors, laundry hung from bamboo poles. Clothes also dried in the courtyard. On the projecting eaves, food was set out to dry. Shirts and trousers fluttered in the wind along the railings of the second floor. It looked disorderly, yet this was where a-kung and pho-pho’s family lived.

In the middle of the row of one-story buildings stood the prayer altar, with a shaded terrace before it for sitting. In daytime only children played there, while elders were busy working. At night, the elders used the space to chat with neighbors.

In the Lim clan tulou, the kitchen lay on a wide terrace, crowded with people passing through. Near cooking time someone sharpened a cleaver with its distinct sound. Lunch was cooked on the terrace and eaten there without a dining table. The elderly ate at a simple table, while chickens and ducks wandered the large courtyard. All of it created a lively шум, a sound pho-pho always longed for, full of movement, living in her dreams. Someone busied themselves making noodles while neighbors gathered to see what was being cooked. The boundary between public and private within the tulou was never clear, because life was deeply communal. Togetherness mattered more than individuality.

In the Chen clan tulou, cooking was done inside the kitchen because the terrace was narrow. From within came the voices of children and adults talking, giving life to the tulou. Above the stove was a cupboard for cooking tools. They cooked beneath the shrine of Chu-shen, the kitchen god, who guarded every kitchen so that smoke would always rise.

Here pho-pho prepared cakes for offerings. She pounded rice with a foot-operated pestle. When the rice became flour, it was brought into the kitchen and pressed into wooden molds to form cakes. One by one they were placed on bamboo trays to be steamed. The offering cakes were steamed in a wide pan, covered above with a wooden board.

Pho-pho was very skilled at making cakes, kue mangkok, mooncakes, wajik, kue ku, and as Lunar New Year approached, kue keranjang. Besides baking, she was also an excellent cook. Thus during Chinese festivals pho-pho was always asked to help prepare cakes for celebrations held by the entire tulou community.

In pho-pho’s village there were many household industries. Most produced ritual supplies such as incense, rice wine, and kim-cua, spirit paper for offerings. One neighbor or relative within the tulou made straw paper used for spirit paper. Large quantities of this paper were sold in the market in rolled bundles.

At the roadside market there were also vegetable sellers and others. Vegetables from the tulou village were sold there. Pho-pho carried baskets to bring produce to market. She also sold various cakes for ritual offerings. Meanwhile a-kung handled the farming, hoeing, plowing, and maintaining the flow of water into the terraced fields. A-kung never dealt with children, meals, or raising ducks and chickens, all of that was managed by pho-pho, and so pho-pho’s work was truly heavy.

Ritual in the Tulou Village

LIFE INSIDE THE TULOU was not only worldly, but also spiritual. All the inhabitants believed that life must be harmonious, both in relationships with neighbors and with the gods. Any problem in life had to be consulted with the deities in order to be resolved. Pho-pho once told me that when an epidemic struck, they prayed for a solution. They drew a ciamsi from the Goddess Kwan Im, and after reading the oracle, the villagers of the tulou agreed to invite Bao Sheng Da Di, in Hakka Po Sen Thai Ti, or Poh Seng Tai Te in Hokkien, means the god of life who was also a physician and healer.

On the day the statue of Bao Sheng Da Di arrived, they welcomed it with an immense ritual. Every family in the tulou village brought offerings in tenong baskets filled with dishes of chicken and pork, along with fruits. From each tulou, people walked in procession, carrying banners and accompanied by the sound of drums, cymbals, gongs, and trumpets. The offerings they carried became sacred food, placed upon a long table while awaiting the arrival of the statue of Bao Sheng Da Di. A prayer altar was erected before the largest tulou, where the village temple stood. There, the altar of Bao Sheng Da Di would be placed.

At the altar, representatives from each tulou performed prayers to Tai Shang Lao Jun, the heavenly god, lifting incense three times, performing pai-kui, then carrying out teh-pai by pouring tea into cups, drinking it, and raising it toward the altar. Afterward they stood and bowed. Then the entire village prayed to the god of heaven to grant permission for the arrival of Bao Sheng Da Di’s statue. While waiting, performances of Wayang Orang and Wayang Gantung were held, astonishing the spectators.

When the statue finally arrived, three men beat drums and cymbals loudly at the edge of the village, summoning the villagers who had gathered before the largest tulou to come to the entrance where the procession would begin. At the welcoming place, an altar was built and everyone prayed there. Then they placed the statue of Bao Sheng Da Di into a kio, and carried it around the village. The procession was accompanied by lively music, the booming of drums, the clash of cymbals, and the cry of trumpets, filling the air with noise. Firecrackers were not forgotten, both long strings of small crackers and bamboo cannons. Before the largest tulou, the statue was worshiped, and a pig and a white dog were slaughtered as offerings. After the prayers were completed, the statue of Bao Sheng Da Di was carried inside and seated upon its altar. This exhausting ceremony lasted from morning until late afternoon.

Lunar New Year and Cheng Beng inside the Tulou

A TULOU WAS INHABITED by dozens of families and hundreds of people. Each family had its own space, encircling a courtyard and an altar of the Goddess Kwan Im where people came to pray every day. Kwan Im was the main deity in the tulou village, and her altar was found in every tulou. The altar was placed inside a small, simple temple, a single sacred shrine with no other gods or goddesses. Besides this, there was also a place for ancestral ashes, and a school where children learned to read. At the ancestral shrine there were paintings of forebears dressed in ceremonial robes. The male ancestors wore hats, while the female ancestors wore crowns and necklaces. On their garments were written the names of each ancestor.

According to the belief of the tulou inhabitants, the Goddess Kwan Im was the manifestation of Buddha in a female form, able to protect their families from danger. In the Chen clan tulou they held solemn worship on the first and fifteenth days of the lunar month. A female priest recited sacred verses before the altar of Kwan Im, accompanied by the sound of drums, while all the tulou residents followed. The atmosphere was deeply sacred, filled with chanting and devotion. Offerings for Kwan Im were laid out, all vegetarian, no meat at all, only fruits and dried tofu.

During Xinnian, atau Sin Nyen, Lunar New Year, the most important festival in the tulou village, from the first day until the fifteenth day, Cap Go Meh, these were days for pai-cia, visiting relatives. For men who had wandered far from home, it was the time to return, to meet family and pray to the ancestors. To celebrate the New Year, sweet and sticky nian gao, kue keranjang, was made as a symbol of kinship, with hopes of sweetness in the coming year. Each family served candies to guests who arrived for pai-cia. Many celebrations were held, such as the lantern festival on the night before Cap Go Meh, and the next morning the lively Cap Go Meh festival itself, including the beautiful dragon dance.

Yet pho-pho said there was an especially important ritual, the procession of the Goddess Kwan Im on the third day of the Lunar New Year. Several days before New Year, the wooden statue of Kwan Im, about half a meter tall, was cleaned of the blackened incense smoke until it shone
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