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Amid the silent forest, the dark river, and the ruins of Crocodile Temple illuminated by the equinox light, Karman discovers that God’s love descends like light from heaven—piercing through sin, history

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Glosary

	Aling-aling — A stone screen or sacred partition placed behind the main entrance of a temple. Its purpose is to block the direct view into the holiest chamber, creating a sense of mystery and spiritual separation between the outer world and the sacred inner sanctuary. 

	Altar — A sacred table or stone structure used for worship, prayer, and offerings. In the novel, the black granite altar in the Equinox Room of Crocodile Temple is the spiritual center of the community and the place where sunlight falls directly during the equinox. 

	Amazing Grace — A famous Christian hymn written by John Newton in 1772, sung by the congregation during cemetery pilgrimages and moments of spiritual reflection. Its theme of forgiveness and salvation strongly reflects Karman’s inner journey. 

	Amrita — In Hindu mythology, amrita is the nectar of immortality. It is believed to grant eternal life to whoever drinks it. The gods and asuras fought and cooperated to obtain amrita during the great event known as Samudra Manthana, or the Churning of the Ocean of Milk. 

	Ancestor Spirits — Spirits of deceased family members who are believed to continue influencing the lives of the living. In Dayak belief, ancestor spirits protect descendants, guide families, and must be respected through rituals and ceremonies. 

	Andesite — A strong volcanic stone commonly used in the construction of temples in Java such as Borobudur and Prambanan. Because andesite is rare in Kalimantan, the Crocodile Temple was built mainly from gray sandstone instead. 

	Antarala — A transitional passage or gateway connecting one sacred area of a temple to another. In the Crocodile Temple, antarala connects the outer courtyard, middle courtyard, and inner courtyard, marking spiritual progression toward holiness. 

	Archaeologist — A person who studies ancient civilizations through ruins, inscriptions, and historical remains. In the novel, false archaeologists come pretending to protect heritage, but actually seek treasure hidden beneath the sacred altar. 

	Asura — Powerful supernatural beings in Hindu mythology, often described as giants or anti-gods. They are not always evil, but they often oppose the devas (gods). In Samudra Manthana, they work together with the gods to churn the Ocean of Milk. 

	Bawangsari — Karman’s hometown in Central Java, a small trading town that changes greatly from the 1960s to the Reform Era of 2005. It represents memory, family, exile, and eventual return. 

	Belian Wood — Also known as Bornean ironwood, one of the strongest and most durable woods in Kalimantan. It is highly resistant to decay and insects, making it ideal for building longhouses, temple crosses, and traditional structures. 

	Bilik — A private family room inside a Dayak longhouse. Each family occupies one bilik, which usually contains a living room, sleeping area, kitchen, and family space. 

	Blenduk Church — A famous domed church in Semarang, Central Java, known for its European colonial architecture. Karman compares the dome of the Crocodile Temple’s pyramid to Blenduk Church because of its unusual dome structure. 

	Borobudur — The largest Buddhist temple in Indonesia, located in Central Java. It is often used as a comparison when discussing the grandeur and complexity of other ancient temples. 

	Candi — The Indonesian word for temple, usually referring to ancient Hindu or Buddhist religious structures built from stone. Candi often contain reliefs, statues, sacred chambers, and symbolic architecture. 

	Candi Buaya — The Crocodile Temple, the central sacred place in the novel. It is an ancient Vishnu temple hidden in the forests of Kalimantan, later transformed into a Christian church while preserving many of its original spiritual traditions. 

	Candi Buaya (Crocodile Temple) — An ancient sacred temple hidden deep in the Kalimantan forest. Originally a Hindu temple, it later becomes a place of Christian worship. It is the spiritual heart of the novel, combining archaeology, faith, mystery, and divine justice. 

	Cap Go Meh — The fifteenth and final day of the Chinese New Year celebration, marked by prayers, processions, and temple ceremonies. It reflects the Chinese-Indonesian cultural background of Karman’s family. 

	Carp Pond — A sacred pond beside the purification pool containing carp fish. It symbolizes life, prosperity, abundance, and spiritual continuity. 

	Cecak — A symbolic figure from Karman’s troubled past representing fear, political danger, and memories of persecution related to past political conflict. 

	Christian Dayak — Dayak communities who converted to Christianity but still preserve many traditional rituals, beliefs, and cultural customs, creating a unique blend of Christian faith and ancestral spirituality. 

	Christine — A gentle Christian Dayak woman from Nanga Buaya who becomes Karman’s beloved and later his life partner. She symbolizes love, healing, faith, and home.

	Cross of Belian Wood — A large wooden Christian cross made from sacred belian wood placed in the middle courtyard of the temple. It symbolizes the transformation of the Crocodile Temple from a Vishnu temple into a church. 

	Crocodile Guardian — A sacred crocodile believed to protect the temple and surrounding waters. It symbolizes Vishnu’s power, cosmic balance, and spiritual protection between land, sea, and the divine world. 

	Crocodile Guardians — Sacred crocodiles believed to protect the temple, the river, and divine justice. They are not only animals but symbols of spiritual power and nature acting under God’s will. 

	Dayak — The indigenous people of Kalimantan, known for their strong relationship with nature, longhouse culture, rituals, spiritual cosmology, and rich oral traditions. Their culture shapes much of the novel’s atmosphere. 

	Dewa Wisnu (Vishnu) — One of the principal gods in Hinduism, known as the preserver and protector of the universe. Vishnu maintains cosmic balance and often appears through incarnations such as Kurma, the giant turtle. 

	Dewi Sekartaji — The beloved princess and true love of Raden Panji in Javanese Panji stories. She symbolizes pure love, destiny, and spiritual completion. 

	Deity of the Sun — The ancient solar deity once worshiped during equinox rituals at the Crocodile Temple before Christian reinterpretation transformed the ritual into Christian worship. 

	Dokar — A traditional horse-drawn carriage once commonly used in small Indonesian towns like Bawangsari before modern transportation replaced it. 

	Dusun Buaya — Crocodile Hamlet, the Dayak village where much of the story takes place. It is closely connected to the Crocodile Temple and preserves its rituals and legends. 

	Dusun Buaya (Crocodile Hamlet) — A traditional Dayak settlement centered around a longhouse. It represents old communal life, family unity, and cultural continuity close to nature. 

	Easter — The Christian celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. In the novel, Easter becomes the climax where divine justice, hope, and Christ’s appearance transform the lives of the characters. 

	Equinox — The moment when day and night are equal in length, occurring around March 20 and September 23. At the Crocodile Temple, equinox is the most sacred time for ritual worship because sunlight enters the Equinox Chamber perfectly. 

	Equinox Chamber — The holiest chamber inside the main pyramid of the temple where sunlight enters during the equinox. It was once used for Vishnu worship and later became the place for Holy Communion and Christian thanksgiving worship. 

	Equinox Room — The holiest chamber inside Crocodile Temple where sunlight falls directly onto the altar during the equinox. It is both an architectural mystery and a spiritual symbol of divine presence. 

	Floating Church — A wooden church built on floating platforms over water in Nanga Buaya Village. It is the center of worship, Easter celebration, and Christian life for the local community. 

	Floating Market — A traditional market where people buy and sell goods from boats on the river. Nagapura’s floating market introduces Karman to river life and survival. 

	G30S/PKI — The political tragedy of 1965 in Indonesia involving accusations against the Communist Party. Many innocent people, including Karman, were persecuted and forced into exile. 

	Gajah Mada — The legendary Mahapatih (Prime Minister) of the Majapahit Empire. In the novel, local belief says he built the temple and was buried beneath the altar. His name also adds historical mystery to the temple. 

	Gallery Veranda — The upper surrounding corridor around the pyramid containing important reliefs such as Samudra Manthana and other mythological carvings. 

	Good Friday — The Christian holy day remembering the crucifixion and death of Jesus Christ. In the novel, it is observed with deep prayer, hymns, drama, and pilgrimage to graves. 

	Good Friday Ritual — Christian worship held in the temple’s middle courtyard, showing how Christian faith merged with older sacred Dayak and temple traditions. 

	Hallelujah Chorus — The famous choral movement from George Frideric Handel’s Messiah, sung during Easter worship to celebrate Christ’s resurrection and divine victory. 

	Holy Communion — A Christian sacrament involving bread and wine symbolizing the body and blood of Christ. In the novel, it is celebrated during equinox rituals inside the temple. 

	Holy Saturday — The silent day between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, marked by waiting, reflection, and hope for resurrection. 

	How Great Thou Art — A well-known Christian hymn translated from the Swedish hymn O Store Gud. It is sung during the dramatic scene of divine justice by the river. 

	Jata — Karman’s close friend who introduces him to Dusun Buaya, Christine, and the mysteries of the Crocodile Temple. He also helps Karman travel deeper into Kalimantan and guides him into the world of Nanga Buaya. 

	Jawatan Kepurbakalaan — The government archaeological office. In the novel, treasure hunters falsely claim to represent this institution to justify opening the sacred altar. 

	Jesus Christ — The central figure of Christianity whose crucifixion, resurrection, and divine appearance form the spiritual foundation of the novel. 

	Juhu Singkah — A traditional Dayak dish made from young rattan shoots cooked with spices such as turmeric, lemongrass, and chili. It has a slightly bitter but delicious taste. 

	Kalimantan — The Indonesian part of Borneo, known for its rivers, rainforests, Dayak communities, and strong spiritual connection to nature. 

	Karman — The main protagonist of the novel. He is a young man searching for peace, identity, love, and spiritual meaning after escaping a troubled political past. In another phase of the story, he later becomes Pastor Karman. 

	Kenong — A traditional percussion instrument used in Dayak music. Its strong rhythm drives dancing and ritual celebration. 

	Ketoprak — Traditional Javanese theater performance that combines drama, music, and historical stories. Karman first learned Panji stories from ketoprak. 

	Klotok — A small wooden riverboat commonly used in Kalimantan for transportation along rivers and remote villages. In later scenes, it is also described as a small wooden motorboat essential for daily river life. 

	Kurma — Vishnu’s turtle incarnation. In Samudra Manthana, Kurma supports Mount Mandara so it does not sink while the gods and asuras churn the Ocean of Milk. 

	Lantern — A hand-carried light used during cemetery pilgrimages, Good Friday processions, and night prayers. It symbolizes faith, hope, and spiritual guidance. 

	LEKRA — A cultural organization associated with leftist artistic groups in Indonesia before the political tragedy of 1965. Karman’s involvement with Wayang Potehi connected him indirectly to LEKRA and later caused suspicion and persecution. 

	Lemang — Sticky rice cooked inside bamboo with coconut milk. It is commonly served during festivals and important celebrations. 

	Longhouse — A traditional communal Dayak house built on high wooden stilts where many families live together while maintaining individual bilik rooms. It represents unity, tradition, and collective life. 

	Mahapatih — The highest political office under the king in ancient Javanese kingdoms, similar to a prime minister. Gajah Mada was the most famous Mahapatih of Majapahit. 

	Majapahit — The great Hindu-Buddhist empire of East Java that dominated much of Southeast Asia during the 14th and 15th centuries. 

	Mandara Mountain — The cosmic mountain used as the central churning rod in the myth of Samudra Manthana. 

	Mystical Pool — The sacred bathing pool behind the main temple used for ritual purification before worship ceremonies. 

	Naga Buaya — A mythical symbolic creature combining dragon and crocodile imagery, often associated with sacred temple legends and ancient protection. 

	Nagapura — A river town where Karman first starts his new life as a fugitive by selling noodles in the floating market. 

	Nanga Buaya — A village closely connected to Dusun Buaya and the Crocodile Temple, sharing its religious and cultural traditions. It is also described as a remote Dayak Christian village surrounded by rivers, forests, and spiritual mystery. 

	Namaste — A respectful gesture made by joining both palms together. It symbolizes greeting, humility, reverence, and spiritual respect. 

	Ocean of Milk (Kshira Sagara) — The sacred cosmic ocean in Hindu mythology that the gods and asuras churned to obtain amrita. 

	Paing — A Dayak vegetable dish made from forest leaves such as fern or cassava leaves cooked with coconut and spices. 

	Pante — An open wooden platform outside the longhouse used for drying rice, cassava, clothes, and other household needs. 

	Paskah — The Indonesian word for Easter, the celebration of Christ’s resurrection and victory over death. 

	Pastor Heinrich — The priest who explains the historical, spiritual, and symbolic meanings of the Crocodile Temple to Karman. He is also described as a German pastor who leads the Christian community, protects the sacred temple, and guides Karman’s spiritual growth with wisdom and compassion. 

	Pastor Karl-Heinz Kruger — The German pastor, archaeologist, and scholar who first discovered, studied, and interpreted the Crocodile Temple. 

	Pastor Karman — Karman’s later identity after becoming a Christian pastor and returning to Bawangsari in peace and reconciliation. 

	Petromax Lamp — A bright oil pressure lamp used for lighting inside the longhouse before electricity. 

	Prambanan — A famous Hindu temple complex in Central Java dedicated mainly to Shiva, often compared to other temples in Indonesia. 

	Raden Panji Asmarabangun — Hero of the Panji stories, a prince who travels through many lands searching for Dewi Sekartaji and spiritual understanding. 

	Rebab — A bowed string instrument found in both Chinese Wayang Potehi and Dayak traditional music. Karman plays rebab. 

	Reform Era — The political and social period after 1998 in Indonesia marked by democratic openness and freedom after authoritarian rule. It allows Karman to return home. 

	Relief — Stone carvings on temple walls depicting mythology, daily life, historical events, and spiritual teachings. 

	Resurrection — The rising of Jesus Christ from the dead. It symbolizes hope, eternal life, victory over suffering, and personal spiritual rebirth. 

	Ruai — The long communal front corridor inside a Dayak longhouse where people gather, talk, work, and celebrate. It is also described as the open shared corridor where families gather, eat, and live together as a community. 

	Samudra Manthana — The Churning of the Ocean of Milk, a major Hindu myth in which gods and asuras churn the ocean to obtain amrita. 

	Sape — A traditional Dayak string instrument similar to a lute. Christine plays the sape beautifully and uses it to express emotion. It symbolizes intimacy, memory, and the emotional beauty of forest culture. 

	Sanctum Sanctorum — The holiest room inside a sacred structure. In the Crocodile Temple, this is the Equinox Chamber. 

	Serambi — A long veranda or covered corridor surrounding temple courtyards, often filled with reliefs, columns, and sacred pathways. 

	Siun — Christine’s brother and Karman’s friend who welcomes him into the family and encourages his relationship with Christine. 

	Silver Disc — A sacred reflective object placed inside the Equinox Chamber that redirects sunlight during the equinox and fills the room with light. 

	Sonata — A musical form symbolizing harmony, emotional movement, and spiritual structure. It becomes a metaphor for the entire novel. 

	Speedboat — The fast modern boat used by the treasure thieves. It contrasts with the peaceful traditional river life and becomes the place of divine judgment. 

	Temple Trench — The water-filled moat surrounding the temple, inhabited by crocodiles believed to be sacred guardians. 

	Tetelestai — A Greek word meaning “It is finished,” spoken by Jesus on the cross. It symbolizes the completion of salvation and redemption. 

	Trowulan — The ancient capital city of Majapahit, symbolizing political power and connected symbolically to the spiritual center of Candi Buaya. 

	Tuak — Traditional fermented sweet alcoholic drink commonly served during rituals and communal celebrations. 

	Vasuki — The giant serpent used as the rope during Samudra Manthana to churn the Ocean of Milk. 

	Vihara — A Buddhist temple, often replacing or transforming older Chinese temples during certain political periods in Indonesia. 

	Wayang Potehi — Traditional Chinese glove puppet theater performed in Indonesia, where Karman once played the rebab. 

	Were You There — A sorrowful Christian spiritual hymn reflecting on the crucifixion of Jesus, sung during Good Friday worship to deepen reflection and repentance. 

	Wooden Altar Cross — The Christian cross placed on the temple altar replacing the golden Vishnu statue, symbolizing spiritual transformation from Hindu worship to Christianity. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Cultural Notes

	This novel is deeply rooted in the cultural, spiritual, and historical landscape of Indonesia, especially the river and forest societies of Kalimantan. The story combines Dayak indigenous traditions, Chinese-Indonesian family heritage, Christian faith, and traces of ancient Hindu civilization into one narrative. The setting of Nanga Buaya and Dusun Buaya reflects the traditional Dayak way of life, where people live in longhouses, travel mainly by river using wooden boats, and maintain strong communal relationships with nature, ancestors, and spiritual beliefs. Rivers are not only transportation routes but also the center of economy, daily life, and symbolic connection between the living world and the unseen world.

	One of the most important cultural elements is Candi Buaya (Crocodile Temple), an ancient temple hidden in the forest. It represents the coexistence of old Hindu heritage and later Christian worship. This reflects how Indonesian local culture often blends different religious layers rather than replacing them completely. The sacred Equinox Room, where sunlight falls directly onto the altar during the equinox, symbolizes harmony between cosmic order, divine presence, and human faith. Such architectural alignment reflects ancient Southeast Asian sacred design traditions.

	The crocodile itself carries strong symbolic meaning. In many Kalimantan traditions, crocodiles are seen not only as dangerous animals but also as guardians of sacred places, ancestors, and spiritual justice. In this novel, crocodiles function as protectors of moral order, punishing greed and defending sacred ground without human violence. This reflects the belief that nature itself participates in divine justice.

	Christian liturgical traditions such as Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Easter are central to the story. Hymns like “Amazing Grace,” “How Great Thou Art,” and Easter processions through forests and rivers show how Christianity is localized within Dayak cultural expression. Worship happens not only inside churches but also in temples, cemeteries, rivers, and forests, creating a unique sacred geography.

	The novel also reflects the trauma of the 30 September Movement and the anti-communist violence that followed, when many innocent people were accused of being PKI members. Through Karman’s life as a fugitive, the novel addresses themes of exile, forgiveness, and reconciliation. His return during the Reform Era symbolizes Indonesia’s broader journey from political fear toward healing and remembrance.

	Ultimately, the novel presents Indonesian spirituality as a meeting point of history, nature, religion, and personal redemption, where divine light is found not only in churches, but also in forests, rivers, ruins, and human suffering.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1: Introduction

	Was it true that in ancient Kalimantan there had once stood a metropolis now vanished, a great city that had served as a center of economy, culture, and power in Asia? The hypothesis was inscribed in an old book I discovered in the library of the Friedrich Wilhelms University in Bonn, a volume steeped in mystery bearing the title Die Verlorene Stadt, die vom Borneo-Dschungel Verschlungen Wurde, meaning The Lost City Devoured by the Borneo Jungle, written by Karl-Heinz Kruger between 1910 and 1920 during his service as a pastor in Kalimantan, the book still intact yet covered in dust, as though seldom touched by human hands.

	From its pages it was revealed that deep in Kalimantan there stood a grand temple at the headwaters of a river tributary, a temple said to be the resting place of Mahapati Gajah Mada, and thus, to the surrounding Dayak communities, a site of profound sanctity and mystery; beyond its description of the temple, the author recounted the singularity of the culture and the living environment of the people nearby, and in the closing section he set forth a bold hypothesis that within the ancient forests of Kalimantan there had once existed a vast metropolis, now swallowed by the wilderness, a city said to be greater in expanse than Angkor in Cambodia, which itself was believed to surpass even London.

	The book was immensely thick, filled with sketches and photographs capturing life around the enigmatic temple, and because of its importance every missionary bound for Kalimantan was required to read it in order to grasp the refinement of its culture, and anyone who turned its pages would feel the haunting presence of the lakes and rivers surrounding the temple, all significant findings and documentation preserved in the Museum der Kulturel Koln, the volume offering an extraordinarily detailed account of the temple.

	As I read, I felt myself transported into another realm, an untouched fantasy, what was written seemed surreal yet vividly clear, readily understood by my reason, and yet at that time no one spoke of this temple as they did of Majapahit sites or newly unearthed archaeological discoveries, and so I found myself uninterested in pursuing it further, the sheer thickness of the book itself demanding a certain endurance to comprehend, and had I been an archaeologist, I might have devoted myself more deeply to its study.

	One day I realized that the description of the temple in this old book bore a striking resemblance to the account of a man I had encountered by chance, a man who had once fled to Kalimantan to hide after being accused of involvement in the banned PKI organization, a member of LEKRA, who told me that he had stood within a temple in the forests of Kalimantan and had lived in a floating village, a small settlement upon a vast lake, he had become deeply fascinated by the temple and lived among a Dayak community inseparable from life upon the waters, and to conceal his identity, his name, his place of origin, and all names of cities, villages, hamlets, rivers, and lakes he had known were obscured, transformed into a tale that appeared as fiction.

	All this time no one had shown any true interest in the ancient life of Kalimantan, save for plundering and laying waste to its forests in the pursuit of its hidden riches, for they believed that the architecture and culture of Kalimantan could never rival the grandeur of Java, whose magnificent temples had already earned the world’s recognition, and so the book about that strange temple was never spoken of in seminars nor set within the pages of scholarly discourse, and one could only wonder whether this tale of the temple might one day awaken a deeper conversation about the refined civilization that once lay concealed behind the impenetrable jungles of Kalimantan.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Last Supper

	Oppressive

	At that dinner, Wei Djoen’s heart trembled with a foreboding he could neither name nor escape, his face drawn tight, uncertain of what he ought to do; unlike his usual self, who filled the air with laughter and easy conversation among his family, this night his lips were sealed, his whole body seized by a suffocating dread, as though an unseen shadow had descended upon the house, a darkness like a night without moon or stars poised to unfold, and every ill thought took hold of him so completely that speech abandoned him.

	In that moment his body was drenched in sweat, as if the surge of stress within him released invisible forces that quickened his heartbeat, raised his blood pressure, and drove blood into his muscles, preparing him to fight or to flee from a threat he could not yet see, and with fear came the unraveling of his mind, his thoughts narrowing until they circled only the danger he sensed, leaving him unable to think clearly or decide wisely, while waves of anxiety, panic, and terror rose within him, overpowering the reasoning of a young man barely twenty years of age, his body betraying him with trembling limbs, rapid breath, a dry mouth, and a churning stomach, though he concealed it all so his family would not know, even as he wondered where refuge might still be found, though it seemed already beyond reach.

	His thoughts drifted ceaselessly toward the misfortune that awaited him, and earlier, before the meal, he had prayed for a long time to the Earth Deity, lifting incense with quiet devotion, believing that Hok Tek Ceng Sin, the guardian who aided those in hardship, would come to his rescue and to that of his family, and he knew he ought to follow his father’s example, a man who yielded and avoided conflict, yet the fire of youth within him refused such restraint, and he could not understand why fate had turned against him, for besides praying to the Earth Deity he had also pleaded with his ancestors for mercy, trusting that they, together with Hok Tek Ceng Sin, would intervene at the appointed moment.

	His full name was Thio Wei Djoen, and in Bawangsari, where they lived, his father was called Cek Thio among the Chinese and Bah Thio among the locals, while his mother was known as Cim Thio or Nyah Thio, they were of Chinese descent yet had long dwelled in Indonesia, their skin browned and darkened by the sun until they resembled the Javanese, their eyes narrow, though was it not true that many Javanese shared the same feature, they were considered Chinese by the line of the father, though by blood the measure of that ancestry might have been scarcely more than a trace, for as Wei Djoen knew, his grandmother and great-grandmother had been native Javanese from Prambanan in Yogyakarta, and even his grandfather had long ceased to be purely Chinese, his lineage woven through many generations, and if people spoke of the Chinese as fair or yellow-skinned, such notions were but myths to his family, for all of them bore the warm brown hue of the tropics.

	There was once a story about his great-grandmother, whom her children called Simbok, mother in the Javanese tongue, who had been asked by her husband to cook misoa, yet upon arriving at the market she forgot the name of the ingredient she was meant to buy, and so at a stall she said she wished to purchase something that looked like coils of white hair, leaving the vendor perplexed, until by fortune a cabinet nearby revealed the misoa to her eyes, and the seller laughed with quiet amusement, saying this is called misoa, to which Simbok replied, yes, that is it.

	On the wooden wall of the front room hung a photograph taken at the time of Simbok’s passing, she had been buried according to Chinese rites despite not being able to speak a single word of the Chinese language, and Wei Djoen’s great-grandfather too had long been removed from his origins, no longer able to speak Chinese, while his mother wore a jarik like other women of her age in Bawangsari, distinguished only by her kebaya encim, unlike the kebaya worn by Javanese women.

	At home they spoke Javanese, and both his father and mother could speak it with great refinement, his mother having come from Ngabean in Yogyakarta, her family deeply rooted in Javanese customs, she still enjoyed chewing susur, placing tobacco in her mouth and chewing betel leaves until her lips turned a deep red, a tradition unknown in China, and in the kitchen she prepared Javanese dishes rich with coconut milk, sayur lodeh and pecel, all seasoned with the spices of Java.

	From childhood, his father and mother had loved watching wayang, whether wayang kulit or wayang wong, and ketoprak, their memories filled with the stories of the Mahabharata, and when Wei Djoen was still a child he would often fall asleep to his mother’s voice recounting tales of shadow puppets, and when the Hok Tek Ceng Sin temple in Bawangsari celebrated its anniversary with a performance of wayang kulit Petruk Dadi Ratu, his father would watch until dawn and the next day attend to his bicycle repair customers while fighting sleep, and in those earlier years whenever his father returned from Semarang he would bring home wayang puppets as gifts, with which Wei Djoen would play, imitating the voice of the dalang, and in every way, to those outside, this family appeared no different from any Javanese household.

	Though they had lived in Java for seven generations, because their faith remained tied to the temple, the authorities classified them as Chinese, bearing the citizenship of China, and thus from an early age Wei Djoen attended a Chinese school, so that only he and his younger sibling could speak the Chinese language, while their parents, who had never known formal schooling, could not speak it at all, and they remained a family devoted to worship at the temple, their lives closely bound to its presence and its rituals.

	 

	The Town of Bawangsari
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	Kota Bawangsari

	Together with his father, his mother, and his younger sibling, Wei Djoen sat at dinner in silence, bound by fear and uncertain of what they ought to do, the dining room dimly lit by a single oil lamp, the four of them gathered around the table, and from the window set into the wall it could be seen how they ate in quiet contemplation, while the flame of the lamp flickered restlessly, casting an oppressive stillness over the room, and beneath it the gentle calico cat waited for bones to be thrown, as though it too sensed the unease of its masters, for whereas it would usually brush against their legs and meow softly, this night it sat in silence, unmoving, and even the insects that would normally swarm about the lamp, drawn from the open fields surrounding the house, were absent, as if they too feared the terrible night that had descended.

	Cim Thio had already placed the reheated dishes upon the table, and one by one they took their portions, yet Wei Djoen had no appetite, his mind clouded and restless, the dining room enclosed by wooden planks and floored with earth, above it a roof left open without a ceiling so that when rain fell droplets would descend from above, and to the left, near the wall, Cek Thio stored new bicycle tires and large spare parts, including fresh frames, while behind the dining room lay the kitchen and the bathing area, its water drawn from a well, brackish from its closeness to the sea, faintly salty to the taste, though after years in Bawangsari such a taste had long since faded from notice, and the water was kept in a large earthen jar set against a wooden post, from which it was taken using a dipper fashioned from a coconut shell, its handle hooked upon the post for ease, and nearby stood a chicken coop and a door leading to the open ground behind, a patch they called dadah, where also stood a simple pit latrine, and from morning until night the back door was left open so the chickens might wander freely, sobo in the Javanese tongue, and return again at dusk to their coop, while Cim Thio would always boil water to fill the earthen jug kept in the dining room for drinking, and another jug was placed in the front room for the customers of Cek Thio’s bicycle repair shop, and because these vessels were made of fired clay, darkened in color, the water within remained cool and refreshing, a welcome relief in the heat of Bawangsari.

	Wei Djoen’s house had no formal guest room, only a front space that served as a bicycle workshop, its earthen floor swept often so that it remained clean, as was common in Bawangsari where most homes had bare earth floors and only rarely were they covered with tiles, and in that front space stood two long benches for customers, while the altar table was placed against a wooden wall painted white, facing the road, and behind this front area, to the west, lay the dining room already described, and to the east a sleeping room with two beds where the whole family slept together, though on nights of heavy heat Wei Djoen would sleep in the front room upon one of the benches, and between the dining room and the sleeping quarters ran a narrow passage leading to the kitchen, while on the front terrace several chairs were set for conversations with neighbors in the evening, and each day Cek Thio and Cim Thio would pray before the house, placing their incense upon the doorframe where it could be held, yet in recent days they had grown afraid to do so, yes, truly afraid.

	The town of Bawangsari lay to the east of Semarang, renowned above all for its buffalo satay, and it was said that in the time when Sunan Kalijaga spread the teachings of Islam, out of respect for the Hindu faith that had once been the belief of the people of Bawangsari, he had encouraged the consumption of buffalo meat in place of beef, so that in the markets of the town no beef was sold, only buffalo, and in the lands surrounding Bawangsari buffalo were abundant, raised for husbandry and for plowing the fields, while cattle were seldom seen, if at all, and thus Cim Thio most often cooked chicken or buffalo, though buffalo had to be purchased fresh from the market and cooked at once, for there was no electricity and no means of refrigeration, and so too with chicken, which had to be slaughtered in the morning before it was prepared, ensuring its freshness, and sometimes, when returning from Semarang, Cek Thio would bring with him bandeng presto, rich and savory, to be eaten with sambal.

	The town bore the name Bawangsari because in earlier times it had been famed for its onions, and it stretched from west to east along the main road that linked Semarang to the towns beyond in the southeast, bordered on the west by a river and on the east by the railway tracks that formed a junction connecting Semarang to eastern and southern cities, and thus its station held two platforms, the northern one for trains bound eastward and the southern for those heading south, though not every train would stop at this station, set as it was at some distance from the market.

	To travel to Semarang, the most essential form of public transport was the horse-drawn carriage known as the dokar, whose terminal, called the koplak, stood to the east of the market, while the transport of goods was carried out by carts also drawn by horses, for in this town there were no automobiles or trucks, the roads too damaged for such vehicles to pass, and because dokar could be found everywhere, so too could horse dung, scattered across the streets and carrying the risk of illness, and from morning until noon dozens of carriages gathered in the koplak, filling the air with the pungent smell of horses, and yet, along its edges stood food stalls where the drivers would rest, and after one o’clock in the afternoon, when the market closed, the koplak would fall silent and empty, only to come alive again toward evening when satay stalls appeared along its sides, offering food of remarkable flavor.

	Among the town’s well-known dishes were not only goat satay but also buffalo satay, which opened at six in the evening and within two hours would be gone, while in the mornings the most beloved fare was nasi pecel, dressed in peanut sauce and served with young jackfruit, sold by an elderly vendor whose stall was always crowded, most customers taking their portions wrapped in teak leaves to be carried home, accompanied by crisp soybean crackers of rich savor, though there were also pecel sellers who passed by the houses, from whom Cim Thio would often buy.

	The bicycle was the primary means of personal transport, and thus, though the family business of Cek Thio was but a bicycle repair shop, it held great importance in Bawangsari, being the only one of its kind in the district, and it was a common sight to see young children riding oversized bicycles, their feet unable to reach the pedals at their lowest point, so that each day the workshop was crowded with customers, some bringing punctured tires to be patched, others with wheels bent out of true that required the spokes to be adjusted or replaced, some needing new rims to replace the damaged ones, and not infrequently there were those who came to change their outer tires, and once each week, riding a dokar, Wei Djoen would travel to Semarang to procure spare parts to supply the shop.

	The market of Bawangsari lay in the western part of the town, to the north of the main road, along the river that in earlier times had served as the lifeline of transport to the villages to the north and south, and this market was the beating heart of the town’s livelihood, and to its western side was the buffalo trading ground, active only on the day Pon in the Javanese calendar, while on other days it stood as an open field, though during the fasting month it would be filled with vendors selling firecrackers and fireworks, and to the east of the buffalo market lay the section where chickens were sold on the day Paing, where gamblers sought young roosters with a distinctive joined segment in their legs, believing that such birds, once grown, would become formidable fighters, and beyond the chicken market was the section devoted to spices and daily necessities, followed by the area where clothing was sold, where rows of kiosks offered cigarettes and household goods, and before the market stretched the Chinatown district, lined with its small provision shops.

	All the houses in Bawangsari were single-storied, and along the main road stood rows of shop-houses built on large plots yet without courtyards, so that their front doors opened directly onto the road, which lay full of holes where the damaged asphalt had never been repaired, and in the rainy season the streets turned to mud and people walked barefoot, while behind these shop-houses, away from the roadside, lay dwellings with a rural character, scattered along narrow paths without fences, across wide stretches of land planted irregularly with banana trees, sugarcane, and fruit trees, and among the youth of the village a favored pastime was the keeping of pigeons, which they would release in Semarang only to have them return home within an hour.

	Though the majority of the town’s inhabitants were Muslim, Bawangsari held a small temple situated at the easternmost edge of the Chinatown district on the southern side of the road, the Hok Tek Ceng Sin Temple, beside which stood a Chinese school, and further along a road leading south known as Kauman, while across from that road stood the post office and the police station.

	The Chinese had lived here for so long that no one could say when they had first settled in this place, and during the years of the independence revolution many had fled from the region of Yogyakarta to Semarang, only to find themselves eventually rooted in Bawangsari, and though their numbers remained small, so that the Chinatown district itself was modest, it was a curious truth that they held dominion over the town’s economy.

	So it was also with the temple of Bawangsari, for though it was but a small shrine, it possessed an air of great authority and spiritual power, and because the Chinese community adhered to their traditional beliefs, the temple was always filled with worshippers, serving not only as a place of devotion but also as a gathering place where they spoke of daily matters, conversed, and drank coffee together, and the Hok Tek Ceng Sin Temple of Bawangsari was renowned for the potency of its fortune sticks, drawing visitors from distant places to seek their guidance, while within its walls there was also a famed troupe of wayang potehi that often traveled to perform in great cities as far as Jakarta, and among its musicians was Wei Djoen himself, who played the rebab.

	 

	October 1, 1965

	That day Cim Thio cooked opor ayam, Coconut milk chicken, rich and fragrant, its pale green hue meant to stir the appetite, yet that night it tasted strangely bland, for the four of them were lost within their own thoughts, like the blind forced to walk alone, such was the fate that had befallen their family, and they wondered when this oppressive atmosphere would come to an end, for they lived in constant fear of being arrested, thrown into prison, or worse, killed, and as people of Chinese descent they felt themselves already accused, each day shadowed by the threat of sudden raids that could descend without warning, and along the road between Bawangsari and Semarang such raids took place daily, questioning passersby for travel permits and identity papers, and any hesitation, any failure to answer properly, could lead to immediate arrest and relentless interrogation about involvement with the banned PKI, and from that first day of October in 1965 until now, in July of 1966, the world had grown unbearably terrifying.

	It was as though law itself had vanished from the land, replaced by suspicion that seeped into every heart, leaving no room for trust, and the world became chaotic, incomprehensible, until at last the Chinese turned their blame inward, wondering why they had been born into a country so consumed by violence, by the hunger to take another’s life, where human dignity had dissolved, where a life could be extinguished as easily as that of a fly, where one could be seized without defense, and the sky itself seemed stained red with wrath, as civility was stripped away and replaced by a raging darkness that obscured all truth.

	On that first day of October the year before, Wei Djoen and his family had been startled to see soldiers marching eastward, not knowing it was the sign that a great human catastrophe was about to begin, and that afternoon, as the family’s bicycle shop bustled with customers, people stepped out
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