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1965 - 1995: 30 YEARS OF MILITARY RULE

the Indonesian people’s struggle for independence in the
late 1940s.

Bcefore he began to write again in Buru he spent several
vears alongsidc fellow-prisoners engaged in the unbelievably
strenuous labour of opening up inhospitable savannah, often
having to cut down the sharp-edged and tough stalks of im-
perata or alang-alang. as it is called in Indonesian, with their
bare hands. He describes how many of the men who were
banished to Buru had spent years of hardship and mal-
nourishment verging on starvation at prisons and detention
camps and were not in a fit state to do any kind of work, let
alone the tasks required of them, transforming vast swathes
of Buru island from a wilderness into a very productive agri-
cultural project, exporting rice to other parts of the Moluccan
archipelago.

One essay entitled From and to My Children is autobio-
graphical, his reply to a letter he received from his children
in 1972. It ranges over many topics, from his courtship with
their mother to his attitude towards injustice to other artists
during the Sukarno presidency. Pramoedya has been ground-
lessly accused of being responsible for the clampdown on
writers and artists before 1965. He records his discussions
with the many other artists in Buru on attitudes towards in-
Jjustice :

Roll-call of death

Pramoedya dedicated himself in particular to ¢ task of re-
cording the fate of the many men who died on Buru.. The
essay entitled ‘... and those who departed’ looks at the cir-
cumstances in which a number of Buru fapols died. One was
a young man named Kayun, still a teenager when he was
arrested in 1965, who took it upon himself to work fero

ciously hard to alleviate the burden on elderly men incapable
of harsh physical labour. Being malnourished himself, he
collapsed one day and was taken to the unit clinic, where he
lay burdened by a sense of guilt because others were now
having to care for him. One day the unit commander, Captain
Sudjono Hadisiswoyo, came to the clinic, announced a roll-
call and forced everyone to leave their sick-beds to attend. As
Kayun stood trembling with fever, the captain struck him on
the head with his baton. A few hours later, the older prisoners
found his body lying in a ditch, foam coming from his mouth
and a bottle of endrine by his side.

In order to keep a record of all the deaths at the Buru pe-
nal camp, Pramoedya asked fellow-tapols in every unit for
the names of all the pe le who died each year. The records
were meticulously kept trom year to year until 1978 when the
prison authorities got wind of what was going on and warned
people to stop. The list of names is published as an appendix.

The tapols also decided to mark the graves of those who
died, engraving the name of each person on a slab of stone, in
the hope that one day relatives would be able to come and
retrieve their bodies.

Pramoedya’s Nyanyian Sunyi is a moving tribute to the
hundreds of thousands who suffered and perished in the dun-
geons, secret detention camps, prisons and forced labour
camps that accompanied Suharto’s rise to power. It will go
down in history as a literary work of great political signifi-
cance, and its appearance in English will help confirm the
author’s position as a writer of world stature

Carmel Budiardjo

Flogging the official version

Late last year, the Suharto regime came out with a ‘White Book’ purporting to reveal the truth
about what really happened in October 1965 when General Suharto seized power. The State Secre-
tariat was given the onerous duty of putting its imprimatur to this shoddy distortion of history.

Any regime that comes to power in such a wave of vio-
lence and death as that which engulfed Indonesia in the
months following 1 October 1965 will be anxious for the
truth about who was behind those bloody events to be oblit-
erated. Although numerous articles and essays have been
wrilten abroad analysing the events of October 1965, notably
at Cornell University and by Professor W.F. Wertheim in
Holland, the subject has been strictly taboo in Indonesia.
Within hours of Suharto taking control of the Indonesian
armed forces and instigating his bloody purge of the left-wing
movement, he began to assert that the Indonesian Communist
Party had masterminded the event.

Aware of the danger of allowing the study and interpreta-
tion of the event to fall into the hands of unauthorised per-
sons, the White Book states at the outset that:

the scientific study of the threat of Commu-
nism/Marxisin/Leninism in order to protect the Pancasila
must be properly guided and kept in the hands of the Gov-

ernment.

Alternative versions outlawed

Over the years, some brave souls in Indonesia have at-
tempted publicly to launch an alternative theory about what
really happened. One such was a lawyer named Sunardi who
had defended Sawito, a man with pretensions to become the
president of Indonesia. Sunardi soon discovered that thinking
and writing about the unthinkable would land him in jail.
Some years earlier, in 1977, one of the officers who organised
the kidnappings and murders of seven generals (one of whom
escaped) on 1 October 1965, Colonel Latief, made more than
a hint at the role of Suharto in those events. It was he per-
sonally, he told a court, who informed Suharto that the gen-
crals were to be kidnapped in a few hours time. This was
stated during his trial but his document never saw the light of
day in Indonesia.

Early last year, it was the turn of another brave soul to try
to lift the veil of secrecy that has stifled all discussion of such
a forbidden subject. The man in question was Wimandjaja K.
Liotohe, a prolific writer who decided to file a lawsuit accus-
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