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What readers have said: 
 
"I wish this book had been available before I came to Indonesia 
many years ago. It would have eased my learning curve."  

David 
 
"This book is simply...wow."  

Carol 
 
"The book takes out a rather complex culture and simplifies it by 
bringing out important aspects and explaining them. This sets it 
apart from the other travel books." 

Roger 
 
"Light and entertaining reading with serious substance nonetheless." 

Anna 
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Is it possible to understand Indonesians? How to do it? This is what 
you will find inside these pages: 

 
 
͂ǭɱ ʃɭɸɷ ɿɸɻʃɸʅ̲ ɺɻʀ ɶʁɿʀ ʀɻ ɱɺɶɻʅ ʀɴɱ ɿɯɱɺɱɾʅ ɻɾ ʀɴɱ ɿɴɻɼ ʃɵɺɰɻʃɿ̲ 

but because walking slowly is less tiring. Foreigners always walk too fast for a 
ʀɾɻɼɵɯɭɸ ɯɸɵɹɭʀɱ̵ ǜɻɾ ʁɿ ɵʀ́ɿ ɴɭɾɰ ʀɻ ʁɺɰɱɾɿʀɭɺɰ ʃɴʅ̵̓ 
 

͂ǘɭɷɿɻ is so popular that it is also vended from pushcarts making their 
way through the neighborhoods. The vendor announces his presence tapping a 
ɿɼɻɻɺ ɭɳɭɵɺɿʀ ɭɺ ɱɹɼʀʅ ɿɻʁɼ ɮɻʃɸ̵ Ǟɱ ɵɿ ɺɱʂɱɾ ɿɴɻɾʀ ɻɲ ɯʁɿʀɻɹɱɾɿ̵̓ 
 

͂ǭɱ ɴɭʂɱ ɭ ɾɭɺɳɱ ɻɲ ̀ʅɱɿ́ ɭɺɿʃɱɾɿ̵ Ǫɴɱ ɵɺʀɻɺɭʀɵɻɺ ɭɺd the body 
ɸɭɺɳʁɭɳɱ́ ɾɱʂɱɭɸ ɵɲ ɵʀ ɵɿ ɭ ɾɱɭɸ ̀ʅɱɿ̲́ ɭ ̀ɹɭʅɮɱ́ ɻɾ ɭ ̀ɲɻɾɳɱʀ ɵʀ̵́̓ 

 
͂ǭɱ ɮɱɴɭʂɱ ɸɵɷɱ ʀɴɵɿ ɱɿɼɱɯɵɭɸɸʅ ʀɻʃɭɾɰɿ ɿɱɺɵɻɾɿ̵ Ǘɲʀɱɾ ɭɸɸ̲ ɵʀ ɵɿ ̀ɺɻʀ ɰɻɺɱ́ 

to challenge their opinion. So, it is far better to pretend than to create an 
unpleasant atmosphere in the house or at work ɭ͑ɺɰ ʀɴʁɿ ɰɵɿɾʁɼʀ ɴɭɾɹɻɺʅ̵̓ 

 
͂Ǫɴɱ ɯɭɼʀɵʂɭʀɵɺɳ ɭɺɰ ɴʅɼɺɻʀɵʆɵɺɳ ɹɱʀɭɸɸɵɯ ɿɻʁɺɰ ɻɲ ʀɴɱ gamelan with 

its wooden drums pounding the rhythm and the heavy sound of the gongs 
resonating through the valley can be heard for hours until deep ɵɺʀɻ ʀɴɱ ɺɵɳɴʀ̵̓ 
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For Ibu Pertiwi, 
Who suffers so much 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With thanks to my friends Roger Braden for suggesting to write 
̀ɿɻɹɱʀɴɵɺɳ ɭɮɻʁʀ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ ɭɺɰ Ǧɭɷ Ǜɰɰʅ Supangkat for his help 
to make it happen. 
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Before traveling to Indonesia, please ensure that your 
travel documents are in order. On arrival in Indonesia your 
passport must be valid for at least another six months. 
Citizens of many countries are entitled to the visa on arrival 
service, others may have to apply for a visa at the nearest 
Indonesian embassy or consulate. 
The most common tourist visa is valid for 30 days. 
 

Please check http://indonesia-ok.com/getting.htm 
  

  
 

http://indonesia-ok.com/getting.htm
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Welcome to Indonesia! 
 
 
 
 

 
ow many travel guides have been written on Indonesia? 
The justification to add yet another one, this one, to the 
collection is that Enjoying Indonesia looks at Indonesia 
ɲɾɻɹ ɭ ɰɵɲɲɱɾɱɺʀ ɼɱɾɿɼɱɯʀɵʂɱ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ʀɴɱ ɼɱɾɿɼɱɯʀɵʂɱ ɲɾɻɹ 

within Indonesia, the personal perspective of the author who loves 
his country, but who is not blind to some of the less beautiful 
aspects of Indoneɿɵɭ̵ Ǫɴɵɿ ɳʁɵɰɱ ʀɴɱɾɱɲɻɾɱ ɰɻɱɿ ɺɻʀ ̀ɿʃɱɱʀ ʀɭɸɷ́ ʅɻʁ 
to travel to Indonesia, but attempts to make your stay in Indonesia 
a positive one through a better understanding of the behavior of 
Indonesians.  

Enjoying Indonesia does not pretend to be an academic 
study. It is colored by the subjectivity of the author and has an 
obvious male, Jogjakarta and East Java bias. 
 

We hope that you will have time to read this book before 
setting out on your journey through the Indonesian archipelago, 
instead of reading it during your trip. Many tourists, including the 
adventurous backpackers seem to prefer traveling while reading. 
They read on the bus, on the train, while eating in a restaurant, in 
their hotel room and even when walking or shopping. Their travel 
guide is always within reach. The recommendation we would like to 
make is to enjoy your trip by looking around, being conscious of 
ʃɴɭʀ ɳɻɱɿ ɻɺ ɭɾɻʁɺɰ ʅɻʁ̲ ɵɺɿʀɱɭɰ ɻɲ ̀ɱʄɼɱɾɵɱɺɯɵɺɳ́ ʅɻʁɾ ɱɺʂɵɾɻɺ-
ment from a book. 
 

There is a lot to experience in Indonesia with much to 
enjoy and an awful lot to learn. Indonesia is known as the country 
with many ancient cultures, court dances and mysterious shadow 
puppet plays. Indonesia is the country of many Hindu and Buddhist 

H 
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temples dating back to the 9th century or even earlier. And the 
country famous for its breathtaking views of volcanoes, green rice 
fields and buffaloes pulling heavy plows through muddy fields. Too 
many foreign tourists equate Indonesia with Bali, our major tourist 
destination with its wide and relatively quiet beaches and its 
magical dances. The Kecak dance is probably the most well known, 
but there are many other dances featuring the good lion Barong 
and the witch Rangda. They all come with the accompaniment of 
the enchanting whirling and cascading sounds of bamboo and metal 
xylophones, gongs and bamboo flutes of the gamelan orchestra on 
tropical moonlit nights. With the silhouettes of palm trees in the 
dark, one cannot help but feel the presence of spirits, witches and 
gods all around. 

 
Indonesia, as part of the Far East, also conjures up images 

of the smell of incense, mysterious practices, dark back streets and 
something we may all be looking for individually: our Shangri-La. 
Indonesia is all that and much more. You may find your Shangri-La 
here (most likely you will because there are several five star 
Shangri-La hotels), the romance, the fiction, the dream. You may 
also find the mysticism and the mystery that is associated with the 
Far East. But whatever you see and experience, Indonesia is a 
modernizing and developing country. We still have rice paddies, 
fortunately, but almost half of the population now lives in urban 
centers. We have our young democracy, but also our struggles. We 
have mysticism, but also a huge debt burden to international 
creditors. 
 

Indonesia suffered heavily during the Asian monetary crisis 
that started in 1997. The crisis precipitated the fall of the 30 years 
old suppressive Soeharto regime, finally signaling the entry of 
Indonesia to the brotherhood of democratic nations. However, the 
change from a dictatorial regime to a democracy does not come 
automatically and it does not come easily. We have had our more 
than fair share of bloodshed, security risks, and bomb attacks. 
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Yes, Indonesia is all of that and, fortunately, much more. 
Economicallʅ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ ɵɿ ɺɻʃ ɯɻʁɺʀɱɰ ɭɹɻɺɳ ʀɴɱ ̀ɼɻʃɱɾɴɻʁɿɱɿ̲́ 
its currency one of the strongest in the region. 

 
Through Enjoying Indonesia you will discover that 

Indonesia is very much an OK country, especially so because 
Indonesians are easy going and amicable people, interested to know 
you and very much worth your visit. 
 
 
Happy reading,  
Happy traveling,  
Welcome to Indonesia! 
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Shocks 
 
 
 
 
 

raveling to an unknown country is exciting and 
adventurous, and it is definitely one of the reasons 
why we want to travel in the first place. Watching 
documentaries and adventure programs only adds to 
the itch to go and see for oneself. But, being jetted 
to a strange society, being inside the TV 

documentary as it were, may expose the traveler to a phenomenon 
called culture shock. It is just that simple; after arriving in the new 
cultural environment one may experience a shock, because 
immersion into a foreign culture leaves you without many of the 
ɭɯɯɱɼʀɱɰ ɿɻɯɵɭɸ ɾʁɸɱɿ ɭɺɰ ɾɱɳʁɸɭʀɵɻɺɿ ɻɲ ɻɺɱ́ɿ ɻʃɺ ɯʁɸʀʁɾɱ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ 
impossible to switch off the documentary, we are right inside it. 
This is reality and we have to cope with a language that is different, 
with people who behave differently, and with sights and sounds 
that are unfamiliar, with body language that is different. We have 
to adjust to food that is different. Everything is different, even the 
humor. It may be positively exciting, but in some cases it can 
become too overwhelming and you may feel shocked. Culture shock 
is more than confusion. It usually comes in stages and the worst 
stage, which fortunately not everyone experiences, is the one where 
the visitor completely rejects the culture and can only see its 
negative sides and just wants to go home. 
 There are short courses to prepare travelers to understand 
the most important aspects of the foreign culture and to reduce 
culture shock as much as possible. There are also books on 
preventing culture shock. How about Indonesia? Not everything is 
romantic and not everything is beautiful. Traveling through 
Indonesia, foreign tourists may begin to suffer culture shock after a 
week or two.  

T 
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With so many new impressions to process, it is not 
surprising if culture shock occurs. Suddenly the traveler wants to 
go home. He or she complains about the food and is prone to make 
an issue out of even the most insignificant mishap. He or she may 
have more than enough of the sight of another group of vendors 
offering their souvenirs or snack. He is sick and tired of having to 
admire yet another temple.  

There are many opportunities to experience culture shock 
in Indonesia. But there are even more opportunities to appreciate 
and value the many new experiences without a shock. In fact there 
are so many of these, that many visitors, after returning home 
experience culture shock right in their hometown. Some or many of 
the aspects in their own culture suddenly may seem odd or no 
longer valid. This phenomenon is known as re-entry shock or 
reversed culture shock. For most people reversed culture shock 
happens unexpectedly. Overcoming this variety of shock may be 
more difficult than it seems. In bad cases, the traveler may need up 
to six months or longer to re-adjust to the situation at home and to 
lose the acute sense of yearning to be back in Indonesia.  
 
 The best way to prevent both forms of culture shock is to 
be aware that it may hit, and to be prepared. Read as much as you 
can before setting off on your trip. This book, by going into some 
key aspects of the behavior of Indonesians, hopes to contribute to 
make your stay in Indonesia a very positive and enjoyable one. 
Enjoyment comes with understanding and understanding comes 
with communicating. The Indonesian language or Bahasa Indonesia 
is what most Indonesians use to communicate. How can you join 
our communications? For as long as you are not fluent in 
Indonesian, use any language and use your hands and feet to 
convey a message. If you let your messages come with a smile, 
many doors will open!  

 
Have fun! 
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On Bahasa Indonesia 
 
 
 
 

 
Indonesia is a vast country. After China, India and the USA it 
is the fourth most populous country in the world with 238 
million inhabitants, according to the 2010 census. All of these 
individuals have more than 18,000 islands to live on, but in 

ɲɭɯʀ ̀ɻɺɸʅ́ ͻ̲ͭͭͭ ɭɾɱ ɵɺɴɭɮɵʀɱɰ̵ ǩɻ̲ ɹɻɿʀ ɻɲ ʀɴɱ ɵɿɸɭɺɰɿ ʀɴɭʀ ɮɱɸɻɺɳ 
to the Indonesian archipelago are empty, simply because they are 
too small or lack the required resources to sustain human life. 
 Nevertheless, having lived on islands, big and small for 
more than a thousand years, it is easy to understand that the 
different ethnic groups developed their cultures in different ways. 
With cultures come languages. Indonesia today has some 300 
different languages, in addition to local dialects. Some languages are 
spoken in a very small area only: just a few municipalities or 
villages. With such a diverse linguistic palette it would be 
impossible to create anything that resembles a national identity if 
there would not be a lingua franca or a national language. That 
language is called Indonesian or Bahasa Indonesia. The promotion 
of Bahasa Indonesia as the national language became an important 
aspect of the struggle for independence. The origins of the 
Indonesian language lie not only in Sumatra, but also in Malaysia, 
where until this day it is called Malay. Although Malay and 
Indonesian have the same roots and with some effort Malaysians 
and Indonesians can understand each other speaking their own 
languages. Yet, Malay and Bahasa Indonesia develop in different 
ways. 
 Long before the struggle for independence, merchants and 
seafarers, sailing through Southeast Asia used Malay as the 
language to communicate with people throughout what are now 
Malaysia, Sarawak, Singapore and Indonesia. For many years Malay 

I 
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was also the language, without much of a grammar, used by the 
Dutch colonizers to communicate with their indigenous servants. 
They called it Passarmaleis, meaning the Malay used in the markets. 
Meanwhile, during colonial times, the accepted language used by 
anyone who wanted to be someone was Dutch. However, for the 
growing group of intellectuals who envisioned a free Indonesia, 
Dutch as the lingua franca was out of the question. Instead they 
looked to Passarmaleis and began developing it into a real language. 
Almost all Indonesians today speak Bahasa Indonesia. Yet, there are 
pockets, such as in isolated rural communities where the residents 
still only speak their local language, and that applies even more so 
to women than to men. 
 

 
  
One thing that is very easy to understand about our language is 
that in order to make a plural, one simply doubles the word. One 
automobile is mobil. Automobiles are mobil-mobil. Plurals are 

usually written by adding a 2 after the noun: mobil
2
. Many auto-

mobiles are banyak mobil-mobil. 
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 It is said that Bahasa Indonesia is easy to learn, far easier 
than English. That is probably true, given that many tourists are 
quite capable of expressing themselves with simple sentences after 
only a few days. On the other hand, many students become really 
confused when they try to master the intricacies of the grammar. 
Although Indonesian has no conjugations such as in most European 
languages, the system of adding something in front of and behind 
the root words to make them into nouns, verbs and tenses requires 
some rewiring in the brain. Here are a few examples of root words 
and how they can change to mean something completely different. 
 
Main  : play 
Main-main : kidding 
Mainan  : toy 
Permainan : game 
Pemain  : player 
Bermain : to play, playing 
Dimainkan : played, showing (a play, movie) 
Dipermainkan : used (especially in the sense of a person used or 
tricked into doing something -negative) 
Memainkan : playing (an instrument) 
Mempermainkan: using someone (negative) 
 
Malu  : shy/shame 
Malu-malu : pretending to be shy 
Memalukan : shameful, making to feel ashamed 
Dipermalukan : made to feel shameful 
Kemaluan : genitals 
Pemalu  : a shy person 
 
Pukul  : beat 
Memukul : to beat, beating 
Memukulkan : (someone) beating something as requested/ told 
by someone else 
Memukuli : to beat something/someone 
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Dipukuli : having been beaten (repeatedly) by something/ 
someone on purpose 
Dipukul : having been beaten on purpose 
Terpukul : having been beaten accidentally, feeling depressed 
Pemukul : someone who beats, tool to beat 
 
Tiba  : to arrive 
Tiba-tiba : suddenly 
 

Here and there in this book you will find some words in 
Bahasa Indonesia. The pronunciation differs from English. Here is a 
short guide to pronunciation: 
 
A : pronunciation as in are 
C : is pronounced as in chatter 
G : is pronounced like good 
I : is pronounced like is 
J : sounds like in jazz 
K : at the end of a word is not pronounced, instead the vowel 

preceding it is cut short 
Y : is pronounced as in yogurt 
 

Two vowels are pronounced individually: main (play) is 
pronounced as mah-in, and not as the English main. 
 

When you pick up some Indonesian you will soon notice a 
feature that is part humorous, part discomforting: the many 
abbreviations we use. It is said that the habit of combining words 
into abbreviations originates from the military. The armed forces 
have played a decisive rɻɸɱ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ɲɾɱɱɰɻɹ ɿʀɾʁɳɳɸɱ ɭɺɰ 
enjoyed vast popularity and admiration during the early years of 
the Republic. The armed forces also obtained seats in government. 
Former president Soeharto relied heavily on the military to 
consolidate and maintain his power and organized for the military 
to be present in all sectors of society, including commerce and the 
councils of all municipalities. Linguists deplore that military lingo 
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(not to mention military culture) has penetrated into the language 
to such a wide extent. Some even say that the use of so many 
abbreviations is creating a language within a language. Here are a 
few of the most common abbreviations you may encounter while 
traveling through Indonesia. 

 
Angkot: Angkutan Kota (public transportation) 
Bandara: Bandar Udara (airport) 
Depkes: Departemen Kesehatan (ministry of health) 
Jubir: Juru bicara (spokesperson) 
Kapolda: Kepala Polisi Daerah (Regional Police Chief) 
Keppres: Keputusan Presiden (Presidential Decree) 
Lalin: Lalu lintas (traffic) 
Mayjen: Mayor Jenderal (major general) 
Pemkot: Pemerintah Kota (municipal government) 
 
Ǫɴɭʀ́ɿ ɵʀ̵ Ǥɻʃ ʀɴɭʀ ʅɻʁ ɷɺɻʃ ɭɸɸ ʀɴɵɿ̲ ɺɻʀɴɵɺɳ ɯɭɺ ɳɻ ʃɾɻɺɳ̵ ǜɭɿʀɱɺ 
your seatbelts, switch off your electronic equipment, the cabin crew 
ʃɵɸɸ ɺɻʃ ɯɻɸɸɱɯʀ ʀɴɱ ɴɱɭɰɿɱʀɿ ɮɱɯɭʁɿɱ ɵʀ́ɿ ʀɵɹɱ ʀɻ ɸɭɺɰ̵ 
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First Impressions 
 
 
 
 

 
rriving in Indonesia a few things may strike you. 
ǩʁɼɼɻɿɵɺɳ ʅɻʁ ɭɾɱ ɴɱɭɰɵɺɳ ɲɻɾ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ̲ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ 
capital and principal gateway, during the last hour in 
flight you may already sense how vast our country is. 
Taking off from Singapore it takes only a few minutes 

before the shores and mountains of Sumatra become visible (for 
passengers seated on the right side of the cabin). On descent over 
the Java Sea, window seat passengers may see small islands (these 
are called Pulau Seribu or Thousand Islands: a popular weekend 
destination for Jakartans), catch glimpses of cargo ships heading to 
Jakarta or on their way out of Indonesian waters. There will be 
speedboats and maybe even some traditional sailboats and also 
dozens of peculiar squares in the sea. These are fishing platforms 
and there are hundreds of them in the Java Sea. Turning for the 
ɲɵɺɭɸ ɭɼɼɾɻɭɯɴ̲ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ́ɿ ɴɭɾɮɻɾ̲ ɱɸɱɯʀɾɵɯɵʀʅ ɼɸɭɺʀ̲ ʀɻʃɱɾɵɺɳ ɮʁɵɸɰɵɺɳɿ 
and a blanket of smog are clearly visible.  
After landing, standing in line for Immigration we hope that you 
will feel impressed by the architecture of the Soekarno-Hatta 
airport. Actually, we are very proud of our airport, even though it 
is in need of a major overhaul. It has a distinct traditional Javanese 
design, so much different from the more common glass and steel 
airports you can see elsewhere in the world a͑nd so much different 
from the new glass and steel domestic Terminal 3. The architecture 
has received kudos from architects and passengers alike. ǘʁʀ ʃɴɭʀ́ɿ 
more important to travelers, the airport is rather efficient in its 
operations. After clearing Immigrations, which is usually a hassle 
free experience, you will see that the luggage is already making its 
rounds on one of the conveyor belts in the baggage claim area. 

A 
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Here you may want to use the services of a porter, or find yourself 
a free trolley. Signaling to the porter (or to anybody else in 
Indonesia) can best be done by clapping your hands several times. 
Shouting or whistling is very rude. Alternatively, if the person 
already looks in your direction, stretch your arm and move your 
right hand up and down a few times, palms downward. Any other 
gesture involving your fingers will probably be interpreted as an 
obscenity.  

The porters charge around Rp 10,000 per bag or suitcase 
(approximately US$ 1.10). Negotiating may be necessary. 
 

While he collects your baggage, you might as well use the 
opportunity to cash Rupiah for the taxi. There are two ways to 
change money, either through one of the Money Changers in the 
Arrival Hall, or through one of the ATMs there. 
 

Clearing Customs is a smooth operation, unless you bring 
arms, pornography, or drugs into the country. All of these are 
criminal offenses. Drug offenses are likely to be honored with 
capital punishment. The courts in Tangerang and in Denpasar 
(Bali) are notorious for the high number of death sentences they 
pass out to drug traffickers. The Custom Declaration you filled out 
on board the aircraft will be collected (but usually not studied) and 
you are required to put all your cabin baggage through an X-ray 
machine again. If you have many bags or suitcases the porter comes 
in very handy. 
 

After the Customs Area you will come into the hustle and 
bustle of the arrival lounge where people are looking out for 
passengers ͑and business. There are still some illegal taxi drivers, 
hotel staff holding signs with the names of guests, and others who 
wait for arriving relatives or business partners.  
 

ǣɭʅɮɱ ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɼɸɭɺ ʀɻ ɳɻ ʀɻ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ ɭʀ ɭɸɸ̲ ɮʁʀ ɯɻɺʀɵɺʁɱ 
on a domestic Garuda flight. Again, if you have the services of a 
porter, he will guide you to the (excruciatingly slowly moving) 
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elevators and into the domestic section of the check-in area 
upstairs.  

Most domestic airlines leave from the old Terminal 1 or the 
new Terminal 3. Take the shuttle bus to those terminals. Transfer 
times should be at least an hour and a half and ideally two hours, 
ɿɻ ʀɴɭʀ ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɻ ɾʁɺ̵ 
 

If nobody is there to meet you at the airport, you need to 
find yourself a taxi or a bus to Jakarta, some 30 kilometers (15 
miles) to the East. There are many taxis available at the curbside, 
but if you are on a first visit to Indonesia it is recommended to 
rent a Blue Bird (or Silver Bird or Black Bird) Taxi. By local 
standards these are not cheap, but they are highly reliable. The fare 
includes a mandatory surcharge for all taxis picking up passengers 
at the airport and the toll fees. Look for the taxi booth both in the 
baggage reclaim section of the airport and outside, near the curb. 
 

The curbside is noisy and hot. There are the engine sounds 
and fumes of waiting touring cars and public buses (if you are in 
for a bit of adventure, you may hop aboard of one of the blue and 
white DAMRI public buses that go into town); the shrieking of 
police whistles trying to organize the traffic, cars hooting and the 
shouting of middlemen seducing passengers to use their taxi 
service.  

When your luggage is being loaded into the taxi of choice, 
some unsolicited help may show up to arrange the suitcases inside 
the trunk. This help iɿ ɺɻʀ ɲɻɾ ɲɾɱɱ̵ ǩɻ̲ ɵɲ ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɭɺʀ ʀɻ ɮɱ 
assisted, be firm and tell the person to keep his hands off your 
stuff. 

 
That was that. Now inside the taxi, the air conditioning on, 

you are whisked off the airport and on to the four-lane toll road. 
Although Indonesia is a country of mountains and (active) 
volcanoes the countryside between the airport and the capital is 
unexpectedly flat. This area of West Java, near the coast of the Java 
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Sea is almost at sea level, which often creates flooding problems 
during the rainy season. 
 

The quality of Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ́ɿ ɭɵɾɼɻɾʀ toll road is not bad at all. It 
is well maintained but it is quickly getting overcrowded. Many 
gigantic billboards advertise electronics and other luxury goods, and 
you may even like the decorative colored lighting along the road 
welcoming the newly arriving visitors to our country. While 
ɱɺɶɻʅɵɺɳ ʀɴɵɿ ɭɸɸ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɻɾɾʅ ɵɲ ɭɸɸ ɻɲ ɭ ɿʁɰɰɱɺ ʀɴɱ ʀɭʄɵ ɵɿ ɻʂɱɾʀɭɷɱɺ 
from the left side, or on the shoulder, by a speeding bus or truck. 
Ǘɺɰ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ɿʁɾɼɾɵɿɱɰ ɵɲ ʅɻʁɾ driver pulls similar tricks. This is a 
cultural aspect; we like to use road space effectively and that 
includes the shoulders that are empty most of the time. What a 
ʃɭɿʀɱ ɻɲ ɳɻɻɰ ʀɭɾɹɭɯ̹ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ɿʁɾɼɾɵɿɱɰ ɱɵʀɴɱɾ ʀɻ ɲɵɺɰ ɹɻɼɱɰɿ 
rushing along the toll road, or a cyclist leisurely pedaling to or from 
work and even people crossing the road on foot.  

The taxi will approach the tollbooth at high speed. Once 
again, relax; just when you begin to wonder if the driver is asleep 
or if the brakes have failed, he will veer into the lane where he 
thinks he will be able to pass through quickest and then apply the 
brakes. There are at least four tollbooths to negotiate before you 
enter the city and leave the toll road. 
 
 While driving through a maze of overpasses, there is little 
indication that you are covering the first kilometers in a country 
that became known to the West as the Spice Islands, its spices 
sought after by Portugal and Holland, eventually leading to the 
colonization by the Dutch and, briefly, by the British. Indonesia 
then was called the Dutch East Indies. Only few people know that 
long before the first Europeans set foot on Indonesian soil, our 
archipelago had been the seat of several ancient kingdoms already. 
The first accounts about highly developed civilizations in what is 
now Indonesia are from Chinese sources. The earliest of these 
accounts mention diplomatic ties between China and kings in the 
island of Java in the second century AD. Indonesia was once part of 
the huge kingdom of Sri Wijaya, which in the seventh century 
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extended all the way to Burma and Siam (now Thailand). Other 
ancient kingdoms include Majapahit (its kings reigning from 1293 
to 1520), Mataram, and many more. The small Buddhist kingdom of 
Sailendra holds the credit for building the famous Borobudur 
around 800. At the same time the competing kingdom of Boko, a 
Hindu relative of King Sailendra, built the Prambanan temple 
complex at the village of Prambanan, just outside Jogjakarta.  

The ancient kingdoms were not limited to Java. When you 
tour the archipelago you will certainly come across artifacts of 
kingdoms in Sumatra, Bali, Sulawesi, Maluku and the Nusa 
Tenggara islands. 
 

But for the time being, returning to this day and age, you 
will soon see the artifacts of the modern kingdom of economics; tall 
office buildings, banks, executive apartments, shopping malls and 
condominiums that dominate the skyline of Jakarta. Is this a 
developing country, you may wonder? Yes, it is and we will address 
that topic later. The first indications that Indonesia is not a country 
of only tall buildings and high per capita income is the view of 
dozens of children and adults working (begging, singing, or 
vending) at intersections. Authorities in Jakarta and other cities 
opine that street children are a nuisance. Entering Jakarta, and 
especially its notorious traffic, you may observe that indeed we like 
to use the road effectively and efficiently. A four-lane road has 
room enough to accommodate eight rows of vehicles. And with a 
bit of luck we manage to squeeze three rows of cars on a two-lane 
road.  

You will also pass slums. If it were not for the banana trees 
and palm trees, these slums would certainly not look like a 
romantic tropical location. And, although the taxi will drive fast, in 
the maze of overpasses, you may catch glimpses of wooden shacks 
built under the freeways. There are actually entire communities of 
the poorest Jakartans who desperately try to make a living on less 
than a shoestring under these overpasses. 
 



Enjoying Indonesia 2012  

Jakarta is heavily populated. It is estimated that some 10 to 
15 million people reside there legally or illegally. To be precise all of 
these Jakartans, hailing from all corners of the Indonesian 
ɭɾɯɴɵɼɱɸɭɳɻ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɱʄɭɯʀɸʅ ɸɵʂɱ ɵɺ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ̲ ɮʁʀ ɵɺ ǝɾɱɭʀɱɾ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ̵ 
With an Indonesian acronym Greater Jakarta is known as 
Jabodetabek and includes the municipalities of Jakarta, Bogor, 
Depok, Tangerang and Bekasi. Cruising through the streets of 
Jakarta with all its noise and pollution, you may ask yourself why 
people feel attracted to such a city. The answer is that most 
Jakartans came here either recently or a few generations ago from 
smaller towns or from rural areas in search of work and money. It 
is obvious that all Jakartans work, although probably not in the 
kind of jobs they dreamt of, while enjoying the big city lights. They 
have an income, but they must work very hard to earn it and for 
many it is by far not enough to escape from poverty. Being the 
melting pot of all that makes up Indonesia, our capital city offers 
anything from culture to crime. The former will allow any visitor or 
ɭɲɲɸʁɱɺʀ ɾɱɿɵɰɱɺʀ ʀɻ ɱɺɶɻʅ ɱʂɱɾʅ ɰɭʅ ɵɺ ɻɺɱ ɻɲ Ǡɭɷɭɾʀɭ́ɿ ɹɭɺʅ 
theaters. The latter is best to be avoided and the advice is to 
initially venture outside your hotel only with a trusted person who 
knows the city inside and out. 
 

Eventually you will find yourself on the entrance of your 
hotel. From there everything is easy. Hotel staff is friendly, efficient 
and you will be in your room in no time. If you wish to tip the 
bellboy, you may do so, but it is not a requirement. In the cheaper 
ɴɻʀɱɸɿ ʀɴɱ ɮɱɸɸɮɻʅ ʃɵɸɸ ɺɻʀ ɱʂɱɺ ɱʄɼɱɯʀ ɭ ʀɵɼ̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɻʂɱɾɰɻ ʀɴɱ 
tipping; price levels in Indonesia, compared to those overseas are 
rather low. 
 

Of course hotels also still have IDD: International Direct 
Dialing. To get in touch with the outside world you will probably 
rely on your mobile (smart)phone. 

Getting online is easy too. Most hotels, coffee shops and 
shopping malls offer wireless connectivity. Alternatively, the many 
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internet cafes and Warnet open almost 24 hours. Most connections 
are not ɭɿ ɲɭɿʀ ɭɿ ʅɻʁ́ɾɱ ʁɿɱɰ ʀɻ. 

 
To be really mobile consider purchasing a local USB 

modem with a monthly data plan. More and more providers offer 
an increasing variety of modems with prices ranging from Rp 
100.000 to Rp 500.000. They are available through any of the many 
mobile phone shops. 

 
Now it is the time to take it easy and to get rid of your jet 

lag, which may take up to seven days and to get used to the new 
ɱɺʂɵɾɻɺɹɱɺʀ̲ ʀɴɱ ɰɵɲɲɱɾɱɺʀ ͘ʀɾɻɼɵɯɭɸ͙ ɯɸɵɹɭʀɱ ɭɺɰ ʀɴɱ ɲɻɻɰ̵ Ǣɱʀ́ɿ ʀɭɸɷ 
about the climate first. 
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Climate 
 
 
 
 

 
ɴɵɸɱ ɾɱɿɻʁɾɯɱ ɮɻɻɷɿ ɻɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɿɱɱɹ ʀɻ ɮɱ 
able to agree on the exact number of islands the 
country is made of, they all agree that it must be at 
least some 13,5001 ɭɺɰ ʀɴɭʀ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ɯɸɵɹɭʀɱ ɵɿ 

tropical with two distinct seasons or monsoons: the dry season and 
the rainy season. A tropical climate means high temperatures 
throughout the year and high humidity levels. What this technical 
language means is that, at sea level, you should count on daytime 
temperatures of up to 35 degrees Celsius all year round. At higher 
elevations the temperature drops accordingly. Locations like Prapat 
in Sumatra and Bogor, Puncak Pass, Bandung, Wonosobo, 
Kaliurang, Tretes, Batu, and Malang on the island of Java are well 
known for their cool climates. They are popular weekend resort 
areas for the residents who live in the hot lowlands cities. 
 

The high daytime temperatures and humidity make walking 
a tiring activity. Sunbathing, so popular during the summer season 
in moderate climate zones in Europe, Australia and the Americas 
borders on self-destruction in the tropics. You will soon discover 
that Indonesians hate to walk, that they only walk outdoors in the 
early morning or in the cooler evenings, only for short distances 
and only in the shadow. No Indonesian in his or her right mind will 
dress in swimming gear and lie down in the sun on the beach or 
near a swimming pool. It will take only five minutes or so to get 
some serious sunburn. Indonesians, and many other Asians, value a 

                                                 
1
  Satellite imaging has shown that the Indonesian archipelago 

includes 18,108 islands.  

W 
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light complɱʄɵɻɺ̵ Ǫɴɵɿ ɵɿ ʀɻ ɵɺɰɵɯɭʀɱ ʀɴɭʀ ʀɴɱʅ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɻ ɱʄɼɻɿɱ 
their body to the heat of the sun, such as farmers and laborers. 

Foreign tourists, on the other hand, like to seize the 
opportunity to catch every ray of sun and they also like to walk 
long distances, just as they would in their home countries. Frequent 
offers from becak and ojek drivers to take a ride with them can be 
explained as an attempt to make some money on the part of these 
ɰɾɵʂɱɾɿ̲ ɮʁʀ ɭɸɿɻ ɮɱɯɭʁɿɱ ʀɴɱʅ ɯɭɺ́ʀ ɹɭɷɱ ɿɱɺɿɱ ɻɲ ʀɴɵɿ ɿʀɾɭɺɳɱ ɴɭɮɵʀ 
of walking, apparently for fun, during the heat of the day. 
 

If you really must get that valuable tan, be very careful. 
ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɸɵɱ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ ɿʁɺ ɲɻɾ ɹɻɾɱ than ten minutes at a time and do so 
only with a very good sunscreen. Between 10 AM and 4 PM the sun 
is too strong, so you might as well schedule those hours to do some 
shopping or sightseeing. 
 

At any time of the year you can dress in light clothes, with 
cotton having the best capacity to absorb perspiration. Sunglasses 
come in very handy. 
 

Although it may rain sporadically during the dry season, 
ɹɻɿʀ ɻɲ ʀɴɱ ɾɭɵɺ ɲɭɸɸɿ ɰʁɾɵɺɳ ʀɴɱ ɲɵʂɱ ɻɾ ɿɵʄ ɹɻɺʀɴɿ́ ɾɭɵɺʅ ɿɱɭɿɻɺ̵ 
Rainfall varies from some drizzle, to heavy downpours. Contrary to 
ɿɻɹɱ ɮɱɸɵɱɲɿ̲ ʀɴɱɿɱ ɰɻʃɺɼɻʁɾɿ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɸɭɿʀ ɻɺɸʅ ɴɭɸɲ ɭɺ ɴɻʁɾ̵ ǣɻɾɱ 
commonly they last for several hours, accompanied by lightning 
and heavy wind gusts. Small tornadoes do now occur. When it 
rains, umbrellas will not keep you dry; fine spray will soak you up 
to your eyebrows. The best strategy, when you are caught in a 
rainstorm is to takɱ ɿɴɱɸʀɱɾ ɭɺɰ ʃɭɵʀ ʁɺʀɵɸ ɵʀ́ɿ ɭɸɸ ɻʂɱɾ̵ Ǚɴɵɸɰɾɱɺ 
have a different opinion and they will jump at the occasion of 
running through the rain or to go swimming in the pools of rain in 
the streets.  
In some locations in Indonesia, such as in the city of Bogor and in 
the rain forests on the islands of Sumatra, Kalimantan and Papua it 
rains almost every day all year round. 
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In the more arid eastern provinces of Indonesia, east from 
the island of Bali, the dry season lasts longer. The islands of 
Sumbawa, Sumba, Timor and Flores have a rainy season that may 
last only two or three months. 
 

The heat outside is tempered indoors by air conditioning or 
at least by electric fans. It is often said that air conditioning has 
made a significant contribution to the economic boom in Asia in 
ʀɴɱ ͮ;ͼͭɿ ɭɺɰ ̀ͽͭɿ ɭɸɸɻʃɵɺɳ ʃɻɾɷ ɼɾɻɰʁɯʀɵʂɵʀʅ ʀɻ ɶʁɹɼ ɰɾɭɹɭʀɵɯɭɸɸʅ 
and allowing people to work longer hours, without getting 
ɱʄɴɭʁɿʀɱɰ̵ ǣɭʅɮɱ ʀɴɭʀ ɵɿ ʃɴʅ ʀɴɱ ɿɵɱɿʀɭ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ɭɺɰ ɵɺ ɭɸɸ ɻɲ 
Ǘɿɵɭ́ɿ ɯɵʀɵɱɿ ɵɿ ɰɱɲɵɺɵʀɱɸʅ ɭ ʀɴɵɺɳ ɻɲ ʀɴɱ ɼɭɿʀ̵ ǘʁt obviously air 
conditioning is only available inside buildings, cars and trains and 
that means that when you go outdoors, you will be exposed to 
rapid and frequent temperature changes of up to ten degrees 
Celsius, sometimes even more. These rapid changes may be the 
cause why you easily catch a cold in a tropical climate. As far as 
you can influence the air conditioning in your hotel room or in 
your house it may be worthwhile to set it at between 25 and 28 
degrees, instead of 17 degrees. 
 

When you look carefully you may observe that Indonesians, 
when they are on muscle power, prefer to move slowly. We walk 
very, very slowly, not just to enjoy the scenery or the shop 
windows, but because walking slowly is less tiring. Foreigners on 
the other hand always walk too fast to be comfortable in a tropical 
ɯɸɵɹɭʀɱ̵ ǜɻɾ ʁɿ ɵʀ́ɿ ɴɭɾɰ ʀɻ ʁɺɰɱɾɿʀɭɺɰ ʃɴʅ̵ Ǘɾɱ ʅɻʁ ɿɴɻɾʀ ɻɲ ʀɵɹɱ̼ 
In that case, schedule fewer activities or leave home earlier. Or are 
you angry (because foreigners often walk with frowns and with red 
hot faces)? In that case slow down, take life as it comes and enjoy 
it. Or are you trying to avoid the many street vendors who try to 
lure you inside their establishments? In that case simply say that 
you already have a dozen or so of similar stuff and that enough is 
enough. 
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ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ɴɻʀ ɭɺɰ ɴʁɹɵɰ ʀɾɻɼɵɯɭɸ ɯɸɵɹɭʀɱ ɵɿ ʂɱɾʅ 
conducive to a range of life forms, including some insects and bugs 
that you may not want to hear about, but that we are going to talk 
about anyway. Briefly. 
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Bugs and Health 
 
 
 
 

 
ome travelers who come to tropical countries for the first 
time, are a bit apprehensive to step off the plane and into 
ʀɴɱ ʁɺɷɺɻʃɺ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ʀɴɱɵɾ ɲɱɭɾ ɻɲ ɿɺɭɷɱɿ̲ ʀɭɾɭɺʀʁɸɭɿ̲ ɯɾɻɯɻɰɵɸɱɿ 
and creepy crawlies that make them wonder why they 
wanted to come here in the first place. For those and 

ɱʂɱɾʅɮɻɰʅ ɱɸɿɱ ʀɴɱɾɱ́ɿ ɳɻɻɰ ɺɱʃɿ̵ ǣɻɿʀ ɿɺɭɷɱɿ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ʀɻʁɾɵɿʀ 
areas and inner cities have been unseen for decades. Your tropical 
expedition will not become more adventurous than with encounters 
of cockroaches, ants, flies and mosquitoes.  

Cockroaches love people, or at least the mess that people 
create in dark cupboards and other storage spaces where they keep 
their ɲɻɻɰ̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ɭɲɾɭɵɰ ʀɻ ɻɼɱɺ ʀɴɱ ɯʁɼboards, also in your 
hotel room and listen for the rustling sound that signals the 
presence of cockroaches. Kill them with one of the many 
insecticides on offer and repeat the treatment, and the cleaning of 
dark cupboards and other storage spaces regularly. 
 

Flies are a daily nuisance in areas where there is a lot of 
trash and decay and a lack of sanitation. The only remedy against 
these pests is to keep your environment clean and, if you are a 
resident, to check that your household staff dispose of trash in an 
adequate manner, keep food covered and clean the kitchen area 
several times a day. During the first few weeks in Indonesia, the 
sight of a fly perched on your coffee cup may send the shivers up 
your spine, but eventually you will get used to it. A practical way to 
protect drinks from being shared with flies is to cover the cups or 
glasses. Cup covers (tutup gelas) are widely available in all stores 
that sell household equipment and in supermarkets. 
 

S 
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Mosquitoes thrive in most regions, especially shortly before 
the rainy season. This is the time when Dengue Fever occurs, 
transferred by a little mosquito with black and white stripes on its 
body. In Indonesian Dengue Fever is known as Demam Berdarah 
(bleeding fever). It used to be a fatal one, until a treatment was 
developed. Children are especially susceptible to Dengue Fever, but 
if they are taken to a doctor soon, the treatment is simple, 
affordable and effective. These days more and more adults also get 
Dengue Fever. Symptoms of Demam Berdarah are headache, 
dizziness, loss of appetite and later fever and painful joints. The 
mosquito carrying Dengue Fever only strikes during the afternoons 
when many children play outside. 
A different, larger kind of mosquito may give you malaria. 
Humanity is gradually losing the battle against malaria. In our 
country only West and East Java are still free from malaria. Before 
leaving home your physician will have encouraged you to take a 
malaria prophylaxis. That will certainly help, but it is not foolproof, 
unfortunately. In addition to your medicines it is strongly 
recommended, when you spot mosquitoes of any type or size in the 
hotel or in the house to use mosquito repellent. A very effective 
repellent, available in Indonesia is sold under the brand name 
Soffel, but there are many more. Some skin types may be sensitive 
to such creams. 

Other ways to keep mosquitoes away are burning coils. Be 
careful with these as they may contain chemicals that may hurt you 
more than the mosquitoes. A better alternative is to use a repellent 
that uses electricity. 
 

The most environmental friendly and entertaining mosquito 
eradicators are cicak, little geckos crawling along the walls and 
ceilings of homes, palaces, hotels and shacks. No need to be afraid 
ɻɲ ʀɴɱɹ̲ ʀɴɱʅ ɭɾɱ ɹɻɾɱ ɭɲɾɭɵɰ ɻɲ ʁɿ̲ ɼɱɻɼɸɱ̵ Ǧɸɱɭɿɱ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɱɾɭɰɵɯɭʀɱ 
them! 
 

Talking about geckos is only a step away from talking 
about dinosaurs. Although dinosaurs are also extinct in Indonesia, 
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you may encounter some animals that seem to have escaped from 
Jurassic Park after all. One of them is a fearsome looking but very 
shy insect eating creature, known as tokek. It is usually heard 
rather than seen, especially during the evening and night. The 
ɿɻʁɺɰ ɵʀ ɹɭɷɱɿ ɳɭʂɱ ɵʀ ɵʀɿ ɺɭɹɱ̴ ͂ʀɻ-ɷɱɱɱɱɴ̓ ɵʀ ɯɭɸɸɿ̲ ʃɵʀɴ ɭ ʂɱɾʅ ɸɻʃ 
-̀ɷɱɴ́ ɿɻʁɺɰ̵ Ǫɴɱɾɱ ɵɿ ɭ ɮɱɸɵɱɲ ʀɴɭʀ ɻɺɱ ɵɿ ɭɸɸɻʃɱɰ ʀɻ ɹɭɷɱ ɭ ʃɵɿɴ ɵɲ 
the tokek calls seven times (not more and not less). Tokek usually 
hide under roofs, or in trees. 

 
Centipedes are among the many bugs that call Indonesia 

their habitat. They even manage to live in urban environments. We 
also have furry caterpillars. Indonesians are very careful to avoid 
both species as they cause fiery itches on contact with the skin. 
Fortunately, caterpillars eventually become beautiful butterflies that 
you will certainly enjoy. 
 

 
 
Ants in different colors and sizes will be impossible to 

avoid. Ants in tropical climates are omnipresent: in the sugar pot, 
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in your bed, on the porch, everywhere. Outnumbered by ants 
Indonesians have developed a way to live side by side and usually in 
peaceful co-existence. The point is that ants are very clean little 
animals. If you would have time to study their behavior more 
closely they would even manage to create a feeling of empathy. 
Look at those little ones working and working for the benefit of 
their community that lies hidden under a stone or inside the wall. 
Ǫɴɱʅ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɭɿɷ ʃɴʅ ɭɺɰ they never complain about their workload. 
In some respects they are like computers: working around the clock 
if they have to. 

The biggest species, the black ants are the most 
sympathetic ones. Would it be because one can almost see their 
eyes? Do they have eyes? Children like to play with them 
sometimes, and these big black ants never bite. 
The smaller ants, such as the red ones and the very tiny, almost 
translucent ants are the bad guys. They like to bite, so it is better 
to keep your distance (that may be the essence of peaceful co-
existence anyway).  

Ants will not give you any health problems. Their bite only 
itches for a short while. You may get rid of ants by keeping all the 
sweet stuff and other food (sugar, chocolates, cookies, honey, 
drinks, meat and bread) in tightly closed containers and inside the 
ɲɾɵɰɳɱ̵ Ǜʂɱɺ ɿɻ̲ ʅɻʁ́ɸɸ ɮɱ ɭɹɭʆɱɰ ʀɻ ɿɱɱ ʀɴɭʀ ʅɻʁɾ ɰɱɲɵɺɵʀɵɻɺ ɻɲ 
tightly closed may mean ̀ɻɼɱɺ ɴɻʁɿɱ́ by ant standards. 

If you find ants in your bed, simply sweep them out. 
Indonesians always have a sweep (sapu lidi) in the bedroom and it 
is customary to sweep the bed before we switch off the light (if we 
do so at all) and enjoy a long and reinvigorating sleep, free of ants. 
 

For expatriates it is good to know that termites are called 
rayap. They are said to be fond of wood, doorposts, window sills 
and your antique furniture. Others say it is not termites, but a 
different bug that does so. Whatever the case may be, a whole 
industry has developed to eradicate rayap. What the entrepreneurs 
have in common is that the treatment is expensive and needs to be 
repeated several times for the best effect.  
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While insects can sometimes be heard eating away the 
wood in the house, you will usually detect their presence only when 
it is too late ͑when small piles of what looks like dust saw can be 
found on the floor around wood furniture. The trick to keep your 
wood in good shape is to prevent them from entering the house. 
The only prevention you have in that respect is to keep a sharp 
look at the different kinds of insects marching up and down your 
premises. Alternatively the wood should be kept in good order by 
treating it with a good varnish or oil. Several kinds of woods are 
termite proof, but these are very rare these days and therefore very 
costly.  

When buying wooden handicrafts, pay attention to any 
small round holes in the wood. If you identify them it is almost 
certain that the wood is infected with a wood nibbling creature. 
Dealing with these insects is rather easy. Back home put the article 
in the freezer for 24 or 48 hours. That will teach them once and 
for all! However, it may require quite a freezer to treat the termite-
infested sofa you bought in Indonesia. 
 

Other life forms that may bother you when you stay for a 
long time are fungi. They love to grow in places on the human 
body where it is dark and humid, such as between the toes. 
Fortunately drug stores have many products that take care of these 
growths effectively. 
 

Belly problems and diarrhea are a common occurrence in 
tropical environments and on long trips. Contrary to popular belief, 
food is not the major and not the only culprit of diarrhea. The 
rapid climate change and jetlag are contributors too. That is one of 
the reasons why you need to take it easy during one or two days 
after arrival, and preferably a bit longer. Most air travelers need at 
least a week to recover from jetlag and approximately three months 
to get used to the climate.  

After several weeks in Indonesia, or other tropical country, 
without knowing it you may have attracted intestinal worms. No 
need to worry: shortly after arrival, go to any drugstore and buy 
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Ǚɻɹɮɭɺʀɾɵɺ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɭɺ ɱɲɲɱɯʀɵʂɱ ʀɾɱɭʀɹɱɺʀ ʀɻ ɼɾɱʂɱɺʀ ɻɾ ɯʁɾɱ ɵɺʀɱɿʀɵɺɭɸ 
parasites. One treatment will keep you free from worms for three 
months. 

In the event that you need a doctor or a dentist, it is best 
to visit a well-equipped hospital or a private clinic. Public village or 
neighborhood clinics (Puskesmas) or health posts (Posyandu) are 
not well equipped and doctors and nurses will probably not speak 
English. Common painkillers and antibiotics are the standard 
prescription for most doctors. Indonesia has a growing number of 
hospitals of international standard in Jakarta, Surabaya, |Jogjakarta 
and Bali. The same applies to dentists; there are many dentists, 
especially in the major cities whose professionalism and equipment 
match that of their amices in the more developed countries. 

Expenses for health care in Indonesia are generally many 
times lower than abroad. If you need new glasses, for example, you 
might as well bring your prescription and order the frame and 
ɳɸɭɿɿɱɿ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɼɾɻɮɭɮɸʅ ɿɱʂɱɾɭɸ ɴʁɺɰɾɱɰɿ ɻɲ Ǜʁɾɻɿ ɻɾ 
Dollars cheaper than at home. 
 

Things that live in the water may give you different health 
problems again. To avoid being hospitalized (at worst) or spending 
a lot of time in the toilet, you should not drink water from the tap 
anywhere. Only a few hotels boast that their tap water meets 
international standards and is safe to drink, but even then: be 
careful. Otherwise, buy bottled mineral water. It is absolutely safe 
for consumption and fortunately it is available in the most remote 
villages and almost at every street corner. There are four or five 
local brands with Aqua and Ades being the most common ones. In 
several supermarkets you may also encounter imported mineral 
water, which is much more expensive to buy. Anyhow, drink plenty 
of water, tea or soft drinks to avoid dehydration. 

Preparing your trip to Indonesia your physician may 
convince you to take a shot against typhoid. That makes a lot of 
sense. Typhoid in Indonesia is not a rare disease. Patients attract it, 
among others, by drinking water that is not clean. Typhoid is so 
common, in fact, that nobody panics when the doctor diagnoses it. 
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The treatment consists of a simple diet, medication and at least one 
week of bed rest. 
 

Tuberculosis unfortunately is endemic in many areas in 
Indonesia, particularly among residents of poor urban 
neighborhoods and in villages. Unless your health is weak, and you 
plan to stay in TBC endemic areas for extended periods, you will 
have little if anything to fear. 
 
 ǩɻ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɻɾɾʅ ʀɻɻ ɹʁɯɴ ɭɮɻʁʀ ɳɱʀʀɵɺɳ ɿɵɯɷ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ ʀɾɻɼɵɯɿ̵ 
It will most likely not get any worse than catching a cold or having 
some belly problems. As mentioned previously, going in and out of 
air-conditioned rooms is the perfect recipe to be coughing and 
sneezing after a day or two. A cold and flu are nothing new to us 
in Indonesia.  
 

What is different is how we experience colds and other 
illnesses. We talk about masuk angin, ʃɴɵɯɴ ɹɱɭɺɿ ʀɴɭʀ ̀ʃɵɺɰ́ ɻɾ 
air has entered our system. A certain form of masuk angin can be 
ɸɵɲɱ ʀɴɾɱɭʀɱɺɵɺɳ̲ ɱɿɼɱɯɵɭɸɸʅ ʃɴɱɺ ʀɴɱ ̀ʃɵɺɰ́ ɯɭɺɺɻʀ ɸɱɭʂɱ ʀɴɱ ɮɻɰʅ̵ 
Symptoms can be a swollen stomach, inability to fart or difficulty 
to breathe. The treatment that is often effective is to lie down on 
the back and to tap on the left side of the belly, generating a fart 
or to have a good massage. 

While in the West you would say that you have the flu, 
Indonesians want to be more precise and you may hear the 
expression panas dalam, which means that the fever is felt inside 
the body, while the skin temperature reads normal. The preferred 
medication for masuk angin and panas dalam is kerok. The 
treatment requires an old coin and tiger balm and goes as follows. 
The patient calls the assistance of one of the house members and 
lies down on a bed or on a mat, back uncovered. The assistant 
ɸɵɳɴʀɸʅ ɾʁɮɿ ɭɺ ɭɹɼɸɱ ɭɹɻʁɺʀ ɻɲ ɮɭɸɹ ɻɺʀɻ ʀɴɱ ɼɭʀɵɱɺʀ́ɿ ɿɴɻʁɸɰɱɾɿ 
and back. Then he or she uses the coin to rub away from the spine 
along the contours of the ribs. A good kerok may take half an hour 
or longer. The rubbing causes red or almost black stripes to 
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emerge immediately. The darker the stripes the more angin is said 
to escape. After the treatment all patients will feel some relief 
already and the next day the cold or the flu will have subsided 
considerably. 
 Indonesians, when they feel sick, will often blame the blood 
circulation for their condition. It may surprise the westerner to 
ɴɱɭɾ ɿɻɹɱʀɴɵɺɳ ɸɵɷɱ̴ ͂ɹʅ ɮɸɻɻɰ ɯɵɾɯʁɸɭʀɵɻɺ ͘peredaran darah) is not 
ɮɭɸɭɺɯɱɰ̓ ɭɺɰ ɭɺ ɭɰɰɱɰ ɿʀɭʀɱment that the blood pressure has gone 
ʁɼ ɻɾ ɵɿ ɸɻʃ̵ ǭɱɸɸ̲ ɸɱʀ́ɿ ɸɱɭʂɱ ɵʀ ʀɻ ɴɱɭɸʀɴ ɱʄɼɱɾʀɿ ʀɻ ɰɱɯɵɰɱ ɵɲ ʀɴɵɿ ɵɿ 
true or not. 
 

Should you travel through Indonesia with an old back pain 
or if you suffer from migraine it is a good idea to ask around to 
find a good masseur or tukang pijat. A professional massage or 
pijat will be able to cure a variety of ailments, new or old. The 
treatment may require several sessions to be effective. There are as 
many pijat treatments as there are masseurs. Some will massage 
with their hands, others will not even touch you. Nevertheless, even 
the latter will be able to make their patients scream with pain 
ʃɴɱɺ ʀɴɱʅ ̀ɴɵʀ́ ʀɴɱ ɿɼɻʀ ʀɴɭʀ ɯɭʁɿɱɿ ʀɴɱ ɴɱɭɸʀɴ ɼɾɻɮɸɱɹ̵  Ǟɻʀɱɸɿ 
often advertise masseurs to relieve fatigue after a long day of 
trekking or shopping. On the beaches of Bali you will find masseurs 
who have an excellent track record of rejuvenating exhausted 
tourists.  

 
Dukun belong to a different category of traditional healers. 

There are many good dukun, but also some that are not good. 
Many have psychic powers, like some of the masseurs. Their 
treatment may consist of meditation or medicines or a combination 
thereof. Traditional, often costly, Chinese medicines also have an 
esteemed place in the medical treatment of Indonesian patients. In 
drugstores and in specialized Chinese drugstores you will find a 
wide choice of ointments, powders and solutions, readymade or to 
be prepared at home. Most of the ingredients of Chinese medicines 
consist of herbs, dried leaves, plant roots, and dried mushrooms, 
but also parts of animals, such as snakes, and worms. 
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In several countries bugs, crickets, ants, worms, snakes and 

dogs are valued items on the menu or as ingredients for medicines. 
To the relief of many, in Indonesia you will find more regular and 
very tasty fare. 
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Food 
 
 
 
 

 
ndonesian food is well known internationally̵  ǟʀ́ɿ ɻɲʀɱɺ 
ɯɻɹɼɭɾɱɰ ʀɻ Ǫɴɭɵ ɻɾ ǣɭɸɭʅɿɵɭɺ ɲɻɻɰ ɭɺɰ ɵɺ ɳɱɺɱɾɭɸ ɵʀ́ɿ ɭ ɲɱɭɿʀ 
that dazzles the senses with different colors, smells and flavors, 
all in one meal. Many dishes are prepared with chili and 
Indonesian food is therefore generally spicy. However, there are 

numerous local variations on this theme and more and more 
restaurants, catering to the foreign public (especially in Jakarta and 
Bali) adapt their recipes to the taste of their clientele. 
 

The staple food in most of Indonesia is rice. ǟʀ́ɿ ɭ ɯɴɭɸɸɱɺɳɱ 
for the production of rice to keep up with the growing population, 
even though the most fertile irrigated rice fields (sawah) will yield 
up to three harvests a year. One of the causes is that rice 
production is still an occupation of small farmers, who till the fields 
with their hands, buffaloes or at best with mini tractors. A second 
reason is that more and more fertile fields become suburbs. 

The shortage of homegrown rice is addressed through 
import from countries like Thailand and Viet Nam. Rice is so 
important in our lives that we have four words to describe its 
different stages; padi is rice that is growing in the field, while it 
becomes gabah after the harvest. After husking we call it beras. 
Cooked and ready to eat it is nasi.  

Only in the more arid regions in the east of the archipelago 
rice is replaced with maize or tubers. The traditional breakfast is 
fried rice (nasi goreng), often with a fried egg and chilly (sambal or 
cabe) and a piece of tasty shrimp crackers (krupuk). Alternatively 
there is steamed rice with one or more side dishes either meat, fish 
or vegetables, left over from the previous day. Other typically 

I 
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Indonesian breakfasts are chicken porridge (bubur ayam) or a 
sweet porridge of soybeans (bubur kacang hijau). 
 

You will soon notice that we like our food fried; that goes 
very nicely with the steamed rice. We also like our drinks very 
sweet. So now you will understand why the most essential food 
items are always listed as rice, sugar and cooking oil. This food 
pattern also explains why there are relatively many patients 
suffering from diabetes, cancer and strokes. 
 

 
 
Bread, peanut butter, jam and cereals are gaining in 

popularity among the vastly growing urban middle and upper 
classes. Unfortunately most of the bread in Indonesia has been 
stripped of all its nutrients. If you plan to stay in Indonesia for 
more than two months and if you prefer to have bread for 
breakfast, you need to be prepared for some loss of hair. That is 
the effect of a shortage of vitamin Bs. Fortunately whole wheat 
bread is available in the better bakeries and hotels, but you may 
want to bring your stock of vitamin B Complex from home or shop 
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locally for whole-wheat products, including cereals or wheat germs. 
If you favor yogurt you will be happy to know that there are both 
local and imported brands in more and more supermarkets such as 
Sogo, Hero, Carrefour and Gelael. You may also find ham and other 
pork meat there, which is a new development in this dominantly 
Muslim country. Most hotels, with the exception of those in Bali do 
not serve you ham or pork. 
 

Returning to the topic of Indonesian food, a good 
introduction into the variety and tastes of the dishes that we have 
to offer is to have a breakfast, lunch or dinner in one of the many 
Padang restaurants. You will recognize them easily: they have all 
their different dishes exhibited in the shop window. There is take 
away service too: the assistant will draw the curtain that protects 
the food in the shop window from the flies and then you can make 
your selection. Everything is wrapped in banana leaves and 
newspaper. Although Padang restaurants are no fast food outlets, 
nowhere will you experience a faster service than there. The waiter 
or waitress will serve a dozen or more dishes plus steamed rice 
within minutes after you have seated yourself (sometimes even 
while ʅɻʁ ɭɾɱ ɿɱɭʀɵɺɳ ʅɻʁɾɿɱɸɲ̵͙ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɰɱɿɼɭɵɾ̵ ǯɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɻ ɱɭʀ 
ɵʀ ɭɸɸ̵ ǯɻʁ́ɾɱ ɺɻʀ ɱʂɱɺ expected to eat it all and you will only pay 
for what you eat. There is a wide selection of fried fish, boiled fish, 
boiled eggs with spicy or not so spicy sauce (tantalizingly red, 
yellow or green), fried chicken, soy bean curd (tahu), squid, raw 
vegetables and cucumbers and several kinds of sambal (chili). And 
then there are two or three kinds of vegetables. One of these will 
probably be kangkung or water spinach. This is the cheapest and 
likely the most popular vegetable in Indonesia. Very tasty and very 
healthy. 

When you notice ʀɴɱ ɲɻɻɰ ɵɿ ɯɻɸɰ̲ ʀɴɱɾɱ́ɿ ɺɻʀɴɵɺɳ ʃɾɻɺɳ 
with it. We are used to eating that way. After all, our climate is hot 
enough and eating warm rice and vegetables will only make us 
perspire more. 

Most local guests prefer to eat their Padang food using 
their hands. For that purpose small bowls of water, often with a 
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slice of lemon, will be put on the table, one per person. You should 
not drink this water; it is only to clean the tips of your fingers 
before and after the meal. Those who require cutlery can simply 
ask for a spoon (sendok), fork (garpu) or a knife (pisau͙  ɵɲ ɵʀ́ɿ ɺɻʀ 
already on the table. Using your hands correctly is an art that one 
learns from childhood. The only part of the hand that is supposed 
to touch the food and get dirty is the tops of the fingers of your 
right hand.  

Whatever you decide to use, fingers or cutlery, the different 
flavors of the dishes can be enjoyed best if you do not mix them all 
on your plate. Analyzing the plates of the other guests you will see 
that they start by putting rice in the center and then arrange one 
or more side dishes on the perimeter, selecting a mouthful, or 
fingerful of rice together with one of the dishes. 

After the meal you may hear some of the guests release a 
ɮʁɾɼ̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ʀɭɷɱ ɵʀ ɭɿ ɭɺ ɻɲɲɱɺɿɱ̲ ɮʁʀ ɭɿ ɭ sign that the person has 
ɱɺɶɻʅɱɰ ʀɴɱ ɹɱɭɸ̵ Ǫɴɱɾɱ́ɿ ɺɻ ɺɱɱɰ ʀɻ ɿɭʅ ɿɻɾɾʅ̵ 
 

An old fashioned, or better, a colonial variety on the theme 
of Padang food is Rijsttafel. That is a Dutch word meaning rice 
table. Only a few remaining hotels in Jakarta, Bandung and Bali 
have rijsttafel on their menus with a selection of dishes from 
Sumatra, West, Central and East Java. A more modest and 
contemporary alternative is nasi rames or nasi campur (in East 
Java) a composition of steamed rice, vegetables and some meat. 
According to the colonial Dutch, with rijsttafel one should drink 
beer. You might want to try. 

Indonesia is not a beer drinking country, but there are 
several good local brands, such as Bir Bintang, Angker Bir and Bali 
Hai. The temperature of the beer is not an issue to Indonesian beer 
ɰɾɵɺɷɱɾɿ̵ Ǜɵʀɴɱɾ ɯɻɸɰ ɻɾ ʃɭɾɹ̲ ɮɱɱɾ ɵɿ ɮɱɱɾ̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ɿʁɾɼɾɵɿɱɰ̲ 
having asked for a cold beer, if you are served beer with a big lump 
of ice in your glass. 

A classier alternative to beer is wine. Indonesia has become 
a wine producing country, but the only wine so far is from Bali. 
Otherwise there are imported wines from all over the world, 
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including Australia and Chile. In most Padang restaurants and other 
simple eateries wine is not available. 
 

After your experience with Padang food you are in an 
excellent position to experiment and savor a bit more. Of course, all 
the international menu items are easily available in uptown 
restaurants and in the hotels. There you will have a wide choice of 
spare ribs, Caesar salad, spaghetti Napolitano, pizza, French onion 
soup, burgers, French fries, banana split and so on, but it would be 
a wasted opportunity not to venture into the roadside food stalls 
and small restaurants with their local menu. What we Indonesians 
cannot do without for a long time is: bakso, gado-gado, nasi pecel, 
soto ayam, mie goreng, pecel lele, tahu, tempe and instant noodles. 
Fascinating, you may say, but what does all that mean? 
 

Well, bakso is a clear broth with some vegetables and slices 
of tahu, but its main attraction are meatballs or fish balls. Bakso 
needs to be consumed while it is steaming hot. In a roadside bakso 
stall you will find several ingredients on the tables to bring the 
bakso up to your taste. First of all there are two or three different 
kinds of chilly and a bottle of sweet soy sauce. You will also find a 
small bottle of vinegar and salt. Bakso is so popular that it is also 
vended from pushcarts making their way through the 
neighborhoods all day long and every day of the week. The vendor 
announces his presence tapping a spoon against an empty soup 
bowl. He is never short of customers. 
 

Nasi pecel and gado-gado are excellent for vegetarians. Nasi 
pecel consists of steamed rice and several cooked vegetables, slices 
of boiled egg, krupuk, cucumber and, of course a (tea) spoonful of 
chili on the side. Everything is covered with a few scoops of sweet 
peanut sauce and tasty, deep fried onions on top. The difference 
between pecel and gado-gado is that the latter uses no rice but 
slices of glutinous rice or lontong steamed in coconut leaves. 
Furthermore in pecel you will not encounter tomatoes or eggs and 
it is spicier than gado-gado. There are more subtle differences, such 
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as in the preparation of the sauce and in the selection of the 
vegetables. 

Talking about vegetarians, although the term vegetarian 
(pronounced the Indonesian way) is familiar, not everybody fully 
ʁɺɰɱɾɿʀɭɺɰɿ ʃɴɭʀ ɵʀ ɹɱɭɺɿ̵ ̀ǩɻɹɱʀɴɵɺɳ ʃɵʀɴɻʁʀ ɹɱɭʀ́ ɵɿ ɼɾɻɮɭɮɸʅ 
as far as it goes. Vegetarians need to explain a bit more, as in 
Indonesia, chicken and seafood is not seen as meat. Veggie 
restaurants are quickly become fashionable, bur for vegans it is very 
difficult to find restaurants that prepare the food according to their 
requirements. Uptown Indian restaurants may be the veganś  ɻɺɸʅ 
hope. 
 

Soto ayam translates best with chicken soup, but it is more 
than just chicken soup. Soto has many ingredients, the most 
important of which is turmeric (kunir), which colors the broth 
yellow. Be careful when eating soto, because a few drops spilt on 
your clothes will waste them forever. The yellow stains are almost 
impossible to remove. Furthermore you will obviously encounter 
pieces of shredded chicken in the soup and lots of vegetables, rice 
vermicelli, slices of boiled egg and maybe even a bit of potato. Soto 
comes in many varieties, depending on the region. Apart from soto 
ayam, well known varieties include soto Madura and soto 
Lamongan. From Makassar, the capital of the province of South 
Sulawesi comes coto Makassar, which is another soto variety. It 
comes with horse meat. You may eat a bowl of soto with or 
without rice at any time of the day, either for breakfast, lunch or 
dinner. 
 

Mie goreng and nasi goreng are fried noodles and fried rice 
respectively. Every Indonesian housewife has her own recipe. It may 
come with chicken, meat or seafood. She may add sweet soy sauce 
(kecap manis) or salty soy sauce (kecap asin) and the faɹɵɸʅ́ɿ 
accepted amount of chili w͑hich can be quite a lot. 
 

Pecel lele is a popular food, especially in Central Java and 
Jogjakarta. Restaurants and specialized food stalls will have it. What 
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you get when you order it is fried catfish with steamed rice, chili 
ɭɺɰ ɭ ɿɭɸɭɰ ɻɲ ɾɭʃ ɯɭɮɮɭɳɱ̲ ʀɻɹɭʀɻɱɿ ɭɺɰ ɯʁɯʁɹɮɱɾ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ʂɱɾʅ ɯɴɱɭɼ 
and very tasty. 
 

Tahu and tempe, as explained earlier are soy bean curd (or 
tofu) and fermented soy bean cake respectively, rich in proteins and 
very good for the vegetarian menu. These are frequently used in all 
sorts of (vegetable) dishes. You may remember that we like our 
food fried and both tahu and tempe are often fried and eaten as a 
snack with a few fresh green and very spicy chilies (cabe). A very 
tasty variety of tempe is tempe busuk. That may sound interesting, 
but it simply means tempe that has exceeded its shelf life. 
Fortunately the extra fermentation gives it a very nice taste, 
perfectly suited for a vegetable dish called sayur lodeh̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ʃɻɾɾʅ 
about intestinal problems; tempe busuk will not cause any of those. 
 

A menu item more familiar to foreigners will be sate or 
skewered meat. The most popular kinds of sate are those with 
chicken (sate ayam), goat meat (sate kambing -watch your blood 
pressure; goat meat makes it go up), but there are also sate from 
quail eggs (sate telur puyuh) and shellfish (sate kerang). The sate is 
usually taken with spicy peanut or soy sauce. 
 
 Chicken (ayam) is probably the most popular source of 
protein for Indonesians. You will encounter numerous fast food 
restaurants serving fried chicken. Our own local specialty is 
available in every town or city. One of those is Ayam Goreng 
Nyonya Suharti ͘ǣɾɿ̵ ǩʁɴɭɾʀɵ́ɿ ǜɾɵɱɰ Ǚɴɵɯɷɱɺ͙̲ ɿɻɹɱʀɵɹɱɿ ʃɵʀɴ ʀɴɱ 
ɺɻʀɵɯɱ ͂ʀɴɱ ɻɺɸʅ ɾɱɭɸ ɻɺɱ̵̓ Ǣɻʂɱɾɿ ɻɲ ɯɴɵɯɷɱɺ ɹɱɭʀ ʃɵɸɸ ɭɳɾɱɱ ʀɴɭʀ 
chicken in Indonesia tastes different than it does in Heidelberg, 
Amsterdam or Ottawa. It is tastier, they say and the meat is, how 
can we put it, not really tough, but the texture is definitely 
stronger. Indonesians will smile with pride and explain that all of 
those positive characteristics can be attributed to ayam kampung or 
ɲɾɱɱ ɾɭɺɳɵɺɳ ̀ʂɵɸɸɭɳɱ ɯɴɵɯɷɱɺ̵́ Ǫɴɱɿɱ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɴɱ very best taste. 
Touring through the countryside nobody can avoid sudden 
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encounters with our tasty ayam kampung. They range so freely that 
their territory includes the other side of the road. During such 
encounters, while they scream and run flapping their wings to 
avoid the approaching car wheels, you may notice that these birds 
are rather skinny. Well, those are our tasty ayam. 
 

 
 
The best drinks to go down with Indonesian food are 

water, ice tea or juice. When you order juice, you should know that 
in Indonesia the juice is a solution of a bit of fruit, more water and 
ɸɻʀɿ ɻɲ ɿʁɳɭɾ̵ ǟɲ ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɸɵɷɱ ʀɴɱ ɿʁɳɭɾ̲ ɱʄɼɸɭɵɺ ʀɴɱ ʃɭɵʀɾɱɿɿ ʀɴɭʀ 
ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɭɺʀ ɿʁɳɭɾ ͘tanpa gula) or only a little sugar (sedikit 
gula saja). Of course there are hundreds more exotic drinks. We 
ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɹɱɺʀɵɻɺ ɯɻɯɻɺʁʀ ʃɭʀɱɾ̲ ɿɵɹɼɸʅ ɮɱɯɭʁɿɱ ʃɱ ʁɿɱ ɵʀ ɺɻʀ ɿɻ 
much as a drink but as an ingredient for cooking. However, most 
restaurants will offer es kelapa muda, which is coconut water 
straight out of the young (thus green) coconut, with ice and sugar. 
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Indonesia has a dazzling variety of local drinks, hot or cold, 
with or without alcohol, too many, in fact, to summarize here. One 
drink, like the bottled mineral water, has obtained the status of a 
national icon. It is bottled sweet tea, known as teh botol or teh 
kotak and also as teh Sosro. It is believed that a small local 
entrepreneur, Mr. Sosro, successfully developed an affordable local 
alternative to the Cokes and Fantas. In addition to bottled tea, the 
same brand also produces tea bags and tea in small cartons. 

 
International fast food chains have since long been a 

common sights in the major cities. If, after all the Indonesian food 
you would crave for a hamburger, a pizza, a fried chicken from 
Kentucky or a donut from Mr. Dunkin you will find plenty of 
outlets. The taste of the food there may not exactly be as you are 
used to at home. You will also find some interesting local 
adaptations or innovations on the fast food menus here. Obviously 
there has been an adaptation to Indonesian tastes. Our national fast 
food, or rather convenience food, without any doubt is instant 
noodles. Pioneered under the brand name Indomie, it has become a 
household name, even for the numerous other instant noodle 
brands now available. Indomie is a product of an Indonesian 
ɹʁɸʀɵɺɭʀɵɻɺɭɸ̲ ǟɺɰɻɲɻɻɰ ǣɭɷɹʁɾ Ǡɭʅɭ̲ ʀɴɱ ʃɻɾɸɰ́ɿ ɮɵɳɳɱɿʀ ɺɻɻɰɸɱ 
producer. It is sold nationwide in each and every supermarket, 
neighborhood shop and even at kaki lima. It is also exported to 
many Asian, European, African and American destinations. 
 

Tropical fruits are available all year round and also fruits 
from moderate climates, such as apples and pears. The latter are 
grown in the cool mountainous regions of the country, such as in 
Batu in East Java or imported from Japan, Malaysia, Thailand or 
Australia.  Like apples and pears papaya is available in 
supermarkets and traditional markets throughout the year. The 
smell of papaya may remind you of the exhibit with the tropical 
ɮɵɾɰɿ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ ʆɻɻ̲ ɮʁʀ ɺɱʂɱɾʀɴɱɸɱɿɿ ɵʀ́ɿ ɭ ʀɭɿʀʅ ɭɺɰ ɯɴɱɭɼ ɲɾʁɵʀ̵ ǘʁʀ 
be careful; eating too much papaya may cause belly problems. The 
natural remedy is to eat the young boiled leaves of the papaya tree. 
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Mango, banana and pineapple are among the fruits already 
familiar to most travelers. Mango is available most of the year. We 
also have many kinds of bananas and it is recommended to leave 
the familiar large Cavendish banana for when you get back home, 
and instead enjoy our local bananas, big and small and their 
different tastes. In case you come across black bananas in the store 
or in the supermarket, these are not ready to be thrown away. On 
the contrary, the black skin indicates that these bananas or 
plantains are now ripe enough to be fried and become pisang 
goreng. 

More exotic fruits include rambutan and durian. The first is 
a small hairy fruit (rambut means hair) with a thin reddish skin. 
The skin peels off easily revealing the juicy white flesh that 
resembles the more familiar lychee. 
 Durian has strong supporters as well as others who hate it 
profoundly. The supporters will not be able to stay away from 
durian, simply because it tastes so great. The others hate the fruit 
for its penetrating smell, which they refer to a stench. Whatever it 
is, durian lovers are not allowed to bring the fruit on board of 
aircraft, buses, ferries and trains. 

Manggis, salak and srikaya are other tropical fruits you may 
not easily find at home. Although the skins give away reluctantly, 
they may in fact hurt your fingers, the flesh is sweet. Salak (snake 
skin fruit) may taste mildly sour. Well, there are many more fruits 
to explore and to enjoy. Your search parties along traditional 
markets and in the supermarkets will always result in a new 
finding. 

 
Rujak is a fruit salad that comes with a sticky sauce. 

Depending on where you eat it, rujak can be very spicy or very 
sweet. In the central parts of Java it is both. A new variation on the 
rujak theme is es krim rujak or fruit salad with ice cream; a shrewd 
combination of spicy, sweet and cold. 
 

Desserts have never been part of our culinary culture. 
What restaurants put on the table under the name of traditional 
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dessert are in fact snacks that we use to nibble at any time of the 
day. 
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Eating out  
 
 
 
 

 
oth as a tourist and as a long-term resident you will eat 
out frequently. The food in Indonesia is cheap, the 
variation is immense, especially if you count all the 
restaurants with an international cuisine, and the quality 

is generally good. Restaurants of international standard, such as in 
4 or 5 star hotels are convenient but not very adventurous. For the 
ɼʁɾɼɻɿɱ ɻɲ ɳɱʀʀɵɺɳ ʀɻ ɷɺɻʃ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ̲ ɸɱʀ́ɿ ɱʄɼɸɭɵɺ ɴɻʃ ʀɻ ɱɺɶɻʅ ɭ 
ɹɱɭɸ ɻɾ ɭ ɿɺɭɯɷ ɭʀ ɻɺɱ ɻɲ ɻʁɾ ʀɴɻʁɿɭɺɰɿ ɻɲ ̀ɸɻʃ ɱɺɰ́ ɱɭʀɱɾɵɱɿ̵ ǭɱ 
have several options for you to consider. First of all there are the 
many restaurants that cater to the local public. Then there are 
smaller establishments, known as warung, and finally thousands of 
food vendors using a small push cart or kaki lima.  
 

Ǩɱɳʁɸɭɾ̲ ̀ɸɻʃ ɱɺɰ́ ɻɾ ɸɻɯɭɸ ɾɱɿʀɭʁɾɭɺʀɿ̲ ɺɻ ɹɭʀʀɱɾ ɴɻʃ ʅɻʁ 
would like to call them are a little different from what you may be 
used to at home or in other overseas countries. In many of these 
restaurants the waiter or, what is more common, the waitress may 
bring you the menu, a short pencil and a tiny note bloc and then 
returns to the back of the establishment. The idea is that you jot 
down your meal and drinks selection on the bloc note. After a 
while the waitress will return, pick up your order, repeat what you 
jotted down and disappear into the kitchen. If yoúɾɱ ɺɻʀ ɿɻ ɸʁɯɷʅ 
she will come back to the table saying that this or that item on 
your order list is kosong (empty, out of stock). If you are lucky she 
ʃɵɸɸ ɭɼɼɱɭɾ ʃɵʀɴ ʀɴɱ ɰɾɵɺɷɿ ɭɺɰ ɲɵɺɭɸɸʅ ʃɵʀɴ ʀɴɱ ɹɱɭɸ̵ Ǧɸɱɭɿɱ ɰɻɺ́ʀ 
be surprised or upset if the different dishes are not served all at the 
same time, but one by one, with intervals of five or ten minutes. 
Ǫɴɭʀ́ɿ ɴɻʃ ʃɱ ɰɻ ɸɻʃ-end restaurant business. The kitchen may 

B 
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have only one or two burners and then it is not easy to ensure that 
the complete order can be ready at the same time.  

The portions will probably be smaller than you are used to, 
especially if home means North America. If you are a big eater you 
may have to order more than you would at home. Maybe you 
ʃɻʁɸɰ ɯɭɸɸ ʀɴɵɿ Ǘɿɵɭɺ ǩɱɾʂɵɺɳɿ ɭɺɰ ʃɱ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɮɸɭɹɱ ʅɻʁ̵ ǭɴɭʀ ʅɻʁ 
may not know is that, when the waitress looks at your large order, 
she will silently categorize it as porsi turis (oversized tourist 
servings). 

 
After one or two visits to a restaurant you may begin to 

ask yourself if all waiters and waitresses behave so impersonal and 
if the service is always so sloʃ̵ Ǫɴɱ ɭɺɿʃɱɾ ɵɿ ̀ʅɱɿ̵́ Ǫɴɱɾɱ ɭɾɱ ɭ 
number of causes why guests in restaurants have to endure this 
level of service. To begin with, restaurant staff (and most other 
workers in Indonesia) work very long hours for very little pay, 
seven days a week. If they take a day off, that means one day 
without pay. They simply have a job to survive, and not because 
they love to serve food and drinks. Secondly, staff training and 
motivation in these establishments is virtually non-existent. And 
finally, with the social relationships in Indonesia as they are, 
workers know that they have a very humble position and that they 
are not supposed to talk a lot. They have been conditioned to listen 
and to follow orders. For that reason, if you would inquire about 
the ingredients of one of the dishes, the answers, if the waitress has 
ʀɴɱɹ ɭʀ ɭɸɸ ʃɵɸɸ ʁɿʁɭɸɸʅ ɮɱ ̀ʅɱɿ́ ɻɾ ̀ɺɻ́ ɻɺɸʅ̵ 

One restaurant near Kaliurang provides guests with a 
leaflet describing its history and staff recruitment policy of hiring 
lowly educated and unemployed villagers in a bid to bolster the 
ɸɻɯɭɸ ɱɯɻɺɻɹʅ̵ ͂ǭɱ ʀɱɸɸ ʀɴɱɹ ɭɳɭɵɺ ɭɺɰ ɭɳɭɵɺ ʀɻ ɿɹɵɸɱ ʀɻ ɻʁɾ 
ɳʁɱɿʀɿ̲̓ ʀɴɱ ɸɱɭɲɸɱʀ ɾɱɭɰɿ̲ ɯɻɺʀɵɺʁɵɺɳ ʀɴɭʀ ɵʀ ɯɻɺʀɵɺʁɱɿ ʀɻ ɮɱ ɭ 
challenge to break their habit of feeling shy, humble or unworthy. 

 
However, on the other side of the equation you will find 

restaurant and hotel staff that are absolutely excellent. They smile, 
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they understand your needs as a client and they are quick to give 
you the best service they can give. 
 

 
 
In several restaurants you may observe that the owner sits 

in an enclosed area behind the cash register and that he or she 
seems solely in charge of making the checks. That is a correct 
ɻɮɿɱɾʂɭʀɵɻɺ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɭ ɼɴɱɺɻɹɱɺɻɺ ʀɴɭʀ ɵɿ ɺɻʀ ʁɺɵɽʁɱ ʀɻ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ̵ ǭɱ 
also see it in other Asian countries. It shows that the owner, who 
once took the calculated risk of investing in his or her enterprise, 
now that it is running well, can focus on the core business of 
making money and dozing off. Unfortunately, if you would call the 
owner to compliment on the quality of the dishes, or to suggest 
improvements he or she may not respond the way you expect an 
owner to respond, that is from a customer service perspective. 

Basically the underlying phenomenon is that we are not 
used to comment or to give compliments. If you invite Indonesian 
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ɳʁɱɿʀɿ ɲɻɾ ɰɵɺɺɱɾ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɱʄɼɱɯʀ ʀɴɱɹ ʀɻ ɿɭʅ ɴɻʃ ɳɾɱɭʀ ʅɻʁɾ ɯɻɻɷɵɺɳ 
tastes. 
 

The restaurant interior traditionally is very bland. Walls will 
be painted blue, the lighting consists of fluorescent tubes, tables 
ɭɺɰ ɯɴɭɵɾɿ ɸɻɻɷ ɯɴɱɭɼɵɿɴ ɭɺɰ ɵʀ́ɿ ɺɻʀ really clean. However, a new 
trend is for restaurants to be decorated more elaborately and to 
give it a theme (such as with bamboo or like a Dutch café or a 
British pub) and to dim the lights.  

 

 
 
Some of the guests in the establishment may bother you as 

they smoke in the restaurant. Please remember that still very, very 
few restaurants have smoke free areas and that smoking is 
acceptable under all circumstances to most people (including while 
refueling at gas stations). Yet, it is acceptable, albeit uncommon 
still, to inform the smoker that you have a problem with the curls 
of smoke floating across your table. If you decide to ask him to 
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extinguish his cigarette, do so with a smile and with an attitude as 
if you apologize for the inconvenience. You may add that you are 
allergic to smoke (͂ɿɭʅɭ ɭɸɱɾɳɵ ɭɿɭɼ̲ Ǧɭɷ̓).  

 
Eating in the street is one of the most interesting 

ɱʄɼɱɾɵɱɺɯɱɿ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ̵ Ǣɱʀ́ɿ ʀɭɸɷ ɭɮɻʁʀ ʀɴɱ kaki lima first. The 
words kaki lima means five feet. It does not refer to the dimensions 
of the ɯɭɾʀ̲ ɮʁʀ ɿɵɹɼɸʅ ʀɻ ʀɴɱ ɺʁɹɮɱɾ ɻɲ ̀ɲɱɱʀ́ ɵʀ ʁɿɱɿ̵ Ǫɴɱ ɲɱɱʀ ɻɲ 
the vendor count for two. Then there are the two wheels of the 
ɯɭɾʀ̲ ʃɴɵɯɴ ɭɰɰɿ ʁɼ ʀɻ ɲɻʁɾ ɲɱɱʀ̵ ǜɵɺɭɸɸʅ ʀɴɱ ɯɭɾʀ́ɿ ɿʁɼɼɻɾʀ̲ ʁɿɱɰ 
when it stops, is the fifth foot. In the streets of Indonesian cities 
and towns you will have an unlimited choice of food offered 
through kaki lima. The quality varies and it is recommended to 
start your discovery tour only when your stomach has got 
accustomed to some extent to Indonesian food. In general it is good 
to eat at stalls where the food is prepared on the spot and to stay 
away, for the time being at least, from uncooked food, such as 
salads. Another suggestion is to try stalls where it is crowded. It 
indicates that many people are positive about the food there. When 
you observe the preparation process with some attention to detail, 
you may notice that most cooks use MSG (mono sodium 
glutamate) a white taste enhancing powder liberally. When 
consumed regularly MSG can cause cancer and even forms of 
addiction. Yɻʁ ɹɭʅ ʃɭɺʀ ʀɻ ʀɱɸɸ ʀɴɱ ɯɻɻɷ ɺɻʀ ʀɻ ʁɿɱ ǣǩǝ ͂͘tolong, 
tanpa vetsin, Pak/Bu͙̓ ɭɺɰ ʀɻ ɿʀɵɯɷ ʀɻ ɿɭɸʀ ɵɺɿʀɱɭɰ̵ Ǫɴɱ ʀɾɭɰɵʀɵɻɺɭɸ̲ 
Chinese remedy to neutralize the side effects of MSG is to drink 
green tea. MSG is sold under the brand names Ve Tsin and Aji-no-
moto. In supermarkets you will find not just one small spot with Ve 
Tsin and Aji-no-moto, but an entire section. That indicates the 
popularity of the chemical. Passing the shelves, find yourself some 
green tea to drink at home, because the warung or kaki lima will 
not have it. 
 

Food vendors, either making their rounds through the 
neighborhoods, rich and poor, or selling their products through a 
warung make a significant contribution to the (informal) economy. 
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The number of these food vendors increased sharply during the 
economic crisis in 1998 and onwards. Many office and factory 
workers who had become unemployed as a result of the many 
layoffs, initially were kept alive through their networks of relatives 
and, sometimes, close neighbors. But sooner or later they had to 
find an economic activity to sustain themselves, simply because 
Indonesia has no welfare system for the unemployed. Many opted 
to enter the informal sector selling food, drinks or snacks. In 
Indonesia there is never a lack of demand for tasty food and 
refreshing drinks and the overwhelming majority of food vendors 
managed to stay afloat economically. On the other hand many city 
officials opine that the sight of rows and rows of warung and kaki 
lima are a soar to the eye. In several cities successful or not so 
successful attempts have been made to regulate or curtail the PKL 
(penjual kaki lima: ambulant vendors who use a push cart). 

Anyway, ɰɱɿɼɵʀɱ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ́ɿ ɾɭɼɵɰ economic development 
you still have an overwhelming choice. Prices in restaurants are 
ɲɵʄɱɰ̲ ɿɻ ʀɴɱɾɱ́ɿ ɺɻ ɺɱɱɰ ʀɻ ɴɭɳɳɸɱ̵ ǟɺ ɲɭɯʀ ɹɻɿʀ ɼɾɵɯɱɿ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ 
are fixed, although when you buy expensive articles (consumer 
ɱɸɱɯʀɾɻɺɵɯɿ̲ ɯɭɾɿ ɭɺɰ ʀɴɱ ɸɵɷɱ͙ ɵʀ́ɿ ɻɲʀɱɺ ɼɻɿɿɵɮɸɱ ʀɻ ɺɱɳɻʀɵɭʀɱ ɭ ͺ ɻɾ 
10% discount. 
 

Most warung are straightforwardly simple open air 
constructions. They have a long table with two benches on either 
side, and are protected from the sun by a tarpaulin. One or two 
kerosene burners on the ground mark the cooking area. There will 
be a big wok on each stove. An alternative is for a stationary kaki 
lima to be the cooking area. When you have found a warung that 
seems to have an interesting menu, simply enter through the open 
end of the tarpaulin and find yourself a place at the long table. At 
some very popular warung you stand a chance of having to queue 
for a few minutes. Usually the menu is posted on one of the poles 
that support the tarpaulin. Make your order, wait for the meal and 
when it is served, enjoy it. There is always a choice of salt, ve tsin, 
chilly and soy sauce available. 
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To order something from a kaki lima ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɻ ɳɻ 
far. All kaki lima have their fixed rounds through the 
neighborhoods. It would take a real effort to find a location in 
Indonesia where kaki lima has not penetrated. If you would wake 
up in the middle of the night, yearning for a bite it is comforting to 
hear the distant sound of a kaki lima. These nighttime vendors 
either sell mie ayam, bakso or fried rice and fried noodles. Mie 
ayam is a bowl of boiled noodles with chicken soup. The bakso 
ʂɱɺɰɻɾ́ɿ ɿɻʁɺɰ ɵɿ ʀɴɱ ɸɵɳɴʀ ̀ʀɵɺɳ-ting-ʀɵɺɳ́ ɻɲ ɭ ɿɼɻɻɺ ɭɳɭɵɺɿʀ ɭ 
bakso bowl. The vendors of fried rice and fried noodles use a 
wooden stick against a hollowed piece of wood, which sounds like 
̀ɰɻɷ-dok-ɰɻɷ̵́ Ǘɴ̲ ʀɻ ʃɭɷɱ ʁɼ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ ɹɵɰɰɸɱ ɻɲ ʀɴɱ ʀɾɻɼɵɯɭɸ ɺɵɳht 
and to hear those reassuring sounds is enough to make one feel 
safe and secure. 

Eating at a kaki lima is as convenient as it can be. You 
ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɱʂɱɺ ɴɭʂɱ ʀɻ ɮɾɵɺɳ ɻʁʀ ɭ ɼɸɭʀɱ̲ ɳɸɭɿɿ ɻɾ ɯʁʀɸɱɾʅ̵ Ǫɴɱ ʂɱɺɰɻɾ 
will provide it and patiently wait until you have finished and paid. 
He will collect the plates and cutlery you used and quickly rinse it 
in a bucket of water without detergent dangling under the cart. 
Maybe next time, it is better to bring out your own plates and 
cutlery.  

 
Sometimes one can still see a traditional sate vendor, 

almost always a woman, balancing a tray on her head with 
unprepared meat, already on the skewers and a small charcoal grill. 
The grill is always burning. The best way to eat sate is with sweet 
soy sauce and lontong, sticky rice rolls, steamed in a banana leave. 
ǥɺ ɭ ɴɻʀ ɭɲʀɱɾɺɻɻɺ ɵʀ́ɿ ɹɻɾɱ ʀɴɭɺ ʅʁɹɹʅ̹ 
 
 Another yummy food item, martabak, originating from 
Sumatra also offers some craftsmanship that you may admire. 
Martabak is a giant folded pancake filled with meat, eggs and finely 
cut vegetables. It is only available from kaki lima and not in 
restaurants. Some of the best martabak stands are hardly visible 
from the street because of the crowd gathered around it, patiently 
waiting their turn. The preparation of martabak has a few 
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similarities with pizza: like a pizza the cook makes it into an almost 
transparent fleece by rolling and tossing it into the air. Then the 
filling is added and the final stages of the preparation consist of 
folding the fleece several times around the filling. One order of 
martabak is more than enough to feed a family of five. 
 

Eating at a warung or a kaki lima is a straightforward 
experience. Eating out in a restaurant is likewise convenient and 
straightforward. One of the reasons is that as a majority we hardly 
have a culture of social dining, engaging in small talk and enjoying 
entrees, main course, desserts and wines. We go to a restaurant 
because we happen to be hungry. We order, we eat, we pay and we 
leave. The only exceptions are the ethnic Chinese who do have a 
culture of enjoying sumptuous meals with the entire family or 
many friends and who like to stay at the table for several hours. 

Therefore, if you have invited Indonesian colleagues or 
ɲɾɵɱɺɰɿ ɲɻɾ ɸʁɺɯɴ ɻɾ ɰɵɺɺɱɾ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ɿʁɾɼɾɵɿɱɰ ʃɴɱɺ ɵɹɹɱɰɵɭʀɱly 
after the meal they will apologize and leave, or (worse) the 
conversation stops and they show signs of wanting to leave. 
 

Nevertheless, many things are changing in Indonesia. One 
of those changes has penetrated many restaurants where it is now 
almost common to be entertained or to entertain yourself with 
karaoke. Establishments boasting a wide screen TV set and karaoke 
equipment will switch it on without consulting you, assuming that 
loud karaoke is the ultimate in lunch or dinner entertainment. If 
nobody in your party wishes to sing, the operator of the karaoke 
set will be more than happy to do so for you. As soon as the 
karaoke is on, it will abort all conversation at the tables. 

In the city of Jogjakarta and surrounding cities in Central 
Java you should definitely try eating lesehan, which implies eating at 
low tables, sitting cross-legged on mats spread out on the floor or 
the sidewalk. One of the most popular dishes there is pecel lele (the 
fried catfish with raw vegetables, steamed rice and chilly discussed 
earlier). 
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Dinner entertainment will show up in seconds; singers with 
or without a guitar and with or without a talent for singing. The 
sooner you give the singer some money the sooner he or she will 
move on. But then again, a second and a third may already be 
waiting. 
 

Ǫɴɱ ɳɻɻɰ ʀɴɵɺɳ ɻɲ ʀɴɻɿɱ ɱɭʀɱɾɵɱɿ ɵɿ ʀɴɭʀ ʁɿʁɭɸɸʅ ʅɻʁ ɰɻɺ́ʀ 
have to wait in line before being seated. 
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Smoking and Community 
 
 
 

 
ntil recently, on disembarking from a plane, many male 
passengers would light up a cigarette immediately. These 
days, a smoking ban is strictly enforced in airports, office 
buildings and uptown shopping malls and other public 
places. In most other places smoking is allowed. Indeed, 

Indonesians are fervent smokers and they are used to smoke all the 
time and everywhere, including in public places and non-smoking 
areas. The cigarette industry is an important money making 
industry in the country. From personal observation you may 
conclude that the majority of male Indonesians (70 percent and 
probably even more) are smokers. The anti-smoking lobby in 
Indonesia is getting stronger, but education about the health 
hazards of smoking is still to sink in. Smokers are seen as adult and 
mature man. Very few women smoke, but in circles of urban, 
independently thinking women smoking is increasingly becoming an 
accepted phenomenon. 

 
What you entered Indonesia, waiting there in front of the 

Immigration booth, is that everyone was neatly standing in line. 
Standing in line for the Immigration booth and standing in line at a 
bank or in front of a martabak stand are relative novelties in 
Indonesia. We are not really used to wait our turn, and especially in 
Post Offices and in shops we still feel that we need to be helped 
first. The same goes for check-in counters at the airport. For some 
reason, travel agents who need to check in a group seem to think 
that they can get ahead of everybody else. 
 

You may soon become irritated by this behavior. Observing 
and analyzing our behavior while you travel through the country, 
some contradictions may emerge after a while. You may ask 

U 
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yourself why the smiling and gentle Indonesians you see in airline 
ads and other travel related literature behave so selfishly. After 
some time you may wonder why the potholes in the street and the 
flooding in tɻʃɺ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɿɱɱɹ ʀɻ ɮɻʀɴɱɾ ʀɴɱ ɻɲɲɵɯɵɭɸɿ ͘pejabat). It is 
puzzling why those officials seem to think they know everything 
ɭɺɰ ɮɱɴɭʂɱ ɸɵɷɱ ɳɻɰɿ̵ Ǘɺɰ ʃɴʅ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɱ̲ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭɺɿ̲ ɯɭɾɱ ɭɮɻʁʀ 
beggars in the street and the poor in general? Why do we throw 
our litter all over the place, to the point that it jams gutters, rivers 
ɭɺɰ ɼɻɸɸʁʀɱɿ ʀɴɱ ɯɻʁɺʀɾʅ̼ ǟɺ ʀɾɭɲɲɵɯ̲ ʃɴʅ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɱ ɮɱɴɭʂɱ ɸɵɷɱ ʀɴɱ 
well mannered, responsible and caring Bapak (gentlemen) or Ibu 
(ladies) that we are at home and among relatives? Why do men 
smoke everywhere, especially in no smoking areas and in the 
presence of non-smokers and children?  

Why do we seem so uncivilized and even selfish, despite the 
symbols of unity we exhibit such as wearing uniforms on any 
occasion? 
 

Part of the answer may be that we are victims of our own 
tradition or that we simply copy the behavior of some high-ranking 
members of society. But there is more. Behavior in public places, 
whether it is on the street, in the post office or the zoo is governed 
ɮʅ ɴɻʃ ʃɱ ɰɱɲɵɺɱ ̀ɯɻɹɹʁɺɵʀʅ́ ɭɺɰ ɴɻʃ ʃɱ ɿɱɱ ɿɻɯɵɭɸ ɾɱɸɭʀɵɻɺships. 
Despite almost 60 years of nation building, nearly to the point of 
indoctrination, apparently community is still very narrowly defined. 
The community with which most Indonesians identify first and 
foremost is tɴɱ ɵɹɹɱɰɵɭʀɱ ɲɭɹɵɸʅ̵ Ǘ ɿɱɯɻɺɰ ɸɭʅɱɾ ɻɲ ̀ɯɻɹɹʁɺɵʀʅ́ 
consists of close neighbors, colleagues, and the community of the 
mosque, church or temple. We treat the members of these 
communities with all due respect and consideration. We are ready 
to help when they call on us. We fulfill our obligations to go and 
make visits when there is a birth, a prayer meeting, a marriage or a 
death in the neighborhood. We go to visit when someone in the 
neighborhood is admitted to hospital. We join the neighborhood 
chores, such as cleaning the gutters or painting the curbsides 
before Independence Day celebrations, August 17. In our relations 
with the members of our community we have been trained to be 
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polite and to comply with the social norms. We chat with our 
neighbors and we ɭɿɷ̲ ͂ʃɴɱɾɱ ɰɻ ʅɻʁ ɯɻɹɱ ɲɾɻɹ̓ ɻɾ ͂ʃɴɱɾɱ ɰɻ ʅɻʁ 
ɳɻ ʀɻ̓ ɱɭɯɴ ʀɵɹɱ ʃɱ ɹɱɱʀ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ ɿʀɾɱɱʀ̵ Ǘɺɰ ʅɱʀ̲ ɹɻɿʀ ɵɲ ɺɻʀ ɭɸɸ ɻɲ 
these relations are not very deep. If a family would move to a 
different neighborhood or to a different city, it is unusual to keep 
in touch with the old gang. If someday we would meet again, we 
would be happy to do so, but we would make no effort to keep the 
relationship alive. 

The social norms of any community in Indonesia are 
intrinsically simple; life in the community needs to be quiet and 
harmonious. We hope that all the residents will contribute to 
achieving and maintaining harmony. There are many watchful eyes 
in the communities that observe behavior and attitudes of all its 
members. Those, whose behavior comes close to the narrowly 
defined borders of what is good and acceptable, will become 
subjects of gossip. 
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But anybody who does not belong to our narrowly defined 
̀ɯɻɹɹʁɺɵʀʅ́ ɵɿ ʂɵɾʀʁɭɸɸʅ ɭɺ ɭɸɵɱɺ̵ ǭɱ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɿɱɱ ʀɴɱ need to treat 
them with respect. It will still take a long time before we realize 
ʀɴɭʀ ʀɴɻɿɱ ̀ɭɸɵɱɺɿ́ ɭɾɱ ɼɭɾʀ ɻɲ ɻʁɾ ʃɵɰɱɾ ɯɻɹɹʁɺɵʀʅ̵ Ǫɴɭʀ ɭɸɿɻ 
means that it will take a while before we will begin to be polite and 
ɯɻɺɿɵɰɱɾɭʀɱ ʀɻ ɼɱɻɼɸɱ ʃɱ ɯɻɺɿɵɰɱɾ ̀ɿʀɾɭɺɳɱɾɿ̵́ Ǣɻʀɿ ɻɲ ʃɻɾɷ̲ 
education of adults (including teachers and our leaders) and 
advocacy lie ahead to arrive at the point where we realize that all of 
Indonesia is us, that all Indonesians are our close neighbors and 
that the well-being of our extended community is our collective and 
individual responsibility. 
 

But there is hope. We see more and more people standing 
in line here and there. And if you find yourself in a situation when 
ɿɻɹɱɮɻɰʅ ɯɭɺ́ʀ ʃɭɵʀ ɴɵɿ ɻɾ ɴɱɾ ʀʁɾɺ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɮɱ ʁɼɿɱʀ̲ ɮʁʀ ɭɿɷ ʀɴɱ 
ɼɱɾɿɻɺ ʀɻ ɿʀɱɼ ɮɭɯɷ ɵɺ ɸɵɺɱ̵ Ǫɴɭʀ ʁɿʁɭɸɸʅ ɴɱɸɼɿ̲ ɮʁʀ ɵɲ ɵʀ ɰɻɱɿɺ́ʀ̲ ɶʁɿʀ 
smile and do as the natives do. Nobody will feel offended. 
 

A similar attitude may be helpful in traffic. 
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In Traffic 
 
 
 
 

 
irst-timers in Indonesia often feel appalled at the sight of 
our traffic. That we drive along the left side of the road 
is not the major problem, but the sound and pollution 
levels are! They wonder if there are no traffic rules. 
Ǫɴɭʀ́ɿ ɭ ɳɻɻɰ ɼɻɵɺʀ̵ ǣɭʅɮɱ ʀɴɱɾɱ ɭɾɱ̲ ɮʁʀ ɴɻɺɱɿʀɸʅ ʃɱ 

ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɷɺɻʃ̵ ǥʁɾ ɰɾɵʂɵɺɳ ɵɺɿʀɾʁɯʀɻɾɿ ɴɭɾɰɸʅ ʀɱɭɯɴ ʁɿ ɭɺʅʀɴɵɺɳ ɱɸɿɱ 
ʀɴɭɺ ̀ɷɱɱɼ ɹɻʂɵɺɳ̹́ ǥɲ ɯɻʁɾɿɱ̲ ɰʁɾɵɺɳ ʀɴɱ driving exam we need to 
complete multiple-choice forms with questions about traffic rules 
and the meaning of traffic signs. Fortunately the police officers 
taking the exam often are kind enough to provide the answers too. 
All we need to do is pay a little extra and then we are ready for the 
road. Expatriates, living in Indonesia need to obtain their 
ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭɺ ɰɾɵʂɱɾ́ɿ ɸɵɯɱɺɿɱ ɭɲʀɱɾ ɭ ʅɱɭɾ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɺɻʀ ʀɻɻ ɰɵɲɲɵɯʁɸʀ̵ ǫɿʁɭɸɸʅ 
their office will take care of the procedure, so that the applicant 
only needs to shoʃ ʁɼ ɲɻɾ ɭ ̀ɹʁɳ ɿɴɻʀ̲́ ɭ ɿɵɳɺɭʀʁɾɱ ɭɺɰ ɭ 
ɲɵɺɳɱɾɼɾɵɺʀ̵ Ǫɻʁɾɵɿʀɿ ɯɭɺ ʁɿɱ ɭɺ ɵɺʀɱɾɺɭʀɵɻɺɭɸ ɰɾɵʂɱɾ́ɿ ɸɵɯɱɺɿɱ̵ 
 

ǟɺ ɾɱɭɸɵʀʅ ʀɾɭɲɲɵɯ ɵɺ ǟɺɰɻɺɱɿɵɭ ɵɿ ɺɻʀ ɿɻ ɮɭɰ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɱɭɿʅ ɭɺɰ 
driving your own vehicle through Indonesia is even a nice 
ɱʄɼɱɾɵɱɺɯɱ̵ Ǘʀ ɸɱɭɿʀ ɵʀ́ɿ ɭ ɳɾeat cultural experience. When you dare 
to take the wheel after having been used to the orderly traffic 
situation in Europe, North America, Japan, Singapore or Australia 
ʅɻʁ ʃɵɸɸ ɿɭʅ ʀɴɭʀ ɵʀ́ɿ ɳɾɱɭʀ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɲʁɺ̵ Ǣɻɻɷ̲ ɺɻ ɾʁɸɱɿ̹ Ǡʁɿʀ ɲɵɸɸ ɵɺ ʀɴɱ 
ɳɭɼɿ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʁɿe the mirrors and go for it. No need to anticipate the 
traffic situation 100 meters ahead. Just blast the horn to the 
obstructing car bumper in front. And when the going gets really 
tough, all you have to do is open the window and throw out a 
smile. 
 

F 



Enjoying Indonesia 2012  

There are traffic rules, although you will not find them in 
any book or traffic regulation. Here they are. First and foremost: be 
flexible. Drivers in Indonesia survive because they do not insist on 
their traffic rights. Second: Big is Boss. Drivers in Indonesia reach 
their destination most of the time because they know that any 
vehicle older or bigger than theirs will have the right of way. 

Flexibility in Indonesian traffic situations is essential. Unlike 
motorists (and pedestrians) in Europe, we have no rights in traffic. 
ǟʀ́ɿ ʀɴɱɾɱɲɻɾɱ ɲʁʀɵɸɱ ʀɻ ɵɺɿɵɿʀ ɻɺ ɳɱʀʀɵɺɳ ʀɴɱ ɾɵɳɴʀ ɻɲ ʃɭʅ̵ ǜɸɱʄɵɮɵɸɵʀʅ 
and the wish to survive will allow you to veer off the road in case 
ɭɺ ɻɺɯɻɹɵɺɳ ʂɱɴɵɯɸɱ ɯɭɺ́ʀ ɻɾ ɰɻɱɿɺ́ʀ ʃɭɺʀ ʀɻ ɳɱʀ ɮɭɯɷ ɵɺʀɻ ɵʀɿ ɸɭɺɱ 
fast enough. 

Buses and trucks are the biggest vehicles you will 
encounter. Please remember that they always have the right of way, 
even if they are on the wrong side of the road or ignore traffic 
lights.  
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You will see many police officers patrolling the streets, or 
more commonly, waiting at intersections for motorists to commit a 
ʀɾɭɲɲɵɯ ʂɵɻɸɭʀɵɻɺ̵ ǥʁɾ ɼɻɸɵɯɱ ɻɲɲɵɯɱɾɿ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ɸɵɷɱ ʀɻ ʀɭɸɷ ɭ ɸɻʀ ɭɺɰ 
perpetrators are fined immediately. If this would happen to you, 
ʅɻʁ ʃɵɸɸ ɭɸɿɻ ɮɱ ʀɻɸɰ ʀɻ ɴɭɺɰ ɻʂɱɾ ʀɴɱ ɰɾɵʂɱɾ́ɿ ɸɵɯɱɺɿɱ ɮɱɯɭʁɿɱ ɵʀ ʃɵɸɸ 
have tɻ ɮɱ ɿɱɺʀ ʀɻ ɯɻʁɾʀ ʀɻ ɼɾɻɯɱɿɿ ʅɻʁɾ ɯɾɵɹɵɺɭɸ ɯɭɿɱ̵ ǚɻɺ́ʀ ʃɻɾɾʅ 
about this kind of talk. Fortunately motorists have some bargaining 
power about the exact amount of the fine and even about the 
process. Rp 50,000 is the usual rate for a fine and you can keep 
yɻʁɾ ɰɾɵʂɱɾ́ɿ ɸɵɯɱɺɿɱ̵ Ǫɴɱɾɱ ɵɿ ɺɻ ɼɻɵɺʀ ɵɺ ɭɿɷɵɺɳ ɲɻɾ ɭ ɾɱɯɱɵɼʀ̵ Ǘɲʀɱɾ 
all, poorly paid police officers have to make a living somehow and 
they also have to ensure that they make their daily setoran 
(assigned amount of fines to hand over) to their supervisor at the 
police station. 
 

Are you ready to show your driving skills in traffic? Why 
ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʅɻʁ ʀɾʅ ʀɻ ɺɱɳɻʀɵɭʀɱ ɭ ɿɵʆɱɭɮɸɱ ɾɻʁɺɰɭɮɻʁʀ̼ Ǩɱɹɱɹɮɱɾ ʀɻ ɶʁɿʀ 
ɰɵʂɱ ɵɺ ʀɴɱɾɱ̵ ǭɴɭʀɱʂɱɾ ɴɭɼɼɱɺɿ̲ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʁɿɱ ʅɻʁɾ ɾɱɭɾʂɵɱʃ ɹɵɾɾɻɾɿ̵ 
Just consider them ornaments. From the corners of your eyes you 
will be able to see, or sense, traffic on your left and right. Changing 
direction or changing lanes may seem impossible, but is easy. 
Fortunately traffic in the cities goes slowly, not more than 20 
kilometers per hour and that will help you to keep your vehicle 
undamaged. Changing lanes begins by slowly steering in the desired 
direction. Use your direction indicators, even though nobody will 
pay a lot of attention to them. Turning down your window and 
slowly gesturing that you want to go that way is often more 
effective. But not always. The vehicle on your left or right will 
continue as if you did not exist. Ǫɴɭʀ́ɿ ɲɵɺɱ, if your car is slightly 
ahead of the opposing one you will get the right of way, but only 
after the vehicles have approached each other to only half a 
centimeter. After this experience you will need to focus on the exit 
you want to take. Missed it? What a great opportunity to try again. 
Ǘɺɰ ʀɻɺɵɳɴʀ̲ ʃɴɱɺ ʀɴɱ ɿʀɾɱɱʀɸɵɳɴʀɿ ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɻɾɷ̲ ɻɾ ɭʀ ɸɱɭɿʀ ɺɻʀ ɭɸɸ ɻɲ 
them, try the same roundabout again and with a velocity of, say, 40 
kilometers per hour. 
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Added to the excitement of taking roundabouts at night 
will be the cars, motorbikes, becak, horse-drawn carts and bicycles 
ʀɴɭʀ ɴɭʂɱ ɺɻ ɸɵɳɴʀɿ̵ ǟʀ́ɿ ɮɱʀʀɱɾ ʀɻ ɭɿɿʁɹɱ ʀɴɭʀ ʀɴɱ ɿʀɾɱets are never 
deserted, even if they seem empty. All of a sudden a vehicle will 
show up having no lights. 
 

Yes, especially during the night you will see that the road is 
used by everyone. Outside the cities, curbsides are rare and 
pedestrians, cyclists, chicken and goats, horse drawn carriages and 
becak, all have to use the same two lanes available. Apart from 
most motorbikes and cars, other vehicles never have functioning 
lights. For villagers the road is also used as a place to gather during 
the cool hours of the night, after all the work is done. You will see 
men crouching by the side of the road, chatting and exchanging 
news and opinions.  
When it gets later and cooler still, some of them may in fact use 
the road to lie down and relax while continuing the chat. Once 
again, you should never assume that the road is empty. When you 
least expect, you will encounter something or someone. 
 

But the best experiences in traffic are when you decide to 
hold back and allow pedestrians to cross. With surprise and relief 
they will smile and wave at you. Be careful though, other motorists 
will not interpret your stopping as a gesture to allow pedestrians to 
cross, and they, especially the bikers, will only rejoice at this 
opportunity to overtake you. 
 

Ah, almost forgot to mention our basic traffic attitude; we 
ɰɻɺ́ʀ ʃɭɺʀ ʀɻ ɳɱʀ ɭʀ ɻʁɾ ɰɱɿʀɵɺɭʀɵɻɺ ɿɭɲɱɸʅ̳ ʃɱ ʃɭɺʀ ʀɻ ɳɱʀ ʀɴɱɾɱ 
ahead of everybody else. If that means blocking an intersection, so 
be it. 
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Traveling by Travel, Train and More 
 
 
 
 
 

he only reason to brave our traffic, obviously is to get 
from here to there, to see things and to meet people. 
Indonesia offers many opportunities to travel. After all, 
our archipelago with islands, big and small, has many 
opportunities to hop from one island to the other. The 

major islands, in terms of size are Sumatera, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, 
Papua and Java. However, you will find the majority of Indonesians, 
more than 60 percent living in Java and Bali. 
 

 
 
ǘɱɲɻɾɱ ɰɵɿɯʁɿɿɵɺɳ ɸɻɺɳ ɰɵɿʀɭɺɯɱ ɹɱɭɺɿ ɻɲ ʀɾɭʂɱɸ̲ ɸɱʀ́ɿ ʀɭɸɷ ɭ 

bit more about taxis. Most of the taxis in Indonesia have meters 
and, fortunately, the drivers use them. Most taxis are therefore 
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