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CHAPTER IV 

CHANGING STATE CONTROL, 
RESISTANCE AND ACCOMODATION 

(1920-1942) 

1. Introduction 

During the first decade of the twentieth century the colonial state imposed discipline on the 
labour force by physical violence through flogging. The system of control was illegitimate and 
without authority, because in its implementation, abuse, corruption and violence were very 
normal. Though points of view among state agencies regarding such control tended to differ, in 
fact, flogging was still used until the second decade of the twentieth century. The main reason 
that discipline by physical violence continued to be implemented lay in the Dutch officials' ready 
acceptance of the stereotype of the lazy mentality inherent in the ruled society. 

This chapter explores changes in state control in which ideas about appropriate punitive 
measures shifted from physical violence to social sanctions. Changes in state control were 
preceded by discussions between various actors at different state levels. I shall also explore 
shifts in the miners' politics, from unorganized to organized, from the politics of resistance 
to accommodation. This shift in miners' politics should be seen in the context of the 
changing state control of the mining society, the emerging nationalist movement, and the 
Depression. Politics among the miners became more organized and more radical after they 
involved in the Persatuan Kaum Biiruh Tambang or PKBT (The miners' trade union), 
which was set up in 1925. The formation of the PKBT and its activities cannot be 
understood without relating this to the role of nationalist political leaders who encouraged 
the miners' anti-colonial feelings and fired up aspirations for independence. 

I shall explore how linkages were made between the miners, the leaders of the 
PKBT, and political organizations such as the Sarekat Rakyat and the Communist Party; 
and between the coolie barracks, the town of Sawahlunto and Padang Panjang, a center of 
the communist uprising in West Sumatra in 1926/1927. The emergence of the Indonesian 
nationalist movement and the ideology of class struggle which was propagated among the 
miners and the local people in Sawahlunto by the Sarekat Rakyat and the Communist Party, 
seem to have been the key which lulled the intensity of the ethnic conflict which had 
previously prevailed. Islam, nationalism, and class struggle were important elements which 
could help to bridge ethnic differentiation. Nationalism and the class struggle ran in parallel 
and were not typical just of the Ombilin miners' politics, but were also found in the labour 
movements in Java, Burma, and India (Ingleson 1981a, 198lb; 1983; Simeon 1995- Teruko 
Sato 1996). 

What form did the miners' politics take after the uprising of 1926/1927, when little 
room was given by the state for labour activism, and opportunities to make contacts with 
local and nationalist political leaders outside the mines were greatly restricted. After this 
year, political parties found themselves impotent, their hands tied by the inexorable control 
of the colonial state. What effect did this have on the mining society? After the communist 
uprising, politics among the miners tended to be more accommodating, which was not 
merely a reaction to hard-handed control by the state, but was equally related to wider 
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economie and social changes. The examination of the politics of the miners will be divided 
into three parts: 1) running away and refusing work; 2) the PKBT and the Communist 
Uprising 1926/1927; 3) and politics of accommodation: the Depression and the emergence 
a mining society. 

1. Changing State Control 

Changes in state control which shifted methods of punishment away from physical violence to 
social sanctions were , based on dual motives: they had a moral side but economic 
considerations were not forgotten. By their nature, changes in state control brought shifts to the 
nature of miners' politics. Changes in state control were a product of the dynamic interaction 
between the actors: miners, managers and the state. Common people like the Ombilin miners 
emerged as a social force which could change the policy of the management and the state. 
Under what conditions and in what context the changes of state control were decided and put 
into effect, is the main focus of this section. 

The Dutch officials gradually understood that social control by physical violence was not 
successful in disciplining the miners. Punishment by flogging as an instrument of control no 
longer caused the miners to cringe and obey as the state colonial officials had expected at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. It was not just an internal problem. The company suffered 
financial losses and found itself saddled with a bad reputation, because the miners' resistance, 
shown by running away or simply avoiding work, was obdurate and unceasing. 

During the 1920s state officials had been shocked by the resistance of the miners, which 
grew even far more desperate than that displayed in the first decade of the twentieth century. 
One indisputable index of this was the high suicide rate among convict and contract labourers in 
the Netherlands Indies. This was reported by the Labour Inspectors who visited Sawahlunto 
such as H.Th Weehuizen (1921), D.B.W van Ardenne (1923), J.F.Ch Deibert (1924), and P.A.J 
Noordink (1925), G. Vreede and J. Michielsen (1925). The Head of the Prison institution 
(1924), Hijmans who had authority to run the prison management system in the whole of the 
Netherlands Indies, also visited Sawahlunto in order to investigate reasons behind the escape of 
labourers from the prison of Sawahlunto or from their workplace. According to the reports, the 
high rate of desertion and avoidance of work were due to the lack of discipline, the shortage of 
food, the lateness in distribution of food, the abysmal medical care, and mine phobia. This last 
particularly afflicted the newcomers who were terrified of going into an underground mine. 

The Labour Inspectors reports were no longer hidden from the public, as they had 
been the early years of the twentieth century. The published reports were discussed in 
various magazines and newspapers both in the Netherlands and in the Netherlands Indies. 
Many people were shocked to read how bad the reputation of the Ombilin state-owned 
company was. Table IV. 1 shows this notoriety through the rate of desertion of the convict 
labourers, either from the prison at Sawahlunto or from their workplace in 1920-1928. In 
1920, 2,201 of 3,859 (57 percent) convict labourers deserted mainly from their place of 
work. Compared with the year 1919, this figure had dropped, probably because of the 
abolition of the premium system. But in 1921, the total number of deserters rose again, 
namely to 3,101 or 66 percent from the average population per day. This history was 
repeated in 1923, when the total number of deserters rose to 4,798 (121 percent) from 
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3,965 of the average prison population employed there, meaning nearly a quarter seem to 
have escaped more than once. 

Table IV. 1 Comparison of number of deserters in Sawahlunto, Nusa Kambangan 
And South West Jember, 1920-1928. 

YEAR PRISONS DESERTED 
FROM 
PRISON 

DESERTED 
FROM 
WORK 
PLACE 

BROUGH 
BACK TO 
MINE 

AVERAGE 
PEOPLE 
PER DAY 

1920 S.Lunto n.a 
n.a 
144 

2,201 
338 
331 

2,015 
321 

79 

3,859 
3,178 
1,636 

1920 
N. Kambangan 

n.a 
n.a 
144 

2,201 
338 
331 

2,015 
321 

79 

3,859 
3,178 
1,636 

1920 

S.W.Jember 

n.a 
n.a 
144 

2,201 
338 
331 

2,015 
321 

79 

3,859 
3,178 
1,636 

1921 S.Lunto n.a 
9 

28 

3,101 
820 
267 

2,898 
728 
335 

4,692 
3,263 
1,810 

1921 
N. Kambangan 

n.a 
9 

28 

3,101 
820 
267 

2,898 
728 
335 

4,692 
3,263 
1,810 

1921 

S.WJember 

n.a 
9 

28 

3,101 
820 
267 

2,898 
728 
335 

4,692 
3,263 
1,810 

1922 S.Lunto n.a 
12 
99 

2,974 
457 
414 

2,732 
436 
335 

4,747 
3,200 
2,459 

1922 
N. Kambangan 

n.a 
12 
99 

2,974 
457 
414 

2,732 
436 
335 

4,747 
3,200 
2,459 

1922 

S.WJember 

n.a 
12 
99 

2,974 
457 
414 

2,732 
436 
335 

4,747 
3,200 
2,459 

1923 S.Lunto n.a. 
n.a 
107 

4,798 
451 
324 

4,564 
314 
324 

3,965 
3,504 
2,008 

1923 
N. Kambangan 

n.a. 
n.a 
107 

4,798 
451 
324 

4,564 
314 
324 

3,965 
3,504 
2,008 

1923 

S.WJember 

n.a. 
n.a 
107 

4,798 
451 
324 

4,564 
314 
324 

3,965 
3,504 
2,008 

1924 S.Lunto n.a 
n.a 
71 

7,624 
451 
436 

7,661 
323 
399 

2,395 
3,592 
1,682 

1924 
N.Kambangan 

n.a 
n.a 
71 

7,624 
451 
436 

7,661 
323 
399 

2,395 
3,592 
1,682 

1924 

S.WJember 

n.a 
n.a 
71 

7,624 
451 
436 

7,661 
323 
399 

2,395 
3,592 
1,682 

1925 S.Lunto n.a 
n.a 
101 

3,538 
654 
561 

3,553 
577 
546 

2,657 
3,609 
1,878 

1925 
N.Kambangan 

n.a 
n.a 
101 

3,538 
654 
561 

3,553 
577 
546 

2,657 
3,609 
1,878 

1925 

S.WJember 

n.a 
n.a 
101 

3,538 
654 
561 

3,553 
577 
546 

2,657 
3,609 
1,878 

1926 S.Lunto n.a 
13 
28 

159 
603 
151 

232 
530 
240 

1,945 
3,574 
2,262 

1926 
N.Kambangan 

n.a 
13 
28 

159 
603 
151 

232 
530 
240 

1,945 
3,574 
2,262 

1926 

S.WJember 

n.a 
13 
28 

159 
603 
151 

232 
530 
240 

1,945 
3,574 
2,262 

1927 S.Lunto n.a 
13 
28 

8 
147 
63 

14 
175 
93 

2,758 
3,051 
1,444 

1927 
N.Kambangan 

n.a 
13 
28 

8 
147 
63 

14 
175 
93 

2,758 
3,051 
1,444 

1927 

S.WJember 

n.a 
13 
28 

8 
147 
63 

14 
175 
93 

2,758 
3,051 
1,444 

1928 S.Lunto 6 
15 
4 

2 
243 

11 

8 
256 

47 

2,194 
3,018 

105 

1928 
N.Kambangan 

6 
15 
4 

2 
243 

11 

8 
256 

47 

2,194 
3,018 

105 

1928 

S.WJember 

6 
15 
4 

2 
243 

11 

8 
256 

47 

2,194 
3,018 

105 

Source: Verslag over de Hervormingen 
Over 1921 t/m 1925, 1926:26; Verslag 
Bruinink-Darlang 1986:143. 

van het Gevangeniswezen 
over Hervormingen 1928, 

in Nederlands-lndië 
1930:12. See also 
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The highest figure occurred in 1924: from the average prison population of 2,395, there were 
7,624 deserters. These figures show that on average in a year a convict labourer deserted more 
than once, probably even more than twice. 

Most of the convict labourers who absconded could be brought back to the mine (Table 
IV. 1). For example, in 1920 2,015 of the 2,201(about 92 percent) were eventually returned, and 
in 1922 2,898 of the 3,101(about 93 percent) were returned. In certain years, especially 1924-
1928 the number of convict labourers who were imported to the mine was higher than that of 
those convict labourers who deserted. This is because those convict labourers who had deserted 
in previous years, were eventually brought back to the mine in the following years. Compared to 
prisoners who worked at other places, like Nusa Kambangan and south-west Jember, the figures 
indicate that the rate of desertion in the Ombilin coal-mines surpassed these other two places. 
There were many reasons contributing to this situation, such as lack of control, the location of 
the mines in the middle of the jungle, and the shortage of food. A more detailed explanation on 
this will be given in Section 2.1. 

Contract labourers were also punished if they infringed the regulations laid down in 
the Coolie Ordinance. The average percentage of contract labourers who were punished 
was more than 69.4percent in the nine years from 1916 until 1922 (Table IV.2). The 
highest figures for the punished contract labourers were in 1916 (78 percent), 1919 (71 
percent), 1920 (70 percent), and in 1921 (76 percent). I have no figures for year 1923-
1925. In 1926 the average percentage of the punished contract labourers remained high, 
namely 53 percent.1 

Table rv.2 The Average Percentage of the Punished 
Contract labourers, 1916-1922. 

YEAR AVERAGE PERCENTAGE 

1916 78 
1917 64 
1918 67.6 
1919 71 
1920 70 
1921 76.1 
1922 59 
Average 69.4 

Source: Verslagen van de Ombilmmijnen 17-1923 1924, 1918-1925. 

This figure is taken from the report of G Kepper, Inspector of Labour for the Outer Islands who 
visited the mine from December 1926 to June 1927. Apart from the 53 percent contract labourers who 
infringed the Coolie Ordinance, 14 percent of the contract labourers was punished for other 
misdemeanours. As comparison. Kepper also showed figures of punished contract labourers in the Sakdo 
gold-mines of y 14 percent and 0.8 percent. See Mining Archives, G. Kepper, Inspectie Verslagen vanuit 
Sumatra 's Westkust 26 September 1927 no.16/51/2. 
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These figures are unusually high compared with the Belitung tin-mines and the East 
Sumatran plantations. In the Belitung tin-mines, the average percentage of the contract 
labourers punished was 4.5 percent between 1917 and 1924. Between 1926 and 1928 this 
was reduced on average to 3.4 percent (Erman 1995:138). 

Compared to labour conditions on the East Sumatran plantations, the treatment of 
labourers in the Ombilin coal-mines was sadistic and inhuman. Therefore, the colonial 
government was subjected to a hail of criticism. The appalling conditions even inspired an 
article, entitled "Donkere Mijnen" (dark mines),2 in which the writer discusses the high rate of 
desertion and punishment among contract labourers in the Ombilin coal-mines. In East Sumatra, 
the management and the magistrate received a warning if they punished more than 5 percent of 
the labourers who infringed the Coolie Ordinance {Sinar Sumatra 23-11-1926). Such 
infringements consisted of shirking work and running away. No such warning was ever given at 
the Ombilin coal-mines, although the total number of the contract labourers who were punished 
had already reached more than 59 percent. What we learn from these figures is that the labour 
regime in the Ombilin coal-mines must have been far more sadistic and brutal than that on the 
plantations of East Sumatra, which is what Breman argued a decade ago. 

Most infractions of the Coolie Ordinance by contract labourers arose the high rate of 
absenteeism. Noordinlc, the Labour Inspector, reported that between 22 August and 15 October 
1924 2,781 contract labourers did not report for work. He pointed out that this high rate of 
absenteeism certainly inflicted a considerable loss upon the company. 

How contract labourers who infringed the Coolie Ordinance were punished is not 
known for sure. But it seems there is no differentiation in the sorts of punishment meted out to 
contract and convict labourers, repeating the picture which emerged for the first decade of the 
twentieth century. Punishments by solitary confinement or flogging were very high during this 
period. In 1921, 77 percent of the total number of labourers were punished by solitary 
confinement. In the following years, punishment by both solitary confinement and by flogging 
rose continuously. Punishment by solitary confinement reached 95 percent in 1922, 144 percent 
in 1923, and 180 percent in 1924 (Bruinink-Darlang 1986:145). The figures show that on 
average, a convict labourer was punished by solitary confinement more than once a year. Under 
Article 69 of the Gestichten Reglement (Staatsblad 1917 no. 708), punishment by solitary 
confinement also entailed hard labour, and convict labourers and contract labourers were 
supposed to be separated from each other. If the cells were full, and there was no opportunity 
for punishment by solitary confinement and hard labour, then those sentenced could be punished 
by flogging, up to a maximum of twenty lashes. 

It seems that these regulations existed on paper only. There is no information 
available to differentiate between the average percentage of the convict and of the contract 
labourers who were punished by flogging. But the report of the Labour Inspector, 
Noordink, written in 1925 shows that the contract labourers were also punished by 

'Donkere Mijnen' 1926: 54-7; 255-57. 
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flogging. According to Noordink's report, the lashes were very severe, and the injured 
labourers often had to be treated in the hospital.' 

"The use of the rottan cane is, I think a dark stain on this state-owned 
business; especially when inflicted on those to be punished - who when it 
is all said and done are people who have committed no crimes and have 
contracted themselves to work in the mines voluntarily... ' . 

This evidence leaves little doubt that organized discipline by flogging dominated the 
labour regime at Sawahlunto. The following figures show that the use of flogging as a 
punishment at Ombilin rose from 127 percent, or 5,063 times out of a total workforce of 4,747 
in 1922, 144 percent or 5,693 of 3,965 of the average prison population at Sawahlunto in 1923. 
This translates to 62 percent in 1922, 65 percent in 1923, and 59 percent in 1924 of the total 
number of people sentenced to flogging in the whole of the Netherlands Indies.5 In 1925, the 
imposition of punishment by flogging was subsequently reduced to 5 06 percent or 25 percent 
of the total of punishments by flogging for the whole of the Netherlands Indies. After 1925 
flogging was abolished and the workplaces of convict labourers and contract labourers were 
segregated (Brunink-Darlang 1986:145). 

The organized attempts to maintain discipline by flogging aroused countless heated 
discussions among the state agencies involved. Unlike the situation at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, their reports were now open to public scrutiny, and quoted by Dutch and 
iocal newspapers.6 They were even discussed in the colonial parliament, the Volksraad. All this 
openness led to outcries against the system of discipline organized by state violence. 

Discussion was no stranger to local Dutch officials like K.M.H Kaarsen, the Assistant-
Resident of Solok, and W.A.L.Whitlau, the governor of West Sumatra. In fact they basically 
agreed with the comments and criticism of the Inspectors of Labour. Whitlau decided to ask 
Kaarsen for information about the terrible conditions endured by the Ombilin coal-miners. 
In his secret letter, Kaarsen mentioned that between 1917-1922 and between 1923-1924 
there had been no progress made in improving the working and living conditions of the 
labourers, which seemed to be proved by the rate of severe punishment. He stated three 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1925/2313. Letters of the Head of the Labour Office about labour 
conditions in the Ombilin coal-mines, 3-9-1925. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1925/2313. Letters of the Head of the Labour Office about labour 
conditions in the Ombilin coal-mines, 3-9-1925. See also Van Empel 1994:57. 

This is counted from the figures in the Statistieken Gevangeniswezen 1921-1925. See also 
Bruinink-Darlang 1986:145. 

6 IG, 1926:156-8; IG, 1925:559-62; Javabode, 11-3-1925. Sinar Sumatra 2-A -1925; 23-11-
1925. 
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reasons for this. Firstly, the company was negligent of its obligation to maintain order. 
Kaarsen cited the dereliction of duty a lazy sergeant-major, G.J.Keuskamp, who preferred 
to spend the greater part of his time in the clubhouse, drinking, rather than keeping order 
among the labourers. Hence, Kaarsen suggested Whitlau Keuskamp to be replaced by 
someone who could exude authority and was appointed from the ranks of the Binnenlatids-
Besttiur1 Secondly, the majority of the labourers lived outside the langst, so it was easy for 
them to abscond. Kaarsen was therefore inclined to agree with the suggestion of the 
Labour Inspector the living quarters of the labourers be concentrated in one place. Thirdly, 
Kaarsen suggested that the controleur of Sawahlunto who acted as magistrate in labour 
issues, be neutral. The magistrate was too inclined to submit to the wishes of the company. 
In order to ensure he was more impartial, the magistrate should be allowed enough time 
and have an educated staff help him to judge and to sentence. The governor of West 
Sumatra concurred with Kaarsen's suggestions and also agreed with the result of 
investigations by Labour Inspector, Deibert, giving the comment: "I fully support Deibert's 
suggestion to improve the working conditions. This is a moral obligation".8 

How did the management of the Ombilin coal-mines react to these suggestions? In 
principle J.van der Kloes, the Engineer-Director, promised to improve working and living 
conditions in the ways suggested by the Inspectors of Labour and by Kaarsen. But, he 
demurred, the Inspector of Labour demanded too much from the company. A very high 
percentage of desertion was recorded just when the company recruited from 1,600 to 5,300 
labourers between March 1923 and October 1924. As a result, the total number of labourers 
increased to 10,500 in 1924.9 Kloes argued that the Inspector of Labour, Deibert had visited 
Sawahlunto in June 1924, precisely at a moment when the company was recruiting many new 
labourers, up to 1,325. Certainly, the company did not pay much attention to disciplining the 
labourers, Kloes was prepared to admit. 

Kloes also had another argument to refute the criticisms of the Inspector of Labour. 
He said that the company was forced to keep production costs as low as possible. Kloes 
claimed that in February 1922 coal production was under pressure after the crisis of 1921. 
The recruitment of contract labourers was stopped. At the end of the year, the management 
also sent many contract labourers back to Java, because they were physically unfit to work 
in the mines, and the selection process before new recruits sign contracts was tightened up 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1924/2608. Secret Letter of the Assistant-Resident Tanah Datar, Kaarsen, 
to the Governor of West Sumatra. 20-7-1924/101. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1924/2608. Letter of the Governor of Sumatra, Whitlaw to the Inspector 
of Labour, Deibert, 29-7-1924/13662. 

This is the highest number of the labourers during the colonial period. It consisted of 3,500 
convict labourers of different ethnic groups, 5,297 contract labourers (908 of them were female), 295 free 
labourers, and 1,402 casual labourers. The total number was 6,994. Of the 5,297 contract labourers 
3,784 were Javanese, 1,454 Sundanese, 28 Chinese, 20 Madurese, 2 Ambonese, 4 from Lombok, 2 
Dayak and 1 Buginese, and 1 Banjarese. See Sinar Sumatra 2-4-1925. 
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considerably.10 Hampered by this policy, production was reduced from 602,853 tons in 
1921 to 544,000, in 1922, and even lower to 509,000 tons in 1923." The company 
managed to reduce production costs from 12.26 guilders to 10.47 guilders per ton. But 
when the coal market recovered in the middle of the year 1923, the company tried to step 
up its production by recruiting new contract labourers. The company's reasons for 
recruiting contract labourers was prompted by a shortage of convict and free labourers.12 

Faced with this dilemma, Engineer-Director Kloes recommended the government should 
not rely only on contract labourers, but also do its utmost to recruit convict labourers. His 
argument was that based on the fact that the living costs of a contract labourer were about 
two guilders more expensive than those of a convict labourer. Kloes also repudiated the 
problems of mine phobia and gruelling working conditions reported by the Inspector of 
Labour Deibert. Countering these objections he indicated that in the first half of the year 
1924, about 82percent of the contract labourers had finished their first contract, and had 
signed new contracts for one year. Citing these arguments, Kloes and his superior, the 
Head of the Mining, wrote off the comments in Deibert's report as the result of 'a 
superficial investigation'.13 

Meanwhile, the Director of the Department of Justice as mentioned earlier ordered 
his subordinate, Hijmans, the Head of the Prison institution, to visit Sawahlunto in 
December 1924 for the purpose of making on-the-spot investigations and 
recommendations. Hijmans reported on the Ombilin labour conditions to the Director of the 
Department of Justice, the Director of State Companies, and to the Engineer-Director. 4 In 
his report, he said that it would not be beneficial and would lead to deleterious effects were 
the company to continue to use convict labourers. In his opinion, not only did they carry 
the burden of a criminal background, but their presence also made their free counterparts 
feel insecure, a trepidation was also felt among some of the convicts themselves. Unable to 
shed their nervousness, workers sought a simple solution and ran away from the mines. 

The Director of the State Companies was shocked by these trenchant comments. In 
March 1925 he visited Sawahlunto personally, intent on seeing more closely for himself 

10 

1924. 
ARA, MvK, Mr 3044/1924. Letter of J. van der Kloes to the Head of Mining Service, 22-10-

Meanwhile, the company still made a profit. In 1921, the highest profit was 4,658,441 
guilders fallin slightly to 4,252,924 guilders in 1922. Jaarverslag 1925:5; Beuningen 1936:87. 

About 1,000 convict labourers were recruited to be put to work in the Pulau Laut coal
mines, while the recruitment of free labourers proved impossible, because the company had to 
compete with other companies such as Muara Kelaka. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 3044/1924. Letter of the Head of Mining Service to the Director of State 
Companies, 28-10-1924/10921. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 2608/1924. Letter of the Head of Prisons, Hijmans 19-12-
1924/6131/51/22. 
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what was really happening in this company (Jambode, 11-3-1925). In August 1925, the 
Inspector of Labour, Noordink, visited the mine and was then followed by two Inspectors 
of Labour, Vreede, and Michielsen. The Inspectors of Labour concluded that there had 
indeed been some improvements in the working conditions of the labourers, but progress 
was painfully slow because there were still problems, such as the lack of food, which had 
not been eradicated. Criticisms once more reared their head. Debates raged, especially 
between the Director of State Companies and the Head of the Labour Office (Hoofd van 
het Kantoor van Arbeid). The Director of the State Companies said that the Inspector of 
Labour demanded too much from the company, which was facing difficulties and had to 
contend with competition from cheaper coal imported from Japan. To compete with coal 
imported from Japan, the management was forced to implement a policy of efficiency by 
reducing production costs as much as possible. He also denied that visit by the Inspectors 
of Labour would be able to form a complete picture of the labour conditions in such a short 
visit. 

The press was not in the mood to swallow excuses and the Sumatra Post, 
Javabode, and De Locomotief attacked the reasons given by the Director of State 
Companies. The Sumatra Post, for instance, commented that the high costs of production 
in the Ombilin coal-mines and the company's inability to compete with the price of coal 
from Japan was the fault of the wasteful, inefficient staff of the company (Sumatra Post 4-
11-1925). The Sumatra Post did not elaborate on this, but commented that the fault lay 
with the company, not with the labourers. On these grounds this newspaper rejected the 
argument of the Director of the State Companies who said that the Inspector of Labour 
demanded too much of the company, because that was precisely the task of the Inspector of 
Labour. F.H.K Zaalberg, member of the Volksraad asked about the responsibility of the 
government for the poor living conditions of the labourers at the Ombilin coal-mines. 
Finally, the Head of Volksraad, Neytzell de Wilde had asked the Governor-General to 
accept final responsibility.16 

Eventually the colonial government implemented some changes in the control of 
labour. In 1925 the director of the Department of Justice decreed that flogging as a 
punishment was no longer permitted. Instead, punishment consisted of cutting of wages, or 
being moved to another, more gruelling workplace. Control over the distribution of food 
was stricter than before. The company decided to withhold food from the labourers who 
did not work. The impact of these measures on work discipline will be elucidated later on. 

The second change was linked to the control exerted over convict labourers. Dutch 
officials like the Director of the Department of Justice and the Head of Prisons, as has been 
explained above, gradually became aware that the difference in status and the internal 
tensions rife among the miners affected work discipline (Chapter IV. 2.1). Reform in the 
prison management system was introduced. The workplaces and residential accommodation 

De Locomotief T>-\ 1-1925; 9-11-1925; Sumatra Post, 4-11-1925; Javabode 10-11-1925. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1925/2661 in Verbaal 24-3-1926/27. Letter of the Head of Volksraad, Neytzell 
de Wilde 12-11-1925 to the Governor-General. 
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of contract labourers and convict labourers had to be kept separate. Obeying these 
instructions, the management constructed a secure, isolated camp in the village of Durian, 
especially for convict labourers with the sentences of more than five years. The cost of 
building this construction was about 80,000 guilders. Initially, the work was to be finished 
in 192518, but because of financial straits, it was only completed in 1926.19 The 
management also finished the construction of another prison for the convict labourers in the 
village of Muara Kalaban in 1925 (Sinar Sumatra 24-7-1925). 

The policing of the convict labourers was tightened up considerably. In 1919, the 
number of police in Sawahlunto was only forty-two, but in 1925 it had risen to seventy, and 
was raised again in January 1926 after the communist insurrection had erupted. 20 From 26 
January 1926, many entrances had been closed off, so that there was no chance for the 
labourers to run away (Sinar Sumatra 25-1-1926). Another policy of the management was 
to change the payment system of overtime for the convict labourers. From 8 May 1926, the 
management no longer paid convict labourers wages in cash (Sinar Sumatra 15-5-1926). 
Instead they received vouchers which could be used to buy their daily needs at the 
foodstalls in the prison at Durian. The change was intended to prevent corruption by the 
foremen and to encourage the convict labourers to save. Before this, convict labourers 

The plan to construct an isolated, walled camp had been discussed in 1918, and again in 
1921. In Sawahlunto, it was raised between the Director of the Prison, the Head of the Ombilin 
coal-mines, the Assistant-Resident, the controleur of Sawahlunto and the Labour Inspector. But the 
idea petered out because it was not itemized in the budget of the Minister of Colonies. See Verslag 
Hervormingen 1926:20. 

This was based on the letter of the Director of the Department of Justice dated 24 June, 
1925. See Bruinmk-Darlang 1986:144. 

Bruinink-Darlang 1986:144 -5. The construction of an enclosed prison was directly linked 
to the entrance of the Durian underground mine. The convict labourers, who had finished their work, 
went straight back to the prison. They were no longer permitted to go out after finishing their work. 
This building was surrounded by concrete walls, seven metres high. There was a high tower, alarm 
bell, four armed watchmen guarding at each corner of this building. It was predicted that no convict 
labourer would be able to run away. There was a small shop (kedai) within the prison where the 
convict labourers could buy goods that they needed. Interview with Pak Oejoeb, 15-4-1995; Pak 
Ibnu 15-6-1995. 

Mining Archives, Politie personnel, VI-B no. 343. Governor-General's decree, 29-12-1925 
no.2x. In 1930, the management wanted to add to the number of policemen in order to control the 
distribution of food. This suggestion was rejected by the Assistant-Resident on financial grounds. 
The Assistant-Resident, B.H.F. Heuven, promised to maintain the security among the labourers. The 
case of policemen, provides a good example of the co-operative and non-co-operative attitudes 
prevailing between the Dutch local officials and the Engineer-Director. In 1934, the number of 
policemen was decreased from 103 to 69. This was a spin-off the efficient management campaign 
being waged by the company. See letter of the Assistant-Resident of Solok to the Governor-General 
26-8-1933/7919. 
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usually spent their money bribing the foremen to get the 'light jobs' in the mine (Sinar 
Sumatra 15-5-1926). 

The increase in the number of policemen in Sawahlunto had a double motive. It was 
not merely intended to impose greater work discipline on the labourers or to prevent them 
from running away or avoiding work. More importantly, it was to counter the growing 
influence of the Sarekat Rakyat and the Communist party leaders in mobilizing the 
labourers. Faced with the menace of militancy, the Assistant-Resident, controleur, and the 
Engineer-Director, who agreed to increase the number of policemen, tried to isolate the 
labourers from the militant political influence of the Sarekat Rakyat and the communist 
party leaders in Sawahlunto. Hence, the increase in the number of policemen can be said to 
have derived from the fear nurtured by the local Dutch officials of the so-called 'dangerous 
elements' that posed a threat to political stability. 

Another change in the state control was the gradual phasing out of the Penal Sanction. 
As we have seen, this punitive clause was a way by which the state could control contract 
labourers. The abolition of contract labourers employed under the Penal Sanction took place 
throughout the whole of the Netherlands Indies. Discussions on the expediency of this 
abrogation had already begun in 1915.21 In 1918, Governor-General Van Limburg Stimm 
promulgated a regulation stating that from the first of January 1926, the Penal Sanction would 
be abolished for those contract labourers which wanted to resign their contract (Middendorp 
1929:36). But this regulation was not put into effect by his conservative successor, D. Fock 
(1921-1926) who bowed to the pressure exerted by the European managers (Bruinink-Darlang 
1986:111). A begin was made for the gradual abolition of the Penal Sanction in 1929, because 
of the great pressure exerted by international public opinion.22 

The abolition of the Penal Sanction in the Ombilin coal-mines had in fact preceded that 
in other places. 23 If in 1923 there were about 5,138 contract labourers employed under this 
condition, in 1931 this number had been reduced to 1,048. In 1935 there were no longer any 
contract labourers employed under the Penal Sanction in the Ombilin coal-mines {Verslag van 
7936:3). The abolition of the employment of contract labourers under the Penal Sanction 
affected the background and composition of the labourers. The recruitment of free labourers 
with families gradually replaced the generally single contract labourers, and this demographic 

Verslag van de Arbeids-inspectie 1917/1918:17. For a discussion about the effects of the 
abolition of the Penal Sanction on the labour force in the mining industries, see Zimmerman 1919: 48-56. 

In 1929 the United States forbade the import of products produced by convict labourers or 
contract labourers employed under the Penal Sanction. This policy clearly affected the tobacco exports, 
especially from East Sumatra. Hence, the managers requested the government to abolish the Penal 
Sanction. On this see Tjoeng Ting Fong 1948:80-2, Blankenstein 1929:75-82; Bruinink-Darlang 
1993:112. 

The process of transition from contract labourers under the Penal Sanction to free labourers in 
West Sumatra proceeded faster than in other places, namely lll,3percent from 1932 to 1936, and 
subsequently 67.9 percent for Tapanuli, 51.5 percent for Bangka, Jambi 50.9 percent, Lampung 45.1 
percent, East Sumatra 33.7 percent, Riau 23.2 percent, and West Borneo 18,lpercent. See Verslag vd 
Arbeids Inspectie 1937:49. 
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change would finally create a village for labourers and their family among the local people. The 
formal setting up of a village for labourers, which had its own character, was completed with the 
building of various facilities such as a school, mosques, and the like. The category of convict 
labourers was also reduced, because the management found it difficult to recruit them. By 1938, 
the management was only employing free and casual labourers. 

In 1924, the Inspector of Labour and the Engineer-Director reached an agreement. The 
management promised to issue warnings to brutal foremen, European and indigenous alike; and 
even dismiss them if they refused to take notice. It is not known to what extent the Engineer-
Director actually carried out this agreement, but some idea can be gained by the fact that in 
1927, it is recorded that about 200 foremen were dismissed from the mine (Interview with Pak 
Wagio, 15-8-1995). The selection process for new applicant for the job of new foremen was 
made striaer than before. In his report to the Head of the Mining Service, the mine 
administrator, W. Holleman, explained the requirements of these foremen included the qualities 
of dedication and good behaviour.24 The changing background and composition of the 
labourers, their attitudes towards work discipline, and their political activities will be explored in 
the following section. 

2. Politics of the Miners (1920-1942) 

Miners' politics during this period can be divided into two halves, before and after 1927. Before 
1927, miners' politics were characterized primarily by resistance. Two distinct patterns could be 
discerned in the political forms of the miners' resistance which corresponded to these two 
temporal divisions; the first was characterized by absconding or by deliberate shirking. This was 
not organized, was incidental, and was carried out individually or in small groups of three to five 
persons, led by big men. 25 The second pattern was in the form of strikes, open protest, more 
organized and closely related to the role of the leaders of political parties. In this regard, the 
political protest voiced by the miners paralleled the emerging Indonesian nationalist movement, 
which was being mobilized mainly by radical political parties. The politics of protest reached 
their peak in the communist uprising of 1926-1927. 

Mining Archives. Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven VI. A/7. Letter of W.Holleman to 
the Director of the Mining Service, 9-3- 1927/1887. 

Big men were men of daring who could protect people, because they were physically strong, 
and had made themselves invulnerable to injury by sharp objects. In the mine, they might not be 
foremen, but they did have power which could force their followers to do what they wanted them to 
do. According to information I have obtained from interviews with former miners, the big men were 
also called 'parewa' a Minangkabau word that resembles the Javanese term jago. Unfortunately I 
do not have the necessary information to figure out their total number. The big men have continued 
to exist right always exist even up to present day some engineers told me. On jago see Schulte 
Nordholt, Van Till 1999. 
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After 1927, especially during the Depression of the 1930s, miners' politics tended to be 
more accommodating and co-operative. Resistance, either individually or collectively, and 
organized strikes were virtually absent during that time. Changes in miners' politics cannot be 
divorced from wider, structural changes. Those changes were shaped by the repressive politics 
of the colonial state, the absence of radical political leaders after the communist uprising, the 
Depression, and the emergence of a new mining society which was marked by the formation of 
various associations and the establishment of villages for coolies which were equipped with 
public facilities such as mosques, schools, a market and the like. The miners were now 
surrounded by their nuclear families and created a new, common identity. They were no longer 
seen as rats living in a closed box. Social interaction with local people slowly got off the ground. 
In the following description I shall explore under what conditions the miners' politics were put 
into action. 

2.1 Running away and Refusing to work 

In the first section of this chapter I have described the high rate of refusal to work and desertions 
among the Ombilin coal-miners. Confrontation with such forms of resistance had shocked the 
Dutch colonial officials. They began to realize that discipline maintained by physical violence or 
flogging did not increase their authority. This made painfully clear to them by the unremitting 
disobedience of the labourers towards the management. With this dawning realization of the 
impotence of violence came the thought that attempts to redefine the politics of control of the 
state were needed. I have also already discussed changes in state control. This section will 
explore other motives behind the politics of resistance deployed by the miners in the context of 
relationships with their managers and within and between the various categories of miners 
themselves. This analysis, in tum, reinforces the premise that relationships in the process of 
production are inseparable from the social, economic and cultural conditions of the miners, the 
managers, and the state. 

In the first part, attention will concentrate on the treatment of the miners by 
management, by paying due attention to the material conditions of the miners, such as the 
payment system and social security. In the second part, I shall describe the miners as community 
by highlighting social relations and social control among the miners themselves and showing 
how these were expressed in their daily life, inside and outside the mine. An explanation of these 
relationships is intended to give an understanding of the complexity of the factors underlying the 
political resistance of the miners, and how the actors involved tried to survive each in his own 
way. 

The treatment of miners by the management cannot be separated from the economic 
history of coal in the period, such as effects of fluctuating prices of coal on the international 
market and the competition between coal-producing countries. When the international coal crisis 
was over in 1922 and the coal price recovered in 1923, the management of the Ombilin coal
mines saw a good chance to seize the opportunity by producing as much coal as possible 
through an intensive use of labour. Recruitment of newcomers to top up the work force was not 
followed by the logistics of providing sufficient facilities for housing, food, and health care. In 
the tangsi the labourers had no privacy. They slept together in one long barrack. Therefore, the 
theft of money and goods was very common. Medical treatment was inadequate, so that the 
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death rate and the need for hospital treatment were very high. Compared to the years before and 
after 1923-1924, the death rate among the contract labourers increased from 2.6 percent in 1923 
to 3.9 percent in 1924 (Jaarverslagen van 's lands kolenmijnen 1925-1930). Another problem 
that formed an insurmountable obstacle to good labour relations was the inefficiency of the food 
distribution and the poor qualities. This was a long-standing problem that had caused many 
headaches before 1920. It happened very often that the labourers coming off work did not 
receive any food or their food had been stolen by their own fellow labourers. Perpetually hungry 
and unable to endure the misery any longer, the labourers finally ran away or refused to work. 
The problem of the lack of food became more and more clear from the complaints of local 
people, as they became the victims of deserting labourers who had stolen kitchen utensils such 
as earthen cooking pots, frying pans, and food such as rice, salt and salt fish (Sinar Sumatra 8-1-
1925). The local people, Sinar Sumatra reported, did not want to bother officials with these 
petty thefts, but there could be no question that this pilfering of food by the miners was linked to 
bad treatment by the management. 

The opportunity to benefit as much as possible from rising price of coal was short-lived. 
After the recruitment of a labour force in great numbers, the price of coal dropped by almost 50 
percent as has been mentioned before, from 26.30 guilders to 14 guilders per ton in 1923 
(Jaarverslag 1925:5, Indisch Verslag 1931:217). Coal from Japan sold at a cheaper price. The 
Ombilin coal-mines could not compete with it, because they were saddled with a high cost of 
production. Following the dictates of the market, a number of Ombilin customers took away 
their businesses, because they decided to buy cheap imported coal from Japan instead. In the 
Netherlands Indies, the use of imported coal from Japan rose. To compete with cheap coal from 
Japan, the management was urged by its superior, the Head of Mining Service, to increase 
efficiency, reduce the cost of production, and to pressure the labourers to work harder than 
before, all without guaranteeing them proper fringe benefits such as housing, medical care, and 
food. The failure of the management in this area was clearly indicated by the increase in theft 
(De Sumatra Post 6-4-1925). 

Armed with this irrefutable evidence, the Inspectors of Labour suggested housing, 
medical care, and food distribution be improved. These suggestions were begrudgingly 
carried out by the management.27 Gradually, material conditions improved, of which the 
reform of the system of payment is an indication. It was reported that in 1920 contract 
labourers received 35 cents per day for the first contract and 40 cents per day for the 
second term of contract (Leenarts 1994: 68). On the basis of the minimum wage set by the 
Coolie Budget Investigation, this wage rate was higher than that on the plantations in West 
Sumatra. 

The inability of the Ombilin coal-mines to compete with coal imported from Japan derived from 
its high cost of production, namely from 192,968 in 1924 to 236,460 guilders per ton on average per year 
in 1925, see Javabode 16-4-1925. To reduce costs, the management introduced automatic machines and 
constructed a big electricity plant in the village of Salak in 1925. The introduction of automatic machines 
in tum reduced the low administrative jobs among the labourers. People who were dismissed from lower-
ranking administrative jobs were helped by member of the PKBT and the Sarekat Rakyat. 

Discussion on the role of the Inspectors of Labour in improving material conditions of 
labourers in the Ombilin coal-mines, see Van Empel 1994; Erman 1994, Houben 1996. 
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There was no doubt that material conditions had been improved, but corruption, the 
abuse of power, and violence proved to be too well entrenched to be easily eradicated. 
Violence tended to rise when all the people connected with the mine faced economic 
difficulties. Various actors such as policemen, caretakers, overseers, foremen in the mine, 
Dutch administrative staff who were responsible for arranging the preparation of food 
stuffs, all tended to abuse their power, practiced corruption and violence in their pursuit of 
status and wealth, or to survive. These abuses were bared in more detail in the newspapers 
Soeara Tambang and Panas which were published in Sawahlunto since 1925 and 1926. 
According to a report by the editor of Soeara Tambang, Idrus, the working conditions of 
the labourers had not changed one jot, in fact had even deteriorated in 1926. In 1925, 
Soeara Tambang reported that the workers were literally penniless because there was 
nothing left of the 35 cents per day wage that they received from the management. It had 
been swallowed up in paying the fines that the management or magistrate had imposed on 
them for disobedience. It was a classic vicious circle. In practice, work regulations were, 
according to the labourers, unfair and unjust, because the mistakes made were invariably 
blamed on them {Soeara Tambang, 30-4-1925 till 31-1-1926). Soeara Tambang functioned 
as a channel through which the grievances of labourers about the abuse of power, 
corruption and violence perpetrated by those actors were aired. Therefore, I am again 
hesitant to accept the judgement voiced in the report of the Labour Inspectors who said 
that the living and working conditions of the Ombilin labourers had improved. My 
supposition is endorsed by the success achieved in mobilizing the masses from both lower-
ranking civil servants, and the miners by the communist and the Sarekat Rakyat leaders.28 

The culture of violence, social relations within and between various categories of 
the labourers (convict, contract, and free), mine phobia, homosexuality, skewed sexual 
composition, ethnicity, and the role of foremen; were all a potential source of conflict and 
competition among the labourers. These factors contributed to the politics of resistance of 
the miners in the form of either by refusing to work or running away. Some sources of 
conflict among the various categories of the labourers have already been indicated in 
chapter III. The foremost reason for the existence of a culture of violence was the 
employment of criminals who were employed as convict labourers.29 The presence of these 

The lower-ranking civil servants were mainly recruited from the villages in the vicinity of 
the mines, such as Silungkang, Talawi, and Padang Sibusuk. They were dismissed by the 
management because of their protest against exploitative forms of management. They became 
members of Sarekat Rakyat, the Communist Party, and the PKBT. They included Salim Abdul 
Munaf who was clerk in the hospital and became a leader (major in military rank) in the communist 
uprising 1926/1927; and Bakar, ex-foreman, who was dismissed from his job and was not permitted 
to remain in Sawahlunto. He went to Batavia, and later became mediator between the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party in Java and the West Sumatran branch. See Soeara Tambang, 
31-5-1925; Kahin 1996; Nasution 1981:140. 

This is an appropriate place to recount some stories of bandits who were sent to 
Sawahlunto, for example Usup, Musa, and Djabar. Usup was the leader of a robber band and was 
more feared than other bandits in Batavia, such as Si Gantang, and Si Pitung. He was sentenced 
several times to imprisonment in Glodok and Sawahlunto, but he always managed to escape, 
because according to some people, he had a wide gang network. He was still young, of small stature 



criminals caused the already brutalized conditions to degenerate even further. Crimes were 
committed with regrettable frequency. In 1923, the Labour Inspector reported that within 
six months, there had been 114 cases of grievous bodily harm and assault among the 
convict labourers, twenty-two of which had been fatal (Sinar Sumatra 2-4-1925). N. Nan, 
a journalist from Sinar Sumatra visited Sawahlunto on March 1923, and described the 
conditions of labourers there as follows: 

"...at the nearby hospital, I met 150 convict labourers who had just been 
discharged from the mine hospital. Most of them were injured and were 
afflicted by skin disease. Many litters were being used to carry corpses, and 
people were being carried to the hospital by others who would not be afraid to 
see those bodies covered with stab wounds because even, day someone ran 
amuck. Certainly some convicts do not spend much time on the care of their 
souls, but have they become like this because of the hideous prison 
conditions930 (Sinar Sumatra, 2-4-1925). 

The presence of convict labourers made social relations both internally within the 
convict group itself and externally with contract and free labourers very tense. Conflict 
blew up at the drop of a hat and ended in violence (leading to injuries and even killings). 
This situation was exacerbated by the misguided policy of management which had brought 
the three categories of labourers together at the same mine, and democratically then 
punished them at one and the same place. In practice, this meant that the contract and free 
labourers were being degraded to convict labourers. Convict and contract labourers who 
infringed work regulations were both punished with solitary confinement and with flogging by 
the magistrate. The Labour Inspector, J.F.Chr. Deibert reported that the convict labourers on 
punishment detail molested the contract labourers in the same situation, especially when they 
were serving a sentence of hard labour outside the prison.31 These conditions went from bad to 
worse in 1920 when the Department of Justice decreed that convict labourers would again be 

and his behaviour was polished. In short he looked like 'menak or bangscm'an\a nobleman). He 
could speak Dutch, Malay and Arabic. He had many friends, not only in Batavia, but also in other 
places, which made it easier for him to escape from prison. After absconding from Sawahlunto, he 
became the leader of a band of robbers in Pasar Baru. Kali Pasir, Matraman, and Menteng. Musa 
was a bandit from Bantam. He escaped from Sawahlunto twice. Djabar was also sentenced to ten 
years in Sawahlunto. He managed to escape, and returned to his old habit in Meester Cornelis or 
Jatinegara in Batavia together with his band. For this, see Sinar Sumatra, 16-3-1925 12-1-1927 
26-3-1927. 

Original text:"...Di dekat hospital saya bertemu 150 orang perantaian (convict labourers) yang 
baru datang dari rumah pengobatan. Kebanyakan mereka luka-luka dan biring-biring. Banyak tandu yang 
sedang dipakai pembawa mayat dan orang berpikulan ke rumah sakit. ... Siapa yang tidak merasa takut, 
setiap hari orang mengamok, melihat mayat manusia bekas tikaman. Orang hukuman (convict labourers) 
memang tidak mengindahkan jiwanya, atau sudah begitu payahkah keadaan di penjara? 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1924/2608. Report of the Adjunct Inspector Deibert 1924. 
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permitted to leave their tangsi after finishing work. This meant that convict labourers were free 
to do what they pleased. 

Social contacts between these groups at the workplace, in solitary confinement, and at 
other places outside the mines often ended in violence. The convict labourers tended to use 
knives or other sharp weapons to injure or kill their enemy.32 Persons like Usup, Musa and 
Djabar, to mention some examples, were completely at home with violence. Like many other 
convict labourers, they also used 'ilmu kebalai, and sage in this knowledge dared to do 
whatever they wanted. For them, punishment by flogging was a matter of course. It was 
understandable, Deibert pointed out that the contract labourers did not feel safe working in the 
mine. On the horns of a dilemma, the contract labourers tended to either run away or to shirk 
their work. Gradually they would learn how to survive in the mine, but by that time they were 
socialized by conditions which had been brutalized by convict labourers. Contract labourers who 
had been brutalized by having to cope with the presence of criminals, tended to commit crimes 
as well. According to Deibert's report, in 1923, there were thirty-eight cases of assault and 
battery largely perpetuated by the more habitual contract labourers. 

Conflicts within and between convict and contract labourers, which basically sprang 
from competition to get hold of scarce sources such as food, cigarette, money, and sex, never 
stopped. In this sort of all-out competition, a law of the jungle emerged. The strongest or the 
bravest would get what they wanted. Describing problems arising from the food distribution, the 
Engineer-Director, Wijngaarden, reported cases of corruption and robbery by the insolent 
people or bruiaal mensen (in Dutch) who were not at all afraid of the overseers. They usually 
stole food directly from their colleagues or extracted it from the place of distribution itself 
Helpless in the face of such tactics, many labourers no longer received their food. These 
conditions were made even worse by the lateness in distribution of food, the small portions, and 
the poor quality of the food. Improvements in the distribution of food were implemented on the 
basis of suggestions of the Labour Inspector, Weehuizen, in 1921.35 But the issue of the lack of 
food re-emerged a few years later when the Labour Inspectors, Deibert and Noordink visited 
the mine in 1924 and 1925. Another reason for the shortage of food was the fact that labourers 
who were not on shift at that time collected their food from the place of distribution earlier. 

Aware of the disastrous conditions of the food distribution, the management issued a 
new regulation stopping the food allowance of those who did not work.36 But one of the really 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1925/2313. Report of the Labour Inspector Noordink 16-8-1925. 

Ilmu kebal was a supernatural knowledge which makes its practitioners invulnerable to 
injury by sharp objects even to floggings with a cane. According to local people, convict labourers 
were not afraid to be punished because most of them possessed ilmu kebal. 

Reported by Sinar Sumatra on January 1925 that the convict labourers were no longer 
afraid to be punished by flogging for absconding. They regarded it (flogging)as trifling punishment. 
See Sinar Sumatra 8-1-1925. 

Mining Archives, IV-D. Report of the Labour Inspector of Weehuizen 5^1-1921. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven IV. Letter of Engineer-
Director, V.H. Ploem 10-8-1929 no.l4/geheim to the Head of State of Mining Companies in 
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basic grievances, the small portion of rice, became impossibly complicated, because all the 
actors involved, beginning with the supplier of raw materials up to the distributor of the cooked 
food could be implicated in dubious practices. Mistakes could not longer be blamed on the 
labourers only. The Chinese supplier in Sawahlunto, Njo Kim Hock, was accused of forging the 
receipts for the rice supplied in 1927, in collusion with a Dutch overseer, Van Eck (Sinar 
Sumatra 9-5-1928; 10-5-1928). After this episode, the management tightened up its control 
over food distribution more considerably. In 1929, the management introduced a new system of 
control for the distribution of food which decreased opportunities for the miners to steal food.37 

Competition among the labourers was also caused by the shortage of women. This 
problem had been discussed by the Inspectors of Labour since the beginning of the twentieth 
century, but never solved. The percentage of female contract labourers was totally inadequate 
compared with the total number of male contract and free labourers For instance, in 1922 there 
were 0.4 percent, in 1923 0.5 percent, and in 1924 there was lpercent female contract labourers 
out of the total number of male contract and free labourers (Verslag van de Ombilinmijnen 
1917-1923 24). Mining was a man's world. 

Suggestions that more women should be recruited did not reserve a positive response 
from the Engineer-Director, Kloes. He objected, saying that from an economic perspective, the 
company would not benefit from the recruitment of female labourers. Jobs for women were very 
few, being found only in grading coal or in the mine hospital. Rather naively, Kloes also argued 
that the women recruited were mostly prostitutes. 

In this artificially created world of men at Sawahlunto, violence derived from the 
shortage of women was the rule rather than the exception. Sinar Sumatra reported that the 
town of Sawahlunto had the highest record of assault, battery and grievous bodily harm charges, 
a situation caused by the lack of women in West Sumatra (Sinar Sumatra 16-6-1927). Some 
examples for this are illustrated by the following stories. In October 1922, the labourers of 
Surian left their tangsis or their houses on hearing the sound of the 'long-long a s which alerted 
them to danger. They found the corpse of Rusmini who had been killed by her husband. She had 
been married to him for two years. In recent months she had been going with another man, 
particularly when her husband was at work. She had had illicit sexual contact with a contract 
labourer there. Her secret affair was discovered by her husband (Sinar Sumatra 13-11-1922,-
Utusan Melayu 10-11-1922). A similar case happened in June 1926. At 6.30 in the morning, a 
fight broke out between two contract labourers who were fighting to get a woman. One of them 
was attacked with an adz and died (Sinar Sumatra 16-6-1926). 

New regulation was criticized by Soeara Tambang, newspaper published by the PKBT, the Miners' 
trade union. See Soeara Tambang 31-9-1925. 

For a more detailed description of regulations over system distribution of food, see Mining 
Archives. Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven TV. Letter of Engineer-Director, V.H. Ploem 
10-8-1929 no. 14/secret to the Head of State of the Mining Companies in supplement. 

The tong-tong is a bamboo tube or hollowed out wooden alarm which was an important tool 
for announcing news to the population in the barracks. 
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There were too many of these cases to be repeated here. One fact which emerged plainly 
was that the way to get a woman was to take advantage of the system of shift-work..39 Hence, it 
was not surprising, that a married woman had more than two or three illegal husbands. The 
illegal husbands would visit the married women when their lawful wedded husbands were 
working. This whole skewed situation of a disproportional number of men and women had 
negative effects on social relations between male labourers, and there was a high rate of divorce, 
although exact statistics were not available. However, based on evidence obtained in interviews, 
the high divorce rate was regarded as a normal phenomenon in the world of labourers in 
Sawahlunto at that time (Interviews with Bu Ru'iyah 12-4-1995). 

The problem of rampant homosexuality was also largely the outcome of the shortage of 
women. Homosexuality is seldom mentioned in official sources, but it was one of the important 
factors which created internal tensions and induced protection rackets among the labourers. In 
the Ombilin coal-mines, homosexuality was most prolific among convict labourers. As reported 
by Van Kol (1903), almost all foremen of convict labourers whom he interviewed had a 
homosexual relationship. The reports of Inspectors of Labour and my interviews with former 
miners make it clear that it was risky for the labourers to refuse such offers, because the convict 
labourers intimidated both their competitors and the young boys whom they desired. 

There was always a shortage of sexual partners. Fights over sexual partners between 
jealous labourers broke out very often. It was only the brutal, physically strong people who 
would find partners. There was no great effort to hide sexual contacts. Former Indo-European 
overseers whom I interviewed told me that they often witnessed such homosexual activities, but 
there was little they could do about it, for they were afraid of being attacked. In order to survive 
in the mine, one had to accept such conditions.Workers who would try to escape it would be 
threatened, injured, or killed. In 1924, some labourers complained to Deibert, the Inspector of 
Labour, that they did not want to go down the mine for they were afraid to be forced to be a 
'sexual partner' by homosexual labourers.40 

Ethnicity was another factor that caused internal tensions among the labourers. Ethnic 
diversity definitely influenced the social contacts of the labourers. The conflict was usually begun 
by a small fight between two individuals, and ended in mass fighting between different ethnic 
groups. Bu Ru'iyah, 76 years old, daughter of a contract labourer, told me about her 
experiences. 

Ocoh.oohh (her voice arose)...Formerly, the fighting never stopped. The 
Buginese people fought with the Madurese, the Madurese with the Sundanese. 
I was afraid, and would certainly return home very quickly. If a Buginese got 
angry with the Sundanese, for instance, then all the Buginese ran amuck 

Competition among the male labourers to get women already began from the time when they 
were on board the ships to Padang. It was common to see how the contract labourers, who had just 
alighted from the train at the railway station of Sawahlunto, began to compete with others to attract 
female contract labourers to be their partners. This not only happened in the colonial period, but also 
after the Indonesian Independence, when the management recruited a large number of male miners without 
families. Interview with Atmoso Soehoed, 13-4-1995; Johannes Kasup, 12-8-1995; Pak Aman, the head 
of the Tangsi Baru village, 8-7-1996. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1924/2608. Report of the Adjunct Inspector Deibert 1924. 



92 

everywhere. It was very common. Manv people were injured and died. The 
causes originated from small things, such as the use of the words regarded as 
'taboo' by the Buginese, for instance. The Buginese immediately sprang up to 
protect their Buginese friends41 (Interview with Bu Ru'iyah, 12-4-1995). 

The intensity of conflict between different ethnic groups was most likely to be stepped 
up when politics of the colonial state were most repressive, a situation which allowed the 
labourers no room to channel pent up feelings and to solve conflicts. The intensity of ethnic 
conflicts was gradually reduced when the labourers were finally given formal representation 
through which to air their grievances. The emergence of Indonesian nationalism in West 
Sumatra and Sawahlunto contributed to a reduction in the intensity of ethnic conflict between 
the labourers. The ethnic conflicts were gradually reduced, only to be replaced by the conflicts 
of class which became more pronounced because of the propaganda generated by the radical 
political leaders of Sarekat Rakyat, the Communist Party, and the miners' trades union, 
especially in the years 1925 and 1926 in Sawahlunto (Chapter IV.3.2). 

As I have explained in Chapter III, the miners came from rural society, so they were 
most certainly not accustomed to working underground, and unfortunately most of the 
mining had to be done underground. Threfore, mine phobia among them was very usual. In 
spite of this fairly obvious situation, regulations for work underground were very strict, which 
can be seen in the small book entitled "Mijn Politie Reglement"'(Mine Police Regulation). The 
regulations were as follows. Before going into the mine, the labourers should be searched one 
by one by the foremen. They were forbidden to bring in certain objects such as cigarettes or 
matches as this was dangerous for their own safety and for the mine, where there was the ever-
present danger of methane gas (Co2) which was highly combustible and could lead to terrible 
explosions. Hence, smoking in the mine was strictly forbidden. 

Mine phobia among newcomers had already been discussed by the state agencies at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. The Labour Inspectors argued that miners should go 
through a gradual process of adapting to underground work. The management said this could 
not be done, because such a process of acculturation and adaptation to underground work was 
excessively time-consuming and would cost the company barrels of money. Thus there were 
contradictory perceptions of the problem of mine phobia among newcomers between the 
Inspectors of Labour and the management. The Inspectors of Labour saw the problem from a 
moral perspective, whereas the management could see it only from an economic perspective. 

The managers always presented similar, repetitious arguments when they were warned 
by the inspectors of Labour. In August 1925, the Inspector of Labour, Noordink, who visited 
Sawahlunto, mentioned that eighty-four of the eighty-six total of non-working contract 
labourers on punishment detail said that they were very afraid to go into the mine.42 Hence, he 

Original text:"Oooh..oohh (nada suaranya yang tinggi)...dulu, berkelahi terus. Orang Bugis 
sama orang Madura, orang Madura sama orang Sunda. Ibu takut, pasti cepat-cepat lari ke rumah. Kalau 
seorang Bugis sudah marah sama orang Sunda misalnya, semua orang Bugis ngamuk di mana-mana. 
Ooh ndak ketulungan, banyak yang luka dan mati. Sebabnya berasal dari hal-hal kecil saja, seperti yang 
dianggap tabu oleh orang Bugis. 

ARA, MvK, Mr 1925/2313. Report of the Adjunct Inspector Noordink 16-8-1925. 
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suggested to Wijngaarden, the Engineer-Director that the new labourers should go through a 
process of adaptation to underground jobs. The managers did not implement these suggestions, 
because of the shortage of labourers for underground jobs. The process of adaptation would, the 
Engineer-Director claimed, happen naturally, once the labourers had been working there for a 
longer period of time. 

In 1929, the manager, V.H. Ploem, was shocked by the fact that newcomers among the 
contract labourers would try to kill themselves rather than go into the mine.43 The Labour 
Inspector, Van Wert, had again suggested that the process of adaptation for working 
underground should extend over at least four weeks, beginning with two hours, then rising to 
three hours, and finally up to six hours. Afterwards, they could be given full-time shifts for eight 
hours. The Assistant-Resident of Solok, B.H.F. Heuven, who was well-known for his sympathy 
to the interests of the local people, suggested a process of socialization for working 
underground to the Engineer-Director. The key solution he thought was not whether the 
underground world was fit or unfit in the light of the traditional cosmology of an agricultural 
society, but to what extent the company could explain as clearly as possible the details of the 
work underground. Heuven then pointed out a new phenomenon, namely that Malays had 
started to become interested in jobs as underground miners.44 

The last factor which influenced the politics of resistance of the miners was the role of 
foremen. The foremen imposed a reign terror in the mine which, according to the perceptions of 
the Department of Justice and the Engineer-Director at the beginning of this century, was 
needed to make labourers afraid so that they would work obediently. The reign of terror by the 
foremen continued until the second decade of twentieth century. In the 1920s, its existence was 
still being reported by the Labour Inspectors. In 1923, Deibert mentioned in his report that there 
were sixty new contract labourers who did not want to work in the mine at Surian because of 
their fear of the foremen. The intimidation by foremen was reported in nearly every issue of 
Soeara Tambang from 1925 (Soeara Tambang, from March 1925 to February 1926). From 
their reports, it appears that the foremen, both Dutch and indigenous, who had the task of 
controlling labourers in the mine, tangsis, and in prisons, misused their power. They forced the 
labourers to work longer, to hand over their food, cigarettes, money, and used them to further 
their own interests outside working hours. 

In short, the foremen preferred to rely on their physical strength to impose work 
discipline. The regular work discipline was, of course, also what the Dutch wanted, so the use of 
force made a good impression on the managers. It was not surprising that there were many 
instances of revenge taken by labourers on their indigenous and European foremen. In 1924, 
there were eleven assaults against the Dutch overseers and thirty-eight against indigenous 
foremen. The rate of attacks, according to the report of the Head of Labour Office, Vreede, 
rose the following year. In the first half of 1925, attacks by labourers had already reached nine 
against the Dutch overseers and twenty-three against indigenous foremen. Vreede joined the 
Chief of Labour Inspector of Padang, Mchielsen on a visit the mines in August 1925. In his 
report to the Governor-General, he mentioned cynically that the cases of flogging which were 

KITLV, Korn Collection, OR 435, no.368; Heuven 1931:96 

KITLV, Korn Collection, OR 435, no. 368; Heuven 1931:96-8. 
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once notorious here are rarely heard of nowadays.45 In his statement, Vreede warned the 
Governor-General that the abuse of power by foremen had not diminished one iota, because 
during the first six months of 1925, the frequency of assaults by vengeful labourers on the 
foremen had been higher than ever before. The Head of the Labour Office issued a warning to 
the Engineer-Director, Wijngaarden, about this and he had promised to caution and even to 
dismiss, if necessary, cruel foremen if they continued to abuse their power. He also hoped that 
the controleur of Sawahlunto would lend his co-operation in the tricky matter of tackling the 
foremen's cruel behaviour.46 

K.M.H Kaarsen, the Assistant-Resident of Solok, argued that the attitudes of the 
labourers were changing. Even compared with 1924, he said, in 1925 the convict or contract 
labourers were freer and more outspoken than before, particularly about coming forward to 
lodge their complaints about the cruel foremen. This might have had to do with changes in the 
political culture of labourers The influence of the PKBT, the Sarekat Rakyat, and the 
Communist Party leaders had been growing in 1925. 

I have no reliable information which would allow me to calculate the total number of 
foremen dismissed by the management during this time. The reasons given for their dismissals 
were many and varied. It was not only because of their cruelty to labourers, there was also 
crack-down on the political activities of those foremen. It is a known fact that some foremen 
had begun to be active in the PKBT after 1925, a move regarded as dangerous by the Engineer-
Director and the local Dutch officials, because it could pose a threat to the political stability of 
Europeans. So, in this respect, we see two overlapping motives for the management and the 
colonial government to dismiss foremen, mirroring what happened in East Sumatra (Stoler 
1985: Chapter III). It is interesting to learn the experiences of Pak Wagio, a former clerk in 
Tambang Sawah Rasau I, during, 1924-1927. 

I could read and write, being the son of the village head from Java. I read 
the rules. I reported the behaviour of the cruel mandors to Bandung (to 
the head of the Mining Office). I saw, I noted their names. Secretly, I 
complained and sent the letter to them. In 1927 many mandors were 
dismissed, about 200"47 (Interview with Pak Wagio, 15-5-1995). 

ARA, MvK, Mr. 1925/2661. Supplement 6, letter of Vreede to GG. 15-9-1925/E-6/36/10. 

The controleur of Sawahlunto, P. M. Hooykaas, would mount a patrol three times a week. 
He had talked about this with the governor of West Sumatra, Whitlau. With the consent of the 
Director of Binnenlands-Bestuur (BB), and the Director of the Department of Justice, he was 
permitted to pay more attention to taking care of matters at Sawahlunto rather than the areas outside 
Sawahlunto. See ARA MvK Mr 1925/2313, Supplement 6, letter of Vreede to GG, 15-9-1925/E-
6/36/10. 

Original text: "Saya pandai tulis baca, anak carik dari Jawa. Saya baca peraturan. Siapa-
siapa mandor yang jahat harus dilaporkan ke Bandung. Saya lihat, saya catat nama-namanya. 
Diam-diam. saya adukan, kirim surat ke sana. Eh tahun '27 banyak mandor yang diberhentikan, 
kira-kira 200 orang. 
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The written sources which would give information to be compared with that obtained from Pak 
Wagjo above are difficult to come by. But nevertheless, the next section will explore the role of 
the indigenous foremen in mobilizing labourers to become involved in the PKBT, strikes, and 
the Uprising. 

2.2.The PKBT and the Uprising of 1926/1927 

The most striking shift in miners' politics after 1925, moving from resistance by running 
away and avoiding work to strikes and political protests, reached its peak in the uprising of 
1926/1927. The strikes and political protests were part of wider national and local political 
developments, which largely took shape after the establishment of the Sarekat Rakyat and 
the Communist Party. Linkages were made between the miners and the local people, and 
political leaders, between the tangsis at Sawahlunto and centres of the local political 
movement, in Silungkang, Padang Panjang, and Padang. Ethnic networks tended to be 
replaced by formal representation, the PKBT became imbued by its class struggle 
principles, and actions planned by local political leaders. The miners were no longer an 
isolated group but teamed up with local people to join the struggle for Indonesian 
Independence. Hence, the Ombilin coal-mines can be said to have been part of a nascent 
Indonesia. This section will explore the history of the formation of the miners' trade union, 
the PKBT, its activities, and links with local political parties leaders. 

In Indonesian political history, the period of 1900-1927 was marked by the first steps 
towards a national revival (Ricklefs 1981:155-71 ). The key developments in this period were the 
emergence of new ideas of organization and the arrival of the people at new and more 
sophisticated definitions of identity. The former involved new kind of Indonesian leadership 
which involved a deeper analysis of the religious, social, political and economic environment. 
Concomitantly the Dutch colonial government moved to a new level of repression in response to 
these developments. As we shall see in the following description this period did not offer a 
lasting solution to the colonial problem, because the Indonesian nationalist movement, which 
reached its contemporary peak in the uprisings in Banten and West Sumatra of 1926/1927, 
failed.48 

The establishment of social and political organizations had been making gradual 
progress since the beginning of the twentieth century. This period of just over a quarter of a 
century marked the establishment of the Budi Otomo in 1908, the Sarekat Dagang Islam in 
1911, which changed in 1912 its name into Sarekat Islam, the Sarekat Rakyat in 1920, the PKI 
in 1921. Apart from these social and political organizations, ethnic-based associations such as 
the Sarekat Ambon, the Jong Java, the Pasundan, the Jong Minahasa, the Sarekat Sumatra were 
also established. Above mentioned organizations reflected a new enthusiasm for organization of 
political movements. Trade unions were also formed for such groups as teachers in government 
schools, government pawnshop employees, government opium-monopoly workers, sugar 

factory workers, and for peasants and workers in general (Ricklefs 1984:160-1). 

For a further analysis about the uprising on Banten see Williams 1990; on West Sumatra. 
see Bouman 1949; Zed 1980 and Kahin 1996. 
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West Sumatra played an important role in the new national organizations because many 
leading figures in the nationalist movements came from this region. National Sarekat Islam and 
PKJ figures such as Abdul Muis, Agus Salim, and Tan Malaka were natives of West Sumatra. In 
examining the establishment of the PKBT and its radical political activities, the roles of the 
Sarikat Islam, the Sarekat Rakyat, and the PKI were overwhelmingly important. The local 
Sarekat Islam in West Sumatra was established in 1916, while the branch of the PKI in Padang 
in March 1923 {Rapport van de Commissie 1928.VU). It was led by Magas Abdul Madjid.49 

The dissemination of communist ideas, which was initially slow to get off the ground, cannot be 
seen without taking account of the three well-known local figures, namely Datuk Batuah, 
Djamaluddin Tamin, and Natar Zainuddin. Datuk Batuah was credited with being the person 
who brought communism to West Sumatra, his zeal having been especially reinforced after he 
had made a trip to Aceh and Java in the first half of 1923. In Aceh he met Natar Zainuddin, and 
later in Java he made contact with the leaders of the PKI, including Haji Mohammad Misbach.50 

Since returning home, Datuk Batuah had been very zealous in spreading the ideology of 
communism, especially in the Thawalib school, an Islamic modernist school at Padang Panjang. 
Joining forces with Djamaluddin Tamin, who had joined the PKI in the previous year, he 
published two newspapers, Pemandangan Islam and Djago-Djago. Both newspapers were used 
as a tool to promote the ideas which Islam and communism were said to have in common; 
regarding the problem of poverty (Benda and Mc Vey 1960:103). Although they were opposed 
by other teachers like Haji Abdul Karim Amarullah (Haji Rasul), they were successful in 
attracting students to espouse communism. The successful spread of the communist ideology 
caused a split in the local Sarekat Islam organization. Some leaders formed a new organization, 
called the Sarekat Islam Merah (the Red Islamic League or Sarekat Rakyat) in 1923. 

In the following years, the communist leaders tried to win mass sympathy from various 
local groups. Mass sympathy came not only from students and teachers in the Thawalib School 
in Padang Panjang, but also from small and large-scale merchants, political activists, farmers, 
and workers in various places. People from these groups became members of the Sarekat 
Rakyat. In September 1924, the scattered branches of Sarekat Rakyats were united, and its 
centre was moved from Padang to Padang Panjang.51 The number of members of the Sarekat 

He was a young man, born in West Sumatra to a Javanese mother. After graduating from 
an English school in Singapore, he went to Java where he became active in the communist 
movement. In Semarang he met Semaun and other PKI leaders who appointed him an official 
communist propagandist for West Sumatra. He was also officially chairman of the People's League 
(Sarekat Rakyat). He was paid 40 guilders a month by the PKI for carrying out this task, but he 
and his followers attracted little support. See Kahin 1996:28; Doenia Achirat 5-12-1923. 

Haji Misbach, who was sent to gaol because he chose to join the communist side in the split 
within the Islamic League, influenced Datuk Batuah especially in his ideas about the similarities 
between the principles of Islam and the communism . He said that by choosing communism was 
tantamount to proving the genuiness of one's Islamic faith. On this, see Takashi Shiraishi 1990:265; 
Kahin 1996:25. 

Padang Panjang is a small, windy town in the foothills of Mount Merapi, with a population 
in the 1920s of about eight thousand. It lies at the upper entrance to the Anai Pass which leads 
precipitously down from the fertile Minangkabau highlands to the Padang coastal plain. Since the 
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Rakyat throughout the whole of Sumatra rose from 158 on June 1, 1924 to 660 by the end of 
December 1924 {Rapport van de Commissie 1928:VTI). Also in September 1924, the Sarekat 
Rakyat stated its aims and objectives of the organization on the basis of the Communist Party 
principles, namely to unite workers and agricultural proletarians into one free political 
organization, regardless of nationality or religion. 

As in Java, the branch leaders of the Sarekat Rakyat in small towns mobilized the 
masses by inaugurating various unions. Among the peasants and the workers, the Sarekat 
Rakyat leaders had set up trade unions, like: Sarekat Tani (the peasants' trade union), in the 
surrounding areas of Padang Panjang, the Sarekat Bunih Kereta Api (the railway trade union) in 
Batipuh and Gunung Panjalaian, the Sarekat Burvh Pelabuhan (the dockers' trade union) in the 
harbour of Teluk Bayur, Padang, and the Persatuan Kaum Bunih Tambang in Sawahlunto 
(Benda and Mc Vey 1960:105-6). 

After its centre had been moved from Padang to Padang Panjang, the members of 
Sarikat Rakyat became members of the PKI. After that, they were trained in communist doctrine 
under the leadership of the local PKI cells which, in due course, were founded at Padang 
Panjang, Solok, Silungkang, and Sawahlunto. Towards the end of 1925, the members of the 
PKI were distributed as follows: Padang 190, Sawahlunto thirteen,32 Padang Panjang thirty-
eight, Solok twenty-five and Silungkang nineteen (Benda and Mc Vey 1960:106). This was a 
striking development because at the beginning of 1925 the total membership of the PKI had 
amounted to only ten, and the PKI had cells in only four places, Padang Panjang, Solok, 
Silungkang, and Sawahlunto. The members were organized into sections, each maintaining 
direct contacts with the Central Committee in Java. 

The mass mobilization was highly successful in the areas surrounding Sawahlunto 
(including Silungkang), Sijunjung, and Muara Labuh or what Kahn designated the 
'southern frontier region' in Minangkabau (1984:317-20). In that region, the involvement 
of local people in the communist uprising was a reflection of the internal tensions among 
the various groups. At Ombilin the communist propaganda which emphasized the slogan 
'the mine must be made OUTS'('tambang harus dikitakan'), which tallied well with the 
social grievances of the local people (Schrieke 1955:163). 

There were cogent reasons why the opposition towards the Dutch was so intense in 
the areas surrounding Sawahlunto. Akira Oki has discussed these from the economic point 
of view, while Joel Kahn chose to focus on peasant political consciousness (Akira Oki 
1985; Kahn 1984). According to both scholars, the involvement of people in the communist 
revolt was directly related to the intense economic and political domination of the colonial 
government. Convinced by their research of this, both Akira Oki and Joel Khan criticized 

early decades of the twentieth century, this town had been a major crossroads both for traders 
transporting their goods between the highlands and the West Coast, and also for political, religious, 
and educational ideas arising from within or penetrating from outside the region. The major base of 
the PKI and the Sarekat Rakyat in this town lay in the Sumatra Thawalib, an innovative, modernist 
religious school. For more detailed information on this town, see for example, Hamka 1950:40. 
About the emergence of the modernist movement and the involvement of the Sumatra Thawalib in 
the political activities, see Abdullah 1971, 1972; Noer 1973. 

They were Nawawi Arief, Gazali, Haji Bahaudin, Idrus, Ramaja, Salim (clerk) Tajib, 
Sarun, Marah Imin, Danin, Kasan Widjono (foreman), Bakar (foreman), and Doelgani (foreman). 
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the conclusion of the investigation commission, led by the government sociologist, B.J.O 
Schrieke (Akira Oki 1977, 1985; Kahn 1984). They believed that the investigation 
commission overstressed the importance of the internal tensions between the kaum muda 
(modernist Islamic groups) and kaum tua (conservative Islamic groups) and between the 
aristocrats and the small businessmen as the result of modernization and commercialization 
(Abdullah 1971, 1972; Akira Oki 1977; 1985; Kahn 1984). The internal conflict between 
the kaum muda and kaum tua, between religious teachers and students, was far more 
widespread in other places like Padang and Padang Panjang. In the southern frontier region, 
economic problems like poverty, and the effects of intensive Dutch economic domination in 
the sectors of mining, forestry, and plantations on various groups (peasants, wage 
labourers, petty traders, and labourers) became the main cause for them to be involved in 
the uprising. 

There were special characteristics of the southern frontier region that included 
Sawahlunto. This region was sparsely populated, had wide forest areas, and was under 
intensive domination by the Dutch. The poverty rate of this entire region can be indicated by 
the average income which was the lowest per head per year in West Sumatra in these districts, 
namely about 47 guilders in 1926 (Akira Oki 1977:99). Most supporters of the PKI lived in 
the southern frontier region. They consisted of small and large-scale merchants, peasants, 
and labourers. Generally speaking, the inhabitants in the surroundings of the mining town 
derived indirect benefits from the presence of the Ombilin coal-mines. The villagers from 
Silungkang migrated to the mining town and settled there as petty traders, and wage labourers in 
the Ombilin coal-mines. The villagers of Kubang, and Sijantang, whose forest and land were 
used by the company, came to seek work at the mine as wage labourers. In these regions, the 
communists had many supporters. In Sawahlunto, the communists argued that the state-
owned Ombilin coal-mines should be given to the people. They were also against the 
granting of concessions to foreign mining concerns (Kahn 1985:301). 

The problem of compensation for land and forest exploitation by the company had a 
long history of discontent among the local inhabitants in the surroundings of Sawahlunto 
and Sijunjung region. It existed since the beginning years of the mine exploitation and did 
not satisfy the local inhabitants, while they were also forbidden by the government to cut 
timber in the forest reservation in Muara Sijunjung, because it was reserved to meet the 
needs for mine timber since 1923.5j The forest reservation policy was an enormous obstacle 
to the local economy. It is not surprising that the peasants and villagers in the areas 
surrounding the mines lent a willing ear to the issues raised by the communists. 

In 1926, communist activities were greatly stepped up. Plans for an uprising both at 
the national and the local level were well under way. Contacts between the leaders of the 
PKI of West Sumatra and their counterparts in Java and Singapore were intensified. Co
ordination between the centres for the uprising, i.e. Sawahlunto, Silungkang, and Padang 

For a detailed explanation on this, see KITLV, Körn Collection, OR 435, no. 368; Heuven 
1931:40-1; KITLV, Korn Collection, OR 435, no. 321, MvO of the controleur of Sijunjung, 
Bruins, 1933-1936. B.H.F Heuven, had explained the roots of social grievances which emerged 
among local inhabitants in Sawahlunto about the compensation of land and the government forest 
reserve. About the regulations and the difficulties in enforcing faced by the Forest Service in West 
Sumatra inhabitants, see Schnepper 1922a, 1922b, 1923, 1925. 
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Panjang, was organized by the leaders. Why Sawahlunto and Silungkang became the 
centres of the communist uprising in 1926/1927, and how the PKI network operated 
between the leaders in Sawahlunto, Silungkang, Padang Panjang, Padang, Java, and 
Singapore will be explored later. Our question now is how were the miners organized into 
the PKBT and by whom? In Sawahlunto, the role of the leaders of the Sarekat Rakyat and 
the PKI was extremely important in organizing the miners into the PKBT. The leaders had 
mostly emerged from among the ranks of the petty traders from Silungkang, and the lower 
echelons of the civil servants who had been dismissed by government in economy drives. In 
about 1912 various traders from Silungkang had begun to settle near the Ombilin mines. 
Aware of the opportunity to provide services for the government officials, they set up 
businesses and opened shops selling textiles and other goods. In 1919, they established the 
Sarekat Dagang Muslim or the Muslim Trade League, which later became Sarekat Rakyat 
(Marzali 1973:31; Tjaja Sumatra 16-10-1919). 

Strategies by which to recruit members in Sawahlunto were discussed at a meeting 
of the Sarekat Rakyat and the PKI in Silungkang, not long after the formation of these 
organizations in Padang. Idrus and Sarun were given the task of disseminating propaganda 
in Sawahlunto. Marah Imin had to recruit the field police, while Ramaja had to urge 
contract, and convict labourers to join up (Sinar Sumatra 10-1-1927). The propaganda was 
assiduously spread among the people in the town, the villagers in the surroundings of 
Sawahlunto, and among the labourers. The communist leaders from Silungkang had close 
contacts with the leaders at Sawahlunto. Sulaiman Labai, for instance, a rice trader and a 
local intellectual in Silungkang, and his followers had close ties with the Sarekat Rakyat 
and the communist leaders at Sawahlunto. 

The leaders of the Sarikat Rakyat and the PKI at Sawahlunto established the Persatuan 
Kaum Buruh Tambang or the miners' trade union in 1924 and it was officially recognized by the 
government on April 12, 1925. The establishment of the PKBT was followed by the publication 
of two journals, Soeara Tambang and Panas. Nawawi Arief, a former worker who had been 
dismissed by the Ombilin coal-mines, was elected leader of the PKBT and editor of Soeara 
Tambang. He was assisted by P.A. Lutan and Ramaja, both of whom had also worked in the 
Ombilin coal-mines.54 The editor of Panas was Idrus, a former communist leader in Padang 
1925. These newspapers were financed mainly by petty traders at Sawahlunto and from other 
villages, such as Silungkang, Kota Lawas, and Padang Panjang55 Soeara Tambang and Panas 
were distributed widely not only in Sawahlunto but in many other towns and villages of West 
Sumatra. Soeara Tambang, for example, had a readership up to ten thousand when the Dutch 
arrested the journal's editors in 1925 and 1926. 

The leaders pursued propaganda campaign in public places like markets, mosques, 
tangsis and even at the mines. Secretly they infiltrated their cadres into each section of the 
workplace and tangsis. Haji Bahauddin, the leader of the Sarekat Rakyat branch of Sawahlunto, 
a petty trader and teacher at the Muhammadiyah school, for instance, had delivered politico-
religious speeches to people attending the mosques at that town. By doing so, he was able to 
attract popular support. The local newspaper, Sinar Sumatra, reported that in his speech on 

The contributors to Soeara Tambang were traders, including, Sulaiman Labai, Sutan 
Langit, Datuk Radjo Sampono, Datuk Bagindo Radjo. See Soeara Tambang 30-4-1925. 
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August 1926, he succeeded in persuading some labourers to become members of the PKBT 
(Sinar Sumatra 8-1-1927). 

Not content with explaining the programme of the PKBT to its readers, Soeara 
Tambang also reported cases of maltreatment by foremen and encouraged the labourers to 
strengthen their unity. The leaders promised labourers better living condition in the future. 
It was said, for instance, that if the mine were managed by Indonesians, working hours 
would no longer be eight hours, but be reduced to four hours, and convict labourers would 
be released from the prisons. Such propaganda certainly attracted avid attention from the 
labourers. In the early months of its formation, the PKBT had some 1,800 members, but 
then this membership rose to 3,600 (Nasution 1981: 50). The propaganda was successful, 
largely because of the low profile adopted by its leaders. Nawawi Arief, for instance, often 
dressed like a convict labourer, which won him great popularity among the labourers {Sinar 
Sumatra 14-1-1926). No wonder his speeches in the town were attended by many labourers 
in the town (Sinar Sumatra 6-8-1925). 

The militant actions of the communist leaders had awakened fears among the local 
Dutch officials. Repressive Dutch actions were launched in order to prevent militant acts by 
union members. K.M.H Kaarsen, the Assistant-Resident of Solok, had taken preventive 
steps to repress militant communist actions by placing a caretaker in each tangsi. They kept 
the labourers under surveillance and forbade them to make contacts with the communists. 
In April 1925 Engineer-Director Wijngaarden banned the distribution of Soeara Tambang 
at the mines (Soeara Tambang, 30-4-1925). Fear among Europeans in Sawahlunto was 
betrayed by other actions, such as the dismissal of their 'jongos' or male servants whom 
they feared might be tempted to carry out militant actions against their masters. In March 
1925, some contract labourers were arrested and deported to Java (Sinar Sumatra 2-3-
1925). In May 1925, the Assistant-Resident of Solok, and the controleur of Sawahlunto 
held a joint meeting with the Engineer-Director at Sawahlunto and decided to take drastic 
steps to counter 'dangerous elements' among the labourers. On 16 May 1925, the 
management dismissed Martowijoso56, known as one of the most active communist 
propagandists among the contract labourers, who was sent back to Java.(Soeara Tambang, 
31-5-1925)Within the same month the management also dismissed Salim57, a clerk at the 
mining hospital with a similar accusation. When Salim was dismissed, on May 19, 1925, 
about forty-four of the sixty-six people who were working at the hospital went on strike, 
demanding that the manager reinstate Salim. The demand was not met. To show their 

He had worked nine years as a contract labourer. He also v\Tote an article entitled cPalu 
Arit', containing propaganda for the PKBT. Though he was sent back to Java, he kept in touch with 
his friends at Sawahlunto. His letters published by Soeara Tambang, betrav that he was very active 
in his new workplace, a plantation in Java. See Soeara Tambang 30-4-1925 ;31-5-1925. 

Salim alias Emek was bom in Silungkang in 1897, became a major in the 'Barisan 
Merah'(the read troop). He was a well-known figure in the uprising. He killed the village head of 
Silungkang and planned to liberate the convict labourers from the prison.. After his dismissal from 
the mine, he was very active in disseminating communist propaganda, and became editor of Soeara 
Tambang. Several times, he was summoned by the Assistant-Resident Kaarsen to answer for his 
activities, but never responded. See Sinar Sumatra 4-1-1927. 
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solidarity, some of them wanted to stop working.58 On July 7 1925, the office of the PKBT 
was visited and raided by local officials, and some leaders, like Nawawi Arief, Marah Imin, 
and Danin, were arrested {Soeara Tambang 31-5-1925; 31-7-1925,- 30-9-1925). They were 
imprisoned in the Durian mine, which was locally known as the 'hot mine'. The local Dutch 
officials regarded Nawawi Arief as a ' brutaal figuur '(uncouth figure) because within six 
months he had been sentenced five times for five articles in Soeara Tambang and Panas.59 

This is, of course, the way the situation was viewed by the Dutch who feared that the 
protests orchestrated by Nawawi would undermine their power. Nawawi was arrested by 
the government and sentenced to two years in gaol by the Landraad of Sawahlunto on 
August 11, 1925.60 Before he could lodge an appeal against his convictions with the 
Landraad in Padang, he was re-sentenced for the same reasons (Sinar Sumatra 11, 15-10-
1925). He was sentenced to three years and six months, later extended to four years and 
ten months. He was sent to the prison at Cipinang in Batavia.61 

The Dutch were convinced that after Nawawi's arrest, mass support would, if not 
completely evaporate, be very much reduced. In fact, their prediction was way off course, 
because new leaders like Idrus soon replaced him, assisted by other members such as 
Ramaja, Tayyib (a former student at Sumatra Thawalib, and son of Haji Jahja from 
Silungkang, 62 Bahauddin, Bakar (Minangkabau, mandor), Doelgani (Sundanese, mandor, 
Kasan Widjojo (Javanese, mandor), and Abdul Muluk Nasution. They continued the 
struggle and started to publish Soeara Tambang and Panas again, although this effort only 
lasted until March 1926. They had the support of the leaders of Silungkang. Idrus used a 
new strategy. He circulated a letter among the labourers which contained protests against 
the abuse of power in the mine by the Europeans. In that letter, he stigmatized the 
Europeans as 'buaya putih ' (white crocodiles) who had devoured indigenous people. In 
February 1926 Idrus was also sentenced. 

The labourers who stopped working, were given money to go back to their home by the 
members of the PKI and the Sarekat Rakyat in Sawahlunto, the Sarekat Rakyat in Sikalang, the 
Sarekat Usaha Basjaruddin in Durian, the Sarekat Usaha Damin in Sawahlunto, and the Sarekat 
Usaha Osman in Padang Panjang. See Soeara Tambang 31-5-1925. 

ARA, MvK, Politieke Verslagen Buitengewesten 1898-1940, Sumatra 's Westkust, 1926, 
Microfische 249, Mr 1926/548x. 

He was arrested in the tangsi at Durian where he was meeting. He was imprisoned together with 
Marah Imin (a PKI member) and Danin (trader and the head of Sarekat Usaha in Sawahlunto). See 
Soeara Tambang 31-5-1925; 30-9-1925. Sinar Sumatra 7-9-1925, 10-9-1925; Perdamean 26-9-
1925 ;N]ala 11-10-1925. 

He was accompanied to the Landraad by hundreds of people, including labourers, who were 
dressed in the clothes of convict labourers. See Perdamean 26-9-1925; Sinar Sumatra 14, 18-1-
1926; 10-11-1925. 

Haji Jahja was a very rich trader from Silungkang. As reported by Sinar Sumatra, he 
owned some shops and houses in Sawahlunto. See Sinar Sumatra 8-1-1927. 
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Sawahlunto was under heavy police guard. Hence, the leaders moved their activities 
to the villages of Durian and Sikalang.6'. Under the leadership of Bakar and Doelgani, secret 
propaganda was successfully disseminated. Members were recruited not only from among 
labourers, but also among policemen, foremen, and guards of the prison at Durian. In 
February 1926, the Assistant-Resident reported that the leaders had organized labourers 
into taking strike action. They had also approached local inhabitants to ask for food as 
contributions for the strikers. 

In May 1926, the next batch of strikes were organized among the convict labourers 
by the mandors Bakar and Doelgani, but they failed because the local officials had prior 
knowledge of them and Bakar and Doelgani were arrested. They were not permitted to 
remain in West Sumatra, so they went to Batavia.65 Although Bakar and Doelgani had been 
forced to leave West Sumatra, efforts to mobilize the labourers continued unabated. The 
underground communist organizations such as the Sarekat Jin (The Demon League) and 
the Sarekat Hitam (The Black League) at Sawahlunto continued the struggle begun by 
Bakar and Doelgani. Under the leadership of Haji Mohammad Nur Ibrahim and Ramaja still 
in May 1926, they persuaded some convict labourers in the prison at Durian to go on 
strikes (Sinar Sumatra 3-1-1927). There is no information available on how many strikers 
there were and how they organized this. Sinar Sumatra reported that in May 1926, three 
strikes took place. On 5 May, 300 convict labourers in the prison at Durian refused to work 
in the underground mine; on 10 May, 350 convict labourers battered down the door of the 
prison, and ran away to the village of Lobang Tembok, Sawahlunto. Finally on 14 May 
1926, about 100 convict labourers again battered down the door of the prison, and took to 
their heels. 

The three strikes failed because the police were able to recapture the absconder and 
bring them back to the prison. During the third wave of the strikes, the police were 
successful in forcing the labourers to finish their work in the underground mine. The motive 
behind the strikes was the system of payment for overtime. In order to prevent corruption 
by the mandors, the management no longer paid money for overtime in cash, but instead 
gave a voucher which could be used to purchase daily needs (Sinar Sumatra 15-15-1926). 
After the strike failed, the labourers told the police they were willing to work in the mine 

ARA MvK, Politieke Verslagen Buitengewesten J 898-1940, Sumatra 's Westkust, 1926, 
Microfische 249, Mr 1926/949x. 

During the strike, the strikers were short of food, because the local inhabitants were no 
longer able to contribute it. Then the leaders began to threaten with force. 

Bakar was Jawa-Minang, his father was Javanese and his mother was from Minangkabau. 
Later on he mediated between the leaders of the PKJ in Batavia and West Sumatra. He was given 
the special task of going to Padang and Silungkang, to set a definite date for the uprising. See Zed 
1981:170. 
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again.66 The role of the mandors was important in mobilizing the masses, because their own 
interests were at stake. The distribution of the voucher to the labourers meant that the 
mandors lost their income obtained from bribes. 

The effects on mine production of the miners' strikes in 1925 and 1926 can be seen 
from the following figures. If the production of coal was 606,423 tons in 1924, in 1925 and 
1926 it was reduced to 539,328 tons and subsequently to 488,482 tons. It is not known 
how many work-days the management lost. What is important to note here is that the 
miners' involvement in trade union had affected their work discipline. Work discipline and 
political resistance shown by the miners to the management at this time were determined by 
the social contacts of the miners with local political leaders. The trade union made a 
difference because it transformed the political resistance of the miners from individual, 
unorganized grumblings to collective organized protests like strikes. Strikes were organized 
by leaders of trade union, the PKBT, Sarekat Rakyat, the PKI, and illegal organizations 
such as Sarekat Hitam and Sarekat Jin. Thus, in general the decline in resistance of the 
miners by running away and avoiding work was ran parallel with the rise of the organized 
labour movement expressed by strikes and open deviance (Ingleson 1981; 1983; 1986). 

The labourers at Ombilin saw the PKBT was a vehicle through which they could 
struggle against injustice and build up a better life in the future. The PKBT also reduced the 
social distance between various categories of labourers and the clerks, petty traders, and 
the local people, because such an organization functioned as a bridge between ethnic 
differences. It is, however, difficult to gauge what the labourers exactly expected from the 
PKBT. Possibly the following quotation can heighten understanding of the way the miners 
saw the situation. 

Midun was a labourer from Padang Panjang. He went to his boss and asked 
permission for a vacation to return to his village. His boss, Rosenthal, told him: 
"'You are, without doubt, a communist, because you come from Padang 
Panjang. Midun answered:"I am not a communist, I do not know what a 
communist is. I am only a labourer Sir. I am only a member of the PKBT. 
What is the PKBT? Midun explained to him that the PKBT aimed to eliminate 
all forms of the rampaging exploitation at present. Where can you get an 
application form? I got it from S. Jacub 2 (from PKBT 2, SoearaTambang). 
Who are the members of the PKBT? Midun answered, everyone, except Suid, 
Nur, Tukijan.67 (Soeara Tambang 30-10-1925) 

ARA, MvK, Politieke Verslagen Buitengewesten 1898-1940, Sumatra's Westkust, 1926, 
Microfische 249, Mr 1926/949x. 

Original text: Midun, seorang buruh dari Padang Panjang. Ia menghadap majikannya, 
Rosenthal berkata:'kamu pasti komunis, sebab kamu dari Padang Panjang. Midun 
menjawab:'hamba tidak komunis, hamba tidak tahu apa itu komunis, hamba hanya buruh, tuan. 
Cuma hamba jadi anggota PKBT'. Apa itu PKBT? Ia jelaskan. PKBT bermaksud akan 
menghilangkan tindasan-tindasan yang sedang ber-simaharajalela sekarang. Dari mana kamu dapat 
aanvraagt Dari S. Jacoeb 2 (dari PKBT 2. Soeara Tambang). Siapa yang menjadi PKBT di sini? 
Lain dari Suid, Noer, Tukijan. semuanya. 'S. Jacoeb 2' was a code name in the communist cell 
organization. See Soeara Tambang 30-10-1925. 
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Some labourers who were PKTB members told their boss they did not know what a 
communist was, which may have been no more than the truth. Nevertheless, conscient or 
not of the full political implication, the labourers formed a social force that challenged the 
Dutch power. They were prepared to join the local people, the leaders of the PKI, and the 
Sarekat Rakyat to voice their protest. 

The plans for an uprising were discussed in the meeting of the Central Committee of 
the PKI at Prambanan in December 1925. At that meeting, the Party called for all members 
to launch a nation-wide uprising against the Dutch (Benda and McVey 1960:115-6; 
Rapport van de Commissie 1928:1-92). The rebellion was initially planned for July 1926, 
but disagreements within the ranks of the PKI and the counter-measures taken by the Dutch 
government forced its postponement. Tan Malaka,68 former head of the Party, was the 
most outspoken critic of its decision to revolt. 

Plans and preparation for the uprising went ahead, even though some leaders had 
been arrested by the Dutch. Sulaiman Labai, Datuk Bagindo Ratu, the leaders of the 
Sarekat Rakyat of Silungkang, and Bahaudin, the leader of the Sarekat Rakyat of 
Sawahlunto, were all arrested in October 1926 (Benda and McVey 1960:11,150; Nasution 
1981: 91; Sinar Sumatra 14, 29-1-1927). The collection of weapons for the revolt was 
organized by Datuk Makhudum Sati, who became a successful communist leader again 
mobilizing the Ombilin labourers in the 1950s. In September 1926, contacts were made 
between the leader of the PKI in Padang Panjang, Arief Fadillah, and Tan Malaka and his 
friends in Singapore, and between the communist leaders in Padang and the Javanese 
communist leaders (Kahin 1996:29). In October 1926, the Central Committee of the PKI in 
Batavia had sent Bakar, a maridor dismissed from the Ombilin coal-mines as a mediator to 
confirm with the local leaders that the date of the uprising was November 1926. Thereafter 
meetings took place between Bakar and the Padang and the Silungkang communist leaders. 
But plans for a revolt failed largely because of lack of preparation. The initiative taken by 
the communist leaders in Silungkang and Padang was disapproved of by the communist 
leaders in Padang Panjang,69 one of whom was Arief Fadillah, who tended to oppose plans 

Ibrahim gelar Datuk Tan Malaka was born in 1897 in Suliki, West Sumatra. After 
attending high school in Bukittinggi, he was trained in Holland as a teacher. After his return to 
Indonesia in 1919, he taught first on a plantation in East Sumatra, then moved to Semarang in 1921, 
where he founded schools based on communist principles. He was appointed chairman of the PKI in 
late 1921. and was exiled by the Dutch m March 1922. Then he travelled widely, first to Holland 
and then to the Soviet Union where in mid-1923 he was appointed Comintern representative for 
Southeast Asia. He established his headquarters in Canton in December 1923, moved to Manila in 
1925, and in 1926 to Singapore where he organized plans for the uprising together with his 
followers, including the leaders of the PKIfrom Padang Panjang. On his biography, see Poeze 1976 
Anderson 1972: 269-74. 

There was a difference of opinion between the communist leader of Padang Panjang, Arief 
Fadillah and the communist leader of Padang. Mohammad Nur Ibrahim. The former followed Tan 
Malaka's strategy and disagreed with the uprising to be launched in November and December 1926. 
Mohammad Nur Ibrahim and his friends plus the Silungkang leaders followed the orders of the 
communist leaders from Batavia. For further discussion on this see Kahm 1996:30. 



105 

for an uprising since he had attended a meeting with Tan Malaka who was not in favour of 
an uprising in September 1926 in Singapore. 

Before the insurgency was launched, a meeting to draw up a plan to designate the 
nearby industrial town of Sawahlunto as the major centre of the rebellion —which would 
start at midnight on January 1, 1927 — took place in Silungkang. One contingent of rebels 
was to bomb the town's police commissariat office and the club house of Glück Auf, where 
they believed the government leaders and the Dutch officials of the Ombilin mines would be 
celebrating the New Year. In order to make bombs they had stolen dynamite from the mine. 
While this was going on, the rebels' military sympathizers were to seize the Sawahlunto 
garrison and prison, freeing all political prisoners and convict labourers and arresting Dutch 
officials. By that time they would be joined by bands converging from the surrounding 
villages, who then would be armed with weapons seized from the garrison. The next 
morning a giant demonstration was to be held at Sawahlunto, attended by the miners and all 
the local people, demanding independence from the Dutch. In the meantime, rebels who 
had remained in Silungkang would move against local officials of the Dutch administration 
there and seize their weapons (Nasution 1981:98-9). The plan was doomed to fail. The 
Dutch officials in Sawahlunto had been alarmed, and had already arrested two rebels from 
the Sawahlunto garrison and twenty of their military comrades.70 The uprising finally broke 
out on 31 December 1926, precisely when the Dutch were celebrating the New Year. But 
the crucial actions planned for Sawahlunto never carried out (Nasution 1981: 98-9; Kahin 
1996:32). 

The rebellion broke out in about eighteen villages {nagari) around Silungkang.71 

Bands from Silungkang and some of the other villages made their way to Sawahlunto. The 
first group from Silungkang marched past the government army barracks at Muara 
Kalaban, apparently blind to the fact that on seeing such an armed procession, the guards 
would inform their colleagues in Sawahlunto that they were about to be attacked (Nasution 
1981:100-1 ). Forewarned, the Dutch were then able not only to move against and suppress 
the rebels in Sawahlunto, but also snuff out the attack mounted by rebel sympathizers in the 
Muara Kalaban barracks before it began. Most of the main rebel groups advancing on 
Sawahlunto fled in panic when they realized that their plans were in disarray, and several 

They were Pontoh and Rumuat, who were described by the committee investigating the 
uprising as corporals who had been dishonourably discharged from the army because of their 
communist sympathies on July 3, 1926. Since then they had been disseminating communist 
propaganda among the police. On this see Benda and McVey 1960:161. 

In addition to Silungkang, ther e were Siaro-aro, Air Luo, Sepajang, Sijantang, Tarung 
Tarung, Padang Sibusuk, Pamuatan, Kampung Baru, Sijunjung, Sungai Batung, Sariak 
Laweh/Lubuk Tarok, Tanjung Balik, Padang Laweh, Pianggu, Tak Boncah, and Tanjung Ampalu. 
See Said 1962:25; Kahin 1996:32. For a good analysis about the causes of the uprising broke out in 
Silungkang, see Zed 1981. 
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were rounded up by the Dutch and taken to their headquarters in Sawahlunto. The leader 
of the band from Sawahlunto, Abdul Muluk Nasution, was arrested. 72 

The uprising failed. Many leaders were arrested, sentenced, and executed at 
Sawahlunto. The Dutch killed at least a hundred of their Indonesian opponents and rounded 
up thousands of suspects (Kahin 1996:33). About three thousand people in total were 
arrested. Several hundred were released after initial interrogation, but by August 1927, the 
Dutch reported that 1,363 persons were awaiting sentence by the court at Sawahlunto 
alone.73 The failed uprising had a long-lasting impact on the mining society and local 
people. 

2.3. Politics of Accommodation 

The communist uprising in 1926/1927 had a profound psychological impact on the local 
communities in West Sumatra, especially for those at the centres of the communist movement 
such as Silungkang and Sawahlunto. Many leaders and followers of the uprising were executed, 
imprisoned or exiled to Java and Boven Digul. 74 The prisons at Sawahlunto and Durian had 
been already crowded by those who had been arrested by the government.75 

After the uprising, miners'politics underwent a shift of direction, moving from resistance 
to accommodation or collaboration. Until 1938 any individual or collective actions were 
virtually non-existent. Unlike the previous years, the local newspapers such as Tjaja Sumatra, 
and Sinar Sumatra, as well as the annual reports of the Arbeid Inspectie, seldom reported cases 
of running away, avoiding work, or strikes by miners after 1927. 

He was dragged into the district prison at Sawahlunto, and was confronted by the highest 
indigenous official there, Demang Sawahlunto, Rusad Datuk Perpatih Baringek. He interrogated 
Nasution dishing out physical violence in the form of kicks and blows. See Nasution 1981:102. 

About interrogations of the communist followers and for a list of those killed, see Zed 
1981:136-42; Benda and McVey 1960:172-3. About the development of religious and nationalist 
organizations in the West Sumatra m the 1930s, see Kahin 1984. 

Three of the leaders of the uprising were hanged at the Durian jail at Sawahlunto. The 
interrogation of prisoners accused of killing of the Dutch can be found in 'Pemeriksaan Landraad 
Sawahlunto terhadap beberapa orang pesakitan reproduced in Zed, 1981:171-86. See also the 
interrogation of other followers of the uprising in Sinar Sumatra from May to July 1927. An interesting 
description about the world of Digul see Takashi Shiraishi 1996:93-119. 

Abdul Muluk Nasution, one of the members of the Barisan Muda who was arrested in 
Sawahlunto and organizer of Soeara Tambang, has described his miserable experiences in prison. 
The prison actually could accommodate only 1,500 convict labourers, but there were already more 
than 3,500 prisoners shut up within its walls. See Nasution 1981:100-1, 140. 
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Table IV.3. Average Presence of the Labourers based on Cate 
(in percent) 

gory, 1931-1934 

Labourers Category 1929 1931 1932 1933 1934 

Convict Labourers 87.4 79.6 89.8 90.11 94.16 

Contract Labourers with Penal Sanction 67.7 86.7 85.8 73.1 85.14 

Free Labourers 88.3 92.2 91.7 90.47 94.61 

Casual Labourers 96.2 92.1 96.2 94.84 95.16 

Source: Mining Archives, Jaarverslagen van de Ombilinmijnen over 1929-1934. 

The accommodation of the miners is indicated by the increasing rate of attendance at work as 
seen in Table IV. 3. The rate of attendance of various categories of labourers in general rose 
between 1929 and 1934. The lowest attendance was in 1929, especially for contract labourers 
who had signed their contract under the Penal Sanction, namely 67 percent on average. The 
rate of attendance of the convict, free, and casual labourers was above 88 percent on average in 
the same year. Compared to the Bukit Asam coal-mines, discipline among the contract labourers 
in the Ombilin coal-mines was better. Likewise, the attendance rate of the contract labourers in 
the Ombilin was higher than that at the Bukit Asam coal-mines.In 1929 and 1930 the rate of 
running away of the newcomers among the contract labourers in the Bukit Asam coal-mines 
was higher in Ombilin, because most of them preferred to work on rubber plantations. 7 

Unfortunately, no information is available which could be used to calculate the rate of 
attendance of labourers after 1934. After that year Tjaja Sumatra and Sinar Sumatra no longer 
reported problems in the work discipline of the miners. I think this was not merely the upshot of 
the press censorship imposed by the government, because at the same time newspapers as well 
as the annual reports of the Arbeid Inspectie until 1937/1938 still reported on individual and 
collective acts of the resistance taken by the labourers against the foremen on the East Sumatran 
plantations. Confrontations between contract labourers and the managers never stopped there, 
while in the Ombilin coal-mines such cases were strikingly reduced. From 1934 to 1937, there 
were only three cases reported by Sinar Sumatra and Tjaja Sumatra. Two of these cases were 

According to a report of the Inspector of Labour, GA.Gravelaar, in July 1929, the 
percentage of absenteeism among the contract labourers was 17.63 percent, whereas 8.10 percent 
had been punished for infraction of regulations. Gravelaar stated that there was no longer 
punishment by solitary confinement which had often been imposed in the previous years. See Mining 
Archives, Arbeidersvoorsziening van de Mijnbedhjven II, No. IV. Secret Letter of Engineer-
Director V.H. Ploem 10-8-1929/14 to the Head of State Mining Companies. 

In the Bukit Asam coal-mines, the rate of absenteeism among contract labourers who ran away 
from the mine was 47.4 percent. Mining Archives, Arbeidsvoorziening van de Mijnbedripen B", no. VI
A/7. Letter of the Head of the Bukit Asam coal-mines, 3-2-1931/385/5 to the Head of the State Mining 
Companies. 
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about fighting between an overseer and a miner in January and in June, 1937, and the other, in 
December 1937, was about the labourers' demand for payment earlier than the set date. 

There is no strong argument to justify placing the accommodation politics of the miners 
purely and simply in the context of political pressure exerted by the state. Their conciliatory 
attitudes must also be associated with the absence of strong leaders in radical political parties, 
the economic Depression, and the changing face of mining society. Indeed, after the uprising, 
the colonial government reverted to its repressive politics which did not allow any room for 
people to manoeuvre. At Sawahlunto, during the days after the uprising, control was tightened 
up even more by mobilizing about 1,000 people to serve as police (veldpolitie) and 'pasiikan 
preman ', a sort of home guard composed of civilians used to protect the town from attacks by 
the rebels (Soeara Boemiputera 21-1-1927). More than anything else this strict control betrays 
the extraordinary fear the radical movement aroused the Dutch colonial officials. The absence of 
leaders in the radical political party also contributed to a decline in the opportunity of the 
labourers to launch protests. Since its initial establishment, the labour movement in Indonesia 
had been closely integrated with the role of the leaders of the political parties. . The causes 
already detected for the decline in the labour movement in Java were also to be found in the 
labour movement in West Sumatra. Since the leaders of the political parties had been imprisoned 
or executed, the momentum of the labour movement in West Sumatra and at Sawahlunto 
especially, declined. 

The decline of the labour movement and the rise of politics accommodation among the 
miners after the uprising must always be viewed in the light of the economic Depression which 
started in 1929. The Depression brought a sharp fall in export products as world market demand 
dropped. The effect of the Depression on the mining sector was to cause a restriction in 
production, which affected the tin and coal mining industries most drastically. In the Ombilin 
coal-mines, the first step taken by the management was to increase efficiency and to prevent 
corruption. In 1929, it applied a stricter control over food distribution, introducing a new 
regulation on 14 August 1929 which stated that the contract labourers who did not work 
without good reason would not be permitted to collect food. The food was to be distributed at 
the workplace, to ensure that those who did not do the work would not get food. Apart from 
cutting down unnecessary expense in the matter of food, this regulation was also intended to 
tighten up the work discipline. The new regulation that the Engineer-Director V.H. Ploem, had 
issued was criticized by G.A.Gravelaar, the Inspector of Labour, because it contravened the 
regulations in the Coolie Ordinance, which stipulated that the contract labourers, whether they 
worked or not, should be given food. But, the Gravelaar's view stood no chance against the 
interests of the company.80 

This protest was launched by labourers from the village of Durian. Their demands were not met 
by management. They did not run away, but they returned to their homes Sinar Sumatra 3-1, 10-12-
1937; Tjaja Sumatra 3-6-1937. 

See Ingleson 1981a. About relationship between strikes and the business cycle during the 
Depression in Java, see Boomgaard 1999:4. 

The Thesaurier Generaal (General Treasurer) at Weltevreden gave his assent to this new 
regulation issued by the manager of the Ombilin coal-mines. He said that the percentage of the labourers 
absent at Sawahlunto (he meant contract labourers) was unusually high. That was caused by giving food 
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The management also dismissed labourers for the first time in 1931, an action repeated 
twice in 1934 {Sinar Sumatra, 27-11-1934; 7-1-1935), which was the natural outcome of the 
management police to cut down coal production.81 The dismissals affected the convict and 
contract labourers especially hard. During the ten months, from January to October 1931, the 
number of convict labourers was reduced from 1,235 to 1,135, while the member of contract 
labourers fell even more sharply from 2,250 to 1,432.82 In order to reduce the costs of 
production, the government began to appoint and promote more Indo-Europeans to higher 
positions, preferring them to Europeans because the former could be paid less than the latter. 

The government closed the Pulau Laut coal-mines in Kalimantan in 1931.83 Other 
private coal-mine companies followed.84 After the Pulau Laut coal-mines had been closed, the 
central government turned its attention to close the Ombilin coal-mines gradually as from 1934, 
because of the high cost of production incurred by these underground mines. 85 The plan 
was opposed by many people, not only from all levels of the mining society, but also by 
various groups at Sawahlunto, Fort de Koek (Bukittinggi), Padang Panjang and Padang. 
The Engineer-Director W. Holleman called several meetings. At Sawahlunto, a meeting 

free of charge to the labourers who did not work. He saw this as nothing less than a financial loss to the 
state. See Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven no.TV. Letter of the General 
Treasurer Weltevreden, 10-1-1930/G.T.8/1/1 to the Head of the Mining State Companies. 

The production of coal was reduced from 624,212 tons in 1930 to 433,500 tons in 1931. 
See KIT Collection, Memorie van Overgave (MvO) of Assistant-Resident of Solok, B.H.F van 
Heuven 1934: 61. 

KIT Collection, Memorie van Overgave (MvO) of the Assistant-Resident of Solok, B.H.F 
van Heuven 1934:61. 

The closing of the mines was not based purely on an economic rationale. It was also done 
out of political considerations. The Pulau Laut coal-mines were located in the oil areas. If a war 
broke out, of course, it would be dangerous to the political stability of the colonial government, 
because it was predicted that the enemy would come from the north to attack the coal-mines and 
oilfields to ensure its war needs. See Ons Belang 1934:248. 

Other small coal-mines in Kalimantan such as the Gunung Batu Besar and Gunung 
Kampung suffered from the Depression. These mines were closed at the same time. There was 
indeed only one coal- mine company, the Loa Bukit coal-mines which were exploited by Chinese, 
that was able to survive. By using primitive technology, this mine was able to supply coal which 
was exported to Hong Kong. Another coal-mine company which managed to survive was the East 
Borneo coal-mines exploited by the sultan of Kutai, the production of which was consumed by local 
indigenous industries. See Ons Belang 1934:248. 

Sinar Sumatra 27-11-1934. By closing the Ombilin coal-mines, the Dutch government 
would concentrate coal production at the Bukit Asam coal-mines only. This was, of course, 
understandable, because the coal-mines there were open cut, i.e. easier, cheaper, and without the 
risks involved in Ombilin coal-mines. If the Bukit Asam could cover the coal consumption required 
by the state, the Ombilin would be closed. See Ons Belang 1934: 241-54; Javabode 9-1-1934. 
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held on 9 September 1934, was attended by representatives from all levels in the social 
hierarchy of the mining society: Chinese, indigenous traders, Indo-Europeans, the Dutch 
and indigenous officials, local figures, and journalists.86 

They disagreed with the plans to close the mine, citing the loss of job opportunities 
for many groups of people, and local economic considerations. The Europeans, Indo-
Europeans, Chinese, and indigenous traders and the local inhabitants in the vicinity of the 
mine would all suffer from the planned closure. It was estimated that about 525 Chinese 
traders as well as a lot of indigenous traders would considerably suffer. About 275,000 
guilders of local income from the selling of foodstuff, mine timber, and other necessities for 
the mine would go down the drain {De Mijnbond 1934:241). The Silungkang villagers 
would lose their jobs, because the bulk of their weaving production was bought by 
Europeans in Sawahlunto (Akira Oki 1977:116-30). Reflecting on these cogent points, the 
participants at that meeting agreed to form an Action Committee to maintain the mine. 

The problem was also discussed at a higher level in Padang in October 1934 {De 
Mijnbond 1934:248). At that meeting, the importance of the mine from a regional 
economic perspective was discussed. The closing of the mine would cause the stagnation of 
other economic sectors such as the Indarung cement factory, the Sumatran railways, and 
small-scale industries that were consumers of Ombilin coal. If the mine were closed, the 
region would have to import coal from outside or otherwise local economic sectors would 
be paralyzed. The meeting decided to send a letter of protest to the Governor-General in 
Batavia. Finally the plan for closing the mine was withdrawn after Holleman went to 
Bandung and discussed the matter with the Director of the Department of Traffic and 
Public Irrigation (Dept. van Verkeer en Waterstaat) {Sinar Sumatra, 27-11-1934). Ombilin 
continued to operate in order to survive, the management was obliged to take some 
unpleasant but unavoidable steps. It would dismiss labourers in lanuary 1935, reduce the 
number of functions, and also would cut wages by 25percent of the previous total annual 
wages {Sinar Sumatra 28-11-1934). In 1934, the Mining School was also closed. 

The Depression not only placed the continued existence of the Ombilin coal-mines 
in jeopardy, it also had an inexorable impact on the social and economic life of the town of 
Sawahlunto. Tangsis such as those at Durian and Sikalang were very quiet during the 
Depression {Sinar Sumatra 14-8-1937). The three best known shops in Sawahlunto were 
forced to be sold at auction, while small shops were also forced to put up their shutters. 
The market of Sawahlunto and small markets like Durian and Santur no longer bustled with 
shoppers and traders {Sinar Sumatra 27-11-1934). 

Taking into consideration the repressive politics of the state and the impact of the 
Depression on the Ombilin coal-mines, allows us to conclude that the politics of 
accommodation of the miners was a rational decision taken after weighing up the pros and 
cons of the situation. The Depression made it difficult for them to find jobs outside the 
mine and the strict control imposed by the state after the uprising made it impossible for the 
miners to protest openly. My question is why then did politics of confrontation still go on 

The Indo-Europeans were represented by Scharff; the local traders by Robain; the 
indigenous civil servants at the mine by Basir Latif; the group of Javanese labourers by Supardan. 
The meeting was attended by the controleur of Sawahlunto, Demang (head of district) of 
Sawahlunto, Radja Muda, and a journalist. Sutan Abdullah. See Ons Belang 1934:248. 
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among the labourers in East Sumatra? The Depression and the political pressure of the state 
alone do not seem to be sufficient to explain the lack of enthusiasm for political actions 
among the labourers at Ombilin. Others should be taken into account as well. Here, I would 
like to place the politics of accommodation of the miners especially within the context of 
the changes in social and cultural backgrounds of the mining society. 

It was an era which was marked by changes in the background of the higher and 
middle-ranking level staff, represented by Europeans and Indo-Europeans. Most of them 
lived in Sawahlunto with their families. According to the Volkstelling of 1930, their total 
number was 496 in 1920 and 517 in 1930 (Volkstelling 1930:10, 168-9). Since the onset of 
the Depression, many Indo-Europeans who had graduated from the Mining School worked 
at the mine assuming functions as the higher and middle-ranking staff members. According 
to W.J. Wijsheijer, son of a Dutch overseer and a Nias woman, many Indo-Europeans were 
keen to send their children to study at the Mining School and to work at the Ombilin coal
mines (Interview with W.J.Wijsheijer 29-11-1994). Working in the Ombilin coal-mines was 
regarded as a good job, because it offers social security for their future. 

The presence of the Indo-European majority as overseers became one of the many 
factors which contributed to the politics of accommodation of the miners. Because of their 
command of the Javanese, Malay, and even Minangkabau languages the social distance 
between them and their subordinates shrank. 87 Apart from this, social control among them 
was very strong because they lived in the small town, where they formed a small 
community with an almost homogenous cultural background. Social control effected not 
only the social life among themselves but also to the attitudes of the overseers towards the 
miners (Interview with M. J. Wijsheijer 29-11-1994). 

Changes were also happening among the indigenous people who worked at a lower 
level in the company. They became involved in various associations based on their interests 
in the workplace, hobbies, and origins. The Vereeniging Boemipoetra Staatsspoor, 
Tramwegen, Ombilinmijnen, en Landsantomobieldiensten op Sumatra or VBSTOL (the 
Association of Indigenous Railways, Trams, Ombilin Mines, and Automobile Services) was 
set up in 1922 for those who received a monthly salary or could to be included in Group 
A. In 1929, membership of this association had reached 220 or more than 50 percent of the 
total number of indigenous employees from Group A (Pertimbangan 15-10-1929; 15-2-
1930). Unlike the PKBT, this association was more moderate in its form. In May 1930, for 
instance, the VBSTOL demanded that the manager had to act to abolish gambling among 
the contract labourers (Pertimbangan 15-5-1930). In addition to the VBSTOL, there were 
the Cloeb Silatoerrahim (Club Silatoerrahim),88 Vereeniging van het Inheemse Personeel 

This situation was similar to plantations in Java, but not on the plantations of East Sumatra. 
In East Sumatra, management continued to employ the Europeans as overseers. They always 
distanced themselves culturally and socially from indigenous people. For this discussion see Stoler 
1985:648. 

This association was formed in 1931. It was led by Haroen S Nagari (clerk at Ombilin), 
Hamzah SK (clerk at Ombilin), A Sjamsi (clerk at the post office), A.Rahman gelar Sutan Bagindo 
(clerk at Ombilin), and had fifty members. The association was successful in bargaining with three 
traders to supply daily needs for a cheaper price. See Sinar Sumatra 1-5-1931. 



112 

van het Mijnwezen or VIM (the Association of the Indigenous Mining Personnel), Sociëteit 
van het Inheemse Personeel van het Mijnwezen or STPOM (the Indigenous Mining 
Personnel Club).89 The emergence of these associations had marked a change in the social 
life of the indigenous people who worked at the mine. They functioned as a channel 
through which members could solve conflicts and formulate and express opinions. 

At the level of the labourers, there were changes in the composition of the labour 
force and in a decline of violence. Changes in the composition of the labourers were 
marked by the decline of convict and contract labourers and the rise of the number of free 
labourers. Convict labourers had been isolated in an enclosed camp in the village of Durian. 
They may indeed have literally been isolated, but they received entertainment and good 
health treatment. The management also gave them the freedom to channel their hobbies in 
various activities such as drama, traditional music and the like.90 The management also 
rewarded good behavior by allowing such convicts to go out the prison.91 Since the onset 
of the Depression, the management reserved its policy of forcing them to work solely in the 
underground mine, and also gave them useful jobs which would serve the interests of the 
company. They worked in small-scale industries such as the production of 'sarung\ 
clothes, and hats which were needed by the company to survive the Depression. They grew 
potatoes and other kinds of vegetables which were not only used by the company but also 
sold in the town.92 

The decreasing number of the convict labourers and the change in the way the 
management treated them were both aspects of wider structural changes. After the uprising 
of 1927, the management experienced great difficulty in recruiting convict labourers, 
because prisons in Java began to put their prisoners to useful and productive work.93 

Both the VIM and the SIPOM were established in July 1937. Sinar Sumatra 23-11-1937; 
28-7-1937. Apart from that, there were the Mesia Sport club of Sawahlunto in 1927, Perserikatan 
Anak Negeri Koto Palembayan (Association for People from Koto Palembayan village) established 
1933, Perkumpulan orang Batak Sawahlunto (Sawahlunto Association for people from the Batak 
Ethnic Group) in 1934, Vereeniging Emas (Gold Association) established on 24 August 1940, 
having 100 members consisted of workers who work in four divisions, namely division of electricity, 
mechanics, car garage, and smithy in 1940. Pandji Pustaka 2-7-1927; Sinar Sumatra 21-7-1937; 
17-8-1940. 

Pak Ibnu, a son of contract labourer, talked about his childhood experiences watching 
drama or music put on by the convict labourers with his friends and other local people. Interview 
with Pak Ibnu 15-4-1996. 

According to Pak Oejoeb, clerk at the prison at Durian since 1927, there were convict 
labourers who had secretly married local women, because with the money earned they made 
attractive spouses. There were even convict labourers who acted as money lender for local people. 
Interview with Pak Oejoeb, 23-5-1995. 

Convict labourers had earned a reputation for hard work and had built up a positive image 
among the local people. Interview with Mrs Ketty Urban 13-12-1994; Pak Ibnu 15-4-1996. 

For a more detailed discussion on reforms in prison institutions in the Netherlands Indies. 
see Bruinink-Darlang 1986. 
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Proved that in 1927, the Head of Prisons in Batavia was unable to send more than 250 of 
the convict labourers needed by the Ombilin, to replace the dismissed labourers for their 
involvement of uprising.94 Again in 1932, he was also unable to meet the demand for 
convict labourers at Sawahlunto.95 In 1936, when the Engineer-Director, V.H. Ploem, asked 
for 140 convict labourers for Sawah Rasau IV, he was disappointed because the Head of 
Prisons in Batavia simply could not deliver that number.96 In 1937 convict labourers were no 
longer supplied to Ombilin, because many of them were physically unfit to work at the mine. In 
that year, about 400 convict labourers who were still at the mine, were moved to other places.97 

It seems fair to conclude that the gradual disappearance of the culture of violence was caused 
primarily by the more humane treatment of its laboures by the management. 

Changes in the composition and background of the labourers also contributed to 
their accommodation. First, there was a shift from contract to free labourers. On January 
1931 the total number of contract labourers was 2,250. But by October 1931 this had been 
reduced to 1,432, and in 1934 there were only 170 contract labourers still employed under the 
Penal Sanction. 98 By 1935 the management no longer recruited contract labourers under the 
Penal Sanction. In 1938 the Ombilin coal mines officially employed only free labourers, and this 
change came about sooner there than in the East Sumatran plantations. 

Attempts by the management to recruit free labourers by increasing pocket money, 
namely from 35 guilders to 50 guilders, in 1927 had positive results. About 73percent of the 
contract labourers who had worked out their contract stayed on at the mines and became free 
labourers in 1927." Thereafter, until the end of colonial government, the management employed 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven II. no VI A/7. Letter of Th.C 
van Wijngaarden, 1-3-1927/1645 to the Head of the Mining Service. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven II, no. VI A/7. Letter of the Head 
of the Distribution Office of the Mining Product of the State (het Verkoopkantoor van 's Lands 
Mijnbouw producten) 6-4-1932/1626 to the Head Mining Service. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven II, no.VI A/7. Telegram 
V.H.Ploem 24-9-1936 to the Head of Mining Service. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijben H, VI A/7/. Letter of the Head of 
Mining Service to the Engineer-Director of the Ombilin 17-6-1937. According to the Head of Prison, 
prisoners blessed with robust physical strength were also recruited for the army. There were about 400 
convict labourers who would be moved to other places. Sinar Sumatra commented on the management 
policy saying that it was pity to replace the well-behaved convict labourers who had a good reputation for 
work, since their cost of recruitment was cheaper than that of the contract labourers who came together 
with their families. Sinar Sumatra 11-5-1937. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven II, VI.A/7.Letter of 
W.HoUeman 17-l-1934/321to the Head of Mining Service. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven II, VI.A/7. Secret letter of 
Wijngaarden. Secret 7-5-1927/3325 to the Head of Mining Service. 
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two kinds of labourers, namely free and casual The casual labourers consisted not only of 
people from the Minangkabau area and Nias, but also of Javanese, which meant that in the 
workplace there was a mix of local people and Javanese (Sinar Sumatra, 3-7-1940). The local 
image of the Javanese and the miners even assumed more positive overtones. To attract local 
people to be miners, the new manager, the Engineer-Director FL. Lanzing, issued a new 
regulation which stipulated giving payment in kind such as seven kilograms rice, two kilograms 
of peanuts and half a kilograms of salt fish for ten day's work as casual labourers (Sitjar 
Sumatra, 19-7-1940). Apart from this incentive, they were also paid a premium on the basis of 
the amount of coal produced and for a full rate of attendance for at least six months. 

There were also mutations in the social background of the labourers. In order to 
prevent fighting over women between male labourers, the management recruited married 
labourers and female labourers, taking positive action to reduce the unequal ratio between 
males and females. Though the management initially disagreed with recruiting married and 
female labourers, citing economic considerations, in later years acknowledging the reality 
under its nose, it was forced to pay attention to this problem which can be seen from the 
percentage of female contract labourers which rose from 17.7 percent in 1923 to 22.4 
percent in 1928.100 Unfortunately I have not been able to find detailed information over the 
following years. It was reported that from December 1929 to March 1930, of the total 
numbers of labourers recruited 9.9percent was married and 30.7percent was female. 
Furthermore, the average percentage of the married labourers rose from 40.7 percent in 
1931 to 56.44 percent in 1933 and reached 62 percent in 1934 102 Seeing these figures, 
allows the conclusion that family life became more normal among the labourers. The 
influence of these changing conditions on the politics of accommodation of the miners is 
difficult to define with any clarity Interviews with some former labourers led to the 
deduction that they did not want to protest, because they were afraid of being dismissed 
while they had a family and it was difficult to find another job at Sawahlunto (Interview 
with Pak Rusman,16-4-1995).The statement emphasized family consideration was an 
important factor in defining actions towards the management. The role of the family was also 
important in securing the economic life of labourers, especially during difficult times. Ibu 
Rubiah, Pak Rahmat's wife told me about her experiences in langst Baru in the 1930s. She 
remembered that many wives and children looked for additional sources of income by making 

KITLV, Korn Collection, OR 435, no.368; Heuven, 1931:98. This figure not included 
ronggeng, namely female entertainers or dancers. In 1927 there were fifty ronggengs in 
Sawahlunto. After finishing their contract with the company, they tended to stay and married 
contract or free male labourers. 

Mining Archives, Arbeidsvoorziening van de Mijnbedrijven III, VI/A/7. Letter of Director 
of State Mining Companies to the Head of Mining Service, 10-1-1931/208F. 

Mining Archives, Jaarverslag van de Ombüin Mijnen 1934, no.2502. 



115 

and selling traditional Javanese food either at the tarigsi or in the market of Sawahlunto, or by 
working as housemaid for the Europeans.103 

Although the Inspector of Labour reported that the death rate and number of labourers 
who had to be admitted to the hospital was reduced, I am still hesitant to accept this because the 
number of mine accidents remained high. In 1926, the death rate was 4.04 percent out of a total 
number of the labourers, and in 1935 was reduced to 1.13 percent. The average percentage of 
labourers in the hospital fluctuated much more. Up to 1933 the rate of the labourers treated at 
the mine hospital remained high, but in 1936 it was reduced to 2.56 percent. But these figures 
did not include the number of labourers injured and died due to mine accidents. Between 1930-
1931, as demonstrated in the table IV.6., the number of injured labourers was high, i.e.370 and 
232. 

Table IV. 4.Percentage of Labourers Health Condition 
1926-1936 (percent) 

Year A B 
1926 4.3 4.04 
1927 3.17 4.51 
1928 5.28 3.80 
1929 5.47 3.20 
1930 8.60 3.07 
1931 7.23 3.32 
1932 3.71 3.71(?) 
1933 8.42 1.49 
1934 4.75 3.95 
1935 4.42 1.13 
1936 2.56 1.22 

Note:A : Average percentage of the treated labourers in the hospital. 
B : Average percentage of the died labourers. 

Source: Compilation from Serial Report of Verslag van 's Lands 
Steenkolen mijnen over het jaar 1927-1937, 1938. 

This high percentage of injured labourers was directly related to the introduction of new 
technology, namely the automatic coal transportation or conveyor belt in 1928. Under the old 
system, the labourer had to bring the coal to the collection point in the mine from where it was 
brought outside on lorries. Under the new system, the coal face could be excavated by machines 
and coal was then transported directly to the place of collection {Kroniek 1928:1633). The 
learning process to deal with the new technology needed time to increase experience to build up 

It is possibly useful to note that during the economic Depression years theft was rampant in the 
tangsis for instance at tangsi Tanah Lapang, tangsi Baru, and tangsi Sikalang at Sawahlunto. Some of 
these had been committed bv children of labourers. See Sinar Sumatra 21-3-1938-16-7-1938-11-11-
1938. 
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competence. After 1931, the labourers seemed to have become familiar with the new technology 
and this led to a drop in the rate mine accidents. 

Table IY,5.The Number of Injured labourers, 1930-1933 
Year Injured Labourers 
1930 370 

1931 232 
1932 151 
1933 113 
Source: Mining Archives, Arbeidersvoorziening van de 

Mijnbedrip'en //, VI-A/7. Mijnongeluk. 

Between 1934-1941, the rate of mine accidents dropped considerably, which was partly 
due to the increase of work socialization among the miners and of the greater social 
concern shown to the miners by the managers. There were ten died, forty-seven heavy 
injured, one hundred fifty were included into half injured, and were eight light injured 
(PTBA-UPO Archives, Buku Kecelakaan Tambang). 

The process of socialization started at an early age. Pak Rahmat recalled how he was 
introduced to the world of the mine and its work rhythm by his father. This socialization process 
in the formation of a professional miner was one of the most important factors which influenced 
work discipline and the miners' attitudes towards the management. Such a process took a long 
time, but when the labourers could bring their families with them, familiarization to the mine 
could start earlier. A new group of professional miners emerged and that was a product of a 
long work experience and an early introduction to the work rhythm of mine. They formed the 
backbone of the labour force, a role they fulfilled not only during the colonial period, but also 
carried out after Independence. 

The process of adaptation to the world of the mine was transmitted from one 
generation to another. Pak Rahmat, Pak Ibnu, and Pak Kartosemito, all were the sons of 
contract labourers and had been introduced to the world of the mine since they were 
children Pak Rahmat, for instance, accompanied his father into the mine when he was eight 
years old (Interview with Pak Rahmat 13-5-1996). Therefore, it is not surprising that the 
new generation of the miners had been able to internalize the world of the mine and its 
work rhythm as described by Pak Kartosemito this below. 

I was ashamed to be late. If we were late, we were not punished by flogging by 
the Tuans Besar. They were very kind. We summoned. They 
said...goed..goed, you were late. To day you do not need to work, you can go 
home and sleep. Tomorrow you can come again. But that day, we were not 
paid"104 (Interview with Pak Kartosemito 17-4-1995). 

Original text: "Malu tokh Bu, terlambat. Kalau terlambat kita tidak dirotani sama tuan besar. 
Mereka baik-baik. Kita dipanggil menghadap. Goed...goed, kowe terlambat ha.Sekarang kowe tak usah 
kerja, tidur tenang-tenang di rumah. Besok kowe boleh datang lagi. Tapi hari itu kita tidak terima gaji". 
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The process of socialization reduced the problem of mine phobia, and certainly 
helped to inculcate work discipline, which was a characteristic of highly skilled miners of 
the generation of Pak Rahmat. This can be seen from an accident that happened in 1940 
when the Engineer-Director was forced to recruit new labourers from Java as the coal 
market recovered after the Depression. The mines which had been closed during the 
Depression such as the Sawah Rasau V, and Tanah Hitam were reopened. The Mining 
School was also reopened in 1938.105 The labourers required were recruited, partly by 
recalling old labourers and partly by recruiting newcomers (Sinar Sumatra 10-8-1937). The 
recruitment of the newcomers created problems for the foremen when the latter had to 
arrange the division of labour and to discipline them. Faced with problems, foreseen and 
unforeseen, the foremen complained to the manager (Sinar Sumatra, 17-1-1940). This 
situation is very reminiscent of the manager's complaints about mine accidents in 1915-
1916. At that time the alarming rise in accident was basically related to recruitment of 
newcomers who were as yet unfamiliar with working in the mine. This scenario was 
repeated again after Indonesian Independence and crops up from time to time even up to 
present, in particular when the company is recruiting newcomers.106 The pattern which 
emerges is that the second generation, like Pak Rahmat were regarded as professional 
miners. They themselves saw working in the mine as a status symbol. Therefore, it was not 
surprising that the second generation expected their children to become the miners as well 
(Chapter VI). 

The final factor had to do with the changing attitude of the foremen. This had an 
overwhelmingly important role in defining the miners' actions. Between 1928 and 1941, 
Sinar Sumatra and Tjaja Sumatra, no longer carried reports of cases of labourers who 
attacked indigenous and European foremen.107 This phenomenon indicate that the 
behaviour of the Ombilin miners was not as radical as that of the labourers in East 
Sumatran plantations (Stoler 1981:47-92). This was not merely linked to the dismissal of 
the cruel foremen, a step the management took in 1927, but more importantly it was the 
outcome of socio-cultural changes among the foremen themselves. Because of their high 
dependence on the mine during the Depression and their fear of being dismissed, the 
foremen became more conciliatory towards the miners, but there was another motive at 
work, the emerging consciousness of the fate of their own nation. It is true that the 1927 
uprising failed, but this did not impede the steady growth of national consciousness. That 

De Mijnbond 1941:70. From 1937 the town of Sawahlunto was again crowded by 
labourers, and local traders who returned to Sawahlunto. See Sinar Sumatra 10-8-1937. 

See Chapter VII and VIII. In 1960s, forced with a shortage of labour, the management 
made the same mistake as it had done earlier, where a process of adaptation was not allowed for. 
Most of the newcomers ran away or avoided work. In 1966, when the miners were said to be 
members of the banned communist trade union, the management did not dismiss them outright, 
because they were professional miners, and highly skilled at their work. In this regard, the company 
certainly is in no hurry to get rid of such valuable workers. 

There was only one case in June 1937, namely a physical fight between an overseer and a 
miner. This incident was regarded as an aberration as commented by Sinar Sumatra, 3-6-1937. 
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spirit was alive at Sawahlunto, evident in the formation of various associations by the 
indigenous people who worked in the mines. Gaining confidence, they were now prepared 
to struggle for the interests of the indigenous people, be they clerks, foremen or miners. I 
have no information on how many foremen were involved in these associations, but some 
monthly labourers were definitely involved. Of course, foremen and monthly labourers were 
included in the membership of the association of VIM.The conciliatory attitude of foremen 
was revealed in the statements made by Pak Wagio, Pak Rusman, and Pak Rahmat. The 
following story of Pak Wagio serves as a good illustration. 

I did not want to indulge in fisticuffs with my subordinates like former 
overseers. Why should 1 strike people of my own nation0 Just to please the 
Dutch. I worked together with my subordinates If my subordinates were 
absent and came late, or if they took mine timber for fuel so their wives could 
cook. I tum a blind eye. Therefore, my authority was never contested by my 
subordinates.I0S (Interview with Pak Wagio 25-8-1995) 

This statement was made by Pak Wagio long after Independence and sounds good, but 
it is not a convincing picture of their attitudes. Foremen like Pak Wagio had many reasons to 
show a more conciliatory attitude towards the miners. They were also doing their level best to 
protect themselves from dismissal. They along with everybody else, had to cope with economic 
difficulties, and after uprising, they were under strict surveillance of the state. 

This mood of conciliation had also taken hold of the European overseers who were 
mainly Indo-Europeans. Most of the Indo-European overseers were already familiar with the 
mine environment, because they had been born in Sawahlunto. Their command of the Malay 
language, even of Minangkabau, and their own mixed culture had reduced the social distance 
between them and the miners. More intimate relationships also appeared in their daily lives. 
F E . H A Urban, M.J.Wijsheijer, and E.L.W Borst ate together with the miners, and participated 
with Indonesians in the pig-hunting club 'Sawahlunto'(Interviews with F.E.H.A. Urban 17-10-
1994; M.J. WijsheijerlO-10-1994; E.L.W Borst 17-9-1994). 

Quite apart from the social and economic change from outside, within the 
community itself, the formation of a new labour community and the establishment of 
various associations enforced social control. Gossip, for instance retailing the cruelty of 
overseers or foremen, circulated avidly not only in the workplace, but was also part and 
parcel of daily social relations outside the mine. Here, the role of wives was very important 
as these ladies were crucial in spreading such gossip. So, the wives of Urban, and of 
Wijsheijer both told that whatever events happened in the mine were soon known all over 
town. Gossip about cruel overseers assumed the proportions of a social force, a social 
control that was a potent weapon in reducing the range of the misuse of their power over 
the miners by the overseers. 

Original text:"aku ndak mau main pukul seperti mandor-mandor yang dulu. Buat apa 
memukul bangsa sendiri, yang enak kan Belanda....Aku sama anak buahku kerjasama saja. Anak 
buahku mangkir atau terlambat kerja atau ambil kayu tambang untuk masak isterinya, ndak aku 
catat. Mangkanya, aku ndak pernah dibenci sama anak buahku". 
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Evolving work discipline was marked by changes in the background, status, and 
attitudes at each level of the mining society: the gradually disappearing culture of violence, the 
emergence of family structure, the process of adaptation or socialization of the miners which can 
be related to the emergence of the second generation of the miners, and the changing attitudes 
of the foremen. Hence, strict work discipline and the politics of accommodation of the miners 
were not only the result of political pressure exerted by the state, and the absence of radical 
leaders of political parties after 1926/1927, but also the result of social changes within the 
mining community itself. Although the colonial state had resumed its repressive politics after 
1927, socially the mining community found more channels in various associations through which 
internal conflict could be solved. The social concern of managers like W. Holleman, and 
G.J.Wally began to appear, especially in social activities in the town. Despite the highly stratified 
social structure, all levels participated in social activities such as the carnival of 1938 (Sinar 
Sumatra 5-2-1938; 7-2-1938; 8-2-1938). 


