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Chinese Indonesians in America: a Triple Identity Immigrant


The turn of the twentieth century has provoked a variety of change for the majority of Indonesian Chinese immigrants. From the end of the Progressive Era to the beginning of the Information Age has been a century crowded by two world wars, multiple presidential assassinations, industrial leaps, and social U-turns.


As a result, the anatomy of the Tarjoto family line has drifted significantly further however, in the immigration of their Chinese ancestors to Indonesia during the optimistically geared, but tumultuous 1920s, the surprise revolutions of the 1960s, the socioeconomic soup of Hong Kong in 1970s to a generation scattered today throughout the globe in the United States, Indonesia, and Hong Kong.  There has been a motif of immigration and moving since the beginning of the century for the Tarjoto family.  


The irony that the Tarjoto immigration pattern’s influences are almost traditional in it’s frequency is not entirely unique, however. Such differences in an individual generation’s experience are abound in all places whose futures are faced with changes of political or technological tones. The notion that environment and dominant culture are more conductive to the attitude of a generation and/or individual is true. The generation existing in the 1990s has opportunities, ideas, and technologies much different than those of their grandparents.  But, the immigrant individual whose grandparents and parents were not only born but raised in separate cultures but conflictive with them and is what distinguishes them from the point of unfamiliarity with their origins.

Much of the Tarjoto family immigrated to the United States around the time of the death of Djojo Tarjoto in New York of 1987, and has had significant effects on all parts of the line. Included in the staying group was the generation’s eldest son, Sean, whose early childhood in the South East of Asia and 1987 U.S. immigration gave him a viewpoint which comprises Eastern thought with distinctly Western action.  The schism of the remaining half’s return to the Asiatic island sphere has somewhat rearranged the family. In addition, the motivational nature of the Tarjoto immigrants was highly different from the results of actually being in America.  Through the combination of this immigrant experience and the simultaneous death of Djojo Tarjoto, the fabric of an entire family was altered.


Djojo Tarjoto(Tan Yok Thing) was born on the 4th of March, 1929 in Yogykarta, Indonesia.  He was raised in China until he was four years of age, under the auspices of a strict Chinese family background.  Djojo’s “mother was a dedicated teacher, while his father was chairman of the school [board]” (Tarjoto S. 13).  The death of his biological mother at the age of 42 from asthma led his father to remarry 2 years later . . .(Tarjoto S. 9).


Kurniani Tarjoto(Khoe Sioe Ing) was the eldest of four children to Khoe Tik Tho and Oei Gie Nio, having being born on 10th of March in 1929.  Her status as the most mature in the Indonesian family enriched her in a mannered lifestyle. Educated in a Dutch school until the Japanese invasion of Indonesia in her teens, Kurniani’s cultural background was ancestral Chinese, geologically Indonesian, but practically Dutch.  The settlement of the Dutch East India Company was responsible for the high wealth of the Khoe family.


It was Djojo’s marriage to Kurniani that combined the westernized Dutch-Indonesian Khoe family with the Taoist Chinese family of Djojo’s(interestingly, the mixing of the two backgrounds was a taboo of sorts in the second half of the century, during the Indonesian Revolution against Sukarno).  Indonesia’s cultural mosaic rendered two highly different social perspectives in Djojo and Kurniani Tarjoto.  And the term “opposites attract” seemed to be the basis for their relationship, and the political concerns of such a marriage were far in the future.


It was the Indonesian revolution and Sukarno’s exile through the coup d'état of 1965 that signaled the beginning of problems for not just the Djojo and his wife, but in fact all Indonesian Chinese throughout the Malay Archipelago.  The Indonesian former president was replaced by his then-general, and the current president, Suharto.  The situation before the usurp of Sukarno differed little, and the politics of religion were deeply intertwined with many other conflicts (Kipp 85).

The Parliament, parties, and elections are the trappings of democracies that help legitimate the regime, but the real power rests in the President, military, and government ministry. (Kipp 87)


Racial as well as economical and political conflict ensued between those native-Indonesians and “WNI(Warganegara Indonesia) Chinese”, or those who were immigrants or second generation Indonesian immigrants, otherwise known as “Peranakan Chinese”.  These labels applied to not just Djojo and Kurniani Tarjoto, but their children. 

They were not only faced with making a choice of citizenship, along with the consequences that came with it, but they were also now having to deal with the Indonesian governments and political parties which enacted or wanted to enact laws discriminating against them. (Coppel, 1983 30)


The Tan family became full Indonesian citizens although their presence and leaked knowledge as a Chinese family forced many of them to try to remain as hidden from the fevered public.  “For many Chinese in Indonesia . . . one of the most disturbing aspects of life at that period[1965-67] was the constant sense of insecurity” (Mackie 111-112).


The decision to relocate to Singapore was made.  The country’s relative stability and independence was free from the persecutions of Indonesia.  During the late 1960s and ‘70s they were free to pursue business without the danger of harassment.  Djojo implemented his resources into improving the industrial modernization of China(Death Notices 11C) and in 1980 was in a job position far higher paying than his father as a school board director.  In 1980 he was on the cover page of “Indiaqua” between DeBeers director B.J. Rudd and the current Chinese director of industry under the dual Hong Kong Chinese and British government flags.  This economic success, although political and associative with the “cukong influence” of pre-Sukarno governmental-business fascist connections, ensured stability and safety for the Tarjotos (Coppel, 1996 21), and the birth of most of Djojo and Kurniani’s children occurred in this time and place. 


It was several short decades later that the eldest daughter of the Tarjoto family gave birth to the first member of the second generation under the Tarjoto surname.  Ironically, Sean Tarjoto was born in the Portuguese province of Macao, located 4 hours off seas of the Tarjoto’s latest family home: Hong Kong. 


Amid horizons of a concrete family life, the Tarjotos, under the decision of Djojo Tarjoto, moved the booming Hong Kong colony port in search of further business venture.  Hong Kong, in it’s reputation as a growing center of commerce, provided the greatest direct influence over my personality, character, and thinking.  In it’s British-English language(much easier to learn than Mandarin Chinese), tourism, and rampant commercialism, the westernized Dutch and US influence could be seen in each stoplight, store, and individual in the city.  The then British-controlled colony was a cultural duality, compromising English-speaking British citizens with Asian citizens, businessmen, and an equal sparring of tourists from around the world.  The biased use of English gave myself a verbatim comprehension of the language and disposed my childhood interest in Chinese or Indonesian dialects.  However, my understanding of English as a first language was of tremendous use in later years.


Sean’s very presence in Hong Kong was dictated by his grandfather’s wishes.  His daughter, Surjani, left her in Hong Kong, at the behest of his hopes that she could continue her education.  And while my mother left to accumulate her education in Indonesia and Singapore, I found himself in the Hong Kong education system, culture, and shared immigration experience with the collected ecclecticity of my grandparents, my uncles, and my aunts.  Although they were now faced with a culture shock of sorts, from the need to learn a new language(European English), to the Western, non-Indonesian speaking business practices of the city. My grandfather attended business meetings and absorbed perhaps less than 10 percent of the general dialogue (Tarjoto S. 3)


However, me in my infancy was in a world that suited me just fine, if not out of the fact that I had nothing to compare it to.  However, it could be said that those other worlds were being filtered down by my elders. My energetic and talkative nature was suppressed the Dutch etiquette of his grandmother, the Chinese utilitarianism of his grandfather, and the crowd of the extended family living in the same house. 


The Tarjoto’s life in Hong Kong was short-lived. The death of Sean’s grandfather, the prodigial patriarch, Djojo Tarjoto, marked a turning point for the entire family.  It was the college graduation of Djojo’s youngest child, Yuni Tarjoto, from University of Oregon in America which prompted him to attend the ceremony in America, along with much of the family (Tarjoto Y. 2).  After Yuni’s graduation Djojo expressed his desire to enter retirement in Eugene.  But only a few months later in September he died from heart failure in New York.


The family was notified and nearly all within the States were present in the waiting room.  This excluded Sean’s mother who was still in Indonesia at the time.  However, the decision for Sean, his grandmother, and the some surviving relatives of Djojo in the U.S. to stay was made. Within the month Sean was entering the first grade. 


Crest Drive elementary in Eugene, Oregon was my own “Hong Kong” culture shock.  Besides the psychologically different, less strict and looser regime of education in Eugene there was the entire factor that I was in my first real education level, and that the preparations of Hong Kong preschool and Kindergarten were almost useless. When comparing complex in social terms, now that he was in a entirely different part of the planet.  


Unknowingly late for two hours on the first day, unused to the harsh wet weather, and unconfident about my new life, my first experiences in America were less than appreciable. On the first school day of recess, I actually discovered I had pollen allergies. In Hong Kong there is a sprawling metropolis of skyscrapers and carcinogenic cars, all jammed into a tiny port island. As a result, airborne pollination is rare, if not unheard of. Also highly unheard of were public schools not enforcing strict dress code. I came to Crest Drive, late, sick, and histamine-puffed, in a collar striped shirt and slacks. Not the Bon Jovi t-shirts and rolled up jeans popular in the majority culture of the eighties. 


I was living in a strange world without even the presence of a complete family. Sans grandfather and many of the uncles and aunts I’d grown up with, there was not even a familiar familial gravity. However, those that did live with me(my grandmother, mother, and cousin) remain living or live nearby today. It was the result of the mutual isolation felt by the entire family that may have caused it to withdraw from the outside, and perhaps confide to the inside, or more specifically, the circle of our family.


The Tarjotos that lived in the early part of the century spawned a generation in the political fear of activism and change of the 60s, who in turn migrated as a result to exposed social fear omnipresent in the US.  The children of Tan Yok Thing(Djojo Tarjoto) and Khoe Sioe Ing(Kurniani Tarjoto) were born and raised within the island-states of Indonesia, becoming the Tan family’s first Indonesian Chinese generation.  The name Tarjoto was derived through the Chinese-to-Indonesian translation of Tan Yok Thing. Their children were Indonesian Chinese citizens who lived out of a politcal fear, as opposed to the social fear of thier Asian American grandchildren. Both, nevertheless are equally challenging, and even more widespread.


What has occurred socially/culturally to the person in the past accumulates variables which applied to the total amount of experience in a person’s life, equates a solution that is influenced by how much integration someone has had with their society versus their family.


Historical conditions formed the development of ethnic relations in the United States (Winkelman 7).  However, neither Sean nor his immediate or preceding family had the luxury of pre-exposure or the simultaneous mutual experience that came with centuries-past immigration of ascendants.  Instead, those of the Tarjotos who chose to remain in the United States encountered culture shock and incompatibility.  Although my immigration experience was less severe as a child, it was nevertheless buffered by the mutual feeling offamily loss of Djojo.


Individuals, like entire cultures, may assimilate into another culture.  However, complete assimilation is unlikely unless the person has intensive cultural immersion in the other group from early in life.  It is most likely some bicultural adaptation will result. (Winkelman 198)

Indeed, a bicultural adaptation did result from my multi-cultural experience in Hong Kong: a tolerance, albeit a one coerced from discomfort and fear.  The experiences of Eugene provided the window for which I retained memories and experiences in Hong Kong, much like his parents did of Singapore before Hong Kong, and their parents of China or Indonesia before Malay Singapore. Finding such solace in family history was necessary, if not encouraged by the isolation of immigration.
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