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Personal reflection

Mirandi Riwoe

Although my father was born in West Java and came to Australia during 
the 1960s on the Colombo Plan in order to study at the University of 
Queensland, we never really learned bahasa Indonesia at home, apart from 
occasional words, like duduk, pedas versus panas, kecil, krupuk. He met 
my mum, who is of Irish English heritage, at university, and they married 
in 1969 and had four children. But this was 1970s Brisbane, and we led 
a chameleon, Eurasian life that was an odd, sometimes-difficult, yet lovely 
mixture of cultures. Our social life was full of Indonesian weddings and 
parties and festivals (picture my pregnant mother rushing out in our old 
Ford sedan to Brisbane Airport on a blistering hot day to pick up the 
Governor of West Java to join us in the backyard for a Merdeka celebration; 
picture us in traditional clothing, even my mother, a fake chignon pinned 
to the back of her head; smell the sate smoke, the kretek, the steamed rice.

But also, this was a time when the idea of assimilation was seen as the best 
way forward in Australia. My siblings and I went to a Catholic school – 
I think there was one other Eurasian family there, one girl from Fiji, and in 
Grade 5 a Chinese boy joined us – we had skin darker than others, we ate 
rice for breakfast and I was a little embarrassed by my grandmother’s kebaya, 
her batik, as she ambled around Garden City shopping centre. Of course, 
this all fell away by the time I was an adult, and I was eager to finally learn 
bahasa Indonesia at Griffith University, and it was in my third year of study 
that I packed up myself and my six-year-old daughter, Bianca, to travel to 
Yogyakarta to join the ACICIS program.
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On the wall at home, I have a collage of photos of my time in Jogya, a visual 
reminder of all the people and places. In one picture, I am standing in 
an archway at the keraton, which takes me back to when Bianca patted a 
beautiful owl that perched nearby on a windowsill; I’m at the top of Mount 
Merapi, reminding me of a New Zealand friend who lent me the beanie 
and jacket; the lounge chairs in our Comfort Suites apartment; when my 
father visited and we caught becak into Jalan Malioboro; the local monkey 
I gifted a mirror one afternoon; the bird market at the foot of the mountains 
where Bianca and I freed a small bird at the behest of my father; a number 
of photos of my friend Sam and I clowning around to inside jokes that still 
make me chuckle.

There are four photos of our climb to Mount Merapi. In one of the pictures, 
I am seated atop the summit among a bank of clouds, and another where 
I’m seated on Sam’s lap – we’re grinning, which is surprising, given how 
gruelling that climb was. We left Yogyakarta at 10:00 pm, arriving at 
Pak Parto’s Inn one and a half hours later, to be greeted with tea and jam 
sandwiches, after which we started the climb around 1:00 am. I wrote a 
piece for the local expat newsletter about the experience. Let me share a few 
lines I wrote about that climb:

I was almost sure I wouldn’t make it! As I was gasping up the path, 
the guide quite pointedly told me about two ‘old’ fellow Aussies who 
had made it to the very top a couple of weeks earlier; the guides 
smoked cigarettes all the way to the top (while I didn’t have spare 
breath); not one of the guides took water either, but as you can 
imagine, most of us tourists had litres of water and kilos of food. 
Actually, in hindsight, I recommend light backpacks; we arrived at 
the top at 5:00 am and the view and sunrise were amazing. After 
feeling the warm rocks, and nibbling on some nasi goreng, we all 
headed down again as it was too cold; the climb down was a lot 
harder on the legs than the climb up. The paths are rocky, but mostly 
made up of loose dirt and pebbles. I strongly recommend boots as 
my sneakers had no grip (although that theory doesn’t stand up, as 
my guide wore gumboots and another wore thongs!). I became very 
practiced at falling on my backside without hurting myself, until 
a Swedish tourist finally asked me if I was tobogganing.
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1. PERSONAL REFLECTION

Reading back over it now, I am almost tempted to make that climb again, 
but as I wrote in my diary, ‘I took a million photos because I knew I’d never 
do that climb again.’

The one and only time I’ve ever kept a diary was during my time in 
Yogyakarta. My diary tells me that a typical day included dropping Bianca 
off to the tiny international school she attended – only six students, 
a wonderful American teacher, Ms Appril, keen on science, and a tortoise 
that roamed freely. I then attended my own classes, and before picking 
Bianca up again, I would either head into Malioboro with friends for a 
juice at Murni’s (which was quite famous with us students for the delicious 
fare, and I remember one of our lot telling the owner that he was a binatang,1 
when, of course, he meant bintang),2 or go to a special cafe to wait for the 
laborious internet to fire up to send news to family. I especially remember 
the soursop juice I’d treat myself to while sending those emails. My diary is, 
of course, filled with many meal details and ‘yummy!’ entries. I seem to have 
spent a lot of time at Jogya Cafe, Radisson’s buffet and Murni’s.

When I gaze back at that collage of photos in Jogya, I can see that they are 
actually snapshots of all my favourite people from that time – the teachers 
and other ACICIS students, and Bianca. Although almost 30 years ago 
(alarming!), I remember the other students and teachers vividly. Sam, who 
made every moment so much fun; smiley, calm Marlee; Natalie and Nicole, 
who were also from Queensland and so generously came out to meet me 
at the airport in Jogyakarta, when Bianca and I arrived a few days later 
than the others. Sarah, so beautiful and lively, who tried to warn me about 
Mount Merapi; Pak Masrukhi, a lovely teacher, who invited the class to 
his home, where his delightful wife showed us how to cook a tempe dish, 
with chillies and bay leaves and coconut milk – ‘yummo’ is how I have 
put it; Pak Sarjawo, another kind teacher, who helped me with the speech 
I had to make on International Night and Pak Djoko, who recited a poem 
which I have pasted into my diary, in his writing; the people at Murni’s cafe 
(I left them with a jar of vegemite, poor things); the kind reception staff at 
the Comfort Suites; and David Reeve, who treated all of us to dinner and 
a catch-up at his house (I remember it as a pizza night, but could that be 
right? Upon checking, my diary confirms that this is so).

1	  binatang – animal.
2	  bintang – star.
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Each of these recollections leach off into fresh memories, far too many to 
put down here. What a fabulous life we led in those few months. That brief 
period that will always be a favourite of mine. A time so rich in joyful, 
fascinating minutiae that it has drenched my memory with cherished 
details that continue to serve my imagination and writerly life. When I read 
through my diary, or my eyes search those photos, it is clear to me how 
so many of these events and people have seeded ideas I continue to use in 
my work.
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