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Fiction, or Gaming?
Rockefeller & The Demise of Ibu Pertiwi. By Kerry B. Collison.
Melbourne, 2017: Sid Harta Publishers. Fact-based fiction. 336pp,
paperback, illust. ISBN: 978-1-92103098-7.  A$24.95 Australian
RRP. $16.99 (US Amazon price). Also available as ebook.

S,       can only be pre sented in the form of 
fic tion, even though it rep re sents a vi a ble hy poth e sis of where events
are leading. It is, in ef fect, stra te gic gam ing. It was cer tainly the case
with Stefan Possony’s great book, Wak ing Up The Gi ant (1974), which

dis cussed how a US pres i dent takes of fice dur ing the Cold War,  

Aus tra lian-born In do ne sia spe cial -
ist Kerry Collison — a flu ent Bahasa
In do ne sia speaker1 — has been forced 
to spe cial ize in such a genre, largely
be cause le gal con straints in In do ne sia 
pre clude dis cuss ing many po lit i cal is -
sues. None the less, his writ ings in vari -
ably serve as pre scient view of pres ent
and emerg ing trends. His lat est book,
Rockefeller & The De mise of Ibu Pert-
iwi, is par tic u larly pro found.

And Mr Collison surely pushes the
bound ary of the In do ne sian le gal sys -
tem merely for its ti tle, be cause it talks 
of “the de mise of Ibu Pertiwi”: Ibu
Pertiwi is the In do ne sian moth er land
(lit er ally “Mother Earth” from the
pre-Mus lim, Hindu era of Ja va ).

His book im me di ately im merses
the reader into the con text of the
post-World War II era and through to
the tran si tion from Pres. Sukarno
into the era of Pres. Suharto, in the
1960s. Sud denly the at ti tudes and ac -
tiv i ties of the pow ers of the day — the
de clin ing Dutch and Brit ish, the in -
creas ingly concerned Aus tra lians, and 
the grow ing needs of the US — can be 
seen en sur ing the inevitable global
ac cep tance of the fa tal “Act of Free
Choice” (which was any thing but) in
July 1969. 

This was the act which breath tak -
ingly stole the Mel a ne sian, for mer
Dutch col ony of West Pa pua (Irian
Jaya), trans form ing it into a col ony of
the Ja va nese-dom i nated In do ne sian
Gov ern ment. It re mained a col ony,
dis guised as the 26th prov ince of In -
do ne sia, later di vided into two prov -
inces (West Pa pua and Pa pua).

Collison’s deep knowl edge and re -
search will have read ers reach ing for
his tory books and at lases. But he has
been there as this his tory was be ing

made, and his writ ing looks for all the
world as though it is the com bi na tion
of di a ries of the play ers in all the
camps: In do ne sian, Amer i can, Aus -
tra lian, Dutch, Brit ish, and even those 
in the vil lage huts in the high lands.

The fact that this is “cur rent his tor i -
cal fic tion” — a new genre? — does
not make the book any less read able
or grip ping as Collison weaves highly
cred i ble sce nar ios in the halls of
power in Ja karta, Can berra, Wash ing -
ton, and Lon don. In deed, the pro fes -
sional Asia hand will cer tainly crave
even more de tail, and I chal lenge any
se ri ous reader not to rush off to con -
sult fur ther ref er ences to read of the
af fairs which have plagued the lives of
Papuans for de cades. 

When Collison also weaves into the
story the saga of the 1961 dis ap pear -
ance in the Arafura Sea, off south ern
West Pa pua, of explorer Mi chael
Rockfeller, scion of the wealthy and
po lit i cal US Rockefeller clan, he does
so in a way which adds real cred i bil ity
to the over all tale. The fact that this
makes the book more ap peal ing to US 
read ers is a bo nus.

Kerry Collison makes it clear that
the cen tral player in the econ omy of
In do ne sian-oc cu pied Pa pua is the
min ing op er a tion which, in Rocke-
feller & The De mise of Ibu Pertiwi, is
the fic ti tious P.T. Akumuga Min ing
cor po ra tion, run by the also-fic ti tious 
Sum mit Gold Min ing Com pany of
the US. The book de tails the ma neu -
ver ing and cor rup tion of In do ne sian
po lit i cal, mil i tary, and cor po rate in -
ter ests to seize the min ing op er a tion,
which has al ready been cen tral to the
In do ne sian econ omy. 

Collison’s book was al ready at press 
when the real-life par al lel oc curred:

On Sep tem ber 20, 2017, the Gov ern -
ment se lected State-owned alu mi -
num firm PT In do ne sia Asahan Alu -
minium (Inalum) to ac quire 51 per -
cent of shares in gold and cop per
miner PT Freeport In do ne sia from
the US Freeport McMoRan Inc. par -
ent com pany of Freeport In do ne sia,
which runs the mine which is cen tral
to the re gion’s econ omy.

The book is sub-ti tled “When Aus -
tra lia and In do ne sia Again Go to War
...”, and not with out rea son. The is sue
of In do ne sian-oc cu pied Pa pua is ex -
tremely sen si tive in Can berra-Ja karta
re la tions, and In do ne sian of fi cials still 
burn over the per ceived Aus tra lian
be trayal in sup port ing the in de pend -
ence move ment in the then-In do ne -
sia-oc cu pied for mer Por tu guese col -
ony of East Timor, now Timor Leste,
in 1999-2000. To day, West Pap uan in -
de pend ence activitists find safe-ha -
ven in Aus tra lia and, par tic u larly,
New Zea land. 

Collison, in the book, gives sig nif i -
cant back ground to real ac tiv i ties,
events, peo ple and or ga ni za tions, in -
clud ing, of course, the Organisasi Pa -
pua Merdeka (Free Pa pua Move ment:
OPM) and the very real, mul ti na -
tional body, the Mel a ne sian Spear -
head Group. 

On Sep tem ber 26, 2017, a se cretly-
gath ered petitition signed by 1.8-mil -
lion Papuans, depanding a new in de -
pend ence ref er en dum for In do ne -
sian-oc cu pied Pa pua, was pre sented
to the United Na tions; that rep re -
sented more than 70 per cent of the
prov ince’s pop u la tion. United Lib er a -
tion Move ment for West Pa pua
spokes man Benny Wenda told the
Aus tra lian Broad cast ing Cor po ra tion
that sign ing the pe ti tion was a “dan -
ger ous act” for West Papuans, with, he 
said, 57 peo ple ar rested for sup port -
ing the pe ti tion, and 54 tor tured by
In do ne sian se cu rity forces dur ing the
cam paign. The Prime Min is ter of Sol -
o mon Is lands, Manasseh Sogavare,
said the pe ti tion was in cred i bly im -
por tant and the peo ple of West Pa pua
had effectively already voted to de-
mand their self-determination.

Aus tra lian For eign Min is ter Julie
Bishop said that Aus tra lia had long
rec og nized In do ne sian sov er eignty
over the Pap uan provinces. 

Kerry Collison’s “fic tional” book is
es sen tial read ing for any one wish ing
to un der stand the un fold ing is sue of
West Pap uan in de pend ence. — GRC

 .       , 

1 Kerry Collison also serves as Indonesia correspondent for the Defense & Foreign Affairs publications. See his recent report, “The Question
of West Papuan Independence” in Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy, 9-2017.


