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Introduction
Jakarta, Indonesia’s dynamic capital city, is a place where ancient traditions and
modern ambitions collide, coalesce, and transform. With roots extending back over
one and a half millennia, its story is one of enduring resilience, adaptation, and
profound transformation. Once a humble settlement near the mouth of the Ciliwung
River, it blossomed through the centuries into a thriving port, a colonial stronghold, a
battleground for independence, and, ultimately, an immense metropolis at the heart of
a nation.

The history of Jakarta cannot be separated from its geography. Its strategic
location—along sea routes crucial for trade throughout Southeast Asia—ensured that
waves of merchants, migrants, and conquerors would shape its destiny. The city’s
foundation was built on cultural interplay, from the indigenous Betawi people to Arab,
Indian, Chinese, and European influences that have each left an indelible mark. The
earliest known settlements were already intricately linked to neighboring kingdoms
and broader global currents, evidenced in ancient inscriptions and trading artifacts
unearthed by archaeologists.

Colonial powers cast a long shadow over Jakarta. The 16th century marked an era of
struggle between native kingdoms, the arrival of the Portuguese and Dutch, and fierce
competition to control the lucrative spice trade. The Dutch, settling the city as Batavia,
left an enduring legacy in the city’s layout, stratified society, and even its cuisine.
Despite segregation, disease, and periodic unrest, Batavia became a melting pot, a
point of encounter and sometimes tension for diverse peoples from across the
archipelago and beyond.

Jakarta was also the birthplace of Indonesian nationalist fervor and the rallying point
for the nation’s long road to independence. Japanese occupation during World War II
catalyzed social and political change and set the stage for the declaration of
independence in 1945. Since then, Jakarta’s growth has been nothing short of
explosive, fraught with opportunities and challenges—rapid urbanization,
environmental pressures, incredible economic vibrancy, and persistent socio-economic
divides.

Today, Jakarta is a city of contrasts and complexities—modern skyscrapers loom over
historic mosques and colonial-era buildings; opulent new developments abut sprawling
kampungs. It is a city confronting the pressures of the 21st century, from traffic
congestion and pollution to rising seas and population booms, yet it remains the
beating heart of Indonesia’s political, economic, and cultural life. The city’s ongoing
story is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of its diverse people, building an
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identity from the layered legacies of its past and the possibilities of its future.

This book invites readers to journey from prehistoric settlements to the vibrant,
challenging present of Jakarta. In tracing this trajectory, we uncover not only stories of
power and commerce, but the lives, aspirations, and cultures that have shaped one of
Southeast Asia’s great urban centers. The history of Jakarta is, ultimately, a mirror for
the story of Indonesia itself: complex, contested, and always evolving.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Human Settlement and the Buni
Culture
Long before towering skyscrapers pierced the tropical sky, before the roar of traffic
replaced the lapping of waves, and even before any city bore a name recognizable
today, the land that is now Jakarta was inhabited. This region, situated strategically on
the northwest coast of Java with its fertile lands and access to vital waterways, has
been a stage for human life for millennia, its earliest stories etched not in ink or stone,
but in the layers of soil and the artifacts left behind by people whose names are lost to
time. Unearthing these beginnings requires the patient work of archaeologists, piecing
together fragments from a distant past to reconstruct a picture of life in prehistoric
West Java.

The deep history of human presence here stretches back further than the Buni culture,
hinting at even older occupations. It’s plausible that nomadic groups, hunter-gatherers
perhaps, roamed these coastal plains and riverbanks in epochs far more ancient,
drawn by the abundance of natural resources. Evidence of such ephemeral existences
is notoriously difficult to find, as these groups often left little behind that survives the
relentless march of time and the transformative power of a dynamic tropical
environment. Tools made of perishable materials, temporary shelters – these vanish,
leaving archaeologists to search for faint traces, like scattered stone flakes or middens
of shells, that whisper of their passing.

However, it is with the emergence of the Buni culture that the archaeological record
becomes clearer, offering a more concrete glimpse into the lives of the region’s early
inhabitants. Flourishing approximately between 400 BCE and 100 AD, the Buni culture
represents a significant phase in the prehistory of coastal West Java and parts of
neighboring areas. Discovered through excavations primarily in the Bekasi and
Karawang regencies, just east and northeast of modern Jakarta, this culture's influence
almost certainly extended into the area where Indonesia's capital now stands, given
the geographical continuity and the nature of coastal settlements.

What archaeologists have uncovered from Buni culture sites speaks volumes about a
settled, relatively sophisticated society. The most striking findings relate to their
pottery, which is distinct and abundant. Unlike earlier, cruder ceramics, Buni pottery is
often elaborately decorated with incised geometric patterns, applied motifs, and
sometimes even anthropomorphic or zoomorphic figures. The variety in shapes and
sizes suggests a range of uses, from everyday cooking and storage vessels to perhaps
ceremonial or burial purposes. The sheer quantity and quality of these ceramics
indicate a people with established craftsmanship and possibly a surplus that allowed
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for artistic expression beyond mere utility.

Among the most fascinating aspects of the Buni culture are their burial practices.
Excavations have revealed burial sites where individuals were interred with grave
goods. These accompanying objects, often pottery vessels filled with food or drink, as
well as personal ornaments, provide insights into their beliefs about the afterlife and
their social structure. The presence of certain goods, or the variation in their quantity
and quality between burials, might hint at differing social status or roles within the
community. While direct written accounts are absent, the silent testimony of these
graves allows archaeologists to infer aspects of their social organization and
worldview.

The economy of the Buni people appears to have been based on a mix of activities,
well-suited to their environment. Located near the coast and rivers, they likely
engaged in fishing and harvesting marine resources. Evidence also suggests they
practiced agriculture, cultivating crops in the fertile coastal plains. Furthermore, the
sophistication of their pottery and the discovery of non-local materials at some sites
suggest participation in local exchange networks, and potentially even involvement in
nascent regional trade routes. Their strategic location near the sea and rivers would
have naturally facilitated such interactions with neighboring groups.

The Buni culture wasn't isolated; it existed within a broader network of interactions
across the archipelago and potentially with mainland Asia. Archaeological evidence
from other parts of Indonesia and Southeast Asia from the same period shows cultural
similarities and differences, suggesting a dynamic environment of cultural exchange
and local development. While distinct, the Buni culture shared some characteristics
with other contemporaneous pottery traditions in the region, indicating a level of
connectivity and shared technological knowledge.

One of the significant contributions of the Buni culture research is that it firmly
establishes a history of settled life and cultural complexity in this part of Java centuries
before the emergence of the Hindu-Buddhist kingdoms that would later dominate the
historical narrative. It dispels any notion that the area was uninhabited wilderness
awaiting the arrival of more "advanced" civilizations. The Buni people laid a
foundation, developing ways of life adapted to the local environment and establishing
a cultural presence that would precede and perhaps influence later developments.

Understanding the Buni culture also requires considering the geographical setting. The
coastline in this region has changed over millennia due to sedimentation from rivers
like the Ciliwung, Citarum, and Cisadane. What was coastline in 400 BCE is likely
further inland today. The Buni settlements would have been intimately connected to
these dynamic coastal and riverine landscapes, relying on them for sustenance,
transportation, and possibly defense. The rivers served as vital arteries, connecting
inland areas to the sea and facilitating movement and trade.
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The end of the Buni culture period around 100 AD is not marked by a sudden,
dramatic event in the archaeological record. Cultures evolve, transform, or are
gradually superseded. The distinct style of Buni pottery seems to fade from the
archaeological visibility around this time. What happened to the people? They didn't
simply vanish. It's more likely that their material culture changed, perhaps influenced
by new arrivals or internal societal shifts, leading to different pottery styles or burial
practices that archaeologists categorize differently. Or perhaps their settlements
shifted to areas less prone to preservation or discovery.

The period between the decline of the distinct Buni culture around 100 AD and the first
clear historical records appearing in the 4th century CE is less well-defined
archaeologically. This doesn't necessarily mean the area was empty or saw a decline
in population; rather, the evidence that survives or has been found so far is sparser or
harder to interpret. Human life almost certainly continued along the rivers and coast,
adapting to the changing environment and possibly undergoing significant social or
political transformations that are not immediately visible in the archaeological record.

During this interval, the foundations for more complex societal structures might have
been quietly laid. Agricultural techniques could have improved, populations might
have grown, and social hierarchies could have become more defined. Trade networks,
perhaps initially based on localized exchange like that suggested by the Buni findings,
might have expanded and become more formalized, connecting these coastal
communities to increasingly influential centers developing elsewhere in Java and
beyond.

The reliance on coastal and riverine resources would have remained a constant.
Access to fresh water, fertile land for cultivation along riverbanks, and the bounty of
the sea would have continued to shape settlement patterns and economic activities.
Any communities in this area during this time would have been keenly aware of their
connection to these vital waterways, a theme that would persist throughout Jakarta's
long history.

While the material culture from this specific 100 AD to 400 AD period might be less
distinctive than the preceding Buni phase or the subsequent historical periods, the
continuity of human occupation is the crucial takeaway. People lived here, they
adapted, they interacted with their environment and with each other, laying the
groundwork, perhaps unknowingly, for the future prominence of this location. Their
stories, though harder to read, are an integral part of the narrative.

It is around the 4th century CE that the mists of prehistory begin to part, and the first
glimpses of a more historically recognizable era appear in the region. This transition is
marked by the emergence of early written records, primarily in the form of stone
inscriptions. These inscriptions, often associated with powerful rulers and kingdoms,
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provide the first textual evidence of organized political entities and religious practices
in West Java. While they don't mention a city by the name of Jakarta, or even Sunda
Kelapa yet, they confirm the presence of established societies capable of monumental
undertakings and with connections to broader cultural and political currents in
Southeast Asia.

The appearance of these inscriptions signals a shift from prehistory, where our
understanding is based solely on archaeological interpretation, to a proto-historical
period, where archaeological findings can be correlated, however imperfectly, with
written accounts. This marks the beginning of a new chapter in the history of the land
that would one day become Jakarta, a chapter dominated by the rise of early
kingdoms and the increasing importance of its strategic location on regional trade
routes. The Buni culture and the less documented period that followed set the stage,
demonstrating that this was a place with a long and rich human story unfolding
centuries before it entered the written records of history.
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