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The Yellow Pimpernel and the Mystery of M.H. Thamrin’s Death in 1941

Brad Horton (International Cultural Studies Program)

While studying the Japanese occupation
of Indonesia (1942-1945) and the development of
Indonesian pop literature (c.1910s-1942), I
discovered a mystery about a mystery. Most
Indonesian publications followed ethnic or racial

lines, Chinese Indonesian or “native” Indonesian.

However, during the 1930s boom in private
publishing, the dynamic, multi-ethnic Kabe
(Kolff-Buning) developed out of older Eurasian
Their popular

novelizations of local films, “real life” novels, and

publishers. magazines,
detective mystery novels featured writers from
different ethnic groups and backgrounds—
1llustrators, novelists, drama directors, and
journalists!

This was a tense period. World War II
had erupted in Europe in 1940, and as Germany
occupied the Netherlands, Queen Wilhelmina
fled to England. Meanwhile in Indonesia,
Germans were arrested, and Indonesians
working with Japanese were suspect. Even
before this, one journalist, Saeroen, was jailed
for trying to purchase a newspaper with
Japanese financial support. Other journalists
were jailed for libel or other “press crimes.” In
1940, a team of Japanese trade negotiators
arrived, remaining until mid-1941 when the US
and the Dutch froze Japanese assets. The
looming war and the strong Dutch colonial state
threw a long shadow on Indonesia, and freedoms
were clearly delimited.

Among the Kabe publications were the
“Yellow Pimpernel” detective novels, solved by a
private detective, Raden Panji Subroto. The
Yellow Pimpernel stories were part of a popular
new genre, developed out of Sherlock Holmes
and Scarlet Pimpernel novels and films. The
author used a pseudonym, Kecinduan, the
childhood name of a hero in a West Sumatran
traditional story. To my amazement, one
sensational story seemed to be about the death
of a prominent Indonesian nationalist,
Mohamad Husni Thamrin, who died in early

1941, under house arrest and suspicion of

[@ o not be
B

working with  the
Japanese. An
impossibly  fantastic

story, was there any

connection to reality? : L
In this story, the Indones1an political
leader, a man called Husain Damiri, dies while
under house arrest, and the family asks Subroto
to investigate. The detective discovers that
sabon dama filled with poison gas had been
blown through a window. Subroto discovers the
killer was a journalist who
had publicly attacked
Husain, but moments before
Subroto visits the journalist,
he was also killed. Convinced
this must be the work of his
Subroto
Yellow
Pimpernel’s hide-out, but is
bludgeoned and the Yellow
Pimpernel escapes.

long-time enemy,
discovers the

Readers in 1941 would have known this
story was about Thamrin’s January 1941 death,
which was a major political event. Furthermore,
various facts about Husain Damiri match Husni
Thamrin, besides the similar names. Thamrin
had a public fight with a journalist, who was
then hired by the Dutch Wartime Propaganda
Service as its top Indonesian official. Thamrin
also had connections with Japanese negotiators,
helping them to hire an important nationalist
figure, E.F.E. Douwes Dekker, to do economic
background research.

Wartime publications showed that the

s author was a West Sumatran

writer and former government
official who like Thamrin had
served on the Batavia City
Council. This was thus a story
written by a colleague, perhaps
hinting something which could
told without

arrested and the publication

being



banned.

A 1970s article published at Waseda
University by Taniguchi Goro, a dJapanese
journalist who lived near Thamrin in 1940
provides a hint of what might have happened.
Taniguchi met the “nephew” of Thamrin after
the funeral and asked him whether Thamrin
had black saliva coming from his mouth when he
died. In shock, the nephew said “yes! How did
you know?” Taniguchi had his own sad story of
his sick child who had been euthanized by a
German doctor with an injection of medicine.
“Did your family call for the doctor?” he asked.
“No, the doctor just came.”

In 1943, Miyatake Seido, an expert on

Indonesian language and literature, wrote that
this book was about the death of Thamrin. If a
resident of Nara knew this story was about the
killing of Thamrin, Japanese in Indonesia
probably believed Thamrin was poisoned as well.
After the occupation started, the last doctor to
see Thamrin, the Indonesian Dr. Kayadu, was
arrested and killed by the Kenpeitai.

This story illustrates how closely tied
pop literature can be to historical events—they
are part of the same society. We can find clues to
mysteries—not just how people understood
Thamrin’s death, but also that both Thamrin
and Dr. Kayadu might have died as part of a
secret war.
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