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My Family History and How Chinese New 

Year Originated in Indonesia 
Jovian Wilbert Liando 謝偉明 (109060082) 

In this report, we are going to talk about my family history and their life journey in my 

beloved country, Indonesia. There are going to be three big parts which are, the father side of my 

family, the mother side of the family, and at the end, we going to discuss how Chinese New Year 

is recognized in Indonesia. My father (謝) comes from Guangdong Province (廣東), especially 

in the 雙門村(台山市). On the other way, my mother's family comes from Comal, Central Java, 

since my grandfather was the second generation of Chinese descent and my great-grandfather 

passed away even before I was born, that’s why my grandfather rarely tells a story about the 

Chinese descent in our family. At the end of the report, I will also explain how the Chinese New 

Year is recognized in Indonesia. 

Father side of family (謝) 

Origin 

My father's side of the family 

comes from a hard-working, kind, patient, 

and independent grandfather named 

Jhonny Liando (謝景和) that always tries 

to help others and people in need. My 

grandfather was born on January 17th, 

1940, in Guangdong Province (廣東 ) 

more precisely in 台山市.1 When he was young, my grandfather always lived below the poverty 

line. Living in a small village name 雙門村 with all his brother and his sicked mother, he needs 

to go to school every day and help his father which is working as a farm helper in that village. At 
 

1雙門村台山市，廣東 (Picture 1) http://surl.li/ckbll 

Picture 1 
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around 9 years old, my grandfather almost drops out of school because he cannot pay the tuition 

fee, but luckily since my grandfather was smart, he was able to ask for late payment for his 

school. His aim for studying was very good and noble, dreaming to be a doctor and help people 

surround him who needs his help, this reason was the only reason why he always works hard 

during his childhood.  

Journey to Indonesia 

In 1952, when he was 12 years old after my 

great-grandfather passed away, my grandfather 

decided to sail to Indonesia to help his family to find a 

better place to live and work. As the oldest brother in 

the family, he decided to sail alone from his village in 

Guangdong Province to Surabaya (泗水). When he 

was telling me this story, I was shocked by the 

braveness and the scarification for his family to get a 

better life. He said that during sailing, he isn’t even 

able to sit for a long period, this is because there are 

too many people who go on that ship too. But the only 

thing that I always remember from him is when he said 

“Even though I die on this trip (sailing), God will 

always know that my purpose to go is to help my family to get a better life”, at that time I almost 

cried because I was so lucky to have an inspirational person who wants to sacrifice his career to 

stop school to work and forget his dream job to be a doctor and even die for his family to help all 

of his younger brothers to get a better life and be a future doctor. After several weeks of sailing, 

my grandfather arrived in Tanjung Perak which is the only port that we have in Surabaya. After 

arriving in Indonesia, he isn’t even able to speak the Indonesian language, that’s why he tries to 

find a local friend to practice the Indonesian language. For the first couple of months in 

Indonesia, since his Indonesian language wasn’t that good, he decided to work as a transport 

laborer in Tanjung Perak Port. Working there for several months, he was able to save some 

money to open a building material shop named “Toko Bangunan Sinar Abadi” in Surabaya. 

During his first month of opening the business, the shop doesn’t generate that much profit to 
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cover the operational cost, but my grandfather never surrenders. Because of his tenacity, in the 

first year of his opening, he can start to get loyal customers and big purchases from the local 

government and big house developers. All of this customer wasn’t come by itself, my 

grandfather needs to travel from place to place to market his item every single day. At the end he 

successfully builds his own business dynasty in Surabaya. He was so happy, but he never forgot 

his family who is living back in Guangdong.   

Helping Family 

 My grandfather never forgets the person 

who has helped him in the past, he called all of 

his younger brothers and try to bring them to 

Indonesia. He wants all his brothers to get a 

better life and live together with him in 

Indonesia. So, he transferred some money and 

booked plane tickets to bring all of his brothers 

to Surabaya. After arriving in Surabaya, he 

prepares lots of room in his house and he helped 

his brother to study in one of the most prestigious medical schools in Indonesia (Airlangga 

University) to be a successful doctor to help people in need. Not only that, he also especially 

makes lots of room in his house to accommodate all his brothers so they can live together in one 

house. At that time, studying in medical school was an expensive degree in Indonesia, my 

grandfather was willing to spend a lot of his money to pay for the tuition fee, he even never 

bought expensive things for himself, but he always bought for someone.  

           After several years, all his brothers one by one graduated from medical school and 

became successful doctors in all around Indonesia. One sentence that I always remembered from 

my grandfather “I used to dream to be a doctor, even though now I can’t be a doctor, but at least 

I can see almost all of my brothers become a successful doctor. This is what life is about, not all 

things that you want will be granted, but God will surely give the best for us.” As a good brother 

too, all of his brothers never forget him, almost every year and every time they visit Surabaya, 

they always try to meet my grandfather and bring small gifts to him. That’s why, almost every 

time I come to my grandfather's house, I always found some gifts (ice cream, crackers, bread, 
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food) or anything else that was given by his family or his good friends. Not only that, during the 

Chinese New Year, they also send tons of different Chinese hampers or food to his house which 

shows how much they love and respect to my grandfather. Lastly, if someone ever asked about 

what lessons to be learned from his life journey is, “you will not be poor if you give”. 

Mother side of family (黃) 

Origin  

Different from my father's side family, my 

grandfather (Oey Tjheng Lok) from my mother's side of 

the family was the second generation that has Chinese 

descent in the family. He was born in a small district in 

Central Java Indonesia called Comal.2 A city where my 

grandfather spends almost all of his childhood memories 

before marrying my grandmother and moving to another 

small district in East Java called Kertosono where my 

mother was born. When he was only 11 years old, his father passed away, which makes their 

economic condition a problem in their family. Therefore, my great-grandmother was the one 

who need to work and fulfill 12 of her children needs. She opens a small grocery store (Toko 

Kelontong) to generate some income for the 

family. Every day after school, my 

grandfather always helps her mom in the shop, 

and at night he will directly study to prepare 

for school. Since my grandfather wants to be 

a doctor, he always studies hard to get a good 

score so in the future he might be accepted to Parahyangan Catholic University, that’s why he 

and his smaller brother try to go out of their comfort zone. Since in Comal, they don’t have a 

really good school that’s why he decided to go to school in Semarang which is the nearest big 

city beside Comal.3 Since they don’t have any relative or family in Semarang, every day around 

 
2 Comal, Indonesia (Picture 2) http://surl.li/ckblr 
3 Distance Comal and Semarang (Picture 3) http://surl.li/ckblo 

Picture 2 

Picture 3 
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5 o’clock he needs to catch a train from Comal to Semarang for around 90 minutes and need to 

take another 20 minutes ride using bemo (Indonesia cheap minibus) to only arrive at school.4 

That’s why looking at his struggle to go to school makes him always study hard for his education 

and in the end, he was accepted into Parahyangan medical school.  

During medical school, my grandfather suddenly realized that his eyes have a problem 

that makes him unable to identify some of the exam and experiment problems. Since his 

childhood, he never had any medical checkups, after this problem he just realized that he has 

partial color blindness which makes him pretty hard to analyze medical experiment problems. 

With a heavy heart, my father had to live his dream degree (a medical degree) and choose 

Economics as his next major. I can 

say that I have tons of similarities 

with my grandfather, first of all, I 

also have a partial color-blind 

problem, and the second one I also 

studying in the Economics 

Department the same one as what he 

was doing. Sadly, my grandfather 

passed away 5 years ago, and I missed joking and talking with him. Hopefully, when I was back 

in Indonesia this summer, I can go to his grave and see him again after a few years away from 

home.  

Life Journey 

 My grandfather was a never surrender and hard-working 

father to three of his children. He graduated with one of the best 

scores as valedictorian in the Department of Economics at the 

Parahyangan Catholic University. After graduating, he directly 

worked for one of the biggest car production companies in 

Indonesia names Astra Indonesia. After several years working 

 
4 Comal to Semarang Train (Picture 4) https://jogja.tribunnews.com/2016/09/28/inilah-empat-kereta-api-
legendaris-di-indonesia?page=2 
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there, he felt that working in an office 

wasn’t his passion. He said that working in 

an office is like a robot, you can’t explore 

tons of new things and do what you always 

like. That’s why, he applies for a 

resignation from the company and started 

his business by collaborating with his older sister to open a gold shop in Kertosono, East Java.  

He put all of the money that he has into that business, but his sister tries to steal it from him. 

Since her sister is the one who is controlling the business finance, she was able to easily 

manipulate the money transaction and, in the end, try to kick out my grandfather from the 

business. After getting kicked out of the business, he tries to come back to open his own gold 

shop business beside her and make his dynasty of business, with the lack of money, he tries to 

borrow some money with his best friend to open up the business. After several years of opening 

his “Puri Mas” gold shop in Kertosono, his business is getting better and better every single day 

compared with his sister shop. One thinks that he always told me is “Don’t try to cheat in every 

situation, because if you cheat you will always fail”. I was so grateful to have him in my life, 

even though I don’t spend a lot of time with him, I can study lots of inspirative and important 

things from his life. 

Chinese New Year in Indonesia  

 During my life in Indonesia, one day 

that I loved is the Chinese New Year. Of 

course, as a child, during Chinese New Year 

is the time when we can get “Angpao” (紅包) 

and get tons of money from it. 5  One day 

during Chinese New Year, I asked my mother 

about how much she usually made or get 

during the Chinese New Year when she was a 

small child. She answered, “I don’t get anything, do you know that before you was born, we 

 
5 Chinese New Year Day in Indonesia (Picture 5) https://jatimnow.com/baca-807-meriahnya-festival-imlek-di-
banyuwangi 

Picture 5 
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don’t have Chinese New Year that’s why there are no Angpao (紅包)”. I was so surprised and 

asked my mother why you don’t have it and she started to explain me.  

Indonesia was independent on the 17th of August 1945. At that time Indonesia allowed 

people to choose any religion in the world, but they only recognize six religions which are 

Christian, Catholic, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Confucius religions. So, at that time around 

1946, our first president Ir. Soekarno set a government rule that arranges all religious holidays in 

Indonesia. In the 4th chapter of government rule No.2/OEM-1946 wrote that there are 4 days of 

holiday during the whole year for Chinese related descent in Indonesia, which are Chinese New 

Year, Confucius’s death day, Confucius’s born day, and Tomb-Sweeping day (清明節).6 During 

the presidency of Soekarno President, all of us of Chinese descent people still be able to 

celebrate our festival or special day in public. We can celebrate it in a restaurant, hotel, or even 

go on the public road on that day. But all of this suddenly changed especially under the 

presidency of Indonesia's second president, Suharto President. Suharto is known as a dictator 

president that holds power as the longest 

Indonesian president for more than 30 

years from March 27th, 1968, to May 

21st, 1998. For almost 30 years 

Indonesia people don’t have big access 

to global influence or news because 

during that time, we as a citizen aren’t 

able to easily speak up our opinion and, 

in the end, made the outside world unable to know the problem that we had in Indonesia. That’s 

why on December 6th, 1967, Suharto declare that based on government instructions No.14/1967 

Indonesian citizens can’t celebrate a festival or special day related to Chinese descent culture and 

if people still want to celebrate it, they just can celebrate it inside the house or in the closed 

room.7 Even Chinese songs are also unable to be played during the event or on the radio. At the 

 
6 Chinese New Year in different presidential leadership (Picture 6) https://indonesiabaik.id/motion_grafis/imlek-

di-indonesia-dari-masa-ke-masa 

7 Chaotic during the presidency of Suharto President https://thediplomat.com/2018/05/20-years-later-victims-of-
indonesias-may-1998-riots-are-still-waiting-for-justice/ 

Picture 6 
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end of 1998, there is a big problem called the May 1998 riots of Indonesia where there are tons 

of Chinese descent people that were killed during that tragedy at that year Suharto stepped down 

from his presidency after more than 30 years of domination in Indonesia. 

           Luckily in early 2000, specifically on the 17th of January 2000 Indonesia's president, Mr. 

President Abdurrahman Wahid declare a president regulation No.6/2000 that explain the 

revocation of government instruction No.14/1967 made by Suharto and start allowed Chinese 

descent people to celebrate Chinese New Year in public and give us Chinese descend people 

freedom of opinion according to everyone. That’s why Chinese descent people always remember 

the hard work and love that was given by Mr. Abdurrahman Wahid to Chinese descend people in 

Indonesia. 

 After this new regulation, lots of people start to celebrate Chinese New Year again. With 

his regulation, this makes all people, especially of Chinese descent people like me and my family, 

now we can have the rights of free speech without any fear given by our government. Not only 

that, almost in every Chinese New Year celebration, tons of public places such as shopping malls, 

parks, and even government working places, all of them are decorated with Chinese ornament 

and sometimes also play Chinese related songs in their public audio. We as a Chinese descend 

people also would be able to celebrate our Chinese New Year’s Eve, and Chinese New Year’s 

Day together in every place we want. We usually eat together at our grandparent’s house to 

celebrate our Chinese New Year. But one thing that I always remember during the Chinese New 

Year celebration is the Chinese New Year Eve (除夕). We often gather with our big family and 

together ear Chinese New Year Eve dinner together (年夜飯) after that we often play with 

firecrackers and fireworks outside the house to celebrate this new year. That’s why I was so 

lucky to be born in these times since I have never experienced the dangerous and sadistic event 

that happened in 1998 that almost makes all of the Chinese descend people traumatize. Now 

Indonesia is always getting better and better every single day and I found out that they have big 

tolerance against religion or descent differently.  

Conclusion  

After recalling all the memories that I have with my family history I found out that life 

isn’t all about achievement, success, or money. I used to think that money is the one that we look 
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for in life, but that’s wrong. Money is important but we need to know whether we are able or not 

to use the money to help people surround us and makes other happy. If I can turn back my time, I 

will be going back to my childhood memories when my grandfather was still alive and usually 

played together with me. When my mother grandfather died, I can see how good he was during 

his life, I see tons of people coming to his funeral ceremony and the amount of love that was 

given or spread by all of the people who come was amaze me. Tons of flower bouquets were sent 

to the burial place to give a respect for him. That’s why now I understand that life is not always 

about me but it's also about everyone who needs it. Before I am a person that always try to get 

everything whether it is achievement, money, or success but I just learned from my grandparents 

about what is life about and what we need to deal with failure because failure isn’t the end, but it 

is the beginning of success. One Indonesia proverb that almost all of Indonesian people know is 

“Gajah mati meninggalkan gading, harimau mati meninggalkan belang, manusia mati 

meniggalkan nama” this means “Elephant dies leaving ivory, tiger dies leaving stripes, human 

dies leaving name”. From this, we learn that money isn’t important or everything, because when 

we die the only things that we leave is only our name. Therefore, our money wasn’t important 

anymore. In the end, hopefully, in the future I can be as tough and success like all of my 

grandparents. 

 



 
  10 
 

 

 


