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Abstract

The Java horse, used for transport throughout the East Indies, provides an ideal locus for thinking 

about the intersection of travel and the animal world in the Dutch Empire. Ever-present in expe-

riences of colonial travel, encounters with the horse soon became a recurring trope in colonial 

travel writing, with the small yet famously headstrong and unpredictable pony providing a relia-

ble source of humorous yet revealing anecdotes. This chapter examines the horse-drawn carriage 

as a mobile ‘contact zone’ in which Dutch travellers encountered the realities of colonisation, 

whilst textual depictions of the Java horse are analysed as a rhetorical site from which debates 

on wider social/colonial issues, such as questions of technological modernisation and the politics 

of race, played out over time.
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Nineteenth-century empires ruled, or attempted to rule, over non-human animal 
life as well as human subjects. They also depended on it, a multiplicity of interac-
tions and engagements with animals both domesticated and wild underpinning 
their continued functioning and expansion. Amongst the great diversity of those 
relations, few animals have been as important, both materially and symbolically, 
to the establishment and maintenance of empires throughout history as the 
horse. Horses are central to the prevailing image of the Central Asian nomadic 
dynasties and, in the context of the Americas, their introduction was a crucial 
feature of the Spanish conquest. Also in Southeast Asia, the history of the horse 
has been likewise inextricably entwined with that of empires: They were sent into 
the region as gifts from the emperor of China to local elites, but also – and more 
importantly – exported into China, especially from Vietnam and Yunnan.1 In the 
Indonesian archipelago, a breed apparently descending from the Tibetan pony was 
introduced from the mainland at some point in the first millennium, becoming an 
important commodity for specific islands.2 Later on, the Dutch in turn introduced 
their preferred breeds – Arab and Persian – into the region, further cross-breeding 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400604476 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9789400604476 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


100 mikko toivanen

them with those already present.3 By the nineteenth century, the horse was truly a 
global animal. Embodying Antoinette Burton’s succinct observation that ‘animals 
drove both the symbolic and political economy of modern imperialism wherever 
it took root’, its ubiquity entailed a variety of relationships with specific local 
constellations of imperial power all around the world.4

In the Dutch East Indies, travellers could hardly avoid encountering the Java 
horse, one of the primary modes of transport on the island. Considering its omni-
presence, it is not surprising that the animal appears frequently in colonial travel 
writing – a rather more mundane natural encounter than the more obviously exotic 
forms of tropical wildlife that were also a common trope. For Dutch travellers, it 
was more than just an animal or a symbol – it quickly became an anecdote, a trope. 
It was notable because it presented a unique blend of familiarity and exoticism. 
Whilst the domesticated horse was familiar to every European traveller, the Java 
horse was quite unlike any horse most travellers had ever encountered before. 
It was small, to the point of appearing ridiculous to European eyes – indeed, 
disparaging comparisons with cats appear more than once. Yet at the same time, 
unlike the travellers from afar, it was naturally suited to the local environment, 
possessing the right skills and instincts to thrive in it. Its unpredictable character 
was also a bit of a mystery, and a source of frustration as often as a cause for silent 
admiration. Whilst notionally there to serve the needs of its masters, in practice, 
the relationship between the animal and the coloniser was far more ambiguous. As 
Rohan Deb Roy has argued, human enterprise was in turn shaped by an interaction 
with the non-human through which the structures of empire were co-constituted.5 
An analytical focus on the Java horse therefore provides a useful way of charting 
the limits of the (human) coloniser’s control over the archipelago.

This chapter will examine how, in Dutch nineteenth-century travel writing, the 
encounter with the Java horse came to represent the ambiguous and unstable mix 
of awkwardness and discomfort experienced by European travellers transposed 
into an unfamiliar, tropical setting, or what Ranajit Guha has called the coloniser’s 
‘pervasive anxiety about being lost in empire’.6 In particular, the analysis will focus 
on how authors discussed the Java horse as a lens through which to view, or a 
metaphor for, the wider colonial issues of the time: the relationship between the 
coloniser and the colonised; the development of racial thinking and taxonomies; 
and the introduction of new transport infrastructure as a symbol of modernity. In 
narrative terms, the Java horse became a site of displaced ethnography, a canvas 
on which a wide range of emotional and practical responses – to the totality of 
empire, or the unpleasant facts of colonisation, or the tropical environment – could 
be fixed and thus made easier to manage and communicate. In particular, many 
things that were written ostensibly about the horses appear, on closer inspection, 
to deal with the wider – and at that time, fast-developing – problematic of race. 
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Glib assumptions of European superiority appear side by side with, and sometimes 
run head-first into, persistent underlying fears of inadequacy and unsuitability. 
Sujit Sivasundaram has characterised ‘the intersection of the human and animal’ 
as the locus where historical ideas of race developed and argued that the classifi-
cation and categorisation of humanity into racial blocks occurred in dialogue with 
contemporary conceptualisation of the human-animal divide.7 In the Dutch East 
Indies, this discursive double process was nowhere more apparent than in the case 
of the unsuspecting guest star of many a travel book: the Java horse.

The analysis of depictions of the Java horse below draws on a wide range of 
texts from the 1820s to the end of the century – short pieces from colonial and liter-
ary periodicals, as well as individually published travel books and pamphlets. The 
majority of the texts were authored by representatives of the Dutch colonial middle 
classes: officials of the colonial administration, officers of the Royal Netherlands 
Indies Army (KNIL), or merchants and journalists with literary aspirations. Some 
were published in Batavia, however, most of the accounts came out in Europe – at 
the time a common means by which returnees from the colonies could earn extra 
income or gain social status: The prominence of the genre in the mid-nineteenth 
century is reflected in the generic descriptor ‘Indische schetsen’ (Indies sketches), a 

Stable boy with horse on Java, circa 1900. Collection Leiden University Libraries.
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variant of which appears in no fewer than five of the titles considered here. Taken 
together, these accounts provide a representative cross-section of the so-called 
‘Indische letteren’ (Indies literature) of the period, whilst a consideration of less-
known authors and shorter pieces allows the analysis to move beyond the handful 
of famous and influential individuals.

The horse and carriage as a contact zone

That the Java horse was amongst the first acquaintances a newly arriving visitor 
made in the Indies is natural enough. After all, where could a traveller go without 
some means of transport? A characteristic scene is recorded in H. Prange’s brief 
account ‘De eerste dagen te Batavia’ (The first days in Batavia), published in 1858 
in the Batavian literary magazine Warnasarie. Prange, a middle-class immigrant 
of a literary persuasion – apart from writing, he worked as an editor and a book 
salesman – describes his entry, after landing, into the port area of the colonial 
capital. Having cleared the customs and looking for a conveyance to take him to 
his hotel, Prange’s eye alights upon the horse: ‘“Beware!”, I thought or said, I no 
longer remember which, “what are those, cats or horses!”’8 The remembered and 
reported interjection may well be based on a real experience – although the hesi-
tation in Prange’s phrasing is telling – but might also be an embellishment drawing 
on contemporary stereotypes circulating within the Dutch community.

As noted above, the comparison with cats is not unique to Prange. A little later, 
in his 1872 booklet Een reistogtje van Batavia naar Buitenzorg (A trip from Batavia 
to Buitenzorg), the mining engineer P. van Diest describes the horse in very similar 
terms: ‘They are thin as a bone and stiff like goats, which they resemble as much 
as they do cats, but not in the least whatever a newcomer on Java might imagine a 
horse to be.’9 Like Prange’s anecdote, Van Diest’s is also given at the very beginning 
of the narrative – in this case, at the start of his recounted trip to Buitenzorg – 
and thus helps to set the scene for the adventures that follow. The image of the 
supposedly cat-like Java horse therefore serves both as a welcome and a reminder, 
a signpost indicating to the reader that a different world has been entered, one in 
which even the horses are unfamiliar. The horse also takes centre stage as the first 
encounter of the journey that has been embarked upon, often before any human 
beings, whether European or Asian, have been depicted, let alone engaged with. For 
narrative purposes, the horse is the colony, a living embodiment of its experienced 
strangeness and a promise for more exciting and curious discoveries to follow.

Beyond merely setting the scene, the encounter with the animal also defines the 
mood, often in the tone of a humorous anecdote. The stubbornness and unpredict-
ability of the Java horse is a recurring trope and adds a flourish of dynamism and 
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uncertainty to travelogues that are frequently rather touristic and banal. Having 
overcome the surprising outer appearance of the beast and found their seat, 
actually getting started on the journey was by no means as simple for the hopeful 
tourist. The anecdote of the Dutch parliamentarian W.T. Gevers Deynoot, told with 
the weariness of the experienced Indies traveller, is representative: ‘I had barely 
sat in the carriage when the as usual poorly reared horses refused to move and 
were so unruly that I feared I would end up back in my hotel room, wagon and all.’10 
Another account, from a little later in 1887, contains a strikingly similar scenario, 
albeit this time ending up, not through the hotel window, but rather, in the roadside 
fields: ‘Barely […] had the horse finally been brought to move when a light shock of 
the carriage, caused by a hole in the road, scared the animal and made it suddenly 
jump to the side, tipping me and the cart over into the sawah (field).’11

Occasionally, the trouble was less about ending up where you did not want 
to, and more about not getting anywhere at all. August Weitzel, an officer in the 
colonial army, made this clear in his 1860 book Batavia in 1858, lamenting the ‘head-
strong and unmanageable’ animals: ‘Sometimes they just stop and stand still in the 
middle of the road or even perpendicularly across it. And even if your honour, your 
life or your fortune depended on it, and even if you did your best, with curses and 
lashings of the whip, to make them understand it, they refuse to move their feet.’12

Anecdotes of this nature were, as already mentioned, a regular trope. An 
account by the colonial official J.S.G. Gramberg in the journal Nederland later in 
the decade uses very nearly the same words: ‘the ambulance cart had stopped and 
the horses stood perpendicularly across the road. A Javanese horse is stubborn. If 
it thinks it has run enough, it stays still.’13 Such stories provide some light enter-
tainment and the occasional laugh, as well as constituting a reasonable substitute 
for any real sense of challenge or danger, at a time in the middle of the nineteenth 
century when travel across Java had already become largely routine for the colo-
nial elites. More generally, the use of the natural environment – not just wildlife, 
but volcanos, mountains, and waterfalls – as a backdrop against which travellers 
could adopt poses of adventurousness and exertion was a common characteristic 
of a fast-developing culture of colonial proto-tourism around the middle of the 
nineteenth century.14

The self-deprecating humour of these anecdotes also helps to soften the 
underlying suggestion of the Dutchman’s lack of control in the colonies. If the 
horse, native to the land and in some sense representative of it, cannot be made 
to move against its will, not even if your life depends on it, then what does that 
mean for the authority of the Dutch in the Indies as a whole? Arguably, the horse 
is a convenient site upon which to displace such fears of losing control: A stubborn 
Javanese horse is a joke, an anecdote, and a comfortingly familiar one also from 
European lore, whereas an equally insubordinate Javanese human being would 
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represent an outright challenge to colonial rule, and a real threat of violence and 
rebellion. This was especially true around the middle of the nineteenth century, 
when memories of the Java War (1825-1830) were still fresh in the mind of many 
travellers, despite the fact that, notably, the conflict rarely features in the genre of 
popular travel writing, to the point of appearing deliberately suppressed at times.15 
In contrast, the lovably headstrong Java horse represents a thoroughly acceptable 
and endearing form of depoliticised protest to the Dutch presence in the East, one 
frustrated would-be-tourist at a time.

Yet, naturally enough, the horse was not merely – or even primarily – an obstacle 
to making progress on the road. In fact, once it had finally been convinced to move, 
many travellers expressed sincere admiration for the animal’s speed and efficiency. 
Rather than koppig (stubborn), another favoured adjective for the Java horse was 
vurig (fiery). This was primarily spun as a positive trait, at least in the sense that, 
once the animal had made its mind up to move, progress would be rapid. This led 
the journalist and writer Cornelis la Motte to characterise the animal’s pace as ‘the 
steam-power and the railway of the Indies’.16 Whilst La Motte himself appears to 
never have visited the Indies, instead modelling his pseudonymous ‘sketches’ on 
the popular travel writing of his time, his characterisation of the Java horse can 
be taken to reflect the animal’s reputation in the 1850s.17 Indeed, the statement 
points to a significant truth: The horse and carriage, and especially the post coach 
system developed on Java around the turn of the nineteenth century, formed the 
backbone of travel across the island until the introduction of the railway in the 
latter part of the century.18 This was a system that frequently garnered praise from 
(both Dutch and non-Dutch) visitors. As the colonial official and writer G.H. Nagel 
commented in his own ‘sketches’, an early example of the genre in 1828, ‘it is a very 
rare occasion that a traveller on Java has cause to complain about the post horses 
afforded to him’.19

The traveller’s dependence on the post coach, or similar modes of transport, 
meant that the carriage was also one of the most important routine sites of 
encounter between the colonial tourist and the local population. Notwithstanding 
the fact that servant labour was central to the life of Dutchmen in the colonies, 
it often remains understated in colonial travel accounts, partly out of a sense of 
embarrassment on the part of the coloniser, partly to create more heroic and 
adventurously individualistic narratives. Yet the coach encounter is a trope that 
occurs repeatedly, a curiously multipolar microcosm of colonial society in which 
the non-human presence of the horse intrudes upon, and modifies, the relations 
between the coloniser and the colonised. In some instances, the familiarity of 
the setting from the Netherlands provided an opportunity to bridge the cultural 
distance between European and Asian. One example is provided by the colonial 
official and amateur scholar J. van der Chijs, who in his travelogue observed wryly 
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that ‘the coachmen [on Java] have this in common with Dutch ones, that during 
breaks they gladly take a little nap’.20 Notably, however, the potential cross-cultural 
identification here is undercut with the class-based stereotype of the lazy worker, 
which the author unfavourably contrasts with the stamina of the horse.

At other times, the European trappings of the coachman’s role could lead to 
bemusement and discomfort:

Such an apparition had I never seen before […] A coachman dressed up like a Javanese, 

with the usual cloth around the head, but on this cloth a European coachman’s hat, and 

before his eyes two great green spectacles! Moreover, a small slender little man who held 

the reins of four brave Javanese horses in his slender hands.21

This fascinating little vignette contains two simultaneous juxtapositions: the 
Javanese coachman’s local style of clothing clashing with the European-coded 
accessories of his occupation; and his diminutive physique with the energy of the 
‘brave’ horses. It certainly seems significant that the famously small size of the 
Javanese horse, which would align it physically with the character of the coachman, 
is not mentioned here and the focus is instead placed on its vigorous spirit. From 
this framing, the man emerges as a target for ridicule, the suggestion being that he 
is doubly an interloper, both in the worlds of European culture and of good horses.

It is perhaps unsurprising then, that the generally smooth progress of travel 
on Java is frequently credited to the horses rather than those making them move. 
Occasionally there is wonderment in descriptions of the speed of travel that also 
tips a hat to the eagerness and vigour of the coachmen in attending to their beasts, 
but more frequently this is expressed in terms of concern for animal welfare. ‘How 
often do we react with disgust upon seeing the native mishandle in all sorts of ways 
the willing horse, when it cannot at once move an unreasonably loaded car from 
its place!’, is the rhetorical question posed in an 1871 article in the Militair tijdschrift 
(Military journal), followed by a suggestion that it is precisely this mistreatment that 
gives rise to the animal’s stubbornness.22 Even Weitzel, after venting his frustrations 
as shown above, placed his sympathies squarely with the horse: ‘What is more, the 
native coachmen have no skill whatsoever in dealing with horses; if one does not 
stand up to it, they will pull and push, beat and whip as long as they sit on the box. 
A native of the lower classes that shows any love for a horse is a real rarity.’23

Similarly, the juxtaposition of a large Chinese family employing a Javanese 
coachman and drawn by a miserable, famished Java horse in the illustration from 
Lectuur voor de huiskamer (Readings for home), accompanying a description of 
Batavia’s bazars, suggests a stark hierarchy incorporating both the colony’s human 
and animal life, where suffering and deprivation occurs despite the European 
colonial presence rather than because of it. The presentation of human-animal 
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relations in these and similar depictions provide examples of how these three-way 
encounters in the colonial ‘contact zone’, to borrow Mary Louise Pratt’s term, fre-
quently found resolution in a sort of imagined camaraderie between the European 
traveller (or reader) and the local animal, and a kind of rhetorical alliance against 
the supposed misdeeds of the Javanese, Chinese, or other local communities.24 In her 
work on nineteenth-century European travel writing, Elizabeth Leane has noted 
how violence against the transport animal appears in those texts as both necessary 
and regrettable, reflecting the compromises of the human-animal relationship.25 
Yet, in a colonial context, the presence of the animal also provides the travel writer 
with an excuse to look away from the complexities of the simultaneous human 
encounter embodying the colonial relations of the time.

Local adaptations and ideas of race

The colonial traveller’s awkwardness with the encounter in the carriage perhaps 
explains why so many travel writers seem to prefer the more individualistic effort 
of riding to the passivity of sitting in a post coach. A particularly common scene is 
that of riding in mountainous terrain or up the side of a volcano, where the diffi-
culty of the routes ruled out the use of four-wheeled conveyances. Some of these 
scenes display an unabashed romanticism, perhaps inspired by the lofty mountain 
environment. In his 1874 memoir, the physician Isaäc Groneman waxes lyrical 

An illustration depicting a Chinese family on their way to the market in Batavia. From 
Lectuur voor de huiskamer 3 (1856), p. 221. Collection Leiden University Libraries.
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about the ‘small, but strong and reliable little mountain horses […] as brave and 
fiery in the climb as they are careful and understanding in the descent’.26 Indeed, 
Groneman goes so far as to describe the creation of a genuine emotional bond with 
his steed: ‘Through softness, but also steadfastness of will […] the rider can make 
his horse into a friend.’27 Notably, such a rapprochement would have been close to 
unimaginable with any of Java’s human inhabitants.

Such empathy was often afforded particularly to the horses in the mountains. 
Considered almost a different subspecies, their adaptation to the environment 
and understanding nature was widely praised. It was ‘an animal, that you must 
let take its own course, that takes care of everything for its rider’, as the popular 
author Justus van Maurik informed the reader, and if it wanted to stop to eat some 
grass on the way, why not just let it?28 As a piece in De Gids suggests, the beast 
surely deserved a bit of leeway for its expert handling of the difficult terrain: ‘The 
Javanese horses have a reputation for being careful like cats and having the ability 
to climb like cats’ – a far more positive spin on the disparaging comparison already 
mentioned above.29 It was this usefulness on mountain paths that placed the Java 
horse at the centre of that central trope of travel writing from Java: the climb up 
the volcano. Most writers chose to depict this scene as a contemplative journey of 
the adventurous rider alone on his horse, although it goes without saying that such 
tourists generally brought local guides and helpers along, benefitting immensely 
from their intimate knowledge of the environment.

The narrative function of the mountain horse draws attention to the question 
of local adaptations. Generally speaking, mountain life was unfamiliar to the trav-
elling Dutchman whereas the Java horse was born into it and therefore proved 
exceptionally useful to the former. Moreover, altitude was just one of the many 
potential complications of colonial life: The tropical heat and local foodstuffs were 
also treated with suspicion by arriving Europeans, and there were genuine fears 
that life in the tropics was quite simply unsuited to their European constitution.30 
These concerns had the potential to subvert otherwise unquestioned norms. ‘To 
make a comparison between a European farmer and a Javanese one is as absurd 
as to compare a Javanese horse to a European one’, the Indisch Genootschap 
pronounced in 1866 in calling for more European settlers on the island to improve 
its economy.31 However, taking the simile at face value, if the strong and agile 
Javanese horse was actually far better suited to the local environment than lum-
bering imported animals ever could have been, as was evidently the case, attested 
to by numerous travellers and writers, then did that not also call into question 
the assumed superiority of the European settler? Such an admission raised the 
possibility that there were perhaps better ways of doing things, ways unknown 
to the coloniser’s mindset – that perhaps the solution was less, rather than more, 
colonisation.
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It goes without saying that such doubts 
were rarely openly entertained in 
travel writing. There were ways 
around the issue, and it is here that 
the overlap between racial theories 
and ideas of animal rearing becomes 
apparent. Rather than acting as proof 
of the value of local adaptations, the 
usefulness of the Java horse in the 
mountains was instead ascribed pre-
cisely to its distance from local human 
culture and supposedly uncorrupted, 

natural state, as opposed to the horses used in the more densely populated lowlands. 
The prettiest horses were to be found ‘especially in the mountains’, according to one 
observer.32 In contrast, the lowland or sawah horse was considered ‘small, ugly, 
with hanging loins and bad hooves’.33 This division was also mirrored on a macro 
scale, where accepted wisdom identified a stark contrast between the Java horse 
on the one hand, and the highly valued animals imported from the outer islands of 
the archipelago on the other. The latter were seen as self-evidently superior, with 
the former considered less energetic and less vital due to their greater familiarity 
with humans.34 The stereotype is also conveyed in the illustration of the Sumbawa 
horse from the Sunda Islands, selected for the title page of the famous scholar P.J. 
Veth’s 1894 book on horses in the Indies, towering over a crouching human figure.

This taxonomical differentiation was closely aligned with nineteenth-century 
colonial thinking about race, as Jagjeet Lally has also argued for British India.35 
Similar to the case of the horses, the Dutch actively promoted a racial stereotype 
that ascribed greater physical vitality to the inhabitants of the islands beyond Java. 
As in other imperial contexts, highland communities were prized for their supposed 
martial virtues. Those from the island of Ambon, in particular, were increasingly 
singled out for the value of their service in the Dutch colonial army over the course 
of the nineteenth century.36 It has been shown, however, that this was more on the 
level of propaganda rather than actual numbers, with the (supposedly untrusted) 

A Sumbawa horse, considered superior 
to the Java horse and imported to the 
island. From the title page of P.J. Veth, Het 
paard onder de volken van het maleische 
ras (1894). Collection Leiden University 
Libraries.
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Javanese always forming the back-
bone of the force.37 The Dutch found it 
useful to favour communities without 
an independent base of support in the 
heart of the colony, and to promote 
them as a counterweight to the influ-

ence of the Javanese nobility, which had in the early part of the century given rise 
to the rebels of the Java War.

The promotion of the vitality of the overwalsche (overseas) horses went hand in 
hand with the notion of the long-term decline of the Java horse. Here the allusions 
to the rise and fall of civilisations were barely disguised. ‘From one year to the 
next, the Javanese race of horses declines in usefulness and appearance’, was the 
harsh judgment of one article, which goes on to point out that even in places that 
used to be famous for their steeds, good horses were now nowhere to be found.38 
This calls to mind similar discourses around, for example, local architecture and 
culture, with European-educated experts in newly developed branches of schol-
arship proclaiming their puzzlement at the disappearance of the civilisations that 
once gave rise to temple complexes like the Borobudur or Prambanan. As with 
the self-appointed mission of the archaeologists, the horse soon became something 
to rescue, a symbol for the supposed benefits of colonial rule. In a clear call for 
colonial intervention, the above-cited article goes on to demand that ‘appropriate 
measures’ be taken to stop the ‘deterioration’ of the island’s horse stock.39

Towards the end of the century, the Java horse became a site for technical 
debates around how best to rear horses. Summarising the conventional view, the 
1881 compendium Het paard (The horse) suggested that the Javanese simply did 
not have the necessary knowhow, either putting the animals to work too young or 
allowing them to breed in an uncontrolled manner.40 Somewhat contradictorily, the 
work then goes on to praise their natural affinity with horses, appreciation for good 
steeds, and remarkable skill in riding and performing daring feats on horseback. 
In the colonial context, these affective and individualist inclinations are presented 
as categorically different from the kind of good, modern, and rationalised animal 
husbandry that supposedly only Europeans could be expected to introduce to Java.

A Javanese prince on horseback. 
Illustration from J.J.A. Goeverneur, 
Nederlandsch Indie, of de bewoners dezer 
streken, geschetst in tafereelen (1870). 
Collection Leiden University Libraries.
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Mobility, technology, and progress

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the Java horse became a project of 
colonial technocracy – something to be salvaged via careful and scientifically 
informed breeding from its supposed state of terminal decline. Yet there were 
also other ways in which representations of the horse came to revolve around 
questions of modernity and progress. Transport technologies are constitutive of 
the experience of travel, and the proliferation of steam technology and especially 
the railways came to symbolise the rapidly changing world of modern tourism 
in the nineteenth century. It has been argued that many of the transformations 
conventionally ascribed to the railways – regular, punctual schedules and the 
homogenisation of life on the road – were instead introduced gradually and had 
their roots in the previous century, embodied in systems such as the post coach. 
Yet despite the importance of systems such as these, the symbolic centrality of the 
railway in nineteenth-century culture remains unchallenged.

We have already remarked on La Motte’s admiring characterisation of the 
Java horse as ‘the steam-power and the railway of the Indies’, and the pride 
expressed by that statement was widely shared at the time. ‘There is no country 
where one rides as fast with the post as on Java’, claimed J.B.J. van Doren, an 
officer of the colonial army, in his 1854 travel book.41 Adding a touch of competi-
tive imperialism to this boast, he asserts that no Englishman has travelled on Java 
without once or twice ‘clinging fast to the walls of their wagon’.42 Indeed, visitors 
from the neighbouring British colonies were frequently impressed. The Bengal 
official Charles Walter Kinloch assured that ‘if this be the usual rate of travelling 
on the island, there is little grass can grow beneath the hoof of a Java pony’.43 Yet 
as time wore on, the specific phrasing employed by La Motte in what he intended 
as praise could also increasingly be interpreted as the opposite: a contemptuous 
reminder that as Europe moved forwards technologically and embraced the 
railways, the Dutch colonies, even if only temporarily, lagged behind.

Motte’s statement was correct in a very literal sense in 1858, when his book 
was published, but in less than a decade the animal had had to make way for the 
railway. The first connections in the Dutch East Indies railway date from the 1860s, 
and the network expanded steadily from that point.44 The glorification of the 
horse increasingly came to feel as if it belonged to another, bygone era. By 1872, 
P. van Diest had little patience for the ellendig (miserable) horse-drawn coaches 
linking Batavia with the nearby resort town of Buitenzorg (now Bogor) and could 
barely wait for it to be replaced by a railway connection: ‘For half the price one 
can soon steam to Buitenzorg in an airy second-class compartment, comfortably 
and with four times the speed. What a difference!’45 There was no stopping 
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modernity for travellers 
like Van Diest, who 
were quick to forget the 
virtues of the horse that 
until recently had been 
so essential to their jour-
neys. In contrast, the Java 
horse was increasingly 
reduced to a figure of 
condescension, or at least 
something distanced 
from the European colo-
nial experience, as in the 
illustration of a Javanese 

prince on horseback that again draws attention to the horse’s small size relative 
to the human figure.

Two quotes from the latter decades of the century underline the change of per-
spective in Dutch travel writing that saw the Java horse relegated to the status of a 
mere curiosity – an affectionately treated heirloom of a distant past. In the account of 
his five-year placement in the Indies, published in 1873, L.E. Gerdessen, an officer in 
the Dutch colonial army, describes the hustle and bustle of a coach ride on Java’s post 
roads: ‘That was real riding, riding as perhaps our grandfathers can still remember 
it from the days before the railways and steamboats made [post coach operator] Van 
Gend & Loos decline into a miserable omnibus service.’46 This excerpt, from a time 
when railway travel was only just beginning on Java, already places the horse-drawn 
coach firmly into the realm of nostalgia, a reminder from the time of ‘our grand-
fathers’ whose legacy still lingered in the colonies, but were sure to be soon swept 
aside. Unlike his contemporary Van Diest, Gerdessen romanticises the strength of the 
horse and the open road, but in a way that only serves to emphasise their supposed 
anachronism in the bigger picture.

Page from J.J.A. Goeverneur, 
Nederlandsch Indie, of de 
bewoners dezer streken, 
geschetst in tafereelen (1870). 
Collection Leiden University 
Libraries.
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The second passage dates from the end of the century in 1895, from an account 
in a missionary magazine in which the narrator describes travelling by tram from 
Semarang to Kudus and observes the lively traffic from the window of his car:

Imagine a wooden box […] in which the Javanese, sitting with his legs under him or cas-

ually stretched out along the side or over the back, is drawn by the small but brave and 

tough Java horse. Such a sight is worth a drawing or a photograph. And when our good, 

mild-mannered, patient Javanese brother observes the tram catching up with him and 

whirring past, he thinks: ‘it is only a tram, I’ll get there too;’ and indeed he will.47

At the cusp of the new century, this scene bears witnesses to the European com-
muter, comfortably seated and casually observing the world around him from the 
vantage point of his modern tram, quite literally leaving the Java horse behind 
as they enter into a different era and a different world of travel transformed by 
technology. There is still a measure of empathy for the ‘brave and tough’ horse, 
but its infamous stubbornness and unpredictability – traits that travellers once 
feared could leave them stuck in place or thrown headfirst into the bushes – now 
seem improbable to the point of being wholly erased from memory. Instead, the 
horse trundles along mildly with its Javanese master, the two figures – made out 
to be slightly ridiculous – receding into the distance as the tram approaches its 
destination. Whilst perhaps they will get there too one day, their path and the 
experience of the journey will be a different one, barely comprehensible to the 
Dutch coloniser.

Conclusion

The Java horse, whether employed singly or in teams to pull a carriage or ridden 
alone, was central to travel on Java in the early nineteenth century. As such, it 
comes as no surprise that the animal features heavily in Dutch travel writing from 
the island, starring in little guest cameos here and there that often count amongst 
the most memorable scenes of the genre. The narrative functions of these snippets 
were diverse, reflecting the horse’s multifaceted role in the Dutch imperial imagi-
nation. It is perhaps best to think of it as a canvas on to which a range of desires and 
anxieties could be projected, depending on context and the specific situation of the 
writer. For travellers freshly arrived from Europe, the horse was an apt symbol of 
the new land in which they found themselves: somehow familiar, a horse like any 
back home; yet also so very different, physically strange in ways that left writers 
grasping for points of reference from cats to goats to donkeys. What better way to 
signal to your reader the transition from one world to another? Yet the horse also 
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came to stand for more than mere tropical exoticism, with anecdotes and jokes 
circling – sometimes explicitly, often awkwardly and implicitly – around the many 
contradictions that were central to colonial life.

The unpredictability of the horse imposed limits on the traveller’s agency and 
thus challenged the coloniser’s arrogance. Yet this can also be seen as a bargain 
of sorts: an admission of weakness, couched in good humour, vis-à-vis the animal 
served to displace from the narrative the awkwardness and instability of the 
human relations colonialism depended on. A similar point has been made for the 
contemporary era by Debbie Lisle, who notes how celebrity travel writers employ 
self-deprecating humour as a strategy to avoid and defuse more fundamental 
questions of structural inequality.48 For colonial-era travellers, the stubborn beast 
was perhaps unreliable, but even at its worst, its unreliability held no prospect of 
rebellion. Furthermore, apart from displacing human actors, the horse served as 
a site for a different kind of displacement, whereby characteristics ascribed to the 
people of Java or imagined features of their entire civilisation came to be written 
on to the body and into the history of the animal.

To come back to Sujit Sivasundaram’s work on ‘the intersection of the human 
and the animal’, it can be seen that in the Dutch empire, too, the Java horse 
functioned as a proving ground for the rapidly evolving discourse on the racial cat-
egories of the Indies.49 The supposed physical superiority of highland populations 
compared to that of lowland areas – starkly ironic in the colonial discourse of the 
Netherlands – was applied to horses as well as humans. Similarly, both horses and 
humans were imported to Java from the outer islands to buttress Dutch colonial 
rule with the vitality of their supposedly ‘uncorrupted’ bloodlines. The supposed 
fall of the Javanese civilisation found its counterpart and putative proof in the 
decline of the island’s horse breeds.

The Java horse appears in many guises in the travel books of the nineteenth 
century: as a nuisance; a target for ridicule; an indispensable help; and even as a 
friend. Yet ultimately its fate was to be left behind by fashion and technology. The 
onward march of progress is rarely as smooth and transformative as the ideologues 
of modernisation would have us believe, but for travel writers the temptation to 
cast the memorable, sympathetic figure of the cat-horse as a symbol of the changing 
times was all too strong. As the century approached its end, the horse, once a useful 
site of many discursive displacements, was itself increasingly relegated to the mar-
gins. From a central feature of travel in the Indies and a problem one simply had 
to learn to live with, the plucky pony gradually receded into the world of yesterday. 
Whilst its romanticised figure remained fondly remembered, its actual functions 
for the colonial tourist were overtaken by steam-powered machines. The story of 
the troublesome Java horse in nineteenth-century Dutch travel writing is one of 
guarded and occasionally accidental admissions of the limits of colonial rule, a 
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hesitant probing of the extent of its reach into the worlds of the human and the 
non-human. Yet it is also, fundamentally, a story of imperialism as triumph: The 
horse, however stubborn, cannot speak as a human could. It is only given meaning 
through the eyes of the traveller-coloniser. It is a challenge set up to be conquered, 
something to reassure and entertain the reader, whilst the real problems pile up 
backstage.
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