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A
bout seven kilometers from 
the North Sulawesi capital of 
Manado, venturing toward 
Tomohon, a small statue of 
Indonesian national hero 
Tuanku Imam Bonjol stands 

resiliently on the left side of the road to 
greet passersby.

The white, stone carving depicting 
one of the nation’s most historically influ-
ential leaders signals drivers they are  
approaching Lotta — a quaint, peaceful 
village not very different from the other 
quiet communities scattered in the Pine-
leng subdistrict. 

However, what sets Lotta apart from 
its neighboring areas is the gonjong-style 
gate that welcomes residents and visitors 
as they enter the village confines. Typi-
cally found in the Minangkabau high-
lands, the upturned ends of the structure 
are an exact duplicate of the roofs adorn-
ing the traditional houses of West Suma-
tra. The same distinctive shape stands 
guard over the final resting place of 
Imam Bonjol, who died and was buried 
in the village in 1984. 

A familiar figure to the people of Indo-
nesia, the national hero’s image appears 
in the Rp 5,000 (41 cents) note, and his 
name graces a plethora of buildings and 
street signs across the archipelago. 

Imam Bonjol was born in Bonjol, West 
Sumatra, in 1772 with the name Muham-
mad Syahabuddin — one of several moni-
kers he adopted throughout his life, the 
other being Peto Syarif. He was given the 
honored title of “Tuanku” (roughly trans-
lated as “My Lord”) when he became a 
Muslim scholar, or ulema, and leader of 
his hometown.

He was said to have been a practitio-
ner of tariqa, a branch of Sufism, who 
later battled at the forefront of Indone-
sia’s struggle against Dutch colonization. 

Imam Bonjol’s name is synonymous 
with the Padri War that took place in 
Pagaruyung from 1803 to 1838, which 
erupted as a civil war between Kaum 
Padri (Islamic purists) and Kaum Adat 
(traditionalists). 

The former, with whom Iman Bonjol 
sided, fought to develop a more Islamic 
society in Minangkabau, strictly oppos-
ing gambling, alcohol and tobacco con-
sumption as well as cock fighting — all of 
which were common practices in the 
area at the time. 

Realizing they were no match for their 
opponent, the people of Kaum Adat 
approached the Dutch for help in 1821, 
adding further complications to the 
already heated conflict. The desperate 
move backfired and the group joined 
forces with the Kaum Padri to fight a 
common colonial enemy in 1833. 

Four years on, Dutch troops sieged 
Bonjol in a five-month struggle that 
ended in the fall of the subdistrict and the 
surrender of its leader.

Imam Bonjol was subsequently sent 
to Cianjur, West Java, where he remained 
in exile for two years. Fearing his influ-
ence was beginning to flame the rebel-
lious spirit of the local residents, the 
Dutch once again moved him, this time to 
Ambon, Maluku. Colonial officials had 
one aim: to completely disconnect the 
increasingly influential figure from his 
family and compatriots. 

In 1839, at the age of 65. Imam Bonjol 
was transferred to Lotta in Minahasa. 
Isolated from the outside world, his only 
companion was his loyal assistant, Apolo 
Mindo, with whom he spent his days 
farming and reciting prayers. 

He remained in the small village until 
his death in 1854. Word of his passing, 
however, was not reported until 10 years 
later. Imam Bonjol never married.

His remains now rest in a pavilion 
that, with its traditional gonjong roof, is 
difficult to miss. The structure sits on 
1,875 square meters of lush greenery that 
work to shade its tiled interior from the 
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hot sun. A relief of the renowned hero 
riding a white horse and leading his loyal 
followers into battle decorates the right 
wall. 

The tombs caretakers are descendants 
of Imam Bonjol’s faithful companion  
Apolo, who fell in love and married a local 
girl. The steadfast family has dedicated 
their lives to caring for the pavilion and 
keeping watch over the man who helped 
spur the country’s fight for freedom.

Ainun Mindo, 74, is Apolo’s great-
granddaughter and fourth generation 
caretaker of the tomb. According to her, 
the pavilion was originally a wooden hut 
which has undergone several renovations 
over the past 160 years.

“We take care of this tomb volun-
tarily,” said Ainun, who depends on dona-
tion from visitors to maintain the  com-
plex. Despite financial constraints for 
maintenance, she and her family are 
happy to take care of the grave. 

Meanwhile, the resting places of Apo-
los and his descendants are located in a 
small cemetery next to Imam Bonjol’s 
tomb. However, they are not as well main-
tained as that of their leader.

“You can see the site where Imam 
Bonjol used to pray in the back,” she 
added, referring to a spot close to the 
Malalayang River, some 60 meters behind 
the main pavilion. 

A few steps down cemented stairs fol-
lowed by a short walk through the shrubs 
take visitors to a small hut on the river 
side. A large rock resting underneath its 
wooden confines is said to be the site 
where Imam Bonjol performed his daily 
prayers.

The boulder initially stood in the mid-
dle of the river, but the crashing waters of 
a 2006 flood moved it to the opposite riv-
erbed. Ainun and her family then man-
aged to bring the prayer rock back to the 
current side and built a small hut around 
it to allow visitors the chance to pray in 
solitude on the very same spot Imam 
Bonjol had spent hours each day.

More than just a religious site, the 
tomb has been a draw to both domestic 
and local tourists fascinated by the rich 
and inspiring history of national hero 
whose  life — and death — became a sym-
bol of hope the Indonesia.


