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The historical trajectory of the Indonesian archipelago is punctuated by localized resistances that significantly
shaped the eventual national consciousness. Among the most technically sophisticated and militarily organized

was the 1817 uprising in Maluku, led by Thomas Matulessy, popularly known as Kapitan Pattimura. This analysis
explores the biography, military tactics, socio-political drivers, and historiographical debates surrounding Pattimura,
providing a comprehensive framework for understanding his role not just as a folk hero, but as a sophisticated
military strategist trained under the British colonial apparatus.

1. Biographical Foundation and Early Military Pedigree

Thomas Matulessy was born on June 8, 1783, in the village of Haria on the island of Saparua, Maluku. He was the
son of Frans Matulessy and Fransina Silahoi. To understand his effectiveness as a rebel leader, one must first
analyze his professional military background. Unlike many contemporary local leaders who relied solely on
traditional warfare, Matulessy was a product of European military training.

During the British occupation of the Moluccas (1810-1816), Matulessy joined the British Army, eventually rising to
the rank of Sergeant. He served in the "Corps of Amboinese," a colonial militia unit. This period was critical as it
exposed him to modern infantry tactics, administrative logistics, and European command structures. When the
British returned the Moluccas to the Dutch following the Treaty of Paris and the Convention of London (1814), the
local militia was disbanded. This transition created a class of highly trained, disenfranchised military personnel—of
which Matulessy was a prime example—who possessed the technical knowledge required to challenge the
Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) and the subsequent Dutch colonial administration.

The Evolution of the Title 'Kapitan'

In the context of 19th-century Maluku, the title 'Kapitan'was not merely a military rank but a socio-political
designation of leadership. It represented a confluence of traditional authority and military command. On May 14,
1817, at a mass assembly in Saparua, Thomas Matulessy was formally appointed as the 'Kapitan Pattimura’' (Great
Captain) by the local chiefs (Regents), signifying a unified front against Dutch re-occupation.

2. Socio-Political Drivers of the 1817 Rebellion

The transition from British to Dutch rule in 1816 triggered systemic instability. The Dutch sought to re-impose a rigid
monopoly over the spice trade, particularly cloves and nutmeg, which had been somewhat liberalized under British
administration. The primary technical and economic grievances included:

e The Mandatory Labor (Heerendinsten): The reintroduction of forced labor for colonial infrastructure projects
without adequate compensation.

e Economic Depreciation: The Dutch refusal to accept British-issued currency and the introduction of paper
money that held little perceived value among the local populace.

¢ The Forced Delivery System (Verplichte Leveranties): A return to the pre-1810 system of requiring specific



quotas of spices at fixed, sub-market prices.
e Military Disbandment: The dismissal of local soldiers from British service without pensions or alternative
employment, creating a volatile group of trained combatants.

3. Technical Analysis of Military Operations: The Siege of Fort Duurstede

The most significant tactical victory of Pattimura’s campaign was the capture of Fort Duurstedein Saparua. This
operation serves as a case study in mid-19th-century siege warfare within an insular geographical context.

Battlefield Mechanics and Tactics

Pattimura utilized a convergent multi-prong assaultstrategy. On May 15, 1817, his forces began mobilizing
around the fort. Rather than a disorganized rush, the attack was characterized by:

1. Intelligence Gathering: Leveraging local ties to identify the fort’s structural weaknesses and the morale of the
garrison.

2. Topographical Advantage: Using the elevated terrain around Saparua to monitor Dutch reinforcements from
the sea.

3. Psychological Warfare: Rapidly overwhelming the outer perimeters to induce panic within the limited Dutch
garrison led by Resident van den Berg.

On May 16, 1817, the fort fell. The subsequent massacre of the Dutch occupants, including Resident van den Berg
and his family (save for one child), marked a point of no return. Technically, the capture of a stone fortification with

localized indigenous forces was an anomaly for the period, highlighting Pattimura’s ability to coordinate large-scale
maneuvers.

Comparison of Military Capacities (1817)

The following table provides a technical comparison between the Dutch colonial forces and Pattimura’s insurgent
army during the peak of the conflict.



Feature

Command Structure

Primary Weaponry

Logistics

Tactical Focus

Training

Dutch Colonial Forces (KNIL
Precursor)

Hierarchical, centralized European
command.

Muskets (Flintlock), Artillery
(Cannons), Sabers.

Maritime supply lines from Batavia,;
prone to delays.

Defensive fortification and naval
superiority.

Formal European military drill.

Pattimura’s Resistance Forces

Hybrid: European-style ranks
(Kapitan, Major) mixed with traditional
tribal alliances.

Captured Muskets, traditional 'Parang
Salawaku', bamboo spears, and
captured light cannons.

Local agrarian support; decentralized
caches.

Guerrilla warfare, high-mobility
ambushes, and siege tactics.

British-trained core officers with local
volunteers.

4. Historiographical Analysis: The Thomas Matulessy vs. Ahmad Lussy

Debate

In recent decades, a significant historiographical debate has emerged regarding the identity and religious
background of Pattimura. While mainstream Indonesian history and Dutch archives identify him as Thomas

Matulessy, a Christian from Saparua, an alternative discourse suggests his name was Ahmad Lussy,
from the Hitu peninsula or Seram.

Technical Evaluation of Primary Sources

To evaluate these claims, historians utilize several methodologies:

¢ Archival Consistency: Dutch colonial records (the Verbaal series) consistently refer to him as Thomas
Matulessy. These records were produced for administrative and legal purposes (trial records), where accuracy in
identifying rebels was crucial for execution warrants.

¢ Genealogical Mapping: The Matulessy family tree in Haria provides a clear lineage that matches the

biographical data of the 1817 leader.

¢ Oral Tradition vs. Written Record: The Ahmad Lussy narrative largely relies on oral histories from the Hitu
region. While oral history is a valid scholarly tool, it often requires cross-referencing with contemporary material
evidence to establish historical fact in a technical sense.

From an objective historiographical standpoint, the Thomas Matulessy identity remains the most academically

supported, though the Ahmad Lussynarrative reflects the broader inclusive and multi-confessional nature of the

Maluku resistance, where Muslim and Christian villages united against a common colonial adversary.

5.The Counter-Offensive and Strategic Failure Analysis

By late 1817, the Dutch government in Batavia (Jakarta) realized the severity of the uprising. They dispatched a

massive expeditionary force led by Rear Admiral A.A. Buyskes.

The eventual suppression of the rebellion

provides insights into the limitations of localized insurgencies against global maritime powers.

Logistical Exhaustion and Attrition

a Muslim



The Dutch utilized a scorched earth policycombined with a naval blockade. By cutting off trade between the
islands, they induced a state of famine and resource scarcity. The technical failure of the resistance can be
attributed to:

1. Asymmetric Naval Power: While Pattimura controlled the land, the Dutch controlled the sea. The ability to
move reinforcements rapidly between Ambon, Saparua, and Nusalaut gave the Dutch a strategic mobility the
rebels could not match.

2. Internal Fragmentation: The Dutch offered rewards and utilized "Divide and Conquer" (Devide et Impera)
tactics. Pattimura was eventually betrayed by several local figures, including Raja Booi, who provided intelligence
on his location.

3. Technological Gap: As the conflict prolonged, the rebels ran out of gunpowder and lead, while the Dutch
maintained a steady supply through the port of Ambon.

The Execution at Fort Victoria

After being captured in Siri Sori, Pattimura was brought to Ambon. On December 16, 1817, he was executed by
hanging in front of Fort Victoria. His refusal to accept a pardon in exchange for loyalty to the Dutch Crown is often
cited as the definitive moment of his revolutionary commitment. His final words, translated as "Pattimura-Pattimura
old may die, but young Pattimuras will rise,” served as a foundational myth for the Indonesian independence
movement a century later.

6. Theoretical Framework: The 'Kapitan' as a Modern Insurgent Model

In the study of revolutionary movements, Pattimura’s leadership can be analyzed through the lens of Hybrid
Leadership. He bridged the gap between traditional authority (Adat) and modern military science. This model is
technically significant because it allowed for the mobilization of a diverse population that had previously been
divided by village-level loyalties.

Operational Workflow of the 1817 Resistance

The resistance functioned as a decentralized network with a centralized command. The workflow for operations
generally followed this pattern:

¢ Phase 1: Mobilization. Messengers (Alifuru runners) were dispatched to various villages to announce a
'‘Baileo’ (communal meeting).

¢ Phase 2: Consensus. The 'Proclamation of Haria' was drafted, outlining 14 grievances. This document acted
as a political manifesto, providing a legalistic basis for the rebellion.

¢ Phase 3: Execution. Coordinated attacks on Dutch outposts (Posthouder) and fortifications.

¢ Phase 4: Defensive Fortification. The construction of 'Benteng Tanah' (earthen fortifications) and stone walls
to defend liberated villages.

7. Legacy and Modern Strategic Implications

The figure of Pattimura has been institutionalized in modern Indonesia. He was officially declared a National Hero
(Pahlawan Nasional)on July 16, 1973. Beyond the symbolism, the technical legacy of his rebellion lies in its
influence on later anti-colonial movements, such as the Diponegoro War (1825-1830), which adopted similar
guerrilla strategies.

For modern historians and military strategists, the 1817 Maluku War serves as a reminder of the power of
transferred military knowledge. When colonial powers train local populations for their own protection, they
inadvertently create the leadership cadre for their own eventual expulsion. Pattimura’s sergeant rank in the British



army was the technical 'seed' that allowed him to dismantle the Dutch authority in Saparua with surgical precision.

In conclusion, Kapitan Pattimura represents a sophisticated intersection of historical necessity and military
expertise. His rebellion was not a spontaneous outburst of primitive rage, but a calculated, technically organized
military campaign against economic and social injustice. Understanding the technicalities of his rise, his tactical
successes at Fort Duurstede, and the historiographical nuances of his identity allows for a more profound
appreciation of the complexities of Indonesian colonial history.
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