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John Coast provides us with a true adventure story that moves across countries 
and continents, centering on Siam (Thailand), Indonesia, and England, with side trips 
to Singapore, Malaysia, and the Philippines. He tells of meeting important people and 
others who are less so, from presidents, prime ministers, and high state officials to 
airplane pilots, mechanics, and even some highly unprincipled characters trying to 
profit from unsettled political conditions in Southeast Asia. He is at home in Siam, 
where he keeps a residence, because he likes the lifestyle, has close friends in Bangkok, 
and is known to many of the country’s leading politicians. Although not a dancer 
himself but rather a connoisseur and impresario, he arranges for a Javanese dance 
ensemble to visit London, apparently the first in the post-World War II era, and 
thereby enhances his reputation among the London theater crowd. In the long run he 
is to become closely identified with theatrical work, especially as an agent and a seeker 
of talent. But in the adventure recounted in Recruit to Revolution, Coast is committed to 
assisting the emerging Indonesian state gain its independence, and goes all out in his 
efforts to help the Indonesians reach that goal. 

His engagement with the Indonesian cause began during an earlier adventure, 
when he served with the British army and was taken prisoner by the Japanese in 1942 
and forced to work on a railroad bridge in Burma. He met and became friends with 
Indonesian prisoners, learning Malay-Indonesian phrases and becoming familiar with 
Javanese dance forms and styles. This identification with those prisoners was 
transformed into sympathy for the Indonesian republican cause at war’s end, when he 
was released by the Japanese and sent home by British army officials. For Coast, it 
became almost an obsession thereafter to be identified with Indonesian independence 
in a personal and meaningful way. He never regarded the Dutch effort to regain 
colonial control over the Indonesian area as anything but an unjustified attempt to 
reinstitute a system of exploitation for Dutch economic benefit. Consequently, he 
lambasts the Dutch continually, regarding their efforts as guided by motives totally 
inimical to the Indonesian populace. On the other hand, he embraces Indonesian 
officials’ corruption, incompetence, and bumbling efforts to govern as understandable 
and even endearing. 

He began his service with the Republic of Indonesia as a blockade runner, 
arranging air flights from southern Siam, usually Songkhla, via Singapore over Bukit 
Tinggi in Sumatra, and on to Yogyakarta in central Java. The flights had to be 
unscheduled, as the Dutch patrolled the area and occasionally intercepted them. 
Because the service was used primarily by businessmen and government officials, the 
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flights concentrated on passenger service and did not haul much cargo. Coast then 
moved on to public relations, giving advice to officials of the Republic in Yogyakarta 
about how to build and exploit sentiment among Europeans concerning the Republic’s 
challenges. Eventually he was allowed to make English-language radio broadcasts and 
distribute printed flyers. He went abroad to look after the airline situation just prior to 
the Second Dutch Military Action in late 1948 and, consequently, was not swept up by 
the Dutch when they invaded Yogyakarta. He became a propagandist for the 
republican cause the next year—he contacted foreign officials and urged responses 
against the Dutch military action and campaigned for the release of incarcerated 
Indonesian officials. In particular, he visited London during this period and 
coordinated with the Subandrio husband-and-wife team in working for British support 
for the Republic. He later was part of Indonesia’s support-staff delegation at the 
Dutch–Indonesian Round Table Conference in The Hague (August–November 1949). 
He returned to Southeast Asia for the final events conveying and marking Indonesian 
sovereignty at the end of 1949. 

The list of Indonesians with whom he became acquainted is impressive. He went 
on an all-day picnic with President Sukarno and his family; he met Foreign Minister 
Hadji Agus Salim and his family at a hill retreat near Yogyakarta on several occasions; 
and he knew and discussed political matters with Vice President Mohammad Hatta 
and the highly influential politician Sutan Sjahrir (Indonesia’s first prime minister). 
He speaks of meetings with the prominent Ali Budiarjo, the leftist Amir Sjarifuddin, 
and, perhaps, General Sudirman. He included written personality sketches or profiles 
as he interviewed the officials in his early days in Yogyakarta, viewing each of them as 
devoted patriots dedicated to the republican cause, which, of course, they were. 
Despite the many people with whom Coast met and spoke, his descriptions come up 
short. He was narrow in his outlook, seeing only republican leaders at Yogyakarta and 
not the entire movement. As a result, leftist activists and Muslims are largely 
relegated to the background, and the nationalists in the associated Indonesian states 
are almost totally ignored, except as a factor at the Round Table discussions. Even 
among republican leaders, he does not give us much insight, seeing them as 
“comrades in arms,” all with the best of intentions and beyond criticism, so that their 
strengths and weaknesses—and even their actual efforts—cannot really be evaluated. 

Coast tracks political events concerning the Indonesian struggle for independence 
from 1945 to 1950 and gives enough detail so that the reader understands what the 
political situation is at any particular time in his narrative. He paints a dire picture of 
the republican effort: it was cut off by a Dutch blockade, forced to endure severe 
shortages of almost everything, and owed its existence mostly to the will and devotion 
of a population that was determined not to fall again under the sway of Dutch 
colonialism. Sukarno and Hatta seemed to perceive the support of the population, 
which was these leaders’ mainstay in an effort that sometimes must have felt rather 
hopeless. Coast was aware of support in the international community for Indonesia’s 
independence—albeit passive among the British and Siamese while full-hearted with 
the Arab and South Asian nations. The motives of the Americans and the Russians, 
the key players in the international realm, were an enigma to him, and he wondered 
about their agendas and actions. 
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Coast speaks also of three scholars who were involved in the events and trends of 
the era. Dorothy Woodman appears as a patron saint for anticolonialism and is 
repeatedly referred to as an inspiration and important confidant.1 He mentions Jeanne 
Mintz only in passing, but sees her as an important voice for the republican cause.2 He 
regards George Kahin as an insightful and sympathetic observer, but Coast never 
bonds closely with him despite sharing living quarters for a time.3 Coast is aware of 
Kahin’s eyes on him and he believes Kahin badly misjudges his motivations and 
actions. 

Although Coast’s adventures in Indonesia end on a high note when the Republic is 
successful in winning its sovereignty, the reader knows that this is not the end of his 
personal story. The opening chapters express such a love of dancing—Western ballet 
and Asian classical forms—that Coast seems destined to make a career out of his 
passion for dance rather than staying involved in politics or independence movements. 
He did that in two stages. First, as an Indonesian official, he, along with his wife, 
Suptianto (Luce), formed a dance-and-music troupe comprising Balinese dancers and 
Indonesian orchestral musicians to revitalize Bali’s tourist industry. These performers 
undertook a tour of Europe and America in 1953, which was well received and a 
financial success. Second, leaving Indonesian employ, he relocated to London and 
became a worldwide talent scout for performing artists, achieving remarkable success. 
As one measure of that success, he came to know celebrities such as Luciano Pavarotti, 
Bob Dylan, Ravi Shankar, and Mario Lanza. 

Finally, a word about the contributions of Laura Noszlopy, the editor of the second 
edition.4 The photographs of Indonesian leaders from the Dutch National Archives 
and flight crews from the family albums of the Coast family give a human context to 
the writing. Few people alive today have memories of the Indonesian leaders who 
were once widely known and recognized through news magazines’ features and 
photographs. There are a few editorial footnotes in the main text explaining people, 
events, and organizations, but they are rightly used sparingly (although I think there 
are a few other places where they would have enhanced the text). Her “Introduction to 
the New Edition,” on the other hand, provides considerable insight into Coast’s 
background, to some of his motivations, and to selected highlights of his early career. 
Perhaps more importantly, the last half of the Introduction serves as an “executive 
summary” of the main text itself and provides commentary on Coast’s chief activities 
and on the personalities he met. Noszlopy picks up on Coast’s personal story in the 
“Aftermath” and tells about his post-independence career in Indonesia and in the 
wider world. Noszlopy concludes with descriptions of the post-Independence lives of 
the Indonesian officials noted by Coast throughout the main text. All in all, a 
conscientious editing job. 

Academics have not been kind to Recruit to Revolution and it has been mostly 
ignored in bibliographies of Indonesian history. In large part this seems to be a 
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judgment of Coast’s observations of the republican leaders of the day, which are not at 
all insightful. But he has more to offer than that, particularly in the realm of shaping 
Western responses to the Indonesian plight in 1948 and 1949. At that time, his 
contact with British officials, in particular, was hardly pivotal, but important 
nonetheless in a reinforcing role. Also, his record of “blockade busting” and the 
general effort to open the way for the Republic to be part of the wider world offer 
information not available elsewhere. His description of the Round Table negotiations 
in The Hague are particularly useful for the color they add to the official proceedings 
and in describing what the atmosphere was like in the cafés and hotels, where a good 
deal of the negotiating took place. Finally, his discussion of the network of republican 
operatives and representatives in areas neighboring Indonesia offers a vein of research 
for the diligent scholar. In retrospect, it is surprising that the study has not received a 
better reception in academic circles; perhaps this new edition, with the Noszlopy 
explanations, will alter that neglect. It should. 


