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Ikal is a student at Muhammadiyah Elementary, on the Indonesian island of Belitong, where
graduating from sixth grade is considered a major achievement. His school is under constant
threat of closure. In fact, Ikal and his friends - a group called The Rainbow Troops - face threats
from every angle: pessimistic, corrupt government officials; greedy corporations hardly
distinguishable from the colonialism they've replaced; deepening poverty and crumbling
infrastructure; and their own faltering self-confidence. But in the form of two extraordinary
teachers, they also have hope, and Ikal's education is an uplifting one, in and out of the
classroom. You will cheer for Ikal and his friends as they defy the town's powerful tin miners.
Meet his first love - a hand with half-moon fingernails that passes him the chalk his teacher sent
him to buy. You will roar in support of Lintang, the class's barefoot maths genius, as he bests the
rich company children in an academic challenge. First published in Indonesia, The Rainbow
Troops went on to sell over 5 million copies. Now it is set to captivate listeners across the globe.
This is classic storytelling: an engrossing depiction of a world not often encountered, bursting
with charm and verve.

About the AuthorRichard Brilliant is Anna S. Garbedian Professor in the Humanities at Columbia
University in New York.
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H. Schneider, “Life is what happens to you when you are busy making other plans. Quite a
discovery. A modern Indonesian autobiographical novel about growing up among poor Malays in
Sumatra.'No matter how bad their circumstances, they always consider themselves fortunate.
That is the use of religion.' (Does anybody feel reminded of a famous quote from another
writer?)Belitong, or Billiton, is an Indonesian island to the east of South Sumatra. It is not a poor
island, due to its tin mines (the company BHP Billiton originated here), but it has its share of poor
people, the laborers, fishermen, and farmers. The book was a commercial success in a country
not famous for widespread reading. It is well worth our time.(By the way, the island is also
Conrad territory, see The Rescue.)The main theme is poor kids' struggle for schooling: a small
elementary school of the Muhammadiya persuasion, or rather, the story of a class of 10
students. One less and the school would have been shut down.Why did the kids enroll in a
Muhammadiya school? 3 reasons: first, the school charged no fees; second, the parents didn't
want the devil to lead their kids astray; third, no other school would have accepted
them.Muhammadiya is a reformist Islamic organization in Indonesia, not a political party, but
oriented towards education and charity. Motto: do what is good and prevent what is evil. It has
30 million members and runs thousands of schools. I know nothing negative about them, though
I am not normally friendly towards religious organizations. However it is not as if they gave this
school much in terms of resources... Apart from an heroical teacher, a 15 y old girl when it starts,
who doesn't even get paid for the work, the school is little more than a shack.It leads a bare
knuckled struggle for survival and has to stand up against the tin mine and the
government.Hirata writes the former boy's memories, he does not impersonate the child that he
was. We are not given pseudo childish observations, but those of an adult who looks back. That
filter takes out some of the possible reservations that I might have had: there is no romancing or
cutifying poverty here. There is also no whining. The tone is often humorous, and mostly
practical and effective.When the adolescent boy's 'love of his life' leaves the island to go to
school in Jakarta, he discovers reading for consolation (via James Herriot!) and John Lennon's
quote (that I put in the review title). A John Lennon poster goes up on the class room wall next to
Bruce Lee.If I need to find something to criticize, I would decide to doubt the rather extreme
stories about the school's own geniuses, the artsy boy and the science wizard. Too good to be
true? If it is non-fiction, we will believe it. It comes perilously near to standard underdog clichés
though. It is saved by lack of sentimentality. Similarly, when the big fight against the mine's attack
on the school starts, the story is in danger of drifting into kitschland. Such struggles are hard to
write about in a satisfactory way.Andrea Hirata also gives us outlines of a social history of tin
mining and colonialism, and the ethnic as well as the social caste structure on the island. No tale
of Indonesia that is worth its salt can make do without ghosts and shamans. Superstition is
deeply anchored in people's lives and minds. The mining dredges and the crocodiles are the
ogres of this island.The book was so successful that Hirata gave up his job in the corporate



world and became a professional writer. (Though his name suggests some kind of relation to
either Italy or Japan, that doesn't seem to be the case. Indonesian names can be bewildering.)”

Ethan, “Engrossing and Inspiring. This is the first book I have read from an Indonesian author,
recommended by a friend of mine there. It’s the inspiring tail of poor children of a mining town
struggling to get an education and maybe better their lives someday. The author’s style is more
like a verbal storyteller than an author, it feels like he is telling you it himself, with all the
flourishes and embellishments of a good storyteller. I’d certainly recommend it, it’s sad at times,
but carries a strong sense of hope and the value of effort and hard work. Unlike many sorts of
“joy in poverty” stories, it doesn’t feel forced, it has a raw, humorous, self-aware character to it
that more than explains its popularity.”

A Forest Fan, “It all begins here. I saw an interview with the author on Japan's NKH news. They
showed him walking through an Indonesian village where he was honored and recognized as
that country's premier modern author.I was pleased by the novel's swift movement consisting of
brief chapters. They quickly set up the locale and the heroes within who strive to learn and
preserve their schoolhouse. In between the story of schoolchildren yearning for a larger life,
Hirata deftly relates the tragic tale of Indonesia's tin industry. How the haves quickly set up shop,
mined out the wealth from the have-nots farmland, and then received their own reality check as
the novel progressed to see how the children were doing 12 years later.I understand the author
wrote a number of sequels to this story as well as optioned a miniseries on the original book.
Read this semi-autobiographical account and see why there are some things worth fighting for.I
mean that in the conceptual sense. There is no sex or violence in this book, it is instead violence
of the heart, of neglect, of greed. But there is also the hope of learning, and the power of
thought. In that, the book asks the question and answers it as well as any defense of education
I've ever seen. Well done.”

Ebook Library Reader, “"Sending a child to school meant tying oneself to years of costs.". Our
study opens with the valiant teachers of the tiny Malaysian school breathlessly awaiting their
students. They must have ten in order to remain open. It is the poorest school on the island, the
only one accepting the children of the laborers in the infamous tin mines. The teachers receive
no pay, the students are unpromising.Each of the ten students charmed me to my toes. Ikal and
his friends are rainbow troops who seek the heartening rainbows of the rai y season from their
perch in the trees. As the author notes, "One of the extraordinary qualities of Malays is that no
matter how bad their circumstances, they always consider themselves fortunate." This isn't a
Suzy Cream Cheese optimism, it is the outpouring of character. My favorite is Mahar who is
gifted artistically. Or it might be the brilliant Lintang. Or maybe Harun, the child with Down's
Syndrome stole my heart.This is old culture, rarely heard from in my corner of the world. It is an
Islam based on doing one's best toward every human, gentle and loving. Yes there is anger



towards the wealthy tin mines taking the value and the labor without fair return. The story isn't
precious or sweet. This is simply a lovely book taking us into a new world with page turning
brilliance.  You will be glad you read it.”

Joanna Berlinska, “A compelling, uplifting story of resilience, perseverence and hope just as life
writes it. Do read it! It is a wonderful tale of perseverance, resilience, commitment, faith and
hope, that helps you reset the principles of life. This autobiographical story is set in Belitong, one
of the Indonesia's islands, rich in tin that's exploited by the Indonesian government. But the
profits are whisked away from the Belitong people, offering them in exchange poverty as well as
social and political indifference. Two local teachers, wonderfully committed, full of ideals and
strong in their believes, strive to change the fate, the doom, of 11 children, teaching them to
aspire and to dream. And they do, despite all that fate brings on them and it brings a lot; the poor
schooling conditions, harsh life, constant threats from the authorities to close the school down,
evergreen lack of whatsoever finance and belittling by the community. This book reminds you
that nothing is by default impossible for he who wants; the example of a little boy cycling 40km
one way each day to come to school should be told to every modern-world kid!The book is
structured in little stories that together tell this big compelling story. The characters are vivid and
convincing, simply true. Some are presented with more detail than others but altogether they
form the strong group bound by friendship and sharing ideals, the rainbow troops. The ambiance
of the book, set in an exotic location and cultural set-up, just adds to it all.Maybe in places it
lacks a bit on the story line and credibility, but that's a minor detail, not weighing at all on the
book's value. It's strength lays predominantly in the powerful messages it transpires. And there
are many of them too?! Take this one with you: 'I have seen it everywhere: the most unfortunate
in this world are the pessimistic'.”

Parvati P., “An important reminder of the struggle for education. At first I wondered why this book
is considered such a modern classic in Indonesia, where it is set. It seemed a fairly
straightforward narrative about a village school endearingly and amusingly told through the eyes
of one of its pupils. But this deceptively simple narrative is a slow burn. You are introduced to the
pupils at the village school one by one, drawn into their stories and struggles, and suddenly
without realising you are completely hooked. I cheered at their hard won victories, however
small; I wept - I cannot remember the last time I did so over a book - when the obstacles to
getting an education (mainly poverty) simply become too great to carry on; and I was batting all
along for the hardworking, inspirational teachers who support the students through the most
trying of circumstances, believing in them completely.This story could be one of children
anywhere - substitute the Indonesians on their island for South Africans in Soweto, Indians in
rural areas, Indios in the Andes - its strength is in its universality. The struggle for an education
for the poorest plays out everywhere, often under our very noses, without us thinking about it.
This book reminds us of what should be a basic right for all children - to go to school and realise



their potential. Those of us in the west, busy with our own rat race, would do well to stop a while
and ponder why some people cannot get even a basic education.My only concern is that the
translation into English is not as good as it could be. For that reason alone four starts instead of
five.”

J. W. Platt, “Inspirational. This is a most excellent and inspirational story, that anyone who
attended a rural school in a poor community will be able to relate to. It tells of the gems that exist
in the rough, the quest for education, and the untold value of dedication by teachers and pupils
alike. There re heartwarming episodes and a fund of anecdotes with a cast of characters that it is
impossible not to admire in their struggle against the odds and the butdens imposed on them by
the more privileged. I think this would make a very fine set book for GCSE "O" Level.”

bakerman, “Modern Indonesia classic. A wonderful story about a small school for young
Indonesians living on an island dominated by a foreign mining company. Their heroic teachers
and a class of great children overcome all obstacles in their path to gain a valuable education.
Funny, weepy, exciting by turns! A really enjoyable read.”

Ebook Library Reader, “a mesmerising poetry written in a form of prose. I read this book in
Indonesian language in 2007. I was amazed and fascinated at how beautiful this book is. It's like
a mesmerising poetry written in a form of prose. Since it was translated in English, I have given
this book to many English native speaker friends. And they always gave me a great feedback!”

The book by James Bastien has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 125 people have provided feedback.
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