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Abstract. As a region with a strong influence on the Dutch during the colonial 

period, Minahasa was often referred to as "the 12th Province of the Nether-

lands”. In fact, the great influence of the Dutch has entrenched not only in the 

aspect of religion and language but also in the art of building and architecture. 

Intact evidences of residential buildings constructed during the Dutch colonial 

period in Minahasa were located both in urban and in rural areas, particularly in 

the hinterland of Minahasa. The buildings not only reflect Dutch or European 

architecture but represent a fusion with the local architecture. The fusion be-

tween local and foreign architecture (European and Chinese) is renowned as In-

dies architecture. This study used historical archaeology, which combines ar-

chaeological data (artifacts, ecofacts, and features) and historical data (archives, 

maps, photos, and historical documents). The study was aimed at finding out 

the local wisdom adopted by the Europeans (Dutch) in the Indies architecture in 

Minahasa. The results showed a strong influence of Minahasan local wisdom in 

the Indies architecture in Minahasa. The nuance of local wisdom is not only re-

flected in the building materials but also in the philosophical meaning of archi-

tectural design. 
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1 Introduction 

The word Minahasa refers to two meanings, namely the ethnicity and region in North 

Sulawesi Province. As an ethnic group, the Minahasans are divided into eight sub 

ethnic: Tonsea, Tombulu, Tondano or Tolour, Totemboan, Tonsawang, Ponosakan, 

Ratahan, and Bantik. Meanwhile, as a region, Minahasa is separated into seven ad-

ministrative areas: Minahasa Regency, North Minahasa, South Minahasa, Southeast 

Minahasa, Manado City, Bitung City, and Tomohon City (Figure 1). The word 'Mi-

nahasa' is made up of the prefix ma-, the infix -in-, and the independent word esa or 

'one'. In English this translates as 'become one' or 'united', and refers to the unity of 

the eight aforementioned subethnic groups [9]. The word Minahasa was initially used 

in the official documents of the government since October 8, 1789, as evidenced in a 

report by Resident J. D. Scierstein to the Governor General of the VOC [3]. 
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During the Dutch colonial administration, Minahasa became the area most deeply 

penetrated by the Dutch influence in Indonesia. The strongest influence was seen 

from the spread of Protestant Christianity to remote areas of Minahasa by missionar-

ies from NZG (Nederlandsch Zendeling Genootschap). Other influences were evident 

in the education system, language, lifestyle, settlement patterns, and architecture. In 

terms of education, Minahasa grew into the most advanced region during the colonial 

period. Historical account revealed that there were 150 schools in 1860 in Minahas 

[24]. The Dutch also brought about a considerable impact on linguistic aspect as seen 

from countless loan words from the Dutch, which have been used in the daily interac-

tions of the Minahasans today, such as meneer, kas, koi, hook, voor, place, etc. Thus 

far, a great number of the elderly population in Minahasa are still fluent in Dutch. Not 

to mention to the fact that some churches even use Dutch as the language of instruc-

tion in their worship. The Dutch influences has also infiltrated the aspect of architec-

ture as reflected from the current presence of Indies-style buildings that combine Mi-

nahasan architecture with European (Dutch) architecture in the interior of Minahasan 

buildings. In this context, Heny Pratiknjo, as quoted by detik.com, held that this evi-

dence served as an attempt by the Dutch to control Minahasa through religion and 

culture because physical control was nearly impractical [13].  

 
The building architecture that intermixes the Dutch and traditional architecture 

(local style) is known as Indo Europeesche Bouwkunst, Indische Huizen, and Indische 

architecture [25]. This architectural style is distinctively unique because it exists no-

where else and comprises distinctive characteristics from the architectural style of 

other regions in Indonesia [27]. The word Indies is derived from the word Nederland-

 

Fig. 1. Map of Minahasa 
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sch Indie or the Dutch East Indies and its use refers to the architectural style, culture, 

and lifestyle of the supporting community that was formed during the reign of the 

Dutch East Indies in Indonesia [25].  

While there have been many studies to explore local wisdom in the art of tradi-

tional building and modern architecture, only few studies were noted to address Indies 

buildings, which were mainly constructed during the colonial period. Thus, the object 

of this study was limited to colonial buildings to accord with the scope of historical 

archaeological studies. Archaeological study largely examines Cultural Heritage Ob-

ject (BCB) or Suspected Cultural Heritage Objects (ODCB). Law no. 11 of 2010, 

Chapter III article 5, stipulates that to be deemed a cultural heritage, the site must 

meet the following criteria: a) to be at least 50 (fifty) years of age or more, b) to rep-

resents at least the past 50 (fifty) years of style, c) to retain special meaning in terms 

of the aspect of history, science, education, religion, and/or culture, and d) to contain 

cultural values that strengthen national identity. On this basis, the object of historical 

archaeological study includes archaeological remnants from the earliest form of writ-

ing up to the past 50 (fifty) years. This article, hence, aims to examine the application 

of local wisdom in Indies buildings in the Minahasa.  

2 Method 

Using inductive reasoning, the research starts from the study of specific facts or 

symptoms to come up with the conclusion of general symptoms or empirical generali-

zations [29]. This research used a descriptive analytical method, which aims to make 

a systematic, factual, and accurate description about facts and characteristics of a 

particular population or area [28]. The historical archeological approach in this study 

was used in order to reveal more details about the existing archaeological remains. As 

an approach, historical archeology combines history, archeology, geography, and 

ethnography. Historical archeology focuses on the study of archaeological remains 

with written records relating to the history of these remains [2]. Historical archeologi-

cal objects are archaeological remains that date back to the human period after the 

introduction of the earliest form of writing. The research stages consist of data collec-

tion, data processing, and data analysis that generates a conclusion.  

3 Discussion 

Local wisdom can be defined as the knowledge possessed by a particular community 

gained through a long process [30], derived from cultural values created based on 

environmental considerations and public trust in tangible and intangible objects [21]. 

Local wisdom is a system that integrates knowledge, culture and institutions and prac-

tices in managing natural resources [26]. The concept of local wisdom was initially 

introduced by H.G. Quaritch Wales in 1948, which refers to “the basic personality of 

each culture” [8]. In terms of settlements, the Minahasans have applied a local wis-

dom to consider their settlement as a place to be better managed and translated into 

practical concepts that can guide contemporary people to live in harmony with the 
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environment, and show their respect for pre-colonial traditions [33]. The relationship 

between the local wisdom of the Minahasan community is depicted in Figure 2.  

 
Formerly, Minahasan settlements were generally developed in the rural areas, in-

stead of the coastal areas. The Minahasans, generally agricultural farmers [1], were 

less interested in living in coastal areas because of its uncomfortable climate, since 

the coastline is commonly hot, humid, swampy, sandy and has infertile soils. Moreo-

ver, it is largely unsafe due to the attacks by the Mangindano and Tobelo pirates and 

the expansion of the Bolaang Mongondow kingdom [18]. The pattern of past Minaha-

san settlements is divided into two types, namely: pakasaan (settlement of a certain 

ethnic group) and lukarz (small scattered hamlets) [22]. The word lukarz is derived 

from the old Tombulu language, which means a protected area, where people live 

together [22]. Henley described the settlement pattern of the Minahasan as follows.  
In most areas there were two main types of settlement: nucle-

ated political and ritual centers, typically fortified for defense, 

and much less conspicuous, but often very numerous, swidden 

houses or small hamlets scattered in the surrounding farmland 

and secondary forest. In most areas, there were two types of set-

tlement: small political and ritual centers fortified for defense 

and houses or small hamlets scattered around agricultural land 

and secondary forest. The former figure prominently in Dutch 

reports as dorpen, kampung or negeri”, but while some foreign 

observers recognized that these ‘can also be regarded as dis-

tricts [9]. 

 

Fig. 2. Intertwined Minahasan Cultural Landscape Interactions 

(source: Wuisang, 2014:309) 
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Fig. 3. Land use pattern plan of Minahasan community (source: Renwarin, 

2007:42). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Minahasan land use pattern is split into four parts, namely northwest, 

northeast, southeast, and southwest or into two parts, namely top (north direction) and 

bottom (south direction) (Figure 3). The upper part is a forest area which is classified 

into two, namely the left side (northwest) to meet short-term needs, and the right side 

(northeast) to meet long-term needs. The lower part is a food source area, which is 

also separated into two parts, namely a short-term food source area (southwest) and a 

long-term food source area (southeast) [15]. Renwarin further explained that in the 

northwest, there are wangelei plants (a type of medicinal plant), betel and areca nuts 

to serve guests, and sago as an ingredient for cakes. The northeast grows the materials 

used for travel, the lower part serves as a cultivation area, while the southwest part 

consists of kahukurz (a type of grass that can be cooked or vegetables), bamboo for 

cooking rice, and women cooking. The southeastern part consists of palm trees that 

produce sap, fruits, and woka trees whose leaves are used to wrap food [22]. 

The traditional Minahasan house is in the form of a house on stilts or a house with 

two stairs at front. The beliefs of the Minahasan ancestors held that such placement of 

the two ladders at the front part was intended to drive out the evil spirit, who try to 

climb up the stairs, by providing the next ladder for them to climb down [4]. History 

notes that in the past, the Minahasan lived in a large house inhabited by several fami-

lies. The house was generally in the form of a large rectangle with a high roof. Inside 

there was a hallway, while on the left and right there were cubicles where one batih 

(family) lived. The height of the house was between 3 meters – 4 meters and it only 

had one ladder made of logs to be pulled up at night for safety [6] (Figure 4). The 

house was mainly constructed from wood and bamboo. The connection system used a 

wooden/bamboo pen, which was tied with palm fibre rope. The roof was made of 

thatch, reeds, or fibers. After 1845, however, there were some changes in the shape of 
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the Minahasan house, when there was a big earthquake that knocked down many 

houses. Thus, smaller houses were constructed for one family which consisted of 

many pillars. The traditional Minahasan houses are divided into two types, namely: 

wale meithohtol (house on stilts with high pillars), and wale meiwangin (house with a 

moderately high pillar of stone or brick). 

Europeans living in Minahasa built their houses by adapting to the natural and en-

vironmental conditions in Minahasa. The European houses in Minahasa were mainly 

constructed by referring to Indies architecture. The typology of Indies architecture in 

Minahasa can be categorized into two periods, namely; period 1800-1900 and those of 

1901-1945. The buildings for the period of 1800-1900 were mainly constructed as 

houses on stilts with a combination of wall and wooden materials (Figure 5). The 

buildings were elongated in shape and had two stairs at the front with the floor height 

at about 1 meter - 1.5 meters [5]. The roof was largely in the form of a high saddle 

made of thatch, reeds, or fibers and had a small window (pepenet oki). The small 

window (pepenet oki) in a traditional Minahasa house served as a way for light to 

enter the attic (soldor) and a place to look down (tetemboan) when the homeowner 

was in the attic [31]. Nonetheless, the intact evidence of houses built during this peri-

od is no longer available. The only available data were derived from photos, which 

are made accessible from the https://Digital Collections (universiteitleiden.nl) site. 

 

Fig. 4. Plan of the old Minahasan house [22] and one of the remaining large houses in 

Remboken, Minahasa Regency (Author’s documentation). 
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These photos indicate that the buildings of Europeans settlers who lived in Minahasa 

constituted a fusion between Minahasan architecture and European architecture. 

However, it remains unclear whether the walls and the foundation of these buildings 

were constructed from brick or stone/coral, given the fact that no archaeological evi-

dence is left from this period. The artifactual data found in the foundations of other 

buildings (forts, warehouses, and churches) dating from the 1800s, revealed that they 

generally used rock mixed with limestone as the foundation and walls. The materials 

for the Indies houses in Minahasa likely share similarities with the artifacts ever dis-

covered.  

 

 

 

Fig. 5. The shape on indies building period 1800-1890 in Minahasa(source: Digital 

Collections (universiteitleiden.nl) 
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The shape of the Indies building in the period 1900-1945 witnessed some changes, 

particularly in terms of size and stage. They were no longer built as large houses on 

stilt but were more varied (Figure 6). They were still mainly constructed from a blend 

of local materials and foreign materials. Their shapes were more varied, not only on 

stilts and elongated as in the previous period. Some houses even had an octagonal 

shape at the front, the shape resembling the letters L, U, or couples. The floor height 

was mainly less than 1 meter and some used tiles or cement floors. Indies buildings of 

this period were no longer owned solely by the Europeans since most of them be-

longed to natives who worked as Dutch government employees (ambtnaar), soldiers 

(KNIL), or employees of Dutch companies (KPM and BPM). The houses were gener-

ally named on their front facade, such as Huiz Makassar, Wale Borneo, Wale Paloe, 

Wale Koelawi, Huize Esther, and Huize Maria. This naming was largely based on 

their workplace (Makassar, Borneo, Palu, and Kulawi), and the name of the owner 

(Ester and Maria) [14]. 

The roof was no longer merely in a saddle shape but had various overlapping 

shapes, pyramid, shield, or a combination of several shapes. Some of the roofs were 

constructed from zinc, which were installed using nails and bolts. Some building 

frames used iron, but most of them still used wood. The walls of the buildings were 

made of concrete walls or wooden walls with the main frame using wood. It is note-

worthy that some houses used bamboo slats (pitate) to support the walls. Bamboo 

slats (pitate) were placed on the inside of the wall to serve as a reinforcement (Figure 

7). The window section had a canopy of concrete to prevent heat and water from leak-

ing when it rained. The foot of the building was generally constructed from river 

stones. The location of the kitchen was generally separated from the main building 

like that in traditional Minahasan houses.  

  
 

  

Fig. 6. The shape on indies buildings 1900-1945 period in Minahasa (source: Author’s 

documentation) 
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As part of the local wisdom, the architecture of Indies buildings in Minahasa 

adapts to the natural environmental conditions of the Minahasa region with its tropical 

climate, high rainfall, rapid changes in heat and rain, and its location in an earth-

quake-prone area. The values of local wisdom in the field of architecture can be ex-

plored by way of applying ‘smart solutions’ that are balanced with ‘sensible and pru-

dent solutions’, to achieve a ‘smart and sensible solution’ [21]. Four rules are stipulat-

ed for designing earthquake-resistant houses, as listed in the following: the plan or 

shape of the building must be simple and symmetrical, the materials used must be 

light, the connection system must be rigid and flexible, and the structural and con-

struction systems are unified, especially in the roof, wall, and foundation structures 

[7]. To construct high-quality buildings, the community must learn from high-quality 

existing buildings, which adapt to the natural, environmental, and cultural conditions 

of the community [27]. 

4 Conclusion 

The local wisdom of the Minahasan community flourished and developed through a 

long process in the life of the Minahasan community. Natural conditions, environ-

ment, traditions, and disasters are the main lessons to learn and construct the Minaha-

san local wisdom. Local wisdom in Indies architectural buildings in Minahasa can be 

grouped based on three functions, namely; the roof of the building, the body, and the 

legs (building foundation). The roof of the building was mainly constructed using 

lightweight materials (thatch, fibers, reeds or zinc) because it was located in an earth-

quake-prone area. The roofs were made of naturally derived materials as an effort to 

take advantage of the existing potential in the surrounding environment, which was 

abundant and available. In addition, the roof was constructed with a high ridge to 

serve as an attic to store natural products and reduce high humidity. The buildings 

were made of naturally-derived existing materials in the surrounding environment, 

such as wood, and bamboo combined with concrete walls. The foot of the building 

was adapted to the local design using wooden poles and a splicing system with pins 

and natural stone. In its later stage development, the building design and the materials 

of the Indies architecture in Minahasa did not eliminate the use of the old materials, 

  

Fig. 7. Bamboo slats (pitate) placed the wall to serve reinforcement (source: Author’s 

documentation 
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which served as the local wisdom of the Minahasan community. They simply com-

bined new technology with the local Minahasan wisdom that has existed for a long 

time. 
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